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		1

		Later he was vilified and disgraced; Archbishop Cooning denounced him from the pulpit of Saint Vibiana’s as a corruptor, and the archbishop’s words spread throughout the land. But before the disgrace and the vilification Jules Mendelson was, seemingly at least, on top of the world: awesome in appearance, brilliantly married, and revered in the manner that the very rich are revered in America.

		Clouds, the Mendelson estate, which looks down on Los Angeles from its lofty mountaintop, remains unlived in but cared for, although the massive iron gates that once fronted a ducal residence in Wiltshire have become dislocated, their hinges pried loose by vandals. The caretaker on duty has backed the gates with plywood boards to keep the curious from staring in; but, even if they could stare in, they would see nothing of the house and gardens, for a few hundred feet up the drive there is a sharp turn to the right. Pauline Mendelson’s greenhouse, where she grew her orchids, has fallen into disrepair, but the kennels are kept up still, and a pack of police dogs patrols the grounds at night, as always.

		There was a time when people said that the views from Clouds were the prettiest views in the city. Pauline Mendelson, mindful of this, had created one room to take best advantage of the sunrise over the downtown skyline, where she and Jules were meant to have breakfast together, but never did, except once; and another room for watching the sunset over the ocean, where, on most evenings, she and Jules did indeed meet to drink a glass of wine together and discuss the events of the day before dressing for dinner.

		Probably no one ever conducted herself so well in a scandal as Pauline Mendelson. Everyone agrees on that. She held her head high and invited neither pity nor scorn. The city, or that part of the city that figured in the lives of these people, was beside itself with excitement. Nothing so thrilling had happened in years, except among the movie people, and no one they knew saw the movie people. Within a year of the events that riveted the city for so many months, Pauline became Lady St. Vincent and moved to England. She not only married quickly but also, being by birth one of the McAdoo sisters, the marrying McAdoos, as the papers often called them, married extremely well, even under the terrible circumstances. People say that all traces of her life as Mrs. Jules Mendelson have been totally obliterated, and in her new life she is not at home to people who knew her in Los Angeles, not even Rose Cliveden, and, God knows, if anyone was a good friend to Pauline Mendelson, it was Rose Cliveden.

		There were splendid times at Clouds for over twenty years. You had only to look at the signatures in the guest books when they came up for auction at Boothby’s, along with the furniture, the personal effects, and, of course, the extraordinary art collection, to get an idea of Pauline Mendelson’s voracious appetite for what she always called “interesting people.” As to the pictures, or the auction of the pictures, there is still rage in the art world today. The Metropolitan Museum in New York said it had been promised the collection. The County Museum in Los Angeles said the same, as did the Kimball in Fort Worth. And there were other museums, with lesser claims. But that was typical of Jules Mendelson. He liked being called on by heads of museums—being courted by them, as he put it—and hearing them praise his magnificent collection. He enjoyed walking them through the halls and rooms of his house, spelling out the provenance of each picture, as well as the stage in the life of the artist at the time the picture was painted. He liked letting each one think it was his museum to which the collection would go, in time; and surely he meant to leave it to one, because he often said, even in interviews, that he never wanted the collection to be broken up, and that he was leaving money for the construction of a wing, the Jules Mendelson Wing, to house it. But the fact remained that he did not make such a provision, although he had intended to, just as he had intended to make a provision for Flo March. Or poor Flo, as she came to be known. It was Pauline who decided to break up the collection and auction it off along with the furniture and personal effects, minus van Gogh’s White Roses and the bronze cast of Degas’s fourteen-year-old ballerina, with the original pink ribbon in her hair, which, some people say, are already installed in Kilmartin Abbey in Wiltshire.

		Pauline Mendelson was one of those people totally at home in the inner circles of several cities, although she seemed to belong to none. Even after twenty-two years of living in Los Angeles, and becoming a prominent citizen there, Pauline always seemed like a visitor rather than a resident. Her parties at Clouds were famous, and rightly so. She left nothing to chance in the planning of her evenings. It was through one such party that young Philip Quennell was brought into the orbit of the renowned couple. Pauline liked to ask writers and artists to her house to mix with her grand friends. Once Philip had seen her take communion at Andy Warhol’s memorial service at Saint Patrick’s Cathedral, and he had met her once before that, by accident, during the intermission of a play in New York. Pauline knew the stepmother of the woman he was with, and, after introductions, she and his companion chatted briefly while Philip stood by, simply watching her. She spoke in a fashionable contralto. “Awfully light, isn’t it, but I’m being amused, aren’t you?” she asked, about the play. They answered yes. “Dreadful about Rocky, isn’t it?” she asked, about someone Philip didn’t know, but his companion did, whose private plane had recently crashed. “Both his pilots were killed, but he’ll be fine, in time,” Pauline added. And then the bell rang, and it was time for the second act, and they didn’t see her again. Given this minimal exposure to Pauline Mendelson, Philip Quennell was therefore surprised to find an invitation to her party, hand-delivered to his hotel by her chauffeur, on the very day he arrived in Los Angeles for what turned out to be a considerably longer visit than he could ever have anticipated. It was his birthday. He was twenty-nine, turning thirty that night, but of course that milestone, known only to himself, could have nothing whatever to do with the invitation from Mr. and Mrs. Jules Mendelson, as their names read in engraved script on the ecru-colored card.

		He was late. The parking valet told him so. So did the maid who opened the door. Inside, on a hall console table where little envelopes with dining-table numbers inside had been alphabetically placed, there was only one left, his. The convivial sound of sixty voices, talking and laughing, could be heard from an interior room. Even late, however, with a butler hurrying him toward the voices—“They’re about to sit down,” he insisted—it was impossible for Philip to be oblivious to the grandeur of the interior of the Mendelson house. There were six ground-floor doors opening onto the front hallway. A curved staircase of superb proportions seemed to float upward on invisible pinions, its green moiré wall lined with six Monet paintings of water lilies, Philip’s first glimpse of the Mendelson art collection; below, at its base, were masses of orchid plants in blue-and-white Chinese cachepots and bowls.

		“Beautiful,” said Philip, to no one in particular.

		“It’s Mrs. Mendelson’s hobby,” said an efficient, secretarial-looking woman.

		“What?” asked Philip.

		“The orchids. She grows them herself.”

		“Ah.”

		“Will you first sign the guest book, please,” she said. She handed him a pen, and he wrote his name beneath the names of one of the former Presidents and his First Lady and that of the great film star Faye Converse, now in retirement. His eyes scanned the signatures. Although he knew no one, he recognized many of the illustrious names. It was not the sort of crowd that Philip Quennell was used to dining with.

		Just then one of the six doors opened, and the party sounds increased in volume as Jules Mendelson entered the hall. He closed the door behind him again and strode across the marble floor with the purposefulness of a man who had been summoned to take an important telephone call. He was enormous, both in height and in girth, unhandsome and compelling at the same time, the possessor of an appearance that was likely to intimidate the fainthearted. His aura of power enveloped him like a strong scent. But people discovered on meeting him that he could be surprisingly gentle, and, more surprisingly still, a gentleman. When biographers of great men questioned him for his reminiscences of their subjects, Jules invariably replied (if he could not get out of replying) with kindness and benevolence, even about great men he had disliked or done battle with, for he was always aware that his own biography loomed as a certainty at some future time.

		Philip stared at him, fascinated, in a way that he would come to see many people stare at Jules Mendelson in time to come. Introduced by the secretary, Mendelson shook Philip’s hand in passing, met his eye, and sized him up in an instant as one of Pauline’s “interesting people,” in whom he had very little interest. Political figures, senatorial and up; ambassadors; business tycoons, like himself; and heads of museums were the kinds of people who interested him. It was once written about Jules Mendelson in a magazine article that he had simplified the spelling of his family name from Mendelssohn to Mendelson because he figured he wasted seven and a half minutes each day correcting or explaining its spelling. His great-grandfather had been a second cousin of the Mendelssohns of Berlin, one of the most important families of the Jewish upper bourgeoisie and minor nobility before the war. Born in Chicago, Jules Mendelson had taken his inheritance and turned it into a vast fortune. All that was part of his public story.

		“I’m sorry to be so late, sir,” said Philip. “My plane got in from New York this afternoon, but one of my bags, the one with my dinner jacket in it, couldn’t be found.” Jules didn’t care, nor did he want to be involved in such a drab story. He had a mission of his own on his mind.

		“Go in, go in, Mr. Quennell,” he said, directing him with a wave of his hand to a room on the right. “Pauline is in the drawing room. I must take a call and will join you then.”

		Last year, when Malcolm McKnight, who is writing the biography of Jules Mendelson, asked Philip Quennell what his impression of him was the first time they met, Philip remembered this moment and hesitated.

		“What came into your mind?” Malcolm persisted.

		Philip couldn’t bring himself to tell McKnight that what came into his mind was how wonderfully cut Jules Mendelson’s dinner jacket was, for such an enormous man. What he did say to Malcolm was, “I thought that this was a man that I would never like to cross,” which had been his second thought.

		For a newcomer without connections, Philip was extremely well seated that night, placed between Camilla Ebury, with whom he was to fall in love, and Rose Cliveden, a past-middle-age social celebrity of the area who would, inadvertently to be sure, cause havoc in the life of her great friend Pauline Mendelson. The reason for Philip Quennell’s excellent placement, however, had nothing to do with his desirability as a guest. A man named Hector Paradiso had switched their place cards before dinner, for reasons known only to him, and had moved himself to what Rose Cliveden considered a more advantageous position at a table where the former First Lady was seated.

		“Live by the place card, die by the place card,” said Rose Cliveden to Philip’s left. She was slightly tipsy and greatly miffed as she revealed Hector Paradiso’s social disloyalty for the third or fourth time. Her neck had just the suspicion of a goiter, which moved up and down as she spoke in a voice deepened by years of heavy smoking. “Imagine Hector moving the place cards. He’s gotten entirely too full of himself lately.”

		“Be careful what you say to Rose,” said Camilla Ebury, to his right. “No matter how drunk she gets, she remembers everything. Total recall.”

		“Who is Rose Cliveden?” asked Philip.

		“Old Los Angeles. Old money. Old friend of Pauline’s. Married three times. Divorced three times. Once had an affair with Jack Kennedy. In the White House. In the Lincoln Bedroom. Or so she says. She’s been known to exaggerate. What else do you want to know?”

		“That’s pretty good coverage,” Philip replied. “You could be in my business.”

		“Your business is what?” she asked.

		“I’ve only arrived here today, to write a documentary film. Quite honestly, I’m surprised to have been asked here tonight.”

		“Pauline collects people,” replied Camilla Ebury. She was pretty in a quiet way that was not at first apparent to Philip. Her blond hair was parted in the middle and held back by two gold barrettes, a style he associated with the debutantes he used to watch at dances when he was at Princeton. She was, Philip found out in due course, a recent widow, although she was only a year or two older than he.

		Like Pauline and all of Pauline’s grand friends, Camilla’s range of conversation was on a more elevated scale, at least economically, than his. “Don’t ever die in a foreign country if you don’t speak the language,” she said, recounting her husband’s sudden death on a street in Barcelona. “It’s an absolute nightmare. The embassy was useless. Thank God for Jules Mendelson. He made a few calls and straightened everything out, and I was able to ship poor Orin home.”

		At that point, noticing that he was listening attentively, she picked up his place card and read his name, although he had already told it to her twice. “Philip Quennell. Why have you come out here to the Golden West?” she asked.

		“To escape the heat,” he said.

		“What heat?”

		“Something I wrote offended some very important people, and I thought it best if I left New York for a while.”

		“Oh, my lord! Are you the one who wrote that book that made everyone so angry in New York?” she asked.

		He was. “Yes.”

		“No wonder Pauline invited you,” said Camilla, smiling. “That’s the sort of thing she adores.” When she smiled, dimples mysteriously appeared in both cheeks and her eyes twinkled. Each of them looked at the other with more interest. “Didn’t someone hit you? I think I read that.”

		He had indeed written a book, on a particular leveraged buyout, that had offended several important people in the New York business community. One well-known figure on Wall Street threatened to have his legs broken, and Philip did not think of his threat as simply a figure of speech, nor did his lawyer. The well-known figure was known to have “connections,” as they are called. When Casper Stieglitz, a Hollywood producer, contacted him through his agent to see if he would be interested in writing a screenplay for a documentary based on the proliferation of drugs in the motion picture industry, he leapt at the opportunity, although he knew absolutely nothing about either the motion picture industry or the proliferation of drugs in it. He leapt at the opportunity because he thought a four- or five-month paid sojourn in Southern California might be just exactly what he needed in his present circumstances.

		“This is a very swell party,” said Philip, looking around the room.

		Camilla, following his look, nodded. “It’s always very swell at Pauline’s,” she said.

		“Is there an occasion for an evening like this? I mean, is there a guest of honor, or is it a birthday or an anniversary, or something like that? Or do you people out here just have sixty for dinner with rare wines and a flown-in orchestra on a nightly basis?”

		Camilla laughed. “You’re right. It is quite special. I shouldn’t act like I take it for granted, but I’ve been coming to parties here for so many years that I might have lost my sharp eye.”

		“You mustn’t ever lose your sharp eye, Mrs. Ebury,” said Philip. “Or ear, for that matter. You might miss something.”

		Camilla looked at Philip, interested. “Camilla,” she said.

		“I’m Philip,” he answered.

		“I know.”

		“What kind of people are these?” Philip asked, holding his hand out to indicate the guests. “Aside from the former President and the film star, I mean.”

		“Oh, the core, I suppose. My father used to describe them as the kind of people who can keep things out of the newspapers,” said Camilla.

		“What kind of things?”

		“Oh, things.”

		“The woods are full of bodies, you mean?”

		She laughed. “In a manner of speaking.”

		Philip looked around the room again. “This is all quite glamorous in a way. At least it is for me.”

		“I suppose it is when you’re traveling like you are, staying a few days or a few weeks; but if you were to stay longer, you would begin to see that each evening is a variation on the same theme, except at the Mendelsons’, where it’s a little more extravagant, but then the Mendelsons aren’t really Angelenos in the sense that the rest of us are who were born and brought up here. There are about two or three hundred of us who dine together in various combinations, and we rarely widen the circle, and you rarely read about us in the newspapers.” She smiled almost apologetically and made a helpless gesture.

		“Go on. I’m fascinated,” said Philip.

		“Well, we never mix with the movie crowd, and only sometimes with the people from Pasadena, except for civic evenings or certain charities, like the museums or the Music Center. I’m not saying it’s right, but it’s the way it is and the way it always has been. If you want to know the truth, I’d love to know a few movie stars.”

		Philip laughed. Camilla looked at Philip and saw that he gave her his full attention. She moved in closer to him and spoke in a lowered voice. “Now that you mention it, I think there was originally a point for this party. We all thought that an announcement was going to be made tonight that Jules was being sent by the President to Brussels to head up the American delegation at the statehood of Europe. It would have meant staying there for the whole of nineteen ninety-three, at least, and Pauline was looking forward to it enormously. She speaks perfect French, and I think she sometimes gets bored here.”

		“It’s not to be?” asked Philip.

		“Oh, yes, it is to be, but not to be announced as yet, apparently.”

		Philip nodded. “Good soup,” he said.

		“Marvelous.”

		A Mendelson party was, even for the initiated, a heady experience. The food was prepared by their own chef, a famed figure in gastronomic circles, and the wine, from Jules Mendelson’s own cellar, was superb. There were orchids, and antiques, and priceless art on every wall in every room. In the library, which the Mendelsons used for a sitting room when they were alone, there were more French paintings, and English furniture, and armchairs and sofas covered in glazed chintz. There was a long table for photographs in silver frames, including several of Pauline and Jules with Presidents and First Ladies at White House dinners, as well as signed photographs from the monarchs of Spain and Great Britain. There was a matching table on the other side of the room for magazines, changed weekly or monthly, and newspapers, changed daily. Tall French windows, elaborately curtained and swagged, opened onto a terrace with umbrellaed tables, and a garden beyond, and a lawn beyond that. People who visited the Mendelsons always said about this room, “How marvelous!” So Philip Quennell, a newcomer to such grandeur, can be excused for gasping and exclaiming aloud when he wandered into this library, looking for a lavatory, and saw van Gogh’s White Roses, which just happened to be his favorite picture, hanging over the fireplace.

		“Good God,” he said, walking over to it and staring upward. It was worth, he knew, forty million dollars at least, even in a depressed art market. He wanted to touch the thick vivid paint, and almost did, but resisted. Then he had a sense that he was not alone in the room. He turned, and there was Pauline Mendelson, sitting in a chair by the telephone, or, rather, perched on the edge of a chair by the telephone.

		“That’s my treasure,” she said, about the painting. “It was my wedding present from Jules twenty-two years ago.”

		She looked, as she always looked in the photographs he had seen of her, resplendent, and was dressed, he was sure, from Paris, from the couture, black velvet cut in a classical fashion, having nothing to do with the trend of that season. She was more elegant than beautiful, although beautiful was always the word used to describe her in social columns and fashion magazines. She was tall and slender, and, even without the two strands of grape-sized pearls she was wearing, he would have noticed her astonishing neck. In a flash he remembered the Avedon photograph of her exquisite neck. It was no wonder that she was married to one of the country’s most powerful men. It would have been unthinkable to imagine her in a lesser sort of union.

		“I saw this picture at the van Gogh exhibit at the Met,” he said.

		“So you did,” she replied.

		It couldn’t possibly be, he thought, that she had been crying, but there was a trace of moistness in her eyes and something about her face that was in disarray. She rose and walked over to a table over which hung a Chippendale mirror. From a box on the table she took out a compact and lipstick and expertly and quickly rearranged her face. He noticed that she seemed quite comfortable away from her sixty guests and in no hurry to be finished with him to return to them.

		“I often wondered who owned it. I remember it said ‘On Loan from a Private Collector.’ ”

		“That was its first and last loan-out, believe me. I’ll never let it go out of this house again. It was a nightmare. It seemed as though the whole mountain was blocked off when they took it out of the house to fly it east.”

		“Why?”

		“Security. You wouldn’t believe all the security, even police helicopters hovering above. They were terrified it was going to be hijacked, because of all the publicity. It’s worth, they say, oh, I wouldn’t even dream of telling you what they say it’s worth, but it’s ridiculous, I know, considering that poor Mr. van Gogh was never even able to sell it.”

		She spoke rapidly, barely stopping for commas and periods, in a low whispery voice, with that kind of accent that no one can really duplicate who hasn’t had English nannies and French governesses and been educated at a school like Foxcroft. Philip understood why fashionable people were intrigued by her, quoted her, imitated her.

		“Besides,” she went on, “I missed it, all the time it was gone, hanging there over the fireplace. I find it such a comforting picture, and this room was forlorn without it. I kept trying other pictures there, but nothing looked right, after the White Roses. I’m mad about that color green in the background.”

		“Oh, yes,” he replied, looking back at it.

		“Is it true that Reza Bulbenkian threatened to break your legs?” Pauline asked, unexpectedly.

		“Yes.”

		“Do you think he meant it?”

		“I’m not sure.”

		“Hmmm,” she said.

		“Do you know Reza Bulbenkian?” asked Philip.

		“Jules is on his board, and he’s on Jules’s board, and I sometimes have lunch with Yvonne Bulbenkian when I’m in New York.”

		“She’s a piece of work.”

		“Isn’t she?” Pauline agreed, smiling. “Hector says—have you met my friend Hector Paradiso? Terribly naughty, but very amusing. Hector says that Yvonne has calluses on her hands from social climbing.” Pauline laughed. “She called her twins Oakley and Ogden, can you imagine, and speaks to them in French, poor little creatures. New York is so changed now. I’ve rather lost my taste for it, I’m afraid. It’s not at all the way it was when I lived there.” She walked over to a cymbidium plant and picked off a dying bud. “How long will you be staying in California?”

		“Several months, if all goes well. I’m here to write a film.”

		“I heard that. For Casper Stieglitz.”

		“You do know everything.”

		“I don’t know Casper Stieglitz. We don’t see many of the movie people.”

		“Except Faye Converse.”

		“Faye’s different. Faye belongs to the world, not just Hollywood. Faye talks about things, not just what’s going on on the set, which is so boring, don’t you think? Movie talk drives Jules mad.”

		“It was nice of you to ask me tonight, Mrs. Mendelson,” Philip said.

		“You’re quite an addition, having been threatened by Reza Bulbenkian; and it’s Pauline, not Mrs. Mendelson, and, of course, I’m going to call you Philip. You seem so young to have caused so much trouble. How old are you?”

		“I’m twenty-nine until midnight, and then I’m thirty.”

		“Heavens, we must do something to celebrate.”

		“Oh, no, please,” he said, meaning it. “I would hate that. I’m sure you don’t remember, but we met once before.”

		“Indeed, I do. At the theater, at that silly play. You were with Mary Finch. Her stepmother was one of my bridesmaids, in my first wedding.”

		“How’s Rocky, whose plane crashed and whose two pilots were killed?”

		“What a memory you have! Rocky’s completely recovered. Getting married again. Even bought a new plane.”

		“Atta boy, Rocky,” said Philip.

		“How are you getting on with Camilla?”

		“She’s very nice.”

		“Recent widow.”

		“She told me her husband dropped dead in Barcelona.”

		“He did. You know who she is, don’t you?”

		“No.”

		“Sam Worthington’s daughter.”

		The name meant nothing to Philip. “Is that good?” he asked.

		“Natural gas.”

		“I guess that’s good,” said Philip, and they both laughed.

		Then Jules Mendelson came into the room. His massiveness filled the doorway. “Pauline, people are looking for you,” he said.

		“Yes, I’m coming, Jules,” said Pauline, turning to him.

		“I feel lost at these parties unless you’re there,” he said to her, as if Philip were not there.

		“Oh, Jules, don’t be silly.”

		“It’s you they come to see, you know. Things slow down when you’re not there.”

		“Isn’t he sweet, this husband of mine?” asked Pauline, looking at Philip and indicating Jules with a wave of her hand.

		“What are you doing in here?” asked Jules.

		There was a pause, and she said, “Kippie called.”

		Jules looked at his wife. “Kippie? Called from France?”

		“No, here. He’s back.”

		“Here? In Los Angeles?”

		“Yes.”

		“Is he coming over?”

		“No.”

		“Where was he calling from?”

		“I don’t know, Jules. He wouldn’t say.”

		“Everything all right?”

		“No,” she replied. For an instant they looked at each other.

		Aware of Philip’s presence, Jules persisted in the conversation, but in a lower voice, as if Philip could not hear.

		“What did he want?”

		“Money, what else?” answered Pauline, matching his lowered tone.

		“I won’t.”

		“I know, Jules. I told him that.”

		“We’ll talk about it later, after the party. I’ll wait up,” he said, looking over at Philip.

		“Yes,” said Pauline. Philip was struck by the sadness in her voice.

		“Your friend Hector changed the place cards,” said Jules, in a chiding voice meant to distract his wife from her problem.

		“I know he did. It’s a long story. I didn’t realize Hector and Rose aren’t speaking at the moment,” said Pauline. Philip noticed that Pauline was making an effort to shake off her sadness over whatever was troubling her and return to her hostess role. “But you know Hector, Jules. By tomorrow everything will have been straightened out between him and Rose, and he’ll make a hilarious story out of it.”

		“My enthusiasm for Hector is more restrained than yours, I’m afraid,” replied Jules.

		“Not now, Jules. Have you met Philip Quennell?”

		“How do you do, Mr. Quennell,” he said, offering Philip a hand to shake. He seemed not to remember having met him an hour and a half earlier in his own hallway.

		“Did you like the red wine?” Jules asked Pauline.

		“Marvelous, Jules.”

		“From the Bresciani auction. Château Margaux.”

		“Oh, I know, darling. Everyone commented at my table.”

		“Did you notice the color? And the body? Jean-Pierre said it has all the characteristics of une grande année.”

		“Superb. Everyone thought so,” said Pauline.

		“What did you think of the red wine?” Jules asked Philip.

		“I’m afraid I’m one of those people who put their fingers over the rim of the glass when the waiter pours,” answered Philip.

		“Don’t drink?”

		“No.”

		“You must try this. It’s exceptional. The quintessential ’eighty-five Bordeaux.”

		“No, thank you. I won’t,” said Philip.

		There was an unmistakable look of disdain on Jules’s face, as if to say his young guest was a fool to pass up such an opportunity to sip, for free, one of the great wines of France. “A problem?” asked Jules, in the direct manner he had of asking blunt questions.

		“Far less dramatic,” answered Philip. “Simply no taste for it.”

		Pauline, observing, quickly came to Philip’s rescue. “As you can see, my husband is a wine enthusiast. Philip has come out to write a film for Casper Stieglitz,” she explained.

		Jules, disinterested, nodded.

		Pauline was not deterred. “It was Philip Quennell’s legs that Reza Bulbenkian threatened to break,” she said.

		Jules turned to him now, his interest captured. Suddenly his stern face broke into a wide grin, and the sternness evaporated. “So you wrote Takeover. I thought your name was familiar,” he said. “Whoever told you all those things?”

		Philip smiled but didn’t reply.

		“You were pretty damned accurate, I’ll say that for you. You must know you’re high on Reza’s shit list,” Jules continued.

		“Oh, yes, I know.”

		“It’s all talk, though. Reza Bulbenkian wouldn’t hurt a fly. Or, have a fly hurt.”

		Philip wasn’t so sure of that, but he replied, “I’m sure.”

		“It’s inexpensive to have someone killed, but it’s very expensive to have someone’s arms or legs broken, because they can identify you,” said Jules.

		“What curious information to have at your fingertips, Jules,” said Pauline.

		“Reza, you know,” continued Jules to Philip, “was the only one who didn’t go to jail.”

		“Yes, I know,” replied Philip. “He didn’t go to jail because he testified against his former partners.”

		Jules looked at Philip. “Can’t wait to tell Reza that you’ve been here to dinner,” he said, chuckling at the thought.

		“Will he be annoyed?”

		“If he is, he won’t say anything.”

		There was a moment’s silence. Then Pauline said, “If you should move hotels, or take an apartment, Philip, make sure you let Miss Maple know.”

		“Miss Maple?”

		“You met her when you came in, at the guest book. She’s Jules’s secretary. I’ll want her to know where to reach you.” Philip understood that he had passed inspection. He was going to be invited back.

		“Pauline,” said Jules again, giving a toss of his head toward the music to prompt her to return to her party. She put her hand beneath his arm.

		“Tell the orchestra not to play too loud, Jules. It kills the conversation. Remember what happened at Rose’s party? The music was so loud everyone went home by eleven, and they hadn’t even wheeled out the birthday cake yet.”

		“That was because Rose was loaded and forgot to tell them to wheel it out,” said Jules.

		“Oh, darling, you shouldn’t say that,” said Pauline, giggling. “Poor Rose. She’d die if she heard you say that.”

		“You mustn’t let her drive home tonight,” said Jules. “She’s in no condition to drive anywhere.”

		“I’ve already told Blondell to turn down the bed in the guest room,” said Pauline.

		Jules patted her hand in approval.

		“Somebody’s kissed you,” said Pauline. She took his handkerchief from his breast pocket, touched her tongue to it, and wiped the lipstick off his cheek.

		“Rose,” he said, grimacing.

		Pauline laughed and put the handkerchief back in his pocket. Jules smiled at her, and they returned to their party. Philip watched them. However rarefied their existence, he thought, they were married, a couple, committed, bonded in long wedlock. It was what he wanted for himself.

		When Philip got back to his table, Camilla Ebury was not there. He looked out at the dance floor and saw her being whirled around by a tall, dark man, too tanned, who was almost too good a dancer, Philip thought, like an instructor in a tango palace. He moved too elegantly, too sleekly, his left shoulder assuming a slightly delicate twist as he steered Camilla through the dancers. Camilla was laughing in a carefree manner, and Philip, to his astonishment, felt a twinge of jealousy, although he scarcely knew Camilla Ebury.

		On the other side of him, Rose Cliveden, drunk, was waving her arms as if she were leading the orchestra, and the red wine in her wineglass spilled onto her blue satin dress. Rose, Philip decided, was in her fifties, looked older, because of drink, and must have been very pretty at twenty, thirty, and forty.

		As if understanding what he was thinking about her, Rose said, “A dim railway light is still becoming to me.”

		Philip, embarrassed, laughed.

		“Out, out, goddamn spot,” said Rose, dipping her napkin into her water glass and then vigorously rubbing her discolored blue satin dress with it.

		“What did you spill?” asked Philip.

		“Red wine,” answered Rose.

		“Awfully good red wine to spill,” said Philip. “From the Bresciani auction. Château Margaux. The quintessential ’eighty-five Bordeaux. Une grande année.”

		“A pain in the ass is what it is,” said Rose. She had a cigarette hanging from the corner of her mouth. She removed it and stubbed it out in the brown sugar crystals, mistaking the silver bowl for an ashtray.

		“Rose, look what you’ve done!” cried a lady from the other side of the table, but they were all used to Rose in their group and thought the things she did when she had too much to drink exceedingly funny.

		Rose, oblivious, went on talking. “This dress cost me an arm and a leg, first time I ever wore it, bought it new for Pauline’s party,” she said. She unpinned and then repinned at an awkward angle a diamond brooch on her left bosom. She wore big-stoned old-fashioned jewelry, with settings never updated to the current fashion. “Heavens, why would I do that?” she would often say in a voice expressing astonishment at such a suggestion, and then relate that the piece being admired had been Granny’s, or Mummy’s, or left to her by Aunt Minnie MacComber, or Aunt Mildred Waymouth, and that took care of that.

		“Who’s Kippie?” asked Philip, suddenly.

		“The difficult son. Used to have a kleptomania problem. All the shops in Westwood and Beverly Hills were alerted.”

		“I didn’t know they had a son.”

		“They don’t. Pauline does. Terribly good-looking. By her first marriage, to that fool Johnny Petworth.”

		“Never heard of John Petworth.”

		“Johnny, they call him. They keep Kippie stashed away in France somewhere, kicking drugs, I think. He got Madge White’s daughter pregnant when they were both only fourteen. Oh, what a to-do there was about that!”

		“He’s here,” said Philip.

		“At this party?”

		“No. In L.A.”

		“Kippie’s here?” She seemed astonished.

		At that moment Pauline walked past Rose and Philip, in the company of Faye Converse and the former First Lady.

		“Pauline!” called out Rose.

		“Oh, please,” said Philip, quickly, not wanting Pauline to think he had been discussing her.

		“I want to ask Pauline about Kippie,” said Rose. She started to get up to follow Pauline.

		“Would you care to dance, Mrs. Cliveden?” he asked, rising also, as if to take her to the dance floor.

		“Can’t dance, and I’m the best dancer you would have ever danced with,” replied Rose.

		“Then why can’t you?”

		“I have a broken toe. So why don’t you stay right here and talk to me. Camilla has been monopolizing you for the whole night. That son of a bitch Hector ditched me, did you know that? Changed the place cards.”

		“Yes, yes, you told me,” said Philip, who had heard the account several times and did not want to hear it again.

		“He’s mad because the orchestra played so loud at the birthday party I gave for him last week, everybody went home before his birthday cake got wheeled out, and no one sang ‘Happy Birthday’ to him. He loves being the center of attention. That’s why he’s not speaking,” said Rose.

		“These are not what I think of as major life problems,” said Philip.

		Rose, surprised, looked at Philip for a bit. “Hand me that bottle of red wine, will you? If you wait for these waiters to pour it, you could be waiting for an hour. Now, as my problems are unimportant, you tell me, what kind of conversation do you want to have?” Looking about, she saw that Pauline was returning. “Oh, Pauline,” she called out.

		“Tell me, Mrs. Cliveden, what kind of a fuck was Jack Kennedy?” asked Philip, forestalling her from speaking to Pauline about Kippie.

		“Oh, marvelous, simply marvelous,” said Rose. She turned to him, giving him her full attention. “He was so good-looking. And so attentive. And so passionate. Until he came, and then he simply couldn’t stand to be touched anymore, no affection whatsoever, just when a girl needs it most, when it’s all over, the lust, I mean. I put my hand on his back when he was putting on his shoes, and he simply shrank from me. It’s that Irish Catholic guilt. They all have it, those Irish people.”

		Suddenly, she looked at Philip and picked up his place card. “Who are you? Why are you asking me all these questions?”

		“Here you are, delivered back to your table,” said the dark man, pulling back Camilla Ebury’s chair. “I’ve never cared much for purple flowers, but look how marvelously Pauline has arranged these, mixing them with the pink. It’s perfect.”

		“You’re a shit, Hector Paradiso,” said Rose haughtily.

		Hector elaborately ignored Rose.

		“Hector, this is Philip Quennell, whom I’ve been telling you about. Hector Paradiso.”

		“Delighted,” said Hector. “Oh, look, there’s Pauline. I promised her this dance.” He was off.

		“I thought you were going to dance with me,” said Camilla, taking hold of Philip’s arm. “You don’t mind if I borrow Mr. Quennell, do you, Rose? Come on, let’s go.” She almost pulled him from his seat and led him onto the dance floor. “I think Rose is going to be sick soon, so let’s get out of the way so we don’t have to help.”

		“I take it the Latino twirling you around was the place-card mover Hector Paradiso?” asked Philip, as he allowed himself to be led out to the dance floor.

		“Yes, that’s Hector. He’s one of those men who’s never off the dance floor,” answered Camilla.

		“All the ladies seem smitten with Hector,” said Philip.

		“Yes, in a way, I suppose,” said Camilla. “He and Rose aren’t speaking at the moment, but they’re best friends at heart.”

		“I gather. She has a broken toe.”

		“Rose always has a broken something. She falls a lot.”

		“What do they all see in Hector?” Philip asked.

		“He’s really Pauline’s pet. Pauline adores him. He makes her laugh and tells her all the gossip. They say Hector’s in love with Pauline, but I don’t see it like that. Just very close friends,” said Camilla.

		“Why do I think that under all that Latin charm and cha-cha-cha, he leads a very complicated life.”

		“I think it’s only fair to tell you that Hector Paradiso is my uncle.”

		“Oh, God. That’s the second time in fifteen minutes I’ve put my foot in it. Want me to take you back to the table?”

		“No, but I wouldn’t mind if you danced a little closer. There, that’s better. I was supposed to go home with Rose, but I wouldn’t dream of driving down the mountain with her in the condition she’s in.”

		“Not to worry. She’s staying here for the night. Blondell has already turned down the bed in the guest room.”

		“You certainly know a lot for a stranger in these parts.”

		“True.”

		“You’re a pretty good dancer too,” she said.

		“Thanks.”

		“I asked my uncle Hector to drive me home, but he said he wanted to stay until the bitter end and talk over the party with Pauline,” said Camilla.

		“Just between us, I think Pauline and Jules are going to want to be alone when the party ends,” said Philip. “Kippie is back in town.”

		“Kippie? He is? How in the world do you know that?”

		“I just know.”

		Camilla nodded, looking at him, but did not miss a beat of her dance step. “Maybe Hector just had a late date and didn’t want to tell me. It wouldn’t be the first time. God knows where Hector ends up when the parties are over.”

		“Tell me about Kippie.”

		“Handsome. Hair too long, or was, the last time I saw him. Always in trouble. He got Madge White’s daughter pregnant when they were both only fourteen. Oh, what a to-do about that! Takes drugs. Or did, I don’t know about now. He’s been in a rehab, somewhere in France,” said Camilla.

		It was the sort of answer Philip liked. “Succinct,” he said.

		“What?”

		“Your answer.”

		“Thanks.”

		“How old?”

		“Kippie?”

		“Yes.”

		“I think he was three, or maybe four, when Pauline married Jules.”

		“So, twenty-five or twenty-six now,” he said.

		“Why this sudden fascination with Kippie?”

		“You know what? I don’t know,” he said, and they both laughed.

		They continued to dance. Behind them Jules and several friends were helping Rose, who was loudly singing the lyrics to “Camelot,” to make as graceful an exit as possible. Blondell, Pauline’s maid, stood waiting at the entrance of the room for her. Then Philip remembered that it was his birthday.

		“What time is it?” he asked.

		“Midnight,” she answered. “Don’t tell me you have jet lag, and it’s really three o’clock in the morning your time, and you have to go home. I hate jet-lag stories.”

		Philip laughed. “I wasn’t going to say that. I was going to say something entirely different.”

		“Like what?” asked Camilla.

		“Like how about a club soda at your house?”

		“Oh, the wickedness of it.”

		“Well?”

		“I do need a ride home,” she said, pulling back her head from his cheek and looking at him.

		“I was hoping you’d say that,” said Philip.

		[image: ]

		Flo’s Tape #1

		“I was perfectly content to be his mistress. The guy had a wife. I understood that. I couldn’t have done the things his wife did, all those parties, all that swank. He needed that kind of wife for his kind of life. But I could do things his wife couldn’t do. I mean, the guy had a dick like a mule’s. Not many girls could handle that. I could. I mean, you know, we’re all good at something. That’s what I’m good at.”

	
		2

		Jules Mendelson always arose at five o’clock to be shaved by a barber called Willi, who came to his home every morning at five-thirty, when it was still dark. It was a practice that Willi had been performing for Jules for twenty-five years, and for which he was handsomely recompensed with a small and very successful barber shop on Sunset Boulevard that was backed by Jules’s money. It was understood that Willi would not speak unless spoken to, as Jules liked to think about the business affairs of the day ahead during that time, except on the mornings when a haircut took place as well as the shave, and then the two men exchanged baseball and football scores, for both were passionately interested in spectator sports.

		Jules was in the habit of leaving Clouds for his office by six o’clock, in order to receive telephone calls from his associates in New York when the stock market opened and to talk with his partners in London. Invariably, with a private sign to Pauline, he slipped away from their parties at eleven, without saying good night to anyone, so as not to break up the evening, and Pauline carried on until the last guest left. The last guest was always Hector Paradiso. Hector liked to wander through the rooms with Pauline, helping her blow out candles and making sure the butler and maids had emptied all the ashtrays. Then it was their habit to settle down in the library with a last glass of champagne, beneath the van Gogh picture of the White Roses, and discuss every detail of the evening. It was a ritual they both enjoyed and looked forward to as the perfect denouement of the party. So it was a surprise to Hector, who had something urgent to say to Pauline, when Pauline, after she had blown out the candles, told him that she had a killing headache, “simply killing, darling,” and was going directly to bed without their usual postparty chat and glass of champagne. She did not tell him that Kippie had returned to town.

		Hector Paradiso loved Pauline Mendelson without ever having to play the role of lover, a relationship understood by them both, without its ever having been verbalized by either. Never was Hector happier than on those evenings, which had become increasingly frequent, when Jules was busy working, or away from the city, and he was pressed into service as Pauline’s escort at a charity benefit, or a museum or ballet or opera opening. The photographers always went mad over Pauline Mendelson, who had achieved celebrity status in the social and fashion press, and Hector stood by her side smiling widely, sometimes even waving, as if the media acknowledgment were equally for him and his family’s place in the history of the city.

		Driving down the mountain from Clouds after the Mendelsons’ party, Hector marveled at Pauline, at the utter perfection of her. Hector was a gossip. It was a thing about him everyone knew, and no one knew better than Pauline, but one of the people he never gossiped about was Pauline Mendelson. For Hector never to have mentioned to a single soul in the whole world what he knew about Jules Mendelson and Flo March was a measure of his utter devotion to Pauline.

		Hector led a compartmentalized existence; people who were intimate with him in certain areas of his life knew nothing of the other areas, and it had always been so with him. Tall, dashing, bald, and fit, he looked younger than his forty-eight years. He was that rare sort of man whose looks had improved with the loss of his hair. Dancing, he always said, kept his waistline as slim, or almost as slim, as it had been at twenty-five, although tennis, which he played on Rose Cliveden’s court every weekend, also helped. He was often described as being a descendant of one of the Spanish Land Grant families, like the Sepulvedas and the Figueroas, who had major boulevards named after them, in recognition of their involvement in the founding of the city; and he never did not enjoy the moment when a new person heard his surname, Paradiso, and asked, “As in Paradiso Boulevard, on the way to the airport?”

		The fortune his family once possessed had long since evaporated, but he lived more than comfortably, for a person who didn’t work, on a trust fund left by his sister, Thelma Worthington, the mother of Camilla Ebury, who had killed herself a dozen years ago after an unhappy love affair. His small but perfect house on Humming Bird Way, between Oriole and Thrush, in the Hollywood Hills, had been photographed for a house magazine and had been the scene for many a cocktail party through the years. He often said that his was one of the few houses where the many diversified groups of the city overlapped. They did, but not at the same time.

		Anyone who wanted to know anything about Los Angeles society always called Hector. He knew the answers because he knew everyone, and those he didn’t know, he knew about. “We may not all know each other, but we all know who each other is,” he was fond of saying. He was able to interconnect the old families of the city for generations back. Like old Bronwyn Doheny, Caroline Phillips’s mother, age ninety-one, whose funeral was to be held the next day at All Saints Episcopal Church in Beverly Hills. “Bronwyn was born a Parkhurst,” he said to his friend, Cyril Rathbone, who wrote a social column for Mulholland, explaining it all in a nutshell. “She was Judge Parkhurst’s second daughter. Her grandfather built that enormous French house on West Adams Boulevard, which is now the Center for the Church of the Heavenly Light. That whole neighborhood has gone black, you know. When I was just a child, I used to go to Caroline’s birthday parties in that house before they moved to Hancock Park. Now, Bronwyn’s first husband—who was not, I repeat not, Caroline’s real father, that’s another story entirely—was Monroe Whittier, and then when Monroe died, she married Justin Mulholland, who embezzled the money, do you remember that story? Now Justin Mulholland, who died in jail, was the first cousin of Rose Cliveden.” When Hector Paradiso wasn’t dancing, that was the sort of conversation he could carry on for hours, and did, when he was spending the evening with the kind of people he had grown up with, or, at least, the first part of the evenings, the part that preceded midnight. He was, furthermore, and had been for many years, the man who led the cotillion and taught the debutantes how to curtsy to the ground at the Las Madrinas Ball, where the daughters of the Los Angeles elite made their bow to society.

		After midnight, Hector Paradiso’s life took on a very different aspect, one that might have shocked some of his Angeleno friends. Even as sophisticated a couple as Pauline and Jules Mendelson could not have guessed the extent of his late-night adventures, looking for strangers to pay to kiss. Although they might have suspected there was another element to Hector’s life—he had, after all, never married—it was not a subject ever voiced, even by people like Rose Cliveden, who often fought with Hector, but who fully intended to leave him the life use of one of her trust funds, should she die before him. Earlier, in his youth, there had been women in his life, like Astrid Vartan, the late ice skating star to whom he had once been engaged, and even, briefly, Rose Cliveden herself. Rose, who was never at a loss for words, reported that his equipment, as she called it, was minimal—“a rosebud, darling, no more”—but that he was marvelously adroit with his tongue. After midnight, Hector visited places that his friends in high society had never heard of, much less visited. One of these, more reputable than some he frequented, was Miss Garbo’s.

		Miss Garbo’s was a late-night cabaret club located on a short street in West Hollywood called Astopovo, between Santa Monica Boulevard and Melrose Avenue. Hector, ever mindful of his own importance, even in an area where it was highly unlikely that he would run into any of the kind of people he knew from the main part of his life, pulled his small Mercedes into the rear of the parking lot himself, rather than give it to a parking boy in front of the club, so that, when he left, he would not have to stand in front of the club, possibly with a companion in questionable dress, and wait for his car to be brought around for him. A stickler for appearances, Hector always thought of things like that. He wished there were a rear door that he could enter, and it occurred to him to speak to Manning Einsdorf, the owner of Miss Garbo’s, to put one in so that people like himself, who didn’t like to be talked about, could enter and leave the club in complete anonymity, especially when wearing a dinner jacket like he was that night, having come directly down the mountain from the Mendelsons’ party.

		“Hi, Hector,” a loud voice called out from the crowded bar, and he turned to see Joel Zircon, a Hollywood agent who was also a regular in the place, standing at the bar with a friend.

		“Hello, Joel,” replied Hector, not matching the familiar tone of Joel’s voice.

		“Say hi to Willard Parker,” said Joel, introducing his friend. “Willard’s Casper Stieglitz’s butler.”

		“Hello, Hector,” said Willard, putting out his hand. Willard already knew who Hector Paradiso was, and was anxious to make his acquaintance so as to be able to claim the social figure as a friend.

		Hector nodded but did not take the hand that was offered. He had not come to Miss Garbo’s to make conversation, especially with a movie producer’s butler.

		“What kind of night are they having here?” asked Hector.

		“Not bad. Not bad,” said Joel.

		“Where’s Manning Einsdorf tonight?” asked Hector.

		“He’ll be out in a few minutes. He’s got a new singer opening in the next set,” said Joel.

		“I want to get in and out before the new singer goes on. I’ve heard enough of Manning Einsdorf’s discoveries,” said Hector.

		“Well, you’re looking pretty spiffy,” said Manning Einsdorf, coming up to the bar. He was sixty, and his gray hair was combed upward and sprayed into place to cover his bald spot. He wore large rings on each hand. “You always add a touch of class to the place, Hector.”

		Hector, in his gleaming white shirtfront and black tie, preened a bit as he felt himself to be the center of attention of this admiring group, knowing that he was different from them, more important, better even. He nodded in acknowledgment, and turned to watch the action in the room.

		“Been to one of your high society functions?” asked Manning.

		Hector nodded yes. It was a game they played out together. He took a cigarette from a gold case in his pocket and lit it with a pack of matches labeled MISS GARBO’S that Manning handed to him.

		“Whose?” asked Manning. Like the outsider he was, Manning Einsdorf had an enormous curiosity about the social lives of his clientele, and Hector Paradiso, who greatly enjoyed his reputation as a social figure, could not resist impressing the impressionable Manning.

		“Pauline Mendelson’s,” answered Hector, in a lowered voice, always aware of the impact of her society name.

		“Oh, la de da,” said Manning. “And how was Pauline dressed tonight?”

		Pauline Mendelson would have been greatly surprised to know how frequently her name was invoked in the name of style and swank among the customers of bars like Miss Garbo’s, as well as the hairdressers, and florists, and picture framers, and lampshade makers in the area of West Hollywood.

		“Like Madame X herself. Black velvet. High neck. Low back. Very classical,” answered Hector.

		“And what jewels tonight? Lemme guess, the emeralds?” asked Manning.

		Hector shook his head. “Two strands of her perfect pearls the size of grapes, and a plain diamond bracelet.”

		“Class, the woman has class,” said Manning. “Have a drink on the house, Hector.”

		“I’ll have a scotch and soda, Zane,” said Hector to the bartender.

		“Coming right up, Hector. How’s it going?”

		“Okay, Zane. You’re looking pretty good for an old man.”

		Zane, who was forty, laughed. “You want to know the first time I made it with Hector, Manning? Nineteen sixty-eight. Right, Hector? Met him at Numbers up on the Strip.”

		“He was a hot number in those days,” said Hector.

		“Speaking of hot numbers, I got a couple of new hot numbers here tonight,” said Manning.

		“Start pointing them out. It’s getting past my bedtime,” said Hector. “And nothing Third World.”

		“Take a look at the far end of the bar, the one nursing the beer, with the leather jacket and the blond hair,” said Manning.

		Hector glanced down the bar. Sitting on a bar stool was a young man, aware that he was being looked at. He looked back and smiled. He was, in the dim light of the bar, very good-looking.

		“Go no further. That’ll do just fine,” said Hector. “What’s his name?” asked Hector.

		“Lonny,” answered Manning.

		“Lonny what?”

		“How the fuck do I know Lonny what? Lonny was what he told me,” said Manning.

		“You ought to get both names.”

		“For what? These guys aren’t trying to get into the Los Angeles Blue Book. They have something else on their minds. Guys like that give you two names, nine times out of ten, the second name is a phony, so why waste time learning it?”

		“What’s Lonny’s claim to fame?” asked Hector, staring at the young man.

		“You’re gonna love this one, Hector. This guy is supposed to have the rest of the missing manuscript of Candles at Lunch,” said Manning. “Took it off Basil Plant one night when Basil was drunk and belligerent and wouldn’t pay up. He thought Basil would come after him the next day and pay him a fortune for it, but Basil was so far gone on pills and booze he didn’t even remember the incident, and a short time later he died. And Lonny’s got three hundred and ninety-eight pages of a novel he’s too stupid to read, but he brags about it a lot.”

		“That wasn’t exactly what I meant when I asked what was his claim to fame,” said Hector. “Let me put it this way: when I came here tonight, I didn’t have in mind a night of literary pursuits. Let me be more succinct. Is he hung?”

		“I have no personal experience in the matter. I’ve only seen his videos,” said Manning.

		“Well?”

		“Extended, it rises two inches above his belly button. Is that what you want to know?” asked Manning.

		“Yes, Manning, that’s exactly what I want to know. Introduce me, and get the charges all set now, up front, so there’s no misunderstanding later. I had a little trouble with that Puerto Rican number you set me up with last week.”

		“So I heard.”

		“I pay seventy-five, no more.”

		“It’s a hundred-dollar market these days, Hector.”

		“Seventy-five,” repeated Hector.

		“And the pretty boy at the end of the bar that you’ve taken a fancy to is a hundred and a half, take it or leave it, no bargaining with him.”

		“How do you know?”

		“He told me. He considers himself a video star.”

		“That is an outrageous amount of money,” said Hector, with indignation in his voice.

		“Let me put it in perspective for you, Hector,” said Manning. Manning Einsdorf was an astute businessman and used to dealing with the penurious Hector. “A hundred and fifty bucks wouldn’t pay for one centerpiece at Pauline Mendelson’s party tonight, and you can’t fuck a centerpiece.”

		Hector smiled. “I always said about you, Manning: you’re a man with class.”

		“Do we have a deal?”

		Hector turned to the bartender. “Zane, send another beer down to Lonny at the end of the bar. Compliments of Mr. Paradiso, tell him.”

		“I bet you five bucks he’ll say, ‘As in Paradiso Boulevard, on the way to the airport?’ ” said Zane.

		“That’s the point, Zane,” said Hector. “They all say that. It worked with you in ’sixty-eight, and it’s still working today.”

		Zane laughed and took a beer down to the end of the bar. Lonny accepted it, and raised it in a salute to Hector. Hector walked down to the end of the bar, and the two men shook hands.

		There was a roll of the drums, and Manning’s voice came out on the loudspeaker. “Lady and gentlemen, Miss Garbo’s is proud to present the Los Angeles singing debut of Miss Marvene McQueen.” The orange curtains parted to reveal a blond singer, in a black evening dress with thin shoulder straps, standing in the curve of a piano. She wore her long hair in the style of a forties movie star, like Veronica Lake, so that one eye and half of her face were obscured by it. As she began to sing “Moanin’ Low,” in what she hoped was the manner of Libby Holman, she threw back her head to get the hair out of her eyes. The customers turned to look and listen, but their interest in her musical efforts quickly waned, and the business of the bar went on.

		“Is this a guy in drag?” asked Hector.

		“Hector, please,” said Manning. “She’s a woman.”

		“Looks like a guy in drag.”

		“Well, she’s not.” Manning was annoyed. “Shhh,” he went to some customers who were talking too loudly and not paying attention to his discovery.

		“How much are you paying her?” asked Hector.

		“Actually, she’s paying me. This is her debut.”

		“Not so hot-looking for a nightclub singer.”

		“I think it’s a very interesting face,” replied Manning.

		“Her family never heard of braces, I see.”

		“Braces?”

		“She’s got buckteeth.”

		“Well, they’re not exactly buck. One of the two front teeth is in front of the other.”

		“Where I come from, that’s buck. You’re not going to tell me she makes a living at this?”

		“Why?”

		“Look around. Nobody’s listening to your new discovery. How does she make a living?”

		“She’s the literary critic for Mulholland, but keep that under your lid. She don’t want anyone to know.”

		“That’s Hortense Madden?”

		“Herself.”

		“Hey, Manning,” said Zane, the bartender. “The singer’s pissed off because you’re talking during her number.”

		“Fuck the singer,” said Hector.

		“No, thanks. She’s not my type,” said Lonny, the video star, speaking his first words of the evening.

		Hector looked at Lonny and laughed. “Let’s get out of here,” he said.

		Lonny, smoking a joint, looked at all the photographs in silver frames that covered the tables in Hector Paradiso’s living room. There were pictures of a great many grand people, as well as recognizable faces of film stars of past decades—Tyrone Power, Rosalind Russell, Dolores del Rio, Astrid Vartan—and they never failed to fascinate Hector’s nocturnal visitors. Hector, his black tie off, his shirt open at the neck, sat in a chair with a strong drink of whiskey and watched the young man. In his arms was his dog, Astrid, a West Highland terrier. Astrid was used to the strangers her master brought home most nights of the week. Hector noticed for the first time that Lonny wore black jeans, a black Lacoste shirt, and black running shoes.

		“A study in black,” said Hector.

		“What’s that mean?”

		“It seems as if all the interesting people dressed in black tonight.”

		Lonny nodded, disinterested. “Who’s this?” he asked, picking up a picture.

		“She’s called Pauline Mendelson,” said Hector.

		“Movie star?”

		“Oh, goodness, no. Just a friend.”

		“Looks high class.”

		“She is.”

		He picked up another picture, of a young bride, and stared at it. “I’ve never been to a wedding,” he said.

		“Never been to a wedding? Really?”

		“I mean a real wedding like this, where the bride wears a white veil, and has bridesmaids, and walks up the aisle on the arm of her father. Hey, that’s you in the picture? Is this your daughter?”

		“No, no, my niece. My sister’s daughter. Her father was dead, and I took her up the aisle.”

		“Wow.” He took another toke from his joint. “This is good dope you got, Hector.”

		“Lots more where that comes from. And other treats, as well.”

		“How long ago was this wedding?”

		“Nine years.”

		“Is it a happy marriage?”

		“It isn’t a marriage anymore.”

		“Divorced, huh?”

		“No, the husband dropped dead on the street in Barcelona.”

		“No kidding? That’s sad, really sad.”

		“What’s your last name, Lonny?”

		“Edge.”

		“Lonny Edge. Nice name. Is that your real name or hooker name?”

		“It’s my real name, and I don’t like being called a hooker, Hector,” said Lonny. There was a menacing note in his voice.

		Hector recognized the note and looked at him. Beneath the cushion of his chair was the gun he always had at the ready for protection in case any sort of unpleasantness should break out with one of his night visitors.

		“This is what I do for a living,” said Lonny, explaining himself. “I have no problem with it.”

		“Oh, of course,” said Hector, smiling nervously. “It was just a figure of speech. No offense, old man.”

		“I also happen to be a very big name in video,” continued Lonny.

		“Yes, yes, I think I may have seen some of your videos, now that I think of it. Hard, Harder, Hardest? Wasn’t that you?”

		“Yeah, man. That was me,” said Lonny, pleased that he was recognized.

		“Marvelous film. Why don’t you come over here, Lonny,” said Hector, getting down to the business of the evening. He placed the little dog on the floor and then lifted one foot, on which he was still wearing his black patent leather dancing pump, and pointed it at the crotch of Lonny Edge’s black jeans. Hands on hips, ready for anything, Lonny watched the rich bachelor. Hector drank from his whiskey glass and slowly moved the toe of his black patent leather dancing pump up and down on the fly of Lonny’s jeans, smiling at him at the same time.

		“Let’s see if what you’ve got in there is as good as Manning Einsdorf says it is, Lonny,” said Hector.

		The next morning, an hour before dawn, five shots rang out in the living room and library of 9221 Humming Bird Way. Hector Huberto Luis Paradiso y Gonsalvo, the last member of the great Paradiso family that had helped to found the city, turned and stared in disbelief into the mirror over his mantelpiece and saw the blood drain from his tanned face, leaving it a purplish gray color. Beyond in the mirror, his eyes met the eyes of his killer as that person looked back in haste before making for the front door. Astrid, his dog, barked furiously at the departing figure.

		Leaning against the wall for support, Hector edged his way to the door of the library, trailing blood as he slowly moved toward the telephone. On his desk was a pile of blue stationery from Smythsons on Bond Street in London, with his name, Hector Paradiso
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