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  For Jessica

  

  

   

  It is better to follow no saint than six.

  Indian Proverb


  Foreword

  by Anthony Peake

  Hollywood. The very name evokes images of sun-drenched vistas, beautiful people in open-top cars cruising down the wide, palm lined streets, of movie stars and fortunes being made behind every shiny façade; a place where dreams come true. However this is a facsimile, a simulacrum as French philosopher Jean Baudrillard would term it. The real Hollywood is found in the run-down bars and the flop houses frequented by those that the American Dream has passed by on its way down Sunset Boulevard. For these individuals Hollywood is a hard, stark place where survival depends upon quick wits, and even quicker fists. This is the Hollywood of James Ellroy, Horace McCoy, Steve Fisher and Charles Bukowski. These writers knew the real Hollywood because they experienced it first-hand. In their novels they used the dialogue of the gutter to explain the inner- life of their characters, words that accurately reflected the sordid world they describe. Not for them the slick witticisms of the screenwriters but more the blunt power of an expletive-ridden eruption of bile and venom.

  That Hollywood consists of a world superimposed upon another world is central to Ian Armer ’s debut novel, Mad Gods and Englishmen. His central character, private detective Tommy Storm, is one of the under-achievers surviving on his wits and little else in this unforgiving environment. He drinks too much, treats women as simple gratification devices, and is well on the road to his own personal hell. However the Hollywood created by Armer is more than simply another re-tread of the classic noir detective fiction. This is a world where reality starts to blur at the edges and another, hidden, universe begins to appear. Soon the two superimposed worlds of Hollywood are being invaded by another world, a world more real than the simulacra and simulation that we all take for granted.

  By cleverly embroidering into his plot a fascinating and bizarre situation called “Double You Day” – shortened to “W- Day” – Armer moves a seemingly clichéd “gumshoe” plot into something far stranger, and far more philosophically challenging. The classic storyline of the search for a missing person turns into a battle for the soul of humanity and takes us into the realm of the Demiurge and first century Gnostic theology. We have now moved from the safe, predictable world of Cornell Woolrich and Elmore Leonard into an anti-universe of Jorge Borges, William Blake and Philip K Dick.

  This book is a classic of its kind. It has to be read at least twice in order to not only appreciate how Armer cleverly has his characters’ personalities reflect Gnostic concepts of universal duality and the illusory nature of reality itself but also how he places subtle, and some not-so-subtle references to the master of all speculative fiction, Philip K Dick.

  Anthony Peake is author of several bestselling books, including The Daemon and The Labyrinth of Time: The Illusion of Past, Present and Future.


  PART ONE


  Chapter 1

  My fall had been planned from the start; an amusing distraction of exiled and vainglorious Lucifer. Malicious and venal, crowned in deceit and robed with a shock crimson hue of back-stabbing genius. And in believing I was smart enough to evade such criminal treachery, I presumed the slow descent down the straight razor ’s edge of truth was for those of a weaker dispo- sition. Come the worst, some twist of fate or stroke of luck would redeem my tattered soul.

  The plan set in motion against me, as I can best reckon it, began that cool March afternoon in Hollywood, the perfect home for the unassuming lull of such insidious corruption I’d grown used to.

  I had been sitting in Mr Woo’s Chinese restaurant for three hours, drinking beer and aiming for the bulls-eye of killing both time and my liver, schlepping down his despicable noodles and listening to the old bastard’s unwanted opinions. I hated the son- of-a-bitch but the beer was cheap and I had a hard-on for Woo’s granddaughter, Chi, sadly absent as I hung upon my own arrival, cursing my position in life and all about this rotten, no-good world.

  ‘I don’t like you drunk, Tommy,’ said Woo, wiping down the table next to mine. ‘You’re rude to the other diners and you’re rude to me. It shows a distinct lack of class.’

  ‘Class,’ I responded flatly, swigging from the bottle. ‘Besides, I’m not drunk. Give me another beer.’

  ‘No way, Tommy, you’ve had enough. Go home. Sleep it off.’

  ‘At least let me finish my noodles, for Christ’s sake! I paid for the bastards. I also paid for the beers in case it slipped your mind. Nobody forced you to take my hard-earned money and put a beer in my hand, did they?’ I shouted.

  ‘Hard-earned,’ snorted Woo. ‘Don’t make me laugh, Tommy!

  When was the last time you actually worked?’

  ‘As a matter of fact, I’m on a case right now! I’m meeting myself here in about five minutes!’

  ‘No, you Tommy, not the twin,’ said Woo, moving onto another table to kill germs with his dirty rag and spittle. ‘I mean, look at you! It’s like your twin got the best and left the shit behind! How can the same person be so different?’

  Woo had a point. The memory of that bright, February morning, as sharp as a cut, had never been settled in my mind. How long had it been? Three years, already? Three years since waking up in the apartment and seeing myself shaving at the sink through the open bathroom door. They’d nicknamed it ‘W- Day’ (short for ‘Double-You Day’) at the time, a moment when thousands of people across the world suddenly manifested their own ‘twin’.

  I could hear my voice slowly reason out what had happened back then and remember that I – that is to say, my twin – was surprisingly calm and good natured about the whole affair, cheerily breezing through the mind-warping turmoil of that day’s events.

  And now, as Woo cleaned tables whistling show tunes with a tuneless gait, the door to the restaurant opened and in I strode; clean shaven, smartly attired and every inch the professional. God, I made myself sick. I scratched my week-old stubble as I watched Woo fawn over me like a lover, complimenting me on the new shirt and haircut and then offering to buy me a drink on the house, the wrinkly little ass-kisser.

  ‘Take a seat, Mr Storm,’ gestured Woo. ‘What about that drink?’

  ‘Just a sparkling water, please,’ I courteously replied.

  ‘You want ice and lemon with that?’

  ‘Please,’ I said, following up with a winning flash of pearly white teeth as Woo scuttled off, eagerly fixing the drink as if on a promise.

  ‘Christ!’ I muttered, idly picking at the noodles before taking another swig of beer. If there was any justice, Woo would be kissing my ass and casually offering up his female staff for my sinister amusement.

  ‘You’re drunk,’ I noted, casting an eye over the collection of bottles the management refused to clear in order to shame me.

  ‘Yeah,’ I answered quietly. ‘So, what gives?’

  ‘We got another reminder about the rent.’

  ‘Ah, screw the rent. What else?’

  ‘We got a case.’

  My interest piqued. ‘What is it?’

  I reached across and pinched a noodle, swallowing it down.

  ‘You ever heard of Anthony Prendergast?’ I shook my head. I continued.

  ‘He’s a big-shot film producer. Makes crap that all the critics hate but Joe Public adore. Remember that flick about the gay emasculated Jewish Toreador: Horns of Desire?’

  Once again I shook my head.

  ‘One critic kindly described it as…wait a second, let me get this right.’ I pulled out a scrap of paper upon which I had quoted the review verbatim. ‘Here we are; Horns of Desire is a nonsensical exercise in cheap manipulation and gaping plot holes. Producer Anthony Prendergast’s multi-million dollar grand folly is the cinematic equivalent of somebody pissing in your face for three consecutive hours.’ I folded away the paper. ‘That’s one of the better reviews. And yet the film grossed its budget back five times over during its run in theatres.’

  ‘Fascinating,’ I replied. ‘What’s the case?’

  ‘His daughter, all of twenty-one, has eloped.’

  ‘Eloped? Do people still do that?’

  ‘Prendergast suspects that she’s run off with the very-married leading man of his new flick.’

  ‘Who is?’

  ‘I can’t say.’

  ‘Can’t or won’t?’

  I watched myself lean back into the chair with a weary sigh.

  ‘Tommy, choose either option, but if you think I’m going to tell you, so when pissed you can shoot your mouth off to all and sundry, think again. This case requires tact. Any scandal involving his main lead will affect the box office of his new film. It’s a delicate case with a respectable client who’s paying well in excess of what we normally charge. This could really turn things around for us and I can’t afford you screwing it up, especially with Jake breathing down our neck for his rent money! Just let me handle this one, okay?’

  ‘Jesus Christ!’ I yelled, my temper suddenly flaring. ‘So it finally comes to this? You take over, muscle me out and leave me to scrounge like a rat in trash? Well, fuck you!’

  ‘Are you even listening to me, Tommy? Let me spell it out; you drink too much, okay? And when you drink it brings out the worst in you. You act without thinking and I suffer the conse- quences! And as for your mouth! God, I’ve seen you spit knives in conversation when drunk!’

  ‘You bastard,’ I growled, banging my fist on the table and toppling the line of bottles.

  Woo finally returned with the sparkling water, placing it before me with a knock-toothed smile before turning my way, collecting the fallen bottles and saying, ‘Tommy, get out of here, okay?’

  I grabbed my jacket off the back of the chair, fitted the faithful brown and battered Berkeley hat upon my head and left without a word.

  Stepping out into the blaze of the L.A. sun, I figured I should nail Chi just to get back at Woo. Maybe get her pregnant and have Woo babysit our mixed-race bastard as I tried for more in the room next door. And I’d ensure that two-faced, noodle-loving gonif would hear every vile, nightmarish deed and twisted violation I could magic up from inside my trousers.

  As I walked on the fantasy grew stale. All I really wanted was another drink. My guts squirmed under the intense heat of that burning desire. And as I traipsed along, scuffing my shoes and doddering about the sidewalk, trying to keep it together, I began to think more on what Woo had said: how can the same person be so different?

  Amid the thick-set confusion and horror of those weeks and months after W-Day, many of the ‘originals’ had set about their twins. Many were killed in a panic, a good number carefully knocked-off for various reasons. A man in Boston was killed by his “twin” after returning home and discovering him in bed with his wife. It later emerged that the manifest twin had already plotted with the wife to kill the original husband who had been physically abusing her for a number of years. It was a golden opportunity in a moment of passion.

  A fact that always struck me concerned the twin; it transpired he had no such violent urges to abuse the wife, nor did he drink or smoke - a similar trait of all twins. It appeared they always got a clean slate. As if a lifetime of accumulated Karma, bad deeds, vice and obscenity was left behind in the original model. It seemed grossly unfair, as if the good wheat had been separated from the chaff but – as the Boston case proved – they were more than capable of harvesting a fresh stockpile of dark deeds to stack up against their soul. Unfortunately, due to the inability of the law to even begin to deal with such an unprecedented event and its consequences, usually no murder charges could be enforced, so most murders were deemed as suicide.

  In certain countries, the law began to prosecute living individuals for taking their own life. Other ’s claimed on their life insurance. Families cashed-in, wiped out debt and skipped the country. Everything began to fall apart and crime soared as unregistered twins provided irrefutable and iron-clad alibi’s to their own crimes. As for myself, I just reached for the bottle that dreaded day of bilocation and crawled inside.

  Theories for the event varied, but science ultimately failed to explain and within eighteen months life was back to normal. That is to say, the unresolved problem was roundly ignored by the day to day grind of the banal. Something like a miracle had swift become an obstacle to everyday existence. It paled, as miracles often do, into jaded disbelief and that other unquestionable fact of the human condition; that shit happens.


  Chapter 2

  The sunlight glared off the sidewalk, blinding me. I had to squint and mosey back to the office, mulling over the sterile qualities of my grey existence, passing by the tall, guarded gates of the major studios; those industrial factories of the manufactured dream.

  Many tourists come to Hollywood to discover a worn out fuck-pit. I mean, it is immensely disappointing to the outsider. There’s no glamour here, only a cancerous industry. Most people fail to realize that Hollywood is just a machine that churns and turns and shits out films and stupid celebrities. Why in the hell anybody would want to get inside this huge stinking anus was beyond me, but it held a slick, sick fascination for the outsider and the odious cinematic wannabes.

  Weaving about the sidewalk, I soon realized that I was more tanked than I thought. I was mumbling to myself, spitting and cursing. Each time I tried to focus, my legs would turn rubber and my feet become lead. The sun beat my eyes, the world skipped and span and the slow rise of nausea overcame me. I accidentally puked, but played it cool, trying to mask the beery, noodle-infested spew gurgling from my mouth and down my shirt. I wiped it away with a casual nonchalance, even as I spewed liquid over my hand. Christ, keep it together! And then, some luck! I spied a nearby alleyway and ducked down to heave.

  It was there, doubled over and speaking Dutch, that I noticed him.

  He was a short and scrawny man, wearing a faded purple T- shirt and scruffy jeans. His left arm was bandaged with brown- stained tatters of surgical dressing and he scratched at the raw skin revealed through the gauze, betraying an angry track of needle holes. Occasionally a word exploded out of his mouth. It was random and seemingly pointless to any world but his. The little rat kept looking at me, shifting about on the spot as if he needed to take a leak. A nervy, agitated little bastard, for sure – but what did he want?

  My head began to feel better. The world settled, but the light still hurt my eyes. I decided to head over to Ding Dong’s, a favorite bar haunt of mine and a port in the storm, to gather my thoughts and maybe take a drink or two.

  The scrawny man followed.


  Chapter 3

  Spitting noodles, I trudged along. I felt like Sisyphus and my life the rock. Every goddamn day it was there, right in front of me, demanding that I push hard on a road to nowhere. And at twilight, the rock of my being was right back at the bottom of that steep climb to unrealized dreams and a fresh round of cliché ridden narration. Why in the hell couldn’t I turn this wearisome inner monologue off? It even happened as I slept. I’d be fast asleep and then hear something like, ‘I slept like a log that night’, which would then wake me up! I thought about seeking profes- sional help about the matter. I even called a therapist, but then hearing the words ‘I was nuttier than a wagon-load of pralines’ put me off and I hung up. That on-the-spot diagnosis from my own psychotic condition was a sure sign this mental collapse shouldn’t be fucked with and left the hell alone – but I digress.

  I heard the scrawny man shout ‘TITS!’ as he followed close behind. Who was this fool? Why was he on my tail? Obviously an addict in need of some crack money, but all I had was a wrinkled and grimy looking twenty dollar bill. In fact, it was all the money I had in the world and I intended to drink it away at Ding Dong’s. I picked up speed. He sloped after me, scratching his arm and cursing Jesus.

  Now, Ding Dong Annie’s was a bar where all the wannabe screenwriter ’s mooched about doing anything but writing. They just talked a lot, like most wannabes. Comparing ideas, talking about the script they were developing, ripping apart produced work as their own dismal efforts languished despite their latest script being with this celebrity or that studio. In other words they talked shit and lied, because the fantasy was as close to the reality they would ever get. I hated them. As I approached the bar I heard one guy say, ‘My script is basically like The Exorcist meets The Godfather!’
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