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1.


I was in my office, feet up, making use of a bottle of mood-straightener I kept in the desk. A mid-September heatwave had descended on the city. Brittle heat rolled down from parched hills, lifting thin dust from roads and sidewalks, suspending it in the rising air and turning the sky yellow. Sounds became crisp and metallic. Everywhere people were gliding along through a gritty yellow fog, mean and squinting, spitting on sidewalks, waiting for the heat to break.


I don’t usually drink in the office at ten thirty in the morning but I had a bad taste to wash away. The Pasco Pete case was solved, the murderer was arrested and everyone else had moved on but me. I couldn’t. There was something wrong, something bad in it, like a mouthful of soup with a stray hair that brushes your lip on the way in and then disappears. The facts rolled around in my head, tumbling over each other, in a smaller circle every time. Something was wrong.


I’d narrowed it down to the sighting of Pasco Pete the day after he had been murdered. Pete was being driven by a busty blonde with a badly mended cleft lip in a jalopy, careening down Alameda, and they were both laughing so hard at a joke that they almost crashed. In a good lie the victim would be spotted with a man in a hat, a brunette or a tall man, they’d be seen with a generic person. Black Jack’s mistake was in making it too specific.


But the case was solved and closed, neat and tidy. No one was giving it a second thought but me, rolling it over and over in my head.


It had started with the heatwave. I arrived at the office one morning and found Baby Maude waiting patiently, sitting on a wooden fold-down, upright in her whale-bone stays with her purse perched on her knee.


Maude was a sixty-year-old child star. She wore a good quality purple day suit that was faded and mended and carefully pressed. Her hatless hair was an unmoving permanent wave dyed blackest black but she hadn’t had time for the beauty parlour recently. Her roots were so white and bright they shone like stars in a black sky. Heavy face powder nestled in the wrinkles and folds of her face except for the tracks of hastily dabbed away tears on each cheek.


Maude had been weeping while she waited and she didn’t seem the type for it.


In my office, trembling and trying to hide it, she explained that her man had disappeared. Either Pasco Pete had taken off with a new sweetie or else he must have died because that ol’ rascal had no place else to go. The way she fussed with her handkerchief told me how dearly she hoped he’d run out on her. When she admitted that he might be dead her hands stilled and lay on her knees like dead birds. I don’t think she really wanted to know where he was but she had to find out for the insurance company. Maude owed all sorts of money. Her house was falling down and she needed the cash to move on. If it hadn’t been for that she’d have taken it on the chin like a big girl and allowed herself the luxury of hoping that he’d come back one day. But she needed to know. If he was alive she’d get nothing. If he wasn’t she’d get a pay-out. She said it was all the same to her but her bloodshot eyes gave away that she hoped Pasco was alive, laughing at her in a bar somewhere with his new floozy. I don’t think she’d slept for a week.


I warned Maude fair and square: I can only find the truth. She said okay to that. That was what she agreed to. I made it clear what I did.


She gave me a cheque she could ill afford and told me what she knew.


Pasco Pete was an extra in western movies.


He’d last been seen leaving a film set out in Idle Valley but he didn’t make it home and she hadn’t seen him since. The next day he was spotted heading north on Alameda, in a banged-up Model T, being driven by a big blonde half his age, a busty girl with a badly mended cleft lip, and they were both as drunk as monkeys at a rum convention. According to Black Jack Beau, the fellow cowpoke-turned-actor who saw them, they were cracking up, the girl laughing so hard she swerved the car halfway across the midline and nearly hit a truck. Drunk and laughing and driving fast with a blousy girl. Pasco was having a good day.


But when Maude showed me Pasco’s photograph I knew Black Jack Beau was lying.


Pasco Pete had ten years on Maude and a nose as big as a shoe. He was five feet two in his stocking feet and he wasn’t just broke, he looked broke. All he had left in the world was three teeth, his own boots and a sweat-stained hat full of sass. The story would have made more sense if the busty girl had been crying.


The investigation led me to spend long days and nights in a mean little bar in Gower Gulch called the Watering Hole. Retired cowpokes sat in there sipping sour hooch all day long as they waited for casting directors to ring them on the public telephone and call them in for background scenes in cowboy pictures.


These people were famous but they were not stars. They were the ocean that the big fish moved in, hangers-on and backgrounders. The movie colony is made up of people with burning ambition and these people were warming their hands on that fire. Most were broke and working to make rent like the rest of the world. They’d never get a title credit even if movie-goers knew their faces well.


Pasco had been a real cowboy in his youth. He’d worked out in Texas, spent three years driving steers and sleeping under the stars, until a bronc threw him so bad on the edge of a steep gully that he shattered both his legs. He was lucky they found him at all, double lucky to survive, but his legs were different lengths after-ward and his lungs weakened so he came out to California to convalesce. By the time he was halfway better the ranch he’d been working on had been broken up and the time was past. There was nowhere to go back to. Pasco still had all the skills though. He could ride like the devil on wheels, lasso and shoot with the best of them.


His fellow drinkers at the Watering Hole were all real cowboys too. They came to the bar in their old work clothes. That way, when the casting call came, they had their own costumes on already and saved the production time and money. It made them more bookable. Within their society the biggest toads in the puddle had trailed a chuck wagon for at least one season. Pasco wasn’t in that group but Black Jack was. He was almost royalty. When the telephone in the booth rang they all sat up and looked at it, eyes glittering, until it was answered and they heard the call was not for them. The glitter was hope and you only missed it once you’d seen it.


That bar was tragic and then wild and then tragic again, two sides of the same coin. Spending time in there made me ponder questions a man in his prime should not be asking, like what was the point of anything and did anyone really need teeth.


I got talking to Black Jack Beau. He was smart, saw that the movie work wouldn’t go on forever. He could feel it drying up. He’d saved up and bought a warehouse over on Vine that he leased out for storage. I went over for a look around and that was where I found Pasco Pete. He’d been dumped in an alley behind the warehouse and what was left of him was supporting a large family of rats. The smell led me to him and the cops took over from there.


Turns out Black Jack Beau never liked Pasco Pete. When he heard Pasco had been answering the telephone and taking other boys’ roles it got too much for him. He was cursing up a strip and issuing threats for all to hear, declaring Pasco Pete a varmint who deserved to be taught a lesson. The stakes were so low they made dirt look tall but this breach of native etiquette led to Black Jack Beau serving up justice in traditional ol’-west style: luring Pasco Pete into the alley and beating him to death with a tyre iron. He hadn’t seen Pasco driving on Alameda because Pasco was already dead. Black Jack Beau was lying like a rug.


Maybe Pasco Pete was a varmint, maybe he deserved to be beaten to death and left to bloat and stink in an alley, but he was the love of Baby Maude’s life. She was sitting on her buckled-up porch when I told her Pete was gone. She covered her face with both hands and rocked for a while and I heard her say, ‘Now I’m gonna die alone.’


That flattened me.


I couldn’t take her money even though I needed it. All I could do was convince her to put her pistols away, stay home and give the cops a chance to close the case and enjoy the comfort in knowing what happened to her dear old man.


I was glad when Black Jack Beau was arrested. I’d have liked it more if anyone but Lieutenant Moochie Ruud had got to bring him in. The press boys were all over the neat little story and Ruud was the hero of the day, even made them stop the car a half block away from the front door of the Central Police Station so he could walk Black Jack in single handed, taking it nice and slow so they could take his picture. I hate Moochie Ruud.


It was the neatness of it all that bothered me. I couldn’t shake off the sound of Baby Maude keening on that porch. We all die alone. It does no good to think about it.


So that morning I was in the office making liberal use of a cheap bottle to help me unknow that. My feet were up, my tie was off, and I scowled at the dust motes slow-dancing in the hot oily air.


When the phone rang out, loud and cheerful, I wanted to fight it.














2.


She cleared her throat before she spoke,


‘Good morning. May I speak with Mr Marlowe?’ Her voice was cracked, like she smoked Cubans and stayed up late laughing at dirty jokes.


‘This is Marlowe.’


‘Mr Philip Marlowe?’ she asked.


I glanced at the clock. It was exactly eleven a.m., as if she had been waiting by the phone for an appointed hour, following someone else’s orders to the letter.


‘What, d’you think we’re a troupe of brothers? There is only me. Who’s calling?’


‘Oh,’ she stalled. ‘My name isn’t important.’


‘It is to me.’


‘I’m phoning on behalf of someone else, Mr Marlowe. My name is of no significance.’


The tone of the voice was a lot more fun than the words from the mouth. It was an intriguing contrast. ‘What is it, lady?’


An indignant huff tickled my ear. It felt kind of nice.


‘I’ll thank you not to call me “lady” like some cheap hoodlum in a gangster movie.’


I dropped my feet from the desk and found myself smiling, ‘Ma’am, I can but apologize. I was informal to the brink of discourteous.’


I may have affected a small bow here. I really didn’t care what happened next.


‘It was a rather abrupt change in tone, I must say.’


‘I was just warming up before. Tell me your name and trouble or I’m hanging up.’


She sucked in a breath. ‘Well, you just get straight to the point, don’t you?’


‘Interesting that you didn’t hang up.’ I lit a cigarette, ‘Why did you call me?’


‘I was given your number by a certain party who thought you might be of assistance with regard to certain –’


‘You want help with something?’


‘I do.’ For the briefest of moments, like a half blink, her voice cracked and she sounded very scared. She cleared her throat again, so vigorous and loud that I wondered if I heard right.


I sat up, ‘How can I help?’


‘It is my understanding, Mr Marlowe,’ she was back on her pomp, ‘that you are a licensed private detective? Would that be correct?’


‘Licensed, registered, ticketed and everything. I even supply my own shoes.’


‘Yes, humour,’ she said flatly. ‘That’s a joke, obviously. Although I’m not laughing.’


She wasn’t being mean. She was stating an observation.


‘I wasn’t trying to make you laugh. I was cheering myself along.’


‘Why did you need cheering up?’


I blinked and saw a grain sack writhe in a back alley. ‘Gnarling sorrow has less power to bite the man that mocks at it and sets it light.’


‘Is that Whitman?’


‘Shakespeare.’


‘Well, get you, professor.’ She left a small pause that might have meant yes, or no, or come over here and kiss me right now. Then she cleared her throat and got back to the script, ‘It is the understanding of the party for whom I speak that you are a discreet operator. That’s important to them.’


I didn’t know what the-party-for-whom-she-spoke understood or didn’t understand. I took a mouthful of whiskey and didn’t say anything for a while. She listened to it carefully. She took that to mean I could sneak cats into church in my pants.


‘Very good, Mr Marlowe,’ she said, sounding as if she was smiling, possibly wryly.


I imagined her as tall but not too tall, slim but not too slim, maybe a redhead. Maybe a little drunk or was that me? She probably wasn’t any of those things but it lifted my mood to imagine her so.


‘Well, Mr Marlowe, this is a matter of some urgency. We would like to have you come over here and speak person to person. Are you available right now?’


‘No.’


‘Later this afternoon, then?’


‘No, I mean I’m not coming.’


‘You don’t visit your clients?’


‘I sometimes do but you won’t give me your name. I don’t need work enough to pay a nameless stranger a house call on an unspecified matter.’


She stalled, ‘Huh. I see. Well, I wish you would reconsider. Is that your definitive position?’


Definitely not drunk.


‘It’s not my position, lady. No one will come and see you without a name and some idea of the case. If we did that stick-up men would never have to leave the house. They’d just telephone and have us come over.’


‘Oh, I hadn’t thought of that…’


‘Could be a bad fit anyway. Save us both time if you give me an idea of the problem. I don’t do divorce stuff.’


‘Oh, Mr Marlowe,’ she sneered. ‘It has nothing to do with divorce “stuff”, as you call it.’


‘Okay. Well, I’m not Psychic Betty, the Marvel of the Age, so right now this isn’t any kind of stuff.’


‘It’s about a missing person. We’re missing a person…’


I wasn’t going to take it. Pasco Pete started as a missing person and I’m not superstitious but it was too soon.


‘Aw, gee, I’m sorry. I’m booked up all week. Maybe all month.’


‘The party for whom I speak would very much like to speak with you.’


‘Just can’t fit it into my schedule.’ I flipped over some paper on the desk, sounding as if I was flipping through a diary. She seemed like a good kid. I didn’t want to be snappy about it.


‘Won’t you come? Won’t you come, Mr Marlowe?’


‘Look, sister, I don’t know your story and you don’t know mine. Let’s leave it there.’


‘We’d so like to see you up here at the Montgomery Mansion.’


I sat up. I reached up to straighten the necktie I wasn’t wearing. Suddenly I was as curious as a dead cat. There are offices downtown full of expensive lawyers whose whole job it is to stop Montgomerys having to know people like me. How my name came up was worth finding out.


I gave her a half-cocked lie about a secretary I didn’t have showing me an office diary I didn’t keep. I flicked a blank page in my blank diary. Well, what do you know, turns out I could make it after all. She didn’t buy it but, as I say, she was a nice kid. She didn’t want to be snappy about it either.


I said I could swing by in an hour or so. She said, well that would be just fine, thank you. If I pulled in at the main gates on Montgomery Avenue the gateman would come out and open them for me and direct me from there.


‘Take Sunset past Selma, beyond the Dancers nightspot. Once you pass there take a sharp right –’


‘I know where the mansion is, ma’am.’


‘Oh, you know where it is?’


‘Everyone knows where it is.’


She crooned that she would see me presently and hung up without saying goodbye.


The Dancers was a nightclub for the wilder kind, all fast money and never mind how. They drank as if it was Prohibition Eve again.


I didn’t need landmark directions anyway. I knew where I was going.














3.


The Montgomerys’ money was so old there was a rumour that some of it still had Moses’ teeth marks on it. They’d got into the oil business early and owned big fields in the south of the city. All the derricks down in Inglewood were theirs. Old money has a way of multiplying.


Everyone had heard of the Montgomerys but only a handful of people could pick them out of a line-up. That is a special kind of rich. If anything interesting had ever happened to them it didn’t make the gossip pages. They kept to themselves, didn’t attend public functions or anything so vulgar as movie premieres. They only met with their own kind, other old-money families from back east.


Their estate was high in Beverly Hills, visible for stretches of Santa Monica, fenced off and protected by a private army. The land inside was as green as Robin Hood’s britches on the first day of shooting. However dusty and dry or smoggy the city was, up at the Montgomery Estate the grass glowed with colour and moisture, the trees were lush and shady, the fruit was always ripe and plentiful. They had their own water supply up there, their own vineyard, their own stables and a fire station with three brand new engines. They probably had their own moon up there.


It was a mythic place. No one got in. We mortals stood at the foot of the mountain and gazed up at our Gods from the dusty doors of bars and diners, from sun-drenched train stops and muggy store fronts. We looked up and watched their grass grow, imagined the dew rising on the Montgomerys’ Elysian Fields as the grit and the dust scratched our faces and we crossed off another day.


Someone had passed my name on to those Gods and told them I could be trusted to hold my nose. That didn’t help me narrow it down. There was a lot I didn’t tell but it was mostly about people like Baby Maude, Greek barbers who’d lost sons to Vegas or Pasadena housewives’ bookie debts.


I gargled mouthwash to cover the tang of whiskey and despair, changed into my second-best suit and a fresh shirt. The suit was new and a little louder than I generally went for but, whoever that was on the phone, she deserved a chance not to fall in love with me. Everybody does and most of them take it.


Downstairs, I stepped outside. It was hotter than hell in July.


Thick heat hung over the city like an oiled rag. Sun and shade had sliced up the street, forcing people to cower, backs flattened to buildings like suicides on ledges.


I opened every window in the Olds, pulling out into the street, glad of the mild stir in the air. By the time I was drawing up to the Dancers I toyed with the idea of not taking the turn, but speeding up and driving west until my car was full of ocean.


I should have but I didn’t. I took the turn.


I followed the road on for half a mile, until the houses fell away. Steep hills rose on either side, dirt and scrub, the urgent fizzing of the cicadas as loud as eggs in hot oil.


The mouth of the Montgomery driveway was floored in a herringbone of yellow bricks facing tall metal gates, the initials ‘CM’ worked into the iron: Chadwick Montgomery, patriarch and holder of the family bankbook. The gates were black, fifteen feet high and ending in spikes, chained shut with a big padlock. They looked hostile. Beyond them an immaculate strip of road led uphill, curved sharply to the right, and disappeared from view.


Before the gates stood a small guard house designed to look like a toy castle. It was cute. It had a little turret and tiny windows, a heavy oak door studded with iron to stop marauding Germanic tribes kicking it in. Unlike the restaurants shaped like chilli bowls or hats or giant shoes or any of the other buildings made to look like other things in this town, this wasn’t made of plasterboard and tar paper. It was brick and mortar. It had glass in the little windows, a set of stairs up the side to the roof. A car had rammed the corner of the wall though, chipped out a brick or two, because it had been patched up with slightly lighter stone.


I stopped the car.


The studded door opened but no one came out. A figure moved inside. I raised a hand. They must have my name on a list somewhere, a list of people they could unchain the gate for. I expected a clipboard and a snotty attitude but as the doorman stepped out into a shaft of blinding sunshine and looked at me, he gave me a big smile. I beamed back. He tipped his chin hello and sauntered on over as if he’d never been in a hurry in his life.


‘Mr Philip Marlowe,’ he drawled, in case I had forgotten my name.


‘Mr James Donoghue,’ I said, in case he had forgotten his.


‘How you doing?’


‘Sure. You?’


‘Always.’ He refreshed his lazy smile and looked over to the gates. ‘Hot.’ Jimmy was pretty astute.


‘Going to get hotter,’ I said, because I was too.


They called him Jimmy the One. The Montgomerys wouldn’t know that. They’d call him James and dressed him in a grey woollen monkey suit with the family crest embroidered on his breast, made him wear an insulting bellhop pillbox hat with a chinstrap like an organ grinder’s monkey. Even the dumb outfit couldn’t take away from Jimmy because Jimmy was regal. If they’d made Jimmy wear a barrel with straps you’d find yourself wondering if maybe you should buy a barrel with straps this season. He made a bad servant. Whatever it was he had, he had so much of it that it bordered on insolent.


Jimmy the One was six foot four, blond, blue eyed with a jawline you could open cans with, but it wasn’t just that he was good looking. Jimmy had a lot more going for him than that.


Every so often someone would scout him for the movies. They’d see him somewhere, on the street, at a soda fountain, and think no one else had ever noticed him. They’d approach and say they were going to make him a star. Jimmy always went along with it. They’d buy him clothes and dress him up and take him places to show him off, maybe get him cast in something small. But they always found out, sometimes fast, sometimes slow, that Jimmy had more backstory than any studio could hide. It wasn’t just his past. He wouldn’t stop going to the sorts of bars the gutter press loved to expose.


Jimmy was a daisy. He wasn’t unique in that regard, not in this town, but what was special about Jimmy was that he didn’t care who knew it. That’s why they called him The One. He wasn’t going to lie. He wasn’t even sorry and if you had a problem with that he’d punch the jaw right off your face. Jimmy was who he was and that was all. He was loyal to himself. Jimmy was on Jimmy’s side. Nothing could convince the man to take the side of the world, neither money nor status nor life immortal. In this town it was like finding an honest man in City Hall.


Every time I met Jimmy I felt better about life. I think a lot of people did but most didn’t know why. Some of them fell in love with him, men and women. There was always a big mess around him.


Jimmy’s last position had come to a natural end. Coincidentally, this happened just after I found him in a cheap motel in Tijuana with the eldest son of the very rich family he worked for. The guys had been debating international matters for almost a week but had aggravated the local cops with their fighting which, in Tijuana, meant it was Olympic. I brought them both back alive and never mentioned it again. I didn’t care who knew about the other guy, I kept it quiet so that Jimmy the One could get another job. He called me again, just once, when he was jailed for masquerading at a private party up at Silver Lakes. They’d found him wearing shorts and a feather boa, serving drinks to a room full of men. I knew the cop who booked him, knew he had a side piece and offered to tell his wife. Jimmy got let out.


‘Did you give the big house my name?’


Jimmy squinted over the roof of the car, ‘I did.’


I followed his gaze up the driveway, ‘Heads up, Jimmy? What do they want?’


Jimmy pressed his lips together to stop himself smiling, ‘They’ll tell you when you get up there. I only know about a half of it anyway. She’ll tell you.’


‘Who is she?’


‘Miss Anneliese Lyle.’


‘Housekeeper or girlfriend?’


Jimmy looked away and lifted one shoulder in a shrug. Then he left it there.


‘Should I trust her?’


He lifted the other shoulder to match it, ‘Who knows anyone?’


It was a good question. ‘Don’t they have teams of staff? Why call in outside help?’


He squinted at the gates, ‘They don’t know who to trust. Someone told them you try to do the right thing.’ He meant it nice but it sounded like it would cost me in the end.


‘They said you’d tell me where to go.’


He slapped the car roof lazily, ‘Go on up that road straight ahead, it zigzags around a bunch, just keep following it up until you get to the front door.’


‘You going to let me through,’ I said. ‘Or should I just ram the gates?’


Jimmy’s shoulders dropped. He looked over at the gate. It wasn’t terribly far away but it was across a brick oven. The heat shimmied up from the bricks, warping the trees and the grass inside.


He sighed and made a slow-motion break for it, taking out a key as he moseyed over, unlocked a fat padlock, took the hasp off, bent down to lift the ground bolt, swung the gate all the way open and bent down again to secure the bolt into the hole. He straightened up, took a moment to eye his route to the other gate. He set off. I hoped he had sandwiches with him. Heat radiated from the roof of my car like a broiler. If Jimmy took much longer my hair might melt.


He made it to the other side and opened that gate too, secured it and then stood up, raising a hand at the driveway like a magician presenting a lady he’d sawed in half.


I pulled the Olds forward and told Jimmy I’d see him. He slapped the side of the car as an afterthought.
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The Montgomerys wanted visitors to know they had money so bad they should have had signs made.


The driveway turned right and into a tunnel of jacaranda trees in full bloom. I stalled the car and sat there for a minute or an hour, I don’t know how long I was there. The trees were old and big and gnarled. The delicate flowers were spectacular tiny purple trumpets, just an inch or so, translucent, and the light filtering through them turned the world lilac and sweetened the filthy air.


I never wanted to stop looking down that road. It was food for the soul. If there was a bludgeoned cowpoke under each of those trees, even the hairless, bloody-mouthed baby rats would look beautiful.


I restarted the car and drove on taking it slow, breathing deep the sweet smell and the soft light.


At the other end, the road doubled back and lifted me on a steep level with the heads of the trees. This stretch went further round the side of the hill, to the back of a whitewashed cluster of stables with a paddock beyond. Turning back again it crossed a false hill and a turn-off to a small vineyard.


The estate was built not so very long ago, at a time when almost every house north of Sunset had stables. Any old millionaire could ride their horse down the Beverly Hills Bridle Path, all the way down Sunset Boulevard straight to the Pacific Ocean. Now the city had filled up and spread out, occupying all those wide empty spaces with cheap buildings and oil drills, parking lots and warehouses. But this driveway was a trip back in time.


I took the hill slow and the city dropped away below, taking the bitter edge of the heat with it. All the filthy intensity fell away. I took the last turn to where the road led straight to the ocean. A gentle breeze slipped in through the windows on either side, slithered under my cuffs, filled my shirt and pushed all the sticky heat up and out of my collar. I decided that I might never leave this hill.


The city looked very far away, all the difficult details blurred by distance.


The final turn took me around a shielding wall of popsicle cedar trees to the forecourt of the Montgomery place where a soft pattering fountain sprayed cool water in through the car window. The mansion was an L shape with the front door in the crease of the elbow. It was a nice family home if your family was everybody in Kansas. The windows were small and many and a heavy roof hung over it all like a furrowed brow.


A low row of garages stood at the side. The doors were open and identical black Packards winked and gleamed in the shade, big as trains but better kept, perfectly waxed and ready to serve, glinting side by side. I parked my dusty Olds, got out and went up the steps to the front door.


A bell rang inside, a soft echo in a big room. Footsteps, regular, even, coming in a straight line from a long way away.


The door opened and cool air wafted out and chucked me under the chin.


He was dressed in a formal morning suit, tails and a shirt so starched it could have been made from paper. What hair he still had was gelled back on his head, thin, like pencil scratches.


We had met before. I knew him as Errol Cooper. He was an actor and a good one too, maybe too good. He did background parts and could have made a career of it but for one thing and another. We’d always gotten on just fine but now his disgusted gaze skittered over my face and suit and loud patterned tie. The deep turn-ups on my pants upset him so much he couldn’t seem to tear his eyes off them.


‘You just have to ask,’ I said. ‘They do it right there for you in the store.’


The Bronx in Cooper made his cheek twitch but the actor in him caught it, threw it to the ground and stood on its neck.


I told you he was good.


‘Please come in, Mr Marlowe.’ You could have etched glass with his British accent. I was expected, he said, and stepped back to let me in.


A sudden drone behind me, shrill and high, made me turn to look. A small green Plymouth two-seater appeared from behind the garages. The sound of the engine was grating, an insect broadcasting a warning. It was a dusty old car, not waxed and clean and dried with warm towels, not a millionaire’s car. A member of the staff would have used a servants’ exit. It was a visitor like me.


I watched the roof slide down the hill like butter off a hot knife.


‘Who’s that?’


‘Sir?’


‘Driving that nippy little number, who was that?’


Errol blinked belligerently, watching the space on the horizon vacated by the little green roof. He was interested in whoever was driving that car too. By now the Plymouth was nothing but a hot purr rolling up the side of the hill. Cooper suddenly remembered himself, looked at me and offered a revolted smile.


‘Won’t you come in?’ he said, keeping me on the step, giving me the option to scram.


‘Sure, bub.’


I stepped into a hallway that was eighteen-carat cold and I took my hat off.


It was a nice room. High and square and cool, a floor of black and white checkers. In the middle a circular table held a display of flowers so fat and pleased with themselves they looked fake. They weren’t. Cool air flowed softly through brass vents low down in the marble walls. Beyond the table a white marble staircase led up to a balcony and double doors, one of them ajar.


‘Take a seat.’ He pointed me to a jagged chair with a high back.


I sat on it. He stared at me and curled his lip. I crossed my legs and swung my foot cheerfully.


‘Touch nothing,’ he narrowed his eyes. ‘Nothing.’


‘You’re more fun than a swimsuit full of squirrels, Cooper.’


If he smiled at that it was only on the inside. He stood over me, stretching up to his full six feet. ‘Am I?’


I stood up, I had two inches over him and made use of it. ‘Are you scared I’ll tell them you’re an actor?’


He stepped away and lost the war. ‘They already know I was once an actor.’


‘Then what’s your beef?’


He didn’t know.


‘They ask you to fight everyone below the rank of colonel who comes through here?’


‘Mr Marlowe, I apologize.’ He gave a small bow. ‘Please forgive me if I appeared impolite.’


I sat back down, ‘Don’t worry about it.’ I flapped a hand in front of him and looked away.


He didn’t move.


I looked back and found him staring at me. His eyes were narrow, his lips bloodless.


‘I shall return for you very shortly,’ he said and turned and walked away through an open arch. He left me with the sweat on my back turning to ice.


Errol Cooper hated me all of a sudden. It was strange. We’d always gotten on just fine when we were drinking in the same bars or standing together at the horses. Couple of times we were in the same card game. I didn’t remember any ill will at the end of it.


Something must have happened when I was out of the room. He must have heard something about me. There wasn’t much to hear. I’d hurt people. I’d taken things of disputed provenance, usually paper cash, but nothing big, and never without reason.


I looked up. Next to me, on a thin one-legged plinth stood a strange broken vase.


There were plinths next to chairs all around the room. One held a marble horse’s head with a broken face. The one next to me had a potbellied vase in orange and black with a badly busted handle.


I was examining it when I became aware of movement up on the balcony. Small eyes watching me through the wooden banister. A kid. His hands clung tightly to the finials, knuckles white. Below them two skinny little legs in shorts and white socks. He couldn’t have been more than four or five but was dressed like a retired admiral, in a navy blazer over a button-down white shirt and grey shorts with a seam pressed down the front.


I looked at him. He looked back at me, his gaze was unwavering. He watched me as if he’d never seen a person before. Then he blinked and dropped down to his haunches, fitted his skinny little legs through the banisters and let them swing. His hair was black, parted on the side and flattened with a watered comb. He stared at me without much interest. He was chewing something. It wasn’t gum. It seemed like something he wasn’t allowed to chew and he was enjoying it.


‘Got a name?’


He chewed. He looked me up and down. He huffed a laugh through his nose. First Cooper and now a kid. Seemed like open season on me.


‘I’ll call you Piggy Poltroon – okay if I call you that?’


Starting an argument with someone who couldn’t have reached my chin on a stool wasn’t my finest moment but it didn’t matter. He didn’t go for it anyway. This kid, this little kid, he didn’t get angry. His mouth smiled but his eyes didn’t join in. He laughed a flat bark like a bitter old man. It was as if he could see me trying to fight him and that amused him. It felt like he didn’t know any other kids.


He stiffened suddenly, pulled his legs in, jumped up and was gone before I heard Cooper’s feet tippy tapping back towards me.


Cooper arrived at the door with the haunted look of a man who’d just been shouted at. I stood up but he said, ‘Not quite ready for you yet. If you wouldn’t mind waiting for another moment.’


I sat back down. His eye kept flicking to the broken vase next to me. It had a narrow neck and ballooned out fat in the middle with a black band, orange on the bottom and the neck. The black band depicted stick men and horses doing things.


I glanced at the missing handle, ‘Dance party?’


Cooper’s cheek did the twitch thing again. He seemed nervous.


‘Have you been sent in here to make sure I don’t touch that?’


I could tell from his expression that he had.


‘Is that what I seem like? A man with a hankering to mess with a vase?’


‘The vase is rather fragile. Mr Montgomery is anxious for its safety. It is a new acquisition.’


‘Worth a lot?’


‘Extremely valuable. One of a kind.’


‘Next to a door is a pretty dumb place to keep it. He should put it somewhere safe.’


‘Mr Montgomery particularly enjoys having his new acquisitions on show around the house.’


‘Brash. I keep mine at the bank.’ I pointed at the stick men, ‘What’s the story in these funny papers?’


Cooper tipped back on his heels, ‘The vase depicts the drunk satyr Silenus being cared for by King Midas. On the obverse the God Pan grants King Midas his wish in reward. You know the story?’


‘Heard a rumour. Midas wishes that everything he touches turn to gold. Goes south. Midas kills his family and starves.’


‘That’s about the sum of it. Midas gets exactly what he wants but it brings him no joy.’


‘Greek myths don’t do it for me,’ I said, since we were being friendly. ‘Stuff happens for no reason and then other people arrive and some other stuff happens. Personally, I like wrestling pictures.’


He raised a cheek at me. It wasn’t a wink as much as a twitch caused by a deep-down wish that something awful would happen to me. I stood up.


‘Cooper, what have I done to you?’


He reeled away from me. ‘I can’t imagine what you mean, sir.’


‘Since I walked in here you’ve been giving me the stink eye. Why?’


Cooper opened his mouth to say something but a woman appeared at the open door behind him.


Miss Anneliese Lyle wasn’t a redhead, she was a bottle blonde but it suited her. She was tall and slim and so streamlined she looked like a different species entirely, as if an architect got a woman and shaved off all the good bits. Her skin was flawless fondant, her pale lips wide and sensual. She wore a burgundy day suit, jacket buttoned tight, and a white blouse tied high at the neck.


Her green eyes met mine. Something shifted in me. Maybe something broke or grew, I don’t know, but I was left with the impression that I would never be the same again. I think a lot of men felt that way when she looked at them.


‘Now, Cooper!’ she whispered, then slid sideways behind the door jamb and vanished.


Cooper held out a hand to the open arch, inviting me to follow her while shielding the valuable object with his body.


I passed him, ‘You gonna marry that vase?’


Once he was sure the threat had passed and I couldn’t go rogue and turn and lunge for it he murmured back in a thick Bronx accent, ‘I’ll marry your face and my fist.’


I stopped. He nearly banged into the back of me. I turned and he already looked as if he regretted breaking cover.


‘Oh, hey, Errol, how you been?’


His cheeks reddened. Must be a sweet gig up here. He didn’t want to lose it. Must pay decent. Can’t blame a man for wanting a job but I can blame a man for threatening me.


He bobbed his chin at the arch, ordering me forward. I nodded back towards the vase and grinned. He shook his head. I took a phoney step towards it. He gave out a little panicked cry.


‘This vase… it just draws me in…’ I grinned, ‘I can see why it’s so expensive.’ But then I fell back and turned to the arch and walked away. ‘What a nice vase!’


Cooper’s face expressed the relief he couldn’t bring himself to voice. He stepped in front of me and led me through. He was glad I hadn’t smashed it but he didn’t like me any better.


I muttered at his back, ‘Don’t know what I did to fire up your pyre.’


He wasn’t going to tell me.


He nodded and dipped his chin down as he led me out, into an open-air courtyard with a water feature in the middle and a lot of burning sky above. A colonnade ran all the way around the sides. It was hot but air was moving, carrying spray from the fountain in the middle, and it made the temperature tolerable. The whispered hush of water filled the void.


Cooper led me through a large open door and into a long dark corridor lined with heavy paintings. Miss Lyle was in an all-fire hurry, walking fast on low heels, swinging her arms. I leaned around Errol and watched her walk. It was a nice walk. Piston-like legs. Even step. Smooth calves. Suddenly, without turning, she lurched left and was swallowed up by a wall.


I heard a door click shut.


Cooper stopped outside the door she’d gone through and turned so his shoulder was square to it. He coughed, got back into character, tugged the front of his jacket straight and tidy and smoothed his thinning hair. Whoever was in there noticed flaws and wasn’t shy about bringing them up.


He didn’t look at me as he whispered, ‘I apologize if I’ve been less than convivial, Marlowe. Miss Lyle, you see…’


‘It’s all jake to the angels, Cooper.’


Big of me but he didn’t acknowledge it. He turned away and opened the door. He walked into the room just as though he was stepping on to the stage at Carnegie Hall.


‘A Mr Philip Marlowe to see you, sir.’


He ushered me into a library the size of Union Station.
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