
        
            
                
            
        



Hubba-Hubba Holiday: A Doc Holiday Private Investigator Mystery
(Book 2)






Obsession,
fame, murder.

Hollywood
could destroy them all.






It’s
beating down with rain as Private Investigator Edgar “Doc”
Holiday drives past the sprawling mansions of Beverly Hills to meet
with renowned movie producer Francis Tracton. The star of his latest
project is missing; an invaluable dog named Titus.






But
when Doc reaches Tracton’s illustrious property, he discovers
something far more fitting for a horror film than real life: a dead
body that’s so severely disfigured it’s no longer recognizable.






Not
only must Doc piece together the case of the runaway hound, he must
now immerse himself in the dizzying and deadly heights of Hollywood
to learn what became of Tracton. Why would someone want to murder
him?






The
harder Doc searches for answers, the further he finds himself from
the truth as a series of self-destructive, fame hungry suspects step
out of the darkness and into the limelight.






Someone
out there has blood on their hands and they’ll do whatever it takes
to make it to the top.






Even
if that means killing anyone who gets in their way.






Hubba-Hubba
Holiday is the second book in the heart-pounding Doc Holiday mystery
series by the inimitable Kirk Alex. Perfect for crime thriller
readers and fans of Jo Nesbo, Lee Child, Tana French, Sean Chercover
and Derek Raymond.






“Kirk
Alex gets right down to it. There’s not a wasted word. If you don’t
know his work, you should.” (Throwback & Backlash: Love Lust &
Murder series) – Mark SaFranko, author of Lounge
Lizard


High Praise for Kirk Alex


Throwback & Backlash


Love, Lust & Murder Series






“.
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“Great
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as real as it gets. A terrifying, non-putdownable horror.”

—Jeff
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“Zook
was a zoo ride! All of the characters were well written and you
find yourself unable to put the book down! You might even find it a
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presented. Fast, easy read.”
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“Don’t threaten me with love, baby. Let’s just go walking in
the rain.”


—Billie Holiday


Chapter 1

Sunset
Boulevard—from Doheny to Whittier—was like a river, a polluted
one: loaded with debris and palm fronds and trees that had been
uprooted by the storm and forced into the water. And if this were
not bad enough, it certainly was, west of Whittier was much worse and
had to be closed off by Beverly Hills PD.

He'd never experienced
hail in all the years he'd lived in LA, but this morning it was
coming down hard and heavy, hail and rain, buckets of it. The PI
crawled along in his ‘65 Falcon Futura at twelve miles per, and
even this seemed too fast for the conditions. It pained him inside
what he was putting his cherished ride through.






"Storm toll
rises. Seventeen now dead," the voice on the radio stated.
This latest storm had dumped something like one and a half inches of
rain since the night before, bringing the season's total to more than
20 inches. Eleven some inches of that having assaulted the greater LA
area in the last week alone.

I must be nuts, Doc
concluded, and continued on.






Reaching the corner of
Benedict Canyon, he decreased his speed to less than 5MPH as he made
the turn. A pickup sped past at about 25 miles per, spraying him with
detritus and mud he could’ve done without. Steam shot up from under
the hood. He took a deep breath and held on, inching his way along
past the paramedic unit and a cop car idling along the right curb,
and stayed in the center of the road. Seemed the safer bet, although
not by much. Fact was water was deeper along the sidewalk.

The guy on the radio
provided lots of hope, lots of promise:






"Surf
with occasional sets of 9 feet is expected to continue today, with
highest waves in the morning."






Doc punched a button on
the radio and a woman continued in the same cheerful tone:






"Sixteen
homes were evacuated on Dona Marta, Dona Susanna, Dona Nenita, and
Dona Emelita Drives and fourteen more homes on Mulholland Terrace.”






Keeping to the center
no longer helped. Water was everywhere: deep, brown currents of it.
You're a tough guy, Doc, the PI assured himself. Stay with it. Yeah.
Sure. It was bull. When it came to Mother Nature and her wrath, there
was no such thing as a tough human. Period.

He’d never seen the
likes of it. Not even in the jungles of Nam. Yes, there were
monsoons, but not mixed-in with hail stones the size of marbles.






He reached Tower Road
and took it to San Ysidro Drive. If he'd thought Benedict had been
tough, San Ysidro was worse: about a foot deep, coffee brown (cream,
yes/sugar, no), and furious. It was a raging river coming down with
lots of hate, lots of muscle. Had it been water alone, it wouldn't
have been as daunting. But when he saw garbage cans and mailboxes
coming down, it convinced him to pull over behind the island with the
trees. There was something like an oasis with a handful of trees in
the center of the road and he steered the car behind it for a bit, to
catch his breath. What the hell was he doing?—and was it even worth
it?






Holiday waited and
watched the “coffee” carry debris past him, and thought about the
Triple-A he hadn't bothered to renew. We learn the hard way. If he
got stalled it would be his hard luck, not that any Triple-A driver
would even consider making a perilous journey up a steep road like
this in this storm. The only cars going up were desperate residents
who had no choice: their homes were in the process of being pummeled
and they had to hurry and figure out how to salvage what they could,
what mattered.

The hell was his excuse
for driving in this tempestuous crap? Money? No denying was part of
it. Part of it was also this great need to shake the shaky mess his
psyche was in due to all the beseechings his former common-law wife
had been inundating him with out of the blue. It was a way to keep
away from the ringing phone and her clearly hinting she wanted back
in his life, three years after he’d been unceremoniously dumped by
the troubled chick. And yes—he wanted to see what kind of screwball
would send him a Benjamin to talk to him about his missing hound—and
maybe get the potential client to shove a healthy retainer his way.
This was the goal. Survival. But first he’d have to survive the
hail wail itself.


Chapter 2

He negotiated to
the right, away from the trees, away from the island, and fought his
way up. The Futura had been good to him ever since picking it up
for a song from an elderly gent who lived in his building a while
back. He prayed for it not to stall out. A Cadillac swerved around
him, flashers flashing. Doc turned his on, but couldn't quite tell if
they were working—and if so, only sporadically—not that it
would’ve made much difference.

He inched it past the
fourteen hundred block, the sixteen hundred block, the seventeen
hundred block, passing several top-shelf rides that had been
abandoned haphazardly along the road, half buried under branches and
whatnot. He paused to catch his breath, and thought about turning
back. The sensible side of him wanted to do just that, would have
been fine with, but he'd gone this far and was not about to quit.






He made it past Peavine
Drive/San Circle/Curwood/Beth Place/Stan Place/Glenside/Milboro and
finally reached Azazel Ln. The water was thicker with mud and rocks
and everything else, determined to flip his Falcon over and send him
reeling right back down from whence he came.

Doc held on to the
steering wheel, stuck to the center of the road and made a right on
Azazel. About a block long. If that. Ended in a cul-de-sac. Seemed
that’s where the house he needed to get to was.

A figure in a yellow
slicker came slipping and sliding out of a house on his left. Looked
like a woman. Looked like she was cradling a small dog. Forced out by
a blast of wind and water. She’d made it out to the sidewalk. Had
stopped and turned, and just stood there, watching it all in a daze.






The PI’s windshield
wipers quit on him completely. Screw it. He needed to move on, get to
his destination, but all the debris coming at him, some of it finding
its way under the Falcon had him questioning if he’d make it. Then
suddenly the fear of getting stuck was no longer there, because
that’s what he was: immobile. Pumping the accelerator wasn’t
about to change this fact. His baby wouldn't budge.

He reached inside the
glove compartment for the still camera. Slipped it inside a
double-zipper seal sandwich bag and stuffed it in the cargo pocket of
his trousers. He tore open the Velcro flap over the left pocket,
withdrew the Huck Finn paperback, opened it to double-check that the
pocketknife was inside the hollow center, then he slipped the book
into a bag, sealed it, and jammed the Twain novel back where he had
it inside the pocket. One never knew. A three-and-a-half-inch blade,
and that was the length, wasn’t much, but it was enough. Should
there be a need.

He climbed out. It was
a struggle. Looked under; tried to. Something like an ironing board
was lodged ‘neath the front end. Couple of canvas chairs joined it
soon enough.






Doc decided to brave it
on foot the rest of the way. Reasoned he’d clear the detritus from
under the wheels later. Only trying to walk in the current and wind
was a real challenge. He was more than ankle-deep in the sludge. Not
only did the umbrella not do him much good, but he felt like a fool
holding the bent and useless prop and tossed it aside.

The private op
wondered, once he got to the house, were he able to, if anyone would
even be home? Francis Tracton’s neighbor lady had been forced to
vacate, just as others had, no doubt, so why should Mr. Tracton be
in?






He reached the
cul-de-sac. Made it to the address, and found it to be in somewhat
better shape than the woman's. Whoever had picked the location must
have been one ballsy soul and/or buzzing on something at the time. He
was certain the home looked pretty on a sunny day, but with a
hillside behind it practically devoid of trees it just seemed like an
insane location for a domicile to him. Was there a retainer wall back
there? No way to tell. And if none existed? What the hell?
This was how these fools lived. Made lame-ass choices of where and
how to build. Screw it. Was it his money?

There was a for sale
sign: held up by two 4x4 posts that defied the storm. Thus far. Real
estate agents liked to refer to cribbies like this as “newer
traditional.” Probably three or four bedrooms, as many bathrooms;
gourmet kitchen, pool/jacuzzi; and of course, not to be overlooked,
the “detached” guest house tucked away in the backyard somewhere.
Garage, big enough for four cars easy, was part of the right side of
the house under some windows.






Doc got knocked down by
the hail and wind a couple of times before making it up the dozen or
so brick steps that was the stoop. He tried the doorbell. Got
nothing. Caution—mixed-in with a healthy dose of paranoia—dictated
he take a look at the hill in back of the property, and did so.
Walked to the left of the facade. There was a wrought iron gate, and
yes: high wall. Had the private eye hoping it was good enough to
stave off various combos of mud and rocks sliding toward it.

It was troubling to
witness, and it wasn't even his property. One couldn’t help but
wonder if the overall structure was strong enough to withstand what
was about to take place. And even if it was tough enough and
fortified enough not to succumb to what was coming down, it still
made him nervous. Yet he was attempting to get inside. What sense did
it make? He was here—that’s all the sense it had to make—and
needed to follow through. The potential to make a couple of bucks was
a powerful motivator.






He was back at the
door. Pounded on it this time. Even tried a mule kick or two. Same
response. House was on the market. Try the doorknob, genius, he said
to himself. Finally did. Turned it, and let himself in. Son of a
bitch. At this point he didn’t give a damn if anyone was even home.
Desperate for respite. What it came down to.


Chapter 3

The opulence one
expected did not exist. Not so much as a trace. Place was
furnished, but it was worn and close to sub-standard and rife with
dog hair and smelled like it. Hell, the whole place reeked of animal
waste. There was a door on his right that led to the garage, no
doubt.

The “gourmet
kitchen?” It was there all right, off to the left. Spacious, so was
the sink, and loaded with dirty dishes. Much of the floor covered
with garbage bags packed to capacity, as were the trash bins to
overflowing and crawling with roaches and scurrying mice.






His eyes were back on
the mess that was the living room: large/wide. There was a sliding
glass door at the far side. The curtains that hung over the
floor-to-ceiling windows at either end were torn. There was a pool
out there, the jacuzzi to the right of it, and the guest house beyond
it.

The wall ran along both
flanks of the yard: left and right, as well as the back. Only this
didn’t seem to hinder the mud much at this point, because it was
crawling over that portion, sliding down from the mountain and
crawling slowly over the wall, oozing over it, and dropping down into
the yard, and gradually working its way across and toward the pool
and house. There were some dead animals among the flotsam and jetsam:
possum was one/coyote another. There were dead birds and tree
branches.






He scanned the living
room from where he stood. Saw art on the walls, but it, too, was
run-of-the-mill. Nothing extravagant; nothing that said money.
Nothing that said I’ve been to places you’ll never see/own objets
d’art you never will. No Picassos or van Goghs; nothing close.
What the hell? Guy was a movie maven. It didn’t add up. Or did it?

The following explained
it: there were plenty of ashtrays throughout, too many, overflowing
with cigarette butts and unfinished bongs; used as well as unused
needles/hype works/crack pipes; empty booze bottles and beer cans. He
saw wine and beer mugs that still had same in them. Whoever lived
here, and the PI assumed it was Frank Tracton, was partial to plenty:
weed/drink/smack/coke and crystal meth, among other things. Party
animal. More accurately: party freak. And he wanted to get the
hell out at this point.






Holiday got the feeling
the house was about to be turned into a tomb—with him in it, and he
imagined: producer Francis Tracton. If Tracton's love of home and
hearth was so strong that he felt a need and desire to stay with it
as it went down, hey, he might have understood. Not necessarily
agreed with it, but kind of got it. On the other hand, Doc’s own
horoscope for the week advised that he “play it by ear; be more
outgoing—and that romance was in the offing.” Not that he bought
into that crap. Still, it was highly unlikely that anything of the
sort would ever take place if he OD'd on stones and dead vermin.

"Hello, Mr.
Tracton?” He tried again: “Francis Tracton? You around?
You home?"

Nothing. Like before at
the door.

"Doc Holiday
here. Private eye. Drove all the way from one hellhole—to this one,
to discuss your pet-related woes with you."

He took a step and
heard this sound, the type one made when stepping in water, sloshing
in it, wading. He didn't need to look down. The java was flowing into
this part of the living room at a pretty rapid pace from a stairwell
on his right. Doc moved past the stairwell and the water flowing down
those stairs from the upper floor. Roof was damaged. Maybe windows.
Maybe both.






Hell, there couldn't
have been anyone home. They'd have to be loco. What with water
dripping from above and all that dangerous crap crawling down from
the hill in back. Whoever the architect had been hadn’t fortified
the backyard well enough, not for the type of mayhem the ritzy
community was being assaulted by, that was for sure. And yet peeps
lived here, just as they lived in houses on stilts on the Valley side
of Mulholland. You tell me what kind of idiot buys a house on stilts,
or the type he was standing in? Not that he gave a squat or cared to
stick around much longer, either. The Ben Frank be damned; movie dog
be damned—and the rest of it.






But he called the name
again, and got about as much as before. Doc opened a door on the
right that turned out to be a walk-in closet. Next door was to a
large bathroom. A tree branch scraped against the stained glass
window in a nerve-wracking rhythm. He shut the door, and heard what
sounded like a couple of gunshots fired in quick succession—or
was it thunder? Couldn’t tell. Might’ve been both.

Drawing his piece, he
moved on down to another door that led to a screening room. Looked
like it might’ve been two bedrooms at one time and the space
modified into a sizable home screening/entertainment den.
Unconventional in furnishings and decor, in that it did not contain
rows of theatre seating, but sofas, love seats and recliners, even an
enormous round bed by the wall on the right. About the only thing
“conventional” about the setup was a large enough white motion
picture screen on the far wall to the left of where he stood.

There was a popcorn
machine at the opposite wall from where he was, movie library along
the same wall in 16mm as well as 35mm cans. There was video
equipment; various types of video cameras on tripods, a Moviola.
Plastic editing buckets overflowing with celluloid. But no humans.
Living, or otherwise, that he could tell. There was a window above
the movie collection that a tree had crashed through and made
possible for plenty of rain to get in this way and flood the
carpeting.






Books lined the left
wall: DeSade/Harold Robbins/Donald Goines/Dorothy West/Ralph
Ellison/Iceberg Slim/Henry Miller/James Baldwin/Joe Wambaugh/Jack
London Jacqueline Susann/Sidney Sheldon.

There were movie
posters and one-sheets in chrome frames throughout. More than a
couple proclaimed: a Francis X. Tracton Production, a Paradigm
International Pictures release. There were two different posters
for a production titled Titus that featured the same
strikingly handsome husky that the Polaroid he’d been sent was of.
There was another, enlarged poster from a trade publication of the
opening weekend receipts that had grossed major bank.

As powerful and
tension-inducing as the storm was, the PI found himself doing a
double-take when he saw the numbers. WTF? A movie starring a
husky had taken down millions during that three-day weekend in the US
and Canada alone. Then you had Europe/Japan, and the rest of the
world.

Explained why he’d
been sent the cash. He’d laughed upon initially opening the
envelope and seeing the note. Well, he wasn’t laughing lately.
Still, he needed to get out. There was another door on this same
side, although at the far end. To the right of it was the far wall
that the screen was on. Between the movie screen and the left wall
was yet another door and it was open and all that backyard crud,
mixed-in with leaves and snakes, was inching inside at a reasonable
pace: water and mud that had made it past either side of the swimming
pool had invited itself indoors.

This was the real Blob.
Determined to bury the property and the private dick in it. Did it
make the peeper nervous? Jittery? Just a might. There was no denying:
this had to be one of the dumbest moves he'd ever made as a PI.






So be it. He’d needed
something to snap him out of the fear and stupor of having to deal
with his ex who was trying to work her way back into his heart. It
had taken three effing years to get over her, three years of dealing
with physical aches and depression and not being able to eat or
sleep, because she had dumped his ass without ever fully explaining
why; just walked, tossed what he thought had been a good
relationship, not perfect, nothing was, but pretty damned good. And
now she was back, wanting him/seeking to patch it up.

To hell with that,
thought Doc. Now that I’m healthy enough to move on, strong enough
mentally to find someone new, get on with my life. . . . And so he’d
jumped on this case here, and having to deal with some Hollywood
hotshot and his missing four-legged movie wonder.






He did hear what he
thought sounded like shots. If so, did the shooter high-tail it out
the open door? Was it Tracton who got shot? Or maybe did himself in?
Couldn't live without his precious mutt, and blew his brains out?
Hey, who knew? Soaring too high. Too much booze and whatnot. At wits’
end. Had had enough. And bang. Lights out. It happened just like
that. Life could be a real bitch.


Chapter 4

Looked like the
movie screen had spots on it; blotches. There was no way to
discern what the blotches were from where he stood. The PI
wanted to take a step or two in the direction and damned near tripped
on a pair of feet. He looked down at the supine stiff. Partly buried
in inches of murky water and whatnot. Middle-aged male had ended it
with a slug from a Beretta 9-milly that was still in his right fist.

Doc looked at the
ravaged face, what there was of it: raw flesh wounds that ran along
both sides of the neck, across the face that ended where the scalp
began as though the vic had been assaulted by a chupacabra on
steroids—as well as shot. How many times? No way to tell with what
there was. Surrounding area of carpeting was soaked with blood and
brain matter. Nearby love-seats of the private screening room were
decorated with it.

Doc was looking up at
the screen again. Probably the stiff’s blood, possibly IQ. How did
it happen? Thought he’d heard two shots. First one to the
chest don’t get it. Goes for the coup de grâce by pumping a
second round into his kisser. From the front? Side? Hard to tell
exactly what had gone down. Sport coat and jeans mud and
blood-stained. It was gruesome enough.






Some cops/homicide
dicks liked to claim that you got used to it. Bull crap to that.
Doc’s belly clenched. Guts got tight. He wasn’t about to puke,
though. Storm was responsible for more than enough of a distraction.
Mud and snakes kept crawling in through the open door in the back.
Seemed the wall the movie screen was on was “breathing.” Flexing
was more like it. Wouldn't be long before it gave. He wanted to
take enough stills of the body. Felt compelled. Had to. And did. PI
thought about phoning Beverly Hills PD. Picked up the nearest phone.
Line was as dead as the stiff. Expected as much.

He returned to the
body. Male was in his 50s. Give or take. Hell, it was a wild
guess. Couldn’t begin to determine anything like that. Mangled face
did seem on the well-fed side. There was what appeared to be a beard
or goatee. Face was so lacerated and caked with dry, black blood it
was hard to tell exactly.

Holiday slipped his
hands into a pair of latex gloves. Searched pockets for the wallet.
Extracted the license: Francis X. Tracton it said. Dude had a goatee
in the pic. Eyes half closed, or half-open. Depended on one’s sense
of perception. Possibly buzzing when the photo was taken. He shoved
it back inside the wallet and the wallet where he found it. He needed
to get out.


Chapter 5

PI was outside.
About time. Took one look at the Futura from the bottom of the stoop
and knew he’d never get the debris out from under it, not now, not
as long as the storm raged. The idea was to hot-wire a car, any car.
He worked his way back up the stoop to the garage in time to see the
nearest door rising. What was going on? What gives? At about
the time the door was about halfway up, a silver Benzo crawled out.

Doc’s immediate
reaction was to duck, or some such notion. His instincts, that inner
voice, dictated he do just that. There had been times over the years
he had not paid proper attention to gut instinct, times he paid the
price. Toll charge had been heavy and hard.

Get the hell out,
the voice kept saying. Duck! Dive! Do something. Anything. But
move. If the guy inside the house took his own life in there you
got nothing to worry about, on the other hand. . . .






The storm had kicked
his weary ass plenty by now. This was something like the Nam
monsoons, only much worse. Those Southeast Asian rains didn’t have
the hailstones. He was one soaking wet pigeon. Down to his boxers.
Everything. Wet. And he did not move. The PI did not move even after
the car window on his side was lowered. Maybe, on the outside chance,
the driver, whoever the driver was, wanted to spare him from Mother
Nature's latest wrath. The window came down, and the Good Samaritan
in it shouted:

"Hey, buddy,
you'll drawn out there!”

And Doc Holiday did not
even move when he saw a gun materialize in the man’s hand, and did
not think he had ducked in time when the driver fired. Twice. Heard
the shots clearly enough. Not to be mistaken for anything other than
gunshots this time around. All he remembered was spinning/losing his
balance/swallowing a lot of muddy slush and detritus and
floating/tumbling/being swept away; forced down Azazel Lane toward
San Ysidro.


Chapter 6

There was no way
to resist, or if he did, it did him little good. The current
pulled him down and dragged him along with it, and the PI slammed
into the Falcon. He felt his left arm snap. The pain that shot up
from somewhere in it and hammered at his brain, then screamed and
scraped back down the length of his limb in a demonic rush that had
him bellow a grunt that must have risen above all the havoc around
him. There was the front bumper that he did his best to grasp and
cling to, that resulted in nothing more than further loss of precious
energy and stamina.

The PI got tossed about
some more, was forced along, wailing at the top of his lungs, for
what good it did. The pain intensified to such a degree that it
blinded him momentarily. He had no idea where he was being swept off
to, but then the pain yielded some and the whole damned thing pissed
him off enough to want to put an end to the tumbling and what was
being done to him in general, by reaching out with his good arm and
grabbing hold of a wrought iron gate in front of one of the homes on
San Ysidro. He was spitting mud and debris, trying to catch his
breath, fighting to keep from drowning, and could see a paramedic van
in the distance, crawling up the incline.






Gasping was incessant,
nearly violent. He’d taken in too much water. And his lame arm
decided it wanted to test him some more, just to see how much anguish
a so-called tough eye like him could endure. Not much, he
thought. I'm basically a goner. I need help.

Doc had never been a
churchgoer, but there he was doing a quick prayer that they get to
him while he was still able to hold on. And it worked. For a while.
Until something like an animal the size of a large dog or small deer,
swathed in crud—alive or dead, couldn’t tell—slammed into him,
causing him to lose his grip, yanking him away from the gate and
hurled him along toward the van down there, and he thought: I'm
done. It’s over.

Doc’s head banged
against the grill and bumper and that was the last thing he
remembered. Because he was out like a light.


Chapter 7

Holiday came to in
heaven, and if it wasn't heaven it was good enough. Far as he was
concerned. The walls of the room were bright white, and the
unmistakable odors gave him the idea he was in a hospital bed. The
curtains had been drawn shut, but you could still hear the storm out
there hammering away, destroying property and lives, and had damned
near put his name on the list.

There were X-rays that
followed; talked to a nurse or two, a doctor, and some other things.
For the most part, the bed Doc found himself in was so comfortable
that he found it easy enough to ignore how outrageously expensive
hospital stays were these days and that he should be at the VA
instead, and just slept right on through like a baby. Slept through
the night, too, and woke up the next day feeling somewhat better. The
left wrist was in a cast.

There was a tv set
perched up near the ceiling at the other end. He reached for the
remote. Clicked it on for the latest, and regretted it. Forecaster
was a looker, only what she had to offer was far from pretty:






"Twenty-six
homes were destroyed; another 158 seriously damaged. Damage to public
property alone was estimated at more than $100 million. One official
speculated that an assessment of private property damage might swell
that figure to $1 billion. Mud slides in Sherman Oakes heavily
damaged four homes in the 3700 block of Stone Canyon Avenue, and
about fifty families left their homes when police asked for a
voluntary evacuation of the area."






"How are we doing,
Mr. Holiday?"

He clicked the remote
to turn the set off. She was in her 40s. His nurse, he guessed.
Wild-eyed. Made him wonder if he might have ended up in a psych ward
somewhere/somehow. These things had a way of happening to the best of
us. Hell, he couldn’t say.

Doc looked at her,
tried not to, but he was. Hair was short-cropped, carrot orange, with
ends that stuck out all over the place by aid of generous amounts of
gel. Dark brows had been pencilled in in a flamboyant and unnerving
Vampira style. Way overdone in both: flamboyancy and thickness. The
lady was trying to be pleasant and smiled, but it only made him want
to get out of there and venture back into the havoc.

He'd never cared for
hospitals to begin with. Too often, too many folks checked in/only to
check out in a body bag. Hell, it happened. Doctors weren't
all-knowing/all-curing gods. They were human/flawed/and folks died.

Doc made the effort,
and smiled back.

"Never better.
Thanks."

She smiled some more.
What was it about that smile that made him nervous? Those eyes had
him worried, too. Either he was still groggy and not sure exactly
why, but this lady had the eyes of someone who may have had a few
psychological issues of her own.

"Lean and mean."

"Lean perhaps. The
‘mean’ part is questionable.”

"Macho."

"No, ma'am. Not
me. Although I like to pretend on occasion."

She just looked at him.
There may have been a mild nod that she got it. What did it matter?

Doc asked about his
belongings. Inquired about his Seiko wristwatch that he'd bought at a
PX in Vietnam ages ago, especially his guns: the .32 and the blue
steel .38.

"It's all there in
the closet, sir, except for the firearms."

"Ma'am, I'm
licensed to carry."

"I understand.
They’re in a safe place. Hospital rules. You can pick them up when
you check out, sir."

"How long have I
been here?"

"Oh, I guess since
Saturday morning."

"What day is
this?"

"Monday morning,
sir. You are aware that you have a broken navicular bone? You
suffered a minor concussion; not to mention the gunk we pumped out of
you.”

“Thank you kindly for
everything that you folks have done for me.”

“You’re welcome,
sir.”

She left the room.


Chapter 8

Doc was glad she
was gone. He pulled the bedspread back to take a look for
himself. His wrist was in a cast, part of the thumb. Cast just about
covered the knuckles as well. His left shoulder smarted some and his
mouth tasted of Scope.

He was breathing. The
phone on the end table was bleeping. Termite and Ilsa wanted to know
how he was making out and if he needed anything.

"So far so good,"
had been his response. He thanked them both for giving a damn.

"No need to thank
us, boy,” said Termite. “If I were in your shoes you'd be doing
the same.”

Ilsa had taken the
phone from him. Asked if Doc needed anything. He didn’t.

"You well enough
to check out yet?"

"Sometime soon,
Ilsa. I'll let you guys know."

Gave him numbers where
they could be reached: they were in the process of doing a couple of
clean-up jobs: a suicide at a motel on the West Side, and a drive-by
in Venice. They hung up.






There was a knock on
his door. This time it was an older black lady, the orderly, checking
to see if the room was empty. She apologized upon realizing that it
wasn’t. She pushed her cart back into the corridor. Closed the door
on her way out.

When the phone rang
again it was the lobby receptionist, wanting to inform him that he
had a visitor, and asked if it was okay to send him up?

"Does this visitor
have a name?"

"The gentleman's
name is Harvey Putz.”

"Harvey ‘Putz’?"

"Yes, sir. Mr.
Putz says he's a friend of yours."

"Of course. We're
practically bosom buddies.”






Holiday hung up, and
got to work. Doubted Harve would’ve pissed on him if he were on
fire. Had sighed a sigh of relief too soon a moment ago when the
nurse left, because the lady was back to remind Holiday of what the
receptionist just told him: a concerned friend was coming up to see
him.

"A Mr. Putz.”

"You mean Mutz,
don't you?"

"I believe so,
sir. Yes."

“Desk clerk
downstairs gave me a heads-up just now. I really am in no shape to be
receiving visitors, as you can see. Can you keep him out?"

"The gentleman is
so worried about you, sir. Besides, he's probably on his way by now.
You did give your consent, did you not?"

"I bet he's
worried."

Then Doc vaguely heard
her utter something about strong silent types. She grinned and shook
her head.

"Who? Me? Never
claimed to be, and certainly far from silent."

Doc didn't play the
macho number. That was for all those other hard-cases out there. He
made the effort to explain about the Mutz impersonator probably
coming up to finish him off, only she was gone.


Chapter 9

What was he going
to do? The hospital had his gats stowed in a “safe place.” He
rose, fluffed up the pillows, then draped the bedspread over them to
make it look like there was actually a body there, sound asleep. He
looked inside the closet. For what? Nothing there to use.

He left the room.
Corridor was deserted, with the exception of the orderly, pushing her
cart loaded with cleansers and hand towels on top, while below the
shelf was loaded with stacks of sheets, more towels, frocks and other
items. He crossed the hallway, stepping inside a patient’s room.

The emaciated, skeletal
gent had an oxygen mask on and was lying there still as a stiff. Doc
was back out again. Desperate. A desperate man will try just about
anything. He re-entered his own room, reached inside the closet for
his cargo pants, shirt. Shoes were nowhere to be seen. He got into
the cargos to the best of his ability. Checked the cargo pockets:
first the one, then the other, searching for something. Found it: the
Huckleberry Finn paperback inside the plastic sandwich bag.

The PI wasted no time
cracking the book open, making sure the pocket knife was still in
there. Had hospital staff known about it they would have taken it and
held on to it for the duration of his stay, the same way they had
taken his guns and other items: wallet/bullets/handcuffs and pepper
spray.

He closed the closet
door. He liberated the belt as quickly as he was able. Folded it and
jammed it in his hip pocket.






Doc was in the
corridor. He needed to get his hands on a few things on the orderly’s
cart. But how? He only had so much time to get moving. Orderly was
kindly in appearance. There was a restroom nearby. He gave her some
mumbo-jumbo about not having been able to turn the faucet off, and
requested her help.

“If you would be so
kind, ma’am. I’m just too weak from all the meds they had to pump
into me to dull the pain. Also, if you might flush the toilet. I just
don’t seem to have the strength. Feel embarrassed at leaving it
that way for some unsuspecting, law-abiding senior to happen upon and
be unnerved by.”

Confused, but eager to
help, the elderly orderly entered the john. And soon as she did,
Holiday considered securing his belt to the cart, and the other end
to the doorknob, only he couldn’t bring himself to do it. No, it
would’ve been too cruel a thing to do to someone just trying to
earn a buck. Instead he helped himself to what he could: smock/a
white sheet/head covering, and hurried to the room of the patient
across from his.

The old man never
moved. Thoroughly out of it. Doc ran his belt through his trouser
loops. He noticed a pair of brown leather slippers at the foot of the
bed and got into them.

The PI considered
donning all the hospital garb he’d just filched, only there was
hardly the time, nor did he think it would’ve been worth the
effort. Instead, he draped the sheet over the old man, including his
head, to which he reacted unfavorably. Doc covered him up completely,
then tucked all the ends all around under the mattress, making
certain that it would be next to impossible for the patient to
attempt to free himself from under it, not that he ever could.

Doc held the paperback
novel in his good hand and waited behind the door. He hoped the old
man’s struggle would eventually draw the hitter’s attention, at
least make him prance over and ask about the vanishing patient in the
room cross the way.


Chapter 10

The determined
assassin came up, black leather Gucci bag in hand. Had a green
parka on. Opened the door to Doc’s room. Doc viewed him through the
crack between the doorframe and the door itself that he stood behind,
checking to see who this “Mr. Mutz” fellow was. It certainly
wasn't Harve. Instead, it was the gent with the sunbaked face who had
shot at him up at Tracton's. Back to wrap up the job.

Creepo was in his 30s.
No hair on the very top, but what hair there was, a shade of sickly
orange, a bit “dirtier” than the nurse's, was down to his
shoulders. A row of stitches was visible along the right side of his
face just under the lower lip that had a nervous quiver.

The killer withdrew a
suppressor-attached piece from the Gucci bag. Looked up and down the
hallway before entering Holiday’s room, and closed the door behind
him. The PI had the door to this room that he was in opened wider.
The old man under the bedspread and sheet had begun to gasp and
struggle, shake his head. He was moaning by now, delirious.






Doc listened intently
to what was happening across the way in his room and knew what was
coming. The horizontal pivoting window above the door had been left
open by about a third. And even if it hadn’t been, he would have
heard the suppressor go to work through the closed door. Then it
happened, a series of muted thumps. The punk had come back to
complete the job he’d botched on Azazel Lane. So be it. Doc was
ready for him. Ready and waiting. Had to be patient. Watch the
plaster cast and get ready, prepare for the worst. It was coming.
Only not for him, but the other chump.

There were additional
sounds that followed, hissing and cursing that came from across the
hallway. He heard the hitter open and then slam his closet door shut.
When he opened the door to Doc’s room he was still grumbling under
his breath. The PI had turned away from the crack, but could feel him
standing there, frustrated, looking around. Then he heard him cross
the hallway and enter.






Doc watched him walk up
to the old man’s bed, reach for the sheet and yank it back. The
hitter bitched some more. Reached over and knocked the man’s oxygen
mask off with the .22, and started in with the questions. The old man
was stressed. Shaking his head and gasping. Tears streamed down. He
seemed thoroughly out of it, in semi-shock. Especially when he saw
the hitter point the business end of the suppressor between his
eyeballs and hold it there.

“Where’s the
chump was in the other room? The patient. Where is he?”

The old man continued
to shake; only now he had his hands above the bedspread, trembling
and about to reveal Doc’s location behind the door, when what
looked like a sneezing seizure was about to overtake him, and did. He
sneezed. Again and again, spraying the hitter with debris, unable to
stop.

The punk cursed. Wiped
his face with the parka, then wiped some more, and was in the process
of spinning in Doc’s direction. Holiday wasted no time himself: had
the good arm raised, and the hand with the knife came down with that
three-and-a-half-inch blade, cutting the hit man’s face at an
angle. The PI raised his arm, and came down again, slashing at the
face from a different vantage point, making a far from perfect X in
blood-red crimson. The hitter’s gun went off several times,
drilling bullets into the tile floor. The PI knocked the piece out of
his grasp, just as the hitter’s hands went to his face, eyes
bulging with shock and rage, his vision considerably impaired at this
point, as he spun away from the PI in an attempt to avoid further
swipes.






Doc Holiday collected
the gun, then kicked the mook in the ass hard enough so that the
killer staggered back into the room he had emerged from a minute ago.
The private eye closed the door to this room on his way out and
followed after the hitter. He had a few more tricks to punish the
punk with inside his own room.


Chapter 11

Holiday shut the
door. Kneed the thug, and watched him drop. He slipped the pocket
knife inside the bum hand, just barely able to wrap his fingers
around the hilt, but managed. He grabbed the table lamp from the
nightstand and mashed it against the thug’s jaw. Doc held him up,
so that he was sitting on the floor, his back against the wall.

A good deal of the
killer’s orange locks had turned crimson; his face had enough of
it. He wasn't completely out, but he might as well have been. Doc
searched his pockets for a wallet. Discovered about four K in cash:
brand spanking new thousand dollar bills, a Detroit driver's license
with the name William A. Contreras. He did some more searching around
in the room and came up with some of the spent cartridges. And the
bullets? There was no way to start digging around in the mattress and
box spring. He’d leave that to the rollers.

Doc came across a tan
plastic bag with Fanny's Adult Bookstore printed across in
black letters inside the Gucci bag, loaded magazines for the .22.
There was about 8K worth of toot in the bag, give or take. He dropped
the handgun inside the leather satchel.

The PI noticed that the
hit man was losing blood, not that he minded. Problem was the session
had just begun. He needed a few answers. And would not get them if
the a-hole up and expired.






Holiday stepped into
the corridor, the elderly orderly was at a closet and had the door
open. Holiday didn’t dare go near the cart this time from fear of
drawing undue attention. He shut the door to his room, spun toward
his bed and stabbed at the sheet, cutting enough strips to wrap the
killer’s face with in a bit. It would be clunky and clumsy, no
doubt, but it would have to do.

Blood poured from the
cretin’s mug. Too much so. Front of his shirt was soaked. Then
again, so was the front of the PI’s. It was okay, though. Because
the blood on the PI belonged to the shooter. Holiday took the flowers
that had been in the vase and tossed them in the waste basket. He
picked up the vase itself and threw the water that it contained at
the man’s face. It washed plenty of the blood off.


Chapter 12

By the time
the killer mook finally started to come to, his features had been
wrapped with the long strips to look like a truly whacky X at this
point. Doc had him shed the gloves and drop them inside the Gucci
bag. Gun powder residue was evidence. He zipped it closed.

"Where'd you get
the sunburn, Mr. Contreras?"

"Miami."

"Know anyone in
the Motor City?"

Holiday got a shrug.
“Own property."

"What were you
doing playing hide-and-seek with me up there on Azazel?"

Killer kept shrugging.
He was good at it.

"Hired to do a
job. Like it clean. Got nothing to do with you."

"Oh, I saw how
'clean' it was."

"Till you happened
along. So what're you gonna do, man?"

"Like the song
says: Maybe I ought to give you a little bit of your own.”

“On top of what I
already got? Go ahead. I get clipped either way."

Maybe he knew something
about Doc that Doc didn’t even know; maybe he figured the PI did
not have it in him to retaliate for having taken those potshots at
him and nearly causing his demise, not to mention being responsible
for the present condition his arm was in. Money and pain. That's what
the encounter with this guy had cost me, thought Holiday.

"Who put you up to
it? Why'd you kill my client?"

The shoulders went up,
then they came down. It was a lazy shrug.

"Been doing this a
few years now. It's always best not to know who's putting up the cash
for the contract. That way you ain't got to worry about them puttin'
a hit on your own ass. Ain't no guarantee; only it’s better that
way. Both parties are better off."

Okay. Made sense. Doc
supposed. He wanted to know about the contract, why this particular
individual, in case bulls came knocking on his door, which was more
than likely to happen.






Hitman was shrugging
again, shaking his head, then spit at the tile. This was his answer.
Considering everything that had taken place, it was not enough, not
as far as Doc was concerned. This Contreras guy was still down there
on the floor, sitting up, his back against the wall.

Holiday reached for the
satchel, and smacked him across the jaw with it, hard. The hitter
bounced against the wall and went down, but did not go out.

About the only thing
that bothered Doc about what he just did was the fact it damned near
cancelled the patching job of the miscreant’s face, at least the
lower half at the chin area. He feared he might start bleeding again,
that the blood might start streaming. The PI wouldn’t have minded,
except he needed the mook to stay alive. Preferably.


Chapter 13

Doc knelt down
beside him, gripped a good hunk of his hair and pulled him up, and
yanked the back of his skull against the wall. A thin stream of
red formed where the stitches were supposed to hold the flesh
together and trickled down his Adam's apple. Some of the blood had
begun to seep through the strips of cloth.

Hell, thought Doc. It
was a reminder he ought to take the unused, remaining strips with
them before they left the hospital, if he allowed the shooter to live
long enough to walk out with him.

"You blew a man's
brains out. I want to know for how much. I want to know everything
there is to know about 'the hit.' Everything. I want to know
how you got hired. I want to know how long you've been in town. It's
not complicated, unless you try to complicate it."

Contreras blinked his
eyes. It wasn't much. It was a start. Confirmed that the dead man was
a movie producer.

"What else?"

"He was with
Paradigm International."

"Come on, Mr.
Contreras. Why'd you take his life?"

"It was a job.
Nothing personal to it."

Doc held the knife in
his hand. Drew the blade tip against the stitches. Killer seemed
hardly phased. Or else he was good at hiding it.

"I'd like to see
just how many of these threads I can unravel."

"What do you want
me to tell you?" He wasn't pleading; had no such intention. Tone
was flat. Still, he was not for having the fairly fresh stitches
removed in this premature manner.

"He owed heavy.
Jack."

"How heavy?"

"From what I hear:
quarter of a mil."

"Don't stop now."

"Don't know what
it means. . . ."

"Where'd the money
come from?"

"Ain't sure.
A-hole named DiPalermo; Albert DiPalermo. 'PigFace.' What they call
him behind his back. Piggy."

"He the one hired
you?"

"Told you: Don't
know."

"Where's this
DiPalermo now?"

"Guy's connected.
Knows peeps. Owns strip joints in Hawthorne: Foxy Lady bar;
Blue Bayou. Some in Gardena. Owns some gambling joints.
PigFace. Heard somethin' about him backin' flicks; what I heard. Used
to anyway. Some porn; some legit. Don't know what it means."

The PI asked what he
knew about Frank Tracton.

"Got a kid's been
on her own since she was 14. Real freak. Dope fiend. Like her old
man."

"You're doing
fine, Willy."

"Dude had enemies.
Lots. Writers he'd screwed out of money and credits. Actors; whole
bunch of Hollywood scumbags. Any one of them coulda sent the blow to
have him hit."

"The blow in the
bag?"

He nodded.

The storm outside with
all the lightning and hail was too loud and Contreras was speaking
too softly to be heard. Doc had to ask him to speak up.


Chapter 14

"Lots of
directors hated his guts for one reason or another. This is all
second-hand information I picked up along the way. Me? I done some
minor acting for the easy cash. Other ‘an dat, I don't give a dog
turd about movies and Hollywood. You asked. So. . . . There was other
producers who hated the way Tracton showed them up, showed off at
their expense. Young snatch who hated his guts 'cause he banged them,
did all kinds of sick, crazy crap to 'em, then never made good on
promises. Taped ‘em with hidden cameras up at his cribby. Even had
secret cams in his crappers. Got tape of bitches doin’ their
business in the toilet. Sick-o. One of them psycho bitches coulda
lifted the blow from Sugar Daddy Tracton; coulda found out about my
skills and price. I gotta spell it? He was a son of a bitch.
Hollywood lowlife would even hire big black heifer bitches to fart in
his face, while he was being whipped on his ass by other bitches,
call-girls. That’s some sick crap. I like gettin’ off; but you
gotta admit only a lowlife would do crap like that. I never woulda
thought to hit somebody unless it was a scumbag what had it comin'. I
got a rep; good rep. Don't do civilians. No kids. No animals.”

“And you’re a tofu
muncher.”

“Never made that
claim.”

“What do you claim
you’re total is?”

“Too many to count."

"Any women?"

"No. Come close
once. I never took no ho out.”

"Kids?"

"I told you: No.
Hell no. No kids or domestic animals. Got some of my own. Both: kids
and pets. Peeps out there got a misconception about guys like us."

"You mean guys
like you."

“Exactly. What I'm
sayin'. They think we just go around zapping: Bang bang. Whenever we
feel like it. Got rug rats of my own; wife. Hell, I been doin' hits
for years. I woulda never lasted. It was a job. Been tryin’ to get
out. Go legit/stay legit. Thought the acting bug might be it.”

"How old are you,
Willy?"

“Thirty-six. Did my
first job I was 18."

"Sound like you're
proud."

"It was a good
first hit. Never left a clue; nothin' the rollers could ever follow
up on—other than it was professional.”






He was babbling, and a
lot of it was horse dung, only even he didn't know it. Couldn't tell
fact from fiction. Never killed a kid or a woman, or animal? Doc
didn't believe it. If there was a big enough payday involved, it
didn't matter who or what the target was to a cocksucker like this.
The PI didn't care and didn't like playing god. His main interest was
covering his own ass here.


Chapter 15

Holiday wanted to
get back to PigFace.

"He made the loan,
but didn't contract the hit. Make sense to you? That he's not the one
who hired you?"

"Like I said: loan
mighta come from Piggy/might not. Don't know. What I heard. The stash
I got for the contract might've come from this DiPalermo. Only I hope
it didn't. Because if it did he'd blow my ass away for screwin’ up
like I did. Never got a chance to whack Tracton. Never did. Tracton
was already laid out, man."

"Wait a minute."

"Tellin' you what
I saw: his head looked like a big hunk of ground beef. Somebody sure
as hell wanted me to hit the perv. Was willin' to pay me 18 large for
it, too; only he was dead meat when I found him in his screening
room. What pisses me off, I usta get twice as much for a job, at
least. I do mean at least. Musta known I was hard up for
cash.”

Doc indicated the coke
in the bag.

"You got eight
grand there, and the four grand in cash in your wallet. What does it
add up to?"

"That was all I
got: about ten large worth of blow. Agreement was to collect the rest
later. I don't like taking dope for a contract. It's good blow.
Figured why not? Cash is mine."

"Who paid you?"

"Got a PO Box."

Doc asked when he
expected the rest.

"After the job,
man. First they
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