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Chapter 1

Charlotte Rae Wingate sailed along in front of them, cruising over the smashed Dixie cups, old L.A. Times, three piles of dog shit, and one 1976 Barbie doll head, which lay smashed in the sunbaked street of Hollywood Boulevard. Charlotte Rae drove a perfectly restored candy-apple red 1965 T-Bird, and her bleached blonde head and thirty-eight-inch breasts bobbed up and down to the thunderous sound of Guns ‘N’ Roses. Two car-lengths behind her was a black Dodge Ram Charger. Jack Walker peered at her through his marine binoculars; C.J. Jefferson crouched forward behind the steering wheel, looking like a diver about to sail off one of the cliffs of Acapulco. Walker rubbed his jaw with his left hand and smiled.

“I love her. She’s perfect. Completely self-invented,” he said. “The retro car, the bottle-blonde hair, the latest greatest in silicone jobs, the pink-frosted-lipstick, Jackie Kennedy redux thing, the shitty taste in music.”

“You don’t dig Axl, man,” Jefferson said. “I thought all you white boys dug Axl.”

“Axl’s an asshole with an attitude and a fag falsetto,” Walker said. “They should pay Al Green to give him singing lessons.”

C.J. Jefferson growled a little.

“You got the bad attitude, but I’m gonna forgive you for liking somebody in my generation.”

“Still, I could see improving her mind over a bottle of wine,” Walker said.

“Nah, only time you’re gonna meet Charlotte Rae is when we turn the key on her,” C.J. said.

Jefferson’s gold tooth shone when he smiled, and Jack sighed and went back to his glasses.

“Think of it,” he said, “a broad who looks like that. In any other city she’d be a star. Out here she’s just one more bad actress who can’t find any new hooker roles to play.”

C.J. shook his head.

“Yeah, ain’t it tragic. ‘Course I do remember seeing her in a couple of pictures, Die Roach Die and Bride of the Slime Master. You see those beauties, maybe you get a better understanding why she’s happy in the drug biz.”

“Yeah, I saw the second one on USA. The honeymoon slime thing was a bitch,” Walker said. “Think she ever gives any of this shit a thought?”

“Nah. That’s where the metal music comes in,” C.J. said.

“How’s that?”

“Keep it loud enough and drop enough pills, and you can pretend you’re not a flunked out actress who goes home to Buddy Wingate.”

In front of them, Charlotte Rae Wingate cruised past three earnest young Hare Krishnas dressed in their orange robes, walking in lockstep down the street, ready to fill the denizens of the boulevard with ecstasy. She looked over at them, sneered a little, and then reached down to the Mexican briefcase made from a red-and-black hand-stitched blanket and aged-down buckskin. She slowed the car down as she got to Mann’s Chinese Theater and stared at the giant poster of Clint Eastwood. Buddy had said they were going to meet him soon…. Clint … Clint … she liked the sound of it, like rocks, rhymed with flint, something solid a girl could hang on to. She waited, waited for the man with the “End of the World” sign to cross the street. He was three feet away, wore a rust-colored beard that stopped at his knees, smelled like a buffalo, had a giant rip in the side of his pants, out of which one of his hairy, scabbed legs stuck. She wished to hell he’d move … there was work to do. She ripped the Axl disc out of the CD player and slapped in Pearl Jam. She pumped up the volume to ten, gripped the wheel, when suddenly she felt something cold sticking into the bridge of her perfect starlet pug nose. She looked up and saw a black man, six feet three, two hundred and fifty pounds. His face was in some kind of terminal grimace, and he had a half-moon tattoo wedged into his cheek.

“Step out of the car, bitch.”

“Jesus Christ, don’t shoot,” Charlotte Rae said.

He pulled back the hammer of the .38 Colt semiautomatic. And smiled. But he didn’t look happy.

“See, I need me a T-Bird,” he said. “You get out real slow and normal like, maybe I won’t make your pretty white face look like an explosion in a pizza factory.”

“Oh, Christ,” she said. “Oh, my God. Please.”

Behind her, the black van stopped at the traffic light at Highland. Walker sucked in his breath, listened intently on the speaker phones.

“Unscheduled party, C.J.”

“Oh, man. Big trouble.”

Walker whirled the steering wheel to the right, jammed the van into a screeching halt at the curb in front of the Hollywood Wax Museum. He leapt from the car door and saw a Charlie Chaplin mime who stood frozen at the museum door, badly pantomiming the shoe-eating scene from The Gold Rush. Jack blinked, watched him as he twirled his derby on the tip of his cane.

Jack looked back at Jefferson.

“He’s gonna do her, C.J. I’m going in.”

“Jack, wait, man.”

“Trust me, partner,” Jack said. Then he was on the street, running full-tilt at the big black man, who had already pulled Charlotte Rae out of her car and was sitting behind the steering wheel. As Jack raced toward him, he could see the gun’s silhouette, refracting the morning sun. Very poetic.

“You gonna kiss this white world good-bye, baby,” the car-jacker said, smiling.

“Yo, homey,” Jack yelled. “Check this.”

Then he lifted off the ground, sailed through the smog-deadened air over the back of the little T-Bird, and smashed his forearm into the man’s neck.

He heard the jacker groan as his head hit the windshield and a wild shot fired off into the sky. That should have been the end of it, Jack thought, but it wasn’t. They were moving, the two of them … the car rolling to the right, fast, too goddamned fast. Jack looked down at the thief’s foot, saw it lying heavily on the accelerator. As he looked back out in the street, he saw the End-of-the-World man scream and fall back on his ass, and then there was this huge red coiling dragon looming above the speeding car.

The T-Bird stopped dramatically as it smashed into the glass ticket booth at Mann’s Chinese. The car thief’s forehead was crushed as it smashed through the windshield. The shock of the impact flung Jack’s head into the fashionably restored chrome and leather dashboard. Glass shattered like diamonds, the windshield bent and bucked grotesquely, and behind them the End-of-the-World man had a vague smile of recognition on his face. Oh, this was it, this was the Day, the Great Day he had been waiting for, the Day of Fiery Judgment, Praise the Lord. He stared amazed as the red, forty-foot Mann’s Chinese dragon slumped from its perch atop the battered ticket booth and flopped on the crunched-up hood and smashed windshield of the car. Twenty feet down the street, C.J. Jefferson watched in pure disbelief, silently mouthing the single word, “Motherfucker,” while on the sidewalk the little Chaplin clone stood mute, amazed, his white-gloved hand over his painted O of a mouth.

Inside the crushed T-Bird, Jack braced himself on the unconscious thief’s bald and tattooed head, then pushed himself up and back, onto the trunk, and slid down in a heap next to the back left tire. He turned and looked at Charlotte Rae, who walked toward him, taking one halting step at a time, like a sleepwalking toddler.

“Oh, my God,” she said, in a dazed monotone. “Oh, my God…. My God.”

Jack managed a crooked smile. Rubbed his hand across his bloody forehead. He could feel interesting dents in it, holes from where his skin had met the chrome knobs on her radio. Blood dripped down his eyebrows.

“Have a nice day,” he said. “You okay?”

“Yes, but you … Oh, my God. You saved my life. Really.”

Jack nodded, looked at the wrecked car, the destroyed Hollywood landmark. The dragon’s serpentine head had landed just a few feet from him, and he reached over and gave it a friendly pat.

“Nice dragon,” he said. “Looks a little hungry, though.”

“You … you saved me,” she said again.

“I don’t know,” Jack said, looking around at the debris. “Considering how little resale value your car is gonna’ have, maybe I should have let him go.”

“No. You saved my life. ‘Cause he was gonna pull the trigger. There was no doubt, I could see it in his eyes. Oh, God.”

Charlotte Rae slumped down beside him, her arms flopping like overcooked pasta.

“Deep breaths,” Jack said. “In and out. Slow and easy. You survived the mugger, now you gotta make it past the bystanders.”

He looked out at the pathetic ragtag group who stood gawking. The End-of-the-World man smiled at him with toothless gums. This was a Sign, oh, yes yes yes. The three Hare Krishnas stood stiffly in their flowing saris. They sported confused looks on their well-scrubbed faces; there was something they should do here, they were sure of it. Every catastrophe was an opportunity to serve the Krishna and win a few more converts, but in this case, it was unclear to them exactly how they could turn chaos to their advantage. Next to them, two foul-smelling bums dressed in rags, smiled at the tableau as though it were Christmas come early.

Charlotte Rae swallowed hard, put her soft hand in his.

“God,” she said. “Jesus, God. City of fucking Angels.”

She began to cry, and Jack had to restrain himself from putting his arm around her and pulling her to his chest. Even with her standard Malibu Makeover, it was obvious she had the kind of beauty that stopped clocks.

The manager came racing from the dark theater. He was a round little Armenian man with bad skin and great owl eyes. His black hair was combed forward to a perfect point in the middle of his forehead, just like Nero. He wore a shiny blue suit, with the Mann’s logo on the pocket and the pants legs two inches too short, revealing bright orange socks. His shoes were gray Hush Puppies. They had a mottled look, like old oatmeal.

“Look,” he screamed. “Look what you done to my dragon.”

“Fuck the dragon,” Jack said.

“Fuck the dragon?” the manager said, staring down at Jack with watery eyes.

“Right,” Charlotte Rae said, “and while we’re at it, fuck you too.”

She looked at him and began to laugh. “You have no idea what you done. This dragon’s historic landmark,” the aggrieved manager said. “Not anymore,” Jack said.

The manager said nothing after that, but wandered around touching the fallen serpent, shaking his head and making small sighing sounds.

“How?” she said. “Where were you?”

“Behind you. Me and my buddy in his van. Our day off, and we were heading for the beach. Hey, there he is now.”

Calvin Jefferson was jogging toward them, smiling and shaking his head.

“Son of a bitch,” he said. “I knew you played ball, Jackie, but that was an All-Pro hit, you all right?”

“It only hurts when I cough up blood,” Jack said. He spat a little on the street.

“Jack?” she said. “Jack who?”

“McKenna,” Jack said. “You?”

“Charlotte Rae Wingate,” she said, blushing a little. “Pleased to meet you … very pleased.”

She leaned over and kissed him on the cheek, and Jack felt the spot burn a little.

“This is my friend Larry Washington,” Jack said, pointing at Jefferson.

“Hello, Larry,” she said. “Tell your friend Jack he has to go to the hospital. Now.”

“She’s right, Jackie,” Jefferson said. “You’re dripping blood all over Joan Crawford.”

Jack looked down at the footprint to his left. It was Joan Crawford’s. There was a nice little pool of his blood collecting in the big masculine. “J.”

“No wire hangers,” he said. “We can beat the kids just as well with plastic.”

“Is he always like this?” Charlotte Rae said to Jefferson.

“ ‘Cept when he’s sleeping,” Jefferson said.

“Good,” Charlotte Rae said. “Now come on.”

She looked at Jack with her blue eyes in a way that made him want to bleed a little more.

Jack looked back at the big guy behind the wheel. His head was jammed through the windshield. He seemed to be snoring. One of Salazar’s boys, no doubt. No way this was a legit car-jack.

“I think the cops are gonna want to talk to us first,” Jack said. “The good old LAPD. I hear their sirens down the block, so they should be here by tomorrow.”

“Oh, God,” Charlotte Rae said. “Do we have to talk to the police? They are so dumb and slow. And you’re bleeding to death.”

Jack stood and felt the earth whirl a little beneath his feet. “I’m just fine,” he said. “No one could be finer than me.” With that he started to topple toward her, and Jefferson had to grab him by the shoulder.

“I’m taking you to the hospital now,” she said. She sounded almost motherly.

But the sirens had stopped now, and three black-suited Darth Vaderesque LAPD cops were walking toward them through the crowd.

“It’s L.A.’s finest come to arrest your attacker,” Jack said. He spat out a little more blood and felt weak in the arms. Maybe he had broken a rib after all, punctured a lung. It would be just his luck—get a break on a case and die coming out of the chute.

“What’s going on here, miss?” a big cop with a face like a Wendy Burger said.

“They have killed my dragon, that’s what’s going on,” the theater manager bleated.

“Now you’re bleeding on Sidney Poitier,” Calvin said.

“Shows I’m an equal opportunity bleeder,” Jack said.

“Somebody has to pay,” the manager said. “This is historic fucking dragon.”

“Watch your mouth in front of this here lady, sir, or I will bash in your teeth,” the cop said.

“My husband will take care of it, officer,” Charlotte Rae said. “This man saved me from that creep. My husband is Buddy Wingate, and he’ll want to give this man a reward.”

“You mean Buddy Wingate the Furniture King, from on the TV?” the cop said. He looked impressed, and Jack felt a measure of cool contempt for him.

“That’s him,” Charlotte Rae said. “Now I’m taking this man to the hospital.”

“There’s an ambulance on the way,” another cop said. “Meanwhile, somebody has to explicate all this stuff, as we got reports to make.”

Charlotte Rae laughed and turned her perfect lips to Jack’s ear.

“I love it when you talk to cops. They do dialogue.”

Jack smelled her perfume and felt a little weaker. She put her arm around his waist, and he leaned on her. He looked over at Jefferson then, and his partner shook his head.

“Too much,” he said. “Some day at the beach.” Jack managed to laugh at that too. Then he felt faint again and sat back down—right on the slain dragon’s head.


Chapter 2

He could feel her eyes on him as Dr. Ravi Whani cut off his blood-soaked shirt, and he was glad he’d spent the last two weeks eating sushi and pumping up at the Agency gym. Behind her, out in the cluttered hallway, Jack saw Calvin hitting on one of the black emergency room nurses, a tall, foxy-looking woman about ten years younger than him. Not a good move, Jack thought. C.J. was already having trouble with his marriage, and things sure as hell weren’t going to improve if he messed around. But there was no use saying anything about it to him; Jack had already tried that, and C.J. had told him to butt out.

“Does it hurt a lot, hero?” Charlotte Rae said, wincing a little in sympathy as the doctor wrapped the bandage tight around Jack’s ribs.

“The ribs are fine, but the crushed aorta’s a bitch.”

“You should not laugh, sir,” Dr. Whani said, his dark eyes flashing humorously. “You are so very lucky you did not puncture an organ of importance. The car driver has perhaps suffered brain damage.”

“He had that before the crash,” Charlotte Rae said.

Jack laughed. She was a real surprise, nothing like he had thought when they were watching her cruising through the streets. She was fast, funny in a hip actressy way, the kind of girl who could riff and keep up with the bad boys. It was better when you liked them on a case; you didn’t have to act so much.

“So, Sir Galahad, where do you come from?” she said, rubbing a finger across her lips.

“Back East,” Jack said. “The Big Apple. Came out in January.”

“Lucky for me,” she said and batted her eyes in a comical way. “You going to tell me what you do, or is it top secret?”

“Do whatever I can to pay the rent,” Jack said. “Met some theater people where I was tending bar and thought I could maybe do some acting.”

“Ahh, bitten by the bug,” she said, shaking her head. “It’s a worse addiction than drugs. Take it from a girl who knows.”

“You too, huh? Aahhhh.” Jack groaned as the doctor wound the tape tighter.

“I am certainly sorry,” the doctor said. “But you will need this for support. And please restrain all future impulses to perform heroism.”

“Don’t worry, I get an irresistible impulse to save someone else, I’ll beep you, Doc,” Jack said.

“I wouldn’t let him do it anyway,” Charlotte Rae said, rubbing Jack’s forearm with her index finger. “He’s my personal hero and I never learned to share.”

She put a hand in Jack’s, and he felt an electrical charge shoot through his skin.

“You out of work, then?” she said, smiling.

“Got a little tending-bar gig right now,” Jack said.

“Sounds awful,” she said. “You know my husband is producing a film right now. A low-budget action flick. Maybe he could find a couple days work for you. When this is done, why don’t you come home with me? I know he’ll be dying to talk to you.”

“Oh, no,” the doctor said. “My patient will sleep. No visitors. Tomorrow he will feel serious arm pains.”

The doctor smiled as if he were happy about the fact and walked off toward a man who had just been wheeled in. The guy had a pearl-handled knife sticking out of his chest, but the vacant look in his eyes said it didn’t look like it was hurting him much anymore. Three nurses wheeled him behind a blood-spattered curtain.

“Cheerful, isn’t he?” Jack said. “Look, I appreciate it, but I don’t want a handout. I can keep my bartending gig until they start throwing three-picture deals at me.”

“You don’t know Buddy,” she said, laughing as though at some private joke. “It won’t be a handout, you can count on that.”

C.J. was heading toward him now, stuffing a piece of paper in his slacks pocket. The nurse’s phone number, no doubt. “How you feeling, baby?” C.J. said.

“Like you care,” Jack said. “I’m drowning in my own blood and you’re out in the hall hitting on the nurse.”

“I figured you had you a thing happening here”—C.J. smiled—”so why shouldn’t this fine-looking black man help liberate one of the uptight middle-class sisters?”

“Whoever said it was right,” Charlotte Rae said, laughing. “Men are all pigs.”

“Who did say it?” C.J. said.

“Everybody’s said it,” Jack said. “It’s been said so many times now it’s folk wisdom, like ‘calm before a storm’ and ‘the bigger they are …’ “

“ ‘—the dumber their kids’,” Charlotte Rae said. “Listen, Jack, I insist you meet Buddy. He’ll want to thank you personally.”

She punctuated her remark with a killer smile.

“How come I get the feeling I don’t have much of a choice,” Jack said, smiling back.

“You don’t,” she said, scraping his arm with her long red nails. “Nobody turns down Buddy and lives to tell the tale.”

“Better do like she says,” C.J. said. “That man is got the best commercial onna’ tube. They showed ‘em in the movies, I’d stand in line. Come to think of ‘em, haven’t I seen you in a few of them?”

Charlotte Rae pretended to blush and waved her hands like she wanted to disappear behind them.

“Yeah, I did see you,” C.J. said, “and wearing next to nothing. Oh, my my my … look what fate has tossed our way.”

He gave a wicked grin, and Charlotte Rae shook her head.

“I stand convicted. Hey, I’m an actress, okay?”

Jack flashed C.J. a look. The man was a genius of jive.

“We’re shooting at a soundstage in Burbank,” Charlotte Rae said. “Right on Riverside. Can you make it?”

“Only if you’re gonna be in it wearing a bikini,” Jack said.

“Sorry,” she said. “This one is a little too low budget even for me. I’m grabbing a producer credit. But come anyway. It’s a suspense-action thing. Called The President’s Cabinet. I think you’ll be amused.” She opened her buckskin fringed bag and pulled out a card and an over-fat, midnight-blue, ballpoint with a little golden filigree of stars painted on it.

“Here,” she said. “Shooting starts at seven, but we’ll be there all day.”

The doctor suddenly reappeared, carrying a little package for Jack.

“Codeine and Tylenol,” he said. “Good for you. Will make this all seem like a dream.”

“Maybe it already does,” Jack said.

He looked at her again, and this time their eyes locked and he felt a shadow pass between them. She looked away fast, helping steady him as she and C.J. got him off the examining table and sat him in a wheelchair. C.J. pushed him toward the swinging door, and she walked alongside him, her hand lightly brushing his neck.

“Tell me you’ll come,” she said.

Her tone had changed suddenly; she sounded like a scared little girl, pleading and plaintive. The transformation was so sudden that it took Jack’s breath away. Maybe she could act after all.

“Okay, sure. I’ll stop by,” he said, trying to keep his own tone light, “because I can see that you’ll hound me every day for the rest of my life if I don’t.”

“You got that right,” she said. Her voice was butter.

C.J.’s van was parked just across the street, baking in the midday heat. Suddenly, Jack felt a small panic in his stomach. They had come from the crime scene in the ambulance, but what if she asked for a ride home?

Now she leaned down and kissed him on the cheek.

“Thanks for my life,” she said. “I owe you. And I never forget a debt.”

She turned and walked away; Jack blinked and saw a long, black limo waiting across the street.

“Jesus, that woman is a woman,” C.J. said.

“Yeah, how ‘bout that?” Jack said. His mouth felt dry, and he was suddenly conscious of himself staring after her, saw himself sitting in the wheelchair staring at her hard, tanned legs, the way her ass moved under her skirt. She got to the car, turned, and gave him a little toss of her golden hair, then slipped inside, flashing her muscular tanned thighs, and shut the door. The limo cruised off down George Burns Boulevard, and Jack gave out a little whistle. The doc was right. His ribs had already begun to send out a singing, radiating pain, but when he thought of her face, her body, he didn’t mind it so much.

“Come on, kid,” Jefferson said to him, wheeling him toward the sun. “Get that thing outta your mind, ‘cause we gotta call the Director. We gonna have some serious explaining to do.”


Chapter 3

“So what you are telling this committee, Walker, is that you had to ram the car into Mann’s Chinese Theater, destroying their ticket booth, not to mention their antique dragon?”

Jack sat at the end of the long conference table next to C.J. He rubbed his hands over his temples. He felt like getting up and walking out of the briefing, out of this sterile, gray room. His ribs were so badly bruised that he had trouble breathing, his head felt like a crushed cantaloupe, and he was sick of Assistant Director Ted Michaels staring at him in his officious way. Michaels and Jack had been at loggerheads from their very first meeting. They were, Jack sometimes thought, temperamental opposites: Jack freewheeling and improvisatory by nature; Michaels the cautious, maneuvering insider. But there was more than that between them. Michaels seemed to enjoy harassing Jack; it was almost as though he were trying to prove to the others that Jack didn’t have what it took to be an agent.

“I asked you a question, Walker,” Michaels said.

“I know,” Jack said. “And a brilliant question it was too, Ted.”

At Jack’s right-hand side, C.J. Jefferson sighed heavily. This was going to get ugly. There was no doubt about it. Michaels bit his thin lower lip as he spoke.

“If you think being a wiseass is going to help your cause, you’ve made a serious miscalculation, Walker,” he said.

“Oh, well mercy me,” Jack said.

“I’m sure Jack tried to keep the car off the sidewalk, Ted.”

The speaker was the other assistant director, Richard Brandau, an expert in the domestic demand for drugs. Brutally divorced four years ago, Brandau had taken refuge in food and had gradually put on a lot of weight. Formerly a linebacker at Notre Dame, Brandau had begun to look like too many old jocks in their forties—red-faced, bloated, the perfect heart-attack victim. There had been a time when his drinking had threatened his career and his health, but recently Brandau had managed to put his life back together. Jack credited his renaissance to Brandau’s charming new girlfriend, Suzie Chow, a court stenographer, who kept him from his dark moods. Suzie, in her spare time a budding screenwriter, had rekindled a taste for life in Brandau, and in what little spare time he had, they frequented art openings, clubs, and restaurants. Jack was happy that the good-natured Brandau had survived his divorce; it had been touch and go for a while.

Professionally, Brandau had one of the toughest jobs in the Agency. He spent half his time trying to stop the off-loaders of drugs inside the U.S. borders, and the other trying to educate teachers, families, and the local police concerning ways to prevent drug dealers from infiltrating a neighborhood. Everyone knew that the latter job was a useless task. The poor did drugs because they felt helpless, the rich did drugs because they were bored, and both groups dealt them because they could make a lot of quick, easy money, and no amount of tough-love talks, neighborhood watches, or scare tactics was going to change a thing. But Jack respected Brandau for his Herculean effort and his seemingly endless supply of optimism—and appreciated his support in the briefings.

“Well, I’m glad you’re so certain, Richard,” Michaels said. “But it seems to me that Walker has continually flouted Agency policy, and acted recklessly and without regard to the possible negative publicity that the Agency would incur.”

“Excuse me,” Jack said, his voice rising in anger. “But the perp had a double load aimed at Miss Wingate’s charming face. I didn’t exactly have time to write a position paper on the case.”

This got a small cough-laugh from Bob Valle, intelligence director of the West Coast DEA. Valle was a short, aggressive, blunt-faced Sicilian in his early forties. Normally, Valle was a great joke teller and general all-around bullshit artist, but lately, Jack noticed, Valle had lost his sense of humor. Jack considered Valle a friend and had tried talking to him about what was eating him but had gotten nowhere.

Now Michaels stared hard at Bob Valle.

“I don’t really see what you find so funny, Bob,” Michaels said. “I’m very serious about this.”

“Sorry. I wasn’t trying to step on your toes, Ted,” Valle said, immediately backing off.

“Then, listen to what I have to say,” Michaels said.

“I am listening, Ted,” Valle said, “and I don’t need any lectures from you. Okay?”

Jack was surprised at the hostility in Valle’s tone. He hadn’t seen him much since he started staking out Charlotte Rae, but judging from the controlled fury in Valle’s voice, he was still very angry.

“Sorry, Bob,” George Zampas said, his voice thick with sarcasm. “Just trying to move this along.”

Valle nodded and grumbled, “That is exactly what I’m trying to do too.”

Jack felt the tension growing exponentially in the room, but Zampas ignored Valle’s bad mood.

Zampas was the director of West Coast Intelligence for the Agency. He loomed at the far end of the table, a man with a large head and a shock of curly black hair. Zampas’s thirst for life was legendary. He was a great cook, ate prodigiously, drank too much ouzo, loved jazz, cars, and Cigarette speedboats. Women found him irresistible. As a result, it was rumored, his long-standing marriage to ex-actress Ronni Hart was on the rocks.

The affection between Jack and Zampas went well beyond professional affability. A friend and trainee of Jack’s father, Zampas had known him since Jack was a kid. Jack had thrown his first baseballs to Zampas, been taken to Lakers games with the big Greek. In many ways, Zampas had been closer to him than his father, Dan Walker. Zampas had been easy to talk to and sympathetic when Jack’s mother died.

Not that any of this did Jack much good in these meetings. Sometimes his closeness to the Director actually worked against Jack. Zampas was a warm and exactingly fair boss and had no intention of playing favorites. The truth was, he partially agreed with Michaels. Jack was a daredevil, a risk-taker, the kind of guy the Agency couldn’t do without, but also the kind of agent who had to be carefully monitored. Now Zampas poured himself a glass of sparkling water and shook his head.

“This isn’t a tribunal, Ted,” he said. “And, Jack, just give the answers without the attitude, okay?”

“Right,” Jack said.

“You know, Jack, there is one thing that worries me.” The speaker was Brandau, and Jack cocked his head. “What’s that, Richard?”

“What are the chances that this was a setup?” Brandau said. “I’ve already considered that possibility, but it doesn’t seem likely, for a lot of reasons. Number one of which is that C.J. and I didn’t start tailing her until five days ago. Even if she made us, say … on the second or third day, I doubt that Wingate could come up with anything this elaborate in such a short time.”

“Yeah, and why would he bother?” C.J. said. “No, this is real … I’d bet my pension on it.” Michaels sighed.

“I don’t think this is a setup either,” he said. “That’s not what worries me. It’s this whole cowboy play of Jack’s. I don’t understand why you attacked the guy at all.”

“Wait a minute, man,” C.J. said, coming quickly to Jack’s defense. “What was he going to do, let him blow her away?”

Michaels turned and glowered at C.J.

“He didn’t know if the car-jacker was going to shoot her or not. Jack’s job and yours too, C.J., was simply to perform surveillance. This play could have totally compromised Operation Cactus.”

The short, pugnacious Valle shifted in his chair. Then stuck a blunt finger across the table at Michaels.

“You know, Michaels, Jack could have turned this whole thing into an opportunity, you ever think of that, goombah?”

“That’s right,” Jack said. “She wants me to come to Wingate’s set tomorrow. I go, maybe I get inside. Find out a few things.”

Michaels sighed and shook his head.

“But this wasn’t designed to be an undercover operation. Not yet.”

“Well, why not change the fucking design?” Valle said.

Ordinarily, Jack appreciated Valle’s support, but his anger—anger that Jack was certain had nothing to do with what they were talking about—was probably doing Jack’s case more harm than good.

“Look, with all due respect,” Jack said. “Wingate is a careful man. You can’t get him with the usual sting methods. He won’t deal with the new drug dealers, which is why we’ve been having zero luck nailing him.”

“That’s true,” Valle said. “That’s been Wingate’s strength as a dealer. He only does business with very old connections.”

“That’s only true up to a point,” Michaels said. “We intended to try a new strategy to get him next month.”

“Yeah,” Jack said quickly, looking imploringly at Zampas. “But by that time, he could have done his big number. Look, all I’m saying is, let me try. Maybe the Discount King’s grateful I saved his little sweetie’s butt and he lets me hang out. Maybe I learn something about his next big deal. The truth is, sometimes in an investigation you get breaks, and if you don’t ride with them, you lose momentum.”

“You got it,” Valle said.

“I think Jack’s onto something too, Ted,” Brandau said. He tapped his pipe ashes into the ashtray and smiled. “She’d be dead meat now, and I think we all know that this wasn’t any ordinary car-jacking. The perp was probably working with Pedro Salazar’s boys. They’ve been trying to muscle in on Wingate’s action for the last six months.”

“I’m aware of the history, thank you,” Michaels said. “But let me remind you, the perp hasn’t admitted any such connection. We aren’t really sure he’s part of Salazar’s crew.”

“Come on,” Jack said. “Salazar is trying to scare the shit out of Wingate, so he can take over his business.”

Valle nodded and pulled at the cuff of his new sport jacket.

“Hey, Ted, let us not forget that somebody firebombed Wingate’s Studio City store just last week,” he said. “We got every reason to believe it was Salazar’s crew who pulled that one. It’s their style. Intimidation before assassination.”

Zampas cleared his throat, and all of them turned toward him.

“C.J.,” he said, “what’s your take on this?”

“I think Jack’s right. The Salazar people have been upping the ante every week. Wingate might be getting a little nervous. I think we got the ball, and we run with it. Let Jack go in and see what he can dig up.”

“I agree,” Brandau said, blowing a comforting puff of cherry-blend tobacco out over the room.

“Well, I disagree,” Michaels said. “I don’t think this is a wise move at all. We are trying to build a picture of Wingate’s whole operation. We want to know as much as we can about his couriers, his meetings … all of that. We build our profile first and …”

“And meanwhile he does another massive drug deal,” Jack interrupted. “Our CIs have told us that he’s got something planned with Eduardo Morales from Colombia. And we’ve been told it’s going to happen soon. This might be a way to stop it. We’ve got to take the chance.”

“I’ll be honest, Walker,” Michaels said. “One of my problems with sending you in there is that you’ve never run up against a guy like Buddy Wingate before.”

“No. But you said that about Jose Benvenides too,” Jack said.

“Precisely my point,” Michaels said. “You handled him by shooting him, dead. A major player in the international drug trade; a person we badly needed to interrogate.”

Jack felt an electric anger sweep over him.

“Gee, I’m sorry, Ted,” he said. “When good old Jose pulled that magnum on me, I should have read Robert’s Rules of Order to him.”

“It should have never gotten to that point,” Michaels said. “You played cowboy and blew it.”

Jack pressed his palms on the desk in front of him.

“Wrong,” he said. “You blew it because I had to arrest him without backup, which you failed to send in.”

“That’s bull,” Michaels said.

“That’s enough, guys,” Zampas said. “It’s over now. Jose Benvenides is old news. We have to decide what to do here and now.”

The Director got up from his chair and stretched. He had a wrestler’s build, squat and powerful.

“Here’s the deal,” he said. “A shipment of Colombian white heroin is coming into the country, probably from Eduardo Morales, to be delivered to Buddy Wingate’s boys. Wingate will then off-load it throughout California, Arizona, and New Mexico. Bob Valle and I checked with all our field people in Mexico City just one hour before this meeting, and they haven’t been able to nail down the time, the place … anything. If Morales pulls this off, it’ll set us back five years. This new Colombian skag is purer, more deadly than anything the Asians have to offer us. It’s going to mean that a couple million new people become addicted. The gangs are already trying to get into it, which is going to mean more drive-bys, more guns on the streets. Not to mention smack is back in fashion with all the young, hip Hollywood actors, directors, and producers. They do it themselves and they glamorize it in their fucking movies, and that gets another half million kids to shoot holes in their arms. To put it bluntly, this new smack connection is going to be a fucking unparalleled disaster. We’ve got to stop the streets from being flooded with this shit. So maybe it is a wild card to throw Jack in with Wingate this way, but maybe we have to take what breaks we get. The bottom line is, we’re running out of time.”

Zampas walked toward Jack now, looking him straight in the eyes.

“You go to the meeting, Jack, and you play it close to the vest, understand? Wingate acts like a buffoon, but he’s one deadly son of a bitch. And from all reports the girl’s no better. See if you can get next to Buddy, but don’t push it.”

“You got it,” Jack said.

Underneath the table he kicked C.J. lightly in the shins.

“Don’t get behind in your reports, Jack,” Zampas said, running his big hands through his shock of curly black hair. “And keep your dick in your pants.”

There was a little chuckle from everybody at the table, except Michaels, who said nothing but stared down at his case sheet as if he were trying to bore holes through it.

“All right, gentlemen,” Zampas said, “if that’s all our business, I’ve got other work to attend to.”

The agents filed their notes in their briefcases and got up from the table. Jack looked at Michaels, but the assistant director’s back was turned, and he was already heading out the door, his gator-skin briefcase tucked under his arm. Jack felt C.J.’s hand on the back of his neck.

“Looking good, baby. You’re gonna nail this dude.”

“Yeah,” Jack said. “Buddy Wingate and his crew are going downtown.”

“Good work, Jack,” Valle said tensely. “You need anything, let me know. And I’ll keep you informed.”

“Thanks, Bobby,” Jack said. “Hey, man, you all right?”

Valle kept walking, but Jack could hear him suck in his breath when he talked.

“Fine.”

“You sure?”

Valle stopped and turned to Jack. His lips were tense. “I said, I’m fine.”

“Good,” Jack said. “But if you want to talk about it, lemme know.”

Valle nodded slightly, then turned and walked in the opposite direction. It was more obvious than ever that something was wrong, but Jack had too much to worry about to think about it now.

Jack hustled down the hallway and caught up with Zampas as he headed into his office.

They walked into the Director’s office. Jack said hello to Jane Hawkins, Zampas’s pretty young secretary. She smiled at him, but her eyes really lit up for her boss.

“Call from the FBI and from the task force and one from your wife,” she said.

“Oh, good,” Zampas said, in a strained voice.

Jane smiled at him with something a little deeper than sympathy, Jack thought.

They walked by her into Zampas’s inner office, a large corner space with a great view of downtown Los Angeles. Jack looked out the big window and stared at the clean lines of the new Otani Hotel. Zampas looked through some letters on his desk and picked up a car brochure.

“What do you think of this?” he said.

Jack looked at some flashy color pictures of a new Lexus.

“Not bad for fifty grand,” Jack said.

“Maybe I could get a deal on it,” Zampas said.

“Be better if we could seize one and commandeer it for office use.”

Zampas smiled and sighed.

“Yeah, you’re right, Jackie. That’s about the only way I’m going to get one. I mentioned it to Ronni last night … not a new one, mind you, but an old one, and she went through the roof.”

“Ah, who needs it?” Jack said. “The bigger the car, the bigger the asshole inside.” Zampas laughed.

“Sounds like one of your dad’s lines,” he said.

Jack smiled sadly. Zampas and his father had been best friends and partners for twenty years, right up until the day his father died of a heart attack, five years ago. Jack still had trouble believing the tough, roughneck Dan Walker was gone.

Now Jack turned and saw Jane Hawkins leaning in the door. She was dressed in a tight black silk skirt, and she looked at her boss in a sexual way.

Zampas walked over to her and put his big arm around her.

“Janey thinks I’m still Superman.”

“That’s because you are,” she said.

Zampas kissed her on the top of the head in a fatherly way, but there was heat in it, all the same, Jack thought. There were rumors that they were seeing each other after hours.

Jane hugged her boss back and winked at Jack.

“Even Superman has to make it to his meeting with the FBI on time,” she said.

“That’s right,” Zampas said. “I almost forgot. What would I do without you, Jane?”

“I don’t know,” she said. “Let’s not find out.”

She gave him a sexy smile and returned to the outer office.

“Jesus, she’s terrific,” Zampas said.

“Yeah, she is,” Jack said lamely.

“Makes me feel younger just to see her,” the Director said, and there was a smile on his face. Then he seemed to catch himself in mid-fantasy.

“Listen, Jack, I want you to forget the accident at the theater,” the Director said. “You did the right thing on the street. And forget any bad vibes you heard in the meeting today. I want you inside, I want Wingate and Morales brought down, and I believe you can do it.”

Jack looked at Zampas’s broad slab of a face, his dark eyes. He felt the old current of affection switch on inside of him.

“But I want you to proceed with extreme caution, you understand?”

“Yeah, I hear you,” Jack said.

“Wingate is bad enough. But the guys he’s working with … Morales and his friends, are worse. They have a lot to lose if we nail them. Political careers, serious money. If they make you, you’ll be lucky if they kill you.”

“But they won’t make me,” Jack said.

“Of course they won’t. There’s something else too. I don’t want you to antagonize Michaels anymore. He’s a very political guy, has a lot of friends in Congress; we need him on our side. Comprende?”

“Yeah, okay,” Jack said. “It just bugged me what he said about Jose Benvenides. The last thing I wanted to do was shoot the kid. He gave me no choice.”

“I know that,” Zampas said. “Michaels was being Michaels, so just ignore it.”

“I’m trying,” Jack said. “But Teddy just gives me too many fucking straight lines.”

Zampas laughed in spite of himself.

“Well, I know you’re gonna do a hell of a job on this case.”

Zampas smacked him on the ear, and Jack turned and walked out of the room. As he left, Jack remembered Zampas, his dad, and himself going to Rams games when Jack was a kid. His old man used to get so wasted that Zampas and Jack would carry him back to their old Chevy.

Zampas’s new obsession with aging bothered Jack. Jack felt that he ought to take better care of himself. Zampas was getting overweight, often looked tired. Something was bugging him, probably his home life wasn’t so great, and there was this tension in the office. Jack rubbed his jaw. If anything happened to Zampas …

But he couldn’t dwell on such things now. After all, this had been a good day. Only forty-five minutes ago he was on the carpet for crashing the car, now he was involved in the biggest undercover of his life. He thought of something his old man once said to him about careers. Some guys could go through twenty years and never have a career case. Just one small-shit case after another. Other guys waited a lifetime and got one in the twilight of their careers, when it did them little or no good. Then there were the few lucky agents who fell into cases that made them, right at the beginning. Jack had been an agent three years, and he had gotten lucky—last year, the Benvenides caper, and this time Wingate, a case that would make him a legend in the Agency or, if he blew it, set him back a decade.

It was scary and it was great. It was juice.

Down the hall C.J. was waiting, slouched against the wall.

“Hey, baby,” C.J. said, pulling a toothpick out of his mouth. “No sweat in there, huh?”

“No sweat at all,” Jack said.

“We gonna kill, right, kid?”

“Dead,” Jack said.

He slapped five with C.J. and hoped his partner didn’t feel how cold his fingers were.


Chapter 4

“Cut! No, no, no. That just don’t begin to make it, Jules. Where’s the intensity? Man, it’s gotta look like he wants to fuck her, not kill her.”

Jack and Charlotte Rae watched from the edge of the Burbank soundstage as Buddy Wingate stormed onto the set. Wingate wore a black uptown-Dallas-cowboy business suit, six-hundred-dollar Nicona boots, and sported a pinky ring with a striking likeness of Bill Clinton’s face made out of diamonds, rubies, and emeralds. He was about five foot eight, but that was counting the boots, and moved in a dynamic swirl, his short arms and legs pumping furiously. He looked slightly comical, Jack thought, until you noticed the size of his wrists and hands. They were huge, and the fingers were gnarled, lumpy, as though they’d been broken a few times.

Now this ball of electricity, greed, and ambition moved toward the young writer-director, Jules Furthman, who backed toward the arc lights, his Dodgers baseball cap falling at his feet in the process.

“Now, listen up, Jules, ‘cause I am gonna say this only one more time. The scene here is about love not death. I mean this here is where the president reveals to the woman he loves his terrible fucking secrets. But he don’t intend to kill her. He’s brought her here to share! Get what I mean, Jules?”

“Sure, Buddy. Yeah, you want to play against the text, find a subtext that’ll make the scene something more than a typical fucking slasher movie. I get it and I am totally with you, believe me!”

“Good man, Jules. By the way I really dig your shoes.” Jack looked at Furthman’s sneakers and saw little red lights blinking on each heel.

“Very street, Jules,” Wingate said. “Very South Central. Man, you keep wearing clothes like that, you’ll be making movies with the bros, soon.”

Furthman blushed, and Wingate slapped him on the back and turned toward Jack.

“Hello there. This must be the hero, hey, darlin?”

Charlotte Rae smiled, took Jack’s hand, and pulled him out on the soundstage to meet her husband. Jack shook Wingate’s hand and felt his powerful grasp.

“Good to meet you, son,” Wingate said. “And, by the way, don’t let my tone put you off. That’s ‘jest my manner … comes from dealing with too many assholes. Truth is, I flat out do consider you a hero. You saved my wife’s butt, and I ain’t about to forget it.”

“Just did what I could,” Jack said, playing it like Gary Cooper.

“Lemme show you round. You may recognize some of our cast.”

Wingate led Jack and Charlotte Rae across the room to where two actors, a man and a woman, sat in their canvas chairs. They were chatting quietly but grew more animated as Buddy came closer.

Buddy gave a friendly little open-hand wave, as if he were an eager new kid on the block, just bopping down the street trying to make friends.

“Hi ya, guys,” he said. “How’s it going anyways?”

“Oh, just great,” the woman said. “Marky here is trying to get me to fuck him in the trailer before the scene.”

“Hey, it’s a bonding thing. I’m only thinking of the work,” Marky said.

Jack winced a little, but everyone else laughed nervously.

“Well, maybe you could jest give him a little head, Kaye,” Buddy said. “Hell, my feeling is ‘head’ don’t even count.”

Again there was nervous laughter, and Jack suddenly realized he recognized both the man and the woman sitting in front of him. The actress was Kaye Williams. She’d been a slasher movie star in the seventies, then graduated to playing a mom on the TV series Ronda’s Gang. Just as the show had taken off, she’d had a famous accident in a Jaguar, driving it off a curving, rain-slicked road in Los Virgines Canyon. They’d found her lying next to her dead lover, an eighteen-year-old pool boy-actor named Louie Salvado. Kaye had almost died herself, but survived and went through a series of operations—a liver transplant and a couple new hips later she was as good as new. But the boy’s parents sued her for thirty million dollars and accepted an out-of-court settlement rumored to be half that. After that little episode, Kaye was finished as a TV mom. Then came a long period of depression, alcoholism, and a couple of visits to clinics not quite as nice as Betty Ford’s. Jack and the rest of America had kept up with her career, by reading People magazine’s “Where Are They Now?” issues. She’d been arrested for shoplifting a couple of times and had to be rushed to Cedars on three or four occasions due to pill overdoses.

Now, after ten years of “invisibility,” Kaye Williams was acting in a Buddy Wingate production.

The lead actor’s story was just about as grim. His name was Marky Martin, and he’d had a hit series on TV at one time called Meet Mr. Assistant, in which he played a famous detective’s assistant, who is the one who actually solves the crimes. Martin had a tall rubbery frame, a goofy, country-boy laugh, and had won the hearts of Americans everywhere. TV Guide called him the “Tube’s Answer to Jimmy Stewart.” Then he, too, had dropped out of sight. Jack hadn’t heard of him in fifteen years. Now his country-boy face was lined with wrinkles and broken red veins, which the makeup department had tried to hide by coating with about a ton of powder and greasepaint.

“Remember, Marky,” Wingate said now, “this new scene is really all about love. Yeah, you’re stabbing her with your knife, but as far as you’re concerned, it’s really a love tap.”

“No problem,” Martin said. “For motivation, all I need to do is remember my third wife.”

There was more anxious laughter, and Wingate led Jack and Charlotte Rae toward the door of the set and the silver Air-stream trailer he had parked on the steaming macadam.

“This here ought to be a pretty good picture,” Wingate said, smiling at Jack. “The setup is the president has this cabinet in the Oval Office. He tells people he wants to show them some historical treasures. But what they don’t know is he’s got like dismembered heads, hands, and other body parts in there.”

“Sounds great,” Jack said.

“A work of genius,” Charlotte Rae said. “Maybe now you’ll realize why I chose not to act in it.”

“Well, ain’t you Miss Arty,” Wingate said, smiling at her. “Tell you what, this little baby works. You know why? It’s a good script. Know how you can tell when a script works?”

“No,” Jack said, playing the straight man. “How?”

“Well, in my estimation every good script answers a question. The question here is ‘What would happen if the president of the United States was a serial killer?’ With all his power, think of how easy it would be to get away with it.”

“Hah,” Jack said. “Well, that’s one I hadn’t thought about.”

Charlotte Rae laughed and squeezed Jack’s arm.

“No reason you should. But I’m telling you, this little director, Jules Furthman, ain’t half bad. He’s a fucking pain in the ass, with his Beverly Hills bullshit gang clothes and shit…. Other day he’s telling me how he used to hang with the homeys in South Central. Right. But I gotta admit he’s got chops. And Kaye is fine. The question is Marky. Man, I wonder if he can stay off the shit long enough to cut it.”

“He’s using drugs?” Jack said.

“Yeah, and you’d think he would know better. He already snorted a whole series and had his nose collapse. Then he went to a cut-rate plastic man and ended up with a bump in the middle of his face. Had to get it redone twice, and the asshole is still wandering off to the bathroom three, four times a day.”

They came to the trailer steps.

“Why’d you hire him?” Jack said.

“ ‘Cause they love him in the Philippines and in the third world. They still think he’s Mr. Fucking Assistant over there. That’s the problem with this business, you got to appeal to such lowlife motherfuckers like the gooks and slopes or you can’t afford to make movies. Come on in, amigo, we got a heap of talking to do.”

The walls of Buddy Wingate’s trailer were filled with pictures of his favorite person, himself. There were pictures of Buddy in pink pants with elephants on them, playing golf with Arnold Palmer; Buddy in a blue shirt with lobsters on it, having mai-tais with Jack Lord. In that one Buddy had his hair conked up as high as Jack’s, so that they both looked as though they were Venusians from a fifties’ science fiction movie. And there were numerous pictures of Buddy with his idol, William Shatner. Jack looked at these the hardest, and Buddy smiled bravely through his pain.

“That’s me aboard the Enterprise. I had a charity tennis thing last year for the Colitis Foundation—I’m a big sufferer myself—and Bill took me on deck. I got Mr. Sulu’s hat on.”

“My husband, the Trekkie,” Charlotte Rae said, shaking her head.

“Best show ever done. Now, you can take that Deep Space Nine and kiss my butt. They got everybody dressed up in spandex, but they’ll never replace Captain Kirk.”

“Damn right,” Charlotte Rae said, mocking him a little. Wingate gave her a smile that was almost sweet, and for a second Jack thought that he saw what might pass between them when Buddy wasn’t doing his redneck producer act. Because Buddy was obviously enjoying it so much, Jack looked at a few more of the photos; there was one of Buddy and Charlotte Rae with Ricardo Montalban and Herve Villechaize on the set of Fantasy Island. The Wingates wore leis around their necks. Charlotte Rae sat in Buddy’s lap, a goofy, almost happy smile on her face. She wore a grass skirt and a halter top with porpoises on it, but she didn’t look silly, she looked radiant.

Buddy smiled and opened the freezer in the mini-fridge. He took out a blue bottle of chilled Skyy vodka.

“Have a taste?” he asked Jack. “This stuff is the absolute best.”

“No thanks,” Jack said. “A little early for me.”

“Suit yourself,” Buddy said, pouring himself a large glass and taking a long sip.

He smiled and looked at the wall of photos. “Ah, memories, memories,” Buddy said. “Charlotte Rae was guest starring on Fantasy in that one.”

“Yeah,” Charlotte Rae said. “It’ll go down in the annals of great drama, right along with The A-Team.”

Jack laughed, but Buddy wagged a finger at her.

“Hey, don’t lemme hear you talk like that, darlin’.” He turned to Jack with a what-are-you-gonna-do? look on his red face.

“That is her whole problem in a nutshell. She lacks belief in herself. Now, it so happens that episode of Fantasy was very very innaresting. Hey, I know the show ain’t no Hawaii Five-O, but how many of them you ever gonna see? In this one Charlotte played a woman dying of cancer, makes love to a porpoise, and finds everlasting peace. Real mystical shit.”

“Yeah,” Charlotte Rae said, rolling her eyes. “Deep.” Buddy waved his hand at her.

“Now, honey, you know that script gave you a chance to act up a storm. Hey, on one of the takes the whole crew broke out in spontaneous applause.”

“Because you gave them fifty bucks apiece,” Charlotte said.

“Untrue, completely and totally untrue. You shouldn’t oughta run yourself down so, darlin’.”

“You’re right,” she said. “Thank God I have you around to help keep up my self-esteem.”

Buddy ignored the crack, grabbed Jack’s arm, and pulled him eagerly along. They stopped in front of a picture of Charlotte Rae and Buddy hanging out of the cab of a semi. Both of them were dressed like truckers, with flannel shirts, dirty jeans, and scruffy work boots. Standing just below them on the ground was an actor Jack couldn’t name holding a lovable-looking chimpanzee.
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