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They are not They.




He, She, or It is not You.




Any resemblance in this book




to people living or deceased




is purely coincidental




and will merely be taken by the author




as a tribute to his genius.

























To John




in memory of
 the flying Scaramanga Brothers





















“I came out to Los Angeles in the 30s, during the Depression, because there was work here. LA is a loser’s town. It always has been. You can make it here when you can’t make it anywhere else.”




ROBERT MITCHUM




“It’s all very well going around thinking you’re a cowboy, until you run into somebody who thinks he’s an indian.”




KINKY KRIEDMAN
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AS THE VAN TURNED OFF LAUREL CANYON AND UP ONTO Wonderland, Potts said to Squiers, “How many dead bodies have you seen?”




Squiers thought for a minute, his face squinted as if thought were painful to him. Potts figured it probably was. Finally Squiers said, “You mean, like, in a funeral home or just laying around?”




This sort of thing never failed to drive Potts crazy. You ask him a simple question and he takes three fucking days and then gives you a stupid answer. This is why he hated working with him.




“Jesus, yeah, okay, just fucking laying around. Not your fucking grannie in her coffin.”




This sent Squiers into another round of thought and facial manipulation. I could go out for a freaking cup of coffee while he’s thinking, Potts said to himself. Potts wanted to hit him with something. Instead he bit his lip and turned his head to watch the houses they passed.




The elderly van trudged up the steep, winding street that seemed to go on forever. Squiers drove, as always, because Squiers liked driving and Potts didn’t. In Potts’s opinion, you had to be an idiot or a maniac to enjoy driving in Los Angeles. Squiers qualified as both. Potts read somewhere that there were more than ten million people in L.A., people who spent literally half their lives on the roads. In some places twelve lanes of traffic going eighty miles an hour, bumper to bumper, within inches of one another. Careening along in several tons of glass and metal, your knuckles white on the wheel. You go too slow they run over your ass. You go too fast you can’t stop in time when some old fart brakes at a senile hallucination, standing a lane of a hundred cars on its nose. You got no choice but to do whatever everybody else is doing, no matter how stupid. Mainly you just do it and try not to think about the mathematical impossibility of it all, the sheer, mindless optimism that any of this could function for longer than fifteen seconds without getting you killed or mangled. On the other hand, every fifteen seconds somebody actually was getting killed or mangled on an L.A. freeway, so it was perfectly sane to stress about it. You had to have a fucking death wish to drive in L.A.




What Potts hated mainly, though, was that you were forced to pretend people knew what they were doing when they clearly didn’t. You look out the window at the faces hurtling past and they give you no reason for hope. Whizzing past goes a collection of drunks, hormonal teenagers, housewives fighting with their kids, hypertense execs screaming into cell phones, the ancient, the half blind, the losers with no reason to keep living, the sleep-deprived but amphetamine-amped truck drivers swinging a gazillion-tonned rig of toilet supplies. Faces out of some goddamned horror movie. One false move and everybody dies. You had to lie to yourself in order to function. This is what got to Potts. Potts was no optimist. You spend five years in a Texas prison and it changes your view of what people are like. Jesus, so many fucking psychos loose in the world it’s a wonder we manage to wake in our beds alive, much less navigate a fucking superhighway. Then you were forced to shove all this aside, cram it into some little cupboard in your brain and shut it away, whenever you walked out the fucking door in the morning. You had to make yourself forget everything you knew about life, everything you knew to be true, and pretend that people were somehow Good and not the collection of thieves and madmen and basic shits you knew them to be. This is what drove Potts crazy. It was exhausting, this burden of self-deception. The goddamn weight of it made him tired all the time.




Potts looked over at Squiers, who stared straight ahead over the wheel, brow creased, mimicking the act of human thought. Squiers was huge, pale, and dumb, Potts’s exact opposite, and Potts almost admired him. Potts hated being around him, of course, and felt the world would clearly be a much safer place if Squiers happened to get run over by a train. Squiers was slow and plodding and whatever happened in his head bore no resemblance to what happened in Potts’s. Squiers never worried, never got nervous or frightened, could fall asleep standing up like a goddamn Holstein. Never questioned anything, never contributed an answer, never argued. He’d either do something or he wouldn’t, and you could never be sure which way it would go, since there appeared to be no thought process behind it. Squiers was maybe the happiest person Potts had ever met. There were no conflicts in his life. You give Squiers a nice blood-soaked chainsaw movie or a pile of cheap porno mags and Squiers was as content as a child. Meanwhile Potts had a bad stomach and couldn’t remember a time when the sky wasn’t fixing to collapse on him. Potts had to envy him a little, while still hating his psychotic guts. Richie called them Mutt and Jeff, made jokes about their each being one half of the perfect employee, though utter fuckups individually. Potts didn’t like Richie very much either, though Richie paid well and ex-cons couldn’t be too choosy.




The van climbed up and up, out of this world and into the next, past fancy-ass places costing millions of bucks but still had their asses on stilts hanging a hundred feet over a goddamn canyon. For that kind of money you’d think you could get a backyard. Potts couldn’t imagine life without a backyard, you had to have a backyard. Someplace you could go out and drink a beer and barbecue a goddamn hamburger. Even the little shitpile he rented out in Redlands had a fucking backyard. The truth was, though, the whole Hollywood Hills scene was bullshit. For a couple of million bucks you got a dinky house with no yard at all and its ass hanging over a goddamn abyss. Well yeah, that was fucking Hollywood all over, wasn’t it? The whole goddamn place was a con. Movies stars my ass. A bunch of suckers. Give me a house with a backyard anytime.




“A hundred and twenty-three,” said Squiers.




Potts looked at him. “What?”




“Dead bodies I seen.”




“You lying sack of shit. A hundred and twenty-three? What kind of number is that? You a fucking guard at Auschwitz or something? Jesus.”




“No, no kidding. I saw a plane crash once. A hundred and fucking twenty-three people perished.”




Squiers saying that word, perished, really irritated the hell out of Potts. He was lying, he’d heard it somewhere on the news, and the newscaster had said perished. Squiers didn’t even know what it meant, where the hell would he get off using a word like that. Potts decided to nail him on it.




“You saw a plane crash.”




“Yeah, that’s right.”




“You actually saw it crash.”




“No, I didn’t actually see it, like, hit the ground. But I come along right after it did, when all the fire trucks were there and shit.”




“And you saw the bodies?”




“What?”




“You saw the bodies, right? A hundred and twenty-three fucking bodies, thrown all over the ground. And you counted them, right? One, two, three, a hundred and twenty-three?”




“Well, no, shit, I didn’t actually see the bodies, but they were there. A hundred and twenty three-people on that plane and they all perished.”




Potts took a deep breath and sighed. “What did I ask you?”




“When?”




“When I asked you how many bodies you’ve seen. I said seen. That’s the word I used. I didn’t say how many bodies have you heard about, how many the fucking bozo on the news said there were. Are you grasping this?”




“They were there, man. I didn’t have to see them. It was a fucking planeload of people.”




“But the point is, you didn’t actually see them, did you? You heard about them, but you didn’t actually see them with your own little eyes. Am I correct?”




“Yeah but—”




“No, no fucking but. Did you actually, personally, with your own eyes, see a hundred and twenty-three bodies? Just yes or no. Yes or no.”






Squiers steamed for a minute, he wriggled his ass a little in the driver’s seat, then he said curtly: “No.”




“Aha!” said Potts. “I rest my case.”




The van climbed slowly up the steep winding road. It was three o’clock in the morning and a goddamn fog coming in didn’t help matters. They had to stop several times to check the streets. It was like a rat maze up here. It seemed to Potts that the climb was endless. He didn’t like heights. He liked nice flat ground, that’s why he lived in the desert.




“This is it,” Potts said.




They stopped at a large metal gate. Squiers edged the van up next to the keypad. Squiers looked at Potts, who was shuffling around the various pockets of the combat gear he liked to wear.




“You got the code?”




“Yeah, of course I’ve got the code.” Truth was, Richie had written the code on a little Post-it note and given it to him and now Potts couldn’t find it. He’d taken it from Richie back at the club and hadn’t thought about it and now he couldn’t find the goddamn thing. He fought back a rising panic attack. Squiers, the bastard, was watching him with a barely hidden smirk on his face. He was hoping Potts couldn’t find it so they’d have to call Richie and Richie would rip Potts a new asshole. Squiers was pissed about the airplane thing and was too dumb to figure out how to get revenge on his own.




At last Potts found the Post-it note, stuck in one of the chest pockets on his camouflage jacket. He felt his bowels relax and Squiers looked disappointed. Potts tried to look cool, as if it hadn’t been any sweat, and read the code to Squiers, who reached through the window and punched it in. The gate shuddered a little then opened and they drove through.




The house was perched on a knoll right up at the very end of Wonderland Avenue. As the gate shut behind them, they climbed up the narrow drive to a level paved area where the garage was. There was a sharp right and the drive continued up at a steep angle to the house itself. Squiers parked the van in front of the garage. They got out and stared at the steep rise.




“Shit,” said Potts. “How are the parking brakes on this fucker?”




“Hell, I dunno. It ain’t my van.”




“We have to back it up and park the bastard there,” Potts said, motioning up the drive. “And you better hope the son of a bitch don’t roll downhill and go shooting off into outer space.”




“Shit,” said Squiers. He looked at the spot where they’d have to park, then followed the possible trajectory of the vehicle downhill and off the edge of the knoll and down onto a valley full of houses.




“Well, let’s do it,” said Potts. “Let’s go have a look first.”




They trudged up the hill. Potts was small and wiry but he smoked. Squiers was a huge fucking buffoon. By the time they got to the top they were both out of breath. They sat for a moment, then Squiers tried the door. It was unlocked. He looked at Potts, waiting.




They entered the darkened house, stepping into a living room with a cathedral ceiling, enclosed on two sides by floor-to-ceiling walls of glass. Beyond was a patio that wrapped around most of the house and a panorama of the lights of Los Angeles far below.




Squiers reached over to flip on a light but Potts stopped him.




“What the hell are you doing? It’s like a goddamn fishbowl in here. They could fucking see us from fucking Compton.”




Potts went over and pulled closed the heavy curtains. “Now you can turn on the fucking light.”




They looked around the room.






“It’s a fucking dump,” declared Potts. “The fucker’s got about a billion fucking dollars and not a lick of taste. Not a goddamn thing worth stealing.”




“Richie’ll get pissed if we stole anything,” said Squiers. “He said not to touch anything.”




“Fuck Richie,” said Potts. “Anyway there’s nothing to steal. Look at this shit. Jesus.”




Potts started opening doors. “Where the hell he say it was?”




“Upstairs, I think.”




They trudged up the steps. Potts opened a door. An office. He opened another one. A large messy bedroom. He pushed open another one.




The girl sat slumped on the toilet. She looked maybe sixteen or seventeen, very pretty, with long brown hair and a good figure. She was wearing a short, plaid skirt and a pair of colored tights were down around her ankles. A needle and a syringe stuck out of her left thigh, and the works for cooking up heroin sat on the sink next to her.




Potts and Squiers stared at her for a while.




“She’s cute,” Squiers said after a while. “You sure she’s dead?”




“She fucking better be,” said Potts.




“Cute tits.”




“You’re a fucking pervert,” said Potts distastefully, “you know that?”




“All I’m saying is that I’d fuck her. If she was alive.”




Potts made a disgusted face. “Where’s the fucking camera?”




Squiers dug out a small, cheap 35mm tourist’s camera.




“How come he didn’t give us a digital?” asked Squiers, examining the camera. “This is shit.”




“Because he wants the fucking film, that’s why.”






“Yeah, but why’s it got to be film?”




“Because he doesn’t fucking trust us, okay? We could make copies before we got back. He wants the fucking roll of film.”




“Oh.”




“Can I have the fucking camera now, please?”




Potts took pictures of the girl from all angles, pausing only to let the flash recharge.




“Okay, go and get the van,” he told Squiers, “and back it up as close as you can. I don’t want to have to drag this bitch all the way down the hill.”




“How come you don’t go and get the van?”




“Mainly because you’re a fucking sick motherfucker and there’s no way in hell I’m going to leave you alone with this bitch. Does that answer your fucking question?”




Squiers looked at him. He didn’t move. For a moment Potts thought he was going to turn on him. But you could never tell what Squiers was thinking, if what he did could be called thinking. There was always just that sort of glassy look, as if he’d managed to focus through your eyes and onto the back of your head. Potts waited for a move, the flicker of a muscle before he struck, because you’d never see it in his eyes first. Squiers might be a fucking moron but you couldn’t read him and you couldn’t assume he’d even do what was in his own interest.




Finally Squiers just shrugged and turned and went downstairs. Potts took a deep breath and went into the bedroom to take a few shots. Richie wanted what he called “establishing shots,” photos that clearly identified the place. Richie thought of everything. Potts didn’t like the miserable goombah shit any more than he liked Squiers, but you had to hand it to him, he didn’t miss a trick.




Squiers meanwhile was having a hell of a time getting the van backed up the hill. He’d borrowed the van from his brother-in-law, who’d told him it was reliable. Squiers imagined the weasely little son of a bitch laughing at him and made up his mind to beat the shit out of him when he got back, sister or no sister. The gears were shit, first wasn’t enough and second was too much. After a lot of grinding and rocking, Squiers finally just pulled all the way up to the garage, then backed up quick enough that the bumper scraped the pavement before it rose up the hill. When he got to the top, Squiers left the van in first and locked the emergency brake. It lurched a few inches downhill but it caught. Squiers waited and the thing didn’t go anywhere, so he got out of the van and went back into the house.




“You think you made enough fucking noise?” Potts said to him when he walked in the door.




“I think we ought to hurry. I don’t trust the brakes on that thing.”




“Shit.”




Potts went into the upstairs bedroom and pulled a duvet off the bed. He dragged it into the hallway outside the bathroom and spread it on the floor. Squiers started into the bathroom to pick the girl up but Potts pushed him aside. Squiers stood back and let Potts tend to her. Potts pulled out the syringe and laid it on the sink next to the works. He lifted her off the toilet and dragged her into the hallway and onto the blanket. The dress had ridden up and she was naked underneath. Potts wrestled the panty hose back up over her hips.




“Why bother to do that?” asked Squiers, who’d been watching all this appreciatively.




“I don’t want anybody thinking we interfered with her.”




“What difference does it make?”






Potts didn’t bother with a reply. It made Potts sick to think of somebody finding the body and believing it had been interfered with. It was just the sort of filthy thing that the newspapers and TV loved, and it made Potts sick to imagine that somebody might think it was him, even if they had no idea who he actually was. When he’d made the girl decent he rolled her up in the blanket, like a Tootsie Roll.




“What about the works?” Squiers asked him.




“Richie said leave it, it’ll give this fucker something to remind him when he comes home.”




They held opposite ends of the rolled blanket and awkwardly carried the body down the stairs, out of the house, and to the van. Squiers reached with one hand to open the back door of the van when the vehicle lurched forward half a foot. Then again.




Panicked, Squiers let go his end of the blanket. The end with the girl’s head struck the ground with a dull thud. Squiers was dancing alongside the van, struggling with the door, as it began rolling downhill. The van was picking up speed as Squiers jumped inside. He pushed the brake and nothing much happened. The garage was looming up fast. Squiers stood up on the goddamn brake, trying to push it through the floor, pushing his back against the seat and pulling hard at the wheel with his hands. There was an ugly grinding noise and Squiers thought the brakes had given way completely but the van slowed with a sound like a freight train stopping and came to rest a couple of feet from the bumper of the Porsche sitting in the garage.




Squiers slumped over the steering wheel. He got out and looked up the hill at Potts, who had sat down next to the girl, his mouth open.




Squiers came trudging up the hill. “Fucking brakes, man,” he said happily, as if he’d just stepped off some ride at Magic Mountain.




There was nothing Potts could possibly say. They half carried, half dragged the girl down the hill and stuck her into the van. They were nearly to Ontario and Potts was still shaking inside and smoking another cigarette to calm himself down when Squiers said, out of the blue:




“At least her ass was clean.”
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THE AGENT’S OFFICE WAS NINE FLOORS ABOVE WILSHIRE Boulevard in a building that cost $30 million and still looked like a cross between a cuckoo clock and a Forest Lawn mausoleum. It was owned by the largest and most powerful talent agency in the world, but with all that glass the air-conditioning was useless and the windows didn’t open in case somebody felt tempted to jump. The bigwigs had a west-facing view of the Pacific. This particular agent had a panorama of East L.A. and a layer of smog that reached all the way to Redlands. Even from here, you could practically hear them wheezing in San Bernardino.




“…Not dealing here with some used car dealer from Reseda who wants you to get pictures of his wife fucking around, and I told them how important it was that they send somebody with a little tact, not some fucking clown who doesn’t understand a fucking thing about the business, or about dealing with talent of this caliber, someone with a little sensitivity…”




She’d been going on like this for fifteen minutes and still hadn’t told him a thing he could use. She wasn’t a bad-looking woman, really, if you like overcompensating East Coast types. Sometimes he actually did. She had short auburn hair, full red lips, pale skin, and the overall demeanor of a Gila monster. He had a fantasy of her slashing flesh all day long, then going home to bill and coo at her cats.




“…With discretion, for fuck’s sake, and not bounding in like some steer in a rose garden…”




She wore a simple black Balenciaga dress and he thought he caught a whiff of Opium as she walked behind him. She had excellent taste in clothing but the steer-and-rose-garden analogy hit too close to home. His thumb ached and without the bandage it looked like a slightly bent eggplant.




“…Can keep their mouth shut and not go running to the tabloids with material that could…”




Her office was small and the sort of cubicles they give middle management at insurance companies, but without the family photos and the national-park calendar. Anything that might offer a clue to her personal life had been carefully removed. A floor-to-ceiling bookshelf full of scripts covered one entire wall. He counted six that had already won Academy Awards and four more that probably would. In Hollywood, you could easily admire such complete dedication, but he’d long ago decided he didn’t care to.




His thumb was beginning to throb now and his back was hurting as well. He refused to take the painkillers but he badly wanted a cigarette and a hefty shot of Jack Daniel’s. At a rodeo in Salinas the week before he’d gotten thrown from a horse named Tusker and pulled a muscle in his back. Then he’d managed to dislocate his thumb while trying to rope a calf. He’d looped it between the rope and the saddle horn—a truly greenhorn mistake that had gotten him much laughter but absolutely no sympathy from his peers. The Salinas rodeo had been a disaster, but there was another one at the end of the month in Bakersfield. He was wondering if he had enough vacation days to make that one when he noticed she had stopped talking.




“What the fuck are you doing?”




She was standing next to him with her hands on her hips and a look that made him wonder if he’d suddenly developed Tourette’s syndrome. It took him a moment to realize he’d absentmindedly pulled out his cigarettes and had started to light one.




“Jesus Christ,” she said, “this is a nonsmoking building, just like everywhere else in this state! How fucking observant are we?”




He put the cigarettes back into his jacket pocket. He was getting sleepy now, too. He’d driven all night from his sister’s house in Flagstaff, cutting his vacation two days short because Walter, his boss, said he’d been expressly requested for this case, and that the client was an important one. It was now late Thursday morning and he wasn’t supposed to go back to work until Monday. He was betting that Walter, the chintzy bastard, hadn’t even put him on the clock for this. It was just the sort of crap he’d pull. Spandau made a note to get this straightened out before Walter slipped out of the office and spent the rest of the day getting hammered somewhere.




“You haven’t been listening to a fucking word I’ve said. Geary said you were supposed to be good, but frankly you don’t look to me like you could handle a street crossing, much less a case like this.”




Paul Geary was a TV producer he’d done some work for, and was the one who’d given Spandau’s name to the Allied Talent Group, the agency that had constructed this particular air-conditioned nightmare. They in turn had foisted Spandau off on her, and now she was sweetly telling him she wasn’t happy about it. Annie Michaels was one of the best agents in the business, known for being intensely loyal and protective of her clients. She was also famous for having one of the nastiest mouths in Hollywood and Spandau was getting particularly tired of having it aimed at him.




David Spandau stood up and carefully closed a single button of his Armani jacket. She was about five three and now he towered a full foot above her. She stopped talking when she had to look up at a forty-five-degree angle. As Spandau’s old mentor Beau McCaulay used to say, “When all else fails, just be taller.”




“Thank you,” he said. “It’s been a pleasure meeting you.” He held out his hand. She simply stared at it.




“Where the fuck are you going?” she asked incredulously. Hollywood agents are so used to people trying to get in to see them, they forget people can also walk out.




“First,” he said, “I thought I’d stand in front of your lovely new building and light a cigarette, provided nobody runs out and douses me with a fire extinguisher. Then I thought I’d go over to Musso and Frank for the eggs and roast beef hash. After that I don’t know. Somebody told me there was a German Expressionist exhibit at the county museum. While I adore Emil Nolde’s woodcuts, I’m not sure I could deal with all that angst on top of the roast beef hash.”




It’s hard to get the drop on a good agent. The trick is that they’re so used to people caring, their motor neurons lock up when confronted with someone who could simply give a shit. She continued to give him a blank stare as she processed the fact that he was actually walking out on her. She looked him up and down, as if actually noticing him for the first time. A big, dark man with a broken nose and tired eyes. Something wrong with his thumb. Good suit, a real Armani, but what’s with those fucking cowboy boots? He looked a little like Robert Mitchum but she thought Robert Mitchum was sexy as hell, so she tried to ignore that part of it. Genuinely tough, she figured. Tough enough that he could afford to downplay it. Maybe he even had a brain. Finally the program completed its loop, and she gave Spandau a nasty smile.




“A real smart-ass,” she said.




“No,” he said, “it’s just that I’ve got better things to do for the ass end of my vacation than to sit around and be verbally abused by some Long Island neurotic in a two-thousand-dollar potato sack.”




“Look, Tex, you were hired—”




“No, I wasn’t hired. Nobody’s hired anybody. Your agency asked me to come here and see if I wanted to help them out with a problem. So far this is just a freebie, a professional courtesy among supposedly civilized people. Frankly, though, I’m not all that crazy about getting shit on, even when somebody’s paying for it.”




“My God, who the fuck do you think you are? Who the fuck do you think you’re dealing with? I need a fucking professional, and they send me a fucking extra from Bonanza!”




She’s talking about the Tony Lamas, Spandau thought. Otherwise he was in Armani and impeccable. Spandau saluted her and turned toward the door.




“Hey, buster, don’t you turn your back on me!”




“If you’d like, I can have the agency send someone over more to your liking.”




“Are you kidding?” she cried as he opened the door. “Fuck you and your agency! Don’t track horseshit on the carpet as you go out, Hopalong!”




Spandau opened the door and nearly ran into a slim, elegant middle-aged man in a pinstripe suit and a good haircut. “Excuse me,” Spandau said, and started to pass him.




“Would you mind waiting just a few more moments?” he said to Spandau. His smile was a triumph of orthodontics. He graciously escorted Spandau back into the room and closed the door. “Hello, Annie,” he said to her. “I see you’ve been honing those social skills that made you so popular at Bennington.”




“This…asshole the detective agency sent me was just leaving.”




“I’m sorry,” he said. “Mr. Spandau?”




‘David Spandau. Coren and Associates, Personal Security and Investigations.”




“I’m sorry, Mr. Spandau. Annie is far too used to getting her way. Her idea of diplomacy is to scream loudly until people give in. It’s not pretty but surprisingly effective. It works with most people. I apologize for her.”




“Robert,” she said. “He’s an idiot. He’s all wrong for this. Just look at those shoes!”




“Sweetie,” he said, “for somebody who can wear Versace and still look like a Hasidic Jew, I’m not sure I’d talk.”




“Robert, that’s cruel!” she whined, but it made her laugh.




“Honey, you know it’s true. You’d be wearing go-go boots with that dress if the shop hadn’t given you instructions.” To Spandau he said, “Chanel refuses to sell her anything.”




“That’s an outright lie!”




“She’s practically a legend. They’re convinced she takes their clothes and has them altered by some little Chinese man in Reseda. Otherwise it doesn’t make sense.”




By this time she’d collapsed into a fit of giggles. “Robert, you are horrible!”






“I love you, that’s why I can tell you these things. You do look good in that black thing, though. Is it DK?”




“God, no. Balenciaga, honey. You think it looks okay?”




“It looks great. Just the style for you. The lines suit you.”




“You think so?” she pleaded.




“Am I not the most honest man you know? Now be nice and quit picking on this poor guy.” He held out his hand and they shook. “I’m Robert Aronson, by the way. I’m Bobby Dye’s attorney.”




He motioned for Spandau to sit down again, then sat down himself, after adjusting the knees of his suit.




“Now let’s see if we can get this sorted out. I’ve been on the phone all afternoon about you, Mr. Spandau, and in spite of Annie’s impression, it seems you are highly regarded in your profession.”




“I—” began Annie.




“Shut up, Annie. You remember the lunatic who was stalking Marcie du Pont last year? This is the gentleman responsible for putting him away. It seems Mr. Spandau specializes in people like us. Tell me, Mr. Spandau, are you really as good as all that?”




“Better,” Spandau said. “I’m a genuine asset to any organization.”




Aronson laughed. It would have been a pleasant laugh if Spandau thought he meant it.




“He’s not going to work,” Annie insisted.




“The bottom line, dear, is that no one gives a shit what you or I think. I was just on the phone with Gil—Gil White,” he said, “the head of Allied Talent—and Gil wants Bobby to see him. The rest is up to Bobby.”




Annie Michaels shrugged and gave a frustrated sigh. She sat down behind her desk, picked up the phone, and pushed a button. Spandau heard a buzz on the assistant’s desk outside. “Millie, check and see when the Wildfire shoot is breaking for lunch.” She hung up the phone. “And when this whole fucking thing blows up, it’ll be my ass, as usual,” she said to no one in particular. Her phone buzzed. She picked it up, listened, then asked, “Is he on the set or in the trailer?” then hung up again. She picked the phone up yet once again and quickly dialed a number. “Hello, sweetie, it’s me. The detective is here. Are you in the mood to see him? When? In about half an hour? Bye.” She replaced the phone with the tips of her fingers, as if it were a piece of bad fruit. “Okay, let’s try it.”




“That’s all we can ask for,” said Aronson. “That is, if Mr. Spandau still wants the case, after being subjected to your charms.”




“I’d like to talk to him,” Spandau said.




“They’re breaking in half an hour,” she said. “They’re shooting on Thirty-six at Fox.”




She picked up her purse and marched out the door. Aronson looked at Spandau and rolled his eyes.




“We’re going to the Wildfire set at Fox,” she told her assistant. “Call and have passes for us at the gate. I’ll be back after lunch. Transfer anything important to the cell phone. Everything else can wait until I get back. Are you clear on the difference between important and not important?”




“Uh-huh,” said the assistant, embarrassed and turning crimson.




“Are you listening to me?”




“Yes, Annie.”




“I don’t want to be bombarded by calls from people who just want to chat.”






“Annie, how am I supposed to know if they want to chat or not?”




“Because, honey, it’s part of your fucking job to know who’s important and who’s not, and important people don’t have time to chat. Is this clear now?”




“Yes, Annie.”




“Why does everybody act as if they’ve just had a goddamned lobotomy? Robert, you come with me. Hopalong, you can follow us on your horse.”




“I’ll just meet you there,” Spandau told her. “I know where it is.”




She grunted and strode to the elevator and assaulted a button. Apparently the elevator was as frightened of her as everybody else, because it opened right up. “Robert, are you coming?”




“Of course, Annie.”




Spandau followed him. Aronson purposely took his time about getting to the elevator. Annie had to jam her purse between the doors to keep them from closing. Walking away, Spandau distinctly heard the assistant mutter “miserable bitch” under her breath. The elevator doors closed as Annie Michaels began another stream of invective, and Spandau made a mental note to send the assistant a bouquet of flowers and his deepest sympathy.




 




Spandau followed Annie Michaels’s Mercedes out of the Allied Talent underground garage. She drove the way she talked, like a screaming banshee, nearly taking the ass off one of the attendants as she pulled onto Wilshire. She drove fast, but so reckless it was impossible to lose her. It was like following the path of a tornado; you simply traced the destruction in her wake. Through the rear window he could see her either talking on the phone or yelling and gesticulating at Aronson, who sat quietly and endured it. Every fifty feet or so, she looked at the road long enough to slam on her brakes and scream at another driver or pedestrian she’d nearly killed. It exhausted Spandau just to watch her. He eased back and let the Mercedes disappear in traffic. He’d been to the Fox lot a thousand times and could have driven it blindfold. He tuned the radio to a country-western station and took his time.




Spandau’s BMW was leased by the agency he worked for, so he couldn’t smoke in it—and he badly wanted a cigarette. Walter, his boss, had already reamed his ass a couple of times for lighting up in the car, so Spandau had to relinquish the a/c and open the windows. The moment he did Los Angeles came rushing in like the angry breath of hell. It was late September but L.A. still hadn’t managed to outrun a miserable summer. The air shimmered above the pavement, above the parked and waiting cars, and on a western horizon turned a lovely but unnatural orange in the smog. A hot, fine mist, composed of equal parts road dust, motor oil, and the exhalations of ten million anxious Angelinos, settled on any available skin and clung there to turn clothing into sandpaper. The eyes watered and the throat burned.




Spandau smoked, and thought the city gliding past was like an overexposed film, too much light, all depth burned away and sacrificed. All concrete and asphalt, a thousand square miles of man-made griddle on which to fry for our sins. Then you turn a corner and there’s a burst of crimson bougainvillea redeeming an otherwise ugly chunk of concrete building. Or a line of tall palm trees, still majestic and still refusing to die, stubbornly sprouting green at the tops of thick dying stalks, guarding a side street of bungalows constructed at a time when L.A. was still the Land of Milk and Honey. If you squinted hard, you could imagine what brought them here, all those people. There was a beauty still there, sometimes, beneath all the corruption, like in the face of an actress long past her prime, when the outline of an old loveliness can still be glimpsed through the desperate layers of pancake and eyeliner. Spandau could never figure out why he stayed, what kept bringing him back to L.A., until a drunken conversation he’d had in Nevada with a cowboy who’d fallen in love with a middle-aged whore. It was true, said the cowboy, that she was old and greedy and had no morals to speak of. But sometimes when she slept she had the face of a young girl, and it was this young girl the cowboy kept falling in love with, over and over. And also, added the cowboy, she had tricks that could make you the happiest man alive when she was in the mood.




He was thinking again of leaving Los Angeles. He often thought of it—hell, anybody sane thought of it a hundred times a day—but like the cowboy’s whore she inevitably lured him back. This time it had been hard. This time he nearly didn’t come back. Leaving his sister’s place in Flagstaff and rolling the truck back toward L.A. was like pushing into cloud that only got darker, until crossing the California line felt like having a curse lowered on you. He was too old for this crap. He’d tell Walter he was quitting. Dee was gone, and the detective work had begun to numb him to anything good and decent in the universe. He was already drinking too much, and he could see himself ending up like Walter, having spent the best years of his life chasing things that, when caught, made no sense at all. With the sale of the house and what he’d set aside, he could buy a small ranch in Arizona. But no, shit, he was no goddamn rancher, he didn’t have the energy to start and build a spread of his own. Not this late in the day. He’d started collecting books on the American West, and he enjoyed that world. Maybe he’d become a bookseller, fill up a little house somewhere with books, put out a catalog. But no, he wouldn’t do that either. He didn’t know a damn thing about selling books. Beau McCaulay had always said that a man should do whatever he does best. All Spandau could do was fall off a horse. It wasn’t much of a résumé.




The Fox lot was in Beverly Hills, across the street from the country club. What disappoints visitors to a movie set is that glitz is reserved for the paying public. From the outside, the place looked like a factory that produced canned goods or toilet seats. And as far as most of the executives were concerned, there was no difference. The only trace of Hollywood glamour was the three-story billboard advertising Bobby Dye’s latest film, Crusoe, a hip remake of Defoe’s classic, in which Friday was played by a pneumatic French actress in a loincloth. The film was about to open, and while serious critics were going to pan it, of course, there were only three of those left in the country, the rest working for papers or magazines owned by the same people who owned the studios. The buzz was huge and the movie was expected to make back twice its budget in the opening weekend. So, for the time being anyway, Bobby Dye was as close as you get in Hollywood to being a god.




Willard Packard was on duty at the guard’s shed when Spandau pulled in. Willard had worked for the studio for more than forty years, and said he knew all the great ones intimately from the chest up.




“Mr. Spandau.”




“Mr. Packard.”




“Wildfire, Stage Thirty-six, right?”




“Yep.”






“I don’t have to tell you where it is, do I?”




“I think I can find it.”




“Dead Letters,” he said, “1976. Horse’s Mouth, 1978. Double-cross, 1981. Am I right?”




“You forgot The World and Mr. Miller,” Spandau said, naming one of the other films he’d worked on at Fox.




“No, sir, I was just too polite to remind you,” Willard said. “I believe they handed out cranberry sauce with that one, didn’t they?”




“I do believe they did,” Spandau agreed. “Has Bobby Dye’s agent got here yet?”




He made a serious face, then held up a hand with several fingers folded back, as if they’d been chewed off. Spandau nodded and drove onto the lot. He parked in the lot behind the executive building, locking the doors of the Beamer in case the VP in charge of distribution felt like stealing his Blaupunkt sound system. He dodged a flying golf cart, a Chinese man in a headless panda costume, and two women in suits arguing if blackened catfish was allowed in a macrobiotic diet.




Spandau turned right and walked down a deserted city street past the New York Public Library and an Italian restaurant on the Lower East Side. He’d once fallen dead out of the second-floor library window, and been machine-gunned through the window of the restaurant. Both had been routine stunts, nothing to be proud of, but he felt a twinge of nostalgia for the old work, until he remembered he’d cracked his wrist falling out the window. The air bag had interfered with the shot the director wanted and he’d moved it slightly while they were at lunch. As a result, it didn’t deflate properly and Spandau bounced like a Ping-Pong ball onto the sidewalk. The director had a track record of hits and was only mildly rebuked by the studio. Meanwhile Spandau spent a month in a plaster cast, unable to work and wiping his ass with the wrong hand.




Stage 36 was on the other side of the lot, surrounded by a maze of trailers, cables, and equipment. A grip pointed out Bobby Dye’s trailer, a small motor home that would have looked at home in an Arizona retirement community. So much for Hollywood glamour, thought Spandau, though he knew that actors’ trailers expand in direct proportion to egos and box-office revenues. If Crusoe and Wildfire did as well as the buzz predicted, Bobby’s next trailer might require its own area code. Spandau knocked on the door. Annie Michaels popped out like a ferret and shut the door behind her.




“Where the hell have you been?”




“Taking a stroll down memory lane,” he said.




“Can you make an effort, here, please?” There was a slight panic in her voice. Spandau nearly felt sorry for her but stopped himself. “Now listen. He’s under a lot of pressure, he’s tense, he’s taking a lot of shit from the asshole producer and the asshole director. His costar has the talent of a bran muffin. Just let me do the talking, just sit there until he talks to you first. If it’s a bad time, you’ll just go, nothing will get accomplished anyway. He’s got good instincts. If he doesn’t like you, you’re history, understand?”




“Should I have brought a carrot or some sugar cubes?” Spandau asked mildly.




She sucked at her front teeth and gave him the Bronx death stare. “Personally,” she said, “I give you about thirty seconds.”




 




Inside the trailer, Bobby Dye sat wedged behind the small dining table across from Aronson.






“Bobby,” said Aronson, “this is David Spandau from the detective agency.”




Bobby stood up and they shook hands. Annie hovered behind Spandau for a moment, then inserted herself between them, separating them as if protecting her client from contamination.




“Sweetie, you don’t have to do this now if you’re not ready,” she said to Bobby.




“I’m fine with it,” he said.




“Are you sure?”




“Dear God, Annie,” said Aronson, “will you just get a grip?”




“Annie,” said Bobby.




“Yes?”




“You’re driving me fucking batshit, okay?”




“Sweetie, I’m just looking out for you. That’s what I get paid to do.”




“Well stop. Enough, okay?”




“Whatever you want, sweetie.”




“I want you to fucking stop calling me sweetie,” said Bobby. “It gets on my nerves.”




“Well, excuse me,” Annie said, and launched into the postmortem of a call she’d had that morning from an Finnish director who was interested in working with Bobby. It could have waited, of course, but Annie was trying to save face and wanted the appearance of surrendering ground rather than having had it pulled from under her.




Spandau tuned out the family melodrama and sat down, taking the opportunity to glance around the trailer.




Fifteen-hour days are not uncommon on a movie set. For a starring actor, most of that time is spent sitting in a trailer, under a kind of house arrest, since you never know when you’ll be needed and you dare not leave the set. There’s probably nothing in your contract to prevent it, of course, but there’s something unsettling about popping ’round to McDonald’s dressed as a cowboy or a flesh-eating zombie. And if you’re a popular actor, there are the fans and the press to contend with. If you’re filming on a lot, you could in theory go out for a stroll, though you would have to be pretty desperate, since film lots are marginally less exciting than a lumberyard. And like teachers who discover they’re a child short at the end of a field trip, producers and directors—a nervous bunch anyway—display apoplectic seizures when they can’t locate their actors, who, if left to their own devices, have been known to distract themselves in clever and interesting ways. Everyone is much happier if an actor simply stays nice and safe in his trailer.




Since motor homes have never been known for their warmth, actors do what they can to make them “homey.” Spandau had seen trailers decorated like Turkish brothels, opium dens, French boudoirs, and gymnasiums. One star he knew traveled with a potbellied pig, and had a section of her trailer fenced off and covered with straw. The place smelled accordingly, and the star herself—an international sex symbol who’d plowed through five husbands—was often redolent of eau de cochon. But if the star was happy, so was everybody else, health codes be damned.




What made Bobby Dye’s trailer special, in Spandau’s mind, was its utter lack of distinction. There were no frills, no pillows or fancy curtains. No family photos—no photos at all, no memorabilia, nothing that provided any access to Bobby’s personal life or past. The door to the bedroom was open, and Spandau could see a messy bed, some tossed clothing, and a set of weights. The rest of the trailer was as factory-issued, cool and impersonal, as if an effort was made to keep it that way. The only clues to the inner life of its inhabitant were the magazines and books lying about. Among the magazines were Cahiers du Cinema, Sight and Sound, the New York Times, Esquire, and People. A diverse reading list, though Spandau unkindly suspected if you looked closely enough they’d each contain some reference to Bobby. On a small bookshelf Will Durant cuddled up with Charles Bukowski and Carl Jung. Had Bobby actually read them? Or were they a bit of theater dressing?




“A real detective, huh,” said Bobby, calling Spandau’s attention back.




“The genuine article.”




“You packing?”




“A gun, you mean?”




“Yeah,” said Bobby.




“No,” said Spandau.




Bobby was disappointed. “I mean, what the hell is the point, then?”




“Sometimes I ask myself that very question,” Spandau replied.




Spandau liked the fact that Bobby had stood up when they shook hands—someone had given him some manners, at least. Bobby Dye was six inches shorter than Spandau’s six two. He’d gripped Spandau’s hand and looked him in the eyes, though there was something exaggerated about it, as if he were playing a role and this was how his character behaved. Bobby was indeed still in costume—faded jeans, scuffed cowboy boots, a plaid shirt open to reveal a tanned but hairless chest. Sleeves rolled up on strong, wiry arms decorated by a collection of tattoos just visible beneath the makeup. A tangled mass of longish brown hair, made worse by hair extensions that were dramatically teased to look windswept for the camera but on close-up looked more like a nest of garter snakes. The eyes were brown and a little sad—a fact much commented upon in the teen magazines. And there was the nose—the famous broken beak, slightly pushed in and crooked, the supposed result of a short boxing career, which gave Bobby’s face most of its character and redeemed it from looking like a million others. Not for the first time, Spandau was amused at how mundane an actor could seem in person, then somehow blaze into magnificence on-screen. There was some peculiar magic in those otherwise plain features that gave them a grandeur and romance through the lens of a camera. No one could explain why it happened with only a few chosen ones, though people had tried since the beginning of film.




“So how are you supposed to protect me?”




“Generally speaking, if it gets to a point where there’s any shooting, I haven’t done my job. And I always do my job.”




“What I think Mr. Spandau means is—” started Annie.




“I know what he means,” Bobby said to her sharply. “I got ears.”




She glared at Spandau. Spandau realized he must have been smiling. “Mr. Spandau, I don’t think you are quite—”




“Oh, shut up, Annie,” Bobby said.




Spandau tried not to gloat. Spandau said to him, “I thought we might talk.”




“Sure.”




“Alone would be a good idea,” Spandau said, “unless we’re having a tea party.”




Aronson looked over at Annie and nodded. She reluctantly followed him out of the trailer.




“You don’t much want this gig, do you?” Bobby said to Spandau.




“I guess that depends on you. I can’t do anything without your cooperation.”






He handed Spandau a sheet of paper with a message in cutout letters glued onto it: YOU’RE GOING TO DIE, DYE!




Spandau handed it back to him. “Cute.”




“I found it yesterday morning. Somebody’d slipped it under the door over there.”




“You get a lot of these?”




“It happens. Some chick falls for me in a movie and her boyfriend gets pissed and sends a letter.”




“How do you normally handle it?”




“There’s a guy who does security. Mainly nobody does shit.”




“You show it to him?”




“Yeah.”




“And?”




“Nothing to worry about. We could tack on a couple of bodyguards. The production company will pay.”




“So why do you feel this one is any different?”




“Because they managed to slip it under the door of my fucking trailer.”




“Why call me? What can I do for you?”




“I want you to find out who it is.”




“You got any ideas who it might be?”




“No.”




“Then it’s unlikely I’d be able to chase it down, brilliant shamus that I am. Like you said, it could be a pissed-off boyfriend. It could be anybody. Take the bodyguard and forget about it.”




“That’s it? That all you’ve got to fucking say? Somebody threatened my life!”




“Some shithead sent you a note. I’m not blowing it off, but it happens all the time and I don’t think it means much.”






“Fuck you.”




“Look,” Spandau said, “if this sort of shit meant anything, half of Hollywood would be dead already. These things go around like supermarket flyers. I’m sorry to burst your bubble, but everybody gets them. You can chalk it up to the price of fame. If you think you’re in serious danger, then there are people to protect you and you need to go to the police. But trying to narrow this thing down by a process of elimination isn’t going to work. It could be anybody. Unless you know who it might be? Do you?”




“No.”




“Then there’s nothing to say. Go to the cops and hire the bodyguards.”




“Then fuck you. I’ll get somebody else.”




“You can always find people to take your money.”




“Fuck you.”




Spandau was getting tired of his mouth. He thought seriously about grabbing him by the lapels and lifting him up out of the seat and delivering a little lecture on the proper way to treat guests, especially the ones who have nearly seventy-five pounds and six inches on you. And he might have, too, if Bobby Dye’s hands hadn’t been shaking as he lit a cigarette. He was trying to be tough and failing at it. Up until this point, the whole thing had felt funny to Spandau but now he was sure something else was going on.




“Let me see the note again.”




He handed it to Spandau. Spandau held it at the corners, not that it would have done much good. Spandau held it up at an angle to the light. The letters were glossy and there were probably fingerprints all over them, but God knows whose they were.




“How many people have seen this?”




“I dunno,” he said. “Annie. Robert. Maybe a couple of others.”






“What you mean is it’s been handed around like a plate of cocktail franks.”




He laughed a little. “Yeah, I guess.”




“You mind if I take it with me. I’ll bring it back tomorrow.”




“Yeah, I guess. Sure. You taking the case?”




“I need to think about it.”




“What are you doing? Playing fucking hard to get? Is this some kind of ego trip for you?”




“I won’t take a case unless I’m sure I can do the job. That’s just the way it works. You can hire anybody you want.”




“Robert says you’re the best.”




“He’s right. I am the best. Which means you can take my word for things.”




“Well, don’t fucking lose it.”




“I’ll try not to. Anyway I’ll come back tomorrow.” Spandau stood up and shook his hand. “And by the way, don’t ever speak to me again the way you’ve been speaking to me. Maybe some people will put up with it but I won’t. I’ll see you tomorrow.”




Annie pounced on Spandau the moment he stepped out of the trailer.




“Well?”




“Well what?”




“How did it go?”




“Ask your client.”




“I’m asking you.”




“Yeah,” he said, “but I don’t work for you.”




Her first instinct was to unload on him, but she thought better of it. She smiled. “You really are an asshole.”




“Maybe,” he said, “but I’m an old-fashioned asshole, and you people keep calling me names and I don’t like it. I’m sure it’s only a sign of affection but I want it to stop.”






“Are you taking the job?”




“I honestly don’t know. I have to check with my boss. I’ll let you know tomorrow.”




Spandau turned and walked away. He half expected a rock to hit him in the back of the head. When it didn’t come he kept on walking and tried to imagine the look on her face.




 




The office of Coren Investigations was on Sunset across from a Mercedes dealership and a French bistro. On clean air days you could open the window in the waiting room and smell the daube provençale as you watched Iranians test-drive the SLRs in circles around the block. The Coren office made an attempt at discretion—it was after all supposed to be a discreet profession—but allowed the vanity of a somewhat smug and successful brass name plaque next to the front door. The office itself was nothing more than the reception area, Coren’s office, and a small conference room, but the carpet was thick and the furniture was heavy. Trust us, it said, and people did. Coren rarely had more than five operatives employed at a time—he liked to refer to it as a “boutique” agency, with its implication of class and selectivity, as opposed to a large and impersonal outfit like Pinkertons.




Walter Coren had inherited the business from his father, an alcoholic old-school gumshoe whose favorite reading was Sir Walter Scott but who was beaten down by thirty years of sordid divorces and skipped husbands. Walter got a business degree from UCLA though paid for it working nights for his old man. By the time he entered college he’d already spent three years aiming cameras through motel windows and picking incriminating condoms out of trash cans. The bleakness of a sound financial education only quickened the demise of whatever romantic notions Walter had about life in the City of Angels. Walter buried the old man and his calcified liver about the same time he got his degree, then set about re-creating his father’s legacy, turning down a shot for an MBA at Stanford. Everyone he knew thought he was nuts, since his father had never pulled in more than a subsistence wage his entire career. But Walter, unlike his father, didn’t feel himself crippled by the moral failures of the world around him. Walter was gifted with an early understanding that human beings are flawed creatures who, as a result of these flaws, frequently got their asses in a sling and needed help. In much the same way that entrepreneurs can make fortunes hauling off human waste—Walter had done an enlightening college paper on the economics of waste management—Walter realized that lots of people in Los Angeles were willing to pay big bucks to dispose of other kinds of inconveniently accumulated shit. He reasoned that while all classes of people are capable of fouling their own nests, it was the rich ones who paid better and were the most entertaining.




Walter went into hock to lease an impressive car, purchase a good suit, and rent an upscale address in Beverly Hills, on the theory that the well-heeled only trust people who resemble them. He set about cultivating the rich and famous, who appreciated his country-club tan, his nice teeth, and the fact that he was discreet and didn’t appear to make any moral judgments about them. The rich, too, wish to be liked. Within ten years, Walter Coren was a success and one of the best-kept secrets in L.A. society. He’d also accumulated three ex-wives, a peptic ulcer, a succession of young mistresses, and Spandau. Spandau was the only one he actually liked, and only Spandau knew that Walter Coren Jr. cared far less about making money than he cared about the vindication of a father he’d adored. In the end the old man had started a successful concern. A painting of Walter Coren Sr., the founder, hung in his office—Walter had it done from a photo—and every July 14 Walter got drunk in remembrance of his death. Sometimes Spandau drank with him.




Spandau wedged the BMW into a rare space in front of the bistro and wondered if the paupiettes de veau was on today’s menu. He checked that it was and made a note to complain to the chef, André, about using red wine instead of the Madeira. When he walked into the office, Pookie Forsythe—whose name had been Amanda until she went to a good school back east—looked up from her perusal of Women’s Wear Daily. Pookie was a small and pretty brunette who believed in spiritual redemption through clothing. She also believed that one identity was never enough and changed hers daily. In this she was like most of Los Angeles. Today she’d decided to be Audrey Hepburn. She wore her hair up to show an exquisite pale neck, and if her pink suit wasn’t Givenchy, it was a fair copy. Pookie was in L.A. determined to make it on her own, though the monthly check from Daddums eased the strain a little.




“It’s back!” Pookie announced. “So how was the vacation?”




Spandau held up his thumb, which was looking more and more like an eggplant. Pookie wrinkled her face at it.




“What in God’s name did you do to it?”




“I roped it.”




“It was my impression,” she said in her best Barnard voice, “that you were supposed to rope the cow or something.”




“I missed. Is he in?”




Pookie nodded. Spandau went to Coren’s door and knocked. Coren opened the door and looked surprised to see him. But he recovered quickly and said, “Turn in your gas mileage.”






Walter Coren Jr. was tall and thin, and had the sort of good looks that age well but misleadingly suggest Old Money. His tan was still good, though the fair hair was thinning and it was an effort to maintain the size-thirty-four waist these days. He was just past fifty but looked near Spandau’s age. Women found him attractive enough to keep him in trouble, and men liked him because he could stoke their vanity without coming over as a homo. Still, underneath all that he was in hock to all his wives and his liver was on its way to matching his father’s.




“I just got back,” Spandau said.




“You never turn in your gas mileage, then you bitch that we don’t pay you enough. We are here to help you.”




“You the Man,” Spandau said, dropping into the chair opposite Coren’s desk. “The Man is only capable of exploitation, never true understanding.”




“What is that?” Coren said admiringly. He’d been a radical at UCLA in his youth, one of the few with a stock portfolio. “Is that Eldridge Cleaver?”




“Mr. Rogers.”




“How’s the thumb?”




Spandau exhibited it. Coren flinched. “Jesus, that’s ugly. Why don’t you put some makeup on it or something. It makes people uncomfortable…So what about this Bobby Dye thing.”




Spandau showed him the note. Coren looked at it and handed it back.




“Any idea who it’s from?” he asked.




“He says not.”




“So what does he want us to do?”




“Investigate. Somebody told him we did that sort of thing.”




“And did you patiently explain the odds on tracing this.”






“Yes.”




“And?”




“He still wants us to investigate.”




“To which you replied?”




“I said I’d check with my Lord and Master.”




“You think there’s any point?”




“I think the whole thing’s bullshit. I think it’s a fake.”




“You think he sent himself a death threat? Why would he do that?”




“I have no idea. My first thought was publicity of some sort, but he doesn’t want it to get out, and he doesn’t want to go to the cops. And he doesn’t need this sort of notice anyway.”




“You think maybe he’s trying to lead up to something, working up the nerve?”




“That seems likely. He’s looking to trust somebody.”




“Like you and your St. Bernard face.”




“That’s right.”




“I agree. It sounds like bullshit and a great waste of time. There are a dozen other things you could be doing.”




“I’m still on vacation,” Spandau reminded him. “I’m not even supposed to be here until Monday, remember? And by the way, I’m on the clock for this, right?”




“I’ve never understood the concept of vacation,” said Coren, skillfully gliding over Spandau’s pathetic attempt to extract money from him. “People ought to seek fulfillment in their work. That’s what’s made this country great. You think Thomas Jefferson sat around pissing and moaning about getting to Myrtle Beach for his mandatory two weeks every year? And anyway, you’re utterly bored already and like an idiot you’ve bulldogged your own thumb. You’re practically begging for something to do.”






“Thomas Jefferson had a hundred slaves and spent an inordinate amount of time trying to foist the tomato off on the American public,” replied Spandau. “He farted around in his garden and never had to deal with agents, actors, or the Ventura Freeway at six in the evening. I’ve got three more days.”




“Okay, what is it you want to do? You actually want to pursue this?”




“I’m going back over there tomorrow and talk to him.”




“Fine, but it’s on your dollar. Like you say, you’re still on vacation. I’ll pay you for today, but until you’ve got an official case you’re on your own, sweetheart. I run a business.”




“And what a business it is.”




“There’s no money in pretending to be a St. Bernard. And turn in your goddamn mileage sheets, will you. I’m not putting up with any more of this crap where you guys hoard them like it’s a goddamn savings account and expect me to come good on it.”




Spandau got up.




“Monday,” Coren told him. “Bring me a case by Monday or I find you something else to do.”
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