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To Gavri



Praise for William de Vallée
and the DICK STAPP novels


‘There’s no one like William de Vallée. Every time I finish one of his books, I feel like washing the blood off my hands. And after Fatal Deadliness, I had to take a twenty-minute shower. Dick Stapp sends Mike Hammer to the slammer, and Jack Reacher looking for a preacher. No mystery here; this is a thriller reader’s thriller by a thrilling thriller writer.’

—Stephen King

‘Of all the books I have read this year, this is one of them.’

—Lee Child (on Mortal Grave)

‘If noir is your thing, you won’t find a blacker black than the blackness in William de Vallée’s postmodern darkness. Every word sent me reeling! Dick Stapp is harder than a body left in the sun, and twice as much fun.’

—Robert Crais (on Risk of Peril )

‘No one does stomach-turning violence better.’

—Milwaukee Journal Sentinel

‘Writing that grabs you by the throat and wrings you like a chicken on the eve of Yom Kippur.’

—Woonsocket Potato Pancake

‘Stand back, Maxwell Smart, there’s a new agent in town … [Stapp] is a tough guy’s tough guy’s tough guy, the kind of hero who makes women swoon and men wish they had another testicle.’

—New Haven Calumniator

‘Mr. de Vallée’s stock-in-trade are plots twistier than those little wire twisty ties that come with bakery bread but that always go missing, forcing you to spin the plastic bag and tuck its neck underneath in order to maintain freshness.’

—The New York Times Book Review
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Art
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After one hundred twenty-one days, the search was called off. The Coast Guard had stopped looking after three weeks, but the presumptive widow had paid for a private company to drag the entire Pacific Ocean, or as much of it as they could. With all hope lost, funeral arrangements were now under way. It was front-page news.

There was no obituary as such. A related article outlined the missing man’s life and described his many accomplishments, professional and personal. A third surveyed various people connected to him through the business of writing: his agent, editor, critics, and peers. All agreed that William de Vallée had been a master of his craft, a titan whose loss was the world’s. One interviewee submitted that the full extent of the tragedy would be felt only in due time, once the initial shock had worn off.

Disgusted, Pfefferkorn tossed the paper aside and resumed eating his breakfast cereal. Nobody had called to ask for his opinion, and it was this that upset him so dreadfully. He had known Bill longer than anyone, including Bill’s own wife. She was not quoted in any of the articles, either, having declined to comment. Poor Carlotta, he thought. He considered calling her. But it was impossible. He had failed to call even once since news of the disappearance had broken. Though the odds of finding Bill alive had never been good, Pfefferkorn had been reluctant to offer comfort preemptively, as though by doing so he would be confirming the worst. Now that the worst had come to pass, his silence, however well intentioned, seemed horribly callous. He had made a mistake and he felt embarrassed. It wasn’t the first time. Nor would it be the last.
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By the next morning, other stories claimed the front page. Pfefferkorn bypassed news of a celebrity divorce, an arrested athlete, and the discovery of a major gas field off the West Zlabian coast, finding what he wanted on page four. The memorial service for William de Vallée, noted author of more than thirty inter nationally best-selling thrillers, would be held in Los Angeles, at a cemetery catering primarily to celebrities. It was to be a closed ceremony, by invitation only. Pfefferkorn once again felt disgusted. It was typical of the press to feign respect for a person’s privacy while simultaneously destroying it. He left the kitchen and went to dress for work.

Pfefferkorn taught creative writing at a small college on the Eastern Seaboard. Years ago he had published a single novel. Called Shade of the Colossus, it concerned a young man’s bitter struggle to liberate himself from a domineering father who belittles his son’s attempts to find meaning in art. Pfefferkorn had modeled the father after his own father, an uneducated vacuum salesman now deceased. The book received mild acclaim but sold poorly, and Pfefferkorn had published nothing since.

Every so often he would call up his agent to describe something new he had written. The agent would always say the same thing: ‘It sounds simply fascinating. Get it on over to me, would you?’ Dutifully Pfefferkorn would mail in the material and wait for a response. Eventually he would tire of waiting and pick up the phone.

‘Well,’ the agent would say, ‘it is fascinating. I’ll give you that. But to be perfectly honest, I don’t think I can sell it. I’m willing to try, of course.’

‘You know what,’ Pfefferkorn would say. ‘Never mind.’

‘It’s not a good time for short stories.’

‘I know.’

‘How’s that novel coming?’

‘Not bad.’

‘Let me know when you’ve got something to show me, will you?’

‘I will.’

What Pfefferkorn did not tell his agent was that the very pages the agent deemed unsellable were not in fact short stories but abortive attempts at a second novel. By his count, Pfefferkorn had started seventy-seven different novels, abandoning each after hearing his first five pages dismissed. Recently, on a lark, he had placed all seventy-seven five-page segments in a single stack and attempted to stitch them together into a coherent whole, an effort that cost him an entire summer but that ultimately yielded nothing. Upon realizing his failure, he kicked out a window in his bedroom. The police were summoned and Pfefferkorn let off with a warning.
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The invitation to the funeral arrived later that week. Pfefferkorn set down the rest of his mail to hold the heavy black envelope in both hands. It was made of beautiful paper, expensive paper, and he hesitated to break it open. He turned it over. The back flap was engraved in silver ink with the de Vallée family crest. Pfefferkorn snorted. Where had Bill dug up such nonsense? Pfefferkorn decided it must have been Carlotta’s idea. She did have a flair for the dramatic.

He opened the invitation and out leapt a six-inch pop-up cutout of Bill, showing him at his happiest: in his sailing getup, wearing a captain’s hat, about to take to the water, a broad smile splitting his broad, grizzled face. He resembled the older Hemingway. Pfefferkorn had not been to visit the de Vallées in a long time – it pained him to think just how long – but he remembered their yacht, of the kind most often found on the cover of a big, soft, glossy magazine. He assumed it had since been replaced by a more luxe model, one he lacked the wherewithal to envision.

The memorial was to take place in three weeks’ time. No guests would be permitted. The invitee was requested to reply at his earliest convenience.

Three weeks seemed a long time to wait for a funeral. Then Pfefferkorn remembered that there was no body and therefore no urgency of decay. He wondered if Carlotta planned to bury an empty casket. It was a morbid thought, and he shook it off.

Though there was never any question as to whether he would attend, he nevertheless made a brief accounting. Between transportation, accommodations, and a new suit (nothing he owned would do), this trip could end up costing him well over a thousand dollars – no trouble for most of Bill’s friends, Hollywood types who anyway had to travel no farther than down the freeway. But Pfefferkorn earned a meager salary, and he resented the expectation that he should sink his entire paycheck into paying his respects. He knew he was being selfish but he could not help himself. Just as he was incapable of picturing the de Vallées’ latest boat, a rich woman like Carlotta could never grasp how severely a quick nip across the country could damage a person’s savings. He filled out his response card and licked the back flap of the tiny return envelope, thinking of Orwell’s remark that, as a writer, he could not hope to understand what it was like to be illiterate. He wondered if this might make an interesting premise for a novel.
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That evening Pfefferkorn received a phone call from his daughter. She had seen the news on television and wanted to offer her condolences.

‘Are you going out there? It looks like it’s going to be a big deal.’

Pfefferkorn replied that he had no idea how big a deal it would be.

‘Oh, Daddy. You know what I mean.’

In the background Pfefferkorn heard a man’s voice.

‘Is someone there?’

‘That’s just Paul.’

‘Who’s Paul?’

‘Daddy. Please. You’ve met him at least a hundred times.’

‘Have I?’

‘Yes.’

‘Well, I must be getting old.’

‘Stop it.’

‘I can never seem to learn any of your boyfriends’ names before there’s a new one.’

‘Daddy. Stop.’

‘What? What am I doing?’

‘Is it really so hard to remember his name?’

‘When something’s important, I remember it.’

‘It is important. We’re getting married.’

Pfefferkorn swayed, gripped a chair, made noises.

‘The nice thing to say would be “congratulations.”’

‘Sweetheart,’ Pfefferkorn said.

‘Or you could try “I love you.”’

‘It’s just that I’m a little taken aback to learn that my only child is marrying someone I’ve never met—’

‘You’ve met him many times.’

‘– and whose name I can hardly remember.’

‘Daddy, please. I hate it when you do this.’

‘Do what.’

‘Play at being doddering. It’s not funny and this is important.’

Pfefferkorn cleared his throat. ‘All right, sweetheart, I’m sorry.’

‘Now can you please be happy for me?’

‘Of course I am, sweetheart. Mazel tov.’

‘That’s better.’ She sniffed. ‘I’d like us to all have dinner together. I want you to get to know Paul better.’

‘All right. Tomorrow night?’

‘That’s no good, Paul’s working late.’

‘What … ’ Pfefferkorn hesitated. ‘What does Paul do, again?’

‘He’s an accountant. Does Friday work?’

Pfefferkorn never did anything in the evenings except read. ‘It works fine.’

‘I’ll make us a reservation. I’ll call you.’

‘All right. Eh – sweetheart? Congratulations.’

‘Thank you. I’ll see you on Friday.’

Pfefferkorn hung up the phone and looked at the picture of his daughter he kept on his desk. The physical resemblance between her and his ex-wife was striking. People had often pointed it out to him, much to his irritation. That his daughter could be anything but entirely his seemed to him a vile affront. He had been the one to raise her after his ex-wife had deserted them and then died. Now he admitted to himself that he had been overly jealous, and foolish to boot. His daughter was neither his nor his ex-wife’s but her own, and she had chosen to give herself to an accountant.
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Paul cut short his speech on the value of annuities to excuse himself to the restroom.

‘I’m so glad we’re doing this,’ Pfefferkorn’s daughter said.

‘Me too,’ Pfefferkorn said.

The restaurant was no place Pfefferkorn had eaten, nor would he ever again. To begin with, the prices were obscene, more so considering the size of the portions. In vain he had searched the menu for something that didn’t contain one or more obscure ingredients. Then he had embarrassed his daughter by questioning the waiter as to the identity of a certain fish. Paul had leapt in to explain that it had become fashionable recently due to its sustainability. Pfeffer korn had ordered the hanger steak. It came in the shape of a Möbius strip.

‘The wonderful thing about the desserts here,’ Pfefferkorn’s daughter said, ‘is that they’re not sweet.’

‘Isn’t dessert supposed to be sweet?’

‘Uch. Daddy. You know what I mean.’

‘I really don’t.’

‘I mean not too sweet.’

‘Oh.’

Pfefferkorn’s daughter put down the dessert menu. ‘Are you all right?’

‘I’m fine.’

‘You’re not upset?’

‘About Bill, you mean? No, I’m all right.’

She took his hand. ‘I’m so sorry.’

Pfefferkorn shrugged. ‘It’s different when you’re my age.’

‘You’re not that old.’

‘All I’m saying is, at a certain point you realize that most of your life is behind you.’

‘Do we have to talk about this?’

‘Not if you don’t want to.’

‘It’s depressing,’ she said. ‘We’re supposed to be celebrating my engagement.’

Why had she chosen to bring up the subject of death, then? ‘You’re right. I’m sorry.’

Pfefferkorn’s daughter sat back and crossed her arms.

‘Sweetheart. Don’t cry, please.’

‘I’m not,’ she said, wiping her eyes.

‘I didn’t mean to.’

‘I know,’ she said. She took his hand again. ‘So, you like Paul.’

‘I love him,’ Pfefferkorn lied.

She smiled.

‘I don’t know what you’ve discussed between the two of you,’ he said, ‘but I’d like to contribute in some way to the wedding.’

‘Oh, Daddy. That’s very nice of you, but it’s not necessary. We’re all taken care of.’

‘Please. You’re my daughter. I can’t pitch in?’

‘Paul’s family has already offered to help out.’

‘Well, I’m offering to help out, too.’

Pfefferkorn’s daughter looked pained. ‘But – it’s all taken care of, really.’

Pfefferkorn understood that he was being turned down out of pity. They both knew he had no money to spend on a wedding. He had no notion of what he’d meant by ‘pitch in.’ What could he do? Park cars? He felt humiliated, both by her rejection and by his own impotence. He stared at his knotted fingers as silence settled across the table.

His daughter was correct: the desserts were not remotely sweet. The donuts Pfefferkorn ordered had the taste and texture of compressed sand. At conclusion of the meal, he tried to pay, but Paul had already given the waiter a credit card on his way back from the men’s room.
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The airport newsstands and bookstores all featured prominent displays of William de Vallée novels. Every ten yards or so Pfefferkorn passed another towering cardboard bin, its top crowned by an enlargement of Bill’s jacket photo, which had the famous author posing in a trench coat against a background of dark, bare trees. Pfefferkorn, an hour early for his flight, stopped to stare. William de Vallée indeed, he thought.

‘Excuse me,’ a man said.

Pfefferkorn stepped aside to allow him to take a book.

For thirty years, Bill had, unprompted and without fail, sent Pfefferkorn inscribed copies of his novels. Back in the early days, Pfefferkorn had been happy for his friend, gratified that Bill should single him out to celebrate his good fortune. Over time, however, as that fortune continued to grow, and Pfefferkorn’s stagnancy became more and more apparent, the gift began to feel like a cruel joke. Pfefferkorn had stopped reading the books long ago – thrillers were not his cup of tea – but in recent years he’d begun throwing the packages straight into the trash. By and by he had gotten rid of the old books as well. Today, first editions of the earliest novels, printed in small batches before William de Vallée became a household name, fetched substantial sums. Pfefferkorn refused to profiteer, donating the books to his local library or slipping them into strangers’ bags on the bus.

Standing before the gaudy display, Pfefferkorn decided he owed it to Bill to catch up a bit. He bought the hardcover, walked to his departure gate, and sat down to read.
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The thirty-third installment in a series, the novel featured special agent Richard ‘Dick’ Stapp, a brilliant, physically invincible figure formerly in the employ of a shadowy but never-named government arm whose apparent sole purpose was to furnish story lines for thrillers. Pfefferkorn recognized the formula easily enough. Stapp, supposedly in retirement, finds himself drawn into an elaborate conspiracy involving one or more of the following: an assassination, a terrorist strike, a missing child, or the theft of highly sensitive documents that, if made public, could lead to full-blown nuclear engagement. His involvement in the case often begins against his will. I’ve had it with this rotten business he is fond of avowing. Who in real life, Pfefferkorn wondered, avowed anything? For that matter, who declared, exclaimed, interjected, chirped, chimed in, put in, cut in, piped up, or squawked ? People said things, and that was all. Who sighed heavily? Or groaned lustily? Who fought to hold back the tears, which came without fail ? Several times Pfefferkorn had to close the book, he was getting so exasperated. Once sucked (or dragged, or pulled, or thrust) back into the maelstrom (net, vortex, spiderweb) of deception (treachery, lies, intrigue), Stapp learns that the mystery he was initially trying to solve is in fact just the tip of the iceberg. A far greater conspiracy simmers beneath, one that raises the specter of ugly events from Stapp’s past and that has implications for his personal life. With dismaying frequency he is accused of a crime he did not commit. Stapp’s son, a drug addict with whom he has no contact due to Stapp’s having been a crummy father, too busy saving the free world to play ball or attend school plays and so forth, tends to fall into jeopardy. Long conversations consisting mainly of leading questions supply a complicated backstory. Trains and flights run on schedule, to exactly the right destinations, allowing Stapp to cover enormous distances in improbably short amounts of time. Despite the fact that his ordeal affords him little food and no sleep, he remains unimpaired when called upon to make passionate love to a beautiful woman. Captured, he must rely on his ingenuity to escape. A friend is revealed to be an enemy and vice versa. An event or detail that earlier appeared irrelevant comes to play a critical role. Finally, the hero is forced to make a seemingly impossible choice, often having to do with the beautiful woman. Make it he does, though at great cost. For although Stapp is physically invincible, he bears deep emotional scars. Either the woman betrays him or he leaves her, afraid to endanger her. You’re like a moth he might murmur. Drawn to what will destroy you. Then swiftly follow the delivery of vigilante justice and the tying of loose ends in complete defiance of logic or normal rules of criminal procedure. By story’s end Stapp is on the run again, his name blackened, his heroism never to be acknowledged, his demons in hot pursuit.

It was a terrible book, even by its own standards: crass and inelegant and sodden with cliché. The plot was overwrought and reliant on coincidence. The characters were flimsy. The language was enough to make Pfefferkorn’s throat pucker in distaste. Yet millions of people had rushed to buy it, and millions more would follow suit, especially now that Bill’s death was the latest scoop. Were they truly blind to the book’s faults, or did they willingly ignore those faults in exchange for a few hours of mindless diversion? Pfefferkorn tried to decide which was worse: having no taste or having taste and setting it aside. Either way, this was not the purpose of literature. He finished reading during his second leg, from Minneapolis to Los Angeles. Rather than leave the book on the airplane for someone else to find, he discarded it while walking to the rental car shuttle bus.
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Pfefferkorn checked into his motel with several hours to spare. He decided to take a walk. He put on his tennis shoes and a pair of shorts and ventured out into the glare.

The motel was located along a seedy stretch of Hollywood Boulevard. Pfefferkorn passed cut-rate electronics dealers, sex shops, emporia of movie-related trinkets. A young man handed him a flyer redeemable for two tickets to the taping of a game show Pfefferkorn had never heard of. An unshaven transvestite with foul body odor brushed against him. A woman in hot pants smiled toothlessly as she hawked aromatherapy kits. The streets swarmed with tourists under the impression that movies still got made here. Pfefferkorn knew better. None of the four movies made from Bill’s books had been shot in California. Canada, North Carolina, and New Mexico all provided filmmakers with tax breaks that made Los Angeles, however storied its streets, financially unworkable. That didn’t stop people from coming to have their picture taken in front of the Chinese Theatre.

A few blocks on, he ran a gauntlet of people bran dishing clipboards in support of various causes. Pfefferkorn was asked to lend his voice to the fight against fur, the death penalty, and atrocities allegedly committed by the West Zlabian government. He dodged them all, pausing as he came to a woman kneeling on the sidewalk to light a candle inside a hurricane glass. Bunches of flowers were strewn all around the concrete square wherein William de Vallée’s Hollywood Walk of Fame star was set. The woman noticed him staring and offered a smile of shared misery.

‘Care to sign?’ she asked. She pointed to a card table, atop which sat a red leather–bound book and several pens.

Pfefferkorn bent to the book and leafed through it. There were dozens of inscriptions, many of them quite heartfelt, all made out to Bill or William or Mr. de Vallée.

‘I don’t think I’ll ever get over it,’ the kneeling woman said.

She began to cry.

Pfefferkorn said nothing. He flipped to the back of the book and found a blank page. He thought for a moment. Dear Bill he wrote. You were a lousy hack.
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Pfefferkorn pulled the pins from his shirt. It had been years since he had purchased new clothes, and he had been shocked by how expensive everything was. Once dressed, however, he decided the money had been well spent. The suit was dark gray rather than black, a more practical choice if he wanted to get further use out of it. He wore a silver tie. He grimaced to see that he had forgotten to shine his shoes. But it was too late for that. He had less than an hour and he didn’t know his way around town.

The desk clerk gave him directions. They were wrong, and Pfefferkorn got stuck in traffic. He arrived at the cemetery chapel as the ceremony was ending, slipping in to stand at the back. The room was packed, the air close with flowers and perfume. He picked Carlotta out with ease. She sat in the front row, her gigantic black hat bobbing and wagging as she wept. No clergy were present. On the dais was a lustrous black casket with brilliant silver fixtures. A life-size version of the pop-up of Bill in his captain’s hat stood off to the left. Rock and roll played over the stereo, a song that Pfefferkorn recognized as an old favorite of Bill’s. In college, Bill would play the same record over and over until Pfefferkorn couldn’t stand it any longer and threatened to break the hi-fi. Bill had always been a creature of habit. He’d kept an immaculate desk, bare save a typewriter, a jar of pens, and a neatly stacked manuscript. By contrast, Pfefferkorn’s desks tended to look like a child had been opening presents nearby. A similar distinction held in other parts of their lives. Pfefferkorn wrote irregularly, when the mood took him. Bill wrote the same number of words every day, rain or shine, in sickness and in health. Pfefferkorn had careered through a series of messy love affairs before ending up alone. Bill had been married to the same woman for three decades. Pfefferkorn had no nest egg, no vision for his retirement, no idea of what he ought to do except continue to live. Bill always had a plan.

But what, Pfefferkorn wondered, did those plans amount to in the end? Here, in lustrous black, lay the refutation.

The song concluded. The mourners rose. People were referring to an ivory-colored piece of paper. Picking up a spare, Pfefferkorn saw a map of the cemetery, with arrows indicating walking directions from the chapel to the grave site. On the back was the program for the just-concluded ceremony. Pfefferkorn read that he had been scheduled to speak third.
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Last in, first out, he stood at the base of the chapel steps, waiting for Carlotta so he could apologize for his tardiness. Two by two, the mourners poured out. Sunglasses were unfolded or brought down from foreheads. Handkerchiefs were returned to pockets. Frighteningly thin women clung to much older men. Pfefferkorn, who did not own a television and who rarely went to the movies, knew he ought to recognize some of these people. As a group they were exceedingly well dressed, and he felt his new suit put to shame. A woman encrusted in jewels approached him to ask where the bathroom was, reacting with perplexity when he said he did not know. As she tottered away, Pfefferkorn realized she had taken him for a cemetery employee.

‘Thank God you’ve come.’

Carlotta de Vallée broke free of the man escorting her and gripped Pfefferkorn fiercely, her woolen jacket bunching itchily against his sweaty neck.

‘Arthur,’ she said. She held him back for inspection. ‘Dear Arthur.’

She was just as he remembered, exceptionally striking, if not quite conventionally beautiful, with a high, unlined forehead and a Roman nose. The latter had limited her acting career to a few pilots and the odd commercial. She hadn’t worked since her thirties. Then again, she hadn’t needed to. She was married to one of the world’s most popular novelists. Four-inch heels and the hat added to her already imposing stature: she stood five-foot-ten in bare feet, taller than Pfefferkorn but in proportion to her late husband. Pfefferkorn tried not to ogle the hat. It was an impressive thing, adorned with buttons, bows, and lace, its shape that of an inverted frustum, narrow around the head and widening as it went up, like Nefertiti’s headdress.

She frowned. ‘I’d hoped you would say a few words.’

‘I had no idea,’ Pfefferkorn said.

‘You didn’t get my message? I left it this morning.’

‘I was on the plane.’

‘Yes but I thought you’d get it when you got off the plane.’

‘That’s my answering machine you spoke to.’

‘Arthur, my God. You mean to say you don’t have a cell phone?’

‘No.’

Carlotta appeared genuinely awed. ‘Well. It’s all for the best. The ceremony went on much too long as it was.’

Her escort shifted noisily to signal that he was waiting to be introduced, a gesture Pfefferkorn found imperious given the context.

‘Arthur, this is Lucian Savory, Bill’s agent. Arthur Pfefferkorn, our oldest and dearest friend.’

‘Obliged,’ Savory said. He was extremely old, with an extremely large head. It looked freakish atop his withered body. Thinning black hair was plastered back across his scalp.

‘Arthur is a writer as well.’

‘That so.’

Pfefferkorn waved noncommittally.

‘Mrs. de Vallée,’ a young man with a walkie-talkie said. ‘We’ll be ready shortly.’

‘Yes, of course.’ Carlotta offered Pfefferkorn her arm and they walked to the grave.
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Pfefferkorn stood at Carlotta’s side throughout the interment. He was aware of people staring at him, wondering who he was. To block them out, he cast his mind into the past. He and Bill had been in the same class from the seventh grade on, but it was while working on the high school newspaper that they had become friends, each discovering in the other a counterweight. Soon enough they were inseparable, the big, easygoing Polack and the lean, volatile Jew. Pfefferkorn nicknamed Bill ‘the Cossack.’ Bill called Pfefferkorn by his Hebrew name, Yankel. Pfefferkorn recommended books for Bill to read. Bill endorsed Pfefferkorn’s grandiose dreams. Pfefferkorn edited Bill’s essays. Bill gave Pfefferkorn a lift home whenever they stayed late to finish the layout. Senior year, Pfefferkorn was appointed editor-in-chief. Bill became business manager.

Bill’s parents could have afforded to send him to a private college, but he and Pfefferkorn made a pact to go to the state university together. They ran in the same circles, the artistic ones that Pfeffer korn gravitated toward. Those were tumultuous times, and the campus literary magazine was an epicenter of the counter-culture. Pfefferkorn rose to become editor-in-chief. Bill served as his ad manager.

At a be-in Pfefferkorn met a tall girl with a Roman nose. She was majoring in dance. She had read some of his stories and was impressed with his vocabulary. He lied and said that he was interested in dance. He fell in love with her instantly but had the good sense to keep his feelings to himself, a choice that revealed itself as farsighted when he introduced her to Bill and she proceeded to fall in love with him instead.

After graduation, the three of them got a basement apartment together. To make ends meet, Pfefferkorn worked at the post office. At night he and Bill played gin rummy or Scrabble while Carlotta cooked up crêpes or a stir-fry. They would listen to records and perhaps smoke a little dope. Then Pfefferkorn would sit at his desk, typing as loudly as he could to drown out the noise of Bill and Carlotta’s lovemaking.

He remembered the first time Bill revealed any literary aspirations of his own. Prior to then, Pfefferkorn had thought he understood the roles each of them played in their friendship, and it was with some unease that he sat down to read the story Bill had written ‘for the heck of it.’ Pfefferkorn was worried it would be either superb and cause for envy or rubbish and cause for an argument. In fact, it fell somewhere in between, and Pfefferkorn felt relief at being able to express honest enthusiasm for the story’s strengths while yet retaining his position of dominance. He even offered to mark up the text, a suggestion Bill pounced on. Pfefferkorn interpreted his enthusiasm as an admission that Bill still held Pfefferkorn to be the superior writer and would gladly accept any pearls of wisdom Pfefferkorn cared to drop.

How naïve they had been. Pfefferkorn nearly laughed out loud. The sound of dirt being shoveled atop the grave helped him maintain his composure.

It took Carlotta more than an hour to shake the hands and kiss the cheeks of everyone who had come to pay respects. At her request, Pfefferkorn lingered nearby.

‘Hell of a guy,’ Lucian Savory said.

Pfefferkorn agreed.

‘Hell of a writer. I knew from the first line of that first book that this fellow was something special. “Savory,” said I, “Savory, behold something rare here. Behold talent.”’ Savory nodded in confirmation of his own judgment. Then he glanced sidelong at Pfefferkorn. ‘You probably can’t guess how old I am.’

‘Well—’

‘Ninety-eight,’ Savory said.

‘Wow,’ Pfefferkorn said.

‘Ninety-nine in November.’

‘You don’t look it.’

‘Of course I fucking don’t. That’s not the point. The point, dingle -balls, is I’ve been around the block. Updike, Mailer, Fitzgerald, Eliot, Pound, Joyce, Twain, Joseph Smith, Zola, Fenimore Cooper. I knew ’em all. I fucked all three of them Brontës. And let me tell you, I never met a writer like Bill. And I never will again, even if I live to be a hundred.’

‘I think that’s likely,’ Pfefferkorn said.

‘What is.’

‘That you’ll live to be a hundred.’

Savory stared at him. ‘You’re a smart-ass.’

‘I just meant—’

‘I know what you meant,’ Savory said. ‘Fucking smart-ass.’

‘I’m sorry,’ Pfefferkorn said.

‘Pfft. Any rate, I’m telling you: Bill’s name belongs up there with the greats. We could chisel it into Mount Rushmore. Maybe I’ll do just that.’ 

‘Mark Twain?’ Pfefferkorn asked.

‘Nicest guy you’ll ever meet,’ Savory said. ‘Not like that Nathaniel Hawthorne, he was a cunt. You’re a writer?’

‘Of sorts,’ Pfefferkorn said.

‘Publish anything?’

‘A little.’

‘How little.’

‘One novel,’ Pfefferkorn said. ‘In the eighties.’

‘Name?’

‘Shade of the Colossus,’ Pfefferkorn said.

‘Shitty title,’ Savory said.

Pfefferkorn bowed his head.

‘Not a selling title,’ Savory said.

‘Well, it didn’t sell.’

‘There you go.’ Savory rolled his tongue around in his mouth. ‘You should have called it Blood Night.’

‘What?’

‘Or Blood Eyes. Now those are selling titles. See? I haven’t even read it and I came up with two better titles in thirty seconds.’

‘They don’t really relate to the book.’

Savory looked at him. ‘You don’t understand this business, do you.’
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‘Never mind him,’ Carlotta said. ‘Lucian likes to make himself feel more important than he is. Bill keeps him on out of habit, or maybe compassion. God knows he doesn’t need an agent anymore.’ She paused. ‘Listen to me. That’s what people do, isn’t it, use the present tense.’

Pfefferkorn squeezed her hand.

‘Thank you for coming, Arthur.’

‘Of course.’

‘You’ve no idea how meaningful it is. These people … ’ She gestured to the vanished crowd. ‘They’re nice in a way but they’re not our friends. Or, they are in one sense, but you have to understand: this is Los Angeles.’

Pfefferkorn nodded.

‘I know what they’re saying about me,’ she said. ‘They think I’m not sad enough.’

‘Oh, please.’

‘What they don’t understand is that I’ve been mourning him for months. You can’t sustain a fever pitch that long. It’s unnatural. I’ve known more than a few widows like that, going around all day beating their breasts. There’s something terribly stagy about it. And wouldn’t you know, they always seem to recover as soon as the inheritance check clears.’

Pfefferkorn smiled.

‘Let them think what they want,’ she said. ‘This, here – it’s just a formality. It’s for everyone else. The real horror is all mine, and it only starts when I’m alone.’

Arm in arm, they crossed the burial grounds, parting eddying clouds of midges. The abundant lawns gave off a humidity that drove Pfefferkorn to loosen his tie.

‘I expected them to hassle me about burying an empty casket,’ she said. ‘But they were darling. They’re exceptionally good at dealing with people in a time of grief.’

‘I bet.’

‘It’s not out of charity,’ Carlotta said. ‘It’s shameful what they charge. The flowers alone, you can’t imagine. And don’t get me started on the search company. But I didn’t bat an eye. I said find him, whatever it costs. Although in hindsight I have to wonder if they dragged things out on purpose, to soak me.’

‘I hope they’d have more scruples than that.’

‘You never know,’ Carlotta said. ‘Money is money.’

They stood under the umbrella while the valets ran to fetch their cars.

‘That’s yours,’ Carlotta said.

Pfefferkorn looked at his tiny, bright blue rental car. ‘Point A to point B,’ he said.

Carlotta’s car arrived, an oyster-colored Bentley with the gleam of the showroom floor. The perspiring valet got out to hold the door for her.

‘It was good to see you,’ Pfefferkorn said. ‘Circum stances notwithstanding.’

‘Yes,’ she said. She leaned in to kiss him goodbye but pulled back. ‘Arthur. Do you really have to go so soon? You can’t stay a little? I hate to see you off this way. Come by the house and have a drink first.’ She clasped her hands to her face. ‘My God. You’ve never been.’

‘Sure I have. I came for his fiftieth, remember?’

‘Yes but that was forever ago. We’ve moved since then.’

Behind the invitation he sensed an accusation. He knew very well how long it had been. But whose fault was that? Then he remembered where he was and why he was there and he felt ashamed for clinging to grudges. Still, he hesitated, afraid to stir up more of his own ill will. He consulted his watch – unnecessarily, as he had already checked out of his motel, his flight didn’t leave for seven hours, and he had no pressing obligations other than to return the rental car. He told Carlotta he’d follow her, adding that she’d better not drive too fast.
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The de Vallées’ new home forced Pfefferkorn to revise his template for what a Beverly Hills mansion ought to be – a template established by their previous home. Set north of the boulevard, behind impenetrable hedges, through two sets of forbidding iron gates, at the end of a tortuous driveway snaking through jungly grounds, the house appeared as if from nowhere, following a final, sharp turn. Pfefferkorn marveled at the forethought and skill required to conceal a structure of such immensity until the very last moment. The house was in the Spanish Colonial style, a style whose humble materials and lack of pretense had, until that moment, led Pfefferkorn to think of it as intrinsically more heimish than, say, a supermodern cage of steel and glass, or the looming, pillared façades of neoclassicism. Now he reconsidered. The de Vallée house was born of earth and clay, but it soared, swelled, and bulged. Turrets and balconies abounded. It looked like the place to make a valiant last stand against an invading army. Reinforcing the feeling of besiegement were a host of security cameras, their lenses winking through the foliage. Pfefferkorn wondered if Bill had had a run-in with an obsessed fan. Or perhaps this was simply an example of thickening wealth demanding correspondingly thicker insulation.

Carlotta put the Bentley in the care of the butler and told Pfefferkorn to leave his keys.

‘Jameson will handle it for you. Won’t you, Jameson?’

‘Madame.’

‘Careful you don’t scratch it,’ she said. ‘It’s a rental.’

Pfefferkorn followed her through a mammoth carved wooden door, crossing the foyer and coming to an interior courtyard fragrant with citrus. A mosaicked fountain burbled. Cut flowers stood erect in vases. A chess set awaited players. Chairs awaited buttocks. Portraits smiled, landscapes sprawled, statuary thrust. Every object, living or inanimate, functional or decorative, appeared to Pfefferkorn peerless, including the compact white dog that sprung from its languor to greet them.

‘Say hello, Botkin,’ Carlotta said.

Pfefferkorn stooped to scratch the dog’s head. Its velvety coat and pleasant scent spoke of frequent grooming. Around its neck it wore a first-place ribbon. It rolled onto its back and Pfefferkorn rubbed its belly. It yipped happily.

Sensing that this was expected of him, Pfefferkorn asked for a tour. Room by room they went, the dog trotting along at Carlotta’s heels. In the basement they visited the indoor swimming pool where Bill did his daily hundred laps. In the theater Carlotta handed Pfefferkorn a remote control as heavy as a dictionary and showed him how to raise and lower the curtain. There was a ballroom where Carlotta danced four nights a week with a professional partner and a music room filled with all manner of instruments, though Pfefferkorn knew for a fact that neither de Vallée could carry a tune. Atop the harpsichord sat a photograph of Botkin, perched on a rostrum, accepting his ribbon.

The tour concluded on the third floor, in what Carlotta called the conservatory. A silver tea service had been laid out and crust-less sandwiches prepared.

‘You must be starving,’ Carlotta said.

‘I could eat,’ Pfefferkorn said.

They sat.

‘What is this?’ he said. ‘Is this chicken salad?’

‘Foie.’

‘Well,’ Pfefferkorn said, swallowing, ‘whatever it is, it’s delicious.’ He picked up a second sandwich. ‘I couldn’t eat like this every day. I’d weigh four hundred pounds.’

‘You learn moderation,’ Carlotta said.

Pfefferkorn smiled. So far he had seen very little of Bill’s home life that could be described as moderate. ‘How the hell do you keep it clean? You must have a cast of thousands.’

‘Honestly, it’s not that bad. Aside from Esperanza, there’s just the butler, and I’m thinking of letting him go, now that Bill’s gone.’

‘Come on. One person for this whole place?’

‘She’s very efficient. Bear in mind that I rarely step foot into most of the rooms. You haven’t even seen the guest wing.’

‘Forget it. My knees hurt.’ He reached for a third sandwich. ‘I feel like a swine.’

‘Please.’

‘They’re small,’ he said. ‘And I haven’t eaten since breakfast.’

‘You don’t have to make excuses,’ she said, nibbling the corner of a scone. ‘These are good, aren’t they.’ She fed the rest to the dog. ‘Don’t let me take any more.’

She stood, stretched, and walked to the window. Her backlit form was lithe, and with sudden, agonizing clarity, Pfefferkorn remembered how much he had loved her. The seams of youth, those lines where disparate traits meet and fuse, had been gently effaced by time, and now he looked at her and saw womanhood in its most complete form. He saw what he had sought in his early lovers, in his ex-wife. All had come up short. How could they not? He was comparing them to her. He watched her for a moment, then set down his food and went to join her.

The window overlooked a stone terrace, which in turn overlooked the grounds, which were in keeping with the rest of the house: at once intricate and overwhelming. Other wings jutted obliquely, massive clay walls and burnt-orange roofs.

‘All this,’ she said.

‘It’s a beautiful home,’ he said.

‘It’s grotesque.’

‘Maybe a tad.’

She smiled.

‘I’m sorry I wasn’t able to speak,’ he said.

‘It’s all right.’

‘I feel bad.’

‘Don’t. I’m just glad you’re here. It’s been so long, Arthur. I feel as though I have to get to know you all over again. Tell me about your life.’

‘It’s the same. I’m the same.’

‘How’s your daughter?’

‘Engaged.’

‘Arthur. That’s wonderful. Who’s the lucky fellow?’

‘His name is Paul,’ Pfefferkorn said. ‘He’s an accountant.’

‘And? What’s he like?’

‘What do you think he’s like? He’s like an accountant.’

‘Well, I think it’s wonderful.’

‘It will be come April fifteenth.’

‘You are happy for her, aren’t you?’

‘Sure I am,’ he said. ‘I hope it works out.’

Carlotta looked alarmed. ‘Do you have reason to suspect it won’t?’

‘Not really.’

‘Then what’s the problem?’

‘There isn’t any.’ He paused. ‘I think I always pictured her with – I know how it’ll sound, but – someone more like me.’

‘And he’s the opposite of you.’

‘More or less.’ He tapped his lips. ‘It feels like a rejection of everything I stand for.’

‘And what do you stand for.’

‘Poverty, I suppose. Failure.’

‘Tch.’

‘I’m jealous,’ he said.

‘Think of it this way. She thinks you’re so fantastic a man that she could never hope to find someone as fantastic unless she chose someone utterly unlike you.’

‘That’s an interesting interpretation.’

‘I try,’ Carlotta said. ‘When’s the wedding?’

‘They don’t know.’

‘That’s the way it’s done these days, isn’t it. Get engaged and wait until having children becomes medically impossible. It was different in our day. People couldn’t wait to get married.’

‘They couldn’t wait to screw.’

‘Please. You make it sound like we grew up in the fifteenth century.’

‘Didn’t we?’

‘Oh, Arthur, you really are such a grump.’ She pointed below to a narrow path, barely visible, that led into an area of unchecked greenery. ‘That’s the way to Bill’s office.’

He nodded.

‘Would you like to see it?’ she asked. ‘If you’d like to show it to me.’

‘I would,’ she said. ‘And I think he would have wanted you to see it, too.’
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They moved through the underbrush, ducking ferns and low-hanging vines, the dog bounding ahead in pursuit of a dragonfly. The light turned murky. Pfefferkorn felt as though he was heading into the heart of darkness. Rounding a mossy outcropping, they came to a glade flecked with dandelions and Queen Anne’s lace. Botkin sat by the door to a boxy wooden building, his tail swishing.

‘Voilà,’ Carlotta said.

Pfefferkorn regarded the building. ‘Looks like a barn,’ he said.

‘It was.’

‘There you go.’

‘The previous owner was something of a gentleman farmer. He bred champion goats.’

Pfefferkorn snorted.

‘Don’t laugh,’ she said. ‘The good ones go for upwards of fifty thousand dollars.’

‘For a goat?’

‘You don’t live around here if you’re poor. You know the part on a ballpoint pen cap that sticks out? So you can clip it onto something? He invented that.’

‘My future son-in-law will be impressed.’

‘Bill loved it out here,’ Carlotta said. ‘He called it his refuge. From what, I wanted to know. He never did say.’

‘I’m sure he didn’t mean it literally,’ Pfefferkorn said. ‘You know how he could be.’
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