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For Pat, who met Joe Pike and
decided to hang around.





That ain’t tactics, baby. That’s just the beast in me.


– Elvis Presley,
Jailhouse Rock
 (the movie)


Winter downpour – even the monkey needs a raincoat.


– Basho





CHAPTER 1


‘I’m sorry, Mr. Cole, this has nothing to do with you. Please excuse me.’ Ellen Lang stood up out of the director’s chair across from my desk. I’d had it and its mate fitted in a nice pastel burgundy a year ago. The leather was broken in and soft and did not crack when she stood. ‘We shouldn’t have come here, Janet,’ she said. ‘I feel awkward.’


Janet Simon said, ‘For Christ’s sake, Ellen, sit down.’


Ellen sat.


Janet Simon said, ‘Talk to him, Ellen. Eric says he’s very good at this sort of thing. He can help.’


Speak, Ellen. Arf. I rearranged two of the Jiminy Cricket figurines on my desk and wondered who the hell Eric was.


Ellen Lang adjusted her glasses, clutched her hands, and faded back into the director’s chair. She looked small, even though she wasn’t. Some people are like that. Janet Simon looked like a dancer who’d spent a lot of time at it. Lean and strong. Good bones. She wore tight beige cotton pants and a loose cotton shirt striped with shades of blue and pink and red. No panty line. I hoped she didn’t think I was déclassé in my white Levi’s and Hawaiian shirt. Maybe the shoulder holster made up for it.


Ellen Lang smiled at me, trying to feign comfort in an uncomfortable situation. She said, ‘Well, perhaps if you told me about yourself.’


Janet Simon sighed, giving it the weight of the world. ‘Mr. Cole is a private detective. He detects for money. You give him some money and he’ll find Mort. Then you can get Perry back and kiss off Mort and get your life together.’ She said it like she was talking to someone with brain damage. Great legs, though.


‘Thanks, Mom,’ I said.


Janet Simon gave me a look, then turned away and stared at the Pinocchio clock. It’s on the wall beside the door that leads to my partner’s office, just above the little sign that says The Elvis Cole Detective Agency. As the second hand sweeps around, Pinocchio’s eyes move from side to side. Janet Simon had been glancing at it since they walked in. Probably thought it was peculiar.


Ellen fidgeted. ‘I was just curious, that’s all. I’m sorry.’


‘You don’t have to be sorry, Mrs. Lang,’ I said. ‘I’m thirty-five years old and I’ve been licensed as a private investigator for seven years. The state of California requires three thousand hours of experience before they’ll give you the license. I spent that time with a man named George Feider. Mr. Feider was an investigator here in Los Angeles for almost forty years. Before that I was a security guard, and before that I spent some time in the Army. I’m five feet eleven and one-half inches tall, I weigh one hundred seventy-six pounds, and I’m licensed to carry a firearm. How’s that?’


She blinked.


‘Yeah, it impresses me, too,’ I said. ‘I don’t take custody work. I might find your husband and your son but after that it’s up to you. I don’t steal children unless there’s reason to believe the child is in danger.’


Ellen Lang looked as if I’d kicked her. ‘Oh, no. No, no. Mort’s a good man, Mr. Cole, please don’t think he isn’t.’ Janet Simon said something like shumphf. ‘You have to understand. He’s been under enormous strain. He left ICM last year to start his own talent agency and things just haven’t gone the way they should. He’s had to worry about the house payments and the cars and schools. It’s been terrible for him.’


Janet Simon said, ‘Mort’s an asshole.’ She was standing by the sliding glass doors that lead out to the little balcony. On a clear day I could go out there and see all the way down Santa Monica Boulevard to the water. The view had been the selling point. Janet Simon fit nicely with the view.


‘I just want Perry home, that’s all.’ Ellen Lang’s eyes went from Janet Simon to me, sort of like the Pinocchio clock. ‘Mort will settle for McDonald’s. He’ll let Perry stay up all hours –’


I cleared my throat. ‘Mrs. Lang, I don’t bill by the day. I charge a flat fee exclusive of expenses and I get it in advance. You’re looking at about two grand here. Why don’t you wait? Mort might call.’ McDonald’s. Christ.


‘Yes,’ Ellen Lang said. She looked relieved. ‘I’m sure you’re right.’


‘Bullshit,’ Janet Simon said. She turned away from the balcony to sit in the other director’s chair. ‘That’s not right and she knows it. Mort’s been threatening to leave for almost a year. Mort treats her like a sop. He runs around.’ Ellen Lang made a little gurgling noise. ‘He’s even hit her twice that I know of. Now he’s taken their son and disappeared. She wants her son back. That’s all she wants. It’s very important to her.’


Ellen Lang’s eyes widened but didn’t seem to be looking at anything. ‘Ms. Simon,’ I said evenly, ‘as much as I’d like to lick chocolate syrup off your body, I want you to shut up.’


Ellen Lang said, ‘Oh, my.’ Janet Simon stood up and then Ellen Lang stood up. Janet Simon put a hand on Ellen Lang’s shoulder and shoved her back down. ‘Who do you think you’re talking to?’ she said.


‘A woman who’s very concerned with her friend’s problem. But a woman who, right now, is acting like a royal pain in the ass. If the sexual nature of my comment surprised you it’s only because I needed to be shocking to get your attention.’


She chewed at the inside of her cheek, trying to decide about me, then nodded and took her seat.


‘Also,’ I said, ‘I find you devastatingly attractive and it’s been on my mind.’


She leaned forward and said, ‘Eric told us you had a partner. Maybe we should speak with him.’


Eric again. The Mystery Man. ‘Fine by me.’


Janet Simon looked at the door beneath the Pinocchio clock. If she looked close enough she’d see the little ridge in the jamb from the time someone had forced the lock. Three coats of paint, and you could still see the crack. She didn’t notice. ‘Is that his office?’ she said.


‘Unh-hunh.’


‘Well?’


‘Well, what?’


‘Aren’t you going to introduce us?’


‘Nope.’


Janet Simon stood up, steamed over to the door, and went through. I smiled at Ellen Lang. Ellen Lang looked nervous but smiled back. After a while Janet Simon rejoined us.


‘That’s no office,’ she said. ‘There’s no desk, no furniture, nothing. What kind of office is that?’


‘Italian moderne?’


She cocked her head a little to the side. ‘Eric said you’d be like this.’


Eric. ‘How do you know Eric?’ I smiled. Mr. Sly. I have quite a charming smile. Like Peter Pan. Innocent, but with a touch of the rake.


‘We worked together when I was in the legal department at Universal.’


That brought it back. Eric Filer. Three years ago.


‘He said you found some film negatives for him. He said it wasn’t easy. He recommends you highly.’


‘M’man Eric.’


‘He also said you were like this.’


‘Were you ever a dancer?’ I said.


If she wanted to smile, she fought it. She took out a pack of Salem Lights, lit up in the office but stood in the balcony door, blowing smoke out over West Hollywood. I liked the way her neck looked when she lifted her chin to send out a plume of smoke. Some woman. I bet her mouth tasted like an ashtray.


‘Listen, Mrs. Lang,’ I said, turning back to Ellen, ‘I don’t know if Mort is going to call or not, or what you want, or what Mort wants. A couple hundred women have sat where you’re sitting, and usually their husbands call. But not always. You’re going to have to decide which way you want to jump.’


Ellen Lang nodded. Pinocchio’s eyes shifted back and forth a few times. Janet Simon smoked. After a while Ellen Lang took two photographs out of her purse and put them carefully on the desk. ‘On Friday Mort always picks up Perry from school. Perry goes to Oakhurst and the girls go to Westridge. That’s Cindy and Carrie. Fridays, Perry gets out two hours earlier. Only this past Friday they never came home. I tried all weekend to find Mort. I phoned Oakhurst Monday but Perry wasn’t there, and I phoned again this morning and he still wasn’t there. They’ve been gone for four days.’


I looked at the pictures. Mort was four or five years older than me, balding on top with a round face, thin lifeless hair, and skinny arms. He was wearing a tee shirt that said U.S.S. Bluegill, Maui, Hawaii. He had the sort of eyes that had just been looking somewhere else. On the back of the picture someone had written Morton Lang, age 39, 5’ 10”, 145 lbs, brown hair and brown eyes, no visible scars or tattoos, mole on right forearm. The writing was even and firm, all of the letters identical in size.


‘I wrote that,’ Ellen said. God bless television.


The other picture was a wallet-size school photo of a little boy who looked like a smaller, less-worn version of Mort. Perry Lang, age 9, 4’ 8”, 64 pounds, brown hair and brown eyes, no visible scars or tattoos or moles.


I put the pictures on the desk, then opened my right top desk drawer and took out a Bic pen and a blank yellow legal pad. I had to move my gun to get the pad. The gun was a Dan Wesson .38 Special with the 4-inch barrel, a gift from George Feider the day I got my license. It was a good gun. I closed the drawer, put the pad beside the pictures and the Bic on the pad.


‘Okay,’ I said. ‘Did Mort leave a note?’


‘No.’


‘Why would Mort take your son but not your two girls?’


‘I don’t know.’


‘Was Perry Mort’s favorite?’


‘That would be Carrie, our youngest daughter. I asked her if Mort said anything about this to her, thinking he might have, but she said no.’


I nodded and wrote Carrie on the pad.


‘Your husband make any large withdrawals recently?’


Ellen Lang said, ‘I’m not very good with figures. Mort handles all our business affairs.’ She said it apologetically.


‘How about work? Someone there who might know what was on your husband’s mind?’


Ellen Lang looked at the floor. ‘Well, he’s not part of an office anymore, like I said. He worked out of the house, and he didn’t really talk …’ She trailed off and turned red, her lips a tight purple knot.


I tapped the Bic against the pad, which wasn’t exactly brimming with information.


I looked at Janet Simon. She had a tight, sexy grin on her face. Or maybe it was a sneer. ‘I wouldn’t think of interfering,’ she said.


‘Maybe if I said please.’


Janet Simon took a final pull on her cigarette, tossed it out over the railing, and came back inside. ‘Tell him about the girlfriend, Ellen.’


Ellen Lang’s voice was so soft I could barely hear her. ‘He has a girlfriend. She lives at the Piedmont Arms off Barrington in Brentwood.’


‘Her name is Kimberly Marsh,’ Janet Simon said. ‘She’s one of his clients. 412 Gorham, just above San Vicente. Apartment 4, on the ground, in the back. An actress.’ She took two rolodex cards from her purse and flipped them down on the desk next to the photographs. The top one had KIMBERLY MARSH typed on it along with the address and a phone number.


‘We followed him.’ Ellen Lang said it the way you say something that embarrasses you.


I looked at Janet Simon. ‘And I’ll bet you drove.’


She looked back. ‘And I got out of the car and I checked the apartment number and I matched it to a name on the mailbox.’ Some woman, all right.


‘Okay,’ I said. ‘What about friends?’


Neither of us bothered to look at Ellen Lang. ‘Mort was trying to get a film project off the ground with a producer named Garrett Rice. That’s his name and number on the second card. It was one of those deals where you do a lot of talking about firming up Redford with a commitment from Coppola so you can get the money from Arab investors. That kind of thing. They call it “blue-sky.”’


I nodded. ‘How come you know more about her life than she does?’


Ellen Lang leaned forward out of the director’s chair. It was the first time she’d shown any animation since they’d walked into my office twenty minutes ago. ‘Garrett is an old friend. We used to play bridge with Garrett and his wife Lila until they were divorced, oh, I guess it was five years ago. We used to play every week for almost a year. Mort was so happy to be back in contact with him. Garrett was Mort’s best friend. I guess that’s why he told me.’


Janet Simon sighed the way you sigh when you’ve been holding your breath at a horror movie, and said, ‘Mort didn’t believe in sharing his life. At least, not with his wife.’


‘Well, that was his way,’ Ellen Lang said. Her eyes were still wide. ‘Mort would just die if he knew about this, Mr. Cole. That’s why I wouldn’t go to the police, even though Janet said that’s what I should do. I couldn’t get my own husband in trouble with the police. He’d never forgive me. You can see that, can’t you?’


Maybe it was my expression. Ellen Lang’s face got dark, her chin trembled, and she said, ‘What’s wrong with a woman caring how her husband feels?’ I got the feeling she’d been saying it a lot lately.


‘You’ll take the job?’ Janet Simon said.


‘There’s the matter of the fee.’


Ellen looked away from me again. ‘I’m afraid I forgot my checkbook.’


Janet said, ‘She’s not used to this. Mort always paid for everything, so she didn’t think to bring it.’


I tapped the Bic against the pad.


‘You can understand that, can’t you?’ Janet said.


I stood up. ‘Yep, I can understand that. Why don’t I come by your house this afternoon, Mrs. Lang? You can give me the check and we can go through your husband’s things.’


‘Why do you have to do that?’


‘Clues, Mrs. Lang.’


Janet Simon said, ‘You look like John Cassavetes twenty years ago.’


‘Who do I look like now?’


Janet Simon smiled grimly and stood up. Ellen Lang stood up, too, and this time Janet Simon didn’t push her back down. They left.


I wrote old friends on the pad, drew a box around it, then tore off the sheet and threw it away.


Some notes.





CHAPTER 2


I went out on the balcony and watched the street. After a few minutes they pulled out from beneath the building in a sky-blue Mustang convertible. Janet Simon was driving. It was the GT handling package. Great maneuverability. Tight in the curves. Without sacrificing a smooth ride.


I went back into my office, called the deli on the ground floor to order a pastrami on rye with Chinese hot mustard, and then I called Joe Pike.


A man’s voice said, ‘Gun shop.’


‘Give me Joe.’


The phone got put down on something hard. There were noises and words I couldn’t understand, and then the phone got picked up again. ‘Pike.’


‘We just had another complaint about your office. Woman goes in there, comes out, says what kind of office is that, empty, no phone, no desk? What could I tell her?’


‘Tell her she likes the office so much she can live there.’


‘It’s a good thing we don’t depend on you to sweet-talk the customers.’


‘I don’t do this for the customers.’ Pike’s voice was flat. No smile. No humor. Normal, for Pike.


‘That’s why I like to call,’ I said. ‘Always the pleasant word. Always the cheery hello.’


Nothing came back over the line. After a while I said, ‘We added a new client today. Thought you’d like to know.’


‘Any heat?’ Pike’s only interest.


‘We got through the interview with a minimum of gunshots.’


‘You need me, you know where to find me.’


He hung up. I shook my head. Some partner.


An entire afternoon ahead of me and nary a thing to do except drive out to Ellen Langs and dig through six or seven months of phone bills, bank statements, and credit card receipts. Yuck. I decided to go see Kimberly Marsh. The Other Woman.


I slipped the Dan Wesson into my holster, put on the white cotton jacket, and picked up the sandwich on my way to the parking garage. I ate in the car driving up Fairfax, turning left at Sunset toward Brentwood. I’ve got a Jamaica-yellow 1966 Corvette convertible. It would have been easier to take Santa Monica, but with the top down Sunset was a nicer drive.


It was shaping up as another brutal Los Angeles winter, low seventies, scattered clouds, clearing. The sky was that deep blue we get just before or just after a rain. The white stucco houses along the ridges were sharp and brilliant in the sun. I passed the coed-specked running paths of UCLA, then wound my way past a house that may have been the one William Holden used to slip the repossessors in Sunset Boulevard. Old Spanish. Same cornices and pilasters. The ghosts of old Hollywood haunting the eaves. I’ve wondered about that house since I discovered it, just two days after I mustered out of the Army in 1972. I’ve wondered, but I’ve never wanted to know for sure. After the Army, magic was in short supply and when you found some, you held on tight. It wouldn’t be the same if I knew the house belonged to some guy who made his millions inventing Fruit Loops.


A half mile past the San Diego Freeway I turned left on Barrington and dropped south toward San Vicente, then hung another left on Gorham. The Piedmont Arms is on the south side of the street in a stretch of apartment houses and condominiums. I drove past, turned around at a cross street, and parked. It looked like a nice place to live. An older woman with wispy white hair eased a Hughes Market cart off a curb and across a street. She smiled at a man and a woman in their twenties, the man with his shirt off, the woman in an airy Navajo top. L.A. winter. They smiled back. Two women in jogging suits were walking back toward Barrington, probably off to lunch at one of the little nouveaux restaurants on San Vicente. Hot duck salad with raspberry sauce. A sturdily built Chicano woman with a purse the size of a mobile home waited at a bus stop, squinting into the sun. Somewhere a screw gun started up, then cut short. There were gulls and a scent of the sea. Nice. Four cars in front of me, north side of the street, two guys sat in a dark blue ‘69 Nova with a bad rust spot on the left rear fender. Chicanos. The driver tried to scowl like Charles Bronson as I cruised past. Maybe they were from the government.


The Piedmont is a clean, two-story, U-shaped stucco building with a garden entry at the front braced by stairs that go up to the second floor. Around each stair is a stand of bamboo and a couple of banana trees for that always-popular rain forest look. There are two rows of brass-burnished mailboxes in front of the bamboo, with a big open bin beneath them for magazines and packages and Pygmies with blowguns. Kimberly Marsh’s drop was the fourth from the left on the top row. I could see eight or nine envelopes through the slot. In the bin there were three catalogs and a couple of those giveaway flyers that everyone gets. Lot of mail. Maybe four days’ worth.


I walked through the little courtyard past some more banana trees. Apartment 4 was all the way back on the left. That Janet. I knocked, but there was no answer. I walked back up to apartment 1, where a little sign on the door said MANAGER. A fat man built like a pear came around the mailboxes, started up the stairs, and saw me. ‘Jo-Jo isn’t here,’ he said. ‘He’s got the aerobics class on Tuesday.’


‘Jo-Jo the manager?’


He nodded. ‘He’ll be back around five or six. But I can tell you, there aren’t any vacancies.’


‘Maybe I could pitch a tent.’


He thought about that. ‘Oh, that was a joke.’


‘You know Kimberly Marsh?’ I said. ‘In number four.’


He said, ‘Number four,’ and thought about it. ‘That the pretty blonde girl?’


‘Yes.’


He shrugged. ‘You see her around, that’s all. I said hi once and she said hi back, that’s all.’


I took out the photograph of Mort. ‘You see this guy around with her?’


He squinted at me. ‘Mr. Suspicious I don’t know who you are,’ he said.


‘Johnny Staccato, Confidential Investigations.’


He nodded and stared at the picture and rubbed his arm. ‘Well, I dunno,’ he said. ‘Gee.’ Gee.


I thanked him and walked around until I heard a door upstairs open and close. Then I walked back to number 4. I knocked again in case she had been in the shower, then took out two little tools I keep in my wallet and popped Kimberly Marsh’s deadbolt lock. ‘Ms. Marsh?’ Maybe she was taking a nap. Maybe she just hadn’t wanted to answer the door. Maybe she was waiting behind it with an ice pick she had dipped in rat poison.


No answer.


I pushed open the door and went in.


There was a davenport against one wall with a wicker and glass coffee table in front of it and a matching Morris chair at the far end. From the doorway, I could see across the living room to the dining area and the kitchen. To the left was a short hall. Above the couch was a slickly framed poster of James Dean walking in the rain. He looked lonely.


A dozen brown daisies sat in a glass bowl on the coffee table. Propped against the bowl was a little lavender card. For the girl who gives me life, all my love, Mort. Papery petals had rained around the card.


On the end table there was a Panasonic phone-answering machine. I passed it, walked back to the kitchen, then glanced down the little hall to the bedroom before I went into the bath. No bodies. No messages scrawled in blood. No stopped-up toilet with red-tinted water. There were two towels on the bathroom floor as if someone had stepped out of the shower, toweled off, then dropped the towels. They were dry, at least two days old. There was a little chrome toothbrush holder with the stains those things get when you park a toothbrush in them, only there was no toothbrush. The medicine cabinet held all the stuff medicine cabinets hold, though maybe there were a couple of spaces where things had been but now weren’t. I went back out into the living room and checked the message machine. The message counter said zero – no messages. I played it back anyway. The counter was right.


I went into the bedroom. The bed was made and neat. There was a little desk in the corner beneath the window, cluttered and messy with old copies of the L.A. Times, Vogue, I. Magnin shopping bags, and other junk. Halfway down a stack of trade papers and Casting Calls I found the kind of 8×10 black-and-white stills actors bring to readings. Most were head shots of a pretty blonde with clean healthy features. At the bottom of the 8×10 it said Kimberly Marsh in an elegant flowing script. On the back was stapled a Xeroxed copy of her acting credits, her training, and her physical description. She was 5’ 6”, 120 pounds, had honey hair and green eyes. She was 26 years old and wore a size 8. She could play tennis, enjoyed water sports, could ski, and ride both Western and English. Her credits as an actress didn’t amount to much. Mostly regional theater from Arizona. She claimed to have studied with Nina Foch. Farther down the stack I found some full body shots, one with Kimberly in a fur bikini doing her best to look like a Pictish warrior. She looked pretty good in that fur bikini. I thought of Ellen Lang invisible in my director’s chair. Sit, Ellen. Speak. I put one of the head shots in my pocket.


I finished with the desk and moved to the closet. There were twelve shoe boxes stacked against the wall. I found a snapshot of a sleeping dog in one of them. There was a large empty space about the size of a suitcase on the right side of the closet shelf. Maybe Morton Lang had called and said, I’ve finally had my fill of this invisible sexless drudge I’m married to so how’s about you and me and Perry hit the beach in Hawaii? And maybe Kimberly Marsh had said, You bet, but I havta get back for this role I got on ‘One Life to Live,’ so she’d pulled down the suitcase and packed her toothbrush and enough clothes for a week and they had split. Sounded good to me. Ellen Lang wouldn’t like it, but there you are.


I shut the closet and went through the dresser, starting with the top drawer and working down. In the third drawer from the top I found a small wooden box containing a plastic bag of marijuana, three joints, two well-used pipes, a small bong, a broken mirror, four empty glass vials, and a short candle. Well, well, well. There was a 9 × 12 envelope under the stash box, folded in half and held tight by a rubber band. There was a pack of photographs in it. The first picture featured a nude Kimberly seated on her davenport, stark white triangles offsetting a rich tan. Not all of the shots were raw. A couple showed her posing on the back of a Triumph motorcycle, a couple more had her at the beach with a big, well-muscled, sandy-haired kid who had probably played end for the University of Mars. Near the bottom of the pack I found Morton Lang. He was naked on the bed, grinning, propped up on one elbow. A well-tanned female leg reached in from the bottom of the picture to play toesies with his privates. Mort. You jerk. I tore the picture of Morton in two and put it in my pocket. I put the rest of the stuff back, closed the drawers, and made sure the apartment was the way I’d found it. Then I let myself out.


The pear-shaped man was standing by the mailboxes on a little plot of grass they have there, waiting for a rat-sized dog on a silver leash. The dog was straining so hard its back was bent double. It edged sideways as it strained. Awful, the things you see in my line of work. The pear-shaped man said, ‘You’re not Johnny Staccato. That was an old TV series with John Cassavetes.’


‘Caught me,’ I said. ‘That’s the trouble with trying to be smart, there’s always someone smarter.’ The pear-shaped man nodded and looked superior. I gave him a card. ‘You see Ms. Marsh around, I’d appreciate a call.’


The Mexicans in the Nova were still there, only now they were arguing. Charlie Bronson gestured angrily, then fired up their car and swung off down the street. Hot-blooded. The pear-shaped man put the card in his pants. ‘You aren’t the only one looking for that woman,’ he said.


I looked at him. ‘No?’


‘There was another man. I didn’t speak to him, but I saw him knocking on number 4. A big man.’


I gave him my All-Knowing Operative look. ‘Good-looking kid. Six-three. Sandy-haired. Could be a football player.’


He looked at the dog. ‘No, this man was dark. Black hair. Bigger than that.’


So much for the All-Knowing Operative. ‘When was this?’


‘Last week. Thursday or Friday.’ He belched softly, said ‘That’s a sweetie’ to the dog, then eyed me again. ‘I think she had quite a few men friends.’


I nodded.


The pear-shaped man tsked at the little dog and gently jerked the leash, as if that would be coaxing. The dog looked up with sad, protruding eyes. The pear-shaped man said, ‘I’d feed him dog meal, but he whines so much for chicken necks. That’s all he’ll eat. He loves the skin so.’


I nodded again. ‘Same with people,’ I said. ‘You never like what’s good for you.’





CHAPTER 3


I walked back along Gorham and down to San Vicente where I phoned Ellen Lang from a Shell station, and got no answer. I took out the rolodex cards Janet Simon had given me. There were two phone numbers typed on Garrett Rice’s card, one with a Beverly Hills prefix, one from The Burbank Studios in beautiful downtown Burbank. It was almost four and traffic was starting to build, the sky already a pallid exhaust orange. Ugly. Bumper to bumper. Fifty-five delightful minutes later I was on another pay phone across from the Warner Brothers gate asking a secretary I knew for a walk-on pass. I would have phoned Garrett Rice directly, but people tend not to be in for private cops. Even when they brave the rush hour.


I jaywalked across Olive Street and gave the guard my name. He flipped through a little file where they keep the passes after the teletype prints them out and said, ‘Yes, sir.’


I said, ‘I’m going to see Garrett Rice. Can you tell me where that is?’


‘What’s that name again?’


Usually, you tell these guys a name, they’re spitting out directions before you finish saying it. This guy had to look in a little book. Maybe nobody ever asked for Garrett Rice. Maybe I was the first ever and would win some kind of prize. ‘Here we go,’ he said, and told me.


A lot of production companies share space at The Burbank Studios. Warner Brothers and Columbia are the big two. Aaron Spelling Productions rents space there. So do a couple zillion lesser companies. All tucked away in warm sand-colored buildings with red tile roofs and pseudo-adobe walls. Mature oaks fill the spaces between the buildings, making a nice shade. The quality of the space reflects your position within the industry.


Garrett Rice was beneath the water tower at the back of the lot. I missed the building twice until a cross-eyed kid on a bicycle pointed it out. It was a squat two-story brick box, six single offices on the bottom and six more on top, with a metal stair at either end. There were palm trees at either end, too, and more palms in a little plot right out front. The palms didn’t look like they were doing too well. A backhoe and a bulldozer were parked beside the building, taking up most of a tiny parking lot. This probably wasn’t where they put Paul Newman or David Lean. I looked at the names stenciled on the parking curbs. Second from the right was Garrett Rice. Room 217. The backhoe was in his spot.


I went up the stairs and found his office without having anybody point it out. The door was open. There was a little secretary’s cubicle, but no secretary. A spine-rolled copy of Black Belt magazine was on the secretary’s desk, open to an article about hand-to-hand combat in low-visibility situations. Some secretary.


Behind the secretary’s space was another door. I opened it and there was Garrett Rice. He stood behind his desk with the phone pressed to his ear, bouncing from foot to foot like he had to go to the bathroom. There was a dying plant on the desk and another on the end table by a worn green couch. There was a can of Lysol air freshener on a file cabinet. The cap was off.


When he saw me, he pressed his hip against the desk, closing a drawer that had been open. He did this in what some might call an understated fashion, then murmured into the phone and hung up.


Rice was about six-one with thin bones and the crepey skin you get from too much sun lamp. There was a mouse under his left eye and another on the left side of his forehead. He had tried to cover them with Indian earth. He had beer wings and shouldn’t have been wearing a form-fit shirt.


I handed him one of my cards. ‘Nice office,’ I said. ‘I’m trying to find Morton Lang. I’m told you and he were close and that maybe you can help me out.’


He glanced at the card, then looked at me with wet, shining eyes. Nervous. ‘How’d you get in here?’


‘My uncle owns the studio.’


‘Bullshit.’


I gave him a shrug. ‘Mort’s been missing since Friday. He took his boy with him and didn’t leave word. His wife’s worried. Since you and he were associates, it makes sense that he might’ve said something to you.’


He licked his lips and I thought of Bambi’s mother, the way her head jerked up at the first sound of the hunters. Only she was pleasant to look at. The longer I looked at Garrett Rice, the more I wanted to cover my face with a handkerchief and fog the air with the Lysol.


He read the card again and flexed it back and forth, thinking. Then he said. ‘Fuckin’ asshole, Mort.’


I nodded. ‘That’s the one. When did you see him last?’


He glanced at the doorway behind me and spread his hands. ‘You shoulda called. I’m busy. I got calls.’


‘Consider it a favor to the Forces of Good.’


‘I got calls.’


‘So make’m. I’ve got time.’ I sat down on the couch between his briefcase and a large brown stain. The stain looked like Mickey Mouse run over by a Kenworth. It went well with the decor.


Garrett Rice hustled over and closed the case. Maybe he had the new Hot Property in there. Maybe Steven Spielberg had been calling him, begging to get a peek. Maybe I could sap Garrett Rice, make my getaway with the Hot Property, and sell it to George Lucas for a million bucks. I put my arm up on the back of the couch so the jacket would open and he could see the Dan Wesson. I waited.


He was breathing harder now, the way a fat man does after a flight of stairs. He looked at the door again. Maybe he was waiting for a pizza delivery. ‘I got calls,’ he said. ‘I dunno where Mort is. I haven’t seen him for a week, maybe longer. What do I look like, his keeper?’ He went back to his desk with the case.


I stared at him.


He fidgeted. ‘What?’


‘Who beat you up, Garrett?’


He held the briefcase to his chest like a shield. ‘You’d better not fuck with me. I’m warning you.’


‘I don’t want to fuck with you, Mr. Rice. I just want to ask you about Morton Lang.’


He looked past me at the door again, only this time he said, ‘Well, thank Christ! Where the hell you been?’


The man in the doorway was a little taller than me and a lot wider, with the sort of squared-off shoulders boxers get. He wore a heavy Fu moustache, a little business under his lower lip, and a two-inch Afro that was thicker on top than on the sides. Not quite the Carl Lewis look. He was very, very black. He looked at me. He looked at Garrett Rice. ‘Nature call. You didn’t want me to mess the floor, right?’


Rice said, ‘Throw this asshole outta here. C’mon.’


The black guy looked back at me and sucked a tooth. ‘How ’bout that, Elvis? Think I oughta throw your ass outta here?’


I sucked a tooth back at him. ‘She-it,’ I said. ‘How’s it goin,’ Cleon?’


Garrett Rice looked from Cleon Tyner to me and back to Cleon. ‘What the hell is this?’ ‘Cleon. Elvis. Howzitgoin?’ Throw the sonofabitch out, goddamnit!’


Cleon said, ‘Unh-unh,’ and let himself down in the chair opposite Rice’s desk. He wrapped one arm over the back of the chair so I could see his Smith. It was in a pretty, gray brushed-leather rig. Cleon was wearing dark blue designer jeans, a ruffled white tuxedo shirt, and a gray sharkskin jacket. The jacket was tight across his shoulders and biceps. ‘You’re looking good,’ I said.


He tried to give me modest. ‘Cut down on the grits. Dropped a few pounds. Workin’ out again. How’s Joe?’


Garrett Rice said, ‘Hey, hey, this guy walks in here, he’s got a gun. Look right there, under his goddamned arm. He starts pumpin’ me, he won’t leave when I ask, he could be anybody, goddamnit, and you’re shootin’ the shit with him. What in hell I hire you for?’ His forehead was damp.


Cleon let out a long, deep breath and shifted forward in the chair. Rice jerked back an inch. Probably didn’t even know he’d done it. Cleon’s voice was polite. ‘I know this man, Mr. Rice. He won’t take muscle work. If he does decide to move on you now, why, then I’ll step in. That’s what I take the money for. But if all he wants to do is ask you about something or other, then you talk to him. That’s the smart thing.’ Cleon gave me the sleepy eyes. ‘That’s all you wanna do, blood, is talk, am I right?’


‘Sure.’


Cleon looked back at Rice. ‘There. You see. Why make somethin’ out of nothing?’


Garrett Rice chewed his lip. He said, ‘I don’t know where Mort is, all right. I told you.’


‘You told me you saw him about a week ago. He say anything about leaving his wife?’


‘Look, it was a party, see? A social situation. We were meeting with a potential backer about this project of mine. Mort had some bimbo with him. An actress. It was good times, that’s all. Mort wouldn’t’ve brought up any shit about his wife.’


‘Kimberly Marsh?’


‘Yeah, I guess that was her name. The bitch was all over me. That’s the way it is, see? These bimbos find out you’re a producer, they’re all over you.’ Talking about that brought him to life.


‘Sounds rewarding.’


He leered and made a pistol with his fingers and shot me. I considered returning the gesture with my .38. Cleon picked his thumb, ignoring us. I said, ‘Can you think of anyone else Mort might’ve talked to?’


‘How the hell should I know?’


‘You were friends.’


‘We had business.’


‘You played cards with them. Every week for almost a year.’


‘Hey, I’m everybody’s friend. You want me to be your friend? I’ll be your friend, too. I’ll even play cards with you. I’ll even lose, you want me to.’


I looked at Cleon. He shrugged. ‘It’s a gig, man.’


‘Not what you call your quality employment.’


‘Is it ever?’


I stood up. Cleon shifted, rolling the big shoulders. ‘Leaving,’ I said. Cleon nodded but stayed forward. Cleon knew the moves. I looked back at Garrett. ‘I like the bruises. They go with the liver spots.’


‘Some asshole thought I stole his script. That happens, this business.’


‘Must be some asshole, you hiring on Cleon.’


‘Man just dig quality, bro, that’s all.’


I nodded. Garrett Rice gnawed at his lip.


I said, ‘This has been disappointing, Garrett. I bucked rush hour for this.’


‘Tough.’


I said, ‘I see Ellen Lang, I’ll give her your best.’


‘Tell her Mort’s an asshole.’


‘She might agree.’


‘She’s an asshole, too. So are you.’


I looked at Cleon. There was a little smile to his eye, but you’d never know it unless you knew him well.


I went out along the cement walk and down the metal stairs and took the long walk back to my car. I drove to Studio City to pick up eggplant parmesan and an antipasto from a place called Sonny’s and a six-pack of Wheat beer from the liquor store next door. By the time I got out of Sonny’s, the sky was a deep purple, coal red in the west behind black palm-tree cutouts. I drove south on Laurel Canyon, up the hill toward home.


I had very much wanted to turn up some good news for Ellen Lang. But good news, like magic, is sometimes in short supply.





CHAPTER 4


It was eight o’clock when I pulled into the carport. I put the eggplant in the microwave to reheat and ate the antipasto while I waited. Oily. Sonny’s had gone downhill. The little metal hatch I’d built into the door off the kitchen clattered and the cat walked in. He’s black and he walks with his head sort of cocked to the side because someone once shot him with a .22. I poured a little of the Wheat beer in a saucer and put out some cat food. He drank the beer first then ate the cat food then looked at me for more beer. He was purring. ‘Forget it,’ I said. The purring stopped and he walked away.


When the eggplant was ready I carried it and the beer and the cordless phone out onto the deck. The rich black of the canyon was dotted with jack-o’-lantern lit houses, orange and white and yellow and red in the night. Where the canyon flattened out into Hollywood and the basin beyond, the lights concentrated into thousands of blue-white diamonds spilled over the earth. I liked that.
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