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And there were gardens bright with sinuous rills,

Where blossomed many an incense-bearing tree;

And here were forests ancient as the hills,

Enfolding sunny spots of greenery.

But oh! that deep romantic chasm which slanted

Down the green hill athwart a cedarn cover!

A savage place! as holy and enchanted

As e’er beneath a waning moon was haunted

By woman wailing for her demon-lover!


SAMUEL TAYLOR COLERIDGE, “Kubla Khan”


        A SAVAGE PLACE

    
Chapter 1

I was sitting in my office above the bank with my tie loose and my feet up, reading a book called Play of Double Senses: Spenser’s Faerie Queene. Susan Silverman had given it to me, claiming it was my biography. But it wasn’t. It turned out to be about the sixteenth-century English poet who spelled his name like mine. The guy that wrote it had become the president of Yale, and I thought maybe if I read it, I could become Allan Pinkerton.

I was just starting the chapter titled “Pageant, Show, and Verse” when the phone rang. I picked it up and said in as deep a voice as I could, “Allan Pinkerton, here.”

At the other end a voice I remembered said, “Mr. Spenser, please.”

I said in my Pinkerton voice, “One moment, please,” and then in my normal voice, “Hello.”

The voice on the phone said, “Spenser, do you expect to deceive anyone with that nonsense?”

I said, “You want to hear me do Richard Nixon?”

“No, I do not. I haven’t time. Spenser, this is Rachel Wallace. I assume you recall me.”

“Often,” I said.

“Well, I have some work for you.”

“Let me check my schedule,” I said.

She laughed briefly. “Your sense of humor is much too complete for you to be busy.”

“Are you suggesting I offend people?”

“Yes. Myself included, upon occasion.”

“Only upon occasion?”

“Yes.”

“What would you like done?”

“There’s a young woman in California who is in trouble. She needs the kind of help that you are able to offer.”

“Where in California?”

“Los Angeles. She has uncovered what appears to be a large scandal in the motion picture industry and she fears that her life may become endangered.”

“And you’d like me to go out and look after her?”

“Yes.”

“I didn’t do all that well with you.”

“I think you did. I recommended you to this woman.”

“She’s a friend?”

“No, I met her only once. She’s a television reporter and she interviewed me on the last leg of a book tour. I told her about our adventures. Later on she contacted me through my publisher and requested your name.”

“You must have spoken well of me.”

“I told the truth. You are strong and brave and resourceful. I told her that. I told her also that our politics were miles apart.”

“Politics is too abstract for me,” I said. “I don’t have any.”

“Perhaps you don’t. I told her if you were committed, you would never give up and that, politics aside, you were quite intelligent.”

“Intelligent?”

“Yes.”

“I’m reading a book by the president of Yale,” I said.

“Good for you. Will you help the young woman in California?”

“I need more details.”

“She will supply them. I told her I’d call and clear the way, so to speak.”

“When will I hear from her?”

“This afternoon. Shortly after I hang up.”

“What’s her name?”

“Candy Sloan. Will you do it?”

“Probably.”

“Good. Give my love to Susan.”

“Okay.”

“Perhaps next time I’m in Boston, I can buy you lunch.”

“Yes,” I said. “Call me.”

“I shall. Good-bye, Spenser.”

“Good-bye.”

I hung up the phone and stood and stared out the window. It was June. Below, at the corner of Berkley and Boylston, good-looking women in summer dresses crossed at the light. A lot of men wore seersucker jackets. I didn’t. Susan said I wasn’t the type. I asked her what type I was. She said leather vest, no shirt. I think she was kidding. It was June, seventy-two degrees, clear. The murder count in the city was down ten percent from last year, and I was willing to bet that somewhere someone was hugging the bejeepers out of something.

I looked at my watch. Four thirty. Susan was taking another summer course at Harvard, and I was supposed to pick her up at five. In L.A. that was barely past lunchtime. They were probably still sipping Perrier at Ma Maison.

Across Berkley Street the young dark-haired art director in the ad agency looked out the window and waved at me. I shot at her with my forefinger and she smiled. I smiled back. Enigmatic. Byronic. Once you have found her, never let her go. The phone rang. I said hello.

“Mr. Spenser?”

“Yes.”

“This is Candy Sloan.”

“Rachel Wallace spoke of you,” I said.

“Oh, good. Then you know the situation.”

“Only very generally,” I said. “Rachel said you’d give me details.”

“Oh, God. Over the phone? I hate to talk about it.”

“How about I make up a set of circumstances and you tell me if I’m getting hot or cold?”

“Excuse me? Oh, you’re being ironic. Rachel warned me that you would be.”

“Ironic,” I said.

“Well, of course you’ll need to know things. I can give you details when you get out here, but essentially the situation is this. I’m a reporter for KNBS-TV, here in Los Angeles. We’re doing an investigative series on labor racketeering in the film business, and I came across pretty solid evidence that production companies were paying off labor-union figures to ensure a trouble-free shooting schedule.”

I said, “Um-hmm.”

“When we started digging a little deeper, I got a threatening phone call and recently, when I’ve gotten off work, the same car, a maroon Pontiac Firebird with mag wheels, has followed me home.”

“What was your pretty solid evidence?”

“It’s followed me three nights in a row.”

“No, I mean of payola in the movies?”

“Oh. Eyewitness.”

“And what deeper digging did you do?”

“We began questioning other people in the business.”

“Any documentary evidence?”

“Like checks, photographs, that sort of thing?”

“Yes. Stuff that couldn’t be threatened or bought off.”

“Not yet.”

I had the phone tucked into the hollow of my shoulder and my hands in my hip pockets. While I talked, I looked out the window.

I said, “Um-hmm.”

“So,” Candy Sloan said, “the station has agreed to hire someone to help me with this. To act as a bodyguard and help with the investigation.”

“Why not someone out there?” I took my left hand out of my pocket and looked at my watch. Four forty-six. I was going to be late for Susan if I didn’t close this off.

“We couldn’t be sure they would be reliable, and by coincidence, I had recently interviewed Rachel Wallace, and she spoke at length about her kidnapping and how you found her.”

“She mention how I lost her in the first place?”

“She said that was her fault.”

“Mmm.”

“Will you come out here?”

“Two hundred dollars a day and expenses.”

“That will be fine. The station will pay.”

“And you gotta promise to show me a movie star.”

“Anyone special?”

“Dale Evans.”

There was silence on the other end.

“Or whoever you can find,” I said. “It doesn’t have to be Dale. Mala Powers would be good.”

“I’ll do what I can,” she said. “Are you really this goofy all the time?” There was a giggle at the edge of her voice.

“Goofy?” I said. “When I meet Mala Powers, I’m going to tell her you said that.”

“All right,” she said. “When will you arrive? I’ll meet you at the airport.”

“I’ll take the noon flight on American. Gets in at four.”

“You’ve been to Los Angeles before?”

“Yes.”

“Do you like it?”

“I think so,” I said. “It makes me smile a lot.”

“Good,” she said. “Fly first class. The station won’t blink. I’ll page you when your flight arrives.”

I looked at my watch. Ten of five. If the traffic was okay, I might still make it on time. “Okay,” I said. “See you tomorrow.”

“Good. Is there anything about you that would make you easy to recognize? Rachel told me you were big.”

“Yeah. I look just like Cary Grant would have if he’d been hit often in the nose.”

She giggled again. It was a nice sound. I liked it. She didn’t sound too awful scared, and I kind of liked that too.

“See you tomorrow,” she said.

“Yes,” I said. And hung up.


Chapter 2

Candy Sloan met me by the car rentals next to the baggage pickup at the L.A. airport. She had hair the color of jonquils and skin the color of honey and eyes the color of cornflowers. The good coloring was not wasted on the rest of her.

She said, “Is your name Spenser?”

I said yes.

She said, “I wasn’t sure. I thought it might be Cary Grant.”

“After a bad flight,” I said.

She smiled. “I’m Candy Sloan,” she said.

“Good,” I said. “Show me a movie star.”

“Let’s get your luggage first,” she said and went through the doors toward the carousels.

I watched her for a moment. She was wearing skintight jeans with someone’s name on the butt and spiked heels. She had that rolling, arm-swinging walk that spike heels produce in agile women, and even here in Tinsel Town she turned a lot of heads. The top half (when I got to it) was covered with a scarlet blouse worn open over a lavender T-shirt. Around her neck were many gold chains. Her earrings were gold, and she wore several gold rings.

She looked back at me and smiled again. “Coming?”

I nodded and trailed after her. She was tall; with her spiked heels, nearly as tall as I was. Her hair was long and smooth, touching her shoulders. The first pieces of luggage were beginning to circle the carousel as we got to it. Mine was not yet out.

“Good flight?” she asked.

“First class is very pleasant,” I said. “There was a former governor up there with me.”

“How exciting for you.”

“Well, he’s no Tom Conway, you know?”

“Or Mala Powers,” she said.

When she smiled, two lines deepened on either side of her mouth. Once you saw them, you realized they were always there. They were faint except when she smiled. Her nose was nice and straight and her eyebrows were darker than her hair. So were her eyelashes, which were long. There were several explanations for the dark hair-light hair contrast. I was speculating about them when my suitcase showed up. I snagged it and nodded toward the door.

She asked, “One suitcase?”

“Yep.”

“My God, how do you travel with one suitcase?”

“It’s mostly full of ammunition,” I said. “If I’m not working, I can get by with a gym bag.”

Outside the heat was solid. On a crosswalk in a tow zone reserved for authorized vehicles only was a Ford Fairlane station wagon with a whip antenna and an emblem on the side that read KNBS: THE SOUND OF THE GOLDEN WEST. Underneath that it said in smaller letters LIVE ACTION NEWS. A young airport cop with blond hair and a bushy blond mustache was leaning on the near front fender, his legs crossed, his arms folded over his chest. When he saw Candy Sloan, he stepped around and opened the door on the driver’s side for her. She smiled at him and said, “Thank you.”

He said, “Anytime, Miss Sloan,” and carefully closed the door for her.

I opened the rear door, put my suitcase on the rear seat, closed the door, opened the front door, and got in beside Miss Sloan. The cop ignored me. When I got my door closed, he blew a sharp whistle, held up a commanding hand, and stopped traffic while Miss Sloan pulled out of the tow zone and drove away.

“I suspect that man of sexism,” I said.

“Really?”

“Yes. If I’d parked there, he’d have shot me.”

“Oh, I don’t think so, really,” she said. “News people get a break, and they should.” She turned the air conditioning up. I was glad.

“Mmm.”

“Want the scenic route or the expressway?”

“Where we going?”

“The Beverly Hills was booked and so was the Beverly Wilshire. But I got a nice room at the Beverly Hillcrest. It’s where the station always puts people. It’s on the south edge of Beverly Hills. Beverwil Drive at Pico.”

“Up back of the Beverly Wilshire about six blocks,” I said.

“Yes, that’s right. You have been here before.”

I sucked down my upper lip and said, “I’ve been everywhere before, sweetheart.”

She giggled. “Bogie?” she asked.

I said, “That’s the way it is, kid.”

She said, “That’s awful.”

I said, “You should hear my Allan Pinkerton impression.”

She shook her head. “Freeway or scenic,” she said.

“Why not go up Sepulveda for a while,” I said.

The landscape was sere and hostile, naked-looking under the oppressive sun. I always felt a little exposed in Southern California.

I said, “Do you see my function as predominantly protective or predominantly investigative?”

“Protective, I think. I’m a good investigator. I need someone to keep people from inhibiting the investigation.”

“Okay,” I said. “If I see a purloined letter lying about, I assume you won’t mind if I mention it.”

“I’d be grateful,” she said. “But you wanted to know the priorities.”

“Yes, I did.”

“You’re not going to go into a male funk on me, are you?” she said.

“It’s the only funk I’m capable of,” I said.

“I mean, you’re not hung up about me saying I’m probably as good an investigator as you are?”

“No.”

“I’m good at my job,” she said. “Everyone thinks you get by on TV by wiggling your ass off-camera and saying everything with a bright smile on-camera.”

“And,” I said.

“And some of that is true, but I’m a damn good reporter.”

“And the ass?”

She looked at me with the two lines deepening. “I wiggle that,” she said, “when I want to. And where.”

“Let me know the next time,” I said. “I’ll want to watch.”

Again she smiled. I realized she could make that smile with the consonant eye-sparkle whenever she wished. Along with it went a giggle this time. That, too, I realized, was something she could do or not when she wished.

We turned on to Pico, heading east. “The thing is,” Candy said, “that you need to understand that I’m in charge of the investigation. It’s my story. I want to play it out.”

“Sure,” I said.

“That doesn’t bother you?”

“No.”

“Do you think I’m too aggressive and pushy?”

“Yeah. You don’t need to be. But you don’t know that. No harm in it.”

“I’m in a tough business,” she said. “I’ve learned to be tough. It frightens some men.”

“I’ll be okay,” I said.

“Good,” she said. “Is there anything you’re dying to get off your chest?”

“Well,” I said. “While it is true that I can leap tall buildings at a single bound, and while, in fact, I am more powerful than a locomotive, it is not true that I am faster than a speeding bullet. If I’m going to protect you, we have to weigh risk and gain quite often.”

She nodded. “It’s disappointing though,” she said.

“What is?”

“That you’re not faster than a speeding bullet.”

“Think how I feel,” I said.

We swung into the entrance of the Beverly Hillcrest. “Take a shower,” she said. “Have a drink. Dinner in the room. Get rid of jet lag. Have a night’s rest. I’ll pick you up at eight thirty tomorrow morning, and you start working.”

“You’ll be okay tonight,” I said.

“I was all right last night.”

I got out. A servant took my suitcase. Everyone else watched Candy Sloan drive away. The folks at the Hillcrest didn’t seem too much more laid-back than I was.


Chapter 3

If you looked straight out from the small balcony outside my room at the Beverly Hillcrest, you could see the Hollywood Hills and the sign that said HOLLYWOOD, and the sparse high-rises along Sunset, and Hollywood boulevards. If you looked down, you could see the parking lot and the side entrance to the hotel. In between the parking lot and the hills you could survey the immaculate, peculiar stillness of Beverly Hills.

I drank coffee and ate a slice of fresh pineapple and some whole wheat toast. It was seven in the morning. I had neglected to bring my silk robe with the velvet lapels and was forced to lounge on the balcony shirtless, wearing a pair of blue shorts and no shoes. My feet were pale and eastern-looking. Actually so was my chest. Humiliating. I finished breakfast. By seven fifteen I had on my running shoes and a beige T-shirt with the sleeves cut off, and I was heading north on Beverly Drive at an easy jog. The T-shirt had one of those computer-printout pictures of Susan on it. We’d thought it was funny in a shopping mall last December. I figured the beige color would look like a tan from a distance.

The streets were spotless and empty of foot traffic. The houses were predominantly Spanish-Tudor-Colonial-Modern, showing the influences of Christopher Wren, Frank Lloyd Wright, and Walter Disney. Across Wilshire I was into the heart of sleekness. Three short blocks at a faster pace and it was behind me. I was across Santa Monica Boulevard and back in residential elegance.

I ran up Beverly to the little park in front of the Beverly Hills Hotel on Sunset, turned around, and ran back down Rodeo Drive. Huge palms with pineappley bark lined the streets. Back across both Santa Monicas. (Was there anywhere else, I thought, that had two streets running side by side with the same name? No, I thought. There wasn’t.) Rodeo Drive was even more epically chic than Beverly Drive. The names of internationally known hairdressers graced the windows of small buildings elegantly crafted of fake stone and make-believe stucco. People didn’t seem to get up early here. I was still nearly alone, and the shops were mostly closed. If I were an international hairdo superstar, I’d probably sleep in myself. I wondered if they all talked funny, or just the ones I’d seen on television. Maybe you have to talk that way or when you’re in New York, you can’t get into Studio 54.

I arrived back at the hotel at eight with a pretty good sweat worked up. At eight thirty I had showered the sweat off, shaved, and put on my best warm-weather wardrobe. Summer-weight blue blazer, gray slacks, yellow Oxford shirt from Brooks Brothers, button-down collar worn without a tie, top two buttons open so I would look real Coast. In the breast pocket of the blazer I had a yellow silk show handkerchief; on the feet, cordovan loafers; on the right hip, a gun. I slipped into a pair of sunglasses I’d bought once in the Fairmont Hotel in Dallas. Then I checked the mirror. Should I unbutton the shirt two more buttons and wear a bullet around my neck on a gold chain? Too pushy. They might think I was an agent.

The phone rang. I answered. A man’s voice said, “Mr. Spenser?”

“Yes.”

“My name’s Rafferty. I’m in the lobby. Candy Sloan asked me to come by and get you. She’s been hurt and wants to see you.”

“I’ll be right down,” I said.

“I’m driving a yellow Mazda RX7. I’ll be right outside the door.”

I went down the seven flights rather than wait for the elevator.

Rafferty was where he said he’d be. He was standing on the driver’s side with the door partially open, one foot in the car.

I got into the Mazda, and he slipped into his side, snapped it into gear, spun the car around in the driveway, and rammed it out of the driveway and onto Beverly Drive at a considerable rate.

“What happened?” I said.

“She got beat up.”

“Is she all right?”

“What do you mean, ‘Is she all right?’ ” he said. “You ever seen anybody beat up?”

“How badly is she hurt?” I said.

“She’ll recover.”

“Who beat her up?”

“Ask her.”

We wheeled onto Santa Monica toward West Hollywood. Rafferty drove very economically and very fast. He was strong-looking, deeply tanned, with a strong neck and muscular forearms. He wore a green Lacoste polo shirt, pale Levi’s jeans, and blue Tiger running shoes with green crosshatched striping. His face was chiseled and full of character, with a dimple in each cheek and one in the chin. He wore his hair longish and combed back. It was brown and sunlightened. In short he was manly and gorgeous. Except it was all in miniature. He couldn’t have been taller than five feet six, and he probably weighed a hundred and fifty.

I said, “It is kind of you not to burden me with information overload. Just looking at me, you could probably tell I need facts in very small doses.”

He slammed the car into a left turn where Santa Monica meets Doheny and we were going uphill on Doheny toward Sunset.

Without looking at me, he said, “Don’t fuck around with me, Jack, I’ve handled bigger guys than you.”

“And weren’t they surprised,” I said.

We turned off Doheny just below Sunset and onto Wetherly Drive.

“She wants to see you, so she’ll see you,” Rafferty said. “But anytime after that, you want to try me out, wise guy, why, start right in.”

I didn’t seem to have him intimidated.

We stopped in front of a small neat house among many small neat houses on Wetherly Drive. They built close together in L.A. A lot
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