
  
  Chapter One


  After the funeral, we went to a bar. I was surprised when Marvin asked me to join him. I didn’t really know him all that well. He was a movie producer, and I was a private dick who worked on the fringes of the business, now and then. But I wasn’t what you’d call well connected. Not with the business side of Hollywood, anyway.


  After we ordered drinks I said, “I’m sorry about ...Elaine.”


  “Thanks,” he said. “She didn’t deserve that.”


  Elaine was his wife and the centerpiece of the funeral. The accident happened at 3 a.m. on Santa Monica Boulevard. She’d been crossing the street in the rain. The guy didn’t see her, and when he hit her he didn’t even slow down. They hadn’t caught him yet, and chances were, they wouldn’t. They weren’t even sure it was a guy.


  The only witness said he didn’t see the driver, but he thought the car was a Hudson. That didn’t narrow it down much. Hudsons were popular cars. This same witness had been with her just before it happened. He was nervous about saying why, but there was no mystery about it. They’d been in the corner booth of a quiet bar most of the night. He asked the cops and the newspaper boys not to put his name and picture in the paper. They just laughed.


  The accident had happened one week before and the driver could be anywhere, most likely in some place where no one would notice a Hudson with a dent in the front fender. She wasn’t a big woman, so it probably wasn’t much of a dent. Chances are he’d had it fixed, anyway.


  “Truth is,” Marvin said, “she shouldn’t have been there that time of night.”


  I kept a straight face.


  “What about the guy she was with?” Was this tactful of me? Maybe not. But I was interested.


  “Him? Nobody. A pretty boy wannabe actor waiting tables during the day. He’ll never work in this town. Not now.”


  He said this with what I thought was a curious absence of malice, as if snuffing out the guy’s career, such as it was, was just routine. No more than brushing off a flake of dandruff.


  Marvin took a long pull on his drink and looked thoughtful. Well, I suppose that was natural, under the circumstances.


  “You know, the hell of it is,” he said after a while, “now she’ll never know how I really felt about her.”


  I nodded sympathetically. People usually say things like this after a funeral. They regret not having told the departed how much they loved them, that sort of thing. That kind of guilt is understandable. Temporary, but understandable. But that’s not quite what he meant.


  “She’ll never know how little I cared. She was ... a deeply, deeply unpleasant woman. Fact is, a lot of the time, I hated her.”


  “Oh.”


  “She’ll never know how big a favor I was doing her, staying with her.”


  Not now. But it occurred to me -- wasn’t hatred a kind of caring? I don’t know. Probably that’s a question for a shrink or philosopher. But it seemed likely that she must have had some idea of how he felt. Having drinks with a pretty boy at 3 a.m. sounded like either a symptom or a cause of an unhappy marriage. Maybe both. But I didn’t say anything. This conversation was apparently leading somewhere. I was in no hurry.


  “And I gave up a lot – that’s another thing she’ll never know. I stayed with her, even though most of the time I didn’t care whether she lived or died,” he said. “And do you know why I stayed with her?”


  “No.”


  “Neither do I.”


  I wondered – could it have been the prospect of alimony?


  “Too conventional, I guess,” he said, ruefully.


  In this town? I must have smirked.


  “I get it – it’s hard for you to believe,” he said. “It’s hard for me to believe. But it doesn’t matter anymore.” He took a long drink and rattled the ice cubes for a refill. “Can you guess how I feel at this very moment?”


  “Not really.” But it obviously had nothing to do with grief. I could tell, because he was smiling.


  “Free. I feel free for the first time in a long time. Does that shock you?”


  “No. But not much does.”


  He laughed.


  “So you fit right in – in this town.”


  “That’s the rumor.”


  “Good. So ... you’re wondering why I asked you to join me.”


  “A little. I figured you’d get around to it.”


  “You’re a private detective, right?”


  “Yes.”


  “Ethel Welkin says you know your stuff.”


  Good old Ethel, my affectionate admirer. She was the pint-sized wife of a big time producer and an all-around nice lady with a taste for gymnastics and experimentation, usually on Wednesday afternoons. She’d steered business to me before, and apparently she’d done it again.


  “I do. Know my business, I mean.” Modesty doesn’t work in this town. People don’t know what it is, and it confuses them.


  “Good. I have a job for you. I want you to find someone.”


  

  
  Chapter Two


  About an hour later, I drove back to my place, which was a bungalow at the Garden of Allah Hotel.


  The hotel used to be the home of an old-time silent movie star named Alla Nazinova. That wasn’t her real name, but she was a real Russian and had had a few hits back in the day when film acting meant elaborate gestures and lots of eye shadow. But when talkies came in, her career went south. She turned her house into a hotel and built twenty-five bungalows behind and around the pool that was shaped like the Crimea – a nostalgic nod to her homeland. The bungalows were arranged around winding brick walkways and garden beds with flowering oleanders and bougainvillea and other pleasant, scented plants. If you wanted a place that said “Southern California,” this was it. It was a magnet for actors and writers who shared a taste for gin and late nights and who were mostly transient. But there were a few of us semi-permanent residents. When Alla went bankrupt, she sold the hotel, and the new owners added an H to the name, but didn’t change much else. It was Hollywood’s fraternity house. I liked living there.


  One of the other semi-permanent residents was my friend Hobey Baker. When I got back from my meeting he was at his usual place on a chaise longue beside the pool. Beside him on the table was a martini shaker. Underneath his chair was a gin bottle – his reserve. It wasn’t quite cocktail hour, but that didn’t matter to him or anyone else who lived there.


  “Greetings, Old Sport,” he said when he saw me. “Join me. Have a drink.”


  “Thanks, I will.”


  “Hobey” wasn’t his real name, but it was the one he preferred. He’d been a famous writer ten years before, and he and his outrageous wife had done outrageous things like jumping into fountains outside the Plaza Hotel in New York and riding bareback on the coach horses in Central Park. They’d been by no means alone in their antics. It was a good time to be young and a writer, if your stories sold. Hobey’s did. He and his wife always got a pass from everyone, including the newspapers, because they were good looking and young and successful. But the Jazz Age faded and was replaced by Prohibition and then the Depression, and money got tight and youthful good looks and high spirits faded along with the money, and the golden couple more or less separated, though they stayed married. Hobey came west to repair his ravaged bank account by writing for the movies. His wife stayed in New York and wrote letters to him complaining when the checks didn’t arrive on time. The arrangement worked, more or less. He rode the Hollywood roller coaster with its high points of lucrative writing assignments and its low points of unemployment. He was regularly hired and then fired by producers who didn’t care two bits about Hobey’s reputation or his very real literary talent. The money men knew what sold, and a lot of the time Hobey didn’t. He was constantly trying to turn the movies into high art. He’d take a Three Stooges script and rewrite it as The Brothers Karamazov, Part Two. That annoyed the producers, who understood that the Stooges were more popular than Dostoyevsky and always would be. Probably with good reason. He called himself Hobey Baker after his college hero at Princeton, a handsome football star who was killed in the war and who fit Hobey’s ideal of a Romantic Hero. It was his way of trying to forget his past. It didn’t work completely, but it worked a little. Gin helped, too, as did a succession of girlfriends. And, underneath it all, Hobey knew perfectly well that his pen name was also a joke he played on himself. He looked more like a prep school Classics teacher than a romantic hero. One of his favorite sayings was “I appreciate irony and multiple levels of meaning.” He usually said that ironically, but he meant it, too. That didn’t play in the movie business, either – not in terms of reliable, steady employment, anyway. The moguls only wanted one level of meaning, which boiled down to a simple precept – the hero ends up with the girl. But Hobey was amazingly resilient and always managed to get by. A new job buoyed his spirits beyond all reason, just as the inevitable firing plunged him into temporary gloom. But he had a strange sort of luck. Something always came up just at the point when he was about to go under for the final time. He almost never had to borrow money from his friends, and when he did he generally paid it back.


  I sat down next to him and helped myself from his martini shaker.


  “I just came from Elaine Ginsberg’s funeral,” I said.


  “Yes, I heard about that. I met her once at a party. Seemed nice enough. How is Marvin holding up?”


  “They’ve been married ten years. He hated her.”


  “Really? That’s interesting. Makes you wonder why he stayed with her. Maybe she was sick, wasting away like La Dame aux Camélias, and he faced a moral imperative – no choice but to do his duty by her.”


  “I doubt it. Just before she got run over she was bar hopping with a waiter.”


  “Oh. Probably rules out a tragic, lingering disease. Did you know that the original story by Dumas fils was based on a real courtesan, which is a fancy French word for prostitute?”


  “No, I didn’t.” Hobey had a habit of veering off subject into literary references and cul de sacs. I didn’t mind. I was still working on my education.


  “She wore a white camellia when she was available to her lovers and a red one when she was indisposed. The color significance is obvious. I read the novel in college. It was interesting, but as Doctor Johnson said about Paradise Lost, ‘None wished it longer.’ Anyway, why did you go to the funeral? Did you know Elaine well?”


  “Not really. Marvin asked me to, and then wanted to talk after the ceremony. He has a job for me.”


  “Tracking down the killer?”


  “No, as far as Marvin’s concerned, the guy did him a favor. He wants me to find a girl. Seems he met her a while back on a transatlantic voyage.”


  “Shipboard romance? Bit of a cliché, don’t you think? I’m surprised he didn’t turn it into a script.”


  “He told me he was thinking about it.”


  “Typical. But maybe I should call him.”


  “Wouldn’t hurt. Besides, it’s not a cliché to Marvin.” Hobey was a well-known pest to producers, great and small. Whenever there was a sniff of a project, he turned up with a fistful of ideas and a hopeful smile.


  “It never is when you’re living it.”


  “He says he saw her first in the dining room of The France, and he was ‘transformed’ – his word.”


  “Really! You wouldn’t think a movie producer would have it in him. I think of them as soulless robots, like the Baltic Knights in Alexander Nevsky.”


  “We’re all the same, sad fools, Hobey.”


  “Men, you mean? Yes, I suppose so, although some of us are sadder and more foolish than the average. I bow to no man in that regard. So he wants you to find her? That suggests she’s gone missing.”


  “Nothing gets by you, does it?”


  “Not much.”


  “It seems they fell in love somewhere in the middle of the Atlantic and had a few blissful days on route to Le Havre. From there they went to Paris for more blissfulness –”


  “But then she disappeared? A wasting disease? Mental breakdown? Sent to a sanitarium in Switzerland?”


  “No. She went back to her fiancé, who was waiting for her somewhere in France. On the Riviera somewhere.”


  “He wasn’t a dashing French aviator, by any chance?”


  “No. He’s in wholesale vegetables. Does well, apparently. Why?”


  “Just wondering. Please continue.”


  “So, after days of blissfulness with Marvin, she had developed doubts about going through with the marriage, but she did anyway. That’s his interpretation – about her doubts, I mean.”


  “Strange. I’ve met Marvin. Hardly a maiden’s dream. But you know, there’s absolutely no explanation for what some women find attractive. The most beautiful women will now and then be drawn to the human equivalent of a hairless Chihuahua. And it has nothing whatever to do with money or equipment, the two usual explanations. They’re inscrutable creatures, women.”


  “You speak from experience.”


  “Alas.”


  “Anyway, since they said au revoir, Marvin has been writing her passionate letters three times a week. He sends them to her mother’s address and hears nothing back. But he’s sure her silence is significant. He’s convinced she’s unhappy and wants to resume their days and nights of blissfulness.”


  “He finds meaning in silence. Very oriental.”


  “Not only that, the girl apparently has a bohemian streak. She’s an artist. A painter. Before they parted, she gave Marvin a portrait of herself done by one of her friends.”


  “Well, at least you’ll know what she looks like.”


  “Not exactly. The picture is of a man and woman locked in a naked embrace. Her expression suggests that she’s enjoying things, and it’s not exactly in a realistic style. According to Marvin.”


  “Not much is these days.”


  “But he seems to think it may be very valuable.”


  “To him, certainly. To anyone else... who knows? But do you think it’s possible that this great romance is all in Marvin’s head and that the girl in question just had a three- or four-day fling before going back to real life with her vegetable merchant?”


  “Possible? No. I think it’s highly likely. But I’m not going to rain on his fantasy.”


  “No. Especially not when it leads to business.”


  “The problem is, Marvin doesn’t know her married name. She’s somewhere in France, and he doesn’t know where. Now that he’s free, to use his word, he’s desperate to find her.”


  “But why hire you? Why not go himself?”


  “I wondered about that, too. But he said he’s got too many projects right now.”


  “Ah! There speaks the heart and soul of a producer. And so enter Riley Fitzhugh, ace private investigator, who goes by the nom de guerre of Bruno Feldspar.”


  “Yes.”


  “A plum assignment.”


  “Yes, again. I told him that my fee is twenty-five a day plus expenses and that finding her could take a while. Just getting there will be expensive. He shrugged and said, ‘Do you know how much we grossed on our last musical?”’


  “Translation: carte blanche for Bruno.”


  “Yes.”


  “How nice. You do know, however, that people say there’s going to be a war. The Germans are just itching to march into Gay Paree and be snubbed by the waiters.”


  “I mentioned that. I think the war’s another reason he’s sending me and not going himself.”


  “Probably. In fairness, though, Europe these days is not all that welcoming to Ginsbergs. Not many are trying to get into Europe.”


  “True. But I’m not too worried about war. No one thinks the Germans can get through the Maginot Line. France should be safe enough, for the time being.”


  While that was the conventional wisdom and I did more or less believe it, I also intended to look into the matter a little more thoroughly before booking my ticket.


  Hobey sighed and stared into the middle distance. “You know, I spent some happy times in Paris. Back in the Twenties. It was quite the scene then.”


  “I’ve heard.”


  “So, what’s your plan? You don’t know her married name, so how can you find her?”


  “I know her mother’s name. I’ll start there.”


  “Out of curiosity, what is the girl’s name?”


  “Nicole.”


  “Nicole,” he said wistfully. “Yes, it would be, I suppose. I once knew someone with that name. After a fashion. Where is she from?”


  “Lyon. I have her mother’s address. That’s where Marvin sent his letters. To be forwarded.”


  “Just for the sake of argument, what are you going to do if you do find her and she gives you le rire du cheval, which is French for the horselaugh?”


  “Is that really a French expression?”


  “It could be.”


  “Well, if that happens, I turn around and come back, give Marvin the sad news and present him with a bill for services rendered. What he does next is up to him.”


  “Lyon! I spent a couple of days there. With another writer I used to know. We drove from there back to Paris in my car. Good times, though we got rained on. My wife disapproved of autos with tops. Still does, I imagine.” He sighed. “Lyon is famous for its chicken. And potatoes lyonnaise, of course. I wish I could go with you.”


  I had been expecting this. I knew this excursion would appeal to his romantic streak, which was not hard. A lot of things did.


  “Why don’t you?”


  “Are you serious?”


  “Why not? What are you doing at the moment?”


  He thought about it. “Nothing, really. Just writing the narration for a ten-minute travelogue about Paraguay. Ever heard of it?”


  “Vaguely.”


  “It’s only two pages and I could whip that out before Evensong, once I find out where it is.”


  “I could tell Marvin I need an assistant. Expenses only. I’d be surprised if he balked. Besides, you speak French, don’t you?”


  “Pretty well.”


  “That’s perfect, then. It would be a great help. I could tell Marvin in all honesty that having you along would make things go faster. Faster means cheaper. Besides, I’d probably have to hire an interpreter at some point, anyway.”


  “Really? That’s very tempting.”


  “But what about Hedda?”


  Hedda was Hobey’s current girlfriend. She wrote the “Miss Lonelyhearts” advice column for one of the evening papers using the byline “Hedda Gabler.” Her real name was Betty something.


  “Ah, yes. Hedda. You know how you said Marvin was transformed when he first saw his dream girl?”


  “Yes.”


  “Well, the first time I saw Hedda, I, too, had a vision ... a vision of a woman who used to sell ladies’ hats.”


  “You were not transformed?”


  “No. Not even a little bit. Dream girls don’t chew gum. Although I will say I felt the stirrings of unholy urges. You’ve seen her figure.”


  “Yes, I have. Impressive.”


  Hedda liked bathing suits that did not conceal much, and she liked to do her work around the pool every afternoon. She would read out loud the pathetic letters coming from her sad correspondents. They made her laugh. Her advice was worthless, but that wasn’t the point of the column. It was only there to attract readers by arousing a satisfying mixture of schadenfreude and ersatz pity. It sent the unsubtle message that although your life may be miserable, you were better off than the poor mutts who wrote to Miss Lonelyhearts and expected help.


  “Now that I think about it, there’s nothing urgent keeping me here at the moment,” said Hobey. “And besides, we’ll be coming back. Hedda will wait. I’ll tell her it’s some sort of diplomatic mission. She’ll think we’re spies, or something glamorous.”


  “What if she doesn’t? Wait, that is.”


  He shrugged.


  “C’est la vie. When do we leave?”


  

  
  Chapter Three


  Characteristically, Hobey was enthusiastic about the trip and ready to leave immediately, but I had some things to do before we could get going. I wanted to talk to my friend “Bunny” Finch-Hayton, a professor of art at UCLA and an Englishman who seemed to know a lot more than just the techniques of impressionism. He was well connected in social and even political circles, and well connected with other men’s wives, who found him charming and even goodlooking, despite – or maybe because of – his aristocratic beakiness. He was tall and thin with flaxen hair, carefully brushed, and he usually wore blue pinstriped suits from Savile Row and the blue-and-white-striped tie of an Old Etonian. I sometimes thought he was an agent of British Intelligence. If he was, he was a good one, because I never could discover any hard evidence. Just hints here and there. He thought much of modern art was a fraud and that the upwardly mobile people who bought it were a bunch of “muffins.” Though he moved in fashionable art circles, he thought the art critics and dealers who facilitated the fraud were no more than high-class con men, although he did admit that some of them actually believed what they wrote and said. “It’s not hard to fool oneself,” he said. “Have you noticed that?” He found the whole business funny – or, rather, “amusing,” which, he had been quick to point out to me, was something very different. He would say “A child can find things funny, but it takes years to master the art of being amused.”


  Bunny’s sidelines were appraisals and authentications. Buyers asked his opinion about a painting signed with a famous name, and if he wasn’t sure the thing was authentic, he would label it “Possibly genuine, but certainly in the style of so and so.” He would then pocket his fee with a clear conscience, thereby allowing the ambitious collectors to believe whatever they wanted to believe. They could tell their friends they had a Monet because it said “Monet” in a bottom corner and because Bunny said it very well might be real. More often than not the hopeful collector was a wealthy and attractive woman of a certain age whom Bunny seduced with art gossip, champagne and harmless, transparent lies. He was a connoisseur of these meaningless love affairs – charming, but detached. Most of the women he went with appreciated that about him, because they no more wanted an entanglement than he did. He managed to remain smoothly aloof and amused, and he never made enemies. You had to admire his balance. I helped him out once on a case of art forgery, although we never did discover who the real forger was. Now and then I suspected it was Bunny himself, but I knew I would never find out for sure. And, frankly, I didn’t really want to. I thought we were pretty good friends, but with Bunny you could never be sure – about almost anything.


  I called his office at UCLA to see if he was free, and he invited me to come right over.


  “Ah, Riley! Good to see you. Have a seat. You’re just in time for coffee. Care for some?”


  “Yes. Please.”


  Bunny’s office looked more like the smoking room or library of a London club than a professor’s lair. That was not the work of some interior designer, but rather Bunny’s natural expression of how things looked and were done in a well ordered universe – antique furniture, leather club chairs, floor-to-ceiling bookshelves, photographs from university days, the rich scent of pipe tobacco and his black Labrador retriever, Tom, who napped in the sun beneath the window. Bunny usually had a photograph of his latest amour displayed discreetly on his desk – just in case she dropped by unannounced. The pictures changed regularly, but each one appeared in the same silver frame. “If they offer to give me a photo, I always ask for an ‘eight by ten,”’ he said.


  His secretary emerged from somewhere, as usual anticipating Bunny’s every wish. Well, it was four o’clock and Bunny didn’t like tea, so the coffee was probably ready to be served whether I was there or not.


  “What brings you to Westwood?”


  “Advice.”


  “Buy all the Picassos you can. They have not found him out yet, and it looks like it’ll be a while before they do. And just between us, I’m beginning to think that he might be the real thing, here and there.”


  “Not that kind of advice. I’m going to France, on a job.”


  “Oh. I see. Interesting?”


  “Could be.” I explained about Marvin Ginsberg’s dream girl.


  “I see. The old amour fou.”


  “It happened on a ship heading for Europe.”


  “Yes. It often does. Do you know Yeats’s poem ‘The Song of Wandering Aengus’?”


  “No.”


  “It’s one of his early ones, which means you can actually make out what he’s saying. Rather good, the whole poem, I think. The Dream Vision suddenly appears and bedazzles the poet but then disappears again, leaving the poor fellow bereft. He resolves to spend his life finding her again. Much like your producer friend.”


  “’The Song of the Wandering Marvin?”’


  “So it would appear, yes.”


  “You are familiar with the phenomenon?”


  “Not personally, no. Unfortunately. I’m still waiting for Her to appear. I know what she looks like, though I’ve never seen her.”


  “So is Hobey – still looking, I mean. He’s going with me to France.”


  “Maybe he’ll find his Her there. Well, Marvin’s suffering is good news for you. I sometimes think that human happiness is a zero sum game.”


  I wasn’t sure what he meant by that, but let it pass.


  “How can I help?” he said.


  “I’m wondering about the political situation. People say there’s going to be a war in Europe.”


  “There will be. No doubt about that. The only question is when. And, of course, how bad.”


  “Is France secure?”


  “We’re depending on it. And when I say ‘we,’ I mean us Brits. Our navy, their army. Between us we should be able to hold off the Huns. That’s the theory and the hope.”


  “Is the Maginot Line strong enough?”


  “Yes, I think so. But, you know, the whole idea of the Line is not to entice the Germans to batter themselves silly trying to break through – they’re not that stupid – but to encourage them to go around to the north through Belgium, where we and the French can concentrate and meet them in tight spaces. We’ll have the interior lines, and they’ll be stretched out on the roads through Belgium. What the Belgians think of this you can probably imagine. But that’s the real strategy behind Maginot: funnel the Huns into a space where we can give them a bloody nose and send them back to the brawny arms of their Brunhildes. Either that or entice them into a long drawn out stalemate which we will eventually win, because of the greater resources of the British and French economies and empires.”


  “Will it work?”


  “We’ll find out soon enough. But if you’re wondering about your assignment, I think you’ll be able to move around pretty freely for the foreseeable future. It’s just possible I might see you over there – if you stop in London for a bit. I have a little business to take care of.”


  “Really? Care to tell me what?”


  “Oh, nothing much. Something about a Tintoretto that’s for sale. Some people have doubts about it. Rather a big price tag. Lots of art is going this way and that these days. People are nervous. Markets are nervous. Quite a few people, especially on the continent, are trying to turn their collections into cash. Others are taking advantage of a buyer’s market. Means big opportunities for the shady characters. Thieves and forgers.”


  “And for authenticators.”


  “Them, too, yes.”


  “Tintoretto?”


  “Italian fellow. Sixteenth century.”


  Well, I more or less knew that, though Li’l Abner was more to my taste. My question really had to do with whether a phony Tintoretto was the real reason for his trip. Did I believe that? Some of it, anyway. As I said, you never really knew about Bunny.


  “When are you leaving?”


  “Next week. Our chaps at the consulate have arranged for passage on the Pan Am Clipper from New York.”


  “Nice of them.”


  “Yes. I did one of them a favor. You know how that goes.”


  “Yes.” A favor. Of course.


  He looked at his watch.


  “Have an appointment?” I said, innocently.


  “Cinq à sept,” he said. It was French for “five to seven,” that time of day when a man met his mistress at some neutral location for two hours of champagne and lovemaking, after which both could leave, well pleased – she to her husband and dinner plans, Bunny to whatever social responsibilities he had. Bunny thought the cinq à sept idea was the highest expression of French culture. “Matisse is all very well,” he said “but the five to seven is an art form all to itself.”


  “I’ll be going, then,” I said. “But there is one last thing – have your heard any word from or about... Amanda?”


  “Nothing in any detail. She’s a cultural attaché in Berlin, you know.”


  “Which means she’s a spy.”


  “C’est possible.”


  Amanda was an aristocrat who had accidentally shot and killed her equally aristocratic husband while working at the British consulate here in L.A. I had helped her out, and we had become friendly. If that’s the right word.


  “She may not be there long, however,” he said. “There’s no way to know how long the embassy will be open. If things get too dicey, she may be posted back to London.” He looked at me with a sly smile. “Miss her?”


  “A bit.”


  “Me, too. Not in the way you do, of course.”


  “Yes, well ....”


  We finished the coffee and I thanked him and left, wondering if it might just be possible that Amanda and I would meet again. Perhaps in London. It was a long shot, but I figured the odds were at least as good as my finding Marvin’s amour fou, to use Bunny’s expression.


  

  
  Chapter Four


  In the morning I went to my office. I needed to make some calls.


  My secretary, Della, was at her desk in the reception room banging away on her typewriter.


  I never knew what she was writing, because my business didn’t generate a lot of correspondence. She ran an escort service on the side, so I imagined it all had something to do with that. She only came in a couple of days a week, but when she was there she gave the place the proper tone. I think she really thought of it as her office and that I was just a visitor to be tolerated. But she answered my phone and typed up the occasional invoice or report and in general gave the impression that we were a serious outfit. She was middle aged, with henna-colored hair and a Pall Mall perpetually dangling from her mouth. It made her eyes water from the smoke, but she put up with that, because she really liked Pall Malls. She also liked Braunschweiger and onion on rye and a couple of martinis for lunch. She was married to an exbosun’s mate who ran a water taxi out to the gambling ships. She didn’t have a softer side, she didn’t have a heart of gold, and her basic response to the Universe was more or less, “Oh, yeah?” She and her husband, Perry, were well known to or well connected with L.A.’s marginal characters. They knew a lot of what went on below the surface of things. They had helped me out of one or two tricky situations. I was very fond of both of them.


  “Good morning, loyal employee,” I said.


  “You think so?”


  “How’s the novel coming?” She always said she was working on a novel about a smart aleck LA private eye. I didn’t believe it, but it made a decent running joke.


  “I have writer’s block.”


  “You can take something for that. Check at Schwab’s.”


  Schwab’s was a well-known drug store and lunch counter across Sunset from the Garden. It was where the stars and the hopefuls went for corned beef sandwiches and prescriptions.


  “Any calls?” I asked.


  “Ethel Welkin. She wants a lube, oil and filter. Followed by lunch at the usual place. Wednesday. I said you were free.”


  “Oh. Well, I guess that’ll work.”


  After all, I did owe Ethel something for this new assignment. She didn’t demand much in return for these favors, but she did have a clear idea of what she wanted. Besides, for a pint-sized forty-ish woman, she was a surprisingly good bed partner. Inventive and acrobatic.


  “Shall I put it in your calendar?” said Della. Not that I had one.


  “No. I’ll remember. But do me a favor and call Blinky.”


  “Blinky Malone?”


  “How many Blinkys do you know?”


  “You’d be surprised. What do you want from him?”


  “Tell him to come to the office this afternoon.” Blinky’s place of business was known only to himself and a very few trusted characters. He came to you, you didn’t go to him. Like most subterranean creatures, he figured it was safer that way. Even Della only had his phone number.


  “OK, Chief.” Della enjoyed calling me “Chief.”


  I had a call to make, too, and went into the inner office. I didn’t bother closing the door. There was no sense trying to keep personal business private. I dialed Catherine Moore’s home number in Malibu. She answered after five rings. She sounded sleepy.


  “Hello, Beautiful,” I said.


  “Hello, Sparky,” she cooed. “To which Sparky am I talking?”


  “Sparky, the detective.”


  She laughed. “I know. I was just pulling your chain.”


  “Sounds good to me.” It was a routine we went through pretty much whenever I called.


  “Guess what I’m wearing.”


  “Well, since it’s still morning, I would say ... nothing.”


  “Wrong. Pearls. Manny just gave them to me before he went to the office. They’re very elegant. Opera length, he said. I don’t like opera, but I do like pearls.”


  Manny was her husband and a movie mogul who was besotted with her. She was not besotted with him but liked having a beach house in Malibu and a mansion in Bel Air.


  “You’re a lucky girl.”


  “Says you. These things don’t come for nothing, you know. But I don’t mind. A little schtupping in the morning and then it’s over for the day.”


  “Feel like doing me a favor?”


  “Sure. But I haven’t had my bath yet. Do you care?”


  “Not that kind of favor. At least not now. I want to get hold of Tony, but I don’t have his ship to shore number. Would you mind calling him for me and asking what’s a good time for me to come out there? I need to talk to him.”


  “Anything for you, Sparky. Assuming you’re the Sparky I think you are.”


  Tony Scungilli, also known as Tony the Snail, was Catherine’s boyfriend. If her husband Manny knew anything about it, he didn’t let on, and it had no effect on his besottedness, if there is such a word. Tony was a big time gangster and the manager of the Lucky Lady, the gambling ship anchored just outside the three-mile limit, which protected it from California’s laws, gambling and otherwise.


  Catherine had been involved with Tony before she married Manny, and she saw no particular reason to change things just because she went through a five-minute legal ceremony that she didn’t really pay attention to. “Is that wrong?” she would say, her blue eyes all wide innocence. She could really do innocence. Tony didn’t mind the arrangement either, because he didn’t want a full time commitment, and, besides, he already had a wife and family back in New Jersey. He was star-struck by the movie industry and delighted that his girlfriend was part of it. In his heart of hearts, he also thought that he might one day get discovered and become a second George Raft, even though he was short and stocky and spoke the King’s English like he grew up in the mean streets of Newark, which, as a matter of fact, he had. He’d been sent west by the mob and had done well and risen in the ranks, to become manager of the largest of the gambling ships off LA. He was a good earner and would continue to rise as long as he didn’t put a foot wrong. Or, as he put it, “Just so long’s I don’t fuck up.”


  I had done him a favor in the past, and he liked me. This was contingent on a gentlemen’s agreement that I wouldn’t go to bed with Catherine more than just occasionally and not make a habit of it. That was all right with me, and with Catherine, for that matter. She told me when we first got to know each other, “Don’t go falling in love with me. I got enough on my plate.” I didn’t, not more than half, so we were all friends together. Even so, I didn’t have Tony’s private number.


  Catherine said she’d deliver the message, hung up, made the call and called me right back.


  “He says come for lunch today. He’s having frutti di mare. You want company? I suggest you say ‘yes,' because Tony says he wants to see me.”


  “The answer would be ‘yes’ in any case.”


  “Smooth talker. I’ll wear my new pearls to make Tony jealous, so he’ll think twice about trying to get by on the cheap next time.”


  “Good. I’ll meet you at the pier at 11:30.”


  About an hour later I drove to the Santa Monica pier in my two-tone cream and tan Packard convertible. A great and beautiful car. When I parked, I wondered if I should put the top up, but it wasn’t going to rain and the seagulls were occupied by the various concession stands on the pier. Della’s husband, Perry, was standing next to his water taxi. The boat was as shiny and well maintained as you would expect from an ex-navy bosun’s mate.


  “Hey, Chief,” he said. “Going out to see your buddy, the goombah?”


  “Yeah, but I’m waiting for someone. You know Catherine Moore.”


  “Not as much as I’d like to. I’d make a move, but I restrain myself on account of Della. She ain’t the jealous type, but she can be vindicative.”


  “You mean vindictive?”


  “That, too. She tells me she’s writing a book about you. A detective story.”


  “I heard that, too. I don’t believe it. Do you?”


  “I ain’t in the believing business. But if I ain’t mistaken, here comes your lady’s Rolls.”


  A spectacularly shiny Rolls Royce pulled up to the entrance of the pier, and Catherine emerged looking exactly like a movie mogul’s wife-cum-gangster’s girlfriend should look – a vanilla parfait in the flesh.


  “Hi, Sparky. How do I look?”


  “Like you smell good all over.”


  “Mmmm. And you know what? I do. Hiya, Perry! How’s tricks?”


  “Good. Ain’t you gonna be a little warm in that mink?”


  “Silly. How do you like my pearls?” She leaned over slightly so that her mink would fall open and her pearls reveal themselves.


  “Nice ones” said Perry.


  “I agree,” I said.


  “Smooth talkers. Well, let’s go, boys. I have to be back pretty early. Manny is throwing a party tonight for some big shots. I’m the decorations.”


  She waved at her chauffeur, Jesus, who dutifully pulled over to a parking spot to wait. Waiting for Catherine was his chief pleasure in life. His métier.


  Twenty minutes later Catherine and I were being ushered into Tony’s office at the aft end of the Lucky Lady. We had to walk through the smoky main salon, which was one huge room the size of a football field. There was the usual cacophony of slot machines ringing and croupiers calling and people shouting or groaning, and in the background there was a full dance band complete with bandleader smiling and waving his baton and a sultry girl singer standing at a mike and warbling “Heart and Soul.” One of the gloomy novelists currently in fashion might say it was an appropriate song, because the Lucky Lady was a place where people lost their souls and broke their hearts. But in fact almost everyone was having a good time, and there were very few tears and even fewer personal crises. Plundered and lacerated souls were in short supply. It was a normal scene on the Lucky Lady, where it was always 11 p.m., 24 hours a day.


  Tony’s office was nothing like you would expect from a mobster. No dark imitations of Renaissance Venice, no paintings of fruit bowls or matadors on velvet. A sober-sided banker would have felt at home there. There was one large portrait of a serious-looking old gent with sparse hair, a menacing stare and a decidedly Mediterranean look. The first time I was in Tony’s office I asked him who it was.


  “If you don’t know, you ain’t supposed to know” was all he’d say.


  A long conference table ran lengthwise and could seat twelve. It was already set for lunch. For three. Tony’s massive mahogany desk was in the rear. There were couches and comfortable chairs arranged here and there. When we came in Tony was behind his desk going over the figures from the most recent accounting.


  He looked up and smiled when we entered.


  “Hi, Doll,” he said. “Hiya, kid.”


  I wasn’t really a kid anymore, but I realized this was just Tony being friendly. In this town, it was good when Tony was friendly, and it was good to be his friend. In his vernacular, there were only two kinds of people – “our friends” and everybody else.


  Tony pressed a button on his intercom, notifying the kitchen, I suppose, and then came over and hugged Catherine, who cooed appreciatively and professionally. Then he shook my hand. I never looked forward to that. His grip was painful. But he didn’t mean anything by it; it was just how he did things.


  No more than a minute went by before the office door opened and a nervous-looking waiter came in pushing a massive cart, bearing a huge bowl of seafood pasta, a loaf of campagna bread and two bottles of Valpolicella.


  “Let’s eat,” said Tony. “It’s been a long time since breakfast. I gotta restore my energy for later.” He grinned at Catherine, who rolled her eyes at him, but smiled.


  “Don’t be in such a hurry like usual,” she said. “You wanna see my new pearls?”


  Tony groaned. Manny’s constant flow of jewelry and other expensive gifts cost Tony money, too, just trying to keep up.


  “Maybe later.”


  We started in on the pasta. Tony tucked a big white napkin in his collar and I did the same. Frutti di mare sauce is thin and has a tendency to spatter. Catherine didn’t bother with the napkin, though, because it would interfere with our view of her new pearls and her breasts. She wanted Tony to have a good look at them.


  “So, to what do I owe the pleasure of your company?” he said to me. “Not that I ain’t always glad to see you. If I wanted to adopt a nice Presbyterian kid from Ohio, you’d be on the list, near the top.”


  “Good to know. Fact is, I’m hoping you can put me in touch with some of your friends in France.”


  “France? Why?”


  I explained the job and Marvin Ginsberg’s obsession.


  “What a dipshit,” said Tony, when I finished.


  “His dipshittedness is my opportunity.”


  He nodded.


  “That’s how business happens.”


  “But it would help if I knew there were some friends in France I could call on, if I needed to.”


  “What makes you think we got friends in France?”


  “Just a guess. I know that there’s a fair amount of business going on – in and out of Marseilles and Paris – the kind of business people here might have some interest in. And I think there’s a war coming, and that will mean all sorts of disruptions in normal markets.”


  “And all sorts of opportunities for our friends? Is that it?”


  “Pretty much. There’ll be shortages in everything once the shooting starts. I’d be very surprised if people over there weren’t already planning for it, and very surprised if they hadn’t contacted people over here to see what sort of cooperation might work for
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