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FOR TRACY, TIFFANY, AND RORY WITH ALL MY LOVE.


“Nobody is allowed to fail within a two-mile radius of the Beverly Hills Hotel.”

—Gore Vidal


			Introduction

		Call me Ishmael. Happy families are all alike; every unhappy family is unhappy in its own way. Nope. Sorry, Melville, Tolstoy. The best first line of a novel was written by Jackie Collins: Elaine Conti awoke in her luxurious Beverly Hills mansion, pressed a button to open the electrically controlled drapes, and was confronted by the sight of a young man clad in a white T-shirt and dirty jeans pissing in a perfect arc into her mosaic-tiled swimming pool.

			Jackie Collins is a writer who knows how to draw you in. She drew me into her world of the rich and famous, good and evil, heroines and—more deliciously—anti-heroines with Hollywood Wives.

			In 1983, I was thirteen and Hollywood Wives was on Grandmother’s nightstand. Until I read it, I’d thought Grandmother’s bedroom was the fanciest place on earth. There was a princess phone and blue carpeting. And there was always a hardback, which to me signalled wealth. 

			Jackie Collins showed me what real money could buy. Elaine Conti spent $50 on panties. In 2018, that equates to $125. On a pair of panties! Talk about a fantasyland. As a girl, I had no interest in hobbits and wizards. Jackie Collins was my J. R. R. Tolkien. She showed me that women are magical. 

			Women wear costumes: silk blouses or bikinis; Halston dresses and high heels. Women cast spells: they seduce, spin webs, and steal. Women shape-shift: they blow up their bosoms and break their own noses. And then, when all of the men are off guard, Jackie’s women break their own moulds.

			In Hollywood Wives, she writes: “Good-looking women had roles in life and they were supposed to stick with them. They could be movie stars, models, housewives, hookers, but God forbid they should skirt onto what was strictly regarded as Big Boy’s Territory.”

			Big Boy’s Territory is where the real power is. It’s where the directors, producers, and movie moguls play. And their motto still seems to be: No Girls Allowed. But, Jackie’s women force their way in.

			She said, “My heroines do what women would—if they had the courage.”

			When I was thirteen, Jackie Collins showed me how to be brave. You write what no one thinks you can write. You ask for money no one wants to admit that you’ve earned. You fight for your marriage when your husband has failed you. Because sometimes the scariest thing to do is forgive. And when you find yourself “in trouble” in Tijuana, you get through it and then get up the guts to forgive yourself.

			Thirty-five years after reading Hollywood Wives for the first time, I nominated the book for my Classic Trashy Book Club—the women of which could be a cast of Jackie’s characters. There are three prosecutors, a therapist, an interior designer, a famous Instagram cat lady, a P.I.-turned-housewife and a housewife-turned-writer—that’s me! Our “classics” are at least twenty years old; bestsellers, banned, burned, or branded as trash.

			Kirkus Reviews called Hollywood Wives “sheer-sleaze.” Barbara Cartland told Jackie she was “responsible for all the perverts in England.” Hollywood Wives did time with Stephen King’s Christine and Danielle Steel’s Changes on the New York Times bestseller list. The 1985 made-for-TV miniseries starred Angie Dickinson as the talent agent who wants to destroy the leading man who wronged her, Sadie LaSalle; Suzanne Somers as the sex symbol who wants to be taken seriously, Gina Germaine; and Candice Bergen as the wife who can afford $50 panties but shoplifts, Elaine Conti. 

			Hollywood Wives was voted our May 2018 book club pick.

			Elaine, Gina, and Sadie were not as likable as I remembered. But that’s what is great about Jackie as a writer. She didn’t care that her women weren’t nice. Nice is boring. Nice doesn’t move the plot. Nice sex ain’t something to talk about. And that’s what book clubs do: we talk about what we’ve read that’s worth talking about. With Hollywood Wives we talked about a three-way that went horribly, horribly, horribly wrong. 

			Hollywood Wives also features a leading man who’ll do anything to remain in the spotlight; a James Dean wannabe who’s lured into prostitution; and a psycho killer. All of whom I’d forgotten since my first reading because Jackie’s men are minor characters. Jackie’s women rule. 

			In Jackie’s world, women’s real lives begin after forty. Jackie herself is a perfect example. She published Hollywood Wives, her biggest hit, at forty-five.

			New generations of young ladies who read should learn that their lives will be full of second chances. In a Jackie Collins novel, there’s no such thing as a rut. Jackie’s women don’t commit to a man who’s obsessed with his Moby Dick, or marry a haunted widower with a housekeeper from hell, or throw themselves in front of a train.

			She said, “My heroines kick ass. They don’t get their asses kicked.” 

			So the next time you’re in search of a classic, reach for Jackie Collins. And start with Hollywood Wives.

			Helen Ellis

			2019

	

PROLOGUE



He stood in the living room of the small house in Philadelphia. He stood and stared at the three of them. Three pigs. Three laughing faces. Teeth and eyes and hair. Three pigs.

There was a black rage within him. A rage which beat at his head from the inside.

The television was on in the room. Archie Bunker mouthing futile jokes. Canned studio laughter.

And more laughter. In the room with him. More inane laughter.

His mother. Mousy wisps of brown hair. A sagging body and a sagging mind.

His father. Balding. Skinny. False teeth that clicked in and out at will.

Joey. He had thought she was different.

Three pigs.

He walked to the television set and raised the sound.

They took no notice. They were too busy laughing. At him. Yes. They were laughing at him.

The rage was in his head, but outwardly he was calm. He knew how to make them stop. He knew.

Fast and fluid. Before they had time to stop laughing and start thinking.

Fast and fluid. The machete swung in a lethal circle.

Fast and fluid as the blood spurted. His mother and father felled with the first lethal sweep.

Joey. Swifter, younger. Her eyes bulging with horror, as clutching at her wounded arm she staggered toward the door.

You’ve stopped laughing now, Joey. You’ve stopped laughing now.

He swung the machete again, felling her before she could progress further.

They did not scream. Not one of them.

He had taken them by surprise, just as soldiers were trained to do. Only he wasn’t a soldier, was he? He wasn’t a soldier.

Sobs began to shake him violently. Strange silent sobs which convulsed his body as he wielded the machete. Dealing with all three of them equally. Indulging in a frenzy of grisly deathblows.

The television drowned out the sounds of the carnage. Archie Bunker. Canned laughter.

And the machete continued to whirl and slash as if powered by some demonic force.
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Elaine Conti awoke in her luxurious bed in her luxurious Beverly Hills mansion, pressed a button to open the electrically controlled drapes, and was confronted by the sight of a young man clad in a white T-shirt and dirty jeans pissing a perfect arc into her mosaic-tiled swimming pool.

She struggled to sit up, buzzing for Lina, her Mexican maid, and at the same time flinging on a marabou-trimmed silk robe and pressing her feet into dusty pink mules.

The young man completed his task, zipped up his jeans, and strolled casually out of view.

“Lina!” Elaine screamed. “Where are you?”

The maid appeared, inscrutable, calm, oblivious to her mistress’s screams.

“There’s an intruder out by the pool,” Elaine snapped excitedly. “Get Miguel. Call the police. And make sure all the doors are locked.”

Unperturbed, Lina began to collect the debris of clutter from Elaine’s bedside table. Dirty Kleenex, a half-finished glass of wine, a rifled box of chocolates.

“Lina!” Elaine yelled.

“No get excited, señora,” the maid said stoically. “No intruder. Just boy Miguel sent to do pool. Miguel sick. No come this week.”

Elaine flushed angrily. “Why the hell didn’t you tell me before?” She flung herself into her bathroom, slamming the door so hard that a framed print sprang off the wall and crashed to the floor, the glass shattering. Stupid maid. Dumb-ass woman. It was impossible to get good help anymore. They came. They went. They did not give a damn if you were raped and ravaged in your own home.

And this would have to happen while Ross was away on location. Miguel would never have dared to pretend to be sick if Ross was in town.

Elaine flung off her robe, slipped out of her nightgown, and stepped under the invigorating sharpness of an ice-cold shower. She gritted her teeth. Cold water was best for the skin, tightened everything up. And, God knew, even with the gym and the yoga and the modern-dance class it still all needed tightening.

Not that she was fat. No way. Not a surplus ounce of flesh on her entire body. Pretty good for thirty-nine years of age.

When I was thirteen I was the fattest girl in school. Etta the Elephant they called me. And I deserved the nickname. Only how could a kid of thirteen know about nutrition and diet and exercise and all that stuff? How could a kid of thirteen help it when Grandma Steinberg stuffed her with cakes and latkes, lox and bagels, strudel and chicken dumplings?

Elaine smiled grimly. Etta the Elephant, late of the Bronx, had shown them all. Etta the Elephant, former secretary in New York City, was now slim and svelte. She was called Elaine Conti, and lived in a six-bedroomed, seven-bathroomed, goddam Beverly Hills palace. On the flats, too. Not stuck up in the hills or all the way over in Brentwood. On the flats. Prime real estate.

Etta the Elephant no longer had a sharp nose, mousy hair, gapped teeth, wire-rimmed glasses, and flat tits.

Over the years she had changed. The nose was now retroussé, cute. A perfect Brooke Shields, in fact. The mousy hair was a rich brown, cut short and tipped with golden streaks. Her skin was alabaster white and smooth, thanks to regular facials. Her teeth were capped. White and even. A credit to Charlie’s Angels. The unbecoming glasses had long been replaced with soft blue contact lenses; without them her eyes were slate-gray and she had to squint to read. Not that she did a lot of reading. Magazines, of course. Vogue, People, Us. She skimmed the trades, Variety and The Hollywood Reporter, concentrating on Army Archerd and Hank Grant. She devoured Women’s Wear Daily and Beverly Hills People, but was not really into what she termed hard news. The day Ronald Reagan was elected President was the only day she gave a passing thought to politics. If Ronald Reagan could do it, how about Ross?

The tits, while nowhere near the Raquel Welch class, were a perfect 36B, thanks to the ministrations of her first husband, Dr. John Saltwood. They stuck defiantly forward; no pull of gravity would ever harm them. And if it did, well, back to good old Johnny. She had found him in New York, wasting himself doing plastic surgery for a city hospital. They met at a party and she recognized a plain lonely man not unlike herself. They married a month later, and she had her nose and tits fixed within the year. Then she talked him into going to Beverly Hills and setting up in private practice.

Three years later he was the tit man, and she had divorced him and become Mrs. Ross Conti. Funny how things worked out.

Ross Conti. Husband. Movie star. First-class shit.

And she should know. After all, they had been married ten long years and it hadn’t all been easy and it wasn’t getting any easier and she knew things about Ross Conti that would curl the toes of the little old ladies who still loved him because after all he was hitting fifty and his fans were not exactly teenagers and as each year crept by it was getting more and more difficult and, God knew, financially things were not as good as they had been and each film could be his last and . . .

“Señora.” Lina hammered on the bathroom door. “The boy, he go now. He want pay.”

Elaine stepped out of the shower. She was outraged. He wanted paying—for what? Pissing in her pool?

She wrapped herself in a fluffy terry-cloth robe and opened the bathroom door. “Tell him,” she said grandly, “to piss off.”

Lina stared blankly. “Twenny dollar, Meesus Conti. He do it again in three day.”

•  •  •

Ross Conti swore silently to himself. Jesus H. Christ. What was happening to him? He couldn’t remember his frigging lines. Eight takes and still he was screwing up.

“Just take it easy, Ross,” said the director calmly, placing a condescending hand on his shoulder.

Some frigging director. Twenty-three if he’s a day. Hair hanging down his back like a witch at Halloween. Levi’s so tight the outline of his schlong is like a frigging beacon.

Ross shook the offending hand off. “I’m taking it easy. It’s the crowd—they keep distracting me.”

“Sure,” soothed Chip, signaling to the first assistant. “Calm them down for chrissakes, they’re background—not auditioning for Chorus Line.”

The first assistant nodded, then made an announcement through his loudspeaker.

“Ready to go again?” asked Chip. Ross nodded. The director turned to a suntanned blonde. “Again, Sharon. Sorry, babe.”

Ross burned. Sorry, babe. What the little prick really means is sorry, babe, but we gotta humor this old fart because he used to be the biggest thing in Hollywood.

Sharon smiled. “Right on, Chip.”

Sure. Right on Chip. We’ll humor the old schmuck. My mother used to love him. She saw all his movies. Creamed her panties every time.

“Makeup,” Ross demanded, then added, his voice heavy with sarcasm, “That’s if nobody minds.”

“Of course not. Anything you want.”

Yeah. Anything I want. Because this so-called hotshot needs Ross Conti in his film. Ross Conti means plenty at the box office. Who would line up to see Sharon Richman? Who has even heard of her except a couple million television freaks who tune in to see some schlock program about girl water-ski instructors? Glossy crap. Sharon Richman—a hank of hair and a mouthful of teeth. I wouldn’t even screw her if she crawled to my trailer on her hands and knees and begged for it. Well, maybe if she begged.

The makeup girl attended to his needs. Now, she was all right. She knew who the star was on this picture. Busily she fussed around him, blotting out the shine of sweat around his nose with an outsize powder puff, touching up his eyebrows with a small comb.

He gave her a perfunctory pinch on the ass. She smiled appreciatively. Come to my trailer later, baby, and I’ll show you how to give a star head.

“Right,” said Chip the creep. “Are we ready, Ross?”

We are ready, asshole. He nodded.

“Okay. Let’s go, then.”

The scene began all right. It was a simple bit of business which involved Ross saying three lines to Sharon’s six, then strolling nonchalantly out of shot. The trouble was Sharon. She stared blankly, making him blow his second line every time. Bitch. She’s doing it purposely. Trying to make me look bad.

“Jesus H. Christ!” Chip finally exploded. “It’s not the fucking soliloquy from Hamlet.”

Right. That’s it. Talking to me like some nothing bit player. Ross turned and stalked from the location without a backward glance.

Chip grimaced at Sharon. “That’s what happens when you’re dealing with no talent.”

“My mommy used to love him,” she simpered.

“Then your mommy is an even bigger moron than her daughter.”

She giggled. Chip’s insults did not bother her. In bed she had him under control, and that was where it really mattered.

•  •  •

Elaine Conti drove her pale-blue Mercedes slowly down La Cienega Boulevard. She drove slowly so as not to spoil her nails, which she had just had done at a sensational new nail clinic called the Nail Kiss of Life. Wonderful place, they had wrapped her broken thumbnail so well that even she couldn’t tell. Elaine loved discovering new places; it gave her a tiny shot of power. She pushed in a Streisand tape and wondered, as she had wondered countless times before, why dear Barbra had never had her nose fixed. In a town so dedicated to the perfect face . . . and God knew she had the money. Still, it certainly had not harmed her career—nor her love life, for that matter.

Elaine frowned and thought about her own love life. Ross hadn’t ventured near her in months. Bastard. Just because he didn’t feel in the mood.

Elaine had indulged in two affairs during the course of her marriage. Both of them unsatisfactory. She hated affairs, they were so time-consuming. The highs and the lows. The ups and the downs. Was it all worth it? She had decided no, but now she was beginning to wonder.

The last one had taken place over two years ago. She blushed when she thought about it. What absurd risks she had taken. And with a man who could do her absolutely no good at all except fix her teeth, and they were already perfect. Milton Langley, her dentist—and probably everyone else’s with money in Beverly Hills. How indiscreet of her to have picked him. But really he had picked her. He had sent his nurse scurrying off on an errand one day, climbed aboard the chair, and made fast and furious love to her. She remembered the day well, because he had climaxed all over her new Sonia Rykiel skirt.

Elaine giggled aloud at the thought, although she hadn’t giggled at the time. Milton had poured mouthwash over the damaged garment, and, when his nurse returned, sent her over to Saks to purchase a replacement. After that they had met twice a week in some dreadful motel on Santa Monica for two hot months. One day Elaine had just decided not to go. End of that little episode.

The other one wasn’t even worth thinking about. An actor on one of Ross’s films. She had slept with him twice and regretted both times.

Whenever she mentioned their lack of a sex life to Ross he flew into a rage. “What the frig do you think I am? A machine? I’ll get it up when I want to—not just because you’ve read some crap sex magazine that says you should have ten orgasms a day.”

Ha! She was lucky if she got ten a year. If it hadn’t been for her trusty vibrator she would have been climbing walls.

Maybe his erection would return if the movie he was doing turned out to be a hit.

Yes. That was what Ross needed—a massive shot of success would be good for both of them. There was nothing like success for putting the hard-on back in a man’s life.

Carefully she made a left on Melrose. Lunch at Ma Maison was a must on Fridays. Anybody who was anybody and in town invariably showed up. Elaine had a permanent booking.

Patrick Terrail, the owner of Ma Maison, greeted her at the entrance to the small outdoor restaurant. She accepted a kiss on each cheek and followed a waiter to her table, keeping an eagle eye out for anyone she should acknowledge.

Maralee Gray, one of her closest friends, was already waiting. She nursed a spritzer and a sour expression. At thirty-seven Maralee maintained more than a shadow of her past prettiness. In her time she had been voted the most popular girl in high school and Miss Hot Rod 1960. That was before she had met, married, and divorced Neil Gray, the film director. Her father, now retired, owned Sanderson Studios. Money had never been Maralee’s problem. Only men.

“Darling. I’m not late, am I?” Elaine asked anxiously, brushing cheeks with her friend.

“Not at all. I think I was early.” They exchanged you-look wonderfuls, admired each other’s outfit, and cast their eyes around the restaurant.

“And how’s Ross making out on location?” Maralee asked, extracting a long black cigarillo from a wafer-thin gold case.

“You know Ross—he makes out wherever he is.”

They both laughed. Ross’s reputation as a cocksman was an old Hollywood joke.

“Actually he hates everything,” she confided. “The script, the director, the crew, the food, the climate—the whole bug-ridden setup, as he so charmingly puts it. But Maralee, believe me”—she leaned confidentially toward her friend—“he’s going to be dynamite in this movie. The old Ross Conti—full-force.”

“I can believe it,” Maralee murmured. “I’ve never counted him out, you know that.”

Elaine nodded. Maralee was a true friend, and there weren’t many of them around. In Hollywood you were only as hot as your last hit—and it had been a long time between hits.

“I’m going to have my eyes done,” Maralee announced dramatically. “I’m only telling you, and you mustn’t mention it to a soul.”

“As if I would!” Elaine replied, quite affronted. “Who’s doing it?”

“The Palm Springs connection. I’ll spend a couple of weeks there—after all, I have the house. Then I’ll come back and nobody will know the difference. They’ll just think I was vacationing.”

“Wonderful idea,” Elaine said. Was Maralee stupid or what? Nobody took a vacation in Palm Springs, even if they did have a house there. They either weekended or retired. “When?” she asked, her eyes flicking restlessly round the restaurant.

“As soon as possible. Next week if he can fit me in.”

They both stopped talking to observe the entrance of Sylvester Stallone. Elaine threw him a perfunctory wave, but he did not appear to notice her. “Probably needs glasses,” she sniffed. “I met him at a party only last week.”

Maralee produced a small gold compact and inspected her face. “He won’t last,” she remarked dismissively, removing a smudge of lipstick from her teeth. “Let’s face it, Clark Gable he’s not.”

•  •  •

“Oh yeah, that’s it . . . don’t stop . . . don’t ever stop. Oh yeah, yeah . . . just keep on going, sweetheart, keep right on going.”

Ross Conti listened to the words pouring from his mouth and wondered how many times he had uttered them before. Plenty. That was for sure.

On her knees, Stella, the makeup girl, worked diligently on his weak erection. She sucked him as if he were a water pump. Her technique could do with some improvement. But then, in his time, Ross had had some of the best little cocksuckers in the business. Starlets, whose very livelihood depended on doing a good job. Hookers, who specialized. Bored Beverly Hills housewives who had elevated cocksucking to an art.

He felt his erection begin to deflate, and he dug his fingers hard into the girl’s scalp. She yelped with pain and stopped what she was doing.

He wasn’t sorry. Quick as a flash he tucked himself out of sight and firmly zipped up. “That was great!”

She stared at him in amazement. “But you didn’t come.”

He could hardly lie. “Sometimes it’s better this way,” he mumbled mysteriously, reaching for a bottle of tequila on the side table in his hotel room.

“It is?” She continued to stare.

“Sure. Keeps all the juices inside. Keeps me buzzing. That’s the way I like it when I’m working.” If she believed that she’d believe anything.

“I think I know what you mean,” she began enthusiastically. “Sort of like a boxer before a fight—mustn’t release that precious energy. You’ve got to make it work for you.”

“Right! You got it!” He smiled, took a slug of tequila from the bottle, and wished she would go.

“Would you like me to . . . do anything?” she asked expectantly, hoping that he would want her to undress and stay.

“There’s a million things I’d like you to do,” he replied. “But the star has got to get some sleep. You understand, don’t you?”

“Of course, Mr. Con—Ross.”

He hadn’t said she could call him by his first name. Mr. Conti would do nicely. Women. Give them nine inches and they frigging moved in. “Goodnight, Sheila.”

“It’s Stella.”

“Right.”

She finally left, and he switched on the television in time for The Tonight Show. He knew that he should call Elaine in L.A., but he couldn’t be bothered. She would be furious when she heard he had blown his lines and walked off the set. Elaine thought he was on the way out. She was always nagging him about keeping up with what the public wanted. He had done his last movie against her advice, and it bombed at the box office. God, that had pissed him off. A fine love story with a veteran director and a New York stage actress as his leading lady. “Old-fashioned garbage,” Elaine had announced baldly. “Sex, violence, and comedy, that’s what sells tickets today. And you’ve got to get in on the act, Ross, before it’s too late.”

She was right, of course. He did have to get in on the act, because he was no longer Mr. Box Office, not even in the frigging top ten. He was on the slide, and in Hollywood they could smell it.

Johnny Carson was talking to Angie Dickinson. She was flirting, crossing long legs and looking seductive.

Abruptly Ross picked up the phone. “Get me the bell captain,” he snapped.

Chip had come groveling to his trailer after his walkout. “Nothing we can’t sort out, Ross. If you want to quit today, we can schedule to reshoot the scene first thing in the morning.”

He had agreed. At least they knew they were dealing with a star now, and not some nothing has-been.

“Yes, Mr. Conti. This is the bell captain. How may I help you?”

Ross balanced the phone under his chin and reached for the tequila bottle. “Can you be discreet?”

“Of course, sir. It’s my job.”

“I want a broad.”

“Certainly, Mr. Conti. Blonde? Brunette? Redhead?”

“Multicolored for all I care. Just make sure she’s got big tits—and I mean big ones.”

“Yes sir!”

“Oh, and you can charge her to my account. Mark it down as room service.” Why should he pay? Let the film company pick up the tab. He replaced the receiver and walked to the mirror. Fifty. Soon he would be fifty. And it hurt. Badly.

•  •  •

Ross Conti had lived in Hollywood for thirty years. And for twenty-five of those years he had been a star. Arriving in town in 1953, he was soon discovered hauling boxes in a food market on Sunset Boulevard by an aging agent’s young wife. She was entranced by his blond good looks, and set about persuading her husband to handle him. In the meantime she was handling him herself—twice a day—and loving every minute.

Her husband discovered their affair on the day Universal decided to sign his young client. In a fit of fury the old agent negotiated the worst deal he possibly could, waited until it was signed, then dropped Ross, and badmouthed him as an untalented stud all over town.

Ross didn’t care. He had grown up in the Bronx, spent three years kicking around New York grabbing bit parts here and there, and a Hollywood contract seemed just perfect to him, whatever the terms.

Women adored him. For two years he worked his way through the studio, eventually picking on the pretty mistress of a studio executive, who promptly saw to it that Ross’s contract was dropped.

Two years, and all he had done was a few small parts in a series of beach-party movies. Then suddenly—no contract, no prospects, no money.

One day, lounging around Schwab’s drugstore on the Strip, he got talking to a girl named Sadie La Salle, a hardworking secretary with the most enormous knockers he had ever seen. She was not a pretty girl. Overweight, suspicions of a mustache, short of leg. But oh those magnificent tits! He surprised himself by asking her for a date. She accepted readily, and they went to the Aware Inn, ate health burgers, and talked about him. He loved every minute of it. How many girls were prepared to discuss him and only him for five solid hours?

Sadie was very smart, a quality Ross had not encountered in a woman before. She refused to go to bed with him on their first date, slapped his hands away when he went after the magic tits, gave him sound advice about his career, and on their second date cooked him the best meal he had ever had.

For six months they had a platonic relationship, seeing each other a couple of times a week, speaking on the phone daily. Ross loved talking to her; she had an answer for every problem. And oh boy, did he ever have problems! He told her about the girls he was screwing, the trouble he was having finding work. Going on interview after interview and getting nowhere was depressing, not to mention terrible for his ego. Sadie was a wonderful listener, plus she cooked him two great meals a week and did his washing.

One night he had a narrow escape while visiting a nubile girlfriend. Her out-of-town husband returned home sooner than expected, and Ross was forced to drop out her bedroom window desperately clutching his pants. He decided to pay Sadie an unexpected visit and tell her the story, sure she would love it.

When he arrived at her small apartment on Olive Drive he was shocked to discover her entertaining a man, the two of them sitting at her candlelit dining table finishing off a delicious-smelling pot roast. There was wine on the table, and fresh-cut flowers. Sadie was wearing a low-cut dress and seemed flustered to see him.

It had never occurred to him that she had boyfriends, and he was unreasonably pissed off.

“I want you to meet Bernard Leftcovitz,” she said primly, eyeing his crumpled clothes and mussed hair with distaste.

He flung himself familiarly into a chair and threw a silent nod in Bernard Leftcovitz’s direction. “Get me a drink, hon,” he said to Sadie, reaching out to slap her on the ass. “Scotch, plenty of ice.”

She glared, but did as he asked. Then he outsat Mr. Leftcovitz, who finally left an hour later.

“Thanks a lot!” she exploded, as soon as the door shut behind him.

Ross grinned. “Wassamatter?”

“You know what’s the matter. Walking in here like you own the place, treating me like one of your . . . your . . . goddam women!” She was spluttering with rage. “I hate you. I really hate you! You think you’re such a big deal. Well, let me tell you—”

He grabbed her fast. Moved in for the kill—for he knew that’s what it would be—a killer scene, all thighs and heat and those amazing mountainous breasts enveloping him.

She pushed him away. “Ross—” she began to object.

He wasn’t about to listen to any reasons why they shouldn’t. Sadie La Salle was going to be his and screw the Bernard Leftcovitzes of this world.

She was a virgin. Twenty-four years old. A resident of Hollywood and a virgin.

Ross could not believe it. He was delighted. Ten years of making out and she was his first.

The next day he packed up his things and moved in with her. He was two months overdue with his rent anyway, and money was becoming a big problem. Sadie loved having him in her life. She said goodbye to Bernie without a second thought and devoted all her time to Ross. “We have to find you an agent,” she fretted, because she knew his failure to land a part in a movie was upsetting him more than he cared to admit. Unfortunately all the agents he visited seemed to have got the message—Ross Conti equaled bad news.

One day she made a major decision. “I’ll be your agent,” she said quite seriously.

“You’ll what?” he roared.

“I’ll be your agent. It’s a good idea. You’ll see.”

The next week she gave up her job, withdrew her savings, and soon found a tiny room in a run-down building on Hollywood Boulevard. She stuck a notice on the door—Sadie La Salle, Agent to the Stars. Then she had a phone installed, and was in business.

Ross found the whole thing hysterically funny. What the hell did Sadie know about being an agent?

What she didn’t know she soon found out. For six years she had worked as a secretary in a large law firm which specialized in show-business work. She had the legalities down pat, and the rest wasn’t difficult. She had a product. Ross Conti. And when the women of America got a good look at him they were going to want to buy.

“I have a great idea,” she told him one day, “and I don’t want your opinion of it, because it’ll work. I know if’s going to work.”

As it happened he loved her idea, although it was a little crazy, and very expensive. She borrowed the money she needed from her former boss, an uptight jerk named Jeremy Mead who Ross suspected wanted to ball her. Then she had Ross photographed by the Pacific Ocean wearing faded Levi’s cutoffs and a smile. And she had the picture blown up and placed on as many billboards as she could afford all across America, with just the words: “WHO IS ROSS CONTI?”

It was magic time. Within weeks everyone was asking, “Who is Ross Conti?” Johnny Carson began making cracks on his show. Letters started to arrive by the sackload, addressed to Ross Conti, Hollywood (Sadie had prudently informed the post office where to forward them). Ross was stopped in the street, mobbed by adoring women, recognized wherever he went. The whole thing took off just as she had predicted it would.

At the peak of it all Sadie flew with her now famous client to New York, where he had been invited to do a guest appearance on The Tonight Show. They were both ecstatic. New York gave Ross the feel of what it would be like to be a star. Sadie was thrilled that it was she who had done it for him.

He was marvelous on the show—funny, sexy, and magnetically attractive. By the time they got back to Hollywood the offers were piling up. Sadie sifted through them and finally negotiated an ace three-picture deal for him with Paramount. He never looked back. Success as a movie star was instantaneous.

Six months later he dumped her, signed with a big agency, and married Wendy Warren, a rising young star with an impressive thirty-nine-inch bust. They lived together in much photographed luxury on top of Mulholland Drive, five minutes from Marlon Brando’s retreat. Their marriage lasted only two years and was childless. After that Ross became the Hollywood bachelor. Wild stories, wild pranks, wild parties. Everyone was delighted when in 1964 he married again, this time a Swedish starlet of seventeen with, of course, wonderful breasts. The marriage was stormy and only lasted six months. She divorced him, claiming mental cruelty and half his money. Ross shrugged the whole thing off.

At that time his star was at its peak. Every movie he appeared in was a winner. Until 1969, when he made two disastrous films in a row.

A lot of people were not sorry to observe his fall from superstardom. Sadie La Salle, for one. After his defection from her loving care she had faded from sight for a while, but then she had resurfaced and slowly but surely built herself an empire.

Ross met Elaine when he went for a consultation with her husband. At thirty-nine he thought maybe he needed a little face work. He never got the surgery, but he did get Elaine. She moved in on him without hesitation, and she was exactly what he needed at that time in his life. He found her sympathetic, supportive, and an excellent listener. The tits were nothing to get excited about, but in bed she was accommodating and warm, and after the aggression of the usual Hollywood starlet he liked that. He decided marriage to Elaine was just what he needed. It did not take a lot of persuasion for her to divorce her husband. They married a week later in Mexico, and his career took a sharp upward swing. It stayed up for five years, then slowly, gradually, it began to slip. And so did their marriage.

•  •  •

Forty-nine. Heading full-speed toward fifty. And he didn’t look a day over forty-two. The blond boyish good looks had aged nicely, although he could do without the graying hair that had to be carefully dyed, and the deep indentations under his piercing blue eyes.

Still, he was in terrific shape. The body was almost as good as new. He stared at his reflection, hardly hearing the discreet knock on the door.

“Yes?”, he called out, when the knock was repeated.

“Room service,” crooned a feminine voice.

Room service was twenty-two and stacked. Ross made a mental note to tip the bell captain royally.
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“He was never a normal boy, Deke Andrews wasn’t, always a strange one.”

“Yeah? How so?”

“You know, not interested in television, films, or girls. Not like the other kids on this street—even when he was growin’ up.”

“What was he interested in?”

“Cars. First job he got he went right out and put a down payment on an old Mustang. Loved that car. Polished it, tuned it, worked on that old jalopy for hours on end.”

“What happened to it?”

“Got sold. Don’t know why. He never did get another one.”

“You sure about that?”

“Sure about what?”

“That he never got another car.”

“ ’Course I’m sure. I know everything goes on in Friendship Street. I’ve sat lookin’ out this same window for thirty years. Did I tell you ’bout my accident? Had heavy machinery collapse on my legs. I ain’t never walked a step since. Compensation? You think I got money? I got nothing for all the stinkin’ time I put in at that lousy plant. Have you any idea . . .” The old man went red in the face as his voice rose and shook with anger.

Detective Leon Rosemont rubbed the bridge of his large nose and stared at a cheap framed print on the wall. Who could ever figure people out? This old man was more interested in what had happened to him thirty years ago than what had happened only hours before in the house across the street. As a witness he was useless. He had heard nothing. Seen nothing. Knew nothing.

Soon the newspapers would be screaming their banner headlines: SAVAGE TRIPLE KILLING. MURDER HORROR IN SUBURBIA. blood massacre. How the press loved a good juicy mass murder. Three people brutally murdered in a small house on Friendship Street in a respectable suburb of Philadelphia. Jesus, how he wished he could wipe the morning’s carnage from his mind. Bile rose in his throat, and he swallowed it down sharply.

Detective First Grade Leon Rosemont. A heavyset man in his early fifties, broad-shouldered and powerfully built, with a mass of thick gray hair, shaggy eyebrows, and sharp, kindly brown eyes. He looked like an out-of-condition football star. And a football star was exactly what he had been in college. He had been twenty-nine years on the force. Twenty-nine years of mutilations, sex killings, and vicious slayings. How he hated all the garbage that came his way.

They gave all the pretty ones to him, but this was the prettiest in a long time. Three people hacked to pieces for no apparent reason. No sexual assault. No robbery. No nothing. And not a good goddam thing to go on. Except maybe Deke Andrews, the son of the household, who seemed to be missing.

So—was this just another nice old-fashioned family murder?

Deke Andrews wasn’t around to tell. But then maybe he was away on a trip, staying with friends, or shacked up with a girl. After all, it was only Saturday afternoon, and according to Forensic, the killings could have taken place any time between eleven Friday night and four Saturday morning.

Deke Andrews. Twenty-six years old. A loner.

But then how many people had been questioned about him? Four? Five? The investigation hadn’t even started yet. These were early days.

“Niggers!” the old man stated fiercely. “They’re causin’ trouble all over.”

“What?”

“It’s these niggers moved in down the steeet. I wouldn’t be surprised if they did it,” he snorted. “I keep my doors locked now, not like the old days. Why, I can remember when you didn’t hafta have locks.”

Detective Rosemont nodded curtly. There was a sour taste in his mouth, and the memory of the early-morning tableau danced horrifically before his eyes. His head ached, his lips were parched, and his eyes felt sunken and dry. He wished he was at home in bed with his wife, sweet black Millie, and wouldn’t that give this old bigot something to think about.

“They should stay on South Street where they belong,” muttered the old man ominously. “Comin’ to live among decent folk. It ain’t right, there should be a law.”

Detective Rosemont pushed himself heavily out of the overstuffed armchair and headed toward the door. Screw it. He was beginning to feel suffocated. “Thank you, Mr. Bullen,” he said tightly. “We’ll be needing a formal statement, of course. One of my men will be back later.”

“Niggers!” screeched the old man hysterically, warming to his subject. “They shoulda been left in Africa runnin’ around naked. That’s what I think. That’s what all decent folk think.”

Angrily Leon Rosemont let himself out of the small house. It was raining, a bleak relentless drizzle. The television trucks were blocking the end of the street, and some ghoulish sightseers huddled in a group behind a police barricade. What had they come for? What was so exciting about the outside of a house where violent deaths had occurred? Just what the hell did they expect to see?

He shook his head. People. He would never understand them. Grimly he pulled up the collar of his old English raincoat and hurried across the street.

In all his years of hard-grind service he had never had to deal with a murder case where he knew one of the victims. This was a horrible sickening first. And in a chilling way he wondered if any of the guilt was his.
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Montana Gray gazed at her husband, Neil, as he studied himself in the dressing-room mirror of their Coldwater Canyon house. His obsession with his appearance whenever he wore a suit amused her. She waited patiently for the inevitable question.

He did not disappoint. “Do I look all right?” he asked, quite certain that he looked fine, but anxious for her approval anyhow.

She grinned. “How come you’re always so insecure when you know you look terrific?”

“Me? Insecure? Never,” he replied, sounding more like Richard Burton than the original. “I merely enjoy your praise.”

She loved his English accent; it had always been a turn-on. “Hmmm . . .” She regarded him quizzically. “Later—in bed—I’ll praise you till your hair stands on end.”

“Only my hair?” he mocked.

“And anything else you can think of.”

“Oh, I’ll think of something.”

She laughed. “I’m sure you will. Not only are you the greatest movie director around, but your imagination ain’t bad either!”

He grabbed her and they began to kiss.

Montana was twenty-nine, Neil fifty-four. During a year of living together and four years of marriage the twenty-five-year age gap had never bothered either of them, although it still bothered a lot of other people—Neil’s ex-wife, Maralee, some of his friends, and all of their wives.

“Hey.” Gently she pushed him away. “We have a whole bunch of guests anxiously awaiting our illustrious presence at the Bistro. We’d better shift ass.”

He sighed theatrically.

“Don’t go giving me any heavies about tonight, Neil. This whole celebration bit was your idea.”

He mock-bowed and ushered her to the door. “Well, madam, in that case let us—as you so succinctly put it—shift ass!”

•  •  •

Montana. Five feet ten inches tall. Waist-length black hair. Direct gold-flecked tiger eyes. A wide sensual mouth. An unusual and striking beauty.

Montana. Named for the state she was born in by parents who were unconventional, to say the least. Her father was a geologist, her mother a folk singer. They both loved to travel, and by the time Montana was fifteen she had been around the world twice, had had two short affairs, spoke fluent French and Italian, could water-ski, snow-ski, and ride horses like a cowboy.

Her parents were strong, independent people who instilled in their only child a firm sense of confidence and self-worth. “Believe in yourself and you can do anything” her mother often said.

“Never be frightened in life” was her father’s motto. “Face whatever comes your way with dignity and strength.”

It was all right for them, they had each other, but although they loved her very much, she often felt like an intruder. When they finally decided to settle down on a ranch in Arizona, she knew the time had come to move out into the world on her own, so she took off with their blessing and a small amount of money to keep her going. It was 1971; she was seventeen years old and filled with all the energy and enthusiasm of extreme youth.

First she went to stay with an older cousin in San Francisco He gave her pointers on sex, drugs, and rock ’n roll and left her to her own devices. She was inquisitive and anxious to learn, trying out a series of jobs—everything from waitressing to making silver jewelry and selling it on the street.

Then she met a rock musician who talked her into India and meditation. They ended up in Poona, sitting at the feet of the celebrated guru, Rajneesh. She tired of this sooner than her companion, and traveled on to London alone, where she stayed with friends in Chelsea, mixing with photographers, models, and writers. She tried a little of everything until eventually she moved to New York with a radical journalist and began to do what she had decided really interested her most of all—write. The pieces she turned out were both cynical and stylish, and it wasn’t long before she developed a name for herself, and a regular page in Worldly, an avant-garde magazine. It was on a working trip to Paris that she first met Neil.

A party on the Left Bank. Crowded. Noisy. Montana arrived with a sometime boyfriend, Lenny. Neil was already there, stoned on a mixture of Jack Daniel’s and Acapulco Gold. A wasted-looking man with intense eyes, a well-lived-in face, and a mass of unruly graying hair, he was sitting in a corner holding court while a group of admirers hung on his every word.

“You know, I really want to meet that guy,” Lenny said. “He’s better than Altman.”

“Nobody’s better than Altman,” she replied dismissively, heading in the direction of friends.

It was hours later when she finally wandered over to the group still gathered around Neil Gray. Lenny introduced her.

By this time Neil was so drunk he could hardly speak. But he did manage, “What kind of a bullshit name is Montana?”

She ignored him, smiled sweetly at Lenny, and said, “Let’s split.”

Two days later, while browsing through magazines in the American Drug Store on the Champs Elysées, a voice said, “Montana. What kind of a bullshit name is that?”

She turned, and for a moment did not remember him. Then he breathed whiskey fumes in her face and she recalled the party.

“Want to have a drink?” he asked.

“Not particularly.”

Their eyes locked and for a brief moment something sparked. She was intrigued enough to change her mind, although older men had never been her scene.

He escorted her to a bar where he was obviously a regular patron, and proceeded to get totally smashed, after impressing her with sharp, knowledgeable, and witty conversation. She began to wonder why he had this need to obliterate the present, and took the trouble to find out more about him. He was a complex man bent on self-destruction. A talented director who had alienated many people along the way with his drinking and erratic behavior, and he was now reduced to shooting television commercials for large sums of money which he used to support his ex-wife, Maralee, who lived in great style in Beverly Hills.

In Paris he seemed to enjoy his celebrity, starting off each day sober, but by early afternoon becoming hopelessly drunk.

Montana postponed her return to New York and began spending more and more time with him. Neil Gray was a challenge, and that excited her. Her father would have said she had the hots for him. Sex had always been a very open subject when she was growing up, and the only advice her parents had given her was to do whatever she felt was right. Something told her that Neil Gray was right, although he made no move to get her into bed, which intrigued her even more. She finally invited herself, and to his drunken amusement he couldn’t get it up.

Montana did not find this funny. She thought that maybe the time had come to do something about Mr. Neil Gray, so she hired a car, borrowed a friend’s chateau in the country, and persuaded him to spend the weekend. He agreed, expecting a two-day binge of booze and fun.

The chateau was isolated and empty; Montana had made sure it housed no spirits. She hid the keys to the car, pulled the connection on the phone, and kept him there for three delirious weeks. Well, after the first few days it was delirious, when she calmed him, stopped his furious ravings, and finally got him into bed sober. He was a devastating lover when he didn’t have alcohol slowing him down. No young stud, but a man whom she felt very comfortable with.

By the time they returned to the city they had both decided togetherness was the name of the game. They stayed in Paris only a few months, until Montana had managed to convince Neil he was wasting his talent, and he agreed to return to America. Word soon spread that he was sober and straight, and by the end of their first year together, he was back in action shooting a low-budget thriller on the streets of New York. The film was a modest hit, and once more Hollywood beckoned. They headed west. “You’ll hate Beverly Hills,” he warned her. “There’s more crap per square inch than in a sewage plant.”

She grinned and busied herself with her own projects. She had an idea for a television series, and there was a book she wanted to write about Hollywood in the thirties. Neil encouraged her all the way. He also insisted that they get married. She would have been happy leaving things the way they were, but he was not prepared to risk losing her. She was special. She had dried him out, got him working again, and given him a whole new outlook on life.

They got married in Palm Springs, and from then on commuted between a permanent suite at the Beverly Wilshire Hotel and a New York apartment.

Montana wrote her television series, which was quite successful. She collaborated on the book about Hollywood, and then, drawn toward the movies, she wrote, produced, and directed an offbeat short film about children in the Watts area of Los Angeles. It won two awards.

Neil was proud of her accomplishments, and he had more than encouraged her on the next project she had become involved in—a gritty screenplay titled Street People, which she wrote in six weeks flat. When he first read the script he was thrilled. As a director he felt it had the potential to be an exciting and important movie. And he knew at once that he wanted to do it. He was hot again. His previous two films had made money, and several studios were ready to back anything he cared to do. But he wanted control, so after discussing it with Montana, he took the script to Oliver Easterne Productions. Oliver was a snake, but Neil knew he would give them the deal they were after.

Now everything was agreed, and as of that very morning contracts were signed.

It was an excellent deal. Total artistic control, which meant that no one could mess with Montana’s script or with what Neil planned on putting on the screen. As long as they stayed under budget and on schedule, no interference from anyone. They were both delighted.

Final cut. Total control. Magic words, and now a special dinner to announce the project to their friends.

•  •  •

Montana stared moodily out the car window as three hours later they drove home. As far as she was concerned, the entire evening had been one big waste of time. Friends. She could manage quite nicely without them, thank you very much. As long as she had Neil, of course, because he didn’t give a damn about anybody, and she admired that quality in a town full of ass-kissers. In fact it was one of the qualities that had attracted her to him in the first place.

“Cigarette?” He shook one out of the pack while he guided his silver Maserati across Santa Monica, up Beverly toward Sunset.

She accepted it without a word, and thought yet again about the reaction to their news from Neil’s so-called friends. They had all said, “Wonderful! Congratulations!” Then one by one they got their little digs in.

Bibi Sutton, the social pacesetter of Beverly Hills, chic French wife of one of filmland’s biggest stars, Adam Sutton. “Sweetie? Neil? He really do film you wrote?” Her amazement was barely disguised.

Chet Barnes, a talented screenwriter with two Oscars to prove it. “Writing for movies is a very specialized art, Montana. It’s not like hacking it out for TV.” And fuck you too, Mr. Barnes.

Gina Germaine, thirtyish sex symbol trying to be taken seriously and looking like an overgrown Barbie Doll. “Did you have a ghost writer, Montana? You can confide in me, I won’t tell. As a matter of fact I do a little writing myself.”

And so on and so on. One crack after another. People were just plain jealous, and that was the truth. Good-looking women had roles in life and they were supposed to stick to them. They could be movie stars, models, housewives, hookers, but God forbid they should skirt onto what was strictly regarded as Big Boys’ Territory. Writing a major movie for a major director was Big Boys’ Territory. And in their own petty little way everyone wanted to let her know that.

“Sometimes I hate people!” she exploded.

Neil laughed. “Don’t waste your energy, my love.”

“But they were all so . . .”

“Envious.”

“You noticed it too?”

“I could hardly help it. Karen Lancaster kept asking me to admit that I wrote the bloody movie myself.”

“That spoiled bitch!”

“And then Chet insisted on telling me I’d ruin my career. Oh, and even Adam Sutton wanted to know why I was helping you this way.”

“Christ! Friends!”

He took his hand from the steering wheel and patted her on the knee. “I told you when I first brought you here never to take any of them seriously. Hollywood’s a funny town with funny rules. You break them all.”

“I do, huh?”

“Most certainly.”

“How?”

“Well, let’s see now. You don’t shop on Rodeo Drive. You don’t give catered parties. You don’t lunch with the girls. You don’t employ a maid. You don’t have impeccable fingernails. You don’t gossip. You don’t spend my money at a speed faster than sound. You don’t—”

She held up her hand, still laughing. “Enough already! Let’s go home and make out.”

“And you don’t wait to be asked.”

Her hand slid across the gear lever and settled on his crotch. “Aren’t you the lucky one.”

The Maserati swerved across the street. “Who, my love, is arguing?”

•  •  •

Montana slept soundly as Neil crept quietly from their bed early in the morning. He found that the older he got the less sleep he needed, so he showered, did a few halfhearted pushups, then walked out to the patio and admired the view. When the smog wasn’t in action you could see for miles, sometimes as far as the ocean. It was one of the main reasons they had purchased the house several months before. A lot of people put Los Angeles down, but Neil had a genuine love for the city. Born and raised in England, he found he never missed the place. America was his home, and had been for over twenty years.

•  •  •

Neil Gray first came to Hollywood in 1958. He was a young brash director who thought he knew it all. The studio that brought him over after his first hit English film treated him royally. A bungalow at the Beverly Hills Hotel, a parade of beautiful starlets, and an endless expense account.

The movie he made for them died at the box office. A woman slapped him with a paternity suit, which he hotly contested, and suitably chastised, he fled back to England.

However, American fever was in his blood, he wanted more, and early in the sixties he returned to Hollywood—this time with no studio to back him. He rented a room at the Chateau Marmont, a modest old-fashioned hotel above the Strip. Then he tried to get a script he had optioned off the ground. The going was hard, until one day, around the pool, he quite literally bumped into Maralee Sanderson. She was a pretty, spoiled teenager whose mother had died when she was fourteen. She had been raised by her father, Tyrone, the founder of Sanderson Studios. At the time Maralee was having an affair with a New York method actor, but she took an immediate fancy to Neil and switched affections. He had no choice. What Maralee wanted, she got. Besides, he was flattered. She was young, gorgeous, and rich. And Daddy owned a studio. What more could an out-of-work film director want?

“Daddy’ll put up the money for your movie,” she remarked casually one day. “If I ask him, that is.”

“What the hell are you waiting for?” he yelled.

“A little thing called marriage,” she replied innocently.

Marriage. The very word scared him. He had tried it once at nineteen and found it sadly lacking. But now, seventeen years later, many women later, much booze later . . .

Marriage. He thought about it for a week. Then decided why not? It was about time he took the big step again, and besides, it seemed to be the only surefire way to get his movie off the ground.

An inner voice nagged him constantly: What about integrity? Making it on your own? Love?

Fuck it, he thought. I want to make this film. I need a little clout in this town.

“Yes,” he told Maralee.

“Good,” she replied. “Daddy wants to meet you.”

Tyrone Sanderson had not gotten where he was by charm. He was short and thickset. He smoked outsize cigars and favored starlets with outsize attributes. He was desperate to marry his daughter off. She had bedded half of Hollywood, but Neil Gray was the first man she had shown any permanent interest in.

“You wanna do a movie, do it,” Tyrone growled at their first meeting.

“I have the script for you to read.”

“Who reads? Do it.”

“Aren’t you interested in what it’s about?”

“I’m interested in you marrying my daughter. Period.”

Maralee and he were married on the terrace of Tyrone’s Bel-Air estate two weeks later. Most of the big names in Hollywood attended the wedding. They honeymooned in Acapulco, and returned to live on Rodeo Drive in the house Daddy bought them as a wedding present. Neil went straight to work.

His first film was a success, both artistically and financially. From being referred to as just “the son-in-law,” he became the new wonder kid in town. Every studio was after him, and since Tyrone Sanderson had not signed him to a contract he was free to do whatever he wanted.

“You have to stick with Daddy,” Maralee insisted. “He gave you your first chance.”

“Screw Daddy,” he replied. “I took my first chance, he never gave me anything.”

Neil made a succession of hot movies, while Maralee indulged in a succession of hot affairs. Neil drank, Maralee spent money.

Then came the flops. Suddenly Neil was bad news. He took off for Europe after a major fight with Maralee which ended when she summoned her father to the house. “If you bring him into our life it’s over,” he threatened.

“So goodbye,” she snapped. “You no-talent pain-in-the-ass English has-been!

Montana turned up at just the right moment.

Divorcing Maralee had not been easy. Although she didn’t want him, she didn’t want not to have him either.

The divorce was messy and expensive. But worth every cent.

•  •  •

Neil gazed out at the sweeping view and thought about Montana. She was strong, intelligent, and sensual. And he had been faithful to her for longer than he had ever thought possible. But in the last year he had disgusted himself with the occasional blond birdbrain he took to bed. What was the matter with him? If Montana ever found out she would walk, just like that. He knew his wife.

So why did he do it? He honestly didn’t know. Maybe the element of risk was exciting. Or the fact that sometimes he felt the need to have a woman underneath him who wasn’t his equal, a full-breasted piece who was just that—a piece. No conversation. No intellectual meeting of the minds. Just a lay.

Not that Montana wasn’t the best. In bed she was as stimulating as ever. But she was always his equal, and sometimes he felt a burning desire to bed a woman who wasn’t. Sometimes all he wanted was a hot impersonal uninvolved fuck. He was fifty-four years old. Life goes on and you never learn a goddam thing.

He left the patio and went indoors to the kitchen, where he fixed himself a cup of tea and a dish of cereal.

Gina Germaine. Fluffy. Blond. Dumb. And worse. A movie star.

He had bedded her twice and was going back for more. It was madness, but he couldn’t help himself.
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Getting lost in the city of New York was no problem for Deke. Burying his anger in a small room in the Village. Thinking. Brooding. Working things out.

Got a job. Changed his name.

No sweat.

Altered his appearance. It was easy. A pair of scissors was all it took to cut off his shoulder-length hair. A barber finished the job, shearing his scalp until all that remained was a light sprouting, less than a crew cut, more like a delousing.

Could not do anything about the eyes. They burned black and angry in a pale nondescript face.

He was tall, thin, built like a million other young men who wore the uniform of Levi’s, shirt, and lumber jacket.

He was obsessively tidy. Everything in his room was neat. Not that there was much to mess up; when he’d left Philadelphia he had taken nothing except a small carryall.

He worked in a seedy hotel in Soho. The afternoon shift, twelve noon until six. He sat behind a desk and handed out room keys to a strange assortment of customers—visitors to the city with an obvious lack of money, hookers, eccentrics, businessmen who didn’t want to be seen on an afternoon tryst with their secretaries.

For the first six weeks he took a regular trip to the newsstand in Times Square which carried the Philadelphia papers. Back in his room he devoured the newsprint from front to back, missing nothing. When he was finished he neatly clipped out all the stories on the Friendship Street murders. Finally, when he was satisfied that he was missing no details of the investigation, he hid the news clips between the pages of a car magazine, which he then stuffed under his mattress.

Gradually the stories petered out. After all, there was nothing that sensational about the case. An ordinary middle-aged couple. Mr. and Mrs. Willis Andrews. Who cared? Joey Kravetz. A tough street tramp who had been in and out of reform school since she was fourteen. Who cared?

POLICE WOULD LIKE TO INTERVIEW DEKE ANDREWS, MISSING SINCE DAY OF CRIME.

How polite.

DETECTIVES URGENTLY SEEKING DEKE ANDREWS, LONGHAIRED SON OF SLAUGHTERED COUPLE.

Less polite.

THIS MONSTER MUST BE FOUND.

A woman writer, of course.

NO LEADS ON DEKE ANDREWS. POLICE BAFFLED.

He allowed himself a smile at that one.

New York was perfect. The streets had accepted him and swallowed him up just like one of their own. He could relax and go about his business.

And soon he would be ready to make his next move.
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The Safeway supermarket on Santa Monica Boulevard was packed. Angel Hudson selected a cart and gave a little sigh as she glanced at the long lines waiting at each checkout.

A boy busy packing groceries into strong brown bags could not take his eyes off her. She had that effect on the male sex. Even gays couldn’t resist checking her out.

Angel certainly was something. Nineteen years old. Five feet five inches of smooth creamy skin, long-lashed aquamarine eyes, small straight nose, full pink lips, natural long blond hair, rounded breasts, a handspan waist, narrow rear, and endless legs. There was nothing trampy or obvious about her startling good looks.

As usual she wore very little makeup, and a simple outfit of pink sweater and baggy white overalls. It did not stop the stares.

Slowly she guided her cart down the crowded aisles, stopping occasionally to check out the prices. Hmmm, she thought, Safeway or not, everything sure costs a lot. All she had was thirty-five dollars, and that was supposed to keep her and Buddy going for a week. She smiled when she thought of him. She blushed when she thought of them in bed together that very morning. His hands everywhere, his tongue exploring hidden places.

Thinking about him gave her the shivers. He was so wonderful and worldly. So good-looking. She shivered again. He was her husband and had been for two great and glorious days.

“Hi,” a voice said.

She glanced up at a muscled man in a red open-necked shirt and carefully pressed pants.

“Didn’t we meet the other night at a party?” he asked, edging around the side of her cart until he was standing quite close.

“I’m sorry,” she said quickly, “but I only got into town yesterday.”

Now why was she apologizing? Buddy had told her about it a hundred and one times. Don’t go around saying “Sorry” to everyone. You gotta learn to be more aggressive in life.

“Well,” the man said, “If you only got into town yesterday maybe I can buy you dinner tonight. Whaddya say to that?”

“I’m sor—” she began, then quickly stopped herself. “I’m married,” she stated primly.

He laughed suggestively. “I don’t mind if you don’t.”

Why did they always have to pick on her? Ever since she could remember, strange men had been sidling up and talking to her. On the street. At the movies. Everywhere. She pushed the cart firmly down the aisle, hoping to lose him, but he followed, mumbling one or the other of a hundred tired lines.

She stopped and fixed him with her devastating eyes. “Please leave me alone,” she murmured softly. “I told you, I’m married, and my husband wouldn’t like you talking to me. He wouldn’t like it one little bit.”

She had not meant it as a threat. But it seemed to work, and the man retreated.

Buddy did hate other men looking at her. If he only knew how they approached her all the time, he would go crazy. But it wasn’t her fault, was it? She never wore form-fitting clothes or short skirts. She kept to herself and never gave any of them an inch of encouragement. Buddy was the first man who had ever done more than kiss her goodnight, and that was only since their marriage. Instinctively she had known it was right to wait, and Buddy’s appreciation on their wedding night had been worth all the slapped hands and frustrations of her past. How very lucky she was to have found him. He was a man in a million.

“Excuse me, miss,” mumbled a tall gangly boy in a torn baseball shirt, “but I think you dropped these.”

She stared blankly at the box of crackers he held out. “I’m sorry, they’re not mine,” she apologized.

“No? I thought I saw them drop off your cart.”

“Sorry.”

He nervously scratched at a pimple. “If I get in front of you in the line I can help you take all your junk out to your car.”

“No, thank you.” She moved quickly down the aisle. Safeway was teeming with them. Maybe next time Buddy would come with her.

•  •  •

Frances Cavendish leaned back in the chair behind her modern chrome desk and sucked greedily on a joint cunningly fitted into a roach holder. She held the rich smoke down in her lungs for a count of ten, then exhaled with a deep sigh of obvious satisfaction. She did not offer the contraption to Buddy Hudson, who slouched moodily on the other side of the desk, uncomfortable on a small straight-backed chair.

“You’ve got your goddam nerve walking in here,” she said.

“Huh?”

“Don’t act like you don’t know what I’m talking about. I got you that TV pilot, and with the help of that old crone you were shacked up with you blew the whole thing.”

“Hey, Frances. That was then. Now I need a job. I really do. I just got married.”

“Sorry, Buddy.” She waved her hand dismissively. “But you must know how it is right now. Things are tight. I can’t help you.”

She could help him if she wanted to. She was one of the most powerful casting agents in town.

“Hey, Frances,” he wheedled. “You gonna tell me you haven’t got anything? This is Buddy Boy you’re rappin’ with. I thought we had somethin’ special.”

Frances picked up a pair of rhinestone-trimmed glasses and perched them on her long pointed nose. “Didn’t you just tell me you got married?”

“Yeah.”

“Well, dear boy, I do think that makes a difference to our—relationship. Don’t you?”

What relationship? He had escorted her to a few events. She had thrown a little work his way. It wasn’t as if he had ever balled her.

“Why?” he demanded sulkily, wishing he had never told her.

She glared at him. “I haven’t seen you for eight months. Then you just amble in here and casually announce you’re married. What makes you think I should give you special treatment?”

He stood. “So don’t.”

She took off her glasses and narrowed flinty eyes. Buddy Hudson was the best-looking male animal she had seen in months. It would be a shame just to let him walk out. “I can send you up for a commercial,” she sighed.

“I don’t want to do any more commercials. I’ve been in Hawaii for six months singing up a storm—they couldn’t get enough of me there. What I want now is a classy guest shot on some television show. Little acting, little singing, I’ll knock ’em on their fat-cat asses.”

Frances picked up a pen and tapped it impatiently on her desk. “You want to go for a commercial or not?”

He thought about his situation. Two hundred bucks to his name, a beat-up old Pontiac, and a one-room apartment off the Strip he had borrowed from a friend.

Some situation. And a wife of two days named Angel. Beautiful, soft, innocent, and all his. He had brought her back from Hawaii like a conquering hero. She thought he was a successful actor with jobs lining up for him. Wouldn’t do to disillusion her so early in their married life.

“Yeah, I’ll go,” he decided.

She scribbled something on a card and handed it to him. “Four o’clock tomorrow. Don’t be late.”

He glanced at the card, then back at her. “Frances,” he said, “aren’t you at least going to give me a toke?”

•  •  •

Angel sang softly to herself as she unpacked the groceries. She could hardly believe how happy she was. So much had happened in such a short period of time. And everything had fallen into position perfectly.

To think—that only a year and a half earlier she had graduated from high school in Louisville, Kentucky, gotten a job as a receptionist in a beauty salon, and one day entered a competition in a movie magazine. In her wildest dreams she had never imagined winning. But she had, and the prize was a thousand dollars and a week’s paid trip to Hollywood with a companion.

•  •  •

Hollywood. A magic place Angel had only read about. Hollywood. A dream come true!

Without hesitation she packed a bag and headed west with her best girlfriend, Sue-Ann. Taking off was no problem. Angel was a foster child in a large family, and the extra space in the small house they all shared was more than welcome.

A week in Hollywood at the Hyatt Hotel on the famous Sunset Boulevard. She and Sue-Ann barely had time to catch their breath. The magazine arranged for them to be photographed doing everything from exploring Disneyland to lunching with Burt Reynolds.

Burt Reynolds! Angel thought she would faint. But he was very nice and made her laugh—even put his arms around her and Sue-Ann for a photo.

The week raced by, and when it was over she did not want to return to dull old Louisville. There were no real ties to pull her back. The family she lived with had never mistreated her, but she had always felt like an outsider, an intruder, sometimes no more than just a maid. When she was growing, it had seemed natural to fetch and carry for everyone, but as she reached puberty and her beauty developed, she was resented more and more by the family.

Getting away had been on her mind for as long as she could remember, and this seemed like the perfect opportunity. “I’m going to stay,” she told Sue-Ann, her eyes shining with the light of the converted. “This is where I belong. I’m going to be an actress!”

Sue-Ann argued with her friend, but to no avail. Angel had made up her mind. After all, every man she met in Hollywood had told her that she should be in the movies, so why not give it a try? She had the thousand dollars prize money, and if she was careful it should last her for several months at least.

First of all, she needed somewhere to live, for she had no plans to waste money staying on at the hotel. The photographer gave her the number of a girl he knew who rented rooms. “Call her,” he said, winking. “An’ don’t forget, beautiful, if she’s got no bed for you there’s always a place in mine.”

She ignored his suggestive remark, called, and within an hour was installed in the back room of a large rambling house off Fairfax.

“Two minutes from May Company an’ a block from Farmers Market. How lucky can you get?” asked the flashy redhead who rented out. “You new in town, honey?”

She nodded. “I’m going to be an actress.”

“Sure you are. An’ the Pope got married yesterday.”

“What?”

“Forget it.”

Becoming an actress was not easy, but who had ever said it would be? First she found out that she needed photographs and an agent, and then Daphne, the redhead, told her, “Ya gotta join some kinda stupid union. Sure ya wanna bother? There’s easier ways of makin’ a buck. A chick that looks like you . . .” She trailed off and stared.

Professional photographs cost a hundred dollars, although the photographer did suggest there were ways she could pay other than cash. She pretended she didn’t know what he was talking about.

After visiting several agents she decided on a fatherly type with an office on Sunset. He seemed better than the younger ones who she instinctively knew would be trouble. In six weeks he sent her on four interviews, none resulting in a job, but plenty of propositions. He then said he could get her the second lead in a porno movie, and she left his office in tears.

“Dirty old bastard,” Daphne sympathized. “Tell you what, I’m gonna treat ya to a trip to Hawaii, all expenses paid.”

“What about your job?” Angel asked tentatively. Daphne had told her she was some kind of sales representative, always running off to appointments day and night.

“Screw the job. I need a vacation.”

Angel could hardly believe her luck, finding a friend as nice as Daphne. What did it matter if she wore too much makeup and flashy clothes? She was a nice person. And, anyway, the chance to visit Hawaii was too tempting to turn down.

They arrived late at night after a turbulent flight. A twenty-minute cab ride took them straight from the airport to the Hawaiian Village Hotel. Daphne, who had managed to consume quite a few drinks on the five-hour journey, fell into a drunken sleep. Angel paid the cab fare and shook her awake, all the while staring excitedly around.

“Shit!” mumbled Daphne. “We here already?”

Angel glanced at the cab driver to see if he had heard, but he stared impassively ahead.

They entered the lobby and approached the reception desk. “You go in an’ sit down while I register,” Daphne instructed.

She waited patiently, wishing that her friend wouldn’t drink so much, would maybe cut down on the swearing. Still, she wasn’t in Louisville anymore. Daphne wasn’t Sue-Ann. And it was so good to be out in the world and free.

“All set!” Daphne swooped down on her. “Honey, I am one tired person. Let’s hit the old sack right away.”

The room was clean, with color television, a view over the pool, and a double bed. Angel hardly relished the thought of sharing. The heavy perfume Daphne wore failed to conceal her pungent body odor.

“Give the guy a tip,” Daphne ordered, indicating the bellboy who was placing their two suitcases on the floor.

Angel fished in her purse, thinking that her money was not lasting as long as she had hoped. Out of the thousand dollars she had only four hundred left. She gave the boy a dollar, which didn’t seem to thrill him.

By the time he was out of the room Daphne had stripped off her red dress and was heading for the bathroom clad only in a pair of brief purple panties.

Angel did not see how she could object to the double bed without feelings being hurt, so she gave a small sigh, opened up her suitcase, and took out the blue baby-doll nightdress she had purchased at the May Company. Her one extravagance, but it was so pretty she had been unable to resist it.

Daphne emerged from the bathroom stark naked, placed both hands on her hips, and shimmied her large breasts. “Not bad, huh? An’ all mine!”

Angel hurried into the bathroom, where she showered, reflecting that maybe coming to Hawaii hadn’t been such a good idea after all.

Back in the bedroom all was quiet. Daphne was under the sheets with the lights off. Angel crept into the other side of the bed, closed her eyes, and thought about her attempts at becoming an actress. She had to get a job to keep her afloat. Perhaps she could be a receptionist in a film studio, or maybe Burt Reynolds needed a secretary. Or Richard Gere. Or . . .

At first, the hand creeping up her leg was just an irritation. She didn’t realize what was happening until the hand dived between her thighs and suddenly Daphne was upon her. “Oh, no!” she gasped in shock. “What are you doing!”

“I ain’t playin’ tennis, hon,” replied Daphne, trying to ease her fingers under the tight elastic of Angel’s panties.

“Stop it! Stop it at once!” She kicked out.

“Oh, a playful chickie, huh? Tell you the truth I ain’t averse to a few games myself.” The elastic tore, and Daphne’s fingers were quick to touch the warm triangle of fluff.

“Will you stop it!” screamed Angel, scrambling from the bed. “What’s the matter with you?”

“What’s the matter with me? Why the heck do you think I brought you here?”

“For a vacation,” she stammered shakily.

“For a fuck, sweetheart. For a little bit of soft pussy instead of hard cock.”

Angel’s hand flew to her mouth. “Oh my God! I feel sick.”

“Go puke somewhere else,” blazed Daphne. “If you don’t want to play, just take your bag an’ get the hell out.”

“But . . . I’ve got nowhere to go.”

Daphne was not interested. “Tough tit,” she spat.

Fifteen minutes later Angel stood forlornly in the lobby pleading with a surly desk clerk, who told her repeatedly that there were no vacant rooms in the hotel.

Buddy Hudson, fresh from an energetic scene with an Australian tourist, could not help noticing the delectable blonde. He checked out women automatically, and this one was something. When she turned away from the reservation desk he moved in. “Trouble?” he asked sympathetically.

She gazed at him and quite literally felt her legs go weak. “Oh!” she murmured.

“Oh—what? Trouble or no trouble?” He had to have this one, she was Christmas six months early.

“I . . . er . . . I can’t get a room here.” She couldn’t stop staring. Buddy Hudson was the handsomest man she had ever seen. He was a combination of her two favorite movie stars—Richard Gere and John Travolta—but better than both, with tight black curly hair, smoky ebony eyes, and a body that was both muscular and thin.

“Hey—hey. That’s not good. Didn’t you make a reservation in advance? This is tourist-seasonville.”

“I did, but . . .” Her eyes brimmed with tears. “I just had the most horrible experience I ever had in my entire life!”

This was going to be easy. “Want to talk about it?”

“I couldn’t!”

“Sure you could. Talking always helps. Come on, I’ll buy you a drink.” He guided her to a nearby lounge, where the waitress greeted him by name. “What’ll it be?” he asked, wondering how long it would take to get her into bed.

“A fruit punch, please.”

“With a shot of rum to liven it up?”

“Plain.”

He looked surprised. “You don’t drink?”

She shook her head.

“Smoke?”

Again she shook her head.

He wondered if he dared. No. Why even make a joke of it—they all did.

“So,” he began, “tell me what happened. Some creep giving you a hard time?”

She didn’t know why she trusted him, she just did. Soon she was confiding everything that had happened to her—from the moment she first set foot in Hollywood to her recent vile scene with Daphne. “I feel so dirty,” she said quietly. “Can you imagine a girl wanting to do something like that?”

Could he imagine? Oh boy, if he only had a buck for all the chicks he’d watched making it together. This little fox was either putting him on or she was a real innocent. “I got a bed you can use,” he remarked casually.

Quickly she remembered he was a man. And men only wanted One Thing. “No thank you.”

He didn’t push, just said mildly, “You have to park it somewhere for tonight.”

“No, I don’t. I’m going to the airport to wait for a plane back to Los Angeles.”

“That’s the dumbest thing I ever heard.”

“Why?”

“Because, sugar, you are here on one of the most beautiful islands in the world. And I am not letting you go anywhere until I have personally shown you around.”

“But—”

He placed a finger on her lips. “No buts. I have a friend who owns a small hotel. We’ll get you a room there.”

“But—”

“Rule one. Never argue with Buddy Boy.”

Three weeks sped by, and true to his word Buddy showed her the island. Not only did he give her a guided tour of Honolulu, but another friend of his who operated a tourist shuttle plane took them on day trips to Maui, Lanai, and Molokai. They explored white deserted beaches, coral reefs alive with exotic tropical fish, rain forests, and the dramatic Paradise Park.

Angel had never felt so excited and alive. Buddy called up feelings in her she had not known existed. Installed in a pleasant room at his friend’s hotel, she waited anxiously each day for him to pick her up. He tried a few times to get her to spend the night at his place, but each time she explained very carefully that she wasn’t “that kind of girl.”

He laughed when she said that. But his laughter did not weaken her resolve, although secretly she had to admit that she did want him. She yearned for his hard strong body to possess her totally. When he kissed her goodnight it took every ounce of willpower to push him away.

Buddy sang in a piano bar. “I’m really an actor,” he explained. “But I needed a rest, so I left L.A., an’ I’ve been down here a few months. I was working nonstop in Hollywood. Y’know—movies, television shows. You name it, I’ve been on it.”

“Really?” She was impressed.

“Sure. Didn’t you recognize me when we first met?”

She shook her head. “I don’t watch much television.”

“Ha! An’ I thought that’s why you let me talk to you in the first place. I’m famous, kid!”

He allowed her, only once, in the place where he worked. She sat at the bar gazing lovingly at him while he warbled everything from “My Way” to “Chicago”.

“They like the old-fashioned stuff,” he explained rather sheepishly. “My real bag’s more Billy Joel and rock. But I gotta make a buck.”

One day, lying on a quiet beach, he rolled over on top of her and began kissing her harder and faster than he ever had before. “You know you’re drivin’ me crazy,” he muttered. “No way can I go on like this.”

She could feel his hardness digging into her thigh, and instinctively her body pushed toward his.

“Oh, baby!” he mumbled, burying his head in her golden hair. “Oh, baby . . . baby . . . baby . . . I got to have you. You understand what I’m say in’? Got to.”

She wanted him as much as he wanted her. He was everything she had ever dreamed of and more. He could be the family she never had. Someone to care for. Someone who would look after her. Someone to belong to.

“We could get married,” she whispered timidly.

He backed off. Fast. Then later he reconsidered. So what was so terrible about marrying the most beautiful girl in the world? “You got it, kid,” he told her, and a week later they were married. A simple ceremony. Buddy in a borrowed suit, and Angel in a white lace dress she purchased with the last of her money.

“You know what?” Buddy announced excitedly, the day after their wedding. “We’re headin’ back to Hollywood. You and me, kid—that’s where we’re both gonna make it so big they won’t even know what’s hit ’em!”

•  •  •

Dreamily Angel finished unpacking the groceries and hoped that Buddy would approve of what she was fixing for dinner. Hamburgers, green beans, baked potatoes, and apple pie.

She smiled softly to herself and thought about after dinner. She and Buddy alone together. In bed together. Making love together.

Thank you, Daphne. You changed my life and made me the happiest girl in the world!

•  •  •

Buddy was able to jazz Frances up to at least smiling before he left her office. She even let him have a couple of drags on her joint. Not enough to get him high—but who needed drugs with Angel in his life? Just looking at her gave him a shot of adrenaline, enough to take him right through the day with no trouble at all.

Who would have thought Buddy Hudson would ever get himself caught? Not him for sure.

Buddy Hudson. Answer to every girl’s prayers. Stud. Hero. Superstar. Well, jeez—if he didn’t think positive, who would? One of these days he’d make it. One of these days.

•  •  •

Buddy Hudson. Twenty-six years old. Brought up in San Diego by a mother who adored him, perhaps too much. She kept him by her side at all times and only relinquished her hold to allow him to attend school.

When he was twelve his father died, and although they were left in good financial shape his mother was distraught. “You will have to look after Mommy now,” she wailed. “You must be my big big man.”

Young as he was, her words frightened him. Her closeness was already oppressive, and now with his father gone it could only get worse.

It did. She insisted that he share her bed at night. “I’m frightened” was her excuse. He hated the way she stifled him, and looked forward to school and a friend named Tony, who also had problems at home. The two of them fantasized about getting a little freedom. “Why don’t we make a break for it?” Tony suggested one day.

The idea appealed to Buddy. He was already fourteen, tall and well built, with a strong desire to get out into the world and see what was going on. “Yeah,” he agreed. “Let’s do it.”

A few days later he borrowed twenty dollars from his mother’s purse and during lunch recess he and Tony skipped out of school. They raced down the street laughing and yelling with relief.

“What should we do?” Buddy asked.

Tony shrugged. “I dunno. Whaddya think we should do?”

Buddy shrugged. “I dunno.”

Finally they decided on the beach and a movie. The beach was hot. The movie was The Thomas Crown Affair, and Buddy fell in love with Faye Dunaway, and decided that if Steve McQueen could be an actor, why couldn’t he? The seeds of ambition were firmly planted.

They rolled out of the movie with no clear idea where to spend the night, and found themselves drifting down toward the harbor. Buddy thought about his mother alone in her big bed. He wasn’t sorry, just delighted that he had managed to escape.

They hung around outside a bar, bumming cigarettes from emerging sailors, until eventually an older man in civilian clothes approached them. “You want to go to a party?” he asked, his small eyes darting shiftily.

Buddy looked at Tony, and Tony looked at him, and they both nodded enthusiastically.

“Follow me,” said the man, walking down the street to a large foreign car.

The two boys jumped obediently into the back seat.

“I think it’s a Rolls-Royce,” Tony whispered.

“More like a Bentley,” Buddy whispered back.

Now that the man had the boys in his car, he ignored them, and drove silently and swiftly. After about ten minutes Buddy leaned forward and tapped him on the shoulder. “Excuse me, mister, where exactly is this party?”

The man braked sharply. “If you want to get out, say so now. Nobody’s forcing you to go anywhere. Just remember that.”

The words made Buddy uneasy. He nudged Tony. “Let’s split,” he whispered.

“No,” argued Tony. “We got nowhere else to go.”

Very true. Suddenly Buddy wished he was home. Only he couldn’t lose face and let Tony know that.

Another ten minutes or so and they pulled into a private driveway, then finally slid to a stop in front of a brightly lit mansion. The drive was full of other expensive cars.

“Whew!” Tony whistled. “Some place!”

“Follow me,” said the man, leading them through the front door into a spacious hallway. “What are your names?” he asked.

“I’m Tony, he’s Buddy,” Tony replied amiably. “And we’re both real hungry. Any food?”

“All in good time. This way.”

He threw open double doors to a sunken living room filled with people. The room was abuzz with conversation and the clink of glasses. They stood in the doorway until they were noticed and the noise tapered off.

“Gentlemen,” their escort announced formally, “I’d like you to meet Tony and Buddy.”

Every eye in the room fixed upon them, and there was deathly silence for only a moment. “No sailors, Freddie?” An effeminate voice broke the hush, and laughter filled the room. A short butterball of a man in a bright-orange kaftan detached himself from a group and approached them holding out a bejeweled hand. “Welcome to my party, boys. What can I get you?”

Tony took the fat man’s hand. “Food!” he said, grinning, loving every minute of their adventure.

Buddy still felt uneasy. However, he allowed himself to be drawn into the room along with Tony, realizing it was too late to make an escape. Besides, when he got a load of the table full of delicious food he wasn’t sure that he still wanted to.

They were given drinks. Not hard liquor, but frothy concoctions in tall glasses that tasted more like milkshakes than anything else. Then they were served plates of rich food. Everyone fussed around them—not like they were a couple of kids but nicely, asking their opinion on this and that, filling their glasses whenever they were half empty, and giving them cigarettes. After a while Buddy felt pretty good.

“Here, try this” Butterball passed him a different kind of cigarette.

He managed only a short drag before Tony grabbed it from him and said, “Is that grass? Let me try it.”

Butterball smiled. He had sharp, ferretlike teeth.

Tony pursed his lips, drew deeply on the cigarette, then began to cough frantically.

Butterball laughed aloud, and even the man who had picked them up allowed himself a smirk.

Tony’s eyes narrowed as he dragged on the cigarette again, this time managing not to choke, holding the smoke in his lungs for a while, then exhaling triumphantly.

“You learn fast,” murmured Butterball.

“Sure I do,” boasted Tony. “What else you got for me to try?”

Butterball’s eyes gleamed. “Are you big enough to sample a little cocaine?”

“I’m big enough to sample anything!”

By this time Buddy felt distinctly sick. “Gotta go to the bathroom,” he mumbled, staggering from the room. Nobody took any notice. Tony was the center of attention as he prepared to snort the white powder Butterball lined up on a glass table.

Buddy found the can and took an endless pee. The relief was great, but he still felt ill. He wandered into the hall and spotted an open window at the back. What he needed was a few big gulps of fresh air. He opened the window wide and leaned out. Coordination deserted him, and before he knew what was happening he lost his balance and fell, landing hard on a patch of grass.

He remembered nothing more until awakening in the early hours of the next morning, the daylight harsh in his eyes, his body stiff and cramped. He had no idea where he was. Panic swept through him. His head throbbed and the taste in his mouth was disgusting. Desperately he tried to think as he stood up in the unkempt garden and looked around.

Tony. Me and Tony. Running away. The movies. The harbor. Man in car. Faggots. Food. Drink.

My mother will kill me. For sure she will kill me.

He brushed down his clothes and made his way around the front of the house. There were no cars in the driveway. The place was deserted, and in the revealing light of day it looked run-down and dilapidated, not at all the magnificent mansion of the previous evening.

He frowned. The front door was locked, but he was able to peer through a window and was amazed to see the few pieces of furniture in sight covered with dust sheets. The place looked as if nobody had lived there in months. He hung around, hoping that Tony would show up, all the while skirting around the house searching for a place of entry. But everything was securely locked. Tony had obviously split—and why not? He probably thought Buddy had run out on him.

Suddenly running away did not seem like such a smart idea anymore. Not when you were on your own, cold, tired, and hungry. His mother would kill him, but returning home was the only answer. He set off in what he hoped was the right direction.

The events of the next twenty-four hours still haunted him. Sometimes he would wake in the middle of the night bathed in a cold clammy sweat, and the memories would be there—as sharp as if it had all happened the day before.

Arriving home. His mother hysterical. The police. Questions.

Tony’s body had been thrown from a car in the Bay Area at five in the morning. Battered, sexually abused, very very dead.	,

The cops pounced on him as if he had done it. He was taken to the police station and grilled for seven hours straight, until his mother managed to drag him out of there with the help of the family lawyer.

He was taken home and given a sedative and slept for ten hours. Then the cops were back, requesting that he guide them to the house where the party had taken place. He was driven around in a squad car for hours, but he couldn’t remember where it was.

“Are you sure there was a party?” questioned a suspicious detective. “Are you certain there was a house?”

After three fruitless hours they drove him back to the police station, where he was given book after book of mug shots to look through. He didn’t recognize one face. Finally the detective decided he should see the body. Together they went to a cold tiled room that smelled of formaldehyde and death. The ghastly smell made Buddy’s nostrils twitch and his stomach churn.

The detective was casually matter-of-fact as he instructed a white-coated pathology assistant to show them the body. A steel locker in the wall was pulled out, and there lay Tony, naked and dead, his lifeless body covered with purple bruises and weals.

Buddy stared, unable to believe that he was being made to look. Then he started to cry, great racking sobs. “I’m gonna throw up,” he mumbled. “Get me out of here, please! Get me away.”

The detective made no move. “Take a good long look. That could’ve been you, boy. And don’t you forget it.”

Buddy threw up all over the floor.

The detective gripped him by the arm. “Let’s go find that house. Maybe seeing your friend has jogged your memory.”

He was never able to locate the house or identify any of the men at the party. Tony was buried, and after a flurry of outraged publicity the case faded from the headlines. Just one more unsolved murder.

Only this particular unsolved murder changed Buddy’s life. Where before, life with his mother had been smothering, now it was impossible. She did not leave him alone for a second, forever smoothing his hair back, stroking his face, clinging to his hand.

He slept uneasily in her bed, keeping as far away as he could from her fussing petting hands.

She questioned him constantly. “Did those men try to put their things near you?” “Did they undress you?” “You know it’s not normal—two men together.”

How dumb did she think he was? He knew it wasn’t normal. In fact, he knew what was normal. He was beginning to eye the girls in class, and getting a hard-on just thinking about what he would like to do to them.

No chance; there was no escape from his mother, he couldn’t even jerk off at home. He had to content himself with furtive sessions locked in the can at school with a faded Playboy centerfold for company.

By the time he reached fifteen he had his eye on a girl named Tina. He wanted to ask her for a date, but it was impossible. His mother allowed him no freedom, and when he complained, she just fixed him with a hurt expression and mournfully said, “Remember Tony?”

So it was down to grabbing what opportunities he could. Tina was not averse to his attentions, for Buddy was certainly the best-looking boy in school. They indulged in heavy petting sessions during lunch recess in the science lab, which was never used at that time of day. Tina had pert breasts that he loved to feel, and in return she massaged him to orgasm on a pile of Kleenex.

“I think I love you, Buddy,” Tina sighed, after several months of this activity.

“I think I love you, too,” he dutifully replied, hoping that this meant she was finally going to let him “do it.” He had her blouse and bra off, and now he fiddled with the catch on her skirt while she gazed passionately into his eyes.

Her skirt dropped to the floor and quickly she said, “I’ve never done this before. Have you?”

“No,” he replied truthfully, rapidly pulling down her panties before she changed her mind.

“Oh!” She shivered. “Take your clothes off too.”

She didn’t have to ask him twice. He was so excited he felt he might ejaculate there and then before he even got it in. He pulled down his pants and ripped off his shirt.

Neither of them heard the principal enter with two sets of parents he was showing around the school.

Many recriminations later, his mother arrived to collect him, her mouth set in a thin, furious line. She had words with the principal, then drove Buddy home in silence.

Once at home he escaped to his room. At least his mother would not want him in her bed tonight. He had never seen her so angry.

He undressed and climbed into the narrow bed he was so rarely allowed to use. His stomach ached and he thought about Tina, allowing his hands to travel beneath the covers and play with his erection.

The light was switched on so suddenly his hands froze, as did his hard-on.

His mother stood in the doorway, clad in a long robe, her cheeks flushed, her dark eyes glowing. “So,” she murmured huskily, “you wanted to see what a woman’s body looks like, did you? Well, see then.” With one gesture she shucked off her robe and stood before him naked.

His own mother! He was shocked and horrified, and even worse—aroused.

She walked toward the bed and ripped the covers down. His new erection could hardly be hidden. Lightly she began to caress it.

He was so confused. He wanted to cry or run. But instead he stayed perfectly still while she touched him. It was as if he had drifted out of his own body and was merely an onlooker.

She climbed on top of him and guided his penis into a warm wetness. So warm, so wet, so good. And he knew he was going to come any second, and it was going to be better than it had ever been before with any of the paper Playboy girls, or with Tina and a wad of Kleenex. And ohhh, ahhh. . . .

“You’ll never need anyone else but Mommy now, will you, Buddy? Will you?” she crooned softly, her voice full of gloating satisfaction.

He left in the early hours of the morning while she still slept. Only this time he was smart. He cleared her purse of two hundred dollars and took several pieces of expensive jewelry.

This time he was really going. And no way was he ever coming back.

•  •  •

Outside Frances’s office he extracted a stick of gum from his pocket and checked out a tall redhead walking into the building. An out-of-work actress, he could tell. They all had that same half-desperate look in their eyes as if they would do anything for a role. And most of them would.

He rolled the gum over his tongue and walked slowly to the parking lot in back. Buddy had the perfect Hollywood stud walk, part Travolta in Saturday Night Fever, part Gere in American Gigolo. He knew he looked great. He should—he had worked hard to capture that lazy horny hip-swaying thrust. He could have played the hell out of the guy in Gigolo. He had lived the part, for chrissake. In the eleven years he had been on his own he had lived most parts.

“Hey, Buddy. How ya doin’, man?” Quince, a black actor friend of his, slapped palms as they passed. “Frances in a good mood today?”

He shrugged. “She’s gettin’ there, but I wouldn’t do handstands.”

“When did you get back, man?”

“A day or two ago.”

“So stay around, we’ll share a cappucino. I got a wild new fox nibblin’ at my breakfast crunchies, one you have to meet, a real peach. And she has a sister.”

“Some other time. I gotta see a guy about a series.”

“Sure, so like later. Give me a buzz and we’ll get it together. Drop by Maverick’s one night.”

“I’d like that.”

They slapped palms once again and went their separate ways.

Buddy pulled up the collar on his leather jacket and headed for his car. Why hadn’t he told Quince he was married? Why did he wish he hadn’t told Frances? He wasn’t regretting it, was he?

Hell, no. But a guy had to promote a certain image, and his image was that of a sexy macho stud ready to do anything and go anywhere at a moment’s notice. Somehow a wife just didn’t fit the picture.

He started the old car and tuned to a rock station. Angel was hardly a wife to be ashamed of. She was young, beautiful, and pure. Kind of a funny word, but how else could you describe a girl like Angel? Most of the stuff running around Hollywood was into everything and everyone by the time they hit twenty. Angel was different. But how to keep her that way in a town crawling with creeps?

Right now that wasn’t the problem. The immediate problem was scoring some bucks. Angel thought he was a winner, and no way was he going to let her think otherwise, even if it meant falling back into bad habits—only on a temporary basis, of course.

He put his foot hard down on the accelerator and headed toward Beverly Hills.
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Millie Rosemont mumbled in her sleep and threw her left arm restlessly across her husband.

Leon lay on his back and stared unseeingly at the ceiling. Carefully he moved his wife’s arm and turned to look at her, willing her to wake up so that they could talk. She did not budge. Silently he slid from the bed, padded into the kitchen, opened the refrigerator and stared mournfully at the contents. Six eggs, a bowl of apples, some skim milk, and a dish of cottage cheese. Some feast. But then he was supposed to be on a diet, and Millie was only helping him keep to it. Over a three-month period he had put on twenty-four pounds. A steady two pounds a week. He felt big and ungainly, not.to mention the fact that the waist on his pants had had to be let out three times, and his jackets and shirts were bursting at the seams.
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