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INTRO

 


I’m at Howard Rumsey’s Lighthouse in Hermosa
Beach, California. It’s minutes before the first set. The club is
full. People are ordering drinks, lighting cigarettes. There’s a
palatable tension in the air, an anticipation of the music about to
be played. The jazz we’re going to play.

On stage, the drummer makes
the final adjustments to his cymbals. The bassist plucks a string,
listens, reaches over and strikes an A on the huge grand piano.
Satisfied, he glances toward me and nods. I’m standing off stage
with Rumsey, a bassist himself and operator of one of the most
established jazz clubs in America.

“Let’s do it,” he says. He strides
on stage to the microphone. I follow him up the steps and sit down
at the piano, flex my bands, and stare for a moment at the
keyboard. While Rumsey makes the introduction, I glance out over
the crowd.

The hum of conversation ceases.
Through the opening between the lid and the piano, I catch the
drummer’s eyes. He smiles briefly. There is light applause as
Rumsey finishes introducing us. I’m already snapping my fingers for
the beat of the opening number.

I count us in. It’s an up-tempo blues. Now
my concentration is totally on this arrangement of black and white
keys before me. We play the first notes of the intro and
roar through the head, an old bebop line penned by Bud
Powell. There is a sharp break, two measures of
silence from bass and drums, while I lead into my
solo.

My right hand has a mind of its
own, spinning off phrase after phrase as I fly over the keyboard
through several choruses. Everything comes together. The bass walks
solidly, the cymbals sizzle, we play almost as one. During the bass
solo, I’m only vaguely aware of the crowd noise as I listen and
feel the bassist chords.

The drummer has his say in a flurry
of four-bar exchanges with me, and then we’re going home, caught up
in the out chorus, a restatement of the theme, and a final
chord.

As the applause rings out, I look
at my right hand, surprised at its life, its ease, its effortless
facility as the conduit from my heart, my brain to the
keyboard.

Then I wake up. It’s dark. I’m
alone. There is no applause, no club. Only me.

The Lighthouse, I remind myself, no
longer features jazz. I no longer play piano.

 


 



CHAPTER ONE

 


“You don’t choose music,” I say as I watch the
doctor’s fingers probe the tendons of my right wrist “Music chooses
you.”

“Where did you get that?” Dr. Martin asks. He
presses harder and looks up when I wince. “Still a little
tender?”

I nod and expel the breath I’ve been holding.
The pain is sharp but comforting, a good sign. An enduring reminder
that my hand is still there, somewhat alive, even if for the piano
it’s dead.

“One of my first piano teachers,” I say,
surprised that I recall the words. Axioms die hard but I remember
his voice, especially whenever I balked at practicing or voiced
doubts about the course I always imagined I’d set for
myself.

Dr. Martin straightens up and reaches for my
chart, makes a notation. He’s a slightly built man, shorter than I
am, with thick curly hair and an open, friendly face. His only
concession to medical attire is the white coat open to the waist.
The rest is golf shirt, jeans, and running shoes. I’ve seen him a
couple of times driving a red BMW, and I know he keeps in shape
playing racquetball. I like him, but there’s more to it than that.
For the moment, I look upon him as my savior.

A friend of mine, a violinist with the L.A.
Philharmonic, has recommended him. Dr. Martin is one of two doctors
in Los Angeles involved with performing-arts medicine.

“You think your teacher was right?” He hangs
the clipboard on the back of the examining room door and stands for
a moment watching me.

“I don’t know, I guess you could say the same
for a lot of things.” I roll down the sleeve of my shirt and button
the cuff. I try to smile but it doesn’t quite come off. Dr. Martin
and I have been over this ground before.

“Look, Evan, you can’t expect miracles, not
after what you’ve been through. Even if you never play again,
you’re young, there are a lot of things you can do, even in
music.”

“Name twenty.”

Dr. Martin shrugs. “See you next week. Don’t
forget your session with the therapist.”

I pull on my jacket and sit alone for a few
minutes in the examining room. Instinctively, I reach for the
rubber ball in my coat pocket. I weigh it in the palm of my hand
for a moment, then watch the fingers of my right hand, as if
they’re detached from my body, close around the ball and squeeze
until I feel the familiar sharp pain shoot up my arm. I try to hold
on for a slow count of thirty, but get only to thirteen before I
relax my grip and slump back in the chair.

My teacher had been right. Music had chosen me
and, once heard, the calling had been like a religious vocation.
Everything else had become secondary. I’d first heard it at eight,
and now, at thirty-four, I was only just beginning to come to terms
with the reality that for me, playing the piano might be something
I used to do.

No more tours, no more record dates,
rehearsals, no more jam sessions in smoky basement clubs. No more
music. All thanks to a battered pickup truck looming out of the fog
on the Pacific Coast Highway. Metal crunching metal, and shattered
glass severing the major tendons on my right hand.

A jazz pianist’s solo hand.

It had happened too fast for me to have any
memory of the impact. I vaguely remember brief glimpses. A
concerned face hovering over me, lights, voices, the sound of a
siren, the smell of gasoline, and then only black
numbness.

The surgery had been successful; the tendons
had been repaired, but there was more to the story. Guarded
optimism was Dr. Martin’s prognosis, but I know better. It’s been
six months now.

I still have trouble with twist-off bottle
caps, despite the physical therapy sessions with Dr. Martin and the
weekly counseling group, which is perhaps more important than
physical therapy. I’m beginning to have my doubts about
performing-arts medicine. My piano stands silent in my, apartment
slowly gathering dust, but I refuse to give up. I try to be
optimistic, whatever I say to Dr. Martin. I cling to hope and my
rubber ball, as if I were drowning and the ball were a
lifeline.

It’s only a child’s toy, the kind found in any
discount store, but it’s become my talisman, taking its place among
the other familiar items I cart around. Wallet, keys, comb,
cigarettes—red rubber ball.

“Mr. Horne?” The nurse sticks her head in the
room. “The doctor needs this room, I’m afraid. Was there something
else?” She smiles in a way that tells me she hopes there
isn’t.

I give her a mock salute and head for the
elevator to go down to the parking garage, wondering how I will
kill the rest of the day. I still have an article to finish. I’m
past the deadline, but I’m finding it difficult to write about how
good Chick Corea sounded at his last concert. Dr. Martin was right,
I have to concede. I am doing something in music, but it isn’t
playing piano.

I step out of the elevator and stop suddenly.
I drive a chocolate-brown Mazda sports car. That’s still new to me,
but it’s the white Rolls Corniche next to mine that catches my eye,
especially the license plate that reads SOUL I.

A girl sits behind the wheel, leafing through
a magazine. She turns as I approach. “Hello, Evan.”

It takes me a moment to react to her voice.
That too is familiar pain. “Sharon?”

The night of the accident, I’d driven away
from the house in a rage after a final argument that had ended our
three years of marriage. Except for a brief get-well note and the
separation papers, I haven’t heard from Sharon since. Her silence
was, I hoped, at least partially accounted for by guilt. But
despite the weak smile, Sharon doesn’t look guilty. She looks
frightened.

I watch her get out of the car and feel old
stirrings. She’s wearing an expensive warm-up suit, one no one
would ever sweat in, and running shoes with a stripe on the side.
Her dark brown hair spills over her face. Her eyes are hidden
behind large round sun. When she takes them off, I can see she’s
been crying.

“How did you know I was here?”

“You’re like clockwork. Mondays at two,” She
lowers her eyes. “I told Dr. Martin I—I’m sorry I didn’t call
before.”

“So am I,” I say. “What do you
want?”

“Is there someplace we can talk?”

“Now?”

“It’s important, Evan. I wouldn’t ask
otherwise.”

I sigh and try to focus on something other
than her face. Sharon is not beautiful but she has a certain
quality, a look that always got to me.

“No, I guess you wouldn’t.” There’s a certain
pleading in her voice I’ve never heard before. Maybe things aren’t
going so well with Lonnie Cole after all.

It’s too early for a drink. A brightly lit
restaurant seems like the safest bet. “There’s a coffee shop up the
street.”

Sharon locks the Rolls and follows me into the
elevator. We ride back up to the street in silence while I take in
her perfume. Also something very expensive, I imagine.

Fall has arrived in Los Angeles. Two days of
rain have caused floods in the canyons and cleared the air. Today,
at least, I can see the Santa Monica Mountains, usually hidden
behind a yellow haze.

Sharon and I walk along silently, feeling the
distance between us. The coffee shop is one of those typical
Southern California places: splashes of bright colors, plastic
tables, and waitresses in bright orange uniforms. Ours has a name
tag that says she is Marion from Des Moines.

We settle in a booth and order coffee. I light
a cigarette and study Sharon. She’s playing with the strap on her
shoulder bag. I can’t make out if it’s me or what she’s come for
that’s making her so nervous.

“Why did you call Dr. Martin?” I
ask.

“I don’t know. I wanted to see how you were
doing, I guess.” She pauses and looks out the window. “No, that’s
not entirely true. I know I should have called before.
I—”

“What did he tell you?” Deep down, I believe
Dr. Martin is keeping the truth from me and simply trying to figure
out a way to let me down easily. It’s a possibility I don’t want to
admit even to myself.

“He said all things considered, you’re doing
very well.”

I smile. “That sounds like Martin.” Marion
returns with our coffee. I add a packet of sugar and some nondairy
creamer to mine. I look up at Sharon and try a smile. “See, I can
stir my own coffee.”

Sharon reaches across the table to touch my
hand, but I pull it away. Outside, I can see a man struggling to
get a newspaper out of a vending machine. He gives up in disgust
and slams the back of his hand against the Plexiglas. I almost envy
him.

I glance at Sharon again. “Look, I can see
you’re doing well, so let’s skip the rest of the how-have-you-been
routine. What is it you want?”

“Evan, you’re not making this easy for
me.”

“Why should I?” I guess it comes out stronger
than I intend. I start to say more, but Sharon seems about to cry.
“Okay, okay,” I say. “It’s all history now. So what problems are
the rich and famous facing these days?”

I wait, but she doesn’t seem to know how to
begin. Finally she blurts it out. “It’s Lonnie. He’s in trouble.
You heard about the new album, I guess. Lonnie and Charlie
Crisp?”

I nod without enthusiasm. That news has
penetrated even my depressed isolation. It had been on all the
important TV programs like Entertainment Tonight. The trade
papers were calling it the greatest collaboration since Willie
Nelson and Marvin Gaye had toured together.

Lonnie Cole, the King of Soul, had teamed up
with Mr. Country and Western, Charlie Crisp. The idea, of course,
was to rake in profits from both markets; naturally, the record
company geniuses were calling this album The Soul of
Country. It would probably go platinum in a month.

My lack of enthusiasm isn’t entirely due to my
taste in music—despite having paid some dues with a couple of
grinnin’ and pickin’ bands along the way, I never liked country
music—no, the real reason is that Lonnie Cole is my former boss,
and Sharon now lives at his house.

During my tenure with Lonnie, Sharon had
developed an amazing rapport with his five-year-old daughter Kesha.
Lonnie was divorced, so when I was on the road Sharon often stayed
at Lonnie’s to take care of Kesha. When Sharon and I split up she
moved in, ostensibly to become a full-time nanny. That’s what I
wanted to believe; I thought I’d given up wondering if anything
more was going on. Now, seeing Sharon again, I realize I’m not
sure, about her or wanting to move on.

“Well,” Sharon continues, “the session was in
Nashville, at Charlie’s place. He has his own studio
there.”

“Good for him. When does Lonnie get his?”
Sharon and I both know that were it not for the accident and
various creative differences I had with Lonnie, I might have been
on that album.

She ignores my sarcasm. Had she done so a
little more often maybe we’d still be married. One of the major
flaws of my character, she’d always said.

“After the recording session, everyone flew
back to Las Vegas. Charlie’s playing there, at the Frontier. He
threw a big party to celebrate. It went on for nearly three days
and got pretty, well, you know how they go.”

“I’ll bet.” I imagine how it went. The L.A.
soul brothers meet the Nashville good ole boys in an orgy of wine,
women, and grits. I’ve been to my share of record company bashes,
but I found it difficult to imagine Sharon enjoying such a party.
That was one point we’d always agreed on. I look at her and wait
for the punch line.

“Here,” she says suddenly. She pulls a large
manila envelope out of her bag and slides it across the table. I
pick it up and give her a quizzical look, but she just shrugs and
turns toward the window.

I open the envelope. Inside are two
eight-by-ten, black-and-white glossy photos. These are not standard
publicity pix. The overall quality is good, the faces easily
distinguishable. So are the bodies. Sharon is right. Lonnie Cole is
in trouble—big trouble.

Sprawled on a king-size bed, arms draped over
each other, in what appears to be a fond embrace, are Mr. Macho
Man, Lonnie Cole, and America’s favorite good ole boy, Charlie
Crisp. Charlie doesn’t quite look like Jim Palmer in jockey shorts;
Lonnie wears dark socks and a white T-shirt.

I glance up at Sharon and find her studying
intently. I look at the photos again and whistle softly. “Well, you
did say it got wild. Where were you when this was going
on?”

“It’s not what it looks like,” Sharon puts in
quickly. “You know how those parties go. They were both drunk. I
was already asleep. Lonnie says he doesn’t even
remember.”

I nod. Charlie Crisp I know only by
reputation, but Lonnie’s not at all that way inclined. In the two
years I’d conducted and played piano for him, I’d seen him go
through a lot of women. And, rather painfully, I remind myself, I’m
sitting across from someone who might be able to attest to his
sexual preferences.

“Who took the pictures?”

Sharon looks away again. “I—we don’t know.
They came in the mail yesterday.”

I look at them again and begin to understand.
“And?”

Sharon swallows and looks out the window.
“There was a note. Whoever sent them wants five hundred thousand
dollars from each, or copies go to—”

I finish the thought mentally. Enquiring minds
want to know. I whistle again, this time not so softly. Half a
million dollars is a lot of first endings, even for recording
successes like Lonnie Cole and Charlie Crisp. Both have carefully
cultivated images.

Crisp goes for the rugged western look, a
tougher version of Waylon Jennings or Johnny Cash, if that’s
possible. Lonnie is the slick, urban black dude about town. A
former athlete, he’s been on the cover of Ebony twice and
always surrounds himself with beautiful ladies. He’s already doing
commercials for he-man beers.

Photos of these two prime examples of American
masculinity, embracing on a king-size bed, will do nothing for
their record sales, but they are definitely front-page material for
the supermarket tabloids. Whoever is calling the shots really has
his timing down.

The American Music Awards are just over a week
away.

I put the photos back in the envelope. “So
where do I come in?” I have a queasy feeling in the pit of my
stomach that I don’t want to know.

Sharon looks at me squarely for the first
time. “Lonnie wants your help. He wants you to—look into
it.”

I stare at her blankly for a moment. “You want
to run that by me again? Look into it?”

“Believe it or not,” Sharon says, “Lonnie
trusts you. He said you’d know what to do, how to handle
this.”

I light another cigarette. “Oh, c’mon, Sharon.
You can’t be serious. Lonnie can’t be serious. I wouldn’t know
where to begin on something like this.”

“You tracked down that lawyer, the insurance
claim on your accident.”

“That was different. That was just research,
public records. Anyone can do that Sharon, this is blackmail.
Extortion. Tell Lonnie to go to the police, hire a private
detective.”

“He can’t. The note said no police, and Lonnie
doesn’t want anyone else involved. He wants you.”

“You mean to investigate, as in detective?” I
have to laugh at that. Evan Horne, erstwhile jazz pianist and
private eye to the stars. Sharon isn’t smiling.

“Lonnie trusts you in spite of what’s happened
between you.” We both let a gulf of silence pass on that one.
“Lonnie says you’re the only honest musician who’s ever worked for
him.”

“Even if I’m white?”

“Even if you’re white.” I almost smile and
shake my head. It’s an old joke between Lonnie and me, but given
some of his bad experiences, his ex-wife’s hiring practices,
there’s probably some truth to it.

I try to imagine that conversation. My ex-wife
and ex-employer arguing over the ethics of ex-husband and
ex-employee. That I would have liked to hear.

Still, it was true. Diplomacy was never my
strong suit. I was sometimes too honest for my own good. It had
cost me more than one gig, but I never went in for the
stroking-the-star routine, and Lonnie Cole was no exception. If he
sounded bad, I told him so, maybe once too often. Our parting had
been less than amicable, but I always suspected part of Lonnie’s
anger was in knowing that I was right. He was getting rich now, but
he wasn’t a jazz singer anymore.

“Lonnie thought if I asked you
myself—”

I study Sharon for a moment. She won’t meet my
eyes. There’s something else she’s not telling me, and at best it
was a feeble invitation, the first I’d had in a long
time.

I’d spent the last few months in a dense fog
of depression, trying to figure out what I was going to do with the
rest of my life if I couldn’t play piano. I was doing enough
writing to almost call myself a freelancer. I was reading a lot of
books I always promised myself I’d get to, and when I could stand
it, I went to hear some music. Not a busy schedule, but I felt no
inclination to help either Sharon or Lonnie Cole.

I didn’t know what the arrangement was between
her and Lonnie. I told myself I didn’t care, but that wasn’t
entirely true either. Maybe it would do me good to watch Lonnie
take some heat, maybe it wouldn’t hurt to listen, but I just wasn’t
in the mood.

I stand up and put some money on the table.
“Tell Lonnie he was wrong, Sharon. I can’t, I don’t want to do
this.” She nods and puts the envelope back in her bag.

I leave her in the coffee shop and walk back
to my car, still with the uneasy feeling that she hasn’t told me
everything. I don’t know how much she’s left out until later, and
by then it’s too late to do anything about it.

 


 



CHAPTER TWO

 


I get home about four and manage to find a
parking place within a block of the apartment I sublease from a
friend. I live in an older part of Venice, one of the last pockets
of resistance to the creeping tide of condos that have washed
through the area in the wake of the yuppie invasion of nearby
Marina del Rey.

My piano, records and tapes, some books, and
other odds and ends all fit very well in the small apartment. But
its best feature is that it’s only half a block from the beach and
Venice Boardwalk.

When I check my mailbox there are a few bills,
a letter from Ed McMahon, and a postcard from a friend who’s on the
road in Japan with Stan Getz. The best news, though, is the
Occupado sign on Cindy’s door, which means she’s in from a
flight. When Cindy wakes up, I’m in for some company.

Cindy Fuller is a stewardess—flight attendant,
I guess we call them now, but she still prefers stewardess. That’s
only one of the reasons I like her. When we went to high school
together, she was a cheerleader. Bubbly, high-spirited; and in the
ensuing years, nothing has changed her.

We’d rediscovered each other on a New York
flight, found out we lived in the same building, and sort of picked
up where we’d left off—good friends, maybe more than that if the
timing had been right.

It was one of those missed romances. Now Cindy
is just the right tonic for me. Her best quality, as far as I’m
concerned, is her insistence that Sharon made a serious mistake in
leaving me.

No messages on the answering machine, so I
grind some beans for fresh coffee, put it on to brew, and plug in
my typewriter. With my hand out of commission, I’ve treated myself
to one of those electronic models. It produces beautiful copy and
requires virtually no pressure or control. Even with my limited
skills, typing is a breeze.

I’ve been writing off and on since high school
and Tim Shaw, the editor of Blue Note magazine, thought
having a working musician—or in my case, a former working
musician—write for his magazine would be insightful. In principle,
I couldn’t have agreed more. Blue Note is the last of the
real jazz magazines. Even Downbeat, once the jazz bible, now
features more rock than jazz on its pages.

With coffee and one of the lowest-tar menthol
cigarettes I can find, I start on Chick Corea.

I’d always liked his playing, at least until
he made the crossover trip and went electronic. Not my bag
musically, so in the end I decide to be honest and lament the
passing of a fine pianist into the void of fusion. I know it won’t
hurt Chick’s audience because none of his fans will read Blue
Note. But at least I get my licks in on the current state of
jaw.

Once I decide on the slant, I finish quickly
and package up the article for mailing to Tim. I have a second cup
of coffee with the news on the tube, half expecting some mention of
Lonnie and Charlie Crisp’s troubles. But there’s nothing. Only
Reagan promising more tax relief for farmers and a reminder that
fall and Monday Night Football are underway.

Thinking about Lonnie Cole, I wonder why I’m
even interested. Lonnie’s reputation doesn’t concern me. We parted
just this side of bitterness and now, with Sharon’s defection to
his camp, I have even less reason to get involved. I certainly
don’t see myself as a detective.

Despite what Sharon says, my efforts with the
insurance company could hardly be called an investigation. I had
money coming and the time to track it down. And why is Lonnie so
anxious to have me on the scene? Obviously his brain trust can’t go
to the police. One slip to the press about the photos and Lonnie
Cole becomes a major news story. His best bet would be an expensive
private detective.

I don’t know about Charlie Crisp, but, rich or
not, Lonnie doesn’t let money go easily. On the road, it was always
a challenge to beat him on a breakfast check, and five hundred
grand is a big tab. The scars of poverty from Watts and the Central
Avenue dubs are too deep, too lasting for Lonnie to ever forget
where he comes from.

Those thoughts are still on my mind when the
doorbell rings. Cindy at last, I think, but when I open the door,
instead of a former cheerleader I find a huge black man filling the
doorway.

“Evan, how you doin’, man?”

“You got it, T.J.,” I say, trying not to wince
when he slaps my right palm.

“Sorry, man, I forgot.”

In his playing days in the NFL, T.J. meant
“Terrible Jeopardy,” a state opposing quarterbacks felt with him in
their backfields. When he blew out his knee and ended an
eleven-year career, quarterbacks around the league celebrated and
Lonnie Cole acquired one imposing bodyguard. Thomas Jefferson
Buchanan and Lonnie Cole went back a lot of years—all the way to
the playgrounds in Watts.

T.J. comes in and sits down on the couch. “How
is his wonderfulness?” I ask. I wonder how much T.J. knows and how
he knows where I live.

“Bad, man, bad.” T.J.’s eyes cloud over.
“That’s why I’m here. Lonnie wants to see you.”

I shake my head. “No, T.J., I saw Sharon this
afternoon. I already told her I’m not interested. I’m not a
detective.”

He stands up and walks over to the window. He
turns around toward me and just kind of stands in the middle of the
room looking uncomfortable, embarrassed.

“I got no choice, man,” he says, shrugging his
huge shoulders. “I got to bring you back. Lonnie, he said don’t
come back without Evan.” T.J. obviously isn’t kidding.

I know he’s just following orders, caught
between me and Lonnie. Anyway, who am I to argue with a
six-foot-five, two hundred sixty-five-pound former defensive end?
Maybe it’s better if I tell Lonnie myself I’m not
interested.

I shrug. “Okay, okay, I get the picture. Okay
if follow you in my car?” T.J. hesitates for only a moment before
nodding in agreement.

We inch our way out of the Marina. The traffic
is bumper-to-bumper back up to the San Diego Freeway. It too is
jammed with rush-hour traffic, so T.J. opts for the old Sepulveda
road to the San Fernando Valley. That’s okay with me. It gives me a
chance to stretch out with the Mazda.

Strangely enough, my accident hasn’t dulled my
passion for driving. If anything, my love of good wheels has
increased since that foggy night on the Pacific Coast Highway. I’d
used some of the insurance money to buy the Mazda.

I keep one eye on T.J. in SOUL I ahead of me
and the other on the rearview mirror for stray CHIPS as we speed
through the Sepulveda curves. The lights of the valley glow and
flutter below. I have a jazz FM station for company, listening to
Stan Getz glide through the changes of “Stella By Starlight” as we
make the turn onto Mulholland Drive.

Lonnie lives on a hill overlooking Encino, a
location that largely contributed to his nickname, Fool on the
Hill. The name refers more to Lonnie’s often poor judgment of
people than the song, but it’s stuck.

We drive down the cul-de-sac where Lonnie’s
home squats like the turret of a castle. He bought the place
several years ago, mainly because living here makes him neighbor to
a couple of movie stars.

I pull in the drive behind T.J. and watch him
press some buttons. Wrought-iron electronic gates swing open and we
cruise down the white gravel drive and pull in next to Lonnie’s
black Jaguar. Carlton Burroughs’s white Lincoln is already there
next to Emerson Barnes’s baby-blue Caddy. The red 300ZX belongs to
Megan Charles and rounds out a very colorful and expensive used—or,
as they say in Southern California, previously owned—car
lot.

I follow T.J. inside. He escorts me down the
hall. “I’ll get you a beer,” he says, and motions me toward the
living room.

I step down to the lower level onto a carpet
so thick it’s like walking on an air mattress. The room is totally
done in black and white. The carpet and walls white; the furniture
black leather and chrome.

Seated around a huge glass coffee table, the
brain trust is all here, looking serious and concerned. No sign of
Sharon.

Carlton Burroughs, Lonnie’s business manager
and probably the only man in Los Angeles who wears a bow tie, is
hunched over a briefcase, punching out keys on a hand-held
calculator. He looks up and peers at me through thick
glasses.

Emerson Barnes, Lonnie’s attorney and contract
specialist, lounges on the couch, tie loosened, his head resting
against the cushions, looking very tired. He sips from a glass of
orange juice and looks like he’s been up most of the night and had
a long day, which would not have been unusual for Emerson. He’s
equally at home on the street or in the courtroom and moves between
the two elements with ease. He’s been with Lonnie for three years
and, like T.J., goes back to the Central Avenue days. Emerson and I
had always gotten along well, especially on road trips. If Emerson
couldn’t find a party he’d create one.

Presiding over it all is Megan Charles, her
hair pulled back severely and dressed for a board meeting in a
plaid skirt and ivory silk blouse. A tough, no-nonsense woman who
plans every step of Lonnie’s career.

Creative Director was the title she’d bestowed
on herself. In musical terms that meant dropping all but a
smattering of the jazz arrangements that had launched Lonnie onto
the music scene. It didn’t seem to matter to her that Lonnie’s
reputation had been founded on and was firmly rooted in jazz. Her
job, as she saw it, was to make Lonnie money. Lots of it. Now his
book of arrangements was almost entirely pop ballads and forays
into rock and soul.

Nobody could argue with Megan’s business
decisions, and nobody better try either. Everyone knew that, and
Megan never let anyone forget she was in charge. Naturally, she and
I had disliked each other instantly. She saw me as a threat to
Lonnie’s ascension; I saw her as a threat to the music. She’d won;
now Lonnie sounded like any of a dozen other singers. I marked her
arrival as a turning point in my relationship with
Lonnie.

All of them look at me expectantly as I walk
over. Lonnie is sprawled next to Emerson in a white velour warm-up
suit, playing with his favorite toy, a chrome-plated snub-nosed .38
revolver.

Working and traveling with Lonnie Cole, I’ve
seen him high, hung over, joyfully happy, deeply sad—but never
afraid. He was the only one who spoke.

“S’happenin’, Evan.” His voice is a deep
growl, and he too looks like he hasn’t slept much.

Everyone is so quiet and serious, I can’t
resist the moment. “Well, I suppose you’re all wondering why I’ve
called you here today,” I try. Emerson Barnes laughs and leans
forward.

“Now that’s what we need,” he says. Carlton
Burroughs doesn’t miss a beat on his calculator, but all I get from
Megan is one of her classic icy stares.

“Sit down, Evan,” Megan says. “I suppose
Sharon has filled you in on what’s happened.” Megan Charles
obviously regards me as an unnecessary addition to this gathering.
I know I’m here strictly to humor Lonnie. She’ll want to get rid of
me quickly, and that’s just fine with me. Seeing them all again, I
realize that this is the part I don’t miss at all.

“Well, I’ve seen the photos if that’s what you
mean, but I don’t know what you expect me to do. Very nice
likeness, I might add,” nodding toward Lonnie. He either doesn’t
think it’s funny or he just doesn’t want to hear any more. He gets
up, glances at Emerson, and makes for the sliding glass doors that
lead to the pool.

“C’mon out when you get through,” he calls to
me. I nod, and we all pause while Lonnie leaves the
room.

Carlton looks up for the first time. The three
of them exchange glances, then look at me. My apprehension
returns.

“What we need, what we expect, is exactly what
I hope Sharon told you. We want some help on this,” Megan says. It
feels like everybody there knows something I don’t.

“Oh, you mean the detective bit.” I can’t help
it. I smile again. “Well, it’s going to cost you. Two hundred
dollars a day.” Carlton immediately begins to work his calculator
into a fit. “Plus expenses.”

T.J. comes in with a bottle of Henry Weinhard
for me, so I miss the second meaningful glance that I presume must
have taken place.

Megan smiles balefully. “I think those
pictures would look pretty nifty in People magazine, don’t
you?” I say, taking a pull on the beer.

“That’s not funny, Evan.” Megan throws her pen
down on the coffee table. “God, what a time for this to happen.”
She almost looks genuinely upset. She turns back to me. “Evan, it
is against my better judgment that you’ve been called in on this,
especially since you have nothing further to do with Lonnie, but I
bowed to his wishes. However, if you’re going to continue with this
flip attitude, you’re not going to help at all, clear?” She shakes
her head briefly, just enough to put her hoop earrings in
motion.

Duly chastised, I give her a mock salute.
“Yes, ma’am.” That breaks up Emerson again. “Okay, I’m sorry, but I
still don’t see what the hell it is you or Lonnie expect me to
do.”

“Didn’t Sharon tell you?” For the first time
Megan looks confused.

“Tell me what?” I fumble for a cigarette and
pat my rubber ball.

“Evan, man, you’re too much,” Emerson says,
slapping his thigh and laughing.

“Hey, detectives are expensive,” I say,
joining on what I think is a joke.

“Didn’t Sharon tell you about the note?” Megan
asks as she glares at Emerson Barnes.

“Sure, five hundred thousand each for the
photos. I guess I should see it, huh?” I lean forward and eye the
pile of papers in front of Megan.

“Is that all she told you?” Megan asks. A
feeling of alarm creeps through me as she passes the note across
the table. “This might make you take all this a little more
seriously.” As I begin to read, I see why they had all stopped
joking.

The note is typed in all caps on standard
white paper.

 


THESE PHOTOS AND THE NEGATIVES WILL BE
RETURNED ONLY UPON RECEIPT OF ONE MILLION DOLLARS IN CASH. HALF
EACH FROM MR. LONNIE COLE AND MR. CHARLES CRISP. SHOULD PAYMENT NOT
BE MADE WITHIN THE SPECIFIED TIME PERIOD, THE PHOTOS WILL BE
RELEASED TO SEVERAL PROMINENT PUBLICATIONS. I HAVE CHOSEN AS
INTERMEDIARY IN THIS MATTER, MR. EVAN HORNE. MR. HORNE WILL BE CONTACTED
SUBSEQUENTLY AND ISSUED FURTHER INSTRUCTIONS AS TO THE EXPEDITING
OF THE AFOREMENTIONED MONIES. THERE ARE TO BE NO POLICE INVOLVED
WHATSOEVER.

 


That’s it. No greetings, no signature, just a
rather formal, literate note instead of the usual pasted-on block
letters.

“Is this some kind of joke?” I look around the
group, but no one is smiling. They’re all staring at me. “I don’t
get it. Why me?”

“Exactly what we’d like to know,” Megan says
coldly. “Do you have any idea why the blackmailer would choose
you?”

“Oh, c’mon, Megan. Are you accusing me of
writing this?”

“We’re not accusing you of anything, Evan.
It’s just rather strange, don’t you think?” Megan says. She’s
enjoying this, putting me on the spot.

Strange was hardly the word I’d have chosen.
“Has there been anything else? Any other contact?”

“No,” Megan says. “We were going to ask you if
you’d been contacted.”

I shake my head and study the note. This was
getting more bizarre all the time. “What if I don’t agree to this?”
Being Lonnie’s bagman doesn’t appeal at all.

“Why wouldn’t you?” Carlton says, breaking his
silence for the first time since I arrived.

“I don’t know. Are you going to
pay?”

“Of course we are,” Megan says a little too
quickly for Carlton to answer. “Charlie Crisp called this morning
and said whatever we agreed was fine with him.” Megan pauses
dramatically. “We don’t want Lonnie’s career destroyed, do we,
Evan?”

Maybe I am being unfair to country music, but
it might be a public service as far as Charlie Crisp was concerned.
“No, of course not, but, well, this has kind of taken me by
surprise.”

“Good,” Megan says. “In the meantime we want
you to make yourself available and investigate.”

“Investigate what? This is pretty
straightforward, isn’t it? You can’t go to the police, so what is
there to investigate?”

“Think about it, Evan. Whoever sent this note
is someone who knows a great deal about all of us. We don’t know
how much time we have, but it’s a safe bet the contact and demand
for payment will be before the Music Awards show next week. This
could do the most damage then.” Megan is all business now,
calculating, planning strategy, plotting the future.

“Whoever took these photos must have been at
the party in Las Vegas, right? That includes all of you, I take
it,” I say. Everyone nods but Carlton, who wouldn’t leave his
office to go to Las Vegas for a mere party.

“Does Crisp have any ideas?” I ask.

Megan nods. “Yes, but he didn’t want to talk
about them on the phone. He wants you to go up to Las Vegas and see
him. He’s at the Frontier.”

“What about being contacted?”

“I think it’s safe to assume,” Megan says with
her customary coolness, “that whoever sent the photos will have a
way of keeping track of your movements.” She pauses again and
regards the group. “There is one other thing.”

I look up from the note. I’m sure I won’t like
this any better than what I’ve already heard, but I’m
wrong.

“If you should come up with the photos,” Megan
says, “get them back, negatives and all, Lonnie and Charlie are
willing to pay you a ten-percent recovery fee.”

Emerson looks at me and smiles. “That’s fifty
grand each, man.”

I don’t need Carlton’s calculator to figure
that out. I pause and look around the group, then out to the pool.
I can see Lonnie, sitting at a patio table, twirling the .38 like a
gunfighter.

A manager, a lawyer, and an accountant. All
eyes are on me. “Okay, I have a couple of ideas, but I’d rather not
say what just yet.” A collective sigh of relief wheezes from the
group.

“Fair enough,” Megan says. “Just keep
us—me—apprised of your progress if there is any.” That means Megan
has already decided there won’t be any progress and Lonnie will
just be out a half a million dollars.

“I’ll want to talk to all of you individually
and I want to start with Lonnie. Understand, though, I’m not
promising anything.”

“You’re the right one for this, Evan,” Emerson
says. “I know you can do it”

I’d like to believe him, but• somehow I don’t
share Emerson’s faith in me.

 


 



CHAPTER THREE

 


“C’mon, man, I got to feed my babies.” Lonnie
says, leading me around to the side of the house.

I’d left Megan, Emerson, and Carlton inside to
continue planning their strategy. And, I suspect, if Megan has her
way, figure a way to cut me out of the picture as soon as
possible.

Lonnie’s babies are two Dobermans the size of
ponies named Miles and Bird. He keeps them in a run alongside the
house, but, as one burglar has discovered, they roam about freely
at night. I’ve always gotten along well with dogs, but these two
only have eyes for Lonnie.

I watch him scoop half a barrel of dry dog
food into huge dishes. Both dogs eye me suspiciously. Even though
I’d been around them a lot while I was working with Lonnie, now
it’s as if they know I’m no longer part of the fold. Lonnie dumps
the food in their dishes, talks to them soothingly, then shuts the
gate on the pen.

We walk over to the pool. It’s Olympic-size,
and on late-summer, early-fall evenings, it’s inviting even without
the fiberglass windbreaks on the valley side. The view of the
valley below is a patchwork of winking lights.

Lonnie strips down to a swimsuit, dives in,
and does a few fast laps. He’d been quite an athlete at Centennial
High School, and he’s still in good shape. He climbs out of the
pool, pulls a hooded terry-cloth robe around him, and joins me at
the wooden table poolside. T.J. appears on cue with a couple of
beers, winks at me, and leaves.

“So how you like it, bein’ involved with a
blackmailer?” Lonnie asks. He leans back in his chair, eyes closed,
his head toward the sky. There’s a slight smile on his lips. It’s
slight, but the fear is still in his voice. I begin to understand
why he wants me on this whether the blackmailer had insisted or
not.

The relationship between a singer and
conductor is like a marriage. You do more than just play the piano
and conduct the band. You become the singer’s musical and emotional
crutch, his shoulder to lean on, his best friend, critic,
collaborator, and conscience. Sometimes you know the song better
than the singer. After a while, you know the best tempo, the best
key for him, and you don’t hold back if he isn’t making it. If he’s
singing out of tune, you should say so. Especially with a singer
like Lonnie Cole.
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