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In the broken promise land


They tell you you’re in big demand


But come the brutal light of day


The dreams you have just slip away


They lure you with their talk of fame


They swear you’re sure to make a name


The lies you’re living take their toll


And in the end they own your soul


In the broken promise land


They make you jump at their command


They use you up, throw you away


And soon your hopes are yesterday


From “The Broken Pomise Land” by Ricky Savage














PART ONE

July 21–23, 1995


Billboard, June 3, 1995:


Los Angeles—Country recording artist Ricky Savage, attorney Ethan Amory, manager Kurt Girdwood, and former Arista VP of sales and marketing Wil Willis announced this week that they are forming a new label, Zenith Records, with headquarters in Los Angeles and recording facilities at Little Savages Studio in Saguaro Junction, Arizona.


Zenith has received financial backing from Time Warner and will be distributed by WEA.


At a press conference, Savage, whose contract with Transamerica Records was fulfilled upon delivery of his forthcoming Midnight Train to Nowhere album, stated that signings with other artists will commence momentarily. He declined to name which acts are being considered.


Savage also stated that Zenith will join in Transamerica’s promotional efforts for the new album by organizing a 25-city nationwide tour three weeks in advance of its August 16 debut. Transamerica will release a single of the title song to radio to coincide with the tour kickoff.


“StarWatch,” Los Angeles Times, June 5, 1995:


Record industry reaction to the news that country star Ricky Savage is forming his own label in partnership with his manager, Kurt Girdwood, his music attorney, Ethan Amory, and former Arista VP Wil Willis is mixed at best. Several acts, including Blue Arkansas, who will open for Savage on this summer’s Midnight Train to Nowhere tour, have indicated a willingness to enter into negotiations with Zenith.


Freelance publicist Andrea Fallaci, whom Savage fired early this year, commented, “I wish I had a dollar for every artist who’s become enamored of his press, gone off to form his own label, and completely disappeared.” Rival country star Crompton Culver was less restrained: “Ricky must have his head up his butt.”


When asked his reaction to losing one of his foremost artists, Transamerica CEO Sy Ziff responded, “Ricky Savage, a loss? Give me a break! I’ve seen dozens like him come and go. If there was any way to deliver product without them, I’d eliminate them all.” John Geller, VP of marketing at the label, told this column that the news was “not necessarily negative. Frankly, Savage’s career has peaked to the point where he’d be more good to us dead than alive. A dead superstar is a hell of a lot more marketable than a live one on the way down.”


Why such vehement response to a not-unheard-of business decision? Transamerica has poured millions into Savage’s career and was hoping to enrich an anemic cash flow with the proceeds from his future releases. The label’s financial position is so poor, in fact, that it was unable to finance the singer’s summer promotional tour, and his defection could very well sound the death knell for this weakest of industry independents. Also, Savage has never ingratiated himself with the establishment in L.A., New York, or Nashville. He’s not a game player, guards his family’s privacy, and listens to a drummer that few artists are able to hear—which may explain the innovative quality and wide appeal of his music, which often crosses from the Country to the Pop charts…


June 12, 1995:




Whatever happened to my song?





June 19, 1995:




Whatever happened to my song?





June 26, 1995:




WHATEVER HAPPENED TO MY SONG???





July 5, 1995:




WHATEVER HAPPENED TO MY SONG?





July 10, 1995:




WHATEVER HAPPENED TO MY SONG?





July 17, 1995:




WHATEVER HAPPENED TO MY SONG!!!

















One


The six notes that were spread out on my desk next to last month’s Billboard article and the gossip-column item radiated a strange and threatening quality. I studied them longer than was necessary, trying not to betray my alarm. But even if I managed a calm, professional appearance, I wouldn’t fool my client: He was my sister Charlene’s husband, Ricky Savage, and had been able to see through my pretenses since he first laid eyes on me some eighteen years before.


Besides, the notes were good cause for alarm. They’d been sent to Ricky at his unlisted home address, one a week since the Billboard piece appeared. The first was neatly written and centered on a sheet of plain bond paper, but with each subsequent mailing the quality of the penmanship and coherence of presentation deteriorated, as though the writer’s personality were disintegrating. Scanning them was like watching a normal person ask a simple question and, after receiving no reply, repeat it over and over while descending into madness.


“Which is probably what’s going on here,” I said.


“What?”


With difficulty I took my eyes off the notes and looked up at my brother-in-law’s handsome face. Frown lines had gathered between his thick dark eyebrows.


“Just thinking aloud.”


“Worrying aloud is more like it.”


“Look, I’m not all that concerned. They’re probably the work of a harmless crank, but they should be checked out.”


“Uh-huh.”


“What’s that supposed to mean?”


“You’re doing that thing with the corners of your mouth.”


“What thing?”


“The thing you always do when you’re worried or upset—or scared.”


“I am not scared.”


He smiled—the crooked, almost pained smile that was a Ricky Savage trademark and only one of his many endearing traits. “Okay, maybe I’m projecting my own feelings onto you. Because I am scared. More scared than I’ve been in a long time. Not so much for me as for your sister and the kids. What if this weirdo goes after one of them?” He spread his hands, smile fragmenting into anxiety and frustration.


At thirty-six Ricky radiated that indefinable star quality and looked as prosperous as anyone I knew. But his admission that he was scared brought vividly to mind the terrified, scruffy eighteen year old who had come calling to tell my parents that he’d knocked up my little sister Charlene on their first date and wanted to marry her.


To ease our mutual tension, I indulged in a long-standing private joke. “You’ve cleaned up nice, Brother Ricky.”


At first he looked startled, then said, “So’ve you, Sister Sharon,” and motioned around my new office at the end of Pier 24½.


“Thanks.” McCone Investigations and Altman & Zahn, Attorneys-at-law, had occupied the upstairs suite on the north side of the pier for only three weeks; in spite of some obvious flaws, I was entranced by the new location.


“Okay,” I said, calm enough now to turn a hard eye on the matter at hand, “you say these notes started arriving at the house the week after the Billboard and ‘StarWatch’ items appeared?”


“A little more than a week, in the case of Billboard. And every week after that, except for July third, when it was two days late because of the holiday.”


“Then it’s probably no coincidence. Did you save the envelopes?”


“No. They were postmarked L.A., though.”


“Zip code?”


He thought. “Can’t remember. Sorry.”


“Obviously you’ve handled the notes a lot.”


“Well, yeah. Why?”


“Makes it more difficult for a lab to pick up on anything useful, like fingerprints. I’ll go ahead and have them examined anyway. Why didn’t you bring them to me sooner?”


“I wasn’t all that concerned at first. In my position you get a lot of strange mail.”


“But not at your house; nobody’s supposed to know your address.”


“Right. I guess my mental alarm should’ve gone off sooner, but… The first one—I shrugged it off, tossed it in a drawer in my office where I keep stuff I plan to look at later. The next I showed to your sister, and she said she didn’t think it was anything to worry about. The others… I kept hoping the whole thing would go away. But it didn’t, and it sounds like whoever’s sending them wants a response from me and is more and more upset because they’re not getting one. Trouble is, I can’t figure out what the question means.”


“‘Whatever happened to my song?’ That doesn’t signify?”


“Seems I recall a song with similar lyrics, but I haven’t been able to place it.”


“Well, it’s worth checking into.” I made a note on a legal pad. “Now, what about possible senders? You must’ve given some thought to this. Could it be somebody at Transamerica who’s seriously angry with you for leaving?”


“Doesn’t fit their corporate image.”


“What about another artist or songwriter who’s unhappy with the way you’ve interpreted his or her work?”


“No. I never cover other people’s material; all my songs’re my own.”


“Perhaps somebody’s accusing you of plagiarism?”


“Doubtful. The first thing anybody does when they suspect plagiarism is contact their attorney, and nobody’s attorney has contacted mine. Besides, people’re up-front about things like that; they badmouth you to the media or they file suit. These notes, they’re sly and devious—and strange.” He glanced at where they lay on my desk and shook his head.


My eyes were drawn to them, too. I gripped the arms of my chair, picturing the five Savage children who still lived at home. I thought of the isolated location of the new house the family had just moved into in the San Diego County hills; the surrounding twenty wooded acres would provide ample cover for someone intent on harming them.


When I looked up, Ricky was watching me closely. Fear had sharpened his features and put a curious sheen on his hazel eyes. Quickly I said, “I’ll get right on this, but in the meantime we’ve got to take steps to insure your safety, as well as Charlene’s and the kids’. I don’t like the fact that the writer knows where you live.”


“We’ve got security gates, we’ve got motion sensors, the whole property is wired with a state-of-the-art system. Plus we’ve got what sometimes seems like half the population working for us. How’s anybody going to get past that many people?”


“Did it ever occur to you that the notes might be from one of them?”


“The gardeners? The housekeeper? Come on!” But I could tell I’d given him something else to worry about.


I compounded it. “Besides, what about when you and Charlene are away from home? Or when the kids’re on the way to school or at the mall? And then there’s the recording studio over in Arizona; it’s way out in the middle of nowhere.”


“Well, Jesus, what’re we all supposed to do! Travel with bodyguards?”


“Actually, I’m surprised you don’t employ one for when you’re out on the road.”


He looked down at the floor. “I tried that for a while, but… it didn’t work out very well.”


“Why not?”


A shrug, still not looking at me. “Cramped my style, I guess.”


“How so?”


His lips twitched in annoyance. “I’m a private man, Shar—just read ‘StarWatch,’ if you don’t believe me.”


Something there about the bodyguard, and I thought I knew what. Ricky, like many musicians, had been known to play around while out on the road; an indiscreet guard could carry tales that he wouldn’t want my sister or the gossip columns to hear. “Well, I wasn’t thinking of anything so drastic as round-the-clock armed guards,” I said. “Some basic precautions should suffice. What I’d like to do is bring RKI in on this.” Renshaw and Kessell International was a corporate security firm in which my lover and best friend, Hy Ripinsky, owned a one-third interest. “I’ll ask Hy to handle it personally, if you like.”


“God, you must think the situation’s pretty dire.” He bit his lip and looked toward the window, gaze moving along the silvery span of the San Francisco–Oakland Bay Bridge to where it disappeared among the trees on Treasure Island.


I pushed away from the desk and swiveled slightly. Through the tall arching window I could see a sizeable stretch of water; in the distance the East Bay hills shimmered under July heat haze. Around me tan walls rose to the pier’s sloping roofline, broken at the top by multipaned windows that admitted soft northerly light. The furniture I’d brought from my old office at the now-defunct All Souls Legal Cooperative went well with the wall-to-wall Berber carpet. About the only discordant note was a ratty old arm-chair I’d rescued from the converted closet under the stairs that had been my first working space at the co-op. It sat beneath a potted schefflera by the window—my thinking chair, I called it. Sentimentality had not prevented me from covering its ugly chintz and bleeding stuffing with a hand-woven beige-and-brown throw.


Had it not been for two drawbacks, the eight-room suite at a prime location on the Embarcadero would have been obscenely and prohibitively expensive. But Pier 24½ was right next to the SFFD fireboat station; when the sirens went off they were loud enough to wake the dead. And the span of the bridge hung directly overhead; a cacophony of traffic sounds played continuously above us. In the past three weeks, however, I’d learned that you can get used to anything if the price is right.


I glanced back at Ricky; he was slumped in my visitor’s chair, his gaze still on Treasure Island, his thoughts possibly light years away. He barely resembled the down-at-the-heels man I’d known in the early days, when he’d been a backup musician for a seemingly endless series of dreadful bands. During the past few years he’d lost a fair amount of weight, although his shoulders still bulked powerfully under his tan suit jacket. I suspected he’d begun dyeing his thick chestnut hair, but it looked so natural that I couldn’t tell for sure. Dye job or not, Ricky Savage was both the image of success and the genuine article, with a minimum performance fee of two hundred thousand dollars, two Grammys, numerous other awards, and four platinum albums to his credit.


But more than Ricky’s appearance and tax bracket had changed: At dinner the previous evening, his son Mick, Hy, and I had all noticed an uncharacteristic lack of animation on his part. When he spoke of his industry, his words were larded with cynicism and bitterness; his reactions were detached, as if there were a glass wall between him and the world; and, if anything, he seemed more than a little sad.


After a moment I said, “Do I have your go-ahead to sub-contract with RKI?”


“Do what you think is best.”


“Okay, Hy’s unavailable this afternoon, but we’ll talk when we see him tonight. As far as my investigation goes, I’ll start by gathering background on your business associates, friends, employees—or anybody else who’s recently touched your life. You’ll need to pull together a list of them, plus clear some time over the weekend to discuss them with me.” As I spoke I realized the enormity of the task ahead. “What about these people who were quoted in ‘StarWatch’? They sound like sharks.”


“Goes with the territory.” Unless you knew country music, you’d have thought his accent didn’t go with the territory; instead of a nasal southern twang, it was pure California. But it was pure country as well; Ricky hailed from Bakersfield, the West Coat’s equivalent of Nashville.


“Isn’t this libelous?” I jabbed my finger at the quote from the CEO of his former label.


“I’m a public figure; it’d be damned hard to prove libel—if I cared to, which I don’t. Name-calling doesn’t get to me and, besides, Sy Ziff and John Geller apologized a couple of days later. We all made nice, and things’re copacetic.”


“Sure they are.”


“Sure.” He winked.


“Okay, while we’re on the subject, let’s talk about your partners in the new label. Kurt Girdwood’s been your manager for years; you’ve spoken highly of Ethan Amory; and you tell me that Wil Willis is nothing short of brilliant. Do you trust them?”


“No.”


“But you’re going into business with them.”


“Lying down with dogs is more or less an industry tradition.” He hesitated, grimacing. “You know, there’s another side to this, one that doesn’t concern me nearly as much as what might happen to Charly or the kids, but it’s got to be taken into consideration.”


“What?”


“The effect this situation could have if it was made public on my upcoming tour for the Midnight Train to Nowhere album and the new label.”


“How so?”


He got up and began to pace around the office, his booted footfalls soft on the carpet. “The recording industry has changed, Shar—at least on the surface. Was a time when I could stagger onto the stage in my jacket and jeans, hair down to my ass, high as a kite, and nobody saw anything wrong with it. That’s out now, and it’s probably a good thing, because the dope and booze weren’t doing it for me anymore, and my doing so much of them sure wasn’t doing anything for my family. No, what’s in now is credibility.”


“Meaning?”


“Personal integrity. You’ve gotta be worthy of the respect of your audience and peers. You gotta do good works—benefits for this or that cause, like this thing tonight in Sonoma County. You gotta help along the less fortunate—like my opening act tonight, that piss-ant Maxima.” He snorted.


“Maxima? Sounds like a Japanese car.”


“Stands for maximizing your potential and all that crap. The band’s four guys and a girl singer. You read their press, you’ll find out they’re about all the correct things: antidrug, antibooze, anticrime, anti-premarital sex. They’re vegetarians, pro–animal rights, pro–the environment. And they’ve got a nice ethnic mix: two blacks, two whites, and a Native American.”


“So why’re they ‘piss-ant’?”


“Because that’s only their public image. In private they eat meat, do booze and drugs, and the girl singer hops from one guy’s bed to another’s. For all I know, they litter, pollute, and torture cats. But because of a good publicity campaign, they got cred.”


“Then why do they need you to help them?”


“Because their music sucks and their records don’t sell.”


“And why are you helping them?”


“We’ve got the same booking agent.”


“Oh.”


Ricky went on, “Anyway, the industry has gotten so faux honorable that I could puke. The music critics buy into it and parcel out praise accordingly. Of course, the business is still rotten to the core, but who the hell cares about anything that’s not strictly surface, right?”


He was pacing in a long, angry stride now—more lively than I’d seen him in quite some time. Get mad, Ricky, I silently urged him. Show me some of that spirit that sustained you during those early years of frustration and rejection.


“So are you credible?” I asked.


“I sure as hell am. I’m doing the goddamned benefit for victims’ rights tonight, aren’t I? Not that I’m against victims’ rights, but it happens to be Jamie’s fifteenth birthday and I would’ve liked to be home for it. And I’m letting that piss-ant Maxima open for me, aren’t I? Don’t I give money to save the whales and the rain forests and the spotted owl? Hell, I don’t even know what a spotted owl looks like. Where does it all end, I ask you? Given the new political climate in the country, by this time next year my agent’ll be signing me up to do benefit concerts against the spotted owl!”


Abruptly he stopped pacing and leaned across the desk toward me. “You know, what really pisses me off about acts like Maxima is that I come by my credibility honestly. Part of the cred thing is that the artist’s supposed to suffer. Hell, we’re supposed to bleed. Everybody knows the story of those years I spent playing clubs in places like Needles and Wichita and Saginaw, staring at the ass end of some broken-down, third-rate singer whose road agent’d hired me at less than union scale. I’ve never been on the receiving end of help from anybody in the industry. No hit act ever let me open for them; nobody ever put on a benefit concert for my hungry wife and kids. But those years’re finally worth something: Ricky Savage has paid his dues, bigtime. He’s got everybody’s respect, hot damn!”


He was on a roll now, translating his anxiety about the current situation into anger. Easier for him to cope with, probably.


I said, “So if word of these notes got out to the media, the speculation about what’s behind them might harm your credibility. And if something really nasty surfaced, it could blow the Midnight Train tour, damage the new label, and possibly wreck your career.”


“Yes to all of that.”


I moved back to the desk and leaned my forearms on it, toying with my letter opener for a moment. “Okay, then let me ask you this: Is there anything nasty that could come out?”


I’d thought the question might further anger him, but instead he sat down and considered. “There’s stuff. There’s stuff in everybody’s life, and more than the average amount in a performer’s. But I can’t think of anything that would relate to those notes.”


I waited to see if he’d elaborate, but he didn’t seem so inclined. “Well,” I said, “I’ll get started on it right away.”


“I’m surprised you’re willing to take it on.”


“Why on earth wouldn’t I?”


“Charly wasn’t too sure. To quote my wife, ‘Sharon might feel there’s a problem with working for a family member. Don’t pressure her if she says no; she’s got very strict professional ethics.’”


My face must have reflected my astonishment; Ricky smiled wryly.


I asked, “Does this mean I’ve got… what do you call it? Cred?”


“You got more than cred. According to Charly, you’re practically in line for sainthood.”


Oh, little sister, if only you knew! If only you knew…














Two


Ricky and I settled contractual details and he gave me a retainer that I felt vaguely guilty for taking from a family member. Only vaguely.


Going out on my own the year before had been scary enough, but I’d still been under the umbrella of All Souls, whose partners would have forgiven a late rental payment for the rooms in their Bernal Heights Victorian that my nephew Mick and I occupied. And Mick was working for free in exchange for room and board at my house—sent north by Charlene and Ricky to remove him from the scene of a dreadful transgression involving the Pacific Palisades Board of Education’s computer. The overhead was low, the surroundings congenial, and it seemed I had all the time in the world to start generating a profit.


But this spring All Souls had rounded the last curve of a steadily downward spiral: Infighting among the partners became fierce and disruptive; Hank Zahn, the co-op’s founder and my oldest friend, decided to leave and form his own firm with his wife, Anne-Marie Altman. And I, flying high and reckless on the wings of a quarter-million-dollar reward I’d received for services rendered to the federal government, agreed to set up shop next door to them.


Now I had a full suite of offices and an unforgiving landlord. I had new and costly equipment, as well as a nearly new fuel-guzzling company van. Add to that salaries and Social Security and health-plan contributions for two and a half employees, and you had a situation that bore a frightening resemblance to a house of cards. True, most of the reward was tucked away in various conservative and easily liquidated investments, but I’d been poor for far too many of the years I worked at All Souls to let a dollar flow out without fretting.


“Are we all set for this evening?” I asked Ricky as I countersigned our contract.


“Yeah. Do any of your office gang suspect our surprise?”


“I don’t think so. They’ve been working too hard at weaseling it out of me.”


“Mick might. He said something about somebody he wants me to meet tonight. You have any idea who that could be?”


I did: Charlotte Keim, one of the data-search specialists with Hy’s firm. And that was something else to fret about. Instead of going into it now, I simply said no.


“Then I guess we’ll just have to wait and see.” He got up and moved toward the door.


“Ricky, one more thing. Do your partners or any of your other people know about the notes?”


“No.”


“Why not?”


“Like I said before, I can’t really trust anybody in the industry. I learned that early on.”


“So who does know?”


“Only you and Charly.”


I would have liked to ask what my sister thought about them. She was a passionate and possessive woman; throughout their marriage she and Ricky had done some heavy-duty battling over what might or might not go on in the part of his life from which she, by choice, distanced herself. Surely she’d considered the possibility they might be from a woman.


He must have read the question in my eyes. He said softly, “I don’t know what Charly thinks about anything these days, Shar.”


“Things aren’t good?”


He shrugged, pain twisting his lips and melancholy creeping across his face. “We’ll talk about it later, okay? Right now I want to go say hello to my son before I head out.” At the door he paused. “By the way, I don’t want Mick to know about any of this. Don’t use him on the investigation, okay?”


I frowned. His son was my computer jock and invaluable in gathering essential background information. If I couldn’t use him I’d have to temporarily hire someone else.


“I know you rely on him,” Ricky said, “but this is one time when you’re going to have to get along without his help.”


I nodded and watched him leave, then slouched in my chair and stared moodily at the single blackish-red rose in the bud vase on my desk—a gift from Hy that arrived without fail every Tuesday morning. This week’s offering was a little worse for the wear, due to the unseasonable heat we’d been experiencing.


Ricky’s insistence that Mick not be used on the investigation bothered me, but not for the inconvenience it would cause. In fact, now that I thought about it I realized it would be unprofessional to turn this job into a family affair; it was bad enough that I had such a personal stake in it. Probably I should have referred my brother-in-law to another investigator, but I hadn’t wanted to entrust the Savage family’s problem to someone else. And Ricky, with his mania for privacy, might not have gone along with that, anyway. No, I’d been right to take the case, just as he’d been right to ask that his son be excluded.


But his asking had implications I didn’t like. Was there some, as he put it, stuff in his life so nasty that he wasn’t owning up to it? Would my investigation open a can of worms that would eat away at the family? It already sounded as though all was not paradise in their brand-new twelve-thousand-square-foot home in the hills above La Jolla. Odd that neither Mick nor I had picked up on that when we were down there the month before for their housewarming party. Or maybe it wasn’t so odd; like most offspring, Mick tended to view his parents as immutable, and I, in spite of frequent evidence to the contrary, tended to idealize Charlene’s and Ricky’s union.


He’d spotted her from the bandstand at a high-school dance where the group he’d formed with four Bakersfield buddies was playing: hot, easy Charlene McCone, with her long blond hair and her ripe figure, a sixteen year old with a reputation for giving a good time. That night, after she ditched her date and waited around while the band packed up, he made love to her in the back of their van. She spent two afternoons with him in his cheap motel room, and when he left San Diego he made no promises. He’d be back, Charlene told me. Ricky was the man she’d marry; no more screwing around for her.


Charlene never even accepted another date.


By the time Ricky returned, she was four months pregnant, radiant, and not the least bit worried. She broke the news to him right away, and the next night he appeared at our house wearing a suit jacket that was inches too short at the wrists and carrying a velvet-covered box containing a cheap wedding band. He was pale, a little drunk, and a whole lot determined. And during what had to have been the most harrowing conversation of his young life, he persuaded my staunchly Catholic mother and my irascible ex-military father that he would be a good husband to their little girl.


He had been, in his own way.


The early years of their marriage were rough. Ricky was on the road a lot, and he and Charlene developed a reproductive pattern that would have made the Pope smile in contentment. After Mick was born, Ricky temporarily gave up on his own band and signed on with a Nashville booking agency; the agency sent him off on an extended tour with a group quite appropriately called The Missing Link. Ma and Pa were concerned. Don’t be, Charlene told them, he’d be back. And he was—several months later, when he got her pregnant again. He stayed around working with his own band on demo tapes of his songs until Mick’s baby sister Chris was several weeks into two o’clock feedings, and then he hit the road again.


He’d be back, Charlene said serenely.


The pattern repeated until there were six of what the family fondly called the Little Savages. By that point even my devout Catholic mother was urging Charlene to get her tubes tied; my sister had to admit it was an idea whose time had come. And the Savage family’s lives continued down a marginal track, involving food stamps and substandard housing and generous contributions from relatives, that we all feared would eventually land them on a sewer grating.


And then Ricky Savage suddenly became a household music name.


He managed it with the help of my father, who over the years had observed his struggle toward his dream and come to respect and admire him. Pa didn’t know much about music—aside from the dirty ballads he liked to bellow while puttering in his garage workshop—but as a career enlisted man in the navy, he did know something about courage in the face of adversity. So, on the promise that if Ricky didn’t succeed this time he’d give it up and go to work for my brother John’s house-painting company, Pa loaned him and his band members the money to cut one last high-quality demo tape of four songs, including a catchy new one called “Cobwebs in the Attic of My Mind.” Ricky hand-carried the tape to his booking agent in Nashville; the agent listened to it, called a friend in A & R—Artist and Repertoire—at Transamerica Records, and within months both the resultant album and the single of “Cobwebs” had shot to the top of the country charts.


Ricky’s success continued. After a number of hits relying on hooks with an architectural theme—“The House Where Love Once Lived,” “You Can Get Me Out of Your Bedroom, But You Can’t Get Me Out of Your Heart”—he went on to write songs that the critics found as good as anything currently being written. Emotional and frequently profound, they told stories that touched both the mind and the heart. And, more important for his record label, they won award after award and frequently crossed over to the highly desirable pop charts.


Ricky’s sudden transformation to superstar wasn’t easy on the Savages. With it came too many possessions, too many changes, too little privacy, too little time. The kids became acquisitive and rebellious; Charlene became insecure and depressed; Ricky became bewildered as to how he could possibly be failing them now. But through it all he and Charlene stuck together, drawing on their reserves of good sense to keep the family from going completely haywire. They weathered one son’s learning disability, and Ma and Pa’s divorce, the tragic deaths of both of Ricky’s parents and two of his band members, the destruction of their Pacific Palisades home by wildfire. Oh, there were moments when it looked as though they wouldn’t make it. Such as the time she flew to Las Vegas to surprise him and caught him in bed with the singer from his opening act. Such as the time he came home unexpectedly, tracked her down at a restaurant rendezvous with an old flame, and created such a commotion that the cops were called. But through it all they loved each other, and they loved their kids.


So what had gone wrong that could cause such pain and sadness to cross Ricky’s face? What could be so bad that my sister hadn’t confided the trouble to me?


I reached for the phone. Stopped myself and shook my head.


Not your business, McCone—yet. Let him tell you about it in his own way and time. And then offer aid and comfort to them both.


I made up a case file, stapled the contract we’d just signed inside, and put it in my active investigations drawer. Then I fished out a work request form for a laboratory I often used. After checking boxes that indicated I wanted the notes examined for fingerprints and paper and ink type, as well as analyzed by a graphologist, I enveloped them, grabbed my purse, and went along the catwalk to see Ted Smalley.


Our offices ran along the side of the pier, fronted by a wide railed catwalk with stairways at either end and crossover catwalks to the offices opposite. Below, on the floor where forklifts used to move cargo, we parked our cars. The opposite tenants were a firm of architects for whom I’d done some investigating, and a graphic designer. The lower suites contained a similarly diverse group of people whom I was only now getting to know. It was trés urban chic to have one’s offices in a renovated pier, and the tenants were all quite house proud: The doors to the various establishments were painted in individual colors and styles, and their signs ranged from elaborate to expensively discreet; plants in barrels and redwood tubs flanked the foot of each stairway, straining to grow in the dim light of the cavernous space.


I loved the pier; I loved the southeastern Embarcadero and the lively South Beach district. I hoped we’d be here for a long, long time.


I passed the spacious room next to my office—workplace of Mick and Rae Kelleher, my former assistant at All Souls and the first of what I hoped would be many operatives. Next to that was a somewhat smaller space, temporarily used for storage. The adjoining conference room, which we shared with Altman & Zahn, contained only the old round oak table and chairs that used to sit by the kitchen window at the co-op. Between it and the law offices was the domain of Ted Smalley, our shared manager, whom we’d easily lured away from the corporate shell that remained after Hank left All Souls.


Ted, a fine-featured dark-haired man with a penetrating gaze and neat goatee, presided over our new realm much as a feudal lord over his fiefdom—ruling with an iron hand and providing much-needed guidance to his subjects, who were foolish enough to think themselves his employers. The fact that he displayed a fondness for fancy ruffled shirts and opulent old-fashioned waistcoats—offset somewhat by the accompanying Levi’s—did much to further the image.


I tossed the envelope into his out-box and said, “Will you have that messengered over to Richman Labs, please?”


“Sure.” He looked up from the papers on his desk and smiled craftily at me. Stood and ceremoniously held out a small gold box that I, from frequent experience, knew contained a single chocolate truffle from Sweet Sins. “For you,” he said.


Eagerly I reached for it. “What’s the occasion?”


He withdrew the box. “What’s tonight’s surprise?”


“A bribe? The nerve of you! Where’s your integrity?”


“I was corrupted by lawyers.” He motioned toward Altman & Zahn.


“What, they can’t wait till six o’clock to find out?”


“You know how lawyers are. They hate secrets. They’re nosy and sly. Much like investigators.”


Thank God my passion for chocolate had tapered off in recent years! There was a time when I would have parted with my darkest secret for one of those truffles. “This investigator,” I said, “is incorruptible.”


“Too bad. I’ll have to eat it myself.”


“Enjoy.”


“It’ll ruin my diet.”


“Tough. See you at six.”


“And where’ll you be in the meantime?”


“With a former lover, I hope.”


By my calculations, Don DelBoccio should by now have arrived home from his daily stint as a disc jockey at KSUN, the city’s wildest hard-rock station. I drove my red MG—which after a new paint and body job was nearly a classic car—over to his building on Luck Street in the industrial area near China Basin. When I rang the third-story loft, Don buzzed me in and I took the freight elevator that opened directly into his living space.


As the cage rose, his bare feet appeared at eye level, then his blue-jeaned legs, and finally the rest of him. He smiled through the grille at me, eyes dancing with pleasure—a stocky man with a mop of dark hair and an extravagant, bushy mustache. I repressed a giggle, remembering the comment my older brother John had made the first time he saw Don: “My God, he looks as if he’s trying to eat a cat!”


Don pulled the grille open and hugged me. “Why is it that you always appear whenever I’m thinking about you?” he asked.


“Don’t know. What were you thinking?”


He motioned me into the loft—one enormous space with a galley kitchen and sleeping alcove, crammed with enough books, audio equipment, musical instruments, and aquariums of tropical fish to amuse even the most easily bored individual for eternity. The loft was larger than the one he’d occupied when we were a couple, but during the year or so he’d lived there, he’d nearly managed to fill it. Of course, a set of drums, a baby grand piano, and a trampoline do take up space.


“Wine?” he offered.


“Kind of early, isn’t it? What were you thinking about me?”


“Not so early. Besides, this is my evening.”


What the hell. “Okay, thanks. What were you thinking?”


“I’ll never tell.” He went to the kitchen, poured, and brought me a glass of red.


“Hmmm.” I sank onto the pile of pillows that served as his couch. “What’s with the trampoline?” It was new since the last time I’d visited.


Don sat beside me. “Guy at the station wanted to get rid of it cheap. He used to bounce on it in the mornings, listening to my show and holding onto a pair of weights. God knows why. Anyway, a couple of months ago he got carried away to Pearl Jam and bounced clear off the thing. Weights went through a plate-glass window, he got cut up, plus he broke his leg.”


“No wonder he wanted to get rid of it. I guess now you’re bouncing with a pair of weights—”


“No way.” He grinned wickedly. “But I am bouncing. You’d be surprised how many women’ve never done it on a trampoline.”


“Lecher.”


“Wanna try?”


“If I said yes, you’d go into shock.”


“I’m not very shockable. But I know I’ll never get that lucky again; I hear this thing you’ve got going with the guy you met up in Mono County is serious.” He toasted me, sipped wine. “So what’s your reason for stopping by?”


“A trivia question, actually. You know my brother-in-law, Ricky Savage?”


“Of him, yes. I never did have the pleasure.”


“Well, he’s in town, and we were talking about song lyrics. There’s this line that’s been running through both our heads, and we can’t place it. With your memory of lyrics, I thought you might.”


Don regarded me skeptically over the rim of his wine-glass. I looked down, sipped the excellent red.


After a moment he asked, “What’s the line?”


“‘Whatever happened to my song.’”


“Mmm.”


“What does that mean?”


“Strangely enough, I can place it. But before I tell you where it’s from, I want to know why you’re lying to me.”


“Lying?”


“About this being a trivia question.”


“It is.”


“It’s not. I remember altogether too well the tone you use when you lie. Your voice rises, just a little but enough. Don’t ever try to fool someone with perfect pitch, Sharon.”


Another person who saw clear through me. “Okay,” I said after a moment. “Can you keep this in confidence?”


“You know I can.”


I studied his face, remembering the good times and all the times I’d trusted him. And then I told him about the notes, Ricky’s new label, and the upcoming tour.


Don listened thoughtfully, turning the stem of his glass between his fingertips. “I agree with you,” he said. “Savage has good reason to worry about those notes. Let me play you the song the line’s from.”


“You have a recording of it?”


“Uh-huh.” He went over to a bookshelf full of records, CDs, and tapes, and scanned the top shelf. “Lately I’ve gotten into collecting folk ballads—early stuff, from the southern hill country. There’s a woman from Bakersfield who’s been doing some interesting versions.” He selected a CD and carried it over to his sound system.


Don’s range of interests never ceases to amaze me. In spite of a long career as a DJ for some of the most raucous and raunchy stations in existence, he is a classical pianist, trained at the Eastman School of Music; his tastes encompass everything except rap and heavy metal, and he cheerfully admits that spending a good part of his life taking phone-in requests from boorish and possibly brain-dead teenagers is merely a method of subsidizing his true passions.


He slipped the CD into the player and rejoined me. “The song’s titled ‘My Mendacious Minstrel.’ The singer’s Arletta James.”


A haunting voice filled the loft, accompanied by a simple guitar melody. The woman’s tone was pure and soaring, with an aching clarity that put a shiver on my spine. The words intensified it, heartrending in and of themselves—and all the more so because James made the pain behind them sound real. The ballad told a long story—as old as time and chilling as winter’s frost.


A woman, walking in the hills, searching for the sweet berries that grow there in summer’s sun. A minstrel, wandering also, his homemade fiddle strapped to his back. A chance meeting in a clearing and a passion that ignites as he plays and sings his tunes. And a promise that he will create a song for her alone.


And it will be like none yet heard, the song he’ll sing for me.


More clandestine meetings in the clearing. More summer days as hot as the passion that runs in their veins. But still the minstrel fails to fulfill his promise.


When will he sing my song, I ask, the song he promised me?


An autumn day, and the minstrel fails to appear in the clearing. The woman waits in vain. Day after day she returns, until the snow is on the ground and a new life grows within her, then dies.


Whatever happened to my child, the child he gave to me?


Whatever happened to my song, the song he promised me?


The woman leaves the hills and travels to a town where the mansions of the wealthy stand on a bluff. There she finds her mendacious minstrel with his wife and his children, in his fine home. In despair she returns to the hills and wanders throughout the winter and into the spring. When the buds are on the trees and the jonquils in the grass she searches for the Carolina jessamine.


It twines there in its deadly vines, its blooms more deadly still


The woman prepares a potion and leaves the hills forever. By a ruse she gains a position in the minstrel’s household and exacts her revenge.


The touch of the sweet jessamine fast took them by surprise


And one by one they all died there, and one by one they died


As she drinks the last of the potion, the woman remembers the clearing in the hills, the child she lost, and the lies her minstrel told.


Whatever happened to my song, the song he promised me?














Three


I scarcely noticed when Don got up to turn the CD player off; my attention was riveted on the ballad’s message, and horrifying possibilities tumbled in my mind.


He took advantage of my preoccupation to pour us more wine, then sat down beside me. “So,” he said, “what do you think?”


“As usual, my imagination’s in overdrive. You say the singer, Arletta James, is from Bakersfield?”


“Yes. Why?”


“Ricky’s from there, too.”


“Then he probably knows James. The music scene out in the valley’s pretty inbred. In fact…” He got up and fetched the booklet that was slipped inside the CD’s plastic cover. “Yeah,” he said after thumbing through it, “she mentions him in her liner notes. ‘With special thanks to Ricky Savage.’”


“For what, I wonder? What’s their relationship?”


“Ah.” Don leaned back on his elbows, smiling. “I know how your mind works. You’re thinking he had something going with her, knocked her up, and dumped her. And that she’s gone off the rails and plans to kill him and his family.”


“Sounds pretty far fetched, doesn’t it?”


“I don’t know. Is that the kind of thing he’d do?”


“Well, it’s what he did to my sister—the knocking-up part, I mean. And I know he hasn’t lived like a monk all these years on the road. I asked him earlier if there was anything nasty in his past that might have surfaced, but he wasn’t very forthcoming, just said that there was stuff in the life of every performer, but he couldn’t think of anything that might’ve provoked a campaign of harassment.”


“Stuff, huh?”


I nodded. “He’s going to have to be more specific. And I’m going to have to ask him about Arletta James.”


Don frowned. “Shar, even if he did have something going there, even if she did get pregnant, this is the nineteen-nineties. People don’t go around the bend over something like that.”


“People go around the bend over anything. If you don’t believe me, take a look at my true-crime collection. Better yet, take a look at my case files.” I sipped wine, thinking of the investigation that had earned me the reward from the feds; its subject had been about as far around the proverbial bend as you can get, and for a reason that most people would consider insufficient.


Don said, “I’ll take your word for it.”


I stared down into the burgundy depths of my glass, looking for answers and finding none. “I guess the idea is pretty far fetched.”


“Maybe not. You read a lot about stalking cases lately.”


“Stalking’s generally a male crime, though. And stalkers make themselves known to their victims. They come on nice at first—send flowers, ask for dates, whatever—then lash out when they’re rejected. The notes Ricky’s been getting don’t have that feel.”


“What feel do they have?”


“The sender’s obviously undergoing a rapid emotional deterioration. And it’s clear the person wants something, but unclear what. There’s a plaintive note… Oh, hell, that’s just the hit I’m getting; you could look at them and come up with something completely different. What matters is that the writer knows where Ricky lives and possibly could get at him, my sister, and their kids.” I set down my glass and stood.


“You have to go so soon?”


“Yes. Thanks for your help.”


“Any time. Let me know how things work out.”


From Don’s I drove to the Civic Center and spent an hour at the public library trying unsuccessfully to run down something in the trade journals on Arletta James. On the way out I detoured to the science section and checked a detail that was probably irrelevant to the investigation but interesting to me. Then I headed back to the Embarcadero.


The day was unseasonably warm for July, a month which is usually cold and foggy in the city. I had the top down on the MG, but even the rush of breeze didn’t do much to clear the wine haze from my head. Near Pier 32, where the World War II memorial SS Jeremiah O’Brien is moored, I pulled over, parked, and hurried along the sidewalk to the squat gray clapboard shack that houses Miranda’s Diner.


Miranda’s, along with Red’s Java House and the Boondocks, is a relic of the days when our piers actually catered to ships and cargo, and the longshoreman was king of the waterfront. All that is gone now, along with the seamen’s hotels and taverns, the hiring halls and tattoo parlors; condominium complexes and office buildings rise in their place. The Embarcadero, once crowded with freight-laden semis and rail cars, is now a spacious boulevard with a line of handsome new palm trees down its center. Instead of the old Belt Railway, streetcar tracks run along the median strip; when completed they will transport passengers from South Beach to the Muni Metro under Market Street. Only a few operating piers and the small eateries at the water’s edge remain to remind us of what our port used to be, and no one knows how much longer they’ll be able to hold out against the forces of change.


A while back a client of mine had a grandiose plan to keep a part of our waterfront in maritime use by turning the old Hunters Point Naval Shipyard into a megaterminal for one of the city’s venerable shipping lines. As it turned out, his plan was workable and would have changed the course of San Francisco’s history. But tragedy shattered his life, his financial backers withdrew, and in the end he decided he valued preserving what remained to him and those he cared about over preserving the port. It was the right decision, but every now and then I remembered his scheme and thought about what its abandonment had cost us.


I pushed through the door of Miranda’s, waving to Carmen Lazzarini, the owner. I had no idea of the big bald man’s true first name; he’d gone by Carmen ever since his days as a longshoreman offloading South American banana boats. When anyone asked about the nickname, he’d say, “Carmen Miranda—get it?” and do a little dance, hands up, as if supporting a fruit-laden hat. The few things I did know about him were that he made a dreadful chicken-fried steak, a terrific burger, and that his “java” worked like a shot of adrenaline. Those few things, plus that behind the stained apron and gruff mannerisms beat a good and generous heart.


Carmen surveyed me and reached for a coffee pot; I must have looked as though I badly needed a boost. As I headed toward the counter, I spotted Rae Kelleher in one of the booths by the salt-grimed bayside windows and signaled that I’d sit there. By the time I slipped in opposite her, Carmen was sliding a white ceramic mug in front of me.


“Wake-up time?” Rae asked.


“Yes. How you doing?”


“Fair to middling. I wrapped up those two files you gave me this morning; they’re on your desk.”


“Thanks. You ready for the surprise?”


“What surprise?”


“Aha! You’re trying reverse psychology on me.” Rae had been a psych major at Berkeley, and she still harbored certain pet theories about human behavior, in spite of strong evidence that they were rules made to be broken.


“Actually, I don’t want you to tell me,” she said. “My life holds too few surprises as is.” Her voice was flat and her round freckled face held none of its usual cheeriness.


“You have seemed down lately.”


“Lately? Try six months. Everything’s gone stale on me. I haven’t even been taping my diary.”


Rae was a fervent reader of what she called “shop-and-fucks,” and she often joked about quitting the business and trying her hand at writing one. Toward that end, she faithfully recorded her daily activities, complete with dialog, description, and philosophical asides. Her style struck me as not half bad, but her life was going to have to get a good bit more interesting, and her lifestyle a lot richer, in order to provide fodder for a steamy, semipornographic novel. Fortunately for both her and me, she was smart enough to keep her day job.


I said, “Part of this depression could be Coso Street. It must be getting to you.” Since the remaining All Souls partners had reincorporated under their own names and put the big Victorian, where Rae still lived, up for sale, I couldn’t bring myself to call it by anything other than its address.


“Yeah, it is. I feel like I’m living in a haunted house.” She ran her hand through her auburn curls, then nodded to Carmen, who was hovering nearby, to bring her another Coke. “Everybody’s gone, now that Ted’s moved in with Neal.” Neal Osborn was a used-bookstore owner whom Ted had met while browsing at the International Antiquarian Book Fair last winter; they’d taken a wonderful apartment in an Art Deco building on Telegraph Hill.


“Anyway,” she went on, “I wish I could get into that condo I’ve leased, but the owner won’t be out till August first. At night I lie in bed in my attic room and I’m all alone. It’s kind of spooky—and depressing.”


I remembered how the Victorian’s creaks and groans could be eerie—even with other people there. “Then for God’s sake, why stay on?”


“I don’t have a choice. I can’t afford a motel, and I don’t want to impose on my friends—”


“You wouldn’t be imposing on this friend.”


“Oh, Shar, I can’t do that. Hy’s staying with you—”


“Only for a couple more days. He’s finished the project he was working on at RKI and wants to get back to his ranch. Besides, we’ve got a full schedule this weekend, so we won’t be around much. After the—” Damn! I’d almost given it away. “After the surprise, you’re to go back to Coso Street, pack what you need, and move into my guest room.”


“Shar—”


“No, it’s settled.”


Rae looked relieved, a smile crinkling her upturned nose.


I glanced at my watch. “It’s almost time. Why don’t you ask for a paper cup for that Coke and we’ll head back to the pier.”


Most of the office gang and their companions were already gathered on the sidewalk by the great arching mouth of the pier when Rae and I pulled in: Ted and Neal; Anne-Marie and Hank and their foster daughter, Habiba; Jessie Coleman, their legal secretary. I let Rae off to join them, then drove inside and parked the MG. As I got out, Mick came down the stairway from the offices, accompanied by Charlotte Keim.


Mick was big like his father, blond like his mother, and in the past year he’d matured into a handsome guy. Keim was a petite curly-haired brunette whose eyes sparkled saucily, hinting at what was a truly bawdy sense of humor. In spite of my reservations about their seeing each other—she was twenty-five to his eighteen, and he was currently living with another woman—I had to admit they made an attractive couple.


Keim waved and came over to me. “Mick claims he knows what the surprise is, but he won’t tell me.”


“He just thinks he knows.”


My nephew smiled smugly.


“Well, maybe he does know,” I conceded. “Would you excuse us for a minute, Charlotte?”


“Sure.” She started toward the mouth of the pier, then called, “Oh, Sharon—Hy said to tell you he’s running late and not to leave without him.”


“Thanks.” I waited till she was out of earshot, then asked Mick, “Where’s Maggie?”


His mouth pulled down sullenly. “Working.”


“Look, I’m not upset because you brought Charlotte. I just wondered.”


“Well, that’s where Maggie is, just like last night—working at the damn nursing home. I asked her to try to get off, but she said no. They’re depending on her, and she doesn’t want to ask for special consideration.”


Maggie Bridges, the woman Mick lived with, was a premed student and tended to approach life very seriously. When he first met her I’d been glad of that quality, hoping she would steady him, but now that his life was more or less under control, I could understand how he might find her single mindedness stifling.


“Well, just have a good time with Charlotte, then,” I said.


“I always do. She’s easy to be around; she likes to party and she doesn’t make any demands. And she doesn’t make me feel guilty for wanting to kick back and enjoy myself now and then. I like her a lot.”


“So do I. In fact, I’m hoping to hire her away from RKI one of these days.”


“You just might succeed.” He glanced toward the front of the pier. “Should we be getting out there?”


I nodded and we walked along, waving good-bye to other tenants who were leaving for the weekend. When we stepped onto the sidewalk a white stretch limo was pulling up to the group assembled there. Joggers and other passersby stared.


Rae said, “A limo! I’ve always wanted to ride in a limo.” Hank said, “I think I know what’s going on.” Anne-Marie said, “Uh-huh.” Nine-year-old Habiba forgot she’d decided she was a grown-up and jumped up and down, while Jessie, Ted, and Neal looked puzzled. And Charlotte, bless her, clapped her hands and shouted, “Hoo boy!” in the Texas accent she’d labored years to lose.


Mick smiled smugly at me. “I knew.”


“Suspected.”


“Knew.”


Ricky got out of the limo and started across the sidewalk toward us.


Rae exclaimed, “My God, it’s Ricky Savage!” and dropped her cup of Coke on her foot.


And I, perpetrator of this moment, grinned at all of them. Sometimes the torture of keeping a secret for two weeks is worth it.


While a red-faced Rae—who endures more than the average amount of spills and stains—mopped up, I made introductions and explained that we’d be attending Ricky’s benefit concert in Sonoma County’s Two Rock Valley as his guests. He shook hands all around—laughing at Rae’s sticky one—urged them to make free with the refreshments in the limo’s bar, and waved them on board. After much confusion and changing of places, the driver finally was able to shut the door, but before they pulled away Mick lowered a window and stuck his head out.


“Hey, Dad,” he called, “aren’t you and Shar coming? I mean, she organized this and you’re kind of the main event.”


Ricky grinned. “I’ve got another car on the way. Shar, Hy, and I’ll ride up together.” Then he regarded his son with mock sternness and added, “Don’t do anything I wouldn’t.”


Mick gave him a thumbs-up sign. Before the opaque glass rose a champagne cork popped, followed by another Texas-accented whoop.


My brother-in-law stared moodily at the limo as it edged into traffic. “How come he’s not with the one he brought home last Christmas?” he asked. “As far as I know, he was living with her last week.”


“And he still is, but I think they may have run their course.”


He grunted. “Isn’t this one too old for him?”


“She’s twenty-five, but your son, as she puts it, plays older than eighteen.”


“Yeah, so did I.” He turned to me, eyes troubled. “Why’s it ending with Maggie? We all liked her.”


“She wants him to settle down, but now that he’s figured out who he is and what he wants to do, he’s looking for a good time. I don’t blame him.”


“Neither do I.” Ricky’s gaze moved from me to the massive support of the Bay Bridge on the other side of the boulevard, then scaled it to the heavy span that hung over our heads. “Shar, I want Mick to have all the good times I missed. When I was his age I’d been on the road with my first band for two years. Never even bothered to finish high school. I was driven—totally driven. And then all of a sudden I was a husband and a daddy. Wasn’t easy.”


“You regret it?”


“Not for an instant. Your sister and those kids are the best people who ever came into my life. They were what kept me going. Compared to the look on Charly’s face when I told her I’d signed with Transamerica, everything that’s happened since is just icing on a beautiful cake.” The words were sincere, but the melancholy that underlay them detracted from their import.


I waited, hoping he’d tell me what had gone wrong between the two of them, but he fell silent, his eyes still on the bridge span.


“Ricky,” I said after a moment, “I found out where the line in those notes came from.”


“Already? Charly told me you were the best in the business, and now I believe it.”


“I just have good contacts, that’s all. The words’re from a song titled ‘My Mendacious Minstrel,’ and the artist’s Arletta James”


“Letta? I’ll be damned. Of course—those ballads she’s been resurrecting.”


“You’ve heard the song, then?”


“Sure.”


“You recall the story it tells?”


“Only vaguely.”


I filled him in. He paled and compressed his lips, making the same leap of logic—or perhaps illogic—that I had.


“I’ve got to ask you,” I added, “have you ever had a relationship with Arletta James?”


“You mean sexual? Not hardly. Letta’s a lesbian, in a long-term relationship. She’s not interested in me.”


“But you do know her well. She acknowledged you in her liner notes.”


“Well, yeah. We went to school together in Bakersfield. She’s a nice person and a terrific singer. Incredible voice, one of a kind. And she’s finally getting the attention she deserves.”


I wasn’t willing to let go of the idea that there might be some connection between James and the notes, though. “I’d like to talk with her about the ballad. Do you know where I can reach her?”


“Not offhand, but I can find out from her manager. We’re negotiating with him to sign one of his other clients.” He took a cellular phone from the inner pocket of his suit coat, unfolded it, and punched out a number. Two minutes later he broke the connection and said to me, “You’re in luck. Letta’s manager says she’ll be recording at TriStar Studios in Sausalito tomorrow.”


“Great. I’ll contact her there.”


“I don’t understand what you think she can tell you.”


“You never know what information people might have till you ask them.”


“Jesus, it’s good to get away from the office,” Hy said as we sank onto the backseat of a second limo. “Today was one of those days.” His craggy face was so weary that even his mustache drooped; he ran a hand through his shaggy dark-blond hair and yawned widely. “I’m not cut out for a desk job.”


“I hear you.” Ricky climbed in after us and sat on the facing seat, shrugging off his suit coat and kicking off his boots. “I spent half the afternoon cooped up in my hotel suite with my partners and a team of lawyers from Winterland Productions. Winterland’s doing the T-shirts and other stuff for the Midnight tour, and my manager came up with the idea of licensing a bunch of other crap with them.”


“What kinds of things?” I asked.


“Sweatshirts, hats, mugs, you name it. Fans’ll buy anything, and it’s a good way to get a quick infusion of cash—which is always nice when you’ve got six kids and a household that sucks up money as fast as you can make it.”


Ricky was not and never had been the stereotypical naive artist who gets taken by everyone from his record label to his manager. He kept a sharp eye on contractual and financial matters, and when he wasn’t able to see to them, Charlene did. Between them they had the acumen of a staff of MBAs. In fact, my sister had recently received a degree in finance from USC.


“So anyway,” he went on, “we’re in this meeting with Winterland’s attorneys, and they’re all talking, but I’m kind of distracted and not paying real close attention. And then a word makes me sit up and listen, and I realize that what my asshole lawyer really has in mind is to license Ricky Savage condoms.”


“What!” Hy and I exclaimed.


“Yeah, can you believe that? Oh, I know a lot of rock groups allow it—personalized condoms with their likenesses or the name of their new release on them. Told you fans’ll buy anything. But my God, all I could think of was how I’d feel if one of my kids got hold of a condom with old dad on it!” Ricky’s nostrils flared indignantly.


Hy looked aghast. “That’s awful.”


Preposterous images were dancing through my mind. I fought down a giggle and tried to look properly outraged.


“Awful’s the word for it.” Ricky nodded. “Of course I said no. Said it in no uncertain terms. And then my lawyer’s arguing with me. Think of the profits, he says. Profits! All I could think of was my face… well, you get the picture.”


I said, “I don’t know. How’s this for a slogan? ‘You’ve heard of rough sex? Now try Savage sex!’”


Hy and Ricky stared at me.


I tried to repress a laugh, but it welled up violently. I clapped my hand over my mouth; what came out was a snort—followed by another.


The two of them exchanged looks.


“Listen,” I said to Ricky, “if the kids got hold of those condoms, it’d keep them from doing anything. Can you imagine? You’re all hot to trot, and suddenly there’s your father’s face staring at you… Oh, God, I’m sorry!” I snorted again.


“You want a beer?” Ricky asked Hy.


“Yeah, thanks.”


Ricky pulled a Beck’s from the bar, handed it to him, and took one himself. “I had them stock champagne for her,” he said, “but I don’t know if she should have any. She’s behaving peculiar enough as is.”


“Ah, go ahead and give her some. Maybe it’ll sedate her.”


I indulged in a final snort. “I’ll be good, I promise. But what is it with you men? Don’t you see the humor in this?”


Ricky popped the cork on a bottle of Korbel. “You wouldn’t think it so funny if it was your face—” Then he seemed to be entertaining some preposterous mental images of his own.


I glanced at Hy; his mustache was twitching.


Ricky started laughing, so hard that after a few seconds he spilled champagne over his fingers.


I took the glass from him. “I assume you… er, deflated the idea?”


“Of course I… Oh, shit!” Still laughing, he leaned back and closed his eyes. “Lawyers!” he said. “God help me.”


I sipped champagne and watched through the tinted glass as we merged with rush-hour traffic on the Golden Gate Bridge. None of us spoke till we reached the Sausalito exit and then I, reminded of Arletta James, got back to business.


“Ricky, now that we know where the wording of those notes most likely came from, do you agree that the situation is potentially dangerous?”


“Yeah. Yeah, I do.”


“Then I think we’d best retain Hy’s firm to provide security and give you and the family a crash course in preventative measures.” To Hy I explained the problem that had brought Ricky to me. “Can you see your way to handling this personally?”


He hesitated. For two weeks he’d been working out of RKI’s San Francisco offices on a special project—one that had made it possible for us to spend a good deal of time together—but he’d wrapped it up today and was anxious to get back to his ranch in the high-desert country near Tufa Lake. He planned to fly there Sunday night, spend a few weeks, then meet me at our shared cottage on the Mendocino coast—the place where we were most relaxed and at our best with each other.


I waited, braced for a refusal. Hy was fond of my large and eccentric clan, but he had no family of his own and liked the freedom that a lack of blood or marriage ties afforded. I wouldn’t have blamed him for declining; security work was a far cry from the high-risk missions he enjoyed. But at the same time I needed to have him behind me on my own high-risk case.


He seemed to sense that, because he said, “Sure. I’ll contact our best domestic security man, have him at the house in San Diego in…” He checked his watch. “In less than two hours. Fortunately, he works out of our world headquarters in La Jolla, so he’s close by.”


Ricky started to protest.


“No,” I told him, “let Hy handle it his way.”


Hy took another beer from the bar and leaned forward, rolling the bottle between his long fingers. “Rick, every minute that you delay in getting my people there is a potential threat to your family. You’ve got to place their safety in our hands. My man’ll arrive tonight, assess the situation, set some ground rules. Tomorrow morning he’ll bring in any additional people he thinks he needs, and I’ll fly down and consult with him personally. Then I’ll make my recommendations.”


“Such as?”


“We’ll probably put on a few guards, work with your family and household employees on routine precautions. We’re also going to have to take a look at your patterns of travel—where you have to be and when. Two things concern me: the upcoming tour and the recording studio over in Arizona.”


“On the tour, security’s provided by the concert venues. And I don’t have any plans to record for at least two months.”


“We won’t worry about Arizona, then. But standard security at the concerts may not be enough.” Hy reached behind us for the phone that sat on the rear window ledge. In minutes he’d made his arrangements. Handing the receiver to Ricky, he said, “Call Charlene, let her know what’s happening.”


Ricky looked dazed, as though by wresting control from his hands we’d shaken the foundations of his day-to-day life. Hy had told me of seeing similar reactions from other RKI clients. As my brother-in-law punched in his home number, I felt better about the situation; RKI’s people were the best in the business.


To the public, RKI was simply a firm that specialized in high-level corporate and personal security for people who were particularly vulnerable, usually to terrorists. Hy was a partner, but only loosely affiliated with their normal operations, mainly using the company as a resource for the one-man human-rights crusade he’d launched last year, after harrowing circumstances had forced him to reevaluate and restructure his life. But neither he nor I—who had twice worked with them—was a stranger to RKI’s methods, and we knew better than anyone that the glossy public image concealed a darker side.


High risk-taking and semilegal practices were commonplace at the firm. The murky pasts of many of its operatives and all of its partners—including my lover—were open knowledge within the company. The clandestine activities directed from its thirty-some offices throughout the world would have been the envy of the CIA. Within the corporate-security industry rumors about RKI abounded, but no one had proof of the proportionately few but tragic instances in which the risk-taking hadn’t paid off. I, on the other hand, had heard enough about them to make me want to keep my distance.


Lately, though, I’d had a sense that the distance was shrinking, as if I stood on the edge of a cliff whose ground was eroding beneath my feet, forcing me to repeatedly step forward. I’d come to rely on their data-search section for information that I myself couldn’t access through legal channels; I’d hired one of their operatives for an especially sensitive job and not looked too closely at how he accomplished it. On good days I told myself that I could use them and still maintain my integrity. On bad days I wondered. And in the dark hours of the night, when my misdeeds preyed upon my wakeful mind, I became convinced that I’d already evolved into the kind of investigator I detested. It was during those nights that I wanted to scrap it all and flee with Hy to the cottage on the coast that we’d christened Touchstone. There, I would tell myself, we’d find ourselves again, find peace.


Of course, I knew it wasn’t that easy. Nobody can slip the reins of the past and run away.


Ricky’s voice interrupted what could have turned into a world-class brooding session. “Hi, Jamie… Of course it’s really me. Happy birthday, honey… You already opened it?… Well, you’re welcome… Listen, hon, is your mother there?… Let me talk to her, would you? And you have a good one.”


He covered the mouthpiece and said, “Jesus, I almost forgot to call her for her birthday! I never thought I’d forget one of my kids’ birthdays.” For a moment he waited, then he sat up straighter, his expression becoming wary and defensive. “Yes, Charly… Yes, Shar agrees that we have a problem… She did, and she’s brought Hy in on it, too. He’s got one of his people coming to the house in two hours and—”


My sister was speaking now. The set of Ricky’s jaw hardened, and he began to drum his fingertips on his thigh.


I frowned, glanced at Hy. He shrugged.


“Well, Charlene,” Ricky said in a flat tone, “you’ll just have to cancel and stay home.”


She spoke some more; spots of red blossomed on Ricky’s high cheekbones and his eyes glittered. I tensed, feeling his pent-up anger.


“I don’t care about that, Charlene,” he said, enunciating clearly and slowly. “What’s more important, our kids’ safety or your—Yes, that’s absolutely correct… Well, will you do that for me, Charlene? Will you just the fuck do that?” Abruptly he broke the connection, slapped the receiver into Hy’s hand, and reached for another beer.


I said, “Ricky…”


“You want to know what’s wrong, Shar? You really want to know?”


“Only if you want to talk about it.”


“Why shouldn’t I? It’ll be out in the open soon enough. What’s wrong is that your sister’s got somebody else. It’s all over between us, she tells me.”


I stared at him. Impossible. Except that the look on his face told me it was true. “Charlene, somebody else? Who?”


“Why don’t you ask her?” He took a big drink of beer and leaned forward, elbows on his knees, all the anger suddenly bleeding out of him. “Why don’t you ask her?” he repeated, his voice rough with emotion. “Nothing that’s going on with Charly has anything to do with me anymore.”
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