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To Alison Paige Ferguson, my darling girl


&


All of my little people, some of whom are not so little:


Mac, Kelly, Taka, Thomas, Sam, Kian, and Daisy Faye





A Note from the Author


It is not the author’s intention to amend, emend, reduce, ameliorate, or redress any wrongs, misfortunes, tragedies, or perditious conditions known to exist in this world or the next. You will depart the premises no wiser than you arrived. However, it is hoped you will be entertained in the meantime.


p.g.sturges





PART ONE


A Gift






ONE


Justice in the Morning


Nevil Jonson had been giving Jack Hathaway the long, cold screw but I would put an end to it. Daydreaming in my cumulus-ride 1969 Cadillac Coupe de Ville convertible, headed west on Wilshire Boulevard, a section called the Miracle Mile, A. W. Ross’s gift to the world of urban planning, only when I passed the La Brea Tar Pits did I realize I’d gone too far.


I reversed course, passed the tar pits again. A million fossils had been extracted from the site, but only one human being. Before stoplights, plumbing, algebra, electricity, and lotto tickets, a young woman had met her demise hereabouts, blunt force trauma to the head.


A body then was as inconvenient as a body today. She had been tossed into the tar pits where her murderer watched until she sank. Nine thousand years later a team of Hancock Park amateur paleontologists had recovered her. Piece by piece.


It set me thinking. Somewhere back there must have been a man like me. A man the grieving family came to, looking for answers about their disappeared kinswoman. What had he told them? Tales of jealous gods? Tales of saber-tooth tigers?


Perhaps, back then, as now, justice did not absolutely require a body. Maybe common sense, circumstantial evidence, would have sufficed. My predecessor would have studied her friends, her family, her lovers. Because, mostly, only those who loved were capable of hate. Then he would draw a conclusion. And then—then, who knows? She might have been inconvenient.


I wondered what they called that man. They call me the Shortcut Man.


 • • • 


I found my destination, the old Desmond’s building. I parked on Dunsmuir, walked up to the once-grand stretch of boulevard.


The building directory was aged, too, the white plastic letters crooked. Nevil Jonson, Esq. was on the fourth floor. Suite 404.


Jonson practiced a narrow subspecialty at the periphery of the profession. The DA called it UPL—the unauthorized practice of law.


A blatant violation of a client’s trust, most frequently by keeping his money and doing nothing, the usual result was a pablum letter from the State Bar. If the guy did it fifty times he might be prosecuted for a misdemeanor and fined a thousand bucks.


Sometimes, rarely, the lawyer was actually disbarred and ordered to cease practice. In fact, Nevil Jonson had been so ordered. Of course, a practiced bureaucrat, Jonson ignored the order. He then managed to ensnare one Jack Hathaway as a client; that’s where I came in.


The elevator grumbled to a stop. I exited into a lobby serving four offices and a restroom. Jonson’s office was off to my right. I opened the door and stepped inside.


Suite 404 smelled like a case of diminishing returns, musty, dusty, humid. Out-of-date moderne furniture sagged brownly around the waiting area. A fluorescent overhead flickered intermittently.


“How can I help you?” inquired a woman behind a glass partition. A small vase held plastic flowers.


“I’m Dick Henry.” I demonstrated my Mr. Affable smile. “Here to see Mr. Jonson.”


Linda Hart looked up at the man in front of her. He wasn’t among the usual run of customer. He didn’t look worried, rabid, or defeated. Maybe he was another alkie running on a fresh tank of early-morning resolve.


It had taken Linda just a few weeks to realize her boss was a cheat, a thief, and a tartuffle. A man who did nothing for his clients but accept their retainers. Not that the look of the office wouldn’t warn a prudent customer. She always took her paycheck directly to the bank. “Is Mr. Jonson expecting you?”


“You told me he would be. Yesterday.”


“Have a seat, Mr.—uh . . .”


“Henry.”


“Mr. Henry.”


The magazines on the table were as stale as the air. I thumbed through a few, learned about cold fusion, pagers, and quadraphonic sound. At least they had come to exist. I still relied on the promise of flying automobiles.


“Mr. Jonson will see you now.”


I followed the woman down a short hall, lined with cardboard boxes, to the door at the end.


Jonson’s private office had long, narrow windows affording little light. Buildings along the Miracle Mile had actually been designed to be seen through a windshield at thirty-five miles per hour. Not lived in and looked out of.


A tall, bony man with a rubicund complexion rose from a disorderly desk. Thin hair, enhanced to a shade of wiry Gouda, fluffed for volume, shaded his scalp. A red tie was the final touch. Matching his face. He approached me solemnly, hand extended. He had perfected a grave, funereal tone. “I’m Nevil Jonson.”


We shook hands. “Dick Henry.”


He gestured me into a seat. “Coffee?”


As a rule, office coffee will be no better than the lobby magazines.


“No, thanks.” I looked around. Nine or ten certificates hung from the walls. There was one sign of life. A vigorous ficus tree rose gracefully from a big, bright, Chinese-yellow ceramic pot three feet high, three feet in diameter.


Jonson took a sharpened pencil from a jar and a fresh legal pad from a credenza behind him. “How may I be of service, Mr. Henry?”


“I’m here for a little advice.”


Jonson smiled in neutral. “You’re prepared to pay for a little advice?”


“Of course.”


“Please continue,” said Jonson, pencil point to tongue.


“I have a friend who spent a good deal of money on a certain matter. Now, months and months have gone by, eleven months, and my friend can’t get any work done, and the man he hired to do it can’t seem to be reached.”


Jonson nodded, made bullet points. “A compliance issue. Perhaps fraud. What’s the sum involved?”


“Thirty-three hundred dollars.”


Jack Hathaway, my old friend at World Book & News, the newsstand, had fallen in love with a Filipina bar girl. All that stood in the way was another bar girl he had married fifty years ago near an air force base in Manila. He had no paper from the event, just an indelible memory of an incredible act she had performed on their wedding night. A feat, even.


“I just want to set things right,” Jack had explained, raising his shoulders sheepishly.


What was wrong with bigamy? In this case.


“I want to die a proper married man,” said Jack.


In other words he wanted to go down screwed.


“Thirty-three hundred dollars.” Jonson did some more scribbling on the legal pad. “Which means we’re still in small claims territory.”


“It’s a lot to him.”


Jonson smiled with his teeth. “Now, look. There’s no reason to be embarrassed. But I have to know what’s what. To help in this matter. Is this friend you’re talking about you?”


“No, it isn’t.”


Jonson set pad and pencil aside. “Then I’m a little perplexed. There’re going to be fees, here. I don’t work for nothing. I’m going to need to know who’s who and who’s going to pay. Who is this friend you’re talking about?”


“His name is Jack Hathaway.”


Jonson’s eyes narrowed for a second.


“By the way, Mr. Jonson, where’s your restroom?”


“Out by the elevators,” said Jonson. He was suspicious. “Who’s Jack Hathaway?”


“Jack Hathaway is your client.” I rose from my chair. “This is a ficus, right?”


Jonson was on his feet, suspicious. “Yes, it is a ficus. What are you trying to pull?”


Pull was, indeed, the word. With a zzzip I emancipated the Love Captain, directed its attention to the dry leaves in the yellow pot.


Jonson’s eyes saucered in horror.


I pointed a finger from my free hand at him before he got any bright ideas. “Don’t make me piss on your loafers, Nevil, because I’d be happy to.” His thin-soled, tasseled lawyer-shoes wouldn’t handle it all that well. They weren’t built for complications.


“You owe Mr. Hathaway thirty-three hundred dollars. You’ve had his money for eleven months. Including my fee, the total comes to four thousand nine hundred ninety-nine dollars. Which keeps us, as luck will have it, in small claims territory.”


Jonson finally found his voice. “G-get the f-fuck out of my office. I don’t respond to blackmail.”


I finished off, shook, reeled in, zzziped.


Jonson pointed at the yellow ficus pot. “You’re going to pay for that. I’m calling the police.”


“Call anybody you want, Nevil. What I’m talking about is your specialty, UPL. The unauthorized practice of law? You’re lucky I don’t represent all the people you’ve been screwing. Though I do have your client list.” No, I didn’t.


I walked up to him, nose to nose. “I’m only interested in Mr. Hathaway. He wants his money back and I want my fee.”


I saw his degree on the wall. “That your degree?”


He looked at it, perhaps recalling earlier hopes and jubilations.


“Have your secretary write the check I asked for, Mr. Jonson. Right now. And don’t make me come back. Or I’ll wipe my ass with your certificate.”


See how my business works? My efficient arbor service made my final ultimatum a credible threat.


Three minutes later, check in hand, I rolled up La Brea, Chase Bank up ahead on my left. I passed the La Brea Bakery, loving the smell of freshly baked bread.


In my opinion, the baking of bread was the line of demarcation between civilized and uncivilized man. Homo bakens. Before I died, I promised myself, I would learn to bake bread. Sourdough.


I took a deep breath. Even more satisfying than the smell of fresh bread—was the smell of justice in the morning.





TWO


Kneepads


If there were a worse dancer in the universe than Amberlyn d’Solay, Mark Markham of the Mark Markham School of Dance had never seen her. She was the size of a linebacker but moved like a lineman.


Everything in proportion, but huge. Dancers’ breasts were supposed to be suggestions of femininity, not impediments to motion. Counter-weights to that ass. An ass only a breeder could love.


But the money tendered on her behalf was real and the bottom line was all that counted in the end.


Peter was late but entered now with the promised sandwiches from Greenblatt’s. His face was smooth and unlined. Peter would break his heart one day. Just as he himself had broken Lawrence’s. Just as Lawrence, in his day, had broken a string of older men’s hearts. That was the price one paid for a short lease in heaven in this corner of the universe. Soon he would see young men and they would look right past him. And he would have to smile.


Peter kissed him on the cheek, Mark closed his mind, lived in the moment.


Peter turned to the flock of females practicing their entrechats. “Good God, that cow is back.”


“Amberlyn d’Solay.”


Amberlyn galumphed her way across the studio, giant arms high in the air. She could probably lift a Subaru and throw it across the room.


Peter smirked. “What do you think her real name is?”


Mark shook his head. “Colonel Sanders, I don’t know. I have three of them.”


“Three?”


“A new one last week. Same exact body type. All blondes. All on scholarship.”


“Who pays?”


Markham had wondered that himself. Devi Stanton was the girl who visited, wrote the checks, but she was obviously someone’s employee. Never once inquired about progress. Progress. Not with that trio of elsies.


Well, speak of the devil. Mark waved at the girl walking in, glanced at Peter. “That’s who pays.”


Devi was a pretty girl, late twenties. Black hair, hazel eyes, one arm fully sleeved in vibrant Asian tattoos. Cresting waves and dragons.


“Hi, Mark,” she said. She pulled out a checkbook, tore out a completed check, handed it to Markham. “For Amberlyn, Stacy, and Michelle.”


Markham looked at it, the figure was correct. A hundred per session, three sessions per week, three cows. Nine hundred dollars.


Peter stepped forward, extended a hand to the tattooed woman. “I’m Peter.”


“Devi.”


They shook. Devi sized him up. A beautiful boy who knew he was beautiful.


“You pay for Amberlyn,” said Peter.


“I do. Why?” Devi wondered where he was going with this. Kid looked like a smartass.


“That’s was what I was going to ask you.”


Amberlyn pirouetted, miscalculated, fell with a thud. Rattled the windows. Markham moved in her direction but Amberlyn waved him off. Devi restrained a smile, turned back to Peter.


“Amberlyn is being specially groomed.”


“Groomed?” inquired Smartass.


Amberlyn got to her feet.


“Yeah, groomed,” said Devi. “What of it?”


Peter grinned at Mark, then back at Debbie or whatever her name was. “Why don’t you just cut to the chase and buy her some kneepads?”


Markham watched Devi, who had not been humorized. He kept a straight face, glared at Peter, shocked, shocked.


Devi glared at Markham. “Hey, Mark, your boyfriend is an asshole.”


She turned on her heel. Out she went.


Markham turned to Peter. “What the fuck?”


But Peter was laughing, bent at that supple waist, holding his sides.


“I’m serious,” said Markham. “Don’t fuck up my good thing, bitch.” But he couldn’t be mad at Peter. He loved him too much. And then they both were laughing.


 • • • 


Behind the Desmond’s building, chest heaving, Nevil Jonson stood with hands on hips, perspiring. That Dick Henry son-of-a-bitch had ruined his ficus. His office had smelled like the men’s room in the park after the illegal aliens played soccer and drank beer all afternoon. Now, yellow pot and all, forlorn, the ficus stood crookedly by the Dumpster. Henry would get his. Wait and see.





THREE


Motivation


Howard Hogue had loved once and that had proved sufficient. Angela, coincident with his first million, had taken the first exit. Brokenhearted, eager to prove her apprehension of his character in error, he had given her everything in a spasm of generosity.


His lawyer had called him an ass. In his weaker moments he had agreed with his lawyer. But the wording of his generosity clause, an ultimatum of sorts, precluded her from ever coming back for more. It didn’t mean much back then. But now, a billion dollars later, the Hogue clause was the stuff of legal legend.


However, with his acquisition of fortune came the realization he could never trust again. Was he the object of affection or was it his wallet? He knew he would never be wise enough to be certain.


His solution was to buy people, wholly and completely. Then there were no misunderstandings. He never went cheap and the purchased persons clearly knew he or she had been purchased. When he tired of their services, sexual, psychological, monetary, or even automotive, he tossed them aside without guilt.


He had women all over Hollywood. Twenty-eight, he believed, but he had to count. From the rear of Soundstage 13, where he stood with his assistant, the fully purchased Melvin Shea, he watched Heather Hill and wondered if she might be number twenty-nine. Or was it thirty?


On the set, under the lights, was a detective’s drastically untidy office. Papers haphazard on every horizontal surface, and on the desk, on top of more paper, a revolver and bullets.


Night. Rain beat against the window, view occluded by damaged Venetian blinds hanging at angle.


Behind the desk Smokin’ Jack Wilton, heartthrob of the moment, played his biggest part yet, Johnny Marion, hard-boiled private dick up to his ass in trouble. Across his desk was the traditional damsel in distress, Angela. Known to her parents as Ann-Heather Ballogler, to her agent and Howard Hogue she was Heather Hill.


Sidestage, director Eli Nazarian leaned forward. “And . . . action.”


“Speed,” said the cameraman’s runner, letting everyone know the camera was working properly.


Angela, blond and very busty, sat up straight, thrusting her bosom forward. “How can I ever repay you, Johnny?”


Johnny ran his eyes over her frame. “I think you know how, doll.”


“That’s all you want from me? I have a lot more to give.”


“Sorry, babe. My heart ain’t workin’ right.”


Angela rose from her chair, looked down at Johnny. “Well, if that’s what Johnny wants, that’s what Johnny gets.”


Lightning flickered, thunder crashed.


Angela walked around the desk, Johnny spun his chair around to face the window. Angela trailed her fingers on his knee, then knelt down, disappearing from the camera’s view.


ZZZip.


Johnny rested a hand on her head. “That’s it, darling.” From below desk level came a deep moan. “Mmmmm.”


Johnny closed his eyes in rapture—one, one thousand, two, one thousand, three—but suddenly hands were waved widely from behind the desk and Heather stood up. “Wait! Wait! Hold on a minute. What’s my motivation at this point?”


Nazarian the director, famous for his vile temper, leapt to his feet, threw his script to the floor. “Cut! Cut!” He pulled on his long black wavy hair in furious incredulity. “Heather. You fucking moron. Your motivation? What are you talking about, motivation? You’re giving Johnny a blow job. That’s your motivation. Blow job.”


Melvin Shea eyed his boss.


“I like this girl,” said Hogue.


Melvin nodded. The dumber the better. “Yes, sir, Mr. Hogue.” Number thirty. Actually, number twenty-nine. After he dispatched Bambi back to the minor leagues.


 • • • 


You couldn’t eat a Pink’s hot dog everyday, it just couldn’t be done. Like Mark Twain’s report about eating quail thirty days in a row. An implacable revulsion set in. But every once in while a Pink’s chili dog was the only thing that could satisfy.


Pink’s was an LA institution, architecturally unique as add-ons accreted over the years. Ancient, greasy, B- and C-list framed celebrity headshots lined the walls of the dining salon.


Keep cookin’, Pinks! Pitt Wheadon


Dog me, Dude! Shep Archer


I preferred the tables out back.


It was there I waited for a new client, referred by Jack Hathaway. Mrs. Clendenon was from Tacoma. Paper mills came to mind. The aroma of Tacoma. Probably all those jobs were gone now. Exported way south, where no one complained about odor.


I looked up to see a nice-looking strawberry blonde staring at me. She wasn’t Hollywood thin, she looked like a mom. Which reminded me that Georgette, my ex, had been calling. Couldn’t figure out why. I was up to date on all payments and the washing machine was working. Maybe the tank was leaking again in the upstairs bathroom. Or, worse yet, bowl seepage.


I stood up, visored my eyes. “Mrs. Clendenon?”


She came forward. “Mr. Henry?”


She had a strong, unpretentious handshake. I pulled out one of the white plastic chairs for her.


“Thank you, Mr. Henry.”


No one called me Mr. Henry for very long. Pretty soon we were both two dogs down.


“That was a good dick, dog.”


She couldn’t have meant that. “What did you say?”


Mrs. Clendenon was horribly embarrassed. “Please forgive me, Mr. Henry.”


“Of course.”


“What I meant to say was, that was a good dog, Dick.” She waved her hands, shook her head. “That doesn’t sound all that much better.” Her face was crimson.


I came swiftly to the rescue. “You’re right. These are the best dogs in L.A.” I studied her. “Now what’s on your mind?”


Mrs. Clendenon breathed deep, looked at me. “It’s my sister.”


She reached into her big purse, pulled out an envelope, took out a picture. She slid it across the table.


It was an old photo. A high school yearbook shot. “How old is this?”


“Ten years ago,” she said.


“That’s quite a while.”


“For a long time I thought I didn’t care.”


“I take it she came here.”


Mrs. Clendenon nodded.


“To Hollywood or L.A.?”


“Is there a difference?”


“Big difference.”


“She wanted to be in show business.”


“Hollywood, then.”


“I guess so.”


I looked at the picture again. She was pretty. But not Ava Gardner pretty, not Jennifer Connolly pretty. “She get any work?”


“Little things, you know. Here and there. But I don’t know any titles.” Then she remembered something. “I do remember something. Ivanhoe.”


“The movie Ivanhoe? Or the production company, Ivanhoe?”


She thought a moment. “Maybe it was Ivanhoe Productions.”


“Ivanhoe Productions, Howard Hogue.”


“Hogue. I’ve heard that name. He invented the paper clip.”


“Then he must be about a hundred and fifty years old.”


“Someone invented the paper clip.”


“Maybe it was Hogue. Right after he finished up the wheel.”


We had a good laugh. I liked Mrs. Clendenon. “When was the last time you spoke with your sister?”


“Six years ago.”


“That’s quite a while. Why now?”


She hesitated for just a second. “Dad is sick.”


“Did she have a stage name?”


“She liked her own name. Ellen Arden.”





FOUR


Little Melvin Prevails


I took care of few smaller matters, then headed up into Hollywood proper. I parked on Cahuenga, crossed the street to World Book & News. Jack Hathaway worked the afternoon shift.


He looked up at me with his crooked grin and pirate squint. “Hey, Dick.”


I peeled a honeybee off my moneyclip, put it into his shirt pocket.


Aside from his morbid interest in matrimony, Jack was a decent, optimistic human being. He studied the picture of Benjamin Franklin with honest gratitude. “What’s this for?”


“That’s for referring Mrs. Clendenon.”


He nodded. “Glad that worked out.”


“It sure did.” Mrs. Clendenon had left me a thousand-dollar retainer. “And . . . I got some news for you.”


“News? You’re getting married, too?”


I snorted. As if. “Been there, done that. Lost sixty percent of my worldly goods.” I smiled. “I’ve been to see Mr. Jonson.”


“My lawyer?”


“The very man.”


Jack shook his head. “Look. Maybe I was a little hard on him. Maybe he just works a little slow.”


“Actually, he felt pretty bad after I talked to him. He wanted to give you a full refund.”


“He did?”


“He did. Said he was sorry for all the trouble.”


Jack shook his head. “Wow. And I thought he was a prick.”


I handed Jack a substantial envelope. Thirty-three Benjamins. He didn’t count them.


I had other matters to attend to, had to push on. “Don’t get married, Jack.”


“Why not, Dick? Why not?”


What a sweet soul he was. “Because you’re already married.”


Jack reflected. Sadly. “You’re right, Dick. I am. Delia.” As I drove for Laurel Canyon I couldn’t help wondering. What feat had Delia performed?


 • • • 


Melvin Shea remembered listening to a late-night, sci-fi radio show. The genial but credulous host entertained all scenarios as possible. Aliens, astral projection, possession by evil spirit, death by cosmic ray, sludgification of all rivers, failure of genetically engineered vegetables to maintain human sustenance.


This particular evening was devoted to the horrors of overpopulation. What if there were fifty billion people on earth? Why, we’d run out of room! We’d be standing in the sea!


No, you ass, thought Melvin. There is only a finite amount of water on earth. It could be in the seas and glaciers, or it could be contained, fifty kilograms at a time, in a human body. That’s where the water would be. Fifty billion people meant that the Big Apple would be inland. People were just big bags of water.


And sometimes no more intelligent than a big bag of water. Heather Hill. What did Hogue see in them all? Aside from the obvious.


Heather Hill. Full of ridiculous ambition. Unattached to the real world. Hadn’t understood the concepts they’d discussed after she was thrown off the set of Gumshoe. The Ivanhoe talent program. Use of her talents. Gratitude. You could lead a horse to water but you couldn’t make it see it would have to fuck the boss.


Well, if she got with the program, he knew where’d he’d put her. The vacancy on Harper Avenue. Which was slightly in the future.


He parked his Beemer on De Longpre, a thirty-second walk from Bambi Benton’s Harper Avenue, West Hollywood apartment. He could see her windows, spread wide for the sunshine and the breeze.


Bambi Benton was a bag of water, too. But at least she knew it. In fact, she was a little too smart for her own good.


Her digs were top class, for her station in life. Nice flagstone courtyard, flowers, trellises, a fountain. She buzzed him in. He walked up to the third floor, knocked.


He was tapping his foot by the time she opened up. Bambi was casual, black capris, blue chambray shirt, sandals. She was close to six feet tall, with the de rigueur blond hair and big chest. Big wasn’t quite the word. Heroic.


She also would know by now that her free ride had likely come to an end.


She looked at Melvin with sad baby-doll eyes. “Hi, Melvin,” she said in a tiny voice, “come on in.”


He looked around. He always had liked this particular apartment, big windows facing west, wide-planked wooden floors, nice comfortable leather furniture.


“You don’t have great news,” said Bambi.


Good. She’d read the tea leaves. “No, I don’t. Sorry.”


“I’ve been writing,” she volunteered. “I just need a little more time. I’m on to a really good thing. Real money. Then I’ll move out.”


“Don’t bullshit me about real money. The only kind that counts is cash money.”


“I need thirty days, Melvin.”


“I think we had that discussion last month. What can I do? You know what’s up.”


“I tried really hard.”


“Trying doesn’t count. You never established a good thing with Howard.”


“After a while, Howard just didn’t like me.”


He shrugged. “What can I say? You wanted Howard to read your screenplay.”


“I spoke my mind.”


“You don’t have a mind. And Howard didn’t hire you to speak it.”


“You . . . I liked.” Bambi undid a button on her chambray shirt.


Melvin absorbed a lengthening jot of adrenaline. “What do you have in mind?”


Bambi loosed another button. “I don’t have a mind.”


Not much of one, he had to agree. But those tits. “Maybe you’re of two minds,” he reasoned.


Bambi allowed her tongue to visit the corners of her mouth.


“Why don’t I talk . . . to Little Melvin. Maybe he could help me.”


“Maybe he could. Little Melvin always appreciates a consult.”


She sat down on the arm of the big black leather recliner.


He walked toward her. Seven steps to heaven. Well, five steps.


 • • • 


Now he was hurrying to his car. A lamp had just crashed behind him on the steps. Then an ashtray.


“You lowdown son-of-a-bitch,” shrieked Bambi. She’d been used like a Kleenex.


Melvin reached the sidewalk. Bambi threw like a girl. He was probably safe. He looked up. “Like I said. You’ve got twenty-four hours to vacate your ass outa there. Get me?”


“Fuck you, you weasel.”


Ha! A weasel who just plastered your tonsils. Her rage filled him with a golden ebullience. He was Melvin Shea! Melvin Shea, Hollywood producer! Melvin Shea drove a BMW, knew everyone in town. And he had just whitewashed the epiglottis of a beautiful potted plant! Which reminded him . . . what about a remake of Tom Sawyer?


Or was he thinking of her uvula? Whatever that thing was. In her throat.


He pointed at her. “Twenty-four hours, outa there, or I send in Gennady to help you.”


Gennady, the drunken, dentally deprived potbellied unshaven Muscovite handyman, God’s gift to the women of the world.


The Beemer started right up with a powerful growl. Life in the fast lane, baby.


Surely make you lose your mind. Ha!





FIVE


The Horizontal Mambo


I got home just in time to think of Myron Ealing and head back to Hollywood.


I loved Hollywood. The lights, the sounds, the dreams, the schemes, the schemers. You could win the world, you could lose your soul. And I guess you could do both at the same time.


Myron had an office in the Hollywood Professional Building at Hollywood and Cahuenga. He’d been a very heavy mathematician but had blown his mind on string theory.


String theory said that everything in the universe was composed entirely of tiny strings—vibrating like guitar strings—that different pitches produced different phenomena—neutrons, electrons, quarks, and—and the rest of them. More every year. The only problem with the theory, said Myron, was that bullshit also vibrated.


Now Myron was compiling the definitive encyclopedia of pornography. In the process, he had learned everything about everybody in Hollywood. They didn’t call Chuck Connors the Rifleman for nothing.


I entered off Hollywood and climbed the stairs to the fourth floor. Somewhere someone was singing opera on the second floor. Loud and not English.


Myron met me at the door. “Hello, Brother Dick. Come on in.” He extended one of his huge hands.


Myron weighed four hundred twenty pounds. The weight had come years earlier, on the heels of an excruciating personal tragedy. He had since abjured the company of women. I had never known him during the days of his movie-star looks and unshadowed laughter.


We went back to the inner sanctum and Myron sought the refuge of his desk and the ever-present barrel of stale Christmas popcorn.


Again I heard cut-rate Pavarotti yodeling in the distance. “What’s up with that? The Three Tenors move into the building?”


Myron laughed. A big, low hoot. To hear it was to like him. “The One Tenor. He gives singing lessons, I guess.”


“You guess?”


“Well, none of his student’s seem to be able to sing.” Myron spread his hands, grinned. “But he gets paid. So Phil doesn’t mind.”


“Maybe Phil hasn’t heard him.”


The low hoot again.


Phil was a drummer who’d inherited the Hollywood Professional Building from his father. He ran a tight ship, business-wise. Legend had it he’d played drums for Blue Cheer. Albeit for ten minutes. Then he’d quit. But too late. The damage had been done. His hearing had never recovered.


Myron slid the popcorn across the desk to me. “So what’s up?”


“I’ve come to question the sage. Ever heard of an actress named Ellen Arden?”


Myron leaned back, studied the ceiling, put his prodigious mind to work. “Heard the name. Five or six years ago, maybe. I think she did a few little things.”


“She may have been associated with Ivanhoe.”


Myron gave him a squint. “Not good. Ivanhoe had a two-track system.”


“What’s that mean?”


Myron searched for words of the proper piquancy, found them. “Lemme put it this way. One track was on screen, the other track was on your back.”


“Ahh. The horizontal mambo.”


“You’re a Little Feat fan?”


“Shouldn’t everyone be?” Little Feat was a legendary L.A. band that had suffered the slings and arrows of outrageous fortune. Side one of The Last Record Album equaled anything by the Stones or the Beatles or anybody else. Right up there. Self-assured, comfortable in their own skin, sublime tunes, recorded beautifully. The sudden sadness of “Long Distance Love” entered my mind. I’d had some of that.


Little Feat continued its sojourn round the planet to this day. Minus their wonderful drummer, Richie Hayward, whose contributions to the universe did not qualify him for health insurance. If only he’d made keys or cut lumber at Home Depot. God bless the Feat, every one.


Ealing reached for a fat, tattered address book, dug through it. “I’m going to call Connie Daniels. Think she used to be a housemother at Ivanhoe.”


“Sounds like the Girl Scouts.”


“With the Sodom and Gomorrah Merit Badges.” Ealing found what he was looking for. “Here she is.”


I looked at Myron’s dilapidated compendium of friends, enemies, acquaintances, and contacts. “You haven’t gone digital?”


Ealing winked, shook his head. “I like my secrets on paper, Dick. When I throw them away, they’re gone.”


 • • • 


On the second floor of Hollywood Professional, in Suite 212, Andrea Montefiori was wondering how he, a musical genius from Padua, had come to be here. Of course, he was happy for the work. Any work. But to teach those who did not possess the ability to learn, that was another thing.


Michelle d’Orsay was such a person. He remembered an admonition about teaching a pig to sing. Don’t do it. It can’t—and it won’t like it.


Montefiore’s task was to teach this woman to sing. Yet something down deep was wrong. He’d had many students over the years. Rich, poor, richly talented, or threadbare, all partook of the desire to express themselves more fully. In a musical manner.


This woman, built like a ’58 Cadillac, was a puzzle. He could discern no inclination to song. Yet she had convinced someone to pay for lessons. Obviously, there was some aspect of a sugar-daddy involvement. Maybe daddy was deaf as well as stuffed with Viagra.


She stared into her compact mirror, mouth in an o, picking at her eyelashes.


Everything about her was staggeringly, stupendously artificial; an amalgamation of inserts, implants, and implausibilities. From those green eyes to those blinding teeth, to those grapefruits on a plank. Even her name. Michelle d’Orsay.


The name intimated an association with the fragrant rosewater of Paris. But no. He’d looked through her purse when she’d tottered down the hall to the ladies’ room on those spindly high heels. She was eight feet tall. Her driver’s license said Plurpkin. Eloise Plurpkin. From Centralia, Washington. A famous hotbed of culture and creativity.


And he, the great Montefiore, was tasked with teaching Plurpkin to sing.


“Okay,” he said, “let’s try it again. Push—from the diaphragm.”


Eloise snapped her compact shut. “I’ve never used a diaphragm.”


He was confused. English was a second language. They didn’t teach context in books. “What? What do you mean?”


“I got a Depo shot.”


He grasped for meaning. “What is a Depo shot?”


“Gun control.”


“Gun control?”


“I meant birth control.”


Montefiore felt his temper beginning a slow boil. “Look,” he said, grinding a molar, patting his abdomen, “push, push from down here.” He tightened up beneath his belt, relaxed his throat, let sound rise out. Like a fountain. “La, la, la, la, laaaaa.” He looked at her. “Like that. Okay?”


“Okay.”


He walked over to the computer. “Ready?”


She nodded. He pressed the start key and the music resumed.


He put a hand to his diaphragm, gestured her to begin.


She opened her mouth—and why the fuck was he surprised? In a dreadful, thin, quavering, off-key bleating came the lyrics. “People, people who need people—”


Montefiore felt an eye start to bulge and then he vesuviated. “No, no, no, no, NO!”





SIX


The Golden Gun


Howard Hogue’s office was huge. A hundred twenty feet by a hundred fifty, fourteen foot ceiling. Every day, from behind his mahogany desk, he took pleasure in its expanse. The world at large pressed in upon a person, pushing to swallow them up. The size of your office was a measure of how hard you pushed back.


His office was divided into sections, so that he might accommodate his guests in various ways.


The desk area, directly across from the entryway, conferred a measure of formality. From his desk he might commend, negotiate, or reprimand. Behind his desk was a twenty-foot width of floor-to-ceiling windows that gave out on the lot. With a touch of a button, the glass could go dark.


To his right, with various small hills, lay the three-hole putting green. The green terminated in a thick stand of ficus trees.


On the far side of the ficus grove, a koi pond and a Japanese sand garden summoned a visitor’s subtle sense of wa. Harmony, peace, and balance. Around the pond was informal seating, used to greet friends, such as they were, and to woo new people into his life as necessary for new projects.


Every day, Sensei Odo Kinichi precisely raked the sand garden and inscribed the day’s symbols. Supposedly, Kinichi took his patron’s astrological sign and the I Ching into consideration before setting implement to sand. Kinichi had long since perfected the solemn Japanese wise man routine. Bowing, muttering, gazing inward. Probably a callus where each thumb met forefinger. OMMMMM. With a sushi chef’s bandana to boot. On the lot it was whispered that wise Sensei Kinichi could levitate.


Hogue laughed. Kinichi liked redheads with big Western racks. But visitors expected a successful producer to be extravagant and arcane, and the black-sand semiotic humbuggery seemed to satisfy them. Though the epigram that had fomented the greatest comment had been done by Demosthenes. An odd corollary to crop circles. Demosthenes was a cat. Before his hurried expulsion from paradise, Demosthenes had buried a souvenir in the imported sand.


The last section of the office was a conference area, the long table brought in through the big windows. It could seat twenty-two ass-kissers at a time. That was another of the troubles with money, no one ever told you the truth again—just words carefully fashioned to impress your money.


He looked at his watch. It was time for another move in the endless chess game of life. He pushed the bar on the intercom.


“Yes, Mr. Hogue?”


“Send them in, Helena.”


“Right away, sir.”


 • • • 


In the waiting room six people waited. Melvin Shea held his face neutral. The five searched his face for clues, nervous and uncertain. He possessed a factotum’s power of access and influence. But once in Hogue’s office, that power evaporated. Soon they would look past him. And he would hate them.


Shea had entered Hogue’s gravitational sphere as a new face in town, a hot young producer. They’d made a few things, more than broken even, but not much more, had created nothing that changed lives. Then, somewhere along the line, in proving to Hogue his access to the menu of the hidden and forbidden, he had moved from associate to employee. The smoothest of lines to cross.


The money was unbelievable. Intoxicating. Glorious. Irresistible. Then, one day, he realized he couldn’t do without it.


Hogue had changed as well. Oh had he? Peremptory. A brusque edge, was that it?


And the power of Melvin’s office, almost Caesaric. Almost. That was the rub. His sure knowledge of its limits fostered a cruelty in its use. The starlet who attempted to use him for access to Hogue was well used in the process. He would casually explore her limits of humiliation and self-abasement. Then, depending on Melvin’s mood, Howard would be busy. Or not.


Chrissie Volanta, executive producer, was studying him. “How are you, Melvin? Lost in your thoughts?”


The other four peered at him. Nazarian, the golden boy, successful director, prince of Hollywood. Arnie Mannheim, producer, Hud Fisher, his partner, Anne Hall Black, principal writer.


Melvin was their living barometer. The face of Hogue’s mind. He shrugged. “Oh, I’m alright, Chrissie.” The movie had been a big success. They’d be fine. Bastards.


The door opened, Helena Richards put her head in. “Mr. Hogue will see you now.”


Without thinking, the five rushed ahead of him. With a pang, Melvin readjusted his face. Bastards.


 • • • 


Six chairs had been positioned around Hogue’s desk. Melvin took the one at the extreme right.


Hogue leaned back, savored the hunger of his guests. He twirled a pencil, dawdled. This was his moment to play, he could stretch it out as long as he wanted. He looked solemnly from face to face. Finally, he grinned and everyone relaxed. “Well, the final numbers are in for Terminal Velocity. We’ve done very well. Ivanhoe’s biggest ever, domestic. Two hundred eighty-seven million.”


Producers Mannheim, Fisher, and Volanta cheered, hi-fived. Anne Hall Black concentrated her ki, breathed deeply. She would be rich. Which was a relative term. And she’d forgotten the DVD market! The rule of thumb stated that DVD sales would equal domestic box office. She was rich.


Hogue regarded them all. “In addendum to my last, let my just say that Terminal Velocity has done two hundred eighty-seven mil so far. Now come the discount houses, and foreign should be significant. Especially Japan. In lieu of all this good news, I’ve asked Helena to prepare a few documents.” He turned to Helena, standing to the side. “Helena?”


Helena stepped forward, passed a manila envelope to Hogue.


He took it, looked inside, grinned. Then pulled out a sheaf of checks. He slipped on his spectacles, opened one of the checks. He looked up at Anne, the writer. “Anne, this is for you.”


Anne watched herself accept the check. Watched herself unfold it. $1,000,000. She was numb. “Th-thank you, Howard.”


Hogue nodded. “You’re welcome.” He opened another. “Arnie?” Mannheim took his check.


As did Hud and Chrissie.


Melvin tried to maintain nonchalance in the presence of others’ extreme good fortune. “Congratulations, folks,” he croaked, parched with envy.


Everyone had been gifted except him and Nazarian.


In case there were nothing, which couldn’t be, Nazarian effected a cool nonchalance. Something was coming. Or why was Shea visibly leaking jaundice and spite? Nazarian breathed deep, channeled patience. How many times had he come in second at award ceremonies? Forced to cheer for others? For the talentless and the undeserving.


Hogue examined them all. It was a game of many dimensions. Centered around money, of course. His money. He’d left Nazarian till last, so he could watch him pretend nothing mattered. And Shea—Shea was wearing out his teeth suppressing his covetousness. He’d give Shea a taste—but only a taste. It was all that was required. “And now for our director, Eli Nazarian.”


Nazarian sat up straight, smiling, bashful, like a puppy. A vicious puppy. But a puppy that shat gold. He’d just have to make sure there were plenty of newspapers. “Helena, the box.”


All eyes turned to view a finely crafted wooden box Helena picked up from a table off to the side.


“Eli, this is for you,” said Hogue. “With my thanks and congratulations.” He smiled. “And I know this is only the beginning.”


“Gumshoe will be just as good,” said Nazarian.


“I have no doubt.” Hogue gestured that Helena might give it to Nazarian. She passed it into his outstretched hands.


Shea watched the Asshole from Armenia spread anticipatory delight over his fashionably unshaven countenance. A gift from Howard Hogue! Nazarian would rejoice over anything he found. A comic book. A dog bone. A dog turd.


Nazarian opened the box and drew a quick breath. In the box, on a bed of rich burgundy velvet, was a gold-plated revolver and silencer. A Smith & Wesson Model 500. Fully loaded, with five .50-caliber bullets, it weighed five pounds. Bullets would fly from this thing at 1,625 feet per second, if he remembered correctly. Engraved perfectly on the barrel: Terminal Velocity—Eli Nazarian—from Howard Hogue.


Nazarian reached in and picked it up. Then reached for the silencer, screwed it on. With two hands he hefted it, pointed it in the direction of the ficus grove.


“Biggest handgun in the world,” said Shea.


Nazarian turned, pointed it at Shea. “I think you may be right.”


“Be careful with that thing,” said Hogue. “It’s gold plated, but it’s real.”


Melvin felt an increased gravity in his testicles, hoped he wasn’t trembling. “Put it right here,” he said, placing the tip of his index finger between his eyes. Hogue’s remonstrance of Nazarian had not come from a real concern for his well-being. Midas didn’t want a mess.


Nazarian winked at Shea, lowered the pistol. “Melvin knows I love him.”


Nazarian again examined the weapon, looked up to Hogue. “Howard, thank you so much. I don’t know what to say.” He paused. “Almost.”


There was a general bray of laughter.


The Asshole from Armenia, over time, had secured a reputation for having the last word on any subject. Disagree, on the set, and whack—you were fired. So different from the time Melvin had first met him—met him and brought him into the fold. Then he was diffident, polite, obliging. Melvin had misread the calculating part.


“Oh,” said Hogue, patting down his pockets in pretended confusion, “I almost forgot.” From his inside jacket pocket he brought another envelope. “Eli . . .”


The Grateful Armenian took the proffered envelope, a flash of humility passing through his body language.


Melvin watched the scenario, pushing his feelings down. He would be careful. As always. But Nazarian would rue the day he had thrust Melvin aside. Because, inside any organization, all projects required an uncle—an inside man committed to the matter at hand—the man who would assure that even a sure thing would not accidentally run off the tracks. Because eventually, in the production process, all projects got wobbly. Well, Asshole no longer had such an uncle. Which was why Gumshoe was subtly running into difficulties. Scheduling, craft services, minor casting. Case in point, that imbecile, Heather Hill. Motivation.


“Open that envelope when you’re sitting down, Eli,” counseled Hogue, grinning, surveying the scene. Melvin didn’t much care for Eli, that much was clear.
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