

[image: Cover]




Table of Contents


Copyright

Dedication

Impersonal Attractions

PART ONE

ONE

TWO

THREE

FOUR

FIVE

SIX

SEVEN

EIGHT

NINE

TEN

ELEVEN

TWELVE

THIRTEEN

FOURTEEN

FIFTEEN

SIXTEEN

SEVENTEEN

EIGHTEEN

NINETEEN

TWENTY

TWENTY-ONE

TWENTY-TWO

TWENTY-THREE

TWENTY-FOUR

TWENTY-FIVE

TWENTY-SIX

TWENTY-SEVEN

TWENTY-EIGHT

TWENTY-NINE

PART TWO

THIRTY

THIRTY-ONE

THIRTY-TWO

THIRTY-THREE

THIRTY-FOUR

THIRTY-FIVE

THIRTY-SIX

THIRTY-SEVEN

THIRTY-EIGHT

THIRTY-NINE

FORTY

FORTY-ONE

FORTY-TWO

FORTY-THREE

FORTY-FOUR

FORTY-FIVE

FORTY-SIX

FORTY-SEVEN


Impersonal Attractions

By Sarah Shankman

 

Copyright 2013 by Sarah Shankman

Cover Copyright 2013 by Ginny Glass and Untreed Reads Publishing

The author is hereby established as the sole holder of the copyright. Either the publisher (Untreed Reads) or author may enforce copyrights to the fullest extent.

 

Previously published in print, 1985.

 

This ebook is licensed for your personal enjoyment only. This ebook may not be resold, reproduced or transmitted by any means in any form or given away to other people without specific permission from the author and/or publisher. If you would like to share this book with another person, please purchase an additional copy for each person you share it with. If you’re reading this book and did not purchase it, or it was not purchased for your use only, then please return to your ebook retailer and purchase your own copy. Thank you for respecting the hard work of this author.

 

This is a work of fiction. Any resemblance to the living or dead is entirely coincidental. 

 

http://www.untreedreads.com




For my mother and father

with thanks to Rita Sitnick and Vin Gizzi

for their loving support

and to Allen Verne

for the advice




Impersonal Attractions

Sarah Shankman




PART ONE




ONE

As she fumbled for it, the silver-faced clock crashed to the floor. Annie Tannenbaum groaned and squinted at the time. Six A.M. Outside the Sunset Scavenger truck was chewing garbage.

Why, God, she asked, was her neighborhood first? Why couldn’t they come at sunset as their sign advertised? Couldn’t the garbage be allowed to age a little? Would that be asking too much?

She pulled the dusty-rose comforter over her head, but it didn’t help. Light was already creeping in around the edges of the shades, through the white lace curtains. It was going to be another one of those flawless, bright blue San Francisco days.

Give me a break, guys. Sometimes a little gloom is good for the soul. The inside of her head felt foggy. Maybe today would be the day she stopped smoking. Maybe. But not likely.

At least she didn’t have to get up this second. She snuggled down deeper under the creamy-white cotton sheets, reached for a mauve and pink flowered pillow that had fallen on the floor. She liked all four of the pillows tucked around her. Like a soft, snuggly cave.

There was a small black and brown bear wedged into one of the three white bookcases lining one wall. On another shelf sat a long-limbed doll with blonde hair and a blue satin dress. Her father had won it for her when she was a very little girl by tossing baseballs at the county fair.

Next to it sat a red-bound book of fairy tales and fables. But the rest of the books weren’t childish—Faulkner, Fitzgerald, Elmore Leonard among the thousands of volumes. Nor was the rest of the room.

But it was unquestionably a woman’s bedroom: walls of palest pink, deepening in corners, flirting with the light; a Dresden-blue four-drawer bureau; a white wicker planter filled with various ferns; a rocking chair cushioned with cerise and violet cabbage roses, beside which a twenties wrought-iron lamp gilded golden through its elaborate jet-beaded silk shade. Old things. Comfortable.

Annie stretched and yawned. Nothing pressing until lunch with Sam. Maybe she’d just lie here for a while. Think about her book. Think about what she was going to have for lunch. She could always think about lunch.

Then her next-door neighbor turned over in bed. Christ! Annie sat up, holding the comforter to her chest against the cool San Francisco morning, and scowled at the wall behind her. Nothing like Bunny Dolan to ruin her day, not to mention the night before. She really had to do something about Bunny.

Not that she hadn’t tried. She had complained to Tony, the super, but all he did was laugh. Bunny was pretty funny, Annie had to admit, but less funny if you shared a wall with her four-poster bed.

The infamous, elaborately carved, mahogany bed, inherited from one of Bunny’s Irish-American ancestors (among the crème de la crème of San Francisco society, as Bunny managed to say at least once in every conversation) was separated from Annie’s brass headboard by a wall that was thick, but not thick enough. The four-poster was large and wobbly, like an old wooden boat in a choppy sea, and it crashed into the wall every time Bunny moved.

And when Bunny had company in bed, she moved a lot. Luckily for Annie, Bunny had gained weight and lost suitors in the past year, so there had been relative quiet from the other side of the wall.

Last night, however, the swain Bunny referred to as the Italian Stallion had galloped into town. Aptly named, Annie thought. The man’s staying power should be documented in the Guinness Book of World Records.

They were awake. Boom! A cannon shot would have been more discreet. Annie heard Bunny’s murmur, then a sharp giggle, followed by the sound of the Stallion neighing.

Annie pulled the pink comforter over her head. It was no use. Once the concert began she was stuck with orchestra seats. It wasn’t just Bunny’s bed. Bunny herself could have gone on the Carson show doing animal imitations.

She was warming up now with the more frequently repeated bass line—a grunting that punctuated each breath.

Annie flopped over on her stomach, smashed her pillow over her head, and screamed into her mattress. It didn’t help. Anything she could do, they could do louder.

At least this one was quick. Small favor, thank you, God. The Stallion sprinted to a finish. His neighs of pleasure, counterpointed with Bunny’s shrieks, filled out the final chorus. It was a song one had to hear to believe. And lots of Bunny’s neighbors were believers.

Including Jorge, the Colombian shipping clerk/drug dealer who lived on Bunny’s other side. Once Bunny had had the gall to complain about the volume of Jorge’s stereo.

“Hey, lady, you got some nerve!” he’d yelled. “I hear you, lady, I hear you fucking all night long!”

The battle lines had been drawn then, and Bunny averted her eyes whenever they passed in the hallway, as if Jorge would mind being cut dead by one from San Francisco society.

Jorge didn’t give a damn. He was street smart and he played dirty. He taped her love wails one night and lay in wait for the perfect opportunity to replay them. It presented itself a few days later in the crowded elevator.

First there was stunned silence and embarrassed staring at the floor indicator. Then the tittering began, and in moments the elevator rocked with laughter. Bunny was reduced to tears.

This particular sunny morning Annie felt close to tears herself. Was a little jealousy nibbling at her soul?

Come on, Annie. Buck up, girl, she told herself. Give old Bunny a break. And give yourself a break too. But you’ll just have to wait your turn. Right now, get out of this bed and face the day.

Annie hauled her long body toward the blue and white kitchen. Her stomach felt better already. She stood, naked, in front of the open fridge and stared at the possibilities.

Croissant. Blackberry preserves. Good strong coffee.

The day was looking sweeter already.

Besides, she was having lunch with Sam.




TWO

While Annie showered in her white-tiled bathroom in Pacific Heights, some thirty blocks south, on the other side of town, a young, curly-haired woman named Sondra Weinberg handed a man a dollar tip. He thanked her with a Buck knife in her chest.

“Oh God!” she gasped, staring down at the crimson stain that was her blood blossoming out across her white silk blouse. Red, like the paper poppies veterans handed out at shopping centers, blooming on her ample breast.

The dollar bill fluttered to her Oriental carpet and lay untouched as Sondra grasped at the pain with both hands.

The black-handled knife sat glowering, burning. Part of her mind detached and watched as the grinning man slowly pulled out the knife. His grin was wet. Spittle flashed obscenely. His tongue flicked at it. He pulled the knife slowly, sensually, as if he were detaching himself from her after a particularly lewd sex act.

A torrent of blood followed.

The pain will stop any minute, she thought. It’s over now.

Of course it wasn’t. The blond-haired man with the knife in his hand had just begun.

Before he was finished, Sondra’s round belly, pillowy breasts, and soft thighs would be gulping with little mouths of blood. Crimson would stain his hands and lips and penis. And when she was quite still and quite dead he would dip one finger into the deep scarlet pool where her heart was beating just minutes before, before he cut it out, and draw four arms bent at right angles—the symbol for genocide—in the middle of her forehead.

Afterward he washed himself carefully in her silent, sunny bathroom and dried himself on her yellow towels. Then he trimmed the bottom of each stem of the twelve white roses he had brought her, trimmed them with his black-handled Buck knife and carefully placed them in a tall blue vase filled with cold water. They would live a long time.

Then he left, closing Sondra’s door firmly behind him, checking to make sure it was safely latched.




THREE

Pacific Heights is one of San Francisco’s oldest, most elegant neighborhoods. The great fire of 1906 stopped at the broad avenue called Van Ness, sparing the marble-stepped mansions and the colorfully painted gingerbread row houses. Annie’s six-story apartment building, with the generous proportions of the late twenties, was creamy stucco with rococo cornices. Almost identical buildings were scattered throughout the neighborhood. Perched at the corner of Pierce and California, it was located on the last block going south that could still honestly claim the tony Pacific Heights name. Then there was a quick decline into the Western Addition, where poverty festered among gaping holes the city had torn out of the ghetto, meaning to reclaim them, someday.

Annie left her building and walked uphill northward, toward the neighborhood’s prosperous heart. She passed the yellow Victorian that housed an exercise studio for the ladies who lunched. As class time approached, the street’s narrow parking spaces would fill with Mercedeses and BMWs. Passersby could watch the wealthy and trendy, waving their thin arms, clad in the very latest geranium, teal, and silver velour exercise gear.

Annie had tried the studio. After all, it was just across the street. But she found the distance much longer. It was like stepping into the society column of the morning paper, and frankly, she didn’t care for it. She’d found her own class down at the Marina, filled with women who worked for their lunches—and their breakfasts and their dinners, as she did.

She was going to be late for this lunch with Sam if she didn’t hurry. She could have taken her car, an old yellow Volkswagen convertible named Agatha, but parking in the city was such an ordeal that it was quicker to walk the fifteen or so blocks. Up the hill she climbed, skirting the edge of Alta Plaza Park, bracing her knees for the torturously steep downhill slope, passing one gorgeous house after another until she reached the flatlands and the glitzy, boutiqued commercial strip of Union Street.

Samantha was waiting for Annie at The Deli, sipping bottled water and holding down the best table in the restaurant. The best table, the whitest teeth, the shiniest black curls—all seemed to be Samantha Storey’s birthright, along with her grandfather’s money. She was the kind of woman who entered a room and made you want to go home, lose five pounds, redo your hair, and get dressed all over again. You also might want to kill her, until, like Annie, you discovered that behind the Vogue cover was the best friend you could ever have.

Annie and Sam had met through a personal ad in the Bay Guardian. Annie had been “browsing,” she said, when she found an ad by a gay man looking for a lover who sounded just right for her friend Hoyt. Hoyt answered and found his true love, Emmett—whose old high-school chum was Samantha.

As Hoyt and Emmett were becoming lovers, Annie and Sam became the best of friends. For the past three years they had seen each other at least once a week and talked on the phone almost daily.

Sam’s sisters were in Southern California. Annie was an only child. They listened to one another through the little things (“Do you think I should shorten my gray skirt?”) and the big (“I think I have a lump in my left breast”). They were family.

“Would you look at this place?” Sam waved her beautifully manicured hand.

Annie looked. The restaurant was done in standard California: redwood, ferns, a sliding greenhouse roof, a carved, Art Nouveau bar.

“So?”

“Couldn’t you go blind from the glitter of gold chains?” Sam nodded in the direction of the stag line at the bar.

“I thought you meant interior decoration. I didn’t know we were window shopping. Aren’t we eating?” Annie reached for the menu.

“Since when can’t we do both at the same time?”

“Since there’s never anything here to choose from. Unless you’ve developed a sudden yen for coke dealers or twelve-year-olds.” Annie looked past the gold chains to a handsome, very young man sipping a beer at the end of the bar. “I’d rather choose from the menu.” She glanced down at it then closed it decisively. “I’ll have the cheese blintzes. You have the pastrami. We’ll share.”

“Why, Annie Tannenbaum! Dairy and meat!” Sam clucked.

“God, what would I do without you, the guardian of my Jewish soul? My mother thanks you, my grandmother thanks you, my Aunt Essie thanks you.”

It was an old joke. Samantha, with her dark curls, tawny complexion, and high cheekbones looked Sephardic—with a great nose job. She was as WASP as a Cabot. But in her soul sang the songs of the shtetl. She had always wanted to be Jewish and often talked about converting, which always made fair-haired, green-eyed Annie laugh.

“You want my guilt? My mother’s chicken soup? I’ll trade you even-steven for your grandfather.”

Sam’s mother’s father. The wily one who had come to California without a dime in his jeans and had parlayed the sale of pickups to Okies into the largest truck dealership in the state. Who had invested his profits in thousands of acres of the San Fernando Valley before anybody else could see which way the wind was blowing. By the time others figured it out, several pretty millions were permanently ensconced in Sam’s trust fund.

“No thanks. Why don’t I just buy lunch instead?” Sam caught the waitress’s eye and they ordered, including another Calistoga water for Sam.

Sam drank only coffee and water. On-again, off-again, a part-time Southern California rebel, part-time debutante, she had leap-frogged her way through Beverly Hills High, several medicine cabinets of recreational drugs, a society wedding to a stockbroker, with Alfred Hitchcock among the guests, a divorce, Stanford Law School, a hard-driving associateship, and full-blown alcoholism by the time she was twenty-six. With the help of a good shrink and AA, she had left the law, found herself, and had not touched liquor for the past ten years.

Annie picked up the thread of their conversation. “What if you did meet somebody in a place like this? How could you ever tell anyone that you met in a singles bar?”

“This isn’t a singles bar. This is a restaurant,” Sam replied.

“It’s a fine line, a very fine line,” Annie muttered around a mouthful of blintz. “But I did talk with a woman the other day who met her husband next door.”

Next door was Perry’s, the original and most famous of the fern bars along Union Street, where beautiful bodies were a dime a dozen and the fine line among restaurants, boutiques, and pick-up bars was hazy. A nearby intersection with watering holes on three of its corners was so infamous for hearts and bodies colliding amid the tinkle of ice and crystal that it was nicknamed the “Bermuda Triangle.”

Annie continued, “This woman had stopped in Perry’s one night for a quick drink with a girl friend from out of town who wanted to see the six-deep ultimate singles bar. When this long, tall Texan walked in complete with ten-gallon hat and boots, she turned to her friend and laughed, ‘Now there’s the man I’ve been waiting for all my life.’ Turned out he was. Also turned out he was an oil millionaire.”

Sam groaned.

“I know. It’s not fair, is it? Well, it’s not fair to me. After all, Sam, you don’t need a millionaire.”

Complaining about the paucity of good men in their lives was a frequent theme of their conversations.

“Want to hear another one that’ll make you sick?”

“Shoot.”

“Okay, this one’s a friend of a friend of a friend.”

“Just tell it.”

“Who’s the writer here?”

“You’re the writer, I’m the reporter. Who, what, where, when, why?”

Annie ignored her and went ahead in her own style. “Anyway, this Frenchwoman answered her phone in Paris. Wrong number. But a charming man. They started talking. One thing led to another and now they’re married. He’s Greek, a shipping tycoon, no less. In addition to lovely, sweet, handsome, gentle—”

Sam interrupted. “This could drive me back to booze.”

“Wait. I have another one.”

“One more and that’s it.”

“Okay. My friend Jane—you remember Jane—anyway, she has a friend, Estelle, who’s lived over by Grace Cathedral for ten years. Knew practically no one in her building. Anyway, she got a home computer. One day there was a notice in the elevator. Seemed as though someone else in the building was getting her computer stuff on his TV screen.”

“Just a minute,” Sam protested.

“I don’t understand the complexities of computers. This is a true story. You want to hear the end of it?”

“I think I know it.”

“Of course you do. Estelle responded to the note in the elevator with an apology and an offer to meet with whoever it was to talk about the problem. Turned out to be the man who’d lived directly above her for five years, whom she’d never met. They worked out the crossed signals, and now they’re a two-computer family.”

“Is there a moral to these stories?”

“Sure. You want to meet a nice man? Hang out in Perry’s, talk to wrong numbers, get a computer. What do I know? Am I married? Am I an expert?”

“No, but as they say, sweetheart, you’re writing the book.”

Annie laughed. She was indeed. It was called Meeting Cute. The book was a collection of anecdotes about how people met. It began as notes in her journal—her own adventures and tales people told her. As the notes grew, the idea for the book began to take shape.

Millie, the New York literary agent who had sold her collection of restaurant reviews, thought it was a great idea. Singles were a hot market, Millie thought. Tell me about it, said Annie.

She’d been single again for six years since her divorce from Bert. And though she hadn’t run across Prince Charming, she’d sure met her share of frogs.

For example, the tall, Christlike young man playing Frisbee in Golden Gate Park. He’d asked her to hold his shopping bag, then treated her to garlic pizza. On their second date she’d held the same shopping bag while he played karate with strong, young Japanese men in white jackets belted in bright colors. On their third date she learned that the bag held five thousand Quaaludes.

But whether the meetings took or not, the possibilities of who might be around that next corner continued to fascinate her.

One of the things about being married was that when the phone rang she knew it was never going to be someone she had just met in a grocery checkout line asking her to a ball.

Which was always a possibility now. Especially with the Marina Safeway so close at hand.

The Safeway was just across the street from the Marina Green, where the city’s most beautiful bodies ran against the backdrop of Alcatraz, the Golden Gate, the hills of Marin County. Scenery and cruising just didn’t get much better than that.

After running off a pound or two the pretty people in Adidas and running shorts would jam the Safeway. Cheeks flushed, bathed in a light glow of perspiration, they would cool down while wheeling their baskets around, picking up an artichoke here, a yogurt there, and, with any luck, another trim body to take home. Who knew how many of San Francisco’s healthiest couples had met over a half gallon of chocolate chip wearing little more than their underwear?

It was as good a way as any. Better than some.

A woman she knew named Trudy swore by puppies. “It’s simple,” Trudy had said. “Who can resist a darling puppy? I just get one and walk it at six o’clock when everyone’s coming home from work. You’d be amazed how many men I’ve met when they stopped to pet a cute little cocker.”

Annie had never wanted to know what she did with the puppies when they got too big to help her meet cute.

“Meeting cute” was movie talk for the serendipitous coming together of couples like Tracy and Hepburn, Stewart and Kelly. A dropped glove, a mistaken room assignment—it was a phrase Annie had always liked, and so it became her title.

When dessert was suggested Sam and Annie both protested. The waitress just patted her rubber-soled foot. She’d heard this a thousand times before. They looked like chocolate cheesecake to her.

She was right.

“Two forks,” Annie said.

“You’re going to have to take your fanny to exercise five times a week if you keep this up,” said Sam, who never put an ounce on her curvy but slender 5′ 7″ frame. Not that Annie was ever anything but thin. But to her mind, the whole point of exercise was cheesecake without guilt.

“Can’t go any more often,” said Annie, adding saccharin to her coffee. She was addicted to the stuff in the pink envelopes. “Three workouts a week is the limit. No time. My classes started again last week, remember?”

“Right. How’re they going?”

“Okay.” She shrugged. “It’s too early to tell. But I hope I have some live wires. I want to use them as guinea pigs.”

“What do you mean?” Sam asked through a mouthful of dessert.

“Not exactly guinea pigs. ‘Contributors’ would be more like it. More stories for the book. Their first writing assignment is a piece on the most interesting way they ever met anyone. Better than ‘How I Spent My Summer Vacation,’ don’t you think?”

A couple of years earlier Annie had escaped from full-time teaching for almost full-time at her typewriter. A regular food and restaurant column in a city magazine plus free-lance assignments had brought in enough cash to keep her in a state of ecstatic poverty, delighted to be doing what she’d always wanted. She didn’t mind supplementing her income with a couple of evening classes in creative writing. San Francisco State was a far cry from a high-school English classroom, and it was nice to keep her hand in.

Sam’s writing was of a different sort. In the process of saving her life from the bottle she’d discovered that she’d gone to law school only to impress her father, the attorney. The things she really liked about law were the writing of briefs and murder. She was a real bloodhound when it came to gore.

So she put it all together and became Samantha Storey, Girl Reporter, Cops and Courts Beat, San Francisco Chronicle. It didn’t hurt that one of her uncles owned a big chunk of the paper.

Not that Sam didn’t earn both her stripes and her keep. She could live for weeks on coffee and adrenaline when a story was hot. And there had been a lot of opportunity for a reporter with a specialty in murder during the past few years in the Bay Area.

For a while, Santa Cruz County, fifty miles south of the city, had been dubbed the “U.S. Murder Capital.” Three separate maniacs, John Linley Frazier, Herbert Mullin, and Edmund Kemper had been killing people wholesale. They were all behind bars, and the Santa Cruz Mountains were open to hikers and picnickers once again.

But now Mt. Diablo wasn’t. In the past year three women hikers had been brutally murdered on its sunny slopes in the country just east of Oakland. Having proved her mettle as a cub in Santa Cruz, Sam was the Chronicle’s principal reporter on the story.

Annie shared Sam’s fascination for murder, but she preferred hers in bed—on the pages of Agatha Christie, Raymond Chandler, Elmore Leonard. She loved to be terrified, but at home, where she could tuck herself under the covers with her book and a flashlight as she’d loved to do since childhood.

“What do you think a person has to do to get another cup of coffee in this place? Scream ‘fire’?”

“Try ‘murder,’” said Sam.

“Hey, that’s not funny.”

“I know. Sorry. I’m just preoccupied with this Diablo case. It’s beginning to get to me.”

“Anything you want to tell me about?” Annie hunkered forward in anticipation.

“I’m not supposed to, you know.”

“I know. So tell me.”

“Cross your heart.”

“Cross my heart. Spill.”

“Off the re—”

“I won’t tell a soul, I promise. Anyway, you’re a reporter. Aren’t you supposed to be filling us all in? Or have I missed something here?”

“What you’ve missed is that sometimes we learn things that we’re asked to sit on. Now, do you want to hear this or not?”

Annie nodded yes, her lips tightly sealed.

“The police found a pair of glasses on the trail where the last woman was shot. What’s great is that they’re an unusual prescription—should be traceable. Bulletins have gone out to all the optometrists and ophthalmologists in the area. It should be just a matter of time now. If they’re not the killer’s, at least maybe there’s a witness.”

Annie was pensive. She stirred her coffee quietly for a few minutes.

“Sam, what’s with these guys? These psychopaths?”

“You mean why do they do it?” Sam pushed her black curls off her forehead. “I guess I’m supposed to be the expert.” She sighed. “God knows I’ve met enough of them.”

“Is it sex? Do they get off on it?”

“That’s part of it. There’s something pent up that seems to be released in the act of murder. But I don’t think it’s ever quite that simple. They’re always complicated, lonely, screwed up. We could just say they’re crazy, sociopaths, but what does that mean? Most of us are crazy, but we don’t go around killing people.

“Revenge, a distorted revenge plays a role too. He blames everything that’s wrong with his life on girls with long, dark hair because a girl like that turned him down when he was twelve. Or on women who look like his mother. Or blacks, people who whisper, whatever.”

“I guess it doesn’t matter what the motive is,” said Annie, “except that the pattern helps to catch him.”

“Sure. And meanwhile there are an awful lot of nervous people out there who are afraid to go for a walk in their own neighborhoods, not to mention on Mt. Diablo.”

“I wouldn’t.” Annie shivered. “Not even if Prince Charming were waiting for me at the top.”

“Where do you think he’s going to be waiting for you, in the ads?”

Sam’s smirk made Annie want to reach over and pop her one, best friend or no.

“I think you’re very cute, Sam, and if you don’t stop giving me such a hard time, I’m never going to write those two ads.”

“No, really, I think they’re a great idea. You place a research query ad asking to talk with others who have already placed ads and then another ad as a personal of your own—and who knows what you’ll get.”

“Samantha, I’ve told you a hundred times, I’m just doing .this for the book. Otherwise, I would never place an ad.”

Sam stared at her guilelessly.

“Okay, okay,” Annie said, “so I’ve answered a few thousand. But I’ve never placed one.”

“And you never will, either, if you don’t get it written. Or did you say you’ve done that?”

A quick look at Annie’s face answered her question. “Well, we’ll do it later on the phone.” She waved her credit card at the waitress. “I’ve got to get back to the office. You never can tell when a new loony may hit the streets with a story just for me.”

“God, are you a ghoul. Don’t worry, there’ll always be someone waiting for you.”

“Not so, my dear, not so. Sometimes you have to go out looking for a good murder, just like a good man.”

Annie waved her away, dismissing Sam’s last words as their very own brand of smart mouth.

But, on down the road, she would remember them.




FOUR

The bar where the blond man smiled at his reflection in the fly-specked mirror was on Folsom Street, in the gritty South-of-Market area. The streets were lined with big semis, tractor-trailer trucks bearing license plates from all over the country. Vagrants slept in bottle-littered empty lots, pulling blankets of old cardboard over them. Some of the bars attracted that segment of the gay world drawn to a little rough and tumble, the clink of chains, the smell of oiled black leather. But most of them were 6 A.M. to 2 A.M. joints, peopled with lonely men and women for whom the distinctions of desire had long been blurred by the bottle.

The blond man knocked back a shot of bar bourbon. He took a long pull on his beer chaser, set it down on the slightly sticky bar, and held his hands straight out in front of him. No shake, no tremble. He was relaxed.

Earlier he’d been nervous. It had been such a long time.

Looking in the mirror again, he flexed his biceps. He liked to watch his muscles move beneath his black T-shirt.

It was a fresh shirt. He’d been home to shower and change. He’d had to.

How surprised she’d looked when she realized that his present wasn’t what she’d thought. He’d had something to give her, all right.

She’d smiled at first, right after she’d opened the door. So excited. They always were. Talked about how pretty the flowers were. How sweet they smelled.

The roses did smell good, but not good enough to cover up her smell.

He took a deep breath. Old whiskey, cigarette smoke, stale beer. Smells he was comfortable with.

She was so stupid to have let him in.

“Dumb bitch,” he muttered to himself.

“I know what you mean, pal,” said the man drinking next to him. “They’re all alike.”

The blond man wasn’t looking for company or conversation. He liked to savor the time afterward, to roll it around in his mouth like the taste of a good steak.

“Women!” The man next to him spat on the already filthy floor. “They’ve ruined a lot more men than this.” He gestured toward his half-empty glass of beer. “One of them break your heart, mister?”

“No,” the blond man answered curtly as he stood up. He drained his beer and laughed. It wasn’t a nice sound.

“That’s good,” he said. “Nope, not my heart. Her heart, that’s more like it.” He flipped onto the bar the dollar tip he’d picked off a red and blue carpet an hour earlier and walked out. On the street, he squinted into the bright afternoon.




FIVE

Leaving The Deli, Annie strolled west on Union Street, enjoying the shops and the warm afternoon. September was the time to enjoy San Francisco, during the Indian summer the poor August tourists had just missed.

She always felt so sorry for them, enshrouded in the bone-chilling, blowing fog that mischievously hid the Golden Gate Bridge from them day after gray day. Annie thought travel agents had a moral obligation to mother summer tourists into bringing plenty of warm clothing. Or to warn them to hold off their visits until September or October, when the fog went back out to sea and the crystalline blue days rivaled the postcards they all sent back home. Then the view from a thousand different spots could stop the heart of even a native.

But maybe this was better. The tourists were gone and San Franciscans could enjoy their city at its best, at the beginning of fall.

The beginning of the year would always be in September for Annie. She had been conditioned by so many sharpenings of pencils for school’s opening both as a schoolgirl and, later, a schoolmarm. Nature seemed to be of the same mind here in California. The fall brought warmth and sunshine, and then the rains that would turn the hills from sere brown to luscious green.

Annie strolled and stretched, catlike, in the afternoon sun. It was so nice to be dressed in only a T-shirt and jeans—one of the rare days when she didn’t need a sweater.

When she’d first arrived from Atlanta, her hometown, she hadn’t believed the advice of her friends: always, and especially in summer, take a jacket. Now the wrap was a given, as was the phenomenon of San Francisco air conditioning—a confluence of ocean, bay, and inland heat that produced the city’s clean, cool breath.

She reached the corner of Fillmore and turned to begin the steep climb up Fillmore Hill to her apartment over the crest of Pacific Heights. A young couple, out of control with downward momentum, almost crashed into her.

“Sorry, sorry,” they apologized breathlessly. She watched their backs as they crossed the street. Clad in twin yellow sweat shirts and jeans, they were a couple out of a soft-drink commercial. Laughing, secure in their world. Annie felt a twinge of envy.

She knew that feeling. Us against the world. She’d had it before. And she’d have it again.

In the meantime, she had David.

David, her once-a-week lover. Like refined sugar, he was good for a quick surge, but always left her hungry for something substantial, something more. But as Samantha said, at least men like David kept women from gobbling up handsome young boys on the street.

Like the one who was smiling down the hill toward her. Blond, blue-eyed. The quintessential California kid. She was old enough to be his mother, if, of course, she’d been a child bride. She tried to control her puffing. She hoped she wasn’t as noisy as her Volkswagen, Agatha, as she ground up the hill. San Francisco was not a city kind to old cars and old ladies with crunchy noises in their knees.

Shut up, she said to herself. You’re beginning to sound like your mother, old before her time. At thirty-seven, you’re not ready for the home yet, or worse, the endlessly boring flatlands of the South.

She picked up the pace and lengthened her stride, taking the steps up the hill two at a time. It was indeed a lovely day, a great day to be alive.

A lucky day to be alive. She could never walk up this hill without remembering what had once happened here to Sam, who almost hadn’t been lucky or alive.

*

Sam, like Annie, tromped through cities whenever and however she pleased. With a sane person’s healthy respect for dark, lonely streets, alleyways, and neighborhoods that everyone knew meant trouble, she was independent but not foolhardy.

One night, a year ago, having finally found a parking place in the neighborhood, a feat akin to winning the Bay to Breakers Race, Sam decided to pop in on Annie. She’d been with some friends six blocks away, a small party that had broken up at about nine.

Trudging up the Fillmore steps, thinking about a shopping trip she was planning to New York, mortality was hardly on her mind. Until a man jumped out of a dark driveway and grabbed her.

Time stopped. She’d seen plenty of self-defense maneuvers while hanging around with cops and had idly asked herself, what if? This was if.

In torturous slow motion, Sam learned what stuff she was made of.

With one long, reflexive move, she had stomped on his instep, smashed his nose with the side of a hand, and screamed at the top of her lungs. He let her go and she ran like hell. She didn’t know if he was behind her or not. She just ran until she found a liquor store, where she’d caught her breath and stopped shaking long enough to call the police. Their response was quick, but they found nothing. Her attacker was long gone.

He’d been tall. He’d been black. He’d smelled of stale booze. And he ought to have a sore nose and a limp. That was all Sam could tell them.

Later, when she finally did arrive at Annie’s, too rattled to go home though it was late, she was furious.

“Joe Kelly was one of the guys who answered the call. ‘Sam,’ he said, ‘you know better than to be out on the streets of this city alone.’ How the hell does he think I get around? With an armed guard, a Doberman?”

“He probably means you should be on the arm of a man.”

“And he’s right,” Sam snorted, “for more reasons than one, but until that guy shows up, what do we all do? Double bolt our doors and stay inside?”

It was infuriating to live defensively. To concentrate on carefully locked doors, to be wary of where one walked, when, and with whom. They agreed that it meant that they’d given up, given up the night to the robbers and the rapists. They’d allowed the bad guys to circumscribe their world with fear.

“Not me,” said Sam, “no way. Let them catch me if they can.”

But bravado aside, for both of them the memory of that night was a bad taste that never quite went away.

*

At home, the red light on Annie’s answering machine flashed four times.

David: “Hi, let’s get together for a little R & R.” His voice was low and insinuating.

Her mother in Atlanta: “Hello, darling. Just checking to see if you’re all right. We haven’t heard from you in a while.”

Sam: “I’m at the office. Nothing much happening here. Give me a call and we’ll write that ad.”

And a fourth from ten-year-old Quynh Nguyen.

“Hello, Auntie Annie. This is Quynh. I hope you’re fine. Hudson and I are looking forward to seeing you. Give us a call soon.”

Annie smiled at a photograph of the two of them in a silver frame on the bookcase. Quynh’s beautiful, delicate-featured, Vietnamese face. She was very serious in the photograph—staring somberly into the camera. Hudson, on the other hand, wrapped around Quynh’s neck, was wearing a Cheshire grin.

Hudson was the Abyssinian cat Annie had given Quynh as a kitten a year ago. If true to his breed, he would have grown cougarlike, but as elegant and delicate as Quynh. Instead, he was more like a linebacker. Annie kept threatening to buy him a baby 49ers jersey.

Quynh always ignored her jokes about Hudson. He was her blanket, her mantle. He was her family, lost in that once beautiful, napalmed country so far away. He was her heart.

Together they were the classiest twosome Annie knew. She couldn’t wait to see them.




SIX

The narrow street, lined with small, brightly painted Victorians, ran downhill from the heights of Dolores Street to the Mission, the Chicano ghetto. It was a place in transition—gentrified row houses with restored beveled glass, tin ceilings, and lace parlor curtains slugging it out with the fried chicken stand on the corner.

This was a neighborhood of small, neat front lawns, wrought-iron fences, and pink and yellow rose bushes. It was difficult for the blond man, shivering in the darkness, lighting one cigarette after another, to find a place to hide. A large apartment house up on the corner of Guerrero provided him with a doorway. He could watch from here.
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