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Chapter One

“What kind of name is Bruno Feldspar?”

“Fictitious.”

He thought about that for a moment.

“You mean, made up?”

“Yes. Made up.”

He smiled and seemed to relax. We had something in common.
 
“Me too,” he said. “I’m not really Rex Lockwood.” I wasn’t surprised. “I’m really Jimmy Hicks, but the publicity department thought it wasn’t romantic enough. I guess maybe it ain’t, when you come right down to it. Besides, they thought the papers might make fun of it. You know, ‘A Hick Named Hicks.’ Stuff like that. And worse. Besides, I’m from Idaho, so that added to it.”

“I understand.” Lots of words rhymed with Hicks.

“They were going to call me Ramon Zapata, but I didn’t really have the look of a Latin lover. I looked pretty bad with a pencil mustache and pointed sideburns.”

“Most people do.”

“Huh? Oh, yeah. Right. Plus, I’m blond. There ain’t that many blond Mexicans or Brazilians or South Americans. They tried a dye job, but it really didn’t look so good. Sort of like I was wearing a patent leather bathing cap. So they settled for the All-American angle. That’s what they called it. Besides, the Latin Lover bit is starting to get old. But you can call me Jimmy, if you want. I’d rather you did. My friends all do, not that I have that many out here. This is no town for making friends, if you know what I mean.”

“I know what you mean.”

“And I still haven’t got used to being Rex. Even after two years of it.”

“Okay. What can I do for you, Jimmy?”

He studied his hands for a moment. I couldn’t tell whether he’d learned that move in acting class or whether it was genuine. Initial impressions were that he was entirely genuine, but you can’t ever be too sure with an actor. On the other hand, lots of people in the business would say that Jimmy Hicks wasn’t really an actor. Just another good-looking boy with long eyelashes.

“I got a problem,” he said, finally.

I nodded reassuringly and didn’t bother even signaling the obvious. Guys without problems don’t contact private detectives or come to their office. Guys who do call you are seriously worried about something. And generally they have a good reason to be. That goes for women, too. Maybe more so. I knew that firsthand.

“It’s about a woman,” said Jimmy.

“Shocking,” I said, mildly. Following Gary Cooper’s advice in The Virginian, I smiled when I said this, just to take the sting out of the sarcasm. Jimmy seemed to be a nice guy, a kid really. He was old enough to vote, but probably hadn’t yet. And unfortunately for him, as I learned, the word “guileless” fitted him like old shoes. I could see the headline on the cover story—“Hicks from the sticks gets his dick in a fix.” I could hear Hush Hush magazine panting and slobbering just outside Jimmy’s cabana door. Figuratively speaking, that is. But if I knew them, and I did, it wouldn’t be long before they were there literally, notebooks poised to write the story, or their version of it, seasoned with smut and smirks. Somebody would tip them off Then there’d be cameras waiting for that precise moment when the subject looked either ridiculous or guilty “Close enough is good enough” was their unspoken motto when it came to facts. Truth was something else—sometimes useful and colorful, but not essential. Like paprika.

“So… it’s about a woman,” I said, prompting.

“Yes.” He paused. “Ah… people say you can be trusted. Ethel Welkin gave me your name.” I wasn’t sure, but I think he blushed a little.

Good old Ethel, my pint-sized mentor and occasional afternooner, wife of a big-time producer and prime mover in Hollywood. Ethel was the one who’d dubbed me Bruno Feldspar, when it seemed possible that I might make it in the movies. I didn’t, for a number of reasons, but I got known by that name around town, and there were reasons why a nom de guerre, even a dumb one, was worth keeping.

“I’m probably the most trustworthy guy in Hollywood,” I said. “But you and I both know that isn’t saying much.” Another smile, this time to indicate that we were on the same side, just two honest Midwestern guys trying to get by in Gomorrah West.

At this point in these conversations, there’s almost always a long pause, The “client” takes one more look at the fix he’s in and tries to decide if it’s really as lousy as it seems—whether it’s lousy enough to spill to a stranger. He’s wondering whether he can tell it without looking like the damned fool he knows he is. Confession may be good for the soul, but it’s hard on what the French call your amour propre. And it’s worse if the client happens to be a cowboy star like Rex—the hero who always ends up with the adoring girl and a dead bad guy in the final reel—the hero who drinks sarsaparilla and rides alone, except for his faithful old sidekick Soapy, Rex/Jimmy may be naïve but he’d been in Hollywood long enough to know that certain news can wipe out a career, whether the news is strictly factual or not. Some guy in Washington once said that the only thing that could ruin a politician’s career was being caught in bed with a dead woman or a live man. But that wasn’t true in Hollywood. Either one could turn you into an untouchable—the Hindu kind. But only if the word got out, of course. The purveyors of the word made their money by ·writing stories that sold papers and fan magazines, or by not writing those stories in exchange for envelopes of cash. Rex had made two well-received pictures, but they were only B westerns. His prospects were good, but he wasn’t a big enough star yet to be absolutely sure the studio boys would go into their pockets and out of their way to protect him. Worse, Rex’s image was as clean as his Stetson and as white as his horse Blanco. (Real name Ned.) And that made him a perfect target. The gossip-mongers would be thrilled to get some dirt on him. They knew their reading public wanted to believe only one of hvo things about their screen idols—either the best or the worst. In between didn’t sell. And the worst stories were the best. There’s nothing quite like a little vicarious sin. You get a little frisson, and no one presents a bill for it afterwards. Well, that’s no scoop.

So I sat there letting him decide whether to drop his pants or not.

He reached into his pocket and pulled out a picture—a standard eight-by-ten glossy publicity shot. It was a woman, of course. A girl, really. You’ve heard of the “It Girl.” This was the “Not It Girl.” She was pretty enough, but her looks were nothing more than ordinary, and her ordinariness was accentuated by too much makeup. Drag a seine net through any soda fountain in America and you’d capture one or two. She was trying to look sexy, but didn’t—more like she was getting ready to ask you for a stick of gum. It was clear that whoever had taken this amateurish shot was in a hurry to get it over with so that he could get to his other job, delivering Chinese takeout.

The picture said her name was Lulu Marquessa. I believed the Lulu part.

If this was the girl causing Jimmy’s problem, my respect for him went down a notch. Surely he could have done better.

“I guess I drank too much,” he said, as if reading my thoughts. “I guess I was drunk.”

“That’ll happen. Cause and effect.” Well, at least that explained something.

“We met in a bar. She told me she was an actress but hadn’t had much luck yet. A few auditions. The usual brush-offs. She knew who I was, she said. She’d seen both my pictures. She thought maybe I could help her.” He shook his head as if wondering at the mystery of it all. “I don’t mind saying I was a little flattered. I’d never met a perfect stranger who’d seen my movies. Most of the ‘meet and greets’ with fans were arranged by the publicity department to get photos, you know? Half the time, I thought those fans were just paid extras.”

He was half right about that.

“But this girl seemed to really like me. Made me feel good, you know?”

I wondered-was there anything about Jimmy’s story that was the least bit original? Would we ever get to it?

“Anyway, things went on that way for a while. And then she asks me if I’d take her home. So I said sure. I guess you know what I was thinking.”

“I guess.”

“So we get to her place. It was just one of those cheap apartment buildings on a side street in Santa Monica. You know, kind of Spanish-looking. Or Mexican. And we go upstairs and you know what happens next, I suppose, you being a private eye and all. And afterwards I say good night and drive on home. She asked me to call her in the morning, but I didn’t. Next day, I get a call from a guy who says he’s her manager. He’s all upset, but he sounded phony. You know?”

“Yes. I do know the sound of phony.”

“Anyway, he tells me she’s underage. Says one of the studios is grooming her to be their next ingenue. You know what that means?”

“Yeah.”

“I didn’t. But apparently it means underage.”

“How much did he want?”

“He didn’t say. He said he’d be in touch.”

“Probably wanted to let you stew a while.”

“I guess in your business you’d expect that. It sure as hell surprised me.”

“Let’s just say this isn’t the first time something like this has happened.”

“Do you think it’s a… shakeup?”

“No, I think it’s a shakedown.”

“That’s what I meant.”

“I know.” I looked at the photo again. This girl was no more underage than Madame Curie. “Did the guy leave an address or a phone number?”

“Yes. I wrote it down on the back of the picture.”

Acme Management. Acme? Really? The address was some back street in San Pedro. Not exactly the high-rent district. And there was a phone number.

“Can I keep this photo?”

“I wish you would. I sure don’t want to ever see it again. Do you think you can… take care ofit for me?”


“Not only do I think I can, I know I can.”

“Whew! That’s a relief. Ethel said I could rely on you.”

“In this case, Ethel was right. Don’t worry about a thing. I’ll be in touch.”

He smiled, and I could see what the studio saw in him. He was a handsome kid, of course, but he had that sort of honest, aw-shucks thing that Gary Cooper had and that the studios were forever in search of-and rarely finding. The way Jimmy looked and moved, even a camera couldn’t have found a trace of cynicism or phoniness in him, and the camera doesn’t miss anything. It’s the one thing in Hollywood that’s absolutely honest.

“I don’t know how to thank you.”

“Just say ‘thank you’-when the job’s done.”

“Don’t I owe you something?”

“I get twenty-five bucks a day plus expenses. This should take a couple of hours. You can either buy me a fancy dinner or a week’s worth of BL T’s at Schwab’s. That’ll square it.”

Jimmy didn’t know it, of course, but I was doing this as much as a favor to Ethel as anything. I was going to see her later at the Beverly Hills Hotel for one of our occasional lunches followed by an afternoon romp, and it would make her happy to know that I was taking good care of one of her new proteges. She had done lots of favors for me, and I was happy to do something in return. Besides, I liked Ethel. For a five-foot woman built like a fire hydrant, she was a pretty good bed partner, as well as a very good and very useful friend. She might not be all that well constructed, but she was very well connected.










Chapter Two

“Did you take care of my new star’s problem?” she said after we were finished.

“No, but I’m going to, later this afternoon. I didn’t want to head all the way out to Pedro and be late for our lunch.”

“That was sweet of you.”

“That’s me. Ask anyone.”

“Is it as straightforward as it sounded?”

“Yes. Grade school—level extortion. Nothing to worry about, so far as I can see.”

“I thought so. Poor Jimmy. He was so scared. I thought about sending one of Izzy’s studio security boys to take care of it, but they think being subtle is when you don’t use a blackjack. That can cause problems, if things get out of hand. You, on the other hand, my dear, are the soul of discretion and subtlety.”

“I don’t even own a blackjack.” That wasn’t strictly true. I did own one, but I didn’t know where it was. In a drawer somewhere, I guess. Next to a spare. 38, probably under the socks. “But I told him not to worry and that I’d take care of it.”

“Thank you, dah-ling.” Ethel liked imitating the affectations of the female stars, especially the Eliza Doolittles who came over here fresh from selling fruit in Covent Garden. With work, they were able to drop their cockney accents and acquire refinement from some pansy dialog coach. That all made Ethel smile. Quite a few things did. She was an amiable soul, as long as you treated her right. Otherwise, it was a different story.

“So—how did you like the new one?” asked Ethel. “New what?”

“You know. Don’t be coy.”

“Number sixty-two?”

“Yes.”

“Just as much as the first sixty-one.”

“Good,” she purred. “I was doing exercises all week to be ready.” Ethel was a dedicated student of the Kama Sutra. She said there were sixty-four positions, and she had tried them all. Not all with me, but we were working toward that goal. Or she was, anyway. It was all nonsense, if you asked me. Someone once said number so-and-so was just like the one before it, only with your fingers crossed. After all, there were only so many things you could put somewhere, and only so many somewheres to put them. But if she wanted to do research into the matter, it was all right with me. She had other galloping partners, of course, not counting Izzy, her husband. Most likely, Jimmy Hicks was either next in line or had already been to the buffet. But I was one of her favorites. And you wouldn’t think it to see her dressed, but she had quite an attractively sturdy figure under it all. I mentioned fire hydrants before; but if you look carefully at your average hydrant, you can see some aesthetic qualities. If you try, that is. Besides, Ethel had been good to me and was still being good to me, and it was no strain at all for me to be good to her one afternoon a week, on average. I did wish she’d cut back on the garlic bagels, pickles, and pastrami at lunch, maybe save them for afterwards. But, as Voltaire said, “perfection is the enemy of the good.” Actually, he said “the best is the enemy of the good,” but I think he meant to say perfection.

“I could tell,” I said. “About the exercises, I mean.”

“Could you? Could you feel the contractions? I never know when you’re telling the truth. Most times I just assume you aren’t. It’s easier.”

“You know what Mark Twain said—truth is a valuable commodity; we should be economical with it. Or something like that.”

“That’s one reason I like you. You’re educated. A nice Presbyterian college boychick.”

“More like the college of soft knocks. But I read a lot. And I stopped being a boy about fifteen years ago. Maybe one day I’ll convert, so you can divorce Izzy and marry me.”

That brought one of Ethel’s trademark guffaws. It was somewhere between a honk and an epic snort.

“That’ll be the day. But you wouldn’t have to convert, dah-ling.”.
 
“That’s good. I’m too old for a bris.”

“And you’d have to have more than two hundred bucks in the bank”

“I’m safe, then.” Actually, I had quite a bit more than that in the bank—about five years’ worth, if I was as economical with the money as Ethel thought I was with the truth. The less said about where it had come from, the better. Ethel, of course, knew all about that, too. Or some ofit.

“Yes, you’re safe. Besides, I like Izzy, and I like the life. Flatbush was never like this. Speaking of Flatbush, are you going to Manny’s party this weekend?”

“Wouldn’t miss it.”

“Are you bringing your beautiful lady?”


“Under normal circumstances, she’d be bringing me. She’s the star. I’m just the boyfriend. But I’ll be there by myself. She’s on location. In Yuma.”

“That’s right. I forgot.”

They were shooting another of those Foreign Legion pictures in the California desert just across the river from Yuma, Arizona. She was playing a White Russian princess who’d been kidnapped by the Bedouins. Lucky Bedouins.

I started to get out of bed.

“Where are you going?”

“I thought I’d head out to San Pedro before the traffic gets bad.” She pouted-made what the French call a moue. “Oh, you have time for number sixty-three, don’t you?”

“Do I have to stand on my head or something? I’m not sure I’m up to that. Besides, the old tennis elbow…”

“Nothing like that. It’s fast and easy.”

“Well, all right. But make it snappy, woman.”

“That is precisely the idea-and precisely the right word… dahling.”

You could describe her grin as either roguish or sinister, depending on the lighting and camera angle. Either way, it was part of her charm. Another part was her complete lack of interest in anything beyond these occasional afternoons. In exchange, she’d do whatever she could—and that was a lot, since she was so well connected—to help me and mine in our careers. A nice lady.

***

San Pedro was the home port of the Pacific Battle Fleet. There were rumors about maybe moving the fleet to Hawaii, and the local people were nervous about that. The town made a lot of money from the Navy. Sailors don’t earn much, but there’s always a lot of them, so it all adds up—and they all want the same simple things. Local merchants didn’t have to worry too much about the variety of their inventory. If it came in a bottle, that was good enough. As for the local women—well, they were there and they were friendly, and that’s basically all that the Navy asked for.

Some of the fleet were out that day. You could hear the big guns pounding away at the islands they used for target practice. They were getting ready for the next big war. It was sure as hell coming. You could smell it. Maybe we could stay out of it. I hoped so. But if we couldn’t, I hoped the Navy got in plenty of practice beforehand. They’d need it.

The town had a pretty exotic blend of foreigners—Mexicans and Italians, of course, and a few J aps who kept to themselves but made people wonder, what with all the tension in the world. Their cousins back home were currently burning China to the ground, so it made you think. And surprisingly there were quite a few Croatians. I guess they mainly worked in the shipyards. My stunning girlfriend, who went by the silly studio name “Yvonne Adore,” was on her way to becoming a big star. But when I met her in Youngstown, Ohio, she had just been off the boat from Croatia and married to the pathetic owner of a diner next to the steel mills. She worked there waiting on steelworkers who came off shift or who’d been laid off, and she was just about the only thing that brightened up their days. She’d been sort of a mail—order bride who quickly realized that the price she’d paid to come to America was a little higher than she’d expected. But the marriage and the arrangement didn’t last long, because her sad little husband got run over by a city bus, and that gave Myrtle, as she was then, free rein to ride to California with me. I introduced her to Ethel, who rarely made mistakes when it came to judging star potential. And she didn’t make one with Myrtle. It helped, of course, that Myrtle was even more beautiful on film than in person, and that was saying something. And she had the most alluring, sultry voice, with just the right amount of accent. She put Garbo in the shade, at least as far as I was concerned. And a lot of people agreed with me. Plus, she had a better figure. We lived together much of the time in a beach house in Malibu; and if you’re wondering whether I say prayers of thanks every night, well, yes, I do. On my knees, even though, as Ethel said, I was a Presbyterian, originally. Anyway, now and then Myrtle and I would come to Peedro, as the locals pronounced it, because there was a Croatian bakery she liked. It was one of the few places in LA where you could get an authentic bread, called pogacha, and real apple strudel. So I knew the town. And I knew a few of the characters who hung around the waterfront bars. One of them was a master forger who came in handy now and then. He could have gotten rich and lived the high life, if he wanted to risk making U.S. currency. But he didn’t. He always said it wasn’t curiosity that killed the cat, but too much ambition. He stuck to making passports and work papers for the Beaners and the Nips. The market was plenty big enough for him, and nobody really seemed to care all that much. So it was really low—risk forgery.

Acme Management’s address was on a seedy side street. It was more or less residential, meaning there weren’t any service stations or warehouses on that particular block. The two—story houses were close together. Every one was taller than it was wide, and they all were dark—colored because their siding was asphalt shingle material—the kind that comes in big rolls. It was a neighborhood for first—generation immigrants or second-generation losers. I had second thoughts about parking my Packard convertible on the street in front of Acme’s address. I didn’t expect to be long, but it doesn’t take a professional much more than a few seconds to make off with a car like that. And there weren’t any urchins hanging around that I could bribe not to steal my hubcaps. There was no choice but to park and take my chances. I figured I could always replace hubcaps, but if someone ran a key along the paint just for the hell of it, it would ruin my day.

I rang the doorbell. The guy who opened the door was wearing a dingy dress shirt that was straining at the middle buttons and a hand-painted tie featuring a palm tree and a hula dancer. He looked like the Before picture in a Geritol ad. (“Tired Blood? Here’s the answer.”) He didn’t need a shave, because the three dabs of toilet paper on his face showed he’d done it already. But the rest of him needed real work—a year’s worth of good exercise, sunshine, and green vegetables. But I’ll say this for him—he was careful with his hair. It was brilliantly slicked, and I remembered Jimmy’s comment about patent leather. He stood in the doorway and didn’t seem inclined to ask me in. That was fine with me. This wasn’t a social call. But even standing on the porch I could smell the odors coming from inside the house—fried pork chops and cigarette smoke.

I smiled genially.

“Mr. Acme, I presume.”

“Huh?”

“I see you’re getting dressed for the prom, so I won’t take up too much of your time.”

“I don’t need no insurance. Or Fuller brushes. And I don’t want to get to know Jesus.” He had a pretty heavy accent. It was familiar.

“That’s lucky, because I’m not selling anything. This is the office of Acme Talent Management, isn’t it?”

“Who wants to know?”

“You see anyone else standing here?”

“Smart guy, huh?”

“That’s right. Well, Mr. Acme, you have an odd name. For a person. What’s the first name? Alphonse? Maurice? Dumbass?”

“Smart guy, huh?”


“You need new material, Alphonse. Here’s the deal—I represent Mr. Rex Lockwood.” I could see that the name registered, and he did not like this kind of quick, in-person response, especially when the guy making the call looked and dressed like he came from the part of town where money was made. And where it stayed. “You made a threatening call to my client. Yesterday. Remember?”

“Your client?”

“Right. Rex Lockwood.”

“What of it?”

“What of it? Here’s the ‘what of it.’ That was the poorest excuse for a shakedown I’ve ever heard about. Now, granted, I haven’t been in the business more than a couple of years, but I can’t believe anybody ever made a more pathetic effort. You get the blue ribbon.”

“Oh, yeah?”

“Yep.”

He marshalled his thoughts. He looked at me and then looked past me at the fancy car I had driven there. He was calculating the odds and not liking the way they added up.

“She was underage,” he said, defensively. “He took advantage of her.”

“‘Took advantage of her’? What is this? A Victorian novel? But I will give you one compliment—your mother looks really young for her age.”

“What?”

“But she can’t pass for an ingenue, Alphonse. Or any kind of gnu. Those days are behind her. So I suggest you put your dreams of a quick buck back in the cigar box next to the dirty pictures and forget you ever had this idea.”

“Yeah? What if I don’t?”

“Bad things happen to good people. They also happen to bad people. Especially two-bit hustlers in Hawaiian neckties.”


“You threatening me?”

“Nope. You ever go to the movies?”

He thought about it.

“Maybe.”

“Well, I’m like the scout who goes ahead of the cavalry and locates the Indians. I don’t bother threatening the Injuns. I just go back and tell the army where they are. Then the cavalry comes up and kicks the shit out of them. Fade to black. So think of this little meeting today as life imitating art—we’re playing the scene that comes just before the last scene.”

“What’s that mean?”

“That means if we hear from you again, or even see Lulu again, the cavalry’s going to beat you till you won’t see the white for the black and blue. For starters. They might be tempted to do it anyway, just on principle. But I’ll put in a good word for you, since you have such good taste in ties.”

He thought things over.

“Suppose I call the cops? Tell ‘em you’ve been trying to strongarm me. I got rights.”

“Go ahead, Alphonse. Most of the cops are on our payroll. They’d be very interested to hear you explain about your rights. They might even offer you a place to stay for a few nights, while you recover. And by the way, the only cops who aren’t on our payroll are the ones who’d like to be. They’re just waiting until there’s an opening.”

“You saying the cops are all crooked?” Did I detect even the slightest glimmer of irony? Was it possible Alphonse was not a complete moron? I was curious, but then I realized it didn’t really matter.

“No. I’m saying they’re hard—working Americans with two jobs just to make ends meet. But working two jobs makes them cranky.”


“I’ll bet,” he said sourly.

“Bottom line—you’d be smart to forget this whole thing. Do yourself a big favor and go back to reading the want ads. Leave the shakedown business to people who know what they’re doing.”

He looked at his shoes and shuffled. Then he made a good decision and gave up.

“It was worth a try, I guess.”

“Well, no one can hate you for that. Not every idea works out. I’m sure Edison had a few flops.”

“It wasn’t my idea. It was Lulu’s.”

‘I’m also sure you read the Bible, so you know that Adam tried that excuse too. Didn’t work for him either. You were the voice on the phone. That makes you the Indians.”

“I told Lulu it wasn’t going to work But she kept after me.”
 
“They can be persistent.”

“She gets an idea in her head and she won’t let go.”

“Women! Can’t live with ‘em. Can’t live without ‘em, except during the week Right, Alphonse?”

He grinned a yellow-toothed grin.

“You’re right about that.”

“So, are we clear?”

He stood there looking chagrined.

“I guess,” he said, finally.

“Good.”

“You won’t, ah… send the cavalry?”

“Not this time, Alphonse. I feel that you have learned a valuable lesson and are a better man for it.”

“My name’s not Alphonse, by the way. Or Acme.”

“That a fact? Well, the truth is, I don’t really care.”

“And Lulu ain’t my mother. She’s my girlfriend. She don’t live here, though. Lives in Santa Monica.”


“Well, there’s no accounting for taste, is there?”

“I guess not.”

“Nice doing business with you.”

I left him standing on his porch. The whole thing took about five minutes, and even counting the drive out there and back, I figured I’d only earned a couple of BLT’s. But as I said, I really did this for my pal Ethel.










Chapter Three

The next morning, I drove to my office feeling pretty good about taking care of things for Jimmy. He seemed like a nice kid. I’d called him the night before and left a message that everything was all right and that he should forget the whole thing. His answering service took the message and said they’d pass it on. He’d be relieved. The old Duke of Wellington was threatened once with something salacious, and he just said “Publish and be damned.” Well, there weren’t many in Hollywood with either the juice or the brass ones to pull that off. There were a few, but only a few, and they were all the brightest stars, of course. The big female stars were the toughest. They were broads, in the best sense of the word. They had to be to get where they were. Everyone else was in Jimmy’s boat and stayed awake nights worrying that their indiscretions might see the light of day, suddenly appearing like toadstools after a rain. They worried about other stuff too, like how long it would be before someone finally woke up and discovered the con. The fig leaf of the artiste would fall away and reveal the limp noodle of the fraud. They all had a little voice inside their heads saying “Surely they aren’t going to keep paying me that much for doing this. Surely they’re going to find me out.” Chronic insecurity was a communicable disease. Almost everyone had it. One of my writer friends said that in the dark soul of America, it’s always three A.M., or something like that. I don’t know about the rest of America, and I wasn’t sure that Hollywood was even part of it, but I was sure that when three A.M. rolled around in this town, it lingered. And a lot of people were lying in the dark staring at the ceiling.

As far as I was concerned, that was more than okay. Guilt feelings may have pretty much gone out of fashion in this town, but nervousness had taken its place, and nervousness paid better than guilt because it never went away. There were no priests to offer absolution. Ego te absolvo didn’t work on the yips. The pervasive feeling in the air was that everything was so fragile. A breath of wind could bring it all down. Of course, everything boiled down to either love or money, and in this town both were like handfuls of mercury.

So it all made for good business for a private dick—so good, in fact, that I didn’t have to take the sleazier cases. There was no sneaking in the bushes and taking pictures through a motel window, no following some guy named Lance into a steam room. I was able to specialize in high-class neurotics and white-collar stuff. Now and then I’d have a brush with the mob and the cops. But that was okay. In this town you couldn’t avoid either one. Besides, I didn’t want to avoid them. Some of them were my friends. And speaking of now. and then, now and then I’d even get to work on a genume. crime.

Like today.

My office was in the Cahuenga Building on Sunset Boulevard. It was a standard outer reception office and inner private room. Both rooms had an oak decor that reminded you of the post office. On my office wall were a Barbasol yearly calendar and a Winslow Homer seascape print that I got for fifty cents at a garage sale. The more I looked at it, the more I thought I’d overpaid. Not that I didn’t like Winslow Homer, you understand. It was just that the colors were faded. Well, Southern California sunlight 1Arill do that. There were quite a few people walking around who suffered from a similar condition, although I guess it was time and the business that had done the fading, not the sun. The calendar was free, of course, courtesy of my barber.

I opened the office door in a fairly good mood. My part-time secretary, Della, was typing away at something. It probably wasn’t work-related—not my business, anyway. She ran an escort service in her spare time, and that most likely had some paperwork associated with it. Plus she said she was writing a crime novel about a smartass detective in LA. I don’t know whether that was true or not. Della only told you what she thought you needed to know—about anything. She was married to a retired chief petty officer who was now running a water taxi to the gambling ships outside the three-mile limit. His name was Perry, and he did things for me too, now and then, when I needed someone who had his conscience firmly under control and on a short leash.

Della looked up when I hustled in.

“You again!”

“Greetings, loyal employee,” I said. “How’s the novel going?”
 
‘I’m having writer’s block But I’m working through it.”

“You know what Hemingway said about that.”

“Nope. What?”

“Nothing important. Keep me posted on your progress. Any calls?”

“Sergeant Kowalski wants you to call.”

“What’d he say?”

She looked at me like a nanny regarding an idiot child.
 
“He said to tell you to call him.”

“Ah. That clarifies it. Anything else?”


“The studio called and wanted to know if you were interested in starring in Gone With the Wind. I told them you were busy.”

“Good. I’m too good-looking for that part.”

“I didn’t tell you which part it was.”

“No matter. Anything else?”

“That’s all, Chief.” Della got a kick out of calling me Chief, for some reason. She was twice my age, smoked Pall Malls incessantly, and had a shade of red hair never before seen in nature, or anywhere else. We were good pals. Perry, too. In fact, I got along with Perry better than she did. At least that’s what she said. “You like him,” she’d say. “That’s the difference.”

“Oh, there’s one more message. Your sweetie called. She said it was hot out there and to be sure to eat right while she was away. She also said to say she misses you.”

“And who could blame her?”

“You must be getting payback for being some sort of saint in a former life,” said Della, “because I can’t think of anything you’ve done in this life to justify having her.”

“You’re forgetting that little matter you and Perry helped us with. Something about a body.”

“Aside from that.”

“Aside from that, I have to agree with you. I don’t even remotely deserve her. But I hope she doesn’t find out for a while.”

“Does she know about your occasional afternoons with the producer’s wife?”

“Up to a point. She ‘knows’ it’s just a sociable business lunch, and we leave it at that. And just between you and me, that’s really all it is. No more important than that. As you very well know.”

“Yeah. I do know that.”

I went into my office and made the call. I left the door open. There weren’t many-or even any-secrets between me and Della. At least I couldn’t keep anything from her. She, on the other hand, was another story.

Kowalski answered on the first ring.

“Homicide. Kowalski.”

“Ed, it’s Bruno Feldspar,”

“You still using that stupid alias?”

“It’s not an alias. It’s what the French call a nom de guerre.”
 
“Yeah? Norn de bullshit’s more like it.”

“Ed, you have no couth.”

“It’s been said before. You know an actor by the name of Jimmy Hicks, nom de bullshit Rex Lockwood?”

“You must know I do, or you wouldn’t have called me.”
 
“Nothing gets by you, does it? How do you know him?”

“I just took care of a very minor matter for him. Some lowlife in Pedro tried to shake him down for going to bed with his girlfriend—the lowlife’s girlfriend, that is. Her name’s Lulu Marquessa. Not real. Actress.”

“Former actress. Current inhabitant of the LA County morgue. Real name as yet undetermined.”

Uh-oh.

“What happened to her?”

“Shot once in the forehead. Forty-five or forty-four-caliber bullet. Ballistics is checking. Not much of a hole going in, but you wouldn’t want to turn her over.”

“Where’d they find her?”

“On the beach, not far from the Santa Monica pier. Looks like she was killed right there. No one reported hearing the shot, but you know how that goes. We figure it happened around three A.M.”

There was that number again.

“What about Jimmy?”


“He was seen with her at the Hide and Seek Bar and then at her apartment building going into her rooms to play hide the salami. You might tell him that if he wants to go incognito, he should leave the Stetson at home.”

“He was recognized.”

“Yep. By five different people in the bar and the super of the apartment building. Your boy must have been laying off for months, ‘cause he sure made up for lost time. More dead Trojans than in The Iliad.”

“A classical reference. Impressive.”

“What? Surprised we read Homer at the Police Academy?”
 
Kowalski actually was one of the new breed of cops—a college graduate. But he had to downplay that with most of his peers on the force. When those guys heard someone mention Homer, all they thought about was a ball flying over the outfield fence. So Kowalski had to seem more hardboiled than the rest, which was really no problem for him. He came from a family of cops and knew how things were done. He just also happened to have a scholarly bent. That was something we had in common. I never made it to college, but I read a lot.

“Sounds like Jimmy put in an impressive performance in the sack,” I said. “But he’s only a kid. Remember those days? Making love all night, sleeping for an hour and then going fishing?”

“All I remember is the fishing part. Anyway, we’d like to talk to him, but he’s nowhere to be found. We checked his apartment, and it looks like he hasn’t been there for a couple of days, at least. I thought you might know something.”

“No. Sorry.”

“You’re not handing me some client confidentiality horseshit, are you?”


“No. He’s not officially a client. I was just doing a favor for Ethel Welkin. She’s professionally interested in the kid.”

“What about the boyfriend in Pedro? What’s his name?”

“I didn’t bother to find out. He called Jimmy using his company name, Acme Talent Management.”

“Original. What’s the address?

I gave it to him.

“Well, if Jimmy gets in touch, you know what to tell him.”
 
“Yeah, I do. And I will. How’s Lois, by the way?”

“Gaining weight.”

Next I called Ethel’s home number. Her maid answered. “Mavis? It’s Bruno. Is Ethel there?”

“Hiya, honey. Whatcha got on your mind? This ain’t Wednesday.”

“I know. This is business.”

“Oh. Well, she’s out by the pool with cucumber slices over her eyes and nothing else but a hand towel covering your old Kentucky home. I’ll tell her to pick up the extension.”

“Hello, dah-ling. Calling for number sixty-five?” She sounded halfway through the morning Bloody Mary.

“I thought there were only sixty-four. But the fact is I’m trying to find Jimmy. I thought you might know where he is.”

“Why, no. What’s the matter?” She had the instincts of a panther when it came to sensing trouble.

“The cops are looking for him.”

“God! What now?”

“That girl who was trying to shake him down turned up dead the next morning. And he seems to have disappeared.”

“Damn! Not good. Not good at all.” She thought for a minute. “What about the papers?”


“I don’t think they have the story yet. There’s not much to report.”

“That’s the worst kind. Leaves lots of room for creativity. I better call the publicity boys. They can start collecting stones for the wall.”

“Let me know if you hear anything. I might be able to help. He seemed like a nice kid.”

“You don’t know the half of it.”

She hung up, leaving me wondering what she meant by that last remark.










Chapter Four

The next day was Saturday, and out of curiosity I drove out to San Pedro. I figured it wouldn’t hurt to check in with Acme Management again and see if Alphonse had anything useful to say about the murder of his client and girlfriend. I also wanted some apple strudel.

It was another perfect Southern California day. Blue skies, seventy degrees, the mountains to the east in perfect profile in the clear air. Add in the beach and the ocean and you’d have to ask yourself why anyone would ever live anywhere else. Then again, there was San Pedro to balance things off. The Navy had come back into port, and although it was only ten A.M. the sailors on liberty were out and about and the bartenders were hard at it. Whenever I saw this, I had to laugh about something Bret Harte said about a young Mark Twain. Twain was about to leave town for some reason and Harte said “the early morning bartenders would miss his bright smiles.” So too with the sailors, bless ‘em. If there was a war coming, let them use the time they had now in any way they chose. Let them smile at the morning bartenders and let the bartenders smile back.

I parked in front of Acme Management’s house/office. I took a look around and didn’t see any potential thieves, either big or small. There were no lights on in the Acme house and when I knocked on the door, expecting a strong whiff of Alphonse and pork chops, nothing happened. The house had the distinctive look and feel of being empty. I knocked a few more times, but there was no response, no rustling noises inside. The windows all had shabby curtains pulled over them. The curtains looked like thin dish towels and I could almost see through them. I could see well enough that there was no movement inside, no shadowy figures creeping around or running out the back door. I glanced up and down the block again. No one was stirring.

Well, I thought—what’s the worst that can happen? I got out my junior detective piece of stiff plastic and wiggled it in the door jamb. It opened easily. It was a cheap lock, unsurprisingly.

The main room was empty except for a metal desk and steel filing cabinet, both of them Navy surplus. I opened the drawers in both, and they were all empty. There was a lingering odor, all right, but nothing “fresh.” It was the same story in the kitchen and the bedrooms upstairs. No dishes in the sink, no unmade beds. No furniture of any kind. Nothing. Acme Talent Management had either moved or gone out of business. What was it King Charles I said when he tried to arrest five members of Parliament? “The birds have flown.” If I remembered correctly, those same birds flew back with an army and ultimately cut off Charles’s head. I’m sure when he’d asked himself what’s the worst that could happen, he hadn’t thought of that. But the Acme birds, or bird, had definitely flown and it didn’t look like he or they were ever coming back. Coupled with Lulu’s murder, this disappearance made for an odd coincidence. Detectives aren’t supposed to believe in coincidences. Those were for Dickens novels.

I thought I’d better call Kowalski and tell him about this. I tried the phone on the desk, but of course it was dead. Turned off. I drove to our favorite bakery to kill two birds with one stone, speaking of birds. The owner, Josip Vranic, went by Joe. He welcomed me like a cousin, told me the strudel was fresh from the oven, and lent me his phone.

“Homicide. Kowalski.”

“Ed, it’s Bruno. Acme Management has flown the coop. Their office is cleaned out completely.”

“I know. We checked last night.”

“Impressive. You boys are working long hours.”

“Your tax dollars at work. Any word about Jimmy Hicks?”

“No. I told Ethel Welkin, but she didn’t know a thing. Do you have anything new?”

“Not much. But I’m giving you a merit badge for checking in, even though we already knew Acme was gone. It’s a good habit for a smartass shamus who wants to keep his license.”

“That about describes me.”

“There is one thing. You know all about the movies. Let me ask you—those guns they use. I know they fire blanks, but are they real guns or just plastic models, like cap guns?”

“I’m pretty sure they’re real. They couldn’t get the sound and smoke with a toy.”

“Oh, I thought they could add the sound later.”

“Well, yes. I guess so. Why?

“Just because when we went through Jimmy Hicks’s apartment we found his gun belt, but the holster was empty.”

Uh-oh.

“How do you know it was his?”

“Now you sound like a defense lawyer. Who else’s would it be? Stands to reason that a real-life cowboy from Idaho would have a six-gun laying around where he could get to it in a hurry. And by the way, do you happen to know where Jimmy’s apartment is?


“No. The only time we met, he came to my office.”

“That must have been a special treat for him. Did Della offer to arrange a date for him?”

“I don’t think so. She doesn’t mix business with business.”
 
“Well, his apartment happens to be in Santa Monica—just down the street from the former Lulu Marquessa, but in a better neighborhood. We’re still trying to find out her real name, by the way. All her personal stuff is missing. And we have no record, no prints on file, no relatives wondering what the hell she’s gotten herself into this time. The photographer who took her publicity picture got paid in cash. Never saw her before.”

“And no phone call from the distraught manager?”

“Nope.”

“How about the actor’s union?”

“Never heard of her. She has achieved almost unimaginable status in Hollywood—complete anonymity. Keep in touch.”

I put the phone down. At that moment I remembered just seeing Gary Cooper’s latest, called The Cowboy and The Lady, in which Merle Oberon plays the rich girl masquerading as a maid and Coop plays a cowboy called “Stretch.” It struck me—not for the first time—the difference between the movies and real life. Happy endings versus the real thing. It was a banal, common, ordinary thought, I know, but inescapable just then. Coop would never shoot the girl and leave her in a sandy heap on the beach. Neither would Rex Lockwood, I guess. But would Jimmy Hicks? That might be a different story.

“Bad news?” said Joe.

“For somebody. Not me, especially.”

“That’s good. Sit. Have some strudel and coffee. Good for you.” By which he was not paying a compliment, but offering the same advice he heard every day from his plump wife, Magda-“Eat. Eat. Good for you.”

I sat down at one of the two tables he kept in the front of the bakery for his friends. They’d come by most mornings and gossip. The tables were covered in red-and-white—checkered patterns to honor the Croatian flag, even though Croatia wasn’t a separate country. It was a very reluctant part of the country called Yugoslavia, which had been invented after the last war and held together by almost nothing and constantly straining against the lines in the map. Take a half dozen male wildcats and one female in heat and stick them in a cage, and you have Yugoslavia. Croatia and Serbia were the two big cats and they both wanted the female. That’s what Joe and his pals said, anyway. Personally, I knew very little about it all. But I did know Joe knew what he was talking about. And on nights when I was very lucky, I slept with Myrtle who talked Croatian in her sleep and called me miljenik and dragi, which were Croatian for “darling.” So I was predisposed to her point of view. And she hated the Serbs as much as Joe and his buddies. I don’t really know about Joe’s reasons, but I understood Myrtle’s. She had brought them with her from “the old country.” I also knew all the Slavs—Croats, Serbs, and the rest—had many fine virtues: piety, loyalty, willingness to work hard, and a talent for hating. Not necessarily in that order. They were also good at strudel. The funny thing is, the Croats and the Serbs looked alike, spoke the same language, and liked the same foods and what have you. The only difference I could see was that the Croats were Roman Catholic and the Serbs were Greek Orthodox, which seemed like a poor reason for murderous hatred. But it was not any of my business.

Joe came over with two large mugs of coffee, sweetened and creamy. He also brought a platter of strudel and two plates and forks.


“Magda says good morning. She would come out, but she is busy making pogacha. How is darling Mirta?” That was Joe’s name for Myrtle.

“She’s in Yuma, Arizona making a movie about a White Russian princess who’s been captured by the Arabs.”

Joe made a sour face. “Bah. Russians.” Joe didn’t care for Russians. “Arabs! Bah!” He didn’t like them either. “Turks on camels. Who writes this silliness?”

“Guys from New York.”

“Bah. What do they know?”

“They know what sells.”

“Well, that is something, anyway. That is something worth knowing. And we are all very proud of her. Of course.”

“Of course.”

“You and she are… together?”

“As much as possible.”

“Good. I like you.”

“I’m glad”

“How’s the strudel?”

“Heavenly.”

He nodded at my grasp of the obvious. “The Navy boys are back. What do you think? Will there be war?”

“I hope not. But I think it’s very possible.”

“I hope not, too. My boy Nicky is just nineteen. He is learning the business. And you should hear him play the accordion. It would make you want to dance the polka.”
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