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I AM NOT A PSYCHIC!








CHAPTER 1


I watched my part-Lab, part-mutt, Django, and my part-poodle, part-mutt, Bebe, run through the park, circling some bushes and zigzagging between a couple of benches, startling the young couple who had been sitting there immersed in each other. Owing to the season, early February, it could almost be considered a rite of the false-spring we’d been experiencing in the Big Apple. As I kept an eye on the frisky dogs, I was feeling a bit of the old false-spring fever myself, and longed to wrap up this year’s filming and head back to my home in France. But first, I had another commitment.


I whistled and their ears shot up. Like they were attuned to catch their master’s voice, even in the middle of Manhattan. They changed direction, moving as synchronously as the Blue Angels in flight, and trotted back toward me. Ah, the simple joys of life when you’re a dog. Or a stand-up comic/television star with a couple days off.


A pair of NYPD’s finest rolled by in a blue-and-white, the officer in the passenger’s seat giving the thumbs-up sign.


“Great episode last night, Belz,” he yelled.


I waved as both dogs came to a stop at my feet and obediently sat down. As I refastened their leashes, my cell phone rang. The number was unfamiliar, but it had an LA area code. I wondered who the hell this could be, and against my better judgment, answered it anyway.


“Richard Belzer, is that you?” the voice asked.


“Yeah.”


After a few seconds the voice said, “It’s Paul.”


Paul? I knew quite a few Pauls, and this one sounded like he’d imbibed his lunch. Actually, it would be closer to his breakfast time if he was calling from La La Land. “Paul who?”


“Paul Venchus.” His tone sounded both hurt and surprised. “Don’t tell me you don’t remember me.”


It was close, but I actually did. “Damn, what’s it been? Thirty-some years?”


He laughed. “Yeah, thirty-something. Man, you sound the same. Exactly the same.” His words ran together, slurring with a drunk’s sloppiness.


“Yeah, right,” I said. “How you been?”


His voice brought back a period of my life full of bittersweet memories. Paul Venchus and I had been reporters at the Bridgeport Connecticut Post back in my college days, when we’d meet at McDonald’s and write jokes on the back of the paper napkins, dreaming of a career in stand-up comedy. Mine had finally taken me to some of the smaller clubs on the Atlantic City circuit, and eventually I moved up from there. I left the newspaper on good terms. The same couldn’t be said for Paul. I’d come back from a gig in New York and found out through the grapevine that he’d been fired for showing up drunk one too many times.


Some things never change, I guess, or if they do, they don’t change much.


“I been doing all right, Belz,” he said. “And …” His voice took on a conspiratorial whisper. “I’m working on something big. Real big. And I think you’ll be interested.”


Now, any of you who’ve read my previous books, like UFOs, JFK, and Elvis: Conspiracies You Don’t Have to Be Crazy to Believe, know I’m no stranger to the art of conspiracy theories. But mine have to be grounded in fact, more or less. It sounded like Paul’s might be anchored in a bottle of Jim Beam. This was one Pandora’s box I wasn’t sure I wanted to open. He didn’t let my silence deter him.


“Belz, listen. I know who really killed Brigid Burgeon. And there’s more. Way more.”


I gave it a few more beats, then tried to sound as noncommittal as I could. “That’s almost ancient history now.”


He snorted. “I know you’re thinking I’m full of shit, but I’ve got the goods on some big people. Real big.”


Every conspiracy theorist’s dream. “Like who?”


“Shhh, not on the phone,” he said. “This is your cell, right?”


“Yeah, and how’d you get it, by the way?”


“Belz, I—” He stopped and I could hear him in a brief conversation with someone else. “Look, I can’t go into that right now. I need to meet with you. You’re still filming in New York, right?”


I could’ve said no to the whole thing, and avoided a lot of trouble, but I tried for a gentler brush-off. “Actually, no. I’ve got a week or so off from the show, but I have another commitment.” Mistake Number One.


I could hear his sonorous breathing—the sure sign of deep concentration. “You gonna be in L.A. anytime soon?”


“Not really. I’ll be in Vegas cohosting a telethon with Johnny Leland.”


His tone picked up. “Vegas is perfect. I just got back from there myself. It’s where my source is. And it’s only a quick road trip away from L.A.”


I certainly didn’t want him showing up at the show, especially in his usual condition. Dino’s old “drunk routine” might have worked with the Rat Pack, but it would be a disaster on a prime-time telethon. Time to nip it in the bud, as the late, great Don Knotts used to say. “Paul, I told you, I’m involved in a telethon. It’s to benefit charity, and it’s nonstop, around the clock.”


“Belz, you gotta listen to me.” His voice picked up animation as he talked, almost obscuring the faint trace of the boozy slur. “Like I told you, I got the scoop on who really killed Brigid Burgeon. Mark Kaye Jr., too.”


“You and half the rag writers in L.A., I’ll bet.” Although a little voice was telling me to extricate myself from this conversation and then see about getting a new cell number, another voice was urging me to hear what he had to say. I’ve always been a soft touch for an old friend. Especially one with a conspiracy theory. “So what kind of an angle you got?”


“I told you, not on the phone. Lots of people involved in a huge cover-up. Puts Iran-Contra to shame. And I know who did it and why.”


Iran-Contra? Now I suspected he might have been on some kind of heavy psych-op drugs in addition to the booze. “Iran-Contra’s not exactly cutting-edge news anymore, either.”


“Yeah, yeah, I was just being metaphorical, but you got the connections in law enforcement we need to do something with this.”


“Listen, I am not a cop.”


“Yeah, yeah, I gotcha. When you leaving for Vegas?”


“Tomorow,” I said, realizing I’d just made Mistake Number Two.


“Great, call me when you touch down.” He rattled off his number but it was already on my LCD screen. “Got it?”


“Yeah, Paul, but—”


“Belz, please.” His voice suddenly took on a drunk’s plaintive lilt. “Call me, okay?” Before I could answer, he added, “I gotta go. I’ll be in touch,” and hung up.


The dogs looked up at me, their chocolate eyes almost echoing what my good judgment was telling me. Django cocked her big, dark head and Bebe’s tongue lashed out to slick back some errant gray fur. I sighed and met their reproachful stares.


“Look, he used to be a really good friend, and I could tell by his tone that he really thinks he’s onto something.” Django’s head tilted slightly. “I know, I know, I can’t be sure unless I could read his mind, and I’m no psychic. But I don’t think it was all due to the booze. Plus, he’s coming to me because he thinks I have connections in law enforcement … and I do, sort of, but …”


I was suddenly cognizant that the pair of young lovers had been listening to my phone conversation, and were now watching me explain myself to two dogs.


Oh well, I thought with a shrug. I am not a cop or a psychic.


• • •


I pondered all this the next day as I leaned back in my first-class seat and studied the occasional clump of cottony clouds down below us. They looked like a frozen sea, so firm and substantial that you could almost imagine getting out and walking on them. The stuff illusions were made of.


Illusions … Leave it to good old Paul to resurrect a story from a moldy grave. It was more than twenty-six years since Brigid Burgeon had been in the movies. A generation ago now. Sure, she was beautiful, and some argued that she even had some real acting talent. She had made just a handful of pictures when she died unexpectedly—“found in the nude,” the papers had said. Her last picture, a screwball comedy with movie star/ singer Sal Fabell, was never completed. All this probably wouldn’t have separated her from all the other young, talented rising stars who have heard the Grim Reaper’s beckoning call, except that Brigid’s not-so-secret boyfriend at the time was an equally charismatic young California congressman named Mark Kaye Jr. Kaye had the looks of a movie star himself, but the intellect of a flying squirrel, and the sexual fidelity of a rabbit. Although he was married to a gorgeous trophy wife, he was rumored to have trouble keeping his pants on in the presence of attractive women. His brother, Lawrence, who was state senator in neighboring Nevada, was rumored to suffer from the same affliction. Perhaps it was hereditary. Except that Good Old Lar was rumored to be “on the down-low,” as they say in the ghetto. The other side of a very old coin.


Regardless of the roots, the story had surfaced that Mark Kaye Jr. and Brigid were an item, seen skiing together on his daddy’s mountain resort near Reno. And this sighting came at a very inopportune time for the young California congressman, who was being groomed for a possible vice presidential spot on the next ticket. Personally, I think he would have fit right in with the era. At the very least, he could have made Dan Quayle sound like a Rhodes Scholar. Then Brigid suddenly turned up dead, and the tabloids had a field day. “Did She Just Die, or Was She Murdered?” the tawdry headlines screamed. I figured the answers to those questions were yes, and maybe.


But headlines change as new news replaces the old, and about a year  later Mark Kaye Jr. was killed in an automobile accident. For a while the Brigid ball got rolling once again, then brother Lawrence, affectionately called “Little Larry” by the press, had a rather nasty late-night scrape outside a Reno bar in which his male “companion” and he were involved in a fight with a “gang of men.” Larry somehow came out miraculously unscathed, but his campaign aide was beaten to death. The perpetrators were never caught, sparking rumors of Larry’s cowardice and fueling an unsubstantiated rumor that he was a closet homosexual. As they say, God protects small children and drunks, but not often enough with the former and way too often with the latter.


So Brigid’s demise sort of faded into the ether, like all those young starlets who had met untimely demises or possibly emulated her with a pill-laden early death … from Marilyn Monroe to Natalie Wood to the more recent Anna Nicole Smith, their memories kept alive by an occasional anniversary article or a rerun of an old movie on the late, late show.


And now my own blast from the past, Paul Venchus, had dredged up Brigid’s corpse for another round of inking. Now, don’t get me wrong … I love a good conspiracy as much as the next guy. Well, maybe a bit more than the next guy. But I had too much going on in my life to get involved with this one. In addition to the usual end-of-season scripts to be reviewed for the show, I’d promised Johnny Leland months ago that I’d cohost and do a stand-up routine on his telethon. Johnny and I go way back. He’d helped me break into the business. It was like Luke Skywalker getting lessons from Yoda. Johnny had been a legend in comedy for as long as I could remember. And not only was he my idol and mentor, he was my friend. There was no way I could let any of Paul’s crackpot schemes interfere with my commitment to the telethon.


“All the proceeds are going to help autistic kids,” Johnny had told me. “I’ve got some big names already on board, and was hoping you’d help me out, Belz.”


“Just tell me when and where,” I said.


“Vegas,” he said, with a slyness in his voice that suggested something more.


“What is it you’re not telling me?” I asked.


His laugh sounded just as strong and rich as it had thirty years ago when we’d first met. “It’s the same weekend as one of those big Mixed Martial Arts fights you’re always talking about. Reeves versus somebody, I think.”


“Scott?” I could barely contain my excitement. I knew both men, and figured their collision course would result in one hell of a fight. “You’re kidding me, right?”


“Nope. It’s legit. They’ll be at the same hotel where we’ll be shooting, and natch, I already talked to someone about getting you a ringside seat for the festivities.”


I’ve been a big boxing fan forever, and I had to admit that the MMA fights were starting to appeal to a lot of us devotees of the “sweet science,” including me. These Mixed Martial Arts guys were some real rough dudes, and you were practically guaranteed to see good fights on every card. We even had a couple of students at my martial arts school in Manhattan training for them.


“Johnny, that would be great.”


He laughed again. “Just help me cohost and do a routine on the telethon, okay?” The best thing about Johnny was that he genuinely enjoyed doing nice things for people. I couldn’t have asked for a better mentor.


“Like I said, just tell me where and when and I’ll be there.”


“Come hell or high water?”


“If the creek don’t rise.”


The lines had come from a stand-up routine that we’d done once, parodying folksy aphorisms. I couldn’t even remember where we’d first done it, but the exchange had become something of a catchphrase for us.


And so, here I was, cruising westward at five hundred miles per hour and thirty thousand feet, headed for a rendezvous with Johnny, the telethon, and a chance to see Reeves and Scott pound the hell out of each other for the MMA World Heavyweight Championship of the World. What more could a stand-up-comic-turned-actor hope for?


Then my thoughts drifted to Paul Venchus again. How the hell had he gotten my damn cell phone number? Before this was over, I’d have to find out. But then again, given his history with the booze, he might not even remember he’d called me, much less call me back.


The flight attendant came by and asked if I wanted a drink. I opted for cranberry juice instead of red wine, and wondered how much longer we’d be suspended between the upper atmosphere and the low-lying topography below. At least I was in first class. I took advantage of the room and stretched, thinking how good it would be to see Johnny again. I leaned back in the comfortable seat and must have dozed off, because the next thing I remember was the pilot telling us the temperature in Las Vegas was a balmy seventy-eight, and that we’d be landing in about ten minutes.





CHAPTER 2


As limo drivers go, this guy was cleverer than most. Instead of standing there with a sign advertising he was waiting for Richard Belzer, he’d written “Detective” on the card instead. Of course, he had a pretty good idea what I looked like, too, but I admired his ingenuity. The kid’s name was Hector and he spoke with a Spanish accent. After loading my suitcases in the trunk of his white limo, we were off to the races.


“Hey, Mr. Belzer, man, how you doing, sir?” He’d left the screen separating the front section from the back open, and tipped back his black chauffeur’s cap. He had enough hair slicked back on the sides to start a Korean wig shop.


“Call me ‘Belz,’” I said. “And knock off the ‘sir’ crap.”


“Belz,” he repeated, “okay, cool. You got it. You need to make any stops before we go to the hotel?”


The hotel was the Monticello, one of the oldest on the strip. The last time I’d been here, they’d been demolishing some of the older hotels to make room for the newer versions. My guess was the Monticello was probably on borrowed time. That’s all Las Vegas seemed to be doing now: trying to reinvent itself by tearing down the old image to replace it with something new. Sort of like an enormous snake shedding its skin in sections.


Now, don’t get me wrong—I love Sin City, but I harbor no illusions about the tawdriness lurking just below the glitzy veneer. Built by the mob, for the mob, and paid for with the unfortunate contributions of millions of suckers hoping to leave here richer. Whatever happens in Vegas, stays in Vegas. Too bad their heartaches didn’t stay here, too.


“No stops necessary,” I said. “Just get me there.”


I caught his grinning expression in the rearview mirror as he nodded.


We passed the big, white, diamond-shaped sign bidding us WELCOME TO FABULOUS LAS VEGAS, NEVADA, and beyond it the swelling expanse of the Strip. Lush vegetation and palm trees lined the streets in the desert. Even though it was daytime, the sea of neon seemed ready, somehow, to spring into artificial ultrabrightness. In a few more hours the real city that never sleeps, except maybe from about six to eight in the morning, would be lit up like the Ginza on steroids, drawing the unsuspecting moths closer to its flame. But we do live in a society of consenting adults, and no one was twisting anybody’s arms to pull the levers on those slot machines.


I’d gained three hours flying west from New York so it was only a little after noon. I turned on my cell phone and figured I’d give Johnny a call, but three messages popped up on the screen. The first was from my wife, Harlee, hoping that I had a good trip and reminding me that I was supposed to call her as soon as I landed. It was like she knew in advance I’d forget. The second was from Johnny saying that we’d have to grab lunch at the Monticello instead of Binion’s, our original choice, because he had a couple of appointments. And the third one was from Paul Venchus asking me to call him as soon as I touched down. Yeah, right.


I called Harlee immediately.


“Your husband is back on terra firma,” I said. “All safe and sound.”


“Glad to hear that. You meet up with Johnny yet?”


“On the way now.” We shot past the MGM and New York–New York. It made me miss her all the more. “I wish you would have come with me.”


She must have detected the wistfulness in my voice. “Next time, honey. You know I couldn’t miss the time with the girls.”


I sighed. “I know. See you in a couple days.”


“I’ll be looking forward to that,” she said, then added, “Richard …”


“Yeah,” I said, drawing out the word.


“Just do one thing for me, okay?”


“Name it.”


“Stay out of trouble.”


I almost replied, “What trouble can I get into in Las Vegas?” but thought better of it. Instead, I said, “For you, my sweet, anything.”


Famous last words.


“We’re almost there, Mr. Belzer,” Hector said.


“Hey, it’s Belz, remember?” We were making good time on the Strip.


He swung off Las Vegas Boulevard and onto the long drive in front of the Monticello. One of its benefits was the central location on the block. Supposedly it was one of the few hotel-casinos that was actually paid for, but the latest rumor was that it was up for sale, and like I said, the wrecking ball was probably waiting in the wings. Hector turned to me as we pulled up in front.


“Mr. Leland said for you to go check in at the VIP lounge. I’ll give your stuff to the bell captain.” He grinned. “Sound okay?”


“Está bien,” I said, slipping him a hefty tip.


The grin widened when he saw the cash. I started to open the door, but as quick as a welterweight, Hector was already out of the car and opening the rear door for me. I passed a crowd of people meandering along the red-carpeted route to the front desk. In the old days, hotels used to have their front desks near the entrance, but never in Vegas. You have to walk through the casinos to get anywhere, and that means running the gauntlet of pinging slots, mumbling drunks, and scantily clad cocktail waitresses trying to keep them drunk and feeling lucky. Today, I was feeling pretty lucky myself, but that was because I’d be seeing Johnny. He’d walked into a small club in Jersey where I’d been doing my stand-up. Afterward he came over and bought me a drink. I couldn’t believe it. Here was one of the true comedy legends offering to buy a drink for a struggling, no-name comic.


“I caught your act, kid,” he’d said. “You write your own material?”


In total awe, I told him I did.


“It shows,” he said with a grin. “Keep at it and maybe someday you’ll think of a funny line that works.”


His grin had taken the edge off the harsh words. We sat in a booth and I bombarded him with question after question: How did he get started? How did he perfect his delivery? How many writers did he have? What was it like working with his partner, singer Sal Fabell? And, most importantly, could he give me any advice on how to be a better comedian?


He took his time answering each one, and ended by giving me his card.


“Keep in touch,” he said. “Toss me some of your jokes sometime and we’ll see how they work.”


It was, as Bogie said at the end of Casablanca, “the beginning of a beautiful friendship.”


I pushed through the glass doors and saw the lighted neon sign directing me to the lobby. The red carpet had sprouted a gold brocade pattern that wound through the rows of machines. I passed an older lady feeding bills into one of them, then pulling down the lever and watching her credits spin away. She pulled the lever down again, after muttering a few choice words.


They found when they redesigned all the slots, back a few decades ago, that a lot of people still preferred to pull down the side lever instead of pushing the button on the front. More gestalt in it, I guess. So they kept that method as an alternate way to lose your money. One of the few traditions that Vegas tipped its hat to. Otherwise, the place tended to reinvent itself every few years.


I continued to follow the golden brick road through the cacophony of bells and whistles, finding the lingering cigarette smoke a bit unsettling. It reminded me of the old days, in the clubs where the smoke hung in such a thick cloud while you were onstage that half the time you thought you were lost in a fog. Or was that the audience?


Finally things opened up as I got beyond the fringes of the casino and the front lobby materialized. This one was a beaut, looking about the size of a football field. The entire back wall was a collage of high-def video screens, each flashing an individual image before coalescing into one  huge picture. It was currently depicting scenes of two beefy men beating down a variety of opponents before superimposing big red and black letters spelling out:


TWO TRAINS COLLIDING …
MMA—MIXED MARTIAL ARTS MATCHUP
REEVES VS. SCOTT FOR THE HEAVYWEIGHT
CHAMPIONSHIP


It looked like it was going to be one hell of a fight.


And Johnny had tickets for me. I smiled at the thought as I walked into the vacant VIP lounge, getting glares of anger from the people twisting through the lengthy feeder line. While I sympathized, sometimes rank does have its privileges.


The pretty young thing behind the desk asked if she could help me, squinted slightly, then said, “Oh, Mr. Belzer. We’ve been expecting you, sir.”


More “sir” stuff? Who says this younger generation has lost its politeness?


She picked up her phone, saying that Mr. Leland told her to call him as soon as I arrived, and handed me the envelope with my keys. I stood there soaking up the ambience. If there’s one thing Vegas has a lot of, it’s ambience—some of it good, some of it bad.


Speaking of bad, I heard another voice, this one distinctly male and eminently more forgettable, call my name.


“Well, Richard Belzer. What’s a broken-down ex-comic-turned-TV-actor doing here in Vegas?”


I turned and saw a pudgy guy wearing a dirty T-shirt under a shopworn sport jacket and beltless blue jeans hunched under a sagging gut. His greasy, black hair was drawn back into a ponytail. Some guys can pull the ponytail look off. This guy couldn’t, even with the blond highlights. His face pinched into a squinting grin under the circular, wire-rimmed sunglasses that went out with John Lennon.


“Harvey Smithe,” I said, not offering to shake hands. This dude was on my walk-to-the-other-side-of-the-street-to-avoid-him list.


“Smithe with an E, don’t forget,” he said, obviously thinking that was something akin to a punch line. But maybe for him it was as close as he was going to get. “Don’t tell me you’re here for Johnny’s telethon, too?”


“Okay, I won’t tell you.”


It took him a couple of seconds to get it, then he pushed himself into an exaggerated but phony guffaw. Like the old Chinese saying goes, Never trust the man whose stomach does not shake when he laughs. Smithe frowned, licked his lips, and looked around. A cocktail waitress in a lowcut, black bodysuit and translucent stockings strolled by with a drink on a tray. Good old Harv plucked it up and drained the martini glass with the deftness of an experienced drinker.


“Hey,” the waitress said. “If you want a drink, all you have to do is ask.”


“And if I want something else?” Smithe said, leaning close and lifting his sunglasses while leering at her cleavage. Not that I hadn’t noticed it myself. It was hard not to. She turned and left.


I heard someone call my name. Johnny was coming through the opaque glass doors into the lounge. There was a slender young man next to him carrying a laptop. Johnny had put on some weight since I’d last seen him in person, but still had the vitality in his step that spoke of an eternal youth. But as he stepped over and we embraced, I thought his face looked way more drawn than usual.


“Great to see you, Belz,” he said. “I really appreciate you coming.”


“I wouldn’t miss it.”


Johnny turned and extended a hand toward the young guy. “Richard, this is Barry Goines. He’s the guy who’s helping me keep track of all the scheduling.”


Barry smiled. “I call it keeping order in the face of chaos.”


We shook hands and I told him I was glad to meet him.


“Hey, Johnny,” Smithe said, setting the empty cocktail glass on the counter and stepping forward with an extended hand. “Good to see you again.”


Johnny shook it, but from the look on his face it was clear he didn’t have the faintest idea who this joker was. He turned back to me. “Come on, I was up in the Tahiti Room nursing an iced tea. We got a lot of catching up to do.”


“Sounds cool,” Smithe said, insinuating himself into the conversation again. “I could go for a tea myself, as long as it has ‘Long Island’ in front of it.”


Johnny shot him a correcting glance. “Sorry, pal, but do we know you?”


“Well …,” Smithe said. If he was trying to impress us with his Jack Benny imitation, it wasn’t working. This joker probably didn’t even know who Jack was. “That’s why I’m here.”


Johnny looked to Barry, then at me. I shrugged.


Smithe’s jowls trembled a bit in panic. “Hey, it’s me. Harvey Smithe.”


With an E, I thought.


“Smitty, for short.” He reached into the desk area of the VIP check-in desk and grabbed something. “Here, watch this,” he mumbled, bending over and faking a sneeze. When he popped up again the end of a long rubber band hung suspended from one nostril. “Hey, I got a booger, I got a booger.”


I caught Johnny’s grimace. Smithe must have, too. He grinned, still leaving the oscillating rubber band suspended from his aquiline nose. “In my drunken frat boy routine I unzip my fly and claim that I got the clap instead, but this gives you the idea, right?”


“Yeah, it sure does,” Johnny said. “


“Don’t worry,” I said. “He’s going to charm school, but he hasn’t graduated yet.”


“Harvey Smithe.” Johnny’s brow furrowed. “Why does that name sound familiar?”


“My agent,” Smithe said. “Elliott Collins. He must have told you about me being in the telethon. You know, besides the drunken frat boy routine, I can also do the one about the guy who steps in dog shit in his bare feet.”


Johnny canted his head and nodded, placing a palm gently on Smithe’s shoulder. “Oh, yeah, I do remember Elliott saying something about that. Tell you what, why don’t you get yourself a drink, or something in the bar. I’ll have my assistant, Barry, see you in a bit and get your contact information, where you’re staying … Richard and I have some important matters to discuss right now.”


“The bar’s right this way, sir,” Barry said.


Smithe’s face turned a shade darker. “Barry, huh? Rhymes with fairy. I’ll bet your parents were hoping for a boy, right?” Smithe grabbed a hotel flier and began fanning himself.


Barry’s cheeks flushed.


“Shit,” Smithe said, “I haven’t even fucking checked in yet.”


“You staying here?” Johnny grabbed my arm and began steering us toward the elevators. “Good. It’s a great hotel. I’m sure you’ll love it. Make sure you check out the fitness room for a steam. Ahh, Barry, would you mind helping Harvey here get checked in?”


“Not at all,” Barry said, but I could tell he was gritting his teeth.


Johnny deftly pressed the button. The elevator opened immediately and we stepped inside. As the doors slid closed, I saw Smithe’s petulant scowl framed between them.


“I feel guilty leaving Barry to deal with that asshole,” Johnny said. “You know him?”


“Only through a set of unfortunate events. We played at the same club once in New York.”


“He any good?”


I shrugged. “If this was vaudeville, they’d have a stagehand standing by with the hook.”


Johnny pursed his lips and nodded. “That’s what I figured. Elliott has a habit of picking losers.”


“So I take it he’s not your agent anymore?”


Johnny shook his head. “No, but I owe him a couple of favors from way back. Plus he’s helping me set the telethon up here. He’s friends with the owners.” He sighed. “I guess he’s gonna call in one of his markers.”


“Johnny, say the word and I’ll go put Smithe on a one-way trip back where he came from.”


He smiled. It was a wistful-looking smile. “I heard you’ve become quite the ass-kicker lately. That why you want to go to this big fight? To check out the competition?”


Now it was my turn to grin. “The tales of my exploits have been greatly exaggerated.”


The elevator doors opened, treating us to a view into an exotic jungle. Palm trees and drooping fronds, all completely artificial, of course, pointed the way toward a bar made of something polished to look like teak, and bound with thick coils of rope. I knew most of the scene was artificial, but in Vegas, perception is reality. The whole place survives on illusion.


I followed Johnny over to a table that was fashioned to look like a hut. Phony straw fastened around phony logs, bound together with phony ropes. Like I said, here illusion is everything.


“What are you drinking?” Johnny asked.


It was still early in the day for me, even on New York time. “Coffee will be fine.”


He nodded and gave the waitress my request and ordered a seven and seven for himself. I guess he’d already acclimated to Vegas time. When he saw my expression he brushed it off with a grin and a shrug.


“Don’t go thinking I have a problem now,” he said. “Because I don’t.”


“Furthest thing from my mind.”


“Yeah, right. But Christ, can you blame me? Look at this fucking place.” He snorted as he tossed his hand in an encompassing gesture. “Not a clock anywhere in sight. Except in my room, and I don’t like to drink alone.”


“Point well taken.” I smiled, covering the uncomfortable feeling that was starting to eat at my stomach.


The waitress came back and set the seven and seven in front of him. By the time she’d set my cup down and filled it from the carafe, he’d already downed almost half of it. His face sagged a bit and I thought again how stressed-out he looked. He must have read my mind because he pushed the drink away and leaned forward, both forearms on the table.


“So how’s everything, Belz? How’s Harlee? The kids?”


“They’re great.”


He grunted an approval, and sat there, his jaw gaping slightly like he was searching for the right words. “I really appreciate you doing the telethon for me, buddy. This is a cause close to my heart.”


I’ve found the best way to get people to open up to you is to nod and say nothing when they give you an open-ended statement. Some of my police-interview technique training coming into play.


“All the proceeds are going to help fight autism.”


I nodded.


He pursed his lips. “My boy Joshua … his son, my grandson, he’s autistic.”


I nodded in commiseration and let him go on.


He sighed and shook his head. “Like he’s in his own world, you know? And nobody can break through. It tears me up. Like I said, this one’s close to my heart.”


Family tragedy had been no stranger in my life. I was about to offer whatever sympathy I could when my cell phone rang. My eyes automatically drifted downward to the clip holder on my belt and I hit the ignore button. About forty seconds later the persistent ringtone, sounding like a slice of classical music, started again. I shook my head and swore.


“Maybe you better answer that,” Johnny said, his grin returning. “They sound desperate.” He swirled his drink and brought the glass to his lips.


I grabbed the phone off my belt holder and said a gruff, “Hello.”


Silence, then, “Belz? Is that you? It’s me. Paul.”


The slurred S sounds were just sloppy enough to let me know that he was soused.


“Yeah, it’s me.”


“Where you at? Vegas?”


Another sloppy S. “Yeah, I am, but I’m right in the middle of something. I’ll call you back.”


“Whoa, whoa, whoa, wait. Don’t hang up. Please.”


I sighed and waited.


“Belz? You still there?”


“I’m here, Paul. But I told you, I’m in an important meeting.”


“I know, I know, but just do one thing for me, buddy. Okay?”


“I’m listening.”


“Meet me in L.A. tomorrow.”


“Paul, look, I’m right in the middle—”


“You gotta come, Belz. Please. I’m begging ya.”


I didn’t reply.


“It’s about who killed—” His voice cut off.


“Brigid Burgeon?”


Johnny perked up.


“Right, right. And things are getting ugly real fast. It’s like a matter of life and death that I see you, okay?”


I blew out a slow breath. “Okay, Paul. When and where?”


“You know where the old Farmers Market is?”


“Farmers Market. The one on Fairfax?”


“Yeah. I’ll meet you at Philly’s at two. Sharp. Got it?”


“Two sharp. Got it.”


“And Belz, make sure you’re not being tailed.”


“Tailed? By whom?”


“The Indian.” He said it with the assurance of someone reciting a known fact.


“Who the hell’s the Indian?” I asked.


Across from me Johnny’s eyes narrowed and he canted his head.


“Never mind,” Paul said. “I’ll explain everything to you tomorrow. Don’t forget. Two sharp. I’ll call you if anything changes.”


“How the hell did you get my cell number anyway?”


He hung up. Johnny’s eyebrows rose as I reclipped my phone to my belt. His grin was wry. “Who was that?”


“A guy named Paul Venchus. I knew him back in Bridgeport.”


“Bridgeport?”


“Connecticut. Where I grew up.”


“What’s he been smoking?”


“Drinking,” I said. “He and I used to be reporters together. He’s convinced he knows the scoop on who killed Brigid Burgeon. Says he’s got somebody who can blow the lid off things.”


Johnny’s face crinkled. “Man, that sounds like it’s right up your alley. Mr. Conspiracy Theory himself here.”


“Some mysteries are best left unsolved. Or at least undisturbed.”


He laughed. “Brigid Burgeon … She was making her last movie with Sal. That was right before we split up, though.”


Johnny and Sal Fabell had been unlikely comedic partners in an act that catapulted them both to stardom. Johnny more so than Sal, who had fallen in with Marco Sastra, another dark crooner, after his not-so-friendly split with Johnny. But by clinging to Marco’s coattails, Sal had embarked on a successful career of his own, singing, acting in some pretty bad  B movies, and finally finding his niche as the host of a TV variety show in the late eighties. I always wished I could have guest-starred on his show before it went off the air. But no such luck.


Somebody called Johnny’s name. We both looked over.


I’d met Elliott Collins about fifteen years ago and the man hadn’t aged well. His hair had gone totally white, and his jaw seemed more prognathic than I remembered. But his dark eyes hadn’t changed. They still looked like dark, cat’s-eye marbles trapped in the folds of his eyelids.


Johnny’s mouth twitched slightly. “Elliott, sit down. Join us.”


Collins shot me a quick nod and pushed onto the bench next to me so he could look across at Johnny, but his head turned toward me.


“So how you been, Belz?”


“Great,” I said.


“That’s what I been hearing. So you’re out here to take part in our little telethon, eh?”


I was about to question his use of the plural possessive regarding the telethon, but out of the corner of my eye I caught Johnny’s slight wince. So I just nodded.


“But he has to meet a friend and find out who killed Brigid Burgeon first,” Johnny said in his clowning voice.


Elliott looked perplexed for a moment, then looked at Johnny. “I heard you met Smitty downstairs. What did you think of him?” His mouth reset itself into a tight-lipped line.


“Not a lot,” Johnny said.


Collins grimaced.


“He stuck a rubber band up his nose, then launched into a gay-bashing routine,” I said. “Mentioned something about unzipping his fly for his drunken frat boy act for the telethon.”


This time Collins tried to pass things off with an old Ronald Reagan–style grin-and-shrug.


Johnny frowned. “Look, Elliott, this is going to be on network TV. It’s for the kids. I can’t afford to have some knucklehead fucking things up.”


Collins raised his palm. “Harv won’t. He’s going to be okay.”


“Famous last words,” I said.


Collins turned to me. “Aww, come on, Richard. You’ve been known to use the F word time and again.”


“Only on cable, and when I did it, it was funny.”


He worked his lips together. “The kid really has potential. You’ll see once you catch his act.”


“I caught it a couple of years ago in New York. I felt like scrubbing up and gargling after touching the same microphone.”


His face contorted into a frown. “Johnny, look, he may have been a little bit raw, but we need the exposure.”


“We?”


“The kid. I’m his agent, after all. I’m supposed to look out for him, just like I did for you, once upon a time. This could be the break he needs.”


I felt like telling Collins I’d give his boy a break. Right across his collarbone. But I was working on being less confrontational, more pacifistic. Johnny seemed to sense that I was itching to tell Collins to take Harvey and put him on a plane home, wherever that was. But it wasn’t my call to make.


Collins shot a glance my way, then turned back to Johnny. “And after all, I am helping you set this whole thing up, right?” His tongue moved over his lips. “We need to talk about some stuff. Privately. You don’t mind, do you, Rich?”


I’ve always hated it when people called me “Rich.”


Johnny was quick to move in. “Belz, you want me to have Barry set my pilot up to fly you to L.A. tomorrow so you can meet your friend?”


I shook my head. “I think I’ll drive.”


“Hell, I’ll have Hector drive you.”


“No, thanks.” I patted Collins on the arm and motioned for him to let me out of the booth. The longer I stayed here, the more likely it was that I would say something I’d regret later. And since Collins was obviously a bigger wheel in this whole thing than I was, I didn’t want to jeopardize Johnny’s telethon. It was too important to him. “I’m going up to my room and unpack. Let’s do dinner later.”


“You got it, Belz. I’ll call you. You still got the same cell number, right?”


I said I did and wondered again how Paul Venchus had gotten it so easily.





CHAPTER 3


Early the next morning I left Las Vegas and headed southwest toward the mountains in my rental car. I’d chosen a Ford Taurus for the trek. Not that I couldn’t have afforded an upgrade, but there was something about going out to L.A. to meet my old buddy Paul, who had a new conspiracy theory to run by me, in a car named after a bull that seemed totally apropos.


I took I-15 and started to fly. By the time I’d hit the winding section through the mountains, a fine layer of mist had settled over the top of them. It was like riding through a dreamscape. I was glad I’d decided to drive instead of taking Johnny up on his offer of the plane. On the other side of the mountains things flattened out as I came through the long stretch of desert separating the lower end of the Sierras from the rest of the Golden State. I still had about three hours to go to L.A., and I became less enthralled by the scenery and more introspective.


Last night Johnny and I had finally made it to the Fremont East District and our old favorite, Binion’s, for dinner. We’d originally planned to go there for lunch, but time had run out on that plan and it was early evening by the time he’d gotten some free time to eat. Fremont was actually Las Vegas city, proper. The Strip, where all the big casinos and hotels are, is actually unincorporated Clark County and not within the official Las Vegas city limits. Fremont, or “downtown,” as the locals call it, reminds me more of the old Vegas: a bunch of smaller casinos, a couple of low-scale hotels, and some strip joints. Just the basics. Certainly this is what Bugsy Siegel had in mind when he’d envisioned the place. Now Fremont Street is covered with a panoramic canopy, and the street itself is off-limits to cars. A far cry from the days when Elvis and Ann-Margret were filming the racing scenes for Viva Las Vegas. Of course, most of that one was probably filmed in Hollywood anyway.


I’d hoped eating at Binion’s would make Johnny feel more relaxed, but he still seemed troubled and ordered another seven and seven as soon as we sat down. I guess the pressure of setting up something as immense as the telethon was getting to him. I asked if he needed me to give him a hand.


“I appreciate your offer, Belz.” He smiled and took a pull on his drink. “But it’s lots of pressure you don’t need.”


“What’s that old saying about friends? They take half the burden and they double the joy?”


He smiled again. “You do that just by being here.”


Our conversation meandered to the old days when he was just starting out. He told me how he and Sal Fabell had played one of the clubs down the block from here.


“Sallie’s doing some shows at the Mirage through next week,” he said. “Man, I’d love to see him again. Catch up on how he’s doing, but hell, we haven’t talked to each other since … shit.”


It was rumored that he and Sal had split under less than the best of terms. I’d never asked him much about their partnership, and he hadn’t offered, but I figured that now, since he’d opened the door …


“Why did you guys break up anyway?”


He looked down, shrugged, and took another long sip of his drink. “Things change. People, too. I guess we just sort of outgrew our relationship.”


“That happens sometimes.” I still wondered about what had caused the bitterness that had lasted all this time. Word was that they hadn’t spoken in about twenty-five years. But he didn’t offer anything in the way of an explanation.


His voice turned wistful. “I remember the first time we met. We were playing on the same bill in Jersey. He was the coolest guy I’d ever seen. But, like you said, things and people change.”


I didn’t press him and the conversation segued to a new subject. We talked about happier things. Movies and television, and the telethon. All the standard stuff that two stand-up guys who’d caught their respective brass rings like to talk about. When Hector dropped us back at the Monticello, Johnny looked exhausted. I told him I was going to take a short walk up the Strip, and he said he was going up to his room and have room service bring him a cocktail.


“I thought you didn’t like to drink alone?” I said, hoping my smile would offset the concern I felt.


“I lied,” he said, and wandered inside.


I silently hoped he’d forego the drink and just hit the sack.


I strolled down to New York–New York and called Harlee from the bridge over to the MGM. After talking for about fifteen minutes, and exchanging our standard “I love you”s, I caught the monorail back to the hotel.


I came in the back way, thinking about picking up the rental car in the morning, and saw the elevator doors closing about twenty-five feet in front of me.


“Damn,” I said.


Just then a black hand shot out from inside the car and hit the retractors. The elevator doors jolted to a stop and opened wide. As I stepped inside I nodded a thanks to the guy who’d stopped them for me, a well-built African-American gentleman with a hint of gray in his fade. He also had the hotel crest on the pocket of his blazer.


“What floor, sir?” he asked.


“Lobby,” I said. This guy looked familiar, but just why I wasn’t sure. I stole a glance at his name tag, which said GRADY A. SANTA FE, NM.


Then I did a double take. The thick ridges of scar tissue above each eye told me I was right.


“Excuse me,” I said, “but aren’t you Grady Armitage? The boxer?”


His face twitched into a smile. “Yeah, well, I used to be.”


“I saw you fight for the cruiserweight championship. Alfonso Ratliff, wasn’t it?”


He nodded his head slightly. “Yeah, I went the distance, but lost the decision. Came close one more time against Holyfield. Thought I won it, but the judges, they saw it different.”


“That time against Ratliff. It was in the Garden, right? I was there. You got robbed.”


“’Preciate you saying that.”


“I mean every word of it. Didn’t you win another title, though?”


His chuckle sounded genuine and deep. “I won the IFBO belt after they split them all up, but it never was worth much.”


“Well, you’re still the champ in my book. Can I buy you a drink?”


He shook his head and pointed to the emblem on his jacket pocket. “I appreciate the offer, sir, but I’m on duty. Can’t go socializing with the guests in the bar.”


“The next time you’re off, then. I’d like to hear about some of your fights.”


The elevator slowed to a stop and the doors opened at the lobby level.

OEBPS/styles/page-template.xpgt
 

   

     
	 
    

     
	 
    

     
	 
	 
    

     
	 
    

     
	 
	 
    

     
         
             
             
             
             
             
        
    

  

   
     
  





OEBPS/images/f000i-01.jpg






OEBPS/images/9781416573388.jpg
I AM NOT A
PSYCHIC!

RICHARD BELZER
WITH MICHAEL BLACK

SIMON & SCHUSTER
New York London Toronto Svdney








OEBPS/images/pub.jpg
SIRIR & SERESTEN:
NodVick : London. ‘Moo

iy





