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            Chapter 1

         
         The first time I set eyes on Miles McCoy, I worried he might try to eat me. He was the size and girth of a North American
            grizzly bear, with long silver-tipped hair, a long silver-tipped beard, and small dark eyes that bore into me like I was a
            particularly fine specimen of Chinook salmon. It couldn’t have helped that I’d used a honey scrub the morning we met. I should’ve
            known better. Not just about the scrub, but about a lot of things.
         

         
         Like braving the freeway during rush hour.

         
         Like thinking you can’t get a ticket for parking at a broken meter.

         
         Like racing up to his penthouse in Balenciaga gladiator sandals, and expecting not to twist an ankle.

         
         Like watching his fiancée shoot herself, and assuming it was suicide, instead of murder.

         
         But I’m getting ahead of myself, which is another thing I should know better about. Because if I’ve learned anything at all
            from my study of film noir (which got me into the whole sordid Miles McCoy mess to begin with), it is to tell the story in the precise order in which it happened.
         

         
         The trouble started the day before, which was Valentine’s Day, a pagan holiday named after the Roman priest who defied Claudius
            II by marrying Christian couples. After being hauled off in shackles, the soft-hearted cleric was beaten with clubs, stoned,
            and when that didn’t finish him off, publicly beheaded. Makes you think.
         

         
         It had poured rain for eight days running, which isn’t what you sign on for when you live in Los Angeles. But that morning,
            as I stepped outside for a run, the sun was blinding—so blinding, in fact, that I didn’t see the fragrant valentine my neighbor’s
            dog, Engelbart, had left on the stoop for me. Not that I minded spending the next twenty minutes cleaning the grooves of my
            running shoe with a chopstick. It was a beautiful day. The rollerbladers were cruising the Venice boardwalk. The scent of
            medical marijuana was wafting through the air. Engelbart’s gastrointestinal tract was sound.
         

         
         An hour later, I hopped into my mint green 1975 Mercedes convertible, and made my way up Lincoln to the freeway. I was headed
            to Larchmont, an incongruous stretch of Main Street, USA, sandwiched between Hollywood and Koreatown. This was where studio
            executives’ wives and their private school daughters came for green juice, yoga pants, and the occasional wrench from the
            general store that had served Hancock Park since the 1930s. It was also where my mother and grandmother ran Cellar Door, known
            for its chia seed porridge and life-positive service. I helped out whenever my coffers were running low. Which was most of
            the time.
         

         
         You are probably frowning right about now. Surely a young woman who owns a classic convertible—as well as Balenciaga gladiators—should
            not be perennially low on funds. But it’s true.
         

         
         The car came from my grandmother, who received it as part of her third (fourth?) divorce settlement and gave it to me as a
            gift when I strong-armed my mother into rehab for the fourth (fifth?) time. The sandals I purchased online in a frenzy of
            self-loathing shortly after watching my ex-boyfriend the rock god serenading his current girlfriend the supermodel on an otherwise
            uneventful episode of Ellen. I’d tried to return the sandals, but one of the studs had fallen off, making them damaged goods. Like their owner. Not that
            I’m hard on myself. It’s just that my career—I take clients on custom-designed, private tours of my hometown of L.A.—wasn’t
            exactly thriving, which is why I was easy prey for the likes of Miles McCoy. But I’m getting ahead of myself again. Here comes the good part.
            The part where I’m driving like the wind and almost don’t notice the flashing lights in my mirror. I knew I should have fixed that taillight.
         

         
         I pulled over, cut the motor, handed the cop my license and registration. He looked down, then did a double take. “Dreama Black?”

         
         That would be me.

         
         “The Dreama Black?” he continued. “As in ‘Dreama, Little Dreama’?”
         

         
         Perhaps I should explain.

         
         I am a twenty-eight-year-old, third-generation rock ’n’ roll groupie—or “muse,” as the women in my family like to put it.

         
         My grandmother, a fine-boned blonde who never met a gossamer shawl or Victorian boot she didn’t like, spent the sixties sleeping
            her way through Laurel Canyon, winding up in a house on Rothdell Trail (a.k.a. “Love Street”) purchased for her by a certain
            lead singer of a certain iconic band whose name is the plural of the thing that hits you on the way out.
         

         
         My mother, blessed with thick, dark tresses and a way with mousse, was consort to many of the pseudo-androgynous alpha males
            of American hair metal, her chief claim to fame an MTV video in which she writhed across the hood of a Porsche wearing a white
            leotard and black, thigh-high boots. She also bought Axl Rose his first kilt.
         

         
         As for me, well, I was on my way to freshman orientation when this guy I’d been seeing, who’d played a couple of no-name clubs
            with some friends from summer camp, intercepted me at LAX, put his lips to my ear, and hummed the opening bars of a new song
            I’d apparently inspired. Instead of boarding the plane for Berkeley, I boarded the tour bus with Luke Cutt and the other skinny,
            pimply members of Rocket Science. Four world tours, three hit albums, two Grammys, and one breakup later, “Dreama, Little
            Dreama”—an emo pop anthem that went gold in seven days and has sold eleven million copies to date—had made me almost famous forever.
         

         
         “Step out of the car, please.”

         
         The cop removed his sunglasses. Peach fuzz. Straight out of the academy. “So.”

         
         He wanted to get a picture with me.

         
         “I’d love to get a picture with you,” he said.

         
         I smoothed down my cut-offs and striped T-shirt, removed my red Ray-Bans, ran my fingers through my long, straight, freshly
            balayaged auburn hair . The cop put his arm around me, leaned in close, took a couple of snaps on his phone. Let me guess.
            He’d had a crush on me since tenth grade, when he saw me in a white tank and no bra on the cover of Rocket Science’s debut
            C.D., and now he was going to post the pictures on Instagram to show all his buddies.
         

         
         “Awesome.” He gave me a brotherly punch on the arm. “No way is my wife going to believe this. She’s crazy about Luke Cutt.
            Hey, is he really dating that Victoria’s Secret Angel? She is smoking hot.”
         

         
         At least I didn’t get the ticket.

         
         I arrived at Cellar Door just in time for the staff affirmation, a daily ritual in which the servers, line cooks, busboys,
            and dishwashers all sit in a circle on the sustainably harvested bamboo floor and pass the talking stick. Today, after the
            group hug, my grandmother passed out napkins and small, odoriferous pellets which everyone nibbled at politely, then tossed
            surreptitiously into the trash.
         

         
         I set to work wiping down the fir slab that constituted the communal table. Next I watered the herb wall and ironed the hemp
            tablecloths. Then I ducked into the kitchen. Gram was at the stove, testing the curry of the day.
         

         
         “How are you?” I gave her a kiss on the cheek.

         
         She whipped around, chiffon skirt flying, batwing sleeves fluttering. “Actually, I’m in a bit of a state.”

         
         “It’s the Night of 1,000 Stevies, isn’t it?” Gram always got upset when the annual Stevie Nicks tribute-cum-drag show, now
            into its third decade, rolled around.
         

         
         She shook her head. “I’m so over that. Everybody knows full well that she-who-we-shall-not-name stole her so-called ‘look’
            from me. No, it’s Uncle Ray. He’s back in my life. And he’s in trouble.”
         

         
         “Uncle” is the generic term I’ve given to the unending parade of my mother’s and grandmother’s lovers. Uncle Ray stood out.
            He was high up in the L.A.P.D., for one thing. For another, he’d broken Gram’s heart.
         

         
         She took off her apron. “I don’t want you to worry about it. I want to hear about you.” She gave me a wink. “Anything special
            planned for tonight?”
         

         
         The woman could not comprehend a life without romantic intrigue, and I hated disappointing her. “The usual. Soft music, candles.”

         
         “Cruelty-free, promise?”

         
         “You’re mixing me up with my mother.” Whose use of handcuffs and floggers has been well-documented elsewhere.

         
         “I’m talking about the candles,” said Gram. “Are you aware that beeswax is stolen from hives, tallow is a slaughterhouse product,
            and paraffin is carcinogenic?”
         

         
         “You’re a fine one to talk about cruelty-free,” I answered. “What were those pellets you gave everyone earlier?”

         
         Gram narrowed her lids. “Carob-dipped goji berries.”

         
         I rest my case.

         
         My shift ended at four, and I took off soon afterward. I was driving against traffic so I made it home in under an hour. Home
            would be a tiny, bougainvillea-draped bungalow off Abbott Kinney, not far from the Venice canals, that I’d purchased with
            my unused college fund. The listing called it a “character house” in a “newly gentrifying area,” which means a teardown plastered
            with gang graffiti. After I signed the papers, the broker suggested I get a Doberman. But I’m not easily intimidated. Too
            bad. Maybe if I’d gotten the Doberman, I wouldn’t have gone for that gun. But I’m getting ahead of myself yet again.
         

         
         After opening my mail, I uncorked a bottle of Pinot Grigio and decided on a B.L.T. As I was pulling out the bacon, however,
            I remembered next month’s food tour for a group of Jewish singles from Milwaukee. I’d locked in the Kibitz Room at Canter’s
            Deli and a meet-and-greet with a fermentation evangelist in Van Nuys who makes artisanal sauerkraut (certified kosher-pareve).
            Beyond that, however, I had nothing. Suddenly verklempt, I took to my bed with a third glass of wine.
         

         
         The next thing I knew it was pitch-black and the doorbell was ringing. I looked down at my phone. Nine-thirty. I’d been asleep
            for hours. I pulled my cut-offs back on and stumbled out of the bedroom.
         

         
         “Who is it?” I called out.

         
         “Pizza delivery.”

         
         I looked through the peephole. Standing there was a hot guy in a Voidoids T-shirt. I let him in. His schnauzer, the aforementioned
            Engelbart, followed.
         

         
         “You look like you were asleep.” He scanned the room. “Alone, I hope.”

         
         When it comes to friends with benefits, geographical proximity can be a fine thing. Take the case of my next-door neighbor,
            Teddy. He’s there when the urge strikes. The walk of shame is only a few steps long. And once in a while he shows up with
            an extra-large pizza.
         

         
         “Sit down,” I said. “Pour yourself some wine while I freshen up.”

         
         I hustled into my bedroom, looking for something fetching but not trashy. And then there was my mother’s black leather catsuit,
            which I kept forgetting to drop off for her at the specialty dry cleaners on Sepulveda the exotic dancers all swore by. Oh,
            why not? After yanking out the shoulder pads, I have to say I looked pretty good. More like Scarlett Johansson in The Avengers than Tawny Kitaen in that Whitesnake video. Scarlett, if she were the waif type, that is. And wore a smaller cup size.
         

         
         “Freeze!” I whipped around at top speed.

         
         Teddy strode into the bedroom and put up his hands. “I surrender.”

         
         “Maybe we should eat first.” I’d never gotten to that B.L.T.

         
         “Not hungry.” He reached for the zipper running down the front of the catsuit.

         
         “Let me.” I tugged, but it didn’t budge.

         
         Teddy kissed me long and hard, then pulled back. “I have an idea.” There was a glint in his eyes. “Just like in the movies.”

         
         “No!” I backed away. “You can’t rip it! It’s vintage!”
         

         
         He raised an eyebrow.

         
         “I’m sorry, Teddy, but my mother wore it to Heather Locklear’s wedding to Tommy Lee. Where are you going?”

         
         He came back from the kitchen with a can of WD-40. “Hold still.”

         
         “You’re kidding, right?” I closed my eyes.

         
         “Fisherman spray it on their lures. The fish love it.”

         
         He pressed down on the nozzle. As the noxious scent filled the room I doubled over coughing. Plus, the zipper was still stuck.

         
         Teddy disappeared into the kitchen again, coming out this time with a slice of pepperoni and some scissors. “I’m cutting the
            thing.”
         

         
         “Can you get me a piece, too?” After he left the room, I called my mother.

         
         When she heard it was me, she dispensed with the usual niceties. “It’s Valentine’s Day, and you’re home alone on your computer.
            And drinking. Sad.”
         

         
         Leos are caring, but lacking in tact. “Actually, I’m with someone.”

         
         “Then what are you doing calling me?” Muffled laughter. “Stop that! Bad boy!”

         
         Teddy had returned and was waving a slice of pizza under my nose. I shooed him away. “What’s going on over there, Mom? Is
            that the guy who makes the savory seitan pies? Has he actually graduated from high school?”
         

         
         “He’s twenty-one, which was legal last time I checked. What about you? Please don’t tell me it’s your next-door neighbor.
            That is not how the women in our family do things. Love is not supposed to be convenient.” More laughter, then gulping sounds. “Ooh. Pineapple?”
         

         
         I was feeling vaguely ill now, so I cut to the chase. “The zipper on your catsuit is stuck and Teddy wants to cut me out of
            it.”
         

         
         “Grease the pig!” my mother commanded.

         
         “What pig? Mother, what is going on?”

         
         “I’m talking to you,” she said. “Do you have any Crisco?”

         
         “Crisco? Why would I have Crisco?”

         
         Teddy looked up from his phone. “Crisco? That sounds awesome.”
         

         
         “If you shove some down the front of the catsuit,” my mother said, “your body heat will warm it up enough to allow you to
            wriggle out. Remember, leather gives.”
         

         
         I walked Teddy and Engelbart to the front door with a full market list. Might as well kill two birds with one stone. After
            they left, I found the savory seitan pie dude on Facebook. He was eighteen. Then the phone rang.
         

         
         “Well, that was quick,” I said to my mother, trying not to sound superior. Only it wasn’t her. It was a man whose voice I didn’t recognize. He
            told me his name, but I wasn’t sure if I’d heard right. It couldn’t be.
         

         
         “The Miles McCoy?” I asked. “Miles McCoy, the record producer?” His story was legendary. A burly white guy from Detroit, he started a rap label in his college dorm room back in the nineties
            and won eight Grammys before graduation. After a split with his partners, he went into seclusion at a Tibetan monastery, only
            to emerge as a master of the turnaround, resurrecting the careers of washed-up crooners by getting them to record heavy-metal
            ballads, or engineering collaborations between country stars and faded hip-hop divas. He had four ex-wives, didn’t touch alcohol,
            and always carried prayer beads and a miniature legal pad.
         

         
         “Yes,” Miles said. “But don’t believe everything you hear. People lie.”

         
         People lie.
         

         
         It wasn’t like I’d had to read between the lines. The man had come right out and said it. But apparently, I hadn’t been paying
            attention. And what a pity that was. Maybe if I had been no one would’ve died.
         

         
         “You’re quite the cynic,” I said.

         
         “Not really,” Miles replied. “It’s just that I keep falling for smooth, shiny girls, hard-boiled, and loaded with sin.”

         
         “Wait,” I said. “Don’t tell me. Double Indemnity? No, The Big Sleep?” The other thing everybody knew about Miles McCoy was that he was obsessed with film noir. Me, too. Growing up, Gram, Uncle
            Ray, and I spent a lot of time on her couch, watching old movies on cable while my mother was AWOL.
         

         
         “You’ll have to look it up to be sure,” Miles said.

         
         “I will,” I said. “In the meantime, how can I help you?”

         
         He said he’d like to go over it in person. Was I available Thursday—tomorrow—at 9 a.m.?

         
         I hesitated only a minute before agreeing to make room in my busy schedule. Maybe Miles McCoy wanted to resurrect my moribund career.
         

         
         Later in the evening, I learned just how versatile Crisco can be. Soon after I would learn there are things out there a lot
            more slippery.
         

         
         I don’t mean rain-slicked pavements in a classic film noir.

         
         I mean music moguls who can quote Raymond Chandler’s Farewell, My Lovely by heart.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 2

         
         Miles McCoy lived in the penthouse of the Eastern Columbia Building, which I’d always admired from my car while stuck on the
            10 heading downtown. Clad in turquoise terra cotta, ornamented with zigzags and chevrons, and capped with a four-sided clock
            tower, it’s the most beautiful Art Deco building in L.A., and—even more important—the site of the climactic scene in the pilot
            episode of Moonlighting, where Cybill Shepherd hangs by her fingernails from one of clock faces until she’s saved by Bruce Willis, when he still
            had hair.
         

         
         (Yes. Bruce is one of my uncles.)

         
         The neighborhood was, as they say, in transition. I found a metered spot in front of a check-cashing store, then jogged across
            the street, past a cold-pressed-juice bar and a boutique selling dresses for quinceañeras, and through the building’s front entrance, with its recessed two-story vestibule adorned with a blue and gold terra cotta
            sunburst. Inside the lobby were some plush armchairs, one of which was occupied by a homeless man holding up a piece of cardboard
            that read, “Let’s Do Lunch: You Buy.” Sign of the times. Like the brochures fanned out on the front desk advertising two-bedroom,
            two-bathroom loft-style condos affordably priced at just under $2 million.
         

         
         The concierge directed me to Miles’s private elevator, which was playing a Muzak version of “Que Sera, Sera.” I hummed along.
            Then the doors slid open.
         

         
         The woman standing in front of me was a cross between Jessica Rabbit and a Maori shaman. Between the boobs and the tattoos,
            it was hard not to stare.
         

         
         “Hi!” I focused on a spot just above her left shoulder. “Sorry I’m late.” I pointed to my sandals. “I twisted my ankle running
            in these stupid things.”
         

         
         The woman looked me up and down, pausing at the small picnic basket slung over my arm. “We don’t do sandwiches. We’re gluten-free.”

         
         “Do you mean this? It’s my purse.” I’d stolen the idea from Jane Birkin, whom I’ve been told I resemble. She’s the British model from the sixties
            they’d named the handbag after, though only a lunatic would buy a Birkin at Hermès when you could buy one of these at Bed
            Bath & Beyond. Plus, no waiting list.
         

         
         “Oh, my god,” she said. “Do you not get that we’re busy here? Mookie!”
         

         
         Mookie was a XXXL easy. As he approached, the windows shook, the floor vibrated, the crystals on the chandelier trilled.

         
         “Can you please remove this person?” The woman studied her nails.

         
         “Excuse me, but I have an appointment. Dreama Black?”

         
         “How nice of you to make an effort,” she snapped.

         
         In L.A., skinny jeans, a black tank, and designer footwear usually counts as business casual.

         
         “It’s not like anybody could compete with your outfit,” I said. Which would be a green sequined corset worn with cream-colored gauchos and matching platform clogs. “Or
            your hair, which is so great.” Did I mention it was the precise color and texture of Flamin’ Hot Cheetos?
         

         
         “It isn’t natural,” she said.

         
         “Mine either.” 

         
         She slapped her forehead. “No kidding.”

         
         Enough was enough. “I believe Miles is expecting me?”

         
         “Miles and his expectations,” she muttered under her breath. “This way.”

         
         The living room was enormous and lined with bookshelves. I caught a glimpse of Little Women, The Hindu Book of Astrology, and a biography of Steve McQueen. A large sandstone Buddha sat crossed-legged in the middle of the space, a bowl of oranges
            at his feet. At the far end was a baby grand piano, flooded in natural light. Outside the window were gray clouds and a vintage
            neon sign reading, “JESUS SAVES.”
         

         
         The two of us approached a black leather couch. There was a leg hanging over the edge, and a bare foot buried in a furry white
            rug.
         

         
         The woman cleared her throat. “Miles? Your nine o’clock is here.”

         
         We waited.

         
         “Earth to Miles,” she intoned.

         
         No response.

         
         “Miles!” She shook his shoulder. “Get the fuck up!”

         
         He whipped off his earphones. “No echo, no slap-back, no overdubbing, no mixing. It’s brilliant. But the bridge.” His eyes
            were closed. “I’m, like, dismayed with the bridge.”
         

         
         The woman wrinkled her brow. “I knew you were going to say that.”

         
         Miles wiggled his toes, then opened his eyes like he was coming out of a trance. “Dreama Black?”

         
         “Hey,” I replied. “Nice to meet you.”

         
         He padded around to the other side of the couch. Miles wasn’t as enormous as Mookie, but he was still larger than life. If
            he’d been garbed in flowing robes instead of an oversized white T-shirt and khakis you could totally imagine him pairing up
            goats and wildebeests on the Ark.
         

         
         “The pleasure is all mine,” he said. “You keep popping up on my radar these days. Great article in the Times.”
         

         
         The tenth anniversary of “Dreama, Little Dreama.” They ran a photo of me holding up the C.D. with the photo of me on the cover.
            Humiliating. As a small business owner, however, you do what you have to.
         

         
         “And then,” Miles said, “a buddy tells me about this cool chick who ran a deathrock tour a few weeks back. Heard it was awesome.”

         
         Marilyn Manson types from Chicago. They wanted B-horror movie locations, taxidermy shops, and the Museum of Death. After we
            finished up at Hollywood Forever Cemetery, I threw in a stop at La Guanaquita because after a long day, even Goths need pupusas.
         

         
         “I see you’ve met my right-hand woman,” Miles said.

         
         I glanced her way. “Unofficially.”

         
         Miles shot her a warning look. “Pee Chee.”

         
         “That’s your name?” I asked.

         
         Her smile was as warm as liquid nitrogen. “P-E-E space C-H-E-E. As in the school folders.”

         
         “They come in multiple colors now,” Miles said. “But I’m partial to the original goldenrod.”

         
         “Flatterer.” Pee Chee walked over to the door, spun around. “I’ll be in the study, if you need anything.”

         
         Miles turned to me. “Let’s sit. I want to get right to the point.”

         
         I sat. He remained standing.

         
         “You’ve heard a lot about me,” Miles said. “We established that in our previous conversation.”

         
         “Right,” I said. “Also, that I shouldn’t believe everything I hear.”

         
         “True that,” said Miles. “Anyway, one of the things you might have heard is I’m getting married in two weeks.”

         
         I got it. “And you’re not.”

         
         “Are you crazy? Fuck, yeah, I’m getting married.” He lowered himself onto a white leather chaise. “Her name is Maya Duran. She is incredible. My green-eyed goddess. Not that anybody knows. She’s had issues with stalkers, so she’s militant about her privacy. No red
            carpet. No social media. Nothing out there for pervs to pin up in their weird-ass storage spaces, if you know what I’m saying.
            Maya’s, like, my little secret.”
         

         
         Strange comment. I should have called him on it. First mistake.

         
         “We met in the summer.” His eyes misted over. “I don’t know how I got so lucky. She’s a dancer. Burlesque. Like Dita Von Teese,
            but younger. I’d introduce you, but she’s locked in her studio all week rehearsing, and swears she’ll beat the shit out of
            me if I so much as knock on the door. You’ll meet her on Sunday. That’s the night of her big debut. So much for privacy after
            that, am I right? Hey, Dreama? I want to show you something.”
         

         
         Miles bolted upright. Attention deficit disorder. Increasingly common in adults. He pulled me down the hall. “We’re going
            to the inner sanctum.”
         

         
         The inner sanctum was his bedroom, judging by the king-sized bed. He saw me square my shoulders.

         
         “Now don’t go worrying about ol’ Miles.” He squeezed my arm. “I’m kind of a monk these days.”

         
         He walked me over to a revolving magazine rack in the corner of the room, right by his nightstand. I knew it was his nightstand
            because the other one had a vase of red roses on it. His had the remotes. Also, a pair of handcuffs. Some monk.
         

         
         “These look like junky old magazines, right?” he asked.

         
         “Actually—”

         
         “Wrong. These are the original Black Masks, with the original stories by every important hard-boiled and noir writer. Along with filler by hacks nobody’s heard of.
            All in all, the crème de la crème of pulp fiction. And I’ve got the full run.”
         

         
         He pulled out an issue. “This one’s my pride and joy.” The cover featured an illustration of a Chinese gangster holding a
            smoking gun. “December 1933. Raymond Chandler’s first appearance in print. ‘Blackmailers Don’t Shoot.’ The story’s got it
            all. The chivalrous detective, a modern-day knight in shining armor. The fucked-up damsel in distress. Melancholy. Corruption.
            Murder. And Los Angeles, great and gaudy and neon-lit. Which is where you come in.”
         

         
         At last.

         
         Miles started pacing. “Couples should share interests, am I right? Unfortunately, Maya doesn’t exactly get my stuff. Dusty old pulps. Bad prints of black and white movies. I get it. She’s a young girl. But there is one thing we
            both like, and that’s driving around and looking at cool shit. So Pee Chee had this, like, vision: the whole wedding party, dressed to kill in a fleet of cherry forties Plymouths, gunning down dark alleys and ducking into
            cheap hotel rooms and low-rent apartments on this fucking amazing, one-of-a-kind noir-themed tour of L.A. that you will organize
            as my wedding present to my fiancée.”
         

         
         I sucked in some air. “Wow. This is quite an honor. But—”

         
         “With craft mocktails. In an historically appropriate setting. Followed by dinner. Vegan preferred. And dancing. No floor
            show. We can skip that part.”
         

         
         Let’s see if I had it right. He was looking for a tour guide. Who was also a location scout, art director, local history buff,
            film scholar, event coordinator, plant-based nutritionist, sober minder, and couples counselor. “Miles, I—”
         

         
         “And it’s got to happen next Thursday.”

         
         In one week, that would be. I was about to ask for aspirin when he said he’d be paying me in cash. Apparently, his accountant
            didn’t approve of his extravagant gestures. Then he threw out a number. An insane number. I’m talking five figures insane. I could pay off my credit cards. Pay down my mortgage. Invest in my business. Buy my mother and Gram some decent
            restaurant equipment.
         

         
         “I’m in,” I said breathlessly.

         
         “Before we shake,” Miles said, “there is one thing.”

         
         There’s always one thing.

         
         Miles said, “Your website promises ‘satisfaction guaranteed.’”

         
         My mother’s idea. Also, the name of her unpublished autobiography.

         
         “I just want to be clear that I’m going to hold you to that.” Miles looked at me. “I mean, Maya’s kind of hard to please.
            And if she’s not happy . . .” He shook his head. “Well, I’m sure as fuck not going to be happy. So are we cool?” He stuck out his hand.
         

         
         I shook it. “We’re cool.”

         
         “Boss.” Mookie lumbered into the room, knocking over a lamp. “Sorry to interrupt.” He picked up the lamp. “But you got an
            appointment with Destiny.”
         

         
         “Destiny D-Low,” Miles explained. “The rapper.”

         
         “You know she doesn’t like that word,” Mookie chided. “She’s an artist.”
         

         
         Miles took a deep, cleansing breath and pulled out his prayer beads. “Like I’m a fucking artist. She’s just pissed because I’m on her to tighten up the structure. Everybody thinks all the problems can be worked out in the mix, but like I keep saying, I’m not a goddamn knob-turner. Is
            the car ready?”
         

         
         Mookie said, “Yeah, boss.”

         
         Miles turned to me. “Wait for me in the living room, then I’ll walk you out.”

         
         In the living room I took a seat on the white chaise. Something hard pressed into my back. It was a wallet. I looked up for
            a minute. No one around. No harm in flipping the thing open. Interesting. Miles’s Wikipedia page said he was forty-five, but
            according to his driver’s license, he was fifty. And what was this? Opposite his license was a photo of a beautiful girl.
            Twentyish, with pale skin, red lips, a cap of dark, glossy hair, and huge, green eyes. The fiancée. Maya Duran. Talk about
            smooth, shiny, and loaded with sin. Jesus. I hoped I hadn’t just sold my soul to a she-devil for financial security and a
            walk-in refrigerator.
         

         
         “Dreama?”

         
         I shoved the wallet back into the chaise, and snatched up my basket. “Ready!”

         
         While we were waiting for the elevator, Pee Chee came clomping out in her platform clogs. “You almost forgot this.” As she
            handed Miles his wallet, she cast a baleful glance my way.
         

         
         “What would I do without you?” Miles pecked her on the cheek.

         
         She turned her face up to his. “I think we both know.”

         
         I thought it was harmless banter.

         
         Second mistake.

         
         By the time Miles and I stepped out onto Broadway, the air was warm and the sky a cloudless blue. Mookie was at the curb,
            holding open the door of a shiny black stretch Bentley, but Miles signaled that he’d be a minute. We walked down the block
            in companionable silence. Then he pointed to a building. “You know what that is?”
         

         
         I looked up. Samsung. Sony. Toshiba. Sanyo. “A place to buy a camera?”

         
         Miles shook his head. “When that building went up in 1910, it was one of the finest motion picture houses in the country.
            Now it’s a swap meet. But if you go into the storage room and wade through the cardboard boxes and counterfeit crap there’s
            the original screen. The original projection booth. The original decorative walls. And nobody knows a thing about it.”
         

         
         Another one of Miles’s little secrets.

         
         We stopped at my car. “Figures.” I plucked a parking ticket off of my windshield. “That’s the last time I’m parking at a broken
            meter.”
         

         
         “Let me take care of it.” Miles pulled out his wallet and handed me a hundred-dollar bill. “You’re on the payroll now.”

         
         As I pulled away from the curb, I caught a glimpse of a frowning Miles, thumbing through his wallet, like he was looking for
            something.
         

         
         His snapshot of his fiancée, Maya Duran.

         
         Which I’d apparently just stolen.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 3

         
         “Yesterday you did what?” My best friend, Cat, put down her tattoo liner and peeled off her gloves. Who knew that a girl who spent her formative
            years swallowing fire at the Coney Island Freak Show could be so easily shocked?
         

         
         Her second-in-command, Tigertail—nine months pregnant and ready to pop—yelled from across the room, “I never figured you for
            a klepto, Dreama!”
         

         
         “Excuse me, but are we done yet?” The half-naked man spread-eagled in front of Cat mopped his forehead with his flannel shirt.
            “I need to throw up.”
         

         
         “I still have to put the wash in the background,” Cat said. “Stay strong.”

         
         Five years ago, Cat had opened a tattoo shop, Cat House, with the money she’d gotten after divorcing Max the Human Pin Cushion,
            who turned out to have a sizable trust fund. Since then, Cat had expanded twice, turned down three reality shows, and been
            voted president of the board of the West Hollywood Chamber of Commerce. Some people have a gift.
         

         
         “Our shit-for-brains intern didn’t restock the candy machine,” grumbled Cat’s third-in-command, Rory, who also happened to
            be Tigertail’s babydaddy. “And I can’t find the release forms. And the hordes are descending.”
         

         
         As Cat liked to say, Friday night is Monday morning in the tattoo business. True enough, there were already a dozen customers
            lined up outside, anxious to get a tribal marking, religious icon, or flower inked onto their skin for eternity before they
            changed their minds and bolted.
         

         
         And koi. For some reason, everybody always wanted koi.

         
         “It was the stupidest thing,” I said to Cat.

         
         “I get you,” the half-naked man said. “My girlfriend kept saying, do you really want a six-pack of Pabst Blue Ribbon tattooed on your stomach?”
         

         
         Ignoring him, Cat pressed the foot pedal and her shader started whirring. “You really need to work on impulse control, Dreama.”

         
         “It’s not like I meant to steal it,” I said over the din. “But then Miles came back and there was no time to slip it back into his wallet. What
            was I supposed to do? And how am I supposed to get it back to him?”
         

         
         Cat sighed. “I think the real question is why do you keep getting yourself into these kinds of situations?”

         
         “I was just trying to do my job,” I said. “Which apparently entails figuring out this mystery woman Miles is besotted with
            so that I can somehow make her happy.”
         

         
         That was part of it, at least.

         
         “You?” Rory snorted. “How are you supposed to make a total stranger happy when you couldn’t even make your ex Luke Cutt happy?”
         

         
         That was the other part.

         
         I wanted to know what Maya Duran had that I didn’t.

         
         “Luke Cutt is your ex?” The young woman at Tigertail’s station, who was getting the outline of a tiny butterfly inked onto her shoulder,
            sat straight up. “Are you Dreama? Oh, my god!”
         

         
         Before I could answer, she and the two friends she’d brought with her started harmonizing on the chorus of “Dreama, Little
            Dreama.” After posing with them, and answering their many queries about Luke, like whether or not he waxed his chest (yes)
            and whether or not he’d been high at his Bar Mitzvah (no), I was desperate to change the subject.
         

         
         “Have you decided on a name for the baby?” I asked Tigertail.

         
         She looked over at Rory. He stroked his goatee, then nodded.

         
         “Sprite.” Tigertail patted her tummy.

         
         “That’s so cute,” said the girl getting the butterfly tattoo. “Like the soda?”

         
         Rory looked appalled. “Sprite, as in fairy, elf, pixie, gnome?”
         

         
         “I should go,” I said. “It’s a long drive back to Venice. And I still have a lot of work to do on this tour.”

         
         Cat glared at Rory, then turned to me. “It’s going to be incredible. I feel like this is your moment. Don’t you?”

         
         I had to admit I did. Yesterday, after leaving Miles’s, I’d gone straight to the library, and by the end of the day I’d come
            up with an amazing itinerary. Among the highlights were visits to the High Tower Court, a Streamline Moderne complex in the
            Hollywood Hills with a five-story private elevator, described in Chandler’s The High Window as P.I. Phillip Marlowe’s residence; the crumbling Alto Nido apartments on Sunset and Ivar, immortalized in Billy Wilder’s
            Sunset Boulevard as the home of the suicidal screenwriter played by William Holden; and the Formosa Cafe, founded in 1925 inside a defunct
            Red Car trolley, where gangsters Bugsy Siegel and Mickey Cohen would drink, smoke, and order hits, hiding the spoils in a
            safe still visible under one of the curved red leather booths. After seitan “ribs” and virgin Mai Tais, we were going to drive
            south to Leimert Park, where on the morning of January 15, 1947, a local resident discovered the body of twenty-two-year-old
            Elizabeth Short—naked, mutilated, and drained of blood. Like so many before and after her, Short came out West to seek her
            fame and fortune. Who could’ve predicted she’d find it as the Black Dahlia, pin-up girl of L.A. noir? And how ironic was it
            that if you stood on the very spot where she was found and cast your eyes due north, you could see the Hollywood sign, forever
            icon of the fatal lure of Los Angeles?
         

         
         It was everything Miles had asked for.

         
         That’s the thing about us groupies.

         
         We are good at fulfilling other people’s fantasies.

         
         “You’re done!” Cat taped a bandage over the half-naked guy’s six-pack. “Leave it there for at least two hours, then consult
            the aftercare sheet. Remember, no Neosporin. It pulls the color.” She took my hand. “Come with me.”
         

         
         I followed her into the bathroom. “You okay?”

         
         “I’m fine.” Cat lathered her hands. “I just wanted to make sure Rory hadn’t offended you. Tigertail is pregnant, but he’s
            the one who’s impossible.”
         

         
         Tigertail and Rory were old friends from Coney Island. They’d held Cat’s hand on the historic day she got her first tattoo,
            a cat-o’-nine-tails.
         

         
         “Me? Offended?” I smiled. “I was serious about getting back to work. Satisfaction guaranteed, remember?”

         
         Cat dried her hands, then looked into the mirror and fluffed her nimbus of blond hair. “Hey, can I see her picture?”

         
         I reached into my purse and handed it over.

         
         Cat studied it for a moment, then turned on her heel.

         
         “What?” I followed her out of the bathroom.

         
         Cat marched straight over to Tigertail. “You know I never forget a face. This girl. Don’t we know her?”

         
         “You know Maya Duran?” I asked, incredulous.
         

         
         Tigertail looked at the picture, then said she didn’t think so. She handed the picture to Rory, who didn’t think so either.
            Then he returned the picture to Cat, who suddenly blurted out, “The lotus flower!”
         

         
         “Let me see that again.” Rory peered at the picture. “The goddamn lotus flower!” He slapped his thigh. “I knew I should have gone with her to the ATM.”
         

         
         Apparently, Maya Duran had come in three or four years ago wanting an entire sleeve consecrated to her spiritual path: a mandala,
            a Bodhi tree, the eternal knot, the circle of Zen, a couple of mantras. All she got was one large pink lotus on her arm. And
            without paying so much as a dime.
         

         
         “I’m getting that girl back in here.” Cat started thumbing through the receipt book. “If she’s marrying Miles McCoy, who’s
            richer than God, then she can pay me for the lotus flower, and we can finish the rest of the Buddhist cosmology while we’re
            at it. We have Sprite’s college fund to think about!”
         

         
         “I don’t know,” I said nervously.

         
         “Come on,” said Cat. “While she’s here, I’ll even let you hide in the corner and spy on her.”

         
         “Miles says she’s obsessive about her privacy. You can’t find her on the internet.” Believe me, I’d tried.

         
         “Yeah, well, I’m obsessive about not getting stiffed. Aha!” Cat pulled out the receipt. “Here it is.” She frowned.

         
         “What now?” I asked.

         
         “This makes no sense. The name on the receipt isn’t Maya Duran.” Cat picked up her cell phone and started dialing. “It’s Carmen Luz.”
         

         
         Carmen Luz? I grabbed the piece of paper and studied it. Carmen Luz didn’t live with Miles downtown in the Eastern Columbia
            Building. She lived somewhere in Glendale. Whoever Carmen Luz might be.
         

         
         “The number’s disconnected.” Cat tossed the phone across the desk. “Just my luck.”

         
         The one whose luck I worried about wasn’t Cat.

         
         It was Miles McCoy.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 4

         
         That night I slept badly.

         
         What kept me up wasn’t the wind blowing through the fallen palm fronds in my front yard, the gangbangers partying after hours
            at the Oakwood rec center, or the feral cats prowling the alleyways off the boardwalk.
         

         
         It was the girl in the picture.

         
         Cat, Rory, and Tigertail all agreed her name was Carmen Luz. Were she and Maya Duran the same person? If so, why did Carmen
            Luz change her name to Maya Duran? Was the green-eyed goddess Miles was in thrall to more hard-boiled and loaded with sin
            than he knew? Was I duty-bound to tell him? I mean, I was on the payroll, not to mention I actually liked the man. There was something else. If Carmen wasn’t Maya, why did Miles—a man purportedly in love—carry her picture in his
            wallet?
         

         
         I had lots of questions.

         
         Too bad they weren’t the right ones.

         
         After a short run and a long shower, I got dressed, shoveled some cereal into my mouth, and was out the door. Then I doubled
            back and set the alarm. A girl on her own can never be too careful.
         

         
         Teddy and Engelbart were taking the morning air. I took mental inventory of my outfit: red kitten-heel mules, white knit mini-dress.
            Then I started fussing with my bangs. They never blended into my hair as perfectly as Jane Birkin’s.
         

         
         “Leave it!” Teddy said.

         
         He was talking to the dog, who was sniffing something that looked like a broken glass pipe. In Venice, you never know. About
            the people. Or the dogs.
         

         
         Teddy turned to me. “Where are you off to at this ungodly hour?”

         
         It was 11 a.m. “Work.”

         
         “Cool.” He gave me a wolfish grin. “Say hi to your mom.”

         
         “I’m not going to the café,” I said. “I’m off on a research expedition.”

         
         “Oh.”

         
         Teddy didn’t say much. His abs did most of the talking.

         
         “Okay, then.” I got into my car. “Have a good one.” I realized I had no idea what he did all day. Something with computers,
            possibly. 
         

         
         “Dreama. Wait.” Was he blushing? “We should hang out later.”

         
         “Are you asking me out? On a date? I think we’re kind of past that.”
         

         
         Teddy leaned into the window. He smelled good, like pine needles and campfire smoke and other manly things. “Is that a no?”

         
         Luke Cutt never stopped talking. Even in his sleep.

         
         I smiled at Teddy. “It’s a maybe.”

         
         Things were in good shape for the noir tour. I’d planned on eleven sites, concluding with a late supper at the Varnish, which was hidden speakeasy-style behind an
            unmarked door in the back of Cole’s, the legendary downtown restaurant. All that remained was to scout one last location.
            Which just happened to be in Glendale. Which just happened to be where Carmen Luz lived. Not that I had any plans where Carmen
            was concerned. Absolutely not. I was going to be far too busy checking out the neighborhood where Mildred Pierce lives in
            the classic hard-boiled novel to engage in those kinds of shenanigans.
         

         
         Poor, long-suffering Mildred Pierce.

         
         After her husband leaves, she hits it big with a chain of fried chicken and pie restaurants, but no matter how much she sacrifices—and
            how well she rocks a fur coat with padded shoulders—she can’t win the approval of her narcissistic daughter, Veda, who’s repulsed
            by the smell of grease Mildred wears like perfume. Glendale plays a big part in the story. The author, James M. Cain, portrays
            it as a symbol of working-class aspiration, a suburban hell with endless rows of cookie-cutter Spanish bungalows. Wouldn’t
            he have been shocked to learn that according to Zillow, 1143 North Jackson Street—the house where they filmed the Joan Crawford
            movie—was currently worth a cool million?
         

         
         The first thing I noticed when I got there was that the Canary palm on the front lawn had shot up maybe fifty feet since 1945.
            The second was that there was a pocket park nearby. Perfect. That was where I was going to take our little tour group for
            a boxed lunch of fried chicken and pie.
         

         
         After taking a few notes, I pulled out the receipt that I may have inadvertently dropped into my purse when I was at Cat’s,
            and typed Carmen Luz’s address into my phone. Turned out she lived in the foothills, a mere ten minutes away.
         

         
         It was weird.

         
         The car just sort of drove itself.

         
         I pulled up in front of a standard post-war bungalow, one story, pinkish stucco, gray slate roof, shielded from the street
            by some overgrown bushes. I cut the motor, then grabbed my clipboard. If Carmen opened the door, I could pretend I was taking
            a survey.
         

         
         Nobody answered.

         
         I peered through the windows on either side of the front door. The place looked deserted. Maybe I could just tiptoe around
            the back and see if there was an open door.
         

         
         No such luck.

         
         I did, however, find a key under a potted succulent.

         
         Yes, reader, it’s a slippery slope. You start by stealing from people’s wallets, and before you know it you’re breaking and
            entering. Actually, trespassing. Which is barely a misdemeanor in the state of California. Like giving out plastic bags at
            supermarkets.
         

         
         The lock was a little rusty, but I jiggled it a couple of times, then pushed so hard I nearly lost my footing as the door
            gave way.
         

         
         From the looks of it, Carmen had cleared out in a hurry. In the living room there were hangers scattered on the floor. In
            the kitchen, dirty cups in the sink. The bedroom was equally atmospheric, with cabbage rose wallpaper, stained couch cushions,
            and an overturned peacock chair, like Morticia’s in The Addams Family. Before leaving, I took a couple of pictures and posted them to Instagram, the beast that must be fed. Then I tweeted about
            it. #hauntedhouse, #ghostsofglendale, #DreamaDoesLA. After that, most people would have called it a day. But I’m not most
            people. Regrettably.
         

         
         The house next door to Carmen’s looked like it’d been built by tweaking elves. I’m talking trippy stained glass, sharply pitched
            gables, a fish-scale roof. A small sign read, “Psychic Readings by Madame Anna.” I knocked.
         

         
         The woman who opened the door was thirtyish, wearing a tight pink velour tracksuit and a diamond stud in her nose. She was
            holding a small dog, who gave me the evil eye.
         

         
         “Hello,” she said in a thick accent. Russian? Romanian? Someplace with castle ruins and a diet heavy on cabbage.

         
         “Sorry to disturb you.” I reached into my purse for the picture.

         
         “Nothing disturb me. Come in. Do not be shy. I do not bite. The dog, maybe.” She set him down and shooed him away.

         
         The inside matched the outside—wood beams stenciled with flowers, iron sconces straight out of a medieval banquet hall. On
            the mantel, above a vintage tiled fireplace, was a bonsai tree and a Beanie Baby. Patti the Platypus.
         

         
         “You are prepared to hear good and bad?” the woman demanded.

         
         Before I could answer, she said, “I start with bad. You are open wound attracting negative energy.”

         
         She’d obviously been talking to my mother. “I’m not here for a reading.”

         
         “That is what they all say,” she sniffed.

         
         I showed her the picture. “Do you recognize this girl

         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
      
   9780062674999_coverimage.jpg
.....
|||||||

dream
a little
death

SUSAN KANDEL





9780062674999_tpimage.jpg
Dream a
Little Death

A Dreama Black Mystery

SUSAN KANDEL

WITNESS

IMPULSE
An Imprint of HarperCollinsPublishers





DreamALittleDeath_9780062674999_map_color.jpg
LLEGLG CLEER'S W Lot

19
Sheats-Goldstei
= aou%es i 17.
p Villa
sy TARTENCERS ji
Greytone Formosa
NEanor Cafe

15.The

Dietrichson

Residence
HighTower  Sowden House

Court .

1 12. Alto Nido
Ilnsso& Apartments
Treusle 3 710,

[PhiHD
Crossroads U*l:w
of the World @






