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AUTHOR’S NOTE

Astute readers will see that the Author has shamelessly taken liberties with Los Angeles, Cannes, Nice, and that famous film festival occurring yearly at you-know-where.

In fact, the Author has taken liberties with just about everything he can think of, not the least being the readers’ willingness to suspend disbelief and enter into the fun of it all.

There is, for example, no Coren Investigations on Sunset. There is no Le Vent Provençal on the rue d’Antibes in Cannes, and as far as the Author knows there’s no old vinegar factory anywhere in the city limits of that lovely Mediterranean burg.

There is no Anna Mayhew, there is no Andrei Levin, and, while we’re at it, the Author lied about the members of the Cannes jury as well. None of them exist.

While there are bound to be some accuracies in this book in spite of how hard the Author worked against it, the Author still asks the international film community to quit seeing themselves in every character and stop irritating the hell out of him at parties.

Once again, You are not You, They are not They, etc., etc.

On the other hand, Cocteau says somewhere that all art is a lie that tells the truth.

In that case, the book you hold is, hopefully, a big fat lie.

The author would also like to thank Mr. William Goldman, patron saint of screenwriters, who’s penned the best books on Hollywood and Cannes that anyone will ever write, period, present company included.

 

This one’s for Jacob.

 

Daughter of Babylon, who is to be destroyed; happy shall be the man who serves you as you have served us.

PSALMS 137:8

Popular culture is the new Babylon, into which so much art and intellect now flow. It is our imperial sex theater, supreme temple of the western eye. We live in the age of idols. The pagan past, never dead, flames again in our mystic hierarchies of stardom.

CAMILLE PAGLIA

 

BABYLON NIGHTS



PART ONE


LOS ANGELES


1

THE NUDE PHOTOS OF HER WERE SPREAD ALL OVER THE floor. Thirty or forty eight-by-tens, arranged carefully side by side, touching each other so that the images of her lay before him like a carpet. A magic carpet, up here in his hideaway. Up here in his world.

They were computer prints, not particularly good, copied and digitized from the originals, wherever they were. Perec didn’t care. They’d cost him two thousand dollars and months of searching, but he’d found them. Perec had heard they existed and searched the Internet, right here in his room, until he found someone who had them. A guy in San Diego. Perec couldn’t allow them to be mailed to the house, Maman would have needed to see, she’d have taken them from him, ripped them open, read his mail, looking for whatever filth was meant for his eyes. So Perec had driven to San Diego and given the man his money. On the way home Perec kept touching the package, over and over, as it lay in the passenger seat.

The Internet was wonderful. You could find anything on the Internet, provided you looked hard enough.

Now she lay there, over and over again, pouting, smiling, gazing at him, her bubbies showing and in most of them her Down There showing too, and it made Perec at once sick but excited to see them. He felt like his heart was being torn from his body, but the pit of his stomach ached and his own Down There felt a way he’d never felt before.

Perec took off his socks and slowly, hesitantly, ventured barefoot onto the ocean of her, floating on a raft of her. He could feel her body under his feet, her warmth rising through his soles and up into and through him. He was dizzy. He took a breath and moved another step. A nipple peeked between the toes of his left foot, the edge of his right snuggled her hip like a lover’s body. Perec thought he might pass out. Perec thought he might go mad.

He didn’t want to do it. He swore he wouldn’t do it. But he stepped off the photos and undressed until he was as naked, as shameless, as helpless as she was. He moved back onto the photos, stepping across them slowly, stepping from one to the other like stones across a stream. She entered his body in a wave, a great rush from the floor up through him, and Perec felt that stirring he could not name, his Down There hard and aching, and he lowered himself onto her, the infinite numbers of her, and he found he could hardly breathe.

He thought about doing that Thing, the one he sometimes had to do after certain girls came into the shop and teased him. Perec knew that it was ugly and it was dirty and he hated himself whenever it happened. He wanted to do it now so bad, the filthy devils in his body screamed at him to do it, but Perec refused. Perec fought them. No, said Perec. No, I will not. It wasn’t the sort of thing you did to someone you loved, and Perec loved her with all his heart.

Instead he got to his feet and went over and took the razor from his drawer. His father’s straight razor, ivory-handled Solingen steel, when his father died the only thing he could grab before his mother threw it all away and forbid that his name be spoken again. Perec made a small incision on his forearm. It was small but just enough. Perec knew how to do this, he’d done it often over the years, his body now a map of tiny puckered scars. He watched the blood trickle slowly down his wrist and into his cupped palm. Perec moved again among the photos, dipping his other thumb in the blood, kneeling at each picture, carefully leaving a crimson print on each breast and between her legs, at once clothing their shameful nakedness and offering a benediction, just like the priests his mother hated now, the ones who used to touch his forehead and tell him his sins were gone forever. Perec’s heart quickened, his hands shook, he feared he would spill blood all over the photos. He stepped off the pictures just as it happened, he couldn’t stop it, his body quivered and he cried out. He felt no guilt now because he had not done it himself, she had done this for him, and it was fine. She had given this to him, she had shown she loved him as well.

Perec sat down and looked at his work and was filled with a greater love than he could ever have imagined. Even in the days when he loved God, there was nothing like this. Perec knew he must show her his love. He must find her and give her his gift.

Perec, for the first time in his life, knew joy.
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KENNY KINGSTON STOOD ON TOP OF THE BEVERLY CENTER in Hollywood, California, thinking about Life, Love, and Disease in America during these early days of the twenty-first century.

To be more specific, he was thinking about genital herpes. His own were acting up this morning, as they always did when he was stressed. He scratched his crotch through his jeans and shifted uneasily. To the east a lemon-colored sun cleared a pinkish L.A. skyline, a scene not devoid of beauty until you thought about the sheer number of airborne carcinogens that made this possible.

Kenny was slightly below-average height for a California male. He had dirty shoulder-length blond hair, and wore a black T-shirt featuring the Jägermeister stag. His blue jeans had been worn for a week and the knees were gone. He wore Birkenstocks on his bare feet, and if you got close enough there was a fungus beginning under his left big toenail. Kenny looked much like the talented and extremely dead Kurt Cobain, a fact not lost on him. This too made him popular in certain circles. That and his access to many amusing chemicals.

It was seven-thirty in the morning and Kenny’s twenty-year-old green Porsche was the only car yet parked on the top tier of the structure. Kenny leaned on the short concrete wall, gazing downtown and smoking a cigarette. He’d read somewhere that one out of three people in Los Angeles had herpes, making L.A. a garden spot for the disease. Meaning that out of ten million people in L.A. County, over three million had it, and maybe a million of those didn’t know it yet. Meaning that, unless you were of a very cautious nature, if you didn’t have the herp by the time you got to L.A., you’d probably have it by the time you left. Of course, once you had it, an entire world of unprotected sex opened up, given all those diseased people who were grateful to find an equally diseased partner. Kenny had even joined a club, which eliminated that awkward prefuck “Do you or Don’t you” question, since, of course, they Did. And there were online dating sites as well. In the three years Kenny’d had the disease his social life had improved enormously. He hadn’t even gotten laid until his junior year in college, and now he got laid all the time. Kenny sensed that there might be something a little weird about living in a world where it was better to be diseased than healthy, but who was he to complain?

He had to be in the lab by nine, working on a project that was going nowhere, since Kenny could not get the results they wanted. By eleven o’clock his supervisor, who also happened to be his graduate sponsor, would be yelling at him again and Kenny’s schlong would feel as if it had been bathed in acid. In all likelihood the project wasn’t going to get funded for another year, depriving Kenny of incomes both legal and illegal and the American covert intelligence community of one more nifty way of assassinating foreign politicians. There was also the matter of Kenny’s doctoral dissertation on nonsoluble alkalids, which had ground to a halt. Kenny seriously needed the money he was about to make.

Kenny turned to watch a large black Lincoln Navigator pull up onto the deck. It didn’t park next to his car but stopped in the middle of the deck, straddling the spaces and lines, as if making some kind of statement, which is exactly what it was doing. Her making a fucking entrance, thought Kenny. He took a last drag off his cigarette and dropped it over the parapet and down onto the hood of a Mercedes, where it lay sizzling.

She took her time getting out of the car, but when she did you had to admit it was worth the wait. She was no spring chicken anymore, but she was tall and blond and that famous body was still tight. She wore a pale silk blouse that drew attention to the gentle motion of her breasts as she walked, and designer jeans that did what an expensive pair of designer jeans are meant to do. The high heels made her taller than she was, and she was already a tall woman. And sunglasses, for chrissake, at this time of the morning. She smiled and walked toward him like a goddamn Amazon. She meant to impress him, and Kenny had to admit she damn well did.

“This is a great city until people actually get up,” said Kenny. “Then it sucks.”

She leaned next to him and the wall and pretended to take in the view.

“Everybody slams L.A.,” she said. “Me, I love the place. I always have.”

She turned to face him.

“I came out here from Texas once when I was a cheerleader in high school. You know, those competitions they have. Rah-rah, you get all psyched up, they treat it like the well-being of the nation depends on it. Anyway, once I got out here I didn’t want to leave. Screw cheerleading, screw Dallas. I saw the light. I saw Faye fucking Dunaway coming out of Spago.”

She paused, turned back to the view. Get on with the fucking story, thought Kenny.

“We’d all lined up out front to see the stars—no goddamn idea what sort of place it was, I’m not even sure if I knew it was a restaurant, just that this was where stars went. Sure enough, we’re waiting there, watching people go in and out, can’t recognize anybody, then—Faye fucking Dunaway strolls out. And she’s gorgeous. She sort of floats out. Even in the middle of the day, coming out to eat a hamburger, she looks like a goddamn million dollars. A goddess. A car pulls up, a guy gets out and opens the door for her. She drives away.

“And I’m standing there on the sidewalk in front of Spago with a bunch of giggly cheerleaders and not one of them had an idea of who she was. But my life had changed. I knew that was what I wanted. I wanted to be like that.”

“Faye Dunaway,” repeated Kenny. “She’s like fucking how old now? And she’s got this thing with her teeth. I mean, in Bonnie and Clyde her teeth didn’t look like that. What the fuck is up with her teeth? She got dentures or what?”

She stared at him.

“I think you’re entirely missing the drama of the story, Kenny.”

“You ever meet Monica Bellucci? Now there’s a hot babe.”

“And I hear her teeth are in pretty good shape. You want to hear about Harrison Ford’s bridgework?”

She did that, the superior number, the little dig to remind you of who she was. Kenny felt it was time to level the playing field, so he went to the Porsche and took out a tiny cardboard box about the size of a wristwatch package. Then she let him stand there holding it while she dug around in her purse, like she might not be able to find the money. He’d sold stuff to popular actors before, and it irritated Kenny that these goddamn people always seemed to think they were still being filmed.

She took out a wad of bills and put them in his free hand.

“Count that.”

Kenny put the box on the hood of the Porsche and counted the money. “Fifty-five hundred.”

She dived back into the purse and came up with another wad.

“That’s sixty-five hundred,” Kenny said.

One more dive like a fucking cormorant.

“Seven thousand even,” she said, as if she was waiting for a fucking pat on the back.

“You always this organized?” Kenny asked her.

He handed her the box. She opened it carefully. There was a tiny vial resting in a nest of tissue. She started to pick it up but Kenny stopped her.

“Whoa! You want to play with it, you take it home, not with me around. Lady, that’s a synthesis of five of the ugliest fucking toxins on the planet. It ain’t no Coca-Cola.”

“I thought you said it only worked if you swallowed it?”

“I said ingested. You fucking drop it and it breaks and one drop, just a single lousy drop, splashes in your eye or on your lip or something and you’re as good as dead. You get it on your skin, you wash it off real quick. You got an open cut and you’re fucked. Any way it can get inside your body, that’s it, good night, nurse, you got maybe fifteen seconds, max. And you got enough there to kill maybe thirty people if you give it to them with an eyedropper. A hundred, you want to pour it in their Kool-Aid and you don’t mind waiting.”

“And not painful, right?” she asked, for probably the millionth time since they started all this.

“You black out,” said Kenny. “It’s like somebody switching off a light. Then the nervous system shuts down, only by then you don’t know it.”

“You sure? How do you know?”

“Because,” said Kenny, “the fucking U.S. government paid for tests on ninety-pound apes, that’s how I know. I read the reports, they got the files locked up in the lab. Us grad assistants aren’t supposed to see this shit, they’d bury my ass under a cell in Leavenworth they found out I stole this. Look, I don’t want to know why you want this stuff. I don’t care. I just want to finish my degree and get a nice safe research job somewhere and not starve in the meantime.”

She smiled. “You sure you don’t want to know?”

“Rats,” said Kenny. “Fucking moles in the backyard. The neighbor’s barking dog. That’s what you’ll use it for. By the way, we never meet again.”

“Oh, I don’t think that’s going to be a problem, sweetheart,” she said dreamily. “Not really.”

Kenny got into the Porsche and drove away. She stood there with the box, looking out over Los Angeles as if she were deciding whether to move it or just leave it where it was. She plucked the vial out of the box, tossed the protective box on the ground, and gingerly dropped seven thousand dollars’ worth of neurotoxin into her cute little Gucci handbag.
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ANNA MAYHEW, OSCAR WINNER AND ONETIME TABLOID fodder, sat in the dining room of a large Beverly Hills restaurant. She was thinking of tits and ass, and how many days should be allowed before she killed herself. She fingered the tiny vial of poison like a talisman. For some reason it made her feel better, holding it.

It was kind of a clinical study, really, as Anna surveyed the room from a table surrounded by fifty-odd well-heeled Beverly Hills matrons, who in turn sat gossiping over their salads as the Mexican waiters tried to serve them unscathed. It was a useless attempt. The ladies pelted the Latinos with critiques like Roman Christians being stoned to death. The waiters went about their jobs with heads bent, trying not to make eye contact, which would only have earned them a report to the manager for insolence. They were all, to a man, illegal as hell, and endured it. But if they’d somehow been able to move the room to Tijuana, it would have been a gleeful bloodbath.

Anna had pretty much worked out the suicide aspect of things. She was just having trouble making up her mind when. Meanwhile, in her darker moments, she liked to roll the vial back and forth in her fingers. It relaxed her, knowing that death was just a couple of seconds away.

“You know, Attila is my husband,” said the woman next to her.

“Pardon?”

“Attila. Attila Boyagian. He produced one of your movies. I forget which one. You don’t happen to remember, do you?”

“No, sorry.”

“Well, no matter,” said Mrs. Boyagian. “It was ages ago. I’d ask Attila but he’s three-quarters senile himself at this point.”

Mrs. Boyagian looked at her watch, then stood up and went to the lectern at the front of the room. “Everyone! Everyone!”

The ladies stopped their ritual torment of the waiters and gave Mrs. Boyagian their attention.

“Thank you all for coming,” said Mrs. Boyagian. “We’re having such lovely weather—hasn’t it been just the best spring?—and I know everybody wants to be outside, working in the garden or playing tennis. But I’m sure you’re all excited about today’s guest. I know I am. We’re fortunate to have with us today a legend, and one of the finest and most influential actresses—oh my, can I say ‘actresses’ these days?—of the last few decades.”

Oh, that “last few decades” hurt. Anna made a note to insult the bitch somehow. Mrs. Boyagian stood there in her thousand-dollar pant suit while Anna examined the woman’s ass, which wasn’t bad for a woman in her fifties. Tuck job, of course, and maybe some kind of insert? The trouble with the asses in this room is that you couldn’t find a pristine one among them. Tits either, for that matter. The place caught on fire and knockers and derrieres would be melting like Vincent Price in the last scene of House of Wax.

The day had started badly. Anna was going through one of those blue periods that seemed to get longer and longer. This one threatened to outlast Picasso’s. Coming out of the shower, she’d examined her face in the mirror, and had to admit it still wasn’t bad. She didn’t look her age, which was forty-three. I could pass for thirty-five, she reasoned, which was a good bet since she’d done it for the last eight years. This had made her brave, and she’d done the foolhardy act of placing a pencil under her left tit. The pencil remained as firm as Super Glue. Anna bounced up and down a little and the fucking pencil clung like a mountaineer. Same for the other tit. This was when she made the really serious mistake of trying it with her ass. Jesus God, you could have wedged a salami down there and gone jogging. So far she’d put it off, the cosmetic engineering, but her time was coming. Maybe she’d just stop all this crap, relax, and grow old gracefully. There was enough money. She didn’t have to act anymore, not really. She could do her charities and her garden and maybe write her memoirs. She had a fleeting vision of her gray-haired, saggy-assed future self. No, fuck that. I’m in this till the bitter end. I’ve made a couple of good films that people might remember. I do it now and I never age.

“We’ve all admired her work for years,” said Mrs. Boyagian and her plastic ass, “and she won a Best Actress Oscar for her role in The Lady from Barcelona—I still get teary-eyed when I think of that scene with her mother, don’t you?—and certainly she’s been an outstanding role model for a new generation of, um, women actors. The West Hollywood Arts Society would like to introduce … Anna Mayhew!”

Applause, and Anna walked to the lectern feeling fifty-odd pairs of eyes focused on her own massive hams.

“Thank you, Shirley,” Anna enunciated to the room, “for that kind introduction. And I’d like to thank the West Hollywood Arts Society for inviting me here today. I know it’s hard to remain indoors in such lovely weather, but I’d like to speak to you about something that’s dear to my heart.”

Mrs. Boyagian beamed at Anna as she spoke, and noticed the small vial Anna had left by her plate. It looked like a perfume sample, probably something French and expensive. Mrs. Boyagian leaned forward a bit and sniffed. Nothing. Well, shit.

“If someone suggested we stop taking care of the Lincoln Memorial in Washington, D.C., or allow the works in New York’s Metropolitan Museum of Art to decay and disappear from the face of the earth, we’d all be up in arms about it, wouldn’t we? I mean, that sort of thing would never be allowed to happen, would it? There’d be a public outrage, nobody would ever consider letting our national treasures die and fade away forever.”

Mrs. Boyagian continued to smile and look respectfully at Anna, but poked the vial with her finger. It rolled a little on the tablecloth and Mrs. Boyagian was terribly happy when it didn’t go off the edge. She inched her hand across to pick it up.

“But the ugly truth is, that’s exactly what we are doing. Oh, not to the Lincoln Memorial or the Met, but to our own treasures right here in Los Angeles. Hundreds of buildings in L.A., beautiful works of art constructed in what can only be called L.A.’s golden age of the early first half of the twentieth century, are being allowed to fall into neglect, to be torn down in favor of—”

Anna saw Mrs. Boyagian pick up the vial and the pit of her stomach fell through her sphincter. Her vision went a little gray as she foresaw the end of the world, at least for fifty-odd Beverly Hills housewives, three Mexican waiters, and one washed-up actress with a droopy ass. She tried to struggle on.

“Of, um, of strip malls and fast-food restaurants. They, um …”

She could feel it all going sideways, like a pig on ice. Mrs. Boyagian squinted at the vial, examining its odd color. She definitely didn’t know this one.

“They, ah, they …” Put it down, you stupid bitch, oh, please don’t open the thing. “Every year, dozens of architectural works of art get demolished to make way for objects that not only lack any kind of aesthetic pleasure but grow like a blight on our landscape …”

Mrs. Boyagian sniffed the vial and resisted the temptation to just have a little snort. I’m going to puke, thought Anna. She went on, rushing, falling headlong through the speech.

“… adding nothing to the natural beauty we are blessed with here in Southern California. Why I am here today is to ask you—”

She wouldn’t mind me having just the littlest sniff, said Mrs. Boyagian to herself, and started to open the cap.

“MRS. BOYAGIAN!” cried Anna.

Mrs. Boyagian dropped the vial. It fell in her lap, caught in a fold of cloth. Mrs. Boyagian became rapt.

“—and the rest of the West Hollywood Arts Society, to work with me and my friends as we endeavor to save as many of these wonderful old buildings as we can. Thank you.”

Mrs. Boyagian alone stood up to applaud, like she was giving the floozy—God knew that Anna Mayhew had slept with everybody—her own mini-ovation. She let the vial drop to the carpet. It just rolled onto the floor, blame the goddamn beaners.

Anna rushed to the table. The vial was gone. The fucking old cow didn’t have it in her hand. The bitch has stolen it, she’ll open it when she gets home, she and her fucking senile producer husband and their maids and gardeners and fucking cats and Shar-peis are all going to meet in heaven relatively soon.

“Inspiring,” said Mrs. Boyagian, and went back to the lectern. “Thank you, Anna Mayhew, for reminding us of one of our primary civic duties, that of preserving our architectural heritage.”

Anna looked around frantically. She bobbed under the table, well aware that people were staring at her but at the moment she didn’t give a shit.

“Let’s give Anna another round of applause for a job well done, shall we?”

She saw it, her tiny bit of Armageddon, between the tables a few feet away. She felt a great wave of relief until she saw one of the waiters, carrying a tray of lobster thermidors, about to tread on it.

There are defining moments in life and Anna knew this was one of them. She threw herself at the vial, flat on the carpet, her hand just managing to grasp the tiny container. The Mexican waiter hit her, went flying himself, and sent bits of Maine crustacean and Wisconsin cream sailing toward the windows. Anna and the waiter disentangled themselves, the waiter painfully aware his ass was now fired and Anna relieved she had just given half of Beverly Hills society a fresh chance at life.

“Oh dear,” said Mrs. Boyagian as Anna got to her feet. “These waiters …”

“I caught my heel on the tablecloth,” said Anna. “How stupid.”

“They don’t know how to hang them properly,” said Mrs. Boyagian. “They can’t even set a table, these people. You’re all right, then?”

“Yes, I’m fine now, thank you.”

“You know, I couldn’t help noticing that wonderful scent you’re wearing. May I ask what it is?”

“Thanatos,” said Anna.

“Thanatos?” repeated Mrs. Boyagian. “What an odd name. It smells amazing.”

“Yes,” said Anna. “It’s a killer.”

“Oh, how cute,” said Mrs. Boyagian.

She made obligatory nice-nice for a while—she was, after all, picking their pockets for a good cause—but the single thing that occupied her mind was getting out of that room, out of the door, into the car, home. She stood around, answering the same stupid questions she’d answered for years, nodding as if she cared, making use of all that expensive dentistry she’d invested in. There was a lull and she shook hands with that bitch Boyagian and made her way out the front door. Chandler, her driver, was waiting at the curb. She pulled on her sunglasses and threw the Hermès scarf over her shoulder and made a beeline for the car. Then someone stopped her on the sidewalk, goddamn it, one of the women, another lame question she had to answer. Someone brushed by her and she moved out of the way to finish the conversation. She flashed a final smile and hopped into the black Navigator and shut the door. Safe.

“Where to now?” asked Chandler. He was a large, handsome black man, a bit of a Romeo who’d knocked up her young Iberian maid. Anna was going to have to fire somebody, but she liked Chandler and it would be worth the six months’ wages to the Portugee, as Anna thought of her, to keep him. Anna envied the maid, and sometimes when drunk thought about climbing Mount Chandler herself. She’d done far less dignified things. But then she really would have to fire him.

“Home, I guess,” Anna said to him. “Is Pam there?”

“You want me to call and check?”

“No, to hell with it. Just get me home.”

Anna sat back, took a deep, relaxing yogic breath, just like Shakti, her gay Ayurveda instructor from Brooklyn, kept showing her. She took off the sunglasses and pulled the scarf from around her neck. As the silk drifted through her fingers, they caught on something. She looked at it. Nearly half the scarf had been cleanly sliced through. Shit, she liked this scarf. She tried to remember where she could have snagged it. She’d had it with her the whole time. Then she remembered the bump on the sidewalk, and thought, that’s silly, but she realized it was the only place it could have happened, a cut like that. She told Chandler to pull over, pull over now, and he did and then watched her finally puke salad and lobster thermidor all over the curb in front of the House of Blues.
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THE CEMETERY WAS IN THE DESERT OUTSIDE OF PALM Springs, an obnoxious spot of greenery in the sand, where the headstones and monuments looked like they’d been planted in a golf course. It was hot and all the granite glowed and shimmered in the sun, as if the souls of the smoldering dearly departed were fed up and making a break for it. The place looked absurd and gaudy, but then Hollywood was absurd and gaudy and this is where they liked to bury their dead.

David Spandau stood to the back of the crowd that kept nudging ever forward, until the minister, worried the corpse was about to have company, warned them away. There was a brief shuffle away from the center of attention, and the minister picked up the eulogy again. The minister was from Ohio, the home of the deceased, and he felt he had no business in this godforsaken place. He was sweating like a pig and there were TV cameras on him and all he could think about was looking like a rube on the Today show. But the family of the deceased had paid him good money to come out here, put him up in a nice hotel with room service, and being an honest man, he was determined to give them their money’s worth.

“It is said that Robert Leonard Dye was the finest actor of his generation, and there are few who would dispute this. Certainly not the millions of fans who idolized him, and certainly not his friends and colleagues, who knew him for the kind and generous friend that he was …”

Bobby Dye’s mother stood at the foot of her son’s grave, crying. They were real tears, which is something this particular cemetery didn’t see all that often. Her oldest son, Harry, Bobby’s only brother, stood with his arm around her. He wasn’t crying, but then he’d just inherited several million dollars and a house in Malibu. Behind them were Bobby’s longtime agent, Annie Michaels, and big-shot producer Frank Jurado, producer of several of Bobby’s films. Bobby’s girlfriend, Mila-just-the-one-name-like-Cher, the Russian starlet of Galaxy Invaders III, was with them. Like a jockey spotting an opening at the fence, she tried to edge her way forward, but Bobby’s brother gave a high sign and they closed ranks. Poor Mila, she was suing the estate and nobody liked her.

“… Ashes to ashes, dust to dust …” said the minister, and hoped he’d said it dramatically enough for the media.

A group of musicians launched into Led Zeppelin’s “Stairway to Heaven” as somebody kicked a switch and the coffin sank into the ground. Good-bye, Bobby, you poor son of a bitch, thought Spandau. He followed the line past the grave, picked up his handful of earth, and dropped it on the casket. He saw Frank Jurado glaring at him. Annie wouldn’t look his way. As he started toward the parking lot, a small red-haired man grabbed his sleeve.

“Hello, Ginger,” said Spandau. Ginger’s eyes were raw from crying. He’d stood nearly as far back as Spandau, being merely Bobby’s personal assistant, and no longer warranting inclusion.

“He’d’ve hated this, you know,” said Ginger. “He wanted ‘Siegfried’s Funeral March.’ Tasteful, just like he was. The Led Zeppelin is just tack. Oh Lord, as far as I know he didn’t even like Led Zeppelin. That’s Mila’s doing, the bitch. Right now he’s in heaven, swearing like a sailor. You’re not mad at me too, are you? I don’t think I could bear it.”

“Why should I be mad at you?”

“That whole business, after all you’d done for him, and he refused to see you again …”

“I never blamed that on you.”

“They fired me too, you know,” said Ginger. “Just after he won the Oscar for Wildfire. Mila came in and cleaned house, got rid of anybody who meant anything to him. I’d been with him through it all, then he has Annie come in and ask me to leave. He couldn’t do it himself. He knew it was wrong. He was afraid of Mila, though, afraid she’d leave him. And she did leave him too, didn’t she, the bitch. They didn’t want to let me in here today. But I told them I’d make a scene. Fuck the hush contracts, I’ll go to the fucking papers, I said. I’ll go to fucking CNN. They let me in. I was lying, though. If they knew me, if they knew anything, they’d know I couldn’t do anything like that. I’d never do that to him, never.”

He began to cry again.

“You were his friend,” said Ginger. “He knew that.”

“He had a funny way of showing it.”

“I never knew anybody so afraid. They pushed him around, ran his life. Took it from him, in the end, didn’t they? He liked you. They made him do what he did.”

“He was a grown man, Ginger. Nobody put a gun to his head. Anyway, I was just the hired help. He got into a mess and paid me to get him out of it, that’s all.”

“You know that isn’t true.”

“I don’t know anything,” said Spandau. “I wish I did, but I don’t.”

Ginger embraced him. Spandau put his hand on the little man’s shoulder. Ginger had loved Bobby, but Bobby Dye had a hard time with love. It wasn’t something you could pick up and fondle like a pretentious French wine, a sports car, or a girlfriend he’d selected from the Victoria’s Secret catalog. People loved Bobby at their own risk, and he ran them away when he could. All that was left were the cynics, who, like Oscar Wilde once said, knew the price of everything and the value of nothing.

“Take care of yourself, Ginger,” said Spandau.

“Oh, I will. Keep your pecker up, I always say.” Then he giggled. “He always laughed when I said that, said it didn’t mean the same thing here.” He turned away, crying again.

Spandau had reached the parking lot when the long black Lincoln Town Car finally pulled up and blocked his path. He’d seen the car waiting all through the service but hadn’t been sure until now it was for him. The tinted black window went down and Salvatore Locatelli leaned forward. Locatelli was a very busy man, but he dearly loved driving around town and scaring the shit out of people like this.

“Get in, Texas,” said Locatelli.

Spandau ignored him and tried to walk around the car, but the driver moved it to block him and they did this several times.

“Don’t be a hard-on, Texas. All this rocking back and forth, I get seasick.”

Locatelli pushed open the door. Spandau climbed in. The air-conditioning was a shock after the desert heat. Locatelli took his time unwrapping a Havana cigar, clipping it, lighting it with a long match. Locatelli liked his little theatrics.

“What’d you think of the ceremony?” Locatelli said finally, around puffs of smoke.

“You drag me in here to exchange funerary critiques?” said Spandau.

“I thought it lacked gravitas. A man dies, it ought to be treated with gravity. Even if he was an opportunistic little prick.”

Spandau reached for the door, but Locatelli stopped him.

“Okay, sorry, I know you liked the little bastard. God knows I could never figure out why. He treated you as shitty as he treated everybody else. Maybe worse, because you actually liked him. Very few people did, Texas, we have to admit this. I produced three of his films and I couldn’t stand the sight of him.”

“That never stopped you from making a good buck off him.”

“Yeah, yeah, he was a poor innocent kid from Ohio, kind to his mother, the new James Dean. Tell that bullshit to the family of the dead girl he let die on his toilet and had Richie Stella’s goons bury in the desert. You helped him get out of that one too, I seem to recall.”

“Which you promptly used to blackmail him into working for you.”

“Oh, you got that wrong. I didn’t have to. Like every other swinging dick in this town, Bobby Dye was for sale. I just happened to have enough money to buy him. That’s it, plain and simple. As usual, Texas, you got your villains mixed up.”

“As much as I enjoy catching up on old times, would you mind cutting to the chase? I have an appointment.”

“I like you, Texas. I think you’re an idiot, but you’ve got balls and a certain sense of honor. If you dressed better you could almost pass for Italian, which is why I would hate to find you bobbing with the condoms under Santa Monica pier early one morning.”

“I can’t think of the last time anybody threatened my life so poetically.”

“I want to lead a quiet life, Texas. I have a nineteen-year-old Argentine mistress and a variety of business associates who think they’re Sonny Corleone and that cement shoes are still a swell idea. These will send me to my grave soon enough. I don’t want to have to worry about you too.”

“So this is you looking out for my welfare? I already got a Saint Jude’s medal hanging around my neck. Sorry.”

“Very funny,” said Locatelli. “And I’ll be laughing right up to the point where I have Louis here break your fucking kneecaps with a sledgehammer. You know what I mean. I don’t want any trouble out of you. No heroics, no revenge fantasies. I didn’t kill your pal. Your pal killed himself, with a little help from the American Medical Association. Those were all perfectly legal drugs he ate. I had nothing to do with it. You want a real culprit, talk to that bimbo he was engaged to. He’s not the first guy to walk cunt-struck off the edge of a cliff. He was a business investment for me, Texas. I didn’t like the little shit, but he’s no good to me dead. Even you ought to be able to see that.”

“We’re just awash in sentiment here, aren’t we? You mind if I go now, or is Louis up there determined to run over my cowboy boots again?”

“A fucking grown man, wearing those things. I could never understand it.”

“They correct my pigeon toes. Otherwise I walk sideways like John Wayne.”

“A sense of humor in the face of serious physical harm,” said Locatelli. “I like that.”

He reached over and pushed open the door. The desert rushed into the car and Locatelli winced. He disliked sand and heat and anything else that interfered with the crease of his Savile Row trousers. Spandau climbed out. He waited for Locatelli to have the last word, which he would do if he had to spend the afternoon chasing Spandau around the parking lot.

“Take care, Texas. Like the man says, these are mean streets.”

The door closed and the Town Car whirred away. Spandau wondered for a moment if the biggest gangster in Los Angeles actually read Raymond Chandler, then realized Locatelli was quoting Martin Scorsese.
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SPANDAU DROVE THE BLACK BMW EAST DOWN THE SUNSET Strip, past the Hollywood icons, the clubs, the restaurants, the unbearably hip, the tourists, the street people. He turned up onto a narrow street that rose steeply and became a series of sharp, blind turns. A delivery van nearly hit him, head-on, and he had to pull over and let the guy inch past. It was a short climb until the street opened up into a cul-de-sac and a large green gate that guaranteed its owner protection from the barbarian hordes. Instead of pulling up to the gate, Spandau pulled over and parked and dialed a number on his cell phone.

“Hi, you’ve reached the cell phone of Delia Macaulay. Please leave a message and I’ll return your call.”

Spandau hung up, then realized she’d see his number on her phone. Goddamn modern technology, thought Spandau. There was something horribly wrong with a country where you couldn’t make an anonymous call to stalk your ex-wife. She’d said “Macaulay,” her maiden name. At least she wasn’t using the new one. That was a good sign. She was clearly beginning to see she’d made a mistake marrying that geek Charlie. Spandau felt a tiny ember ignite in his heart, but the part of him that still retained any sense knew it was desperation, like some Jack London character about to die of exposure. He drove up to the gate, buzzed, and hung his head out the window so they could see him.

“Yes?” said a woman’s voice.

“I’m David Spandau. I have an appointment.”

“Just a minute …”

The gate creaked and eased open. Spandau pulled through, half expecting, as he always did, for Saint Peter to come rushing up and demand his résumé. In the courtyard a large black man was washing a new Lincoln Navigator. There were tall ancient palm trees, cobblestones, and an Italianate fountain that just lacked Anita Ekberg prancing through it. The house itself was a great gray Norman thing, a castle really, that sat uncomfortable among the California splendor like a bull mastiff at a tea party. Birds cawed from above. Spandau parked beneath a palm tree out of the sun, risking the birdshit in favor of upholstery that didn’t feel like a frying pan.

A small businesslike blonde came out of the house and walked up to the car. All six feet two inches of Spandau unrolled from the BMW and stood towering above her. She held out her hand and gave him a look that implied she ate hulks like him for breakfast. She was fair and blue-eyed and pretty, but there was something undeniably fierce about her, like a peculiarly attractive marmot.

“I’m Pamela Mayhew. I’m Anna’s sister and her personal assistant.”

“David Spandau,” he said, taking her hand, “from Walter Coren and Associates.”

“This way,” she said, and marched back toward the house. Spandau lumbered behind her. He hated crisp people, especially in hot weather. He felt sweat trickle down his backbone and into his belt. Luckily inside was cooler. It was dark, and the two-foot-thick stone walls and slight hum of air-conditioning did a fine job of blocking out the rest of the cruel world. Spandau often dealt with the rich and famous, and what he envied was not the wealth or renown, but their ability to enclose themselves in a shell of real estate like giant armadillos. It was an illusion, of course. They were even less protected than most people, and Spandau’s profession—a private detective specializing in the Hollywood elite—had taught him that various kinds of nastiness managed to get at them anyway. Still, you couldn’t help but feel safe here, and Spandau thought of his own small, lonely house in the Valley, his own frail shell, where reality kept pouring in through all the cracks.

“I don’t think I’ve ever met a real private eye before.”

“Thrilling, isn’t it?” said Spandau.

She laughed. It was a good, genuine laugh. “I take it you’re the wisecracking sort who shoots the bad guy and kisses the girl in the last scene.”

“Usually it’s the other way around,” he said, “but I keep my hopes up.”
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Oscar for Best Actress. Rich, famous, and

beautiful, she had the world at her feet.
Nearly forty years old, Anna is being offered these
days only bland supporting roles, the kind she
got her acting started with. So she spends much
of her time thinking up clever and dangerous
methods of self-destruction.

But she may not have to kill herself after all.
Anna discovers she has a stalker—Vincent, a crazed
fan whose idea of love involves a straight razor and
lots of blood. What better way to propel the name
Anna Mayhew into film immortality? Enter David
Spandau, ex-stuntman and private investigator,
who has been hired by Anna'’s sister Pam to protect
the star. But Anna doesn't want help—until she
meets Spandau and decides she needs his intimate
protection all the way to the Cannes Film Festival,
where she’s slated to be a judge.

Spandau finds himself falling for Anna, as
well. But there’s the not so small problem of trying
to keep a woman alive who'd prefer to be dead. To
complicate matters, Vincent has followed Anna to
Cannes intent on a bloody consummation of their
relationship and he is being tracked by Special,
an opera-loving L.A. pimp trying to recover the
mob-owned money Vincent stole from him.

So a deadly cat-and-mouse game that begins
in the meat market of Hollywood culminates at
the Roman orgy that is Cannes. Author Depp
proves again to have the deadliest and most
perceptive eye trained on the entertainment
business today. With an enthralling, hair-raising
final act, Babylon Nights is a twisted and sharply
funny thrill ride that will delight Spandau fans
and newcomers alike.

Fifteen years ago, Anna Mayhew won an
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