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			To Miss Winters

	
		
		





			Complacencies of the peignoir, and late

			Coffee and oranges in a sunny chair,

			And the green freedom of a cockatoo

					—“Sunday Morning” by Wallace Stevens

		


		
			
Part One

			
Chapter 1

			It began on an ordinary morning at the rancho, of which there’d been too many lately. Maria served him in the breakfast room before she took the buggy into Salinas. It was Sunday, and she attended church with her Mexican family before returning for work Monday. For Eddie, Sundays were no different. After breakfast he would saddle up and start his rounds. Eva, his mother, took breakfast in bed, though Maria set two places for lunch and dinner during the week. Sundays, Eva stayed upstairs in the sitting room off her bedroom to take tea when Father Ignacio came to pray with her and receive alms for the church. Eddie made the tea and set out the fruit and nut empanadas Maria made every Saturday. Eva didn’t go to mass in Salinas anymore. 

			Eddie Mull was a creature of routine, a routine that started each day with coffee, eggs and toast in the breakfast room looking out on Tesoro’s five thousand acres. Summer or winter, the room was filled with bright flowers gathered around the rancho. He was used to taking breakfast alone, which he’d done since his mother’s descent into invalidity. He was a sociable person, but running a large rancho five miles from town didn’t give him much time for society. His usual company at breakfast was his newspaper, the Salinas Index, delivered by bicycle each morning by one of Maria’s nephews. Eddie was twenty-seven years old and still living alone with his mother in the house where he was born. He’d been thinking a lot about that lately.

			Normally, he skimmed the newspaper, looking for the usual things that interest farmers and ranchers: produce and animal prices; weather; the latest ships arriving in Monterey and San Francisco, where they were from and what they were carrying. Local miscellany didn’t interest him. The Index didn’t carry much news from the rest of the state, let alone the nation, but that morning an article about the aqueduct being built to Los Angeles caught his attention. TheIndex was not known for its prose, but the reporter held nothing back, gushing on about “an aqueduct to rival the Romans, the greatest engineering feat in California history, transforming the arid plain of Los Angeles into the new Jerusalem.” 

			He read the story, drank some coffee and read it again. He’d heard of the aqueduct but never thought much about it. Water interests every rancher and farmer, but Los Angeles is a long way from Salinas. This time, for some reason, it stuck. He set the paper aside to take up with him that night. Sitting back, he stared out at the ranch for as long as he ever had at breakfast, maybe a full half hour, a long time for a busy man with a big ranch to look after. The aqueduct stayed with him all day, in the barns, in the sugar beet fields, on the range with the cattle, back at the house taking coffee with his Mexican foreman after Celestino returned with his family from church.

			I think I should go and have a look, he thought. 

			After Father Ignacio left, Eddie brought the tea service and plates down and put them in the sink for Maria. Sometimes Eva took soup before retiring, but Father Ignacio remarked that she wasn’t feeling good, and when Eddie looked in she said she wasn’t hungry. He warmed the dinner of enchiladas and rice Maria left for him, went over Tesoro accounts for a while, took the Sunday newspaper and headed upstairs, falling asleep reading about the aqueduct.

			He was awakened by the clanking of the cow bell Eva kept by her bed, the signal to Maria, who slept at the end of the upstairs hallway. But Maria wasn’t there. Eddie couldn’t remember hearing the bell before on a Sunday night. He threw on his robe and headed down the hall. The grandfather clock on the landing said one o’clock. In her room, he picked the bell up and set it back on the night table. He didn’t like going into her bedroom, never had.

			His mother lay on her back, one arm dangling where she’d dropped the bell. Her eyes didn’t see him. Like her mother and her mother before, Eva had a bad heart, but out on her horses when she was younger you’d never know a thing was wrong. She’d lived her life as she wanted, always had. Seeing her like this, sickly, frail, covers pulled up to her neck, was bad. Parchment skin and china bones. It was the women’s damn Latin blood, not like the Mull men, tough stock bred on that desolate Scottish island. Hearts don’t give out on Mull, just hope. 

			He picked up her arm and felt for a pulse, the faint throbs that tell us we’re still alive. He looked closely into eyes that seemed more annoyed than scared. “Mamá?” He thought he’d try Spanish, but she didn’t respond, just looked out with empty eyes, so maybe it wasn’t the heart. If it was, he should get her coughing, so he sat her up and told her to cough, but she didn’t. Or wouldn’t. Her medicines were on the night table, and he gave her two aspirins, which she managed to get down with his help. He knew he should get her down to the car but waited to see that she didn’t cough up the aspirins. 

			The room was stuffy, unhealthy, and he crossed to open a window, standing there a while looking out into the blackness, thinking what to do. Not a light anywhere. Critters asleep, except maybe coyotes on the prowl. He couldn’t have said how long he stood there or why. The descent into frailty would only get worse, Doc Summers said. Eddie hated seeing her like this. She would go on having attacks until decrepitude was all that people remembered of her, not the woman she’d been. 

			She slipped down in bed, and he propped her up again, so she could see the crucifix. Carry her down or get Tin Lizzie out first? The ride to the hospital past one o’clock on a dark dirt road would not be easy. He’d done it before but never at night. He was vaguely aware he was wasting time, not consciously aware, but aware somewhere. That’s what she always said about him: Eddie had six thoughts at once, all contradictory, not at all like Willie, his twin, focused on just one thing: Jesus. She’d always loved Willie more, everyone knew that, loved him almost as much as she loved Jesus.

			For twins who shared the same egg, same sex, same genes, how could they be so different? That’s what everyone said. 

			Strange that she couldn’t talk. Eva was always talking. No panic, no fear, no pain, though he couldn’t be sure of that. Frustration, yes, but also a kind of acceptance as though she’d passed through the pain stage or maybe just didn’t give a damn anymore and wanted the whole thing over. He stood watching her, fighting against what he seemed to be doing. Doc Summers said to make sure she stayed awake if it was the heart. But was she? He’d have to call him before they left for the hospital. He would not be happy. First had to find the number. 

			Doc was waiting in the parking lot when they arrived. He looked in the car, felt for a pulse and shook his head. “You didn’t tell me it was anything like this, Eddie.” His hard voice cut through the cold night. “Your mother is dead. You didn’t let her lie down, did you? Lying down’s the worst thing for a heart attack. Get in there and get someone out here with a gurney. I’ll take care of Eva. Why the hell did you let her stay out there anyway?”

			Doc had known his mother forever, delivered her children. He knew she would never leave the ranch—unless it was this way.

			The hospital sign said emergency, but he didn’t see any lights and no one was coming out. He rang and rang again. Damn people were probably asleep. Why was he at the hospital anyway if she was dead? The morgue was the place, but wasn’t the morgue part of the hospital? He looked back to Doc Summers, who’d laid his mother out in the seat. It had taken too long to phone him. Couldn’t find the number at first. They hadn’t had a phone out at the ranch that long. He hadn’t said much, just that Eva had another attack and it looked different from the others. He was bringing her down. 

			Back up the hill close to four o’clock. Total silence. They’d been five in this huge house, six counting Maria. And now only him. Sleep impossible. Coffee, then saddle up and head into the hills, wear himself out, mind and body. Find Celestino. Get through the day. Through the week. Tesoro without Eva. Strange feeling, not sadness, more like emptiness. Go back to town to wire Willie in his sordid little church in San Francisco. Telling his sister in Monterey would be easy. Lola never was close to Eva. Willie would cry. Since returning from his church mission in China he’d been down to the rancho a few times—brought little Calvin down to meet his granny. Over sherry and a game of chess, Willie put on his preacher’s smile and told his brother not to worry about Mamá. As children they’d spoken Spanish. He blessed her, prayed for her.

			Eddie sipped his coffee, felt the hot blackness jet into his bloodstream and waited for some hint of the sun coming up over the Gabilans. He felt queer in the silence, his mind jumping from Mamá to Doc Summers to the aqueduct, which despite everything still lingered. A snort from the stables broke the silence. Horse having a bad dream. He didn’t like riding in the dark. Fall out there in the hills and he’d be joining Mamá sooner than intended. Arrangements to be made, everything up to him. Of course. 

			He supposed they’d blame him, just like Doc Summers had. Maybe he’d been slow, but who’s to say? Who’s to know? And wasn’t it better like this? Wasn’t that the point? Wouldn’t she say so herself? Better to go fast than sink into total senescence and orneriness. Eva Cullel Herzog Mull, dueña of Tesoro, the largest rancho in Monterey County, the woman with enough gold cups to fill the den, best damn horsewoman in Monterey County, maybe the state. She’d have beaten the men, too, if they’d have let her. He’d make damn sure he didn’t go like that when his time came. 

			How could anyone reproach him with anything, anyway? He’d been there with her—theonly one. The others had gone off to make their lives. Now it was his turn. 

			♦ ♦ ♦

			The will was read the day after the funeral and couldn’t have been simpler: Tesoro, the huge Salinas rancho that had been in the family since Grandpa Otto Herzog of Monterey married Isabel Concepción Cullel, daughter of Admiral Jose Maria Cullel, of Barcelona, in the days when California still belonged to Mexico, was left to the Mull twins, Eddie and Willie. Eddie had no problem with that. Despite their differences, the twins had always been close. How could they not be? Lola got the deed to the house in Monterey as well as all the family silver, gold and jewelry and anything she wanted to take from Tesoro except the Spanish walnut chess set that had been the admiral’s gift to Grandpa Otto a century ago. Willie took that. 

			Beyond the physical property there was just the checking account. Wes Samuels at Salinas National long had urged Eddie to get into bonds, trusts, indemnities, the things bankers love, but Eddie was a land man. If there were no other assets, neither was there encumbrance. When Tesoro was sold it would give full return on value, and Eddie had every intention of selling. Willie would argue, but Willie never understood business. Born a few minutes earlier, Eddie had always been the boss. Together they would find something new. He couldn’t let his brother go on preaching to bums in a former saloon on Turk Street. He’d been up to see it. Once was enough.

			He already knew the buyer. Claus Spreckels was a German who like Grandpa Otto ended up in Monterey and did all right for himself thanks to sugar beets. Spreckels had been trying to buy Tesoro ever since the death of Robert Mull, who’d come west from Pittsburgh in the 1850s looking for gold and found another kind of gold in Eva Herzog and Tesoro. Spreckels pestered Eva for years after Robert was thrown from a horse and landed on his head. She put up with it because she liked the old codger, who might have struck up something more personal if he hadn’t had a wife and thirteen children. When Spreckels heard Eva was gone, he sent condolences and came to the funeral, taking Eddie aside privately to commiserate. 

			He offered stock in his businesses, but Eddie wanted cash. Negotiations dragged on, for both men knew the value of things, but eventually Eddie received $107,650 for the rancho, a fortune. Willie agreed to the sale when Eddie told him Eva’s last wish was that he should have a new church, which wasn’t true. 

			They were drinking coffee at the kitchen table after packing up all day. Both men were exhausted. Little Cal, legs dangling, sat at one end of the table, staring from one to the other, still puzzled that two men could look so much alike. 

			Willie wore a funny look.

			“Something bothering you?” asked Eddie.

			“Something Doc Summers said at the funeral.”

			“What did Doc Summers say?”

			“Didn’t quite catch the meaning—something about you and Mamá.”

			“What did he say?”

			“Didn’t understand . . .”

			Eddie glanced at the boy, whose stare bothered him. Cal had the blue eyes of his dead mother. “What didn’t you understand?”

			Willie shook his head. “Not important. I think he’d had a few.”

			They held each other’s gaze for a moment.

			Willie knew. 

			No one in the family was too nostalgic about any of it except, surprisingly, little Cal, Willie’s motherless son born in China, named after John Calvin, a boy who’d visited Tesoro only twice but regarded it as the only permanent thing in his short and itinerant life. Cal was sent to live with Aunt Lola in Monterey while the brothers prepared to go forth and seek their fortunes. Eddie still thought it would be San Francisco, but the aqueduct was worth a look. 

		


		
			
Chapter 2

			Willie back on Turk, Cal in Monterey, the Spreckels’ check deposited at Salinas National, Eddie caught the overnight train to Los Angeles. Arriving at Arcade Depot, he was bustled along the Southern Pacific platform, out across Alameda onto Fifth Street. He’d been to San Francisco, full of opportunities since the earthquake but risky. When would the next one hit? Los Angeles had no bay and half the population of San Francisco, but vacant land in every direction. Suitcase in hand, he set out walking. The crowd carried him down Fifth, people rushing in every direction, trolleys clanging, horses clopping, carriages and motorcars coming at him as he crossed the street. 

			Exhilarated, stiff from sitting up all night, he stopped a moment to rest. A large, able, self-confident man, rustically imposing, he felt foreign in this Mexican town of stucco and plazas about which he knew nothing except that an aqueduct was on the way. He set down his suitcase and leaned against a building, just one more newcomer, no one paying him any mind. They didn’t know he had $107,650 in the bank. Thinking of the money, his mind flashed back to Salinas National Bank. Why, Willie had asked the manager, were they opening a joint account? Wes Samuels, who’d known the Mulls for decades but never before laid eyes on Willie, carefully explained, just as Eddie had told him to do. 

			Ready to move on and see the city, Eddie picked up his suitcase and suddenly froze. He wasn’t sure at first, it was too strange. It wasn’t fatigue, wasn’t imagination. He wasn’t religious like Willie, didn’t believe in miracles, omens, things like that. Signs, now signs were another matter. Signs, if you knew how to read them, gave you an edge. Signs and water were a rancher’s best friends. Crazy as it was—and he never told anyone—he heard a voice. Leaning against that building on Fifth Street, he heard a voice say, “think of the water, Eddie,” heard it as clearly as the clang from the trolley down the street.

			He’d come here for a look, yes, but why choose a Mexican town on an empty plain ten miles inland from where it should have been built instead of the beautiful Golden Gate?

			“Think of the water, Eddie.” 

			Eddie Mull knew about land and water. In Salinas, two plots of land not five miles apart could be fertile or barren depending on how the water came off the Gabilans. Gold made San Francisco, but the Sierra mines petered out. Water, clear cold water running off the Sierras into the Owens River and now on its way to Los Angeles would never run out. There would be water as long as there was snow, and there would be snow as long as there were mountains. All the mountains had to fear was fire.

			He turned around to read the shiny brass plaque on the building chosen as the site for the message: Security Trust and Savings Bank. 

			Hungry, he crossed to the Alexandria Hotel, bought a newspaper at the cigar stand and eased onto a counter stool in the coffee shop. “Going to change things big-time around here,” said the waitress when he asked about the aqueduct that was frontpage news that morning in the Times. “What can I get you?” Her nametag said Agnes.

			He was about to order his usual breakfast when he noticed a great pile of oranges in a basket behind her. Oranges, that’s what he thought of when he thought of Los Angeles, orange groves and palm trees, neither of which you could find in Salinas. 

			“Orange juice, toast and coffee, please.”

			“Blood oranges.”

			“How’s that?”

			“From Pomona. Sweet and sour, just like L.A.” Agnes smiled. He smiled back. 

			She squeezed and poured. The juice was red. “First time here?”

			“How’d you know?”

			She laughed. “Well, maybe the suitcase gave me a hint. And maybe that the train just came in. I expect you’re in land like everyone else coming to town.”

			Afterward, he sat in the shade of Central Park and read the paper. Already, he felt the city’s vitality flowing into him. That waitress thought I was in land, could see I knew land, he said to himself. The newspaper said the aqueduct had traversed Kern County, Antelope Valley and was at the San Gabriel Mountains, most of the two hundred miles to be covered. He bought more newspapers and maps and spent the night at the Alexandria, a fine hotel, they said, good as anything in San Francisco, maybe better since the earthquake. The next day he rented another Tin Lizzie and rattled his way up toward the Mojave Desert, following the maps, sweating through 100-degree temperatures. 

			He stood on a hill above the town called Mojave and observed what they’d built, followed the caravans south on roads that barely existed toward the place called Lancaster, moving south toward the mountains, standing on hills and watching the action below as a general might observe his divisions. He stopped when he came to towns to check the car and learn whatever people knew about the army of workers oozing its way southward, inch by inch, day by day, mixing concrete, digging trenches, building tunnels and reservoirs, laying pipe, approaching the end of five years of work. 

			Back in Los Angeles, he searched through records at the county courthouse. If everyone coming to town was in land, he had to get a jump. Nothing, he noticed, was said about the aqueduct’s final destination. Where would it enter Los Angeles? Over the mountains into Pasadena was the obvious route because it was the shortest, and Pasadena was where the people with big lawns lived. But the maps showed a second option, longer but requiring less tunneling. The aqueduct could turn west and skirt most of the San Gabriels at Saugus. That route led not into fertile Pasadena, but into the barren San Fernando Valley.

			Why did county records not show where the water entered the city? Even the Los Angeles Times, which had bought up Kern County land all along the route of the aqueduct, said nothing about the project’s final destination. But they had to know, someone had to know, and to know where the aqueduct entered was to know the future. Already a month in the city, he was hardly wiser than when he arrived. He’d met no one who could tell him what he needed to know. He had $107,650 in the bank and didn’t know what to do with it.

			Frustrated, tired of endless research, tired even of the grand Alexandria Hotel, he went down to breakfast one morning with no idea what to do next. Maybe it would be San Francisco after all. He bought his paper as usual and took breakfast as usual in the coffee shop, exchanging a few pleasantries with Agnes, who always made sure he got a juicy blood orange from Pomona to start. Afterward, he went out, crossed Fifth and stood where the voice had told him to think of the water. 

			Security Trust and Savings Bank. 

			He went in and asked to see the manager. The teller hesitated until he said the magic words: “I have a large deposit to make.” An elevator took him to the sixth floor and a corridor took him to the front, overlooking the Alexandria. He’d never been in a bank this size, but was not the least bit intimidated. Something about a big bank account that gives a man confidence, especially in a big bank. He was impressed that a mere bank manager should have such splendid surroundings until he saw the name on the door:

			J. F. Sartori, president, Security Trust and Savings

			“Mr. Sartori will see you shortly, sir. Do you have a card?”

			That’s something I’ll have to do, he thought.

			“None made up yet, Miss, new in town.”

			“Just write your name and address on this card, please.”

			If some people are born to the stage, some are born to banking, and Mr. J. F. Sartori was one of them. If Eddie was put off by the name while waiting—Italians are mostly fishermen in the north—a glance at the man dispelled any doubt. Everything about him, from fine tailoring, to manicured hands, to penetrating eyes and a slow, measured way of speaking said: “I am a banker and a very good one.” Ramrod straight, with a manly handshake, thinning gray hair, matching brush mustache and as sober a face as you will find on the chancel of any church, Joseph Francis Sartori was someone who made you want to give him your money.

			“How can we be of service, Mr. Mull?”

			Seated, Eddie explained—explained about Tesoro and Claus Spreckels and the $107,650, everything but the voice he’d heard outside the bank. He explained that he was deciding between San Francisco and Los Angeles as a new home for him and his brother, who was an ordained minister. He thought of saying an ordained Presbyterian minister, but it occurred to him that Joseph Francis Sartori probably was not Presbyterian.

			“What is your line of work, Mr. Mull?”

			“Land. I want to develop land.”

			Sartori pondered that for a moment. “There are certainly opportunities for land development in San Francisco. Have you been up there since the earthquake?”

			“Oh yes. Terrible devastation still.”

			“Of course, we have our own opportunities here. You’ve heard about the aqueduct, I’m sure. It’s probably what brought you to our city.”

			Eddie liked the phrase “our city,” liked the civic spirit, liked the way they were feeling each other out, liked that in a man. Never rush, take the other man’s measure, weigh your comments carefully. It had been the same with Claus Spreckels.

			“I sense there are opportunities here, yes sir, but it’s hard for a newcomer to get the feel for how things will, you know—turn out. Big risks involved.”

			With canny, penetrating dark eyes, the banker stared at him for some time. “Certainly,” he said at length, “we always want to minimize risk.” Silence again, then: “Am I to understand that if you had a better understanding of the land opportunities here that you would be ready to transfer your Salinas bank account in its entirety to us?”

			“I think that is very likely, yes, sir.”

			Sartori put his hands together in front, forming a steeple, looking down through them almost as if praying. It took some time for him to answer. 

			“I can’t say that I have any inside information, Mr. Mull. But I think I can safely tell you that some of this bank’s most prominent clients seem to think that great prospects for development are to be found in the San Fernando Valley. We, of course, are here to help them in any way we can.”

			It was the moment for a smile, but Joe Sartori was not a smiler.

			♦ ♦ ♦

			With twenty-five thousand others, Eddie Mull was there on the great day, November 5, 1913, the day the sluices were thrown. Watching the huge wave shoot down the mountain bringing its snow water from the peaks of the Sierra Nevadas three hundred miles away, he was dazzled. He saw himself tall on his skis, schussing down that water mountain, spreading out over the land, unstoppable, just like the water. Where there’d been nothing but dry and fallow land before, the city was ready to burst forth and prosper, just as he was. Willie still had his doubts, but Eddie had confidence enough for both of them. 

			The Times ran a front-page editorial the next day: 

			Go to the whole length and breadth of the San Fernando Valley these dry days. Shut your eyes and picture this same scene after a big river of water has been spread over every acre, after the whole expanse has been cut up into five-acre, and in some cases one-acre, plots—plots with a pretty cottage on each and with luxuriant fruit trees, shrubs and flowers in all the glory of perfect growth.

			The Times had always been in on it, part of the San Fernando Land and Water Syndicate that had been buying up huge swaths of the Valley, which back to the Spaniards had been empty and good for nothing. At statehood in 1850, the entire Valley—all two hundred square miles of it—had been given free of charge to a Spaniard, who went bankrupt over the years trying to raise sheep. A half century later, the land and water syndicate had taken over, buying up the best land, inviting others to join in the party.

			Neither the Times nor the syndicate could ever have imagined how many millions of people would follow the aqueduct to the Valley and spread out over the city. Thanks to the timely death of Eva Mull and with a little help from J. F. Sartori at Security Trust and Savings, Eddie and Willie Mull were there at the beginning. 

		


		
			
Chapter 3

			Mull Gardens was a little farther west in the Valley than Eddie would have liked, but the city’s growing trolley system, Pacific Electric, provided the link to downtown. People liked Mull Gardens because the homes were neat and modern and came fully furnished. You got off the train, found a job, maybe in the fledgling movie industry, bought a house and moved right in. Mull homes came with furniture, icebox, stove, everything down to linen and home delivery of milk and ice. Just make the down payment and bring your toothbrush. 

			Willie wasn’t interested in the Valley, which had no churches because it had no people. He preferred to preach downtown, where the sinners were. While Eddie drove the Valley paths looking for the land that would become Mull Gardens, Willie explored the city, finally renting an ex-Baptist church off Wilshire, a former grocery store with a steeple. The owner would have sold, but Eddie refused to cosign for his brother. “A grocery on Wilshire is no better than a saloon on Turk Street,” he said. “We can do better.” 

			For Willie, returning from China after Millie’s sad death had been traumatic. In San Francisco, he’d refused an assignment to the suburbs and left the Presbyterian Church, which had ordained him. He was an evangelist, a missionary, a healer, someone ready to hit the trails for Jesus, not a suburban preacher. He was also broke. He and little Calvin lived in the rear of a former saloon on Turk Street where the kegs were gone but not the smell. Beer cases covered in faded blue velvet made a preacher’s stand for sermons to the street people who dropped by, mostly for coffee and rolls. Mornings he walked Cal up Turk Street to an old woman who ran a crèche. Eddie paid the rent for him.

			Willie believed that Millie’s death had made him stronger. It seemed a cruel thing to say, so he said it only in his prayers. His young wife had been trained as a nurse, was afraid of nothing and ready to go with him anywhere. When Calvin was born she carried him strapped on her back in the Shanghai fashion. For the Chinese, Willie used everything he knew to spread the word of Jesus, things they didn’t teach at the seminary. He brought people to their feet shouting hallelujahs and hosannas, words they didn’t understand. He baptized and practiced the laying on of hands and healing. Exotic in their robes and pigtails, baggy pants and hobbled feet, parishioners were able to forget war and misery for a few hours and come to Jesus. 

			In the fourth year, with xenophobia and revolution sweeping the country, his life fell apart. Calvin caught scarlet fever and nearly died. Millie died in his arms from the cholera. How could he bring Jesus to the Chinese when he was so wretched himself? He found a pretty young amah to care for Calvin. Chun hua moved in with them and into his bed. As civil war reached Shanghai, the church ordered him home. He obtained papers for Chun hua, and they were two days from embarking when her brothers came, pummeling the pastor and taking the sobbing girl. In those terrible days, father and son clung to each other as never before. Not until they were onboard ship and moving down the Whangpoo did Willie believe the nightmare was over. 

			At first, the former grocery off Wilshire didn’t have many clients. Los Angeles was still a city of Protestant transplants used to granite and ivy, cassocks and scripture, things that weren’t Willie’s style. He called it the Church of the New Gospel and had a glass case built outside to advertise the name. People come to Los Angeles for a new life, so I’ll give them a new church, he said. Who wants fire and brimstone in a sunny place like this? People need to be lifted by Jesus’ message, not frightened by it. 

			Word got around. The Reverend Willie Mull had the dark good looks of a movie star, a beautiful, rich voice and was filled with the Holy Spirit. He replaced the Baptists’ battered upright with an organ and the gray-haired piano teacher in chignon with a pretty young music student from USC. With doors thrown open Sunday mornings, hosannas and hallelujahs sounded from Beverly Hills downtown to Bunker Hill. Willie called his congregation Soldiers for God, and the first hymn sung before every service was “Onward Christian Soldiers.”

			He accepted his gift as God-given. In Shanghai he had baptized them, prayed with them, touched and consoled them. He healed them. By the time he reached Los Angeles he’d become an original, blending natural gifts with his own arduous personal journey. He knew what the people wanted before they knew it themselves. He was friendly and informal, though people understood his powers. He called himself Rev. Willie, never William, which was too stuffy, too Presbyterian. 

			It was the healing that first brought attention from the newspapers. Not all those coming to sunshine city were healthy young people looking to make a new start. Some were sick and some were old and some were lame and when they heard of the little church off Wilshire where you could be born again and healed by a vigorous young preacher whose little boy sat near the pretty pianist every Sunday, they came to see for themselves. When Willie stood over them, touching heads, calling out to Jesus and inviting them to throw away their crutches and walk down the aisle to embrace Jesus, some of them tried and some of them succeeded. The newspapers were skeptical. So were the mainstream churches.

			One of those who was reborn, though in truth he had never been christened, was a man of indeterminate age who showed up one Sunday and never stopped coming, always in the same suit, which needed pressing, the same boots, which needed polishing and the same hat, which needed brushing. When Willie stood on the porch afterward shaking hands, this congregant, bald as a stone and with a great drooping mustache, always said “fine sermon, Reverend,” and moved on along. Willie, who sought to know all his Soldiers, found him a curiosity, someone who would have fit in better in his saloon-church on Turk Street than in the leafy suburbs off Wilshire. He would gladly have visited with him, but the man never lingered. Clearly of modest means, he never put anything in the plate. 

			Willie didn’t even know the man’s name. It was Eddie who told him: “You’re talking about Henry Callender,” he said one day, to his brother’s great surprise. 

			♦ ♦ ♦

			They said the aqueduct would bring water enough for a city of one million people, and it didn’t take long. The trains from the East were full. Soon there was a Ford Model T plant, Goodyear and Firestone tire plants, even an aircraft company called Glenn T. Martin. The new movie industry liked the weather and moved out from New York to the place called Hollywood. Houses went up so fast companies bragged they could build a house, start to finish, in two weeks. The chamber of commerce sent out glitzy brochures around the country luring people to “life in sunshine city.” Macadam was laid and a sign hung out reading: “Welcome to L.A.’s Newest Community.” 

			Eddie met Number Seven at a beauty contest in Ocean Park. A rising real estate figure thanks to Mull Gardens, he was asked to help pick Miss Ocean Park, a contest held each summer on Lick Pier, between Venice and Santa Monica. Fellow judges were men of similar prominence—a lawyer from a famous firm, a Crocker banker, a Pacific Electric executive, a Doheny oil man, a vice president of Coulter’s Department Store. 

			He couldn’t say for sure why he settled on Number Seven. She wasn’t the prettiest, but was a bountiful girl with a sassy look that appealed to him. She had an easy way of talking to the mayor of Santa Monica, the host, that contrasted with the stylized method of girls trying too hard to be discovered. Incomprehensibly to him, Number Seven didn’t even make the top three. The winners were whisked away to pose while the also-rans were left alone under the umbrellas by the lemonade and cotton candy stands. 

			It wasn’t that Eddie had no experience with women. He’d gotten away from Tesoro sometimes and had his experiences. As a fishing town, Monterey was full of professionals who knew how to keep sailors happy, but they were not for Eddie. It also had its semipros, girls eking out livings working the shops and canneries and not averse to occasional evening activity. Eddie had liked one or two of them over the years, but it was his bad luck never to find a Monterey girl he wanted to marry.

			At Ocean Park, the girls who weren’t whisked away stood around drinking lemonade, putting on brave faces and looking slightly embarrassed in high heels and tight bathing suits. Slowly they drifted off—all but Number Seven, who stood alone, smoking a cigarette. Eddie stood off a while watching her, thinking she looked a little sad. She must have clothes somewhere, he thought. Not that she would necessarily want them in the heat, but she couldn’t go far from the beach in heels and a bathing suit. Maybe she needed a lift.

			“Sorry, I thought you were the best,” he said, coming up and ordering two lemonades. “I voted for you.” Her smooth skin glistened in the heat, and he was aroused.

			“You’re one of the judges,” she said, putting out her cigarette on the boardwalk. “Should we be talking?”

			“The contest is over. I’m Eddie Mull.”

			“Thank you for your vote. The others didn’t seem to agree.”

			He laughed. “They wore sunglasses. Maybe they couldn’t see well.”

			“Did you try to persuade them?”

			“Well, it’s not like a jury. We didn’t consult. Frankly, I wondered what some of those girls were doing in a beauty contest.”

			She frowned. She was a wholesome-looking girl with thick brownish hair, feminine without glamor, the healthiest-looking girl in the contest he thought, something earthy that appealed to a Salinas ranch boy like him. The lemonades came.

			“Say, how do you think that makes me feel?”

			“Oh, I didn’t mean it like that.”

			“How did you mean it?”

			“I meant it as a compliment. That’s why I voted for you. Say, don’t you have clothes somewhere. Maybe I can give you a ride. What’s your name, anyway, Number Seven?” 

			She didn’t answer right away. She has something, Eddie thought, though clearly is wary. Maybe I shouldn’t have mentioned clothes. 

			“Why do you want to know?”

			“Shouldn’t I know the name of the girl I voted for?”

			“Okay, I’m Cornelia, Nelly for short. Nelly Sinclair. Now you know.”

			“Where you from?’

			“Iowa, like I told the mayor. Couldn’t stand the cold.”

			“You’ve come to the right place.”

			“Haven’t we all.”

			“How’d you happen to get in the contest?”

			“Just came down.” 

			“You got a job?”

			“Say, are all the judges this curious?”

			“Is it a crime?”

			“I’m at Woolworth’s.”

			“What do you do at Woolworth’s?”

			“What do I do? What does everybody do at Woolworth’s? I’m in sales, ladies’ stockings to be specific.”

			“How would you like to work for me?”

		


		
			
Chapter 4

			Water and sunshine weren’t the only things bringing people to Los Angeles. The second California gold rush began in Los Angeles, and this time the gold was black. La Brea tar pits, oozing tar and dinosaur bones along the place one day to be called Wilshire Boulevard, were a clear sign oil was down there somewhere. A failed gold prospector named Ed Doheny who’d come to town before the water was not the first person to drive a stake in the ground near Rancho La Brea, but he was the first to get down past the tar to the less viscous stuff that shot a hundred feet into the air and got a few streets named after him.

			Like Ed Doheny, H. H. Callender, a Scot, had worked his way west digging here and there for this and that, ending up as far west as he could go, planting his spade one more time and coming up dry. Eddie met him at another Ocean Park beauty contest on Lick Pier, on another hot summer Saturday. He was a married man by now with a second baby on the way and didn’t hang around after the contests anymore chatting with contestants. Callender approached him as he left the pier, said he had a business proposition.

			Eddie Mull had established a reputation, was often approached by people he didn’t know and often listened. Some of the listening was a waste of time, someone claiming inside information on this or that, land or water or zoning, real estate specialties. Eddie learned to listen just long enough to get the gist and get away without being rude if there was nothing in it. This time, for some reason, he lingered, something in the way the man talked, something honest in the pale blue eyes and grizzled face that made an impression. And it didn’t hurt that he had a good Scotch-Irish name like Callender. Eddie invited him for a cup of coffee.

			They strolled the strand, pushing through the weekend crowd and settling in the shade of a shop that looked out on the beach. Eyeing a pyramid of oranges, Eddie ordered coffee and oranges for two. Callender looked like he could use some vitamins. In the distance, heads bobbed and surfers rode the breakers. Heatwaves wiggled up from sand that was mostly a blanket of towels and umbrellas. In front of them, along the strand, flâneurs passed, men in boaters, women in sunhats, children pulling on saltwater taffy and doughy pretzels. From next door came the sound of baseballs striking metal bottles and farther down sharp pings from a shooting gallery. Eddie was enjoying himself, pleased he’d not rushed back to the office, content to slow down for a few minutes and savor his very successful life. Lick Pier had been good to him before, why not give it another chance. He glanced at his odd-looking coffee companion and waited for the pitch. If he could have seen into the future he might not have waited, but that is not certain. In any case, no voice spoke to him.

			“Yes sir, Mr. Mull,” the man said when their order arrived, “I believe I’m on to something. Not for the first time either.”

			Eddie peeled his orange, sipped his coffee, which had almost no taste, and listened to Callender’s stories of digging for silver in Nevada, copper in Arizona and gold in Mexico. For all his digging, he looked like a man who had washed out. Watching him lick his knife, Eddie figured he’d misjudged the man. He was ready to leave when Callender finally came to the point. It involved digging for oil in a place called Venice-by-the-Sea. He went on in some detail. Eddie didn’t leave.

			“It is guaranteed.”

			There wasn’t much guaranteed in Los Angeles, but Eddie had sold some lots in Venice-by-the-Sea and knew something about the place, the brainchild of an easterner named Abbot Kinney who’d come west for his health and sought to do something with money he’d inherited, which came from tobacco, which was the cause of his health problems, though he didn’t know it. He purchased a large tract south of Ocean Park and began building the New Venice, as he called it, complete with imitations right down to canals, arched footbridges, hanging palazzi and gondolas imported from Italy. For gondoliers, he used Mexicans. 

			Then he died. 

			“We buy Kinney’s land, bring in the oil and we’ll be rich as Doheny.” 

			“How do you know about any of this?”

			“Worked for Kinney.”

			“Who else knows?”

			“No one for sure—only me. Now you.”

			On the pier the Ferris wheel turned and the roller-coaster swooshed. Callender had taken off his faded Stetson, and his bald head shone in the light. Droplets of sweat glistened in his luxurious black mustache. Eddie found himself pulled in opposing directions. The man was preposterous, his stories belied by his appearance. Yet who’s to say? 

			“Why me?” Eddie asked.

			“Your name’s Mull, right? I go to the Reverend Willie’s church. I am a Soldier for God. You’re his brother.”

			That wasn’t good enough. “Why not a bank?”

			“No collateral but my good name.”

			“And you think there’s oil down there?”

			“Just like Long Beach,” he said, blue eyes bright. “Signal Hill—sand, clay, bitumen, oil, it all adds up. And Santa Fe Springs, you heard about that strike, I reckon.”

			“You know your stuff, eh?”

			“Know oil soil when I see it.”

			“How come nobody else does?”

			“Couldn’t answer that.”

			“Land’s for sale?”

			“Kinney’s estate.”

			“Asking?”

			“Negotiable, not many people looking for mucky canals.”

			Eddie was sizing up his man. Was this another sign, another tip? He could never explain what had happened outside Joe Sartori’s bank, didn’t even try, but it had changed his life. He’d thought of telling Willie, but never did. Willie would have gotten biblical, and Eddie hated that. He’d gotten a sign and played it. The trick was always in deciding if the sign was any good. That’s where instinct came in. 

			“You bring up oil there,” he said, “and you turn the canals to goo. All those pretty houses will be sticky black in a week. That means lawsuits.”

			“Nope, creative destruction,” said Callender. “Happens every day down here. Gold destroyed the Sierra Mountains, copper destroyed the Arizona desert, L.A. destroyed Owens Valley, automobiles destroying the streetcars. Think about it. At Armageddon everything down here gets destroyed.”

			“Down here?”

			“You know what I mean. Make way for the Second Coming, the New Jerusalem. Don’t you listen to your brother?”

			One of Willie’s Soldiers all right, Eddie thought—blunt, uneducated, mud on his boots (maybe oil), knows his Bible, ageless, probably younger than he looks, old hat, frayed suit probably the only one he owns. Strange eyes.

			“You sure you haven’t talked to anyone else?”

			“You’re the first. Seen those Mull real estate signs of yours all over town. Then, as I said, knowing you’re your brother’s brother, a holy man, means a lot to me. Had to find someone I could trust seeing as how I found the place but need the stake.”

			“What’s to keep me from buying it on my own?”

			“Like I said, your name’s Mull. Like your brother. Trust you just like I trust him. Family thing, ain’t it? 

			Eddie thought about that. He put a dollar down, watched the waiter take it and leave a few coins in change. He picked up the coins.

			“We strike, we go fifty-fifty,” said Callender.

			Eddie chuckled, amused to be dividing up invisible profits. “Why not? Say, what do people call you?”

			“I’m called Henry.”

			“Henry, let’s take a drive.”

			“One other thing,” said Callender, standing. “Let me tell you what I’m going to do with the money.”

			“Already spending it, eh?”

			“I’m going to build your brother the biggest church this town ever saw—a temple rising so far into the sky you can see it in the next county. Willie Mull is the voice of God in this godless place, and I want his message to reach every sinner who breathes the glorious air of this great city.”

			Eddie had his man pegged from the start, though Callender didn’t. He purchased five square miles of empty beaches and marshes from the Kinney estate just south of the canals, between Venice and the place called Playa del Rey, a large investment financed following a visit to Security Trust. Eddie sometimes sat next to Joe Sartori at L.A. Chamber of Commerce meetings. They were pals.

			They brought in drillers to put down one test well after another. They spent days watching the hammers bang deeper into the sand, one thousand feet, two thousand feet, nothing coming up but salty sand and tar. At two thousand feet, Eddie was ready to call it off. There was always a risk of an empty hole. The more you drill, the more you lose. Callender was always there, and the little man had begun to annoy him, marching around in his mucky boots like he owned the place, dowsing the land with his stick like a mystic with his wand. Eddie was sick of the whole thing, sore at himself for taking advice from a crackpot, sore at himself for having agreed to go fifty-fifty, though it looked like that wasn’t going to matter. 

			“Give it a half mile,” said Callender, catching the drift.

			“Easy for you to say,” said Eddie, “You don’t pay the crews.”

			“Have to go a half mile—you don’t, someone else will.”

			Why not? At two thousand, they were almost there.

			When Venice #1 blew, oil shot ten stories into the sky, higher they said than Doheny’s spout at La Brea, covering one square mile of Kinney’s canals with gooey spray. It was the same with #2 and #3 and the subsequent wells. Venice wasn’t Signal Hill and wasn’t Santa Fe Springs, but there was oil a-plenty down there and before long they had fifty derricks pumping and had paid off all the homeowners who wanted to sue but knew that no judge was going to penalize someone for bringing in oil or water—not in Los Angeles. Having slept in a tent on the sand for three weeks, Eddie went home nearly as black as the oil. Up to the day of the blow, he’d been a successful real estate man, rising maybe faster than some others who’d arrived with the water, but not as fast as he wanted.

			Oil changed everything for him. It took time to get rich on water: You had to find the land, borrow the money, develop the property and hope you sold enough houses to get back enough to pay the bank and start over again. Oil, on the other hand, was ready cash. It came up as fast as it went out. In the tarry sands of Venice Beach, with a little more help from the good fairy he’d found at Security Trust on Fifth Street, Eddie had what he wanted.

			The problem was that Henry Callender wanted it, too.

		


		
			
Chapter 5

			The Mull girls were born independent. Was it because Mother, who didn’t nurse, was so uninspiring and Dad couldn’t be bothered, or was it something innate, like the X factor, the genetic alleles that make us unique? Margaret, called Maggie, came first, followed by Elizabeth, called Lizzie, a year later. With two girls to look after, Nelly moved the family from Mull Gardens, which in her opinion was too common, to snappy Bel Air, an elegant new community in the hills above Westwood, built by a rancher, who, like Eddie, had struck oil—his in Santa Fe Springs. Willie moved into a rented bungalow in West Hollywood to be near his church, and Cal joined his aunt, uncle and little cousins in Bel Air rather than share another house with his father, who was rarely home. 

			Cal was the brother the girls didn’t have and wouldn’t have, for after Lizzie the doctor said there’d be no more babies. It was a shock, for Nelly thought of herself as the perfect physical specimen, which is why she hadn’t nursed. Cal became the son she didn’t have and Nelly the mother he didn’t have. He was a pleasant and helpful boy, as if something in his unconscious had been touched by the misery he’d seen from his mother’s backpack in the dingy alleyways of Shanghai. Willie said that Cal’s good nature came from Chun hua, who nursed him (and Willie, too), teaching them something of Chinese endurance and stoicism. Cal was born “in the Tao,” Chun hua used to say, an obscure Oriental idea Willie never fully understood. 

			For a while, Nelly tried to raise her daughters like other little rich girls in Bel Air, dressing them in cute pastel dresses for school and bows and pinafores for dance lessons at the Wilshire Ebell. The girls wouldn’t have it. They were aided by Cal, their chief babysitter and confederate. He was in the eighth grade his first year in Bel Air, Maggie and Lizzie starting kindergarten and nursery school. Sometimes he caught the school bus down the hill, but often Nelly drove the three of them down together. 

			On her own, Lizzie, the younger, might have bent to her mother’s schemes, but Maggie pulled her along in her draft. She was a gritty, outdoorsy kind of girl who preferred boys to girls and loved competition. When she was seven they got her a horse, named Dynamite, which they boarded at stables at Playa del Rey. A year later Lizzie got her horse, too. Nelly hated everything about horses—the dust, the smells, the flies, the shit—and soon was employing Cal to chaperone the girls on the trolleys that stopped in Playa del Rey on their way down the coast to Redondo beach. At fifteen, Cal got a driver’s permit and new responsibilities as the girls’ chauffeur. Nelly was more than happy to turn her car over to him. Riding days conflicted with her bridge days.

			For Cal, a nature boy, Playa del Rey was love at first sight. A beachy village at the foot of a long sandy hill overlooking a vast area of marshes and dunes, it was home to every species of waterfowl known to Southern California. He’d take his bicycle along, and while the girls rode horses peddled the twisty hill streets with their view from Point Dume to Catalina Island. On foot he prowled the marshes of Ballona Creek. If he lifted his sights over the wetlands toward Venice, he could see the dozens of derricks Uncle Eddie had sunk into the marshy lands that once were part of Abbot Kinney’s dream. He hated the sight and so didn’t look. 

			For his sixteenth birthday, Eddie bought him a red Ford roadster. Twice a week he’d load his bike in the back, the girls in the front and head down Roscomare Road across Sunset to Wilshire and Sepulveda and on west to the stables, on the road soon to be named Culver. He graduated from high school that June and would start at USC in the fall but had two months to explore the city in his new car. It was a summer the cousins would never forget, the summer they spent every day together, free of adults, who were just as happy to be free of them. 

			The girls loved the roadster. Top down, they would shout over the wind as they motored along the open roads. Maggie was the daredevil, loving speed and urging Cal to go faster, faster, always faster, while Lizzie sat taking everything in and shouting questions to the chauffeur. You could already see the adult in both girls. Maggie could not resist a challenge or a dare. Lizzie would laugh at her sister and go back to making the mental notes she would later write in her diary. She started a diary at age six, and the time would come years later when they were auctioned off. She was as competitive as her sister, but in a different way. Maggie needed to test herself against others and dominate. Lizzie’s competition was with herself. The goal was to get down in writing the precise words that represented her precise thoughts, get them down before they flew away forever. 

			One day Cal decided to head home from the stables through Venice. Normally, he returned the way he’d come—east toward Culver City, north on Centinela, east again on Wilshire or Sunset to Bel Air, sometimes taking detours into the Santa Monica Mountains for excursions through the canyons. He knew about Venice because Eddie never stopped talking about it, explaining how he’d turned the canals built by Abbot Kinney into oil fields because that’s the price of progress, creative destruction he called it. Lawsuits brought against Mull Oil had been thrown out by every judge because oil was making everyone in Los Angeles rich, including the judges, including the people whose canal houses now looked out on muck and derricks, people happy to be sharing in the oil bonanza. 

			He took the bridge northward across Ballona Creek and turned off Pacific Avenue, the main north-south road through Venice to Santa Monica, onto a parallel access road running along the ocean, called, strangely enough, “Speedway.” Quickly the bright sunlight was gone, obscured by a forest of gigantic steel trees. They bounced along the potted, tar-splattered asphalt, listening for the crash of breakers but hearing only the sucking of pumps. There were no other cars, no other people. A mile or so along, he stopped by a “no trespassing” sign and glanced at the girls, both strangely quiet. Maggie was squirming. Lizzie had come up on her knees and was turning her head like a camera on a pivot. They got out to walk.

			Deep in the spidering shadows as the sun fell to the ocean, they headed through the mucky fields. He tried to keep the car in view—so easy to get lost when everything looked the same. The derricks, some with little cabins attached, were densely packed, almost rubbing against each other. Underfoot, the earth was black, as was what little sand they could see, which once must have been white but now was dark and coated with gobs of tar. Cal felt Lizzie’s hand squeeze into his. The sound of pumping drowned out all else, and the smell of oil overpowered any scent of the sea. It puzzled him that each pump, each hole in the ground, would require its own giant steel framework; that the oil lagoon hiding beneath the sand could not be tapped by a single derrick or maybe a few rather than the dozens he saw. Only greed could explain it, the lust to get richer faster. 

			Why would Uncle Eddie, who already had everything, want more? Yes, oil to keep motors running was necessary, but why here? Why destroy miles of natural beauty, turning the sand black, rendering foul and useless white beach and blue ocean, not to mention the languid lagoons built by Abbot Kinney? Surely there were places to find oil without so much destruction. He felt Lizzie squeeze tighter. 

			“Hey, you kids!” shouted a man emerging from one of the cabins. “What the hell are you doing in here? Can’t you read the signs? Get out!”

			Startled, Cal turned to see a hardhat closing in on them. Stifling a desire to shout, “these girls own this land,” he pulled Lizzie and turned back toward the car. Suddenly Maggie, quick as a cat, bolted away toward the nearest derrick. She was five rungs up the steel ladder before he reacted, and the hardhat, who’d stopped, began screaming. Maggie was like a spider flying up on its web. The Hardhat clumped toward the derrick but already knew he could never catch her.

			“Get her down from there, boy!” he called. Other hardhats emerged from the cabin. 

			“Maggie, come down,” Cal shouted, knowing it was futile. She’d already reached the first metal platform.

			The man grabbed him hard by the shoulder. “Get her down from there!”

			“I’m trying.” He pushed the hand away. “Maggie, you know you can do it,” he shouted. “It’s not worth it! Come back down!”

			“Mag . . . gie!” Lizzie was shouting, “Mag . . . gie!”

			She’d already clamored halfway to the first catwalk, nimble despite her riding boots. The derrick looked to be five stories. Cal knew she would not stop. She never did. 

			“Better go after her, Bobby,” one of the men said.

			“I wouldn’t do that,” said Cal. “She’ll come down when she’s ready.”

			“Let’s hope she don’t come down head first,” said a worker.

			“Don’t worry.”

			“Call the fire department,” said someone.

			“The hell with that—I’ll call the police,” said Bobby, turning back.

			He didn’t want to do it; didn’t want to tell the men that the girls were Eddie Mull’s daughters, heiresses of the land they were supposedly trespassing. The girls would hate it and so would he. But the police were a worse option. 

			“Hold on there,” Cal called to Bobby, who seemed in charge. “Let’s talk.”

			With Lizzie leaning in making her mental notes, Cal explained who they were, all of them Mulls. “You go back inside, and I’ll get her down. We won’t come back. I promise you that. Better that way. Better for everyone.” 

			They listened. They would be blamed as much as the children and had more to lose.

			♦ ♦ ♦

			“How was riding today?” Nelly asked at dinner.

			“Good,” said Maggie. “We came home through Venice.” She was smiling, and Cal wondered if she was going to blab.

			Eddie had mixed Old Fashioneds instead of Manhattans because Nelly liked the sweeter taste, and they’d brought them to the table. “Wanted to see the wells, huh? Might as well get to know them. All that oil will be yours someday.” 

			“If there’s any left,” said Cal. 

			Frowning, Eddie stared at the boy. “Long time before those wells run dry.”

			“I’d like the beach better without them,” said Lizzie. “They’re ugly.”

			“Maybe so, little one,” said Eddie, “but that car you run around in wouldn’t go far without them. And don’t forget Uncle Willie’s new church. That’s going to cost a bundle.” He looked at Lizzie. “See all the good things we can do with oil.”

			“You hadn’t mentioned building a church for Willie,” said Nelly.

			“You’re the first to know.”

			“Can we afford it?”

			Eddie laughed. “Not much we can’t afford anymore.”

			The Roscomare Road house was close to the apex of the Bel Air hills, a sprawling single level rancho that looked west over hills and canyons toward the ocean between Santa Monica and Malibu. Eddie owned five acres, which reached to the bottom of the canyon, and he’d fenced it off to keep the critters away. When wire fencing didn’t work he replaced it with chain link, which was better but not by much. The critters had been there before the place called Bel Air and had no intention of relocating. Raccoons and skunks were a nuisance but not as much as coyotes, which came up looking for any cats foolish enough to go prowling. 

			“Dad said Henry Callender was going to pay for the new church, calls it a temple,” said Cal, digging into a beef enchilada.

			They were five at table for enchiladas and side dishes ordered from Castillo’s on Wilshire by Lupe, the housekeeper/cook. They all liked Mexican food, which was growing more popular as newcomers from the East overcame their prejudices. Willie sometimes joined them Thursdays, but phoned earlier to say he had too much to do. The success of the Church of the New Gospel had enabled him to move from the former grocery off Wilshire into a larger, former Lutheran church, on Beverly Boulevard. 

			“Who is Henry Callender?” asked Nelly.

			Cal shot a look at his uncle, surprised he’d never mentioned Callender. “The man who found the oil, who showed Uncle Eddie where to drill.”

			“That’s not the way it was,” snapped Eddie.

			“Dad said you two are going fifty-fifty, that Callender was going to use his money to finance the temple.”

			Annoyed, Eddie went to the sideboard to refresh his drink. “Henry Callender doesn’t have enough money to buy himself a new suit of clothes.”

			“Eddie,” said Nelly, “who is he? I’ve never heard that name before.”

			“One of Willie’s crazy Soldiers, that’s all. Said there might be oil on the Abbot Kinney land. I drilled and hit. End of story.”

			Cal was staring at his uncle, trying to square the two stories. “He tells Dad he’s going to build a temple with his oil profits and you say he’s broke. I don’t get it.”

			“He’s goofy,” said Eddie, louder now. “Obviously you never met him. A goofy old miner tetched from being out in the sun too long.” He glanced at his wife. “Damn good enchiladas, Nell. You need your drink freshened while I’m up?”

			“Don’t mind if I do.” 

			“Speaking of the oil business,” said Eddie, trying to change the subject, “Cal—you decided yet what you’re going to study at USC?”

			Cal gazed past his uncle, out the window and down toward the canyon. “Not sure yet.”

			“Business administration, that’s the thing. They’ve opened a new business school down there. Asked me to give a few lectures.”

			“I didn’t know that, honey,” said Nelly.

			“What they really want is money. I told them to ask at the chamber. They’ll have someone. What do you think, Cal—about business school, I mean.”

			“Maybe.”

			“There’s a place for you in the company when you’re ready. But you gotta know numbers to run a business. I was running your grandma’s ranch long before she died. Learned everything I needed to set up down here.”

			“A place for me in which company?”

			Eddie laughed. “Any one you want.”

			Cal knew of at least four: real estate, oil, construction, and bootlegging. He wasn’t supposed to know about the fourth, but knew from Nelly, who told him everything. The cases in the garage that said “toxic,” were toxic all right. Every kind of liquor, mostly from Canada, was being landed at Tijuana and Rosarito and smuggled up the coast on what was called the “Bootleg Highway.” Tecate, east of Tijuana, had built a distillery turning out 175 proof gin, with little of it going to the Mexicans, who preferred tequila. 

			“Uncle Eddie,” said Cal, uncomfortable, “do you owe Henry Callender money?”

			Eddie stared hard at his nephew, a boy who wedded the dark good looks of the Mull men to the sandy hair and sunny disposition of his dead mother. Of course, he’d welcomed him into the family: Nelly and the girls loved him, and Willie wasn’t much of a father. But he’d begun to annoy his uncle, spending too much time with the girls, influencing them in ways he shouldn’t. The sooner he went off to college, the better. Why had he taken them to Venice without a word to anyone, brought Lizzie home criticizing the oil fields? Something strange about the boy. Scarlet fever? He still wore signs of it on his face. Once at dinner they’d heard a scratching at the screen and looked up to see four eyes staring in. Nelly screamed, and Eddie was ready to go for his .22. Cal stood up, strode out through the kitchen and they saw him pick up two raccoons as if they were puppies, not wild critters with teeth and claws and maybe rabies. Dropped them back in the canyon and came back with a story about how the poor things were lost. Crazy.

			“Of course, he’s entitled to something, and I’m taking care of it. Now can we drop it?”

			“I hope it’s not fifty-fifty,” said Nelly.

			“Of course not!”

			He finished off his second Old Fashioned. “Look, anyone can walk around saying, I bet there’s oil down there. Let’s drill. But it takes money to drill and risk coming up dry and going broke. Somebody told Ed Doheny to start digging on Alvarado because stuff was oozing up, but Doheny was the guy who got the loans and took the risks and when the oil came up got rich, not the guy who told him to start digging. That’s just the way it is.”

			“Something not right about that,” said Cal.

			“The real world, winners and losers.”

			“Why do there have to be losers?” asked Cal.

			“Dammit, Cal, it’s the way it is, accept it.”

			“Eddie,” said Nelly, reproach in her voice.

			“No, dammit. Creative destruction, it’s the way of the world. Winners and losers. Look at this city, look at Los Angeles, entirely built on water that was taken—call a spade a spade—stolen from the Owens Valley. They had to die so we could live. Even Willie will tell you there’s nothing wrong with that. It’s called the lesser evil. Right, Cal?”

			“He could sue, couldn’t he?” said Cal.

			“For God’s sake, Cal, drop it!”
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