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CHAPTER ONE

 


 


This nitwit has been out all night,
partying. She left her mind somewhere north of Sunset Boulevard and
her bra in a producer’s bedroom. Her blonde hair is a mess but her
face doesn’t shine. Ah, the marvels of Hollywood makeup.

She twists the knob on her apartment door
and walks in. From the shadows steps a bulky figure, a muscular guy
or it could be a wimp in a motorcycle jacket.

The woman turns, light falling across her
pouty face and heaving bosom. Surprise mutates into fear as a hand
rips away her blouse, revealing silicone-rich orbs with unnatural
gravity-defying powers.

Is that a nipple? Have TV’s footloose
standards been given the final boot?

Fade to black, pierced by a scream as
another television bimbo bites the dust.

Across the black screen, in white, appear
the words: “The murder of actress Melinda Rivers has never been
solved. Someone in Hollywood knows who killed her. Maybe even
someone involved in the making of this movie. Stay tuned for a look
at what might have happened. Maybe even ... what DID happen.”

The title scrawls out in giant letters
dripping with blood: “Melinda Rivers: The Untold Story.”

What a gimmick! Can you believe it?

The producer is Cliff Burrows, a sleazebag
who, despite an overlay of chemical sweeteners, has his breath
permanently set on stun. Give that man a boost in the ratings for
coming up with the exploitation brainstorm of the decade. Unless he
turns out to be the murderer, of course.

Leaning forward in my vinyl beanbag chair, I
hit Stop and Mute. I knew I couldn’t get through this TV movie
without a handful of sour-cream-and-chives potato chips and a swig
of root beer. I’d forgotten to eat lunch and Melinda Rivers, The
Untold Story didn’t sit well on an empty stomach.

People pay me to watch television and write
about it. At the moment I was free-lancing for True Hollywood
Insider, a glossy magazine that wanted all the gossip, the
interviews, the inside poop on Tinseltown’s hottest resurrected
murder mystery.

They’d chosen me because, earlier in my
twenties, I used to be a hard news reporter with a police beat
under my belt. I was supposed to examine the clues and solve the
mystery, since the ending wouldn’t be revealed until airtime. Even
then, it would be pure speculation.

It didn’t matter whether I came up with the
same answer as Cliff, or with the truth, or with something entirely
different. True Hollywood Insider will take the sizzle over
the steak any time.

Look at the latest cover: a rising young
actor (no pun intended) poses with a condom stretched over his
hand. Across his chest is printed: “Sex In The 21st Century: What
Are You Afraid Of?” It fits the tone of the Insider, hip and
uncluttered by intelligence.

I made my way toward the kitchen, not a
simple task. My decorating tends toward hand-me-down monstrosities:
a huge driftwood coffee table, an oversize orange sofa, green
velvet curtains kept permanently shut.

For the last year I’ve been leasing the
guesthouse on the rundown Silver Lake estate of Merle Bennett, who
once competed with Marilyn Monroe for roles. She doesn’t charge
much rent because she considers me her early warning system. If I
get mugged, I’m contractually obligated to scream loud.

I took a root beer from the fridge and a
half-full bag of chips from the counter. On the way back, I left
them on my printer stand and made a pit stop. The toilet is my
favorite place to think. You sit and sag, and you don’t have to
please anybody. It’s the way therapy ought to be but usually
isn’t.

One of the more interesting forms of therapy
I’ve used, by the way, is something called cognitive therapy.
You’re supposed to redirect unwanted thoughts through relaxation
exercises and prioritizing your anxieties. Sometimes it works, even
on a manic-depressive like me.

I tried it now, because I was feeling a
little speeded up, maybe from watching Melinda get offed. Murder
bothers me, even a five-year-old reenacted murder.

So I did the relaxation stuff, starting with
my feet. Tense them, count to ten, relax them, count to ten, take a
few deep breaths. On to the ankles, tense them, relax them; on to
the calves.

Slow down, brain.

I can hear the voice of—what was his name
the last time I could afford to see anybody?—Dr. Ralph. Or Rolph.
You have a chronic disease. If you don’t want to take medicine,
then deal with it this way, because it’s a fact of life.

Having a chronic disease clashes with the
illusion that I control my destiny. Actually, from an objective
point of view, nobody controls anything, and I’m doing a
particularly lousy job, but at least it’s my lousy job.

I hate the Dr. Ralph Rolphs of the world. No
matter how detached they start out, eventually they turn into your
father, disapproving when you fail. Which you always do.

I’d rather think about almost anything other
than the state of my own psyche. Even murder.

So I sat on the john studying the little
wads of dust and hair that had collected in the corners, and I
wondered how so much lint had managed to pile up in the corners of
Melinda Rivers’ life. She was born in Santa Fe Springs, a few
traffic jams down the I-5 from Hollywood. Her mother played the
apron-clad wife on a 1980s sitcom called “Shake Your Booty.”

Her dad moved out when Melinda was thirteen.
At seventeen, she graduated from high school and moved a few miles
north, leaving behind her mother, one brother and a stepfather she
claimed had molested her.

Melinda had a lot of friends, probably too
many. They helped her land bit parts, they encouraged her to pose
for nudie magazines and they introduced her to drugs. Somewhere
along the way she started getting paid for going to parties and
taking her clothes off. Legend has it that one of the payees was
Cliff Burrows.

Once, long ago, I interviewed Cliff. He
operates in a blare of energy that gives him a certain charm, and
he possesses a sense of self-aggrandizement that impresses even me.
The man will do almost anything to put himself in the public eye.
In most professions, this would make him the butt of office jokes.
In Hollywood, it’s made him rich.

Although I don’t think I would have liked
Melinda very much, either, no one deserves to get strangled with
her own pantyhose at the age of twenty-five. Very coldly and neatly
strangled, with no sexual assault, no robbery. Someone choked the
life out of Melinda and left her draped across her sofa for a
reason that has never been discovered.

In the five years since, no one had been
charged. Now some of the people who knew her, maybe including the
killer himself, had been reassembled to rip off her life story.

Melinda Rivers was slated to air two
months from now during November sweeps, a period whose ratings
determine how much the networks can charge for advertising. The
nets will go to almost any extreme, including staging sex shows in
your garage, to win sweeps. This particular opus was a production
of Burrows-Highgate, one of an endless stream of companies that,
without warning, announce themselves in Variety. In subsequent
editions they merge, split apart and finally disappear, leaving a
slimy trail of fact-based movies-of-the-week.

Highgate is a British investment company.
Burrows is, of course, Cliff.

He has a hell of a nerve. He actually listed
himself among the suspects in the press release, citing the fact
that he once fired Melinda after she showed up drunk for a
production. She sued, he counter sued. The whole mess was pending
when she died. If actresses got murdered over dust-ups like that,
there wouldn’t be enough of them left to fill the gossip section of
People magazine.

I was reclaiming my chips from the printer
stand when someone tapped at the front door. It couldn’t be Federal
Express. They pound loud enough to wake me at any hour of the day
with press kits sent by eager publicists. It wasn’t my letter
carrier, either; she rings. More likely a polite home invasion
gang.

With a few well-chosen curses, I stumbled to
the door. It swung open with a blinding glare.

“For God’s sake, come in before the light
kills me,” I said. “You should know better than to annoy a vampire
in the middle of the afternoon.”

“Merle said you had a rough cut.” A slender
young man and his boxy camera bag angled through the door. “I’d
sell my soul to see it. This movie is going to make me rich.”

“Everything is going to make you rich.” Gene
Larosa is kind of a degenerate Peter Pan. He’s thirtyish, elfin
with a hint of depravity, and my best friend. He’s the reason I got
this house in the first place. Once upon a time, he took some
terrific pictures of Merle with gauzy filters, and now he’s on her
A-list.

He dumped his camera bag on the sofa. “Merle
thinks Becky might agree to a nude shoot. Do you know what that
would mean?”

Becky Bennett is my landlady’s granddaughter. She’s
also the actress with the silicon boobs playing Melinda.

“It means you’d have nude shots of the real
Melinda and of Becky. Big deal.” I just said it to annoy him, but
he didn’t bite.

“Big poster, more like,” he said. “Big
magazine spread, possibly Playboy.”

“Want some root beer?”

He took a swig and handed back the can.
“It’s flat. Are you going on the set? Can I come?”

I shrugged. “If they’ll let you.” Gene is a
paparazzo, one of those photographers who follow performers around.
He makes a living hand to mouth, like me. “Besides, the shooting’s
wrapped.”

“I’ll take what I can get. Nubile extras
eager for glory. The stars signing autographs for old ladies.
Anything. The market’s hot on this one.” He sat on the sofa,
knowing I’d decapitate anyone who touched my beanbag chair. “Well?
Have you started watching?”

“I skimmed it last night but I was about to
take another look.” I clicked Play.

“Let’s skip to the suspects. That’s who I’m
interested in.” Gene arranged his feet on the driftwood coffee
table, which used to be his when he shared a beach house with the
advertising executive who was, briefly, the man of his dreams.

“Sure.” “Untold Story” was one of those
movies you could watch backwards or out of sequence without losing
much.

We started at the first suspect, a shaggy
teen-ager on a surfboard. The producers were thoughtful enough to
show each of the possible bad guys silhouetted against a mysterious
source of bright light. They also played a “danger theme.”

This fellow looked about as dangerous as
mashed potatoes.

“Who’s that?” Gene asked.

“Would you believe Kyle Rivers, the victim’s
brother?” I said. “Like he really drove to Hollywood in the middle
of the night when he was fifteen to strangle his sister.”

“Oh, yeah, I heard about him.” Gene bumped
his camera bag, registered horror and moved it tenderly to the
floor. “Wants to be an actor. This must be the only part he could
get.”

“As himself.” I shrugged. I didn’t blame the
kid. At least now he had a credit.

The second silhouette turned out to be
Terence Marcuso, best known as Lt. Rock Malone on the now-defunct
TV series “Street Fever.” The point here was that Terence, who was
also playing himself, might actually be a suspect.

He had been married to Melinda for about a
year. They split up after he learned from a news report that she
was selling sexual favors on the side. Cliff’s press release
described him as subject to jealous rages. Under the circumstances,
who wouldn’t be?

In the scene before us, he was gazing
tenderly at Melinda/Becky, who stood with her back to us. The light
fell across Terence’s smoldering eyes as his lips framed sweet
nothings. His hands smoothed the sweater up Becky’s back and his
jaw twitched meaningfully.

I could give you one of those romance novel
descriptions of what made Terence so irresistible but we all know
it isn’t the height or the broad shoulders. It’s the vulnerability
in the way he looks at you.

Or rather, the way he looks at the camera.
If actors made love to women the way they make love to the camera,
maybe their marriages would last longer.

“Desperation time.” Gene found a couple of
corn chips in the sofa and ate them. “He hasn’t had a decent role
all year. Can you imagine how low he has to sink to take this
part?”

“It’s put his name back in front of the
public,” I said. “I hear he’s up for a steamy thriller, big
budget.”

“Never happen,” said Gene.

“Anyway, he’s directing the thing,” I
pointed out. “Good career move.”

Next we encountered Ewell Mace, the young
black actor playing Melinda’s friend Bokeem Falasi. In this scene,
Bokeem was warning her that “audition” wasn’t supposed to be a
synonym for “strip-tease.”

It was Bokeem who had elevated the whole
sordid strangulation of Melinda Rivers to front-page news. A fellow
struggling actor, he’d found her body when, so he said, he came by
her apartment to check on her. The police dragged Bokeem’s name
through the mud, then dismissed charges amid hints that he’d done
it but couldn’t be nailed. Outraged African-American citizens
charged racism and staged protest marches.

The poor guy attempted to kill himself by
smashing his sports car into a wall but survived with only a broken
toe, courtesy of his air bag. The owner of the wall sued Bokeem for
damages. Last I heard, he changed his name and limped off into the
sunset.

“Whatever happened to him?” I asked.

Gene reached for my root beer and grimaced
on finding it empty. “Nobody knows.”

We watched the actress playing Melinda’s
roommate as she came home one evening and gasped at finding Melinda
rolling around on the couch with a strange man. A superscript noted
that the roommate, Jocelyn Day Sumner, was a scriptwriter and that
the real Jocelyn had written—you guessed it—this very movie.

I know Jocelyn Day Sumner. She’s one of my
run-into-you friends. We cross paths every few months at
screenings, commissaries and Women in Film meetings. We have coffee
and talk intently about all kinds of things until my watch buzzes
or her beeper beeps.

I skipped ahead, watching bits and pieces of
scenes. There was Cliff Burrows as himself, riding a camera boom a`
la John Huston, or maybe I’m thinking of Howard Hawks. As the
telltale white light glared behind him, Cliff called Melinda a
drunkard and yelled that she’d screwed up his production for the
last time (more danger music here). All the while, he wore a little
Tom Arnold smile that said, Look at me, pretending to be an
actor!

There was nothing after that. The rough cut
didn’t include the climactic scenes, some of which supposedly
hadn’t been shot yet. Even the critics weren’t supposed to get a
look at them, if anyone had the nerve to show this thing to a
critic.

Gene sighed. “Incestuous, exploitive—a work
of genius.”

“If I were the murderer,” I said, “I’d want
to find out what their ending was going to be.”

“They’ll probably say she killed herself,”
said Gene. “What’s the Insider doing for art, anyway?” By
“art,” he meant photographs.

“Publicity handouts,” I said.

“Cheapskates. How much are they paying
you?”

“Two thousand.”

He shrugged. “Not bad for a small magazine,
but you’re a hell of a writer. If you weren’t such a flake, Kenny,
you could make a lot more.”

“I’m not a flake,” I said. “I’m manic
depressive. It’s a disease, not an excuse.”

“If I were straight, I’d fall in love with
you.” Gene stretched languorously, which he does very well, then
spoiled the effect by blowing upward to disarrange his bangs.

“For my writing?” I said.

“Certainly not for your cooking.”

The phone rang. I grabbed it before the
answering machine-cum-fax could pick up. “Kenny Rubin.”

“Oh, good, I caught you!” May Perkins, head
publicist for Burrows-Highgate, bubbled at me through the receiver.
“Listen, Terence is on the set today, I just found out. I don’t
know how much longer he’ll be here but he’s agreed to talk to you.
And Jocelyn, you know, our screenwriter, is coming by, so you can
kill two birds with one stone. I told them you’re eager to get
started. Jocelyn promised she’d hang around. Can you get over here
right now?”

The DVD had only arrived yesterday. Normally
I like to take time to think about my angle and develop questions,
but Terence Marcuso was known for his impatience with the press,
and that’s putting it mildly. Not a fun guy to interview, and not a
guy to keep waiting.

An image of him flashed into my mind, in the
virile persona of Lt. Rock Malone, homicide detective. The wind
teased his dark-blond hair and his shirt collar fell open. He was
tugging irritably at his tie.

He was a big guy, unless all the actors
playing opposite him had been midgets. I barely scrape five foot
two on a good day. The prospect of confronting Terence Marcuso gave
me a twinge.

Oh, hell. “I’ll be there,” I said.

It didn’t take long to throw on some navy
pants and a clingy scarlet shell to remind the world that actresses
aren’t the only women with breasts. I stuck my bare feet into
low-heeled pumps, grabbed my oversize purse and set out with Gene
right behind me.

 


 


 


CHAPTER TWO

 


 


Melinda Rivers, The Untold Story was
being shot at Paradise Studios, a graffiti-free oasis in Hollywood
just up the 101 from Silver Lake. A Lexus and a Jaguar turned into
the gated driveway ahead of my oxidized red Civic. The guard waved
them through and signaled me to halt.

Gene’s classic Beetle stopped right behind,
its waxed blue paint gleaming. I used to be impressed until the
first time I rode with him. My feet crunched on candy wrappers,
there was a rip in the seat and I heard some squeaking that didn’t
need oil. It needed a mousetrap.

“Your name?” The guard had a friendly,
anonymous face.

I told him. He checked me off a list and
handed me a map. Gesturing toward Gene, I said, “My
photographer.”

He let the Beetle pass.

Like a lot of studios, Paradise dates back
to the early days of filmdom and has been added to piecemeal. It
resembles a secret military installation with rows of windowless
buildings that overpower the narrow streets. Gene and I left our
cars in the central parking lot and ambled down a driveway labeled
Carmen Street, where a wall mural depicted a woman dancing in a
brightly colored dress and a banana-swamped hat.

Alongside one building waited a line of
actors clutching scripts and mumbling audition lines. Further on,
we passed a batch of aliens with metallic gizmos sticking out of
their foreheads. They were drinking Diet Pepsi and reading The
Hollywood Reporter.

A messenger on a bicycle
ching-chinged past, so close I inhaled Eau de Smelly Blue
Jeans.

“Where are we going?” Gene said.

“Building H.” I consulted my map. “Over
there.”

As we approached, May Perkins tapped her
high heels down a flight of rickety steps from the second floor.
She’s the perfect publicist, a fan of any project she represents.
Every actor is a rare talent, every script brilliant, every
director the new Scorsese.

She handed me a press kit. “I know I sent
you one but it’s been updated. Cliff wanted to include the award he
got this week from the National Rifle Association.”

“Uh, thanks.” Cliff is famous for his
marksmanship. They used to say at the Press Club that if he were
the murderer, his pride wouldn’t have let him strangle Melinda
Rivers. I say the very fact that she wasn’t shot makes me wonder
why not. It’s the American way to kill people.

May eyed Gene. “You didn’t mention a
photographer.”

I felt a prick of guilt. It wasn’t exactly
ethical to sneak Gene onto the lot. “Actually, he’s...”

“We thought the Insider might want
some candids,” Gene said. “Better to have them just in case, don’t
you think?”

“Well, I suppose.” May bit her lip at this
deviation from the plan. If she ruled the world, we’d all walk
through our days on cue, reading from scripts. Brilliant ones, of
course.

We entered the sound stage. The word “stage”
is a euphemism for “airplane hangar.” What you have is an enormous
warehouse with a high ceiling crisscrossed by sound and lighting
equipment. Teensy tinesy sets are tucked around the edges.

Remember this: If you see the ceiling in a
movie, it wasn’t shot on a sound stage. That is, unless the ceiling
appears in a separate shot and was spliced in (the hero looks up,
we cut to an elaborately frescoed ceiling, and then we never see it
again).

“Actually, this works out,” May said,
recovering her aplomb. “We’re shooting publicity stills today, so
another photographer will blend right in.”

A group of people clustered in one corner,
some operating lights, some wielding hairbrushes and makeup kits.
Only one man was moving, zeroing in with his camera on two gleaming
bodies naked from the waist up, lying across a wrought-iron bed in
the midst of a Mediterranean-style bedroom with no ceiling.

With a rush of breath, Gene whipped his
Nikon from its case and dodged in. I stepped forward quietly. I
don’t spend a lot of time on sets and I retain a certain modesty on
behalf of the actors that they don’t seem to feel for themselves.
These two were simulating foreplay, angling for the lights and the
camera without appearing to realize we were there.

For some reason your eye always goes first
to the woman. Becky Bennett is everything an exploited young
actress ought to be. She has honey-colored hair and a Barbie-doll
face. Below the neck lies one of those bodies that were born air-
brushed. The skin is glossy, the waist nipped, the legs long. She
knows the real interest lies in her scientifically augmented
breasts and she makes a point of breathing so they quiver. Even
now, aware that any glimpse of naked tit will be excised from the
publicity photos, she can’t resist dancing them against Terence’s
chest.

He has to be hard by now. How does the guy
keep his concentration? How does he avoid embarrassment with the
crew looking on?

I doubt Terence enjoyed the game as much as
Becky, but you couldn’t tell. His mouth curved in a knowing smile
as he braced himself over her, muscles rippling across his golden
back. His jeans had slid low enough to reveal a tapering waist and
a hint of buns.

Part of me argued that this was wrong, that
actors shouldn’t be forced into near-prostitution. Another part of
me wanted to rip off the rest of their clothes. I’ve never been
much of a voyeur; I’ve never had an urge to peek into the darkened
back seats of cars or leer through bedroom windows. But for one
heated moment, I’d turned into Becky: perfect body, upright
breasts, and Terence coming in for a landing.

I recognized this mood. Keen sexual hunger
marks the beginning of euphoria. The doctors call it mania but I
don’t usually have it that bad. The colors just start to brighten.
My mind gets sharper. Everything smells fresher. My skin wakes up
and God, so does my desire.

Honesty demands a confession: I’ve had a few
scary episodes that felt like roller coaster rides. But then I come
down, and it’s over.

It isn’t diabetes. I won’t die if I don’t take my
medicine. That’s what a lot of people spend their lives fighting
for, isn’t it? The right to choose. I choose freedom from having
doctors run my life.

On the set, Terence looked at the
photographer. “Got enough?”

The man nodded. “Thanks, Mr. Marcuso.”

Terence’s gaze stopped at Gene. “And you
are—?”

“Gene Larosa, True Hollywood
Insider.”

“Oh.” Terence lost interest.

Becky had wrapped herself in a bathrobe.
“I’ve seen you at Grandma’s, haven’t I?”

“Yes. I was hoping you’d pose...”

Becky headed for her dressing room, Gene
right behind her. Knowing him, he would follow her into the
bathroom if necessary.

The crew scattered. Terence threw on a
T-shirt and glanced at May.

She drew me forward. “Terence, this is Kenny
Rubin.”

I thrust out my hand. “Glad to meet
you.”

He studied me like a bear that’s been roused
from hibernation and is deciding what to eat. I could feel myself
beginning to float as the euphoria sizzled through my brain. I
might even fly. He couldn’t eat me if he couldn’t catch me.

Tense the toes. Relax the toes. Oh,
hell.

Terence gave me a minimal handshake. “Let’s
go.”

His dressing room was down a corridor. May
could hardly keep up, her heels tapping away on the linoleum, but I
flowed alongside. The walls had been freshly painted. I inhaled the
fumes and half-closed my eyes to savor them.

We passed a couple of people holding
scripts. One of them was the writer, Jocelyn. She’s leggy and
angular, with pale hair chopped off at the chin. Her unlined blazer
bagged around the elbows.

I waved rather giddily, and she gave me a
sharp look. Jocelyn knows about my illness. Her cousin has the same
thing, only worse. She’s a rapid cycler who goes in and out of
moods all day. Maybe Jocelyn recognized the signs. I didn’t
care.

Terence’s dressing room turned out to be
industrial-elegant. There was a window with beige mini-blinds, a
couch upholstered in silk, and enough mirrors to cover the ceiling,
only some idiot had stuck them on the wall. A door at the back led
to an oversize bathroom which, being male, he probably didn’t
use.

May hovered in the doorway. “If you don’t
mind, I need to check on some things.”

“Go,” Terence said.

“Well, if you’re sure...”

“Go.” He glared. She went.

As soon as the door closed, Terence stripped
off his T-shirt and jeans, leaving only minuscule black underpants.
“Well?” he said.

Even in heat, I knew he wasn’t making a
pass. I took out my recorder. It still uses tape, which in my book
makes it a classic. “First question: Why are you making a movie
that could get you arrested?”

“I need the money.” Off a rack, he pulled a
blue shirt with maroon pinstripes and a button-down collar.

“Why are you directing it?”

“Isn’t that what everyone wants, to
direct?”

Great. If I didn’t act fast, he was going to
leave me with nothing worth quoting. “Is it painful? Does it stir
up old memories?”

“No. I never look back.” He buttoned the
shirt right to the top. “Do you always bounce around like
that?”

“I’m manic depressive,” I said. “The
cleaned-up term is bipolar disorder.”

“Is this a joke?”

“No.”

He reached for his pants. “What’s your name
again?”

“Kenny.”

“Short for?”

I shuddered. “Candace. Don’t ever call me
that.”

“You seem a little loopy. Are you going to
remember what I said?” He stepped into the pants.

“I’m getting you on the recording,” I
mumbled. “There’s something else I meant to ask you. What was
it?”

“Maybe you should come back some other
time.” He turned away.

I knew I’d never get him alone again, so I
forced myself to concentrate. “My assignment is to figure out who
killed Melinda. Who did?”

“We shot three different endings,” Terence
said. “None of us knows which one we’ll use.”

I ran my hand over the couch, relishing the
texture. “Who do you think killed her? I mean, personally.”

This elicited a shrug. “Some guy off the
street. Or one of her clients. Who knows?”

The words strained out of a tight throat.
Five years later and he was still upset about his ex-wife’s
infidelities. Or was that guilt clamping his vocal cords?

I lifted his jacket from the hanger. It was
ecru silk, a nubbly weave.

“Do you always handle things?” he asked.

“Only when I’m manic. Then I want to touch
everything.” I held up the jacket for him to slip into. “Absolutely
everything.”

“You don’t beat around the bush, do you?” He
shrugged into it.

“Depends,” I said. “In some ways, I’m in
denial. It’s comfortable, like cheap chocolates.”

Terence’s mouth quirked in an unwilling
smile. “What else do you want to know?”

“Why did you marry Melinda?” I slipped a tie
from a hanger and rubbed it against my cheek. It had thin red,
white and green stripes, like a candy cane. “I know you met at your
agent’s office and all that, but what was the attraction, beyond
sex? Did you really expect to spend your lives together?”

“Ever been married?” He took the tie away
and studied it.

“No.”

“Ever do anything on impulse?”

“All the time.”

He draped the tie around his neck and let it
hang. It looked like hell with his blue and maroon shirt. “You’re a
smartass, Kenny, but there’s a sweetness about you.”

“I don’t like sweetness,” I said.

“What adjective would you prefer?”

I thought for a minute. “Menace.”

A laugh rumbled out and his eyes got a light
in them, as if I were a camera and someone had yelled “Action!”
“What do your impulses tell you to do, right now?”

“Touch you,” I admitted.

“Well?” He braced himself, hands on
hips.

The cheek is the first thing you go for. It
has a slight roughness but it’s soft. You can feel the teeth
underneath, perfectly even, probably capped.

He took a shallow breath.

“Enough?” I said. “Where else?”

“Wherever.”

I traced his lips with my fingers, feeling
the moisture. He nibbled at me. I caught both ends of the tie and
pulled him down until his mouth covered mine. We weren’t in contact
anywhere else, but the kiss sent an entire Busby Berkeley chorus
line tap-dancing through my nervous system.

“Good God,” Terence muttered. “What the hell
are we doing?”

“I get promiscuous when I’m crazy,” I said.
“I take precautions though. I’m not stupid.”

“I don’t know why I’m doing this,” he said.
“I hate the press.”

“So do I.”

He chuckled. “You aren’t going to write
about this, are you?”

“And reveal myself to the entire reading
public for the floozy I am? Of course not.”

“Then let’s try that again.”

His tongue was entering my mouth when the
dressing room door flew open. He stepped back, startled, and we
both said, “Shit.”

Jocelyn surveyed us grimly. “I figured as
much.”

“Excuse me?” Terence drew himself up.

“No offense,” Jocelyn said. “But she’s out
of control. Someone has to take care of her.”

“You know about her?” His glare
softened.

“Everybody knows about her.” Jocelyn caught
my elbow. “She’s one of our genuine Hollywood eccentrics.”

I drew a business card from my pocket and
pressed it on Terence. “Call me if you think of anything.”

“Don’t call her,” Jocelyn said. “Not for a
few days, anyway.”

I threw her my most appealing look. “Could
you give us five minutes?”

“Like hell.”

As she steered me out the door, I heard
Terence say, “Hey, I’m good for longer than that.”

The door clicked shut behind me. “You don’t
need to do this,” I told Jocelyn on our way down the hall. “I’m a
big girl.”

“It’s not just for your own good, it’s for
mine,” she said. “There’s something I need to talk to you
about.”

“Me?” It was hard to concentrate on Jocelyn,
the way the walls shimmered. I gestured. “It’s kind of a rainbow,
isn’t it?”

“It’s white,” she said.

“That’s it. White has all the other colors
in it.”

“Kenny, I need you sane,” she said. “Why
aren’t you taking lithium?”

“You know how I feel about it.” Lithium is
an ancient salt, a component of spa waters that people used to
drink to cheer themselves up. Who said our ancestors knew nothing
about medicine? It wasn’t approved by the FDA for manic depression
until maybe forty years ago.

It isn’t a cure, it’s a treatment, like
insulin for diabetes. I tried it for a while. It flattened me out,
took away the highs and lows and made me dull. And I had to keep
going back to the doctor for changes in dosage and for blood tests
because, well, nobody’s sure, but there’s a rumor that refuses to
die about the long-term effect of lithium on the kidneys.

“Kenny,” Jocelyn pressed, “it’s not a
weakness to get help when you need … yes?”

Someone stopped her to ask a question, and I
wandered away, tethered by her concern but fascinated by the
expanding universe. The air hummed; I could feel the walls coming
alive. I wanted to have sex with someone. I hoped it would be
Terence. I wondered why Jocelyn couldn’t tell her news to my tape
recorder and let me off the hook so I could go back. But he’d
probably left the dressing room by now.

“This way.” Jocelyn stopped by an office to
collect her briefcase. “Okay. Let’s go.” She guided me down the
hall, doubling back the way we’d come.

“Is this about Melinda Rivers?” I asked.

“Yes.”

“Good,” I said. “I might have a hard time
getting this article done while I’m flipping out. I could use a
little help. Why don’t you follow me over to my place?”

“You’re not driving.” Jocelyn halted at the
end of the corridor, her hand on a doorknob. “You’re coming home
with me. I’ve found something I need to share with somebody.”

I wondered for a zonked-out moment if she
were a lesbian. Then I remembered that we’d been talking about
Melinda. “Something of hers?”

Jocelyn took a deep breath. “A tape, Kenny.
Melinda was blackmailing someone and I’ve found the tape.”

She wrenched the door open. A few feet away,
leaning against a desk in the outer office, Terence turned to look
at us.

 


 


 


CHAPTER THREE

 


 


“Kenny, this guy’s with you?” Terence asked.
He indicated Gene, who shifted uneasily on the balls of his feet
like a boxer.

“I just asked...” Gene began. “I mean, if
Becky’s willing to pose, I thought he might...”

“I’m sorry.” I grabbed Gene’s arm. “He
shouldn’t have bothered you.”

“No big deal.” Terence watched with a
bemused expression as I towed Gene out the door.

“I don’t see what harm it would do,” Gene
was saying. “Remember Burt Reynolds and `Playgirl?’ It made him
famous.”

“You have mangled my trust.” I pulled him
down the steps to the narrow street. “Betrayed me and delayed
me.”

“You’re talking weird.”

“I am weird.”

“Weirder than usual.”

“I am weirder than usual. Go home, Gene.” I
released him and turned to follow Jocelyn.

“You sure you’re okay?” he persisted.

“I am in the care of a careful person,” I
said.

Gene turned back to look several times
before getting into his VW. Jocelyn grimaced.

“You don’t like him?” I said.

“Gene Larosa uses people.” She unlocked the
door to her Volvo. “Like making a few bucks off Melinda’s naked
body. Like using you to get to Becky and Terence.”

“He helps me.” I protested as we got in.
“Story ideas. Background info.”

We buckled our belts and she put the car
into gear. “I don’t trust him. But that’s not what I wanted to talk
about.”

We picked up the freeway heading north. To
Jocelyn’s place, I assumed.

It was one of those hot September days when
the air is laced with smoke from distant brush fires. In the haze,
packets of life traveled along the freeway with us, an aqua Taurus
crammed with children, a glowing maroon Geo encasing a
silver-haired matron. Only painted lines and raised Bott’s dots
prevented us from merging into one new multi-tentacled
silver-haired life form.

“Are you listening?” Jocelyn said.

I turned on my recorder. “Gotcha.”

“Remember the scene in the movie where
Melinda and I quarrel and I move out a week before she’s
killed?”

I nodded, although I’d watched most of it in
fast-forward. “Melinda admitted she’d gone back to working as a
call girl and you got ticked off. Right?” Jocelyn exited the
freeway near Universal Studios and we swam through a flotilla of
cars with out-of-state plates.

“That’s what was in the script, yes.”

“It didn’t happen that way?”

Ash-blonde hair swung against her cheek as
Jocelyn shook her head. “Mel and I did have an argument about her
turning tricks, but that isn’t why I left. It was because she was
blackmailing somebody she’d had sex with. I guess he was married
and she threatened to tell his wife, something like that. Anyway,
she started getting threats.”

“Blackmail?” This was interesting enough to
keep me attentive despite the prismatic daylight. “Why?”

“Money. And maybe to hurt someone who’d
ticked her off. She could be vindictive.” Jocelyn sighed. “Mostly I
moved out because whoever this guy was, he sounded dangerous, and I
didn’t want to get caught in the middle.”

Danger. A shiver raced through me, not fear
but excitement. The car next to us pulled away from a light, and I
spotted Tom Cruise at the wheel. Behind us, Jody Foster leaned on
her horn. Harrison Ford braced himself by the pedestrian light,
ready to leap to the rescue.

When I get manicky, the faces of strangers
rearrange themselves into familiar patterns. It’s a one-woman game:
How many celebrities can you recognize? How many old friends?
Relatives, dead and alive? Past presidents?

“She warned me not to open the door to
anyone, even people I trusted,” Jocelyn said. “How could I live
like that?”

“The murderer must have been someone you
knew, then,” I said.

“I told the police afterward, but they never
found anything to substantiate the idea that she was blackmailing
somebody. Whoever it was, I think he killed her because of it.” She
took a shaky breath. “A few weeks after she died, one of my
neighbors saw a man snooping around my new apartment.”

“The killer?”

“Maybe. The description was vague and the
police didn’t seem impressed. I took off for Australia a few days
later to research a novel, some crazy idea I had that never worked
out. End of story, or so I thought.”

End of story. But this story had no ending.
Yet.

Jocelyn piloted the car over a hill into
Studio City, an ersatz homey neighborhood where a lot of industry
people live. The stores are too trendy, the houses too close
together and the streets too narrow, but if you don’t look hard,
it’s small-town America.

“Why didn’t you write it like it
happened?”

She segued onto a side street. “Cliff wanted
to save that stuff for the surprise ending. He had me write a scene
where I admit to the detective that I lied the
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