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      Let’s get something straight from the beginning. The West Hollywood of Bite Club and The Trouble with Hairy does not exist. Parts of it did exist at one time, parts of it still exist, and parts are completely fictional. During a book signing, a reader will sometimes ask about a particular bar or business. More often, gay men of a “certain age” who haven’t been to WeHo in many years will tell me how fondly they remember the good times they spent at Rafters or Studio One and how reassuring it is to know they’re still going strong.


      I hate to disappoint them. I, too, had many wonderful meals at Montage, watched the endless posturing of boys-for-rent at The Numbers, passed more-than-slightly-tipsy Sunday afternoons at Hunters, picked up a delightful blond boy at the Eagle and cruised a very memorable redhead in the produce section of Mayfair Market. Sadly, all those places are gone or have changed so substantially they would be unrecognizable to those of us who “knew them when.” My publicist gently chided me that the Chalet Gourmet has long morphed into Bristol Farms, and my editor pointed out that Revolver, a bar in which my brother and I spent so much time that we should rightfully have paid rent, is defunct.


      “Update the manuscript!” comes the unified cry from editor, publicist, publisher and agent. I consistently refuse to do so. My reasons are simple. I long for the old days. The people, places and events I experienced back then were the reason I fell in love with this city. And, let’s face it, cities change. The world changes. And not always for the better.


      I denied being a curmudgeon in the introduction to Bite Club. I might have been lying. As I get older, I find I resent time’s passage. Don’t get me wrong, Many good things happen with time. HIV is now a “manageable” illness. Santa Monica Boulevard has been widened so one now can drive the posted speed limit without fear of oncoming cars tearing off side mirrors. Boys’ Town has been given a makeover; the pavements are larger and café “society” thrives. Visiting the Grove outdoor mall is like shopping in the middle of the Bellagio Hotel in Las Vegas — complete with crystal chandeliers illuminating the parking garage. So, time has yielded some delightful things.


      I am in no danger of becoming one of those bottle-bleached, tummy-tucked, Botox-addicted old queens. Similarly, the sight of a deeply tanned and weathered, hard-muscled, sixty-five-year-old man with sun-damaged skin wearing too-tight spandex and madly bench pressing the weight of a Chevette makes me breathe a silent but heartfelt, “There but for the grace of the gods go I.” Aging is part of the natural course; I bear aging no ill will. It’s the damned changes I have difficulty adjusting to!


      Which brings us to my disgruntlement with time’s passage. On a personal level, things droop — chins, bellies, what used to be called “pecs.” Fortunately, there seems to be a definitive point — the knees — past which nothing will ever droop. (Unless of course you are particularly well-gifted in the nether regions, in which case you do “droop” below the knees and undoubtedly already have a successful career with Falcon Video. In that case, considering the number of incredibly hot guys you’ve probably had, I offer you no pity as you slide inexorably down the path toward octogenarian senility.) Years ago, a friend of mine — an older friend, mind you — griped, “Why do they make the level of water in toilets so high?” At the time, being early thirty-something, I had no idea what he was complaining about. Now, I know.


      Time has affected my beloved West Hollywood as well. Our city was always quirky and eclectic and fun. We pride ourselves on our creativity, diversity and uniqueness. Our citizens strive for eccentricity as a celebration of their own specialness. But we sometimes forget, if you’re labeled an eccentric in New England, it is not a compliment. They lock you in an attic.


      West Hollywood is nothing if not eccentric! You can snag yourself a $25,000 reward for reporting illegal tree trimming. Catch a mass murderer though, and you’ll be lucky to get a paper Certificate of Commendation. Hedges over six feet tall are “un-neighborly,” and the city mandates decapitation to bring them into line. A Mexican restaurant was forbidden to install its neon sign. The reason? It encouraged cruelty to animals because it depicted a fish diving into a margarita glass — and fish can’t survive in alcohol. If you eat a grape in West Hollywood, you’d better make damned sure it’s a union grape! The West Hollywood City Council was never able to find a way to outlaw non-union grapes in jams and jellies, though one supposes they tried. Truly, that locked attic in New England beckons.


      West Hollywood is not to place to live if you are still a smoker. You will be a pariah. You might as well don a saffron-colored robe and walk down the street ringing a bell and chanting “Unclean! Unclean!” You are the Embodiment of Evil, Satan’s Minion, worse than a gay Republican. However, if you smoke marijuana…the city will buy it for you!!!


      Okay, we won’t actually buy it for you, but we will allow you to buy it within city limits at specially designated stores. Yes, we know the federal government still thinks buying pot is a crime. They’re wrong. Just ask us. We’ll tell you. We are West Hollywood. We rule!


      I know…I know…I sound like a fuddy-duddy. Well, I am! I long for years past. Yet, should a fairy godmother appear (a real one, not just a drag queen wearing wings and glitter eye shadow) I would decline any offer to go back in time. I love being in my forties. I love the maturity age has brought me, my newfound ability to resist my impulses toward hysteria at the slightest provocation, the freedom from the constant emotional running, and the absence of fear of the future. The future will arrive eventually. There’s nothing any of us can do about it. We might as well welcome it. I love my forties so much, in fact, that if Tom Cruise or Brad Pitt has any intention of biting me in the neck and turning me into a vampire, they’d better get with the program soon! I think The Trouble with Hairy reflects this new maturity somewhat. You’ll find that Becky and Clive are more human, that Burman has her heart in the right place and that Troy isn’t just a twinkie. As I grow up, so do my characters, I suppose.


      And I have grown up. Really! I have! (I stamp my wittle footsies and make a boo-face to prove it.)


      I’m still a little compulsive…all RIGHT! A LOT compulsive! It’s the only way I can explain all the dogs, the macaw, the lovebird and plans for even more parrots. I live in a frigging zoo! God forbid anyone knocks on my front door. The ensuing racket is deafening with dogs barking, birds screaming and me yelling, “Shut up! It’s just the goddamned door!” But I must enjoy living conditions reminiscent of a Barbra Streisand farce. Otherwise, why do it? I don’t have to try to be funny; in my world, a sense of humor is a required survival mechanism!


      So, I adjust to the changes in my city and in my life. I have even allowed myself to be dragged kicking and screaming into the twenty first century. I finally got a cell phone, though I have no idea how to answer the damned thing. I’m slowly donating the video tapes to a thrift store and replacing them with DVDs. I use e-mail. I no longer check to see if there’s a mugger hiding in the back seat when I’m driving with a friend and I hear “Turn left at next corner” coming from the ether somewhere in the vicinity of the dashboard. I enjoy the richness of middle age.


      But still, I mourn for the old days. Back then, we knew our neighbors. Better yet, our neighbors often spoke English. In my youth, you could call your bank, the electric company, a store or even the telephone company itself and a live person would answer. You could actually ask them things, and though you may not believe this, they would very often be able to answer questions!


      True, we sometimes missed important calls if we weren’t home to get them. We didn’t instantly know what was going on halfway around the world; we had to wait for the 6 o’clock news or the morning paper. If we wanted to see an old movie, we had to wait until it would be re-run on TV. In the mornings, we had to make our own coffee unless we were lucky enough to live near a 7-11, Wawa or Piggly-Wiggly.


      Even with those inconveniences, I fondly recall filling my gas tank at a price somewhat less than the gross national product of Bolivia. I reminisce about Chinese laundries and restaurants owned by actual Chinese people. I long for a past that was less complicated and where my life was nothing but young, pretty twinkie boys with pert butts, bulging biceps and perky nipples.


      Ah well, one can always take solace in…the knees!
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      Peter Kaiser winced as he slammed his shin against the side of a stray piece of furniture. Even while cursing the murky darkness of his shop, there was no temptation to turn on the lights. For the work that Peter Kaiser had planned for this evening, darkness was a necessity.


      He pulled a small flashlight from his pocket and turned it on to examine the offending furnishing, carefully covering the tiny beam with his hand so its telltale glow could not seep through the shop’s front window to alert any passersby along Melrose Avenue.


      It figures, Peter thought wryly. A Hepplewhite chair — one of the real ones.


      Peter Kaiser had, until recently, led a charmed life. Tall, blond, still handsome and in good shape at the ripe old age of forty-five, he was still in hot demand by the more youthful dark-eyed lads to whom he was addicted. On Saturday and Sunday afternoons, one could find Peter firmly ensconced at his favorite sidewalk-side table in front of the Rage, a local gay disco, surrounded by at least three or four decade-and-a-half-younger beauties who were easily impressed with his superficial wealth and pleasant, easygoing banter.


      As a youngster himself, Peter honed his skills in convincing lonely, older men to part with their money into a fine art. A series of relationships with wealthy gents, none lasting more than a year or so, proved extremely profitable. One of his numerous ex-husbands, ostensibly an upstanding pillar of West Hollywood’s gay community, was indirectly responsible for Peter’s current difficulties, having taught Peter the fine elements of another art form that Peter had also found profitable — fraud. In fact, right now, Peter found himself pressed tightly between the proverbial rock and the hard place. As for the latter, Peter could think of one particular hard thing he’d much prefer to have pressed up against his back.


      Peter used his accumulated wealth to open a small shop on Melrose Avenue specializing in antiques. His highly developed conversational skills, his ability to inspire trust and confidence, his clean-cut good looks and his penchant for appearing at the trendiest nightclubs and restaurants endeared him to a plethora of Beverly Hills and Westside matrons with lots of money and little taste. Fortunately for Peter, at least until now, his clients’ lack of taste was almost always coupled with a lack of knowledge.


      At first, it had been surprisingly easy to pass off nicely made, but cheaper, reproductions as original antiques. But Peter was smart enough to know that his success would be limited unless greed was tempered by cleverness. Thus, during the five years the shop had been in business, he’d become somewhat of an expert in antique furnishings and creative fraud.


      He learned quite early in his career that a clever forger could combine parts of different types of damaged furniture, all of a period, into one “original” and much more expensive piece. He’d gone to Europe and hired several impoverished craftsmen, bringing them into the country illegally and threatening them with dire action from the government should they ever breathe a word about Peter’s operations. They were soon adept at cobbling together various elements of practically worthless junk to create one, excellently preserved “rare antique.”


      Peter smiled, thinking of how one of his customers had purchased, at a healthy sum, what Peter had assured her was an authentic Rembrandt. Although it had actually been forged by a master almost a century after Rembrandt had gone to his grave, the workmanship was so exquisite Peter doubted that anyone but a museum expert would be able to tell the difference. The forgery was even more unlikely to be discovered as he impressed its value and rarity upon his client so deeply, he’d been told, she kept it locked in a vault on her Bel Air estate, never letting it be seen, terrified burglars would abscond with her treasure.


      The bulk of his business, however, came from his workers’ talents at refinishing and restoring. Antiques in their original condition were, obviously, more valuable than those that had been damaged and repaired; Peter’s employees were masters at hiding their work.


      With the help of a cooperative insurance appraiser and a series of kickbacks, Peter managed to acquire a not insubstantial personal fortune of his own. However, as luck would have it, the appraiser had died about eight months ago, rather quickly, of viral meningitis brought on by AIDS. Bereft of the other key player in his scams, Peter looked very carefully for a replacement. Finally, he’d settled on a young woman who, due to the tremulous economy, had recently lost her job at Butterfield’s, a huge auction house up on Sunset.


      After an introductory two months of candlelight dinners, dancing at downtown clubs and expensive gifts and flowers, Peter was ready to make his move. Slowly, during the next six weeks, he had gradually prepared her for his business proposition, subtly combining the details with the most exquisite seduction he’d performed in years. It wasn’t long before the young woman was so enamored she would have agreed to the selling of her grandmother had Peter been able to arrange a buyer.


      After a lifetime of flawless seductions, sheer happenstance proved Peter’s undoing. Three days ago, while he had been enjoying himself in the supposed privacy of his rented condo in the company of a stunning brown-eyed boy of twenty-six, disaster struck. His prospective business partner, using the key Peter had so foolishly given her the week before, showed up unannounced. Her arms were laden with bags of delicacies from the Chalet Gourmet with which she planned to cook a gourmet dinner for her new beau. It took her only scant moments to dump the bags on the kitchen counter before proceeding into Peter’s bedroom.


      Peter heard her open the door, but her brief detour didn’t give him quite enough respite. She entered the bedroom just in time to see Peter’s guest madly shrugging into his jeans over one of her negligees as Peter himself desperately tried to wipe off the lad’s make-up, hide the false tits under the bed and get dressed himself — all at the same time.


      Leaving the Dungeness crabs and pâté de fois gras to rot on the kitchen counter, she drove straight to the West Hollywood Sheriff’s Station to file a criminal complaint. The next morning, two deputies showed up at the shop, ostensibly to “make inquiries.” But Peter knew what they were really after; it was only a matter of time before they would reappear — this time with search warrants and antique experts of their own.


      Peter was caught, and he knew it. Desperate to salvage what little he could of the situation, he faced a dilemma: liquidate every asset he possessed at a fraction of its value and skip town, or hire a clever lawyer and try to face the music and avoid the dance. There would be a trial of course, and it would be expensive and embarrassing. But given the almost constant stream of news reports of more serious criminals being released onto Los Angeles streets having served little or no jail time, Peter felt he might be able to avoid wearing a dreaded orange jumpsuit for more than a few weeks at most. He decided to stay.


      That night, the nightmares came. There were several of them, and the theme of each was suspiciously similar. Peter was spread-eagled, face down, on the cement floor of the Los Angeles County Jail while twenty men named Bubba forced their way into his most private parts. Waking in a cold sweat, his plans abruptly changed. A few telephone calls to acquaintances with less than savory reputations and one to a fence he knew began the K-Mart Blue Light Special sale of his business assets and personal belongings.


      Now, with several cashier’s checks totaling almost two million dollars in his pocket, along with a pre-paid airline ticket to Toronto under an assumed name, all that was left was to tie up a few loose ends and destroy the remaining evidence.


      He unlocked the workshop, and closing the door behind him, flipped on the inside light with relief. No windows here to emit a telltale glimmer. He noted with satisfaction the stacked cans of solvents and lacquers, the pile of turpentine-soaked rags over in the far corner, and the dry ancient wood of a set of dining room chairs he’d purchased a week before. It would all burn very nicely.


      He turned off the lights as he left but made sure to leave the workshop door open after first removing the batteries from the smoke detector and replacing them with the dead ones from his portable compact disc player. Unlocking his office door, using the flashlight once again, it was a matter of moments to perform the same surgery on the single smoke detector in the center of the ceiling.


      Finished, he looked around the office one last time and lovingly ran his hands down the fine inlaid wood of the desk.


      It’ll be a shame to lose this.


      Peter was not entirely without regrets. The desk and a few small Sixteenth Century German portraits hanging on the side wall of the showroom near the damaged Hepplewhite chair were the most valuable things in the shop.


      “I guess it can’t be helped,” he muttered, and going to the file cabinet, he removed a huge stack of invoices and other papers to spread haphazardly across the desk.


      The desk lamp had been prepared earlier. The wiring was carefully stripped so he had only to throw the switch by the door. Peter was preparing to do so when suddenly he froze.


      There was a sound from the front of the shop. It was almost below the threshold of his hearing, but nevertheless, he was sure he’d heard something. Quickly clicking off the flashlight and pulling the small handgun that he kept for emergencies from the desk drawer, he moved to the office door in silence. On the way, he mentally replayed his preparations thus far. The smoke alarms, the solvents, the papers, the wiring — none were so unusual that he couldn’t claim ignorance if the sheriffs had finally arrived.


      Peering into the dimness of the shop didn’t mollify his concerns. Even with the faint glow from the street lamp outside, he could see no one. He picked up a small, imitation Aztec vase that he’d acquired in southern Mexico, and seeking to flush out the intruder, he gently tossed it across the room where it shattered against the base of a Victorian brass plant stand. Turning and aiming the pistol in the direction of the stand, he breathed a sigh of relief when, after a minute or so, there was no further movement in the shop.


      Nerves. Peter grinned to himself, and shrugging, went back into the office. Or maybe my subconscious, a little angel on my shoulder. He was about to return the gun to its drawer and realized it was unregistered. Sloppy, sloppy. He chastised himself with a small grin, and pocketed the gun instead.


      “Well, here goes nothing,” he whispered as he threw the office wall switch.


      There was a sharp pop, followed by a crackling sound as the desk lamp shorted. A few seconds later, some of the papers he’d strategically placed under the lamp cord burst into flame. He stood for a moment, watching in satisfaction, as the lacquer of the desk began to burn, slowly at first, and then much faster as the flames greedily leapt forward. The wall bearing the electrical outlet backed onto the storage room closet so when he noticed the paint on the wall start to blister, Peter figured it was time to head for the Los Angeles International Airport.


      Leaving the office door open to provide greater cross-ventilation, he quickly moved off toward the hallway leading past the workroom and to the rear exit.


      That’s funny, Peter thought as he approached a dark bundle in the hall. Who left that pile of upholstery material there? He giggled wryly. Why, it could be a fire hazard!


      He continued chuckling at his little private joke and approached the pile of material. His laughter ceased abruptly, however, when the upholstery fabric began to move. For a brief second, which seemed much longer, Peter’s mind went blank with shock. He quickly recovered, and drawing the pistol from his pocket, he aimed at the pile of cloth.


      “Who the hell are you?” he demanded, as his finger tightened on the trigger.


      The response was a deep, guttural, nerve-shattering growl, and Peter’s eyes widened when the ersatz pile of cloth stood up, increasing in size until a figure fully six inches taller than Peter’s own six-foot frame loomed above him.


      “Jesus Christ!” he breathed, and turning, bolted for the front door of the shop, his hand frantically fumbling in his pocket for the keys. As he passed the workroom door once again, a huge explosion shook the shop as the paints and solvents caught fire. The force of the impact lifted Peter off his feet and sent him hurling into the front of the shop where he crashed against a newly created faux Edwardian loveseat. The loveseat tipped over backwards, sending Peter sprawling painfully onto the floor where he smashed his hand against an imitation Remington bronze, shattering several small bones. He finally came to rest amidst a clutter of broken glass and toppled objects’ d’arts.


      Bewildered by the pain in his hand and only dimly aware that both the back of his shirt and the skin on his back were smoldering, Peter heard a high-pitched shriek of pain from the rear of the shop. Scrambling to his feet, eager to avoid both the inferno of his former business and the originator of the sound, he froze again — this time in horror.


      A huge form, blazing with flame, came looming out of the hallway toward him. Peter watched aghast, unable to move, while the intruder slowly approached, knocking a heavy wardrobe and two large marble birdbaths out of its way as if they were papier maché.


      What the hell…? he had time to think, as he watched the flames surrounding his attacker slowly flicker and die out.


      His unspoken question was answered. Peter managed a good look at the thing as it grabbed him by the shoulders and hoisted him into the air, his face meeting its face. Fortunately, mercifully, he fainted before the wickedly sharp fangs closed on his throat, ripping out the flesh to expose his spinal column.


      Peter was lucky. He didn’t feel his life’s blood pumping out onto the shop floor. Nor did he experience the additional pain as he was subsequently ravaged by tooth and claw.


      Of course, by the time his body was thrust back into the fiery inferno of his once-pristine office, he was incapable of feeling anything at all.


      
        
      


      Captain Clive Anderson was, quite frankly, amazed at the extent of the destruction. He stood before the half block of burned out store fronts on Melrose Avenue, reflecting that not since Old Man Terellian’s massive heart attack four months ago had there been so much damage from a single fire. Gregor Terellian had been the owner of one of West Hollywood’s most notorious local businesses, a gay coffee house called Sodom and Creamora. The brouhaha that resulted when the Business License Commission got its first look at the proposed business name was nothing compared to the huge picket lines of born again Christians who flooded Santa Monica Boulevard once the shop finally opened.


      But the protestors only provided Sodom and Creamora with extra publicity, and due in no small part to the delicious assortment of low fat, sugar-free baked goods that Old Man Terellian baked himself, the coffee shop’s business started off with a bang. Unfortunately, it also ended with one.


      Early one morning, Terellian turned on the oven to begin baking and prepared to light the pilot. At the same time, an entertainment attorney on his way to a power breakfast at the Beverly Hills Hotel, swerved to avoid a group of early morning Boys’ Town Gym patrons who were crossing the boulevard on their way to work out. The lawyer was faced with a dilemma: drop the cell phone and perhaps blow a potential twenty-five million dollar deal with Paramount, or hope the Porsche wouldn’t be too badly damaged as it left the road. The deal, however, was worth far more than the car, and the attorney made the only decision he could. He clutched the telephone even tighter as the front end of the Porsche plowed through the little wooden tables in front of the coffee shop, destroyed Terellian’s artfully arranged stack of muffins sitting on the front counter and blasted through the plaster wall leading to the bakery proper.


      The impact of the crash was loud. So loud, in fact, that it scared Gregor Terellian, quite literally, to death. The pilot remained unlit.


      But God is just; the attorney did not escape unscathed. He got out of his car in a rage, vowing to institute a lawsuit against the coffee shop, the City of West Hollywood and anyone else who came to mind, for putting a coffee shop in a location where it was obviously just waiting to be hit by an errant Porsche. He stormed through the wreckage, and confronted with Terellian’s lifeless form, panicked, and without thinking, fumbled for his cigarettes and lit one.


      The fire had been devastating. Although Terellian and the lawyer were the only human casualties, the conflagration was uncomfortably close to City Hall — almost directly underneath it, in fact. Fortunately, Pamela Burman, West Hollywood’s irritable city manager, arrived at work to find her office only slightly singed. Nevertheless, she had lambasted Clive for an hour and a half and lobbied the Transportation Commission for two weeks before she was finally able to get a crosswalk installed between the row of shops leasing the mini-mall space below City Hall and the gym, convinced that by this simple expedient, future fires could be avoided.


      Clive sighed at the memory and thanked God that, with this second fire, Burman was out of town visiting one of her innumerable nieces in Chicago, and, hopefully, giving the Windy City’s Police Department some grief for a change.


      To those in the know, Melrose Avenue has long been renowned as one of the trendiest shopping areas in Los Angeles, surpassed only by Montana Avenue in nearby Brentwood and the world famous Rodeo Drive in Beverly Hills proper. Its eclectic mix of second hand clothing stores, small exclusive interior design studios and tschotske shops attracted a wide variety of patrons, from the fabulously wealthy to struggling artists. An eager shopper with time to spare could browse the street for hours, buying wind-up toys, rare potted orchids, authentic World War I flying jackets or designer condoms before stopping into The Compost Heap for a glass of wheat grass juice or an iced, decaffeinated, guaranteed-from-organically-grown-beans Cappuccino.


      Most of Melrose Avenue lies within the City of Los Angeles, but the five or six blocks intersecting West Hollywood are among the most exclusive, hosting an expensive assortment of furniture stores, clothing boutiques and cafes. The construction of the Pacific Design Center, a huge blue-tinted glass building housing some of the most unique design showrooms in the country, sometimes referred to as the “Blue Whale” by local residents, provided a natural anchor for the springing up of boutiques and shops specializing in the rare and beautiful. And, along the north side of this block, in the shadow of the P.D.C., some of the most distinctive shops on Melrose Avenue are located — correction — had been located.


      The entire block of stores, once a proud example of trendy Melrose mercantilism, was reduced to a blackened heap of rubble; some of the embers were still glowing softly in the moonlight. The antique shop where the fire started had burned quickly. The fire department’s investigators had already informed Clive they had found the remains of semi-melted, twisted cans of paint and varnish inside.


      On the east side of the shop, a used clothing store, specializing in outfits that had once been worn by movie and television stars, had added even more fuel to the fire, helping to send it happily on its way to the next business establishment — a book store specializing in Hollywood and Broadway memorabilia. To the west, an exclusive baby clothing boutique provided more inflammables. The cute jumpsuits, intended to outfit the little tykes as pint-sized, adorable replicas of Puff the Magic Dragon, Yoda or the Energizer Bunny, burned nicely. The corner shop housed Pauline’s Little Peckers, specializing in rare and exotic birds. The proprietress was awakened from a sound sleep and summoned to the disaster site by a friend who lived nearby. She was presently standing in the company of one of the firemen, sobbing against his yellow slicker and bemoaning the tragic holocaust that had snuffed out the lives of her beloved feathered babies. Pauline had not appreciated Fire Chief Fred Delaney’s kind attempts to help ease her loss by suggesting that she consider purchasing a Kentucky Fried Chicken franchise as an alternative career.


      Although Clive, like Will Rogers before him, had rarely met a man he didn’t like, West Hollywood’s fire chief was a man who made liking him difficult. Delaney was a short, florid man whose officiousness and self-importance rapidly wore on the nerves. What’s more, Delaney was a bigot. His prejudice was unintentional; Fred would have protested high and low that he was the most liberal and tolerant person he knew, yet he invariably offended almost anyone he spoke to within three minutes of beginning the conversation. In his own way, Clive was as outdated as Fred. He found the concept of being called an “African American” ludicrous, and whenever anyone referred to him that way, he stifled a snort of laughter at the mental image of himself tromping through the savannah in a Versacè suit whilst carrying a spear. Nevertheless, Clive winced whenever he and Delaney were forced to engage and tried desperately not to be offended by the man’s racism. He’d sometimes thought of bringing the subject to Fred’s attention but the discussion would be certain to lengthen the conversation, and that prospect was simply too frightening to contemplate! Better to let Fred blather on while making an ass of himself, nod sagely in feigned agreement with whatever came out of the fire chief’s mouth, take great pains not to encourage him in any way, and escape at the earliest opportunity.


      To his credit, in the few years Clive had known Fred, he had made a few attempts to cut through Delaney’s pomposity and discover the human being that surely lurked underneath. However, he had since come to the conclusion that Delaney’s irritating exterior masked, if possible, only an even more irritating interior. It wasn’t as if Delaney didn’t try to be friendly. It was just that he lacked the talent for doing so. As a result, though their respective jobs brought them in frequent contact with one another at many of West Hollywood’s endless social functions, Clive avoided the fire chief whenever possible.


      Avoiding Delaney, however, was never easy. Ignoring constant rebuffs and sometimes downright snubs, he persisted in his puppy dog-like attempts to be personable. Like a large Doberman, who hadn’t quite realized he isn’t a lap dog, Delaney forced his presence on those who would prefer to do without it.


      Across the smoking rubble, Clive could see him busily waddling back and forth consulting with his men. Delaney bent down several times, carefully examining a bit of charred wood or a piece of scorched brick, nodding his head knowingly and occasionally, barking a command. Even from where he was standing, Clive could see the joyous grin plastered across the fire chief’s face. It was clear that Fred was in his element.


      With a grimace, Clive recalled a dinner party he’d attended several months ago, given by West Hollywood Mayor Daniel Eversleigh. During the meal, Delaney had entertained the assembled guests with lavishly detailed descriptions of his work in a monologue best entitled “Fire Victims I Have Known.” His wife, Florence, a delightful woman whose patience Clive admired endlessly, had finally gotten him to change the subject. The result had been forty-five minutes of boredom as the guests were entertained by Fred’s intriguing, one-sided discussion of the new subject, “Bureaucracy in the Fire Department.”


      The capper of the evening however came when Delaney, determined to put on a good show, led the bewildered Mayor Eversleigh through every room of the house, pointing out potential fire hazards. By his descriptions of the massive flaming destruction that could be brought down upon the Eversleigh family by the merest combustible spark, the fire chief had reduced the poor mayor to a quivering nervous wreck. Clive made his excuses as soon as it was socially acceptable to do so and fled.


      Although Fred made no new friends that evening, his discourse did have a lasting effect. Within a week, Eversleigh had gotten the city council to pass an ordinance banning smoking at City Hall and in other public places. To everyone’s surprise, for the first time in West Hollywood’s history, Pamela Burman had actually sided with the mayor on an issue, and the ordinance passed unanimously.


      Florence Delaney seemed to be the only person who could stand to be around Fred for very long with the sole exception of his best friend, Ed Larsen, the editor of The Gay Gazette. Florence frequently joked the only reason Fred had married her was because she’d inherited a house from her father on Genesee Avenue — directly behind the old fire station. Clive sometimes wondered if her jokes weren’t intended to be taken more seriously than she let on.


      Clive sighed yet again as Delaney spotted him and started to approach, lumbering carefully across the rubble of the previously flourishing business establishments. He recalled with a shudder how Fred had, during a false alarm at the Sheriff’s Station almost a year ago, demolished the walls with an axe, refusing to believe Clive’s protestations that a potential spark of fiery destruction wasn’t lurking within. It had cost the county almost a hundred thousand dollars to repair the damage.


      “Clive, my man!” yelled Delaney. Clive plastered a patently false smile of greeting on his face, politician enough to mask his feelings.


      “What’s up Fred?”


      “Not this place anymore,” said Delaney with a grin. “You should’ve been here. Blazed like a cat with its tail dipped in kerosene.” He chuckled to himself and slapped Clive on the back. Clive tried to ignore the attempt at jocular camaraderie as well as the sooty handprint that was undoubtedly gracing the shoulder of his five hundred dollar suit. “Any ideas on how it started?”


      “Nothing for your boys. Looks like an accidental electrical fire.” Delaney surveyed the ruins once again. “Man, that furniture shop went up like a Sunday Bar-B-Que. We could’ve roasted wieners. What a blaze!”


      The light of passion shone in Delaney’s eyes as he continued waxing enthusiastically about the fire, making Clive uncomfortable. Clive was a relative newcomer to West Hollywood, but Delaney was a lifelong resident, and so Pamela Burman and others had filled him in on various exploits of Delaney’s youth. As a child, he had always wanted to be a fireman, just like his dad. Thus, he often could be found attempting to incinerate the garages and tool sheds of his neighbors, not seeking to destroy them, but rather to test his ability at putting the fires out.


      Delaney had once confided to Clive how he found something seductive about a fire, something deliciously dangerous. Clive figured it was only by some miracle of fate the fire chief hadn’t become a pyromaniac. In Clive’s investigations of criminals with a penchant for recreational arson, he’d frequently been surprised and disturbed to hear Delaney’s words and emotions echoed back to him by suspects in custody.


      As Delaney continued his rhapsody on the way the inferno had started his blood pulsing, Clive prayed fervently that sometime soon Delaney would rediscover his childhood pastime. With a great deal of satisfaction, Clive then would be able to arrest him for arson and have him quietly transferred elsewhere to plague another city — perhaps Long Beach, or even better because it was farther away, San Diego.


      Delaney was interrupted by the approach of a young fireman, his soot-stained face bearing a grimace of distaste.


      “Chief!” he called out.


      “Yeah, what?” asked Delaney, irritated at not being able to finish his enthusiastic exposition on why he preferred a good electrical fire to, let’s say, a brush fire.


      “We found someone.”


      Clive’s eyes grew wide. “In there?” he asked.


      The fireman nodded miserably. “There’s not much left.”


      “I’d say not enough to light a cigarette with.” Delaney’s grin practically divided his face. “Yep, any poor bastard caught in there is a genuine crispy critter.”


      “That’s a human being you’re talking about, Fred.” Clive kept his tone mildly chiding, hiding his irritation.


      Delaney elbowed him jocularly in another weak attempt at camaraderie. “I’ll bet you’ve seen burnt popcorn in better condition than that guy in there, whoever he was.” Delaney elbowed him again. “I’ll bet that son of a bitch is fried black enough to give even you a run for your money, Anderson old boy!”


      Clive looked down at the side of his Italian suit, now irreparably smudged by the soot that had been clinging to the elbow of Delaney’s slicker and decided that it wasn’t worth confronting Delaney over the racial slur. With a sigh, he removed his pocket handkerchief and dabbed futilely at the stain, succeeding only in spreading it and covering his hands with grime.


      “Awww, forget about staying clean, Clive. We’d best wade in and pull that poor piece of charcoal outta there. Wait’ll you get a load of this!”


      Clive looked at him aghast. “Don’t you have trained people to…”


      “Oh, yeah,” Delaney added, thoughtfully. “Might ruin the suit. Cost a fortune to clean, I’ll bet.” He turned to the waiting fireman. “Better pull the stiff out and bag it for the captain’s pet ghoul.” He turned back to Clive. “You wanna call the coroner?” He paused, a look of distaste passing over his pudgy face. “Or shall I?”


      If Clive’s feelings for Fred Delaney could be described as intense dislike, Fred’s feelings for Becky O’Brien, the city coroner, could only be termed mild hatred. First, she was a woman, and Clive had frequently heard Fred ascribe to the outdated notion that women belonged at home, not traipsing about the streets of the city masquerading as city officials.


      Unfortunately, Fred carried his personal beliefs into his work, where he was always more “sympathetic” to the trials and tribulations of the female residents he encountered in the line of duty than to the males. Clive had noted that Fred was quick to provide what he felt was a strong masculine shoulder when the universally weak female would inevitably faint at Fred’s tactful report that their homes, their families or their worldly possessions were now so many matchsticks.


      He’d been sued twice. Once by a young woman who had been summarily rejected as a fireman solely due to her sex. And once by a Mrs. Jurinia Salton when, to assuage her hysterics after the burning of her house, he’d helpfully informed her that since her husband and three cats could now fit easily into a Mervyn’s shopping bag, she could save money on burial and cremation fees. And as for lady doctors, Fred had often publicly stated his relief that, at least O’Brien never tried to practice her dubious skills on living people; that was some consolation.


      Secondly, O’Brien was fat. Not just chubby, as Clive knew Delaney had been as a boy, but downright fat. Forced by his own physician to strictly adhere to a limited diet, Delaney resented Becky’s obvious relish of the multitudinous goodies she always carried around with her. “Christ,” he was always certain to blurt out to anyone who would listen whenever Becky was in the room, “doesn’t she have the decency to at least pretend to feel guilty?”


      Finally, Becky was extremely popular in West Hollywood — where the fire chief was not — and Fred was, quite simply, jealous.


      Despite her ghoulish profession, or perhaps because of it, Becky was always quick with a smile, a clever quip and a helping hand in times of adversity. She was a favorite of the city council and adored by her staff and the members of the Sheriff’s Department with whom she worked. Even West Hollywood’s ineffective mayor, Daniel Eversleigh, looked upon Becky as he would a favorite niece. She was also, to Delaney’s further irritation, one of the few people besides Clive himself who seemed to be able to actually get along with West Hollywood’s notoriously cantankerous city manager.


      Clive knew that Pamela Burman hated Delaney with a passion, in no small part due to his friendship with Ed Larsen. Larsen’s paper was well-known for blasting Burman whenever the opportunity arose; Pamela had repeatedly sued the paper for printing political cartoons that portrayed her in what she considered an offensive manner. Clive had watched Burman and Delaney go at it whole hog over various matters, most recently about the bill for the repair of the Sheriff’s Station. Clive had wisely stayed out of the conflict.


      Clive also surmised that, since last Halloween, the increasing closeness between the three of them — himself, Burman and Becky — was driving Delaney insane with curiosity. They were, Clive had to admit to himself, three of the most powerful and easily identifiable figures in West Hollywood government, not counting the mayor who no one took seriously anyway. As such, they were constantly together, leaving Delaney frustrated and shut out of their little clique despite his attempts to break down the walls to entry.


      Thank God Pamela’s out of town, Clive repeated as he trudged through the rivulets of blackened, oily water, passing the still hysterical Pauline on the way to his car. There’ll be hell to pay if the bird lady decides to sue.


      He paused, briefly surveying the water damage to his imported leather shoes, and as Delaney and his men went to retrieve the corpse, he picked up the handset, radioed the station and ordered the duty sergeant to patch him in to the coroner.


      
        
      


      Becky O’Brien glanced bleary-eyed at the illuminated digital clock on her nightstand as she reached for the telephone. Cutting it off mid-ring she said, “Whoever this is, it’s two thirty in the morning. I’m a doctor. Don’t think I don’t know how to use a scalpel.”


      “If I can’t sleep, why should you?” Clive’s cheerfulness wafting through the telephone lines may not have been the most annoying experience of Becky’s week so far — but it came close.


      “Oh, God,” groaned Becky. A vague premonition of unpleasantness to come washed over her. She shook herself further awake and the feeling faded but didn’t quite vanish.


      “If you’ve got insomnia, and I’m hoping you do, take a pill. If this is work, I’d rather go back to sleep.”


      “Sorry. We had a fire down on Melrose. A furniture place. Right by the PDC.”


      “Shit,” she said. “How many for me?”


      “Just one. But it’s bad.”


      “Can’t it wait until morning?” Becky fought to keep the whine out of her voice, but she was just too tired.


      “Afraid not. I just checked on the ownership of the business. We started an investigation on him two or three days ago.”


      “So the body’s the owner?”


      “Hard to tell. But if it is…”


      Becky cut him off. “Two thirty in the morning is a hell of a time to start a murder investigation, Clive.”


      “I know,” he said, with sympathy. “But I need an ID on the victim as soon as possible. Just to make sure. That is, if you can even manage to get an ID.”


      “Oh, God,” she moaned again. Fire victims tended to be messy. “I am not in the mood for this,” she grumbled.


      “Neither was the victim,” Clive reminded her.


      “Yeah, well, if there’s an ID to be gotten, I’ll get it. Gimme half an hour.” She hung up with a sigh of resignation, yawning as she climbed out of bed.


      It seemed like since September, West Hollywood residents were determined to slowly do themselves in, one by one. California law required that an autopsy be performed unless the deceased had been under a doctor’s care at the time of death, thus the more bizarre the departure, the more likely Becky was to see the results. Not that Becky didn’t appreciate her work; her professional talents were aroused and challenged by the demise of people in strange and unusual ways.


      She had long since developed the unconscious habit of looking at each new “patient” as a riddle to be solved: how they died, why they died, even sometimes what they had been like in life. And she always made sure to do a little forensic investigating into the latter, even if it wasn’t strictly required. A trace of chemical residue in the lungs or on the skin might give a clue to the victim’s occupation. Signs of broken bones or healed scars told her something about the person’s early years. Stomach contents and blood analysis often provided her with a host of information about the personality that had once resided within the corpse, humanizing them, preventing her from becoming jaded and thinking of them as nothing but pieces of meat as she had known some of her colleagues to do.


      Sometimes she could be even more specific. She’d once identified a murder victim as a bank teller from certain distinctive marks on the fingers of the woman’s hand, evidence of rapidly counting stacks of currency day after day for thirty years. On another occasion, she’d linked a John Doe with a missing grade school teacher from the remnants of chalk dust in his lungs. Becky was frequently amazed at what the medical evidence could tell her beyond the merely physical. And, in her heart, she never forgot that each and every one of her patients was once a living, breathing human being with a life and personality that was unique; her investigations always helped remind her of that.


      But that business last fall resulting in five young, gay men being admitted to the morgue in the prime of their health and strength, lacking only their blood, seemed to trigger a bounty of bodies. Had it not been for the arrival of her sanguinary friend Chris and his lover, Troy, Becky was fairly certain that Rex Castillian would still be at large with the body count mounting.


      Vampires aside, by Christmas, along with the usual AIDS-related deaths that were sadly so prevalent amongst one-third of West Hollywood’s population, and the frequent expiration from the infirmities of old age of another third of the populace, there had been several, much more unusual deaths.


      Mr. Finkleman was eighty years old and had absolutely no business, in Becky’s opinion, riding a motorcycle in the first place. He’d just managed to walk into the Sheriff’s station, complaining of a pain in his stomach and requesting an ambulance, before collapsing to the station floor. Both the desk sergeant and Becky, upon her arrival, had been shocked by the thirty-six inch length of parking meter, the TIME EXPIRED flag clearly visible and sticking out of the now-defunct Mr. Finkleman’s abdomen.


      In the week before Easter, little Tommy Saville had decided his six-year-old brother, Jerry, would have a better chance of meeting the Easter Bunny were he were disguised as an Easter Egg. Becky wept with frustration at the senselessness of the death when Jerry was laid out on the autopsy table, covered head to toe in bright purple latex, his throat swelled completely closed, dead of a massive allergic reaction to chemicals contained in the paint.


      Despite the city’s bizarrely decreasing population, by far the biggest concern of Becky’s life at present was a problem that was entirely self-induced. Becky O’Brien, after much soul searching and countless discussions with her best friend, Chris, had decided to go on a diet.


      She made a firm resolution to banish from her menu the crème pastries and candy bars she loved so dearly. She committed to dispensing with her customary morning breakfast of Yoo-Hoo, iced cinnamon rolls and strawberry milk shakes. She swore to make chocolate, peanut butter, and cherry Danish a thing of the past. With head held high, her chest thrust forward past the expanding girth of her belly, Becky O’Brien had decided to make a new woman of herself and join the ranks of the svelte, healthy, and hopefully, married.


      Her freezer, once full of frozen Milky Way and Snickers bars, ice cream containers and Pepperidge Farm cakes, now held an abundance of carob-covered granola snacks and something called Tofutti. Her pantry was laden with bags of dried peaches, apple slices, dates and banana chips. Nevertheless, she was still unsatisfied; no matter how hard she tried to psych herself out, carob tasted nothing like chocolate, and frozen tofu was a poor substitute for the luscious richness of pure, creamy ice cream. She gamely persisted, convinced that a loving husband waited just around the corner from the new, slender Doctor Rebecca O’Brien.


      Her only concession to an insidious sweet tooth came with the realization that sweets made with sugar alone usually contained little fat. As a physician, Becky was well aware of the process by which the human body eventually converts sugars into fats. However, she reasoned, with a judicious increase in her exercise regimen, she could easily burn off the sugar as energy well before the disturbing metamorphosis into even chubbier thighs could occur. Unfortunately, although she had fully intended to renew her gym membership, purchased under duress the previous year, she soon found that the Road to Health Club was, indeed, paved with naught but good intentions.


      As her diet progressed, she began to replace the tasteless dried fruit with jams and jellies, mounded onto whole wheat bread. She abandoned Lean Cuisine lunches, which contained as much as twenty-five grams of fat, in favor of slices of angel food cake soaked in Hershey’s chocolate syrup, which contained only two. Finally, she discovered the now ubiquitous designer peppermint sticks in a variety of flavors and colors and developed a mild addiction, making sure to have at least a half dozen of them with her at all times. They helped, but despite the slight assuaging of her insatiable sweet tooth, she still looked upon the Twinkies and crème-filled chocolate cupcakes of her recent past with sad longing and regret.


      She finished dressing, and grimacing at the wrinkles, she shrugged into her lab coat, which she’d wadded into a ball and tossed onto the sofa the night before.


      Yeah, she thought as she grabbed a handful of dietetic candy from the bowl on the coffee table to buck her up for the drive to the scene of her most recent patient’s demise. It’s been a hell of a year.


      
        

      

    

  


  
    
      CHAPTER 2


      
        
      


      “Honey…” Troy Raleigh ran his hands through his blond curls as he came out of the bedroom. “We have simply got to move.”


      Christopher Driscoll looked up and removed the handle of the paint-covered brush from where he’d been holding it clenched between his teeth. “Please, monkey. Let’s not start that again.” Chris stood back and critically examined his work. He’d taken up oil painting a few weeks ago with the same enthusiasm he tackled each of his variegated hobbies.


      To Troy’s great consternation, Chris rushed out to buy canvasses, paints, thinners and brushes en masse, setting up a makeshift studio on top of the huge wooden dining room table Troy had managed to cram into the dining nook of their small one-bedroom apartment. Through long experience, Troy recognized that the degree of enthusiasm with which his lover tackled a new project was inversely proportional to the time it would take for Chris, utterly bored, to abandon it in favor of new pursuits.


      In the scant nine months since they’d arrived in West Hollywood, Troy had watched with affectionate tolerance as Chris had gone from one hobby to the next. He’d begun with the novel concept of creating lamps from household objects that, in most people’s wildest dreams, could not conceivably be wired for electricity. As a result, one end table sported a bright red plumber’s helper, graced by a red and white checkered lamp shade. Chris’ second attempt involved a rusted old fire extinguisher. The living room walls still bore the scars caused by flying metal resulting from the explosion of the canister when Chris had attacked it with a hammer and chisel to insert the electrical wire, completely forgetting to first empty out the pressurized gas. The flame-smothering foam had sprayed everywhere, staining the couch, and chunks of the exploded metal ripped through one of the upholstered chairs and sliced Chris’ favorite shirt, not to mention his upper body, into ribbons. Fortunately, Troy had escaped injury, having been in the shower at the time.


      Chris preferred not to discuss the incident. He promptly purchased another fire extinguisher, emptying it first this time and, all in all, remained inordinately proud of the results of his electrical labors.


      The lamp making had soon paled in favor of the intriguing possibilities inherent in a lump of raw clay. It was during Chris’ sculpting fixation that he had commandeered the top of the dining table. Since it was so large, and the nook in which it sat was so small, they had been unable to use it, as there was no space for chairs to be placed around it. But Troy had fallen in love with it at a local furniture shop and asked them to haul it home as a housewarming surprise for Chris; Chris hadn’t had the heart to demand the gift be returned. Shortly after the table’s arrival, Chris purchased a small potter’s wheel, having recently seen the movie Ghost, and became convinced that, somewhere deep inside, he possessed the artistic talent to create great works of sculpture. He’d spent two weeks happily covering himself and the table top with splotches of wet clay.


      The potter’s wheel had gone the way of the 35 millimeter cameras and the various musical instruments Chris had sporadically tried to learn how to play; all were sitting in a jumbled heap at the bottom of the hall closet or shoved to the back of the kitchen cabinets. The only positive result of his clay creations had been a set of lopsided dinner plates that, since Chris had no use for them, Troy had quietly wrapped up and delivered to Pamela Burman’s office as a replacement for her wedding china, smashed in the altercation with Rex Castillian in October.


      From his fascination with clay, Chris progressed to an obsession with geology. He’d stumbled upon an electric rock polisher during a trip to the Century City Mall. Passing The Nature Company, he saw a T-shirt emblazoned with silkscreened fruit bats hanging in the window. He intended to go in and purchase the shirt for Troy and instead emerged an hour later shirt in hand and carrying almost a thousand dollars worth of geology books, semi-precious stones and the infamous rock polisher. For the next week, he spent most evenings walking down the streets of West Hollywood, bent almost double in his search for interesting looking bits of rock and gravel. As a result of his labors, Chris and Troy were now the proud owners of the largest collection of polished concrete and broken asphalt in Southern California and, possibly, in the entirety of the United States.


      Troy began to plot complicated forms of revenge on the shareholders of The Nature Company as Chris’ interest in rocks gave way to a fascination with fossils. Having purchased a reproduction skull of a saber-toothed tiger, Chris was determined to — somehow, somewhere — unearth his own authentic tiger skull. As the La Brea Tar Pits and Page Museum were located less than three miles from the apartment, he’d spent several nights sneaking onto the grounds and lurking about in the shrubbery next to the gift shop. The daytime gardeners suffered no end of consternation as they repaired the damage from Chris’ mad digging up of the rose bushes in the wee morning hours in search of the elusive skull. Fortunately, the interest faded even more quickly than usual and Chris relinquished his quest before the museum curator was able to organize a plan to catch the mysterious midnight destroyer of the county’s horticulture.


      Paleontology was replaced with astronomy that, in turn, vanished in favor of butterfly collecting. This was followed by bird watching, which was quickly abandoned as an inappropriate hobby due to Chris’ limitations on functioning during the day. He finally left the sciences behind altogether, at least for a while, and turned to matchbook collecting, followed by Barbie dolls and baseball cards. Eventually Chris’ brief obsessions came full circle, and his interests returned to the world of fine art.


      Chris was currently consumed by the bizarre notion that he had hitherto unrevealed hidden talents as a painter. His first work was a weird impressionistic piece that, with great difficulty and only after Chris had explained it to him, Troy realized represented a bowl of fruit next to a vase of flowers. Figuring that discretion was truly the better part of valor, and with great ceremony and endless squeals of appreciation, Troy had hung the wretchedly ugly thing between the Botticelli and the framed Dracula poster Chris had gotten for his last birthday.


      Now, however, Chris was painstakingly working on what was supposed to be a portrait of Troy, even though to Troy, the painting resembled nothing so much as a scarecrow topped with a mound of lemon-yellow hair.


      “I can’t get into the closet.” Troy pursed his pixie-like mouth into a not unattractive pout.


      “Why would you want to go back in there after all these years?” Chris asked lightly as he daubed once again at the canvass, frowning at a smear of green paint that ended up where he’d never intended it to be.


      “I’m serious!” Troy stamped his foot for emphasis. “I have to stand on the lid of your bed, and you’ll yell at me if I scratch the finish.”


      The “bed” to which Troy was referring was a richly lacquered oak coffin, which Troy had given Chris for his hundred forty-something odd birthday in November. It had originally been made for the 1922 stage production of Dracula on Broadway, starring Bela Lugosi, and Troy borrowed the money to buy it from Chris’ friend Sylvia in New York. He had finally finished paying her back a month ago, overriding her objections that repayment was unnecessary. As far as Troy was concerned, if Sylvia absorbed the cost, the coffin would somehow not be a gift from Troy to Chris.


      The coffin was narrow, constructed for a single person, and Chris was able to fit inside comfortably only because, in the modern world, he was slightly shorter than average. Troy’s feelings about it were somewhat conflicting. On the one hand, the coffin was too small to fit the both of them comfortably no matter how closely they snuggled. On the other hand, Chris much preferred to sleep in the Dracula coffin, which secretly pleased Troy to no end, knowing his gift was highly appreciated.


      And so they compromised. Whenever Troy was going to be out during the daylight hours or whenever Chris was extremely tired — too tired for sex — he used the antique. When they slept together, they used what Troy referred to as the “guest bedroom,” a huge double-sided casket they’d had shipped from the town house in Philadelphia. Troy always made certain they used the guest bedroom at least three or four times a week.


      “If you’d pick those bags of clothes up
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