
        
            
                
            
        


		
			Advance Praise for 
CITY OF ANGLES

			“From the hip clubs of Koreatown to the privileged compounds of Malibu, nobody captures ‘this town’ like Jon Leaf. A modern-day Hollywood noir that starts with a body in a trunk and never lets its foot off the gas. Addictive, fast and funny.”

			—Dan Staley, Executive Producer of Cheers and 
Good Luck, Charlie

			“Leaf deftly chauffeurs us through the streets and personalities of Los Angeles with clever authenticity and noir glamour. A wild, only in LA page-turner!”

			—Laura Bickford, Academy Award-nominated Producer of 
Traffic and Beasts of No Nation

			“Arriving for an audition, an aspiring young actress finds a dead body in the trunk of her car. Should she cancel the audition and call the police? Not a chance; when your career’s on the line, the L.A.P.D can wait. Anyway, that stiff’s not going anywhere. An incisive satirical whodunit, City of Angles hooks you fast and never lets you go. Dreaming of fame and fortune in Tinseltown? You might want to read this first.”

			—Joe Queenan, Wall Street Journal Humor Columnist and Author of 
If  You’re Talking To Me, Your Career Must Be In Trouble

			“In applying his gimlet eye to all the mischief in Hollywood, acclaimed playwright Jonathan Leaf has created in his novel City of Angles an absolutely brilliant mixture of noir and social satire reminiscent of Evelyn Waugh’s The Loved One.”

			—Edward Jay Epstein, New York Times Bestselling Author of 
The Hollywood Economist and The Big Picture

			“I had given up on Hollywood as well as books about it until I read Jonathan Leaf’s riveting and amusing City of Angles. Get it!”

			—Roger Simon, Academy Award-nominated screenwriter of 
Enemies, A Love Story

			“Jonathan Leaf’s entertaining murder mystery-insider’s guide-roman à clef gives you a marvelous tour of the so-called City of Angles—because everyone’s got one—as his protagonists strive to scale the slippery and treacherous walls of Fortress Hollywood. If Carl Hiaasen is Florida Man, then Jonathan Leaf certainly has Los Angeles covered.”

			—Alexander Rose, Author of Washington’s Spies and Producer of 
Turn: Washington’s Spies.

			“Jonathan Leaf’s scintillating debut, City of Angles, is even sharper than its whip-smart title. Part noir, part exposé of Hollywood’s dirty little secrets, and all fun and games, the tale teases and satisfies in equal parts. Flashing a shrewd sense of humor that feels like a knowing wink at a Tinseltown bar, Leaf’s prose treads nimbly between the crisp and the lyrical.”

			—Christopher Yates, author of Black Chalk and Grist Mill Road
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			“Our loss is their loss.”

			—Oscar Levant on hearing that Milton Berle had converted from Judaism to Christian Science





Chapter 1

			There is a kind of apartment building that everyone in Hollywood has been in. The design of the rooms is identical, or nearly so. Plate glass covers the closet doors, and cheap ceiling fans are above your head. A pool sits in the middle of the structure, and, though constructed in a prime earthquake zone, it stands on stilts. Beneath are the coveted parking spaces.

			Because the insulation in these buildings is virtually nonexistent and the heating is poor, they can be chilly on summer nights and frigid in the winter. The tenants are warmer, though. Consistently friendly and affable, they await that one big break that’s surely around the corner: the guest-starring spot that will be a recurring role, the pilot script that’s about to be picked up, the financing for the picture that only requires one well-heeled benefactor.

			Were they all delusional? Billy Rosenberg saw them in passing every day as he lived in such a building, and one morning in the year before the pandemic he asked himself that question.

			As he was possessed of a large DVD collection, several movie posters, and a great many books, these reflected back to him from the plate glass, making his apartment seem cramped. It struck him that he had spent too much time in the room, alone, often when the sun was shining. Too many hours had passed, surfing the web or typing unread scripts. So, grabbing his laptop, he strode over to a local coffee shop. His reaction upon entering it was the one he had each time he walked in: astonishment at how many attractive folk were inside.

			Sitting down, he flipped on his computer and began working. Stopping, he watched the people. The prettiest individuals from towns all over the country, they had been uniformly drawn to Los Angeles by the firm conviction that they were singular and fated to a special destiny. Awareness of that prompted him towards other ruminations. Gradually, then, he realized that he had fallen into a fugue state, and thunderously loud as it was, it took him a moment to recognize that a woman at his side was addressing him. As such, he could only be sure of her second sentence. She was asking if they had met in an Alexander Technique class.

			The voice was low and soft, but there was nothing in the expression of her eyes that corresponded to the smile she offered. It was as though the bottom half of her face was hysterically intent on seduction, and the upper half appraising him like an expensive tennis racket. Yet he knew the accent. Even with the decibel level, it was unmistakable. It was what they called RP: Received Pronunciation, the precise, crisp, non-regional mode of speech taught in acting classes.

			He examined her more closely. Her eyes were intensely blue, and her nose was fine and straight. What you could not miss was her chest. Her breasts were large, unnaturally taut and fake. Trying not to stare, he admitted the truth to himself: While he might insist that he did not find silicone implants attractive, and though he really was, in a measure, repulsed by them, his penis was twitching as he tried to keep his eyes at the level of her gaze. Reflecting on this, he hesitated before saying that it couldn’t have been there that they’d met, but he was sure they had been introduced, they must know each other through mutual friends.

			“Do you smoke?” she asked.

			Since she was inviting him outside, they left their coffee mugs and put their laptops in their cases in a safe spot behind the counter, near the barista. Then they ambled out to the sidewalk.

			Taking one of her cigarettes and her match, he yielded to a habit he did not possess. Since she was obviously a natural flirt, he asked himself how much she believed that they knew each other and how much she was interested in him. His face was not preternaturally lovely, and his shoes said every bit as much about his level of success as his car—and the way he held himself—did. Was this an exercise for an acting class? A response to a momentary fit of tedium? Spitefulness towards a boyfriend for some soon-to-be-forgotten slight?

			The sky was gray, and the February air chill. Not wearing tights and garbed in a top calculated to show off her cleavage, she was getting goose flesh, and, as she observed him noticing this, they exchanged warmer expressions. Then there was that strange sense of intimacy that you can have with another person when you’ve wandered off together from a party in the early hours. This feeling was so strong and sudden that he asked himself if he could invite her back to his apartment, just two blocks away.

			Then, as though this thought—and the doubt prompted by it—registered in his eyes, this demonstrating his uncertain place, he felt her again cooling, appraising him clinically once more, shaking her black bangs with a mixture of possibly assumed sexual assurance and vague mocking.

			So, an hour later, as he reentered his apartment, he asked himself why everything in the city was so alluring yet so inconstant. Picking up his phone, Billy stared at the number she had punched into it. Her name was Vincenza Morgan.





Chapter 2

			Vincenza loved film noir. She adored Veronica Lake and Lana Turner, Lauren Bacall and Jane Greer. Her hairstyle imitated Bettie Page, and she liked to wear the sort of stockings that so consistently flattered Barbara Stanwyck. She had coffee table books on these old-time stars, and she sometimes wondered how she would look in a black and white picture with dramatic lighting and moody shadows.

			That was a fantasy. What she was confronted by the following afternoon was real. It was as tangible as a bridge or an airplane, and, while it had the same quality of mystery as an old movie, those tales were a retreat from the struggles of her life. But she was faced by a terrifying problem: A corpse lay in her trunk, and she had no idea where it came from.

			Set to audition for a role in a Reese Witherspoon movie, she was in an underground garage across the street from the studio in Culver City where her tryout was to take place. There is an elaborate social structure attached to movie parking spots, and her first reaction to being told to park outside the studio lot was irritation. Now it was gratitude. It was fortunate that her car was where no one paid attention. She had gone to the trunk because its warning light had come on, and, after getting out of the car, she had walked around, put her key in the lock and started to lift the lid. She stopped when she realized that what was peeking out was a pair of legs folded crosswise over a man’s torso.

			As no one was around her, she reached in with her left hand, feeling his calf. It was room temperature and stiff. Accidentally biting her lip, she resisted the impulse to scream and closed the lid of the trunk shut.

			Yes, she needed to phone the police. Yet she had no time. Mad though it was, this had to wait. If the existence of a cadaver in the trunk of her car inspired shock and dread, she could not drop the audition. She remembered it too well: She had called off another tryout three months earlier when she was in the grip of a high fever, and, afterwards, her agent had scolded her in a way meant to leave no doubt that he was open to dumping her as a client. There was no subtext. She was not to miss an audition again, not if she were receiving chemo and confronted by the amputation of a limb. So there she was, trying to tell herself that it would be all right and that she should just go ahead and perform.

			She wished that she was Lizabeth Scott or Claire Trevor and about to be romanced by Robert Mitchum or Sterling Hayden. The man would be wearing a wide-brimmed hat with a gat in his hand, and together they would tackle the whodunit, puzzling out the nature of the crime and the malefactor responsible. But while she knew from experience that there would be handsome, square-jawed men on the studio lot, none was waiting for her.

			Exiting the underground lot, she came out into the afternoon sun. Facing her was the gate in front of the studio complex, and crossing the street, she approached a security guard. Showing him her pass, she was waved in. She put on her oversized sunglasses and marched towards the soundstages and offices. Mercedes, BMWs, and Bentleys were all around: glistening autos with thick coats of paint. She tried not to think about how the California sun had faded the leather of her shoes and bag. She told herself that she was in control. She tried to remind herself of all those necessary clichés, starting with “it’s always darkest before the dawn.” If what was happening made no sense, somehow or other it was all going to be all right.

			Pulling her phone out of the bag, she checked the time. She needed to compose herself. This was not merely to regain her poise. She had to redo her makeup and hair. Perspiration was accumulating around her wrists, forehead, and armpits. She had ten minutes before she was due for the audition. Experience told her that she might have another hour waiting outside the producer’s office. The sides—the pages of script that she was to perform—were in the bag draped around her shoulder. The part was small but significant, and she had rehearsed it for three and a half hours.

			In the last few years, several friends had gotten these sorts of roles, built up their resumes, then won leads on TV shows or in studio features. It had happened for them. Why couldn’t it for her? This, not the body, was what she needed to focus on. Breathing deeply, she asked herself what the movie was about and what her chances of being cast were. Witherspoon was the star. The part was that of a bitchy stewardess who didn’t want to let the heroine, arriving late, onto a flight. Marked on the sides were directions telling her that she was to go to a room in building number twelve, and she examined a map of the lot. Streaming past her were those employed at the studio: D-girls, secretaries, flunkies, gophers. There were also directors, producers, and actors. On other days, these were people she would have liked to meet.

			Reaching the building, she opened the door, turned left, and headed along a wide, carpeted hallway. Other actresses were already present. Among this number were familiar faces, women she had been up against before. Taking off her sunglasses, she gestured her hellos. A D-girl noted her arrival and instructed her to park herself on one of the chairs.

			The greetings she received from the other actresses told her that they had heard about the indie picture she had just finished shooting. There was envy and resentment in their supposedly joyful congratulations. They knew who else was in the film. The “how amazings!” were laced with strychnine. How was it that this—the dead man in her trunk—had come to be there? It had happened right when she was on the cusp. She had not run away. But it seemed that was what this city and life itself were: You went on with things, playing your role, pretending that everything was fine when a catastrophe was happening. Now this was occurring on a scale a thousand times greater. None knew. No one sensed it. Just the opposite: Perhaps it was the hint that she was about to be someone which prompted the D-girl to slide over to her, mentioning that they wouldn’t be seeing her for at least forty minutes. Did it say something that she didn’t need to ask where she was in the queue?

			So notably solicitous, the assistant next directed her to the bathroom, which was down a flight of stairs. Reaching it, Vincenza checked herself in the mirror, brushing her hair, fixing her lipstick, straightening her dress. Then she advanced into a stall. Not sitting down but closing the door firmly shut, she pressed her cell phone tightly to her ear. There were two messages from friends, asking what was she doing that night. That everything went on as it always did: This was simultaneously comforting and petrifying. How could it be that the other actresses didn’t suspect the trouble she was in, that what they saw was just a woman on the verge?

			Checking herself in the mirror a second time, she brushed her hair once more, swallowed a mint to cover the smell of cigarettes, and exited the bathroom, walking up the steps and reentering the room. Sitting down on one of the metal folding chairs they had put out, she felt something she had not in some time: heart palpitations. She knew that all they saw was her legs and her enhanced chest and her lips and mascara.

			Staggering into the audition room, she was faced by four people placed behind The Table. This is one of the established institutions of the entertainment industry, one whose sole purpose is to humble actors. For The Table is an otherwise superfluous piece of furniture whose sole value lies in its creation of an artificial barrier establishing a division between those who are casting and those anxious for their favor. Most often it is faced by a single chair. Placing yourself in this seat can feel a bit like undergoing interrogation, if with the difference that you must first spend hours learning lines, teasing up your hair, painting yourself with blush and lipstick, and working on the correct presentation of your cleavage, after which you linger for long stretches, waiting to be called. Within the room, there is usually a casting aide who serves as the “reader.” This person performs the scene with you. To make matters still more stressful and difficult, frequently he is not of the same age, race, or gender as his character.

			And that was indeed the case. Thus, in trying to present her rendition of a snotty stewardess who refuses to let Reese Witherspoon onto her flight, Vincenza was acting with a “Reese” with the height and build of a middle linebacker. Where she had practiced the role by staring down at what was supposed to be a somewhat older five-foot-two-inch woman, she gazed up at a heavyset young man with a soul patch.

			The producer, Vincenza gradually deduced, was the one providing the guidance, though it was hard to believe that the producer could be an attractive woman younger than she was.

			Vincenza tried to tell herself that she was not distracted. Yet she knew that this was not the case. One thought preying on her was this question of how soon it would be until the carcass began to smell, and, in the run-up to her audition, she had pulled her phone close, taken off her sunglasses, and searched the internet to find out. Then she had asked herself if this might be potential evidence against her and if there was any way to bury the query with the body. As it happened, the minimum amount of time was said to be a day. She tried not to ponder it. She needed to be present. So she looked to the petite bottle blonde in the fancy suit: the producer. A Brit, she spoke in a deep, staccato voice, one punctuated by a snorting sound that suggested that she had a deviated septum. Gazing down and away from Vincenza, the woman stared at her resume, set on the back of her eight-inch-by-ten glossy.

			“Vincenza,” she began with an unexpected gentleness, “you’re doing one thing I really like, one thing which we really haven’t seen from anyone: not focusing on Reese’s character. Showing the audience that she’s the least of your concerns. And that’s exactly right. I guess what I’m saying is that you’re the first who actually understands the scene. But what I’m not getting is the full meanness. Can you do a bit more of that? Show us what a cunt you are?”

			Even after twelve years in Hollywood, Vincenza was unnerved by the producer’s use of the word. But she knew to nod, taking her note. Inhaling once more, she looked to the windows left of her, just above eye level. Outside, the sun was dipping below the horizon, the sky taking on a striking medley of tones: lavender and scarlet, bronze and magenta. Could it be that her preoccupation with the body’s possible odor was assisting her in the audition? Instinct told her to stand up and to instruct her scene partner to take his place in the chair. She was in command. She had to play that.

			She tried not to let them see her anxiousness. Had they liked this reading? It was always impossible to tell if you were going to receive a callback. What she knew now, though—and had not grasped before—was that she had done the right thing in scrupulously following the script: that it was better to be examining it than to be staring at the casting agent and the producer but changing the words. She had learned, too, how important it was to depart the room with a professional but bland politeness, a manner verging on indifference.

			Back in the waiting area, she took off her pumps, slipping them into her handbag. In their place she put on her faded, open-toed, low heels. Departing, she switched her phone back on and gazed up. Light came from many directions: illumination from the studio buildings and from the overhead lamps in the lot. A sliver still emanated from the descending sun, falling below the western edge of Culver City.

			Trudging forward, she went through with her customary review. (She did not want to call this one a post-mortem. That was a little too apropos.) The movie’s director had not been present. Nor had the casting director. But she had managed to impress one of the producers, it seemed.

			Putting on her large sunglasses and employing them as a shield, she refused to make eye contact with the passing faces. Then, reaching her car, she removed them and gazed about once more, making sure no one was nearby. No, there were just a great many automobiles fitted in between painted lines. So, inhaling deeply, she stepped to her car’s trunk and pulled out her key chain. Yet her hands were shaking, and she knew that she was not going to be able to press the button, opening the lock. Nor was she prepared to dial the police.

			Pulling out her phone, she searched for the nearest police station. It was almost around the corner—on Duquesne Avenue—barely two blocks from the studio gates. Starting the ignition, she drove down Culver Boulevard, by an old-fashioned post office building. That was on her left. Swinging right onto Duquesne, she passed the Culver City Hall. Next to it stood the police station. Designed in Depression-era Works Progress Administration style, it was a long, white-stucco building flanked by flagpoles and palm trees. A half dozen black-and-white police cruisers were planted in front. Vincenza felt her heart beating. The palpitations were almost audible, and she drove by, circling around and driving up to Irving. Then she threaded her way down Washington back to Duquesne.

			She went past the police station three times. The immediate question was where to park. The real concern was how to enter and tell the police that there was a dead body in her trunk, and she had no idea how it had gotten there. It was as though she was choking.

			Whom might she call? Her first thought was her frequent scene partner, Sara Kertesz. But what could she do? The men she worked for in her day job might know how to dispose of a corpse. She did not want to be indebted to them. She did not wish to think about her mother who was 2000 miles away. The only person she could summon to mind potentially of use whom she could trust was an acquaintance in the religious sect she was attached to, the International Church of Life. A new faith, it attracted its members for a multitude of reasons. One bore relevance: The Church did things. She had assumed that this faculty would be employed to save the species. Perhaps it might be put to use saving her.

			Pulling over and parking in a strip mall, she opened her driver’s side door and lit a cigarette. Who was the man in the car’s rear? How had he gotten there? On at least two instances she had provided her car to other members of the Church. It struck her that in making her independent film she had also loaned the vehicle to her producing partner and the crew members. Who might have copied the keys?





Chapter 3

			The following afternoon Billy was waiting for a meeting, one confirmed an hour earlier. It had been rescheduled seven times. He had been in Los Angeles long enough not to take offense. It was how the business was. The apex predators—producers, executives, actors, directors, and agents—told their assistants to follow the practice. Those not at the summit were phoned each day to say that their scheduled conference had been put off. This would happen up until the moment when a hole suddenly appeared in the predator’s schedule and the lesser light might be slotted in. The reason for this practice was that if Meryl Streep were to decide at the last minute that she wanted to see you, you rearranged your afternoon. So it often took weeks for someone like Billy to have a meeting that had been previously scheduled—if it took place at all.

			As he was led into the offices of the production company, which were on the studio’s lot in Culver City, he reminded himself to be warm but not intimate, friendly but not effusive. The woman receiving him was the company’s principal assistant (as the head of their operation was in London, where they were about to begin shooting a picture based on the Arthurian legends). Her name, she had explained with a beaming look that he had learned meant nothing in the way of genuine interest, was Gwendolyn Weiner. The name puzzled Billy as she certainly did not look Jewish. Her butch haircut and manner suggested that she was gay. Was this, then, the last name of her female companion, and, if so, why had it not been hyphenated, as was customary? He knew better than to ask. Rather, he took his cue and seated himself opposite her in a handsome, burnt sienna leather chair that matched to expensive beige carpeting.

			Her eyes were of a contrasting color, a watery blue-green that glinted as she fixed them upon him. Behind her, light slanted in from a large third-floor window.

			“Susan told me how amazing your idea was,” she said, referring to the absent executive. “But we wanted to hear about it from you. In person. We’re glad you could finally come.”

			Billy tried to keep the necessary straight face when he heard this as they both knew that he had waited weeks for the meeting.

			“Of course.”

			“The idea is to shoot this as a backdoor pilot, yes?” she went on. This was a term for a TV movie that could be used to set up a subsequent series with the same characters and setting.

			“That was one idea I’d had.”

			She paused, and then leaned forward, clasping her hands together and smiling officiously. “Tell me more.”

			“Well, at some level, it’s just a variant on a detective show. Because that’s part of what a bounty hunter is: a licensed detective. And the first thing she has to do is figure out where the person she’s supposed to capture is. Then she has to bring that person back, which could involve shooting, car chases. The runny-and-jumpy stuff. Each episode involves some kind of mystery. Why has this person fled? What happened? Is the fugitive guilty? And then this is also a feminist story, because it’s about a woman with a kid trying to make it in this male-dominated business of bounty hunting, or, as it’s called among the professionals in the trade, skip tracing. It’s a whole vibrant subculture we’d have to explore. With its own laws, jargon, customs…”

			Billy had practiced this pitch in front of his apartment’s plate-glass mirrors, and he was surprised by how cleanly it had come off, even somehow sounding fresh in his own ears. He could see, though, that Gwendolyn was not persuaded by it, and he knew from experience that it was unlikely that she had done anything more than read the initial scene or two from the script, the part called the teaser—this along with the notes on it that had been given to her by her own assistant. The trick at this point was to project a relaxed mood when you sensed resistance. If you tried to push back, you were bound to lose them for good.

			Yet he was one month behind on the rent, four months in arrears on student loans. What was more, he was in that unfortunate spot which every writer in Hollywood is bound to be at some point: His agent wasn’t taking his calls, and he wasn’t sure if this meant he no longer had an agent or if it simply indicated that he didn’t have an agent who cared in the slightest degree about him as a client. (There is a not insignificant difference). So, he tried to come across as blithe and relaxed as he was able, awaiting her reply.

			Short as Gwendolyn Weiner’s hair was, it bounced nonetheless as she nodded. It was the sort of response that was most common in Hollywood: a grinning, bright-eyed, shake of rejection.

			“It sounds like every plot—every episode—would have to be shot in a different state. Sounds awful expensive.”

			Billy hesitated. How could he properly agree with the criticism while also dispensing with it? Although the executive had been compelled to smile as she rebuffed him, he was now obliged to thoughtfully and graciously absorb this blow without seeming too desperate in his acceptance of it.

			“Yes,” he began, “that’s right. Quite right. My agent thinks with all the neighborhoods and styles of architecture and terrain we have around here that we could film most of it locally. But there are obviously scenes—every so often—that would have to be shot out of state.”

			“Interesting,” she said, pausing to reflect and to consider whether she might be risking some of her accumulated capital as an executive to express interest in a pitch from a writer who appeared to stand on the totem pole below the line at which the timber meets the soil. “Maybe I should think about this more.”

			The translation into ordinary English of this last part was easy enough for Billy. She was asking if she should read the script. What Billy was unsure of was how to prod her to do this without saying this directly, thereby breaking the unstated protocol that a writer was never to challenge an executive for her dereliction in not reading what she had professed to.

			“I have a thought,” she said, sitting back in her chair. She was serious and not smiling. The blue-green eyes seemed to be looking partly inward. This, he knew, was a welcome sign. After all, executives had no need to be glad-handing when they were contemplating doing you a favor, and if they wished to do business with you they would not want to show weakness.

			“We have a script that needs a polish. On a few scenes,” she said. “Would you be interested in doing that? Then, when you’ve finished and we’ve looked at it, we could talk more about The Bounty-Hunter with a Curling Iron.”

			“I’m actually pretty available right now,” he allowed. “Go ahead.”

			“It’s with Arthur Rex. The studio thinks that the relationship between Arthur and Lancelot doesn’t have enough subtextual elements.”

			“Well, I’m good at subtextual. I mean, I think I’m known for that.” He waited for this statement to sink in. “I take it you’re looking for ideas from several writers.”

			She nodded once more, this time without smiling. “Yes. And you’re all right with that—though it means we might not use anything you give us?”

			“How fast do you need it?”

			The number she quoted to him as pay was enough to live on for at least six months, and, as he had nearly depleted a small inheritance that he had received in an IRA account, he was not about to argue over the amount. There was even the added benefit that the money would have to be sent through his agent, and that might—ever so possibly—resurrect that relationship. With this in mind, Billy focused himself and made a determined effort not to show that he was all that pleased or surprised by the outcome of the meeting, retreating with a polite clasp of palms and the most matter-of-fact smile he could summon.

			Leaving the office, he almost felt like skipping, and he glided back to the studio parking lot in a cheery mood, one only broken by an unexpected sight. Suddenly, as he gazed to his right, he saw that Vincenza Morgan was traipsing along, parallel to him. But, as she was wearing sunglasses and seemingly preoccupied, he was invisible to her.





Chapter 4

			Vincenza hadn’t re-opened the trunk. It was six in the evening. There were offices in the strip mall—a dentist and an acupuncturist, among others—and people were starting to leave for the day. That meant there was a chance as she opened it that folk slipping past her on the way to their vehicles might see. And, as she still wasn’t sure who was inside, there was no reason to phone her friend at the Church of Life, not yet. There was something else, too. Her phone had just rung, and faster than she could ever remember, she was being instructed that she was to return to the studio the following morning for a callback. New sides to prepare for her next audition would arrive by email.

			She wanted to go to the police. But how could she explain it? Forcing herself to breathe, she put out the cigarette and hopped back into the car. Setting out on a string of roads, she decided to return to her apartment in Hollywood. She had to think. That would be easier once she got home. At noontime, the journey could be made in twenty minutes. It was, after all, little more than a passage of a couple of miles traveling east on Venice Boulevard, then a few more heading north on Highland. Now it might take hour.

			The rush hour traffic wasn’t all that was slowing her down, though. She couldn’t safely open the trunk in the garage of her building either. So, while she flipped on the radio and partly occupied herself with changing channels, her focus was upon finding a spot along the way where she could pull over to check the cargo space. The great number of cars about made this difficult. Whenever it seemed that she had identified a possible spot, she noticed an angle from which a resident or a passerby might look in. On Venice, there were too many people drifting in and out from the supermarket and drug store parking lots, even with the sun descending, and South La Brea was no better. Scrutinizing both sides of the road, she passed a series of half-empty motels and auto parts stores. All were well-lit. Nor was Highland an alternative. It was jammed with cars and crisply illuminated on every block. The sole option, it seemed, was to go onto a side street past the area of her apartment building, and that presented a different obstacle. The most remote spots were at underpasses and beneath clumps of trees where the homeless congregated. Finally, though, after a good quarter-hour of additional driving, she discovered a spot with sufficient light where she was not fearful of an attack from a street person. Up in the hills, it lay near Bronson Canyon.

			She reminded herself of the explanation she would fall back upon if stopped: She was checking for a spare tire. This in mind, she parked the car on a shoulder and popped the latch for the trunk. Once again, walking around the car, she felt the heart palpitations. Gazing about, she turned her head, making sure no one could see.

			Then she lifted the lid. With this, the trunk light came on, exposing the body. It had been deposited with the face pointed up but with the legs pressed against the head and torso. Nonetheless, Vincenza promptly recognized him. It was her sometime lover, Tom Selva. Once strikingly beautiful, his skin was a gray-green, and she felt an impulse to retch. Yet she could not turn away.

			More startling was the amount of blood, dried a deep shade of brown. Swiveling her eyes in a half-circle, she gazed left, then right, making sure that there was still no one lurking nearby. Then she placed her head inside the compartment. Below the skinny legs, she discerned the cause of death: gaping bullet holes. Even more disturbing was the sight of a revolver plopped onto his chest. Vincenza recognized it as a prop gun used in the movie she had shot, and, without thinking, she grabbed it, lifting it up. With that, she inhaled the scent of gunpowder. It was only as she set the weapon down that it occurred to her that she had just placed a set of fingerprints on what was surely a murder weapon. Indeed, as sweaty as her hands were, she had put a firm imprint upon it.

			Should she clean the gun, ridding it of her fingerprints and possibly someone else’s? She did not know, though instinct told her that she must get away from an odor—that of the body—which was like sweetly rotting meat. Closing the trunk, she placed herself behind the wheel of the car. Around her was the gathering darkness, and she heard the rumble of distant engines. Hot tears streamed down her cheeks. It took her the better part of an hour to compose herself. Then, unsure of what else she might do, she called her sometime advisor within the Church of Life.

			 

			That man—David Clarkson—was hunched over, busy studying an overstuffed manila folder. Perched on the seventeenth floor of the Church’s worldwide headquarters, he was in an office in an eighteen-story art deco tower. Set just south of Sunset Boulevard, along the edge of Thai Town, its windows offered him a spectacular, unimpeded view of the downtown, and through these he saw its sparkling lights, shining in the darkness. Yet, striding over, he closed the drapes. Then he returned to his desk to once more examine the contents of the file.

			The folder was Vincenza’s. He was examining it because the head of the Church—the Supreme Pilot—had instructed him to call her and ask her to come immediately. The guidance he had received was so clear and unambiguous and yet so devoid of explanation that he wondered what the possible purpose of the request was. For that reason he had hesitated in dialing the number. Although he could not wait much longer, his gut told him that something critically important was at stake and that he needed to know more. He was relieved when he saw that she was calling him.

			The forms in the folder went back twelve years, and most of the information contained within the file had yet to be digitized. The first papers dated to six months after Vincenza—then named Kelli Haines—had arrived in Los Angeles, freshly graduated from Burnsville High in Eagan, Minnesota. These papers constituted her initial psychological profile. The result of her introductory session with a Church counselor, these were from what was referred to as “an exploratory session.” In it she had revealed a vast amount. Far more than in a nude scene in a movie, she had been stripped naked.

			The first method that the Church used to recruit members was the plainest imaginable: a personality test. The trick lay in the interpretation of the answers. No matter what you said, the tester told you the same thing. Sighing and acting as though it pained him to reveal the truth, the counselor informed you that the exam showed that you were a person of extraordinary potential but badly damaged. Fortunately, he would say, the Church’s recognized methods of therapy could heal you.

			This approach had worked flawlessly on Vincenza, and the sheets bared the most harrowing aspects of her life: how and why her stepfather used to beat her and when she had decided to stop speaking with her mother. There was more. Scrawled notes revealed that she had been Burnsville High’s homecoming queen and that she had an ongoing relationship with a photographer whose claims that he could provide her work as a model were proving false. She had mentioned to her profiler that she drove on side streets because she was scared of highway exits. She admitted that she was fearful of sitting on toilet seats in restrooms. She told her confessor that she was worried about the possibility of blood clots caused by her birth control pills, and she dreaded the onset of her periods when off them. She had panic attacks. The physical description provided matched to what he knew from his own encounters with her: She had radiant eyes and shapely legs, the waist of a waifish adolescent, and delicate skin. Even her ears were well-formed. More, these looks had been improved by plastic surgeons. Not only had they enlarged her chest, but they had thinned her nose and removed the pointiness from her chin. She was an undeniable beauty.

			Additional papers in the stack recounted the process by which she had become the Church’s servant. This commenced with modest requests. Would she volunteer, helping out by painting the walls of a new house of worship in Glendale? Would she make donations in return for classes and seminars? Within a year she had become a devoted follower.

			As the man behind the desk read the documents, he considered the ways in which he was like her. He, too, had come to Los Angeles to act. Breathing in and unconsciously nodding his head, he recalled the time. Ten years had passed in the usual profitless battles: to obtain an agent, to be cast in parts for a reel, to be seen in roles in sketch shows and revivals staged in black box theaters.

			Seated in his office reading the folder, he alternated between sipping from a no longer warm cup of coffee and gnawing his cuticles. The Supreme Pilot rarely failed to explain why he wanted something, and it was never a good sign when he left out the background. Yet the file was unremarkable. Hundreds of the files among the thousands in the Church’s archives were similar. There were only two distinctive items. The first was that she was so easy on the eyes, though even that was hardly uncommon. The second was that she had managed to persuade several of the Church’s best-known young adherents to appear in an independent film that she had co-produced and acted in. It seemed reasonable to think that this must be the reason why the Supreme Pilot wished to see her. But why was he being asked to get her to the Church headquarters that night? Clarkson wondered, and he could not deny that he had a peculiar sense, a foreboding that a pertinent but vital detail had been omitted from what had been said to him.

			His own name was indicated by a card on the doorframe outside his office. There had been a time when he had thought that such a marker would be affixed to a strip of oak-paneling on a high floor in a downtown skyscraper: at a top corporate firm with prestige clients. But, when he had graduated from law school, it was the Great Recession, and he had discovered that there was an excess of attorneys in the city and the jobs were going to the graduates from UCLA and USC, not Southwestern Law, the school he had attended while holding down a position as the night manager of a motel. He had been grateful to the Church for his job. Over time his role had become that of its fixer.

			Balked in his aim of deciphering the Supreme Pilot’s intentions and well aware that it was not his business to press him for an explanation, Clarkson lifted up the phone.

			Her tone was hysterical and urgent. “Would you talk to me? I might need some help,” she said. “I’m really glad that I was able to reach you. I figured that you often work late.”

			“Of course, Vincenza. You’ve been devoted to the Church. As you know, we like to say that we don’t have followers. We have lenders. You give us your love and passion and devotion, and we’re obligated to pay back the debt.”

			“I’m grateful to hear you say that. Very.”

			There was a pause. It was more than anxious.

			“If you really need help, why don’t you come now? To the headquarters. You know that I consider you a friend.”

			Clarkson heard her breathing. It was heavy, and she was stammering. He had the sense from the texture of her voice that she must have been crying. Yet she did not respond. There was just the sound on the line of her taking in mouthfuls of air. She was almost panting, and he moved further forward in his chair.

			What else could he say to persuade her?

			“We could send a car,” he added quickly.

			He realized that he had made a mistake. That the suggestion unnerved her was audible, and it was underlined by what she said next—that she would phone him back. With that, the phone line went dead.





Chapter 5

			The affair with Tom Selva had commenced in a fashion only possible in Hollywood.

			Eight years before he had been a nobody. While he liked to tell friends that he had “representation,” he did not have an agent, and his manager was a hectoring, schlubby woman with no-name clients who worked out of her home-office, set next to the laundry room in her split-level in the Valley. His training consisted of what he had learned from the drama teacher who had cast him in a play in Tarzana. It was his high school’s production of Neil Simon’s Lost in Yonkers, and by most standards he was terrible. He did not sound like a New Yorker, did not look Jewish, spoke in a recognizable Valley accent, and plainly had more experience and confidence with girls than most men in their forties. He rarely seemed to be acting with his scene partners, and his comedic timing was rudimentary.

			But the manager—Millie Kleinbaum—had attended it because her daughter had a part. What she saw in Selva was what everyone did: the matching of magnificent good looks with sex appeal. It is a fact that most entertainment industry professionals know all too well: Box office stars typically possess two opposing traits. These attributes are abiding egomania and consuming insecurity. Millie did not fully understand that this was what she was viewing on the stage, but she smelled it. With it came the conviction that she had grasped a winning lottery ticket, that she had found her fortune, if only she could hang onto it.

			Once he was signed, she began focusing on him, expending more time and effort upon Selva than she did on the few actors she represented who were the source of the little money she possessed not provided in child support from her orthodontist ex-husband. She had advanced Selva the money to fix his teeth, sending him to her ex. She had prodded him to get his headshots and then gone over them to select the best. She had worked with him on voice and posture. Then she had badgered every casting director she could get on the phone to find him auditions for starting out jobs: commercials, print modeling gigs, industrials.

			A full year went by before she could obtain a meeting with an agent for him, and the part that made him famous arrived by happenstance. Unconvinced of his prospects as an actor, his mother had goaded him into assuming the status of a part-time student at Cal State, Northridge. Interested in little besides cars and girls, he had selected an automotive technology class. This placed him in the school’s auto body shop when a casting agent for a new movie about the underground racing scene popped in. She was seeking a grease monkey to fix her damaged transmission, not an actor. Still, just like Millie Kleinbaum, she couldn’t keep her eyes off him. And she knew that he knew it. Was he someone to bring in for an audition? He was plausible as a working-class car enthusiast. The notion was bolstered when she learned that he had an agent and manager along with a modicum of experience before the camera. Nonetheless, the studio had refused to cast him, and it was only when the actor signed to play the role broke his arm two days prior to the start of shooting that Selva was awarded it.

			Once the movie opened, he was a star. Boys across the country knew him as Stevie P., the guy with the amped-up Mustang and the knowing smile. Attempts to make him a darling to pubescent females had proved less efficacious; his barely concealed wolfishness was not what the average teenaged girl newly confronted by periods and acne esteemed. Still, the series of movies in which he starred were among the most popular in the world, and when his “people” failed to get him the range of roles he sought, he had no compunction or sluggishness in dispensing with them. That included Millie Kleinbaum. While their contract had been for two years, she possessed an option by which she could extend it for another two. This led to litigation, which she won. On the day the fourth year ended, her termination notice arrived by courier.
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