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Chapter 1

 


Ella Barker pulled her black Mercedes S600
sedan up onto the sidewalk in front of the broker’s open house. The
V-12 purred as she inched up over the clean swept Nob Hill curb.
San Francisco’s notorious lack of parking didn’t pose a problem for
Ella. She considered parking tickets a cost of doing business as
one of the city’s top real estate brokers. Though she headed up the
large brokerage house which bore her name, and could be running
things from up on high, she still loved to get out of the office,
hunt clients and listings, and handle deals herself for the thrill
of the sale, the competition.

Ella deducted the fines from her income
taxes, somewhat honestly in her mind, a justifiable business
expense itemized as “parking fees.” And besides she usually flew in
and out of these broker opens before she could be ticketed. There
was the one ugly incident with the tow truck and the resulting
mention in Matier and Ross’ column in the Chronicle, but generally
10 or 15 minutes in front of some complainer’s driveway wasn’t a
big deal.

Ella strutted into the lobby of the 12 story
condo building. Her heels clicked on the marble floor as she raced
to catch the elevator.

“11th floor open house, Walter,”
she called back to the doorman.

“Sure thing Mrs. Barker, with you on the job
it’s as good as sold.”

“Let’s hope so,” Ella replied as she knifed
through the closing doors.

“I’m surprised to see you here, Ella.”

The smile on Ella’s oft-lifted face froze
into a mask of restrained distaste. She’d unwittingly trapped
herself inside the elevator with Gordon Elway, known to all in San
Francisco’s real estate biz as a gossipy, social climbing,
know-it-all.

“I mean with everything that’s happened and
all...” he said with a slight smile.

“I believe Gordon, in letting bygones be
bygones.”

Gordon’s arched his eyebrows and smiled
enigmatically.

“Anyway,” she said, anxious to change the
subject, “who’s this listing agent here, Tiffany Reynolds? I’ve
never heard of her.”

“She comes from the Bayview district.
Started out with Red Carpet. Now she’s with CB Prudential Union
Zephyr.”

“How on earth did she get this listing?”

“Her family’s been in San Francisco forever.
She’s Latin-Irish, comes from a long line of city firefighters and
is ambitious as hell.”

“But still, Delicia Cardosa’s apartment…”
Ella hissed the name through clenched teeth. Despite her misgivings
about the seller, she couldn’t resist a quick peek owing to her
experience selling in the building. Or maybe she’d fallen victim to
her own morbid curiosity. Either way, a sale was still a sale, and
if she could pull any commission out of Delicia it would be a sweet
poke in the eye.

“How exactly did you find out...?” Gordon
began.

The elevator doors slid open, thankfully
cutting their conversation short.

Ella fled Gordon’s clutches for her good
friend Mark Allen, a professional home stager and consistent source
of profitable tips and leaks. Mark, in his late 30’s, looked great
as usual. Trim and well groomed with a cleft in his chin, he took
great pride in his appearance. But then again, he was gay so
this attention to personal detail fell within expected San
Francisco norms.

“Thank god you’re here,” Ella said.
“Gordon’s asking too many questions.”

“Sure he is, he’s digging for fresh
material.”

Ella sighed. “Sometimes I can’t stand the
sight of that little shit.”

While not wanting to admit it, the apartment
made quite an impression and would sell quickly Ella felt sure, for
considerably over asking. Framed by floor to ceiling living room
windows, the view featured the usual flashy Bay Area landmarks.
Alcatraz, the Golden Gate Bridge and Marin County hills all
gathered gloriously around sailboats bobbing on the blue waters of
San Francisco Bay. Where many people saw a gorgeous view, Ella saw
billions of dollars worth of residential real estate. All of it
would be bought or sold at some point, and she was getting her
not-so-small piece of it.

Maybe 20 or so brokers and agents milled
through the elegant halls and current de rigueur furnishings and
fixtures. A few stared at Ella, obviously wondering why she would
step foot in Delicia’s apartment. Ella ignored them. She and Mark
headed toward the kitchen, Ella slyly eying the décor along the
way, much of which she found ostentatious. In the kitchen, a
sprawling affair with a center island, they quickly took in the
black pearl granite counters (slab not tile), the Vikings,
Sub-Zeros and Wolfs, cherry wood cabinets and stove mounted water
faucet with folding extension.

“Don’t you think all this stuff is getting
to be too common?” a tinny female voice said to no one in
particular. The woman’s charm bracelet rattled as she flung her arm
about. “I mean, every house looks like the other, where’s the
originality? Like, this kitchen stuff is going to date itself in a
few years, and just like now when we see Formica cabinets with wood
rails we know it’s the 80’s. And I mean these water faucets over
the stoves, sure, it’s convenient to fill a giant pot with water,
but then what happens when the noodles are done? How do you carry
this boiling monster over to the sink?”

Ella stopped in her tracks and glared. She
found herself looking at a slender woman in her late 20’s, wearing
a short skirt and stilettos with blond hair flowing onto her
shoulders. Her face was pretty, but with a certain wide oddness to
it.

“Who in god’s name is that?” Ella whispered
to Mark.

“That’s Tiffany Reynolds.”

“She’s the listing agent and she’s knocking
the place?” Ella asked incredulously, snapping her business card
next to the gleaming commercial espresso maker.

“And who might you be?” Tiffany asked,
looking straight at Ella as she crossed the kitchen, her bangled
arm extending in an elongated pre-handshake.

“Ella Barker, President, Barker
Brokers.”

Tiffany stopped just as their hands joined
together, the handshake frozen, a confused smile splayed across her
face. “Ella Barker?” she replied, tilting her head. “Aren’t you,
and uh, Delicia…?? Do you really think you should be here?” Then
she found her footing. “I mean, are you two friends?”

By now many of the other agents and brokers,
Gordon Elway chief among them, had stopped talking and stared
openly in a state of gossip fueled excitement.

“And you are?” Ella replied, ignoring the
question.

“Oh, sorry, Tiffany Reynolds, CB Pru-U-Zee.
This is my listing,” she said pertly.

“Nice to meet you, Tiffany, how…
unexpected.” Ella motioned to Mark. “And this is my colleague Mark
Allen.”

“Nice to meet you,” she said, winking at
him.

“Likewise,” Mark said. He squeezed Ella’s
wrist in a show of mutual disdain.

Ella turned her attention back to Tiffany.
“Don’t you think this apartment might be a little overpriced at 12
million for two bedrooms? It doesn’t even have Retrax.”

Retrax was real estate lingo for retractable
walls and ceilings, the latest must-have accessory for buyers in
the ten to twenty million dollar price range. Walls and ceilings
would literally disappear with the touch of a button, essentially
turning one’s home into a giant deck. While admittedly a
problem with the city’s constant wind and fog, like so many other
things in the high priced world of San Francisco trophy homes, it
was more about being able to say you have the accessory rather than
actually using it.

Tiffany smiled. “The plans are drawn up and
city approved, not to mention the home is already equipped with
high speed internet toilets and bidets.” Tiffany tilted her head
again. “All by Williams-Sonoma.”

 


 



Chapter 2

 


Dear Sellers:

We are writing with heartfelt appreciation
for you having allowed us to view your lovely home this morning.
Actually, it was only 15 minutes ago but we feel the need to make
an offer immediately as yours is the first house we’ve looked at
since arriving from Anchorage last night, and well, we’re stunned
with the simplicity and beauty of your property and accompanying
motor home. As buyers, we’ve studied the San Francisco real estate
market intensely, and we realize that there are many other worthy
purchasers competing for your “little piece of paradise.” We are
hoping that since your house just came on the market this morning
we will be one of the first to be considered. We are offering fifty
percent over your quite reasonable asking price, because we know as
sellers you deserve the most advantageous return possible as you
“strike out” in new directions.

What we want to show with this letter is our
commitment to preserving all that you have built and left
essentially unchanged during the past sixty years of successive
family ownership. We promise not to put wheels on the motor home
you so creatively constructed or try to move it from the driveway,
and we are absolutely agreeable to your wish that this restriction
be placed on the home’s deed. We were utterly charmed to find out
from your son Timmy that at least thirty household pets, mostly
large breed dogs and various housecats have been laid to rest in
the backyard over the years. How at home we’ll feel knowing all the
love that will surround us!

Then of course there’s the charming
architecture. The slanting floors really make your house a “home,”
and we understand and agree to your wish that no effort be made to
change or otherwise make any kind of structural repair or upgrade,
owing to the historical value of the 1989 earthquake “damage.”

In closing, we ask you to please, please
consider our attached written offer. You will not be sorry, your
family home of so many years will be in trusted hands!

With humility and respect,

Roberta and Starka Littlefeather-Jones

Ella looked up from the letter at the two
women sitting across from her.

“This is good,” she said, “you followed my
instructions practically to the letter. Though I’m going to take
out the word ‘house’ here in first paragraph and change it to
‘home.’ It sounds more personal, don’t you think?”

“Sure, whatever you say. But do we really
have to keep the motor home?” asked Roberta, a kind looking woman
despite her shaved head, lip piercings and morbid obesity.

“Oh god no,” Ella replied. “Once escrow
closes and you have possession, you can apply to have the deed
restriction removed based on the Eyesore Statute.”

“Actually I think the dead animals are
really creepy,” Starka Littlefeather-Jones said. “I’d wanna get rid
of ‘em right away.”

Ella looked at Roberta’s partner Starka, a
petite, pixyish woman with fine boned hands. She wore small, round
tortoise frame glasses, and dyed her bowl haircut a shocking shade
of purple. Ella wondered how she kept from being completely crushed
during the two women’s amorous explorations. “You can call in a
backhoe and dig up every last one of them once the place is
yours.”

Ella put the letter to one side and picked
up the nearly completed written offer. They sat in her lavish
office in the South of Market neighborhood, an elegant, all glass
corner suite overlooking Yerba Buena Gardens, one of four Barker
Brokers offices in the city. Just six months ago there’d been only
this one office. Now she also had agents, secretaries and
assistants working in Pacific Heights, Sea Cliff and St. Francis
Wood. Her offices were located in actual homes in these prestigious
and exclusive San Francisco neighborhoods, giving potential buyers
a real feel for living there. She’d ironed out bothersome issues
like residential-only zoning by charming and cajoling city
officials at various cocktail parties around town.

“Let’s go over the offer one more time
before I fax it to the seller’s agent,” Ella continued. “He’s
waiting in his car for it now in front of the house.” The sellers
had also stayed in close range, knowing they had to be available to
deal with the torrent of offers soon to fall into their hands.

Thankfully one of Ella’s own agents
represented the seller. With an in-house agent on the other side of
the deal, Ella’s personal cut would be much larger than if another
real estate brokerage brought the buyer to the table. Should the
Littlefeather-Jones offer be accepted, the sale price would a
modest $1 million. She didn’t usually take on such low priced
listings personally, but knew how quickly it would sell and she
needed new clothes.

“Let’s see,” Ella said, looking over the
offer. “You do agree to the seller’s demand of remaining in the
house for one year after closing, rent free?”

“Oh yes,” the two women said quickly.

“What about a loan contingency?” Starka
asked.

Ella lowered her head, casting Starka a
stern look over the top of her reading glasses. “There will be no
contingencies.”

“Termites, title report…?”

“Nothing, zip, nada. Unless you don’t want
the house, that is.”

Roberta and Starka looked at each other and
sat back in their seats like humiliated school children.

“What if we don’t get the loan, I mean,
we’re putting a hundred grand deposit in with the offer,” said
Roberta.

“Which reminds me,” Ella interrupted, “you
do have the deposit with you now, in a cashier’s check?”

“Yes, of course. You made that very
clear.”

Ella went on. “If you’re unable to secure
financing, you’re still committed to buying the house.”

Starka cast her eyes about, looking nervous.
“But we don’t have that much money,” she said quietly.

“Look, I’m setting you up with my mortgage
broker Jeff Arnold. He’s very good, and will find the right loan
for you. You’ll be approved in a week, don’t worry. Worst case
scenario you kiss the $100,000 goodbye and start looking again.”
Ella took off her glasses and held them in one hand, elbow resting
on the desk. “But of course that’ll never happen.”

The lesbian couple from Alaska looked
frightened, but leaned forward pens in hand to sign the offer.

 


*******

 


Ella’s cell phone rang while Roberta and
Starka signed.

“Ella,” Mark said breathlessly, “have you
heard about the Frackle listing?”

Her ears perked up like an eager dachshund
being offered a piece of steak.

“What are you talking about?” She knew
nothing about any Frackle listing and Giselle Frackle was big news
in San Francisco. Ella swiveled her leather chair around so that
her back faced the women. Their piddling shack sat on the crappy
south side of Potrero Hill, while Giselle Frackle owned the
foremost mansion in Sea Cliff, an acre of ocean front property with
a 14,000 square foot brick home. It luxuriated on a cliff top
promontory with breathtaking views of the Golden Gate Bridge,
Pacific Ocean and Marin Headlands. Surrounded by golf course
quality lawns, the house hadn’t been on the market since Giselle
and her now deceased husband Edgar bought it back in the 60’s for a
quarter million. In Ella’s quick estimation it would fetch
somewhere in the neighborhood of $70 million today.

“It’s not listed yet from what I’ve heard,
but the old lady’s in the market for a broker.”

Ella’s heart jumped. “How do you know
this?”

“I’ve been working on Giselle’s remodel in
Stinson. Her slutty little Brazilian maid Safada told me, who by
the way is doing her damndest to get me into bed. I’ve flat out
told her I only sleep with men but that only seems to turn her on
more.” Mark tended to become distracted while talking, but he’d
always eventually return to the subject at hand. At the moment
however, Safada or Mark’s sexual escapades didn’t interest her in
the least.

Roberta “uh-hummed,” and fidgeted, giving
Ella the opening she needed to move things along.

“Mark, why don’t we just meet? I’m with
clients right now. How about coffee in,” she stopped to check her
watch, “one hour, at Red Tin Coffee in the Ferry Building?”

 


*******

 


Ella spied Mark just inside the airy coffee
house, holding a tray with two paper coffee cups in one hand and
several shopping bags in the other. Red Tin served every stripe of
luxury brew, with outposts scattered throughout the better Bay Area
neighborhoods. Plate glass windows looked out at the Oakland-Bay
Bridge and Yerba Buena Island.

The café made up but one of many upscale
offerings in the gorgeously restored, century old Ferry Building, a
long, hulking waterfront structure said to be modeled after a great
Venetian piazza. Architecturally speaking, a graceful clock tower
rising from the center saved it from mediocrity. The building now
shined as one of San Francisco’s crown jewels after hiding for
decades in the grimy shadows of an ill advised and ugly elevated
freeway. The city demolished the freeway after the 1989 earthquake,
opening the Embarcadero up to redevelopment. A wide, palm lined
boulevard now ran in the freeway’s path, with street cars, tourists
and runners plying the waterfront promenade.

Mark greeted Ella with a kiss on the cheek.
“You’re sure quick to set up a meeting with the right
motivation.”

“My curiosity has led to many a closed
escrow,” she replied with a smirk.

Mark handed Ella her coffee. “Ever since
they fixed this place up, I’m a sucker to drop fifty bucks just
walking in.”

Ella could hardly contain herself, wanting
to ask about Giselle Frackle, but before she could ask Mark handed
her a small, chocolate candy. “Here, have a taste.”

She popped the whole thing in her mouth.
“Umm,” she murmured, nodding.

“You might as well be eating an M&M for
all the finesse and appreciation you put into it. That bite you
just gulped cost fifteen bucks at Truffle Eiffel,” Mark said.

“I thought it was an M&M,” Ella said,
peering into another of Mark’s shopping bags. “What do we have
here?”

He quickly pulled it out of reach. “Excuse
me, these are free range mushrooms from Champignon Sonoma. They’re
grown by an old woman in the valley who’s been into the organic
thing for eons. She produces only three pounds a year, they just
came in this morning. The line went on for miles, not nearly enough
for everyone.”

“And you got some?” Ella asked
dubiously.

“Contacts. You of all people know how that
works.”

“What you’re trying to say is then that you
and the counter boy….”

Mark raised his eyebrows. “That’s enough,
Mrs. Barker.”

“Let’s sit,” Ella said, getting down to
business. They opened the double glass doors out to the bay front
patio, taking seats at a café table. “Now, what’s this about
Giselle Frackle listing her mansion?”

“Who said it was the mansion?” Mark’s said
with teasing eyes. “I just said the ‘Frackle Listing.’ That could
mean her Tahoe place, her Stinson beach house, her…”

“Come on, you wouldn’t be talking about
anything else other than Sea Cliff. Those vacation places are
chicken feed.”

“Ella, you’ve been in the business for
twenty-five years. I’d have thought Giselle would be calling you
herself, offering the listing to you on one of her many silver
platters.”

“Anyone who can say they’ve been doing
anything for 25 years is getting old.”

“You’re not even 50 yet, you look
great.”

“That’s kind of you but maybe we should
thank my Beverly Hills doctor.”

“I’ll be 75 soon myself.”

Ella looked up from her coffee. “You mean
your 40th birthday?”

He fingered the dark hair near his forehead.
“Do you think my hairline is receding?”

“Don’t be ridiculous.”

“My dad is completely bald.”

“It comes from your mother’s side, so don’t
worry. She’s not bald.”

Mark came from a mixed African
American-Jewish marriage. He’d acquired the most attractive
physical traits from each of his parents, a spin of the hereditary
lottery not so generous with his siblings, according to photos Ella
had seen.

Mark’s father loomed large in his life, and
for this reason Ella suspected he’d worked especially hard to shine
under the patriarchal shadow cast by Richard Allen, the California
State Attorney General. The son oversaw an increasingly successful
interior design business, seemingly the idealistic opposite from
his macho, conservative father but recently an ironic and
unexpected beneficiary.

In the previous election, Mark became known
as Richard’s “San Francisco homosexual decorator son,” labeled as
such by the liberal Democrat opponent during a debate. This
comment, intended to alienate Richard’s conservative Christian
support, instead backfired, creating a boon for Mark. Richard
trounced his opponent, and many of Mark’s “debate clients” as he
called them, hailed from the conservative reaches of the political
spectrum.

But success in his professional life still
didn’t save Mark from obsessing about his fading youth.

“Forty should be illegal.”

“You don’t know how young you are,” Ella
said. “Anyway, I’ve met Giselle a couple of times. Just what did
this maid have to say about her selling her house?”

“She said,” he replied lowering his voice,
glancing around in an overly dramatic fashion, “that Giselle is
making some kind of big change in her life, God only knows what.
And that the time had come to sell the old Sea Cliff place.”

If Ella had been a younger woman, such
thrilling talk would take her near the edge of sexual excitement.
But sex had been off her radar since before the divorce, and she
didn’t even know if her body could or would respond given the
opportunity. And her solitary efforts to find out had been
singularly unsuccessful.

“I haven’t heard a word about Giselle
selling. It’s certainly not listed formally or I’d know about
it.”

“That means it’s up for grabs,” Mark
said.

 


 



Chapter 3

 


Before even glimpsing the Open House sign,
they saw the line stretching half a block long down 23rd
Street in Noe Valley. Ella’s client, a Manhattan advertising
executive, had flown out for the weekend in advance of a transfer
to San Francisco. She needed to quickly find a home for herself and
her two young children.

“Oh my god, look at that line, what’s that
for?”

“That, my dear, is where we’re headed,” Ella
replied.

“The Open House? This is insane.”

“Don’t worry, we don’t have to wait.”

The real estate boom created a new breed of
open house entirely, turning the long standing tradition on its
head, requiring security, crowd control and other ancillary
measures. Lazier realtors claimed open houses didn’t result in
sales, in order to avoid holding them, while more attentive agents
insisted on any and all exposure.

As one of several innovations cementing
Ella’s leadership position in the real estate community, she had
pioneered online ticket sales in an effort to control the
pandemonium that surrounded open house culture. Only the most
egregiously overpriced or truly appalling abodes escaped the hot
breath of the desperate rabble, so some kind of calculated access
became a matter of necessity. Her office also turned out a highly
respected daily report sent via text and email announcing the
latest day over day price increases in San Francisco.

A competing brokerage held the listing for
the house they’d come to see, so like everyone else Ella ordered
her tickets online. But as the owner of her company she and her
client didn’t have to pay, benefiting from professional courtesy.
Most everybody else had to fork over ten dollars to gain entrance,
the money going as a credit to the seller should the open house
result in a signed sales contract that day, otherwise the income
helped offset the listing broker’s marketing costs.

Ella parked in her usual manner, pulling
headfirst into a neighbor’s driveway, the nose of her Mercedes
blocking the sidewalk. A young couple pushing a baby carriage
detoured out into the street to get around the S600. They glared as
they passed but said nothing.

On open house days Ella always paid special
attention to her appearance. Today she’d dressed in a knee length
cashmere skirt and silk blouse that showed off her slender,
trainer-toned figure to its greatest advantage. She’d pulled her
expensively natural blonde hair back with a barrette, where it fell
to just above her shoulders.

“Let’s go,” she said to her client.

The crush at open houses necessitated the
controlled entry. Generally no more than 250 people were allowed in
at any one time. Lesser brokers and agents than Ella had to endure
the humiliation of standing in line, with wait times sometimes
exceeding two hours. As Ella and her client crossed the street, an
elderly man using a walker complained to the line monitor.

“Can’t you do something young man, it’s hot
in this line, and I’m thirsty and feeling weak.”

“Just stay in line, sir,” he responded
sternly. “No one skips ahead.”

Except Ella and her client, who marched
straight to the front of the line and presented their entry passes
to the burly guards at the front door. Before they stepped across
the threshold, Ella caught a glimpse of Tiffany Reynolds, the
newbie agent representing Delicia Cardosa, waiting in line with a
dashing, investment banker type and his obviously irritated, yet
pampered looking wife. Probably 20 minutes or so still yawned
between them and the front door. Tiffany shot Ella a straight on,
confident look, a direct challenge if Ella didn’t know better.

Ella smiled dismissively, turned and went
in.

The open house was a restored Victorian
three bedroom, two bath, and by the looks of things Ella expected
more than a thousand people would go through before 4 p.m. Just
inside the front door she picked up a glossy color flyer off a side
table. It listed all the features and details of the house, though
the price had changed since Ella looked at the Multiple Listing
Service. A thick, black X slashed through the $2.6 million asking
price, replaced with “$4.1 million” printed boldly to the side.
Ella raised her eyebrows and passed the flyer to her client.

“Are we still in your league?

“I do need a place to live with my kids,
don’t I?” replied the client, a rather severe looking woman.

Ella smiled, and shrugged. “Let’s take a
look then.” Ella herself had two open houses running the same day,
but eager, lesser agents in her office handled the crush at those
locations.

People pushed past them in both directions,
making no effort whatsoever to walk on the clear plastic runners
lining the hallways and rooms. Ella recognized her friend Mark’s
staging abilities right away. She understood the concept of staging
well, but did not altogether agree with it. To get top dollar and
generate the greatest amount of buyer hysteria, sellers had to
erase all signs of personal existence from their homes, often
moving out altogether during the sales process. No photographs of
cute kids or smiling groups on ski trips. Diplomas were stripped
from the walls and toaster ovens and coffee makers whisked off
kitchen counters. Generally useless items replaced these everyday
practicalities, usually artistic looking vases or tasteful, yet
abstract wooden sculptures.

Everything ended up blandly attractive in
the Pottery Barn mode. Dark woods and light pastels metastasized
through every open house in the city, choking off creativity while
creeping from one neighborhood to another like a predatory weed. An
obligatory nursery turned up in every staged home, even in the
gayest of neighborhoods. Ella found no originality in thought or
practice.

For his part though, Mark accepted all this
cheerfully and wholeheartedly. “Hey, I give ‘em what they want. If
today’s buyer wants to pay more just so they can look like everyone
else, I’m in.”

Mark specialized in softly colored polished
rock door stops and framed prints featuring watercolor landscapes
of early California. The prints hung on double wires dropping down
from chic little iron ceiling rails. Quite a few buyers would
insist on keeping the rented furnishings and artwork that Mark
utilized in his staged houses, to which he readily agreed, buying
it himself from the rental outfit then marking it up four or five
hundred percent. Staging a house could run from $1,000 for a simple
one day clean up and reorganization to tens of thousands of dollars
for a complete, temporary re-do.

Once Ella and her client fought their way to
the kitchen area, they heard confused murmurings among the throngs
of lookers.

“Are the owners at home, trying to live
through this madness?” a young man asked his female companion.

He was referring to a very pretty woman,
about 30 or so, working in the kitchen. She wore a cook’s apron
over stylish pants and sweater, while stirring a large 1940’s
reproduction mixing bowl with a wooden spoon. A little girl about
five stood at her side watching. The sweet, unmistakable aroma of
chocolate chip cookies wafted from the oversized, restaurant grade
oven.

“I’ve heard talk of this, but haven’t seen
it yet,” Ella said to her client.

“Who are they?”

The little girl’s shrill voice interrupted
their conversation. “Cheryl, I have to go pee.”

The woman looked askance at the crowd
watching and replied in a stage whisper. “I’m supposed to be your
mother, remember, call me Mommy.”

The little girl only repeated her demand
even louder.

“Cheryl,” she whined even louder, “I have to
make pee pee.”

Cheryl or Mommy, or whoever she was,
abandoned the mixing bowl and took the little girl by the hand and
led her out of the kitchen.

“They’re model residents,” Ella explained.
“They’re hired by the listing agent to give the home a feel of
people actually living here. A developer in the East Bay tried it
first about a year ago. They populated their model homes with all
these actors,” she said waving a hand at the mixing bowl and stove,
“and buyers seemed to take to it.”

“Amazing,” replied Ella’s client. “I should
recommend it to my friend Meryl in New York. She’s in real estate
and very aggressive.”

Ella didn’t doubt this last remark. She’d
met more than her share of New York City realtors at various
conferences, and a little of the “aggressiveness” her client
described went a very long way. Ella didn’t care for her Gotham
counterparts in the least. Most of them had strong accents and
would tell outlandish stories about selling apartments in
Manhattan. “I tawled the cloiyent ‘The apahrtment gets so much siun
I hiad to put moy sunglasses on when I wawlked in.’ The cloiyent
put in a full prwice offa, and puwrhcased the cawndo sight unseen,
based just on my woird.” Ella shuddered at the memory.

“She’d love this model idea, though one of
her last open houses was a 300 square foot two bedroom off Madison
in the sixties that drew hundreds in the first hour. I’m not sure
there’d be enough room for the models.”

“Hmmm, I’m not sure either,” Ella said
noncommittally.

“Still, it was a spacious and well laid out
space.”

Mommy and her “daughter” returned from the
bathroom break, and the little girl smiled now. A nice looking man
about 35 or so politely weaved his way through the crowd into the
kitchen. He looked adoringly at the woman and child, and leaned in
to give his wife-for-a-day a peck on the cheek. The woman smiled
back, then removed the latest batch of freshly baked cookies from
the oven. The tumult of lookers crushed any remaining opportunity
for improvised, familial dialogue. Using a spatula, Mommy put the
cookies on a ceramic platter, and placed them on the counter for
the cattle to feed.

“Please, help yourselves,” she said
gracefully to the multitude. Greedy hands snatched the cookies up
within 30 seconds.

Ella and client wound their way through the
carefully staged two story house. In the second floor hallway a boy
of about three scribbled with a black crayon on the freshly painted
light peach wall, his arm making long, jagged movements. “Taylor,”
a woman’s voice gently said, “that’s not how we behave in other
people’s homes.” She tried to pull Taylor away from the wall, but
he tugged and screamed at the top of his lungs. Wanting to escape,
Ella directed her client into the master bedroom. Large and
luxurious, expansive plate glass windows afforded a forested view
to the professionally landscaped backyard and hot tub.

“Where’s the bathroom?” asked her
client.

“It must be in here,” Ella said. “I don’t
know why all the doors are closed.”

The sound of a toilet flushing echoed from
behind one of the freshly painted doors, and a moment later it
opened, disgorging a very large, sloppily dressed overweight man,
about 6’5”. He closed a box of kitchen matches, and the smell of
sulphur wafted in their direction. Ella looked at her client with a
horrified expression and they fled the master bedroom.

Having reached the fresh air and relative
space of the back yard, they both inhaled rather lustily. Ella’s
client surveyed the scene. “The hot tub looks nice, especially with
that couple in it. More models?”

“It looks like it. Either that or we’ve got
some prospective buyers here having a heck of a party.”

A very attractive couple in their early 20’s
lounged in the hot tub. Holding champagne glasses, laughing giddily
and toasting each other, they appeared to be having quite a good
time. Too good of a time, Ella thought. The girl, a voluptuous
tanned brunette wearing a bright yellow bikini, set her champagne
flute down and leaned over closer to the young god pressed next to
her in churning, steaming water. While the fascinated crowd in the
garden watched, she languidly pulled her hair up on top of her
head, pinning it back with a gold clip. Then she lowered her face
to his sculpted bronze chest and ran her tongue up between his
pecs, cleanly licking up a fine line of sweat that dripped slowly
down his smooth flesh. He groaned lightly, with obvious pleasure.
She looked up at him and smiled lasciviously.

Though admittedly riveting, Ella glanced
around to gauge the crowd reaction. All eyes were on the couple,
and Ella noticed that even some of the neighbors in adjoining yards
also took in the show, peering through windows and gathering
eagerly onto their decks.

“Think this’ll sell the place?” a voice
asked from behind.

Ella turned to see Gordon Elway, the listing
agent on the property.

“Aren’t the models getting a little out of
hand?”

“Oh no,” Gordon quickly answered. “They’re
just doing their job. They’re porn actors.”

Now Ella had heard it all. Fortunately her
client had wandered away to inspect the landscaping.

“I got ‘em for a discount on the weekend. I
said, make it hot.”

“They seem to take their work
seriously.”

Her client returned. “I think it’s been long
enough and I’d like to go back upstairs and get a look at the
master bathroom now.”

“Was there a problem?” Gordon asked.

“Nothing that a few minutes of fresh air
won’t take care of, Gordon, don’t worry.” Ella turned to her
client. “Let’s go back on up.”

“That’s OK, you stay here, I wanna look
around on my own.”

“Sure, of course,” Ella said.

The black-clad Manhattanite wandered off
through the clusters of people, looking out of place in the more
brightly dressed San Francisco crowd.

“Do they still dress like that in New York?”
Gordon asked. “It seems so 80s.”

“I don’t know, Gordon.”

The hot tub couple toned things down for the
time being and people started to mill around again.

“You think she likes the place?” Gordon
asked.

“Maybe, it’s a little early to tell.”

“She better make up her mind quick.”

“Gordon, what’s with the four percent
commission on this house?”

Gordon sighed dramatically. “The sellers
wouldn’t give me the standard six.”

“We might not be in the same office and
we’re often competing for the same listings, but ultimately we all
feed out of the same trough. We’ve got to fight this ugly
trend.”

“I know that Ella, but what was I supposed
to do? For them it’s all about how fast prices are rising. They
came whining at me with the argument ‘well my salary hasn’t
quadrupled in the past four years, I’m not going to pay you six
percent.’”

“They must be in the wrong line of work
then,” she replied curtly. “Just because they work for peanuts
doesn’t mean I have to.”

“Ella, if your buyer snaps this house up
today for four point one, you’ll clear a bundle, it’s not bad.”

“I don’t think in terms of ‘not bad’ when it
comes to commission. I think in terms of stunning. At six percent
I’d make an even bigger bundle off my split. You too. Think about
that the next time you give away you and your colleague’s
money.”

“Give me a break, Ella,” Gordon said with a
pressed smile. “Excuse me, I’ve got clients to talk to.”

She went back in the house. Jeff Arnold, the
latest mortgage broker of choice, held forth at the slate topped
dining room table. He had various brochures spread out and spoke
earnestly to a very pregnant woman.

“You may think you can’t afford to buy now,”
he said in a friendly manner, “but I might have just the loan
product for you.” He handed her a brochure while his eyes flickered
down to her bulging belly. “It’s easier than you think. This loan
is called the Mega Double Zero. Zero down, zero payments for up to
twenty-five years. Once your children reach working age or 21 years
old, whichever comes first, they’ll start making the house
payments.”

Chatting excitedly, the pregnant woman
waddled off with a small pack of girlfriends.

Maybe a year or two younger than Ella, Jeff
kept himself in great shape. She’d seen him running at Crissy Field
and wondered what he was like in bed. Good and tasty, from the
looks of him. He had graying hair and a strong jaw.

Jeff, from what she knew, was divorced with
grown children. He’d only arrived on the San Francisco scene maybe
three years ago from Maryland or somewhere back East, but quickly
established himself as one of the mortgage brokers of choice. His
quick success had to do with his reputation for getting results.
Buyers sent to Jeff almost always were approved for some
type of loan.

“Hey there,” Ella said with a welcoming
smile. “How’s business?”

Jeff turned to look at Ella, and if she
wasn’t mistaken, his eyes twinkled and he returned her greeting
with a sexy, flirtatious smile. Ella’s insecurities kicked in right
away, thinking he just wanted to keep the mortgage referrals coming
and what better way than to make the old girl feel sexy? Though
relatively new to being single, an utter nightmare at her age, she
knew from first hand experience she was about 20 years too old for
any desirable middle aged man. Delicia Cardosa however, with her
coffee fortune millions and Latin charms, seemed to be an
exception. She was in her early 40’s and had walked off with Ella’s
beloved Hank.

“It’s not looking bad,” replied Jeff,
snapping Ella out of her spiraling self pity.

She started to speak when a loud, sharp
crack stung her ears. A woman in the yard screamed in piercing,
unrelenting tones. Gasps from the crowd outside followed, and
people started pushing through the wide French doors to get out of
the yard into the house. Jeff jumped up and strode around to a side
door, with Ella following close behind. They walked quickly along
the side of the house to the backyard. The female model/porn star
sat frozen in the gurgling waters of the hot tub, shrieking
hysterically, her hands pressed full force against her cheeks, not
unlike Macaulay Culkin in “Home Alone.” The object of her distress
was the bronzed god she’d so delightedly licked a few moments
earlier. Now he slumped down in the water, blood pouring from his
neck, eyes wide open in a blank stare. As Ella and Jeff gaped, the
hot tub transformed into a boiling, scarlet cauldron.

“He’s been shot,” said Jeff.

Ella looked around in shock, her eyes
rapidly scanning the surrounding back yards and homes, wondering if
the shooter had finished yet.

By now full fledged panic hit the crowd.
“Let’s get out of here,” Jeff said. Ella nodded and they ran out
through the side yard to the street, bypassing the door which led
back into the house, avoiding the worst of the crush.

From the street they surveyed a surreal
scene. The crowd rushed down the front steps, nearly stampeding.
Very few lookers had discovered Jeff and Ella’s side yard escape
route, so the front door bore most of the fleeing, upper middle
class masses. Ella didn’t understand her thinking at the moment,
but she wasn’t absorbing the seriousness of the situation and
thought to herself it was usually the other way around, people
flooding into the homes, offers in hand. All these people running
away contradicted currently accepted real estate logic.

Tiffany Reynolds ran up to Ella, excited and
breathless. “What happened, did someone really get shot?” She
didn’t wait for an answer. “Oh shoot,” she said, tilting her head
and thrusting her fists down in front of her, “my clients were
about to make an offer.” She turned and raced off in another
direction.

By now the majority of the crowd had escaped
the open house, with people scurrying away in all directions. Cars
roared to life and a traffic jam backed up in front of the
impeccably renovated neighboring homes.

The meter maid ticketing Ella’s Mercedes
muttered urgently into his portable radio while the sound of
approaching sirens wailed in the distance. Ella looked back at the
front door. The beautiful model from the hot tub raced barefoot
down the front steps, sobbing and dripping wet, wearing only her
yellow bikini. The listing agent, a confused Gordon Elway, tried to
take her in his arms and soothe her, but only succeeded in staining
his light colored shirt. The dead boy’s blood tainted the water
running off the girl’s nubile body. She pushed him away and ran
blindly away up the block.

Ella and Jeff stood across the street,
watching the last of the potential buyers flee Gordon’s restored
Victorian listing.

 


*******

 


The timing of the murder was fortuitous, in
that pandemonium broke out before the meter maid could finish
ticketing Ella’s illegally parked Mercedes. Her client from
Manhattan straggled out of the house right after the surviving
model, looking none the worse for the wear.

“I stayed behind to get a better look at the
place,” she said. “You could finally see the rooms without mobs
packing it to the rafters.”

The police took down their names and contact
information, saying they’d be in touch to get statements. Ella
drove her client back to the ultra fashionable Le Garlandique, San
Francisco’s latest trendy boutique hotel. Neither said much along
the way. When they pulled up in front of the hotel, her client
turned to Ella before getting out of the car.

“Do you think they’ll take a low ball offer
of full price? I’d even spring for cleaning the hot tub.”

 


 



Chapter 4

 


Ella herself lived in none of the exclusive
neighborhoods where Barker Brokers maintained offices. As part of
her divorce from Hank, she’d sold him her interest in their home, a
Russian Hill penthouse in the Eichler-designed apartment building
at 999 Green Street. After that she wanted to drop back and
regroup. She found the perfect place, Edgehill Way in the Forest
Hill Extension neighborhood. She’d always loved the area, a cozy
retreat cut off by Dewey Boulevard from the more well known and
traditionally-moneyed Forest Hill proper. Still a quite respectable
address, Edgehill Way wound up to the top of a small, tree lined
knoll southwest of Twin Peaks, off the beaten path yet fifteen
minutes by car or subway from downtown. Not that Ella rode the
subway.

Rustic, mountain lodge type re-models and
older, meticulously maintained custom homes built in the 40’s and
50’s lined the street. Ella had swooped in on a 1959 one story,
modernist, low slung A-frame clinging to the north side of the
knoll. She paid nearly twenty-three commissions for it, as she
liked to think of her income. Sheets of plate glass angled down
from the peak of the vaulted ceiling, dropping to the floor,
running the full breadth of the house. Sliding glass doors opened
onto a spacious deck with views from the Pacific to the Golden
Gate, all filtered through Monterey Cypress trees. Setting off the
view, a freestanding double sided sandstone brick fireplace
exquisitely separated the living and dining rooms.

In addition to her home, Ella had invested
over the years, quite wisely as it turned out, in several rental
houses scattered around San Francisco. This made her a small time
landlord, but she left the day to day minutiae to the property
management arm of Barker Brokers. Ella’s To Do list did not include
dealing personally with tenants, most of whom bore an unfailing
sense of entitlement in the city’s heavily controlled rental
market.

She pulled into the carport of her home,
turned off the engine and sat for a moment, her elegant hands still
gripping the leather and wood trimmed steering wheel. Tonight
couldn’t have been a better evening to retreat into her quiet
hillside getaway. The house huddled under the trees, protected by a
cool blanket of fog.

The tranquility of the moment broke when her
cell phone jumped to life, singing and vibrating in her purse. Mark
Allen’s name came up on the caller I.D.

She felt wary and distracted, not wanting to
talk to anyone, but out of reflex she flipped open the phone.

“What the hell Ella, were you there?”

“I most certainly was.”

“It’s all over the news. I was just in that
house this morning.”

“Well none of your bland furniture rentals
are stained with blood if that’s what you’re worried about.”

“I’m not worried, jeez, Ella…”

“Sorry, I didn’t mean to snap. That’s the
first time I’ve ever seen a dead body, much less someone who’s been
shot. It was really scary. For all we knew the killer was right
there in the house, planning a Sunday afternoon massacre.”

“They’re saying on TV it was some kind of a
distance shot from a high powered rifle.”

Ella hadn’t listened to the radio on the way
home, but when she’d gunned the Mercedes away from the open house
she’d seen TV news vans arriving on the scene.

“Whatever it was, somebody died, and it
caused a full blown mass exodus.” She hesitated, confused. “There
were people with kids there, it was so dangerous. And the blood, it
was brighter, more red, than I ever imagined…”

“Ella, do you want some company? I can be
there in a few minutes.”

“No, Mark, but thanks anyway, I just got
home and haven’t even gone into the house yet. Let me get settled
and we’ll talk later, alright? I’ll give you a call,” she said,
ending the conversation.

She went into the house, set her purse on
the kitchen counter and picked up the TV remote. The plasma screen
in the refrigerator door blazed to life with the 6pm Action Eagle
Eye in the Sky News Team 12, On The Scene and Ready To Report!
Ellen turned up the volume as the anchor Thad Leader, preparing for
the newscast, determinedly shuffled and organized papers until the
intro music stopped. Ella had met Thad several times and had come
away unimpressed.

Good Evening, I’m Thad Leader. One man is
dead and hundreds of others are thankful for their lives tonight
after a dramatic escape in San Francisco’s plush Noe Valley
neighborhood. It all started on peaceful 23rd Street, at a real estate open house. A place in
fact, where people go to look for a new home and plan happy
futures. But as Chirley Wixon tell us, a fugitive with a gun and a
grudge had other plans. Chirley?

Ella thought the introduction wild
speculation, but still listened. She knew the reporter Chirley as
well, they’d met at several Chamber of Commerce and charity for
kids type affairs. She had a black sixties style schlacked hairdo,
long and straight that curled up at the ends, a cute figure and
exuberant energy. Chirley stood on the street in front of the open
house. Seeing the home again reminded Ella of the Amityville Horror
house of movie fame.

Thank you, Thad. That’s right, there were
moments of stark terror here at this house behind me on
23rd Street. Police say a gunman hid
away in an adjoining backyard and at approximately 3:00 this
afternoon opened fire on the excited crowd of prospective home
buyers.

Ella knew this to be an exaggeration, there
had been only one shot and one victim. But exaggerating and
creating drama made life more exciting for TV news producers and
reporters, at least according to the burned out broadcast
journalists she’d recently hired.

Now the TV switched away to Chirley’s
pre-taped report. There were shots of the covered body being
wheeled out, police milling around the back yard, the interior of
the house, and a tray of half eaten chocolate chip cookies on the
kitchen counter. The next images showed the hunky porn star in
better days, pictured glamorously at some dubious looking awards
show.

Action Eagle News Team 12 has learned that
the man slaughtered in the hot tub was 23 year old Salchiço Grosso,
a native of Italy. An aspiring film actor and sex worker, Grosso
worked on the side as an open house model.

The camera switched back to the reporter,
Chirley Wixon, showing a close-up of her face, without much visible
background.

But today was Salchiço’s last day on the
job. While luxuriating in the hot tub of this multi million dollar
Noe Valley home, a gunshot pierced the idyllic afternoon, instantly
obliterating Grosso’s spinal column. The bullet also shredded his
jugular vein. In fact, the handsome young actor was very nearly
decapitated.

Chirley wore a slight smile when she
enunciated the last few words, while the camera began pulling back
to show more of the scene. A curious bead of sweat ran down her
forehead. As she continued her “stand up,” the camera revealed she
was wearing a bikini top. The sound of bubbling water grew
louder.

In the tub with Salchiço Grosso was another
stunning model, Gracie Eesee. The gunman’s fatal shot just missed
Ms. Eesee, before blasting into Salchiço’s neck.

Now the camera pulled all the way back,
revealing Chirley Wixon actually sitting the very hot tub where the
porn actor had been shot. Still an obvious murder scene, roiling,
crimson bubbles churned around her buxom figure just above the
midriff, as she motioned to where the unfortunate Salchiço had been
seated. In her other hand she held a large microphone bearing the
Action 12 News flag. Yellow police tape tied with a festive bow
wrapped the circumference of the hot tub. Then the report switched
to a police interview.

Ms. Easee was very lucky here, unlike the
victim. We know the shot was fired with a long range, high caliber
professional weapon. What we don’t know is who did it and why.

Then the man Ella had seen coming out of the
master bathroom came on the screen. She felt repulsed seeing him
again, and while he spoke he waved his hands around holding a roll
of toilet paper.

I was upstairs and everyone just started
screaming and running. So I did the same.

She’d had enough and switched channels. Much
to her surprise, Tiffany Reynolds popped up on a competing
newscast.

It was absolutely terrifying, I mean
everyone was rushing out of there like charging bulls. All I could
think about though, were my clients. I wanted to make sure they
were safe and sound, out of harm’s way as they search for the home
of their dreams. I can help anyone with their real estate needs,
just shoot an email to “Tiff at CB-Pru-U- Z dot com.

A man’s voice interrupted Tiffany’s
speel

Thank you Ms. Reynolds.

The scene cut to the reporter, this one the
quintessentially stereotyped blow dried male mannequin. He also
stood in front of the 23rd Street house.

A tipster turned in this next video, shot
live at the scene, of the female model who cheated death in the hot
tub. News All Night 10 apologizes for the quality, the tipster was
filming on his cell phone.

The grainy, splotchy video showed the busty,
soaking wet, sobbing porn actress push herself away from Gordon
Elway, then take off running barefoot up the street.

The big question now in everyone’s mind
is, will this house sell?

 


*******

 


Ella awoke somewhat refreshed, thanks to a
10 mg. Ambien. The murder loomed large in her mind but ultimately,
thank god, it wasn’t her problem. Not her listing, and she hadn’t
the vaguest idea as to why someone would want to kill the young man
in such a dramatic fashion, whatever his shady profession.

Her Manhattan client sent an email early in
the morning saying in the end she didn’t want to make an offer on
the Noe Valley place. She had to return to New York, and would get
back to Ella when she felt ready to look again.

No, what gripped Ella’s mind was Giselle
Frackle, and how to get her hands on that Sea Cliff listing.
Giselle Frackle claimed title to a legendary position in San
Francisco society, as the city’s reigning grande dame and
philanthropic matriarch. A lively and active 91 years old, Giselle
had known extreme wealth from the day she was born, thanks to her
family lineage and marriage to Edgar Frackle. West coast royalty,
her family’s money came through railroads and silver, much of it
earned on the backs of Chinese immigrants in the 19th
century. To appease her guilt, Giselle donated millions over the
years to various Chinatown charities. As if her family fortune were
not enough, she’d married Edgar when she was 19. Edgar had gone on
to found Frackle Business Machines in the 50’s, which grew into one
of the world’s dominant computer manufacturers, from the dawn of
the computer age to the present day. Always innovative and ahead of
the curve, the family still held the multi-national concern
privately.

The Frackle name adorned many of San
Francisco’s cultural institutions, from the Frackle Opera House to
the restored Frackle Museum in Golden Gate Park. Giselle outbid the
de Young heirs for re-naming rights.

Giselle Frackle’s mansion in Sea Cliff made
up but a small part of one the country’s most immense personal
fortunes. A miniscule part really, Ella thought, and she could see
no reason why six percent of it shouldn’t land directly in her bank
account.

She hadn’t gotten to her place in the world
by sitting on the sidelines. Ella needed a plan to get close to
Giselle Frackle.

 


 



Chapter 5

 


An hour later Ella got out of her car and
walked up the driveway of Barker Brokers’ St. Francis Wood office.
From all outside appearances, the office was just another
beautifully manicured home in the stately, well established
neighborhood. Brightly colored impatiens lined the driveway next to
the well clipped lawn, birds chirped and trees rustled lightly in
the breeze. She smiled to herself when she glimpsed the stately
double B logo positioned discreetly near the doorbell. When she
opened the heavy oak front door however, everything changed, the
neighborhood tranquility outside vanished. Office cubicles filled
every square foot of the enormous living room, phones rang and
people bustled about. Ella paid a visit to each office once or
twice a week, more so if she had personal involvement in a deal
based out of one particular branch. Joe Gold, the office manager,
came running up to Ella, concern etched across his face.

“Ella, good morning, are you OK? That must
have been horrible yesterday.”“Really Joe, I’m fine, thank
you.”

“Everyone’s been talking about it…”

“I’m sure they have, but we do have business
to attend to. What I want to know now is if we’ve heard back from
the seller on the Littlefeather-Jones offer.”

‘Yes, it was accepted, the fax came in a
little while ago.”

“Get me the buyers on the line, please, and
bring me the offer papers.”

Ella didn’t have a formal desk in any of her
satellite offices, she’d just take over an empty cubicle and log on
to the computer. Joe brought her the faxed copies of the signed
offer.

“Roberta Littlefeather-Jones is holding on
line one,” he said.

Ella picked up the phone. “Congratulations
Roberta. You and Starka must be very happy.”

“Uh, I guess so,” Roberta responded
uncertainly, “now that we’re on our way to owning a million dollar
pet cemetery and homemade motor home.”

Ella laughed. “You’ll make it your own in no
time.”

“You mean after the owners live there for a
year rent free?”

Ella grimaced. “That’s the market these days…”

“Well at least we didn’t get shot while we
were lookin’ at the place.”

She sensed a distinct change of attitude in
the kindly Roberta. She hoped it wasn’t a case of buyer’s remorse,
which could sour the deal for everyone, even if it went ahead and
closed. But the couple’s $100,000 deposit would keep Roberta and
Starka in line, of that Ella was sure. “You’ve got Jeff Arnold’s
number, right.”

“The mortgage broker? Yeah, I’ll call him
this morning.”

“Really Roberta, you’ll be very happy in
your new home.”

But Roberta Littlefeather-Jones had already
hung up.

 


*******

 


“You want me to do what?” Mark asked
incredulously.

“Ask Giselle Frackle’s maid to meet you,
tell her you have something you’d like to talk to her about. Then
once you’re together you can set it up that you’ve invited a
friend, and I’ll make my appearance.”

Ella cruised down Upper Market, on her way
to the office at Yerba Buena Gardens. Her cell phone routed Mark
Allen’s voice through the car’s stereo speakers while a built-in
microphone picked up her voice, leaving both of Ella’s hands free
for other duties, from sipping coffee to applying mascara, even
steering.

“In case you don’t remember, she trying to
get me into bed, she makes me nervous.”

Ella turned down the volume on the car
stereo. “You won’t have to worry about that, she’ll forget all
about sex once I start talking money.”

“You don’t know Safada. Why don’t you just
call Giselle yourself and propose a meeting?”

“And say what? Your maid told your designer
who told me you’re planning to sell your house in Sea Cliff, and by
god, I’d like a shot at the listing? Mark, you know it doesn’t work
that way, I’m surprised you’d even suggest it. I can’t just call
Giselle up like some ambulance chasing lawyer. She’d want to know
how I found out, and where would that put you? Perhaps in the
position of being indiscreet? Unprofessional maybe? You’re working
in her home and spreading inside knowledge? You’re just getting
into interior design, moving away from staging…”

“OK, OK,” Mark said.

“You couldn’t have a more prestigious
client. Success with Giselle will land you jobs for years to come.
You could mess it up if you’re not careful.”

“You don’t seem to mind my indiscretion in
telling you.”

“Telling me was not indiscreet, it was
smart. We’re going to make this work for both of us. You know you
stand to profit as well, if a successful deal comes out of this.
I’ll take very good care of you.”

“Sounds agreeable. And I wouldn’t want
Safada to take any heat for having told me.”

“Exactly. You say Giselle relies on her for
pretty much everything?”

“Oh yeah. They’re alone in that mansion for
days on end together. Safada wields powerful influence, there’s no
question about it.”

“I think we’ve got something to work with
here. So what do you say?”

Mark held his thoughts for a moment. “I’ll
see what I can do.”

“Work your magic, Mark. Let’s make a killing
on this one,” Ella said softly

 


*******

 


The rest of the week went by more or less
smoothly. The police interviewed Ella about what she’d seen and
heard at the Noe Valley open house but it hadn’t gone any further
than that. The cops and the press appeared baffled. Breathless TV
reporters gushed on about an untraceable bullet and possible ties
between the dead man and the Italian mafia, but the latter appeared
to be more baseless speculation.

As Friday rolled around Ella prepared for
her meeting with Mark and Giselle Frackle’s maid, who’d agreed to
meet at the Skirbo Room, a live music club on Valencia Street in
the Mission District. Ella didn’t frequent the area, though her
various offices occasionally sold the odd seven figure teardown in
the neighborhood. Safada insisted on the location, telling Mark she
had just one night a week off and wanted to hear a favorite band
from her native Brazil. Ella had lobbied unsuccessfully for a more
sedate setting, perhaps drinks at the Four Seasons. To make matters
worse, Mark scheduled the liaison at 10:00 pm, telling Ella to drop
by 20 minutes later. At this hour Ella was normally home in bed,
going over papers or polishing off another chapter of a novel
before dropping off to sleep.

After fretting for some time about what to
wear, she finally decided on designer blue jeans and a black blouse
with the top couple of buttons left open. She accessorized simply,
with a gold chain around her neck and open-toed, low heeled
sandals. Night driving glasses in hand, she climbed into the
Mercedes, and began her descent down the hill to the Mission
District.

Ella knew San Francisco practiced draconian
parking enforcement in the area on weekends and didn’t want to risk
being towed. She had no intention of winding up the evening with a
midnight trek to a grimy tow yard. Therefore finding a legal
parking placed loomed as the only practical option. She turned off
17th Street onto Valencia, and spotted the Skirbo Room
immediately, across the street on her left. It was 10:10 pm, just
in time for her planned drop in. A rather long line at the door
dragged down the block. Ella frowned as she drove past.

Valencia Street on a Friday night reigned as
a 20-something restaurant goer’s paradise. Trendy eating
establishments and bars lined the street, all of them packed, most
deafeningly loud. Stylish young people crowded the sidewalks, often
in large groups, talking and laughing in piercing, excited voices.
Even with all the nightlife advantages, the neighborhood, like much
of San Francisco, faced a stark and yawning lack of parking. Few
garages populated the area. This created a situation of supply and
demand for on-street parking, with demand exceeding supply on
weekend nights by roughly 1000 to one.

Ella circled the block. Right off the bat,
she passed a couple of spaces where she could have squeezed in with
a smaller car, but these spaces would barely contain half her S600
sedan. She continued along the side streets, in a series of
unrelenting right turns from one block to the next. In front and
behind her, other drivers competed in the same brutal contest,
creeping along in their cars, slowing quickly at a suspected space,
then moving on in dejected disappointment after spotting that
perpetual parking hog, the fire hydrant. All she saw block after
block, were parked cars lining the streets. Cars belonging to
people who had already found parking spaces.

Ella glanced at the dashboard clock. It was
just past 10:30, and still she hunted for parking. She blocked out
the line of people she’d seen at the door of the club. One thing at
a time. She barked out Mark’s name and the car dialed his number.
It rang five times before banging loud music from the Skirbo Room
jolted out of the 14 high fidelity speakers that comprised the
Mercedes’ stereo. Mark’s voice could be heard somewhere within the
racket.

“Ella?” he shouted.

“Yes, it’s me. Mark, I’ve been here nearly a
half hour, I’m looking for…”

“Ella?” he screamed again.

“Yes, I’m here,” she responded, raising her
voice.

“Ella?” His voice sounded strained and
desperate. “If you can hear me, get the fuck in here.” The line
went dead.

By this time, she seethed with contempt for
her fellow players in the parking game. She passed a man smoking a
cigar and his pretty little trollop of a girlfriend. They clambered
down out of a Hummer, theirs the most gigantic of the several
gigantic Hummer models available. “How in the hell did they find a
space?” Ella wondered angrily. She glared at them as she cruised
past.

Suddenly she glimpsed it; an open parking
space of the necessary magnitude to house her California King of a
car. She accelerated quickly to head off any contenders but
miraculously had it to herself. She came to a quick jolt of a stop
just past the coveted space, preparing to parallel park, a skill
some found difficult but a motoring art at which Ella had always
excelled. She flipped the steering wheel mounted gear shift, and
the reverse lights switched on, casting a bright glow behind. She
threw an arm over the passenger seat and turned to look over her
shoulder.

But she didn’t back up. Two teenage girls,
about 17 years old, stood squarely in the middle of the space,
giggling loudly and chattering on cell phones. They wore low cut,
extremely tight fitting jeans and tops with plunging necklines that
left very little to the imagination when it came to their luscious
and ripe young bosoms. For a fleeting moment, Ella looked enviously
through her rear view mirror at their creamy, pre-operative bodies.
Was she ever that young? In return they glowered at her car,
tossing long, golden manes to one side. Their glittery lip gloss
reflected in the glare of the reverse lights. Ella recovered, and
began to back up, expecting them to move out of the way. Instead
they pulled the cell phones away from their ears and shouted at her
in tone deaf, adolescent voices.

“Hey,” one of them said, “get outta here.
We’re saving this space.”

“Yeah, move it, our boyfriends will be here
like any minute,” the other girl added, before dropping to the
ground, landing cross legged on her butt.

“We’ve been here twenty minutes, no old lady
in a Mercedes is gonna steal it now.”

Ella winced at the girl’s words and stepped
on the brake, the rear end of her car about a quarter of the way
into the parking space. The long hood now angled out into the
middle of the narrow street, blocking passage in both directions.
She lowered her window a crack to better hear their ridiculous
babble. Looking back at their defiant expressions, she released the
pressure on the brake slightly, allowing the car to inch
backwards.

“Hey,” the first girl screamed even louder.
“Stop. Killer, hey people, anyone, this lady is trying to run us
over.”

The second girl apparently decided against
her strategy of sitting on the ground behind a moving car. She
sprang to her feet and ran forward, placed both hands on the trunk,
legs stretched out behind. She dramatically pushed against the
approaching vehicle, and in the rear view mirror Ella saw the
girl’s contorted face looming large in the fiery red cast of the
brake lights. “This is our parking space,” she screamed, sounding
like an escaped lunatic.

Warning alarms beeped inside the Mercedes
cabin, as the car’s reverse direction sensors picked up the human
obstructions. Ella stopped, put the car in Park and got out. She
stood next to her open driver door, directly facing the two
snorting, fanatical young women.

“Look,” she said forcefully. “A parking
space without a car in it is available. You have no right to be
blocking it this way.”

“Oh yeah?”

“This is a public space, and I fully intend
to take advantage of that. No teenage monsters are going to stop
me.”

The second girl nodded slowly with her mouth
open. “Ahh, hahh,” she said sarcastically. The first girl had by
now also placed her hands on the trunk of the car, positioning her
body in a similar blocking position as her compatriot.

Ella reached inside the car and grabbed her
cell phone off the center console. “If you like, I’ll call the
police right now. Let them sort it out. Or you can move out of the
way, it’s your choice.”

The two girls exchanged glances. Ella sensed
victory, and gave them her best, granite stare. Then she heard the
overpowering, deep thumping bass of a car stereo on steroids. The
two girls heard it too, and smiled at each other. They removed
their hands from the trunk of Ella’s car, and stood back with their
arms crossed, cocky smiles splayed across their suburban faces.

The source of the racket, some kind of a
large, dark colored SUV, approached from behind, stopping next to
their little confrontation. The deafening bass thumped rhythmically
and piercingly, deep into Ella’s bone marrow. The girls smiled even
more broadly. One of them motioned to the space, while the other
one ran over to the SUV passenger window and stuck her head
inside.

The driver door opened, and a very tall,
thickly built young man of undetermined racial makeup got out. He
carried some kind of a club, or perhaps a baseball bat from what
Ella could discern.

“Get the FUCK out of here,” he boomed at
her.

“Yeah, get the fuck out outta here,” one of
the girls shrieked delightedly, while the other laughed in
uncontrolled hysterics.

The boyfriend approached Ella’s Mercedes,
and raised his weapon high over the gleaming trunk. Her victorious
moment more fleeting than expected, she jumped into her car and
sped off, an unaccustomed casualty of the San Francisco parking
wars.

Shaken but not defeated, she continued her
search.

The next block was somewhat quieter, but
still she saw little opportunity, with nothing but the inexorable
rows of immobile automobiles lining every available inch on both
sides of the street. All of a sudden a reflection caught her eye, a
quick, unexpected flash of light, the second coming of the parking
god. A set of car keys dangled from the hand of a young man walking
down the sidewalk. Hallelujah, she thought as she slowed her huge
car at his side, lowering the passenger side window.

“Are you leaving by any chance?” Ella asked
as nicely as she could, considering her mood.

The young man turned. He was in his early
20’s, wearing a knit cap and dressed in baggy pants and an
oversized t-shirt. She could see him taking in the Mercedes in all
its shiny, expensive glory.

“Yeah,” he said slowly, raising his arm in a
lazy, half hearted effort to point ahead. “Just up the block.”

“Uh, thanks,” she replied, praying the space
would be big enough. “I’ll just ride along next to you if you don’t
mind.”

He continued walking, quite slowly, making
absolutely no effort to quicken his pace. Ella felt like a chauffer
in a mobster movie, trailing her boss at walking speed while he
spoke to an acquaintance about the relative merits of life versus
death.

The kid finally left the sidewalk and walked
around to the driver’s door of an ancient Ford pickup. Thankfully
it was full sized and would leave enough room for Ella to park. The
kid put the key in the lock, then hesitated, looking back toward
Ella waiting in her Mercedes. He pulled the key back out of the
door, and walked over, motioning for her to lower her window. She
did, part way.

“You know, man, it’s a busy night here,
there’s not much parking,” he began in a lazy, stoner’s drawl.

“No, there isn’t. I applaud you on your
observation.”

“So like, I was wondering, like maybe I
changed my mind and I’m gonna go back to my friend’s place.”

Ella understood right away where the punk
was going with this but didn’t say anything. She just looked back
at him expectantly, with big eyes.

“Like what I’m saying is I might not move my
truck, man.”

Ella quickly glanced in the mirror, scanning
the street again. No other spaces had miraculously appeared.

“Well gee, then,” Ella responded, “like, if
you don’t move your car where will I park?”

“I don’t know man, like I could move my
truck, but...”

“Oh for god’s sake,” Ella said grabbing her
purse, “how about a little gas money, that might help you move your
truck.” She thrust a twenty out the window. “Now.”

He snatched the bill in half a second
flat.

 


*******

 


Ella finally made it to the now much longer
Skirbo Room entrance line at 10:55. Mark was most likely very
unhappy with her by now. Instead of going to the end of the line,
Ella went right to the front, straight to the burly bouncer who,
naturally due to the nature of his job, sported a slithering nest
of snakes tattooed across one of his massive biceps.

“Excuse me,” Ella said, looking askance at
the line of people half her age, “I was wondering if you could help
me?”

The bouncer looked back coldly. “Yes?”

“My daughter is inside, and you see, we have
a family situation, it’s an emergency really. I need to get a hold
of her right away.”

“Call her on her cell phone,” he said
turning to motion in the next few people waiting in line. “If you
want to get in, go to the end of the line.”

Her patience already next to gone after the
parking ordeal, Ella quickly palmed several twenties out of her
pocket and grabbed the bouncer’s hand, sliding the notes between
his stubby fingers. “She doesn’t have her cell phone with her.”

He looked down quickly, then motioned her
inside. She’d just paid ten times the posted cover charge to get in
but couldn’t have cared less. She walked slowly into the darkened
club. Dark reds and blues beamed out from subtly placed spotlights.
A nonstop bartender rushed back and forth behind a long, polished
wood bar, packed four deep with clamoring hipsters. Rock music
blasted from speakers in every corner. Surprisingly, some of the
cute young guys in the place checked her out, a most unexpected
development. She patted her hair delicately, and made her way
through the crowd to the staircase. Mark said he’d be upstairs with
Safada listening to the band.

Ella found herself enjoying the live music
as she scanned the second floor. A lively, melodic samba drifted
through the crowd, and the dance floor teemed with energetic
aficionados. A few dancers flailed around, their arms clumsily
darting out in all directions, but most really seemed to know how
to move. Ella admired quite a few well formed asses swishing back
and forth, the intoxicating sensuality of youth hitting her deep
inside, though in a considerably more positive manner than the
teenaged parking guardians.

That’s when she saw what she saw. Mark sat
at a table with a sleek, sexy, dark haired woman straddled across
his lap, running her fingernails down the side of his face, the
other hand delicately toying with the buttons on his shirt. She’d
never seen Giselle Frackle’s maid before, but this was one knockout
of a housekeeper. Mark’s eyes flashed, then narrowed when he caught
sight of Ella staring in fascination.

She quickly walked over and put her hand on
his shoulder. “Mark, I’m so sorry for the delay.” She extended her
hand to Safada. “Hello, I’m Ella Barker. You must be Safada.” Ella
had to shout over the live music.

The exotic beauty lifted her long, elegant
fingers from Mark’s shirt and shook Ella’s hand. Her eyes were deep
green jewels set in a light olive complexion, her teeth straight
and white. She smiled, giving Ella a quick up-down.

“Hi, my name Safada da Silva.” She
extricated herself from Mark’s lap and stood up. She wore a light
green, very tight, short skirt and a low cut, white top. Her heels
matched the skirt, calling attention to her long, tan legs. Gold
earrings dangled off each ear. “Mark says we have little talk. I
love little talks.”

Mark also stood, offering his seat to Ella.
“You may want to take a seat Ella,” he said sarcastically, “it’s
taken you so long to get here, you must be tired.”

“Parking,” she replied with an embarrassed
shrug, smiling at Safada. “You know how it is in San
Francisco.”

“I don’t not drive, taxi or Mrs. Giselle car
bring everywhere.”

“I’m going to the bathroom,” Mark said, then
promptly fled. The band announced a break, and the noise level
dipped enough to permit reasonable conversation.

Ella sat down, setting her purse on the
table. Safada looked straight at her, or more accurately, into her.
Giselle’s maid had an intensity in her eyes that made Ella a little
uneasy. Safada smiled lazily, and leaned back in her chair, taking
a sip of wine. If Ella didn’t know better she’d swear this young
woman was flirting with her. Maybe she should go out more often,
she hadn’t been hit on this much in one night in years. Though most
definitely heterosexual, she smiled back.

“So Safada, did Mark tell you why I wanted
to meet you?”

“I think I know. You’re real estate person,
I told Mark my boss want to sell her house, now you want talk
me.”

“Tell me, how long have you been in the
United States?”

“What, you with immigrations?”

“Nothing of the sort. I’m just interested in
what your dreams and plans for the future are.”

Safada only held her unnerving gaze, saying
nothing for a moment. “Why you care? You don’t know me.”

“I’m a curious person, Safada, and I think
there may be a way we can work together and make some money.
Perhaps a lot of money.”

Safada leaned forward in her chair, just a
little bit. “What you have in mind?”

“I’m looking for a little information, maybe
a referral. You as they say, are on the inside. I’m prepared to
reward you handsomely for your help.”

Safada interrupted Ella. “Missus Giselle
already have real estate person.”

“What, who?”

“But she mad with him now.”

Mark returned from the bathroom, put a round
of drinks on the table and pulled up a chair. Each glass had lots
of ice and lime slices.

“Who’s mad with who?” he asked.

“Thank you for the drinks,” Ella said.

“Yes, obrigada,” Safada said.

Ella shot him a look, taking a sip of her
sweet, citrusy drink. “Safada was just saying that Missus Giselle
already has a real estate broker.”

Mark raised his eyebrows in surprise.

Ella turned back to Safada. “But why is she
mad at him?” She had to know who it was.

Safada sighed dramatically. “She about to
tell him sell house for her in Sea Cliff, but she not happy with
news on TV.”

“What news?” Mark asked.

“She say she don’t want someone die while
sell house.”

Ella looked incredulously at Mark. “Gordon
Elway,” she said.

“Well that figures,” responded Mark, “the
little high society ass kisser was working on Giselle.”

“It fits.” Ella looked back at Safada,
reaching into her purse.

“You know Safada, you’ve already been very
helpful. I’d like you to know how much I appreciate this little
conversation we’re having.” Under the table, Ella passed the
envelope she’d taken from her purse. She intended to slip it into
Safada’s lap, but instead brushed the inside of her thigh, causing
the young beauty to sit up straight and smile broadly.

“Excuse me, dear,” Ella said trying to
regain her composure. She pulled her hand back and gave the
envelope to Safada directly across the table.

“That was discreet,” said Mark.

“No comments from you,” she replied, taking
another sip from her drink. “What’s this drink called anyway, I
love it.”

“It’s from Brazil, a caipirinha,”
Safada said in a beautiful accent. When she spoke in her native
Portuguese, her speech instantly turned lovely and lilting.

“I might just want another one of
these.”

“Tenha cuidado, be careful.” Safada
once again turned her lascivious look on Ella. “They very
strong.”

Ella looked over at Mark as if to say
“what’s up with this chick?” Mark looked back, amused. Safada
opened Ella’s envelope, taking a long glance inside. She appeared
satisfied, and quickly slipped it into a little purse.

“So Safada,” Ella continued, “do you think
Gordon Elway still has a chance to be your boss’ real estate
agent?”

“I didn’t say name. But she is mad with him.
I think he loose.”

“Is there anyone else in the running?”

Safada obviously understood English better
than she spoke it because nothing got by her. “No, Missus Giselle
say she looking for other. Going to talk to Kearney, her son.”

“Safada, I want to ask you something. And
please keep in mind what’s in that envelope I just gave you is only
the beginning. If you’re able to help out, there’s quite a bit more
where that came from.” Ella was beginning to feel the drink. “Do
you think you can recommend me? My agency will represent Giselle
very fairly and get her the most possible money for her beautiful
home.”

“Why she listen to me?” Safada said coyly.
“I just maid.”

“Because you’re with her every day, and she
does listen to you. You can tell her you met me, and you liked
me.”

Safada leaned forward slightly. “I see what
can do, Ella. And I don’t lie about me like you.”

Mark watched the exchange with obvious
relish. Ella jumped when Safada’s knee grazed slowly against hers
under the table. She gulped down nearly a quarter of her drink. The
band started to play again, and the music sounded great.

“Let’s dance,” said Safada. She grabbed Ella
and Mark’s hands and pulled them on to the dance floor.

 


 



Chapter 6

 


The prospective home of Roberta and Starka
Littlefeather-Jones sat back from the street, giving passers-by an
unstinting view of the cemented over front yard and unkempt
landscaping. Ella waited for Jeff Arnold out in front on the
sidewalk. They both planned to meet with the appraiser. Ella didn’t
usually attend to such mundane matters personally, but with her
clients having second thoughts she wanted to make sure the deal
went well, and Jeff had asked to check the property out on behalf
of the lending bank. At $1 million, the purchase price stretched
even the most generous comparison to recent sales of similar homes
in the neighborhood, but then again so did nearly every other home
sale in San Francisco, with prices on such a steep upswing.

A comparable house down the block, in the
same shabby condition and an equal number of bedrooms, closed
earlier in the week for $435,000. An agent in Ella’s Pacific
Heights office represented the seller.

A year earlier most properties in the
neighborhood sold in the mid-200’s, but things had really started
skyrocketing during the past six months. If the Littlefeather-Jones
deal were to close for $1 million, it would represent a month over
month neighborhood appreciation rate of approximately 125%. Ella
intended to mine this for the marketing gold that it was, proving
that Barker Brokers could bring in top dollar faster than anybody
else.

She didn’t see Jeff pull up in his Jaguar
XK, as she’d been distracted trying to find the front walkway of
the Littlefeather-Jones house through all the brush and weed
overgrowth. She’d just spotted some cracked cement visible through
the fox tails when he broke her concentration.

“Hey beautiful,” Jeff said with a big
smile.

Ella turned and smiled back. “Hey,
yourself.”

“What a palace.”

“I see potential, don’t you?”

Jeff looked at Ella with twinkling eyes.
“Yeah, there could be some potential.”

She blushed. “Do you think the buyers will
qualify?”

“Who couldn’t qualify for one of these
loans? I only suggested tagging along because I want to ask you
out.”

Straight and to the point, Ella liked that.
She felt flattered but not completely surprised. She had a pretty
good sense of mutual attraction just before the shot rang out at
the Noe Valley open house. She opened her mouth to respond when a
very large and menacing looking Roberta Littlefeather-Jones
suddenly appeared behind Jeff.

“Sorry to interrupt your sweet, little
pre-fuck moment. We’re not so sure we want to qualify anymore,”
Roberta said. Her fine boned lover Starka skulked at her side,
saying nothing.

The turn of events surprised Ella, and
pissed her off. She had not invited the buyers along.

Roberta seemed to sense this. “We have every
right to be here.”

Ella recovered quickly. “Of course you do, this is your new home.”
She didn’t mean it. Remorseful buyers tagging along could do
nothing but negatively affect the appraisal by pointing out every
possible defect. Her job now was to close the deal at the agreed
upon sales price. Roberta and Starka had signed on the dotted line,
and they had a responsibility to perform, as the legal term would
have it.

Jeff looked at Ella, eyebrows raised.

“You seemed so excited when we made the
offer,” Ella said.

“That was before.”

“Before what?”

Quiet, delicate Starka shouted at the top of
her lungs. “Before we realized we’d lost our fucking minds,
OK?”

Ella flinched. For such a little thing,
Starka possessed a bold and knifelike voice when angry.

“I mean, look at that piece of shit in the
driveway,” Starka added. “We’re obligated to leave it there
forever?”

They all turned to look at the plywood clad
recreational vehicle which the sellers had so painstakingly
constructed.

“This is nothing new from when you saw the
house last week,” Ella said.

Now it was Roberta’s turn. “And the dogs
buried in the yard, dozens of ‘em. I believe in spirits and animal
rights, and this is just plain wrong.” Her look of anger changed to
one of confusion, then sadness. “It was the first house we looked
at.” Now she almost cried.

“This ladies, is the San Francisco real
estate market,” replied Ella.

Roberta growled. “We want our money back.
Every last penny, all one hundred thousand dollars of that
deposit.”

“Are the sellers home?” Jeff asked.

She shook her head, glancing to her left to
see the appraiser Bill Reilly, arriving on foot.

“Good morning,” he said cheerfully. “What’s
going on here?”

Ella held up her hand for Bill to wait a
minute. She turned to the women. “You are welcome to accompany the
appraisal, you’re paying for it. However as your broker I must warn
you that any effort to void the contract at this late date…”

“Late date?” Starka asked. “We just signed a
few days ago.”

“Any date is late after signing a
contingency-free sales contract,” Ella responded. “I’m only
protecting you by telling you this. If you try and back out now,
you’ll lose your deposit. The sellers can and will sue you. After
your attitude on the phone the other day Roberta, I took the
liberty of inquiring, without saying why, to see if maybe, just
maybe, they might release you from the contract.” Of course Ella
had done no such thing. “However the sellers are resolute about
going through with the sale. You’ll either lose your money or end
up in court, and be forced to buy the house.”

“We’re already being forced,” said a shaken
looking Starka.

Ella smiled vibrantly. “Look at the bright
side. This house,” she said waving like Vanna White toward the
overgrown, falling down wreck and homemade motor home, “is going up
in value every day. You’re going to make a lot of money.”

 


*******

 


The appraisal went off without a hitch.
Roberta and Starka were desultory company but kept quiet while the
appraiser did his work. Bill Reilly had worked with Ella for years,
and his appraisals always came in at the sales price, or very, very
near. He knew how to price in an appreciating market. He’d
questioned one or two things about the property, but as they’d
walked out the front door he’d given Ella a quick, surreptitious
nod, code for “don’t worry.” As part of his remuneration, Bill
received a quite profitable holiday card from Ella every year.

To top it off, Ella accepted Jeff’s dinner
invitation for the coming Saturday night.

 


*******

 


When Ella returned to the office, her
secretary Bootsie handed her a message from Giselle Frackle,
provoking an electrifying jolt of adrenaline. The nocturnal meeting
with Safada and subsequent hangover might just well be paying
off.

“The caller had a very strong accent, I
couldn’t understand her all that well,” Bootsie said.

“That would be Safada, Giselle’s maid.”

“Well, she called about a half hour ago. I
think she said she wants you to come to the mansion at 4:00
tomorrow afternoon.”

“Thank you Bootsie, I’ll call back and
confirm myself.” Ella would wait a couple of hours before
confirming. She didn’t want to appear too eager.

In the meantime, she had several open houses
to attend that afternoon. Open houses used to be primarily on
Sundays, or perhaps the occasional Tuesday. Now they blossomed all
over the city every day of the week, in an effort to cope with the
burgeoning crowds. Weekdays drew somewhat fewer people, with
advance ticketing generally not necessary.

Her clients, the Sandersons, hailed from the
outer Sunset neighborhood near Ocean Beach. A couple and their
three-year old child, they wanted to live in a sunnier and more
central location, away from the wind and fog that typified San
Francisco’s perpetually cool coastal environs.

Ella hadn’t yet personally met the
Sandersons. But when she saw the little family waiting in front of
the townhouse complex in Corona Heights, she instantly recognized
their rather unattractive child, the same little brat who’d been
drawing on the pastel walls of the Noe Valley murder house.

Ella braced herself as she extended her
hand. “You must be the Sandersons, I’m Ella Barker.”

“Hi, I’m Paloma, this is my husband
Servinko,” said the perky 30-something wife, “and this is our son
Taylor.” A rather unusual combination of names, Ella thought, as
she took in Servinko. He was in his chunky mid-50’s with dark,
unkempt hair falling onto his forehead. He sweated while he drew
deep, rapid drags off a cigarette. Smoking in California these days
had become a highly stigmatized, nearly illegal activity, and those
who dared indulge often found themselves victims of righteous,
liberal backlash. Servinko grunted in the way of greeting.

“Hi Taylor,” said Ella, doing her best to
smile at the child, who pulled his mother’s hair and squirmed
wildly as she tried to hold him.

“Down!!” he wailed.

Ella soldiered on. “Shall we go in? This is
really a lovely home. Since it’s the first one we’ve seen together,
I’ll be interested to see what you think.”

They walked up to the front gate. It was a
large and confusingly laid out complex, so the listing agent, in an
effort at creative assistance, had wound a wide pink ribbon from
the main gate up several twisting outdoor staircases, leading to
the front door of the open house.

“What’s this?” Servinko asked in a gravelly
voice, fingering the femininely colored ribbon in his rough hewn
hands.

Ella began carefully. “We are very close to
the Castro district here, and the listing agent, I guess…” she
shrugged with a half smile, “just wants… to fit in,” she finished
brightly.

“You mean they only want fags to buy the
joint?”

Ella winced and looked around. Fortunately
no one lingered within earshot. She’d been in the complex several
times before, and gay men made up the vast majority of the
residents, most with that tight t-shirt, trim, muscled look they
seemed to so favor in one another. Not that she found the look
unattractive, it was just that women were so obviously excluded
from their predatory game.

Paloma saved the day. “I love diversity,”
she chirped. “Come on Serv, open up your mind.”

Lush landscaping and tall trees surrounded
the multi-level two bedroom townhouse, situated far back from the
street in a quiet corner of the complex. It even came with two
underground parking spaces, a religious inspiration on the part of
the architect. But a plague of construction defects kept the
overbidding and hysteria at a slightly lower level than the market
in general.

Servinko scowled as they walked through the
front door, which directly faced a stairway. Instantly a very thin
man in his late 30’s ran down to greet them. He had a finely
trimmed beard and wore a name tag over his heart. Ella would
never require her agents to wear a name tag, they weren’t
slinging espresso behind a counter, after all.

“Hiiiiii,” he practically sang, “I’m Joffrey
Thatcher. Welcome, come on in.” Ella wasn’t sure how this was going
to work. Paloma may have been pushing the diversity thing, but the
agent exuded extravagant femininity. It may have been only ten
minutes by car, but Serv had come a long way from the outer
Sunset.

“Oh my god,” Joffrey shrieked. “A
cigarette!”

Little Taylor smiled and did a remarkably
accurate imitation of Joffrey’s worried cry. “O my god, a
cigawette!!” he screeched in his shrill little voice.

Joffrey smacked his lips, and put his hands
on his hips. “You can’t smoke in here, I’m sorry but the owners,
Gregory and Randall, just wouldn’t stand for it.”

Servinko looked around, then at the floor as
if scouting for a place to put out the smoke. Joffrey shook his
head adamantly. “Outside,” the agent mouthed theatrically, pointing
back out the door. Serv got rid of the cigarette.

“Now, how about we all go upstairs and I’ll
show you around,” Joffrey said cheerily, his shoulders swinging
slightly back and forth as he spoke.

“It can’t be any worse than the last place
we looked at, someone got blown away with a shotgun,” said
Serv.

The effect of the killing at the Noe Valley
open house would reverberate for a while, Ella could tell.

“Were you there, Ella?” asked Paloma.

“On my way out, actually, when the ruckus
started.”

“We’d already left, the Lord be
praised.”

“You call someone getting their head blasted
off a ruckus?” Serv asked gruffly.

Joffrey interrupted. “Let’s talk of happier
things, shall we?” He began his tour. “This is the fireplace, and
over behind you is the kitchen with granite counters and GE
Monogram appliances. And you’ll notice the powder room down the
hall…”

Ella hated it when an agent stated the
obvious, and the Barker Brokers training program forbid it. Buyers
really didn’t need guided tours, as far as she was concerned. She
liked to let clients look at a home without interruption, get a
feel for the place themselves, and then ask questions as necessary.
Apparently Serv felt the same way.

“Hey, can it, alright? We’re just going to
look around on our own. You two wait here,” he commanded.

Joffrey looked wounded but shut up. The
family headed upstairs up to the third floor, Taylor staggering
along behind, liberated from the lock of his mother’s arms, free to
commit whatever atrocities he might see fit.

“So,” Ella said once they were out of
earshot, “what’s with the pink ribbon?”

“This is a gay neighborhood, you know.”

“And for that reason you’re willing to
alienate a large number of potential buyers? My client reacted
poorly to it.”

Joffrey adjusted his name tag. “I don’t know
if he’d be comfortable here in any case,” he sniffed.

“You’re asking $2.2 million for this
townhouse and it’s been on the market for three weeks. That’s an
eternity. It hasn’t even been staged. The owner’s belongings are
still here.”

“Tenants, actually. It’s the lawsuit that’s
holding things up…”

“Every realtor who works this neighborhood
knows about the lawsuit against the developer of this complex, the
shoddy contruction, the waterfall in the garage when it rains, the
possible million dollar assessment per unit.”

“That’s why the asking price is so low.”

“Well then why are you turning off potential
buyers with a pink ribbon? It smacks of exclusion. This is San
Francisco, everyone should be welcome.”

Servinko’s low, angry voice interrupted
Ella’s dress down. “We’re leaving. Now.” A cigarette dangled from
his mouth. Paloma stood behind, once again carrying the squirmy
Taylor.

“No smoking!” wailed Joffrey.

“Let’s move on to the next home, then?” Ella
said.

“Not today, Ella, we’ve seen enough,” Paloma
added weakly. “I’ll call you to set something else up.” Her clients
took off for the front door.

“You never should’ve shown us this place,”
Serv declared in parting.

Ella turned to look at Joffrey, who stood
with his forefinger bent between his teeth, giving Ella a “who,
me?” look.

She rushed upstairs to see what had so upset
the Sandersons. In the master bathroom, lining the tub, stood an
impressive collection of jumbo sized, multi-racial dildos, all
pointing eagerly to the sky.

 


*******

 


The week’s prevailing winds did not bode
well, with the deteriorating Littlefeather-Jones situation and the
Sandersons turning into runaway clients. But Ella didn’t worry much
about her income, money still poured in. After all she personally
profited from every closing Barker Brokers Properties successfully
negotiated. Of course she carried high expenses but there seemed to
be no end to the price appreciation and clamor for properties. And
on top of all that sat the tantalizing prospect of the Frackle
listing.

On the stairs heading out of the condo
complex she ran into Gordon Elway.

“Ella, just the person I want to talk to.
Did you get my message?”

“No, you left one?”

“I did. Have you got a minute?” He edged her
conspiratorially off to one side.

“Sure, why not? Though first I should warn
you, you might want to take a look at the townhouse master bath
before sending any clients through,” she said.

“Thanks, I’ll check it out, though I’m here
on my own now, scouting for a prospective buyer. But anyway I
wanted to ask you something.”

“Of course.” She knew Gordon well enough to
know he was either fishing for information or looking to spread a
malicious piece of gossip or two.

“The murder at the open house has been very
hard on my business.”

“Oh?” Ella responded noncommittally.

“Yes, I lost the listing, what did I have to
do with the boy dying?

“I don’t know, Gordon.”

“Even while I still had it, I couldn’t get
anyone in to see it anyway. The police had that yellow tape all
over the place.”

“Crime scenes can be a barrier to multiple
offers.”

“New clients haven’t exactly been flocking
in my direction. So, the reason I wanted to talk to you,” he said
with a deep sigh, “I have a deal to propose.”

“Go on.”

“There’s a hush-hush listing coming up,
huge, I mean this one is huge. They don’t come any bigger. I had it
in my pocket and now the seller’s running scared after that mess in
Noe Valley.”

“Really?” Ella responded, her antennae
rapidly going up. If he intended to discuss the Frackle mansion,
she had to put a stop to it quickly before treading in legal
quicksand. Hearing it from Gordon before she signed with Giselle
Frackle could very well put her in a position of being forced to
share the commission with him. Should she be awarded the listing,
that is.

“We both know we’re not the closest of
friends,” he said, “but I do respect your position in the real
estate community. There aren’t many better than you, Ella.” His
naked flattery gave her a rolling, nauseous feeling.

“I was thinking, maybe if I passed the tip
to you and you were able to sign the listing, you could cut me in
after the fact.”

“You mean Giselle Frackle’s home in Sea
Cliff, Gordon?” She watched him physically deflate.

“How… how did you know?”

“You know how word travels in this
town.”

“Giselle told me she wasn’t interviewing any
other brokers.”

Ella didn’t mention her upcoming
appointment. “However it plays out, I’m already aware Giselle
Frackle is talking about selling her home. Were I to somehow get
the listing there would really be no reason to ‘cut you in,’ as you
say.”

“Who told you? Tiffany Reynolds?”

“Tiff…?” Ella caught herself. This one had
thrown her. “So I’m not the first realtor you’ve tried to make a
deal with?”

“Tiffany’s been snooping around like an old
hound dog, I didn’t tell her but she’s got a strong inkling. Says
she knows Kearney, Giselle’s son, that he mentioned my name.”

Gordon spoke aptly when he mentioned an old
hound dog. San Francisco’s real estate breezes were rife with the
sweet perfume of obscene profit, and soon every broker, agent and
freelance know-nothing in town would lift their snouts toward the
heavens, seeking to pick up the scent of Giselle Frackle’s $70
million Sea Cliff mansion.

 


 



Chapter 7

 


At precisely 3:55 p.m. the next day, Ella
waited patiently in the driveway between the massive stone pillars
flanking the tall, bronzed gate at the Frackle mansion on El Camino
Del Mar, one of two principal oceanfront drives in Sea Cliff. The
Mercedes hummed in contentment at such luxurious surroundings,
while Ella studied the materials she’d brought along for the
meeting. She had photos, printouts and newspaper clippings with
her, just about everything she could think of, from what few
comparable properties might exist to a complete dossier on Barker
Brokers, as well as her personal curriculum vitae. She would push
the gate buzzer at exactly 4:00.

Early in Ella’s career, she’d taken an MBA
at UC Berkeley and it had been worth every penny of the huge
student loans she’d used to finance the degree. Right from the
beginning, the MBA had given her status and set her apart from the
legions of housewives and out of work salesmen who dropped in and
out of the real estate business with dependable regularity. Once
most of them realized how much honest-to-god hard work selling
homes required, coupled with the loss of weekend personal time,
they simply disappeared.

She lowered the window to push the gate
button, but someone had beaten her to it, and the opaque metal
monster started to grind open on its own. The verdant grounds of
the mansion came into view, as did a glimpse of the ocean beyond.
In the foreground however, a car waited to exit. A servant or
employee no doubt, had opened the gate to leave just as Ella
reached to buzz for entry. A BMW waited on the other side, also
black, maybe a couple of years old, 5 series. A lesser car
undoubtedly than Ella’s impressively crouched, very new S600, but
still quite respectable transportation for someone involved in the
care and feeding of Giselle Frackle.

But when the gate opened completely and Ella
got a look at the driver, she froze. First the blonde hair, then
the perky smile struck her. Tiffany Reynolds of CB-Pru-U-Zee Real
Estate Experts held the wheel of the BMW, on her way out of the
Frackle mansion grounds. How did the newbie little bitch worm her
way into competing for this deal?

The women sat face to face, Mercedes to BMW,
grill to grill, both cars idling. Tiffany tilted her head, smiled
even bigger and held her hand up to wave, fingers wriggling back
and forth individually. Ella smiled graciously and nodded her head
in acknowledgement. Tiffany did not seem in the least surprised
with Ella’s arrival. Ella put her hands on the top of the steering
wheel, waiting for Tiffany to back up and allow her entry. Tiffany
did the same. Ella inched the Mercedes forward, an indication of
her superior status in the real estate hierarchy. She stared in
disbelief as Tiffany also advanced her BMW, only Tiffany rolled
several feet closer all at once, then stopped abruptly, an obvious
and aggressive challenge. All the while Tiffany kept the same
idiotic smile plastered on her face. The two cars now idled about
three feet apart, and Ella could clearly see Tiffany’s siliconed
boobs wrapped in a tight, red sweater. Ella flipped her car into
Park, crossed her arms and leaned back in her seat.

She glanced at the clock. It was 4:02 and
she couldn’t be playing games for much longer. She felt a sudden,
small jolt. She looked up to see that Tiffany had rolled forward
again, bringing the two luxurious automobiles into physical
contact. Even a small scratch on the Mercedes would cost an easy
twenty-five hundred to repair, of that Ella was sure.

She threw open her door, and started to get
out, one elegant, high heeled leg just about reaching the ground.
But then she thought better of it, pulled herself back in and
slammed the door shut. She put the transmission into Drive and
accelerated directly against the BMW. Thank god the rolling hills
of the mansion’s grounds blocked a direct view of the gate.

For the first time Tiffany seemed fazed. The
36-valve V-12 Mercedes engine growled louder and the two cars began
rattling as Ella’s powerful car pushed against the BMW’s front
bumper. She accelerated a little more. But Tiffany held her ground,
and her brake pedal. Ella figured Tiffany would back off quickly if
it came down to real damage to her car. She was newer in the
business and the BMW had to have been a big investment. Ella could
go out tomorrow and pick up another Mercedes without a second
thought. She accelerated even more and her rear wheels began to
spin, smoke rising from the burning rubber. The Mercedes began to
slowly push the BMW backward. Something cracked loudly, an alarming
sound like snapping metal.

Tiffany held up her hands in surrender, a
look of panic replacing the obnoxious smile. She reached down and
put her car in reverse. Both cars lurched suddenly when the
resistance broke. Tiffany raced backward away from the Mercedes,
while the S600 jumped forward, Ella deftly swerving around to the
right of the defeated Beemer.

As Ella roared past Tiffany, she glanced
over to see that the young realtor, oddly enough, was grinning
again.

 


*******

 


Ella wound her way up the drive, crossing
over a one lane wooden bridge and small river which cut through the
grounds, ending in a picturesque manmade waterfall. The falls
cascaded off the high cliff in front of the house to the rocks and
sea below. The river and waterfall had been added in the 1940’s by
a previous owner. An unusual addition in and of itself, the river
was supplied with saltwater from the ocean in front of the house.
Powerful pumps had been built into caverns at the base of the
cliff, which ran 24 hours a day, their noise forever concealed by
the incessant crashing of waves. Decried by present day activists
as an environmental monstrosity, the falls had long since become a
well known attraction and tourist guides crossing the Golden Gate
Bridge never failed in pointing out “Frackle Falls” to wide eyed
visitors.

Ella stopped in the circular drive and
descended from the Mercedes, the sales materials gathered in her
leather briefcase. She surveyed the front of her car, observing
only a small scratch on the bumper and license plate. A small price
to pay for asserting authority, she thought.

She looked up at the house, a grand Tudor
Revival, reproduced on a massive scale. The front, appearing to run
the approximate length of a full city block, was clad in ancient
red brick and covered in ivy. While most certainly attractive,
present day building codes no longer permitted such feeble
construction in earthquake prone San Francisco. Ella felt sure
unreinforced masonry held up the façade, and would be subject to
terrible damage or even complete collapse in the event of a strong
earthquake. In fact, seismic maps showed the ocean front area of
Sea Cliff as prone to landslides in a violent earthquake. Ella did
not bring up the subject of earthquakes in her conversations with
clients, and surprisingly few asked, at least until they received
that damned state mandated Homeowner’s Guide to
Earthquake Safety, which listed many frightening and
potential problems.

The Frackle Mansion featured several roof
peaks at varying locations, all steeply pitched. Timbering and
leaded glass windows completed the Tudor effect. Ella strode to the
imposing front door and could find no doorbell, so she banged the
heavy lion’s head door knocker. The door opened quickly, and she
found herself once again face to face with Safada da Silva,
Giselle’s maid. Safada was dressed in an unusual manner, a curious
mix of conservative business attire with stripper sleaziness. She
wore a dark green, knee length skirt and matching blazer, Armani
from the looks of it, though she had no shirt or bra on underneath.
Ella couldn’t help but notice Safada’s perfect breasts, visible
well into their ample cleavage, nearly to the nipples. Tinted panty
hose covered her striking legs and stiletto heels sealed the deal.
Her long brown hair hung voluptuously to one side of her neck. Ella
wondered how she cleaned the house in such attire, or if she was in
fact actually a maid.

Safada lowered her head and gave Ella a
smoldering gaze. “Good afternoon, Mrs. Barker,” she said in her
distinctive accent. “Giselle are expecting you.” She smiled as she
beckoned Ella to enter. “I really like dance with you,” she
whispered. Ella looked at Safada aghast, she hadn’t intended for
their evening at the Skirbo Room to end up in the party it had.
Ella attempted a smile but said nothing.

They walked down the wide entry hall with
its highly burnished, deeply intricate parquet flooring and heavily
paneled walls. Ahead Ella could see the ocean and Golden Gate
Bridge through picture windows in the palatial size living room.
Various groupings of French Provincial furniture dotted the
interior landscape here and there. From a gilded frame above the
giant fireplace, Edgar Frackle himself presided. Ella looked around
but the living room appeared to be empty. Safada nodded to her
right.

“Over here,” a voice crackled from a far
corner.

Ella looked again. In a wing back chair that
nearly swallowed her sat Giselle Frackle. Giselle motioned
enthusiastically for Ella to come over.

“Get yourself over here,” she said pushing
herself up from the chair. Ella had met Giselle several times
before at various social gatherings, but she really hadn’t gotten a
sense of the woman in the crowded settings. Other than the wig,
that is. Giselle was tiny, under five feet. She had thick
makeup plastered across her broad face and wore bright, red
lipstick. Her blue eyes sparkled, and she smiled wide. Her small
structure and delicate arms were broken up by an enormous belly,
contained within a tight, tweed suit combo. Matchstick legs
extended from her skirt to black, patent leather high heels, upon
which she seemed to totter. She wore a thick string of pearls
around her neck. But it was the wig which made her instantly
identifiable. Blonde and beehive, it towered high, and Ella feared
if Giselle tipped even slightly to one side, she’d plunge straight
to the floor. Ella briefly thought of Beach Blanket Babylon,
the San Francisco theatre institution known for its extravagant,
colossal hats. Giselle would be a natural for the cast. But Mrs.
Frackle held her own, extending a hand in greeting. Her eyes held
no sign whatsoever of recognizing Ella.

“Safada, bring us a toddy,” Giselle cackled
by way of introduction. “Here, have a seat,” she added.

Ella took a seat opposite Giselle, a highly
polished coffee table occupying the space between them. Giselle
lowered herself back into her chair.

“So, I summoned you because as you know by
now I want to sell my home.”

Giselle’s spoke in a low and gravelly voice,
like someone who’d smoked for many years. Ella glanced around the
living room, but didn’t see any ashtrays. “Yes, that’s what I
understand,” Ella replied.

“I’m moving in with my boyfriend,” declared
Giselle.

While a somewhat startling admission from a
91-year old woman, Ella had lived in San Francisco for a long time
and at this point little of human behavior surprised her.

Ella cleared her throat. “Oh really?” she
asked.

Those who ran in society circles knew that
Giselle frequently drew from a stable of single men to squire her
about San Francisco, from glamorous benefits to cultural events and
openings. Gossip raged around one of her escorts, a dashing young
man known for flinging cash around like water, a supposed gay
cocaine dealer entertaining himself with the city’s bold named
crowd. But Ella hadn’t heard anything about a serious relationship
in Giselle’s life.

“Yes, not many people know about our
dalliance.”

Not wanting to appear overly curious, Ella
didn’t ask who it was.

“That’s very exciting, you must be
thrilled.” She didn’t know what else to say regarding Giselle’s
romantic confession. “But first of all, let me thank you for the
opportunity to meet with you today. As you know, you own one of San
Francisco’s most magnificent homes, and I’m confident we can assist
you in finding a qualified buyer.”

“His name is Sanjay Govindpuri.” Giselle
said, still focused on her love life. “You may have heard of him,
he’s related to a Maharaja in India, and he’s big banker over in
Mumbai.”

“His name is familiar,” Ella responded
uncertainly.

The old woman rattled on. “He’s buying a
little place for us in Pacific Heights. But first we’re going to
camp out in his condo, in San Ramon.”

This news did rattle Ella’s
heard-it-all-before attitude. Giselle Frackle planned on living in
a middle class East Bay suburb? In a condo?

“I’m not getting any younger you know, gotta
live for the moment,” Giselle said.

Safada reappeared carrying a silver tray
bearing two tumblers full of a yellowish-orange concoction, each
glass dressed up with a pineapple spear and maraschino cherry.
Giselle’s toddy had arrived. Safada went around to Giselle’s side
and placed a coaster on the coffee table near her boss. She started
to place one of the festive glasses in the coaster.

“I’ll take that if you don’t mind.” Giselle
stretched out a bony hand and accepted the cocktail. She looked up
at Ella. “Edgar and I moved happy hour from 5 to 4:00 back in ’72.
Don’t just stand there Safada, give our guest her drink.”

Safada slunk around to Ella’s side. She
kneeled down, leaning forward. Her Armani blazer fell away from her
bare, sumptuous busom, giving Ella a full shot of the Brazilian
aureola. Safada looked deeply into Ella’s eyes, one side of her
glistening, upper lip slightly raised. She set the Mai-Tai or
whatever it was on the coaster.

Ella snapped her head back in Giselle’s
direction, her eyes wide open. “Let’s talk about this fabulous
house.”

“First take a sip of your drink, child.”
Giselle had already downed a third of her giant glass.

Ella raised the glass to her lips. She never
drank during the day, much less at a meeting of such monumental
importance. She only wet her lips with the cocktail, swallowing
nothing. Even then the powerful mixture of light and dark rums
puckered her mouth, provoking a quick, involuntary shudder.

She set the glass down. “Umm, good.” Under
social circumstances Ella would have enjoyed the drink.

Safada slid off to one side, about to take
her leave. “More anything now, Giselle?” she queried.

“No, but go start mixing me up another
drink.”

“Yes, you’re welcome,” Safada responded
mixing up her niceties.

Giselle turned to Ella.“What do you think
this old place is worth?”

“Well, Mrs. Frackle, I..”

“Call me Giselle, I like that better.”

“OK, Giselle, I brought some materials for
you to take a look at.” Ella opened her briefcase.

“Safada, wait,” Giselle shouted, her
gravelly voice echoing across the vast chamber. “What’s a sex
worker?”

Giselle obviously had some form of Attention
Deficit Disorder, Ella suspected. Were they ever going to get
anywhere? And why this bizarre question, though Giselle was most
likely asking the right person.

Safada turned. “Sei lá, I don’t
know,” she responded huskily.

Giselle focused back on Ella. “You know, I
heard that on the TV after that boy died where Gordon was
working.”

“Gordon Elway?”

“Yes, he’s a dear, dear friend, such a
lovely escort to the opening of the Opera last year he was.”

“You mean the terrible murder at the open
house?”

“Yes, yes,” Giselle said impatiently, waving
her hand. “You girls are slow on the uptake.”

Who were “you girls?” Then Ella remembered
Tiffany Reynolds had also just met with Giselle. Or did she mean
Safada?

“So they called Gordon’s poor dead creature
a sex worker, which is what?” Now Giselle had turned imperious.

Ella hesitated. She didn’t anticipate
explaining sexually charged politically correct vocabulary to
Giselle Frackle. “Really,” she said softly, “it means either a
prostitute or an actor in pornographic films.”

“At his place of work, Gordon had such a
person?” Her question was not altogether unreasonable. “He told me
it was an employee, was Gordon hiring boy prostitutes? I thought he
liked girls.”

Again the conversation drifted miles from
the subject at hand, but Ella had to tread lightly.

“I’m sure Gordon’s intentions…”

“I love Gordon, I do, but that’s why I fired
him. It’s obvious he lacks judgment.” The she bored her large eyes
into Ella’s. “Do you lack judgment, Mrs. Barker, what about that
Delicia Cardosa woman stealing your husband? Research on you, I’ve
done. My husband never strayed, I kept him happy.”

Ella bristled with anger and hurt, but kept
a straight face. She comforted herself with the thought of the
commission on the mansion. “That’s a private matter. Please.”

Giselle continued looking straight at Ella.
“OK,” she declared with finality. “We don’t talk about it any more.
But you wouldn’t hire any boy hookers, or girls for that matter, to
come to my open house?”

“Of course not, but really an open house is
not something I would recommend for a property of this caliber. I’d
prefer to pre-qualify any potential buyers before allowing them to
see the home.”

“I want open houses. I love meeting people.
Throw the doors open. You never know who has cash these days.” Her
insistent and stubborn tone echoed across the vast living room.

By now Ella had doubts about Giselle’s
mental stability. Still seated, “San Francisco’s Grandma” began
stomping one foot on the carpeted floor in front of her chair.

“Where is it?” She continued stomping
around, lifting her wobbly right knee repeatedly. “I can never find
the darn thing.”

“What are you looking for,” Ella inquired
delicately.

“Ah, there it is,” Now she stomped
incessantly on the same spot. She looked at Ella. “Can you hear it?
I can’t, but who’d expect me to, I just want it to work.”

Ella listened. She heard a far off buzzer
ringing somewhere within the bowels of the mansion, each ring
corresponding to Giselle’s stomping foot. She hadn’t seen one these
servant bells in ages. Built into the floor at strategic locations
around some of the older, grander homes, all it took was a discreet
touch of the master’s foot to call the help from distant servant’s
quarters. Only in Giselle’s case discretion played no part, with
the buzzer maddeningly hidden beneath the thick carpet, making it
quite difficult for her to find.

“Safada, where is she? That scalliwag
sometimes sneaks out for a cigarette.”

Ella began laying out her sales materials on
the coffee table.

“Be a doll, will you Mrs. Barker, and go
fetch Safada from the kitchen?”

Ella looked up. “Sure, where is it?” Would
she ever be able to talk to Giselle about selling the mansion?

“Just go through that door at the end of the
living room, through the dining room and straight into it you’ll
run.”

Ella took a deep breath and smiled. She did
not relish the idea of seeing Safada in a private setting. “I’ll be
right back.” She stood up to go in search of the maid.

“Tell her I want another drink. Now.”

Ella walked to the end of the lengthy living
room, through a paneled archway into the dining room. An antique,
mahogany table with seating for twelve dominated the room, which
also looked through plate glass windows at the bridge-saturated
view. She went around the table and opened a swinging door, passing
into the kitchen.

Unlike the modern rage of granite counters
and cherry wood cabinets, this kitchen served as an unremodeled
servant’s affair. Though quite large with long stainless steel
counters, two built-in dishwashers and an electric range, it
projected a stark and utilitarian feel. Old style white wooden
cabinets lined the walls with spotless, polished Mexican pavers
covering the floor.

“Safada, are you here?” No response, though
she heard a faint sound, some kind of a low moan. She walked to the
far end of the kitchen, and opened another door. There in the
laundry room, she found Safada in the arms of a very handsome young
man, deep in the throes of a passionate, tongue twisting kiss. They
stopped and looked at Ella. Safada smiled, panting slightly.

“Want join us?”

“No, I do not want to join you. Though from
the looks of things you don’t really care who you do it with.”

“Careful, Ella Barker, be nice with me,”
Safada said with a slight warning in her eyes. “I help you, no
forget.”

Ella did not want to discuss anything in
front of the young man. “Who’s your paramour?”

“This are Elton, chauffer. He’s just a
friend.”

And Giselle worried about Ella hiring
hookers and porn stars. “Pleased to meet you,” Ella said. “You’re
Giselle’s driver?”

“Yes, I am,” he responded with a dazzling
smile and clear American accent. He could have posed in an
Abercrombie & Fitch catalog.

“Elton, see you later,” Safada said. He took
the hint, tipped his head to Ella and slipped out a side door.

“Does he live here as well?”

“He have little bed over garage.”

Ella didn’t say anything but it was clear
that Safada somehow managed to entertain herself during the cool,
foggy Sea Cliff nights.

“Giselle would like another drink, that’s
why I came looking for you.” Safada responded by walking languidly
out of the laundry room and over to the kitchen counter, her
designer skirt swishing expensively. She opened a cabinet and
pulled out several varieties of rum.

“I like you more now. You know how
fight.”

“What do you mean?” Ella’s eyes swept around
the kitchen. Safada’s purse sat on the counter, top flap open. Ella
took a quick peek while Safada mixed Giselle’s drink.

Safada motioned to a corner. A small
television on the counter showed alternating views from the mansion
security cameras. One view squarely pictured the front gate and
driveway.

Ella tried not to show her displeasure. “You
mean when Tiffany Reynolds tried to ram my car? Did Giselle see
it?”

“No, only me in kitchen. Good
entertainment.”

“What was Tiffany doing here? I thought I
was the next realtor to interview.”

“I no miracles.”

“What?”

“Giselle know Tiffany from her son. Kearney
tell Giselle speak Tiffany also.”

An unforeseen sense of urgency descended
over Ella, what with Tiffany a confirmed competitor, and
recommended by Giselle’s son no less. She needed to get back out to
the living room, and fast.

“Well Safada, you’ve been, uh, most helpful.
I appreciate it. Oh, and don’t forget Giselle’s drink.”

Safada crossed the kitchen, looking at Ella
with a friendly smile. “I no forget, don’t worry.”

 


*******

 


Giselle fumbled with a cordless phone when
Ella returned to the living room. Her efforts grew more frantic,
and she punched randomly at the keypad before handing it to Ella.
“Turn this darn thing off, will ya?”

Ella took the phone and pressed the “off”
key.

“My son Kearney, always looking out for
me.”

Ella wondered what Kearney thought of Sanjay
Govindpuri, his mother’s prospective live-in lover.

“So,” Ella began, “let’s get back to the
sale of your home. I’d like to continue with my presentation.”

Gazing out the window, Giselle looked
alarmingly bored while Ella spoke. “You know I’ll miss watching the
ships go by, but it all reminds me so much of my dear Edgar.”

“It sounds like you have an exciting new
life ahead of you,” Ella responded, striking her as an odd thing to
say to a nonagenarian.

Safada returned, bearing another tray of
cocktails. She set one in front of Giselle, taking up her
employer’s previously drained glass. She set the second cocktail
next to Ella’s untouched first drink. Ella held up her hand.
“That’s alright, I don’t need another one, thank you.”

“Just in case,” Safada said quietly.

“Safada, rub my shoulders,” ordered
Giselle.

Ella watched in amazement as Safada set the
silver tray down on a small side table and walked behind Giselle’s
wing backed chair. Her anxiety heightened as she considered how to
best continue her presentation. Safada dramatically raised her arms
to stretch, then brought them down in wide arcs over the back of
the chair, her hands landing softly on Giselle’s tweed covered
shoulders. She began to kneed Giselle’s neck and shoulder area in a
back and forth rolling motion.

“Ahhhh,” Giselle moaned in a disturbing cry
that mixed pleasure and pain, her eyes closed.

Ella plunged forward, despite the
dysfunctional domesticity playing out before her. “So what I’d like
to do first is tour the house in order to…”

“SSSHHHH,” Giselle said harshly, her eyes
flying open. “I need tranquility. I’m old, don’t forget that little
miss.” She closed her eyes again.

Ella sat back in her chair, a certain grim
resolve setting in. So far Giselle’s moods had alternated between
friendly, insulting, haughty and condescending. But she severely
lacked focus. Ella still hoped to finish her pitch, so she
organized her sales materials while Giselle moaned and Safada eyed
Ella. This continued for about ten stilted minutes, until Giselle
opened her eyes and called a halt to the proceedings.

“That’s enough, Safada.” The maid removed
her hands from Giselle’s shoulders and picked up the tray from the
side table. Giselle turned to Ella. “Thank you so much for coming
today. You’re a very nice agent.” She slurred slightly now.

Ella had been dismissed, and called an agent
to boot. As an accomplished broker, she resented the reference.
Brokers held a clear and defined position higher up the food chain
than an agent. “We really haven’t gotten started yet,” she
protested.

Giselle cut her off. “We got started all
right. You’re my number two. If Tiffany hires blue movie actors or
someone dies on her watch, I’ll call you.”

Ella was flabbergasted. “With all due
respect, Giselle, Tiffany Reynolds is very new to the real estate
business. Barker Brokers has the expertise that comes with our
lengthy experience in San Francisco. And I intend to personally
handle this sale.”

But Giselle had already drifted away,
looking out the window at a passing ship, her nearly empty second
cocktail about to fall out of her hand. Safada gently removed the
tumbler from Giselle’s tepid grip. The old gal seemed to be in
another world entirely, her face blank. Ella looked up helplessly
at Safada, who stared back with big eyes, giving her only a
resigned shrug.

 


 



Chapter 8

 


Ella smoldered while getting ready for her
dinner date with Jeff Arnold. Just the thought of Tiffany Reynolds’
idiotically confident smile during their driveway duel left her
enraged. Instead of a fair shot at the listing, she’d only gotten a
scattered meeting with a confused Giselle Frackle. The whole mess
constituted a humiliating loss to a virtually unknown agent in the
hottest real estate market in history. Tiffany would surely let
everyone who’s anyone know about her besting of Ella Barker.

Ella could still sell the mansion, if she
could manage to bring in a buyer. But that uncertain outcome in no
way matched the prospect of being the listing broker, which
guaranteed a sizable chunk of the enormous commission no matter who
reeled in the buyer.

Sighing, Ella sat down at her computer and
opened CB-Pru-U-Z’s homepage. She nearly wretched when she saw
Tiffany’s obnoxiously happy face leering out at her, emblazoned
next to an oversized photo of the Frackle Mansion in all its glory.
Tiffany wasted no time in posting the listing. She’d gotten a hold
of an aerial photo, with the massive Tudor residence, the sea,
waterfalls and Golden Gate Bridge all spectacularly visible. While
perusing the ad, the site played a quiet string version of
Pachelbel's Canon. The copy read:

This oceanfront 1928 Tudor Revival manor
house is one of San Francisco’s most legendary homes. Famous for
its dramatic waterfalls which plunge to the sea below, the 15
bedroom, 21 bath villa sits on an unheard of one acre in the heart
of the coveted Sea Cliff neighborhood. With breathtaking views of
the Golden Gate, Marin County and the Pacific Ocean beyond, the
property offers the ultimate in seclusion and convenience. The
extensive grounds are tended by landscapers from the world famous
Pebble Beach golf course in Carmel. On the market for the first
time in over 40 years, this extraordinary mansion presents an
unparalleled opportunity to own a piece of California history. Why
not say “you’ve arrived” to the envious masses using the most
stunning of statements, 9900 El Camino Del Mar. Yours for only
$70,000,000.

A blatant pitch to the dot com nouveau riche
crowd, but Ella couldn’t fault the approach. She quickly checked
the commission, and saw only the word “Standard.” Odd. She gathered
up her purse and overcoat, and headed out the door to meet
Jeff.

 


*******

 


The Tilted Window restaurant had valet
parking, a blessed attribute after Ella’s parking nightmare in the
Mission district. The Saturday night multitude in the foyer grew
and bubbled like a fermenting science experiment. The overwhelmed
hostess sought protection behind her little podium, while clusters
of people with 8:00 p.m. reservations bellowed for her contemptuous
attention. The restaurant, open for two weeks and the must-have
reservation of the moment, filled a cavernous space paneled in the
latest slick and sound reflective materials, mostly textured
cement, wood and glass. No fabric or curtains of any kind
interfered with the transfer of sound. A deafening echo chamber,
the noise level reverberated far beyond the little bomb symbol used
by the Chronicle to denote an untenable racket. A bomb going off
would be the least of distractions in this place, Ella thought, the
din was so intense. But Peruvian-Chinese fusion ruled the foodie
acolytes this month, and the Tilted Window didn’t disappoint.

She felt a tap on her shoulder, and turned
around to see Jeff Arnold, looking handsome and friendly, his
prominent jaw making her want to kiss him on the spot. Instead she
smiled in a flirty manner, or at least what she hoped was a flirty
manner. 25 years had passed since she’d been on the dating
scene.

“Let’s get out of here,” he shouted, jerking
his thumb back toward the front door.

“Fine by me,” Ella screamed awkwardly. They
walked out into the cool night air.

“We could have been seated right away, I put
in a call to the owner, recent client, but the noise is insane.”
Jeff said.

Ella nodded, smiling as the bedlam faded
away.

“There’s a little bar next door, it’s a lot
quieter. We can start there, maybe get a bite somewhere else…”

“Sounds great,” Ella said as they passed a
group of two dozen or so people speaking in sign language, on their
way into the Tilted Window. “They’ve got the right idea.”

Jeff laughed. “It’ll be better over here,
come on.”

The bar was a dark and affable little place,
and thankfully off the trendiness radar which rendered it quiet and
relatively uncrowded. They settled back comfortably in a softly
padded leather booth.

Ella took a deep breath and began to
relax.

“You look tense,” Jeff said.

“You mean you don’t know?”

“Know what?”

“You’re aware Giselle Frackle is selling her
Sea Cliff mansion?”

“Yeah, I got wind of it a day or two ago.
I’d love to fix up the buyer with Super Jumbotrix financing.”

Ella hesitated, she hadn’t heard of that
particular mortgage. “I was in the running, but didn’t get the
listing. Tiffany Reynolds did. They’re asking a cool seventy
million.”

Jeff whistled in amazement, then laughed
slightly as the waitress walked up.

“What’s so funny?” Ella asked.

“Let’s order a drink, then we’ll talk.” The
server offered the Mai-Tai special, which Ella quickly declined.
She ordered Absolute and Amaretto on the rocks. Jeff ordered Chivas
Regal 18-year old scotch straight up.

“So?” Ella continued. “Why the
laughter?”

“Tiffany’s popping up on everyone’s radar
these days. She closed on Delicia Cardosa’s place yesterday.”

“She did?” Ella felt another stab in her
stomach. “I guess I was so involved in my interview with Giselle
Frackle, I wasn’t paying attention. Giselle and her maid are
something else, let me tell you. But Tiffany slithered in before
me.”

“She sold the Cardoso apartment for fifty
percent above asking, cash in thirty days.”

Ella sighed. “Delicia is more than I can
think about right now.”

“Sorry I brought her up, I didn’t mean
to…”

“Don’t worry about it.” Apparently he knew
the wretched details too. Who in San Francisco didn’t for that
matter?

The drinks arrived and Jeff lifted his
glass. “To overcoming challenges.”

“To the enemy at the gates,” Ella said,
beginning to cheer up.

“Even in today’s market, who’s going to be
able to afford the Frackle Mansion, much less the property taxes?”
Jeff asked.

“There’s always somebody. If it sells for
the asking price, the taxes will be close to six hundred and fifty
thousand a year,” Ella said.

“Almost enough to buy a rundown shack in
Hunter’s Point.”

“Giselle Frackle only pays four grand a year
now.”

“No doubt she’s one of the overburdened
elderly who’s been able to keep her home thanks to Prop. 13?” Jeff
asked, with no small amount of sarcasm.

Heralded as a taxpayer revolt and passed by
California voters in 1978, the law limited property taxes to one
percent of a home’s purchase price, with only small annual
increases permitted. Consequently, a home bought years ago for a
pre-bubble price carried vastly lower property taxes than a
comparable nearby property, purchased after the run-up in values.
After three decades, huge inequities in tax rates abounded, with
long term owners paying a fraction for the same government services
compared to neighbors who bought more recently.

“Well, “Ella said, “we know what the U.S.
Supreme Court said, it’s legal.”

“It pays to hold on,” Jeff said taking
another swig of Chivas. “I heard some other interesting Frackle
news as well.”

“What now?”

“Frackle Business Machines is going
public.”

Ella set her drink down. “You mean an IPO,
now? After all these years? Why?”

“Why else, money.”

“You’d think they have enough.”

“That’s heresy, you could be banished from
this town if anyone heard you say that.” Jeff raised his hand to
call the waitress, ordering a Chivas refill. Ella had barely
started her cocktail. “Anyway, I read about it on Valleywag.com
this afternoon, it’s probably breaking all over the web and TV by
now. It’s speculated an FBM IPO could raise ten to twenty billion
dollars the first day.”

Ella swallowed hard. “Impressive. I’d love
to get my hands on a few options.” She’d unwittingly uttered a very
prescient comment, albeit one that offered no hint of unexpected
consequence or peril.

 


*******

 


After cocktails, they left the bar to have
dinner at a nearby sushi restaurant. On their way out, they fought
through the crowds still pouring into the Tilted Window next door.
A murmur trickled through the multitude, and Ella immediately could
see why. San Francisco’s tall, handsome boyish mayor, Vende Vinho,
made his way into the restaurant, surrounded by a small entourage.
Recently divorced, Mayor Vinho inevitably courted one striking,
long legged blonde or another. Tonight appeared to be no exception.
But when Ella got a better look at the mayor’s companion, she stood
stock still. She put her hand on Jeff’s arm, stopping him as well.
Tiffany Reynolds strutted with her hand hooked through the mayor’s
elbow, laughing merrily at some municipal utterance. Before Ella
could escape, Tiffany’s eyes locked on Ella’s. She smiled hugely,
and Ella could see smug victory in her expression. Ella started to
turn away when Tiffany held up her hand to wait. At the same time
she tapped the mayor on his shoulder, and steered him their way.
Ella was trapped.

“Ella,” Tiffany trilled, “how good to see
you. You have met Mayor Vinho before? Vende, this is Ella Barker,
one of the city’s most successful real estate brokers.” Insincerity
and mockery poured out of every one of Tiffany’s pores.

Ella had met the mayor several times. She
extended her hand. “How good to see you again, Mayor.”

The mayor, by nature gracious and
diplomatic, responded in kind. “Ella, how are you? How’s business
in Pacific Heights these days?” he said with a wink. Ella’s Pacific
Heights office was down the block from the Getty Mansion, close
friends of the mayor.

“Very good, thank you.” She turned to Jeff.
“Please meet my friend Jeff Arnold.”

The two men shook hands and exchanged quick
pleasantries until Tiffany interrupted.

“Vende, aren’t you thinking of holding the
Formula One on Russian Hill?” She put her hands on the mayor’s
shoulder to emphasize their intimacy, charm bracelet jangling.
“Ella is the most amazing driver, you really should see her in
action.” Tiffany looked at Ella and once again tilted her head in
the most irritating of fashions.

“Oh?” the mayor asked. “You never know what
talents people are hiding.”

“No, you don’t,” Tiffany said, looking
straight at Ella. “Like who has the talent to rise to the top, take
over and make this great city her own.”

An aide to the mayor urged them to move on.
When the group walked away, Tiffany turned around. “Ella, please do
bring your qualified buyers to see the Frackle Mansion.”

 


*******

 


Jeff insisted on driving Ella home. She left
her car at the Tilted Window valet parking, somewhat unsure of what
she was doing but three Absolute and Amarettos surely assisted her
decision making process. When they stopped in Ella’s driveway on
Edgehill Way, Jeff reached over and put his arm around the back of
her seat.

“I really had a great time, you’re fun, and
interesting.”

Ella smiled a little too broadly, slightly
embarrassed. She really liked this man. “I had a good time too,
with the exception of our friend Tiffany.”

“Forget about her now, she’s nothing.”

“We’ll see about that,” Ella replied.

“Can I walk you to the door?” Jeff asked
with a Safada-like stare in his eyes. Rather than provoking
annoyance however, Jeff’s stare gave flight to a thousand
butterflies in Ella’s stomach.

She looked at him. They both knew where “can
I walk you to the door” would lead. She nodded and got out of the
car.

When they stopped at the front door, Ella
inserted her key into the lock. Jeff slipped his arms around her
waist from behind. She froze as the nearly forgotten pleasure of
human contact raced through her body. He nuzzled the back of her
neck with his lips. She didn’t turn around. Her head fell to one
side, involuntarily, she couldn’t stop it. She closed her eyes and
relinquished herself to his soft kisses.

He whipped her around and pushed her back up
against the wood siding next to the front door. She heard the
doorbell ring incessantly somewhere in her consciousness. He kissed
her full on the mouth. She opened wide, their boozy breaths mixing
in a lustful frenzy. He grinded up against her, his rock hard penis
straining through his khakis.

Too much too quick, she thought, but did
nothing to stop it. Instead she rejoiced at the tingling in her
neck, the steamy feeling all over, her rising body heat. She felt
powerless against the first sexual excitement to overwhelm her
since before the divorce. She reached behind and opened the front
door. They slipped inside, and their date really began.

 


*******

 


Ella floated through the next couple of
days, decidedly more relaxed, attending to business as usual at her
various offices. After so long without sex, she felt tingly and
alive again. And despite the setbacks in obtaining the Frackle
listing, Barker Brokers still had dozens of solid deals in the
works, the great majority proceeding smoothly. Even the
Littlefeather-Jones deal was quiet for the moment while going
through the motions of loan approval.

Jeff still seemed attentive since their
encounter, and they’d agreed to get together the following
weekend.

“So he didn’t run off after getting his
candy then?” Mark asked slyly.

“Unlike you,” Ella retorted, “with your
puppy dog attention span.”

Ultimately however, the Frackle Mansion
loomed over everything in her mind, she couldn’t stop thinking
about it. Selling such a house would crown her career gloriously.
9900 El Camino Del Mar was simply the most expensive home ever
offered for sale in San Francisco, with nothing close to it in
size, prestige or location. If it sold for anywhere near the asking
price the record would stand for some time, along with the names,
reputations and sales commissions of those who sold it. The failed
meeting with Giselle Frackle represented a major disappointment for
Ella, with Tiffany Reynold’s obnoxious and unprofessional gloating
only making it that much worse.

As far as Ella operating from the other side
of the deal and finding a buyer, that opportunity did exist. In
that vein, she put out feelers to her most wealthy clients and high
level business connections. But other than some mild curiosity in
wanting to see the mansion, no one expressed serious interest. At
least not yet, she hoped.

 


*******

 


Ella suffered from occasional insomnia. Like
most of country she had a sleeping pill prescription, but didn’t
like the feeling of dependence that crept up after several nights’
use. She’d cut herself off and deal with it, even if it meant
getting to sleep at three in the morning. On these nights she’d
either read or lie there and listen to the silence.

Nocturnal tranquility played a big part in
Ella’s passion for living in San Francisco. Sure, the city boiled
over with urban attractions; great restaurants, foreign movies and
museums were never more than a few minutes away. But unless one
happened to live near a freeway or major artery, a lovely and
peaceful calm swept over most neighborhoods after dark, providing a
fine escape from a busy life.

Ella also relied on one additional cure for
sleeplessness. She’d climb into the Mercedes and go for a late
night cruise. One night the week after her delicious date with
Jeff, a racing mind kept her awake past midnight. Avoiding the pill
bottle, she wrapped up, got in the car and headed out to the
ocean.

Within five minutes she turned onto the
Great Highway, a broad four lane stretch of road running parallel
to the Pacific shore. She drove along in dark solitude, her mind
wandering and relaxing, with only the velvety V-12 soundtrack to
accompany her. The moon shone brightly, but owing to dunes
alongside the road she couldn’t see much of the beach. When she
approached the Cliff House, the dunes receded and the ocean burst
into shimmery view.

The Cliff House, magnificently renovated and
hanging off a rocky outcropping over the sea, offered stunning
views and decent food. Its two restaurants attracted both locals
and tourists, but so early in the week everything was already
sealed up tight. The dashboard clock glowed 12:30. Only a few cars
littered the beach parking lot. A bonfire or two roared away on the
sand with small groups of people huddled about, seeking warmth
against the ocean’s chill.

Ella drove on, continuing her nighttime
observation. She stuck close to the coast and shortly found herself
entering Sea Cliff. Maybe she’d meant to come here all along,
though she hadn’t consciously planned it. The meticulous streets
and large, mostly Mediterranean-style homes emerged elegantly under
the subtle blush of the streetlights. The odd window here and there
glimmered with life, while tasteful landscape lights illuminated
the exotic and expensive residential flora. Not a soul wandered the
streets at this hour and the neighborhood exuded quiet.

She rounded another corner and came slowly
up on Giselle Frackle’s gate. The peaked roofline of the Tudor
mansion loomed in the dark behind the high walls. She pondered the
whole situation again, when she spotted the CB-Pru-U-Z “For Sale”
sign staked into the lush lawn next to the gate. Her stomach
knotted in near physical pain. The sign was the typical hangman’s
style thick, wooden post, with a metal placard suspended from a
short crossbeam bearing the company logo, website and phone number.
But when Ella got closer she saw something terribly amiss with the
CB-Pru-U-Z sign. She switched her Bi-Xenon High Intensity Discharge
headlamps from low to high beam, and under the white hot glare
found herself looking straight into Tiffany Reynold’s startlingly
wide, clearly lifeless, blue eyes.

Tiffany had been strung to the crossbeam of
the For Sale sign, tied so that the top half of her body laid
horizontally, her head resting on its cheekbone next to the little
sign affixed to the top that read “Ask for Tiffany Reynolds☺.” Her
body creased at the waist, with her legs hanging down along the
spine of the post. She wore a black skirt, pink top and heels.
Blood ran down across her smug features, with her matted blonde
hair pulled back off her face. She’d been shot in the forehead.
Long rivulets of blood flowed down her hanging arms, dripping off
her charm bracelet onto the deep rich green of the lawn.

Ella didn’t know what to do. Fear and
fascination paralyzed her for long seconds. Shaking her head as if
to wake herself up, she tried to think clearly. She put the
Mercedes in reverse and backed up. About three feet away she
spotted a sheet of paper in the moonlight, lying on the grass.
Ella’s night vision could compete with any eighteen year old,
thanks to her driving glasses. She recognized the California
Association of Realtors logo. Before she could comprehend her own
actions, she jumped out, grabbed the paper and ran back to her car.
She threw the Mercedes into gear, and for the second time within a
week, raced off from an upsetting encounter with Tiffany Reynolds
at the vaunted gates of the Frackle Mansion.

 


 



Chapter 9

 


“Did you call the police?” Mark Allen asked
anxiously.

“Sshhh, keep your voice down.” Ella stopped
her shopping cart and looked at Mark. “I did, but not from my
phone. I used a pay phone on Geary. I had nothing to do with that
poor little bitch’s death, there’s no reason for me to get
involved.”

Ella and Mark strolled down one of the
pristine, sparkling produce aisles at Brilliant Foods, a sleek
South of Market emporium which specialized in only the highest
quality and most expensive meats, produce and specialty items. Even
the parking lot gleamed, with highly buffed luxury cars skirmishing
for too few spaces.

Mark picked up a high gloss $6.00 apple from
Japan, rolling it around in his hand. “It was all over the news
this morning.”

“I saw.”

“And you’re just now telling your best
friend? You could have called me last night.”

“You really are my best friend.” She felt a
little embarrassed saying it out loud.

“You’re just now realizing it? I guess it
took a cold shoulder from the Russian Hill lunch crowd for it to
sink in.”

Ella started to speak. Mark held up his hand
to stop her. “I know how it is, a newly divorced woman of means
threatens the married dowagers. So that left just little ol’
me.”

“Your self pity is impressive.” She looked
around the market and spoke in a hushed voice. “But seeing Tiffany
dead, it was horrible. I went straight home. All night long I had
visions of her bloody blue eyes staring at me.”

“Maybe she was telling you to take over the
Frackle listing.”

“Speaking of, get this,” she said, “next to
Tiffany’s body I found a…”

“You got out of your car, you approached the
body?”

“For god’s sake, so what? You sound like a
cop. Nobody saw me. Anyway, it was a copy of the listing agreement
between Giselle and Tiffany.”

“No shit?”

“You won’t believe it, swear you won’t
breathe a word to anyone.”

Mark crossed his heart.

“Giselle is paying the commission on the
sale of the mansion with stock options from the Frackle Business
Machines IPO.”

“What??”

“FBM is going public, haven’t you
heard?”

“Yeah, I did hear something about it, you
know I don’t follow that kind of thing. But Tiffany accepted
it?”

“The listing was signed by both of ‘em.”

“What do you supposed it’s worth, a lot I
suppose?”

“Millions,” Ella silently mouthed. “It’d
make six percent look like, well, six percent.” They turned a
corner into the prepared foods aisle.

“Well Tiffany ain’t gonna see her
commission, that’s for sure.”

“Seeing her all strung up like that, who
would do that? First the kid in the hot tub, then Tiffany.”

“Aahh, the Italian porn star, what a waste,”
Mark said wistfully. “You think the killings are related?”

“It seems like it, both had to do with real
estate and….” Ella stopped mid sentence. “Wait, look over there!”
she said, raising her chin.

At first glance the small group poking
though the steam tables looked like a Fashion Council ad
encouraging help for the elderly. Safada da Silva and Elton,
Giselle Frackle’s handsome chauffer, sauntered ahead of a suave,
swarthy looking man who pushed the ancient but lively Giselle in a
wheelchair. Giselle’s blonde wig towered over her petite seated
form, making her look even smaller than before.

Safada’s clothing choices once again
consisted of very un-maid like attire. She wore a bust encasing,
tight fitting mini dress, all colors and swirls that set off her
long legs and beautiful tan. Elton sported Bermuda shorts and a
tight t-shirt with flip flops. Tall and trim like a swimmer, his
sculpted face drew looks from around the store. He no more
resembled a chauffer than Safada a maid.

From her rolling perch Giselle picked food
off the colorful serving tables as they passed.

“Sanjay, I want more of this,” she cackled,
popping a piece of sushi in her mouth. “Get it for me, will you
darling.”

“Why certainly, my sweet,” replied
Sanjay.

Ella and Mark huddled unseen off to the
side.

“So that’s the famous Sanjay,” Ella
whispered. “I tried to do a search on him but didn’t know how to
spell his name.”

In his early 40s, Sanjay Govindpuri looked
like a Bollywood movie star, with dazzling teeth and slicked back
hair.

“They’re fifty years apart in age,” Mark
said, amazed.

Safada turned in their direction. “Mark,”
she said with a huge, sexy smile. “What pleasure!”

Safada’s proclamation brought the whole
Frackle assemblage to a halt. Mark and Ella exchanged quick glances
and walked over.

Giselle immediately took control of the
impromptu meeting, fixing her eyes on Mark. “Young man, when are
you going to finish my house in Stinson?”

“We’re just waiting on some fabrics, Mrs.
Frackle. It’s very nice to see you.”

“Maybe for you, but not for Tiffany
Reynolds,” she barked. “Such an outrage, right at my front gate.
The cameras, the police, everyone snooping all over the place, a
horror I tell you, a horror.” She focused her gazed on Ella. “Who
are you?”

Safada broke in. “That Mizz Barker, remember
Giselle? You interview her sell your home.”

“Did I talk to you too?” Giselle asked,
reaching over to snatch a dripping mini spare rib. “Napkin,
napkin,” she called out to no one in particular.

The as-yet unintroduced Sanjay piped up.
“But of course, my love.” He scurried down to the end of the
counter.

Meanwhile Mark made gaga eyes at Elton,
while the chauffer’s attention remained riveted on the ravishing
Safada. Ella could only ponder the humiliating fact that Giselle
didn’t remember their interview. How many brokers had she spoken
to?

“It must have been horrible,” Ella said,
attempting to ingratiate herself. For all she knew the listing was
once again up for grabs.

“You’re out shopping after such a grisly
event?” Mark asked.

“We must eat, must not we?” Safada responded
in her special, stilted manner. She lowered her head and
practically growled at Mark.

Sanjay returned with a handful of napkins,
quickly handing a couple to Giselle.

“Sanjay,” Giselle said through a mouthful of
sparerib. “Intwoduce yourself.”

The dapper Indian stepped forward. “I am
Sanjay, very nice to meet you.”

Ella and Mark shook hands with Giselle’s
putative lover, making polite introductions.

“How did you and Giselle meet?” Mark
asked.

Sanjay glanced down at his beloved, who had
finished her spare rib and was attempting to reach the sautéed snow
peas with a scrawny arm. He rushed over to assist her, ignoring
Mark’s question. “Excuse me, please sir.”

The fact that no store employee had
intervened to put a stop to Giselle’s grazing led Ella to believe
they all knew who she was, and had been told to let it go.

Giselle gulped down a snow pea and blurted
out, “I met Sanjay when I called to inquire about one of my bank
accounts. He answered the phone in India, can you imagine that?
Such service, having the bank president pick up personally.”

Sanjay shifted nervously on his feet. Ella
and Mark exchanged wide eyed looks.

Giselle was on a roll, wanting to spill all
the secrets of her newfound love. “Next thing I knew, I sent him a
plane ticket, I was so curious. I fell in love over the phone.” She
turned to Sanjay. “Now as soon as you sell your palace you’re
paying me back, is that right? After all, a lady shouldn’t pay for
her man,” she added coquettishly.

Now Ella knew Giselle had lost her mind.
Where was her son in all this?

Sanjay looked at the floor. “My love, I will
always take care of you.” While not exactly answering her question,
he still managed to pacify her. He stabbed a steaming pot sticker
with a plastic fork and handed it to Giselle, most likely to shut
her up, Ella suspected.

Giselle instead held the doughy treat poised
near her wide mouth. “Elton, get the car, we’re going now. I’m
satiated.” Then she bit in big time, clear juice from the dumpling
spurting onto her Escada jacket.

Safada gave Ella another of her ravenous
up-down appraisals. “See you soon again, I hope,” she purred. Elton
looked hurt at this, but did as commanded and took off to get the
car. Sanjay merely gave a little wave, before spinning Giselle
around in her chair to leave.

Mark and Ella watched as the little
entourage weaved off through the brightly lit gourmet aisles. “A
call center in India, do you believe it?” asked Ella,
astonished.

“And what’s with Safada, meat or fish?”

Ella looked at Mark with feigned distaste.
“Oh she’s out for the full buffet, no doubt about it.”

 


*******

 


Exhausted, Ella plopped down on the couch
when she got home and reached for the remote. She’d listened to
several scorching, sensational radio reports in the car, and could
only imagine what local television broadcasters had in store for
their anxious viewers. Bright images of Giselle Frackle’s mansion
leapt out from her 100” HD plasma TV, the Action Eagle Eye in the
Sky News Team 12 logo emblazoned over the image.

Tonight, murder at the mansion. A renowned
daughter of San Francisco lays in lonely cold storage at the city
morgue - violently shot to death and left dangling like a ghoulish
calling card for an expensive real estate deal.

Dramatic music swelled and the anchor Thad
Leader assumed his position at an expansive glass desk. The full
screen graphic behind him showed the Golden Gate Bridge with a
generic real estate “For Sale” sign superimposed over the top.
Blood dripped off the sign.

Good evening, another real estate murder
rocks the city tonight – the latest killing even more bizarre and
ritualistic than the first.

Who considered Salçicho Grosso’s hot tub
murder ritualistic, Ella wondered?

Tiffany Reynolds, a rising star in the world
of selling exclusive luxury homes, is found butchered early this
morning in front of the spectacular Frackle mansion in Sea Cliff.
Police are close mouthed, but clues are surfacing. We go now LIVE
to Action Eagle Eye in the Sky News Team 12’s Chirley Wixon, who
picks up the story from here.

Perky Chirley, as Ella called her, stood in
front of the bloody For Sale sign where Ella had seen Tiffany’s
strung-up body. Police experts worked behind her, combing the
scene. Ella reached over to an end table and picked up the listing
contract she found next to Tiffany’s corpse.

Thank you, Thad. Tiffany Reynolds had just
scored the biggest deal of her budding career. She was the listing
agent for the Frackle mansion, on the market for a whopping seventy
million dollars. Known for its signature waterfall, it’s the
hottest of hot properties in today’s radioactive real estate
market. Any agent would kill to sell it, oh wait, sorry Thad, we
have no idea who’s behind these murders and are not speculating
here. Anyway, police say Tiffany was killed with a high powered
rifle. You may remember the Italian model shot and killed at an
open house in Noe Valley two weeks ago was also the victim of a
powerful gunshot. Police are conducting tests to see if it’s the
same gun.

Chirley’s live shot switched to video of
police unstringing Tiffany’s body from the CB-Pru-U-Z For Sale
sign. Ella couldn’t help but chuckle at the public relations
nightmare befalling one of her stiffest competitors. Chirley’s
voice provided excited commentary.

It was a gory scene this morning in Sea
Cliff. Tiffany Reynolds was on her way up, dating Mayor Vende Vinho
and selling some of San Francisco’s most socially desirable and
profitable homes. But the good life for 28-year old Tiffany ended
last night with a bullet between the eyes. Police aren’t saying if
Tiffany Reynolds died here on the street in Sea Cliff… or whether
she was knocked off elsewhere then brought to socialite Giselle
Frackle’s mansion on swank El Camino Del Mar. However it happened,
the killer tied Tiffany’s lifeless corpse to the For Sale sign in
front of the mansion, a macabre and mysterious finale to one of the
city’s brightest young lights.

Bright light, my ass, Ella thought, Tiffany
was clawing and screwing her way to the top. The video switched to
a shot of Giselle’s dark bicolor Maybach 62 sedan creeping out of
the mansion gates.

Action Eagle Eye in the Sky News Team 12
tried to speak with mansion owner Giselle Frackle today.

The humungous $400,000 vehicle slowed near
the reporters and police. Both the heavily tinted front and rear
windows whirred open partway. From the rear seat, Giselle looked
out with a startled expression. Chirley ran up to the car, shoving
her microphone inside. Giselle waved her away with both arms.

Elton, roll up this window now! Sanjay, help
me.

Giselle’s window quickly closed on Chirley,
but it pinched Giselle’s enormous wig, leaving a blonde tuft
sticking out. Chirley sprang to the front window, where the
gorgeous chauffer smiled photogenically. Chirley popped a quick
question, in a shamelessly flirtatious voice.

Hi, what’s your name?

Such an effective investigative technique,
Ella thought. Before the chauffeur could respond, Giselle’s voice
cackled and roared from deep within the paneled confines of the
Maybach.

Get out of here, now!

The camera dipped lower to get a better look
through the front window. Safada smiled radiantly and waved from
the passenger seat. They must have been on their way to Brilliant
Foods.

The video switched to a neighbor, an elderly
man with white hair and florid, pink skin who spoke rapidly, hardly
pausing to breathe.

I’ve known Giselle for years, it’s such a
shame this happened on our street, and that poor girl. I did see
something last night out my window though, maybe around midnight, I
have such insomnia, and as I told the police, it was a black car,
maybe a Mercedes, stopped outside Giselle’s gate. I thought, that’s
strange, who would be visiting at this hour, though I must admit
I’ve seen some odd comings and goings over there ever since she
hired that new maid, an attractive young thing though.

The video cut the neighbor off, jumping back
to Chirley Wixon. Ella sat paralyzed on her couch. She punched the
remote, turned off the TV and looked down at the listing agreement
she’d grabbed off Giselle’s lawn.

 


*******

 


Despite the stress of stumbling upon
Tiffany’s body, Ella still had a date with Jeff, and she’d offered
to cook dinner at her place. While not a big cook, she could whip
up a select number of tasty dishes, mostly of the easy to prepare,
pretty to look at variety so readily available at Brilliant Foods.
But the meal was beside the point. She couldn’t wait to get back in
bed with Jeff, and dinner would serve only as something of a polite
diversion, an impatient holding pattern to be endured until she was
cleared for landing.

Ella’s fears had eased somewhat with regard
to a Mercedes being seen outside the Frackle Mansion. She lived in
the Bay Area, for god’s sake, where Mercedes-Benzes clogged the
streets by the thousand, as common as a Camry in St. Louis. She
filed her procured copy of the Frackle/Reynolds listing agreement
away with other papers from the day she so forgettably interviewed
with Giselle, and went about preparing dinner.

She planned on serving fresh fettuccini with
imported pesto sauce and thinly sliced sautéed chicken breasts.
Prewashed gourmet three leaf lettuce made up the salad, to which
she’d add a couple of chopped vine ripened, yellow tomatoes. She
set the dining room table casually, then dressed in a pair of black
jeans and a red paisley shirt. She looked damned good, she thought,
complementing herself in front of the mirror. The yoga and
occasional trainer workouts really kept her in shape, and she
generally watched what she ate, but the metabolism gods had been
her lifelong friends and she really didn’t have to struggle all
that much.

By the time the doorbell rang, she’d pulled
her hair back into a pony tail and thrown on a pair of
snake-embossed pumps.

Jeff didn’t look so bad himself. A man in
his mid-40’s with a decent head of hair and no overhanging belly
and was something of a rarity but Jeff somehow managed it. He too
wore jeans, a tucked-in long sleeve shirt and a day’s growth of
beard.

Ella swept her arm back. “Please come in,”
she said smiling.

“Hi, how are ya?” Jeff stepped in and took
Ella into his arms. She expected maybe a moment’s shyness or
hesitation, perhaps some coy talk but this was definitely better.
He put his hand on the back of her neck, and softly kissed her full
on the mouth, his tongue gently parting her lips. She responded
warmly, leaning into him, the beginnings of passion sending a light
heat through her body. Their first night had been blissful and
europhic, awakening inside her long dormant feelings, the thrilling
joy and pure life giving power of great sex. She felt incapable of
holding back, playing games or in any way pretending she didn’t
want more.

Jeff clawed tenderly at Ella’s pony tail,
expertly taking out the simple band holding it in place. Her hair
fell free upon her shoulders. He opened his strong hand, pushing it
up along the back of her head. He closed his fingers tightly on
thick tufts of hair, pulling her head back more forcefully than she
would have expected, straining the scalp, a slightly painful
pressure. She felt his power, and her longing easily overpowered
any hesitation she may have felt. She pulled her head forward to
increase the resistance, the mellow pain growing sharper, an
exciting and unfamiliar aphrodisiac.

He pulled her head back so she looked up at
him. She made a high pitched sound, part scream, part sigh. Then
she extricated herself from his arms.

“Maybe we should think about dinner?”

Jeff panted slightly. “Sure, though dessert
might be a good first course.”

Ella laughed, thrown off by her reaction to
his hair pulling. She loved it and wished he’d grab her and wrestle
her to the floor. So different from Hank, who’d always been a very
vanilla lover, the gentle, caring missionary position type of man.
Boring.

They chatted while Ella boiled the pasta and
sautéed the chicken, Tiffany’s murder taking center stage. While
Ella had had quite enough of that subject for the time being, she
didn’t want to let on to her familiarity with the situation.

“So,” Jeff began, digging into his pasta,
“are you going to the opening of the opera next Friday?” The annual
opening of the San Francisco Opera crowned the city’s social
season. A gilded and spectacular affair, San Francisco’s richest
and best connected, be they politicians, Nob Hill old money or
dot.com new money, all rushed to go, along with the posers, the
curious, the social climbing wannabes and hangers-on. No matter
what their provenance, everyone strutted their stuff wearing the
finest of finery, gossiping, gawking, networking, slandering, ass
kissing, eating, drinking and maybe even for a few purists,
enjoying the opera. A very expensive evening, it was also great
fun, outrageously pretentious and a fashion free for all.

“Yes, Barker Brokers did buy a table,” Ella
replied. “I make an appearance. You never know who you might meet,
where a listing could come from.”

“It’s the right crowd for it, that’s for
sure.” Jeff set his fork down and took a sip of wine. “I’ve got a
ticket too. Why don’t we go together? I’d love escort you.”

The doorbell rang, and Ella frowned. No
pedestrians frequented Edgehill Way, it wound too far off the
beaten path. With the exception of the odd dog walker or runner,
few people other than residents found themselves on the narrow,
hilly lane. She didn’t even get Jehovah’s Witnesses.

“Expecting anyone?” Jeff asked.

“Not now,” she smiled, “he’s already here.
Could you get that?”

“Sure.” He pushed his chair back and went to
the front door, Ella tagging along a few feet back.

Jeff opened the door, only to be met by the
dour, intimidating, Eskimo-like countenance of Roberta
Littlefeather-Jones. Her tiny lover Starka stood off to the
side.

“Why hello,” he said in a wary tone. “It’s
the Littlefeather-Jones’. What an unexpected surprise.”

“Liquifying soils,” bellowed Roberta in a
deafening basso profundo, her hands set powerfully on her ample
hips.

Ella flinched noticeably at this unexpected
development. Starka swooped in next to Roberta and started to walk
through the front door. When Jeff put up his arm to block her, she
deftly ducked under and scooted into the entry hall. There she
stood, facing Ella, like a determined kewpie doll, her purple hair
hanging in front of her glasses.

“It’s because of you,” she said in a
strident tone, “that our life savings are going down the drain in
that hellhole.”

Ella looked over at Jeff, still blocking the
door. Roberta’s expression had switched from angry to sad, and she
made no effort to blast past Jeff from her position on the doormat.
She’d been so kind when they’d met, but since then had frequently
jumped between threatening and forlorn states of mind. Classic
passive-aggressive, Ella determined in a flash of amateur
psychological diagnosis. She motioned for Jeff to let Roberta
in.

Jeff lowered his arm and Roberta walked over
to Starka, taking the little woman’s hand. Ella didn’t like clients
coming to her home, much less unannounced, but the real estate
business was very emotional by nature, especially now with the
amounts of money involved and the lack of power accorded to buyers.
She didn’t even know how they got her unlisted address.

“OK, let’s calm down. Tell me what’s going
on,” Ella began, thinking about the rapidly cooling dinner on the
table.

“Even though we couldn’t put any
contingencies in our offer, we went ahead and hired a geology
expert to take a look at the place,” Starka said.

Roberta cut in. “He basically just went and
stood around outside and showed us some maps.”

“He said he didn’t need to go inside, thank
you, he could see quite enough from the street,” Starka
continued.

Ella knew where this one led. Jeff shut the
door against the cool night air and followed the exchange
closely.

Roberta nearly shouted. “In the event of a
catastrophic earthquake, the ground beneath our home slash pet
cemetery could turn into liquid!” Her forlorn expression contorted
again toward the aggressive side.

Starka took another turn. “He said the house
would sway like a swooning drunk before falling down in a thousand
pieces.”

Roberta: “That it was amazing it’d survived
the ’89 earthquake.”

Ella made a mental note to find out who the
inspector was and blacklist him.

“That’s obviously a worst case scenario,”
Jeff said.

“Of course it is, it’s been nearly twenty
years since we had a good shaker,” Ella added in her most
comforting voice.

“You mean since the Marina district went up
in flames, which also happens to be in a liquefaction zone?” Starka
asked.

Ella had to diffuse the situation, even
though she wasn’t really worried about the sale since the women
remained locked into an airtight contract.

Roberta already had a solution in mind. “We
want you to buy the house,” she said, in a somewhat more kindly
tone.

“What?” Ella replied incredulously.

“We think since you got us into this, you
should buy the place and accept responsibility for the shitty
contract that came along with it.”

Ella’s back went up. “I’m not the one who
signed the contract.”

Starka whipped fiercely around to face Jeff.
“And since you so conveniently happen to be here, god how
incestuous, the real estate agent is fucking the mortgage broker,
we need to talk about the loan. We are not mortgaging our child’s
future.”

“I’m actually a real estate broker, not an
agent,” Ella interjected.

“Yeah whatever,” said Roberta.

“You have a child?” Ella asked, truly
bewildered.

“Haven’t you heard?” said Starka with a
sneer. She hooked her thumb back toward Jeff. “Mr. ‘get-a-mortgage
at all costs’ says we qualify for the I-V loan.”

Ella looked quizzically at Jeff.

“It’s one of the latest and most innovative
products,” Jeff said comfortably.

“I-V as in In Vitro,” Roberta said.

“The In Vitro 20-50, to be more specific,”
Starka said sarcastically. “If you can prove you have a fertilized
egg in storage and a confirmed appointment to implant, the mortgage
goes on the embryo’s social security number.”

“Since when can an embryo get a social?”
Ella asked.

Roberta explained further. “Starka’s brother
came down to Anchorage from Prudhoe, and well you know,” she
leered, “took care of things in a little room at the clinic.
Anyway, it took with my egg. I head in for the implant in a couple
of weeks.”

Ella looked to Jeff for clarification. “The
embryo repays the loan,” he said, “post partum of course, starting
anytime between 20 and 50 years of age. We apply for what’s called
a provisional SSN,” he explained.

The bankers were getting more clever every
day, Ella reflected.

“That otta make the right-to-life crowd
happy as hell,” said Starka. “No better way to prove you’re alive
than take out a mortgage before you’re born.”

“But the fact is, your income as agitators
for a free Tibet just doesn’t cut it,” Jeff said. “This way you get
the house, and your child gets a secure home in which to grow
up.”

“Fuck it!” Roberta screamed, now fully
reverting to her aggressive side. “So how about it, you buy our
house, complete with motorhome and earthquake damage? Do it, and we
leave you alone,” she added ominously.

Starka motioned to Ella’s impressive living
room and glittering nighttime view. “If you can afford this crib,
you sure as hell can afford the dump we’re buying.”

“No,” Ella said forcefully, “that’s
absolutely ridiculous. If I had to step in every time one of my
clients got the jitters, I’d have been broke a long time ago. If
you insist on taking this outrageous and intimidating approach to
buying your home, then you leave me no choice but to engage
our firm’s legal counsel first thing in the morning. They will work
in tandem with the seller to enforce the sales contract. As
is.”

Roberta started to advance. “You think
threats are going to work?”

“I’m not the one who came bursting uninvited into your home,
ranting and raving. And I have a witness,” she said, looking at
Jeff.

Roberta’s face suddenly switched gears and
she looked as if she were about to cry. “But you’re supposed to be
on our side,” she mewled weepily.

“Oh honey, I am,” Ella said more softly to
the burly skinhead. “I admit it, this is a cruel market we’re in
right now. But it’ll work out, you’ll see.”

“Oh my god, Roberta, how could you fall for
the oppressor’s shit? Let’s get out of here.” Starka
Littlefeather-Jones took her unbalanced girlfriend by the hand and
the two women left without another word.

 


*******

 


The pasta gummed up considerably after
undergoing reheating in the microwave, but Ella and Jeff
nonetheless managed to enjoy the rest of the meal. After a glass or
two of wine, they laughed about the Littlefeather-Jones home
invasion, as they took to calling it.

“Laughing’s probably the best way for me to
deal with problem clients like them,” Ella said as they cleared the
table. “There’s not a lot I can do to help right now.”

“Like you said, they signed on the dotted
line,” Jeff said.

“They seemed so happy the day we made the
offer. But now I’ve gone from friendly realtor to oppressor.”

Ella stood in front of the double sink
scraping the plates into the garbage disposal. Jeff caught her
completely unaware when he slid his hand down her ass and deep into
the nether zone between her legs. She jumped, dropping the plates
into the sink with a clatter. He pushed himself against her,
grabbing the kitchen counter on either side of her waist. He’d
pinned her against the sink, she couldn’t turn around if she
tried.

“Slap me,” he said quietly into her ear.
“That’s the only way I’ll let you go.”

“My hands are wet.”

“I don’t care. Do it.”

He backed off slightly so she could turn.
Something inside told her “this is not good.” But she couldn’t help
herself. She spun around and slapped him hard across the face. Her
hand stung from the force of his sharp whiskers against her
palm.

He jerked slightly but only stared at her,
his dark eyes boring unflinching holes into hers. They breathed
softly, urgently into each other’s faces, just inches apart. She
didn’t move, her right arm still raised. Jeff lifted his right hand
slowly, palm open. Ella followed it closely with her eyes. He
brought the hand to her cheek, and softly slapped her back, a
little tap only. She stared directly at him. He waited for her to
stop him, and when she didn’t he slapped her cheek again, this time
a little harder. She stared even more deeply, feeling the heat rise
rapidly within her body. She raised her hand in return, and gave
him another hard smack on the cheek.

This is wrong, she thought, what was she
doing? He grabbed her by the shoulders and kissed her forcefully.
Her back arched and a chill ran down her spine. She reached down
between his legs and took a probing feel. She wasn’t
disappointed.

Jeff picked Ella up, literally sweeping her
off her feet, and carried her out of the kitchen into the best
night of her life.

 


 



Chapter 10

 


Late Wednesday morning the phone chimed on
Ella’s mahogany and glass desk at her Yerba Buena Gardens office.
She’d been occupied looking over the latest QuickPrice report, a
respected industry bulletin out of San Diego. It reflected yet
another month of stunning residential property price appreciation.
To buy the average house in San Francisco, a typical buyer now
needed an income of at least $500,000 in order to qualify for a
conventional 100 year, fixed rate mortgage. This allowed for the
industry standard of 75 percent of income going toward housing. On
top of such traditional financing, eager and ever-creative lenders
continued to dream up an increasingly imaginative mix of less
conventional borrowing options, the type of which the
Littlefeather-Jones deal depended.

Ella punched the speaker phone. Her
secretary Bootsie sweetly intoned that Ella had a visitor.

“I don’t have any appointments right now,
who is it?”

Bootsie whispered. “It’s a police detective,
Lieutenant Rothschild. He wants to talk to you and won’t tell me
what it’s about.”

She should have expected this. Of course the
police were going to talk to everyone who knew Tiffany Reynolds.
Ella Barker was just another on the list of professional
acquaintances. She took a deep breath. “Send him in, please.”

She stood up, smoothed her skirt and patted
her hair quickly into place. Despite her self-assurances, Ella’s
heart pounded and she felt scared. Should she tell the truth about
seeing Tiffany’s body? Before she could think or strategize any
further, the office door opened and in walked Lt. Rothschild of the
SFPD.

The detective was a short, compact man,
probably in his early 50’s, but without the dignified comportment
his name suggested. A giant belly hung over his belt and he wore
steel rimmed glasses, though Ella immediately spotted quick,
vigilant eyes darting back and forth behind the thick lenses. His
hairline receded to the crown of his head, leaving a floppy mix of
graying hair falling down the backside of his skull. He had sharp,
pointy features which contrasted with his jowly lower face. His
grey suit fit poorly. Central casting couldn’t have come up with
anyone more appropriate for the quintessential messy detective.

Ella greeted the cop with her most gracious
smile. “Please come in, Lt. Rothschild. I’m Ella Barker, owner and
proprieter of Barker Brokers Real Estate Group.”

The cop extended his hand, and she couldn’t
help but compare his limp, sweaty grasp to Jeff’s masculine,
intoxicating grip. “Guy Rothschild, SFPD.” He flashed his badge and
slapped a business card onto her desk.

Bootsie stood near the open door, watching
with a curious smile. “That’s all, Bootsie, thank you,” Ella
said.

“Certainly Mrs. Barker,” she said, shutting
the heavy office door behind her.

“Please, have a seat,” Ella said.

“Looks like a successful operation, you have
here,” the detective said, sitting down in one of the client chairs
opposite Ella’s desk.

“Yes, we are doing well, after all, the
market is soaring.”

“I’ve been looking for a place myself, but
on a cop’s salary, there’s not much out there.”

Ella briefly considered mentioning some of
the creative financing options but thought better of it. “Just keep
looking, something always comes up. What can I do for you,
Lieutenant?”

“As I’m sure you’re aware, two people
associated with the real estate industry in San Francisco have been
murdered recently. We’re trying to gather as much information as
possible to find out who did this and bring them to justice.”

“Of course, it’s scary for all of us in the
business.”

“Your colleague, Tiffany Reynolds, is the
most recently deceased. Did you know her?”

“Yes, we met on several occasions.”

Lt. Rothschild smiled vaguely, saying
nothing. Ella nervously nattered on. “She was relatively new to the
business but doing quite well, from what I understand. I wouldn’t
exactly call her my colleague though, she worked for a competing
firm.”

“Colleagues in the sense that you worked in
the same field, then.”

“Oh sure, yes.”

“Can you think of any reason someone might
want to cause her harm, or harm the young man killed two weeks ago
at the open house?”

“No, not at all. I mean the young man, while
he may have had an unusual occupation, I can’t think for the life
of me why someone would make such a public spectacle out of
murdering him. I was there that day, as you probably know.”

“Umm hmm. What do you mean, unusual
occupation?”

“Well, the listing broker Gordon Elway told
me, and it’s been all over the news, what was the boy’s name,
Grosso? That he was an actor in pornographic films. Maybe that had
something to do with it.”

“We are aware of Mr. Grosso’s occupation,”
he replied with a wry smile. “What about Miss Reynolds, any
ideas?”

“I don’t know what to say, I hardly knew
her,” Ella lied, too frightened to say anything more.

“One last question, Mrs. Barker.”

“Fire away,” Ella said, immediately
regretting her choice of words.

“What kind of car do you drive?”

 


*******

 


Ella whipped the Mercedes into a handicapped
space a block from the Opera House, a very rushed fifteen minutes
late, not wanting to keep Jeff waiting. She looked forward to the
evening too much for things to start off awkwardly. Aside from the
performance itself, most of the Opening Night festivities,
including cocktail reception and dinner-dance took place at a
resplendent City Hall, across Van Ness Avenue from the War Memorial
Opera House. This year’s performance, a highly anticipated, though
controversial Germanic adaptation of the 1963 cinematic comedy
“It’s a Mad, Mad, Mad, Mad World,” was said to fuse tragedy into
the original wacky movie theme.

The film, starring Ethel Merman, Spencer
Tracy and Milton Berle, told a rip roaring comic tale that veered
wildly in many directions, none of them tragic. Early word of the
four hour operatic version hinted of dark robed, chanting
choralists. Ella did not anticipate enjoying the performance. She’d
always found opera supremely boring, but put up with it once a
year, considering it a professional obligation.

She’d arranged to meet Jeff on the Polk
Street steps of City Hall, already a scene out of a Hollywood
premiere, only with socialites and politicians replacing the more
familiar screen stars. Rotating Klieg lights shot into the sky, and
hundreds of people ascended the grand outdoor staircase, heading
for the pre-performance cocktail reception under City Hall’s mighty
rotunda.

Ella stopped for a moment to take it all in,
standing near the red carpet leading up the stairs. A string
quartet played pop classical near the entrance. She felt proud to
fit in with such an august setting. She wore a rather flashy dress,
a step away from her normally more conservative style, but she’d
been feeling pretty jazzed up and confident with all the sexual
energy percolating lately so she’d taken the plunge on a ball gown
designed by one the city’s hottest young fashion designers. The
dress even had a name, the Anthurium. All bright red satin, the
garment was an open shoulder full length affair, which clung
tightly to Ella’s top half before blossoming out at the hips to
descend groundward in a brilliant, twirling cascade. A ruby colored
hibiscus-like bolt of material burst out from between her breasts.
Matching satin and rhinestone ankle strap sandals added three
inches to her height. She’d piled her hair on top of her head in a
formal, swept up manner.

“You look smashing, what are you doing
standing here all by yourself?”

She turned to see Jeff, who’d appeared out
of the crowd looking magnificent in a beautifully cut, traditional
tuxedo.

“Just observing,” Ella replied, looking at
Jeff with a delighted wariness. He put an arm around her waist, and
they started up the stairs.

“There’s Giselle Frackle,” he said, nodding
toward drop off area at the base of the red carpet.

“She hasn’t missed this night in fifty
years.” Giselle’s little entourage once again accompanied her,
though with a new addition, her son Kearney.

No one would call Kearney Frackle young,
having been born when his fossilized mother was just twenty years
old. Now in his early 70’s and a geriatric as well, neither had he
ever been considered handsome. His general appearance fell under
the description of bald and round. But his positive attributes
included extreme wealth and a reasonable intelligence, still an
unbeatable two out of three combination when it came to scoring
beautiful women one-third his age. Kearney took full advantage of
this ability, having married and divorced six times in his life,
each wife successively younger than the last. Currently single, he
hoisted himself out of his mother’s imposing sedan bearing a twig
of a young woman in a scanty silver dress, whose luxurious red hair
and porcelain skin gave her a delicate, elfin appearance.

Ella laughed. “Like mother, like son. Both
of ‘em are dating kids fifty years their junior.”

Elton the chauffer, looking superb in his
own tuxedo, raced to assist Kearney in helping the young woman out
of the car. Kearney shoo’d him away, taking his datelet by the arm
and stepping to the side. This cleared the way for the grand
matriarch’s debut. Giselle’s blonde wig emerged first, towering
higher than ever, while the eager crowd of gossip photographers
hovered impatiently. Her lover Sanjay, in black tie and cumber bund
with a colorful air brushed snake charmer theme, offered an elegant
hand to his cherished Juliet. She grabbed it somewhat too
forcefully and he faltered for an instant, then rallied, pulling
her out of the car onto her feet.

The crowd of society onlookers gasped, and
Ella grabbed Jeff’s arm in surprise. “Would you look at that,” she
said.

“Looks like Marie Antoinette at her
retirement party, if she’d made it that far.”

Jeff’s reference to the beheaded French
queen did indeed make sense. While the soaring blonde wig already
lent Giselle a pre-French revolutionary flair, she’d compounded the
effect with a nearly full length, heavy pink dress, all ruffles and
bodice, which boldly bowed out at the waist and fell to just above
her ankles. She’d pancaked her face with extremely heavy makeup and
signature bright red lipstick, and wore several strands of heavy
pearls around her sagging neck. Probably the only nod to her age
and semi-infirm state was her shoes, a curiously unfashionable pair
of black flats. Tonight she forsook the wheelchair, and bravely
grasped Sanjay’s arm to begin the procession up the red carpet.

Safada, looking radiant in a shimmering,
gold strapless gown, sidled up gracefully to Giselle, gently taking
her free elbow. The gossip photogs flashed and clucked, while
Giselle smiled, her gaudy, overdone teeth glistening next to aged
and ever darkening gums.

“Mrs. Frackle,” one of the reporters
shouted, “who do think wacked Tiffany Reynolds at your front
gate?”

Giselle winced and turned her head, ignoring
the question. Everyone else accompanying her made snotty faces of
disgust. Kearney could be heard to harrumph.

Safada reprimanded the impertinent society
journalist. “No now questions, you is ofensivo,” she called
out above the hubbub.

The photographers turned and snapped
close-ups of Safada, whose angry look only enhanced her beauty.
Sensing the increased attention, she lost the long face and beamed
for the cameras.

“I swear, that woman is not a maid, why does
Giselle refer to her as one?” Ella asked.

“Who knows, people have all kinds of hidden
expertise,” Jeff replied, reaching up to give Ella’s neck a light
pinch.

“Ouch, that hurt,” she said, not completely
serious. “Be careful of my hair.”

That Ella and Jeff made an attractive couple
left no doubt, and many in the throng craned their necks as the
couple climbed the steps. Amid whispers and polite greetings they
swept into City Hall’s grand rotunda, with its broad staircases and
highly polished marble floor. The chattering society crowd
instantly locked onto any new and hopefully scandalous information,
and as a result the couple’s first public appearance generated
welcome speculation.
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