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    Cast of Characters


    


    The story you are about to read is true. It has been torn from today’s searing headlines. All the people herein are, unbelievably, as real as the locale in which they strut their poor stuff—Los Angeles and its environs. Only my name has been changed.


    


    King—a dog. Played by himself.


    V. (for Victor) Daniel—his brutal, bad-tempered master.


    Evonne Louise Shirley—a livin’ dream. Also blonde.


    Benny the Boy—V.D.’s compadre in crime.


    Mel (the Swell)—legal beagle, but an OK guy nonetheless.


    Elroy—world’s only nongrasping landlord.


    “Feeb”—world’s only nongrasping landlady, but...


    Tom ‘n’ Jerry—once big Limey singing duo.


    L. R. “Tex” Jones—world’s only honest record producer?


    Mrs. L. R. “Mary” Jones—his little woman.


    Sara Silvetti—undisputed queen of the airheads.


    Injun Joe—presumably an Indian named Joe.


    Eskimo Lil—his part-time girl.


    Two-to-One Tim—house bookie at Fred’s.


    Fred—deli owner.


    Jim—literate publican.


    Dave—illiterate publican.


    Mrs. Morales—taco/burger stand owner.


    Mr. & Mrs. Nu—restaurateurs.


    Ernesto Romero—Catholic padre.


    Phineas—Beverly Hills florist deluxe.


    Phil & Ted—enforcers.


    Saul Gall—pornographer.


    Ms. Garrison—his gal Friday. Also Sat. & Sun.


    Rickie Sharp—Picker & pantin’ painter.


    Big Red—his latest girlfriend.


    Fido—a mangy cat.


    Annie & Dick Distler—music biz moguls.


    Curly—broken-hearted car mechanic.


    Frank Douglas—CPA with a human streak.


    Chris—a kid.


    Chris—a girl kid.


    Ralph Howieson—top business exec.


    John “Taffy” Chandler—Indian expert.


    Wade ‘n’ Willy—noted brother act.


    Suze and Cissy—their significant others.


    Katy—junior high adventuress.


    Popeye—an old salt.


    Marvelous Marv, Old Lou, Patrolman O’Connor. Don. Sneezy. Brav. Roth. Anthony (Tony) Daniel, bro. of V.D.—all connected in one way or another with an official law enforcement agency.


    


    Plus...


    An assortment of walk-ons, extras, passersby, rubberneckers, kib-bitzers, voices on telephone answering machines, secretaries, cleaning ladies, students, flower arrangers, wives & sweethearts, moms, comics, and lonely guys in bars.


    


    Special Added Attractions


    1 widow.


    1 corpse.


    1 thrilling rescue at sea.

  


  
    Chapter One


    


    


    Well, I’m sittin’ and I’m sweatin’ in a tin bar near the border,


    Sharin’ a bottle of cold Carta Blanca with my memories...


    


    


    Darling,” evonne murmured sleepily.


    “Yes, peaches?”


    “It’s up again.”


    “I don’t believe it,” I said. “How do you know?”


    “Because something’s licking my foot,” she said. “And I know it isn’t you because you’re licking my neck.”


    “Oh,” I said. “Down, King! Bad boy!” A moment later there was a thump as my puppy reluctantly hit the floor, then another, softer one as he flopped down on the rug beside the bed.


    “Don’t you think it’s time you started training him properly?” Evonne said into the pillow.


    “Well I did sign him up for obedience school,” I said. “But he wouldn’t go.”


    “Darling.”


    “Yes, peaches?”


    “Sometimes I think the only reason you got a dog is so you could make dog jokes.”


    “You sure know how to hurt a guy,” I said. “Besides, it’s completely untrue. As you well know, I got him for a much more serious purpose— to help me pick up girls.”


    “Ha ha,” she said. “Now, are we going to get some sleep or aren’t we?”


    “Let me check the old schedule on that and I’ll get right back to you,” I said.


    “Forget it,” she said. “I am going to sleep, Victor. So for once and for all, good night.”


    “Well!” I exclaimed to myself under my breath, a la Jack Benny. “And what has come over madame all of a sudden?”


    


    


    The next morning, after dropping Evonne off at the high school where she toiled as secretarial assistant to the vice principal, I drove back to my office on the corner of Victory and Orange, parked out front, then took King for his morning ablutions in the vacant lot next to me. Injun Joe, a well-known local derelict, was already installed in his usual spot on the southeast corner, sitting on a filthy blanket and leaning against the exterior wall of my office. He was wearing what he always wore, as it was probably all he had—a greasy red bandana holding back his straggly black locks, a couple of torn, cast-off sweaters too small for him, a pair of once-somewhere-back-in-prehistory-white chinos, and army boots with no laces. I circled around to the far side of him, as when you talked to Injun Joe you stood well upwind of him, gave him a wave, and said, “Morning, Joe.”


    He looked up at me vacantly with his washed-out blue eyes, thought it over, then decided to recognize me. He should have; not only had our trails been crossing at least three or four times per day for the last six months or so, but also he did the occasional small chore for me, and besides all that, it was good old reliable V.D. who’d sprung him from the North Hollywood clink the previous month.


    Another local character, a bag lady called Dirty Gertie or Gravel Gertie, take your pick, had been discovered with her head bashed in by the alley out back of my office. The item that did the bashing lay nearby—a blood-stained, empty quart bottle that had once contained Catawba Mad Dog sherry. Three sets of fingerprints were subsequently taken from the bottle—one set belonging to Injun Joe, who had been seen by two independent witnesses enjoying an evening aperitif with Gertie shortly before she was killed.


    Joe showed up in the lot next to me the following morning at about his usual time, not something I would have done if I’d killed someone twenty yards away, even if I hadn’t noticed the two squad cars parked at the scene. Naturally, as soon as Joe was fingerprinted and the results checked, the wily detectives immediately arrested him and held him for arraignment. His problems were not helped by his refusing to say anything whatsoever to the forces of law and order. I never did find out what episode in his past was responsible for this decision, but I can’t say I blamed him all that much.


    When I went a-calling, the desk sarge on duty was a beet-faced old-timer I’d seen around occasionally; he was kind enough to dig up the arresting officer’s report, plus a list of Joe’s possessions at the time:


    


    In small leather pouch tied w. thong to suspect’s neck:


    1 set dog tags


    1 set honorable discharge papers from U.S. Navy


    1 blue bead


    1 (broken) seashell


    21 $1.00 bills wrapped w. rubber band


    1 letter of ref. dated Aug. ‘62, stating Suspect had worked at Pete’s Eats, 2 miles s. Fresno, 9 months as dishwasher


    


    I handed the paperwork back to Lou (the sarge), and remarked, “Grouch bag. That is what a small leather pouch worn around the neck is called.”


    “So sue me,” Lou said. The phone on his desk rang. He picked it up, identified himself, listened a minute, then said, “Pal, what you need is a good shrink, not a cop,” then he hung up again.


    “Pearl diver,” I said. “Much more colorful term than dishwasher.”


    “So take me to a higher court,” Lou said. “Was there anything else? The Department does like me to do a bit of work occasionally.”


    There was something else. After a spot of cajoling, he arranged to let me in to see Joe, which was nice of him as I was neither Joe’s attorney of record, nor assistant to, nor a relative. I did not believe Joe had killed Dirty Gertie. Joe might not have been all there, but wherever the poor devil was, it wasn’t a killing field. I think I did see him swat at a fly once that was after a share of his day-old baloney sandwich.


    I met Joe in a surprisingly clean and spruced-up visitors’ room. He’d been bathed, forcibly or not I did not know, also deloused, disinfected, and shampooed. And this was Joe’s tale:


    At six-thirty that evening he’d knocked on my office door. That bit I knew. He handed me a list of license plate numbers. That bit I knew. He handed me a list of license plate numbers. That bit I knew. I gave him thirty-five dollars in one-dollar bills, as that was the way he liked to be paid. That part of the tale I knew too, of course. What Joe had been doing for me was checking on all cars leaving the premises of a firm called Scanlon & Scanlon, Sea Foods, as the director of said firm was convalescing at home after a triple bypass and he was convinced that in his absence company vehicles were being used for noncompany business. And was he ever right, as it turned out.


    Anyway. With his riches, Joe told me, he’d purchased a bottle of Gertie’s favorite tipple to share with her, which he had done, also a bottle of Myer’s Navy rum, also a carton of Kools. He had then proceeded northward on foot roughly to the corners of Magnolia and Canyon, where he knew a way down to a viaduct wherein ran the trickle of water called the Tijunga Wash where, appropriately, he had a wash.


    “Ah, the ladies,” I said at that point.


    “Chief, what can you do,” he said. “She wants me washed, I wash.” He shuddered at the very memory. I mused once again at the power frail womankind can exert over the most obdurate and determined male. Then he made his way still further northward up Woodman, where he spent the night with his lady friend, presumably a-sipping rum and a-puffing Kools. Two of her friends dropped in during the evening, one with the leftovers of a macaroni casserole, the other with a bottle of blackberry cordial. Then came the dawn, and the rest I knew.


    Well, to make a long story short—or shorter, at least—I drove out and visited the lady; she lived in a small, two-room clapboard house surrounded if not engulfed by monster cacti, with an imposing collection of empties piled up in the garage. She was a short, stocky, moonfaced woman who looked more Eskimo than anything else, and she was not pleased to see me. When I suggested better me than the cops, she said, “Just.” I got a signed statement from her, also from the macaroni-maker next door but one, as to Joe’s whereabouts on the night in question, and the times involved. These testaments would undoubtedly spring Joe as the time of poor Gertie’s death was known to the second, as the high school kid who’d found her and who’d called the cops was with her when she died and from the savagery of the beating she’d taken the coroner had declared there was no way she could have survived more than a few minutes. At which time, I now had evidence, the newly scrubbed Joe was many a mile away.


    So sprung Injun Joe was, and with nary a word of thanks for guess who. And there he was, in the vacant lot, gazing up at me blearily.


    “Morning, chief,” he said finally, nodding in my general direction.


    Then he immediately began slapping all his pockets, as if he was searching for something. “Doggone it, Vic, I’m out of Copenhagen again, can you believe it?”


    So I slipped him a couple of bucks, which he tucked down inside one boot, then he hoisted himself up smartly, gathered up his blanket, and took off briskly for the nearest booze store which, who knows, conceivably might have sold Copenhagen snuff as well as quart bottles of the cheapest and nastiest wine in the world.


    I looked around for King. He was abluting against the trunk of a scraggly-looking tree that had somehow managed to survive the combined assaults of LA smog, acid rain, school kids’ switchblades, and winos’ waste products. While he was so doing, never-endingly, a large panel truck drew up right in front of me, then parked. On the side of the truck there was inscribed the message, “Gilbert’s Fencing & Home Security.” Two large black gentlemen emerged. Both were wearing brown overalls on which was inscribed “Gilbert’s Fencing & Home Security.” They opened up the back of the van and began unloading various materials—heavy link fencing, aluminum posts, rolls of wire, a small jack-hammer, a sledgehammer, a post-hole digger, and so on. King and I watched with considerable interest.


    Despite certain comments from a certain blonde, King had already been trained—and well trained, too—in the basics of survival in an urban environment, trained, may I say, by an expert in such affairs—one V. (for Victor) Daniel. Thus, although only just coming up to eight months of age, he stayed strictly off all streets unless accompanied, knew how to sit, lie down, stay, when it was safe to mooch and when it was not, also which felines he was allowed to chase—i.e., in particular, that mangy, flea-ridden specimen that used to sharpen its talons on my convertible top. But no longer, thanks to my good boy.


    The point is, I didn’t have to keep an eye on him every second when we were out, which meant I had both eyes free to observe the activities of the men from Gilbert’s. It took me no time at all to deduce that what they were doing was preparing to fence off King’s vacant lot. I strolled over to the largest of the two, the one without the baseball cap.


    “Morning.”


    “You don’t say!” His eyes goggled with surprise. “Hear that, Amos?”


    “No, what?” his friend called over.


    “Man says it’s morning.”


    “You don’t say!” his friend said.


    I sighed. “Putting up a fence, I see.”


    “Oh,” he said. “Is that what we’re doing. Thought we were constructing a topless birdcage for birds what can’t fly. Like fried chickens.”


    “See right there?” I said, pointing. “That’s my office. So I’m bound to be interested in what happens on this plot of real estate, because it’s so close to my office.”


    “Right next to it, you might say,” he said.


    “I would say abutting,” his pal chimed in as he passed with a heavy-looking toolbox.


    “So if it’s not a state secret,” I said, “what’s going up here, any idea? Toddler’s park? Pet store? That would be nice, eh, King?” But King didn’t hear; he was following some invisible spoor with great concentration and who knew what doggy dreams.


    “Amos, where’d you put that pretty sign?” the one without the baseball cap called out.


    “Still in the truck,” his friend called back.


    “In the truck,” said the first guy, “is a sign. It will reveal all.”


    “That I sincerely doubt,” I said. I walked the few yards to the truck and looked in. Sure enough, there was a sign inside. Sure enough, it was pretty. It was facing my way, so I had no trouble reading what it said. Writ in gold lettering, with many a curlicue, on a vibrant pink background, it said, “Opening Soon! Another Elegant Pussycat Adult Cinema!! Triple XXX Only!!! New Program Every Week!!!! Opening Soon!”


    Over my dead body, I thought. I called the mutt, opened up the office, then rang my good friend Elroy, to whom I paid the office rent every month or thereabouts; as did all my neighbors in the small, L-shaped mall—the Nus, the Nus’ cousin Mr. Nu; Mrs. Morales; whoever owned the laundromat next to her; and Mr. Amoyan, up at the far end. Elroy was in, and, although it was only a few minutes after nine by then, already stoned out of his gourd. Not that that was unusual, he was always stoned out of his gourd; he claimed it sharpened up his business acumen. Who knows; something sure did—he’d doubled his family holdings since he came into them a few years back.


    Anyway, Elroy was, like I said, both in and totally out to lunch.


    “Lover!” he exclaimed at the sound of my voice. “Tis thee! Hang on while I turn my croissant over.”


    I hung on. When he resurfaced, I asked him if he owned that lot next to me.


    “Nope,” he said. “Dope name of Lewis Montgomery owns yon fair plot. I knoweth because I once endeavored to purchase said terrain from him. He said, ‘Two two five.’ I said, ‘Let’s lunch sometime next decade, like after the earthquake.’ ”


    “Well, Lewis don’t own it no more,” I said. “The Pussycat Adult Cinema Company owns it, goddammit.”


    When Elroy was done laughing, he said, “Least you won’t have far to go to the movies.”


    “Want to lend me two hundred and twenty-five thousand?” I said. “Maybe I can buy it back and turn it into a winos’ guest house again.” An hour later I was still fuming about it. So was King; he’d fumed himself to sleep on his scrap of rug by the door. I looked over at him— what a sweetheart. What a good boy. He was just the right size for a dog, too—in between. And just the right color—white, with a few irregular brown patches dotted on by some master’s brush. Were we going to let the Pussycat Cinema Co. destroy our playground? The very name was an insult. I was trying to figure out if I could find out who owned the bloody company without going all the way downtown to the old Records building when the red Touch-Tone phone on the desk made its noise. Maybe it was the Pussycat Co., thought I, calling to see if they could borrow my office in the evenings for use as a rub-room. It wasn’t; it was my friend Rick.


    “Hi, pal,” he said. “Long time no see.”


    “You don’t say!” I said.


    “Still detecting?”


    “What else? Still painting pictures of young ladies with no clothes on?”


    “What else indeed,” he said. “Listen, you busy?”


    “Well, not exactly busy busy,” I said. “In fact, I’m not even busy. In fact, I’ve got nada going on at the moment.”


    “So why don’t you drop by late afternoon,” he said. “Any time after five. Got some folks for you to meet.”


    “It’s a date,” I said. “What kind of folks?”


    “You’ll see.”


    “Listen, amigo,” I said. “If by ‘folks’ you are referring to scantily clad, nubile female models, you can include me out.”


    He laughed, then said, “Later, investigator,” then hung up. I did likewise. Hung up, I mean, obviously I didn’t laugh, then say “Later, investigator,” why would I?


    “Good news, King,” I said. “Walkies!” He looked up and thumped his tail. “Not now; later.” Hmm. Wonder who Rick wanted me to meet. Odds were they were either musicians or painters, because that’s all he hung around with; I don’t think I’d ever seen him with a normal person. Rick was a Canadian wetback who lived not far from me on the other side of the Hollywood Hills in Laurel Canyon, and he was both guitarist and painter, although he was doing more painting than strumming these days for one reason or another. Maybe it was because guitarists seldom worked from live models as far as I knew, although they undoubtedly would if they could. He was an attractive devil, too, old Rick, if you like that lanky Gregory Peck look, which I frankly find a mite obvious.


    Anyway, I’d lied to my pal Rick—my dance card wasn’t as bare as I’d suggested, I did have a few things to do—so, accompanied by my faithful hound, I went out and did them—had an incredibily overpriced hair friction at Kingsley’s, then had lunch at Fred’s, then shot the breeze with Fred’s bookie in residence, and then, back at the office, looked in the telephone book for the number of the Pussycat Co. I then proceeded to dial said number. A recording of a low-pitched, husky woman’s voice said, “Hi, pussycat lovers. You sure have reached the right place. Now playing at our Sunset studio, Less Miserable, featuring the incredible Tracey Lord. At the Riverside, Slave School. At our new West LA Lounge, Boy’s Night Out, starring the late, great Long Dong Sliver himself. And at our Westwood Classic, the classic To Be Or Not To Be, starring Jack Benny and Carole Lombard, plus two Three Stooges shorts. Program times at all cinemas are eleven a.m., two p.m., five p.m., eight p.m., and eleven p.m. If you would like to be placed on our mailing list, please leave your name and address after the beep. Bye, now, lover.”


    After the beep, this lover said, “My name is the Reverend Michael Lendon, and I am president of the Keep Studio City Clean Committee and you will certainly be hearing from me again. Also may I inform you our first demonstration against your plan to erect another of your temples of sin not only here in Studio City but a mere three blocks away from our local high school will take place at two p.m. Sunday. The press has been informed. May God have mercy on you and your fellow trespassers.” I hung up with some dignity, then got on to a lawyer pal of mine, Mel (the Swell), who had fairly recently started up on his own in a handsome old building down off MacArthur Park. After the opening badinage, I asked him if there was any way a private citizen (i.e., me) could prevent the erection (sic) of a public eyesore—i.e., a porno cinema and more than likely a pink and gold porno cinema—right next to said private citizen’s place of work.


    “They got planning permission?” Mel said when he was done choking on his after-dinner mint.


    “I’d assume so,” I said. “Who’d start building even a doghouse these days without one?”


    “So don’t assume,” he said. “Check it out. You know how?”


    “I know how,” I said. “And where. And how much.”


    “So let’s assume,” he said, “whoever it is does have planning permission, and who does own the company, by the way?”


    “Don’t know,” I had to confess.


    “Check it out,” he said. “You know how?”


    “Yes, Mel,” I said. “I know how. And where. And how much. Then we can slap those mothers with an injunction?”


    “No,” Mel said. “Do you know what an injunction is, in law?”


    “No,” I said.


    “It is a court writ,” he said, “issued by a magistrate ordering a specific party either to stop doing something, or not to start doing whatever it is in the first place.”


    “Sounds like just the ticket to me,” I said.


    “No,” he said. “Except in obvious cases like infringement of a well-established brand name, like calling your new drink Seven-and-a-Bit-Up, an injunction is generally considered as the last legal ploy one makes when there is no other alternative.”


    “Oh,” I said.


    “What you are talking about,” he said, “is a temporary restraining order.”


    “Oh?” I said.


    “And what it does is to prevent the guys being restrained from doing whatever it is they’re doing—or are about to do—until a civil court can hold a hearing on whether or not an injunction is merited.”


    “Ah,” I said.


    “The good news is,” Mel said, “a restraining order can be issued ex parte.”


    “Really!”


    “Which means,” he said patiently, “that the guys being restrained don’t have to be present at the hearing or even be told that one is going on. Obviously, the guys are going to have to be told sooner or later, because they have the right to defend their position at the injunction hearing.”


    “Ah so,” I said. “Live and learn, eh. Listen, Mel, what sort of thing could we base an application for a temporary restraining order on, I wonder?”


    “Grounds,” my pal said.


    “I once knew a girl called Melody,” I mused. “Her coffee was grounds for divorce.”


    “Patent infringement,” Mel said. “Unfair labor practices. Interference with interstate trade. Environmental, such as noxious emissions— maybe we could try that.”


    I grinned.


    “Any endangered species involved?” he went on. “That’s a good one these days.”


    “Only winos,” I said. “But who knows, maybe some rare moth lives there, although from the state of the place it’d more likely be a killer mutant. Don’t tell me—I’ll check it out, just in case. What about moral grounds, Mel, or religious? Like, could someone put up a porno house right next to a church?”


    “Dunno,” he said. “Interesting. But not relevant in your case, as there is no church next door.”


    “Ah,” I said. “But what if I write off to one of those mail-order churches and send my twenty-five bucks or whatever it is, then in a week I’m a bona-fide, legal minister who can marry and everything, then all I do is put a sign up on the door saying I’m a church, and I’d be a church, wouldn’t I?”


    “Brilliant,” Mel said. “I suppose you would, legally. There’s only one thing—they came first. They didn’t put up a porno house next to a church, you—for your own good reasons, no doubt—elected to start a church next to a porno-house-to-be. Which may not be a bad idea, but what happens to your grounds for objecting to their presence is, they have vanished. They could probably sue you for trying to bring some godliness and decency to the neighborhood.” I grinned again. “Anyway, my friend, you know enough about the law to realize this—avoid it whenever possible, because it is expensive. To hit ‘em with a writ or two, all right, I’ve got the affidavits and could fill ‘em in while you’re buying me supper some night, and not at that cheap Italian joint, either, but you are talking complicated here, you are talking State Supreme Court shit. So you either have very firm grounds for such an objection or you try plan two.”


    “What’s that, oh wise one?”


    “Move to a new office,” he said. “I did; why can’t you?” With which he hung up, and after which, so did I.


    “Never,” I told King. “We shall not be moved. We will fight to the last man and final faithful companion.” The dog opened one eye, yawned, then closed it again; he was obviously going to be a big help. As it turned out, he was. Ha ha. Now read on.

  


  
    Chapter Twoo


    


    


    ... Once in a while I buy a beer for the fat bartender;


    Once in a while the fat bartender does the same for me.


    


    


    It was closer to six than five when we turned right off Laurel Canyon Drive and chugged up Wonderland Park Avenue to 8751, wherein dwelt Rick and whatever pretty lady he was hankeying and pankeying with at the moment. There was just enough room for me to tuck my beloved Nash in behind a gorgeous Mercedes coupe, which was parked in front of a rented Ford, which was parked beside Rick’s huge, battered old ‘66 Pontiac. Rick’s place looked like a tree house—six-sided, made of stained wood and glass with a wooden balcony running all around it, and set in and overhung by pines. In said trees, what was left of the local squirrel population that hadn’t been slaughtered by his bloodthirsty cat—amusingly called Fido—frolicked watchfully.


    Sounds of music and merriment emanated from the abode as King on his leash and I made our way up the winding wooden steps to the door. Before I could knock, it was thrown open by my pal Rick. I was still recoiling from the cloud of reefer smoke that immediately swirled out of the room at me when Rick fell on his knees, then rolled over on his back, crying, “And who is this canine beauty? And where did you come from, you dog, you?” King, of course, began licking his face madly. “No, no, not that!” Rick pleaded. “Mercy, mercy! Not the death of a thousand licks, anything but that!”


    “When you two are done,” I said, “perhaps one might be allowed to enter, to mingle, to meet your other guests. Can I let him off the leash, by the way? How’s your cat with dogs?”


    “Loves them,” Rick said, scrambling back up to his moccasined feet. “Has one for breakfast every morning regular, when she tires of raccoon tartar.”


    “King, search and destroy,” I said, unsnapping his leash. My friend led the way into the front room. Aside from the moccasins, all he was wearing were the paint-stained bottoms of a lime-green jogging outfit tied at the waist by a length of extension cord. There were four people in the room, none of whom took the slightest notice of my entrance. One was a very pretty girl wearing two bandanas and a charm bracelet, who was stretched out on the sofa with her eyes closed. One was a tall, skinny guy in a blue denim suit and matching engineer’s cap who was seated at Rick’s synthesizer blasting out a version of the old Stones number, “I used to love her—but it’s all over now.” The third was a shorter, stockier type wearing huge, round horn-rims and a baggy white suit three sizes too big for him; he was perched on a stool alongside the pianist accompanying him on electric guitar.


    The remaining individual, seemingly in a trance, was standing in one corner, like bad boys in school (and I name no names) used to have to do; all I could see of him from the back was that he was short and wore brown denims tucked into elaborately tooled, high-heeled cowboy boots, a cream-colored cowboy shirt, and at least a fifteen-gallon, pale gray Stetson, with a row of gleaming silver dollars adorning the hatband.


    On the cocktail table in front of the sofa was an open lid of weed; beside it a pack of those cigarette papers that look like dollar bills, a pack of Zig-Zags, and a pack of licorice-flavored skins. Every taste catered to, obviously. Beside them were two hash pipes—a wooden North African type with a small clay bowl, and an elaborate, twisty, glass affair. Beside them was a gigantic plastic pitcher of what had to be Bloody Marys, or rather the dregs thereof. In front of that was an unopened fifth of Wild Turkey. Alongside the booze was an almost-empty box of those chocolates called turtles, as that’s what they’re shaped like.


    Summing up the situation in one piercing glance, I remarked to my host, “Ah. Ladies’ bridge night. Glad I could make it.”


    The music the boys were producing was already deafening, but when Rick picked up his guitar and climbed aboard, it was too much for this old square so I betook myself out onto the balcony to wait till they finished the set or, more likely, their amps exploded. I was closely followed by the dog. I had decided that I wasn’t going to teach King any tricks— OK, except for fetch—as I always thought a dog doing tricks was almost as sorry a sight as dolphins and killer whales doing them. Impersonations, however... now you’re talking. He could already impersonate Lassie in that scene where he scratches at the kitchen door, looking back pointedly over his shoulder until Mom puts down her rolling pin and says, “Do you know, I believe that dog wants us to follow him!” And do you remember that scene where Rin Tin Tin had to make his way through enemy lines carrying secret dispatches in his mouth? That sort of thing, I thought. But maybe I would teach him one trick, after all: At a hidden signal from me, like when the decible count was high enough to stun vampire bats in their flight, he’d put his paws over his ears and howl piteously.


    Anyway. Out on the balcony, I sat and leafed through some music publication until the boys finally ran out of steam or choruses or licks or whatever, then Rick beckoned me inside. Inside I went. The dog, already an astute music critic despite his youth, remained adamantly outside. Introductions followed. I was told the two musicians who’d been jamming with my pal were Limeys, although being a highly trained detective and all I could have probably figured that out for myself, as, on being introduced, the lanky one in the denim suit grasped my hand firmly in both of his and exclaimed, “My dear chap! So you’re Victor. I’m Jerry, the good-looking one. Delighted, I’m sure. We’ve heard ever so much about you from Rickie, have we not, Tom?”


    “I haven’t heard that much, actually,” the one in the horn-rimmed glasses said morosely, giving me a limp handshake. “Of course, I haven’t been listening all that much lately, either.”


    “You know,” I said, “you guys look vaguely familiar. Didn’t you used to be the Beatles or Gerry and the Pacemakers or Peter and Gordon or something?”


    A deathly hush descended on the room. A frosty look descended over Jerry’s countenance. Tom made a retching noise in the back of his throat, then said, “Oh, sob, sob. Teardrops fall. My sight dims.”


    “Gee,” I said. “Was it something I said?”


    “Victor,” Rick said, coming to my rescue, “you are looking at the two originals, not some pale copy.”


    “Oh.”


    “You are looking at regulars on the Patti Page show, you are looking at millions of records sold.”


    “Oh,”


    “You are looking at triumphal tours, you are looking at every American high school girl’s wet dreams, here in the living flesh.”


    “Well, mates,” I said, “it has suddenly occurred to me that I do know who you are after all and I remember you if not well, certainly with a sort of lingering affection. But the problem is, the two people who you happen to be are not called Tom and Jerry.”


    “Ah, but we are to Rickie,” Jerry said.


    “And to me,” the guy in the corner chipped in without turning around. I raised my eyebrows inquiring in his direction.


    “L.R. Jones,” Rickie explained, giving a newly rolled joint a final, loving lick before lighting up. “I did a session a couple of days ago down at his place and during the break we were watching Miami Vice and I said my pal Vic would die laughing and he said why and so I told him and he said he’d like to meet you. Oodles of money. Collects early records. Fab pad. Made his fortune from Texas gushers following his wild and woolly youth, thus he is now known to one and all as Tex. Right, Jonesy?”


    “I owe it all to the little woman,” Tex said. “She’s the brains in the family.”


    “What’s he doing standing in the corner?” I whispered to Rick. “Did he bring something naughty to ‘Show and Tell’?”


    “Nah,” Rick said loudly. “He thinks best in corners. At least he thinks he does.”


    “Oh,” I said. “So OK, boys, what’s up?”


    “Right,” said Jerry, all traces of pot-induced vagueness immediately vanishing. “Come on, chaps, let’s get some air.” He took his engineer’s cap off and ran a hand through his longish, wheat-colored tresses; with his thin mug and slightly high-bridged hooter he looked somewhat like a windblown Sherlock Holmes. Then he led the way toward the small kitchen. “We’ll be up top,” he said to Tex.


    “Give me fifteen minutes,” Tex said. “I’ll join you.”


    Tom and I followed Jerry to the kitchen. I snagged a Coke from the fridge and we went out the back door and up a semicircular flight of worn stone steps to a rickety-looking sun deck, where I lowered my frame cautiously into a deck chair and Tom and Jerry sat at opposite sides of a bleached-out picnic table, the kind with the two benches attached to the table itself. After a minute King came bounding up to join us.


    It was a mild evening; there was still enough sun so that my half of the deck was getting some and the wooden floorboards were still pleasantly warm to the touch. Rickie’s fat, tortoiseshell cat was dozing in the shade on the house’s shingle roof just beside us; it opened one beady eye a slit, took in the three of us, then King, then closed it again.


    “The music business,” Jerry said, “God bless it and all who sail in it. Know anything at all about it, old boy?”


    “Too much and too little,” I said.


    Jerry sighed. “OK,” I said, unzipping my windbreaker. “I know zilch about the business side. I don’t know how deals are made or what specific parties are involved. I’ve never seen a music contract or a recording contract or whatever it’s called, but I have a suspicion they are extremely lengthy.”


    “Because the greater the length, the less chance of the poor old dumb musician understanding it,” Tom said.


    “I know what a royalty is,” I said, “but I do not know how its percentage is determined, nor what that percentage is a percentage of.”


    “I do,” Jerry said grimly. “Pity I didn’t fifteen years ago.”


    “Also,” I said, “I know there is something called music publishing from which a recorded artist or writer derives income; I suppose it’s some kind of leftover from the days before records when a guy’s income would come mostly from the sale of sheet music, which, obviously, cannot be the case today.”


    “Cannot and is not, mate,” Tom said. He picked up a handy pine cone and rolled it across the table to his partner, who promptly rolled it back.


    “What else don’t I know...” I mused. “Don’t know nothin’ about agents and managers and personal managers, let alone song pluggers; don’t know how records are actually recorded and then put onto vinyl or tape or compact discs, outside of what I’ve picked up watching my dream girl, Sandra Dee, her buxom chum, Annette Funicello, and Fabian in all those Beach Party epics.”


    “Know who I met once?” Jerry said, a faraway look in his big blue eyes. “Ann-Margaret.”


    “Big deal,” I said. “I met Tuesday Weld once but I don’t go around bragging about it.”


    “I met David Bowie once,” Tom said wistfully. “Didn’t work out, though.”


    “But I was once a gofer for a pop star,” I said. “Back east, in Evanston, where I grew up, when I was no longer a youth but not yet a man.


    “Actually, bodyguard was more like it. He was a local kid. I knew his sister Chris slightly because she used to go out with my brother and that’s how I met him. I was with him a year, a year and a half, in Evanston and then Chicago, then the deluge arrived for both of us.”


    “How come?” Jerry asked.


    “Tell you some time, maybe,” I said. And maybe not; I’ve got a few memory lanes I don’t mind meandering back down again from time to time, but I also have a few I’d just as soon leave unretrodden, thanks. Such as, very briefly, this charming scenario: Concert. Bikers, two. Black leathers, swastikas, chains, beards, gloves, tripping maniacs. Displeased by the phrase “speed is for sissies” in a lyric, leap up on stage. Smash drum kit. Bodyguard in wings to the rescue, as city cops on duty at gig either out front of house cadging free tickets or backstage playing Old Maid. Valiant Bodyguard wrestles one biker to ground. Drummer, lead guitar, and bass guitar pile atop. V. B. slings biker two off the stage, incurring one knife wound and one broken wrist. Biker two lands on his head, breaks neck, and later croaks. V. B. does just under two years in Evanston Pen, learning how to lose at chess, how to read words more than one syllable long, how to avoid being anyone’s sugar, and how to work a metal lathe without losing too many fingers.


    “What I do know about,” I said, “is fetching. Scoring. Making fried chicken runs and booze runs. Lifting and toting million-pound amps with doped-out, hungover roadies in greasy T-shirts and hundreds of keys, and those were just the clothes horses. Carrying a concealed weapon illegally. Losing at gin. Keeping a ducktail slicked back.”


    Jerry said, “Victor. What you don’t know you can rapidly learn. I know a bit, so does, despite appearances, Thomas here, and so does Rickie. Our old manager’s in town; he knows the whole management side and his old lady’s a lawyer, she knows that side. It’s not all that complicated, as an example of which one only has to look at the number of extremely rich morons in the business.”


    “Now, now,” Tom said. “Remember, bitterness leaves frown marks.”


    “See, Victor,” Jerry said, “Thomas and I are exceptionally chary right now. Or wary, if you prefer.”


    “Or highly suspicious, if you prefer,” Tom said.


    “The last time we climbed aboard the musical merry-go-round we did rather well, if I do say so myself,” Jerry said.


    “But when it was all over, when the carousel ground to a halt and the circus moved on without us, we arrived back in England with the grand total of nine thousand dollars between us.”


    “And twenty cents,” said Tom.


    “This was after five years of working our buns off, remember,” Jerry said. “As we alit from the tourist class section of the monoplane, we turned to each other and we vowed, never again.”


    “OK,” I said. “So what’s the problem?”


    “I shall come to that,” Jerry said. “So we went our separate ways. Marriages and children—in his case a great many of both—soon followed. Then one fateful day the phone rang. Hollywood was calling. Have you noticed that it is rather difficult to hang up when Hollywood calls?”


    “I’ve never had any trouble,” I said. King whimpered in his sleep briefly. The cat in the eaves rolled over on its back and opened one yellow eye cautiously, then the other. When it saw that King was sleeping away, it inched on its fat belly over to the gutter, preparing to pounce. My boy, without opening his eyes, let out one growl from the back of his throat. The feline immediately assumed an innocent expression and began licking one paw. Which proves once again the superiority of canine over feline—cats maybe can see in the dark, but dogs can see with their eyes closed.


    “It wasn’t Hollywood calling, you jerks,” Tex said, puffing a little from the steps. “It was Norwalk.” He came up the last few steps and sank down beside Tom on the bench. “Had this little thirty-six-track studio down there and it was going to waste. Know how much a thirty-six-track studio costs these days?”


    “Must be a couple of hundred bucks, at least,” I said. “What is a thirty-six-track studio?”


    “It is a recording studio,” Tom said, “in which there is an elaborate piece of electronic instrumentation commonly known as the board which is capable of recording and retaining thirty-six separate tracks, or tapes, which the engineer will then reduce down to one master track, from which millions of records can be made.”


    “Got ‘cha,” I said. “I have a one-track machine myself in the office. A Sony. Nifty little thing.”


    “Which probably does all sorts of tricky and underhanded maneuvers like recording through walls and in cocktail lounges unbeknownst to the person sitting opposite you,” Tom said.


    “Why, the very idea!” I said, trying to look offended. In fact, he was right on, it did all that, and more. Phil the Freak out in Glendale recently demonstrated to me a parasitic transmitter, speaking of bugs and suchlike, that a few years ago would have been dismissed as pure science fiction. What I was visiting him for was, I had a client who was almost paranoically afraid of his offices being bugged, especially because, following modern architectural trends, they were mostly constructed of glass. And we all know about windows these days—a laser bounces a light beam off one, picking up even the faint vibrations people make when they talk, and the beam, packed chock full o’ sound, rebounds to a computer that analyzes the noises and reconstructs the dialogue. And if this beam is being transmitted by spread spectrum, which means across a wide band of radio frequencies, it’s just about impossible to detect. So what do you do, aside from putting heavy drapes outside all the walls and windows, which probably wouldn’t work anyway, and would also look pretty silly? Easy, if you’re Phil the Freak. He sold me a dozen little weeny electric motors to attach to all outside walls, and what they do is produce their own vibrations and the poor old computer can’t unscramble their vibes from the ones produced by conversation. Yet.


    When I rejoined our conversation, Jerry was saying, “Which brings us rather neatly to the point.”


    “Well, I have been listening, chaps,” I said. “I think I can manage to put all the pieces together. Tex, here, wants to dust off his thirty-six-track board and start you two recording again.”


    “How does he do it!” Tom said in awe.


    “You two, given your past history, are wary, or chary, or highly suspicious of music business moguls; whether rightly or wrongly, of course, is not for me to say.”


    “I will,” Tom said. “Rightly, mate.”


    “Therefore,” I said, “one can only presume that you would like a highly trained, discreet investigator of complete professionalism— whose rates are surprisingly reasonable, by the way—to examine the business ethics of ol’ Tex here, no insult intended.”


    “Almost,” Jerry said. “Except that it is ol’ Tex here who wants you to investigate the business ethics, if any, of ol’ Tex here.”


    “Well, stone the crows!” I exclaimed, demonstrating that, if pressed, I could speak Limey with the best of them. “That’s a new one on me. Although there was this time a suspicious husband tried to hire me to find out who was billing and cooing with his adorable, dusky wife, but I had to turn him down.”


    “Why?” Jerry asked.


    “It was me,” I said. “Talk about your conflict of interests.”

  


  
    Chapter Three


    


    


    I dunno what he’s waitin’ for, it could be just mañana,


    Or a car with a drunken millionaire who’s gonna stop one day...


    


    


    We kicked it around for a while longer, then I said that as I had to leave shortly, perhaps everyone would excuse me if I got a touch businesslike. All but Tom said they would. I wrote down in my handy memo pad—courtesy M. Martel, Stationers—the name and address of the boys’ ex-manager, also Tex’s home address, the location of his thirty-six-track studio, also the name, address, phone, and room numbers of the hotel where Tom ‘n’ Jerry were temporarily staying; then Tex produced from a secret pocket in his belt a check already made out to me and presented it to me with a flourish. I glanced at it, then murmured, “Satisfactory,” which is one way of describing a check for two thousand dollars and no cents. He then handed over a thick manila folder tied up, appropriately, with red tape.


    “Articles of my company’s incorporation,” he said. “Writers’ contracts, recording contracts, semi-annual royalty statements, you name it, it’s all yours. The little woman’s an actuary, among other things; she keeps track of all this stuff.”


    “You came well prepared,” I said.


    “What’s to lose?” he said.


    Rickie’s girlfriend was stirring when we trooped back down to the front room. She was introduced to me as Big Red. As she was tiny and was also a blonde, I presumed the moniker was just one more amusing example of musician’s humor. After asking me what the weather was like up there, which was not the first time I’d been asked that particular question, as I stood a manly six foot seven and a quarter inches in my socks, she pressed me to stay on and eat Chinese with them. I said thank you ever so but I had a previous engagement, called the dog, patted the pocket in which nestled the check, and dog and I departed.


    “Wasn’t that all very strange,” I remarked to my companion as we headed back over the Hollywood Hills to my side of town. King wagged his tail in agreement. “Let us look at it logically. Tom and Jerry are wary. That is logical. Tex knows they are wary. That is logical. They will not sign with him until they are unwary. That’s logical. So he hires me to unwary them. That’s almost logical. Obviously, he wouldn’t hire me to unwary them if there was anything in his background, foreground, or playground even to make them even warier. What’s not logical is, what’s making me wary?”


    King came up with the perfect answer, as he usually did—drink first, think later. So we did. He drank some water from his Peter Rabbit bowl at home, gave me a hurt look when he realized I was on my way out again without him, then collapsed by his deluxe wicker basket in the kitchenette that had set me back a pretty penny, I can tell you, over at Paula’s “Pets Pending.” By the basket, you will notice, not in it. As if I cared. Then I strolled around the corner and up the street to Jim’s joint, the Two-Two-Two, where I was to meet Evonne Louise Shirley. I was comfortably ensconced in the corner booth with my second brandy and ginger and an old copy of Cosmo I’d grabbed from the stack of magazines on the end of the bar when she arrived.


    She said hello to Jim, then came over to me, said, “Hi, sweetie,” then gave the curls at the back of my neck a good tousle.


    “Hi sweetie yourself,” I said. “Pardon me if my eyes are closed, but I’m not allowed to look at you until I finish this.”


    “This what?”


    “This here form in Cosmo I’m filling in—’How Well Do You Know Your Mate? Please complete without any research or visual contact with your lover,’ it says. Some of the questions are real tricky, too.”


    “Yeah, I’ll bet,” she said, grabbing the magazine rudely from me and sliding in next to me. Jim’s gorgeous bargirl, Lotus, brought over the rum collins Evonne’d ordered at the bar; she took a long swig, and read:


    


    Born: in the sticks in the middle west somewhere dusty


    Birth sign: Libra


    Age: 35—doesn’t look a day over


    Height: 5’ 7 1/2"


    Weight: 112


    Hips: 36


    Waist: 26


    Bust: 36-B


    Eyes: primrose blue


    Hair: corn-silk blond


    Hobbies: Me. Growing veggies, mostly green. Bridge. Potted briefly.


    Likes: Bad Italian. Eggs Benedict in bed. Magnum. All women writers including Shirley Collins.


    Dislikes: her school principal. Rhubarb. Psychiatric jargon. My line of work. My reading westerns. Kidneys.


    Birth/beauty marks: 3 freckles on face, 43 on shoulders and back


    Favorite color: yellow


    Favorite singer: Madonna


    Car: 2-year-old Celica, unwashed


    Major faults: slapdash with eye shadow. Loves dancing to disco. Likes kids. Leaves skins on when frying ‘taters.


    Major virtues: Insane legs. Insane shape. Adores V.D. Insane face. Heartbreaking lips. Unfurrowed brow. Sun-kissed epidermis.


    


    She dropped the mag on the table as if it had botulism, and gave me a look.


    “Of course,” I said hastily, “I hadn’t gotten around to all your inner virtues yet, there were so many I needed a separate sheet of paper.”


    “Know what?” she said, shifting a little closer to me. I closed what little gap remained.


    “What?”


    “Sometimes I wonder.”


    “That’s it?”


    “That’s it.” She favored me with an all-too-brief kiss, which tasted of rum-flavored dentifrice, with just a soupçon of woman added; are you listening, Colgate? Take a tip.


    Over canneloni at Mario’s later she told me about her day and I reciprocated. She complained, not for the first time, that my days always seemed to be more interesting than hers. I responded, as I usually did, by pointing out that (a) she got paid regular, (b) no one ever tried to beat her up, and (c) my days were really as dull as hers but I was the more gifted storyteller.


    Over the profiteroles, she asked me if it had crossed my mind that maybe Tex really did have something to hide, but that it was so well concealed that he was confident a dodo like me would be too dumb to find it. I immediately lied, saying it was the first thing I’d thought of. So what was I going to do, then? I said, what the hell, sugar, I’d probably go through the motions anyway, and two grand still bought a lot of motions in my mileu.


    “And, speaking of motions...” I then suggested hopefully.


    “Homeward, please, Victor,” she said, “is my motion.”


    “Ah,” I said. “Of course, dear. I understand completely.” I paid the exorbitant bill, and out into the night we went.


    


    


    


    And, go through the motions I did, starting the following day, which was a Monday, a hot summer’s Monday, temperature by ten a.m. already in the middle seventies and climbing, and the smog thick enough to be served as an orange milkshake. Before setting off to keep my eleven o’clock appointment with Dick Distler, the Limeys’ exmanager, which I made as soon as I got to the office that morn, I took King out back for his morning ramble, figuring he’d better ramble while he could. There was no sign of Amos ‘n’ Andy, but Joe was there, as usual, dozing against my wall. I was glad to see there was no fencing in place yet, but about half the fenceposts were affixed. Well, they just might become unaffixed some dark night, thought I darkly while my puppy dug away busily at the foot of the tree. After a moment he gave me a guilty look, then began chewing on something. I went over and wrestled it out of his mouth in case it was a chicken bone or something even worse for him, like some ancient Chicken McNuggets. It wasn’t, it was only a bit of an old paper plate with a smear of what I hoped was ketchup on it.


    “If you are going to dig, why don’t you dig up something useful,” I told him. “Like a priceless artifact, for example.” Then I said to myself, “Bingo, baby. B-I-N-G-O! What a smart dog. What a good boy.” King wagged his tail. I felt like doing likewise.


    Distler’s office was on Sunset Boulevard, just past Western; the Hollywood Freeway let me off a short block from it. King enjoyed the drive more than I did, a lot more. Wonder why dogs like sticking their fool heads out of the windows of cars in motion? There was, of course, no place to park nearby, not even a meter, so I finally wheeled into a pay parking lot, tucked my Nash into a spot of shade, left all the windows open a bit for King, poured him some water into his number-two bowl, told him to piss out the window if he had to, told him to go for the throat at the first sign of an intruder, then walked back to the rose-colored, one-story complex where Dick Distler’s office was. And, from the signs on the doors, where a lot of other people in the music business toiled as well, if “toiled” is the right word. Tom could no doubt suggest others, like looted, pillaged, pirated, plundered, purloined, filched, cribbed, and for all I knew, shanghaied.


    I was working my way up the line toward Distler’s when I heard a moan coming from a narrow walkway that separated two of the buildings. In my part of town we would have called it an alley. There were a couple of garbage cans halfway down pretty well blocking the passageway completely; I spied what looked like a leg sticking out from behind one of them. In I went, with some caution. It was a leg, all right, attached to a skinny kid who was curled up in a heap against the false-brick wall. Also attached to him, to his bare, upper arm, was a dangling, empty syringe. The kid was out cold. I took his pulse; he still had one. I opened up one eyelid and got mostly white looking back at me. Right in front of my nose was a window. Inside I saw this guy with a beard rolling around on the floor. Probably some writer, I guessed. I knocked on the glass. The guy came over to the window on his knees and opened it.


    “Call the cops,” I said. “Tell ‘em they’ll need an ambulance.”


    “You got it,” he said. “Now don’t worry, try and relax, they’ll be right here.”


    “Not me,” I said, “him,” but the guy was already on the phone.


    The kid was still alive when the reinforcements showed up, but his pulse was down to about half strength. As long as he was still breathing, I didn’t figure mouth to mouth would help, so I just kind of held him against me and waited. Not long, either, maybe six or seven minutes was all.


    “Shit,” one of the paras who was lifting him onto the gurney said. “Must weigh all of a hundred pounds soaking wet, poor bastard.”


    “Yeah,” I said. Then I said my piece to a patrol cop, and so did the beard, and off everyone went again.


    “That’s all, folks,” the cop said out of the car window as he took off to a couple of rubberneckers who had gathered.


    “Did you have to bring the cops into it?” the beard asked through the window, frowning at me.


    “If I hadn’t, someone along the line would have,” I said.


    “Yeah, still,” he said.


    "Yeah, nothing,” I said. “Maybe you’re a tourist, maybe that’s it, maybe you don’t know most ambulances out here won’t take you unless you got cash up front or some valid plastic or Blue Cross even if you’re bleeding to death. Figure that kid had any of the above?”


    He shrugged.


    “With the cops on the scene,” I said, brushing some dried leaves off my chinos, “they can make ‘em take him. Or we could have flipped for it, it’s only forty or fifty bucks.”


    “All right, all right,” he said. “So I am a tourist. So I do come from somewhere halfway civilized.”


    “That’s no way to talk about South Miami,” I said. “Whatever will the city fathers think?” He grinned, gave me a mock salute, and closed the window. I continued up the path, found the right office number, and went in. A stunning redhead in a halter top, with headphones on, was typing away furiously but soundlessly on an electric typewriter almost as big as my car. She arched one perfect eyebrow in my direction. “Dick Distler,” I mouthed. “Appointment with.”


    She pressed a button on her desk, then told me to go down the hall to the first door on the left. I promptly did so.


    Dick Distler was a little bald bundle of sizzling energy. He was also twenty years too old for his wardrobe, which was yellow slacks, lime-green collarless shirt open down to his knees, no socks, and suede, pump-up Reeboks. Dick Distler, however, it became instantly clear, was one smart cookie, and one tough cookie, too, tougher even than those dry, chewy oatmeal ones a certain execrable lady poet of my acquaintance once proudly presented to me in a desperate attempt to butter me up for something. She should have saved the butter for the cookies.


    The first thing Dick did was to answer a question I hadn’t even asked yet. “You’ll wanna know,” he said, “how come we’re still drinkin’ buddies when I was their manager and it was their management, among a long, long list, that ripped the boys off. Right?” He hopped up onto his desk and began swinging his legs busily.


    I took a closer look at the desk. It reminded me of my pal John D.’s desk. He owned and ran the Valley Bowl, which wasn’t that far from where I lived, and he’d rescued some slats when he’d had a couple of his lanes resurfaced and built himself a nifty piece of furniture with them. Dick’s desk looked just like half a shuffleboard table, and when I took a closer look, I saw that’s exactly what it was. To make it easier to work at, one of the boards that ran along the sides to prevent the puck from shooting off into space had been removed.


    Was I jealous?


    Don’t be childish.


    I was sitting in an old barber chair facing him. A gorgeous old thirties Art Deco chair, with green and orange tinted leather and built-in ashtrays. Was I jealous? Extremely, and I am the first to admit it. I must say, otherwise his office was a surprise—there wasn’t one photo of him posed with clients or other celebrities and then lovingly signed, as is the show business norm, from my experience. I’d noticed the OD’d kid’s fingertips were callused in the way that all guitar players’ digits get after a while; it seemed unlikely he’d wind up smiling down from some mogul’s wall. Him and a million others. Know what the cops had found when they went through the pockets of his fake army surplus pants? A couple of guitar picks and a wad of Monopoly money.


    “So what are you lookin’ at?” Dick said then.


    “Bare walls,” I said.


    He laughed. “It was my first wife’s idea. I forget her name. I think it ended with an ‘i,’ so it could have been Bambi or Bobbi. She said it was tacky, a whole lotta glossies, she said it made the place look like a second-rate delicatessen; she said what I should do is like right before a meeting I should put up just one photo of the guy I got the meeting with. That way I don’t look tacky and he thinks I think he’s my main man.”


    I laughed.


    “What the hell,” he said, waving one hand. “So what I was saying was, how come? How come is, I was their manager too late in the game, it was all over pretty much by then, they were already too deep in the doodly squat, they’d signed everything but the Declaration of Independence by then, the dummies. We did what we could, me and the present incumbent next door there”—he gestured with his thumb to the door that led to his wife’s office—“but she’ll give you the details on that if you’re interested and if she hasn’t finished that giant thermos of martinis she brings to the office every day in a brown bag that she thinks I think is cranapple juice. What you want from me, if I heard you right this a.m. when you called, is anything I know about the way Jonesy, pres and sole owner of Western Records, Inc., does business.”


    “You’d make an old man very happy if you did,” I said, “and also help him earn a few measly bucks.”


    “Speakin’ of which,” he said, “bucks he’s got. Skid Row Annie in there can probably find out how many, if she don’t know already; she sure knows how many I’ve got, down to six decimals.”


    “These might help,” I said, hefting the manila folder. “Lots of bank statements and what have you in here, I took a peek earlier.”


    “So Annie’ll check,” he said. “Big deal. Think Jonesy’s gonna give you some tarted-up accounts for Annie to run her beady eyes over? Forget it. As for me, I never heard one word that Jonesy was less than ultra straight, and you can’t say that about too many guys in this rotten business.”


    “Or any other,” I said.


    He shrugged. “Know what? He don’t even send out large, well-attired dudes with pockets of C-notes and a plenteous supply of coke to all the radio stations. He doesn’t try to bribe DJs and programmers either directly or with expensive Christmas presents; forget about two-hundred-buck call girls stoppin’ by their hotel rooms, hell, he doesn’t even try and rig the charts, and I don’t mean the weather charts, neither. Heavens to Betsy, what secrets is little moi disclosing! What you must think of us!”


    I grinned, found the right control, and tipped my chair back a little further. “Just out of curiosity,” I said, “how do you rig a chart, anyway?”


    “Listen,” he said, “airplay equals singles chart position which equals album sales, anything hard about that? The thing is, how do you get airplay? Pluggers can get you some, most you get from checkin’ out what singles are moving in the record stores. If it’s movin’, it gets played. Now, although it’s supposed to be this great secret, every record company in the world has a list of what outlets are on the checklist types like Gallup use to compile their charts. So the record company either pays the manager of one of these retail outlets—stores to you—to rig his daily totals in their favor, or how about sending out a fast-movin’ team of buyers to hit all the stores in the list. In England it’s easier, you got fewer stores to cover, shit, for a few grand your record starts burning up the sales charts, so it pops up on the singles chart, so it gets played, and around and around we go. Last I heard, over there weekly sales of twenty-five hundred or so are enough to break into the Top 75 and maybe seven to eight thousand to break the Top 40, which automatically gets you onto most of the important play lists. Startin’ to get the picture?” He drummed his feet noisily against one of the table legs.


    I nodded.


    “Know what the record industry sales were last year?”


    I shook my head.


    “Six point three billion. That’s up from 277 million in ‘55. So you can imagine what goes on with that kind of money at stake. Alan Freed, remember him?”


    I nodded.


    “Rumors of payola were rife! Scandals emerged! He disappeared. That was back in ‘60. Payola in one form or another to get airtime never went away. Ever hear of the Network?”


    I shook my head.


    “Late seventies,” he said. “Bunch of independent pluggers got together, backed by some of the major record companies. Five years later they were working on a budget upwards of fifty million dollars a year, and the squeeze was on. No one could buck ‘em; Warner’s and CBS tried; they couldn’t even get their major artists played on Radio Greenland.” He shook his head, then gave his fingernails a close inspection.


    “So what happened?”


    “I think it was NBC,” he said, “finally blew the whistle on ‘em. Said the Network was tied up with organized crime and that they could prove it. Adios, Network.”


    “But our boy Jonesy was never involved.” I said. “According to you.”


    “According to everyone,” Dick said. “Now why don’t ‘cha take a deep breath and call on the little woman, she’ll fill you in on the rest. It’s time for my nap.”


    “Sure, sure,” I said, getting to my feet. “Guy like you probably needs twenty hours of sleep a day, at least.”


    “Through there,” he said. “Knock and enter. If she’s passed out, I don’t wanna know about it.” He hopped down, shook my hand vigorously, then gave me a push toward the door.


    “I was wondering,” I said, “what happened to the other half of the shuffleboard?”


    “Billi,” he said, “or it might have been Bunni even, was a firm believer in this state’s community property law, which, as you probably know, is half. You want it, you saw it, I told her. So she did. First honest job of work she did in the five years we were married.”


    ‘‘Lucky you didn’t have a cat,” I said.


    “You’re tellin’ me,” he said. “With my luck, I’d of gotten the half that didn’t eat Whiskas.”


    I grinned, knocked on Annie’s door, and entered. Annie was a deeply tanned woman a good foot taller than her husband; she was working away on a PC with one hand and talking on the phone with the other.


    “Down, big boy, down,” she said as soon as I’d entered, gesturing with her chin to a chair opposite her. Down I sat, like a good big boy. I looked around; her walls, too, were as blank as a zombie’s eyeballs, except for one old-fashioned needlepoint hanging that said, “Please Be Brief; I’ve Got Diarrhea.”


    When she was done shouting down the line at some hapless A&R man, whatever that was, she slammed the receiver down, peered at the computer screen, scowled, looked up at me through scraggly gray bangs, then said, “Want a drink, shorty?”


    I demurred politely, suggesting it might be a little early in the day for me, thanks.


    She snorted loudly, and poured herself out a large tumblerful of liquid from one of those huge thermoses that even have a spout on them. She took a long swig, then smacked her orange-lipsticked lips appreciatively.


    “So what did Einstein in there tell you was in this, anyway, lab alcohol?”


    “Martinis,” I said.


    “Don’t I wish,” she said. “I haven’t had a drink of anything stronger than gripewater since 1976. Hi. I’m Annie.”


    “Hi. I’m V. for Victor Daniel. What’s gripewater?”


    “Where you been?” Annie said. “It’s something they give to kids in Somerset. To stop them griping, I guess.”


    “Oh,” I said.


    “What the hell,” she said, running a hand with four-inch, frosted-pink nails through her tangled mop. “Poor old fart. Let him have his fun, says I, it’s about the only fun he gets these days. And what have you got there clutched so firmly to your manly bosom, yesterday’s lunch?”


    “From Jonesy to me to you,” I said, handing over the well-stuffed folder.


    “Be right with you,” she said, pulling down a pair of rhinestone-studded harlequin glasses from atop her head. She opened the folder, licked a thumb, leafed through the contents like a bank teller counting a stack of greenbacks, selected one, and rapidly ran her eyes over it. After fifteen seconds or so she threw it in my general direction, and started on another form or contract or whatever it was. I looked at the one she was done with.


    “AGAC/the songwriters’ guild, POPULAR SONGWRITER’S CONTRACT,” it said at the top. Then it got complicated, as if the normally unintelligible legalese doublespeak had been translated into Urdu, then back into legalese again. I could read the figures, though, and noted such tidbits as the copyright ran for thirty-five years, the composers got five cents for each pianoforte copy sold, fifty percent of what the publisher collected from electrical transcription, which I took to mean recording, and two cents for a local radio station performance.


    “Er,” I said. “Sorry to interrupt, but what’s a publisher to do, if anything?”


    “Advances you as little money as possible hoping you’re going to make him a million,” Annie said without looking up. She tossed another sheet of paper my way.


    “How?”


    She sighed, and started on another lengthy document. “For his advance he gets a piece of your action.”


    “How big?”


    She sighed again. “Very briefly,” she said. “Say you write a song.” She peered up at me. “Unlikely, in your case, but let’s pretend. Miraculously, it gets recorded. Equally miraculously, it gets airtime. Beyond all hope or reason, you even manage to sell a few platters. From this, you make money. A few pennies from each radio play. A few bucks from a TV play. Maybe a quarter from each record sold. Sell the rights to the movies or some soap company and you make a lot of money. Then, being a paid-up member in either ASCAP or BMI, which are nonprofit collection agencies that monitor all radio stations and TV channels and the like to make sure their members get paid every time one of their songs is played, you automatically share in some other goodies. Muzak pays a yearly fee. So do airlines. So do roller-skating rinks. So does anyone with a license to play music in a public place. Into the kitty they go. Take jukeboxes.”


    “You take them,” I said. “Unless they’re playing ‘Sophisticated Lady.’ Or maybe the Andrews Sisters.”


    “OK, forget jukeboxes,” she said, running one finger rapidly down a long list of sums. “Song books. Sheet music. Money can be made, my large friend.”


    “So I’ve just been hearing.”


    “Half of all income your masterpiece earns is yours, by law. The other half, called the Publishing, can be split up, and usually is, between you and the aforementioned publisher who has advanced you some pathetic sum. The split could be fifty/fifty, or seventy-five/ twenty-five in either side’s favor, or whatever. If, staggeringly, some megastar wants to record your masterpiece, he, she, it, or the manager thereof, will want to get his hands on as much of that publishing fifty percent as he can; and you, being I hope, no fool, will let him have it, all of it, legal or not, if necessary, because you are going to make enough anyway. Here ends the first, and last, lesson.”


    “Thank you very much, m’am,” I said humbly. “That clears that up.”


    “As for this junk,” she said, waving a dismissive hand, “all it tells me is exactly what I would have expected it to, at first glance, and I bet after a month’s glance, too. Only noticeable thing is, whenever possible, Jonesy’s given the artist the break; he must be nuts.” She gathered up the papers, stacked them neatly, and tucked them back in their folder. “So if you’re looking for evidence to have Jonesy up for grand larceny in this bunch, forget it.”


    “Exactly what your dear hubby said,” I said. “So you don’t think getting some hotshot CPA to look them over would help?”


    “Darling, I am a hotshot CPA,” Annie said sweetly. “Among other things, like a deadly poker player, a devoted housewife and mother of two, and a part-time breeder of pedigree huskies.”


    “No kidding?” I said, getting to my feet. “I’ve got a dog, a beauty; I think he’s part husky.”


    “What part?” Annie asked, pouring herself out some more vitamins. “His voice,” I said. And with that, I gathered up my belongings, thanked Annie, and took my leave.

  


  
    Chapter Four


    


    


    There’ll be a beautiful, bored, blond gringa who’s lookin’ for a change of pace,


    And she’ll say, “Vamos, amigos!” and they’ll all drive away.


    


    


    Just like king and I did; him standing up with his chin on my shoulder, me figuring I’d got pretty much what I’d expected out of the Dick Distlers, which is to say nada, except I now knew more or less what publishing was. What more I could do to establish that Jonesy was a fully paid-up member in the angel of the month club, I did not know. Check out his thirty-six-track studio, maybe, just to show willingness. And maybe his warehouse and shipping setup, if he had one. Talk to someone or members of some group he’d already recorded, that I could do. Check with ASCAP and BMI to see if they’d ever listed him as a type to be avoided due to his reluctance to pay his debts or his habit of booking his prettier clients, especially all-girl dance acts, into unsavory night spots in the Middle East, if not beyond, from whence no all-girl dance act ever returned still retaining that first blush of youth. I knew BMI, anyway, had such a shit list, I’d seen it up at Rickie’s in their annual, after a list of members who had money owed to them by various agencies, and before the list of those members recently deceased. I’d known it was a long shot but I’d checked just in case—my name was on none of the lists.


    The nerve of that woman, declaring it was unlikely that I could ever write a song. How hard could it be, anyway? I resolved right then, while I was waiting for the light at the corner of Sunset and Western to change, that I would begin one that very eve. So it took a couple of hours, so what.


    Then I’d slip it casually to Tom ‘n’ Jerry, who’d go wild about it, they’d put a few simple chords to it, then I’d sit back and just wait for the heavy bread to roll in. A cinch; I was surprised I’d never thought of it before. Let’s see... what rhymes with bartender... car fender, maybe… brilliant, Daniel.


    Back at the office, I parked right in front, walked the dog, then went to church. A Catholic church. There were two in my immediate neighborhood, I knew, because Mrs. Morales had once so told me. The beauteous Senora Morales owned and ran the taco/burger joint three stores up from me, and a while back when I was looking for the nearest Catholic church I’d asked her as (a) I’d suspected she was a Catholic as she came from Mexico and always wore a gold cross around her neck, and (b) I knew she lived nearby because I’d once given her daughter a ride home. She had informed me that there was one around the corner more or less, for Anglos, which I’d wound up visiting, and one a few blocks down Victory where all the Latinos and Latinas went, Saint Barnabas.


    It was toward the latter that I directed my size twelves. During the short stroll, I spied with my all-seeing eye the bloody remains of two pigeons, a needleless Christmas tree sticking up in a pail of sand, a well-dressed woman sitting at a bus stop bench, crying, a cat scooting across the boulevard and just managing to escape extinction, and a file of cyclists all dressed up for the Tour de France and all wearing gauze masks tied around their mouths.


    The church itself was a simple white-finished, one-story structure set back from the street, with a bell tower in the rear and a wooden cross mounted in the front. A couple of steps led up to the front door, which was open. In I went, to blessed coolness. Not a creature was stirring, so I sat in the rearmost pew and ruminated. Time passed. An old lady dressed in black appeared briefly from behind the altar, looked around, then disappeared again before I could get her attention. Time passed. Finally a gentleman in a long black robe emerged from a door at the side. He was toting an armful of papers, which he proceeded to distribute at regular intervals on all pews. When he’d covered the whole church, he tucked the remaining papers under his cassock, dusted his hands vigorously, came over to me, smiled, and said, “Good afternoon.”


    “And to you, sir,” I said, getting to my feet.


    “Please,” he said. “Sit. I’ll join you.” We sat.


    “Victor Daniel,” I said.


    “Father Romero,” he said. We shook hands, extremely firmly on his part. He looked to be a man in his forties, very fit, with a brown, pockmarked face, round steel-rimmed glasses, and black hair swept straight back from a pronounced widow’s peak. What he saw was a man also in his forties (just), fairly fit, all things considered, with a broken-nosed puss hastily assembled from a few spare parts and some leftover scar tissue. As I only wore my wretched specs for reading, he got the full force of my world-weary hazel eyes, those once-bright orbs that had seen it all once too often.


    “And what can I do for you, Mr. Daniel, if anything? If you’ve just come in for a few moments’ peace, please don’t let me disturb you.”


    “Well, there is something, Father,” I said. “They’re planning to put up a porno house down the road, right next to my office, maybe you’ve heard?”


    “I have indeed,” he said, folding his hands. “I cannot say I am overjoyed at the prospect.”


    “Me neither,” I said. “And my dog’s not exactly wagging his tail over it either.”


    He smiled. “The question is,” he said, “can anything be done about it?”


    “Well,” I said coyly, “I did get this little idea earlier today when my dog was digging up what I was afraid might be chicken bones. I said to myself, what if he dug up a bone that wasn’t a chicken bone, but a people bone? What if, I said, he’d uncovered the remains of, say, a burial ground or some old cemetery? Then that vacant lot would be hallowed territory and maybe we could stop construction on it.”


    “Hmm,” the father said. “Most interesting.”


    “So OK,” I said, “who could have been buried there? Who was there before us white trash came along? Who else but Mexicans, I said, who only built missions all over these parts, and if you got a mission, you probably have a cemetery right next to it, or at least you could have.”


    “You could have indeed,” he said. “And, often, you did have. Unfortunately, what you cannot have is a mission where you would like there to have been a mission.”


    “Oh?” I said.


    “Because,” he said gently, “the first mission built by our church was in San Diego, in the year 1796, and the last one, in Sonoma, in 1823, if I recall correctly.”


    “How about in between?” I said.


    He shook his head. “Without being an expert, even I know the location of all our California missions, and, alas, there was none within fifty miles or so of your dog’s beloved playground.”


    “Among other things,” I said.


    “Records,” he said, “were kept of everything, as the Mother Church oversaw every detail of those early missions; indeed, as she still does, for better or worse. Every peso spent had to be accounted for, details of construction had to be submitted for approval, all births, baptisms, first holy communions, confirmations, weddings, and deaths listed, and these documents still exist, I can assure you.”


    “Oh, shoot,” I said. “So much for that bright idea.”


    “Oh, I don’t know,” Father Romero said, smoothing down the front of his robe. “Our races were not the only ones to settle in these parts.”


    “Too true,” I said. “Look at all the Chinese they brought in to build the levees and the railroads. Then, of course, you’ve got the Armenians.”


    “I was rather thinking,” he said, “of your native American Indians. Were they not here before us?”


    “Sure were,” I said.


    “Did they not bury their dead? Surely some tribes did.”


    “You bet your beaded moccasins they did,” I said. “At least they did in the movie I saw.”


    “And there seems to be rather a lot in the newspapers these days about Indians asserting their rights and land claims and what have you, does there not?”


    “Father,” I said, “does there not indeed. Why, only yesterday I was reading about those Mohawks in Canada who’ve barricaded some bridge or other as a protest because some golf club wanted to add a few more holes to its course on Mohawk land.”


    “Indeed,” said Father Romero.


    “So all I would need to get started,” I said, “isn’t even a bone, it could be a bit of authenticatable Indian pottery or an old bowstring or whatever they used to bury along with their dead, which I don’t have, and a cheap lawyer, which I do have.”


    “I would suggest a friendly Indian, as well,” the father said. “It would give your protest more weight if it were headed by a Native American.”


    “Like a distant descendant,” I said. “I know the very man.” And did I ever—Injun Joe. If I could keep him out of the clink, relatively sober, and persuade him to wear a couple of feathers and a bark loincloth for a few days.


    “A committee,” said the father. “Which might include aroused citizenry”—here he nodded in my direction—“a spokesman for the Indian people, and perhaps some local politician who is strong on minority rights, or at least likes to be so seen.”


    “And, mayhap,” I said, with a nod in his direction, “how about a religious leader?”


    “Neatly done, sir,” he said. “Why not.”


    And on that amicable note we parted. The father saw me to the door, picking up a broom from a closet en route. When I left he was sweeping down the front steps and I was pondering over such things as Indian artifacts and how to beg, borrow, or steal one; Indian history, just to make sure there were Indians once camped on my vacant lot; committees and how to set one up; and—now you’re talking—a press conference and how, when, and where to hold one. That’d do to be getting on with, I thought. Pussycat Adult Cinema Co., I thought, look out, and before many moons have passed, too.


    Unfortunately, it was two days before I could put any of the above into motion, because when I arrived back at the office a client was sitting on the fender of a huge, gleaming white ‘74 Mercedes, with tinted windows and all, waiting for me. “Mr. Daniel?” he said as I was opening the last of the three locks.


    “In the flesh.” I took down the sign on the door that said, “Back soon, or even sooner,” neatly lettered on cardboard by Yours Truly, said, “Mind the dog,” and ushered him in. In he strode. I gestured him to the chair on the far side of the desk from mine, in which he sat primly. King bounded over to say hello, and was rewarded with a gingerly pat. When the dog had quieted down somewhat, I sent him back to his blanket, switched on the desk light, unlocked the top-left desk drawer, took out a note pad, selected a pen from the assortment that stood in a mug by my red Touch-Tone phone, looked businesslike, and then inquired how I could be of assistance.


    “My card,” he said unnecessarily, extracting a magenta calling card from a slim and expensive-looking wallet.


    “Thank you,” I said, taking it from him. The card said, “Flora by Phineas,” then gave a phone number and a Beverly Hills address. I didn’t give it back to him. I collect calling cards, among other things. I have a sizable stack of them in the bottom left desk drawer. A guy in my business never knows when a card that reads, say, “C. A. Wigram, Los Angeles Water Authority,” might come in handy, although I had my doubts that I’d ever be able to use a magenta item declaring the bearer to be “Flora by Phineas.”


    “At high noon, in two days,” my visitor said, adjusting one puffed yellow cuff, “my presence is requested in criminal court number four, to give evidence. I shudder at the very thought, but what is one to do? One is a good citizen or one is not.”


    “That’s very commendable,” I said. “Evidence of what, may I ask?”


    “Extortion is the term, I believe,” he said with distaste. “Two ruffians in the worst-looking gabardine suits you’ve ever seen muscled their way into my private office, which is in the rear of my humble boutique, several months ago when I was right in the midst of planning the floral displays for the Kretzmer wedding, and you certainly must have read about that, goodness knows.”


    “I think I did see something,” I said.


    “And what did these two straights proceed to do but try and extort me,” he went on.


    “How?”


    “Not only,” he said, “not only did they want me to change my major local supplier, but also the import house I use for all my Dutch blooms. Threats were uttered!”


    “No!” I said.


    “Which was only to be expected, I suppose,” he said, touching the curls at the back of his neck carefully. “I mean, there they were, two big brutes dripping menace, and there I was, naught but a poor, trembling pansy.”


    “Yeah, I bet,” I said, taking a close look at him as a person—rather than at his pastel wardrobe and matching accessories—for the first time. Once I got past the manicured and highly buffed nails, I noticed the inner edges of both hands were heavily callused, and you don’t get that from snipping the dead bits off dwarf dahlias, you get it from screaming in Japanese and disintegrating stacks of bricks with one downward chop. Like his cuffs, his shirt sleeves were puffy, too; they probably had to be to hide his rippling deltoids.


    “Shivering with abject terror as I was,” he said, “I did remember to switch on a darling little pocket recorder I have to catch those elusive flashes of pure genius one gets from time to time that otherwise would be lost to posterity. After a while, mercifully, they departed, vowing to return, as I claimed I was, first of all, in too much of a dither to make any decisions right then and second of all, I couldn’t possibly make any business decision of such magnitude without baring all to my silent partner.”


    “No doubt nonexistent as well as silent,” I said.


    “Well, one isn’t a complete fool, is one,” he said, “if you leave such wayward emotions as love and young lust out of the picture.” Here he arched his eyebrows heavenward.


    “I take it you called the cops,” I said. “And I take it they did come back.”


    “By appointment, the following week,” he said. “Naturally they were almost an hour late, presumably to give me more time to quiver in me Guccis.”


    I grinned. “Yeah, I bet,” I said again. “Also presumably this time the boys in blue brought their own wire along.”


    “I won’t tell you,” he said, “how embarrassing it was to have to strip to the waist in front of total strangers, then have this... this machine taped to that cute little area just above one’s derriere, and from there the itchiest wires ran practically everywhere. I’ve hardly slept a wink since. I just count my blessings I’d put on clean bikini bottoms that morning, just like Mother always advised.”


    “Have you seen or heard anything since from your gentlemen callers?”


    “Please!” he said. “Callers, yes. Last night, I was just sitting down to a candlelit supper with a dear, dear friend of mine—poached turbot avec trois sauces, with a small salade endive to follow—when, wouldn’t you know, ring, ring, ring. A voice that sounded like it was talking through a filthy hankie asked me if I wanted to go on walking. Also dancing, I said, and I did take a ski holiday every year as well. Why wait for winter? he said. Now’s a perfect time for a holiday. Get me? I said I comprehended him, if that was what he was endeavoring to get across. Then he hung up, thank God; I just managed to rescue the turbot.”


    “That was lucky,” I said. “I take it your friends are out on bail until the trial?”


    “You take it correctly, sir,” he said. “That’s nice.” He pointed to an expensively framed drawing I had up on the wall next to the fire extinguisher. “A Dufy, isn’t it?”


    “A fake,” I said, perhaps unnecessarily. “So then what happened?”


    “After the Brie,” he said, “which was perhaps just the teeniest bit overripe, I called the gendarmes, and said, ‘Au secours!’ They said they could only secours me adequately if I moved into a hotel and stayed there. I said I had no intention of moving into some third-rate flea pit surviving on room service and take-out Chinkie-chink and passing my precious time away either playing gin rummy with some beery policeman or, even worse, watching afternoon television, although I do confess a secret fondness for Queen for a Day.”


    “Me too,” I said.


    “Besides all that,” he said, “I have thirty mixed bouquets of Duet, Honor, Bewitched, Charisma, Cathedral, Tropicana, and Angel Face to prepare for a luncheon tomorrow, to say nothing of my normal business. And of course, Lauren Hutton, that bitch, would have to choose tomorrow night to open in that depressing play of hers, you must know the one, it’s all about this humble housewife who turns the tables on her would-be violator and bricks him up in the fireplace.”


    “What’s an Angel Face?” I inquired.


    “A rose, dear, what else?” he said. “The most beautiful mauvey lavender color; highly fragrant.”


    “How many roses would you use in, say, a month? Just out of curiosity.”


    “It does rather depend on what month,” he said, “but on an average, twelve to fifteen hundred.”


    “I’m beginning to see why your callers called,” I said. “You are talking sizable sums, especially when you throw in all those carnations and mother-in-law’s tongues. Did the cops ever tell you who those guys were?”


    “One particular one did,” he said. “We were, briefly, lovers, as a matter of fact. I wonder if there are any gay private eyes?”


    “I know there’s at least one,” I said. “He hired my services once to do something he didn’t want to do himself.”


    “And what was that, I wonder?”


    “Nothing spectacular,” I said. “Run a check on his sister’s husband.”


    “What happened?”


    “He didn’t check, but at least the guy who hired me is still talking to his sister. The two; who were they?”


    “A Phil something and a Ted nothing, both originally from Pittsburgh, fittingly. My friend sent me copies of their records, too, or their sheets,’ as you insiders would put it, which were roughly as clean as the bed linen in a Piraeus boarding house. Low-level frighteners, my friend called them. No firearm convictions, no record of ever having mucked about with explosives, I am only too delighted to report. And that’s quaint,” he said, pointing to a needlepoint hanging I had next to the Dufy,’ which did not say something vulgar about bowel movements but depicted, in a deliberately childlike fashion, an airport at night.


    “Umm,” I said. “The chap who gave it to me lives in a mobile home park in Sacramento.”


    “Even quainter,” he said, glancing at the elegant timepiece on his tanned wrist. “So how about it, Mr. Daniel? Care to stick closer to me than a second skin until twelve Wednesday, or does the idea of spending so much time with a screaming queen upset you?”


    “Scream all you like,” I said. “It doesn’t upset me at all. Wait till you hear my daily rate, that might upset you.” It failed to do so in the slightest. “Who put you on to me, by the way?”


    “You’re the detective,” he said. “Detect, maestro.”


    “Well,” I said, “unless you saw my cunning little ad in the last month’s Gay News, I detect you have been drinking recently.”


    “Correct.”


    “I detect you have been drinking recently in a bar called the Green Flamingo, which is on the corner of Santa Monica and South Tangerine, not ten minutes from your place.”


    “A hit, sir,” he said. “A veritable hit.”


    “Where you undoubtedly talked to the manager, Richard, aka Miss Peggy, when he’s working, who’s an old friend of mine. Did he tell you he saved my ass once, and maybe my life as well?”


    “No, not a word did he utter,” Phineas said.


    “Well, he did,” I uttered. “In his full getup including blond beehive and stilettos, too. Anyway. You, sir, have just hired yourself a bodyguard starting now, or you will have as soon as you fork over half my fee in advance. My fee will also include a dozen Angel Faces for the little woman. If you are missing a kneecap or two by noon Wednesday, I will waive the other half of my fee.”


    “That’s considerate,” he said. He extracted a check from his wallet, borrowed one of my pens—the one that had “Welcome to Parrot World” written on it—scribbled away, then tossed the check in my general direction.


    “Who do I make the receipt out to?” I said, donning my spectacles. “Phineas will do,” he said. Then I scribbled away.


    “Naturally, King’s services are included as well,” I said. “He is a highly trained watchdog—he watches every bite I eat.”


    When I handed Phineas the receipt, I said, “As for me, Victor will do.” We shook hands on it, and both stood up. “One thing. Please do me a favor, Phineas. Don’t put me through it unnecessarily. No gay steam baths, if there are any left. No transvestite balls or gay liberation parades, I get too many mixed signals, which confuse me, then make me nervous.’


    He looked at me, then nodded. “Deal,” he said.


    “Let me make a call or two first,” I said. “Try not to listen to the juicy bits.”


    “I’ll be in the car,” he said.


    “No you won’t,” I said. “You’ll be right here where King and I can keep an eye on you.”


    So I made my calls, one to Evonne saying I couldn’t see her that night or Tuesday night, and expressing my deep desolation at the idea. I did not tell her I was instead going to be sharing candlelit suppers, to say nothing of his spare room, with Flora by Phineas. Then I left a message for Tom ‘n’ Jerry at their hotel saying everything looked kosher so far. Then I left a message on the telephone answering machine of one of my regular security clients saying I’d be a day or two late dropping around for their monthly inspection. Then I put a .32 cal. Police Positive in its lightweight holster, strapped it to my right shoulder, as I was (and still am) a lefty, then cleared my desk of everything of value including phone, Apple 2, floppy disks, and matrix printer, locking everything up in the big safe that took up most of the small bathroom out back, told King, “Walkies,” snagged his bowl, and off we went to arrange Bewitched, Tropicana, and Angel Face. I couldn’t wait.

  


  
    Chapter Five


    


    


    But I don’t need no crazy dream, I know what I’m waitin’ for,


    And that’s a $200 check from my old pal Samuel D.


    


    


    As it turned out, I didn’t do a lot of arranging, in fact I did none at all, but I did do a lot of sitting around being conspicuous. And many was the glance that was directed my way, but Phineas’s employees, who all obviously adored him, were all too polite or too discreet to openly query my presence. They didn’t half make a fuss about King, though, especialy when they realized from his dignified behavior that he wasn’t going to go careening about the boutique knocking over tubs of Tibetan bamboo. And some “humble” boutique it was too—there was the store itself, which was huge, on three levels, and included a waterfall and small pond, Phineas’s commodious office at the back, then behind that a large workroom, and behind that, a lengthy greenhouse. In the parking lot out back, along with the assortment of vehicles belonging to us and the employees, were three tastefully decorated delivery vans. The employees totaled eight that I could see—two girls in green smocks serving out front, a chap in green overalls taking care of the cash and wrapping and phone orders, two young drivers in green livery who popped in from time to time between assignments, two girls working on arrangements out back, and an ancient Japanese gentleman who spent all his time in the greenhouse, and who firmly refused to let my dog stick even his moist nose inside.


    The day passed. I watched thirty bouquets in wicker baskets of Duet, Bewitched, Honor, and so on, being built up by the two girls, Susan and Melody, and their boss. Although I became intimately familiar with the whole process, I will at this juncture merely pass on a few tricks of the trade, as we professionals do like to keep some small portion of our hard-won lore to ourselves. So remember, ladies, remove all thorns and foliage that will be below the moisture level, to prevent rotting. Make your new stem cut at as sharp an angle as possible. To promote longevity, us pros then plunge the stem into hot water, and then, when it cools, into the fridge goes the bloom for a few hours. Of course, if you use florist’s foam, do remember to soak it thoroughly first. And, as my final tip, try a sprinkle of 7-Up or Sprite in the water.


    With the soaking up of such arcane tidbits did I pass the hours. Also with the taking out for several walks of King, which gave me a good chance to take a hard look around. I saw nothing that looked particularly frightening, except the prices in some in the store windows and a white poodle with a diamond-studded collar and shocking-pink toenails, the same hue as its owner’s. Adorable. Some of the shoppers looked scary, too, but maybe I was just jealous. Maybe. At first I didn’t see anyone who looked like what I thought Phil and Ted might look like, then I began suspecting every male I passed, even the ones in knee-length shorts, but that I put down to either paranoia or the fact that I was in Beverly Hills, after all, where one could rightly suspect the inhabitants of almost everything.


    The boutique closed at seven; shortly thereafter, Phineas switched on what security devices he had, which weren’t many, by my expert reckoning, but I knew Beverly Hills was notoriously well policed and anyway, who’s going to break in to steal a couple of dozen Hypericum patulumal (Saint-John’s-wort to you.)


    I couldn’t see anyone following us when we drove in convoy around the corner, where Phineas made a night deposit at his bank—of a hefty sum, too, I might add, because I’d watched him total it up—nor could I observe anyone tailing us north on Rodeo Drive to Hartford Way and then onto Pamela Drive, where Phineas resided, and then into his one-car carport by the side of the house.


    We dined at home, although not by candlelight, and not even in the dining room, but perched on stools in the kitchen. Not before, however, I’d made myself highly conspicuous again by walking the dog around the house several times, then taking him up and down Pamela Drive for a couple of hundred yards each way. And, amigos, you’d better have a dog when you go for a stroll in those parts, and a local address you either are living at or visiting, because sure as shooting you’ll be stopped by local fuzz asking you politely but firmly to please assume the position, and then questions will follow.


    They would be equally suspicious of any vehicle with two men inside parked out on the street for hours at a stretch, but unfortunately for us there was a legitimate spot to park just in sight of Phineas’s maison, which King and I’d investigated during our stroll. Beverly Hills isn’t only Rodeo Drive and film stars’ mansions, it’s also hills. Hence the name, one might say. Our street led to the top of such a hill, on which was a small park, a wooden gazebo, and a little lookout affair, and as it was open to the public, the public could park there for as long as they wanted if they didn’t litter, play loud music, or tamper with the flora, or so the sign said.


    Anyway. We dined on leftovers. I should have such leftovers in my icebox—salmon mousse, chicken a la something served with green mayonnaise and white asparagus, a choice of six flavors of Haagen-Dazs ice cream, and then coffee and twelve-year-old Armagnac for them that wanted, and we both did. King had to suffer with a plate of cold roast beef. Naturally, we left the dirty plates in the sink for the maid.


    Afterwards, I watched sports, with the sound low, on one of those TV screens that are about three feet by four and that you find mostly in bars, while Phineas, close by, perused a slim volume that was not only a play but in French, too, if you can believe it. He did have to look up a word once, though, I noticed. King dozed the while at my feet. From time to time the phone tinkled. I’d suggested I answer all calls, just in case one came from Phil or Ted, so I did, but none did.


    Before retiring, we had a brief discussion of where I should sleep. Now, now, I didn’t mean it that way, I meant would it be smarter for me and King of the frozen north to curl up on a mattress outside Phineas’s bedroom door or, say, sleep on the couch downstairs, or crouch under the lilac bushes out back all night. In any case, I wasn’t happy.


    “I’m not happy,” I said.


    “About what?”


    “About being sitting ducks,” I said. “About being on the defensive generally. We’ve got to make some decisions.”


    “Goody goody,” he said. “Nothing I like better.” He yawned, closed his book, got up to put it on the shelf he’d taken it from, then collapsed into his chair again.


    “You’re just too vulnerable,” I said. “That is your problem, if you don’t mind my saying so.”


    “Well!” he exclaimed. “Hath not a gay eyes, hands, organs, dimensions, senses, affections, passions? If you prick us, do we not bleed?”


    “Quote those Froggy playwrights all you like,” I said. “I mean your store-boom. Your abode, likewise. Your car. You, despite my close attendance. It’s impossible for one man, no matter who, to cover you as you whirl from hither to yon if the opposition is really determined. All right, blowing up your oh-so-humble boutique might not put you on crutches, especially if you weren’t in it, but it might frighten you.”


    “How little they know,” he said.


    “OK,” I said, “but so they might think. What I’ve been thinking of is how can we ensure that you and your real estate and your employees, for that matter, remain in one piece until Wednesday noon.”


    “If I did take a trip,” he said after a moment’s thought, “that would ensure it.”


    “Exactly,” I said. “But you don’t want to take a trip to anywhere but the courthouse downtown. But what if they thought you were going on a long, long trip? Wednesday morning, say? And then you actually appeared to?”


    “Voilà!” he said, blowing a kiss my way. “Know what? I bet this is the place where we all gather ‘round, then you say to us, ‘Now here’s my plan, gang.’ ”


    “Now here’s my plan, gang,” I said. “So gather ‘round.”


    King and I wound up sleeping in the spare bedroom, with the door open, me on chocolate-colored silk sheets, he under the bed. I thought it safe enough; there was no point in Phil and Ted getting violent unless they absolutely had to, because of the risk involved, so it made sense for them to wait until the last minute, or close to it, anyway.


    As it happened, the night passed peacefully. King woke me up early the following morning to be let out. I let him out. When I let him in again, Phineas put in an appearance wearing a bathing suit that consisted of a piece of string and an eye patch, the kind of wardrobe muscle builders wear to perform in. He took one look at me in my jockey shorts, shook his head sadly, then said, “Follow me, if you dare.” I put aside the morning paper I was perusing.


    “Lead on, McBuff,” I said. I followed him down beside the small pool to a wooden cabana which contained a junk room for gardening tools and pool cleaning equipment and deck chairs and two surfboards, then next to it a workout room, with assorted weights and dumbbells and a bicycle exerciser, and next to that, a sauna. We worked out, then We saunaed, then we swam, then we ate—healthily, except for the strong espresso—then we went upstairs to attire ourselves. Phineas teappeared wearing, among other natty items, a white leather cap pulled raffishly down over one eye, and huge, wraparound sunglasses. Then the V. D. master plan commenced.


    Step One: I called a film producer pal of mine—who lived just down the hill, by the way—Lew Lewellen. His lovely wife said he was at the studio already, and could she help?


    “I remember one time when I was baby-sitting Lew,” I said, “and at about three in the morning we drove out to some property he’d just bought and listened to the tide come in. He said you were going to build a bungalow there and maybe a guest house and get stairs put in leading down to the water and maybe a little dock of some kind to swim off of and tie a boat to, if you ever got a boat. What’s the state of affairs there now, darling?”


    She laughed. “Well, the stairs are in,” she said. “And the foundations and about three feet of walls are up, the part that’s natural stone, and that’s it. Lew’s doing his nut, of course, there’s just been one holdup after another. Oh. Did I say the road’s been graveled, too?”


    “No,” I said. “Sounds like my kind of place. Can I borrow it for a few hours later in the week?”


    “Honey, you could probably buy it for $2.95,” she said. “Borrow it all you want, although goodness knows what you want it for.”


    “I don’t suppose,” I said, “you’ve gotten around to putting up a big gate at the entrance or anything like that?”


    “So what’s to protect?” she said. “We were out there last week with the architect, there’s just that thing sticking up at the side of the road, like what they let down when a train comes through.”


    “Perfect,” I said. “Love to Lew, thanks to you, and hello to that extremely well-brought-up son of yours.”


    “We like him too,” she said, and rang off.


    Step Two, immediately thereafter: On his telephone answering machine, Phineas left the following message: “Hi! Phineas here, dears. Guess who’s going cruising, and I don’t mean in West LA, I’m talking on the briney, sailors, I’m talking following winds and salt spray against the cheek, foreign ports and exotic lands, starting Wednesday and ending... but who can read the future? Not even I, Phineas...”


    “Perfect,” I said when he was done. “Wish I had a flair with words like you, but I went to the kind of school where even the teachers played hookey.” We grinned at each other, then said hello to the pretty Mexican maid who had just come in (I said, “Buenos días”), then we collected King, who didn’t take much collecting as he was already waiting by my car, and off we drove to work.


    Next Steps: As soon as we arrived at the boutique, I had a word with the cashier-wrapper-telephonist, whose name turned out to be Derrone.


    I asked him to (a) spread the word to all concerned, callers and employees, that Phineas was about to hoist anchor for a few days, and also to please make up a sign for the door, which he then proceeded to do, using a much more graceful and artistic penmanship that I was capable of. In ten minutes the sign was duly up. It read, “Although the boss is off Wednesday on an extended sea trip, we humble slaves left behind will endeavor to struggle on without him and to fulfill your every (floral) need.” During this time, Phineas, at my suggestion, was phoning the officer in charge of the case and reassuring him that, appearances to the contrary, he, Phineas, would, indeed be in court at the appropriate hour.


    Then, as I couldn’t think of any other way of spreading the word except hiring a skywriter to spell it out in smoke puffs, I retired into the workrooms where Susan, Melody, and Phineas were filling up seven hanging baskets the size of TV dish antennas with such blossoms as Busy Lizzie, Sweet Alyssum, and that perennial favorite, Wandering Jew. After contributing a useful tip or two, I took my leave, as per the master plan, of Phineas, at great length, outside his front door, just in case anyone happened to be interested. I couldn’t see anyone particularly interested in me, but a slim young gent in gold lame jeans who chanced to be passing eyed Phineas with considerable interest. Well, he was a handsome devil, with a beautifully muscled body, the rat, and intelligent much? I’d enjoyed our time together; he told me he’d originally planned to be an architect but he’d taken up arranging posies, after much thought, because he figured it was the one occupation that would irritate his father the most. Who wouldn’t like a guy like that?


    When I got back to the office, it was just on ten o’clock, the time the sign on my door said I opened for business Mon. to Fri., so I did, after poking my head around the corner to see if Amos ‘n’ Andy had made any progress while I was gone. They had; the whole lot was now completely encircled with an eight-foot-high chain-link fence. I made a mental note to myself—purchase sturdy metal snips pronto.


    As I couldn’t give the dog a run next door, I let him out in the back alley instead while I checked the sports pages in the LA Times I’d picked up on the way back. The Dodgers were six and a half out, tied with the ever-hopeful Giants, behind the Reds, of all the unlikely teams. Pittsburgh was ahead in the East; I hoped Phil and Ted were baseball fans, they would soon be in dire need of cheerful news if V. D. had any say in it.


    August 27 was the date. Scorching the temperature already, noxious the atmosphere, and the United States of America was preparing for war. Good for it. So was V. Daniel, let it be said. War against Ted and Phil, for starters, then against the puny Pussycat Adult Cinema Co. I hadn’t called out my reserves yet, though, as the U.S. had just done, but they were there awaiting one call on the hot line, my doughty helpers, my loyal team. And what a team, amigos. There was all five-foot-six of Benny the Boy, cunning charlatan and man of a million faces, all pretty much like his own. There was Sara the total nerd, a walking, talking misery, skinny as a salted twiglet and the worst poet since Barry Gold-water.


    Which reminded me—there lying unopened on my desk was an envelope containing, undoubtedly, another of her “reports,” as the envelope had a hand-drawn stamp on it, one of her many childish trademarks, and said, “SECRET!!!” in large red letters in the upper left corner. Not without an inward sigh, I opened it.


    


    Report No. 43


    August 24, 1990.


    For: V. D. (ha ha). From: Agent S. S.


    


    When the west wind howls,


    Moist as a freshman’s greedy kiss,


    Then the agent prowls


    To the edge of the abyss


    


    And beyond! To Inglewood, yet!!


    Where, not even for a hefty bet


    Would this chil’ normally make her way—


    What is the world comin’ to today?


    


    A motel, in Inglewood, in silty rain—


    Sky the color of pork chow mein—


    A gloomy place for a lovers’ tryst,


    ‘Ceptin’ the sadomasochist


    


    If you ask me. But nobody does,


    OK. I attest, I also affirm,


    The 12:20 arrival of the hus,


    That slithy creep, that slimy worm,


    


    The 12:30 arrival of Suspect B


    In hopeful Frederick’s finery—


    The furtive look, the timid knocks—


    And the spy amid the hollyhocks.


    


    OK! I affirm and also attest


    To the license plates and all the rest—


    The time they left, the name he used—


    Frankly, dear, I was not amused.


    


    (Under separate cover, expenses and bill)—


    I am too low, too drear, too ill


    Too mean of wit to count the cost


    Of lunchtime love and deserts lost.


    


    “Deserts” lost—she probably misspelled desserts, knowing her, at least they have something to do with lunch. But no amateurishly padded “expenses” and inflated “bill” included—there’s a first for you, pards. Sometimes I wonder why I put up with her. Well, I don’t really wonder I know—she’s got twice the brains and three times the guts I had at her age. Out of kindness, however, I wouldn’t dream of ever telling her so. She derived so much pleasure from her cantankerous attitude, who was I to try and soften her up. Anyway. Where was I? Ah yes—my A-team. There was Willy, the mad inventor, who once invented and prototyped and then had marketed a game that took 58 million years to do. If you made a mistake, of course, it took even longer. Then there was his living-dead brother, the only photographer I ever met who could develop color prints sound asleep. And there was Willing Boy, the Evel Knievel of the messenger services, a heartthrob on a Honda, but due to his disgraceful behavior in Montreal that time when he not only shattered Sara’s heart but left the bits strewn by the road in the slush... but why rake up old gossip? John D., of course, handsome owner and prop, of the Valley Bowl, was always game for a game, his kind or mine, and was there not also Phil the Freak, waiting in the wings out there in deepest Glendale, up to his scabby elbows in advanced electronics and homemade dial-a-bombs? And if you counted the bartenders I knew, the list was almost endless.


    The latest addition to the gang trotted in then, had a drink of water, turned around a couple of times, then collapsed on his blanket by the door. I felt like joining him, due no doubt to the unaccustomed early-morning exertions out at Phineas’s, but I got down to work instead, as there wasn’t much time before lunchtime and there wouldn’t be all that much time after lunch before I got picked up for delivery.


    Speaking of delivery, I then opened my real mail, not junk tucked into my letterbox at dead of night by noddleheads. It all got chucked into the wastepaper basket except for a letter on good quality bond from a lawyer friend of Mel (the Swell); his name was James Callahan and he wanted to know if I was, generally speaking, available, and also, was I, generally speaking, available at very short notice? He also said he would appreciate knowing my rates, hourly, daily, and weekly, and that he looked forward to hearing from me soon, let alone working with me, as I had been enthusiastically recommended by Mel. I answered Mr. Callahan by saying yes and yes to his queries, and listing my rates. Well, my rates for lawyers, anyway. Which, quite frankly, are none of your business. I do not charge more if the job looks like it might involve violence either to me or to others; then again, nor do I charge less if the client is ravishingly beautiful. A man needs some standards, after all.


    Then I sent out two bills, then I paid three, then ran the mini carpet sweeper over the rug, then put my glasses back on, and made a short list:


    


    V.D. vs. P.C.A.C. Co.


    


    To contact:


    Injun Joe


    Father Romero


    Reporter from local rag


    Benny (the Boy)


    Evonne Louise Shirley


    Local politician?


    Local do-gooder?


    Historian/museum curator?


    Mel (the Swell)


    Top exec, from P.C.A.C. Co.


    


    To obtain:


    Snips


    Artifact


    Indian garb


    


    Also to contact:


    Elroy, my landlord, property owner/developer


    


    “Hmm,” I thought, looking it over. Who I needed to get in touch with first was Injun Joe, because it all revolved around him, but Injun Joe wasn’t around, was he, now that the Great White Father had stolen a little more of his land, and who knew where he spent the days now? His girlfriend might, I thought, or at least he might drop by her place for seconds of macaroni in the near future, and did I not know her name and address? So I looked her up in the phone book, and called her. Sure she remembered me, she said. Thanks for what I did for Joseph. No, she hadn’t seen him for a couple of days, but when he did drop in, sure she’d ask him to call me, why not? I gave her both the office number and my home one, then rang off.


    I ran my eyes back down the list. An historian—I could always talk to one of those in the meantime, but where did historians hang out when they weren’t off in the Negev digging trenches with spoons and was that historians anyway?


    Then it dawned on me—belatedly, but that’s better than never— one thing historians do is teach history. In places like high schools, which gave me a good excuse, as if I needed one, to call up my honey bunch, who, as you know, only worked in one just up the street a few blocks. I caught her in her office where, she said, she was tidying up her desk before going down to the canteen for lunch and did I want to join her there for a quick bite? Having already eaten once in the school canteen, I declined, saying I had a previous appointment, unfortunately, with a pastrami on rye down at Fred’s Deli, but I would be thinking of her with each bite.


    She laughed, then we talked for a bit, then I asked her about historians. She said the school was loaded with them, practically, and what historical period was I interested in?


    “American Injun history,” I said.


    “Why, for goodness sakes?”


    “I always did want decent recipes for pemmican and squirrel kebobs,” I said.


    “Pull the other one,” my darling said.


    “With the greatest of pleasure,” I said. “Remember two nights ago when I gave you my last profiterole?”


    “How could I forget?”


    “When I told you all about what they were planning to do with King’s vacant lot? It’s got to do with that, I’ll tell you all about it when I see you, I’ll try and come by and meet you after school tomorrow.”


    “Good,” she said. “You can carry my books home for me. Who you want is John Chandler. He’s a Welsh historian and archaeologist and a bit weird, but the kids love him. Maybe that’s why they love him. He usually eats at the canteen, I’ll put it to him.”


    “I’m more or less available from one to six this afternoon,” I said. “It’d be a help if I could drop by and pick his brains for an hour sometime today.”


    “I’ll get right on it, boss, and get back to you. Over and out, sweetheart.” She blew me a kiss and severed the connection.


    Then I tidied up my desk and went off to have my lunch. I took the dog, although of course he wasn’t allowed in to Fred’s, or any other restaurant in town, which I always thought was pretty stupid. If the reasons are those of hygiene, take a peek at the average restaurant kitchen some time. The French are reputed to know just the merest trifle about food and the serving thereof, but I read somewhere, I think in one of those in-flight magazines you read on airplanes when you’ve read everything else including the ditching instructions and what it says on the bottom of the sick bag, I read that in France they not only let canines into restaurants but give them their own chair. And probably let them order vino, too.


    I left my dog tied up in the shade outside Fred’s back door, as I had done many times before, King putting up no protest whatsoever. From the innocent looks on his and the cook’s faces when I picked him up after lunching, I deeply suspected he was getting the occasional leftover slice of boiled brisket slipped to him, but I never could catch either of them at it. Did I try that hard? Need you ask?


    I didn’t have the pastrami after all, I had a plate of corned beef with a couple of potato pancakes on the side, then a generous slice of raisin pie, with a glass of milk to wash it all down. On the way out I stopped for a quick word with Two-to-One Tim, the house bookie, who was adding up some figures on a small pocket calculator in the booth by the door that he had permanent squatters’ rights on.


    “I read this book,” I said, sliding onto the seat across from him. “And in this book was a bookie in a bar and he used a little portable computer, the advantage being that not only could he do higher mathematics on it, like figuring out what five-to-four on meant, but he had programmed in it every nag in the country and their past performances and on what track and like that.”


    “Well, well,” Tim said without looking up. “If it ain’t Bet-a-Million Brady again. What’re you betting two bucks on today?”


    “Ten bucks, if you please,” I said with dignity. “On the Dodgers, who you may know are receiving the Mets ce soir.”


    “I think someone did mention it to me,” he said, making a note in a small pad he took out of his breast pocket. “That to win, or do you want it both ways?”


    I grinned, then departed. I wasn’t back in the office for more than a minute or two when Evonne phoned saying John Chandler was free from two o’clock on and that he was expecting me any time thereafter, that his office was on the second floor of “B” wing, that the security type at the front desk had already been advised of my visit, and that I should try for once to stay out of the girls’ locker room. I said, I’d try to be strong.


    Then I asked her if she’d consider taking care of the dog for one night only; she could pick him up from my car in the school parking lot. No problem, babe, she said.


    Having a good hour and a half to kill before my appointment, I went shopping. At the hardware store over on Orange I purchased a sturdy pair of long-handled metal cutters, also a new green trowel for Evonne, as her old one was rusted up, also a fake bone made out of dried cowhide for guess who. Then it was around the block to the post office for stamps and to mail what had to be mailed, then I popped in next door to say hello to Mrs. Martel in the stationery shop where I bought all my office supplies and whose weedy son did all my printing from the back room without asking any questions at all except how many pieces of writing paper bearing the heading “A-One Bill Collection Services (Estab. 1978), P. Campbell, Exec. Off.” did I want, and by when did I want ‘em?


    On the way back, a friendly lady in a two-inch miniskirt and a peek-a-boo bra told me I had a cute dog. She also informed me that she had the time if I had the fifty bucks. I said, darn, I did have the fifty bucks but it was the time I didn’t have. She gave me a sweet smile and an acrobatic suggestion. “Aren’t you lucky we men can’t,” I remarked. “It would sure put you out of business in a hurry.” I bowed politely and continued on my way.

  


  
    Chapter Six


    


    


    And that’s gotta be as safe as U.S. money in the bank,


    ‘Cause we’ve been drinkin’ buddies since we met in ‘63.


    


    


    IT WAS JUST on two when I pulled into the school parking lot, with which I was very familiar. Not only from sitting out there waiting for my beloved to finish work, but once upon a spring the school’s vice principal, a nice gent called Lowenstein, had hired me to do what I could about the school’s rapidly growing problems with drugs, the takers thereof and the pushers thereof. So I did what I could; it all ended satisfactorily for some and sadly for some, which is how most affairs end, I guess. Sadly for Artie, who ran the hamburger joint across the road, which inexplicably was blown up into little bitty pieces late one night. He’ll be able to start on the rebuilding in 1996—if he gets parole, that is. Sadly for Dev Devlin, ex-head of security at the school, sadly for a half a dozen kids and their parents, but highly satisfactorily for V. Daniel, and, I like to think, for E. Louise Shirley, as it was on the second floor of the school’s “A” wing, at 11:25 one fateful morning, when Cupid’s arrow swooped down out of the smog and smote us both.


    So I had no trouble finding the visitors’ parking section. I told King to be good and I’d see him soon and that he was a lucky dog, getting to spend the night at Evonne’s and didn’t I wish I had his luck. I left the trowel on the seat beside him where she’d be sure to notice it; I have found it is these thoughtful little gestures that women prize so much.


    A few jocks passed me on the way to the front entrance, heading for the combination football, baseball, and soccer field. Inside, the halls were quiet as the kids had finished changing rooms for their last class of the day. I found Mr. Chandler’s office without being queried by anyone at the front desk, as there wasn’t anyone at it, and without any trouble, up on the second floor of the science wing, right where it was supposed to be. The door was open, so I said, “Hi, anyone home?” and went in.


    “Be right out,” a voice called from the inner depths of a closet to my right. “Have a seat.” There was only one seat to be had—aside from the old stuffed armchair behind the desk which was obvious for the use of J. Chandler—a spindly affair wedged in between two bookcases, on which I perched gingerly. The desk itself, I was pleased to note, was cluttered to overflowing, and not only with piles of papers, folders, books and magazines, and the like, but also with a gorgeous hand-painted wooden duck decoy, life-sized, a ship in a dusty bottle, and a heap of buttons, bits of broken pottery, and arrowheads—in other words, amigos— artifacts!


    After a minute out came J. Chandler, Esq., dusting his hands. He was a short, wiry individual with a lot of brown hair and a drooping brown mustache, wearing brown corduroys and a baggy brown cardigan. I introduced myself, standing up to do so, and he shook my hand enthusiastically, then bounced over to his chair and sprang into it.


    “So you’re the man in my darling girl’s life!” he said. “Well, well, well! Sit, take the weight off, tell me what’s up, man.”


    So I sat and told him the story so far while he lit up and puffed away on a long-stemmed clay pipe of the kind I believe is called a churchwarden.


    “A scheme to delight the heart of any Welshman, boyo,” he said excitedly when I was done. “You may be assured of my complete, utter, and total cooperation. Now. If my ears have not betrayed me, your problem dissects into four separate elements: Element the First—were there indeed settlements of the Amerind peoples in the culture area you stipulated. Element the Second—if so, were their burial traditions compatible with your requirement? Element the Third—if so and if so, could physical evidence of the same be obtainable? Element the Fourth—if so and if so and if so, would some suitable authority on the subject be willing to publicly testify as to the authenticity of said physical evidence?” Here he ran a hand through his mop and beamed across the room at me. I beamed back.


    “A brilliant summation, Mr. Chandler, if I may say so,” I said.


    “Otherwise known and more familiarly appellated as Taffy,” he said.


    He put his pipe down in what looked like a cereal bowl, laced his fingers together, then proceeded to give me a short, sharp, fast, and highly informative lecture on the American Indian, the most interesting and most potentially useful parts of which I will now pass on to you. Useful to me, I mean, I do not mean useful in that afterward you will be able to make you own birch bark canoe or conical tepee, or know how to leach the tannin out of acorns to render them edible.


    So, briefly, then: A culture area is a geographical area occupied by groups of peoples whose cultures are roughly similar to each other but dissimilar, roughly, to those of other areas. North America, historians managed to agree some few years ago, now for convenience is divided into seventeen such culture areas. The one that concerns us is called, aptly, California, and contains about two-thirds of the present state.


    Rough population count of Amerinds from Alaska down to, say, Costa Rica, in 1492: 30,000,000.


    Rough population count today: 142 (my estimate).


    Number of distinct and separate languages then (both continents): 1,000-2,000.


    Number of written languages then (both continents): 3, all in Central or Northern South America.


    California culture area: Distinguished by a great diversity of types and speech. Little or no farming. Some coastal fishing. Little game hunting. Diet mainly consisted of twenty-seven varieties of acorns, seeds, rodents, birds, worms, grasshoppers, and caterpillar sandwiches, much like the diet of many present-day Californians, give or take. Narcotics in general use included tobacco, Jimson weed, datura, and, later, peyote, much like the indulgences of present-day Californians, give or take. The Californians of that time were known for their mild manners and peace-loving temperaments, which brings to an abrupt end our comparisons with then and now.


    The population in the LA area at the start of the 1700s was perhaps 150-375 per hundred square kilometers, moderately dense for those days. Its decline began with the arrival of the Spanish in 1770, and the Gold Rush of 1849 put an end to it all as far as our redskin brothers were concerned. The major tribes in California included the Miadu, Miwok, Pomo, and Yokuts, unfamiliar names all, and none of which was ever represented by Jeff Chandler, Burt Lancaster, or even Susan Peters, in the movies.


    Another sad story. Where did they all go to, the fifty thousand Yokuts, for example? Back over the mountains, to be set upon by the more aggressive Plains Indians? Surely many remained, only to be set upon by the early Christian missionaries. Selfishly, I hoped that some stubborn tribelets did, as it was the missionaries who converted them from the cremation of their dead to the burial thereof.


    When Taffy had finished his recital, he got a new pipeful going to his satisfaction, then said to me, “Bones. I’d love to get you some bones; who do I know who would have bones?” He thought for a moment, then sighed. “Too difficult. We’ll have to use witchcraft.”


    “We will?”


    “Which was commonplace,” he said, nodding. “Witchcraft equals medicine men, which equal the religious leaders of the day, so to speak. Now, if I were a Yokut pestered into interring the remains of his tribe’s medicine man by interfering busybodies, might I not slip a few of his most prized possessions—the tools of his trade, so to speak—into the grave with him, which he will surely need on the Other Side?”


    “Absolutely,” I said.


    “His split-stick clapper, for example,” he said. “But, being wooden, it would probably not have survived until now. Or his rasp. But I’ll tell you what could have survived 150 years underground—aside from a Welsh tin miner—his deer-hoof jingler, which was a kind of rattle. It might well be decorated, too, with some typical tribal design, which would place it geographically.” He looked innocently over at me. I gave him a wide-eyed stare in return.


    “Be pretty hard to track down a thing like that, though, I bet,” I said.


    “How many d’you want, boyo?” he said. “I’ve a dozen on the wall at home.”


    “I think one should do it,” I said. “One doesn’t want to overdo things.”


    He grinned, showing a flash of white teeth below his bushy mustache.


    “So I’ll try and remember to bring one in tomorrow and give it to your lady, that suit you?”


    “Marvelously,” I said, getting to my feet. “Thank you. It was a pleasure listening to you and you’ve been an enormous help.”


    “The fewer lies the better, perhaps,” he said, getting to his feet in turn. “By which I mean it is better, if more roundabout, that your lady gives it to you, you bury it, then you dig it up, then you give it to me, dirty, to clean and authenticate, so you can truthfully say you dug it up, gave it to me, and I can truthfully state I cleaned it, identified what it was, whom it belonged to, and roughly, its age. Then I will forward to you a formal statement delineating my qualifications as an expert, followed by authentication, followed by anything else I can think up to throw in.”


    ‘‘Anything I can do for you in return,” I said, “just let me know.”


    “You might keep me informed,” he said, holding out his hand. “I would appreciate that.”


    “You got it, boyo,” I said. “Cheap, I call it.” We shook on it, and I left, mentally rubbing my mitts together with satisfaction.


    Although I wasn’t supposed to, strictly, during school hours, I sneaked into Evonne’s office briefly on my way out, but she wasn’t in. I deduced she was next door in the office belonging to her boss, which wasn’t hard, as I could hear both their voices through his door, so I went down to the car and, of course, found King still there, as I’d spent less time getting a history lesson than I’d anticipated. So I collected him and the trowel and we wandered over to the sports field to spend twenty pleasant minutes watching other people running themselves ragged in the hot sun and being shouted at a lot by older men with whistles.


    Evonne came tripping down the front steps a few minutes after the deluge of students bolting for freedom had slackened off to the occasional dribble. I sidled up to her, leered, and said, “Carry your books, baby?”


    “I don’t have any,” she said. “Now go away or I’ll call a cop.” She stooped to pet King, then stood up on tiptoes to pet me. I petted her right back, eliciting a couple of wolf whistles from a passing wit. Then we sat in her car for a bit, watching the last of the kids screech off around us. When I gave her the green trowel, I said, “There is one thing. I had to sign this statement when I bought it swearing it would never be used on beets or spinach.”


    “How about hittin’ big jerks on the head with?” she said, giving me a respectable rap on the cranium as she did so. I told her not to even think about hitting my poor old head with the object that J. Chandler was going to bring to school for her tomorrow, as she might damage it. She remarked that you couldn’t damage my head if you dropped a two-ton safe on it from a great height. I said one of her carrot cakes could probably do it and anyway, I was referring to the object being damaged. What object, she, of course, wanted to know. So I told her and then the talk drifted to other matters and then the night guard ambled over to Say sorry but he was locking up now but if we wanted to go canoodling We should try the park by the reservoir; that’s where a lot of the kids Went. If I were the type to mark such things, I would award Evonne an “A” for canoodling. Easy. There were one or two suave and sophisticated touches I hadn’t taught her yet, but I was saving those for the time I really needed them.


    So I followed her and King out of the lot; we toot-tooted good-bye, and off they went, without a backward look from King, may I say, and off I went in the opposite direction toward my apartment on Windsor Castle Terrace for a quick cleanup and change of costume.


    There was nothing remotely either English or regal about Windsor Castle Terrace, nor was there a castle in the neighborhood that I’d ever seen, and I’m not even sure the street is a terrace. What is a terrace, anyway? Remind me to look it up sometime. I parked in the driveway behind my landlady’s heap; she was watching television as usual, I could see through her open front window. She spotted me too, waved, came to the window, and called out, “Victor dear, got a minute?”


    “Can it keep, sweetheart?” I said. “I’m in a hurry, I’ve got to be back at the office in three-quarters of an hour and it takes me that long just to fix my hair.”


    “No problem,” she said. “Catch ya later, but sooner would be better.” Hmm. Wonder what she wanted, I thought, taking the stairs two at a time. She looked a mite worried, but if I was a fanatical San Diego Padres fan, like her, I figured I’d look worried too, if not downright terrified.


    In the apartment I did what had to be done, packed a few overnight things in an airline bag, downed a hasty glass of buttermilk, and managed to get back to the office just before the hour. I pulled in and parked right beside a lilac and green painted van that had “Flora by Phineas” painted on both sides in a tasteful running script. The driver put his green cap back on, poked his head out the window, and said, “Victor Daniel?”


    “Yep.”


    “I’m Jesse. Ready to roll?”


    “Yep.”


    “Door’s open, so hop in.”


    I opened the back doors of the van, which were mostly windows, and climbed in, rather than hopped, Jesse watching me over his shoulder. I sat down on a bench that ran along one side, and Jesse took off. About twenty-five minutes later he said to me, “Gettin’ close,” so I stretched out full-length on the fake grass the van was carpeted with, as far under the bench as I could get, then covered up the rest of me with three fifty-pound sacks of potting compost, rendering me virtually invisible. About ten minutes later, I felt the van turn into the boutique’s driveway, then a minute or two after that, it reversed briefly, then stopped. A moment after that, one of the rear doors was opened just enough for me to slither through it into the far end of the greenhouse. The elderly Japanese nurseryman closed the door behind me and pointed to a wooden stool off on one side; when I sat on it the surrounding greenery effectively hid me from sight again.


    Some forty minutes after that, the same venerable gentleman opened the greenhouse door a few inches, peeked out, then beckoned me over with one finger. I did my slithering act again, only this time in the opposite direction, and into the luckily commodious trunk of Phineas’s Merc. The lid was closed gently by an unseen hand, but not all the way, because by then I’d stuck the end of a twist of green gardeners’ wire in the gap to make sure it didn’t, and I used another bit of wire to tie the lid down, thus ensuring that (a) the lid wouldn’t pop open during the ride, and (b) I’d still be breathing at the end of it.


    Then, off we went. We made a stop or two for what had to be red lights, then a longer one for Phineas to make his customary night deposit at the bank, during which, if he’d followed my suggestion, he’d left the car door open so any nosey parkers could see how empty it was.


    In due course we pulled into Phineas’s drive, and came to a stop in his carport, only this time he backed in. During the minute or two it took him to open his front door, then enter, then switch on the outside lights, I scrambled out of the trunk and snuck around to the back door. He closed the kitchen curtains, just in case, then let me in and I stayed in the kitchen, just in case, for the whole evening, while Phineas proceeded with further elements of the master plan. He turned on the lights in the living room, then closed the curtains, carelessly leaving them slightly ajar so his figure and his figure alone could be plainly seen from the street as he flitted in and out of the room. And the reason he’d backed into the carport this time was soon made clear to anyone interested in observing such detail. After we’d snacked on even more unlikely leftovers, including pressed duck, although who knows how (or why) you press a duck, he began loading bulky objects into the car trunk that he took from the appropriate shed out behind the pool, and as his Mercedes was huge and his carport small, if he hadn’t backed in, he’d have had to lug his seemingly never-ending vacation necessities— his weights and his bicycle and what-all—either through the house or all the way around the other side. As a final touch, before switching off the exterior lighting for the night, he firmly affixed one of his surfboards to the car’s roof rack, using about a dozen of those stretchy rubber things. And, hopeful sign number one, he’d noticed the same dark sedan passing the house twice while he was so engaged, once in each direction. Hopeful sign number two was, of the five phone calls he received that evening on his machine, two callers hung up impolitely after the beep, instead of saying, “Bon voyage," or some other apt pleasantry. One call came early, and one came late, and neither occurred within a half hour of the passing of the dark sedan.


    For the second—and, sadly, probably the last—time in my odds and ends of a life, I slept in silk, chocolate-brown sheets, and all too soon came the dawn. Came breakfast in bed, too—warmed-up coffee cake, unsalted butter, strawberry jam with more strawberries than jam in it, unlike the brand I bought, and, of course, a big pot of espresso, all served up on a tray with considerable style by my pal.


    My pal finished up what looked like the last of a croissant.


    My pal sat himself on the end of the bed and helped himself to some fresh coffee.


    My pal retied the belt of his light cotton kimono more securely around his trim waist.


    My pal was not happy.


    My pal did not see why I should have all the fun from then on.


    I told my pal it wasn’t from then on: Strickly speaking, he still had a role to play and things to do.


    “Walk-on shit,” my pal muttered.


    “Also,” I said, “Your faucet drips, you call the plumber, not the vet.”


    “Meaning precisely what, as if I couldn’t guess?” he asked sourly.


    “Know much about guns?” I put to him.


    “Yuck,” he said disdainfully flicking a cake crumb off the coverlet.


    “Exactly.” I picked up my weapon from the bedside table, and gave it an expert twirl. “The bullet comes out that end there, going faster than Superman, even, despite his press agent’s claims. There is a question of language, as well.”


    “What language?”


    “The language Ted and Phil speak,” I said, lavishly buttering another piece of cake. “I speak it too. It’s sort of like the opposite of body language.”


    “I know, I know,” he said through his perfect teeth. He jumped up and began pacing about the guest room. “It is merely that when one gets attacked directly or insulted directly or affronted directly or threatened directly, one feels this pressing need to respond directly.” He fell into a karate stance and lashed out into a fearsome series of acrobatic kicks, whirls, lunges, and slashes.


    When he was done, he bowed to me. I pointed one finger at his tummy, and said, “Bang bang. You is dead. Twice already.” Then I made a little bow to him. He directed a scowl my way. It turned into a sigh, then a small grin.


    “I’m going for a swim,” he said. “Work off a little of my snit. Maybe I’ll do a few Tai Chi exercises out on the front lawn after, that should scare the panties off the neighbors and anyone else who happens to be sneaking a peek.”


    “Good for the complexion too, I heard,” I said.


    “Still,” he said from the door. “Still.”


    “Yeah, I know,” I said. “It’s tough not getting to show what a big sissy you’re not. Don’t forget the tray.”

  


  
    Chapter Seven


    


    


    See, we was workin' in this run-down, one-pump garage out on Highway 104,


    About ten miles northeast of Tucson, and the very last I heard...


    


    


    Timing.


    Who was it who said, everything is timing? Jack Benny, of course, and William “Bill” Bulova... oh yes, and soufflé chefs.


    To inflict the maximum amount of physical inconvenience and financial embarrassment on Phil and Ted, I had to get the timing just right, which would take a bit of doing and a bit of luck. But first things first.


    I arose. I showered at leisure, using a pristine cake of some fancy soap called Pears, which was completely transparent, by the way, then shaved with care, then dressed, then packed up the few items I’d unpacked, then snuck downstairs to the kitchen. The clock on the wall, which was in the form of half a large orange, said it was seven-thirty, which meant I had a half hour to wait before ringing up the curtain on the final chilling act of my Machiavellian master plan. I spent part of the time tracking down, then finally connecting with, an old pal, another part of the time checking the sports pages in the morning paper—the Dodgers were down to five and a half games back, the Giants seven and a half and totally out of it yet again—and the rest watching Phineas making innumerable trips out to the car with last-minute additions to the mountain of vacation gear he’d already packed. He was wearing a bright yellow jogging outfit and sneakers.


    So was I, as it happened. On his last trip out to the car, he added his white leather cap and sunglasses, both of which I borrowed for my first (and only) trip out to the car, which happened at eight o’clock precisely, and from the kitchen door, the one nearest the carport. In one hand I held a large map, at which I was peering, in the other my airline bag, in which my firearm nestled. I climbed into the Mercedes and started it up, checking that all of the doors were firmly locked. Although, as I have mentioned, the car windows were all heavily tinted, making it almost impossible to get a good look inside, I was nervous. I had well over an hour’s drive ahead of me, and anything could happen during that time, including the worst happening of all—nothing. If Phil and Ted didn’t show up hot on the trail, just to make sure Phineas—who I devoutly hoped they would believe was at the wheel and not V. Daniel— really was heading for the bounding main, then I would be up another body of water, one familiarly known as Shit Creek.


    I headed down Pamela the opposite way from the direction I (Phineas) would take if I were going into town. By the time I was halfway down Lexington, I breathed a sigh of relief, because there they were, in a late-model Ford, tucked in comfortably some fifty yards behind me. At least, I hoped it was them. When they followed me through the jog onto Sunset, I was pretty well sure.


    After a half hour of Sunset’s gentle curves and slopes I began to relax somewhat as the boys kept their distance and apparently were intent on merely seeing me gently on my merry way, as it were, which was fine by me. Terrific, in fact. The famed Sunset Strip comes to an end when it runs into the Pacific Coast Highway, along which I headed westward, past Topanga Beach, then past Las Tunas Beach, which, for those of you who go for chunks of old marble without arms, is near the J. Paul Getty museum. A jog inland, then one to the left, then a last one to the left again brought me neatly to the start of the newly graveled, hilly, winding, private road that, three and a half miles farther on, finished up chez the Lew Lewellens’ uncompleted money-devourer; just to have the road repaired must have cost a fortune.


    I breathed a second sigh of relief when the boys turned in after me, making no attempt to stay out of sight; why should they bother? The third sigh came when I saw that there was, indeed, no gate that had to be opened or lifted or whatever, meaning I would not have to get out of the car to do so, and even if Phil and Ted were from Pittsburgh they could still spot the difference between me and Phineas at twenty paces m bright sunlight, even if I did adopt a slinky walk.


    Down the narrow road I went. Down they followed. The problem was, I wanted to get them as far away from the courthouse downtown as I could, but still leave them enough time, on paper, that is, to be able to make it comfortably back there before noon. As it wasn’t quite ten yet, and as they could pick up the Ventura Freeway just up north a bit, then switch to the Hollywood Freeway and thus be downtown in an hour or so, I figured I’d gotten things about right. So far.


    After a while I eased my weapon out of the airline bag, then checked it out. Then I took off the cap, the dark glasses, and wriggled out of my sweatsuit top. The weapon went into the small of my back, between skin and pant; I knew it would stay there, at least for a while, because I’d tied my pant strings particularly tight for just that purpose, and also I’d tried it out in my room earlier. As a last touch, just to make myself look even more inoffensive, I pushed up the trouser bottoms up to my knees, like old fogies do to go wading. It was only a minute or two after that when I pulled up in front of the Lewellens’ weekend retreat-to-be, and, as Mrs. Lew had told me, it was still mainly an architect’s doodle, there were the waist-high stone walls she’d mentioned, a couple of aluminum window frames and one door frame in position, and that was about it.


    Well. I’d parked the car so it was facing the way I’d driven in, so when I got out, with a welcome stretch, I didn’t have to do any acrobatics to keep my backside hidden from the boys, who pulled up a couple of minutes later. I wondered briefly what’d kept them. Nerves, maybe, thus a quick pee. And, toting my bag, out I got immediately, in case they figured they’d done enough and took off without a playful word of farewell or one loving, backward glance.


    I stretched again, and swung the bag in a carefree fashion. Out of the Ford, one from each side, emerged Phil and Ted. Both were large. Both were wearing slacks and short-sleeved shirts and sunglasses.


    “Hi, there, boys,” I called out gayly. “Gee you guys got a sensational outfield this year—Van Slyke, Bonilla, and that guy Bonds, he’s murder.”


    “Who the fuck’s this clown?” the one who’d been driving said. His pal shrugged. “Well, we better fucking well find out, and fast,” the driver said. His pal gave him a look and began innocently drifting off to one side.


    I dropped the bag, pulled out my weapon, assumed the classic stance—legs apart, knees slightly bent, free hand supporting the gun hand’s wrist, and said, from a distance of maybe ten feet, “Hold her right there, boys.” They both froze for a moment, then the talkative one straightened up slightly and put on a big grin.


    “Shit, man, what’s all this?” he said. “You gone nuts? We just want a word, is all.” He began to take another step toward me; his pal remained motionless. I put a bullet into the gravel right between his two expensive sandals; he stopped in his tracks.


    “Hands on your heads, boys,” I said. They complied. “Now, you,” I said to the chatty one. “Nice and easy, unbutton your shirt. Use your left hand, if you know which one that is.”


    “Fuck is this?” he said.


    “Time for a few rays,” I said. When the shirt was unbuttoned, I said, “Now take it off and chuck it behind you.”


    “The fuck are you, anyway?” Off came the shirt; all he had under it was a hairy chest.


    “Interflora,” I said. It took an exceedingly careful five minutes before I had them both stripped down to the buff, the total buff, too, and aside from their clothes, that included one hunting knife worn by the big mouth in a leather sheath strapped to one leg, two watches, four rings, two pairs of sunglasses, and one gold coin on a neck chain. Oh yes: There was also one belt, leather, with fancy buckle, in which, in a so-called secret compartment in the back, I discovered thirty $100 bills, each folded in half lengthways. When I folded them in half the other way, they just squeezed into my worn old pigskin wallet. I then used the belt to make one tight bundle of all their belongings, figuring they’d be easier to dispose of later that way. Then I sat the boys down on the gravel a few feet apart, back to back, and leaning against the uncompleted front wall of the house.


    During all this, the mute remained silent. His associate did not. His associate seemed to be annoyed at something. He used vile language. He blustered and ranted. When I stood up to chuck their stuff into the Mercedes, he shouted, “Shit, man, not my Rolex, too, it’s worth four grand, easy!”


    “Bet the reward’s five,” I said. I left them sitting there while I went to check out their car; where could they go, even if they wanted to see how accurate I was with a handgun from, say, thirty feet? It was me or the sea or a bare-ass scramble up one of the cliffs on either side. As it happened, they stayed put. I didn’t find any artillery in the Ford (I’d found none on them, either), but I found a set of golf clubs in the back seat—no law against that, and slightly more plausible than baseball bats for boys of their age. I broke three of them bashing up all what I could bash of that nice powerful V-8 engine I found under their car’s hood. Worked up quite a glow, too. And Louis the Lip’s genuine bone-handled hunting knife sure sliced through those radials like butter! When I was done, I pocketed the Ford’s keys and strolled back to them.


    “Got the time?” I asked. The mute almost smiled. “Oh, god, I forgot,” I said, checking my own watch, which was not a Rolex Oyster, by the way, but a Miss Piggy timepiece Santa had left in my stocking the previous Noel. “Already? How time flies, eh guys? What time’s your appointment? Noon, isn’t it? Let’s see. It’s ten-thirty now. Wonder how long it’ll take you city types to walk three and a half miles over hot gravel? Then of course, you got that lane to go down a couple more miles before hitting the first house. Bet the little woman is going to be mighty surprised when two naked men knock on her front door and ask if they can please use her telephone. I bet she’d call the cops in a minute. Hell, she’d probably call in the National Guard, too, one look at you two.”


    “Have your fun, fucker,” said guess who.


    “Do not worry about me,” I said. “I’m having the time of my young life. ‘Course, you could try swimming, it’s only a couple of miles to the nearest neighbors, and as far as I know there aren’t any man-eating sharks in these waters this time of year, but I’m no expert, of course.”


    “What you are is dead,” said the driver.


    “Smell that sea air!” I said, inhaling deeply. “Listen to those seagulls. Look on the bright side of things. Think positive, boys. Your boss—and I wonder who he is, by the way?” No answer this time. “He is not going to be pleased when you two miss your court appearance, because there is no way in hell you are going to make it in time, not even with an hour’s grace that some judges allow. So there goes your bail money, boys, or, more likely your boss’s. Wonder how much it was, ten grand, fifteen, each? Then what do you do? Either go back to Pittsburgh, where you’ll be just in time for the playoffs, or maybe have your mouthpiece produce a letter in court mañana maybe from your mother saying her little boy was too sick to go to school yesterday, or how about a letter from a bona-fide doctor attesting to some medical reason for your no-show? That might be acceptable by the court. And that we are going to take care of right now.” I dug the day’s newspaper out of my bag, rolled it up, and tossed it to the silent one. Then I dug out my Canon Prima auto zoom, which was already primed for action, and said, “Say cheese! And I do not mean Gruyère.”


    When I was done, I put the camera away. “What I have,” I said, “is several lovely candid snaps of both of you reading today’s paper and basking in the sun. See that window frame right above you? You will note that it is casting a shadow on the gravel in front of you, in other words, amigos, it is acting like a sundial. If anyone ever wanted to check the exact time those adorable pictures were taken, all they would have to do is come back out here and wait till the shadow on the gravel matched the one in the photos. So, to put it another way,” I said, “what I have is proof positive that on the 29th of August, at roughly eleven in the a.m., you two were not in the children’s ward of some hospital with German measles, but soaking up some rays just past Las Tunas Beach. All in all,”


    I concluded, “I’d try Pittsburgh. Oh. Could I have my paper back, please? For all I know one of you might be an origami master and be able to make a three-piece suit plus a hat out of it. And by the way, there’s nothing left in your car to fashion a casual wardrobe out of, unless you want to try tearing up the car seats with your teeth. Any comments?”


    There were comments, which I will not bother to repeat here. Then I said, “Adios, gents. Enjoy your stroll,” and eased myself into the Mercedes.


    “You’ll get yours, fuck-face,” the driver called in parting.


    “Anytime,” I called back out the window. “I’m in the book.”


    Leaving a spatter of hot, sharp gravel behind me, I made tracks out of there, a smile on my lips and a song in my heart. That is what I call a smooth operation, Daniel, I said to myself as I swung easily into the first turn. Smooth—just like you, baby. A hundred yards later the car veered suddenly to the left, then to the right, then came to a gradual stop. Smoothly. I couldn’t be out of gas; I checked the gauge, it said I wasn’t. And I couldn’t remember seriously scraping anything under the car on the way in, although the gravel had been washed away in a couple of places. And Phil and Ted hadn’t been anywhere near the goddamn heap that I knew, so what the hell?


    I hopped out and saw what the hell. No wonder the mute had appeared relatively unconcerned and his pal more full of hot air than murderous fury. What had stopped the car was three flat tires. I don’t know what those things are called that caused the flats, but they were dreamed up I believe by some boffin in WW 2 and they consist of a series of needle-sharp spikes so set into a central, round core that whatever way up they are at least a couple of the spikes are placed to do the maximum damage. Remember the game of jacks? Sort of like a large jack, but sharp. I’d used a handful of them once, just as effectively as they’d been used on me, too. The one left over I’d used as a paperweight until it disappeared mysteriously one afternoon only to reappear two days later dangling from Sara the twerp’s left ear.


    A further look around informed me that one of the boys had neatly laid out three lines of them, maybe some thirty in all, and staggered them unevenly to make sure there was no way through them. Well, at least I now knew why they were those couple of minutes late showing up for our beach party.


    I straightened up, thinking OK, now what, smoothy? From somewhere too close for comfort a cannon went off—well, a Colt Magnum, at least. The car’s windshield exploded into tiny fragments, as did the rear window. I ducked down, or was it fell. Lucky for me the car had come to a stop more or less canted across the road, so I had some protection. Ahead of me the road ran for a good hundred yards without one bend, also slightly uphill. No way out there, at least not one I wanted to try with Big Bertha well sighted in. The hill on one side of the road looked impossible, the rock fall on the other only almost impossible. I eased open the door on my side, grabbed my bag and their junk, fumbled my gun out, stuck it around the front of the car, let off a couple of shots to keep their heads down, duck-walked to the rear of the car, then went mountain climbing for the first and last time. One-handed, too, remember, as the other was carrying a bag, a bundle, and a gun, none of which I wanted to sacrifice.


    I was halfway up to the cluster of boulders I had one eye on before they opened up again. A rock splinter from a ricochet opened up a gash on one cheek, but that’s as close as they came; you have to be Clint Eastwood to hit a moving target, let alone a frantically scrambling one, at more than twenty feet with one of those ,475s, unless you’re shooting from a mount. Or get lucky. Or grow up with guns. Or were a marksman in the army...


    Anyway, I made it. I squeezed in behind the largest of the boulders, dragged my luggage in behind me, and tried to get my breathing back to normal. My thoughts were not pretty. Smooth old Daniel hadn’t given them credit for any brains at all. Hadn’t given one thought to the idea that they might have some insurance, just in case. Hadn’t even bothered to check out the Ford properly; shit, they could have had a bazooka hidden in there for all I would have noticed. Maybe they had a few hand grenades tucked away in the side paneling, that’d be fun. Evonne should’ve hit me a little harder with that trowel, it might’ve shaken a few brains to the surface.


    After a minute I stuck one eye out, didn’t see anything, so stuck it in again. After another minute I got out a little round mirror from my toilet kit—and it is none of your business what it was doing there—and perched it on a little ledge so I could see the car below and thus if anyone was trying to sneak up to it. No one was.


    A few more minutes went by. Then a few more. I wondered what Phil and Ted were up to, once they got done laughing. Maybe wondering what I was up to. After a moment’s reflection I decided they were up to the same thing I was—nothing. They might have had me, but I had them. Did I want to go on crouching behind a boulder for another nine hours or so until it got dark, then sneak down and go for a long, long walk?


    Not all that much, frankly. At least I was in the shade, but what I figured the boys would do is take turns watching the road while the other found some shade somewhere. Hmm. A Mexican standoff, I believe it’s called; in fact, I know it is. I wonder why... remind me to ask a Mexican sometime. Anyway, thus it was that, after another minute or two of absolutely nothing happening. I called out, “Yoo-hoo, anyone home?”


    “You better believe it,” the chatterbox called back.


    “Want to deal, or do you want to wait till you’re fried to a crisp?”


    “So talk, asshole.”


    “I’ll chuck down your clothes and a few bucks, then all you got to do is walk on out of here. I’ll give you an hour head start.”


    “What do you get out of it?”


    “I get you gone,” I said. “I also get me living to see another day dawn.”


    A lengthy pause ensued. I winked at a lizard who poked his head out from a hole in the rocks. He pretended he didn’t see me. Then the driver called out, “How do we know you won’t get cute?”


    “Cute how?” I called back. “I already got what I want, remember? I got my pal in court and you guys stuck out here in the boonies. What do I want a shootout at the OK corral for?”


    Another pause. Then he called out, “OK, faggot. So throw our stuff down.”


    “Look out below,” I said. I took a minute to empty their wallets of everything but a ten-spot, separated their shoes from the bundle, stuck them in my bag, fastened the gunmetal Rolex around my wrist beside Miss Piggy, refastened the bundle, then lofted it up and over my favorite boulder. It landed on the road a few yards from the car, the little mirror, mirror on the rock told me.


    Another minute or two went by. Suddenly the driver scuttled into view, grabbed the bundle, then vanished again.


    Yet another 120 seconds or so ticked by, never to return, like my boyhood golden curls. Then the driver shouted up, “Hey, mother, where’s our fuckin’ shoes?”


    “Oh, shoot,” I said. “I meant to tell you, I lost them on the way up here.”


    “Any my fuckin’ watch?”


    “Got smashed all to hell,” I said, looking at it admiringly in the bright noonday sun and wondering if its depth gauge would work in my shower.


    “Bet your shit’s green, too,” came the impolite answer.


    After a final, brief hiatus, Phil and Ted appeared, fully clothed, and, keeping as far over to my side of the road as possible—to give me less sight of them but more chance of dropping a rock on their heads, which they didn’t think of—they made their way cautiously up to the Mercedes, then past it.


    When the driver, the one with the cannon, paused and then turned back for a moment, I called out hastily, just in case, “No good taking it out on the car, it’s only a lease.” I did have my fingers crossed at the time, so it wasn’t really a lie, kids.


    The second, the very second, they disappeared out of sight around the next bend, I was out of my hidey-hole and slithering as quietly as possible back down to ground level. I reasoned as follows: If they had any brains at all, and it had already been conclusively demonstrated that at least one of them did, I reasoned that they would reason as follows:


    One: Now we got him trapped without him having us trapped, because he’s stoopid.


    Two: So what we do is what he just did—find a place out of sight and wait till he pokes his dumb head around the corner and then, whammo!


    Three: That way not only does he get what he’s got coming, but we get back all our bread and the Rollie and any bread he’s got plus his peashooter plus our fuckin’ shoes and, if not ours, bet that faggot packed a dozen pairs at least; also maybe the Mere’ll take us out to the main road, fuck driving on the rims.


    Four: Remember, the fuck’s gotta come out sometime, he’s got nowhere else to go.


    Ah, but V. (for Victor) Daniel did have somewhere else to go is what they didn’t know. In fact, he had two choices—he could either go riding on a bicycle exerciser, or go surfboarding on the briney.


    Which did he choose?


    Well, the surf was up, beach bunnies. So...


    Cowabunga!

  


  
    Chapter Eight


    


    


    He’d bought himself a truck or two and he’d found himself a Cherokee girl—


    I know he’ll send the dinero the very day he gets the word.


    


    


    One jiff later I had the surfboard unfastened from the roof rack and was hotfooting it seaward, taking a handful of those stretchy elastic things along, also Phineas’s expensive-looking carbon tennis racket in its plastic half-case. Although I hadn’t said anything at the time, I had wondered why he’d bothered to pack a tennis racket for a sea cruise but figured perhaps he knew something about sea cruises I didn’t; now it seemed like a brilliant idea.


    I paused for a breath in front of the shell of the Lewellens’ manse, then clambered down the concrete steps to the small dock. Once there, I cocked an ear—nothing but the gentle sound of rippling water and breaking swells could I hear, which was fine by me. Then I zipped open my bag, consigned Phil and Ted’s footwear to the deep, dumped my toilet articles out of their supposedly waterproof plastic case, replaced them with the camera, the weapon, and my wallet, then zipped up everything again, then lashed the bag to the board with stretchy elastic things. Then I lowered the board the few feet into the water, grasped the tennis racket firmly, then took a deep breath, pulled my sagging trousers back up over the knees as far as they would go, then began to lower myself onto the board. Something caught my eye—my shoes and socks. I released my hold on the tennis racket. I pulled the board back up on the slippery dock, undid the stretchy elastic things, opened the bag, stuffed shoes and socks inside, closed bag, lashed bag, relaunched board, regrasped racket, then launched myself down onto board. Uggghhh! Cold! Then, using the racket, off I paddled toward some distant, unknown horizon...


    Not so distant, nor so unknown, I must confess at this time to all you surfers and surf bunnies out there. What I didn’t bother telling those hodads Phil and Ted was, the main reason the Lew Lewellens had picked the site they did was because their best friends had a place two coves over that they loved and used all the time. And, having been through the same house-building process, they knew all the local bylaws and builders and regulations and what-have-you. Two coves... how far away could that be? I paddled, sneaking a look over my shoulder from time to time. Paddling was not easy; all that goddamned board wanted to do was go around in circles so I had to change hands with the paddle every couple of strokes. Also, it is not particularly easy to paddle at all when one’s shoulders and back are all tensed up with the nervous anticipation of having a large hole blown through one’s anatomy at any second. Which, however, did not happen; after some five minutes of energetic toil I made it around the headland out of sight of the Lewellens’ dock, and began to relax somewhat. One cove down, one to go, Daniel. Not such a bad day after all for a paddle. Thrust. Stroke. Recover. Thrust again. Scan the horizon for whitecaps, squalls, huge rollers carrying all before them, blue whales, cutlass-wielding pirates—ha ha! Not a one in sight. Nothing at all in sight, actually, but a sailboat or two and, way off, on the horizon, a trail of smoke left by some passing freighter. Where bound, shipmates? Panama, the Windwards, the Leewards, Sumatra, Java? Ha ha!


    Around then I noticed the water was getting a little choppier. My legs were freezing; so was my butt from the water that kept splashing over the board, and both my arms and legs were starting to tire—the arms from paddling, the legs from holding on. What cared I—only one more cove to go and the spit of land between me and the friendly tinkle of ice in a tall glass chez the Lewellens’ best friends was only fifty yards or so away. I switched hands again and paddled. I comforted myself with comforting thoughts, such as Evonne Louise Shirley after three drinks, and such as Phil and Ted opening up all Phineas’s fancy matched luggage desperately seeking footwear and finding them all empty, because why bother packing real clothes for a make-believe cruise?


    Around then, as I headed seaward slightly to maneuver my way past the last remaining obstacle between me and a long, hot bath, I noticed the current stiffening significantly, due to what caprice of tidal motion I did not know. Stiffening against me, too. I began paddling like a madman against it, and had just about turned the corner when something nibbled one of my toes, I swear it did. I screamed, and of course dropped the *!!%?!! tennis racket, which sank like a bowling ball before I could even make a grab for it. Next thing I knew the current had taken me a good two hundred yards straight out to sea, and it wasn’t done yet. From where I was I could see the Lewellens’ friends’ house clearly, if distantly. I could even see a girl in a bikini on the front veranda. I waved frantically to her. She gave me one languid wave in return, then disappeared into the house, no doubt to make a peanut butter and grape jelly sandwich on diet bread or do something equally vital. She did not reappear.


    Five minutes later I drowned for the first time. The bag of goodies that was tied on in front of me began slipping. I sat up too quickly and the board flipped over and headfirst into the chilly drink I went, mouth wide open, of course. When I powered my way back up, eyes tightly closed, of course, I gave my head a sharp whack on the downside of the surfboard, but that I didn’t mind so much because at least I knew where it was. When I was done coughing up seawater, I righted the board and inched my way onto it again. I stretched out cautiously, readjusted the bag, looked around for a handy island, saw none, and began paddling with my hands again as best I could.


    Ten minutes later I dropped down to visit Davey Jones’s locker for the second time. I was more or less becalmed in a trough between two swells and was trying to get up onto one knee to see if I could see where the hell I was by then in relation to the shore when a Japanese tidal wave or whatever the hell it was blindsided me and way up I went and then over again and in headfirst again. But this time I kept my eyes open, didn’t I, so I wouldn’t hit my aching head again when I came up. Which I certainly didn’t do, because when I fought my way back to the surface not only didn’t I hit my aching head again on the board, there was no board. The board had vanished. I dog-paddled around in a circle. The board had still vanished. I would have laughed, but I’d already ingested enough saltwater by then. I turned over on my back and floated for a moment. Up in the stratosphere a jet went by, leaving an arching vapor trail. Maybe it’s one of those reconnaissance babies that can take high-definition pictures of a dirty car license plate from fifty thousand feet, I mused. In which case, in a couple of days from now some desk jockey working for Air Force intelligence will be startled to see in the pile of photos in front of him the last shot ever taken of V. (for Victor) Daniel, just floating away while from time to time a wavelet washed over his enigmatic smile, one hand raised in a final (ironic?) farewell.


    Something nudged my feet. “Take me, great white shark,” I said. “I’m all yours.” Another nudge. I risked a quick peek. It was the surfboard, somehow, like a faithful hound, returned to seek its master.


    It was a kid who rescued me, about a half hour later and another few hundred yards farther out to sea. By then I had the shakes from the cold, my cheek was bleeding again, and I was flat-out exhausted from trying to paddle with my hands. The kid was in a dinky-looking skiff about six feet long with his girl, a six-pack of beer, and, hanging from the mast, one of those waterproof transistors they sell for those hepcats who have to have sounds even in the shower. It was the music I heard first; I didn’t know there was anyone within a mile of me as I was lying stretched out with my head on my bag flailing away and I hadn’t looked up for a while.


    Then the kid called out, “Hey, mister, you OK? You’re out a bit far.”


    “You’re telling me,” I managed to say, getting a last mouthful of saltwater as I did so. “Got room for one more? I would deeply appreciate a lift to somewhere solid.”


    “Sure, man, hop in,” the kid called over. He made a nifty turn, came up right beside me, the girl dropped the sail, and I clambered aboard best I could. Then the kid snaked a rope around the surfboard, made it tight, the girl hoisted sail, and off we went, towing the board behind us. The girl saw I was shivering and tossed me over a huge beach towel which I gratefully wrapped around myself, then she tossed a beer my way, then opened one for herself and the kid. It was a Coors Light, I noticed, not one of my favorites, but I had no trouble at all draining it in three long swallows.


    “So what happened, man?” the kid asked after a while. “The current catch ya? It’s pretty fierce here for a couple of miles, most surfers know that which is why you don’t see any around. Comin’ about,” he then said. The girl ducked; so did V. Daniel, just in time, and we came about, or turned, to you.


    “Stupid surfers you see around here,” I said. “Old, stupid, cold surfers.”


    “Dressed funny, too,” the girl said, taking in my yellow jogging outfit. “For surfing, that is.” She was dressed in a fetching black-and-white striped spandex one-piece, the kid in a pair of ragged and sun-bleached cut-offs. “Hi. I’m Chris. That’s Chris too, only for Christopher.”


    “V. Daniel,” I said. “V. for very, very grateful to you two.”


    “Lucky we didn’t go to Malibu with my folks, like we was gonna,” the girl said.


    “Like you was gonna,” the kid said, grinning. She made a face at him.


    We progressed at a good clip toward the shore, coming about from time to time. How pleasant to be sailing instead of paddling, I thought happily. What a brilliant invention, wind. Almost as brilliant as living instead of drowning. After my incomprehensible escape it is perhaps understandable that I was a little goofy with relief. “Danger past, God is forgotten,” someone once said. I dispute that. Someone else once said, “A life of danger moderates the dread of death.” I dispute that, too, Confucius.


    We were about a hundred yards from land when the kid asked me, “Anywheres special you want to get off, sir?”


    “Right there, son,” I said, pointing to the nearest stretch of beach, “would do me fine.”


    “You want it, you got it. Hang on.” I hung on. He came about one last time, then ran us right up onto the sand, from which I deducted that his boat had neither a keel nor a centerboard.


    “Never been so glad to see sand in my life,” I said, climbing out a touch shakily while Chris the girl pulled the surfboard in and then began untying my bag. I checked to see what time it was; both timepieces were still working, and both said it was one-thirty—I’d been out on that damn board almost two hours. Chris trotted over and handed me my bag. I unzipped it and was relieved to see no water had leaked in.


    Then Christopher said, “Well, it’s been fun, like, but we should shove off, if you’re OK now, sir.”


    “OK?” I said. “Kids, I’m over the moon. Hang on a sec.” I took off the Rolex and passed it to him. “A small, a miniscule gesture of my appreciation.” I rummaged around in the bag, came up with a memo pad and a felt-tip, wrote my name and phone number down, then passed that over. “In case you get any hassles from your folks, Chris, get one of them to call me and I’ll square it. As for you,” I said to Chris the girl, “you have just inherited this one-owner, low-sea mileage, surfboard, which I never want to see again in my life. Your protests availeth naught.” I shook hands with Christopher, kissed Chris in an avuncular fashion on one smooth, tanned, salty, cheek, hefted my bag, and headed off up Las Tunas Beach toward the nearest bar.


    As it happened, I did get a call from Christopher’s mom, at my office, two days later. I reassured her that the watch was indeed a gift, that her son and Chris had probably saved my life, and said that she could rightly think very highly of him. There was a pause, then she laughed, and then she said, “Well, more highly than I did last Saturday, when I found a tobacco tin full of pot and a full bottle of his father’s Black Label hidden in his closet.”


    “Kid stuff,” I scoffed, “and anyway, if he didn’t secretly want you to find them, he never would have hidden them there, it’s the first place a mom would look.” She laughed again, and in a roundabout way, inquired as to my occupation, viz., what did I do to get so rich I could give away Rollies and surfboards to teenage kids? I didn’t think I should bother mentioning it was easy, neither of them were mine, so I said instead something portentously enigmatic like, “You tell me the value of a secondhand watch plus a secondhand surfboard against that of a secondhand life,” which she no doubt thought was total hogwash but was charitable enough to accept.


    Anyway. On the far side of the boardwalk I found a dimly lit, sawdust-smelling estaminet called Peggy’s Pub, into which I gratefully hastened.


    “What ‘cha been doing, lofty, practicing drowning?” said the pretty barlady, taking in my generally water-logged appearance.


    “Forget the practicing,” I said. “Actually”—and here I adopted a sheepish look—“I fell into the kids’ wading pool, would you believe it?”


    “Not for a second,” she said. “You drinkin’?”


    “Soon as you finish pouring,” I said. While she was concocting me a large brandy and ginger ale, I ducked into the men’s room, changed into dry clothes, wrung out the wet, wrapped them in the newspaper, retrieved my wallet, wiped the trickle of blood off my cheek, went back out, climbed aboard a stool at the long, wooden bar, silently toasted the Fates, and down around the hidden bend that first, delicious, swallow went. It was closely followed by a second, then a third. Shortly thereafter, the drink itself was followed by a second, then a third, the third one being accompanied by an invention that rivals even that of the wind—a chili dog, heavy on the onions and the grease: I started to feel like the old Vic Daniel once again, and the old Vic Daniel had things to do, so he better start doing them. I had to do something about the Mercedes, of course, and I had to do something about getting me back to civilization, or if not civilization, I’d settle for Beverly Hills. So I asked the pretty barlady if she could recommend a good local garage.


    “Ask me a hard one,” she said, pouring out a banana daiquiri for a client with a flourish. The client didn’t have the flourish—but he did have a large badge that read, “I’m too young to be this old”—it was the pour that flourished. “He only works there, when he’s working,” she went on, pointing to a lanky type in overalls who was sitting in the corner behind a pitcher of beer. “Hey, Curly,” she called out. “Front and center!”


    Curly poured himself out another glass of beer, looked at it, took a sip, looked at it again, then got up and ambled slowly over.


    “Got a problem,” I said.


    “Who hasn’t?” he said morosely.


    “In fact, I got two of them.” I told him what they were.


    “Call them problems?” he said, with a forlorn look at the pretty barlady.


    “Now, Curly,” she said, “don’t start in on that again.” She took herself off to the jukebox with a handful of quarters. Curly watched her go, then sighed heavily, then turned back to me, scratching his abundant locks.


    “What I could do,” he said, “is phone Mel, he’s the boss, like, and he could radio the tow truck if it’s out on a call and get started on that end and then what I could do is run you into town if it’s OK with him.”


    “Great,” I said. “Thanks, Curly.”


    “Name’s Rex,” he said. “She’s the only one calls me that.” There ensured a long pause.


    Finally, I broke it by saying, “I forgot just what we were waiting for, Rex.”


    “Dunno what you’re waiting for,” he said, “but I’m waiting for a credit card number, which Mel’ll prob’ly want, I’m waiting to find out just what kinda shape your automobile is in, cause Mel’ll prob’ly want to know that, and I’m also waiting for us to agree on how much for the ride and does that include gas or not?”


    “Oh,” I said. Further conversation took place. Details were exchanged. A price was mutually agreed on. Rex shuffled off to call Mel. I finished my drink. The jukebox began playing that Loretta Lynn song about honky-tonk women. Another few weeks passed. Then, back came Rex.


    “OK. Let’s hit ‘er,” he said. “See ya, Debs.”


    “Sure, Curly,” Debs said brightly. “You too, Cousteau,” she said to pie. I followed Rex to the back door, out into the parking lot, then climbed up beside him into his beat-up old Dodge half-ton, then off we went.


    Forty minutes later, without another word being spoken, except for him asking me where I wanted to get out and me telling him Flora by Phineas, just off Rodeo Drive, I climbed back down, payed him his fifty ($50) bucks, added a fiver, thanked him, wished him well, and watched him head back the way we’d come.


    On the drive along the Santa Monica Freeway, then the 405—the San Diego—I’d once or twice come close to giving the poor lovelorn jerk a few helpful and brotherly words of advice and comfort.


    I couldn’t think of any. Unfortunately, all I know about the subject is what some know-it-all once penned—to ask advice about the rules of love is no better than to ask advice on the rules of total insanity. Which I would not dispute, goofy-footers.

  


  
    Chapter Nine


    


    


    So all I gotta do now is hang on and keep the faith,


    ‘Cause I know my drinkin’ buddy, my old amigo Samuel D...


    


    


    I found PHINEAS in the workroom, talking on the telephone and munching on a bagel topped with cream cheese. He blew a kiss my way and gestured that he’d be with me in a minute. I said hello to the girls, who were knee-deep in a forest of what looked like ferns to me, and subsided into a director’s chair that had Phineas’s name on it. As soon as he’d hung up, we both said, at the same time, “How’d it go?”


    “Tell you in a minute,” I said, “if I can use your phone first.”


    “Be my guest,” he said. “Nine for a line.” I punched button number nine, got a line, called the County Sheriff s office, and asked for the same deputy I’d phoned that long-ago and far-away morning from Phineas’s kitchen. Marvin Morrison, generally known as Marvelous Marv, was his name; being huge and black and ambitious his game. I needed someone from the County Sheriff s because the LAPD’s jurisdiction did not extend to places like Topanga Canyon and Las Tunas, which fell into the roughly three thousand square miles of territory the Sheriffs Department was responsible for.


    Marvelous Marv was in, for once. He was writing up a report, he told me.


    “A satisfactory report?” I asked him.


    “Highly, bro,” he said. “You were right, I probably have made history. I’ll give you the details sometime over a drink, I gotta get on with this. And may I add my heartfelt thanks?”


    “Any time,” I said. I blew him a kiss and rang off. Phineas arched his eyebrows at me meaningfully. The girls giggled. Then he took off the long green apron he was wearing.


    “I, moi, have an idea,” Phineas said to me. “I’ll drive you home and we can fill each other in on the way; that tickle your fancy?”


    “Highly, bro.”


    He led the way out the back door. We climbed into one of the delivery vans and off we went, but not before he’d donned, and then carefully adjusted, the regular driver’s cap which he’d found on the seat.


    As soon as he’d wheeled the van smartly into the traffic flow out on the main road, he said to me, “Age before beauty, so you go first.”


    “OK,” I said. “What I did was I made a mistake.”


    “What mistake?”


    “Underestimation, which is why what is left of your Mercedes is at this very moment being towed into Mel’s garage down Las Tunas way.” He winced. I told him how it had happened and said I’d naturally pick up the tab for any repair work, not without an inward wince myself as we were talking three new radials, two windshields, plus the towing charge, plus whatever other damage an irate cannon-toting big mouth might have inflicted. Luckily for me, Phineas rejected my valiant offer with a grandiose wave of one hand.


    “Phineas may be occasionally promiscuous, but he is never petty,” he said.


    “Good,” I said. “Because you is out one tennis racket and one surfboard as well.” And I told him how all that had happened. He whistled through his teeth and shot me a look.


    “Better you than me,” he said, swinging right onto Coldwater Canyon. “I’m beginning to take your point about the importance of speaking the same language as those two frightful icks.”


    “And how did your day go?” I asked him after a minute.


    “A lot quieter than yours,” he said. “My lawyer came by the house in his brand-new BMW at about ten-thirty and off we went downtown. We found the right courtroom, and waited. At about a quarter after twelve, our case was called by the clerk of the court. We were present. The cops were present. The prosecuting attorney, a rather attractive young lady in a Nile-green trouser suit, was present. The lawyer for the accused was present. Guess who were the only ones missing.”


    “I give up,” I said.


    “Judge D. Sharp, presiding, was not overly pleased. He allowed the accused’s attorney one hour to produce his clients. He did not do so. He unhappily had to confess to a total ignorance of their whereabouts. Judge D. Sharp, presiding, declared the accused’s bail forfeit, and then instructed the clerk of the court to instruct the appropriate police official of the accused’s lamentable behavior. As the appropriate police official was in court, the clerk did so immediately. Said police official promptly departed to regions unknown, and was never seen again, which will probably be the case with my favorite slobs.”


    “Au contraire, mon ami,” I said, as the Mercedes topped the hills separating Phineas’s side of town and mine and began its descent down into North Hollywood and Studio City. “Your favorite slobs are at this very moment, at this precise point in time, back in the slammer where they belong. And this time they will not get bail, even if anyone was foolish enough to want to post it for them.”


    “So that’s what the mysterious phone calls were all about,” he said, nodding. “The ‘satisfactory report,’ and all that.”


    “Why, Phineas,” I said, “there was nothing mysterious at all about them. All I did was call up an old pal, Marvelous Marv, a sheriffs deputy of my acquaintance, and told him that if he wanted to make the fastest collar in the history of law enforcement, as of course he did, because he’s been bucking for lieutenant for years now, all he had to do was be in such and such a place at such and such a time.


    “I said, if all went well, he would see a strange sight. Two of them, in fact; hopefully naked. And what he should do is, keep an eye on them until one o’clock or so. And what he should do then is, offer them a lift, forcibly or not.”


    “And I thought I was the sneaky type,” Phineas said. “Just goes to show.”


    “And then,” I went on, “if all went well, he would be able to make the fastest arrest in history because what your police official did immediately on leaving the court was to put out an APB, meaning an all points bulletin, on Phil and Ted, meaning all cars be on the lookout for and arrest instantly. Which Marv and his partner would have no trouble doing the second the APB came over their police radio, as Phil and Ted would be in their back seat at the time, and, knowing Marv, completely disarmed, trussed, bound, gagged, and handcuffed to the roof. And thus is history made.”


    “Sneaky and devious,” he said, turning smoothly onto Magnolia. I gave him directions from there and a few minutes later he pulled up in a small parking area in front of my office. I thanked him kindly for the lift and got out. He grinned at me, and tilted his cap down over one eye.


    “It’s moi who owes the thanks,” he said. I gave him a grandiose wave for a change.


    “I’ll get on to Derrone, too,” I said, “about where to send the dozen Angel Faces, remember? Also I’ll track down the address of Mel’s Garage and get that to him too.”


    “Jolly decent of you, old chap,” he said. “Now I simply must fly. Drop around sometime when you’re in the neighborhood.”


    “Likewise,” I said. He gave me a mock salute, and took off. Now, I know as well as you do that one often says things like that, especially in Hollywood. “Let’s do lunch next week,” you say, or “I’ll have my secretary give your secretary a call and set something up,” or “Let’s keep in touch, y’hear?” And of course you never ever see the person again, nor do you intend to. But I did see Phineas again, because he liked a long, cool one after work—and occasionally instead of work—as much as I did. I even took him shooting once, up in the badlands north of the city; he reciprocated, if that’s the right word—paid me back is more accurate— by taking me horseback riding. Frankly, I’ll stick to surfing without a paddle, thanks. ‘Course, I saw him the following week, too, but we’ll get to that.


    I opened up the office, picked the mail off the carpet, dumped it on the desk, retrieved the phone from the large safe in the small washroom out back where it and everything else of any value whatsoever lived when I was out of the office, and took care of the remaining details re Flora by Phineas. Mel’s Garage was in the phone book, so that was easy, so was my calling Phineas’s receptionist with its address and that of my beloved. On the card to be enclosed with the roses I requested there be simply written, “From a mystery admirer.” That should stump her for a while, all right. P.S.: Being no piker, ol’ Phineas sent her two dozen roses, not one, then did the same thing at Christmas. Know what he sent me for Christmas? Nothing, not even a cheap card. But he did send King a six-foot tree, a ficus, according to the label (fig to you), which still adorns my office. Class, I call it—I may not have it but I can spot it every time.


    OK. That was done. Then I leafed through the mail. The only item of interest it contained was a note scribbled in pencil on the outside of a used, dirty envelope, from Injun Joe—unless you consider a flier announcing the opening of a new ultra-rapid car wash in the vicinity an item of interest, which I do not.


    Injun Joe must have talked to his erstwhile lady friend, because the note read, “Come by. Will come by again Tues. aft,” which was then, which was fine by me; the sooner the better, in fact. I unlocked my desk and dug around until I came up with the list of things to do in the matter of V. D. vs. P.C.A.C. Co. “Injun Joe”—that was done, or soon to be so, anyway. “Father Romero”—that was done. “Historian slash museum curator”—that was done, too. “Snips”—done. “Artifact”—hopefully in the smooth, Jergens-lotioned hands of my favorite blonde by far. I then made out a new, revised list, as follows:


    


    V.D. vs. P.C.A.C. Co.


    To do:


    Retrieve artifact.


    Snip fence.


    Inter artifact. Disinter & authenticate.


    Enlist Injun Joe.


    Purchase suitable garb for same.


    Set up P.C. for eve in near future.


    


    To contact for P.C. (by telephone):


    Reporter(s).


    Mel (the Swell).


    Benny (the Boy).


    Evonne Louise Shirley.


    Marvelous Marv.


    S. (Saphead) Silvetti.


    Father Romero.


    Elroy.


    Local do-gooder?


    (By registered letter): Representative of P.C.A.C. Co.


    


    To do for/by date of Press Conference:


    Borrow 6 chairs from Nus next door.


    Refreshments? Cocktail weenies?


    


    Let’s see... say I picked up the stag-foot rattle, or whatever the dickens it was, from Evonne that night, and, much later, snuck out of her warm ‘n’ cozy cuddles long enough to do the dirty deed with it, then she could get it back to Taffy Chandler on Wednesday. Say one day for him to muck about authenticating and such, then I get it back Friday with the necessary paperwork. But then it’s got to be dropped off at Mel’s for him to look over, and then he has to do his paperwork, and then back it all comes to me. Now, if I were the owner of the Pussycat Co., and some weirdo phoned me up and invited me to a meeting of parties interested in preventing the expansion of my empire, would I attend, or say a naughty word, then hang up? Who knows? But I would assuredly attend if I’d already been served with a restraining order of some kind, or at least had been notified that such an order was being applied for, and why. Which was a nuisance, is what it was, because it meant even more time elapsing before I could hold the muster.


    Let’s see... even if I got the stuff to Mel Friday sometime, maybe he’d want the weekend off; he is more or less normal, despite his profession. So that brings us up to Monday or Tuesday next week already and then there’s the copying and mailing... how long does a registered letter take to get across town? Again, who knows? Hell. It looked like the earliest I could get moving would be like a week Friday. Drat.


    Right then my machinations were interrupted by the ringing of my phone, and, simultaneously, a sort of scratching noise coming from the door. It was Injun Joe at the door; I beckoned him to enter. It was King on the phone. He panted for a bit, then Evonne’s voice said, “Hi, sweetie. That was King.”


    “What does he want?”


    “Just saying hello, like me.”


    “Darn nice of you both,” I said. Joe was hovering uncertainly just inside the door, so I pointed to the spare chair across the desk from me and told him, “Sit. Stay.” He sat.


    “Oh,” she said. “I nearly forgot. You know that bone thing John gave me to give to you? King ate it.”


    “Ha ha,” I said. “Talking about eating, want to cook supper tonight for a veritable dreamboat?”


    “Sure,” she said promptly. “Know one?” We settled on sevenish, at her place, and rang off.


    “That was my dog,” I said to Joe. “He says hello.”


    “Oh yeah?” he said, giving himself a good scratch under one arm. “How do he dial, chief?”


    “He gets a friend to do it for him,” I said.


    “Oh, yeah?” he said. “And how do he dial?”


    “A person friend,” I said. “Not a dog friend.”


    “Oh,” he said, nodding. “Now I’m wit’cha. So what’s up, chief? I got word you was looking for me.”


    “That I was, Joe,” I said. “Listen, want to make some money and have a few laughs at the same time?”


    “Chief, who don’t,” he said. “Doin’ what?”


    I told him what. During the recital he grinned twice, picked something out of his hair once, and once he took a stone out of a pocket, looked at it, then put it away again.


    When I was done, he said, “Yeah, but doing what in particular? Like, as far as I’m concerned with.”


    “Joe, all you have to do is sit there looking like an Indian,” I said. “Noble. Impassive. Serene.”


    “Sit where?” he said.


    “Right there,” I said. “Right where you are sitting now.”


    “Oh,” he said. “Do I gotta say anything?”


    “No,” I said. “You do not gotta. You gotta mouthpiece who will do all the talking for you.”


    “Oh,” he said. “What about noises?”


    “What kind of noises?”


    “You know”, he said. “Indian noises. Like grunts and things. Like they do in the movies. Uuuungh!” he grunted. “Keemumbe!”


    “Joe,” I said, “forget the noises. Just sit there and get rich. Well, richer, anyway.”


    “An’ look like an Indian,” he said. “How’m I gonna do that, chief?” Here he looked at me suspiciously. “I don’t gotta sit there naked, do I, all painted red?”


    “No, Joe,” I said. “You gotta sit there in brand-new Levi’s with a Levi jacket and maybe a belt with a fancy buckle and maybe a leather headband or something or maybe even a new Stetson hat.”


    “Oh,” he said. “I got ‘cha.” There was a pause. Then he said, “How about a pair of new boots? I sure could use ‘em.”


    “No,” I said firmly. “Indians wear moccasins, anyway, everyone knows that.”


    “Oh,” he said. “OK, then, moccasins it is, chief.” He looked innocently across at me.


    “Now what, you chiseler?” I said with a sigh. “You want a tepee too? How about a couple of pinto ponies while you’re at it?”


    “Ah, come on, chief,” he mumbled. “I was just thinkin’ maybe a shirt is all.”


    “One shirt,” I said. “And that’s it.” He looked at me for a minute, then gazed out of the front window, then lifted one filthy bare foot out of its unlaced boot and looked at it for a while. I took a brief look at it myself, then wished I hadn’t. “And no socks, either, for God’s sake,” I said. “Whoever heard of a Mohawk wearing anklets.” He sheepishly put his foot away again. “But clean,” I said, “is another story. You will have to be clean and a hasty dip in the river will not do, my redskin brother. We’re talking hot water here, we are talking a nice long bath at your lady friend’s, maybe, we’re talking soap and shampoo, kemo sabe.”


    “Aw, Jeez,” he mumbled unhappily.


    He left a few minutes later, with ten of my hard-earned dollars in his pocket as a down payment, after solemnly promising to check back with me Monday or Tuesday afternoon in the week to come. All right. That was done. What next?


    I called Benny the Boy to see if he’d be available for next week. He was out but he’d get back to me, his machine said. I called Mel the Swell. His machine told me he was in San Diego until Friday morning. I called Elroy, my office landlord, who was also a friend and also a budding mogul in local real estate. He was out jogging, his machine told me. Elroy was the only guy I ever met who could jog and roll a joint at the same time. So I called up Sara the Stupe Silvetti. She was in, her mother said, and she’d get her if I hung on. I hung on. Finally I heard her dulcet tones in my ear.


    “Yeah?” she barked.


    “Good afternoon, you sweet child you,” I said suavely. ‘Tis I, the private eye, calling thee, the public nuisance, once again to inject color, life, and adventure into your dreary days.”


    “What makes my days dreary,” she said, “is bald old farts like you pestering me all the time when I’m tryin’ to get some work done.”


    “Work,” I scoffed. “You call looking up rhymes for words like yecch and gross and uppers work? Listen, kid, you want to do a real job of work for a change, one that involves imagination, acting ability, guts, toil, and buried treasure, well, ol’ V. D.’s got something coming up next week that could be a real fun time for you.”


    “Yeah, pops, I bet,” she said. “How about a real lucrative time, forget the fun.”


    “Oh, gee, that’s right,” I said. “You’re not into fun anymore, I forgot, and I deeply apologize. Still dressing like a man?”


    “None of your business,” she said. “So what if I am?”


    “Nothing, dear, nothing,” I said. “It’s just that I’ve got a bunch of old clothes I was going to give to the Salvation Army, but I thought you might be able to use them.”


    “Who wants old Hawaiian shirts?” she said. “Not even the Salvation Army, I bet.” And that’s how little she knows, I thought to myself. Where did she think I got my precious collection from in the first place, Pierre Cardin of Honolulu? Anyway, after a few more insults had been exchanged, she grudgingly admitted that she might be able to find a few spare moments later in the week to at least drop by and hear what the action was, and how much was in it for her, S. Silvetti.


    “Anytime,” I said warmly. “You know the latchkey is always out for distinguished poetesses chez moi, cherie. It’s even out for you.” At which she blew me a loud, long raspberry, then hung up. What a twerp. Whatever happened to respecting one’s elders and wisers? I always respected my elders and wisers, on those rare occurrences that I stumbled over one. And as for her childish pretense of noninterest every time I offered her some fascinating chore to do for big bucks, well, that wasn’t hard to figure out, she did it just to irritate the shit out of me, she should be so lucky.


    However, exactly what she did get out of working for me, as she always wound up doing, was another question, because, to be honest, the bucks were never really that big, except for once when the little airhead practically blackmailed it out of me. Maybe I’d ask her sometime. Evonne thought it had something to do with her being an orphan and having been brought up by foster parents, which manifested itself in a need to strive, if only in a small occasional way, for a trace more stability and fairness in the world. I figured it was much more likely the noodlehead went on capers with me because anything was more fun than watching raindrops slide down dirty windowpanes and rhyming zucchini with Puccini, which is about all poets ever did as far as I could see. Fairness and stability—in this world? Don’t make me bust a gusset.


    Which is exactly what I would have done, if I’d been wearing one, when I arrived home a little later and heard the good news from Feeb. This time she didn’t let me escape up the stairs, but escorted me firmly into her living room, sat me down in the recliner, poured me out a glass of milk, put out some Oreo cookies on a plate, patted her (orange this month) hair nervously, then said, “Victor, dear, you remember my sister Marge?”


    “I do,” I said, munching away. “She came down for your birthday— would it be two years ago now? Afterwards, you and Mom took her to a hockey game, if I remember correctly.”


    ‘‘That’s right, dear,” she said. “Have another cookie, Victor,”


    “I’m already eating one, Feeb,” Victor said. “Now come on, darling, out with it. Whatever it is, it can’t be the end of the world.” I had a thought. “You’re not sick, are you, honey?”


    “Nothing like that, thank goodness,” she said. She took a deep breath. “The thing is, Marge’s been after me to move in with her ever since her Charley died, she’s got the cutest little bungalow just outside San Mateo.”


    “That’s nice,” I said, as chill fingers began inching up the back of my neck. “No steps to climb.”


    “And now your mother’s gone,” Feeb said, “my goodness, it’s almost two years already.”


    “Two years this Christmas,” I said. “I get it, Feeb. Don’t worry about me. You’re lonely here and so is Marge up there, so you’re thinking of selling out down here and moving up there, it must be a good idea for you both.”


    “Well, dear,” she said, “I’m not so much thinking about it as I’ve done it. I got a good offer last week and I took it, just like that.” Here she looked a little guilty. “I guess I should have asked you first, dear, but you wouldn’t want to buy an old dump like this one, would you?”


    “Perish the thought,” I said. “Let alone the money. And who’d give me a mortgage, anyway? No, you did right, honey.” I leaned over and kissed her plump and powdered cheek; she looked relieved. “When’s moving day?”


    She said she had to give vacant possession by the end of September, which was about five weeks away, would that give me enough time? More than enough, I said. Maybe I might move in with Evonne, she said archly, while I was looking for a place of my own. Maybe indeed, honey, I said. I ate the last cookie, patted her gently on the coif, and went upstairs to my half of the house, although not for much longer, it sadly appeared out of the blue. Shit. That was all I needed. First my office was being inundated by pervert flashers and raincoated wankers, then I get tossed out of my own house, practically without warning, tossed out like yesterday’s newspaper into the howling blizzard, and with a puppy yet. Maybe we could do a blind act together on the street. Maybe we could team up with Injun Joe and sleep rough and take freezing baths in the aptly named Tijunga fucking Wash, sharing a sliver of rock-hard, yellow laundry soap that gave up its last sud years ago, if it ever had one to begin with.


    Shit.


    It was not a happy man who showered, shaved, shampooed, and blow-dried, and then changed into clean leisure wear.


    It was not a happy man who locked up, then clomped down the stairs and out to his Nash Metropolitan.


    Nor was it a happy man who drove back into Studio City toward his woman and his dog. I didn’t know how I was going to break the news to King. Come to think of it, I didn’t know how I was going to break the news to one Evonne Louise Shirley, either. Maybe I wouldn’t tell ‘em right away, I decided. We’d get drunk first. I’d never seen King drunk, I was quite looking forward to it. I just hoped he wouldn’t ask for some sissy drink, like a flute of white wine with a slice of cucumber in it.

  


  
    Chapter Ten


    


    


    I just know that lop-eared, bandy-legged son of a whiskey drinkin’ fool,


    I know my viejo compadre is gonna keep the faith with me.


    


    


    IT TURNED OUT to be a remarkably pleasant evening.


    Both beauty and beast were as glad to see me as I was delighted to be reunited with them, and, after a lengthy frolic in the backyard with King, the three of us adjourned happily to the kitchen to wine, dine, and giggle. I didn’t bother bringing up the subject of my soon-to-be-homeless state, why spoil the mood? Yes, a pleasant evening—right up until the moment I got arrested. But it was V. D., not the LAPD, who had the last laugh.


    It happened like this: Supper was over. So was a somewhat censored account of my recent activities. So was my interested examination of Taffy’s rattle, which turned out to be a dirty, old, hollowed-out, carved animal foot with a series of holes drilled in it where once, I conjectured, there dangled rattley bits from long-gone lengths of thong or suchlike. Evonne’s theory was that originally the end of the hoof had been blocked up with something after a handful of, say, gravel had been inserted, and thus the holes were there to let the sound out. King’s theory was that whatever our theories might be, as it was, after all, a bone, it belonged to him.


    Anyhow, Evonne and I were entwined on her old sofa watching TV when she propounded another theory—wouldn’t it be smarter for me to plant the hoof before we went to bed instead of my having to set the alarm and wake everyone (meaning her) in the middle of the night? As everything in my little mall was shut up tight by ten-thirty or so, why not do it shortly thereafter?


    “Why not indeed, my blossom,” I said, rubbing the back of her sweet neck the way she liked, eliciting a purr of pleasure in response. “By the way, may I borrow your gorgeous new trowel?”


    And so it came to pass that, shortly after eleven, I let King and myself into my office, turned on the desk light only, locked the front door again, and armed with long-handled snips, poked my head out the back door and cased the alley. All was quiet. Five feet to my right the new and highly objectionable fence commenced. Snip-ping! snip-ping! six times in all, up the side of the post, snip-ping! four times along the bottom. All was still quiet. I ducked back inside; King was still in his corner where he’d been told to stay. I had a thought. I took the time to open up the massive safe in the bathroom and stick the cutters in; the safe door I left ajar.


    Back outside I snuck. I peeled back the corner of the fence and wormed my way through—only snagging myself once—this time armed with hoof, trowel, and one well-chewed tennis ball.


    About five yards in, I squatted down, dug a hole, dirtied up the hoof, laid it in the hole, filled the hole up again, then imbedded King’s ball halfway into the loose dirt on top. I took the umpteenth look around— still all quiet but for the traffic passing out the street.


    Then it was back out through the fence and back inside, where I stashed the trowel, closed the safe, then called my dog, once, softly. He came bounding toward me, more than ready for his first night game. He followed me eagerly through the hole in the fence. I then pretended to throw his ball, and whispered, “King! Fetch!”


    He fetched. It took him all of five seconds to sniff it out and dig it up, then he brought it back to me proudly and dropped it at my feet. What a good boy. I then hunkered my way over to the hole and dug up the hoof, with some help from the dog. As I was hefting it in one hand, I was suddenly hit by a blinding spotlight. A voice through a bullhorn told me in no uncertain terms to hold it right there, mac, I was under arrest. I held it right there. King started barking excitedly. I told him to hold it right there, too.


    A minute later a voice not coming through a bullhorn said, “OK, come on out, but slow.” I climbed out slowly, keeping hold of King’s collar, then straightened up slowly, the spotlight shifting to cover me.


    “Good evening, officer,” I said. “My name is Victor Daniel and I can explain everything.”


    “Patrolman O’Connor,” the cop said. “And I’ve heard that before. Turn around, please.” I turned around. He gave both my pockets and the small of my back a brief pat while King wagged his tail interestedly. Then he called to his buddy in the patrol car, “OK, shut ‘er off, Don.” Don cut the light; the cop who had frisked me holstered his weapon a touch reluctantly, I thought. “What ‘cha got there?” he then inquired. “I dunno,” I said. “A bit of old bone my dog dug up.”


    “Oh yeah?” he said. “So what were you doing in there, anyway, besides trespassing?”


    “It’s like this, sir,” I said. “My office is right here, right next door. I stopped by on my way home to pick up a few papers I’d forgotten, then the dog wanted out, so I took him out back here and darned if I didn’t see someone had cut a hole in this brand-new cyclone fence. Must have been one of the winos who used to hang out here, I figured, who got cheesed off he couldn’t use the lot anymore. Anyway, King was through the hole before I could stop him; darned if he wasn’t looking for that old tennis ball of his.”


    “Oh yeah?” the cop said, rapidly becoming bored with the whole affair, I was glad to see.


    “Then he started digging away,” I said, “and he wouldn’t come when I called, so I had to climb in, tearing my new sweater, by the way, and go chasing that damn mutt. Jeez, my girl will kill me when she sees this sleeve.”


    The cop looked at me, then at King, then said, “Mind if I have a quick look inside?”


    “Why, not at all, officer,” I said. I held the door open for him, then shooed King in, then went in myself. The cop took a rapid look at the tiny kitchenette, poked his head in the equally small bathroom, then strolled into the office section and gave it a speedy once-over. What was there to see, after all? It was just an office. By the time he’d turned back to me, I had discreetly deposited the hoof in the kitchen sink.


    “What kind of work did you say you did, Mr. Daniel?” he then asked me idly.


    I looked shame-faced. “Don’t hold it against me,” I said, “but I’m a private investigator.” The cop guffawed loudly. “Listen, officer, whatever you do, please don’t tell ol’ Lou, your desk sarge up at the station, that you caught me chasing my dog on private property, he’ll have a heart attack laughing.”


    The cop laughed again, then said, “You know Lou? Wouldn’t think of it, pal.” Then he said, “Tell you what. You got a bit of wire, what you do is rig that fence shut best you can, and we’ll forget about it.”


    I thanked him profusely, and ushered him out. Then I dug up a bit of wire, and refastened the fence as best I could. Then I laughed, if somewhat ruefully. The bad news was it was too late to go back to Evonne’s gentle caresses. The good news was I now had not only a witness to King’s discovery, but a cop witness, beggora.


    I collected hoof and dog, and went home. And, alone on my hermit’s cot—except for one canine—I tossed and turned restlessly for a full moment before falling asleep.


    


    Pieces and bits.


    Bits and pieces.


    Tattered fragments unconnected to the great puzzle.


    Broken shards strewn hither and yon on the outskirts of a once-great city.


    These, amigos míos, are what my life consists of, much like Injun Joe’s wardrobe. Yes, I know I’ve said that before, but it doesn’t make it any the less true. And many of the bits are dull and many of the pieces boring or trivial or both. I usually don’t bother narrating the dull bits, because they’re dull, but just for once, to give you some idea how I pass the time when I’m not hobnobbing with rock stars or being shot at— and, mercifully, both of those occur rarely—here are a few examples:


    Wednesday morning: After dropping off the hoof at school, I stood in a door watching nothing happen. Wednesday afternoon, 2:00—5:30:1 sat in a car watching nothing happen. Most of Thursday: Twenty-one people did not recognize the young girl in the overexposed photo I was showing them. Rest of Thursday: I delivered four summonses to four different people without once having to be sneaky, devious, or even clever; all I had to do was ring the bell and hand ‘em over. All these chores were for Mel the Swell, by the way. Penultimate examples: Friday morning I spent two hours filling in and getting notarized and sending off the account of a traffic accident I’d not only witnessed recently but had been foolish enough to say so to the innocent party involved, a pretty young thing, as it happened, who’d reminded me ever so slightly of June Allyson.


    Ultimate example, and the dullest of them all: Friday noon, bought new pair of reading glasses because the pair I had just totally vanished somehow. How do things do that? How can they be there on your head one minute and be instantaneously transported into another dimension the next?


    Saturday afternoon, things started livening up a trifle. I was in the office applying a few artistic touches to the bill for services rendered I was drawing up for Mel when Jerry, of Tom ‘n’Jerry, called to say they were off to Tex’s studio to cut a couple of demos and did I want to come along? I said, sure, man, it would give me a chance to look around and also to bring them up-to-date.


    The boys pulled up about a half an hour later in their rented Fair-lane, and gave me a toot on the horn. I collected the folder that contained all the accounts and contracts and such-like that Tex had loaned me, then collected the dog, then off we went to Norwalk. To get to Norwalk from me what you do is pick up the Hollywood Freeway just south of me, take it through Hollywood until it becomes the Santa Ana, and follow that southeastward through Maywood, Commerce, and Bell Gardens, and there you are. If you had a car full of screaming, overweight kids or were just plain mentally impaired, you could continue on to Knotts Berry Farm, or, even worse, Disneyland.


    Tom, who was driving, wheeled us smartly off the freeway at Bloomfield, turned along Alondra Boulevard, and then immediately turned into, and then parked in, a short, no-name, dead-end alley right in front of the studio, according to the large sign over the front door that said “Western Music, Inc.”


    On the drive, I’d given the boys the details of my encounter with Dick and Annie Distler which, in sum, was that I thought they both were terrific and they both had nothing but praises to sing about Tex’s business ethics. In other words, all was kosher so far, as I’d said in the message I’d left for them a few days ago. They did not seem inordinately pleased with the news. I wondered briefly if they really wanted to go through all the hassles of getting together again, what with all the work and uncertainty involved—would I? Merely to be on top of it all again, to have money rolling in, stretch limos at my beck and call, wall-to-wall gorgeous groupies cluttering up my penthouse, and Johnny Carson holding on the other line? Music lovers, I’ll leave that one to you.


    While the boys unpacked their three guitars from the trunk, King lubricated the side of a nearby garbage can, and I stretched. Then Tom produced a key to the studio, opened up, and in we filed. He turned off the alarm system first, then switched some lights on. As everyone these days knows what a recording studio looks like, I will describe Jonesy’s but briefly: Inside the front door was a small, carpeted receptionist’s area with an unoccupied metal desk and a couple of occasional chairs. Through an archway beside the desk there was a much larger rec room, or rumpus room, or turning on room, call it what you will, complete with pinball machine, pool table, a space invader game, a Coke dispenser, and assorted other conveniences thoughtfully provided by the management in a hopeful attempt to so divert visiting bands and their pals and their gals and their roadies that they might actually refrain from tearing the place apart for once.


    A heavy, soundproof door with a light above it led into the control room, of which the mighty thirty-six-track board, it being itself about the size of a pool table, occupied about half the available floor space. The rest was taken up by large reel-to-reel machines that did the actual recording, plus a couple of leather settees for the kibbitzers. On the far side of the board, soundproof glass, giving a view into the actual recording studio itself. Another huge, counterweighted and padded door gave access into this inner sanctum, into which Jerry promptly went, while Tom began activating the board.


    “Nice of old Jonesy to give you guys the run of the place,” I said. “Umm,” Tom said. “We’re like two kids in a sweetshop, we are. I myself figure he’s a frustrated muso, he’s always hanging around. You’ll see, he’ll be by later just to see what us geniuses are up to. Oh no he won’t, I tell a lie, Saturdays he and his missus always pop in about noon, then he takes her for a picnic in the country.”


    “Like, exactly what are you genuises up to, man?”


    “We are laying down one last guitar track, man,” he said. “Then, man, like, we is laying down some vocals.”


    “Sounds cool to me, baby,” I said. “Can I help?”


    “Do you know harmony?”


    “Maybe,” I said. “Hum me the first few bars just in case.”


    He shook his head dolefully and went over to switch the reel-to-reel


    on.


    “What I could do,” I said, “is have a look around.”


    “Now there’s an idea,” Tom said. He tossed me his key ring. “The little key is for the secretary’s bottom drawer. In there are the keys to everything else.”


    “Ta ta for now,” I said. As I was withdrawing, Tom was saying into the small microphone that stuck up from the middle of the board something about him wanting a level, please, mate. I didn’t even bother hanging around to find out what the heck he was going to do with a level, of all things—maybe check and see if one of the records was warped.


    I collected the keys, and King, and had a good look around all that there was to look around. One of the two doors in the rec room that wasn’t padded and soundproof led to a bathroom; I looked around that. The other led down a short corridor to the shipping room, and I looked around that. As far as I could tell, it looked exactly like a shipping room—there were shelves of singles, albums, tapes, and compact discs all piled up neatly and labeled, there were large rolls of brown wrapping paper and a lot of sticky tape and stacks of stick-on labels for parcels and one small desk with an “In” and “Out” tray and a covered-up typewriter and a stamp machine and a spike and, among other office staples, a thick, leather-bound ledger, into which I peeked.


    Inside, as one might well have expected, was a daily record of what orders were received, how, at what time, and from whom, with a note of which orders had been prepaid, and the sums involved, and the means of payment. Facing these entries was a record of when the orders were filled, how delivery was made and the costs thereof, total amount due from each account, when the account was due, and so on and so on. I must say it all seemed boringly normal to me. Not that I expected anything else, but if you divide my hourly rate into $2,000 you come up with a certain number of hours and in good conscience I had to put those hours in doing something, after all.


    I looked around for something else to look at. I looked at a small worktable in the corner. It had a vise clamped to it and tools neatly affixed to a sheet of pegboard above it, and a couple of oil tins under it. I looked at a coatrack beside it, and took note of one pr. heavy gloves, one imitation leather jacket, one (cracked) crash helmet, and one dirty scarf. The clues were mounting up fast. Stepping over a small portable metal ramp, I unlocked, and then slid open the back door, then poked my head out. A sign beside the aluminum door read, “Continual Deliveries—Do Not Block Or You Will Be Towed Away. City Bylaw 1227.” So I locked up again, told King that the alarm system seemed satisfactory to me, and that was it. Aside from replacing the keys, which I did, and putting the folder with all Tex’s papers on the secretary’s desk, which I did, along with a short note saying, “For Tex, from V. D. Thanks Ever So,” what else was there to do? I could only think of one other remote possibility, so, as the phone on the secretary’s desk hummed back at me when I picked it up to check, I called my brother Tony’s place of work, which was in the basement of the LAPD Records building in downtown LA, not that far from Mel’s, actually. It was not, however, my kid brother Anthony with whom I wished to parlez-vous. It rarely was, alas. Or maybe not alas, quien sabe.


    Who I did wish to speak to was Tony’s boss Sneezy, who worked a computer terminal across the room from him. Sneezy always reminded me of that archfoe of Bugs Bunny, the little guy with the red hair and red mustache who was invariably boiling with rage. Sneezy had an incurable malady, which was lucky as far as I was concerned, because it kept him broke. In case some of you cannot divine from such slim evidence what his malady was—because, true, he might well be an inveterate follower of the sport of kings, for example, which would certainly keep one broke—Sneezy’s malady came wrapped in silks, furs, and gossamer, which left after their passing lingering traces of expensive fragrances, often had French names, and sometimes had limbs so breath-takingly long and shapely they could reduce the strongest man to jelly. Even Samson. Even Samson after he couldn’t see anymore, I forget just why. I think it had something to do with the Gaza strip, which was the first time he saw Delilah with no veils on.


    Sneezy kept marrying them, too; he’d been wed at least as often as Mickey Rooney. Come to think of it, he was about the same size... remind me to write a slim monograph some time on the number of times shrimps get married compared with steady, loyal, devoted guys over, say, at random, six foot six. Anyway, the switchboard put me through to him, and he growled, “Records,” at me.


    “Hi, Sneezy!” I said brightly. “It’s me again. Riddle me this—what is green, about two and a half by six inches in size, and has a picture of Ulysses S. Grant on it?”


    “You riddle me this, Daniel,” he said. “What’s the same size but it’s got a picture of Benjamin Franklin flying a kite on it?”


    “One hundred bucks U.S.,” I said. “That’s a bit steep, isn’t it, pal? You don’t even know what I want yet.”


    “As for part one,” he said, “so ask someone else, then. As for part two, I do know what you want, it’s what you always want.”


    “OK, OK,” I said. “You got it.” What the hell—it wasn’t as if it was my money I was spending. “The name’s L. R. Jones. Possible AKAs, Tex and Jonesy.”


    “The initials,” he said, “standing for what?”


    “Hang on,” I opened up the folder and on one of the contracts found out. “L for Leonard, R for Richard,” I told him. I gave him Tex’s home and business addresses.


    “Hang on,” he said. A minute later he said, “The national’s out, I’ll get back to you, where are you?” I told him what number I was at, and hung up.


    I twiddled my thumbs. Then I poked my head into the control room to see what was goin’ down in there. Tom immediately told me to shush up, then told his partner, who was standing in front of a floor mike, earphones on, in one of the recording cubicles, to take it again and watch his pitch, please. Jerry made a well-known, one-fingered gesture in our direction. Tom rewound the master, then sat at the board again, then pointed one finger at Jerry. Guitar music began. Quite pretty, too, if you like that sort of thing. Then Jerry began singing something about being in Mozambique after the war and finding this teahouse on the shore that had a picture of a faded movie queen torn from the pages of some ancient magazine on the wall.


    When I tiptoed out he was warbling something about a parrot. Boy, I thought, could those powder puffs use a lyric with a little balls to it. A few minutes later Sneezy phoned back.


    “Zilch,” he said, “on your client statewise.”


    “I am unsurprised,” I said.


    “Zilch,” he said, “on your client countrywise.”


    “And, no doubt zilch on my client Interpolwise, which probably isn’t worth the trouble,” I said. “Thanks anyway, Sneezy. Your money is in the mail.”


    “Don’t make me laugh, Daniel,” he said. “I laughed already once today.”


    “No! Well, I do declare! I bet it was when you heard your dream girl, Miss Zsa Zsa Gabor, got arrested for socking some poor defenseless six-foot traffic cop.”


    “No,” he said. “As a matter of fact, it wasn’t. It had nothing to do with Miss Gabor. My second wife just got divorced from her third husband after four weeks of married bliss.”


    “I fail to see anything remotely amusing in that,” I said. “Tragic, I’d call it.”


    “Easy to see you never been married, Daniel,” he said. “Oh yeah. Talking about wives and other unnatural disasters, your client’s got one. And guess what she’s got?”


    “A record as long as a Carpenters album?” I suggested hopefully. “One cross-ref,” he said. “It’s a new function we just got working properly. It picks up similarities in MOs; repetitions of AKAs, addresses, CLs, you name it.”


    “Sounds good,” I said. “Congratulations. And what, may I ask, not wanting to take up too much of your expensive time, is Mrs. Jonesy cross-referenced for, or is it under?”


    “Witness to a fatality,” he said. “Interested?”


    “Mildly,” I admitted. “Seeing how much I’m paying for it, you might as well send me a printout of all you got on it one of these days, if you please. Tony knows my address, if he’ll give it to you.”


    “Will do,” he said. “But don’t hold your breath.” He hung up. So did I.


    Witness to a fatality, I thought. Which could mean she saw an old lady slip on a kiwi peel in Farmers’ Market and give up the ghost under an aubergine stall, which wouldn’t be all that helpful as far as Tom ‘n’ Jerry’s plight was concerned. Still, better than nothing, as far as me and my conscience was concerned.


    I went back inside. Jerry was still singing about that parrot. “A sleeping parrot, dreaming parrot dreams...”


    I, V. D., do not believe parrots really do dream. I know dogs do, because I’ve seen King grinning and wagging his tail while he dreamed of cat McNuggets and feline-flavored Friskies. But parrots—what’s the first thing a parrot would do after waking up from a dream? Bore you stiff telling you about it, like all dreamers do. And as there is not one recorded and properly attested case of a parrot ever describing its dreams, I say to you, members of the jury, parrots, therefore, do not dream.

  


  
    Chapter Eleven


    


    


    See, I was makin' this quiet little run from Tampa through Nogales;


    I was supposed to meet a Mexican gent in a field near Monterrey.


    


    


    IT wasn’t until the following Tuesday that events really began picking up in pace. The only thing that enlivened the days leading up to Tuesday was one moment of searing ecstasy Sunday night when Evonne Louise Shirley and I finally—but that’s another story, and how.


    I was sitting in my office after lunch sucking on a clear mint when the telephone rang and my caller turned out to be not only an official of the Pussycat Co., but one of its two owner/managers, a Mr. Saul Gall by name. Or so he introduced himself. I introduced myself as V. Daniel. Mr. Gall wanted to know if I was in any way responsible for the imaginative flight of fancy he was holding.


    “I am, sir, in a small way responsible,” I told him, “if, indeed, what you are referring to is an absolutely legal temporary restraining order for a cessation of any and all construction work on a certain vacant lot. Which, as it happens, sir, is not so far from my modest place of work.”


    “No, not far at all,” Mr. Gall said, “seeing as it’s right next door, according to your address.”


    From which you will have gathered that despite the lack of thrills and chills throughout the long weekend—with the one exception already mentioned—progress has been made in V.D. vs. P.C. Chores had been undertaken, errands run, deliveries made. All the remaining steps previously outlined had been successfully managed—getting the papers from Taffy to Evonne to me to Mel to a civil court judge then back to me with the newly inked court order, copies of which, along with one final addition from me, were then duly sent winging on their registered and express-delivered way to Mr. Saul Gall.


    The last enclosure from me was merely the invitation to the upcoming press conference, to wit:


    


    To All Concerned Citizens and Parents of North Hollywood:


    Your presence is requested this Friday evening at six p.m., at the above address (mine) to discuss, hopefully with the putative developers or a representative thereof, the proposed construction of an adult movie house on the terrain, now vacant, that occupies the southwest corner of the intersection of Orange and Victory Boulevards. Present will be members of the press, clergy, law enforcement agencies, local citizens’ committees, the legal profession, and, particularly importantly, a member of the California Historical Society. Two representatives from the nearby Wade Dean High School will also be in attendance.


    Thank you.


    And remember, as William Jennings Bryan so aptly put it:


    “The humblest citizen... when clad in the armor of a righteous cause, is stronger than all the hosts of error.”


    


    “So what’s going down, Daniel?” Mr. Gall said then. “I mean, I can read, and what I can read is, quote ‘desecration of a religious site, edifice and/or other properties,’ neatly typed in under ‘Grounds for the application,’ but what does that mean?”


    “All will be revealed at the press conference,” I said. “I hope you got our invitation.”


    “Yeah, I got it,” he said. “Don’t worry, the hosts of error will be there, in force.” With which he slammed down the receiver. Well! I declared. Gall by name, gall by nature, King. The dog got up, came around to my side of the desk, got the pat he was looking for, then lay down again and gave his tennis ball a good chew. I got out my address book and got busy on the phone; now that I had Mr. Saul Gall definitely lined up, it was time to line up the rest of the participants, which proved simplicity itself in some cases, and not so simple in others.


    The local weekly, the City Citizen, in which I occasionally took out a modest ad, promised to send one of their keenest cubs. Mel said he’d be there, with bells on. So did my landlord, Elroy. Marv was out chasing evildoers, but I left a message as to where and when and why, and, as he owed me a favor, I figured he’d show too. Taffy Chandler said he couldn’t wait, frankly. Evonne Louise Shirley had already been forewarned to keep Friday evening free, just in case. A quick call to Father Romero, and he was in; he promised to bring along a spare dicky, too. Then I got on to Benny the Boy, after calling three different numbers, which was about par for tracking him down; I finally got him at the manager’s apartment in one of the buildings he owned in Anaheim. Owned not in his own name, needless to say. Owned by a company registered in the Cayman Islands, also needless to say. Remind me to tell you sometime about the advantages of having real estate in the U.S. owned by some offshore company, friends; your beady, bloodshot eyes will pop in jealous dismay, as mine did when Benny told me when I was in the hospital one time. I forget what for, but it sure wasn’t the mumps.


    So I asked Benny how he was. He said he was OK, how was I? I said


    I was OK, how was his girl? He said she was OK, how was my dog? I said he was OK, so was Evonne, so was Sara, and so was everyone else I knew in the world, and asked him what size dicky he wore.


    He had to admit he did not know, as he did not know what a dicky was. I said I hoped a dicky was that fake shirtfront with attached collar that preacher types wore. He said oh. Then he said, why? I told him why; he said, copacetic, Victor, I will be there, and hung up. All right, I thought to myself, we are in the groove today, we are truckin’, baby. Who is left? Naught but Injun Joe—who is supposed to call by tomorrow morning, and if I’m out, the day after tomorrow morning—and S. (Sad Sack) Silvetti, whom I promptly dialed. Well, I didn’t dial her, if you want to nitpick, I dialed her number.


    Of course she was in; she was always in, it seemed like; you’d think she’d leave the apartment once in a while at least to walk through fallen leaves and haunt graveyards and fall drearily in love with anarchists in berets and wear a long cape even in the summer and stick old candle stubs in used Chianti bottles and do all them other poetic things as well.


    She was thrilled to hear from me, although she tried futilely to hide the fact behind her habitual barrage of insults, vulgarity, and unwanted references to such peripheral matters as my age, my thinning locks, lack of sartorial sense, and so on and so on. She really could be—and generally was—as tiresome as a mole removal treatment at a Mexican dermatologist’s.


    When she finally stopped to take a breath, or maybe it was to sharpen her quill, I jumped in.


    “Friday,” I said. “Five-thirty, at my office; that’ll give us a half hout to rehearse before the meeting starts.” j


    “Rehearse what?” she said suspiciously. “And what meeting, Alcoholics Anonymous, or in your case, unanonymous?”


    “A meeting of concerned citizens is what meeting.”


    “Concerned about what?”


    “Concerned about the Pussycat Adult Cinema Company putting up a new porno theater right next to my office,” I said.


    “What you’re probably concerned about is they won’t let you in free,” she said. “So what do you want me to do about it, picket the joint? No way, Jose.”


    “I want you,” I said patiently, “to act the challenging role of the President of the Wade Dean Christian Students’ Movement. As the president of the Wade Dean Christian Students’ Movement is a girl, you will unfortunately have to discard your male attire for the evening. And as she is a high school student of, say, eighteen max, you will have to look and act like a girl high school student of eighteen max. I’ll explain the rest of it when you get here Friday, toodle-oo.” And I hung up.


    In case any of you are vaguely wondering what she was doing in male garb in the first place, may I say that once upon an idle moment I had queried her on that same subject, and gotten back some load of nonsense about George Sand, whoever he was, and George Eliot, whoever he was; make sense of that if you can.


    That Tuesday was also enlivened by the mailman, for once in his life. Usually my mail was so boring that a “Dear John” letter was something to look forward to. At least it didn’t try to vend me something I didn’t want for a lot of money I didn’t have. A tip: If a stamped, self-addressed envelope is enclosed, put another company’s rubbish in it and mail it back, that’s what I do.


    Anyway. From Sneezy came a whole sheaf of papers. Translated more or less into English, the facts in the case involving Jonesy’s missus were more or less these:


    She, Mrs. Leonard Richard (Mary) Jones (nee Clark; address given) and a friend, one Jonathan E. Flint, (address given) were, at 11:10 p.m., in 2-DR. BMW on Sunday, March 14, 1989, returning from the Alameda Theater to the Western Music, Inc., recording studio (address given), to allow Mr. Flint to retrieve his vehicle, which had been left there, and for Mrs. Jones to drive her husband home (address given) as his vehicle was in the garage for repairs.


    At the juncture of 8th St. and Berendo, while stopped for a 4-way stop sign, an as yet unidentified male, black, approx. height 6 ft., approx. age 25—30, wearing black/dark windbreaker, black/dark woolly top, wraparound shades, on a motorcycle, inserted arm in open car window and held handgun against Mr. Flint’s head, demanding Mrs. Jones’s purse, watch, and necklace, then Mr. Flint’s wallet, ring, and watch. All were duly handed over.


    Then, apparently, Mr. Flint made either a threatening gesture or derogatory comment (or both). One shot was fired. (Details of angle of entry, precise ultimate location of bullet in medulla oblongata, or pathologist’s report in full, on request.) Death occurred almost instantly. Perpetrator then slashed Mrs. Jones on right temple, told her not to move for five minutes, gunned his hog, turned left on Berendo, and disappeared from view. Mrs. Jones subsequently discovered, in shock, by Ptrlmn. T. Tasely and Sgt. Brav of LAPD vehicle Fox Victor Fox, at 11:27 p.m. responding to anon, phone call received 11:22 p.m., seated in dazed condition on curb.


    There followed a whole mess of additional reports and records of subsequent interviews, in fact there were so many bits and pieces in all that I thought briefly but seriously of upping Sneezy’s fee another fifty bucks. Some extracts thereof: A note from ballistics stated that the bullet had been probably fired from a homemade handgun—i.e., a zip gun, of all the old-fashioned things.


    Note: Say, kids! Want to make your very own genuine old-fashioned zip gun some rainy afternoon? Using only a bit of car antenna, easily stolen from your neighborhood scrap dealer, a clothespin spring, and a couple of other easily obtainable household items? Minimal skill required! If you can use a hacksaw, you can hack this one easy, kids. Will fire a standard .22 Long or .22 Short. Results guaranteed! Just send me the once-in-a-lifetime low, low price of $10, and I’ll rush the plans to you by return mail. Be warned—if you are under sixteen years of age, U.S. Federal Law requires the signature of a parent, guardian, or parole officer on your application.


    Apropos of the above, I hate to see the old skills die out, don’t you, old-timers? That hard-won lore that was once so proudly passed on from generation to generation? What kid today knows how to make a stink bomb, or a bomb from an empty Prince Albert tobacco tin and the heads of a large box of wooden matches? And, speaking of matches, with a penknife and a wooden clothespin, in five minutes you can make a little gun that not only shoots them at your brother, but lights them first. Yes, the old arts are dying, dying... opening a car door with a coat hanger... opening vending machines without a key... hot-wiring... boosting records... how to shoplift small items without risk... the soft drink scam... how to make money from those opera glasses many large theaters have for temporary rental... the proper price to charge another kid for letting him sneak in the emergency door of a movie house... the screen door technique... three funny and one dangerous thing to do with a Coke bottle... bubble-gumming Ma Bell... Enow! I must cry enow before tears begin to trickle down a couple of well-worn furrows in a pair of equally well-worn cheeks.


    Back to business. Also from Sneezy: From Sergeant Brav’s report, the information that Mrs. Jones was treated for shock and possible concussion and had her wound treated by the doc on duty at the Marsden Hospital Emergency, 11:52 p.m., then returned to studio, 12:24 a.m. Present in studio—4 members of a group called “Meal Ticket” (names and addresses given), one technician (ditto), and Mr. L. R. Jones, all of whom appeared to have been on or about the premises continually since 7:20 p.m. Also from Sergeant Brav: the subsequent statement from Mrs. Jonathan E. (Deborah) Flint (nee Smith) given at her home, in which she denied knowledge of any possible business worry Mr. Flint might have had, denied knowledge of any enemies he might have had, and denied there had been any marital discord between them. Only insurance policy held by him was 8-year-old company policy, with no recent alterations, for $50,000.


    Also: Appended blood tests revealed an alcohol level of .04 in the deceased—roughly two drinks—and half of that for Mrs. Jones.


    And so what to make of all that, I wondered?


    Not much, on the face of it, except for a wave of disgust at the brutal and seemingly casual nature of it. And for what? Who carried around a lot of cash these days? Only the likes of Phil ‘n’ Ted. Pawn a necklace, a wedding ring, and a couple of watches and you won’t get rich, either. You might get some use out of a handful of credit cards if you got exceptionally busy for a couple of hours, but in the middle of the night? What a waste.


    I was saved from further reflections on mortality and ladybugs and brief candles and the like by the arrival of Injun Joe, who made his usual hesitant scratching noise on my office door. I welcomed him effusively. So did his old pal King. After giving him a good once-over and a couple f sniffs, I decided he could just about get through the doors of a war-surplus store, say, without getting heaved out, so off we went shopping, something I was not particularly looking forward to. I mean, what man likes shopping for clothes anyway, let alone when he’s buying them for someone else, let alone for an Injun wino.


    It turned out to be not that bad; we got all we needed (but not all he wanted) in just two stops, one at a Sergeant York’s surplus out on Ventura, the moccasins—and a pair of white socks I threw in—at a cut-rate shoe store next door. Luckily, Joe knew what sizes of everything he wore, as there was no way the clerks in either emporium were going to let poor old Joe in his torn old sweaters and sockless feet try on any of their products. King profited from the expedition to the extent of a new, super-hard rubber ball; all I got out of it was a bill totaling $82.83, can you believe.


    Back at the office, Joe expressed a desire to see himself all dolled up in his new finery. I said, OK, but he would just have to undoll himself after, because to protect my investment I would be keeping the duds chez moi until the big event, afterward he could do what he wanted with them and in them. So Joe scooted back to the kitchenette with his parcels, happy as a kid on Christmas morn. And I must say he looked greatly improved when he reappeared, even if he had his shirt buttoned up wrong. He corrected that. I asked him to do up the top button, too, as it looked more Indian, somehow. He did so. And when he added the beaded headband ($6.00!), darned if he didn’t look like a veritable descendant of the mighty Crazy Horse himself.


    After Joe had, with extreme reluctance, changed back into his old (old is right) clothes, I slipped him a little walking-around money, told him to show up promptly at the office at five o’clock Friday afternoon without fail, but with a shave and a shampoo, and off he shuffled, his blanket over one shoulder, to who knew what sad adventures. Shortly thereafter, King and I shuffled off home. I knew what adventure I was heading for that evening, ‘twas to be a musical adventure, to which I looked forward with mixed emotions. No, it wasn’t to hear some second-rate touring company sing La Traviata in the original Greek, to that my emotions wouldn’t be mixed in the slightest. Rick was sitting in with a local country band, and of course Tom ‘n’ Jerry were going to drop in casual like, just happening to have their axes with them, what luck! My mixed emotions didn’t come from the thought of the music, heaven forbid, I loved country and I liked Rick ‘n’ Tom ‘n’ Jerry. No, women were the cause of my emotional turmoil, not for the first time and extremely unlikely for the ultimate. See, my heartthrob, Evonne had, B.V.D. (before Vic Daniel), a heavy crush of her own, she had let slip out late one noche when we were dancing to something sweet and sentimental in her apartment wearing nothing but one sheet wrapped around the both of us. Said crush had played for her senior prom. It was the first time she had ever worn an evening dress. It was pale blue chiffon, with bell sleeves and a scoop neckline. A white camellia was pinned where camellias get pinned. A blue velvet headband kept her blond curls in check; long white gloves with innumerable buttons graced her dainty fingers and slim arms; T-strap Fuck-Me’s adorned her restless feet. Her perfume was a few dabs of her mother’s White Shoulders, she had even dreamily recalled.


    “Bet you were gorgeous back then too,” I said as we danced.


    “I wasn’t,” she said. “I had pimples. They used to call me zit-face.”


    “No!”


    “They did.”


    “So when did you realize you were a dish?”


    “The first time you told me, dreamboat,” she said.


    “You tell the sweetest lies,” I said.


    “What about you? Did you have zits?”


    “No.”


    “The odd boil on the back of your neck?”


    “No.”


    “Acne?”


    “No. All I ever had was too much size.”


    “Sure makes you easy to find in bed, though,” she said.


    “Who’s hiding?” I said.


    “So when did you start being comfortable being a giant?”


    “I start tomorrow,” I said.


    “My God!” she said suddenly. “I bet I’ve still got it!”


    “The sheet’s slipping,” I said. “Try and be a little more careful, please. Got what?”


    “His autograph!” She threw on the first thing to come to hand—my shirt—and headed for the hall, where she started rummaging around in the hall cupboard. And there, in a cardboard box, among other faded souvenirs of yesteryear, she finally came up with her old autograph book. Rapidly she flicked through the multicolored pages, and there it was, signed with many a loop and whirl and artistic flourish—that cad jerry’s name, written in green ink.


    Hence half of my mixed emotions—how would she behave when she came face-to-face with lover boy again after so many years? Naturally she had every record he and Tom made, or she used to, anyway. So you can well imagine that, when she discovered that not only had I met him but we were fast becoming good old buddies, how little rest I got until I promised to get them together. Would she get all coy and giddy? Would she get plastered from nervousness and throw up all over his bell-bottoms? Only time would tell, amigos, as it does so often. Speaking of mixed emotions, I was in Dave’s Bar once minding my own business pretty much when a glum-looking postman two stools up said to Dave, “Know what mixed emotions are? It’s when your teeth are killing you and you know this dentist that’ll give you fifty percent off, but she’s your mother-in-law.”


    My other cause for anxiety was none other than S. Silvetti, scribess. When I’d phoned Evonne from home to fix a specific time and place for our rendezvous that evening, which was to be at her place after supper, she’d said, “OK, babe, we’ll be waitin’ on needles and pins.”


    “This ‘we,’ ” I said. “Is it like the royal ‘we’ or the editorial ‘we,’ we hope?”


    “Nope,” she said. “It’s like the ‘we’ in ‘us.’ Meaning I asked Sara to come along.”


    “Oh,” I said. “In that case, we is not amused.”


    I picked up the girls, as scheduled, at Evonne’s place shortly before ten. Evonne looked ravishing in a salmon-colored pantsuit, white high heels, and white silk scarf around her fluffy tresses. Sara looked ravished in a man’s three-piece suit complete with tie, color dark gray, black nurse’s shoes, and diamond-patterned socks. Her short, mousy-colored hair was rigorously parted, and slicked back with water like some hick from the sticks. Topping off—or is it bottoming—her ensemble was a breast-pocket hankie, carefully arranged to come to three points, a fake boutonniere, a huge man’s wristwatch, and a cheap-looking tie clip shaped like a horseshoe.


    “What?” I exclaimed as soon as I caught sight of her sprawled in an ungainly position on Evonne’s couch. “No whangee cane? No treasured old briar? No terbaccy pouch?”


    “Oh, leave her alone, Victor,” Evonne said, giving a final primp to her hair in front of the hall mirror. “I think she looks terrific.”


    “Me too,” Sara said.


    “Well, two out of three ain’t bad,” I said.


    “You should talk,” Sara said. “What are you dressed up for, anyway, some kinda cowboy’s Halloween?”


    I looked down complacently at my gorgeous fringed suede cowboy shirt, string tie, and the clean chinos tucked into the high-heeled, hand-tooled Mexican boots that I could almost walk in without wincing.


    “Sir,” I said, “I’m dressed to go shit-kickin’, so anytime you’re ready is jake with me.”


    Shit-kickin’ we went, to a huge barn of a place just this side of Glendale called the Bar-Bee-Q. In no time at all we were ensconced at a beer-soaked table near the small stage in the merry company of Tom, Jerry, Cherry, wife of the pianist, Big Red, Lola (short for Delores), girlfriend of the steel guitar, and a couple of other friends of friends whose monikers I don’t recall, and in no time at all after that, Evonne and I joined the throng on the dance floor and were cutting a pretty mean Texas two-step, if I do say so myself. I might also say that spirited sort of foxtrot is one of only two sorts of dances I can actually do, the other being the slow, which, as is well known, practically everyone can do because all you have to do for it is stand up, then hold on, and the tighter the better.


    Shortly thereafter, Evonne told Jerry of her senior prom and her teenage pash; shortly thereafter that he was dancing a slow, a very slow, with her. In revenge, I took Cherry for a brisk turkey trot, or whatever it was, despite the fact she only came up to the enameled cactus thing on the bottom of my string tie. What the hell, I even gave Sir Sara a break once, but once was all—I couldn’t have gotten near her for the rest of the evening even if I’d wanted to because, surprise, surprise, guess who was the belle of whole darn ball? Yep; none other, pards. And could she dance, too, the little snippet, especially jive; them rednecks were going crazy trying to figure her out. Well, they weren’t the only ones.


    At one stage in the soiree, when she thought I wasn’t looking, she slipped Jerry a piece of paper; I figured it probably had her phone number on it. She’d be lucky.


    Shortly after my third tankard of ale, Rick and the boys took a break. The ageing MC, who was decked out in elaborate cowboy finery, said he had the great pleasure to welcome to the Bar-Bee-Q that night two special guests, Tom ‘n’ Jerry, would you take a bow, please, boys. The boys half stood up, waved to one and all in a friendly fashion, then sat down again. The MC said, maybe, just maybe, given a little encouragement, the boys might actually be persuaded to sing one or two of their old numbers. Try and stop them, said one cynical customer quietly into the dregs of his beer.


    To give them credit, that’s exactly what Jerry said as he was taking his guitar out of its case. “Try and stop us, mates,” he said, to be precise. “We didn’t just come to see how many sensational girls you could fit into one room.” Which didn’t go down all that badly with the assembled company, either; it was probably a coincidence that he was directing a smarmy-eyed look Evonne’s way as he said it.


    Tom ‘n’ Jerry’s songs didn’t go down all that badly with the folks, either, in fact they loved them, and sang along with the best-known ones. Imagine writing a song that other people, lots of them, all over the world, know the words to—amazing, really. But then, what the hell— could it really be that hard? Semi-illiterate, acne’d teenagers do it all the time.


    Then Rick and his boys came back, well refreshed by the look of them, and with Tom ‘n’ Jerry pitching right in, played out the last set, then the last dance, then the lights came up and all drinks were hastily finished and Rick went off with Big Red and Cherry with the piano player and Lola with the steel-guitar player, and Sara said don’t worry about her, this guy she met was gonna drop her off, and the MC went off with his fancy embroidered vest and huge Stetson hat and Tom ‘n’ Jerry went off with two fetching young ladies dressed alike in skintight stretch jeans, high heels, and deep decolletes—off for a nice game of bridge, I figured. And Evonne Louise Shirley sighed and went home with me. She held on to my arm all the way.


    


    Tell you something about dreams, kids—they are true.


    While they last.

  


  
    Chapter Twelve


    


    


    I had this little package they’d requested me to deliver—


    It wasn’t strictly legal, but hell, tell me what is today?


    


    


    IT WAS EIGHT-TEN the following morning, a bright and breezy Wednesday. The Dodgers were only four games out, the radio told me. I was in the kitchen area waiting for the toast to pop—seven-grain brown for Evonne, good old plain white for me. King was sitting at my feet and looking up hopefully. Evonne was in the shower showering. One minute she was singing away loudly—seems she wanted to borrow her father’s T-Bird, or something—the next she was wailing away and crying out, “Oh my God, just look at me!” So I hastened to the bathroom and did just that—it takes more than the sight of a lissome naked woman to spoil my appetite.


    “What is it? Did you hurt yourself?”


    “No! Worse!” She was turning this way and that in front of the floor-length mirror.


    “Worse than hurting yourself?”


    “Yes!” she said. “Don’t look, I’m starting to sag!” She also started to snuffle.


    “Sag!” I exclaimed. “Where? I can’t see any sag, can you, King?”


    “Right there!” she said, pointing to her curvaceous buns. “And here and here!” At which she pointed to two other delectable items. “Oh, Vic,” she moaned.


    “Oh, baby,” I said. “Come here.” I wrapped a bath towel around her and then wrapped my arms around the both of them. I stroked her wet hair while she sniffled into my shoulder. “Those aren’t sags, honey, now come on. You’re talking to a sag expert here. I had sags when you still had zits.”


    “Well, what would you call them, then,” she said, “being the big expert on the subject?”


    I thought fast. “Newton,” I said. “I’d blame it all on him, he’s the one who invented gravity, after all. That’s all you got, babe, a little gravity breaking out here and there.”


    “Oh shut up,” she said. “Get out of here, both of you.”


    “Yes, dear,” I said. “Come on, King. Brekkies.”


    “And don’t come back!” she shouted, slamming the door behind us. “All right,” I called back with admirable dignity. “I won’t. I will never enter my own bathroom again. Not even to hang up your wet towels you never hang up yourself.”


    She emerged, attired and made-up, some short while later. No, she did not want any breakfast, thank you, give it to the dog. So I did. No, she did not want a cup of fresh-brewed Colombian coffee. She wanted to be taken to school, please, if it wasn’t too far out of my way.


    “Certainly,” I said. I drove her to school, in a deafening silence. “Thank you,” she said, getting out of the car.


    “You’re welcome,” I said. She hurried up the school steps and vanished inside. King looked at me inquiringly. “Want to hear a great sag joke I just thought up?” I asked him. “No, eh? Don’t blame you. Come up front for a change, my friend, suddenly I’m feeling mighty low.”


    I patted the seat beside me; he hopped over from the back into it, and I drove us the few blocks to my office. I parked out front for a minute, thinking, while King investigated our little parking lot. Why does everyone assume, I thought, that it is harder for a woman to grow old than a man? And why does everyone assume that it is harder for a beautiful woman than a plain one? It’s insulting; it’s not fair. I dare anyone to prove that I’m not suffering as much with the passing of the years as Raquel Welch, Lauren Bacall, and Brigitte Bardot all put together. And I dare anyone to prove that the most hopeless of the world’s most pathetically hopeless wallflowers don’t suffer equally as much as those re-knowned celluloid beauties. The proof is simplicity itself: 100% = 100%; with me so far? Therefore, 100% of X = 100% of X. Therefore, 100% of suffering = 100% of suffering. Therefore, 100% of (my) suffering = 100% of (your) suffering, like it or not. The point being that, far from belittling Evonne’s anguish, I understood it only too well; Father Time and I had already sparred many a bloody round together in the prelims and the main event was creeping up, creeping up. Oh dear. Hi ho. Off to work we go. Sometimes I think that whoever invented work wasn’t such a fool after all.


    The first thing I did after opening up and generally setting up shop was to look up Mrs. T. E. Flint’s number in the phone book. Amazingly, agin all the odds, it was there. I was going to call her then, but put it off for a while as it wasn’t even nine o’clock yet, and I didn’t know what her early morning habits might be. Instead, I made a list, which turned out to be a fairly lengthy one, of all what I considered to be anomalies in the pile of printouts from Sneezy, and all the questions arising from them one might want answers for. If it turned out that one came up with even the slightest reason to ask them, of which there was no evidence at all so far. Desperation, however, acquaints a man with strange bedfellows (John T. Milton), as does the frayed remnants of a Puritanical conscience that says give value for money, as long as it doesn’t cost too much.


    I finally phoned Mrs. T. E. (Deborah) Flint shortly before ten. She answered by reciting her phone number.


    “Would that be Mrs. Flint?”


    “It would. And who would that be?”


    I explained who it would be, and how it came about that I was calling her, and said I hoped I wasn’t disturbing her.


    “What’s to disturb?” she said. “All I’m doing is sitting here looking at a lot of packing cases. Disturb, please.”


    “Would you mind if I disturbed you in person for a few minutes, Mrs. Flint? I promise I’ll help you wrap the china.”


    “I don’t see what good it’ll do,” she said. “But come if you want to—Mr. Daniel, was it? I’m not going anywhere. Until Saturday, that is—then I’m going somewhere—away from here.”


    “Thank you,” I said. “I’ll be by in about half an hour, if that’s convenient.” She said it was fine by her, and did I know where she lived and how to get there? I said I knew where she lived and could look up how to get there, and see you soon, then.


    All my maps were in the bottom right drawer of my desk; I got out the Rand McNally street map of Los Angeles, and looked up her street, which was Baxter. Baxter, Baxter—there it was, right next to the Silver Lake Reservoir, east-southeast of me. I stowed the map away, locked up, shooed King into the backseat where he knew he belonged, and off we went. East on the Ventura Freeway, change-o to the Golden State, pick up the last bit of the Glendale Freeway, cut back up Glendale Boulevard, and hello, Baxter. Mrs. Flint’s home was the last one on the right-hand side before Baxter ran into Rockford; the reservoir sparkled away some hundred yards in front of me. It was a pleasant residential area, with lots of trees and good-sized yards with well-tended lawns.


    As I was getting out of the car, Mrs. Flint came out the front door and walked across the lawn to greet me. She was a slim, fortyish lady, in paint-spattered overalls, and with a bandana protecting her hair. She held out a hand to me. I took it.


    “I’m Debby Flint,” she said. “Pardon my getup.”


    “Vic Daniel,” I said. “Don’t give it a thought.”


    “Who is that?” she asked, with a nod in the dog’s direction.


    “That’s my boy,” I said. “King.”


    “Might as well bring him in too,” she said. “I presume he’s house-broken, not that it would matter, the mess the house is in.”


    “Well, I’m not sure,” I said. “We’ve been staying in hotels.”


    She cast her eyes heavenward. “I’m not so sure I’ll let you in after all,” she said. “But, seeing as you’re here...”


    We followed her across the lawn, up the steps, in through the front door, then wended our way around half-filled packing cases and cardboard boxes to the kitchen. She gave one unoffending carton a none-too-gentle kick on the way. Once arrived, she said, “Plonk yourself down.” I did so, in one of four aluminum chairs in the breakfast nook. “Want some cold bad coffee, or should I make some hot bad coffee?”


    “Neither, thank you,” I said. “When are the movers coming?”


    “Friday morning,” she said. “I can hear the sound of breaking glass already.”


    “If you really need a hand, Mrs. Flint,” I offered, “I’m available for an hour or two.”


    “Well, aren’t you the sweetest thing,” she said. “Nah, it’ll be all right, the two kids from next door are coming in after school to give me a well-greased hand.” She tucked an errant strand of hair back under the bandana. “Also, my name is Debby.”


    “Victor,” I said. “Where are you going, Debby?”


    “Would you believe Minnesota?” she said. “Hutchinson, Minnesota. In the unlikely event that you haven’t heard of Hutchinson, Minnesota, it’s about fifty miles west of Minneapolis.”


    “Why there?” I said, restraining a shudder.


    “Family,” she said. “Licking my wounds and all that in the bosom of. Least I’m out of here. We never liked it here. However, Victor, as you may well know, if you choose to work for a large corporation, you do not always get to choose where you want to live, like before we were stuck up outside Oakland. I bet even you know that, don’t you?” She said to the dog, who was investigating an interesting-looking stain on one of her rolled-up cuffs. “Now. Victor. It’s been over six months, I’m over the worst of it, except for the occasional backlash that only wops me fifteen or twenty times a day now, to say nothing of the nights. So pop me the dreaded questions and I’ll give you the dreaded answers and then go back to trying to figure out what to throw away and what to give away and what to pack away. Want a brand-new skiing outfit, forty-two short? No, I guess not. Oops, here I go again.” She began to cry, quietly. “Where do it all come from?” She headed for the door. She was back a few minutes later, bandana off, hair combed, and with fresh lipstick on. She sat down opposite me, gave King’s back a brisk rub, then said, “Business, as in down to, please, Victor.”


    “Yes, ma’am.” I cleared my throat officiously, and got out my memo pad, list of questions, and a ballpoint pen, courtesy the D. Jacobs Funeral Home, which I picked up who knows where, but it sure wasn’t the D. Jacobs Funeral Home (Open 24 Hours Daily For Your Convenience).


    “Please, Debby, understand, as I said on the phone, I’m only doing what King was just doing, sniffing around, trying to justify the rather large fee Jonesy gave me.”


    “I understand.” She twisted her plain gold wedding band around a couple of times, then gave herself a slap, then folded her hands together primly on the tabletop.


    “OK. In no particular order. Did you know Mrs. Jones too?”


    “Sure.”


    “Well?”


    She shrugged. “I wouldn’t say well, no. We’d see each other three, maybe four times a year.”


    “How did you and your husband know her?”


    “They worked together, didn’t you know?”


    “Nope,” I said. “I did not, there was nothing in the reports that I read that mentioned it.”


    “Well, they did,” she said. “So there.”


    “Whereabouts?”


    “IMM,” she said. “Ever heard of them?” As IMM was the eighth or ninth largest corporation in the State of California, right up there with the giants like Hughes Aircraft and McDonald and Grummond and Pan-Am and IBM and Standard Oil, I allowed that yes, I had heard of them from time to time, they made components for everything seemingly but the one-celled amoeba.


    “Mary was his boss, actually,” Debby said. “She was the Senior Personnel Executive while he was but a lowly Personnel Executive without the senior, although he was due for her job when she moved up, but she liked it where she was.”


    “What’s the diff?”


    “About twelve thousand, a bigger office, and classier artwork on the walls,” she said.


    “So where would you and Mary see each other?” I said. “Outside of maybe running into each other at the office?”


    “We’d see each other at the annual convention,” she said. “And the annual Easter Egg hunt for children with learning impairment, as we now put it, at which attendance was compulsory for all executive types and their downtrodden wives. Then the company has a cheap theater ticket plan and we’d run into one another maybe a couple of times a year at a concert or some play. Like that.”


    “The night in question,” I said. “They’d been to see some play together, as I recall.”


    “They sure had,” she said.


    “How come you and Mr. Jones weren’t along if I’m not being indelicate?”


    She laughed. “You mean you think they might have snuck into some handy motel instead?”


    “Why, the thought never crossed my mind,” I said.


    “Mine neither,” she said. “Have you ever seen Mary?”


    “No, I haven’t had the pleasure as yet.”


    “She’s at least fifty-five,” Debby said. “Not that means much, thank goodness. However, not to be impolite or catty in the slightest, she looks like a cross between the wicked witch of the west and Hollywood’s idea of what a spinster librarian looks like—all mincey and prissy and gloves and pearls and always in frilly blouses.”


    “Ah,” I said wisely. “So not your ravishing beauty, then.”


    “She also has no tits, blue hair, green glasses that glitter, and, giving her a break, about one and a half lips. I suppose she’s a nice enough lady, though. She’s certainly efficient at her job, according to John, and he knew more about computers than most.”


    “Wish I did,” I said. “Debby, I have a dream. And in my dream I am sitting at my little Apple II and I am not playing Dungeons and Dragons or listing expenses or just typing out some boring report, what I am doing is plugging in.”


    “Some dream,” she said. “To what?”


    “To all those sources of information that I now have to expend a considerable amount of time and a great deal of money to crack,” I said. “Given the right modems and the right codes, and I guess I’d need a new computer, too, as my Betsy is a bit of an antique, but much beloved nonetheless, or maybe because of, and she was free, I could find out who owns what property without moving. With a license plate number, who owns the car. With just a name, or maybe even an alias, I could pull a suspect’s whole record, home address, place of business, known acquaintances, everything, whatever state he lives in, because there’s one beautiful, big, national hookup now. I could get a picture of him, even, if I knew what I was doing and had the right printer. Bank statements, passport details, plane reservations, it’s endless.”


    “Ah, but is it legal?” Debby said.


    “There is that,” I said, “I suppose. But wouldn’t it be loverly. Anyway. There they are at the theater, and you ain’t. How come?” She shrugged.


    “She never asked me.”


    “Just John?”


    “Just John. I vaguely remember something about her husband being tied up at the last moment so she had a free ticket, and did John want to go? I think he said something about talking business too.”


    “All seems normal enough,” I said. “Nice night, was it, if you can possibly remember?”


    She thought for a moment. “Not sure. But John was taking our beautiful brand-new car, and even though he was a terrific driver, I remember telling him to be extra careful, or else; one scratch on that paintwork and was he in trouble. Extra careful—that’s a good one.”


    “Did he smoke?”


    She looked surprised. “No; why?”


    “Just wondered. Drink?”


    “Always a martini after work. At a party, sociably. Beer and football on Saturdays, usually with a few pals. Sometimes a couple of Bloody Marys on Sunday. He always used that terrible mix that I hated so he’d make mine up special. I always said if you have to make mine up special, how come you don’t make them all up special? He always said because to him that gruesome mix was the best part. Yecch.” She snuck a glance at her watch.


    “Just one or two last desperate flings,” I said hastily. “Then we are history, I promise. The sergeant who broke the awful news to you, Sergeant Brav, he said you told him that night that the only insurance policy your husband held was a company one for fifty grand that hadn’t been altered for years and years.”


    “What I told that nice man, who even called the credit companies for me to cancel John’s stolen cards—which were never recovered, by the way, or used, thank goodness—anyway what I told him was, as far as I knew. I went down the next day to check, and I was right.”


    “Went down where?”


    “To the bank, where else? To our safe-deposit box. John’s oldest friend, who’s also our lawyer, he went with me and helped me do it all, thank God. We needed John’s birth certificate, the insurance, the title deed to this place, we needed to change all three accounts into my name, change the car registration, you name it. Look into his pension. File the will. Check with the police when his body would be released. Make the funeral arrangements. Buy a plot. Be polite to his sister. You cannot imagine, Victor. You cannot imagine.” Well, I thought I might be able to, if you really want to know, having been through much of the same when my mother died, but I didn’t bother telling her so. Of course, there were minor differences—Mom didn’t have any ski clothes for me to dispose of.


    “Your safe-deposit box,” I said. “All neat and tidy within, I suppose? No surprises? No gold bars, illicit diamonds, or stacks of century notes?”


    “Pu-leese,” she said. “I should be so lucky. John was an accountant, after all, and you know what they’re like. Neat and tidy is right.”


    “What did he account? Anything in particular?”


    “Pensions,” she said.


    “Know what Thoreau said?” I said, getting to my feet. King immediately did likewise.


    “Yeah,” she said. “ ‘Gone fishin’.’ ”


    “He said a happy man is one who can keep all his accounts on one thumbnail.”


    “Tell that to IMM,” she said, getting up in her turn. “Their pension department alone is humongous.”


    “Debby, thank you,” I said. “You’ve been swell. And if I may say so, I think you are pretty swell, too.”


    “Why, thank you, sir, she said, coloring prettily,” she said. “I only wish I could have been of some help, come up with something, anything, to try and make a little sense of it all. As it is, it all seems so totally unnecessary, somehow. Why John?”


    Why John indeed, I thought. She took us out the back way this time and around the house and then across the lawn again.


    “Nice lawn,” I remarked.


    “All John,” she said. “He was fanatic about it. One stray scrap of paper blown onto it and he was out of the house like a shot. As for weeds, he could spot the birth of a dandelion at a hundred yards in a thick fog.


    “Richard,” she said, pulling up abruptly. “Richard found a stray scrap of paper, only it wasn’t really a scrap.”


    “Richard?”


    “Richard the lawyer.”


    “Where?”


    “In the safe-deposit box, of all the unlikely places. King, no!” King backed out of the flowerbed he had one paw in.


    “If it wasn’t a scrap,” I said, “what was it?”


    “A sheet,” she said. I opened the car door and King hopped in.


    “Of figures?” I inquired hopefully. “Like money figures?”


    “Nope,” she said. “Just some names and addresses.”


    “Lots?”


    “Ten, twelve, fifteen?” she said. “I don’t know. I was sitting there like a zombie and Richard said, ‘What’s this?’ and shoved it under my nose. I looked at it and said I didn’t know so he chucked it away. Who cared. If he wanted to keep a secret list of old flames so he could send them Valentine’s cards, more power to him.”


    “Absolutely,” I said. “Don’t suppose you remember any details at all on the piece of paper, given the state you were in and the quick look you got at it.”


    She shook her head. “There was something they all had in common, it seems to me, but I can’t remember what and maybe I’m even wrong about that.”


    “And maybe not,” I said. “I hear tell that a terrible disaster can sometimes provoke a heightened awareness as well as shock. Say just for fun you are right. What could they have had in common? Not something easy like different names but the same address?” She shook her head again. “Similar addresses, like Orange, Mulberry, Mango, and Lemon avenues? That doesn’t even make sense to me. All LA addresses?”


    "Who knows?” she said. “It’s gone, Victor, if it was ever there. What does it matter, anyway?”


    “You got me there.” She gave me a tired smile. We shook hands. She said good-bye to King, and headed back to her packing. King and I headed back to the office. On the way, I mentioned to him that, generally speaking, safe-deposit boxes were designed to contain items of value, and while a list of old flames certainly did have a value of a kind, was a safe-deposit box really the most appropriate place to cache it? Likewise lists of debtors, say, or Freemasonry brothers’ secret names, or German pen pals, or whatever. The kind of list one does put in a safe-deposit box, especially an accountant obsessed with order, is, therefore, a list of some importance, some value. A list of credit card numbers, the manufacturers’ identification numbers of valuable household appliances, your car(s) engine block number, and of course a list of all your secret Swiss and Cayman bank accounts, if you’re Benny; they are worth storing away safely. Likewise your real Hope diamond, while you wear the fake to hoity-toity gatherings.


    Thus the surmise that said list had some importance to the deceased. And where did that get me? Right up the old polluted waterway, and without a propelling instrument.

  


  
    Chapter Thirteen


    


    


    But somebody musta had a loose mouth, or else they couldn’t hold their juice,


    Or it coulda been some dirty little stoolie after a piece of the reward...


    


    


    WHAT do I want?” I asked the office wall.


    It responded not.


    “What have I got?”


    Again, a definite lack of answer.


    “What do I do now?”


    That one I answered myself—call Benny the Boy. So I did, catching him just on the way out, he informed me.


    “The way out to do what?”


    “Oh, looking at an old airstrip out Norco way that’s up for sale,” he said.


    “Are your intentions honorable, Benny?”


    “Need you ask?” he said.


    “That’s a relief,” I said. “I’d hate to think of you getting mixed up in anything legal.”


    “Fat chance,” he said. “I tried it once, remember?”


    “Sure do,” I said. “For a while there you were the hammock king of San Diego.”


    “All things must pass, thank goodness,” he said.


    “Pensions,” I said.


    “What about them?”


    “Anything.”


    “Company-operated pension plans,” said Benny, “began to proliferate in 1948 because of a National Labor Relations Board ruling that unions should be allowed to negotiate for pension plans as a part of their overall bargaining process.”


    “Did they,” I said.


    “They did,” he said. “Now, however, the percentage of workers entitled to a pension of some kind on retirement is slipping fast and is probably down to around forty percent.”


    “How come?”


    “Don’t you ever read anything but the sports pages and the funnies?” Benny said.


    “Not if I can help it,” I said. “I used to read Popular Mechanics, but my subscription ran out in 1957. Anyway, how come pensions are on the skids, Benny?”


    He said, “Because of lots of reasons, like companies having less money available now because of the economy’s present lethargy, because more and more people work in the service area, in smallish companies which obviously don’t have the funds to offer pension plans, because unions aren’t as militant now as they were, generally speaking, and also because there’s so much red tape and paperwork needed now due to expanding governmental regulations that running a pension plan has gotten highly complicated and much more expensive.”


    “A large company,” I said, “that did have a pension plan, how would it work?”


    “Money goes in, monthly,” he said. “Years and years and years pass. You retire. Depending on the number of years you’ve put in, you get a percentage of your mean salary, up to a hundred percent, paid back to you, monthly. Sometimes, if you die, half that sum continues to be paid to your spouse until his or her death. All of which you certainly know already, Vic, so what’s up?”


    “Me,” I said, “if you’re talking about the creek. Otherwise, I dunno, probably nothing. In a huge company, Benny, what would a Senior Personnel Executive, Pensions Department, do?”


    “High-level filing,” he said.


    “Is that all?”


    “Sure,” he said. “He’d have any number of executive V.P.’s above him doing the real work.”


    “Like what?”


    “Guess.”


    “OK,” I said. “Like practicing putting golf balls into one of those plastic things that kicks the ball out again across the carpet to you.”


    “Aside from that,” he said.


    “I give up,” I said.


    “Like investing, Vic,” Benny said. “You know how much money a major corporation has in its pension fund?”


    “No.”


    “Hundreds of millions, son. And that kind of money you do not change into Krugerrands and hide under the mattress.”


    “You invest it,” I said.


    “Spot on,” Benny said. “In mutuals, in land, in the stock market, in art, you name it. And that is what the big shots in charge of the fund get paid a lot of money for doing—investing large sums profitably over a long period of time. They do not get eighty grand, plus stock options, for writing out checks every month to the widow of one of their former tail-assembly welders.”


    “Ah so,” I said. “Benny, muchas gracias, you have given me cause to ponder yet again.”


    “That’s nice,” my friend said. “Vic, I’ve got to go, the Daimler’s here. See you Friday.”


    “OK, babe. Thanks.” We rang off. The Daimler’s here... does one really need a Daimler limousine to go looking at some godforsaken deserted tarmac out Norco way? What could the boy be up to now? When I asked him about it a few months later, all he’d reveal was that he’d indeed bought the property in question, at four o’clock that very day we talked. At six o’clock he sold it again, for a lower price. How you come out of a deal like that ahead is beyond me, but I’m damn sure he did somehow. Only thing I could figure was that he needed a legal flying field in his name or one of his companies’ names for a couple of hours, presumably to fly something in, so what he’d done was to buy it, use it, and then sell it back by prearrangement to the original owner. But when I put this surmise to him, he just smiled, shook his head, and said, “No flights in, no flights out.” So you figure it, you armchair sleuths, you.


    What did I want? Facts, instead of wild conjecture. I got out the road map again, and the phone book. I looked up the address of the theater Mrs. Jones and Mr. Flint had attended that night of March 14, 1989, and found it on the map. I put a little dot where the recording studio was located. I marked out the shortest way to get from one to the other. The shortest route did not intersect the corner of 8th and Berendo, where the shooting took place, but to be fair, it did pass within a block or two of it. What was I thinking?! Was I really toying with the idea that there was something nonkosher about the story of the unidentified male, black, approx. 25 to 30? Not quite yet, not quite yet.


    I then phoned the state meteorological service, introduced myself as my brother, gave his shield number, which I happened to know, and asked a helpful lady there to please check on the Los Angeles weather for me for the night of March 14th, it was in connection with a serious felony I was investigating.


    “No problem; hang on a tick,” she said. A minute later she said, “Rain throughout the central LA area as a result of low-pressure field moving in from southwest, ceasing early morning. That do you?”


    “Just fine.” I thanked her, and hung up. Then I looked up and called the Diners Club and American Express emergency toll-free numbers. I like calling toll-free numbers, I often do it just for a little chat. In no time at all, thanks to Tony’s credentials, I discovered that Mary Jones was in possession of a valid American Express Card, and that it had not been reported as lost or stolen or disfigured any time during that calendar year, let alone on or about March 14-15-16. Hmm.


    Then I thought a bit. Then I rang the theater. After hanging on for a while, and being treated to a medley of popular show tunes of yesteryear, a pleasant female voice said, “Alameda Theater box office, can I help you?”


    “Well, I certainly hope so, miss,” I said in a dithering fashion. “I just don’t know what to do. We’re supposed to come and see the show tonight, that’s me and Mrs. Bardwell and Hayley, our eldest? I can’t tell you how much we’ve been looking forward to it.”


    “What’s the problem, Mr. Bardwell?”


    “It’s the tickets!” I said. “She’s off visiting Mother in Culver City, and I just don’t know what she’s done about them. She works for IMM, you know, where they have this cheap theater ticket program? She told me how it operates once, but my memory is like a total sieve these days, I think it’s my new medication, frankly. I really do.”


    “How it operates, Mr. Bardwell,” the lady said patiently, “is that we give special rates for group bookings.”


    “Do you!” I said. “Just like the airlines?”


    “Just like the airlines,” she said. “So a large company such as IMM will make a block booking, and pass the savings along to their employees. Sometimes the seats are all booked for one or two specific nights, but often they are spread out at so many per show over an entire month, to give the employees more choice.”


    “I see!” I said. “Of course! But my tickets, miss, or I mean our tickets, where would they actually be?”


    “They would actually be right here,” the lady said. “We do not send out tickets to everyone who books them in advance, we keep them right here until the people who have booked them in advance come by to pick them up.”


    “Well, that makes sense,” I said, “as they have to come by anyway if they want to see the show.”


    “Exactly,” the lady sighed.


    “But who pays?” I said. “Has the company already paid and do we have to pay them? I wonder if they deduct it from my wife’s salary?”


    “You pay,” the lady said firmly. “To the box office. Thirty-two dollars per stall seat, including your company discount. At which time I or my associate will hand you over your tickets. You then present them to the ticket taker. He tears them in half. You take your half and show it to an usher. He or she will usher you to your seat. Shortly thereafter, the houselights will dim, the curtain will rise, and the play will begin. Good-bye. Thank you for your call.” She hung up before I had a chance to remark that shortly thereafter that, if the play had anything remotely to do with guys in sheets who loved their mothers too much, you would find this theatergoer in the nearest bar.


    Next thing I did was to plot on my map the shortest route that would take in Fred’s Deli, the central branch of the DMV, where all their records are kept, and the corner of 8th Street and Berendo. When I had it committed to memory, I alerted King, and off we went. Fred’s was full; I had to wait ten minutes for even a counter seat. At the DMV, I had to wait in line twenty minutes before it was my turn. I handed over eight dollars through the grill, plus a scrap of paper on which was written the names and address of the Joneses, also the name and address of the recording studio. A moment later I got passed back the information that the Joneses owned a Mercedes coupe, which I already knew about, as I’d admired it at Rick’s, and a late-model compact, which I also knew about, as I’d read about it in Sergeant Brav’s report. The studio owned a two-year-old Ford half-ton, not surprisingly. And that was it.


    Then came the nasty drive down Vermont to 8th. I found a place to park in a side street—on Hampshire, I think it was—told King to mind the vehicle, and strolled back to the corner of 8th and Berendo, which looked exactly like a million other corners except for the dead pigeon that lay in the gutter by the storm drain, awaiting the rains. Quietly normal, is how you could describe that corner; it’d be even quieter at night when the few small businesses there were would be closed. And, like many a million other corners in LA, it was a four-way stop intersection. Why would Mrs. Jones have stopped and started her way up to Berendo, when she could have zipped up Vermont, just two blocks away? Or, indeed, turned off Vermont right there? I looked up and down 8th for a possible reason, and lo and behold, spotted one, not fifty yards away. Well, it would certainly have been a reason for me to turn off after suffering through several dry hours of the Drama—a bar. A bar called the Treble Clef, no less, which, dogged investigator that I am, I decided I had no option but to investigate.


    Immediately on entering, I instantly deduced that the joint was a musician’s hangout, as every inch of wall was covered with either posters for gigs or photos of giggers gigging. Another giveaway to the astute was the hundred or so instruments of every shape, age, and nationality hanging from the ceiling. The T-shirt worn by the shapely bargirl, which commemorated some Stones tour, only confirmed my darkest suspicions. Could Mary have known about such a place? Highly likely, given her connection with Tex—wedded to—and his involvement in the music biz—also wedded to. Were our protagonists on their way to, or even coming from, the Treble Clef on the night in question? Short of directly asking Mary, which I did not want to do at all, it would be next to impossible to find out after all those months, but at least I now knew there was a plausible reason for Mary’s compact to be where it was when it was. Which left me you know where, one more time. I walked back to the car, let King out briefly, then faced the miserable drive back home through the thickening and bad-tempered afternoon traffic with surprising cool, all things considered. And so much for Wednesday.


    And so much for Thursday, too.


    And so much for Friday, more or less, until a quarter to five, which is when I began preparing for the gathering of the clans. Evonne had promised to bring along two fold-up chairs from her garden, and I had two already in the office, which left me eight more to scrounge. As previously arranged, I collected six from the Nus next door and two from Mrs. Morales, next door but two. Then I pushed my desk back till I could just squeeze in behind it, and lined the chairs up neatly in two rows in front of it. A quick dusting, then a quick carpet-sweep, which would have been smarter to do before I set out the chairs, I belatedly realized, but what the hell, no man is perfect, not even Mrs. Daniel’s little boy. Then I arranged my papers and memo pad and pencils and what-have-you neatly on the desk, then I waited. Gee—my first-ever press conference—be still, you butterflies.


    Injun Joe was the first to show. He waved at me through the window, and I beckoned him in. In he sidled.


    “How’re ya doin’, chief?” he said, nodding my way. “Ain’t too early, am I?”


    “Right on time, Joseph my boy,” I assured him. “And are we squeaky clean, as we promised?”


    “Yeah, yeah,” he said.


    “Our hair, too?”


    “Yeah, yeah, Lil saw to that. Can I put my new stuff on now, chief?”


    “You assuredly can,” I said. “Right back there. I left a shopping bag for you to stow the garments you are presently wearing in, which you will then please hide away out of sight under the sink.”


    “Got ‘cha,” he said, shuffling out back to the kitchenette. Then he turned and said, “Oh. I thoughta somethin’.”


    “What, Joe?”


    “What’s my name?”


    “What do you mean, what’s your name? Your name’s Joe, isn’t it?”


    “Yeah, but, like, my Indian name.”


    “I’ve got an Indian name for you,” I said, “if you really want one. How about Joseph Big Pain in the Wigwam?” He grinned at me. “How about Joseph Half-Moon?” he said. “Lil liked that.”


    “OK, OK,” I said. “Joseph Half-Moon. Anything else?”


    “Well, there was one thing,” he said. “Lil thought I should mention it just in case.”


    “Out with it, Joseph, out with it.”


    “Well, see, chief, it’s like I ain’t really an Indian.”


    “Now you tell me,” I said. “What the fuck are you, if you’re not an Indian, a pygmy bushman? How come your name’s Injun Joe if you’re not an Indian?”


    “It ain’t,” he said. “And I’m a Scandahoovian is what. Injun Joe is sorta like a nickname.”


    “Oh, really?”


    “Lil’s brother Donald, we was in the navy together, he was buckin’ for Chief, so I started callin’ him Chief, so he said if you go on callin’ me Chief before I’m Chief, I’m gonna fuckin’ call you Injun Joe. So he did.”


    “Fascinating, truly fascinating,” I said. “And what happened to Donald?”


    “Got kilt,” Joe said. “We was loadin’ ammo on the aft gun deck, somethin’ happened, whammo, I woke up in sick bay two days later and he an’ Frenchie and Red and the First woke up dead.”


    “Ah, shit,” I said. “I’m sorry, Joe. Now go on, get into your expensive new duds, will you, it’ll be all right, just don’t say anything to anybody. My lawyer pal Mel will do all the talking for you. Just nod your head in a dignified manner if he asks you a question. OK?”


    “If you say so, chief,” he said. “How will he know my new name, though?”


    “I will tell him,” I said. “Now get back there before I scalp you, here comes more company.” Joseph Half-Moon took himself out back. I stood to greet the new arrivals—Benny the Boy, Mel the Swell, and my landlord Elroy, who all had met previously, so I didn’t have to introduce them. Benny was wearing a neat three-piece suit and his habitual and highly misleading air of slightly perplexed innocence. Mel was his usual elegant self in a white and highly expensive-looking sports coat with dark green slacks and highly polished, tasseled loafers. Elroy, richer by far than either of them, was attired in his customary garb—ponytail, cheap flip-flops, cheaper T-shirt (with “Habit: Noun: A shackle for the free” on it), and the kind of flimsy, baggy black pants Cambodian coolies wear planting rice. Plus his un-see-through-able shades, of course, and his Mickey Mouse watch, and his dope bag dangling from the string that held up his trousers. I was wearing a stunning green, pink, and orange Hawaiian shirt and new tan cords.


    Greetings were exchanged all around. Puzzled glances were directed toward the kitchenette area, where what appeared to be a naked man was hopping around and cursing.


    “All will be explained,” I assured them. “As soon as the others get here.”


    “What others, my man?” Elroy wanted to know.


    “Sara and Evonne,” I said, “And a cop, a padre, and a historian. Then I will elucidate, and then we will all play our parts to perfection, and then a reasonable compromise will be worked out, and then that fence next door will come tumbling down and there will be joyous dancing and merry frolicking in the streets.”


    “My small part,” said Benny. “You’ve neglected to tell me exactly what it is.”


    “You are the Reverend Michael Lendon,” I said. “Representing the Council of the United Presbyterian Churches of these United States. Your fellow cleric, Father Romero, will be here shortly with your dicky You will then retire to the changing room, put it on, and commence to think and declaim piously, which will be an enlightening experience for us all.”


    “Him included,” murmured Elroy.


    “Ah, the ladies!” I said then. “And don’t they look a treat!” All heads turned to watch Sara and Evonne as they walked the few yards from where Evonne had parked to my office. A minute later, in they came. All rose.


    “Gentlemen,” I said, “I believe you all know Miss Sara Silvetti, President of the Wade Dean Christian Students’ Movement? Thank you for coming, Miss Silvetti, and may I say that you look particularly fetching this afternoon?” As indeed she did, if you like the Sandra Dee off-to-church look—and who in his right mind does not—demure twinset (a cardigan worn over another sweater of the same material and color), pleated skirt, red suede penny loafers, and two little ponytails held by rubber bands sticking out above each shoulder.


    “Up yours,” the sweet thing rejoindered. “What’re you dressed up for this time, a luau? Where’s your ukelele?”


    “You also, of course,” I went on, ignoring the twerp, always a pleasure, “all know Miss Evonne Louise Shirley, who is here as a representative of the Los Angeles Board of Education.”


    “Hi, sweetie,” she said, giving me a loud smack on one cheek. “Sorry about the other morning.” I gave her a loud smack right back. She didn’t bother to wipe off her lipstick traces because she wasn’t wearing any. She was wearing a mannish suit, flats, and horn-rimmed glasses she’d borrowed somewhere and could hardly see through, and her usually flowing tresses were tied back in a severe bun. Still, she looked mighty delicious to me. She looked like Hollywood’s other idea of a librarian, which is when it disguises Virginia Mayo, say, in specs and a bun, and, boy, what a surprise when she takes them off and pulls out a couple of hairpins and she turns out to be gorgeous—who would have guessed, except everyone but Sonny Tufts.


    A minute later, Marv showed up, looking highly impressive in his state trooper’s uniform; hell, hunk that he was he’d look highly impressive in a fig leaf. Marv had to be introduced all around. Then Joe appeared from the kitchenette, looking a little nervous but mighty lak an Indian, too, I must say.


    “Oh, Jesus,” Sara muttered. “What next, General Custer?”


    “Joseph Half-Moon,” I said, introducing him to the assemblage. “A key figure in our resistance movement.”


    “How,” said Elroy.


    “You will find out,” I said.


    “No, not that how,” he said. “How as in hello, man, how’re you doing?”


    Joe looked at me worriedly. “It’s OK to talk now, Joe,” I told him. “Just shut up when the meeting starts.”


    “Oh,” he said. “In that case, I’m doin’ OK, chief, how’s by you?” He turned back to me. “Looked out back,” he said. “Dog’s OK.” I thanked him; I had King tied outside in the alley to get him out of the way.


    Then I said, “We’re still two short, folks, so feel free, mingle, chat, sit anywhere you want except those three in the front row, there we will want Joe, Mel, and Taffy.” A minute later everyone was chatting away merrily, Mel with Benny the Boy, Elroy with Joe, and me with my gal. Marv and the noodlehead got immediately engrossed in a serious discussion of haiku, whatever that is—some kind of Korean martial art, I think. I looked around at the festive atmosphere thinking maybe I should have provided cocktail snacks and a punch bowl after all.


    Some twenty minutes later Dr. Chandler made his appearance, with briefcase and fervent apologies for being late, and a minute after that Father Romero entered, a bag of apples in one hand and a second bag that turned out to contain Benny’s dicky in the other, and of course they had to be introduced all around. So it wasn’t until five-thirty that I managed to get everyone seated, correctly costumed and properly attentive, in the two rows of chairs in front of me. Well, all but Sara properly attentive, she was grimacing as in deep pain and scribbling away in a kid’s loose-leaf notebook and pursing her thin lips and sighing heavily from time to time; it gave one a deep angst just looking at her. It was a toss-up whether she was deep in the throes of adolescent creation or working out how much to stiff me for her part in the proceedings.


    “Folks,” I said, “King and I thank you for coming. We appreciate your help more than I can say.” Here Joseph Half-Moon nodded solemnly.


    “Anytime for my main man,” Elroy said.


    “Mine too,” Evonne said, batting her eyelashes.


    “What, after all, are friends for?” Mel declaimed rhetorically.


    “As you know,” I continued, “we are gathered here today for what I hope will be a truly moving and deeply satisfying experience of togetherness, of brotherhood and sisterhood, of simple, ordinary, Godfearing folk united in common cause, a cause that transcends our normal, day-to-day petty preoccupations, infantile prejudices, and unworthy rivalries. And that cause, brethern and cistern? To imbed the shaft, deeply and firmly, once and for all, into the greedy and greasy schemes of one Saul Gall, pornographer to the masses.”


    “A-men, brother!” intoned Marvelous Marv.


    ‘‘Rock on, Pops,” the twerp said without looking up.


    Pops rocked on.

  


  
    Chapter Fourteen


    


    


    ‘Cause the federates flagged me down, then they tore up my old DeSoto,


    And two hours mas tarde found it taped beneath the runnin’ board.


    


    


    IT WAS twenty minutes later. I polished my spectacles vigorously, checked them, polished one lens again, put them on, peered around, then cleared my throat nervously.


    “To commence,” I said, “as we are all, with but one or two exceptions, virtual strangers to each other, perhaps we could, one at a time, identify ourselves and our interest in this affair. My name is Victor Daniel, and I am but a concerned citizen. My dog, King, awaits without. You are Miss... Shirley, was it?”


    “It was indeed, Mr. Daniel.” Evonne rustled her notebook impatiently. “I am here on behalf of the Los Angeles Department of Education, to whom a full report will be sent as soon as I have typed it up.”


    “Thank you. And the young lady next to you?”


    Sara jumped to her feet. “I am here in my official capacity as the newly elected President of the Wade Dean High School Christian Students’ Movement, which now boasts over two hundred members,” she began, improvising freely, I couldn’t help noticing. “Each and every one of us are willing to fight for true Christian values and decency. We are pepared to picket. We are prepared to march! We are prepared...”


    “Thank you, thank you, Miss, er...” I said. “Please save your full statement for later.” The twerp sat down reluctantly. From his seat beside her, Marv said laconically, “State Trooper Marvin Morrison, representing the Los Angeles County Sheriffs Department and also all concerned parents.” Which was news to me; probably to him, too. Then Father Romero said mildly who he was and where his church was, adding that it was perhaps obvious what his and the Roman Catholic Church’s interests were in the proceedings. He was followed by a skinny guy in a baggy, checked sports coat sitting behind him, who waved his notebook in the air and said loudly, “Harrison, Citizen.”


    “The Reverend Michael Lendon,” said a prissy voice next to him in a slightly strangulated fashion, as the starched white dicky turned out to be a size too small. “Representing the United Council of Churches and also founding member of the Keep Studio City Clean Committee.”


    “Never heard of it,” said Harrison, Citizen.


    “Be assured you soon will, sir,” Benny the Boy said politely. Then Dr. Chandler, adopting what I thought was a totally unnecessary ab-sentminded professor guise, stated who he was and what his present position was, and oh yes he did have several degrees and oh yes he was come to think of it a charter member of the California Historical Society and there was something else... now what could it have been... oh yes, an occasional consultant to the FDIA. What was that? Oh, the Federal Department of Indian Affairs. At which point he stood up, smiled benignly at me, scratched his head, and then sat down again. Beware of working with amateurs, I thought once again. Then Mel arose.


    “Melvin Jameson,” he said urbanely. “Attorney-at-law. Of the law firm of Melvin Jameson and Associates.” Associates—another new one on me—as far as I knew his only associates were a part-time secretary named Betty-Jean and a cleaning lady who came in once a month. “Representing the gentleman beside me, Joseph Half-Moon, descendant of the once far-flung Yokut tribe.” He gave Joe a little nudge; Joe nodded his head slowly once, then looked pleased with himself. I looked inquiringly in the direction of the remaining couple.


    “My name is Saul William Gall,” the man said, speaking with insulting clarity of diction and with a pause between each word, as if he was Dr. Livingston talking to Watutsi nomads. Saul William Gall was a short, compact man in his late thirties or early forties, with a deep tan, completely shaven head, and bright blue eyes that blinked more than eyes usually do. He was wearing no watch, no shirt, no socks, a fabulous sweater, cream in color, made of llama or camel or something, tight suede pants, and battered old loafers. Around one wrist he had a huge Navaho bracelet made from a chunk of turquoise the size of a generous scoop of cottage cheese, and a couple of pounds of Mexican silver. “I represent myself and my partner. It is our intention to construct and then operate an adult movie house, in full compliance with the law, on a tract of land we have full title to. Next to me is my associate, Ms. Garrison.”


    All eyes that were not already on Ms. Garrison turned to her. Ms. Garrison was six feet tall. Ms. Garrison wore a silver lame T-shirt, with nothing under it but Ms. Garrison, also a silver lame miniskirt all of three inches long, also a pair of silver lame high-heeled sandals. Ms. Garrison was insanely stunning. She looked a lot like that beautiful actress Briget Neilson, only more so, if possible, with her skullcap of blond hair, her perfect features, and her well-lipsticked, sensual mouth. Evonne and Sara had hated her intensely on sight. Father Romero had rolled his eyes and, involuntarily, I think, crossed himself. Mel went all suave, Benny steamed up his glasses, Marv slouched down even lower in his chair, and Injun Joe’s eyeballs boggled out almost as far as eyeballs do in animated cartoons. Only I, veteran of a hundred similar crises, had remained impassive, impervious, which was lucky for me as my beloved was watching every flicker of my orbs.


    After the introductions were over, I suggested that the principals— with the temporary exception of Messrs. Chandler and Jameson— should then one by one state their objections to Mr. Gall’s proposed cinema, keeping their remarks under five minutes, please. One by one, they did so, along expected lines—Marv stressing law and order; Evonne corruption of youth; Sara, with an apt quote or two from the Bible, purity, righteousness, and the importance of traditional American values in an increasingly corrupt society; and so on. After Elroy had finished his spiel about declining architectural standards in inner cities and the dangers thereof, I added a few well-chosen remarks in my role as your ordinary, decent, concerned man in the street. I then asked Mr. Gall if, in light of what he had just heard, he would not reconsider his plans and perhaps erect his cinema elsewhere, saving everyone a lot of grief.


    “No,” he said. “I will not reconsider my plans and erect my cinema elsewhere in the light of what I’ve heard.”


    I sighed. “Then hear this,” I said. “Mr. Jameson?” Mel got up, opened his briefcase, and handed everyone in the room copies of four documents. We all pretended to look surprised, with the exception of Mr. Gall, whose expression didn’t change at all, and Ms. Garrison, who frowned as she began reading.


    “What you are holding, ladies and gentlemen,” Mel said in his best courtroom manner, “are as follows. One: a restraining order issued by California Civil Court number four, on such and such a date, preventing construction, destruction, transferral of property from, etc., etc., the site next door hereinafter referred to as ‘the property.’ Two: a notarized statement from patrolmen so-and-so and so-and-so attesting to the discovery of a certain relic on said property on such and such a date. Three: a notarized statement from Dr. John Chandler, one of America’s leading experts on the subject, that said relic has been precisely dated by him and identified without question from markings engraved thereon, as being a religious symbol of the Yokuts, once prevalent in this exact area.” Here Mel gestured to Joe, who nodded once. Noticing that Evonne was busy reading one of the documents, I snuck a look at Ms. Garrison’s crossed limbs.


    “The fourth document,” Mel went on, “if one might call it that, is a short history of the major Californian tribes and their burial customs, which Dr. Chandler has kindly compiled and which you may well find as interesting as I did.”


    “Well, thank you, doctor,” I said. “That was thoughtful of you. Eh, Mr. Jameson, I have a question that might be relevant. This restraining order, as you call it, could it be overturned somehow, or reversed, in a court of law?”


    “Certainly it might,” Mel said. “Unfortunately, with the backlog of civil cases in the courts right now, the soonest such a hearing could be scheduled would be at least eighteen months, and more likely to be a lot longer than that.”


    “Very cute,” said Mr. Gall then, tucking his papers away in a back pocket. “Very, very cute.”


    “Are there any other questions?” I asked then, looking pointedly at Elroy.


    “Oh, yeah,” he said. “This relic thing, can we get a look at it?” I raised my eyebrows inquiringly in Taffy’s direction. “Certainly, certainly,” he said. “Now where did I put it? I intended to return it to its rightful owner, Joseph Half-Moon, here, in any case.” He finally found it in a box under his chair, took the thing out, and then passed it reverently over to Elroy. While it was making the rounds, I asked the assembly again if anyone had a question, this time looking pointedly at Evonne. Before she could get her question in, however, Harrison, Citizen, popped in with a dozen questions of his own that had to be dealt with.


    Finally Evonne said, “Mr. Jameson, is there any other legal procedure open to Mr. Gall by which he might expedite matters in his favor?”


    “None,” Mel said, “as far as I am aware.”


    “Hallelujah,” Marv said.


    “Amen,” the twerp said, waving the rattle over her head.


    “Mr. Jameson,” Mr. Gall said, “what if the principals behind the action—namely those two (meaning me and Joe)—withdrew their objections? In the light of further developments, shall we say?”


    “Then it would be withdrawn,” Mel said, with a shrug.


    “How quickly?”


    “Almost immediately; just one more piece of paper for a judge to sign, there shouldn’t be any real delay.”


    “Thank you,” Mr. Gall said. Joe nodded once. Harrison, Citizen, had finished examining the rattle and had passed it on to me; I retrieved the somewhat garish box it came in from Taffy, put the rattle back in, then absentmindedly put the box away in a drawer. When the party started breaking up a few minutes later, I remembered to retrieve it and ceremoniously hand it over to its so-called rightful owner, Joe the Scandahoovian.


    Mr. Gall and Ms. Garrison were the first to leave.


    “Thanks for coming, Mr. Gall,” I called out. “Bye, Ms. Garrison!” I thought I heard one of them mutter, “Up yours,” but I might have been mistaken. “Mind the dog as you go.” What they did mind, I noticed— in fact, closely eyeballed—was the new sign on my front door which said I was but a humble accountant and income tax consultant. Then they turned left, out of sight; I figured they’d parked in the alley out back because out front was full up or maybe they just wanted to walk around their new fence to admire it.


    Harrison, Citizen, was the next to leave, after a few more probing questions, including a futile attempt to find out what Evonne’s phone number was, I happened to overhear. As soon as he’d disappeared, we allowed ourselves a few minutes of mutual congratulations all around; King, who I’d let back in, getting his highly deserved share as well. Then Joe left, twenty dollars (of mine) richer, then Taffy, then Elroy. I had a quick word with Elroy before his departure, telling him of my soon-to-be homeless plight and asked him to keep his ears open for something suitable, as in cheap. He said he would.


    Then Joe came back for the shopping bag full of his old clothes, into which he stuffed the relic, then he left again. Then Marv took himself off, saying he couldn’t wait to get out of his uniform and into a strawberry daiquiri, closely followed by the padre and Mel. Finally only Benny and I and the ladies and the dog were left. I suggested we all go out somewhere trendy together and celebrate. Benny said he couldn’t, he had to meet this mink rancher later. He left.


    “Well, girls,” I said brightly, “looks like it’s just us three and de dawg.”


    “Eh, Victor,” Evonne said, “you’ll have to count us out, right, Sara? Her parents are taking us to a concert and there’s no way we can get out of it.” My beloved blushed slightly and turned away.


    “Gee, that’s right,” the twerp said, snapping her fingers. “I almost forgot.” And off they went with much merry chatter and girlish laughter, the rotten fibbers.


    “Well, King,” I said, “looks like it’s just us.” He wagged his tail. “I’ll tell you this, too, my friend—maybe it is true that without lies humanity would perish of despair and boredom, but they still hurt a guy.” King wagged his tail once again, wobbled over to his blanket, then passed out.


    “Well, big fella,” I said, “looks like it’s just me. I know the perfect place, too—it’s chic, it’s in, it gets a real fun crowd, and it’s called the nearest bar.”


    While I was tidying up I noticed that King’s breathing was becoming deeper and more labored. I wasn’t too worried at first, but when I went to him and cradled his head in my hands and tried to wake him up, and he wouldn’t, then I got very worried very quickly. I picked him up, blanket and all, ran outside, slammed the door, then made tracks the two blocks west to the vet who’d given King his vaccinations for rabies and distemper and then his booster shots a couple of months back. Ian something, his name was; I knew he held evening clinics several nights a week and if tonight wasn’t one of those nights maybe there’d be a sign up on his door directing people to the nearest vet that was open and if he wasn’t open and there wasn’t a sign and I couldn’t get help in time, I’d kill someone and I had a pretty good idea who.


    Ian wasn’t open, but when I hammered on the door in desperation, it suddenly opened. Ian stood there, still in his hospital whites. He took one look at me, then one at King, then took the dog from me and hurried back through the waiting room to his examination or treatment or operating room or whatever you want to call it. After closing and bolting his front door, I followed him.


    “Any idea what it was?” he asked me, putting the working end of a stethescope to King’s chest.


    “No,” I said.


    “How long ago?“ he said. He opened one of King’s eyes and peered closely at it.


    “Twenty, twenty-five minutes?” I guessed.


    “Hold this,” he said. He passed me a plastic funnel, then a plastic, kidney-shaped basin. He then reached up on a shelf behind him and took down a bottle of distilled water, which he shook automatically, and then a piece of rubber tubing. Down into King went the tubing. Then Ian bent over and put one ear next to the free end, which I found slightly bizarre, because what in the world could he be listening for in there?


    “If it goes into a lung, you hear breathing,” he said before I had a chance to ask. “In the stomach, where we want the water, you don’t.”


    “Oh,” I said. “Why the tube at all?”


    “You don’t swallow so good when you’re unconscious,” he said.


    “Oh,” I said.


    “In,” he said, propping King’s head up on one arm. I started pouring. “More,” he said. I poured more. “Basin below the table.” I positioned the basin below the table, right next to it. Then he gave the tube a suck or two, then said, “Thar she blows,” and up the tube into the basin came a lot of yucky liquid, most of which I caught. When there was no more left to come, Ian wiped King’s mouth with a cloth, checked out his eyes and heart again, then gently laid his head back down on the table. Then he rinsed out his own mouth, then began poking around in the mess with a wooden tongue depressor.


    “What’s the verdict, doc?” I asked anxiously.


    “Oh, he’ll be all right as soon as he sleeps it off,” he said.


    “That’s my boy!” I said with great relief.


    “Here,” he- said. “Dig this.” He pointed to a couple of undissolved capsules that were bobbing around in the muck. “Looks like some kind soul slipped your animal a few downers in a Snickers bar.”


    “No shit,” I said.


    “No shit. Lucky they were in a candy bar, they took longer to start working. In an empty stomach, who knows.”


    “Would they have killed him?”


    He shrugged. “Probably not, but you should still teach that mutt not to take candy from strangers.”


    “Ah well,” I said, patting my boy’s head. “There’s a good chance that stranger was a girl so gorgeous that if she offered me a giant moose pat in a Snickers wrapper I’d have eaten it and gone back for seconds.”


    He gave me a grin, then yawned.


    “Now what?” I asked him.


    “I’ll tell you what,” he said. “I’ll take him upstairs with me for the night, I wasn’t going out anyway, that way I can keep an eye on him and when he wakes up there’ll be someone around who knows him and who he knows.”


    I started to thank him but he interrupted me by telling me to beat it, he was tired, and to come back tomorrow and bring a lot of money.


    “Ever tell you what I saw once in a vet’s down in Long Beach?” I said to him as he walked me to the door.


    “I can’t guess,” he said.


    “A sign,” I said. “It said, ‘The doctor is in. Sit! Stay!’ ”


    “I heard it already,” he said. “Scram, will you?” I scrammed backed to my office because I remembered I hadn’t locked up properly, I’d just pulled the door to. On the way I tried to puzzle out what was so wrong with telling someone a humorous quip they’d heard before. So what? People eat chili dogs more than once in their lives, don’t they? Or see the same movie over again, or read the same book. So what’s wrong with using some of the classic old gags more than once? You tell me, Uncle Miltie.


    Luckily, I got back to my office before anything untoward happened to it or its contents. Or me, for that matter. Remember the so-called phony war in England in 1939—1940 when months went by and nothing much happened? Thirty seconds was about the extent of our phony war, I estimated. OK. So be it. I’d been at war before with the same dirty bunch, more or less, and the score to date was a highly satisfactory V. D. 1, them 0. But it had been messy, as things are inclined to get— and not only in the music business—when there is a lot of money at stake, so a certain amount of prudence would not be unadvisable, especially in the light of what had happened so quickly and viciously to my boy, lethal dose or not.


    OK. So I’d go to war prudently. I checked my office weapon, which dwelt in the second drawer down on the left side of the desk, as I was a lefty; it looked prudent enough to me. It looked even more prudent tucked into the shoulder holster I retrieved from the safe out back. I was just about to unplug the phone and take it and a couple of other bits and pieces out back for safekeeping, when it rang. I picked up the receiver immediately. Not because I thought it might be a contrite Evonne Louise Shirley looking for some smooth-kissing fool to while away a few hours with, I always answer the phone immediately if it’s within reach instead of letting it ring a few times first; what care I if people think I’ve got nothing else to do with my life but restlessly hover inches away from my Touch-Tone hoping against forlorn hope that someone, anyone, will call, a wrong number would do, a telephone survey, anything. Pfui, as the great Nero Wolfe said so aptly.


    On the phone was Diamond Lil, Joe’s lady friend, in tears. Also in a screaming rage against guess who.


    Joe had been beaten up, bad.


    Luckily, he had that twenty bucks I’d given him, so he found a cab to take him to her place. It cost him the whole twenty, too, although it shouldn’t have been more than ten bucks at the most.


    “Where?” I asked.


    “Soon as he got off the Woodman bus,” she said.


    “Who?”


    “Some freaks,” she said. “He said he didn’t see ‘em. They rolled him and even took the bag with his old clothes in, for God’s sake. And some box, he says. Lucky he had the twenty down in his sock, is all I can say.”


    It wasn’t all she had to say, as a matter of fact. She had a lot more to say, most of it about blaming me, and I could not deny my share of culpability, let alone stupidity. Well, it turned out he wasn’t hurt that bad after all, he’d been bonked on the head from behind and kicked around a bit and his nice new clothes was all tore up, which he was probably most upset about, if I really wanted to know. Here she paused expectantly. Of course I immediately said to tell Joe we’d go shopping again as soon as he felt up to it, and this time I’d throw in a pair of bloody boots.


    She finally hang up. I spotted the sign I’d hung up on the front door temporarily, went over and took it down, tore it up disgustedly, then chucked it. A lot of good it had been. I was only trying to make myself look like the most vulnerable party in the action, some nerdy, nervous accountant in glasses even, hoping that if any countermeasures were taken, they’d be taken against me. Directly, I mean, not by getting to me through getting to my dog, even I never thought of that. “Mind the dog,” I’d said as they left—brilliant, Daniel. They would be sorry, I vowed. V. D. does not get angry often, but when he does, look out below. Look out everywhere, in fact. Look out in particular the Pussycat Adult Cinema Co.


    OK.


    We tried to be friendly, you two.


    We tried to be nice.


    We didn’t hit you with the restraining order until it was our last resort. Elroy was ready with a deal to take over your interest in the property, but you didn’t want to know. OK, Harrison, Citizen, put this in your stop press: The United States of America and its allies might not have gone to war yet against Senor Saddam Hussein, but V. (for Victor) Daniel and his allies have against Gall & Garrison. How intelligent Senor Saddam Hussein was, I did not know. How intelligent Gall & Garrison were, I did know—imbecilically stupid, because:


    One. They endeavored to obtain an early settlement in their favor by frightening the two principals in the action into withdrawing; and,


    Two. Stealing the only piece of evidence in the case.


    One was doomed to failure because (a) Doc Taffy Chandler had come up with a real descendant of the once mighty Yokut Tribe—or close enough, anyway, at least he was a real Indian—who had agreed, in writing (for a sizable consideration, not in writing) to replace Injun Joe should Injun Joe retire from the affair due to illness, change of heart, or act of God (Mel’s idea). One was also doomed to failure because the other principal in the case, me, was not about to retire from the affair due to any of the reasons listed above or any other conceivable or inconceivable ones.


    Which leads us to Two. The only piece of evidence in the case had not been stolen along with Joe’s old clothes, it reposed in my desk drawer and was about to be shifted into the safe out back. What had been stolen was a box identical to that containing the rattle, both purchased by me that afternoon at the ever-reliable M. Martel, Stationers, said second box containing a highly original and amusing paperweight made in South Korea—a gift from some forgot admirer for some forgot festive occasion—which featured two elephants making love and which, frankly, I was not all that displeased to see the last of.

  


  
    Chapter Fifteen


    


    


    Well, we settled out of court, ‘cause that’s the Mexicali way,


    But after that I wasn’t what you’d call a man o’ means...


    


    


    I didn’t GO to the nearest bar after all. I did go to a bar, though, let me reassure you—Jim’s place, the Two-Two-Two, a comfortable watering hole not that far from a certain apartment that I was shortly about to be kicked out of, thanks very much. And Evonne Louise Shirley—what was she up to all of a sudden with her fibs and her sags and God knows what else? Ah, women. Who was it who said sometimes I think women are getting dumber as they grow smarter? Mrs. Plato?


    After the usual greetings to Jim, I installed myself in my usual quiet comer with a brandy and ginger, and thought. About war, which is a much more calming subject to think about than women. About winning same. About winning same fast, because who knew what other dangerous antics those sore losers might get up to next. They might even try and take it out on my car, heaven forbid.


    All right. According to that dulcet-voiced lady on the recording I heard, pussycat lovers, the P.C.A.C. Co. operated four cinemas, one classic, two straight pornos, and one gay. OK. Today was what little was left of Friday. By the middle of next week, latest, I figured I’d have them all shut down, at least temporarily, one way or another. I cadged another drink and a pad and ballpoint from Jim. On the pad I wrote, after some deep ruminating:


    Personnel:


    Sara?


    Phineas?


    Benny


    Me


    


    Hardware:


    Tweezers


    2 Mace or equiv., family-size, delayed-release


    1 length chain


    1 stout padlock


    1 sign


    1 appropriate I.D.


    1 old raincoat


    1 bag crack (optional)


    


    Arthropods:


    100 Supella longipalpa (or Periplaneta americana) (any size)


    


    That should do to be getting on with, thought I with satisfaction. I tucked the note away and went over to the blackboard to put my name up for a game of pool.


    


    


    SATURDAY CAME and went. Late in the morning I picked up King, who seemed fully recovered, and that afternoon we watched Fernando and the Dodgers lose another one. During the shambles, I gave King his exercise and invented a gadget that would make me millions. See, sprawled on the sofa in front of the TV a few months back, I was playing ball with the mutt but the problem was the front room was too small to give him a proper run, so in a flash of brilliance I bestirred myself enough to open the front door and then, back on the couch, if I got the bounce right, I could chuck his ball so it would carom off two walls, and then out the door and then bounce all the way down to the bottom of the stairs, which was more like it. The only problem so far was that when he wanted to signify that he’d had enough, he did so by leaving the ball downstairs, where guess who would have to retrieve it sooner or later, but I was working on that. What I invented was, while I watched those no-hit bums come up short yet again, a way for dogs to exercise themselves outdoors, viz:


    


     


    


    And that about took care of Saturday. Oh yes... one other trifle. Evonne Louise Shirley phoned to break the more or less understood date we had Saturday nights; seems she was feeling a bit under the weather. I asked her if she wanted me to drop around and hold her hand and make her a hot lemonade with honey in it or whatever, but she said no, she’d just as soon be miserable by herself, thanks, but why didn’t I go out and have some fun by myself for a change? Why not indeed, I thought after she rang off. Maybe I’d check out what was playing at the local Pussycat this week, that’d be all sorts of fun. Then there was go-carting—gee, I hadn’t done that for a coon’s age. I wound up by starting a terrific book by Dick Francis, Proof, which was all about watered-down Scotch whisky and Yugoslavian red wine pretending to be French. I found out that the word proof, when relating to the alcoholic content of booze, means that if you mix a few drops half and half with gunpowder, then light it, and it burns with a blue flame, you have 100 percent proof said booze is at least 50 percent alcohol. I thought this so interesting I immediately went over to Jim’s to tell him about it, then I told Dave, at Dave’s, then I told a fat guy with a cast on one leg who was on the next stool to me at the Four Aces.


    “No shit?” the fat guy said. “And if you mix much more than a few drops half and half, you get proof of something else—Look, ma, no face.”


    Sunday we went for a drive. Me and King, I mean, not me and the fat guy, or me and E.L. Shirley, or me, the fat guy, King, and E.L. Shirley, just one man and his dog.


    Near the turnoff for the Burbank airport there is a short street called Domingo. In the last house on the left on Domingo dwelt my friend Wade, his brother Willy, his sister-in-law Cissy, a black widow spider called Marfa, and any number of cats, dogs, pythons, and other house pets. Wade ran a photo service out of the garage. Willy invented seemingly useless gadgets and games and puzzles and what-have-you, from which he made sizable sums in royalties. It was he who invented the toothpaste tube with a cap on both ends, which was marketed throughout California as “The Marriage Saver,” although some might quibble that it would take more than an extra toothpaste cap to save a Californian marriage in these footloose times.


    His “Tower of Benares,” the adult model of which took 58 billion years to do (not million, I had it wrong before) if you didn’t make a silly mistake, was still, after ten years, a steady seller in novelty shops. Cissy did astrological charts, read palms, wove, Taroted, healed, natural child-birthed, took care of the menagerie, and sculpted in glass. A run-of-the-mill, normal, humdrum California household, in other words, complete with Harley-Davidson in the drive and pot plantation out back near the mice cage (for the python).


    All of the above but one were home that Sunday morning—Wade’s skinny frame in the hammock out front, Cissy’s more than ample one in the kitchen, Willy out back unenthusiastically weeding the veggie garden. At my arrival, with a superhuman effort, Wade raised himself a good three inches out of the hammock, looked blearily in my direction, said, “Hey, man,” then sank down again. Cissy waved at me through the open kitchen window, called out, “Hey, stranger, you’re just in time. I just took my spinach muffins out of the oven,” then bustled out to be introduced to and greatly fuss over King. Willy joined us a moment later, his full black beard glistening with perspiration. Aside from the beaver, all he was wearing was a tatty-looking loincloth.


    “Ah, drat!” he said, fooling nobody at all. “Wouldn’t you know. Just when I was really getting into it, just when I was really warming up, what happens? Along comes some palooka to distract me.”


    “You hope,” Cissy said.


    “And not in vain,” I said. “Prof, I got a problem. Can we perhaps retire to some shady nook so I can fill you in while the muffins are cooling?”


    “Sho’ ‘nuf,” he said amiably. “Yonder is the very nook we seek.”


    A moment later we were stretched out in two faded deck chairs under the spreading avocado tree, right next to a row of somewhat scraggly-looking runner beans. “Four cinemas,” I told him, “is the problem.”


    “Why?”


    I told him why. He looked grim, then reached down and gave King, who was lying at his feet, panting, a good scratch where dogs like to be scratched most, which is almost anywhere. I knew he was thinking of one of his dogs, Susha, a beautiful Golden Labrador some creep had clubbed to death before breaking into Wade’s garage a while back. The creep was duly dealt with most satisfactorily, I may say, by a posse of avengers led by none other than Yours Truly. “So where’s Rags?” I said then, referring to his other mutt, a huge and ancient sheepdog.


    “At the beach with Suze,” he said, referring to Wade’s girlfriend. “Got any ideas?”


    “Some,” I said. I told him what they were.


    “Hmm,” he said. He thought for a moment, then struggled to his feet. “Be right back.” He headed up the path toward the house. A few minutes later he returned with two large glasses of fresh lemonade, sweetened with honey, not sugar, and a slim, pocket-sized catalog he tossed in my lap. “Things You Never Knew Existed... and others you can’t POSSIBLY live without!” it said on the cover. It also said, “Johnson Smith Company, Since 1914, 100% Satisfaction Guaranteed, Over 100 New Items!” and “Up to 50% Off Selected Items!”.


    “Any of your stuff in here?” I said, leafing through it.


    “A couple,” he said. “The ‘Bad Vibe Detector’ is mine. So’s the ‘Executive’s Desktop One-Hole Golf.’ Comes in attractive cedarwood box complete with key.”


    “No kidding,” I said. Then I said, “Ah, now you’re talking,” as I got to the section on magic tricks and those things that kids buy to scare their sisters. “Dog mess, King. Fake barf, the old foaming sugar, phony bird mess, X-ray glasses, bloody slashed finger, phony spilled nail polish, giant fake barf, phony cigarette burn... ah, yes, Prof, where are the snow jobs of yesteryear?” I lay back, emotionally spent. Willy plucked the catalog from my nerveless fingers and riffled through it.


    “That,” he said after a minute, “is what we need. Better than Mace, take my word for it. It’s one of Howie’s, he only lives over the hill. I’ll get some concentrate from him, they’ll never get it out. And forget the spray can, I got a better idea.”


    “I’ll bet you have,” I said.


    “The arthropods I like,” he said.


    “I was thinking Benny for that,” I said.


    “Perfect,” he said, with a grin. “Me and Wade’ll do Howie’s stuff, if you want, he digs pornos and me, well, I’ll keep my eyes closed during the dirty bits.”


    “Sure you will,” I said.


    “Got another idea,” Willy said, finishing off the the last of his drink. “What do you set to catch a mouse?”


    “A cat,” I said.


    “How about vice versa?” Cissy called us right then from the back door, telling us her muffins were ready. Surprising to state, spinach muffins aren’t that bad, really, especially when you load them up with lots of butter and red currant jelly. King liked them au naturel, even.


    Sunday evening. I don’t recall what I did that Sunday evening but one thing I didn’t do for sure was call up any flighty blondes of my acquaintance. Nor did any call me up, it is only fair to say, although what’s so fair about it is beyond me. Who did call was Jerry, wanting to know if any progress had been made actually you know, old chap. I confessed to him that I had been temporarily sidetracked from his problem by a personal one of my own, but (a) hoped to have resolved said personal problem instanter, almost, and (b) did have the glimmer of an idea regarding his problem and would be following up on it early in the week.


    “Delighted to hear it, old boy,” he said. After sending me oodles of amour from Tom, he hung up. It wasn’t exactly from Tom that I wanted oodles of amour, I thought, but what the hell, a guy takes what he can get some Sunday nights.


    


    


    Monday morning—neither bright nor early, frankly, due to a spot of this and that, otherwise known as the king of all hangovers. You’d think I’d know by now never to mix Cheez-Its with pepperoni Hot-Styx, but there you go. A healthy King was in his corner and I was at the desk leafing through the mail. Ever have one of those days when all your mail starts with lines like, “Civilizations In Other Galaxies Are Waiting To Communicate With You!” and “Don’t read any further if you want to stay poor all your life,” and “100s of lonely Asian women are waiting to hear from you!”? One of those. Oh yes. There was one other entry in the mail-you-want-to-read-least stakes, which I reprint in its luckily short totality:


    


    Report No. 44


    Sept. 9, 1990


    For: V. D. (ha ha). From: Agent S. S.


    


    Haiku for a Horse’s Ass


    


    Ancient bones...


    An empty rattle...


    A lonely, balding, beanpole’s autumn.


    


    Expenses: $ 4.20


    Fee: 30.00


    Total: 34.20


    (Please pay promptly for once.)


    


    Spare me, I thought. Bring back those other galaxies, please! But at least I knew what a haiku was—a short, insulting, rotten poem. And “expenses, $4.20”—her bus was only a buck each way, max, so what was the rest for, those rubber bands holding back her dingy hair? She’d be lucky. Anyway, I had more important things to do than niggle with her over a few measly bucks, so into the wastepaper basket went the haiku and I got on with them.


    I got out the list I’d made Friday evening at Jim’s, made a deletion or two, then an addition or two, then pulled the phone closer and started calling. It being ten-thirty or so by then, I figured that everyone I needed should be available. First, with the aid of the phone book, I called all four Pussycat houses, even though they weren’t officially open for business yet. Live people responded thrice, a recorded message once. All three live people told me that no, Mr. Gall wasn’t on the premises, but he invariably stopped by sometime before the eight o’clock show if I wanted to leave a message. I said I’d rather call him at his office, if possible. All three readily supplied his office number. Good, I thought, after completing the fourth call. Now I knew where to get him during the day, and I also knew what times of day were safe for me and the A-team to operate in without fear of him recognizing one of us.


    Next, I looked up, under local governmental services, and then phoned up, the LA Department of Health. After a short hold, complete with Muzak, a lady’s voice said, “Department of Health, and how can I help you today?”


    “Mel Harrison, Studio City Citizen,” I said. “Fastest growing weekly in the valley.”


    “Oh yeah?” she said warily, fearing no doubt that I was peddling space or subscriptions or whatever. I soon reassured her that I was naught but a humble general reporter seeking a little background for a feature article my editor suggested I do on the mainly unsung work done by her department. Gee, she said. She wasn’t sure that she was the right person to talk to, she said, being after all nothin’ but a humble receptionist herself. Yes, I said, but who else would know as much about the daily operations of her department as someone like herself, right in the middle of things, and how exactly did she spell her name, anyway?


    Well, it took a while, partly due to interruptions while she answered other calls and brief interruptions for me to shout out vaguely city-room phrases to nonexistent confreres like, “Mike, spike whatever it is you’re doin’ and get over to City Hall fast,” and, “Hey, kid, where did ya get this coffee, anyway, the La Brea Tar Pits?” but I finally got some useful tidbits out of Miss Allyson (with a y) William (no j). I found out how many inspectors worked full-time in the city checking weights and measures (pathetically few), how many restaurants and bars (pathetically few), how many street vendors of edible substances (pf) and how many visited places of public convergence, i.e., airports, bus stations, schools, and both train stations and trains themselves.


    “Was the work ever dangerous?” I wondered.


    “What isn’t in this town?” said Miss William. “We got two inspectors out right now.”


    “No kidding?” I said. “What happened?”


    “One got hit on the head with a bottle, one was stabbed,” she said.


    “Gee whiz,” I said. “I’d no idea. I wonder if I could talk to one of them? ‘Course I’d never print a word they didn’t want and naturally I’d clear it with your boss first.”


    “Don’t see why not,” she said. “We could use a little good publicity around here, if you ask me. Why don’t ‘cha talk to Andy, he’s the one got stabbed, he’s up at Kaiser till the weekend at least.” She spelled me out his full name. I asked her what happened to his caseload if he was going to be out for a bit. Would it be transferred to some other investigator? Not if he’s only out for a few days like Andy, she said. It’s easier to develop a solid case for the courts if one investigator takes it all the way from start to finish. Really? I said. ‘Course, she said, I wouldn’t normally be telling just anyone all this, like, if you was just a member of the public and you phoned up to talk to Mr. Rodriguez (Andy) I’m not gonna say no, ‘cause he’s up at Kaiser with a punctured lung, am I?


    “ ‘Course not, Miss William, you’ve got more sense than that.”


    “Yeah, and I got a directive, too,” she said, “telling me what to say. ‘Mr. Rodrigez is temporarily unavailable; may I pass you on to another agent?’ is what I say.”


    “And quite right, too,” I said warmly. I terminated the conversation shortly afterward, promising to send her several copies of my article when it appeared, and suggesting that it was possible that one of the paper’s photographers might be getting in touch with her in the near future.


    “Let me know in time, will ya?” she said. “So I can get my hair done?” I assured her that I would.


    “Virtue triumphs once again,” I told King. He wagged his tail. “That makes three or four times already this year, and it’s still months before Christmas.” Another wag. All I’d been after was some general background to feed to Benny for him to pad his spiel with—in the unlikely event his spiel needed any outside help—and I’d stumbled onto a useful little bonanza.


    I called Phineas, by way of Derrone the receptionist.


    “Ici Phineas,” he caroled.


    “Hey, good-looking,” I said, “lei Vic. And how are they hanging these days, and I of course refer to your floral baskets?”


    “Swaying merrily,” he said. “So what is up with you, caro? Those two freaks aren’t out fouling the sidewalks already, I hope, I hope?”


    “Perish the thought,” I said. “It’s about something else.” I then proceeded to tell him what the something else was.


    “Icky, ickier, ickiest!” he exclaimed. “In the privacy of one’s own little waterbed is another thing, but not in public places, please. And also, I’ve always thought there was something fearsomely tacky about masturbating before Happy Hour, at the very earliest.”


    “I must deeply concur,” I said.


    “So what could a mere petal-pusher like moi do to assist you in your no-doubt ferocious counterattack?”


    “Just be yourself,” I told him. “Just drop into a certain gay movie house, the p.m. show would be best, buy some popcorn, enjoy yourself, go to the bathroom, then depart. What could be simpler?”


    ‘Why am I suspicious, I wonder,” he said. Then he called out to one of the girls, “No, no, dummkopf, the stolonifera, not the diffenbachia!” Then, to me, he said, “Why me? If it’s so simple, why not you? Too chicken, I bet, to go near a gay movie house, let alone into the washroom.”


    “Too something, that’s for sure,” I said. “But also I don’t want to spy on a poor, persecuted minority, you’ve got the right to privacy if you want it.”


    “Well, mercy buckets,” he said.


    “There are a couple of other factors involved,” I admitted. “Although he shouldn’t be, there is an outside chance the owner might be hanging around and he knows me, although I did take care not to let him see me standing up in all my statuesque glory but tall or short I’d still stand out in a gay movie house because what stands out most in a gay movie house is someone who isn’t.”


    “All them nervous blushes,” Phineas said, “give you away every time.”


    “To say nothing of the sweaty palms,” I said.


    “When?”


    “Wednesday afternoon? I’ll scoot by your place first with a little present for you.”


    “Why do those words fail to thrill me?” he inquired. “Ciao, bambino, must run, see you when I see you.” I then tried my amigo Benjamin. He was in, and surprisingly alert, considering it wasn’t even noon yet. I told him what was going down. He wanted to know how come, because he thought it was all over, given the bind we had Gall and Garrison in. I told him about Joe and King and said, that’s how come. He said to include him in, naturally. He agreed to come by the office Wednesday morning late-ish so I could give him all the details and whatever equipment he’d need. When he’d hung up and gone back to bed or whatever, I took a deep breath and called up Evonne Louise Shirley at her school.


    “Hi, sweetheart,” I said as soon as she was on the line. “Want to go to the movies Wednesday with your main man?”


    “I’m not sure, Victor,” she said.


    “You’re not sure?” I said.


    “No.”


    “Tell you what I’m sure about, honey,” I said. “This is the third time recently you’ve put me off. Now I know it’s a ludicrous question, but are you seeing someone else?”


    There was a pause. Not a refreshing pause, a long, highly suspicious, mighty worrying pause, a pause about as much fun as menopause. Finally she said, defensively, “What if I am? It’s only been for coffee so far.”


    “May one ask who this mocha maniac is?”


    “He’s a replacement history teacher here at the school.”


    “And may one ask what this coffee freak is like?”


    “The opposite of you, Victor,” she said.


    “Ah,” I said. “The perfect description. So he’s a short, fat pacifist who plays the recorder and has hair down to his waist, eh?”


    “If you’re going to be like that,” she said, “good-bye.” She hung up. After a minute, so did I. If you’re going to be like that, good-bye... If I’m going to be like what, womanless as well as homeless? Doubly homeless now that moving temporarily into Evonne’s seemed highly unlikely even if I wanted to. She could beg me and I wouldn’t move into her place now. Good-bye to you too, babe. Have a happy life with your midget peacenik vegetarian twit with dreadlocks down to his knees, sipping overpriced espresso in fake Italian cafes really owned by Armenian immigrants. The little fucker’s also probably one of those guys who smokes a pipe and keeps rubbing the bowl against the side of his nose to bring out the briar.


    I don’t care.


    I build my castles in the sky... they turn to smoke, but what care I? I don’t, is what. I used to care, but no more, mi amor. I’m giving up caring, starting right now, and that includes caring for the world’s walking wounded as well as sagging bleached blondes. The next time some crippled stray or bedraggled waif or limping, burr-infested mutt comes whining at my door, fuck off pronto is the message they’ll get, you will see. FU. Adios, losers. Try the Samaritans, try Dial-A-Prayer, find another twenty-four-hour-a-day soup kitchen, V. D.’s triply locked door will remain triply locked, also nailed shut, also barred.


    Good-bye is right.


    Where was it ever written that I, V. D., was assigned the thankless task of being problem-solver to the needy? Nowhere is where. I don’t know why I even bothered in the first place, I could have gone to mortician’s school, or taken night classes in TV repair. I must have been blind, I must have been madly driven by some foolish do-gooder complex arising from what? Where? How come? Who knows, who knows, who knows what evil lurks in the minds of men and the hearts of women.


    It all could have something to do with being large.


    Large is supposed to be strong.


    Large is supposed to be able to look after itself.


    Large, by extension, is supposedly able to look after smaller and thus more vulnerable beings as well.


    Oh yeah? Tell that to the dinosaurs. Pass that message along to the mastodons and the behemoths and the hippos. Likewise to the rhinos, who are only disappearing as fast as a plate of fresh scones in a Scottish boarding house.


    I looked around the office. I was surprised I still had it, actually, useless though it now would be. Or soon would be, anyway—I’d finish up the few jobs I had on hand, do the chore I was booked for manana for Mr. Lubinski, the jeweler around the corner, dump the few yearly security contracts I had onto some other poor stooge, and then what? Then what for a man and his dog? Then what for a man and his dog and their almost classic Nash Metropolitan? Only the world, amigos, the world opening out and scrolling up into the endless heavens like credits in a Hollywood biblical epic... Paris at last! Venice by night! Even cinnamon-smelling Zanzibar teahouses with dreaming parrots, why not?


    The phone rang. I deigned to answer it. It was Sara the twerp, in tears.

  


  
    Chapter Sixteen


    


    


    ...but I had this little stash I kept down inside one boot,


    And that’s kept me goin' for quite a while on beer 'n' refried beans...


    


    


    VIC?” SHE said tremulously.


    “Himself,” I said. “But who is this? It can’t be Sara Silvetti, because it’s still morning and everyone knows poets don’t tumble out of their unwashed sheets until the middle of the afternoon sometime.”


    “Oh, shut up for once, can’t ya?” she said. I shut up. There was a long pause, broken only by the occasional sniffle. Finally I said,


    “Now come on, honey, what’s the matter, tell Uncle Vic.”


    “Everything,” she said.


    “Everything?” I had a thought. “You don’t mean you’re... you’re... how shall I put it... that way?”


    “You mean knocked up?” she said. “No, thank Christ, everything but that.”


    I sighed. What the hell. Then I said, “It’s not going to do you any good staying shut up alone in your room like you probably are, so why don’t you come and mope over here with me and King? I could rustle up a couple of chores for you, I guess, to take your mind off things.”


    “See ya,” she said, hanging up smartly. I did likewise.


    “That was a short retirement,” I observed to my dog. He looked over at me and shrugged.


    Well, it turned out that Miss Silvetti was just having an attack of the vapors, or whatever it is poets get because they’re so artistic and sensitive and delicate, unlike us beefy clodhoppers. And, OK, to be fair, some drunken jerk at a disco the night before had almost scared the pants off her both literally and figuratively, according to her. And she was nervous enough anyway because she was waiting for the results of a smear test she’d just had. And she’d had a fight with her parents. And she was fucking broke, as usual. And some $!!@&**$/! poetry magazine published in a basement in Forget It, Idaho, with a circulation of about eight, had rejected a batch of her latest and most brilliant work. I did not inquire whether “Haiku for a Horse’s Ass” was among them. Even I could figure out that it was that last item that hurt the most, the rejection. As it was something I personally had very little experience of—if you leave out women—I had nothing helpful to say on the subject but instead attempted to cheer up the poor twerp by paying her full bill of $34.20 without any questions or raised eyebrows even, then taking her to lunch at Fred’s, where she of course ordered a la carte, and then I sent her shopping, after having presented her with a short list and appropriate sums. First she was to hit the hardware around the corner for tweezers, chain, and padlock, and then hike all the way over to the sign store on Van Nuys. She raised her (unplucked) brows at the last item on the list: those 100 (approx.) arthropods (any size).


    “And what are they supposed to be?”


    I told her.


    She glared at me. “And where am I supposed to come up with them?”


    I looked at King and shrugged. “So be inventive.”


    Off she went. Shortly thereafter, off King and I went, too, to the magic store on Sunset Boulevard just west of Vine. Did I ever tell you I once ran into Muhammad Ali in that same store? Well, I did. And he was performing, with great dexterity and a neat line in deadpan patter, a trick involving considerable sleight of hand called “The Professor’s Nightmare.” I know it involved considerable sleight of hand, because when the great Ali departed, I forked out $4.95 for what turned out to be little more than three bits of old clothesline and some complicated directions, and nowhere is where I got with “The Professor’s Nightmare.” So if anyone wants a one-owner trick guaranteed new, send me ten bucks and it’s yours.


    The great man was not, alas, in the store that day. I made my way down past the displays of more or less legitimate magic tricks to the so-called joke items, a section I well knew. Now I know what you are thinking—you are assuming that I knew the so-called joke section well because it was there that I replenished my collection of jumping candy, snapping gum (ouch!), and slim vols. with titles like, 1001 Snappy Jokes and The Ad-Libber’s Handbook. Oh youse of little faith, as they put it in Brooklyn; some of us do grow up, you know.


    The four types of merchandise that did interest me were these: One: the “authentic replicas” (and authentic enough for most people, I can tell you) of police badges, security officer badges, sheriff s badges, and the like, complete with case ($2.95 extra). Two: Max Factor pancake makeup, false hair, spirit gum, wigs, etc. Three: The “Comic Certificates,” so-called because if they didn’t call them comic, they could be prosecuted for selling the real certificates they were identical to—stock certificates, birth and divorce, college diplomas, marriage licenses, and so on. For a paltry $1.95 each, these are obviously a wise investment for the beginning sleuth. And, finally, Four: laminated photo I.D. cards, one of which was the real reason for my visit. There was a whole stack of them, for novelty purposes again, of course, we get it, ranging from an excellent copy of my own California State private investigator license to things like Press, Security, and fake Actor’s Equity cards, etc., but also including such humorous items as Lawn Inspector, The International Brotherhood of Comedians, Liar’s License, Space Shuttle Pilot’s License, and, last but not least, California Department of Health Pest and Vermin Control. And most realistic they all were. For example, the Security I.D. card said something like, “The individual pictured here and named below is a fully accredited agent of the organization also named below. He is authorized by law... blah blah blah.” There was a space to stick in your picture and obviously spaces below for a name and a company’s name and the date of authorization and a signature. Then a quick pass with an iron to seal the plastic, and your novelty is ready for use.


    So I purchased a couple, @ $4.95 each. I could have got them for $4.50 each if I bought three or more, but what the hell. Both King and my Nash were waiting for me in the parking lot out back, so I rejoined them and drove in my usual careful fashion back to the office. We stopped behind an old Buick at the lights at Laurel Canyon and Ventura; its bumper sticker read, “Pray to keep prayers out of our schools.”


    Once home, King took me for a walk around the block, then I opened up and then I said to myself, big boy, I said, it’s all very well and no doubt all highly amusing, your skirmish with Gall & Garrison, movie moguls to the raincoat brigade, but is it not time to spare a thought for the plight of Tom ‘n’ Jerry in their skirmish, complicated though it may be? It was, it certainly was. So I got out all my notes and scribbles, my conjectures and wild flights of fancy, such as they were, and thoroughly reviewed the story so far, which took a good hour. I was relaxing in my swivel chair, feet up on the desk, thinking it all over, when the twerp returned with her purchases and acquisitions, which she dumped on the desk in front of me, and then she made a big deal out of pretending to wash her hands.


    “Feeling better, dear?” I asked her solicitously.


    She shrugged.


    “Good,” I said. “Say, while I think of it, want to go to the movies with me Wednesday?”


    She looked at me suspiciously. “Why don’t you take Evonne?”


    “Because I want to take you, my pet. Do you good to go out with a mature male for once and besides, I like your company. You’re intelligent, you’re vivacious, you’ve stopped dressing like a Johnny Rotten groupie or a Born-Again Quaker, and also not only will I cover any and all expenses including all you can eat before, during, and after the cinema, but you will be paid a moderate fee.”


    “So what’s the catch?” she said.


    “Know who else said that?” I said. “Old Hollywood story. Starving agent meets the devil in the Brown Derby. Devil says, ‘If you gimmie your soul and your wife’s and your kids’ and their kids’ souls, I’ll give you exclusive management of Streep, Fonda, Madonna, and Michael Jackson.’ Agent thinks it over, and then he says, ‘What’s the catch?’ ”


    “Ha ha,” she said. “So what is it?”


    “Sara,” I said, “I am too busy to pander to your suspicious and convoluted little brain at present, pardon me ever so. Have we got a date, or not?”


    “I’ll think about it,” she said.


    “So go home and think,” I said. “It’ll give you something to do, because I do not need a report, whether haiku, sonnet, or vers libre, from you covering your activities today on my behalf. Sometimes I do. Those are the times when I am billing someone else and thus have to account not only for my expenses and time, but those of my assistants as well. And thus it is also, may I say, that I have to continually rewrite your reports before their submission to a client, being as it is that most of my clients are businessmen and other professionals and they tend to look wildly askance at expense accounts that rhyme. To conclude, may I stress that this is in no way to be considered a rejection of your poetic skills; as you well know I greatly enjoy, nay, treasure, your artistic endeavors. They are by my bedside constantly.”


    “So’re your full-of-shit pills,” she said. “See ya.” She traipsed out, giving King a pat on the way, looking somewhat more cheerful than she had been on the way in, thanks entirely to the efforts of Mrs. Daniel’s number one son, may I say. Was she lucky she had me around to use as a combination Wailing Wall and Kleenex; and so were all the others, too, for all the thanks I got, not that I ever asked for any. There are such people as givers in the world, as there are takers. And takers and takers. And takers-out for demitasses of cappuccino, too, let us not overlook that pygmy-sized type of taker, those Napoleonic-complexed aggressive little moochers.


    Muscle, I thought. I need some muscle. Not to take care of E.L.S.’s hairy half-pint Romeo, forget it, he was welcome to her. I needed muscle to gain a discreet entry into the portals—to say nothing of the files—of the eighth or ninth largest corporation in the fine state of California, IMM.


    So who had muscle of the kind I needed? And spare me your jibes about Arnold Schwarzenegger, please. A VIP is who. And how many VIPs did I know? One and a half, at the most, which significantly narrowed my choices, particularly as the half was in an institution of the highest security, owned and operated by the Federal Department of Prisons, just outside Tampa, Fla., so then there was one. He was an ex-governor of a neighboring state to ours. When I met him he was still an aspirant to that high office but unless I could retrieve certain amatory epistles he had penned a few years previously he could pack those aspirations away forever up in some dusty attic in his old Air Force flight bag along with his stripes and war decorations and fading photos of foreign ports. His name? What’s in a name? I don’t want to be unnecessarily mysterious, but neither do I want to be a kiss-and-tell, so I won’t. Anyway, I did retrieve the letters, not without some difficulty and some cunning but highly illegal maneuvers. He was grateful. Two weeks later he married a stunning Italian diva. After suffering a slight stroke in his third year of office, he retired to his family ranch in New Mexico, and as far as I knew, was still there ropin’ and brandin’ and burning his fingers on the campfire coffee pot.


    Once before he’d written me a rave recommendation when I needed a short word with a Hollywood idol who was so far up the ladder of stardom that he’d disappeared entirely into the gossamer clouds of total inaccessibility. Could he and would he do a similar service again for his old compadre? Not to keep you in suspense, he could and would. And did, that very day. It turned out to be no trouble at all getting through to him, as I still had his phone number from last time; I merely dialed his number and when a male voice answered, “Yes?” asked if I could have a word with the Governor, please.


    “Don’t see why not,” I was told. “Hang on there and I’ll put you through.” He put me through to the Governor, who turned out to be talking into a cordless phone down by the corrals. Sure he ‘membered me. Nah, I wasn’t interrupting anything serious, he was just admirin’ his new pacer, who was gettin’ broke in.


    “Broke into what?” I said.


    “Pacin’,” he said. “What else? What can I do for you this time ‘round, son?”


    “I need a quiet word with someone very high up at IMM,” I said. “Preferably someone with half a brain and a close mouth.”


    “No sweat,” he said. “I know just the horse thief. Soon as I get back up to the house I’ll give you a holler.”


    I gave him my number, thanked him, then asked, “How’s the health? Hope you still got enough to put away the occasional fifth of that rotgut Tennessee mash you tried to force down my throat the night we were celebrating.”


    He laughed. “Well, son,” he said, “if I work at her and concentrate real hard I find I can get a sip or two down of an evening.”


    I said I was glad to hear it and severed the connection. Not a bad guy, all in all, for someone who’d been a politician most of his life and who never got caught once. It’d be strange being married to an opera singer, though—you’d never be able to understand a word she said.


    I cleaned up my desk, then brought my accounts up-to-date, then answered a slightly scatalogical scribble I’d received the week before on the back of a change of address notification; it was from a good old boy who’d got me a job with the Burns security people when I’d first moved out to the coast, and then I had a phone call from a lady. She wanted to know if I was Mr. Vic Daniel. I said I was. She asked me to hold on, please. I held on, which is generally speaking an activity I enjoy roughly as much as back-combing tarantulas. After a minute or so, a man came on the line and told me his name was Ralph Howieson and that he was a senior vice president of International Machine & Mercantile.


    “How do you do, sir?” I said.


    “I’ve just had a rather strange call from an old college friend,” he said. “He suggested I listen with some attention to what you had to say as it had been his experience that despite a certain lack of appreciation for some of the finer things of life, you were neither a con man, a fool, nor a waster of other people’s time.”


    “Kind words indeed, sir,” I said. “Eh, the reason I don’t want to go into details on the phone is that in my experience they are not, alas, always private.”


    “This one is,” he said. “It’s my home phone, and it was my daughter you spoke to a moment ago. I was just on my way back to the office after lunch when Slick caught me.”


    “Slick,” I thought. Another one of those great nicknames. I always wished someone had given me one as a lad, like Minnesota Fats or Tex or Lefty, all I’d ever had was Dopey (that dumb dwarf), Stilts, and, from the twerp as soon as she saw me wearing glasses for the first time, the derisory Prof. Who cares anyway about that stuff?


    As I really didn’t want to go into details on the phone at all, private or party line, mainly because I didn’t have many details and would have to rely on my forceful and winning personality, obviously more effective in a face-to-face encounter, I suggested we meet instead so I could fill him in, as we would probably have to meet later anyway.


    “Home or office,” he said. “Take your pick, Mr. Daniel.”


    “Office after work, maybe?”


    “Why after work?”


    “Same reason as the phone,” I said.


    There was a pause. Then Mr. Howieson said, “Mr. Daniel, I am starting to get slightly worried by all this.”


    “Well, if it helps,” I said, “there’s only the slightest chance you have anything to worry about.”


    “Which doesn’t help in the slightest,” he said. We agreed that I should pass by the IMM head office building the following evening at six-thirty, address supplied, press the button reading “Night Inquiries,” give my name to whomever answered my summons, show some LD., and I would be accompanied up to his office, where he would be waiting, if not exactly eagerly, for my arrival. I said thank you and good-bye. He said good-bye to me. Click. Click. All right. That was done, for all the use it would probably be, if there was a windmill around I’d go and have a tilt or two at it instead; much more useful and bound to be more fun.


    After I’d hung up, King looked at me hopefully.


    “OK, you win,” I told him. “Let’s get out of here.” I tidied up and out of there we got and into the car we got and up to the observatory in Griffith Park we got, where we got out and he romped and sniffed and rolled and I sat on the bench by the water fountain and observed. I didn’t see any stars, although there were enough would-be starlets passing to and fro to keep an amateur Galileo like me more than content. None of them, however, stopped to say, “Oh, what a cute pooch! I just adore an older man with a dog!” Guess I’ll never understand starlets.


    


    


    Them little things,” I said, “that look like dried peas, only gray, are worth a quarter of a million bucks? You’ve got to be kidding.”


    It was ten o’clock the following a.m. The Lubinski brothers, Jonathan and Nathan (“Family Jewelers for Over 20 Years”) and myself were in the small workshop out back of their store, which was just around the corner from my office. Nathan was weighing the peas, with great care, one at a time, on a beautiful antique set of jeweler’s scales, while his brother and I watched. Every few minutes I left them to get on with it while I earned my fee by checking the front and back doors, the alarm systems, the street out front, and the alley out back. Earlier I’d hung a sign neatly lettered by Nathan in the front window; it said that, exceptionally, the store would be opening two hours late that morning. I’d also, earlier, unlocked the front door for the courier who’d delivered the so-called diamonds from New York so he could go have a bite of breakfast somewhere.


    I returned from my umpteenth fruitless checkup and gave the thumbsup to J. Lubinski, who gave me a grin in return. J. Lubinski was elegantly attired, as usual; this morning in a dapper gray mohair suit with his customary highly polished black loafers with tassels. His specs were gold-framed, his tie pin silver, his cuff links semiprecious-stoned, and his sliver of a watch platinum for all I knew. His lugubrious elder brother wore his customary baggy brown ensemble, topped up with a loupe in his right eye. We got on fine, me and the brothers. Jonathan was the businessman, Nathan the creative one; he was also an historian specializing in the years of the Holocaust, as I’d found out the time I was keeping my eye on the wedding presents at Nathan’s only daughter’s wedding reception in his modest little mansion in Beverly Hills. That same evening I’d cracked the Case of the Missing Champagne (the caterers done it) for no extra money, and we’d gotten on swimmingly ever since.


    While N. Lubinski was weighing the last few peas, I drew J. Lubin-ski aside and asked him, “Why?”


    “Why what?” he said.


    “Why everything,” I said. “Why buy, why weigh, why me?”


    J. Lubinski sighed theatrically, and flung his beringed and manicured hands to the heavens.


    “Why you?” he said. “Why me?” I followed him through into the store proper. “There follows a short lecture on crystallized carbon, otherwise known as diamonds.”


    “Or ice,” I said. “In my trade.”


    “Or ice,” he said. “A fixed number of times a year deBeers, through its Central Selling Organization, holds in some major city what is called a sight, in my trade. A fixed number of extremely reputable dealers attend these sights. They are offered various assortments of stones at non-negotiable prices.”


    “All diamonds,” I said.


    “Varying weights, varying colors, but all diamonds,” he agreed. “These dealers then resell their boxes of goodies in smaller lots to other dealers, one of whom is a pal of ours who lives in New York, New York.”


    “So you call him up collect,” I said, “and say, ‘Got thirty peas such and such a weight and such and such a color?’ ”


    “You got it, Vic,” J. Lubinski said. “So he sends them out here by courier; we verify them and send them back to New York to a cutter.”


    “Weighing is verifying?” I said.


    “Part thereof,” he said, “as there is a type of manufactured diamond almost identical to the real McCoy except it weighs getting on to twice as much. As for why you, the diamonds are insured while they are in the hands of the courier, but not while he is out eating pancakes, then they are our responsibility, and it is a lot cheaper, my friend, to hire you for two hours than it is for us to insure them for that time. We will have to, of course, when they arrive back here all nicely trimmed and polished.”


    “Ah,” I said. “Excuse me a mo.” I checked out the front of the store again, then poked my head in the workroom, where N. Lubinski was wrapping the peas up in what looked like a bit of old bandage, then rejoined J. Lubinski, who was looking impatiently at his watch.


    “Don’t worry,” I said. “If we run over the two hours, I won’t charge you for the extra few minutes. Anyway, it looks like Nate is just finishing up.”


    “Good,” he said. “And what I am is nervous, not impatient.”


    “So who cuts and polishes them?” I asked. “Why not Nate?”


    “Too specialized,” he said. “Nate will get them back cut into brilliants or rose or double rose or occasionally if the stone is big enough into Kohinoor or even table, then design and make the settings, leaving me to do all the hard work, selling them.”


    “Ain’t life tough,” I said.


    The courier came back about then, so I let him in and he and the Lubinskis completed the paperwork, the middle-aged courier tucked the package casually into one pocket, then off he went, and then, a few minutes later off I went, with a check for a satisfying number of U.S. dollars tucked carefully into my worn old wallet. Being casual is one thing, being foolhardy another.


    Tuesday afternoon King and I—again lucratively—passed together down in Huntington Beach, him dozing in the shade, me sweating in the sun. I was doing what amounted to a time-and-motion study on a company called Bloom Marine, Inc., for a movie mogul pal of my movie mogul pal, the aforementioned Lew Lewellen. His pal was filthy rich. Like many, if not all, the filthy rich, he felt that nothing was enough, because nothing is enough to the man for whom enough is too little, to paraphrase from the Greek. He was a tightwad, a stingy miser who was convinced all his employees were as avaricious (and as crooked, if you ask me) as he was. To give him a deeply begrudged credit, it was turning out that in the case of Bloom Marine, Inc., anyway, he was spot-on.


    That Tuesday afternoon was my third half-day on the job, spread out over the past six weeks, so Bloom Marine, Inc., had already submitted one monthly statement to my client, which I had seen. And one item I’d seen was a charge for twelve man-hours of carpentry—and you know how much money those guys drag down an hour—on a Saturday afternoon (double overtime) when I’d been fifty feet away the whole time helping this laconic and well-grizzled sea dog scupper his barnacles, or whatever the fuck we were doing besides absolutely ruining my nails, and had seen nary a sign of a carpenter. I had seen a large, well-muscled beach bum type go aboard my client’s boat a couple of times and stroll around the poop deck briefly, but that was all. Incidentally, according to the sea dog, my client’s boat was a converted U.S. Navy minesweeper, he wasn’t sure what class, maybe the MSL1 Cove, it coulda been, worth somewheres between $250,000-$300,000, depending. The sea dog’s leaky piece of waterlogged junk, he told me in a rare moment of loquacity, was an old mahogany-over-oak offshore lobster boat, as if I cared. All I knew was it was upside down in an adjoining slip to my client’s, otherwise known to one and all as G. Z. I’d rather be known by some nifty nickname than by initials, Hollywood style. I wonder why?


    Anyway, there I was, stripped to the waist and trousers rolled up, scraping away while Popeye sawed a new piece of timber to replace a rotted bit in the hull. Well, I couldn’t stand around doing nothing but stare over at G. Z.’s ship, could I, making the occasional note as well, I did have to try and fit in, so I’d told Popeye my first morning on the job who I was and what I was up to and said I was more than willing to work for my keep. He looked at my I.D., then at King, then at me.


    “Know anythin’ about boats?”


    “Some float,” I said.


    “Start scrapin’,” he said. And, so far so good, I figured. Another couple of hours and a few more blisters and I’d be out of there, I’d be history, I’d vanish into thin air like a tinhorn Casanova’s oaths of love the morning after, another job well done, a few more greenbacks for the piggy bank. And maybe even a better class of dog food for my boy, like meat.


    I was scraping and musing when Popeye said to me quietly, “Friends of your’n?”


    I looked up. Coming down the concrete slipway toward us were three gents, the beach bum from G. Z.’s boat, a larger one, and a smaller but stockier one. One carried a piece of pipe, one a chunk of two-by-four. All were wearing shorts and tank tops.


    “Don’t rightly guess so,” I said. “Hold the dog, would you?”


    “Sure.”


    “And keep out of it.”


    “Sure.”


    “And you don’t know nothing.”


    “Never did.”


    The hole in the hull that Popeye was fixing to repair was on the side of the lobster boat away from the three stooges, covered temporarily with a patch of tarp. I dodged around, eased up a corner, dumped in my wallet and notebook, then hardly having broken stride, continued around the hull back into their view and began ambling slowly toward them, trying to put in a little distance between me and Popeye, King, and the hole in the hull. Hell, maybe even they were just out for a little sea air and weren’t really planning to put a hole in my head. If so, I’d just keep amblin’ and later figure out some way of retrieving pooch and personal effects.


    But, like the rebirth of dead hair follicles, it was not to be.


    “Goin’ somewhere, pal?” the beach bum inquired as we drew abreast.


    “Have to get the kids from school,” I said. “It’s my day.”


    “And maybe not,” the beach bum said. His mates snickered. I thought, oh well, all that scraping was playing hell with my manicure, anyway.


    “Been hanging around quite a lot recently, haven’t ya?”


    “Oh, from time to time,” I said. “Like to give the old fellow a hand.”


    “Uh huh,” the stocky one said. “What was his name again?”


    “I always called him Pop,” I said, “seeing as he was sort of like a father to me.”


    They exchanged knowing glances.


    “We been asked,” the beach bum said, “seeing as all this is private property, to escort you from the premises.”


    “Man, I’m history,” I said, spreading my arms, palms upward. “Adios, gents.”


    “We also been asked,” the biggest guy said, opening his mouth for the first time and tossing the length of pipe from hand to hand, “to politely find out who you are and what you’re doin’ here.”


    “Is that all!” I exclaimed. “Why didn’t you say so? My name is Hugh Gross, I live just off Atlanta, near the Fairview Hospital there, I’m in storm windows, and you already know what I was doing, giving Pop a hand with the heavy bits, any law against that?”


    “We also been asked,” the beach bum said, “to see some I.D.”


    “Forgot to say ‘please,’ ” I said.


    “Come on, shithead, hand it over,” the stocky guy said, taking a practice swing or two over his head with the chunk of wood.


    I patted my pockets, then I said, “Oh, now I remember. I didn’t bring any on purpose because once when I was a kid, back in Davenport that was, we went canoeing and it tipped over and everything I had in my wallet, including in the secret pocket, can you believe, got soaked, so ever since then I’ve been mighty careful what I carry in my pockets around boats.”


    “Not careful enough, pal,” the beach bum said. “So tough shit on you, Lofty.” They fanned out and came at me from three sides at once. It could have been worse, I guess, they could have been asked to kill me, not just bat me around like a sponge ball till I went down and then take turns kicking me and then finally, whacking me a good one on the back of the head with either the log or the pipe, I didn’t catch the details, frankly, and laying me out cold on the gritty concrete. I did manage to get in a few licks of my own, fight fans, never fear, including one perfect left hook that caught Shorty right on the button and out went his lights. And the beach bum, or is it boat bum, took one knee from me that would lower his testosterone count for a while and, by a whisker I missed the third guy’s Adam’s apple with a savage karate chop and so on, and then it was all over, Goliath was hurt, Goliath was down, Goliath was out.


    When I inched back to painful consciousness a while later, someone was whimpering and something cold and wet was frantically licking my bruised face. Being a detective and all, I soon deduced that the whimperer was me and the something cold and drooly King’s tongue. I managed to tell him that it was all right, he could put it away now, good boy, and all that. When I got my eyes opened all the way, I saw Popeye hunkered down on his heels beside me.


    “They gone?” I said.


    “Yep.”


    “You OK?”


    “Yep.”


    “My wallet OK? I dumped it in your hole.”


    “Yep. You OK?”


    “Yep. Well, nope, but yep, considering. Wonder why they didn’t eject me from the premises, too?”


    “Probably saw what I did,” he said. “Someone up at the main office lookin’ out with a spyglass.”


    “Where was he earlier?” I said.


    “How come you ditched your wallet?” he said, hoisting himself lithely to his feet.


    “Car registration in it,” I said. “Didn’t want them going through the marina parking lot looking for it and then trashing it up.”


    “Oh,” he said.


    “They ask you anything?”


    “Yep.”


    “Tell them anything?”


    He didn’t bother to answer such a stupid question. I gingerly pushed myself up to a sitting position, then waited for the world to stop whirling around in its madcap fashion, with my eyes closed and one hand on my aching head and the other on King’s, calming him down.


    “Bleedin’s died down to a trickle,” Popeye said after a while. I managed a lopsided grin in his direction.


    “Another reason I stashed the wallet,” I said, running my tongue over my teeth to see if they were still all there, which they were, thank the God of dentistry, considering what I’d paid for them, “I had all my I.D. plus eighteen dollars cash in it, plus a check I got for a job I did this morning.”


    “Prob’ly had yore Dick Tracy Junior G-Man decoder in her as well,” he said.


    “See, Pop,” I said, “with macho assholes like that, you got to leave them something, otherwise their bullshit pride’ll fester away. So I let them work me over a little, big deal, so I took a fall to keep them happy, but I’m not dumb enough to let them know who I am and where I live so they can stop by well tanked up some night for a little more fun.”


    “Thought I’d heard ‘em all,” Pop said, shaking his head. “Just goes to show you, son.”

  


  
    Chapter Seventeen


    


    


    So all I gotta do now is hang on and keep the faith,


    ‘Cause I know my drinkin’ buddy, my old amigo Samuel D...


    


    


    ONE HOUR AND seventeen minutes later I was back home sharing a hot bath with a toy submarine that was supposed to run underwater but wouldn’t, a large helping of Epsom Salts, which is supposed to be good for aches and pains, and a liberal squirt of Evonne’s bath gel for added color and excitement. Evonne Louise Shirley... wonder whatever happened to her, and who cares. From somewhere high above, Ethel Merman’s voice could be discerned, belting out “Everything’s comin’ up roses, but in your case it’s purple.” Bruises, as we all know, are caused by the rupture of blood vessels under the derma which, technically, has not been lacerated. Call them contusions, if you will. What we all do not know, at least I don’t, is why they change from the bluish-purple-puce tones after a few days to that evil greeny-yellow color... as for lacerations, I had a few, too, quite a few, enough to mention... ah, swirling eddies of idle thoughts as my submarine sank once again straight to the bottom of the tub, hereinafter known as the Red Sea, exaggerating only slightly.


    Then ‘twas choices, choices. I don’t mind some choices, like between one chili dog or two, or one Hawaiian shirt or another, or whether you start with the foreplay or finish up with it, but among the choices I’d rather not have to make as often as I seemingly did are between iodine or Mercurochrome, Darvons or Demerol, Band-Aids that are either too small or too big because you’ve used up all the proper-sized ones, and what to do with a useless right arm—go for sympathy with a sling or merely do what Napoleon did and tuck it casually inside your sports coat. There is no doubt that getting beat up is a gigantic drag, because it hurts, and nothing hurts like good old-fashioned pain; it’ll do it every time.


    So anyway, I poured stuff on me and over me and stuck sticky stuff here and there and plugged a hole or two and threw out the tattered shreds that were once my third-best cords and put some clothes on and fed and watered the dog and popped another pain pill for the road and then hit it.


    It was six-forty when I pulled up in the almost-empty parking lot beside the IMM building on Olympic, near the Civic Center, and coasted neatly to a stop in a parking place personally reserved for one James J. Frawley Jr., whoever he was. I climbed out, stretched gingerly, then, as requested, mounted the wide stairs and punched the “Night Inquiries” button. A voice squawked something at me. I said who I was. There was another squawk. After a minute or two a uniformed security man unlocked the glass portals, checked my I.D., let me in, locked up again, said, “This way, please,” and headed off to the bank of elevators, only one of which seemed to be in operation. In we went, and up we went. Out we got, down the hall we went, into an outer office we went, and then, after a knock, into a larger, much larger, inner office which contained, among other furnishings, a gorgeous old rolltop desk, behind which a man was seated, scribbling away. He got to his feet.


    “Thanks, Tom,” he said.


    “Anytime, Mr. Howieson,” Tom said. He departed. I crossed to the desk and Mr. Howieson and I shook hands. I must say, he was not what I expected. Like as not, nor was I to him, I dare say. Which was that whiskey company that used to feature distinguished-looking executive types at their ease, often in the library of some exclusive gentlemen’s club? Calvert’s, maybe. Howieson would look more at ease in a fishing camp; he was short, tanned almost black, wore his graying hair in a crew cut, and wore on his obviously fit frame loud check pants and a baggy madras jacket worn over a polo neck.


    “Beautiful desk,” I said.


    “Thank you,” he said. “It belonged to my father and before that to his father—they were both lawyers too, only they were more your smalltown general practitioners, not a big-shot corporate lawyer like me. Sit, please.” He led the way to a trio of well-worn old leather chairs that were grouped around a low table; he sank into one and I did likewise. “Cigarette? Cigar? Drink?” I shook my head. “Nothing? Coffee?” I shook it again. “OK,” he said. “That takes care of the amenities, it seems to me. Now let’s get down to business, Mr. Daniel.”


    “Right,” I said. “It is like this, sir. In the course of another investigation, the details of which I will not bother you with at this time, I came across a number of curious coincidences. I was a suspicious man to begin with, Mr. Howieson, even before I embarked on my present line of employment, due to a series of youthful experiences I will also not bother you with at this time, fascinating as they no doubt were.”


    “No doubt,” he said with a straight face.


    “And my present line of work has not, alas, removed that skeptical attitude to life and those who live it,” I said.


    “Indeed, one might suspect the very opposite,” Mr. Howieson said. “Indeed is putting it mildly,” I said. “Anyway.” I got out the notes I’d made at the office after seeing the Lubinskis’ courier and his peas on their way, while I was filling in the time before driving down to Huntington Beach. “March 14th,” I said. “One of your employees, a Jonathan E. Flint, while returning from the theater with another of your employees, a Mrs. Leonard Richard Jones, alias Mary, was killed by a single shot in the head. Through my extensive contacts with the LAPD, otherwise known as Sneezy, I obtained a copy of the investigating officer’s report of the crime and also copies of other relevant paperwork, which I’ll fax you if you want.”


    “Skip it,” he said.


    “Just as well,” I said, “as I don’t have a fax.”


    “John Flint,” he said. “Of course I remember, I was at the funeral, showing company solidarity and all that. And Mary Jones, of course I know her, if only slightly, as we are in different departments. I am too modest to mention that we are also on different floors and different rungs of the oh-so-slippery corporate ladder. Mr. Daniel, I am beginning not to like this at all. Go on, please.”


    “Of course you also know what department both Flint and Jones toiled in,” I said.


    “Do I ever,” he said, looking grim. “Pensions.”


    “Nebulous is the word for it,” I said, “but when I was talking to the widowed Mrs. Flint, she mentioned she’d come across a sheet of paper in their safe-deposit box she’d never seen before and couldn’t make hide nor hair out of, so she’d chucked it. All she remembered was it was a list of names and addresses with some common denominator, something in common linking them. What that factor was she could not recall.”


    “Pensions,” said Mr. Howieson. “Those fucking pensions.”


    “Lots of money in pension plans these days, a little bird told me,” J said. He shot me a look. “What exactly did Flint and Jones do in pensions or with pensions?” I said. “I mean specifically.”


    “I do not know,” he said, pushing himself forcefully up and out of the armchair. “But I will soon find out.” He crossed to the desk, looked up a number in a rotary file, grabbed the phone, then dialed.


    “Mr. Douglas? R. Howieson, from the office... I will tell you what you can do for me, sir, with apologies to the wife and family for disturbing your evening, you can join me here as soon as possible... Yes, you could say it was an emergency situation, Frank... twenty minutes? Thank you.” He hung up. “Twenty minutes,” he said to me.


    “I heard,” I said.


    “Scotch, bourbon, Irish, or Canadian?” he said.


    “Irish,” I said.


    He slid back the doors of a wooden cabinet recessed in one wall, revealing a compact but well-stocked wet bar, and poured us a couple of hefty slugs into the kind of glassware you find in cheap bars or my kitchen.


    “See,” I said, “what were Flint and Jones doing going out together in the first place? They never had before. They were not romantically involved and they too were on separate rungs on the greasy—I mean slippery—corporate ladder, verifiable facts all. And there’s more,” I said, “more bits and more pieces, but maybe we’d better wait for Mr. Douglas, because otherwise it’s all conjecture, let alone libelous slander.”


    “Mind if I work?” he said.


    “Nope,” I said. “Mind if I have some more Irish?”


    “Nope,” he said. He called the security guy, told him to expect another visitor, then resumed his scribblings. I resumed my sippings and idle musings.


    I interrupted him only once during the following half hour by asking him where the little boys’ room was. He told me.


    Frank Douglas showed up right on the dot of seven-thirty. At least he looked like he was supposed to, being an accountant type—worried and balding and wearing an off-the-peg dark gray suit.


    “Mr. Daniel here is looking into something for me,” Mr. Howieson said, interrupting his underling’s apologies for being late and the way he looked. “In conditions of absolute secrecy and total confidentiality. Understood?”


    “Yes, of course, Mr. Howieson,” Douglas stammered.


    “Mr. Douglas here is Mrs. Mary Jones’s immediate superior,” Mr. Howieson said. “He will answer all your questions succinctly and accurately. Am I correct, Frank?”


    “Of course, sir,” Frank said, shaking in his shoes by then.


    “It’s just a question of procedure, Frank,” I said. “Of office routin ‘, stuff like that.” I smiled at him; he gave me a nervous grimace in return, not reassured at all. “Who does what, for example?”


    “Who does what what?” he said.


    “In your department, Frank, who does what? How many are there in pensions, anyway?”


    “Counting secretarial?” he said.


    “Why not?” I said.


    “Eh, well, of course Mr. Michaelson’s not expected back in the office till the end of the week, and Mr. Gillespie’s in Europe and one of the receptionists, Sally, she’s up in Oregon helping her mother move...”


    “Roughly, Frank, roughly,” I said before Howieson got at him and scared him even more, as I could see he was just about to.


    “Well, surprisingly few, considering,” Frank said.


    “Considering what, Frank?” I said.


    “Considering the amount of work involved,” he said.


    “How much work is involved, Frank?” I said.


    “Well, at my level,” he said, “there is the paying out monthly to some forty-two hundred separate entities, with all that that involves— making out the checks accurately, addressing forty-two hundred envelopes accurately, franking them, inserting the checks, then mailing them. Naturally, all of these steps are now done automatically by computer, including printing the checks—all but the actual envelope-stuffing, that is, the girls do that.”


    “They would,” I said.


    “Then there’s the whole other side of it,” he said. “The monies coming in and their disposition.”


    “Mr. Gillespie,” I said, “the one living it up in gay Paree or wherever he is, is he involved with the other other side of it, the investment side?”


    “Why yes he is,” Frank said. “And he’s in Berne, actually.”


    “Mr. Daniel,” said Howieson from his desk. “Am I right in thinking all this might take a while, as in several hours?”


    “Easily,” I said. Frank snuck an unhappy look at his watch.


    Then I am homeward bound,” Mr. Howieson said. He got up, went over and put his glass in the small sink, then came over to us and shook both our hands. “Frank, good of you to come in, it shall not be forgotten. Mr. Daniel, I’ll be available at home tomorrow from seven to eight-thirty, in my car from eight-thirty to nine, and here thereafter. I left all three numbers on the desk. Needless to say I await your call with extreme impatience. So: Happy hunting, or do I mean unhappy?”


    Out strode Mr. Howieson. Frank relaxed visibly, only to tense up again two seconds later when Mr. Howieson popped his head back in the door.


    “Tom,” he said. “Dial four. He’ll order any food you might want, pay for it, and bring it up. He’ll open locked premises. You know where the bar is.”


    “Always seem to,” I said. He grinned and vanished. “Speaking of bars, Frank, what’s yours?” After considerable hemming and hawing, he finally allowed as he might have a weak vodka and tonic, thanks, with just a zest of lemon if there was some. There wasn’t, so I doubled up on the vodka instead. “Now,” I said when we were both settled down comfortably again, drinks close to hand, “let’s try again, Frank. Who does what, and in particular, what does Mary Jones do and what did Jonathan Flint do under her, if I may put it that way without causing any blushes?”


    Frank summoned up the ghost of a smile, which was pretty good going, all things considered, as from where he sat, being the immediate superior of the names that were floating about, he was potentially in deep shit.


    He took a long swallow of his drink, then looked at it quizzically. “Do you know anything about computers, Mr. Daniel?”


    “Vic,” I said. “Call me Vic. I’ve got a little PC in the office so I know a bit about them.”


    “Well, what Mrs. Jones does,” he said, “you could call a combination of bookkeeping and programming.”


    “Frank,” I said with a sigh, “we do not seem to be getting anywhere. We are not being specific, Frank. What precisely does Mary do during her working hours, Frank? Does she stuff those envelopes? Does she enter entries? Does she sign things? Does she drop the outgoing mail down the mail chute? Does she steal paper clips? Talk to me, Frank. Better yet, let’s take our booze down to your department and you can tell me there. Do we need Tom for that?”


    “No, I’ve got keys,” he said.


    “I think I’ll tell him anyway,” I said. “In case we set off any alarms. He may want to close up here, too.” I went over to the desk, pocketed the numbers Mr. Howieson’d left for me, dialed four, told Tom our plans, topped up my drink, and we left. A couple of minutes later we were four floors down in pensions, which was a large, airy, open-plan office studded with computer outlets, various sizes and shapes of printers, shelves of various shapes and sizes of paper and envelopes, and all the rest of the paraphernalia you’d expect.


    “There,” Frank said when the last of the overhead fluorescent lights had flickered on. “Where Mrs. Jones works.” He pointed to a tidy desk by the south window. Then he pointed to a cubicle separated from the other work spaces by moveable screens. “Where I work.”


    “Where do I work?” I asked him.


    “Any desk with a terminal,” he said.


    “Except Mary’s,” I said. “Without being paranoid any more than usual, she might have her board rigged up to snitch if anyone fools with it.”


    “You can’t be serious,” he said. “Mary?” He rubbed the bridge of his nose, where some sunburned skin was peeling.


    “Mrs. Flint,” I said. “Debby. I went to see her before she left town and I vaguely remember her saying something about her hubby not being too happy because he was due for a promotion but presumably didn’t have the seniority to jump over Mary to your level, but she wouldn’t move up because she was happy where she was, so he was stuck. Any truth in all that, or are we talking here office gossip or petty jealousy?”


    “I believe she did turn down a promotion sometime ago, yes.”


    “Would the difference in salary levels and improved artwork on the walls be as significant as the difference between Jones’s salary level and Flint’s, which Debby told me was considerable?”


    “Certainly,” he said.


    “Are we not in the United States of America?” I said.


    “We are.”


    “And do you not find it curious, if not outright suspicious, that an IMM executive would turn down a substantial promotion?”


    “Well, now that you mention it...” he said.


    “Yes, I do mention it, Frank. Now, tell me this, amigo. Tell me in one short phrase, preferably yes or no. Jones and Flint—were they handling incoming or outgoing funds?”


    “The latter,” he said.


    “Ah,” I said.


    “All incoming contributions whether company-based or employee-based go through me.”


    “Ah. Now here’s the big one, Frank, ready? Did anyone other than Jones and Flint assist with the outgoings?”


    “Only secretarily,” he said.


    “Meaning stuffing envelopes and licking stamps?”


    “Well, we use a stamp machine, but basically, yes,” he said, looking worriedly into his empty glass. “Also, no one else has the entry code but me.”


    “Thank you, Frank,” I said. “Now comes the fun time when you sit me down and turn me on and code me in and we let the pensions roll.”


    He sat me down at a metal-topped desk on one of those surprisingly comfortable secretary chairs that have an adjustable back and five sort of tentacles with wheels supporting it, dragged a similar one over from the desk next door, then flicked on the screen, which went, “Ping!” He tapped. A series of what we computer aces call menus came up, which are really only a listing of your next options. He chose “Pensions,” which turned out to have a whole menu to itself. From that menu he choose “MPS.”


    “Insert code,” the machine told him. I looked away politely as he did so. Some seconds later, up came the first page of forty-two hundred pensioners’ names, addresses, and the monthly sum they were due, starting with “Aaron, Peter L. 501 N. Mariposa Avenue., Los Angeles 90046 CA USA. 2/L. Coc. $1824.46?”


    “What’s ‘2/L?’ ” I asked Frank.


    “His basic pension level at retirement,” he said.


    “What’s ‘CoC?’ ”


    “Payment made by company check.”


    I looked at that first page; there didn’t seem to be anything of interest to anyone except the guys getting the bread. I said, “Scroll me down, Scottie.”


    He punched a key that said, “Page Down,” and a new page came up, if you follow me. I looked at it. I asked him what that capital “F” meant at the end of one line. He said it indicated a foreign payment.


    “Ooh la la,” I said. I thought for a moment as more pages rolled past. “Does anyone get paid by directly debiting your company account and directly crediting one of their bank accounts?”


    “Not yet,” he said. “But they will be one of these years when we upgrade.”


    “So much for that one,” I said. “Well, hell, Frank, it’s got me.”


    “What exactly are we looking for, Vic?” he asked then, not unreasonably, if you ask me—I would have asked it hours ago.


    “Would you say Jonathan Flint was a methodical, a careful worker, indeed, a careful man?” I put to him as yet another page slid into temporary oblivion. I have a pal who should be grown up by now, as he’s my age, but he still says “obolivian” for “oblivion”; kinda apt, somehow.


    “I certainly would,” Frank said.


    “Say he was sitting here one afternoon, or over there, or wherever he did sit, and he saw something, one entry maybe, that rang a little bell, God knows why. He investigated, and found a whole lot more, enough to fill a sheet of paper. He was bothered but perhaps not unduly worried. We know he wasn’t unduly worried, Frank, because off he goes to the Drama with Mary, the only person, according to you, who might be responsible for these as yet mythical entries that do not as yet unduly worry him. He is, however, bothered enough by same to make a duplicate list, which he stashes in his safe-deposit box, being the careful type.


    “I can see it all now, Frank. He draws her aside, or mayhap phones her after work. Eh, Mrs. Jones, I hate to bother you, pardon me ever so, but while I was bringing the records up-to-date after lunch today, I came across one or two worrying factors. Really? she exclaims. What could it be? Oh, maybe it’s those new abbreviations Fve been introducing and forgot to tell you about, I’m sure I can clear it up and the sooner the better, I’m sure you’ll agree. Ah. What are we now, Friday (say)? Gee I’m not available tomorrow, darn, because my hubby and I are out of town till Sunday, my daughter’s wedding, you know, up in Sausalito—or any other instant but plausible lie she can think up to give her a little time to figure out with hubby what to do. Still, she doesn’t want to let too much time go by, so she says, tell you what, John, putting him at ease and all, keep Sunday evening open, we’ll go for a drink somewhere nice and all will be revealed. Toodle-oo for now. Call ya Sunday to confirm. All of which is not too shabby, given the shock she’s just had.”


    “Know what?” Frank said then. “I need a drink. I don’t want a drink, I need a drink.”


    “While you’re up,” I said, handing him my empty glass. “Irish with a water chaser, please.” Out went Frank. Back to the interminable blur of a list I went, hoping for some thunderclap of brilliance. I saw instead more letters without meaning, and occasionally some I could decipher, such as POB, followed by a number, as in Post Office Box 64, and do, as in care of.


    When Frank returned with the booze, I asked him what “CC” stood


    for.


    “Certified check,” he said.


    I took a satisfying swig of the whiskey. “And what’s that little squiggle thing mean?” I pointed to a little squiggle thing after one of the names.


    “Well, sort of attention, action required,” he said, knocking back a good part of his drink.


    I said, “Frank, be specific or I’ll put some tonic in that straight vodka you’re drinking.”


    “A secretary opens the mail,” he said. “She’s got some access to what you’re looking at right there but not all. So she enters that squiggle to indicate some action is needed. A change of address. A death. A transfer of a pension to a remaining spouse. The computer by itself, in its wisdom, will put a squiggle in automatically when required, indicating things like pensions that are cost-of-living indexed and need to be readjusted.” He was about to go on and tell me more about the life of a squiggle when I held up one hand, asking for silence. Silence fell, and continued to fall as V. (for Victor) Daniel pursued an elusive thought through the windmills of his creaky mind.


    “See, Frank,” I said a while later, “vehicular homicide is one thing. So is a guy clouting his wife over the head with a gallon bottle of Gallo wine when he’s juiced. But for upstanding and decent folks like us, Frank, why do we kill people?”


    “Self-defense?” he said.


    “How about money?” I said.


    “Maybe, if there was enough of it,” he said, doubtfully.


    “Exactly,” I said warmly. “By George, you’ve got it, Frank. There has to be enough of it or it ain’t worth it and I’ve been dreaming those old paranoid dreams again. Tell me something, Frank. Is this list cross-referenced?”


    “Like how?”


    “Like, could it pick out everyone who’s been drawing a pension for over ten years, say, or who lives in West Hollywood, say?”


    “It could if I asked it the right questions,” he said. “What are you up to now, Vic?”


    “But one last, desperate throw of the bones, old chap.”


    “OK, shoot,” he said.


    “Would you kindly ask our friend here to print us out a list of all the names of those drawing pensions that have the following three things in common: POB, CC, and the POB to be located within, say a hundred-mile radius of LA?”


    “No sooner said,” he said. He switched on a printer that was on the far side of the room, opened it up, checked inside, then came back to where I was and started tapping away. The suspenseful moments dragged on. Once he said a naughty word. Finally I got up and strolled over to the printer, which was just sitting there doing nothing, and gave it a dirty look. I noticed that its connector cable ran straight down from the back to a hole in the floor, and deduced that all the cabling had been cleverly laid under the floor to keep it from getting underfoot, and not having a printer on each desk meant that there was more room on each desk and also you didn’t need as many printers. Also you could keep all the paper in one place. Course, you did have the wear and tear on the linoleum continually walking from desk to printer and then back to desk again. And what if two people wanted to use the same printer at the same time? Who had precedence, the computer that had been with the company the longest? Did some printers have a soft spot for certain terminals and sneak them in first? I cleared my head of these highly un-Daniel-like whimsies.


    “Frank!” I called across the room. “What’s happening, pal?’ Are you asleep? Any progress?”


    “Any second now,” he said. And sure enough, almost immediately the printer woke up and back and forth it went, zip, zip, zip! There’s something eerie watching a machine that, unlike my old, trusty portable typewriter, can print backwards as well as frontwards; it’s almost cheating, if you ask me.


    Suddenly it stopped. I opened the lid, tore off the one page it had almost filled along those handy perforations, took it back to Frank, sat, and we both gave it the once-over.


    I counted the number of names; there were twenty-seven.


    “Frank,” I said then, “roughly, for once, not specifically, what’s the average pension come to?”


    “Well,” he said, “give or take, call it $25,000 annually.”


    “Frank,” I said, “what’s $25,000 times twenty-seven?”


    Without using his fingers, he said, “$675,000,” instantly.


    “Frank,” I said, “how long has Mary been working here; any idea?”


    “Absolutely,” he said. “Nine years. She’s held her present position seven, I believe.”


    “Frank,” I said, “what’s $675,000 times seven?”


    “$5,325,000,” he responded, again instantly. We looked at each other.


    “Think that’d be enough money, Frank?” I asked him.


    He nodded slowly. “Could well be,” he said. “Could well be. Could well be I’m out of a job, too, for letting it happen.”


    “Now, Frank, we don’t know for sure,” I said. “Let us not jump the gun. All we have is a list.”


    “What else do we need, then,” he wondered, “aside from a large, cold bottle of Stoly and a weekend to lose?”


    “Why, Frank,” I said. “I do believe you’re not just an accountant, you’re human as well. What we need, hombre, is two things: for me to visit the mortuary, which I can do tomorrow, and for me to go for a nice long drive in the country, which I won’t be able to do until Saturday.”

  


  
    Chapter Eighteen


    


    


    I just know that pint-sized, flat-footed son of a woman-chasin’ fool,


    I know my viejo compadre is gonna keep the faith with me.


    


    


    THERE.


    I typed in the last entry in G. Z. the mogul’s combination last report and final bill, then pulled down the appropriate menu, then politely asked my printer to please print me out two (2) copies. It did so without further delay, complaint, or further comment. Then I got my book of receipts out of the drawer and wrote one out for the Lubinskis. Then I got out my checkbook, paid a couple of bills, then, with King, strolled around the corner to the post office and mailed them off. A brief pause at the bank on the way home to deposit the Lubinskis’ check, and a couple of useful others. A query elicited the welcome information that Tex’s check had cleared. Then back to the office again to wait for Benny the Boy, who putted up not long thereafter in his nondescript old Ford.


    Had he remembered to bring a passport-sized photo of himself?


    He had.


    Had he remembered to attire himself in a manner fitting the occasion?


    He had, in neat brown suiting, brown brogues, metal-framed glasses, and center part.


    And was he fully prepared and sufficiently psyched up to carry out his part in the master plan?


    He assured me he was, despite the earliness of the hour (ten a.m.) and a slight distaste for the methodology involved.


    “Your name,” I said, writing it in neatly in his “for amusement purposes only”—but were we not being amusing, after all?—new I.D., “is Andrew Rodriguez, called Andy, and you are now up at Kaiser with a slice out of your lung.”


    “Am I?’’ he said. “Just don’t bring me grapes, unless they’re seedless; the seeds stick in my teeth.” He watched as I glued his photo in the upper right-hand corner of the card. Then I asked him if he happened to have an iron on him to seal the laminated sleeve. He confessed that he did not. So, after a moment’s thought, with him trailing behind, I stopped in three doors along from me at Mrs. Morales’s taco/burger palace, said muy buenas, ordered two coffees to go, and requested a short loan of her waffle iron.


    “¿Como no?” she said. “You make your own lonch now, Veec?” I laughed merrily.


    Back at the office, I plugged in the waffle iron and when it was well heated up, stuck one edge of the card in, and closed ‘er up. Perfect. I did the same with the other edges. Perfect.


    “How did the Bard put it?” I wondered aloud to my friend. “There are more ways under the smoggy sun, Horatio, than thou hast ever dreamed of to seal a fake I.D.”


    “Something like that,” Benjamin said.


    A few minutes later, off he went, with all his props, to the Riverside Theater, then me and my boy hit the road that Wednesday morning, that Wednesday morning in the San Fernando Valley with the Dodgers still six and a half out.


    First stop was chez Wade, Willy, and Cissy. Wade was in his garage-studio developing, the red light over the door informed me. Cissy was out talking to a ladies’ group about natural childbirth, Willy told me. He also told me he had all the stuff, so come out back. I went out back, where Wade’s common-law live-in cohabitant girlfriend, or whatever you have to call it these days, was combing the tangles out of their old sheepdog, Rags, who was lying with his legs up in the air.


    “King, meet Rags and Suze,” I said.


    “Hi, Vic and King,” she said, with a broad smile. Rags rolled over and got up. “What the hell, that’s good enough,” she said. “Go play.” Off went the dogs. Suze headed back to the house. Willy and I headed for his workshop down at the bottom of the garden, saying hello to the mice on the way. Once inside, he gave me a large wooden box with two holes in the lid, a small cardboard box with no holes in the lid, and a cork-stoppered test tube with no holes in the lid, at which I looked dubiously.


    “To be used with extreme care,” he said. “Got any gloves?”


    “Not on me. In fact, not even not on me.”


    “We’ll nick a pair of Cissy’s,” he said. “Pierce outer capsule before using. Dispose of instantly.”


    “Got you,” I said. “What I have for you is this.” I handed him over a slip of paper with the address of the P.C.A.C. Co.’s Sunset Boulevard movie house on it. “Show starts promptly at two o’clock, so don’t be late. Rendezvous back at my office anytime after five-thirty and we’ll compare notes.”


    “I’m quite looking forward to it all, I must say,” he said.


    “Oh, must you?” I said. “Well I must say I thank you, Prof., for everything, and I also must say I must be off.”


    We went back up the path to the house, collecting the dogs on the way. I hoped we could sneak into the kitchen, nick the gloves, and then get out of there unfed, but no way, Suze was lying in ambush with a freshly brewed pot of herbal tea and a plate of cold slices.


    “Ah,” I said, as Willy rummaged in a drawer beside the sink, coming up with a pair of rubber washing-up gloves. “Wonder what that could be?”


    “Last night’s Venezuelan vegetable pie,” she said. “Try a piece.”


    “Sure will,” I said. “What’s in it?”


    “Vegetables,” she said.


    “I didn’t know Venezuela had any,” I said, manfully taking a bite. As soon as she turned her back to get the tea, I slipped the rest of the slice to King, under the table. Thankfully, he gulped it down before realizing what it tasted like.


    Then it was adios all around, and then the dismally dangerous drive downtown via the decrepit Golden State and Harbor freeways to what I had referred to as the mortuary to Frank the night before but was really the more prosaic old Records Building. My brief visit there proved satisfactory—to me, at least. Then onward, ever onward; the Hollywood freeway, then west on Beverly Boulevard, which leads one to—you guessed it—the fabulous Beverly Hills itself, and have you ever seen the police station there? It looks more like Tara than a clink.


    Flora by Phineas was in; out back, as usual, working away furiously, as usual. He gave me an affectionate buss on each cheek to wolf whistles from the girls, then gave King a pat, then snatched up an elaborate bouquet offleurs, which he presented to me with a deep curtsey.


    “In honor,” he said.


    “Of what?” I said.


    “Don’t bother me with details!” he said. “And so where’s my little pressie?”


    I gave him his little pressie, with full instructions delivered sotto voce. His eyebrows almost disappeared up into his hairline.


    “Show starts promptly at two, so don’t be late,” I said. “The theater’s on Santa Monica somewhere between Havenhurst and Sweetzer, from the address. Enjoy, enjoy. Rendezvous back at my office from five-thirty on for comparison of notes and mayhap a spot of gloating. Itty-bitty canapés on triangles of limp toast will be served. Ta ta, must run. King! Heel!”


    I headed for the door in a comical lope; the girls’ giggles followed me out. Once outside, I leashed the dawg and looked at the fleurs. What did I want with fleurs? Who did I have to give fleurs to, anyway? I knew who was on the top of the list of people who weren’t going to get them, forget it, and as for the twerp, if I ever gave her posies she’d have a nervous breakdown. So I gave them to the first pretty girl I saw on the way back to where I’d parked who wasn’t a blonde.


    “In honor,” I said, with a slight but effective bow, and then I got out of there before she called the cops and had me arrested for the exposure of that which is both rare and deeply shocking in Beverly Hills—an honest emotion.


    The twerp showed up at the office twenty minutes after the time she was supposed to, which was one p.m.; by doing so, no doubt she was endeavoring to show her independence of spirit and poetic license when faced with such trifles as promptness, courtesy, and responsibility. Not being a tiresome dope myself, I’d of course deliberately set our time of meeting a half hour earlier than it had to be to start with. I wonder why people have the need to play such futile games; what distortion of ego could be responsible? Maybe the Shadow knows, but I sure don’t.


    “So who’s in this shitty movie, anyway?” was her opening line, not counting her hello to King.


    “The classic we are about to see stars the late, great Jack Benny,” I informed her.


    “No wonder you dig it,” she said, perching herself uninvited on a corner of my desk, “seeing as he’s one of your role models and all.”


    “Also the gorgeous Carole Lombard, and Robert Stack as a boy.”


    “Yecch,” she said.


    “If I was you, God forbid,” I said, “I’d save my ‘yecchs’ because you’re going to need them. Wait till you see who’s going to the flicks with us o’er in Westwood, my cherry blossom. Oh, remind me on the way out to return this waffle iron, will you?”


    “What ‘cha been doing with that thing?”


    “Crimping my hair,” I said. “Works pretty good, too, if you get all the butter off first. Now come on, we don’t want to miss the Three Stooges, we get them, too.”


    “Probably your other role models,” the twerp said.


    


    


    It was five minutes to six that Wednesday afternoon, that Wednesday afternoon in the San Fernando Valley, and the Dodgers were still six and a half games out. Present and accounted for in the modest premises of V. (for Victor) Daniel were S. Silvetti, Flora by Phineas, Wade ‘n’ Willy, noted brother act, and the light-headed (and even lighter-fingered) Benny the Boy. In the chair was Yores Truly. All were in a festive mood, or thereabouts. S. Silvetti had risen (imperceptibly) in my estimation because she’d loved the movie and had been repeating lines from it ever since—“So! They call me Concentration Camp Erhardt, eh?” being for some Freudian reason her particular favorite. As I’d had the foresight and generosity to stop on the way back from the movie at a booze store, where I’d loaded up with beer and Coke and a selection of those stubby little bottles of already mixed cocktails you can get nowadays, we were proceeding to get even festiver.


    Phineas regaled us first with his tale, which was short but satisfyingly sweet.


    “Is there anything tackier than Santa Monica Boulevard in the midafternoon?” he began. “In fact, is there anything tackier than Santa Monica Boulevard period? If there is, it is the lobby of a gay porno movie house on Santa Monica Boulevard, which must be the ultimate depressant.” Easy to tell he’s never read any of Sara’s poetry, I thought to myself. “But duty called, and, metaphorically, I can assure you, I girded up my loins, purchased mon billet, and, clutching my vial, my test tube of who knew what dangerous and toxic substances, slunk into a seat in the last row. The film began suddenly, without warning, like a tropical deluge, no Movie-Tone News, no cartoon, no trailer even. Suddenly they were all at it, my dears, from all directions. Following instructions, I made my way casually to the gents’. Was there a ladies’ room as well? I did not notice. If there was, would the signs that announced their presence have read, ever so cutely, ‘Kings’ and ‘Queens’? We shall never know.”


    Here he paused to take a delicate sip of his dry martini, after which he shuddered gracefully. “Absolutely horrid,” he said. “The bathroom was, fortunately, deserted. On went the loathsome rubber gloves. Out of the vial I extracted one of the two gelatinous capsules, which was approximately the size of one’s little finger. I pierced it with a safety pin, and immediately, if not sooner, flushed it down the sink using the hot water tap. Then I did the same in one of the three adjoining stalls, and again flushed, only this time down the toilet. I then returned to my seat, sans gloves.”


    “ ‘Sans’ means ‘without’ in Spanish,” I whispered to the twerp.


    “Twenty minutes later, I arose and, without a backward glance at the astonishing length and girth of our hero’s weapon, departed with a sigh of relief and a twinge of sadness for my fellow human being. Only one question remains in my mind—what the naughty-four-letter-word-that-starts-with-F was I doing?”


    “Yes, what was he doing, Willy?” his somnolent brother roused himself enough to ask.


    “He was putting a type of phosphorus trichloride in the plumbing system,” Willy said, grinning through his bushy black beard.


    “Which is not like putting a fluoride in toothpaste,” I said to Sara. “Bet you anything.”


    “Which substance burns in water,” Willy said, “mighty fiercely indeed, especially when warmed by friction or an acid.”


    “Or hot water,” Sara said.


    “And as most plumbing these days is plastic, not lead and copper anymore, that cinema’s whole plumbing system right out to the mains will have more holes in it than Wade’s socks by now,” Willy said. “Oh. The trichloride part means there’s a chlorine base involved, and we all know what that smells like. Remember World War One?”


    “Vic probably does,” Sara said.


    “Chlorine gas? Same sort of thing, but I only gave them the merest whiff.”


    “Speaking of whiffs,” Wade said, “wait’ll you hear what we hit the mothers with.”


    “I am impatience itself,” Phineas said. “Can I have another of these disgusting things?” I got him a refill from the midget fridge out back, and also another beer for Benny and Wade and a third margarita for Willy and a refill of some coconut rubbish for Sara, taking the occasion to top up my own brandy and ginger.


    When I was seated behind my desk once more, Wade said, “Concentrated parfum de dog shit.”


    “I beg your pardon?” I said. “Remember there’s a lady present, sort of.”


    “Friend of Willy’s makes it,” Wade said. “He lives in a fabulous Frank Lloyd Wright house in Echo Park.”


    “He’s all chemicals,” Willy said from where he was sitting on the floor next to King. “Looks like it, too. Me, I’m strictly mechanical. And philosophical, of course. He makes stuff like instant smoke and shitty-tasting gum and like that, his stuff’s all over that catalog I showed you. One of the things he makes is a canned stench spray, sells for four bucks or something like that in an aerosol can. God, is it nasty! So Wade and me drove over and talked him out of some concentrate while we were picking up the phosphorus; you can’t imagine what it’s like. I picked up two dozen disposable syringes at the drugstore, loaded them up in the garden, for obvious reasons, and off we went.”


    “We hit about nine seats each,” Wade said from where he was squatting on his heels against the wall, “with a trip to the john in between. The ones we were on, the ones on each side, and the ones in front. From the bottom, of course, and who’s gonna notice a pinprick in the bottom of a seat? They’re gonna go apeshit tryin’ to figure out where the pong is comin’ from, hell, they’ll probably have to tear out half the seats, easy.”


    “Brilliant, boys,” I said, “although I expected no less than brilliance from you. How did you get on, Benny?”


    “Smoothly,” he said from where he was sitting, on the corner of my desk opposite Sara’s corner. He took his fake I.D. out of his wallet and passed it around. “I got downtown just before the cashier was going to open up, presented my credentials, which, as you see, identified me as a pest and vermin controller, and off I went snooping for pests and vermin.”


    “Bet you found some,” the twerp said, “seeing as it was me that had the icky job of collecting them in the first place, thanks a lot, Vic.”


    “To each according to his strength, dear child,” I said.


    “As it happened, within mere minutes I had a boxful teeming with about a hundred Supella longipalpa, otherwise known as the brown-banded cockroach. To the cashier I went. With my little tweezers I showed him one. I told him its Latin name even. I consulted my notebook. I told him that as the incidence of roaches per square foot I had discovered on his premises exceeded by a considerable margin the legally permissible, his premises would therefore be immediately placed off-limits to the public and would remain so until a thorough fumigation by an accredited company had taken place. Meaning exactly what? the cashier wanted to know. Be right back, I said, and I will tell you. By the time I got back from my car with the chain, the padlock, and the large, official-looking sign Victor had printed up, which said, ‘Closed due to infestation until further notice, Los Angeles Department of Health,’ he’d telephoned his boss and asked me to please wait until his boss got there, it’d be about forty-five minutes, something I did not want to do and therefore didn’t. I gave him just time enough to shut off the electricity, then I chained and padlocked the front door. I informed him the fumigation process consisted of confining the entire structure within a heavy plastic envelopment, then the releasing of a highly poisonous gas within the envelopment, and then waiting for the gas to lose its potency, which normally took three days. I reminded him of my name, told him that if he or his employer had any further queries, I could be contacted at the department. We shook hands, and I drove sedately away, with the evidence, which I chucked out of the car window on my way back.”


    “And one more bites the dust,” I said, “leaving but the Westwood Classic, I believe, so may I now present for your delectation and enjoyment the one and only, thank goodness, Miss Sara Silvetti, poetess to the yearning messes.”


    “Up yours too,” Miss Silvetti said. “They should call you Concentration Camp Daniel; why do I always get all the lousy jobs? First I had to collect all those bugs, then guess what I had in my purse when we went to the movies today? Fuckin’ creepy mice, is what.”


    “Now, Sara,” I said, “I know you’re a poet and all, but must you be quite so sensitive? You’re talking about a snake’s favorite food here; I thought they were cute little things.”


    “Sure, sure,” she said. “You were more scared of them than I was even.” I smiled fondly at her. “Anyway, I let out a couple in the bathroom, then come out holding a dead one by its slimy tail, scream, and toss it onto the front row, while the great white hunter here lets out his lot where he’s sittin’, which wasn’t with me, from a leather tool kit thing he’s carrying, then he jumps up holding a live one and shouts somethin’ like ‘Christ, they’re all over the place,’ and did that joint empty in a hurry. I never even got to see the end of the movie.”


    “The end of the movie,” I said, “goes like this. All through, whenever Jack, as Hamlet, Prince of Denmark, starts his ‘To be or not to be’ speech, this good-looking guy who is Robert Stack as an airman, sitting up front, gets up and noisily excuses himself all down the row to head out back to Jack’s wife’s dressing room for a cuddle. Robert finally goes home to Kansas or England or somewhere, to Jack’s delight. So when he confidently starts, ‘To be or not to be’ at the end, he is not amused when a good-looking guy in a sailor’s outfit this time gets up from the front and starts saying, ‘Excuse me, excuse me, excuse me,’ all down the line.”


    “Neat,” said the twerp.


    “Now what, Victor?” said Phineas from my one spare chair.


    “What do you think, gang? Think it’s time I gave the boss of the once mighty Pussy Gato Adult Cinema Company a tinkle?” I inquired to the assembly. The assembly thought it a jolly good idea. So did I.


    “Care to do the honors, Sara my sweet?” I dug out the number and passed it over. “To use these new phones, you don’t have to make all those circles with your finger anymore, you just have to tap the numbers you want.”


    She favored me with a look, then tapped.


    “Helloo?” she said, in an affected voice. “Mr. Daniel’s private secretary here.” That’ll be the day, I thought. “He’s calling your Mr. Gall, puulese. Yes, I’ll hold.” She held. “Mr. Gall? I have Mr. Daniel for you, will you hold?” Evidently he held, because he was still there when I wrestled the phone from the noodlehead.


    “Mr. Gall,” I said warmly, “V. Daniel here. So how’s business these days?” Pause. “Really; fallen off, eh? Sorry to hear that.”


    “Yeah, I’ll bet you are,” he said.


    Then I said, “For what reason? Maybe it’s just a temporary slump. Or it could be cyclical. Or it could be mice? Infestations? Acid bombs and stink bombs? I can hardly believe my ears.”


    “Yeah, I bet you can’t,” he said.


    Then I said, “Look, Mr. Gall, you’re a businessman, so let us talk business. You know how vulnerable places of public enjoyment are, and I’m not even talking about fire law contraventions and rancid popcorn oil and LSD in the water cooler and illegal importuning of minors in the lavatories and goodness knows what some revengeful citizen might dream up. Also, would you not say that one characteristic of the successful businessman is knowing when to cut his losses? Of course you would. So let’s get together on this, Mr. Gall, let’s pass the peace pipe, I bet I could borrow one from Joe.”


    There I paused while Mr. Gall told me what I could do with Injun Joe’s peace pipe, and it didn’t involve passing it. He then told me what I could do with Injun Joe, too. Then I reminded him that whatever skirmishes might take place, as long as us principals remained firm, as we would, and the evidence remained secure, as it was, and thus the restraining order remained in force, as it was, he was up against it, was he not? I also reminded him that I had a realtor amigo who was prepared to take the property off his hands toot sweet, for a fair and just price. Pause. Then he said, “Get him to call me.” I said I would, and made a “V” for victory sign to the assembly.


    “One more thing,” I said, “afore ye go. Kindly send Amos and Andy around one of these days, would you, to take down that fence? No, I don’t know how much it cost you, but I bet I spent more on Injun Joe’s wardrobe.”

  


  
    Chapter Nineteen


    


    


    So I’m sittin’ and I’m sweatin’ in a tin bar near the border,


    Sharin’ a bottle of cold Carta Blanca with my memories...


    


    


    Thursday morning, at eleven a.m., I went to a funeral. I won’t bother you with all the details, but it took place at a funeral home way down on Pico. It was for a kid I knew who had been slain in some crack-related affair, on a friend’s lawn a couple of blocks from his own house. His pop—a pal of mine and an ex-cop—“ex” because he’d been shot, too, ironically also in a crack-related affair, only from the other side—hadn’t been able to do much with the kid. Nor had my pal’s widow, so she asked me and I had a go a couple of times and didn’t get very far, either. In fact, I didn’t get anywhere, it looked like.


    I sat there, at the back, daydreaming more than listening.


    Daydreaming isn’t quite the right term—more like running down the list again of things I might have tried but didn’t—although realistically I don’t know what more I could have done except maybe swooped down like Batman out of the night and picked him up and deposited him none too gently somewhere like a leper colony in the Congo run by missionaries or a kibbutz up in Galilee where if he didn’t make himself useful planting yams or picking bananas he wouldn’t get to eat. But how much responsibility can you take for someone else, anyway, when they don’t want it taken? If Benny really started losing it via drugs or booze or whatever else, I’d soon swoop down on him like an overlarge avenging angel who lost his golden locks somewhere along the way, but the wayward son of a part-time friend? Where do you draw the line?


    The casket was open; I shuffled along with the other mourners, then took a look at the boy, then wished I hadn’t. Then a lad in a white surplice in the choir stepped forward a couple of paces and sang:


    


    “Christian! Seek not yet repose,


    Hear thy guardian angel say;


    Thou art in the midst of foes—


    Watch and pray.”


    


    Then, feeling in the midst of foes myself not for the first time, I drove back to the office. I don’t know why I felt so tired, maybe I was just weary of fighting the same old wars against the same old creeps— the greasy porno merchants and the hired heavies, the scared and the slimes and the amoral. Or maybe there was only one war, the one called us against them.


    As I might have mentioned, I read somewhere—at the dentist’s, I think—that for a few grand down it’s possible to buy your own island, so maybe that’s what I’ll do. To hell with Paris by night and Venice by day, you can keep your bullfights in Seville and cherry blossom festivals in Yokohama and carnivals in Rio, one of these fine days I will be but a fading memory, gone, departed, out of here, vamoosed to my isle where the sweet winds blow and the lapping of the gentle tides wash my troubles away and I am young again and lean again and I await for nothing but the monthly visit of the copra boat bringing my my sparse necessities—brownie mix and Stove-Top dressing. And that’s a promise, amigos.


    The rest of the day passed, as did Friday. I dealt with what had to be dealt with, including two passing Mormons, and didn’t deal with what I didn’t have to. Friday evening, as I chanced to be dateless, I had Benny over to the house and made us some supper and then let him beat me at chess for the 1,231st time in a row. I beat him at Chinese checkers, though. We were also watching the ball game on TV—Reds, 6, Dodgers, 2, bottom of the seventh—which was coming from Dodger stadium over in Chavez Ravine. I love going there. Soon as you get near your seat, a peroxide blond, heavy on the lac, minces up in his custom-tailored outfit and says, “Well, hi! Lovely to see you! I’m Kenneth and I’m your usher for the evening.”


    During the chess game, I asked Benny if he knew any kids.


    “What kind of kids?” he said.


    “How many kinds are there?” I said. “Kids as in children.”


    “What age?”


    “Oh, nine, ten, eleven, in there somewhere.”


    “No,” he said. “Look out, your queen’s in check.”


    I moved the queen. “Know anyone who does know any kids?”


    “Yes,” he said. “Evonne.”


    “Forget it,” I said. “Anyone else?”


    “No. Your queen’s in check again.”


    “Something’s always in fucking check,” I said, “playing with you. Be right back. And keep your hands off the board while I’m away, please.” I crossed to the table with the phone on it and called up the twerp. After some small talk with her pop, she came on the line.


    “Ah, Sara,” I said. “Good evening. Staying in tonight, are we, no heavy date?”


    “What’s it to you?” she said. “And where are you calling from, one of those shitty bars you like so much?”


    “I happen to be engaged in intellectual pursuits with a close friend of mine,” I said. “And in the comfort of my own home.”


    “You’re watchin’ TV,” she said. “I can hear it. I guess that’s intellectual for you.”


    “Some of us can do two things at the same time,” I said. “Aside from that, know any kids?”


    “Why?”


    “Because I want to take you and a kid for a drive tomorrow.”


    “Why?”


    “Because I want to see where some other folks go when they take a drive on Saturdays.”


    “Why?”


    “Tell you tomorrow,” I said. “Now, about that kid.”


    “I know the kid next door,” she said.


    “How old is he?”


    “It’s a she,” she said. “Her name’s Katy and she’s in junior high.”


    “She bright?”


    “Brighter than you.”


    “Kid must be a genius,” I said. “Square it with her parents, will you? Think of something. Say I’ll contribute ten bucks for Katy’s college fund.”


    “That’ll be a big help,” Sara said. I settled the details of where and when with her, all being well, and went back to the ballgame.


    It was eleven-thirty the following morn. Benny’s old Ford was parked on Alondra Boulevard, in that part of Los Angeles called Norwalk. Benny was behind the wheel, Sara beside him, and I was in the backseat with King next to me and Katy next to him. Our picnic lunch was in the trunk, along with a six-pack of Corona beer for emergencies. Katy was a very pretty young miss who was wearing shorts, sneakers, a baggy sweatsuit top, and a Giants baseball cap, her only flaw. Benny, too, was in casual attire, as were we all, in fact.


    Sure enough, just as Tom had mentioned the one and only time I’d visited Tex’s studio, which was just around the corner up a no-name alley, shortly after twelve Tex’s big Merc, with Tex driving, made its appearance. It turned away from us up Alondra, and, with us following at a discreet distance, headed for the on-ramp of the Santa Ana freeway. “And away we go!” I said.


    “Yeah, like where, Vic?” Sara said. “Come on, you promised.”


    “Ah yes, Sara, but did someone not once say that promises, like pie crusts, were made to be broken? However, not in this case, I assure you.” I took out the list of the twenty-seven names, addresses, and P.O. box numbers Frank had printed up for me and handed it to her. “Here. Cast your peepers on this. Benny, keep your peepers on the road, please.”


    “Can I see it too?” Katy asked.


    “Sure.” Sara passed it back to her. “What does it mean?”


    “Tell you what I think it means,” I said. “I think it means a lady called Mary Jones, with the full knowledge and, indeed, complicity, of her hubby Tex, has been and still is scamming the pension fund of the company she works for out of a whole lot of dinero.”


    “No kidding!” Katy said excitedly, squirming in her seat. King, who had his head in her lap, gave her a sour look.


    “No kidding. And we’re soon going to find out for sure, kids, and I include you in that, Benny, as you are but a child to me.” He grinned at me in the mirror. We were proceeding at just under the legal limit southeast on the Santa Ana freeway, tucked in about six cars behind the Merc, which was easy to keep track of because you don’t see that many blue Mercedes coupes on the road and also, for obvious reason, ol’ Tex was keeping inside the speed limit.


    “According to this handy Rand McNally I had the foresight to bring along,” I said, opening it up, “let’s see... if we switch off to the Riverside freeway in a few minutes, bet you our first stop will be Atwood, according to the list, I hope, I hope.” And, indeed, a few minutes later, the Riverside it was, and a while after that, Atwood it was, and lo and behold—the Atwood post office ‘twas! Not that I was afraid it wouldn’t be, not that I thought they were really in Atwood visiting a sick aunt. As Tex was double-parking outside the post office up ahead of us, Benny, following my suggestion, slowed down enough so that Sara, following my suggestion, could hop out and follow Mrs. Jones, as it turned out, into the building. As she was doing so, we drove on past Tex, me well slouched down in the backseat, but he didn’t pay us no nevermind anyway. We pulled in way up the street, and waited. After a minute, out came Sara. Benny gave her a little toot, to catch her attention, and she headed blithely toward us. After another minute out came Mary. Into the Merc got Mary, and off drove Mary and Tex. As soon as the twerp had rejoined us, off we went, heading back to the freeway.


    “I walked right by her ‘n’ she didn’t even twig I was there,” the twerp said.


    “What was she doing?” Katy said.


    “Opening a post office box, what else?” Sara said.


    “Don’t suppose you got the number,” I said. “I thought you’d wait till she left, then check it out.”


    “Didn’t have to, stoopid,” she said. “There’s eight rows of boxes, twenty-five in each row, and she was three rows down and six boxes in, meanin’ number fifty-six to you.”


    “Why, what a coincidence,” I said. “Guess which number is missing in the following: “Karat, Isobel. P.O.B. something, Atwood, CA, USA. 4/G $1,644.44.CC.”


    “I give up,” Benny said, deftly passing a pickup and swinging neatly back in a few vehicles behind the Joneses. Katy giggled.


    “Three and a half?” she ventured.


    “Not three and a half, dimwit,” I said. “Fifty-six, if you want to know.”


    “What I want to know too is what you wanted me along for,” she said. “Something dangerous, I hope. Maybe I could seduce somebody.”


    “You could seduce me in a couple of years,” I said, “and probably Benny right now. Benny, it’s probably Corona next, according to the map, then it looks like Riverside, Woodcrest, Edgemont, and then the 215 to Perris, least that’s the way I’d go.” I turned my attention back to my seatmate—the human one, that is. “Kids,” I told her. “Who’d be suspicious of kids, except parents maybe and teachers and owners of Five and Dime stores. But not to follow people around into post offices, who’d suspect a kid of that? That’s why I occasionally have to use Sara here, I mean, look at her, who’d suspect her? Now that her punk period is over, anyway. And I would like at least three or four sightings of the Joneses in action before I figure out what to do next. I can’t trail them around, because I am such a splendid figure of a man and also Tex knows me, but you can and Sara can and Benny can twice, easy. That is why, my child.”


    “Oh,” Katy said. “When do we get to eat our picnic? I’m hungry.”


    “Me too,” Sara said.


    “Me three,” Benny chimed in.


    “Me four,” I said, “and King five, but either when they do or after three more stops.”


    Benny, without cap and glasses, went in after Tex in Corona, with equally fortuitous results. Katy nipped in before Tex, in Riverside, and hung about as if waiting for a parent who was inside buying stamps. See, in case there are some few among you who do not know precisely what a post office box is, it is a long, narrow metal box, usually with a glass insert in the front so you can see if there’s anything inside or not without opening it. To get one, you pay the postmaster, if that’s the right title of the guy in charge of a post office, some paltry sum like ten bucks a year, tell him (or her, if it’s a postmistress, which sounds like a lot more fun) what name you want it in, hand over the dough, then he hands you the key, and it’s yours for a year. Post office boxes in larger towns and cities are to be found in small rooms inside the entrance, separated from the post office proper—although obviously connected by things called doors—so they are easy of access. In the sticks, I do not know where they put their post office boxes and neither do I care.


    Anyway, a success for Katy, too, and then a final triumph for Benjamin in cap, glasses, and a natty blue windbreaker borrowed from I, with a frisky King in tow. Then we all watched as the Joneses drove away to pick up the eastbound Riverside freeway again, then we caught the half of the freeway that went in the other direction and shortly thereafter, just outside Woodcrest, stopped at an attractive picnic area in a grove of trees and, finally, had our picnic, which was marred only by Sara’s complaints that I hadn’t brought enough pickles, to which my only response was to outreach her for the last of one of Fred’s chopped liver sandwiches.


    At some stage in the proceedings Benny, I think it was, asked me how Mrs. Jones had set it all up and how had she been able to get away with it for so long. I told him I figured it went something like this:


    Onto the desk of the secretary who opens all the mail there arrives the news that pensioner X, say, has unfortunately expired, whether peacefully at his home in Parched Throat, New Mexico, surrounded by his loved ones, or by drinking himself to death on wood alcohol in a Pittsburgh gutter, it matters not. First, Mary has to check that X fulfills the three requirements of (a) having a large enough pension to make it worthwhile, and (b) said pension or part of not being transferred on his death to a surviving spouse, and (c) obviously X should not be someone who has recently worked at head office or have been a top executive somewhere else, just in case X’s name is familiar to one of the very limited number of people who might notice it, i.e., the secretary and the equally unfortunate Jonathan Flint.


    Then all she has to do is enter a change of address for X in the system, instead of erasing him, said address being a post office box somewhere within a couple of hours’ driving range of LA and to not forget to make sure X’s checks are henceforth to be the instantly cashable certified ones. Then she or Tex rents a box in a suitable town in X’s name, and rub their greedy hands with glee forever and ever. Benny wanted to know what kind of money we were talking about here. I told him at the most, $5,325,000, but to reach that total Mary would have had to start milking all twenty-seven accounts at roughly the same time, seven years ago, which wouldn’t have been possible, so maybe something like five million would be nearer the mark.


    “Did you ever meet her?” Sara said.


    “No,” I said. “Funny to be building a case against someone I’ve only seen a couple of times in the distance trotting in and out of post offices.” I gave King the last of the sandwich, which was mostly crust anyway.


    “To start with, she had luck,” Benny said, clearing up the used napkins and empty cole slaw containers and what-all from the wooden ta-bletop we were picnicking on. “She stumbled into a situation where IMM’s limited-access policy, which is typical of corporation paranoia, left her wide open to do pretty much what she wanted, as long as the Joneses were moderately careful how they used the money.” Katy took the bagful of garbage from him and deposited it in a nearby bin.


    “To end with, she ran out of luck,” I said. “Jonathan Flint must have spotted some name he recognized, against all the odds, someone that he knew was dead. Maybe someone who worked upstate with him, outside Oakland, where his wife told me they were before. Who knows or will ever know, although if I sent a copy of the list to Mrs. Flint, who is now back home in dear old Hutchinson, which in case you didn’t know is about fifty miles west of Minneapolis, and asked her if she knew any of the people on the list, maybe she would.”


    “This guy Flint,” Sara said, “what happened to him?”


    “Darlin’, he’s gone where all good actuaries go,” I said, giving her wispy hair a good tousle, “and it is up to you to decide whether that be Heaven or Hell.”


    “How about six months each?” she said, making Katy giggle again. “Come on, you lot, wagons roll,” I said. “We can’t sit around here jawing all day, some of us have work to do.”


    When we were, some hour and a half later, back again in civilization, to use the word loosely, Benny the Boy dropped me off at my office and down to work I got, after letting King nag me into a walk around the block first. I dug out, rearranged, and then wrote down every tidbit of information about Tex and Mary I had picked up in my travels by keeping alert—which is something I recommend you do from time to time, kids—from all the various sources—Tom ‘n’ Jerry, Debby Flint, the police, the Met reports, Frank the vodka drinker, plus bits of gossip, plus a few surmises, plus some more or less logical deductions, and plus of course the personal observations re post office boxes carried out that very day by myself, Katy, Benjamin, and my own, my very own bowlegged irregular S. Silvetti. It took me about an hour and a half before I was jotting down the last jot. Then I was just about to try R. Howieson at his home when who should come a-scratching at the door but Injun Joe. With one finger I beckoned him to enter. He did so. While he was stooped over saying an affectionate hello to King, I couldn’t help noticing his once-proud finery, entirely bankrolled by me, you will recall, had somehow managed in a week or so to self-destruct down to the abysmal level of his wardrobe before I played Santa.


    “Hey, chief,” he said, straightening up carefully. “How come pancakes can present a TV show?”


    “They can’t,” I said.


    “Yeah, but they does,” he said. “I was watchin’ TV over at Lil’s and this guy said the progrum was bein’ brought to us by some pancakes.”


    “It wasn’t the pancakes that was doin’ the bringin’, Joe,” I said, “it was the friendly folks who make the pancakes.”


    “So why didn’t they say so?” he said.


    “I do not know,” I said. “Anything else important on your mind, Joe?”


    “Well,” he said, looking down and scuffling his large feet, “tell the truth, I could use a couple of bucks till payday, chief.”


    “You got it.” I extracted a fiver from my wallet and handed it over. “Got some news for you, Joe. That fence? It’s coming down one of these days.”


    “No kiddin’? Terrific, chief. So it worked, eh, all that what we did?”


    “It sure did,” I said. “And, speaking of work . .


    “I get ‘cha,” he said. “I’m outa here.” He paused by the door. “So long. Oh. Know what? It was her, that big blonde. She’s the one who thumped me, can you believe it? Wham, bam, and I was gone. I didn’t tell Lil some dame beat me up, how would that look? OK, chief, OK, I’m gone.” And, slowly, he was. King saw him out, then lay down on his blanket again.


    “I’d like to see some dame try that on me,” I told him. “Especially that there Ms. Garrison, woo-woo.”


    I tried Mr. Howieson at his home number. His wife said he was taking a nap, and was it important? I told her that I was afraid it was. She asked me what my name was. I told her. A minute later, Mr. Howieson, not sounding in the least sleepy, said, “Mr. Daniel. Good important or bad important?”


    “Bad,” I said.


    “How bad?”


    “Could be five million bad,” I said.


    “Mr. Daniel,” he said after a short pause, “five million bad isn’t bad, it’s disastrous.”


    “Yep,” I said. “I didn’t want to spoil your weekend, but I figured you’d better know.”


    “You’ve just spoiled my year,” he said, “fuck the weekend. Jesus. What a mess. You sure?”


    “Sure enough,” I said.


    “So now what do we do?” he said. “After I recover from my hysterical fit, that is.”


    “All I can think of is to set up a meeting as soon as possible involving you, me, maybe your legal advisor, someone from the LAPD who’s either Fraud or Grand Theft or both, and a certain Sergeant Brav, who was the responding cop that night back in March when your ex-employee Jonathan Flint passed on.”


    “Oh, God,” Mr. Howieson said. “I never even thought of that side of it; didn’t want to, probably.”


    “Who does?” I said. “Monday morning is likely the soonest we can set it up, and I suggest here, because you don’t want cops prowling around your offices before they have to, as Mrs. Mary Jones might just wonder why; the time for the cops to show is when they have been delivered of the proper warrants to hit both Joneses simultaneously and irrevocably. Nor do you and your legal beagle particularly want to be seen at this time in your friendly neighborhood police station.”


    “Or any other time, for that matter,” Mr. Howieson said bitterly. “Shit. What a mess.”


    “So all in all,” I said, “better let’s make it here.”


    “Better let’s, better let’s,” he said. “I don’t care. Make it on the fucking moon, better let’s.”


    “Better let’s you be the one to contact the various cops, too,” I said. “LAPD Central will tell you what station Brav works out of and who to contact in Fraud or whatever.”


    “Why don’t you chase those fuckers down?” he said. “You don’t think I have enough on my mind already?”


    “If you were a cop, Mr. Howieson, whose word would you take that there was something rotten in the state of Norwalk, some seedy private eye in Studio City yet—and you know how most cops adore us in the private sector, why, I get love letters from them regularly—or an upstanding, reputable, golf-playing, high-exec type like you?”


    “Hate the game,” he said. “Always did. It’s probably a coincidence my father was California amateur champion three times and fucking amateur champion of everywhere else, too.”


    “Also,” I said, “cops do not generally like it when some run-down gumshoe comes up with a possible motive for a crime they haven’t, let alone a whole passel of contributing evidence.”


    “All right, all right, all right,” he said. “Monday at ten at your office, wherever the hell it is, unless I call and tell you different. By the way—well done, I suppose.”


    I thanked him, told him where the hell my office was, and replaced the receiver. What I didn’t tell him were the main reasons I wanted the rendezvous at my place, which were threefold: It is a rare pleasure to have cops at your beck and call, instead of the other way around, which makes onefold. It is a rare pleasure to have mighty executives at your beck and call, which makes twofold. And threefold, I’m lazy.

  


  
    Chapter Twenty


    


    


    Once in a while I buy a beer for the fat bartender,


    And once in a while the fat bartender does the same for me.


    


    


    Monday morning, nine-fifty-six. I was checking out my skin tone in my office’s bathroom mirror; for some reason my skin was so dry the flakes were the good news. Then all my guests arrived in a bunch, the five of them—two cops, two lawyers, and one exec. The cops’ names were Sergeant Brav, and, in plainclothes, from Fraud, Lieutenant Roth; the lawyers Messrs. Galanti and Mouton; the exec, Mr. Howieson, and in the chair, V. (for Victor) Daniel. Also attending in a watching brief was K. Daniel. When everyone had been introduced to everyone else, and all were seated (three of them in chairs borrowed from the Nus’ chop suey joint next door) and the small-talk done, I opened the folder containing my notes, cleared my throat, and called the meeting to order.


    “Thank you all for coming on such short notice, gentlemen,” I said. Mouton, the pudgy lawyer in the wig, opened his briefcase, took out a spiral notebook, then an expensive-looking fountain pen from his breast pocket, then held the pen poised at the ready. Sergeant Brav slumped in his chair and stared at his feet. Roth from Fraud switched on his miniature tape recorder. Galanti straightened his already straight tie. Howieson just sat there looking tired. “Of course take notes all you want,” I said, “but in case it might help, I’ve made copies of most of this stuff” (here tapping the folder) “I’ll hand around later. I suppose this meeting falls into two parts, one involving the fraud of the five million or so by Mrs. Mary Jones from IMM, and the second, the possible homicide by a member of the Jones family of a member of the IMM family, I thought I’d go into with Sergeant Brav here after the rest of you have departed to consult together and tear your hair and arrange warrants and prepare press statements and God knows what else.”


    “And leave for Rio,” said Mr. Howieson glumly. “My wife’s already packing. Hope she remembers the sunscreen.” Sergeant Brav grinned. Mouton looked shocked. K. Daniel stood up, turned around a couple of times, then lay down again. I wonder why dogs do that? I know why cats do, they’re copying dogs, who they know are smarter so they figure there must be a good reason.


    It didn’t take me long to outline to my extremely attentive audience the details of Mary’s scam, as I have heretofore outlined it to you, friends, albeit in fits and starts, in bits and pieces. I did not, however, remind them how easy the cellular system employed had made it for Mary; it was all too evident to even bother to suggest that a slight modification or two in the system would not be amiss.


    Except for a question or two from Roth, Fraud, and a couple of self-mocking interpolations from Ralph Howieson, they heard me out in silence. Then I handed out copies of things like the list of twenty-seven, and the detailed report I’d typed up of Saturday’s adventures concerning the U.S. Postal Service, and so on, which got glanced at and then tucked away in various pockets and briefcases.


    “End of part one,” I said. “Unless there’s something else?” Mr. Howieson raised his eyebrows in the direction of his legal department.


    “Not from me,” Galanti said.


    “Me neither,” Mouton said.


    “If there is, I’ll get back to you,” Roth said. Mr. Howieson got to his feet. So did Galanti, Mouton, and Roth. Considerable handshaking followed. Then I politely showed them to the door. Ralph Howieson stood back to let them all leave first, then he looked down at the dog, then up at me.


    “What’s it worth?” he said.


    “What’s what worth?”


    “What you did.”


    “Forget it,” I said. “Anyways, I already got a client, you’ll never guess who.”


    “I firmly doubt that I will ever forget these past three days,” he said. “Nor will I forget the fact that you may have saved us untold further millions of bucks.” He slapped me on one arm, and took his leave. And nor did that excellent gent forget; two days later there arrived by special delivery a whopper of a check from good old IMM. Shyness prevents me from revealing how much it was for, but along with it came a note, which said, quote, “For Special Services, a one-time-only payment of $25,000.00. With thanks.”


    After the rest had gone, Sergeant Brav shifted himself over to my spare chair, which was slightly more comfortable than the Nus’ fold-ups, but not much. “So what have you got that might interest me, Daniel?” he asked in a neutral tone of voice.


    “First, thanks for showing up,” I said. “But Debby Flint said you were a nice, considerate man, so I hoped I could pass on everything I’ve picked up about her husband’s death without you thinking I was trying to show you up.”


    “She said that, eh?” he said. “Well, she’s a nice woman. OK, Daniel, I’m all ears.”


    “Besides,” I said, “I don’t know what else to do with all this info; if anything could be proved at this late date, I doubt I could do it, working alone, with no power of search, even if wanted to. You guys, maybe.”


    “Maybe,” he said. “So what’ve you got?”


    “First, I’ve got what you didn’t have and so your attention was distracted elsewhere,” I said. “Which is five million bucks of motive, and as Mr. Howieson just said, that’s only so far.”


    “Yeah,” the sergeant said. “Guess you could call that a motive, all right.” He stroked his mustache once on each side.


    “Then we get down to ‘His’ and ‘Hers,’ ” I said. I leafed through the folder and came up with some more paperwork, or copies thereof, and slid them across the desk to him. “Then there is ‘Theirs.’ ”


    “Interesting,” he said after a moment’s perusal. “And you’ve got all the original police reports, too, I notice. I wonder how.”


    I coughed modestly. “Some well-meaning citizen was kind enough to mail them to me, anonymously, of course."


    “Of course.”


    “By sheer coincidence,” I said, “I do have a brother, Anthony, aka Tony, who works Downtown in Records.”


    “You do, eh?” he said. “Might just have to have a word with him one of these days.”


    “Careful, sarge,” I said. “He outranks you.”


    “Might just have to get one of my captains to have a word with him about confidentiality one of these days,” he said.


    “Oh, shoot,” I said. “Me and my big mouth.” Take that, Tony, I thought with satisfaction. All these years and my own brother, my only brother, my kid brother, would never once help me out and so I had to fork out fortunes to Sneezy instead; how fitting.


    There elapsed some ten minutes of silence as we cast our eyes down “His,” “Hers,” and “Theirs”:


    


    HIS


    Fabulous house (hearsay)


    Collects early records (hearsay)


    Supposedly oil money—true or false?


    Car being serviced night in question (NIQ)—why? As part of potential alibi—e.g., he was transportless?


    In studio workshop, evidence motorcycle regularly kept there by delivery kid. Does he ever leave it there overnight? Does Tex ride a bike? How wild and woolly was his youth? Juvenile gangs? Is he a gun freak?


    Vise, hacksaw, pliers, metal files, soldering iron, etc., for homemade weapon all in his studio workshop storeroom.


    


    HERS


    Always seems to wear frilly blouses—why? Who wears frilly blouses in LA? Guys is who. Gang/homemade jail tattoos removed?


    When Mary goes to the theater, does she customarily don gloves?


    


    HISTORICAL FACT: The female of the species can be lots of trouble; ask what’s left of any male spider after he’s wined and dined his date and then given his all.


    


    How come they went in her car? Wouldn’t the man normally drive the woman in his, even today? And he was a good driver—evidence Mrs. Flint—and loved his new car—evidence Mrs. Flint.


    


    Mary claims the passenger window was open, allowing the mugger to stick a gun to Flint’s head. Why? It was pouring rain (Met. report for the NIQ). Flint didn’t smoke; did she, and say she wanted to let the smoke out? For that, how much do you open a window, even if you do; enough to let some guy in a leather jacket stick his arm in? And, according to Mary’s story, the window had to be open; if it was closed and some big black dude on a chopper started rapping on it late at night with no one around, what I would do is I’d get the fuck out of there, pronto.


    Unless: the guy on the bike was her hubby. Look! It’s Tex! Wonder what he wants! Bzzzt. She opens the window, as the driver can do with her make of car (see police report). Zap! Watches, rings, wallet, etc., gun, gloves, etc., into purse. Scratch Mary’s face with suitable scratcher. Zoom! Tex is gone.


    Or: Deserted corner, poorly lit. (Evidence—me.) Stop for 4-way stop, or just before. Jonathan, would you get me these papers from the backseat, please. He bends around to his left, and backward, exposing right side of face and neck, where bullet entered (see Ballistics). Zap! Watches, rings, wallet, etc., gun, & gloves into purse. Scratch self-inflicted with suitable scratcher. Window opened. Mary staggers out, falls/collapses by large drain near corner (evidence—me). Then, as above, into drain goes purse, including original list of twenty-seven, and, likely, the ladylike gloves worn to foil the cops if in the unlikely event they run a paraffin test on her pinkies to see if she’s fired a gun recently. Then she sits there moaning until help arrives.


    


    THEIRS


    Did either of them legally own a registered gun? If they did, they sure wouldn’t use it on Flint. If they didn’t, where did they get one? Easy to say, you can pick one up anywhere these days, but precisely where? And what about the possibility of a comeback from the guy you got it from when he sees your mug in the paper a few days later?


    Easier to make one, if you know how, maybe in the storeroom even, you’ve got almost two full days, remember, and .22 ammo you can get anywhere. Also, zips are quieter, much. Easy to say, what about a silencer, but where do you get one of them and a suitable firearm in two days?


    She didn’t report any credit cards stolen. No one carries cash around to pay for things like theater tickets, which she had to pay for at the box office (evidence—me); if she did pay in cash to avoid the hassle of reporting stolen cards and replacing them, would that not be a mite suspicious? None of Mr. Flint’s cards used after the NIQ. If they were legitimately, so to speak, stolen, wouldn’t the thief have used them or sold them to someone who did? (Evidence Debby.)


    The handy little bar around the corner: Apparently held in reserve by Mary (my surmise) if she was ever asked what she was doing on that lonely corner instead of being on the direct and well-lit route back to the studio? Had she ever in fact been in the joint? Flint had two drinks; she had one. Where? It’s all a bit of a blind alley, anyway, this line.


    


    When he was done, Sergeant Brav leaned back in his chair, smoothed his mustache again, and said, “Know what?”


    “What?”


    “You should be the cop.”


    “Why, sarge,” I said. “That’s the sweetest thing anyone’s said to me all day.”


    “Know what else?”


    “What?”


    “If they clam up, I don’t figure we could ever pin it on either one of them, or both; what’s it been, over six months now?”


    “Don’t look too good,” I said.


    “Him or her,” he said. “Which one do you think?”


    “I think her,” I said. “Why did Tex hire me in the first place? He could have proven to the boys he was on the up-and-up easily without bringing me into it, but according to Rick, he jumped at the chance. Strange as it might seem for someone in the music business, one can only suppose that not only did he have a conscience, but it was starting to hurt. But enough to risk him getting sent up for life on a Murder One? More likely not. He did give me a couple of hints about her, too, now that I think about it; first thing I ever heard him say was his little woman was the brains in the family, then he let spill she was an actuary a few minutes later. I’m sure he would have let slip inadvertently on purpose a few other hints if required. I think he’s scared, sarge, and getting scareder; how would you like to go home to a murderer each night after work?”


    “No thanks,” the sarge said. “It’s bad enough as it is.” I grinned at him. He got to his feet and stretched.


    “Ahh. That’s better. Goddamned back.”


    “You too, eh?”


    “Comes from sitting in that goddamn car all day,” he said. “Ah well, what can you do. About this stuff,” he said, waving his paperwork at me, “I’ll show it to the lieutenant, but like I said, don’t hold your breath. But who knows, we might get lucky, it has happened.” King got up too, and also stretched, then went over to have a sniff at the sarge’s trouser legs.


    “Nice pooch,” the sarge said, bending over to give his ears a rub. “Terrific,” I said. “Smart, too. I’m thinking of sending him to police dog training school. ‘Course, he could only work plainclothes.”


    The sarge gave me a look, then a wave, then let himself out. I dug out Tom ‘n’ Jerry’s phone number at their residential hotel up on Fountain, and tried them. It was Tom who picked up the receiver at their end.


    “Famous singing duo,” he said. “The short one speaking.”


    “Tom, it’s Vic,” I said. “Have I got news. Are you sitting down?”


    “Lying down,” he said. “Awaiting room service to arrive with my morning porridge.”


    “Good,” I said. “That way you’ll have less distance to fall when I lay it on you, like, man.”


    I laid it on him, in brief, but only about the pension scam.


    “You have to laugh,” he said.


    “Keep it quiet for a couple of days, me boy,” I said. “Because the Bobbies are still gathering evidence.”


    “Ha ha ha,” he said. “Hear that? It’s me laughing my heart out.”


    “What I thought was,” I said, “if you have any instruments or amps or guitar pucks you’ve left down at the studio, if I was you I’d get them out of there pronto.”


    “Master tapes,” he said. “And it’s ‘picks,’ not ‘pucks,’ as you well know.”


    “Oh,” I said.


    “And that sound you just heard,” he said, “was me slamming the door behind me on the way out. Thanks, mate. I’ll catch you later.”


    I’d no sooner hung up from the laying it on to Tom when I had a call from Mr. Gall’s secretary. She wanted to know if me and Elroy would be in my office at two p.m. precisely that afternoon, please, and to be prepared to finalize with Ms. Garrison. I told her we would be delighted to finalize with Ms. Garrison that afternoon; ipso facto, the sooner the better. I passed the news on to Elroy, who jogged around to my office shortly after I got back from lunch, arriving hardly out of breath at all. Seeing he was so fit and all, I let him take the extra chairs back to the Nus.


    “Eh, Elroy,” I asked him as we were shooting the breeze and awaiting the arrival of Ms. Garrison, “just what are you planning to do with that lot I’ve managed to secure for you at such an attractive price, I have no doubt?”


    “Fear not, my man,” he said, swinging his legs busily. “Tear your mind away from thoughts of such tasteless ventures as a club with live sex shows three times a week and mud wrestling in between, or an all-night disco, or a Yamaha agency, all repairs done on premises.”


    “With pleasure, Elroy,” I said. “What direction should I turn my mind to?”


    “To tasteful living in a quiet family neighborhood,” he said, “with all mod cons, wall-to-wall carpeting throughout, new drapes, garbage disposal units, pets accepted. In other words, hold my hand, in other words, cast your eyes on this.” He worked the rubber bands off the rolled-up blueprint he’d arrived with and spread it out on the desk, using the telephone to hold down one edge and the mug full of pens and pencils the other. “Is it not a work of art? Does it not rival Frank Lloyd Wright at his most inventive?”


    “Does it not indeed,” I said. “Have you got planning permission for all this already?”


    “Do I not indeed,” he said. The plans showed a new second story of apartments built over our whole little row of businesses. A three-story apartment building was projected where the empty lot was, and a smaller, two-story flat over Mr. Amoyan’s. I looked over the plans, nodding wisely. Then I took a closer look and stopped nodding.


    “Elroy,” I said, “what’s happened to my office?”


    “Ah,” he said. “Glad you brought that up. As a matter of fact, it’s been turned into a staircase.”


    “You’re turning my office into a staircase?”


    “Had to, my man,” he said. “The main building needed a rear exit and there was no where else to put it.”


    The phone rang. “Saved by the bell,” I told him bitterly. “Hello, who are you and what do you want?”


    “My name is Evonne Louise Shirley,” said a voice I knew all too well, “and I thought I’d stop by and say hello, if you weren’t busy.”


    “What a brilliant idea,” I said. “Busy? Not at all. Free as a bird is more like it. Elroy’s here, but he’ll be on his way any minute now, in a hearse, then I am yours, babe, all yours.”


    “See you soon, sweetheart,” she said.


    “Eh, what happened to Colombia Joe, the king o’ cappuccino, if I may be so bold?”


    “He turned out to be a total wimp,” she said. “He even had to put his apron on when he made cinnamon toast.”


    “Well I never!” I said.


    “And whatever you are, Victor,” she said, “and you are many things, not all of which I am deeply enamored of, you are in no way a wet wimp.”


    “I had an apron once,” I said. “My sister-in-law gave it to me one Christmas. It was for barbecues. It had a lot of pockets and it had ‘Some Like ‘Em Hot!!’ written on it. I wonder what I did with it?” I blew her a kiss and rang off. “Evonne,” I said to Elroy.


    “I guessed,” he said.


    “She’s come crawling back, just like I always knew she would,” I said. “Now. Where were we? Oh yes, I was just about to throttle you.”


    “Calme, calme, compadre,” he said. “Observe.” He tapped with one finger on Mr. Amoyan’s shop. “Mr. Amoyan is retiring to do whatever it is retired Armenians do, and I shudder to think, as it probably involves some combination of pistachio nuts and sheep. His shop will become your office, it’s perzacherly the same size. You will dwell, if you so care, in the two-story apartment above, as did you not once mention to me in an aside that you were getting the heave-ho from where you are now?”


    “I did,” I said. “I did, I did. And I hang my head in shame at my evil thoughts about you.”


    “Amongst the special features planned for your abode,” he said, “are a specially reinforced roof on the top floor, complete with extra drainage, and thus suitable for a decorative town garden should the need ever arise.” Here he looked at me innocently; he knew full well Evonne was a gardening freak. “As a token of my gratitude,” he went on, “the rent for the entire unit will be—monthly,” and he named a sum so reasonable I was almost given to protest. In fact, I was just about to when a Celebrity Cab Co. cab drew up in front of the office and out stepped the leggy and highly winsome Ms. Garrison, a green cardboard folder in one hand. She was dressed that afternoon—or undressed that afternoon—in red shorts made of some shiny stretch fabric that came all the way down to the top of her legs almost, yellow tights, boots that matched the red shorts, and who even noticed the rest.


    Into the office she swept. Elroy hastily rolled up the plans to clear the desk, on which Ms. Garrison daintily deposited the folder.


    “Party of the first part, may I introduce the party of the second part?” I said to her.


    “No thanks,” she said. “Anyway, we already met, remember?”


    “How could I forget?” Elroy said gallantly.


    “Save it,” she said. She opened up the folder and began handing him documents. “Our lease with Corsault Realty. The transfer agreement. Their agreement to the transfer.” Elroy began looking them over.


    I took off my glasses, which I’d needed to look at the plans, and said, “Have a seat, Ms. Garrison.”


    She gave my spare chair one frosty look and said, “No thanks, I’ve just got these back from the cleaners.” Here she wiped an imaginary speck of dirt off her shorts.


    “Just trying to be friendly,” I said.


    “I’m not,” she said, smiling sweetly at me.


    There followed five minutes of silence while Elroy worked his way methodically through the documents. Finally he said, “They look OK to me. Your pen or mine?”


    “How about mine?” I said before she could open the purse she had slung over one shoulder. I selected one from the mug at random—it turned out to be a souvenir from some motel in Vernon I’d never been to—and she signed, he signed, she signed, he signed, and she signed and he signed.


    “Thank you very much,” Elroy said. He rolled up his copies with his plans, said he’d catch me later, and off he went. Ms. Garrison picked up the folder containing her copies and started out.


    “Those two elephants,” I said to her (mostly) bare back, “who were playing piggyback, remember? Hope you liked them.”


    “Speaking of animals,” she said, pausing by King’s empty blanket and full water bowl, “don’t see him around today.”


    “Took him home,” I said, “all things considered. Thought you might have some cyanide this time. Not nice, what you did, Ms. Garrison, lethal or not. And beating up on poor Injun Joe and frightening his girlfriend half to death, not nice either; what you need is a good spanking, only you’d probably enjoy it.”


    She turned around and swayed across to me until we were almost touching. She looked up at me, batted her fabulous eyes, and said coquettishly, “You wouldn’t hit a lady, would you, big boy?”


    “Depends, I guess,” I said, batting mine right back. “But whatever you are, sister, you sure ain’t no lady. Here. A present from King.” I shifted my weight onto my back foot, preparing to hang a six-inch love tap on her perfect chin. Her right hand came out of her shorts pocket holding a suitable scratcher indeed—a finely honed metal nail file—and before I could blink I had a gash opening up all down one cheek. Then she shifted her weight back and drove one elegantly booted foot right in that spot where a guy wants a boot least. OK, a guy doing it to a guy in a fight, like I’d done to the beach bum, that’s one thing, I was fighting for my life, after all, but what was she fighting for? Down went big boy, clutching. She stowed away the nail file, checked unnecessarily that her coiffure hadn’t been disturbed, then, hands on shapely hips, looked down at me.


    “Too bad,” she said. “You’ve got the size, you’ve got a certain style, and you’ve come up with some pretty good moves this past week or so. Loved the mice, by the way. Too bad at heart you’re just another pussycat.”


    “That’s not what my girlfriend thinks,” I managed to get out through clenched teeth. “Anyway, I been sick. Come around when I’m healthy if you really want a good licking.”


    She laughed, and knelt down to my level, which was low. Over her shoulder I spotted a beat-up, two-year-old Celica pull in next to the cab, which was still waiting. Evonne’s adorable face peered out of the car window at us. I closed my eyes and groaned. Ms. Garrison patted my cheek—the one that wasn’t gushing claret—leaned forward and pressed her full ruby lips to mine, and kept them there. Somewhere a car door slammed. Somewhere Gypsy dancers whirled in a furious fandango around a glazing campfire. Somewhere the last golden eagle soared high in a Navaho sunset. Somewhere a lone saxophone moaned. And somewhere, somewhere not so far away, an oversized pussycat of a private investigator moaned as well.


    After a moment Ms. Garrison straightened up gracefully, sailed out of the door, flashed the approaching Evonne a brilliant smile, climbed into the cab, then she was gone.


    Evonne entered and closed the door behind her. She gazed down at me. I gazed up at her. Blood continued to trickle down my cheek and spatter onto the carpet.


    “Peaches, I can explain everything,” I said. “Almost.”


    “Victor, with you,” she said, “almost is as much as a girl could ever dream of.”


    What a pretty compliment, I thought.


    “And don’t bother getting up,” she went on. “I know where you keep the first-aid kit, I ought to by now.” She headed out back toward the kitchenette. From a certain determination in her stride, I figured it was at least three-to-one on the iodine.

  


  
    


    HERE ARE THE complete and unabridged lyrics of the masterpiece I penned for Tom ‘n’ Jerry. They did not go wild about them, nor did they record them. More fools they, or it might be them, but it’s still fools.


    


    Keep in’ the Faith


    by Victor Daniel


    


    Well, I’m sittiri and I’m sweatin’ in a tin bar near the border,


    Sharin’ a bottle of cold Carta Blanca with my memories.


    Once in a while I buy a beer for the fat bartender,


    Once in a while the fat bartender does the same for me.


    


    I dunno what he’s waitin’ for, it could be just mañana,


    Or a car with a drunken millionaire that’s gonna stop one day.


    There’ll be a beautiful, bored blond gringa who’s lookin’ for a change of pace,


    And she’ll say, “Vamos, amigos!” and they’ll all drive away.


    


    But I don’t need no crazy dream, I know what I’m waiting for,


    And that’s a $200 check from my old pal Samuel D.


    That’s got to be as safe as U.S. money in the bank,


    ‘Cause we been drinkin’ buddies since we met in ’63.


    


    See, we was workin’ in this run-down, one-pump garage out on Highway 104,


    About ten miles northeast of Tucson, and the very last I heard


    He’d bought himself a truck or two and he’d found himself a Cherokee girl—


    I know he’ll send the dinero the very day he gets the word.


    


    See, I was makin’ this quiet little run from Tampa through Nogales,


    I was supposed to meet a Mexican gent in a field near Monterrey.


    I had this little package they’d requested me to deliver—


    It wasn’t strictly legal, but hell, tell me what is today?


    


    But somebody musta had a loose mouth, or else they couldn’t hold their juice,


    Or it coulda been some dirty little stoolie after a piece of the reward,


    ‘Cause the federates flagged me down, then they tore up my old Desoto,


    And two hours mas tarde they found it taped beneath the runnin’ board.


    


    Well, we settled out of court, ‘cause that’s the Mexicali way,


    But after that I wasn’t what you’d call a man o’ means.


    But I had this little stash I kept down inside one boot,


    And that’s kept me goin’ for quite a while on beer V refried beans...


    


    So all I gotta do now is hang on and keep the faith,


    ‘Cause I know my drinkin’ buddy, my old amigo Samuel D.,


    I just know that lop-eared, bandy-legged son of a woman-chasin’ fool,


    I know my viejo compadre is gonna keep the faith with me.


    


    So I’m sittin’ and I’m sweatin’ in a tin bar near the border,


    Sharin’ a bottle of cold Carta Blanca with my memories.


    Once in a while I buy a beer for the fat bartender,


    Once in a while the fat bartender does the same for me.


    


    © Sept., 1990. All rights reserved.

  


  
    


    


    Here are the complete and unfortunately unabridged lyrics Sara Twerp Silvetti wrote and slipped to Jerry at the Bar-Bee-Q, remember? The boys went wild about them and say they plan to record them at their first opportunity. I will not be responsible—and, after legal counsel, have taken out ads in several publications stating this—I will not be responsible for my behavior should I ever chance to hear said “song” on my car radio.


    


    


    Summer Song


    by Silly Sara Silvetti*


    


    Summer songs


    Are best sung


    When icicles form


    And the willow bends her knees


    Under the burden of a flake-white hood.


    


    Summer songs


    Are best heard


    By fireside warm


    While the dozing kitten dreams,


    Deaf to the snapping sandalwood.


    


    Summer songs


    Are best forgot


    When mean old autumn


    Comes begging at the kitchen door.


    “It’s not my fault!” cried he.


    “I stayed away as long as I could!”


    


    *Not copyrighted anywhere. No rights reserved.


    


    Pathetic is the first word that springs to my mind, amigos; I won’t even bother asking you which song you’d record if you had the chance.

  


  
    


    


    Cast of Characters


    Chapter One


    Chapter Twoo


    Chapter Three


    Chapter Four


    Chapter Five


    Chapter Six


    Chapter Seven


    Chapter Eight


    Chapter Nine


    Chapter Ten


    Chapter Eleven


    Chapter Twelve


    Chapter Thirteen


    Chapter Fourteen


    Chapter Fifteen


    Chapter Sixteen


    Chapter Seventeen


    Chapter Eighteen


    Chapter Nineteen


    Chapter Twenty
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