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CHAPTER ONE
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Hollywood, California 1987

Glenda Birdsong dragged herself home and pried off her high heels. She gratefully shucked off her clothing— Spandex leggings, a big belt and her favorite fifty-dollar Donna Karin blouse with great shoulder pads. The night wasn’t entirely a disaster, she thought, but that was only because the night wasn’t over. She knew she was an overachiever when it came to calamity. Her first date in a year had ended with Harold the hornbug accidentally lighting his chest hair on fire with a table candle at Miceli’s. He’d been leaning over to tell her what the rabbi, the Irishman and the kangaroo were doing in a bar. Harold was lucky he hadn’t died from polyester burns when his shirt began to smolder.

When they parted, Glenda had escaped Harold’s octopus advances only to hit a nightclub on Sunset Boulevard, where she’d managed to have both feet stomped on within ten minutes. She had limped four blocks to her home with her wounded toes bulging from her high heels like overcooked sausages. 

And then to top it off, Glenda had spent an hour on the phone ranting in futility at the answering machine of her producer, Bernie Sherman, who’d stolen her best song.

On the other hand, she consoled herself, it was less than two weeks until Halloween— her favorite holiday —and three until her probation officially ended. Then she would be free. She’d return to her passion and really work on restoring her rock career. Hell, she thought gleefully, maybe she’d become a total outlaw. She might even jaywalk.

So at least she was going to bed with a bright future, she thought to herself.

Then the phone rang.

“Glenda?” said a whiny voice. “We're in trouble. You gotta help me. You gotta get my dick.”

“Who is this?”  

“Larry,” the voice said. 

“Oh, no,” Glenda said. “I can’t talk to you. I’m still on probation.”

“Don’t hang up,” he said, an edge of panic in his voice. “I heard you threaten him. The cops wouldn’t like that.”

“Threaten who?” Glenda asked.

“You know who,” Larry replied snappishly. “The dead guy in the bathtub.”
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CHAPTER TWO
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Glenda was taking a bubble bath, trying to wash away the stench of eau-de-Harold and burning chest hair while MTV’s “Headbanger’s Ball” pounded from the TV in her living room.

She wore a shower cap to protect her hair, a chestnut pile of curls that had led her dad to nickname her “Baby Buffalo.” Glenda couldn’t decide if her ‘do was a heritage of his African ancestors or her mother’s kinky Jewish red locks. Either way, she was proud of her Jewfro.

Her weight, not so much. Glenda didn’t think of herself as fat. At five-nine, she could carry a few extra pounds. Or twenty. It just seemed to have snuck up on her. Of course, she’d have to lose a few pounds when her career restarted. It was rock, after all, and rock had never been kind to overweight singers— except Mealoaf. But then Glenda recalled the diet pills that had helped destroy her three years earlier. She shuddered despite the warmth of the bath.

She blew out a breath, expelling the ghosts, and sank, gratefully, deeper into the comforting broth of Clairol Herbal Essence. 

Her belly crested the waterline. Glenda idly contemplated the pool in her navel. It was so deep, she reflected glumly, you could fish in it or do a remake of “Blue Lagoon”— although, Brooke Shields would probably drown.

She reached for the sponge, breathed the scented air and let out a sigh of perfect bliss— which ended with her gulping a mouthful of soapy water.

MTV had cut to a commercial, and Glenda suddenly heard her own song— the one she’d been working on for over a year— being played on a xylophone!

Coughing and spitting, she scrambled from the tub and stomped to the living room. She still wasn’t finished with “In the Flow” and yet here it was, being used as a jingle in a diarrhea commercial.

A jingle in a diarrhea commercial!

She stared aghast at the TV screen. It showed skinny bitches playing tennis, petting dogs and jogging.

“Immo-Scorbate’” a kind, concerned voice intoned. “All you need to know to stop the flow. When you can’t wait to wait.”

“You bastard!” Glenda shrieked at the screen. She stood, naked and furious, dripping water and suds.

She swore at the TV until the tennis players flounced back to the court and joyfully swatted a tennis ball.

Suddenly, Glenda knew whose balls she wanted to smack. She grabbed for the phone. In as many words – and there were a lot of them – she told Bernie Sherman that she was going to murder him.

***
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LARRY THE COKE DEALER burst out laughing as the crazy woman phoned again.

“Pick up the phone, Bernie, you sack of shit...” 

The two men lying in the gold-painted emperor bed had a fit of the giggles until the tape machine finally cut off the rant.

Bernie Sherman thumbed tears from his eyes.

“Wow. Six times in, what, thirty minutes?” Larry said. “She always was persistent. Is she gonna call all night?”

“Who knows?” Bernie said. “Last week she did eighteen takes of a single lyric in one of her songs because she wanted the reverb just so. That's why she'll never finish her album. I swear to God, once she gets her jaws in something...”

“She's like a hyena on crack,” Larry finished. “I mean, if hyenas did crack.” He scratched his tousled surfer hair. “When I was a roadie and pharmacist for her band, she never asked for crack. I wouldn’t sell it anyway; coke and pot only. Crack is a gateway drug. People need to watch what they put in their bodies.”

He gave Bernie a sideways glance of disapproval. The man had always been lean, but now he had a hollowed-out look. A baroque dressing gown failed to conceal his sunken chest.

Bernie snorted. “Pass me the mirror.” He snorted another line. “Anyways,” he continued, “she's got no reason to bitch. I have the legal right to give her songs to anybody I want. She’s burning up studio time and she hasn't produced squat. And I've got expenses.” He rubbed his nose with the back of his hand.

The telephone rang.

“Here she goes again,” Larry said. The answering machine gave its greeting and beeped. But the caller wasn't Glenda. 

“Bernie,” said a soft male voice. “What have you done?”

Bernie lunged for the handset on the nightstand and jammed it to his ear. He listened silently for a full minute before protesting: “No, no. It's not like that.” Larry recognized the tone. Bernie was in sneaky-bastard mode. But Bernie looked worried.

“It's nothing like that!” Bernie said vehemently. “I don't know where you heard... listen, hold on a second, okay?” Bernie put a hand over the mouthpiece and looked at Larry, who was pretending hard not to be listening— and failing.

“Hey, time for you to hit the road. I'm gonna be busy here.”

“I'll wait downstairs,” Larry said. 

Bernie waved a hand dismissively.

“Nope. I gotta concentrate. Just take off.”

Larry began to protest again, but Bernie cut him short. 

“Fuck off, Larry. Right now,” he said sharply, and his face darkened. “Grab your shit and go. I'll see you later.”

Larry bolted off the bed, grabbed his pants and left the room, slamming the door. He stomped down the staircase and dressed on the Persian rug in the living room under the gaze of a dozen Buddhas displayed on the mantel. Bernie had apparently told his decorator to recreate a Burmese junk shop. The room was cluttered with Oriental artifacts, wall-mounted daggers and masks of dark wood. The floor was a minefield of potted palms, carpets and black teak furniture smothered by embroidered silk pillows. However, Larry saw bare spots on the walls. Bernie had been selling artwork to feed his coke habit. Larry felt a twinge of guilt that some of Bernie’s money had gone to fund his merchandise. But, Larry reasoned, at least his stuff was clean. 

Larry suddenly remembered that Bernie had yet to pay him. There was at least a gram left up there. Screw this, he decided. He turned around abruptly and was about to stride purposefully to the staircase when he tripped over an ottoman and went sprawling into a pot-bellied statue of Ganesha. The big, gaudy piece toppled with a thump. The elephant's big eyes glared at him.

“Sorry, man,” Larry said, staggering to his feet. He tried to lug the statue upright but it seemed to weigh a hundred pounds.

Larry patted the tusked head and gave up. He was ruining his exit. Best now, maybe, to let it go. Bernie was in one of his moods, after all. Besides, Larry had his pride. If Bernie kicked him out, then forget him; Mr. Sherman could just be deprived of his glorious company. The more he thought about it, Larry reckoned he was damned if he would go back up there.

Besides, if he pissed Bernie off, Larry might not see him for a week. He might even find somebody else to fill his prescriptions. And then Bernie’s repeated promise to put Larry in a band would disappear as fast as a toot up Bernie’s nose.

But it was mainly pride that propelled Larry out the door, down the driveway and into his car. 

It took almost a half-hour before he changed his mind.
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CHAPTER THREE
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Glenda's heart hammered as she squelched up the steps to Bernie's front door. Being here was creepy. Thanks to the drizzle, her hair was a rat's nest. She didn't want to do this. She didn't want to sneak around the house. She was breaking all kinds of laws, not to mention shredding her probation. But what she’d yelled on the phone to Bernie might not sound, well, innocent to the cops. Or even rational. 

Most of all, though, Glenda didn’t want to be at Bernie’s house because she didn't want to see Bernie. It had been horrible enough when Larry had described what was waiting there.

She slogged up the driveway to the front door. Larry had warned her that there was water gushing from the house. Now she saw it was spilling eerily from under the front door and down the steps.

Glenda nerved herself as she pulled a pair of yellow dishwashing gloves from her raincoat and tugged them on. They went to her elbows but they were the only gloves she owned, and she didn't want to leave fingerprints. Larry had said the door was unlocked, which also seemed odd.

Like everything else tonight, she thought.

Cautiously, Glenda grabbed the handle and opened the front door. The living room was a palatial bog. The floor was covered by a sheen of water glistening in the porch light.

The air was clammy; the heating must be off.

Glenda navigated around water-logged furnishings that bulked ominously. A toppled elephant statue had a trunk like a water snake arching above the flood. She noticed empty spaces on the cluttered walls and a gap in a row of Buddha statues on the mantel. The Buddhas— Glenda nervously counted eleven —seemed to leer disapprovingly at her with their enlightened eyes as if to say: Girl, you are messing with your karma.

David Bowie should write a song about this place, Glenda decided. “Scary Monsters” indeed.

Water coursed down the stairs from the second floor. Glenda looked up; it was pitch black at the top. She gripped the banister tightly and went up. As she ascended, she heard two things: Madonna on a TV and the sound of splashing water.

At the landing, Glenda paused. To her left, a dozen feet away, a bar of light escaped from beneath a closed door and shone on the carpet. Water oozed from under the door.

Glenda really didn't want to go there.

Like I have a choice? she reminded herself.

Madonna was through singing about the pretty island by the time Glenda steeled herself to move. She inched forward. The narrow, shadowed darkness made her think of The Shining. But if what Larry had said was right, Bernie was in no shape to attack her with an ax.

Glenda shook her head. She had a tendency to babble when she was nervous, yet here she was with nobody around, babbling in her own skull. She shook her head to clear it of bullshit. She was supposed to get in and out, not linger. In and out, before somebody called the cops. 

For an instant, Glenda imagined trying to explain what she was doing in a drenched house, wearing rubber gloves. Especially given what the police would find up here...

A jolt of adrenalin pushed her forward. She made it to the door, took a breath, and opened it.

Bernie’s bedroom. A big color TV sat in a corner. Whatever music video program had been on was over. Now there was a guy demonstrating some kind of magic potato peeler.

The room contained an enormous bed, painted gold and about as tasteless as Glenda would have expected from Bernie. The midnight-blue silk sheets were rumpled and dusted with white powder. She wondered if it was dandruff or baby powder or coke. Given the quantity, all three choices troubled her. Water gushed from an en suite bathroom. The bathroom door stood slightly open.

Through it, Glenda saw a scalloped sink set into a pink-and-grey marble countertop below a gold-framed oval mirror. On the counter, two fleecy towels were neatly folded. Next to them a tidy row of colognes and oils stood in expensive ranks next to a gold-handled razor and a cheap black comb.

All very normal. Which Glenda knew this was not.

Larry had warned her not to look in the bathroom. Glenda told herself she didn’t want to look in the bathroom. But what Larry had described was so bizarre, she had to explore. She edged over hesitantly, the way people do when they know they shouldn't be doing what they're doing— and so taking twice as long to do the thing and doing it clumsily.

She closed her eyes, took a breath and pushed the door wide. She counted to three, then to five, and at ten forced herself to open her eyes.

Bernie was mooning her.

Glenda caught a glimpse of his dead white buttocks protruding from a claw-footed bathtub. Water cascaded over the lip of the tub onto the marble floor.

Water poured from the gold-plated tap. The sound echoed loudly in the tiled room.

Folded over the edge of the tub, Bernie lay with his head in the water. He'd clearly been dead for some time, judging by the amount of water flowing through the house. Glenda took another step into the bathroom but then stopped. She had no desire to see Bernie’s face. She imagined something like the expression on a dead and bloated goldfish. Her stomach lurched. She swallowed hard. There was no blood in the overflowing tub, but streaks and spatters of blood decorated the tiles above it.

Glenda thought Bernie must have slipped, thumped his head on the tiling and tumbled over into the filling tub. He'd probably been knocked goofy and drowned. She instinctively wanted to turn off the faucet but realized that would seem odd to the police, so she backed carefully out of the bathroom, panting as if she'd just run a race.

She turned and looked around the bedroom. The room was high-ceilinged and decorated like a cut-rate Versailles. The wallpaper was gold and white, so was the furniture, and the lighting came from a crystal chandelier that would have made Liberace gag. The TV was ensconced in a Louis Quatorze-style wardrobe. 

On the ceiling over the bed— of course —a large mirror had been secured.

Glenda spotted the answering machine on a bedside table. In this wedding-cake room, its functional black shape made it seem like an alien artifact.

Her stomach churned.

She went to the table. On it were the answering machine, the TV remote control, a white Princess phone and a square, gilt-framed mirror on which lay a razor blade. A large empty plastic baggie had fallen on the soggy carpet.

Glenda thought about playing the answering machine tape to check whether her threatening calls were still on it. She could just erase them. But she couldn’t afford to waste time fiddling with the unfamiliar machine. She already felt as if she'd been in this house for a century, and she didn't want to remain another second. In her imagination, Glenda could already hear the scream of a police siren.

She decided simply to snatch the cassette. She opened the lid of the answering machine and removed the tape, stuffing it quickly into her raincoat pocket. Then it occurred to her that she probably should replace it. A blank tape would be less suspicious than no tape. Glenda opened the drawer of the nightstand and found a couple of fresh cassettes. She grabbed one, unwrapped it and stuck it into the machine, then turned to go before catching herself.

She cursed. She'd nearly forgotten Larry's dick.

She rummaged through the drawers of both nightstands as neatly as she could, but found nothing. The same was true of the TV cabinet, the dresser and the liquor cabinet. She even got down on the floor to peer under the bed. All she got for her trouble were cold, soggy knees.

Minutes were flying by, Glenda thought anxiously, and here she was playing burglar. She turned at last to the walk-in closet and flicked on the light. The closet was nearly the size of her apartment and stuffed with suits. The shelves held dozens of hats and shoes. She rummaged among the shelves, sliding out the built-in drawers to display neat rows of socks, underwear and silk handkerchiefs.

This was all taking too much time.

Screw Larry, Glenda thought. She was through playing find-the-salami, no matter what she'd promised him.

At the rear of the closet was a full-length mirror. Glenda saw her own hefty figure, hands absurdly clad in yellow gloves. She approached the mirror and saw smudges on one side of the panel. She put her gloved palm on the spot and pressed. A click sounded, and the side of the mirror moved outward. Glenda pulled, and the panel swung smoothly forward on hidden hinges. Lights automatically went on, revealing shelves. 

Arranged neatly on two shelves, like trophies, were at least two dozen penises.

Glenda gave a start. It took her a moment before she realized what they were, which was the largest collection of dildos she had ever seen. 

The dildos were in an amazing range of colors, from flesh tones to spring green to a painful plum. Some were gold or silver. Several were made of some clear material swimming with golden flecks, like wealthy sperm. Aside from that, the objects looked disturbingly realistic.

Glenda finally recovered herself and got down to business.

Which one belonged to Larry?

Each dildo stood to attention on the shelf. Glenda wished Bernie had labeled them or put up brass plaques underneath each one, like in a museum. 

Time was ticking away. She decided to just grab them all and sort them out later— which would certainly make for an interesting evening.

She grabbed one at random, then turned it over. There was a label, affixed to the bottom of the shaft. It read “Axl.” 

Glenda ran through “Freddie,” “Duke,” “Javier” and “Dasheel” before she finally found Larry's dong. Only then did she realize the faux penises were arranged in order of ascending size. For a small man, Larry was impressive, Glenda thought. From the looks of it, he was hung somewhere between a buffalo and a killer whale.

Glenda grabbed the dildo. It was surprisingly soft and rubbery and wobbled a bit as she stashed it in her raincoat pocket. She swung the mirror back in place and scuttled from the room. She barely avoided tumbling down the slippery stairs and sloshed to the front door, her feet making little sucking sounds on the inundated carpet.

On the way home, Glenda tried to blot out the image of the bathtub and of Bernie’s sodden and undignified final salute.
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CHAPTER FOUR
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A half-hour after leaving Bernie’s house, Larry changed his mind and turned his car around. He was rehearsing a confrontation with Bernie in his head when he almost collided with a car coming down the hill.

The Cadillac screeched around a blind corner, swerved just in time, and missed Larry's 1971 powder-blue Thunderbird by inches. The driver leaned on the horn. Larry gave him the finger.

He reached a turnout at the top of the grade. He glanced for a second at the panoramic view of downtown that was now blurred by patches of moving mist. The Hollywood Hills were definitely the place to be if you wanted to look down on people, Larry thought. And if they tried to look back, your average rich guy could retreat back inside for privacy, surrounded by gates and security cameras while still feeling close to nature— that is, imported Italian pines and canyons full of poodle-eating coyotes.

Larry rolled his big boat of a car to a halt in the curving driveway.

He got out and walked to the house, wishing he'd brought a jacket. It was cold and cloudy. Last year at this time, two weeks before Halloween, there had been Santa Ana winds. The temperature had hit ninety degrees, and the air was so dry it made his skin crack.

The driveway was a loop. The top end connected to a brick walkway, so slippery Larry almost tumbled. That was odd, he thought, because it hadn't rained yet. When he reached the steps, he saw a sheet of water cascading from beneath the heavy oak front door. 

He got an uncomfortable feeling, like somebody putting an ice cube down his back. He climbed the steps to the porch, trying hard to keep his sneakers from getting soaked. He pressed the intercom button.

“Bernie? It's Larry. You awake?”

No answer. 

“Bernie?” Larry waited. “Okay,” he said at last.

He gave a tentative knock on the door, barely a tap, then grabbed the wrought-iron handle.

The door was unlocked.

Cautiously, Larry opened it.

“Bernie?” he asked.

Three minutes later, as the mist turned to a heavy drizzle, Larry zoomed toward Hollywood Boulevard. Wrapped around his wrist was a gleaming gold Rolex.

The Thunderbird was doing fifty when Larry heard a siren whoop. Glancing in the rear-view mirror, he saw flashing blue and red lights.

He swore, hit the brakes, and the car slewed on the road. Larry straightened it out and pulled to the curb under a streetlight across from the Capitol Records building, its spire haloed with fog.

He heard the squawk of the police radio and the slam of the patrol car doors. His palms were damp as he clutched the steering wheel. He rolled the window down as two cops came up, one on either side of the T-bird. They were big and crew-cut and kept their hands on their holsters. Their breath plumed.

“Hello, Larry,” said one, leaning down to peer in the window. “What a surprise to see you out and about on this lovely night. Where you headed?”

“Just home,” Larry mumbled.

“Well, that's a good idea. This chilly weather. You want to be home, snuggled up with a good book and a cup of cocoa...”

“And a line of coke,” his partner finished.

“No, no, not Larry,” said the first cop, whose nametag read Moon. “Larry doesn't do lines. Buckets, maybe.”

The other cop, whose tag said Moreno, laughed. 

“Look, guys, it's been a long night. Just give me the ticket, okay?” 

Moon looked at Moreno. They both made exaggerated faces of puzzlement.

“What for, Lare? D'jya do somethin’ wrong?”

“Naw,” Moreno said, walking over to join his partner. “Larry's a good citizen.”

“Hollywood's finest,” Moon agreed.

“Finest something, for sure,” Moreno said.

“Look, guys, I don't have to take this,” Larry said, his leg jumping nervously. “Just give me the ticket and make your quota, okay?”

Moon sighed. “Okay, Larry. Here's the deal. We saw you blasting that heap down Vine Street. You almost bottomed at the end of the hill, and then you blew through the light at Franklin. You're just lucky the weather kept a lot of folks indoors. Now why were you in such a hurry?”

“Maybe he's making a delivery?” Moreno suggested.

“I'm clean,” Larry protested.

“Yeah. Like last time,” Moon said. “So you wouldn't mind if we searched your trunk, then?”

Larry hunched his shoulders and held the steering wheel in a death grip.

“Do you what you gotta do,” he said in a near-whisper. Larry waited as the two policemen rifled the trunk.

“Hey,” Moon called. “Didn't I see these socks in here last time?”

“Sure smells like it,” Moreno said.

Finally, the officers slammed the trunk lid. Moon strolled over to Larry.

“Told you I was clean,” Larry said.

“Well, I wouldn't go that far,” Moon said. “Do you ever do your laundry?”

“The Boy Scout uniform looked clean,” Moreno said.

“Yeah, I don't really want to know about that,” Moon said.

“It's for Halloween,” Larry said. “Are you guys done?”

“Guess so. Just wish I knew what was making you so jumpy.” Moon produced his flashlight, a foot of black metal, and held it in his fist as if he were going to stab Larry with it. The cop clicked it on and Larry flinched away from the glare.

“Let's see your eyes,” Moon said. He played the light over Larry's face, then snapped it off and shook his head at his partner. Moon leaned over again. Larry nervously tapped his fingers on the steering wheel. He felt Moon's eyes on him like chips of blue marble.

At last, Moon straightened up.

“Well, Larry, it's cold and I need a donut. So we'll let you go home. But try to drive safe, okay? This rain might get heavy.”

Larry puffed out his cheeks in relief.

“Thanks, guys.” He turned the key and the V8 rumbled to life.

Moon turned his back and took a couple of steps. Then he stopped, turned around and walked back to the car. He leaned down and looked at Larry.

“There's just one more thing, Larry,” Moon said. He pointed at Larry's wrist. “Where'd you get the watch?”

“The watch?” Larry asked. His nose gave a rabbity twitch.

“That thing on your wrist that goes tick-tick,” Moon said. “You didn’t have it last time we ran into each other.”

“I didn’t have to be anywhere,” Larry said.

“What?”

“I didn’t have an appointment. So I didn’t need to know what time it was.”

“But you needed to know tonight?”

“Well, I did. Earlier. Not now.” Larry glanced at the watch. “You know what time it is?”

“What I mean, Larry,” Moon pressed, “is what appointment did you have tonight?”

Larry swallowed hard, as if dislodging a chunk of objectionable food. “I ... met a friend. We played bongos.”

“Bongos?” Moreno called out in disbelief. “Did he just say bongos?”

“We drummed,” Larry said defensively. “I’m a percussionist.”

“Oh, so you percussed with a guy,” Moreno said. “Is he a Boy Scout?”

“I told you...” Larry began, but Moon stuck out his hand.

“May I see the watch, please?” he asked.

“My watch?”

“Please.”

“It’s not for sale,” Larry said.

“I’m not interested in buying it...” Moon began.

“Besides, you already have a watch,” Larry pointed out.

Moon straightened again, raising his hands in exasperation. Then he bent back to Larry.

“I just want to jot down the serial number, Larry. You know, in case you lose it. Or somebody else lost it. I’ll give it right back.”

Cautiously, Larry unfastened the clasp and handed over the Rolex. It gleamed in the streetlight.

Moon took out his notebook, turned the watch over and began writing. Then he handed it back.

“You know, Larry, this reminds me of a joke,” Moon said.

“I like jokes,” Larry said nervously.

“It goes like this,” Moon said. “This yuppie is in a car crash. Totals his car. He’s lying on the ground, groaning, when the ambulance arrives. He asks the ambulance guy: ‘What happened?’

“‘You’ve been in a car accident,’ the guy says. The yuppie looks over at his car, and moans: ‘My Mercedes! My Mercedes!”

“‘My God, man, forget about your car,’ the ambulance guy says. ‘You’ve been hurt. Your whole left arm’s been ripped off.’ The yuppie looks over at where his arm should be, his eyes go wide and he says: ‘My Rolex! My Rolex!’”

Larry looked at Moon blankly.

“It’s a joke, Larry,” Moon said.

Larry still appeared puzzled. Moon and Moreno eyed each other. They shook their heads and went back to their patrol car.

When they finally let him go, Larry drove straight home. He didn’t understand cops. Why would anybody laugh about a serious auto accident where somebody lost their arm?

The thought made him queasy. To settle his stomach, he made himself an instant hot cocoa with mini-marshmallows. He looked at the watch.

Larry had panicked when he’d seen Bernie’s body. Instinctively, he’d taken the watch on the bathroom counter— well, Bernie owed him, after all —and then scuttled the hell out of there. Now, as Larry’s probing lips snared a mini-marshmallow, he suddenly realized the police probably were going to find Bernie’s body soon. Bernie had a housekeeper who came in every couple of days. She’d find Bernie and call the cops. Well, he thought, first she’d probably scream or faint. Then she’d call the cops.

Larry wasn’t sure the cleaning lady knew anything about his relationship with Bernie. He’d never seen her. Which was just as well, because Larry wasn’t sure the officers of the law would be understanding about things like that.

After all, they told jokes about maimed accident victims...

He was licking a chocolate mustache from his upper lip when a horrible thought hit him.

He’d left behind a damning piece of evidence. It would prove he’d had a— close —relationship with the dead man.

Larry froze with a gooey marshmallow stuck in his teeth. He felt a sudden icy grip around his heart.

He had to get the— what was the word, incriminating? —item out of Bernie’s house.

But he couldn’t go back to Bernie’s place. Too risky. The police already had stopped him once tonight, and not too far from Bernie’s house.

Somebody else would have to go. But who?

It took another three cups of cocoa for him to figure it out. He had an idea. And he had some leverage to use. Larry called information. The number he needed was listed.

He hung up and dialed again.

“Glenda?” Larry said in a whiny voice. “We're in trouble. You gotta help me. You gotta get my dick.”
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CHAPTER FIVE
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Dawn was only a couple of hours off as Glenda drove up to her apartment building on Formosa Avenue. The overcast sky was gray and pink, like undercooked meat. 

Glenda owned the four-unit stucco building. That and a tired Porsche were the only things she had managed to salvage from her once high-flying musical career.

The lobby of the Casa Grande smelled of greasy soup and age. The building had probably been classy back in the days when gents with Brylcreemed hair escorted women with seamed stockings to some hoped-for rendezvous. But these were the eighties, and now the grand lady was a dowager, her entry tiles shoe-worn, and her walls yellowed to the color of old lace no matter how many coats of paint had been slapped on her. No chrome and black leather for this lady but there was a backyard with a square of grass just big enough for a table and lawn chairs. Glenda charged her tenants a couple hundred dollars a month and usually cleared enough to buy cigarettes.

Her tenants were a Polish plumber who pronounced his name Sarack but spelled it only with consonants; a sweet, half-blind retired manicurist named, naturally, Blanche; and the Potreros. Mrs. Potrero made the best menudo in the neighborhood. Mr. Potrero kept a rooster in the backyard. The rooster thought midnight was sunrise. Sometimes it crowed at random— but never at sunrise. Glenda had complained and warned him to get rid of the bird, but Mr. Potrero had pleaded that El Guapo had saved his wife's life, crowing to alert him that she was being swept away when they’d crossed the Rio Grande. Every so often Mr. Potrero vanished with the bird, and it was a slightly different color when it returned. Mr. Potrero swore he took it to be groomed. Anyway, he always paid the rent on time, in cash, in small bills.

Trudging up the narrow stairs to her second-floor apartment, Glenda grunted with fatigue, trying to be as quiet as she could. She unlocked her door, stepped inside and closed it. She took the rubber gloves and Larry's dick from her pockets and tossed them onto the little table by the door where she kept her mail.

She shrugged out of her raincoat, letting it drop on the floor and staggered to her bedroom, barely taking time to kick off her boots before flopping face down onto the bed.

Letting the tension of the night drop from her like a stone, she relaxed. Her shoulders eased. The dreamless, delicious dark welcomed her.

She was jolted awake by a squawking metallic shriek. It sounded like a tour bus sideswiping a freeway guardrail. It came again and again. Outside her window, El Guapo was welcoming the new day. Glenda cursed. For the first time ever, the lousy, chronologically challenged bird was on time.
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CHAPTER SIX
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Glenda, living on two hours of sleep, walked east on Hollywood Boulevard to her job. Between El Guapo and her nightmares, she’d had a rough night. Every time she had tried to sleep, she’d dreamed of Bernie flopping out of the tub and gasping on the marble floor. Then it was Harold the hornbug in the tub, face up in his polyester shirt, his chest hair smoldering. In the dream, Harold gave off a charcoal smell like a grilled halibut.

Glenda's office was on north Sycamore Avenue, just off Hollywood Boulevard and only six blocks from home. She didn't use her car for work, which in L.A. made her not just a freak, but a pedestrian. She had refused to give up her precious vehicle, a signal red 1964 Porsche 356— the same model as Janis Joplin's. But Glenda also couldn't afford to get a ticket— red sports cars were like red flags to cops— and she couldn't pay for repairs if something happened to it. So the car mostly lived in her carport. 

As usual, Glenda stopped off for breakfast at the Vietnamese donut shop. She collected a dozen for the office and, as usual, Mister Pham threw in an extra jelly donut Glenda knew would never make it to the office door. 

She licked her fingers guiltily as she shouldered open the bronze-and-glass door into the lobby of the Gillespie Building. It had once been Gillespie Savings and Trust, but the marble walls were dingy. A directory board listing a half-dozen talent agencies, some would-be casting agents and a lone dentist covered one side.

Gould & Troutman Talent Agency occupied space on the second floor. Flaking gold on a wooden door announced its presence. Gould was deceased. Troutman had hired Glenda because he thought she might get him some music industry clients. So far, she’d not met his expectations in that regard, but she did have a certain genius for office work, bringing sanity to Troutman's chaotic accounting system. Glenda also had a knack for dealing with the agency's bread-and-butter clients: clowns, magicians, balloon artists and pony wranglers for children's parties.

She tried the knob and found the door was unlocked. It usually was. Saul Troutman was always first in and last out of the agency. Glenda suspected he slept there.

Troutman was paunchy and pushing sixty from the wrong side. He wore a suit so old and creased, it looked like someone had been buried in it. But his eyes twinkled behind silver-rimmed spectacles. He was annoyingly chipper.

“Ah hah! The donut queen arrives!” Troutman said. Troutman said it every morning. 

“Morning, Max.”

Glenda set the donuts on Troutman’s desk and made a beeline for the coffee pot. The only plus side to her boss's morning energy was that he usually made the coffee. Glenda picked up a chipped mug, filled it and carried to her desk, which was about ten feet from Troutman's.

A third desk was empty. Trina, the part-timer, was off today.

Troutman tried to look busy until Glenda settled herself, then asked: “So, Glenda, how are you this morning?”

“Good,” Glenda said.

“You look a little tired. Late night?”

“Something like that.” Glenda sipped the coffee gratefully. It was black and strong.

Troutman gave her a knowing look.

“When did you get in?”

Glenda looked up. “Why do you want to know?”

Troutman put up his hands. “You're right, you're right. It's none of my business.” Then he gave her a sly smile. “How’s my nephew Harold?”

Glenda gritted her teeth. “I don't know.”

“Okay, okay.”

“We didn't sleep together,” Glenda said. “We had dinner, I went home, I stayed up late, I went to bed very late and then I got woken up too early by a rooster.”

Troutman nodded. “A rooster,” he said.

“Yes.”

He beamed. “Got it.”

“Can we get to work now, Max?”

“Of course. Of course.” Troutman shuffled papers on his desk for a moment.

“So,” he said, still looking busy. “When are you and the rooster getting together again?”

“Oh, for God's sake!” Glenda said.

“Okay, okay already. Not my business. I got it!”

“And stop smirking!”

“Sorry.” Troutman reached for a chocolate éclair, examined it with a connoisseur's eye, then stuffed half of it into his mouth. 

“So,” he mumbled. “First thing, we need more clowns. I got a call from a Hollywood guy, Sal somebody, did some shark movies. He's got a Halloween party.”

“Let me guess,” Glenda said. “He wants killer clowns.” Stephen King's novel It had come out a year earlier and since then, everybody wanted to hire Pennywise at Halloween.

“How many does he want?” Glenda asked.

“Baker’s dozen.”

“Thirteen?” Glenda said. “A week before Halloween?”

“He's paying four thousand dollars,” Troutman said.

“I don't care if he pays a million,” Glenda said. “It's not possible. Every single regular has a killer clown gig that night already. You know that, Max.”

Troutman made a soothing gesture. “They don't have to be performers. He just wants waiters. Call around, get some costumes, find some people...”

“I can just about guarantee that every costume shop from here to Bakersfield has sold out of clown costumes. Max, come on!” Glenda felt a headache coming on, and it was only nine in the morning.

“I know you can do it,” Troutman said. “You got magic.” He gulped down the last bite of éclair, wiped filling from his chin and got to his feet. He picked up a battered briefcase and shuffled to the door.

“Where are you going?” Glenda asked. “You're not going to help me?”

“Oh, didn't I tell you?” Troutman said. “I got a plane to catch. My niece, Carol, is getting married in Toronto. I ask you, who's gonna go to a wedding in Canada in October? She'll have polar bears for bridesmaids.” Troutman grabbed his hat from a stand near the door.

“You can't leave!” Glenda said.

Troutman gave her a kindly look. “You're in charge, kid,” he said. “I trust you. I'll be checking in, and I'll be back next week.”

He winked and went out.

“Schmuck!” Glenda cursed under her breath. She got up, went over to Troutman's desk, picked up the box of donuts in a death grip, brought them back to her own desk, slammed them down, grabbed the telephone receiver and got to work.

She managed to find six clowns before calling it a day. It was four o’clock. She was exhausted, frazzled and blitzed on sugar and coffee. The empty donut box stared at her accusingly.

She locked up and walked home. 

***
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GLENDA DROPPED HER purse on the floor and kicked off her shoes. She was overtired and her nerves jangled. She crossed the living room, giving a rueful glance at Banshee in the corner. Her beloved guitar was shark-tailed and blood red. Even just sitting there on its stand, the instrument seemed to be sneering. She felt a twinge of guilt. That guitar reminded her of a neglected lover. But at the moment, Glenda’s brain and limbs refused to do any work. Instead, she flopped down in front of the TV, which was permanently tuned to MTV. She stared at the screen without really watching, occasionally dozing. The day was moving on into evening before Glenda actually got around to playing Bernie’s answering machine tape. She did it out of curiosity, to see how crazy she had sounded. 

Besides, she could come up with some good lines when she was pissed; maybe there were lyrics somewhere in her ranting. She remembered calling Bernie a “Vinyl Vampire.” That would make a great title for a song— maybe even an album. Glenda might feel a bit guilty about trashing Bernie, given that he was dead.

On the other hand, so was Stalin.

Glenda picked up the cassette from the little table and put it into her Phone-Mate.

She hit the button. 

She heard nothing.

“What the hell?” Glenda said to herself. She took out the tape, turned it over, reinserted it, hit the button.

Nothing except an empty hiss.

Glenda pulled the tape and looked at it closely. Had Bernie erased it? Why would he? Larry? No reason for him to erase it, either.

Turning the cassette upside down, she looked closely at the thin strip of magnetic tape. She got a pencil, inserted it into one of the little gear-toothed sprockets and wound the tape back and forth.

There were no tiny scratches, and the shiny gloss hadn't been rubbed off.

The tape, Glenda realized, was new and unused.

Somebody had done what she’d just done: removed the cassette from Bernie’s machine and inserted a fresh one from the drawer.

That meant someone had been in the house after Larry left and before Glenda arrived; Someone who didn't want something on the tape to be heard. 

Glenda shook her head. It was ridiculous. She was no Columbo. Her detective skills began and ended with clown-wrangling.

And yet...

Somebody had wanted to hide something. Otherwise, why mess with the tape?

It might have been the mysterious caller Larry had mentioned. Glenda made a mental note to ask Larry what the caller had sounded like.

Okay, Glenda mused, what was that person hiding?

Then a worse thought hit her.

What had he done?

Ridiculous. Bernie had slipped and fallen and drowned. This wasn't a cheap murder mystery.

A voice in her head chimed in: Wasn't it?

Suddenly Glenda needed a cigarette, even though she’d promised herself she was going to quit. She fished a half-empty pack out of her jacket pocket, hoping for Camels. They were Silva Thins. Glenda couldn't remember buying them; maybe she had snagged them off someone's desk somewhere. The Silva Thins ad boasted: “Cigarettes are like women. The best ones are thin and rich.” Glenda was neither. She wondered what cigarette was the equivalent of a hefty, broke girl.

She took a couple of puffs, tasting menthol and not much else. She crushed it out. Coming on top of her jittery exhaustion, the cigarette nauseated her. She was mixing nicotine with fatigue poisons. Deciding she should eat something, she rummaged in the fridge and found leftover Chinese in a little white carry-out box. That would make it three days old. It smelled like garlic and old shoes. Glenda didn't care. She wrenched the plastic spork from the carton and dug in, chewing cold meat coated in gluey brown sauce.

What should she do now
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