
        
            
                
            
        


Hush-Hush Holiday:

A Doc
Holiday Private Investigator Mystery


Solving mysteries is his business.

And business
just got personal.

When hard up L.A.
private investigator Edgar “Doc” Holiday learns that his
ex-fiancé Candy Leigh Parker has gone missing he’s hesitant to get
involved. Mixing business with matters of the heart as complicated as
his isn’t worth it.

But then the first
in a series of heinous murders takes place and Doc is forced to
revisit his dark past as he traces Candy’s last movements. What he
discovers disturbs him: the Candy he once knew is a far cry from the
troubled woman who has since disappeared.

As he weaves his
way through a corrupt and twisted world of debauchery, Doc’s
concern for his former flame intensifies. Those who might know
something claim to know nothing, and it soon becomes clear that no
one can be trusted.

Now with a target
on his back, Doc is next in the firing line. Can he find Candy before
it’s too late?

What’s more, does
Candy even want to be found?

Hush-Hush
Holiday is the first 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.


High
Praise for
Kirk Alex


Throwback & Backlash:


Love, Lust & Murder Series






“Kirk
Alex gets right down to it. There’s not a wasted word. If you don’t
know his work, you should.”
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“Great
book. Dark—yes. Grotesque—certainly. Sexually explicit—without
a doubt. And the writing is excellent. Character & dialogue, is
as real as it gets. A terrifying, non-putdownable horror.”


—Jeff Bennington, Kindle Book Review
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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
little sad. ***** out of 5 stars.”
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“Gruesome,
violent, awesome! I absolutely LOOOVEEE Kirk Alex. I am always ready
for his next book!! Extremely entertaining. A whole lot of violent,
and just what I was looking for. Private detective Felix “Choo-Choo”
Buschitsky and Ziggy Popper are now my two favorite characters. *****
out of 5 stars.”
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–A Rant For Those Who Can’t–


Presented as a Novel






“This
is a quick read and engrossing. I found myself wanting to know what
happened. Many of the situations were funny in the way they were
presented. Fast, easy read.”
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“I have taken a terrible beating from the truth and feel tamed,
wise and desperate, as if I had taken a short route to wisdom through
a mirror, and cut myself badly on it as I passed through.”

—Derek
Raymond, author of

He
Died With His Eyes Open


Chapter 1

There was no way
to shake the funk. Blues on his ass. As he stood at the second
floor grimy office window taking in the goings on unfolding across
the street at 7th and Alvarado, south-east corner in particular, that
Landorf’s legendary deli sat on and the variety of working peeps
waiting at the bus stop and/or on foot/intermixed with other
“working” types: pushers peddling their wares—to interested
parties in luxury autos from Bel Air, Beverly Hills and Trousdale
Estates, as well as monied parts of the Westside: Brentwood/Santa
Monica/Palisades & Malibu, who generally rolled up from the south
end of Alvarado, eased up to the curb to score, then rejoined the
north-bound traffic, merging with it just as efficiently as they had
materialized—with practically zippo interference from law
enforcement.

Peddlers, pickpockets
and muggers had free reign, engaged in their various enterprises
without fear of consequence. It was par for the course in the hood,
this hood anyway.






Yeah. Landorf’s. It
was a shame. For decades food and service without reproach. What all
the corrosive activity did to the spot was damned near blasphemous.
Less than two miles east of here was downtown & the other skid
row, among the tall office buildings and pricey hotels. Not that his
mind was on food or that he had any desire to get in his car and take
it east, fighting traffic (no matter the reason), but this was what
preoccupied his thoughts at the moment: cross the street for a hot
pastrami sandwich and a cup of joe, or else drive to one of the
high-rises, maybe one of the hotels, take the elevator to the top,
stroll to the edge of the roof—and step off into the void.

Wondered what it might
feel like to drop down this way, what his final thought might be
before hitting the pavement. Could he do it? Did he want
to? Was he even capable of it? He was capable of it.






Shook his head. Some
options to contemplate: Deli for the beef, or the long crawl to the
sky—from which to take a Swan Dive.






Hell, who hasn’t had
days like this? Only way to deal with the blues when it got this
bad—without going the actual distance—was to roll with it. Accept
the fact you felt low. Matter of waiting it out. That was the secret.
Patience. It came down to patience. Seemed to be working for one of
the filles de joie down there, a bronze-skinned Latina hottie
in tight black leather skirt, levi jacket and heels, firing up a
smoke. Sure did.

He watched as a black
stretch with gleaming chrome eased up to the curb and the
streetwalker sashayed to the passenger side rear door as it swung
open and she swung her culo in, and the limo blended its way
back into the second-hand clunkers/junkers/beaters and buckets that
traffic generally consisted of around these parts, and disappeared
beyond his peripheral vision on the right.


Chapter 2

Holiday moved away
from the windowpane and grabbed his second cold Coors of the morning.
He had a couple of grand in the bank, office rent covered, as well as
the rent on the dingy room where he stayed in the Miracle Mile.
Insurance and phone bills were caught up on, so lack of jack was not
the reason behind it. Blues need a reason? They just came at you.

Hell, every time he
thought about her it happened, every time he came to the realization
it was over for good, there was no resurrecting it, that death
wish feeling crept in all too easily and he seemed to be ready to
say That’s It. No More Pain, and do it.






The last time he saw
her he had come close to putting a bullet in her, her and a USC
football player named Harold Turner. The only thing that had kept him
from doing it was the fact he'd made it a point to leave the piece
with Termite prior to the “tête-à-tête.”

That was ten months
ago. It took the greater part of that ten month duration to quit
acting like a suicide jockey. Then something funny happened about a
week ago, strange is more like it. Turner calls to tell him that he
hadn't seen her in three months, and that one of his buddies had
recognized her in a smut flick in a downtown porn palace.






Doc had advised him to
tell his friend to get off what he was on.

"That's what I
thought. Not Candace Parker. Went down and saw for myself. It's
Candy. Different 'do. Lot slimmer. But it's Candy."

"Okay."

"Look, I know how
you feel. Wouldn't have tapped it if I'd thought she was off limits.
Want to blame me for what happened? Go ahead. I made her tell me
exactly what the score was. Wouldn't have gone near it otherwise.
Want you to know that."

Trouble was he did
believe him. Realized Candy had given him the green light. That still
didn't keep the PI from wanting to cave his face in.

"You scared the
hell out of her."

"You were there
for moral support mainly.”

"It's true. You
can think what you like. Look, I'm sorry it took place. Been there.
Know what it's like. Happens to all of us. I'm not hung up. Never
was. Concerned; that’s all. Phoned her family out there in AZ.
Spoke with her mother: Cherise. Hasn't heard from her, either. Not
Candy's best friend Mona; not anyone. Only reason I'm calling.
Thought she might’ve tried to contact you."

"She hasn't."

"If it makes any
difference, there's nothing between us. Never was. She moved in
because it was convenient. Had no place to stay."

"It's over. Don't
worry about it."






The exchange had
happened a week ago, and he still couldn't bring himself to go see
the skin flick. Doc had a hit of beer and stopped to take in what was
happening in back of him: in the corner to the right of his door at
the foot of the coat stand, a considerably smaller version of jammed
traffic outside: bunch of ants had converged on a dead roach.

Hell, it didn't pay to
kill roaches anymore. You killed a cockroach and then had to deal
with all the ants. How they got up to this second floor, or even knew
there was grub to eat was beyond him. They had a way of detecting
chow no matter where it happened to be. He’d have to remind himself
to buy more ant killer.






About two days after
the phone conversation with Turner the shoe got a call from Tucson.
Candy's mother. The fact the woman had waited this long to contact
him hurt plenty. Doc had relayed to the lady basically what he had
told Turner: that he hadn't seen her daughter nor heard from her
since the breakup, close to a year now.

What he’d found
interesting, perplexing would be closer to the truth and more
accurate: not one word of genuine support from the woman right after
the split, other than her stating it probably was not meant to be,
and that she felt he’d find someone “more suitable” down the
road.






There hadn’t been
anything from her or any of them as to how he was doing and dealing
with losing the one person who meant more to him than anything in the
world. Then again, what did you expect from someone who hadn’t
exactly been thrilled to see Candy end up with a washout with zero
prospects for a future—or was it something else entirely?

He looked around.
Right. See where I’m at. Top of the Eiffel Tower, Mrs. Grey.
With a bird’s eye view of the pissoir. In all its glorious
guises and gradations.


Chapter 3

So Cherise Grey
knew. She didn't seem to be aware of the flick and that was a
relief. Because—she felt—it would not have been appropriate to
ask Doc to look for her daughter, she mentioned that she had hired
the same Tucson-based PI she used before to fly out to LA and hoped
he got lucky.

Jerry J. Ferguson was
the private eye’s name. Doc liked the man, liked his family.
Nothing the matter on that score. Owned and operated their own little
Mom & Pop type detective agency in Midtown Tucson.

“I wondered if you
might help him out, show him around. Mr. Ferguson has spent time in
LA over the years. Southern California being spread out and with so
much going on all the time . . . we wondered if you might keep an eye
on him; see to it that he stays safe. We’re concerned. He’s such
a lovely man; that whole family is: Mrs. Ferguson, the daughter:
Lucretia. I wouldn’t be able to face them, should anything happen
to the kindly gentleman.”

“Why not come to me
to begin with, Mrs. Grey? It wouldn’t have cost you a dime. Only
because I couldn’t/wouldn’t charge for something like this. Why
go to someone like Mr. Ferguson? I’ve got nothing against the man
or his family; in fact, think highly of them, but why not me? I lived
with her, still love her.”

“This is exactly why:
You’re too close. We wanted to go with someone not involved
emotionally. Also, we’ve used Mr. Ferguson in the past and feel
comfortable about it. He’s reliable, as well as trustworthy.”

It stung to hear it.

“Mr. Holiday?”

“Yes, Mrs. Grey?”

“We decided to do it
this way to spare you.”

There had been but one
way to respond at this point.

"You’re right,
Mrs. Grey: He’s a good soul. I'll do what I can." And he had
been genuinely relieved when she hadn’t offered money. Yes, any
other time: money talked/bullcrap walked.

And Ferguson? Jerry J.
He’d met while still with Zak Stanton. The old PI had assisted Doc
on a case or two out there in the AZ desert and environs. Then, too,
there was the time Candy had skipped off, left her family’s Tucson
domicile with nary a word when she was sixteen; and Doc had helped
Mr. Ferguson locate her in a building in back of the Chinese Theatre,
living with a guy twice her age in an apartment not only devoid of
furniture, but without so much as a coffee mug.






That was the first time
the PI had laid eyes on her (from a distance). His duty had been to
finger the location, not make contact with the subject.

Thus, nothing had
transpired between them. Due to his limited involvement in the case,
and having stayed in the background (as per agreement with J. J.
Ferguson), she hadn’t so much as caught a glimpse of him. Well and
good. Case solved. End of story.

Only it didn’t. Four
years later he was doing a repeat. Found himself assisting the old
gumshoe in a similar manner/same missing person. Located (generally)
in the same rancid part of LA. Only difference: There was no denying
and/or fighting off the emotional pull she’d had on him that second
time around.

He’d found himself
falling for her, and vice versa. Love had entered his otherwise
loveless existence, and left devastation in its wake when it
dissipated nearly three years later and was the reason for the
psychological, as well as emotional hailstorm he was presently mired
in and had him wishing he were dead.






On the one hand he
wanted to live, hoped for another chance/craved some sort of
reconciliation; on the other, deep down suspected that death/his own
demise, might be the only way it could end. Death/dying. Calling it
quits. Why he’d been toying with the notion of seeking out a high
roof, or else engraving his name on a bullet and sending it home:
directly to the center of his inflamed psyche.

What a quagmire to be
stuck in.






That’s what the
condition of his throbbing skull was this January morning in his
squalid half of the office suite in a roach and
rodent-infested/sun-faded mustard yellow two-story commercial
building on the north-east corner of 7th and Alvarado: contemplating
ways to combat the turbulence in his head, while waiting for an old
school private dick by the name of Jerry J. Ferguson to appear.


Chapter 4

Finally halfway
through his third beer someone knocked. People in this
neighborhood rarely knocked, they usually barged in. Sometimes with a
shank/zip gun/or bottleneck.

Jerry J. Ferguson
stepped into the office, offered a warm handshake—and that was all
it took to remind Doc that he was one of the better people. Decent by
nature. Just as Doc had remembered from his past dealings with him:
in person, as well as over the phone.

Tucson PI had aged
considerably since the last time he saw him, and it showed. Pushing
sixty. Face, neck and hands deeply creased and sun-baked, the result
of that merciless Southern Arizona dry heat out there where he lived,
no doubt. As a result, looked something like a retired golf pro,
instead of a private cop.

He wore a beat up tan
trilby with a blue hat band, tan trench coat, white Polo shirt
underneath, khaki trousers. White-haired. There was even some fuzz on
his nose. And it dawned on Doc that he reminded him of a turtle.
Maybe it was the shape of the nose. The pale gray eyes had him
thinking he was just too kind-hearted to be in this racket. Almost
felt like asking, the times he saw him or spoke to him via phone:
What the hell was he doing being a private dick?—but never did.






Doc offered a chair,
then a beer. Jerry J. shed his trench coat and hat and hung them on
the coat tree. It was here Doc could not help but notice that the
forearms were just as deeply sun-burned as the face and neck.

"You're reading my
mind, Doc.”

Doc fetched him a cold
one. Pulled on his.

"Thank you, sir,”
said Jerry J.






Holiday updated him on
what little he had, and mentioned the skin flick. Jerry J. shook his
head. They both knew what that meant, if the skin flick part were
true. Trouble. Enough of it.

"This is what her
mother was afraid of: She’d get herself mixed-up in this dead-end
life style. Came close to it once before. If she's doing porn, she's
more-than-likely doing drugs. That complicates it ten-fold. When
they're on the stuff and needy, hooked, you're not going to talk them
out of doing the sex films. The money's too good, especially when
they look like Mrs. Grey's daughter. Not to mention she's old enough
to do as she wants."

Doc nodded. Candy was
of age these days. There was nothing anyone could do about it. Maybe
hope to make her see the light.

"Few years back.
Similar thing happened to a friend. Youngest daughter was caught up
in it up in San Fran-freako. Under age in that case. The
pornies had her hooked on cocaine and junk. Close to death
when I found her; emaciated. Sure, they'll tell you: Nobody forces
anyone to do anything. And for the most part, that's true. A lot of
these guys: smut peddlers, are legitimate. Businessmen. Pay their
taxes; make certain the talent is of age, all that. Some even got
kids of their own. Play by the rules. Then you have the others: the
vultures. Don't care or want to know. If the girl has what it
takes and they think they can make a few bucks; say she's in demand:
they have the lure down, ways to reel them in. Whether they're legal
or not. Makes no difference. So long as she has 'ID' that
shows the performer’s 'of age.' That's where dope enters the
picture: crack/smack/speed; you name it. They will resort to whatever
means they can. And when they're done, the girl is introduced to a
street pimp for further exploitation, whereby every last dime is
squeezed out of the victim until they're of no use to anyone—least
of all themselves. They OD; intentionally, more often than not,
seeing suicide as the only way out. If lucky, make it back to
wherever it was they came from before it gets to that stage.
Sometimes they survive long enough to give themselves another chance
at having a life—so long as some sort of support system is
available.”






Doc was listening. The
gent wasn’t telling him anything he wasn’t aware of. LA, the
Dream Factory, sucked them in. Glitz and glamor. Only it was anything
but. For the most part. Sure, some made it: on the legit side, and
had, what passed for a normal existence—without ending up too
battered and scarred for chasing a dream.

Mr. Ferguson pulled on
his can.

"People don't
realize the root of the problem is in the home. Kids need to know
they’re loved, as they should. They deserve to be treated with
respect. Sense of belonging is crucial. When they don’t get any of
that, they seek it elsewhere. Stands to reason. When life at home is
too chaotic/unstable; when existence is devoid of that emotional
connection or even anything resembling such, they seek acceptance
wherever they can get it."

He shook his head.
"Once they're caught up in that fast Hollywood scene, the easy
cash and lack of morals. . . . They remind me of a cage packed with
rats. . . . Cannibalism as a way of life. . . . Some of these young
people; get trapped. Never the same afterwards. If they manage to get
out—alive, that is.”


Chapter 5

Doc let it sink
in. Hated to hear it. But it was true, so damned true. You had
women, certain women, and certain males of the species, who belonged
in the cesspool, he supposed, living that kind of heartless/callous
existence. And for those, the life style he just described was no big
deal. They were tough enough. Jaded to the bone. Lifestyle suited
them. Drugs/party scene—and if as a result they were exposed to
Herpes/gonorrhea—and the rest of it, didn't matter. It was par for
the course. Their chosen path. Just as call-girls and other
prostitutes and so-called escorts—whom he did not hate, the way
some people did—dealt with the various life-threatening vagaries
that perhaps did not necessarily define the vortex, but very often
was part of it.






But then you had the
ones who were not cut out for it, the ones having fallen into it for
one reason or another. Money was needed for food and shelter—and no
one to turn to for a hand up, a way out. Those were the ones Doc
hated to see end up in Hollywood and Porn Valley selling their soul
for a measly buck. And the part the old gumshoe brought up, regarding
lack of love at home, and the other stuff, somehow didn’t add up to
him.

“Lack of love, Mr.
Ferguson?” said Doc. “I don’t understand. I mean, it’s no
secret there were family issues, only I never guessed them to be
serious enough to drive her away and push her into doing what she’s
doing now.”

“I don’t claim to
be a licensed therapist, Doc. Yes, this isn’t the first time she’s
gone missing. . . . You were there that other time, years before when
she was still in her teens. It was due to your input and street
connections we were able to locate her in that Hollywood apartment
without so much as a can of soup or a bowl to pour it in.”

Doc stared at the
floor. Had a pull.

“Yes, there’s
divorce in the family’s history,” added Jerry J. Ferguson. “Could
be a factor. Often is. Some other things.” He shrugged. “No
family is perfect. You would know better than I how she felt about
things in this area.”

“It was rare for her
to delve into any of that,” said Doc. Then: “Hell, I’m to blame
there, in that the times she would attempt to discuss it I was
distracted; usually preoccupied by whatever case and/or cases Old Man
Stanton had me on. Still, no excuse.” Took a deep breath. Exhaled.
It was supposed to ease anxiety. Hardly did.

“Reason why I
eventually left the agency. Only by then it was already too late.”

It was Ferguson’s
turn to nod. Had a sip of beer.

“Seems to me, Mrs.
Grey cares enough; the retainer alone backs it up. Not only this time
around. Cost her a small fortune. Proves she’s not about to give
up. Proves she’s concerned enough to keep employing me to locate
and help the young woman out. What more can be said?”


Chapter 6

It killed Holiday
to go on about Candy in this manner. He missed her so much it ate
him up inside. It was also evident that Jerry J. felt for him. He got
it.

“Didn’t mean to put
you on the spot like this,” said Jerry J. “Sorry. About all I can
do is do my best to justify the retainer. Do what I was hired for.”

Doc found himself
shaking his head.

“What is it?”

“This.” The younger
PI did a hand gesture to indicate the crappy office. “What I’ve
reduced myself to. I got the idea Cherise was against me being with
her daughter from the get-go. Oh, it was never stated, but I felt it,
sensed the vibes. Could be she was right.” Then: “It’s also
true I was better off in some ways back then. Worked my ass off. Put
in long hours with Stanton. Lived in a nice house in a decent
neighborhood. Nothing ostentatious, but it was home. Front yard with
a picket fence. Nice back yard. I had it: family. Thought so. Candy
and Pugsley, the Boston terrier. Funny, never went for small dogs
like that. Got him for her. Truth is, I miss the Boston these days
nearly as much as I miss her. Not quite. You know what I’m saying.”

“Living alone is no
good,” said J.J. “Agree with you there. My family is everything
to me.”

After a moment, Doc
said: “Haven't been able to go look at the movie.”

J.J. Ferguson
understood.

"I touched on your
relationship with Candy with Mrs. Grey. I know what it's like to give
your heart like that. You were together, what? Two years?"

“Closer to three.”

"A lifetime, out
here."

"I wanted it to be
a lifetime. I wanted to marry her, Mr. Ferguson. Yes. Even with all
the problems and confusion. I sensed kindness; basic decency. In
time, I thought, it’ll work out. Whatever it is that’s troubling
her. Hell, I’m enough of a mess myself over here, but I wanted to
believe; no, I was convinced we’d be able to get past the hurdles
eventually. . . . Love, true love was going to overcome all of it. I
guess I was hoping for too much. The way it unraveled proves it. ”

The old guy drained the
can. Doc offered him another. Mr. Ferguson declined.

"I think the first
thing on the agenda is to go see the dirty picture. And, frankly, I
don't look forward to it. I’ve got nothing against sex, mind you,
so long as it's kept in the bedroom, where it belongs. A woman's
privates should be for her man's eyes only—and not up there on some
movie screen for degenerates to drool over. I hate smut dives; that
whole raincoat crowd.”






It was obvious to
Holiday they had divergent opinions on the subject. Doc had nothing
against porn, so long as the woman he was in love with wasn't
involved; so long as young people weren't forced to appear in these
degrading and dehumanizing things due to limited options and did so
as a matter of survival. And the rest? The porn pros and hos? Doc
didn't care what they did, no more than he cared what other adults
did, so long as they stayed away from animals and kids. He didn't
give a damn about the rest of it.






The old gumshoe thanked
him again for the brew, grabbed his coat and hat, and walked to the
door. Doc grabbed his own trench coat and did likewise.


Chapter 7

The name Phil Butz
appeared several times during opening titles and Jerry J. winced each
and every time. Candy made her entrance thirty minutes into the
flick. As Turner had mentioned, she had lost weight and had the
inflamed nostrils one got from huffing blow. The once long and
beautiful auburn locks had been chopped to a vastly disappointing
blue/black buzz cut that had Doc asking: Why? An attempt to disguise
her appearance? A way to be defiant? Rebellious? A way to say to her
family and others: Screw You. I do as I please. This is my life,
not yours.






The heavy stench of
rotgut and urine, and who knew what else, was heavy in the air, and
her looking as unhealthy as she did, doing what she was doing. . . .
Doc walked up the aisle and waited at the concession stand. Jerry J.
joined him soon after, and they left the porn palace in silence.






Holiday dropped him off
at his rental, then he found a bar and kept ordering beer up until
one in the morning, by which time he was 86'd for making a nuisance
of himself.

He found a liquor
store, bought a case of Coors, and staggered up the flight of stairs
and kept drinking the rest of the night until he was too sick to do
anything but puke. After he emptied his guts in the john down the
hall, he returned to the office, plopped down on the futon and passed
out.


Chapter 8

Mr. Ferguson
stopped by the following morning. Doc could barely get up to
unlock the door. After he let him in, and gestured he have a seat,
Holiday grabbed his toothbrush and made his way to the restroom.
Heaved a couple of times; washed his face and brushed his teeth. He
took a leak, washed his hands and made it back.






Jerry J. passed on the
beer, and Doc dropped back down against the sofa. He didn't get
hungover often, not necessarily because he was some great
drinker—he’d be the last one to make that claim—but simply
because he was smart enough to know when he’d reached his limit;
only when the occasional hangover struck, like now, it was a real
beaut.






He reminded the old
gent to feel free and help himself to a cup of joe, if he so wished.
Mr. Ferguson had had his breakfast and took a pass on the coffee as
well. Doc heard him apologize for coming at the wrong time.

"I'm glad you're
here. I saw the expression on your face when the name Phil Butz
appeared on the screen. That has got to be some kind of professional
name, by the way. Seems I may have come across it somewhere in my
dealings with showbiz types."

"It's not as bad
as it looks. Oh, it's bad enough, Doc. Guarantee as much. And yes:
it's a fake name. They all use them to hide behind in that world of
theirs. His legal name is Salvatore Aparo. Goes by Sal or Sally.
Two-bit smut peddler, that's all. From Cleveland originally. Ohio.
Punk hasn't got much pull, thank God. He provides the films. Very
often sells them outright. All I've got to do is deal with him and
his flunkies. I've contacted LAPD already. It'll be all right. In a
way I'm glad it turned out like this. Makes it a lot simpler when you
know where to look.” He paused. "You going to be okay, kid?"

Holiday nodded. "Look,
if you can give me about twenty minutes, I'll be all right. I'd like
to go with you."

"Oh no; no need
for that. My office knows where I'm at at all times. I've notified
the 'local mounties,' as mentioned.”

“I understand,”
said Doc. “It would wreck Candy’s mother should you get hurt in
any way. LA’s my town. I know Backstab City like the back of my
hand. And yes, you’ve been here before, still. . . .”

“Bless her heart,”
said Jerry J. “But I’ve got to earn that retainer I accepted, and
this is about the only way I know how.”

“Mr. Ferguson,”
said Doc, “I hate to be a pain about it.”

“Should I require an
assist, from you and your associates, and who knows, I just might, I
will certainly let you know.”

It was the man’s
call, and Doc had no choice but to go along. Besides, he’d done his
duty and tried.

"At least write
down his current address."

Ferguson did. Asked
again if Doc would be fine. Doc nodded, and the old man left. Doc’s
eyes closed and he slept.






Tried to. It was
problematic. Troublesome. Too much so. They were in the sticks. Not
exactly sure where: Up in Mt. Lemon in Tucson, or somewhere else?
Near the US/Mexico border. Couldn’t say. Nor could he tell what
they were searching for, nor why they were armed with shotguns. Over
and under. Was it Candy they were looking for and hoped to rescue
from whatever predicament she happened to be in? Seemed to be,
although the quest wasn’t quite clear.

A raptor briefly
distracted him. When he turned his head back, Mr. Ferguson was gone.
Doc called his name. Repeatedly. Eventually detected a response, a
faint one. He followed the voice.

“Down here, Doc,”
shouted Mr. Ferguson. “Careful you don’t fall through.”

Holiday had found
himself in the backyard of an abandoned shack. Voice was there.
Warned him to watch where he stepped. He’d reached what looked like
a very old, old well. Covered over with cracked and weathered planks.
There was a gap in the middle that he peered down. Mr. Ferguson was
on his back, at the bottom. In dirt. Well was waterless.

“Poked around for the
truth,” said Mr. Ferguson, looking up at him. “Got a pozo seco
instead.”

“Pozo seco?”
said Doc.

“Do you know what it
means?”

“It’s Spanish for
dry well.”

“Watch yourself, Doc.
Careful you don’t end up like this: stuck and helpless at the
bottom of a pozo seco.”

Holiday, still in the
dream, did not waste time running off to find a rope. Only when he
returned with it, Mr. Ferguson was no longer there.


Chapter 9

When Doc opened
his eyes again it was dark. He sat up. The hell did the dream
mean? What was it about? Omen? Or nothing at all? Shook it
off. Had to. Messed enough with his head while he was in it. Only
thing a bad dream was good for. Caused
trepidation/apprehension/anxiety. If you let it. He needed to
drop it. Sat there a while. Waited for the pounding in his skull to
say: Here I am. When it didn't, he got to his feet, turned on the
light and plugged in the percolator.






He knew worrying and
getting sauced wasn't going to change anything. It was over. For
good. So she's appearing in porn. She's old enough to do as she
damned well wants. Who the hell was he to tell her what to do?
She hasn't contacted her family in months—so what? Maybe she didn't
feel like it. That's Candy Parker for you. Independent through and
through. Nobody tells her what to do.






The coffee tasted like
sludge. He put it down and stared at the piece of paper with Aparo's
East Hollywood address. It was familiar to him. Rundown and dying
movie studio on Santa Monica Boulevard, across the street from the
graveyard full of dead celluloid heroes. It was perfect. There was a
phone number. He dialed.

The phone kept ringing.
Finally a male voice answered.

"Finger-Lickin'
Flix."

"I'd like to speak
to Sal Aparo."

"Ain't here."

"Let me talk to
Mr. Ferguson."

What had made Doc think
Mr. Ferguson would even be there at this time of evening? He couldn’t
say. Not wide awake yet, no doubt. A second male voice cut in: "This
is Sal. Who're you?"

"Friend of Mr.
Ferguson's."

"You missed him,
pal." And the phone clicked off at the other end.

Tried the coffee again.
Got some of it down. Dialed the number a second time. Aparo answered.

"I told you, man.
Geezer is gone. Long time ago. Snooper was here sniffing
around this morning. Presently his tired ass ain’t here.”

"I'm calling about
the lead in Hush-Hush, the brunette. Short hair?"

"What about her?"

"I'm an old
friend. Like to talk to her, only I don't have her phone number."

"Can't help you,
pal.”

“Let me ask you this:
How’d you decide on the title?”

“Twat insisted we
call it that, if we wanted her in the production. You happy?”

“You ask her why?”

“How about if you
come over here and lick my balls, douche?”

Click.

The PI suspected he
knew why she wanted the smut flick to have the same name as his
detective agency. He knew exactly why. To rub it in. She knew he’d
be bothered. Or else it was a cry for help. Maybe some of both.






Doc opened the
refrigerator to get a beer, when something started pinching him along
the sides of his right leg. He lifted his pant leg: army of ants was
running frantically up and down his calf. Damn. He slapped them off.
Looked in the corner: the mountain of ants had doubled. He scooped
them up with a sheet of paper and dumped them out the window.

Jerry J. walked through
the door. He didn't look happy. Got out of his trench coat and hat
and hung them in the corner.

"Can you eat
anything, Doc?"

"I'm all right
now."

"Come on, I'm
buying.”


Chapter 10

They crossed the
street to the deli. Jerry J. ordered a pastrami and coffee. Doc
ordered pastrami himself, orange juice and hot tea, and could only
touch the juice and tea.

"I saw him,"
Jerry J. said. "It may be harder than I thought. I couldn't get
anywhere."

"He knows all you
want to do is talk to her, right?"

"That's all I told
him: Her mother wants to make sure she's all right. As you know, the
young lady is of age. Unless there's a sign she's being held against
her will, it's going to be pretty tough to track her down and talk
her out of anything, especially if she's not interested in being
found, not interested in getting away from the cesspool."

"What's the next
step?"

"Billy Joe Webb.
She used to work for him. Got the name from Mrs. Grey.”






Doc nodded. Jerry J.
didn't have to tell him about Billy Joe Webb. He and his lady didn't
have any major problems until she went to work at Webb's West
Hollywood juice bar. On his 2nd or 3rd marriage, and the guy was but
in his 30s. He’d poisoned Candy’s mind by going on and on about
why relationships never worked. And she had bought it: hook/line and
sinker.

Yes, he’d been
married, at the time she went to work for him, but the reasons his
first two marriages had failed was because he had no business being a
husband in his twenties and had tanked at it miserably—according to
Candy.

He'd owned a horse
ranch outside Tucson proper and a nudie bar in the heart of the “Old
Pueblo,” and was presently full throttle into the wonders of
bodybuilding. He’d given Candy pointers on how to slim down; what
to eat/what not to eat—and pointers on other things in other
areas. Doc had met him only one time. That initial meeting had been
enough and left the PI with a strong urge to put his fist through his
smug, three-dollar-bill redneck mug.






The PI asked Jerry J.
to write down Webb's home address and phone number for him, the
location of Webb's ranch in Arizona. After he did that, he had the
waitress doggy-bag the pastrami and he walked the old private
investigator to his rental where he’d left it parked at the curb.

"I'll keep you
posted.”

Doc thanked him for the
meal.

"Don't mention
it," said Jerry J., and drove off. Doc got in his van and
steered it to his furnished room in the Miracle Mile.


Chapter 11

He tossed and
turned during the greater part of the night. Images kept coming
back at him of Candy on that screen. He couldn't sleep. She had been
an angel when he first met her (troubled, yes, but genuinely caring
and good-hearted), and now she was killing herself with drugs and
appearing in smut. It didn’t add up. It was a bad dream. Nightmare.
Not Candace Parker. Not the one he almost married. Not
the same one. She wasn’t like that.






He jumped out of bed
around four and started pacing the room. The hell was he doing?
Forget it. Drop it, Doc. Drop it. The images wouldn't go away. He
felt like locating Aparo and rattling his brains for him: All
right, dipstick; where is she? Talk or die, you sack of waste. I'm a
nut. Everything you've heard about Vietnam veterans is true; every
bit of it! I'm a lunatic! I need to see my Angel Baby!






Doc got into his
sweats. Dug around for a pair of jogging shoes among the defective
pile inside the closet. Yes, to a one, had something wrong with it:
either a dime-sized hole in the sole, or else something else was the
matter. Factory rejects. Even worse: there was not a matching pair to
be had in the entire lot.






He went through them,
frustrated as hell. Shook his head. What am I doing? Candy had
laughed at him when he accepted the pile from an Italian immigrant
named Marcello, who pleaded with the PI: If only he’d go out there
and locate DaVinci, a pigeon he favored, and had been missing for a
whole week at this point in the McArthur Park area.

Marcello, eh? Lived
alone. Forty years old. The Mexican woman he’d been married to and
had a kid with had left him. Moved back to Mexico. Grief-stricken
Marcello spent every spare dime that he earned as a short-order
cook—and every spare moment—on bird seed and feeding pigeons in
the park.

“I mentioned it to
Billy-Joe,” Candy had said to him with a chuckle at the time.
“People at the gym think you’re loony. Lost it completely.”

“I felt sorry for the
Italian. Could’ve told him to get the hell out of the office and
take his defective footwear with him, the way Woody kept urging me
to.”

“So now what?”

“Maybe I’ll find a
pair or two that match—somewhat; that I can use. I run
thousands of miles practically every week. Good running shoes cost
money.”

“Billy-Joe laughed
when I told him.”

“I don’t know much
about this Billy-Joe friend of yours that you keep going on about,
but how about if you tell him to kindly go screw himself? Huh, Candy?
Can you tell him that for me?”

She had shaken her
head. Never mind that he’d only accepted the sneakers to make the
short-order cook feel better. Doc had felt sorry for the man, and let
him leave the pile of footwear in the office. PI ended up having to
take most of them home with him, as Termite did not want the shoes in
the suite. Holiday didn’t actually start wearing any of the
sneakers until after he and Candy had parted ways.






The love-sick Italian
immigrant had kept coming by the building, week after week. It went
on for months this way, with the PI not being able to offer the man
much, not even anything close to hope. Eventually, the cook—like
his pigeon DaVinci—vanished into thin air; no longer to be seen or
heard from. The private eye had no idea where he’d gone off to:
back to Italy?—or made it down to Mexico to patch things up with
his wayward lady, or some asylum? Doc and Candy no longer together by
then, and the gumshoe found himself feeling as love-sick for his lady
as Marcello, the Pigeon Man, had been for his bird.






Doc considered quitting
the search for a pair that might be close enough for a match, but
couldn’t. He needed to get out there. Needed to run. Continued to
dig through the mess, one sneaker at a time, hoping to find two that
would do. Where were the ones he’d worn the other day? Good luck
locating them. Went at it. At last, found two that would suffice. He
laced up, downed a couple of raw eggs, and hit the pavement. It was
either that or go nuts with the craziness of it.


Chapter 12

Traffic along
Wilshire was sparse; the only time to do what he needed. He ran
west, all the way out to Robertson, then headed north up to Beverly
Boulevard. At Beverly he headed east to Hauser. At Hauser he turned
south, taking it down to 6th Street, and walked the rest of the way
to his abode.






Some of the mania had
lifted by the time he reached the room, although plenty of dread
lingered. There was no way to shake it entirely. He made coffee/took
a quick shower. Phone was ringing when he stepped out of the john. It
was Jerry J.

"Should Mrs. Grey
be in touch, it may not be such a good idea to tell her anything just
yet. She's worried sick as it is."

"I understand, Mr.
Ferguson."

"The gym opens
early. I'll call you after I have a chat with Mr. Webb. Where will
you be, say an hour from now?"

Doc let him know that
he was on his way to the office, and they hung up.






PI got dressed. As
hungry as he was, he couldn't eat anything and downed some orange
juice instead, sipped the coffee. He grabbed the pastrami and drove
to 7th and Alvarado.

Doc climbed the
stairwell to the first floor, while a pregnant Latina descended the
stairs from the top. One of the busy dentist's patients, no doubt.
And if they were half-way physically appealing and young enough, they
were very often knocked up. Courtesy of Harvey Mutz. He knocked them
out with the gas and went to work—on other than their dental issues
they might have had upon initially entering his dental office.






He'd been having
non-consensual sex with illegals for years. They went in for a
filling/braces/root canal, or to have a tooth extracted. He'd give
them the gas, then fill that other cavity. Quite a few of his
(otherwise unattached) female patients had “one in the oven”—and
couldn't exactly explain how or why. And when they gave birth the
offspring was light-haired—even though they couldn’t recall ever
having slept with anyone tow-headed (or otherwise). Rumor was he was
molesting the females while they were out. Where there's smoke. . . .

None of the other
tenants on the floor cared for the guy: not the Filipino lawyer, nor
the co-owner of the building, Doc’s friend Woody T. Putsky, whose
half of the office suite he let him use at a discounted rate, but
figured they weren't cops, and that someone on the force: Del Rey, or
his partner McCrud, would nail the dentist eventually. Ilsa Goth,
Putsky’s capable “Jack” of Many Trades, had come close—more
than once—to kicking the dentist’s sorry butt.






Holiday made it down
the corridor, passing the law firm on his right, then Putsky’s. He
was unlocking his door and could hear the phone and reached for it in
time.

"Mr. Webb hasn't
spoken to her in six months," Jerry J. said. "I'm on my way
to see his wife."

"Then what?"

"A Mr. Harold
Turner, and back to Mr. Aparo. With LAPD, if necessary."

Doc reminded him that
he'd left his trench coat and hat in the office.

“I’ll stop by
before I leave LA.”

Doc wished him luck.

"Call you later,
Doc.”






Gumshoe did his best to
sit at his desk and type up a few reminders to former clients that he
was owed money. Finally, due to lack of concentration, gave up. It
was noon at this point. Until she was found, and there was assurance
that she would be fine, he wouldn't be able to do a thing far as
returning to routine and pursuing some kind of halfway normal
existence. So he grabbed the pastrami, stuck it in the microwave.
Took a bite. About all he could stand of food. Drank beer, and stood
at the dirty windowpane and stared at the congestion below—and
there was no avoiding the truth of it: how hopeless and hopelessly
mired folks in the hood were, between bouts of mindless pacing until
he passed out on the sofa.


Chapter 13

When next the door
that connected the suite opened, he was reaching for his piece.

“Easy now, boy,”
said Termite. He held a bag with the deli logo on it from across the
street. “Got some soup here for you; turkey sandwich.”

“Thanks, Woody,”
said Doc, and shoved the gun back in the shoulder rig.

“Leave it out, or in
the fridge?”

“I can’t eat
anything. No appetite.”

His friend placed the
bag in the refrigerator.

“Look at it this
way,” said Termite. “Could be worse.”

“How’s that?”

“She could be doing
Rin Tin Tin.”

“We were soulmates.”

“Guess what? Your
‘soulmate’ is a hooker,” said Putsky, walking back to his half
of the suite.

Doc flipped him the
bird, then reached down for the beer bottle and pitched it at the
lower half of the door, just as his grinning pal managed to shut it
in time.

Doc cursed under his
breath. Glanced at the clock on the wall. Six-o-six in the p.m. There
was a light tap on the same door. It was Ilsa this time. She held a
pillow and blanket. Asked how he was doing.

“I’ve been better,
Ilsa my friend. Thanks for asking.”

“Ignore the old
dude,” said Ilsa. “He loves you like a son—or younger brother,
at least.”

“He’s got a funny
way of showing it.”

“Enjoys behaving like
a joker at times; that’s for sure.”

“That’s because
what I’m dealing with here is nothing more than a joke to him.”

“Could be he's been
through it himself so often that he's just glad it’s someone else
this time.”

She asked him to lift
his head, and shoved the pillow under it. She spread the blanket, and
draped it over him.

“We’re on our way
to a clean-up in Pasadena. I don’t suppose you’d want to tag
along.”

“You’re right,”
said Doc. “I don’t.”

She left before the PI
could thank her.


Chapter 14

The next morning
Termite knocked on his door, and entered. He was going across
the street to Landorf’s for breakfast, then had a clean-up to do in
Highland Park with Ilsa. Doc was invited—again. PI still had no
appetite to speak of, and he hated doing crime scene clean-up.

“Ilsa stopped at
Mickey D’s on her way in for her breakfast to go,” said Termite.
“I don’t care for Mickey D’s, and you know I’d rather not eat
alone.”

“What can I tell
you?” said Doc. “Got no desire for food.”

“You pissed?”

“What about?”

“Calling your ex a
hooker?”

“Heck, no,” said
Doc. “‘Cause she probably is.”

“Truth hurts?”

“Something like
that.”

“Anyway,” said
Putsky. “Meant nothing by it.”

“Love you both,”
said Doc. “You know that, right?”

“Likewise, boy,”
said Termite, and left.






Doc took a leak in the
john, washed his face, brushed his teeth, and returned to the office.
He swept up the broken glass. Had some OJ, poured himself a coffee
and was at the desk trying to finish typing up a report, add up the
hours for the client to show that the billing was not only justified
but accurate.

He rose to check the
date on the wall calendar next to the window in back of him, when he
happened to look down. McCurdy, the cop who'd shot the PI’s brother
years before, was pulling up in his unmarked green Plymouth. Seeing
that unmarked car always put Doc on edge. Not only because the bull
had taken his brother's life, but other reasons as well. Their
stepfather had been a cop, a drinking buddy of McCrud's. Hard booze
and violence toward the wife and kids was a trait they’d had in
common. Thrice divorced presently. McCrud’s exes and offspring
wanted nothing to do with him.

His partner: Carlos
“Flaco” Del Rey was decent enough. He and Doc went back twelve
years and change: Basic Training, then Nam for a few months. He was a
homicide dick these days. Liked the job and raise in pay. Too bad
they had him partnered up with McCurdy. Del handled it, though, in
his customary calm demeanor. It was a trait Doc admired.






Maybe they were in the
neighborhood to see someone else. Don't worry about it. Doc sat back
down and started typing. Had to remind himself to attach the bill to
the top of the report. Make sure the client saw it first, or else it
got misplaced and he didn't hear from them for weeks, if ever.
Chasing them to get paid, or else sicking a collection agency after
them was not only time consuming, but a hassle he could do without.






Ilsa Goth was on the
phone in the other half of the suite. Doc could hear some of it
vaguely through the closed door, top half of which was frosted glass.
Then to the left, in the wall, was something like a 2ft by 3ft
“server's window.” It was sliding glass, and closed. They, or
rather, Doc, did his best to keep this part of the setup not only
closed, but “locked”—due to the six foot python named Hercules
that Ilsa kept in their half of the suite.

Yes, Ilsa had a cage
for Herk, but did not always like to keep him inside it. So the snake
roamed at will more often than not. Putsky and Doc did not care for
snakes. They respected reptiles and believed in their right to exist,
but snakes gave them the shakes. Made their bellies clench. The sight
of a snake that big and intimidating could make Doc crap his
trousers, just about. And that was not a good situation for a PI to
be in.
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