ELVIS
INTERVIEWS
By GLEN BONHAM
THE ELVIS INTERVIEWS © 2006 Glen Bonham
Elvis images used by permission, Elvis Presley Enterprises, Inc.
ISBN 0-9781175-0-6
This story is a work of fiction. All of the characters, incidents, and
dialogue, except for incidental references to public figures, products,
or services, are imaginary and are not intended to refer to any living
persons or disparage any company’s products or services.
The familiar frenzy of New York greeted Jimmy Miyake as he arrived at JFK International Airport aboard JAL flight 439. He retrieved his luggage and nervously waited in line for Customs and Immigration, caught off-guard by the laborious security measures in place since 9/11. Finished with Customs, he breathed a sigh of relief and strode through the main exit.
As the full heat hit him in the face, he knew the day was shaping up to be a scorcher. It’s been a long time, he thought, the morning sun temporarily dazzling him along with a flood of memories. He removed a cell phone from his double-breasted sharkskin jacket, flipped it open and pressed a number.
“Hai (Yes)?” snapped a voice on the other end.
“Moshi moshi Yasamura san (Hello, Mr. Yasamura),” Jimmy said. “I’m here in New York. Made it through Customs and Immigration, no problems.” The party on the other end babbled something and Jimmy responded, “Hai, I will keep you informed.” He clicked off his cell and stuck it back in his pocket. His weekender slung over his shoulder and his carry-on bag firmly in grip, he joined the other arriving passengers in the limo line-up.
Tall, slender and impeccably dressed, Jimmy was causing more than a few stares even among the jaded New Yorkers. Depending on your fashion sense you’d guess he was either forty years behind the times, or directly on the cutting edge of retro. His sharkskin jacket overlapped generous-cut trousers tapering to cuffs that presided over pointy shoes. His jet-black hair was slicked into a pompadour that segued nicely into a 50s ducktail. Despite the muggy, blistering New York heat, Jimmy refused to remove his jacket or even unbutton his shirt collar, preferring not to call attention to the tattoos embellishing most of his body.
The other overnight passengers, exhausted and short tempered, jostled for position on the curb, each hoping to grab the first available taxi or limo. Jimmy, cool and composed amid the barrage of pushes and shoves, slipped out of line and approached a Punjabi limo captain just coming on duty. He deftly folded and palmed a fifty-dollar bill in his manicured fingers before slipping it into the captain’s hand. The man looked at the bill, then back at Jimmy. A quick nod to the driver of an incoming limo brought the shiny black car to the curb. The captain deposited Jimmy’s luggage in the trunk, opened the rear passenger door and waited for Jimmy to seat himself before closing it firmly. Stepping off the curb the captain put up his hand to stop oncoming traffic. With a dignified bow and a snappy salute to Jimmy, he sent the limo on its way while those still waiting in line glowered in disgust.
The limo pulled sleekly out into traffic and the driver asked,
“Where to, sir?”
“Philadelphia,” replied Jimmy.
“Philadelphia?” The driver peered back at Jimmy in his rearview. “Sir, I can’t take a fare that distance without checking with dispatch.” Jimmy nodded casually. The driver made his call and secured the necessary permission, informing his passenger that it would cost two hundred dollars.
“Done,” Jimmy said, leaning forward to hand the driver a slip of paper containing the address. He clicked off his cell phone, laid his head back, closed his eyes and thought about the mission that brought him back to the United States.
Ed Stafford was sitting in his usual spot at the 21 Club, a combination restaurant-nightclub located in south Philadelphia. The place was swathed in gaudy red velour and gilded tassels, crammed with the sort of fake antique furniture small time Italian gangsters find so appealing. Ed was having an early lunch and was just about to wolf down his second slab of ham-on-rye when his cell phone started vibrating. He put down his sandwich, pulled the phone from his pocket, glared at the screen and let out an exasperated sigh. Damn, the office! He briefly considered not answering but changed his mind, flipped it open and muttered, “Stafford here.”
“Eddie?” came a voice from the other end, “Creighton’s been looking for you. Where are you?”
“Hi, Danielle.”
“Where are you, Eddie? The old man is really ticked. He said this is your last chance. I can’t stall him any longer. Have you got a story for this month?”
Ed let out another long sigh. “I’m working on something.”
“Are you at home?” asked Danielle.
Silence.
“You’re not at home, are you?”
“I’m on it, Danielle.”
“Are you sober?”
“Of course I’m sober,” answered Ed, defensively.
“Can I put you through to him? Can you please just talk to him?” she pleaded.
“I’m tied up at the moment, Danielle. Tell Creighton I’m working on something. I’ll be in later this afternoon. I’ve gotta go.” He flipped the phone shut before she had another chance to protest. He felt bad about cutting her off like that. She was a nice girl. Always looking out for him. Ed suspected that Danielle had a thing for him, but that was crazy. He was old enough to be her father. He did the math in his head. Danielle was what, around thirty? A very attractive thirty, with her long blonde hair, big gray-green eyes and eager-to-please smile, but even so . . . he was fifty-two. He shot a quick look at himself in the mirror at the back of the bar. His face was on the jowly side, in need of another shave, and the lines around his eyes a little more pronounced than they used to be, but he still had most of his hair. Hey, he told himself, giving the loose folds around his chin a quick tweak, I guess anything’s possible.
“One more, Dino,” Ed said to the bartender, who stood about five-foot-seven and was built as compact and square as a tank, a mop of dark curls framing his wary yet calculatingly friendly face. Dino poured a double shot of Jack Daniels over a couple of ice cubes and slid the chunky glass across the bar while Ed Stafford continued pondering his predicament. He was still drawing a blank on this month’s so-called scoop. To say that he
lacked motivation was an understatement, his writing career having seen far better days. In his heyday, Ed had broken some major stories, his name a familiar beacon among the leading publications. He even held the distinction for having re-opened some long-dead cases with his bulldog investigative journalism. But that was the past.
Ed savored his next sip of whiskey, trying not to think too hard about the fact that, in spite of the title of his current column, Stafford’s Scoop, it had been years since he had put out anything remotely resembling a scoop. Then again, it had been maybe a decade since anyone considered him to be in the “scoop” business. The publication he worked for now, The Hollywood Rattlebag, was nothing more than a sleazy gossip rag modeled after The National Enquirer. Editor Buzz Creighton—who wouldn’t know Hollywood if the sign that graced Mount Lee fell on him—wasn’t interested in scoops. He wanted gossip, the kind of stuff guaranteed to grab attention at the check-out counter, between the ka-ching of cash registers and the rustle of lottery tickets. The monthly Rattlebag’s entire editorial content consisted of bogus stories based on “candid” shots of celebrities in compromising positions, downloaded from the Internet. Ed Stafford knew the job was beneath his dignity, unworthy of his caliber of journalism and…
Yeah, well, he said to himself, interrupting his own thoughts, that was then and this is now. Get over it. Ed knocked back the remainder of his second Jack Daniels and looked up just as Frank Shapiro walked in.
The 21 Club’s owner was a sinister-looking guy with a barrel chest whose weasel-like, penetrating eyes registered everything and unnerved everyone in his path. He nodded stodgily to Ed, sauntered behind the bar, opened the till, and took out a stack of bills. As he counted off some twenties, Dino drifted down from the other end of the bar to hand him a pad and pen. Frank scribbled something on the pad, peeled off the top sheet and stuck it in the till, slamming the drawer shut with a little more force than was necessary.
“Lousy night in Atlantic City, huh, Boss?” asked Dino.
Frank grunted and stuffed the bills into his pocket. He walked around to the other side of the bar and straddled the seat next to Ed.
“Hi ya doin’ Eddie?” muttered Frank as he massaged his temples, trying to rub away a splitting headache.
“By the way,” interrupted Dino as he pushed a glass of water, two Alka-Seltzer tablets and a scrap of paper across the bar, “some guy by the name of Miyake called earlier. Wanted to know if you were gonna be around. I told him you’d be in maybe later.”
Dino looked at his watch. “About two hours ago.”
“He askin’ for money?” grumbled Frank as he dropped the two tablets into his water glass.
“Everybody wants money, boss,” Dino replied, caginess punctuating his sarcasm.
“You got that right,” Frank said as he waited impatiently for the tablets to dissolve. When they finally turned to fizz, he seized and drained the glass, belched loudly and scanned the scrap of paper. “Miyake,” he said to himself. Then it registered. “Well, what’d ya know? Jimmy Miyake!”
“Miyake . . . that’s a Jap name, right?” smirked Dino.
Ed Stafford shook his head in disgust. “Japanese, Dino,” he corrected the bartender, “I believe the correct term is Japanese.”
“Yeah, whatever,” snapped Dino, dismissively, “but this guy didn’t sound like no Jap . . . eh—Jap-a-neeze.” Dino corrected himself, deliberately enunciating every vowel as he grinned sarcastically at Ed. When there was no response, he sauntered back down to the other end of the bar to wash some glasses. Frank looked at Ed, shook his head and nodded in Dino’s direction. “Dumb Guinea!”
Ed, shaking his head in frustration, finished his drink and tossed some bills on the bar. He noticed Frank eyeing his uneaten half of the sandwich. “Help yourself.”
“You don’t mind?” Frank asked, reaching for the sandwich. Ed laughed, gave Frank a good-natured slap on the back, slid off his stool and left the bar to walk the two blocks back to the Rattlebag’s dingy headquarters.
The airport limo pulled up in front of the 21 Club as the last of the lunch crowd trickled off into the dusty afternoon. The driver hustled out, grabbed Jimmy Miyake’s bags from the trunk and set them on the sidewalk. Jimmy removed two one hundreds and a fifty from his red sharkskin billfold and slipped them to the driver.
“Thank you very much, sir.” The driver glanced appreciatively at the fifty. “It’s been a pleasure.” He slipped back into the car, nipped the door shut and pulled back out into the busy traffic. Jimmy picked up his luggage, entered the club and paused inside the door. As he waited for his eyes to adjust to the darkness, he discerned a voice calling his name:
“Hey Jimmy! Over here!” He started moving in the direction of the raspy voice, his elbows brushing the edges of the dim corridor until he recognized Frank Shapiro sitting at the bar.
“Hello, Frank. It’s good to see you!”
Frank got up, gave Jimmy a warm hug and a kiss on the cheek and held him at arms’ length as he looked him up and down. “Nice suit. You look like you just walked out of a Frankie Avalon movie.”
“It’s called retro, Frank,” Jimmy informed him.
Frank shrugged and waved his arms. “Hey, what do I know? C’mon, siddown. What’ll you have?”
“Dry martini—two olives,” replied Jimmy, almost on cue.
Frank motioned to Dino who slowly sauntered back down from the other end of the bar. “Dino, this here’s Jimmy Miyake—outta Japan. He used to work for me.” Dino gave Jimmy the once-over and nodded. Frank ordered a martini for Jimmy and a scotch for himself. Dino went to work fixing the drinks.
“How you doin’ for jet lag?” Frank asked.
“A little when I got off the plane. I’m good now,” replied Jimmy as Dino set the drinks down flatly on the bar. “Is there somewhere private we can talk?” he asked.
“Sure,” answered Frank, “we can go up to my office. Follow me,” he ordered as he picked up both glasses.
When Jimmy leaned down to pick up his luggage, Frank said,
“You can stash that behind the bar. Dino’ll take care of it. C’mon.”
Jimmy hoisted his weekender over the bar to Dino. “I’ll keep the carry-on with me,” he informed the bartender.
“Come on,” repeated Frank, as he motioned Jimmy to follow him through the club to the back stairs leading up to his office.
“Charming place you’ve got here, Frank,” Jimmy said as he cased the decor. The way he said it, Frank couldn’t tell whether or not he was being facetious.
****
In a corner of his office, laid out with the same fake Italian reproductions that filled the club downstairs, Frank had created a comfortable seating arrangement. He and Jimmy settled back in the two overstuffed crimson armchairs, a marble-topped coffee table between them. Frank leaned forward. “So how do you like livin’ in Japan? You miss the good old US of A?”
“A little bit. Japan took some serious getting used to. It’s an entirely different culture, but I’ve come to appreciate the place. It’s home to me now.”
Frank would always remember the day Jimmy Miyake first came to work for him: another cocky eighteen-year-old ready to make his big mark on the world. Jimmy’s family had immigrated to Philadelphia from Japan when Jimmy was a baby. He was seven years old when his parents’ car was struck by an out-of-control eighteen-wheeler. When the authorities learned he had no known relatives in the States, they placed him with a less than loving foster family. By the time he was ten, social workers had plastered Jimmy with labels: attention deficit disorder, with serious anger issues, to boot.
The boy’s constant urge to rebel resulted in his being kicked out of the house when he was sixteen. When Frank found him, Jimmy had been living on the streets for two years. Frank immediately spied the raw potential and started Jimmy out as a runner with one of his numbers operations. Jimmy was an astonishingly fast learner, and before long he had earned himself a rep as one of Frank’s top administrators. By his early twenties Jimmy’s days on the street were ancient history and he was firmly entrenched in Frank’s operations, doing quite well for himself. His wardrobe reflected his change in fortunes and attitude: frayed denims and ripped leather jackets exchanged for snappy, dark-hued cords
and stylish bombers.
One day Jimmy began to wonder about his Japanese ancestry. Because his mother had kept the Japanese culture alive in their home, he was familiar with the language. Though not fluent, he had a basic understanding of the short- and long-clipped syllables. Armed with nothing more than some savings he had managed to put aside, and a longing to find himself, Jimmy left Frank’s organization and headed off to explore his Japanese roots. For nearly ten years, Jimmy’s communication with Frank and his former homeland amounted to nothing more than the occasional post card.
“You making any money? You look like you’re doin’ okay for yourself.” Frank reached out to finger the silky texture of Jimmy’s jacket. “Not my taste, but the suit feels expensive.”
“It is,” smiled Jimmy.
“So,” Frank said, leaning back and taking a sip of his scotch, “Your message said you were comin’ to town to talk about some business?”
Jimmy leaned across the coffee table. “I have a proposition for you, Frank.”
Frank leaned forward, his eyebrows raised. “A proposition? I like propositions! Well! What have you got?”
Jimmy, his fingers lightly caressing the cool marble surface of the table, said, “I am employed by a wealthy business man in Japan. This man has sent me over here in the hope that I might acquire something he has desired for quite some time.”
“Uh, huh,” murmured Frank, listening raptly.
“He has mentioned this object on numerous occasions over the years.”
“Uh, huh,” repeated Frank.
“He would like to possess it.”
“And?”
“I told him I knew someone in America who was exceptionally good at acquiring things. Things that might not necessarily be for sale.”
“That would be me,” Frank said, clasping his hands together.
“Yes, that would be you, Frank. This man,” Jimmy continued, “is also very private. He prefers to keep a low profile.” He paused, wanting to make sure Frank understood.
“Yeah,” nodded Frank.
“Now my boss has a passion. A serious hobby, you might call it.”
Frank cocked an eyebrow.
“His hobby is . . . Elvis Presley.”
Frank smiled, “And I need to know that because . . . ?”
“Ah,” smiled Jimmy, “but that’s why I’m here.”
Frank shrugged and reached for his glass.
“This interest in Elvis Presley is more than some passing fancy. It borders on what you might call an obsession.”
“Really into it, huh?” Frank said before he took another sip of scotch.
“Yes, Frank, he is really into it. And when I say the man is wealthy, I mean that money is no object.”
The word “wealthy” had immediately snagged Frank’s attention. However, the mention of “money is no object” had him perched on the edge of his seat.
“So,” Jimmy continued, thoughtfully brushing a thread from the flawless fabric of his sleeve, “my boss would like to acquire this object—which unfortunately is not for sale.”
“Everything’s for sale, Jimmy. You know that,” Frank said, draining his glass.
“My boss must have this object. And he’s willing to pay for it.”
“And how much is your boss willing to pay for this uh, ‘object?’”
“One million U.S. dollars.”
Frank sat there with an amused look on his face, oblivious to the creases in his own not-so-retro sleeve. Then he stood up and went to pour himself another drink from his private bar, situated directly behind a massive oak desk that purportedly once belonged to Al Capone. “You want another martini?” he called to Jimmy.
“No, I’m good.”
Frank came back and lowered himself back into his seat. “A million bucks!”
“One million dollars, Frank. Twenty-five percent down, the balance on delivery of the object in question.”
Frank stared at Jimmy, his mind moving back in time. “Jimmy, I sometimes think back to the days when you used to work for me. You were one of my best people. You weren’t crazy like some of my other guys.” He paused to take
another sip of his scotch, his eyes never leaving Jimmy. “So I guess what I’m sayin’ is, you come to me with this million dollar deal. And because it’s you, I gotta take it seriously.”
“I assure you, Frank, I’m serious!”
“A million bucks is a lot of money.”
“It certainly is.”
“Okay, so here’s the million dollar question. What object would we be talkin’ about here?”
“As I mentioned earlier, my boss is a big Elvis Presley fan.”
“Yeah, you said that.”
“He has been a major collector of Elvis artifacts.”
“Get to the point, please Jimmy?” Frank could have gnawed his glass with impatience.
“My boss would like to acquire Elvis Presley’s pink Cadillac.” Jimmy said it so casually, he could have been talking about an Elvis postcard or first edition LP.
“His what?” Frank wondered whether the scotch was beginning to warp his hearing.
Jimmy slowly repeated the request, punctuating each word with a pause. “Elvis -Presley’s – Pink - Cadillac.” And waited for the words to sink in.
Frank squinted. “You shittin’ me?”
“No, Frank, I am definitely not shitting you.” Jimmy reached for the expensive carry-on sitting next to his chair and hoisted it onto the table. Within seconds he had emptied the bag of a few neatly folded shirts, a shaving kit and other incidentals. He flipped the bag over to expose the little brass feet on its bottom, and deliberately twisted them a quarter-turn each. He swung the bag back into the upright position, reached in to lift the false bottom and extract the stacks of hundred dollar bills secreted within, laying them on the coffee table.
“That is one hundred thousand in cash, Frank.”
Although he tried to maintain his cool, Frank couldn’t keep his eyes from protruding, reminding Jimmy of two very large, soft-boiled eggs. “Jeeze! How’d you get that through Customs?”
Jimmy ignored the question. “If you accept the job, my boss will transfer the balance of the deposit, another one hundred and fifty thousand dollars, into any account of your choice. Do you still do any off-shore banking?”
“Yeah, sure,” grinned Frank, blinking hard as he managed to regain his composure. “Whenever I have something to deposit.”
“If you accept the job, Frank, you will have. Would you like some time to think it over?”
“Think it over? A million bucks? What’s there to think over?” shrugged Frank, his eyes protruding even more intensely.
“This won’t be an easy job, Frank.” Jimmy said, bringing his immaculate fingers together in a silent tap.
“You let me worry about that,” Frank said, taking another sizeable gulp of scotch. “This pink Cadillac—what can you tell me about it?”
“The car is currently on display in the automobile museum in Elvis Presley’s mansion. In Graceland. Memphis, Tennessee.”
“On display? Oh, so we’re talkin’ some heavy-duty security, right?”
“Which is why my boss is willing to pay a million dollars.”
“Right,” Frank said, staring at the stacks of bills on the table. Then he smiled and shook his head. “Jimmy, we pull this off they’ll want to make a freakin’ movie about us.”
“I can assure you, Frank, the last thing my boss wants is to draw attention to himself.”
“Yeah, well, you know what I mean,” Frank said dismissively, “it was just a thought.”
“Frank,” Jimmy said in a serious tone, “I’m not going to presume to tell you your business, but you know this won’t be easy. You’ll need a real professional to pull this off. Do you know somebody who can handle a job of this caliber?”
“Uh huh,” Frank said, nodding his head, “I know just the guy.”
“So, do we have a deal?” asked Jimmy.
Frank’s office door was open just enough for Dino to hear most of the conversation. He had come up to see Frank about something. That could wait. Dino turned and crept quietly back down the dark stairway to the bar.
****
Jimmy stood up, removed a business card from a sterling silver case in his jacket pocket and, holding it in his two hands, very formally handed the card to Frank. Frank thought this gesture a little odd until Jimmy explained that it was a Japanese custom to
present your business cards with both hands.
Frank examined the raised embossed symbols and letters on the card before turning it over. One side was English, the other Japanese. Nodding his head he said. “Pretty classy! You’ve really got this Japanese thing down, huh?”
With a subtle bow Jimmy picked up his bags and walked to the door. “I’m staying at the Marriott. My cell phone number is on the card.”
Jimmy left and Frank sat down to contemplate the one hundred grand lavishly spread out across the top of the coffee table.
JJ pulled up to the solid steel double-wide portals in a gleaming Aston Martin and beeped the horn. An exterior camera mounted above the doors trained its lens on him. He smiled and waved. The quiet hum of hydraulics propelling an invisible motor lifted the heavy doors, permitting him to proceed into a small body shop. Slipping the car into neutral, he revved the engine and listened to the motor throb before taking one last whiff of the rich leather interior. Reaching under he dash he disconnected some wires, cut the engine and stepped out of the car.
John Jason Fitzgerald, better known as “J.J.,” was forty eight years old, sported a slight paunch along with a salt-and pepper receding hairline he tried to camouflage with a wrap around comb-over. His I-don’t-give-a-shit attitude was underscored by a quirky, affable charm.
A tall, handsome man strolled into the shop, took a remote from his pocket, aimed and softly clicked it toward the doors until they lowered into place with a solid thunk. He listened for the subtle tick of the electronic locks and nodded primly, content in his knowledge that the place was sealed tighter than Fort Knox.
“No problems?” he addressed J.J. in a heavy French accent. Jules Saint Germain was thirty-something, originally hailing from somewhere in the south of France, and the proprietor of Saint Germain Fine Autos, a small and exclusive high-end car dealership located in downtown Philadelphia. His slim, aristocratic bearing was topped off with fashionably-spiked, dirty blond hair and the square-jawed ruggedness of a former male model: the perfect demeanor for the owner of such an exclusive establishment.
“Like clockwork,” answered J.J.“
And in broad daylight,” said Jules with pure admiration. He casually draped his arm over J.J.’s shoulder and guided him through the shop until they reached a palatial room. The room was so opulent it could have been culled directly from the pages of some chichi decor magazine—except for the three exotic automobiles parked within. This was a show room designed to make an impression, from its magnificent antiques amassed from God-knows-where, to its crimson rugs whose triple-thick plush released a semi-silent shhsss with each step. Passing the cars, they walked into Jules’ office. As Jules shut the door behind them, J.J. took his time savoring the surroundings. Either Saint Germain had impeccable taste, or he sure knew how to pick his decorator.
J.J. lowered himself into a stylish mocha leather wing chair while Jules walked over to a heavy gilt-framed oil painting that would have been right at home in an upscale art gallery. He seized and gently tugged at one corner until the painting effortlessly swung open on concealed hinges, exposing a chrome-plated wall safe. Jules spun the dial, cranked open the safe, reached in and extracted an envelope, and casually tossed onto his ornate Louis XIV desk. J.J. smiled and raised himself out of the leather chair, reaching for the envelope. He casually slipped the envelope inside his jacket pocket, not bothering to check the contents because he knew it would be there. Jules sat down behind his desk in a high-back chair and slid a highly polished humidor towards J.J., who instinctively lifted the lid to extract a fine Cuban cigar. Selecting a cigar for himself, Jules clipped off the end before tossing the cutter to J.J.
Jules lit his cigar, leaned back in his chair and a few pauses later intoned through a veil of smoke, “I have another order. Would you like the details?”
At that moment J.J.’s cell phone vibrated and he looked at the screen. “Sorry, Jules, gotta take this.” He flipped open the phone. “Hi, Frank.” He listened to the voice on the other end.
“Yeah, sure, no problem,” he responded, “I’ll drop by the club tomorrow.” J.J. shut the cell, lit his cigar and, leaning forward, took a long draw. As he exhaled a waft of smoke, he swiveled the cigar back and forth between his fingers, nodded his approval and sank back into the chair. “Now, where were we?”
Having wrapped up his business with Frank Shapiro, Jimmy Miyake stood outside the entrance to the 21 Club and hailed a taxi. In less than ten seconds, a cab pulled up. Jimmy tossed his bags in the back seat, announcing, “The Marriott!” as he climbed in after them. As the cab pulled out into traffic Jimmy flipped open his cell and punched in some numbers. A couple of buzzes later a groggy voice answered.
“Hai.”
“Moshi moshi, Yasamura san.”
Hoshi Yasamura glanced at the digital clock on his nightstand. It was 3:48 in the morning, Japan time: four hours after Jimmy’s last call. Jimmy knew he had jolted Mr. Yasamura out of a sound sleep. But his employer had insisted on being called the minute arrangements had been made, regardless of the time.
“Do you have good news?” asked Mr. Yasamura.
“Yes,” replied Jimmy.
“Stay on the line,” ordered Mr. Yasamura as he put Jimmy on hold. He pulled back the covers, struggling to force his cramped legs off the bed and onto the floor. Mr. Yasamura had let himself go over the years to such an extent that his body was far from its former youthful vigor. Because he almost exclusively used his brain and ignored the brawn, his life was void of physical activity. Combined with a steady dose of rich, artery-clogging, western-influenced cooking, his sedentary lifestyle made him appear older than his fifty-odd years. In spite of the fact that his naturally high metabolism had worked its magic, keeping his body from collecting too much fat, his doctors warned him that he was a prime candidate for a heart attack. Shameful, when he thought about it. He had once been as quick as a rattlesnake and twice as deadly. Right now, though, he had more important matters to consider. His big dream was starting to materialize.
Mr. Yasamura reached for a scarlet silk kimono draped across the chair next to his bed. His pampered bare feet padded him across the luxurious carpet to the window. Pushing apart the elegant drapes and sliding open the glass doors, he stepped out onto his balcony. As he leaned against its filigreed railing, he gazed up at the full moon, marveling at its breathtaking illumination of his estate and its manicured grounds. He took a couple of deep breaths to clear his head, congratulating himself on his good fortune. The gods of his ancestors had indeed showered him with great favor and if their benevolence continued, the long-sought object of his affections, Elvis Presley’s pink Cadillac, would soon be his.
The eldest son of a poor farming family in Tochigi province, Hoshi Yasamura had done well for himself. At one point, he had slaved for a noodle factory in Tokyo. What a distance he had come since those lean and lonely early days. Refusing to submit to the chains of poverty rooted in an ancient, firmly-entrenched Japanese class system, Hoshi, through sheer ambition and ruthless determination, had clawed his way to the materialistic pinnacle of the lifestyle he ferociously desired. However, he had achieved all of this through another, equally ancient class system known as the Yakuza: the dreaded Japanese mafia.
Furthermore, he had not arrived at the top of Japan’s largest and most powerful crime syndicate—the Yamaguchi-gumi—by kissing backsides and performing skits at the annual bonekai. No, Hoshi was intelligent, suave, street smart—and it was this combination of characteristics that had catapulted him up through the ranks.
In 1974, at the age of twenty-one, Hoshi had come to America on a gambling junket as the personal bodyguard of a western-influenced major Yakuza crime boss. It was there in Las Vegas that he witnessed first-hand the phenomenon of Elvis Presley performing live. Even though Elvis had never taken his act to Japan, his popularity there was astounding. Hoshi had always been a big fan of Elvis’s music and movies, passionately relating to the legend’s meteoric rise from poverty to stardom. Nothing, however, could have prepared him for the spectacle that engulfed him that night as he sat in a front row seat at the International Hotel, watching Elvis live on stage. It was a night he would never forget, an experience that propelled Hoshi from ordinary ardent fan to an outright obsession for all things Elvis.
Mr. Yasamura heaved a prosperous sigh, turned around and padded back inside the sliding doors, across his bedroom and down the hall towards the Jungle Room. Of the myriad rooms comprising his estate, he considered the Jungle Room to be his most sacred place, an inner sanctum reserved for his best thinking. Such was his fascination for the megastar that the Jungle Room had been designed as a precise replica of Elvis’s own favorite room in Graceland.
A towering statue of the god Tiki was the first object to catch the eye upon entering Yasamura’s private den. The mystery of the perpetually empty bowl in its outstretched arms relentlessly perplexed Hoshi, and his equally intensive research had yet to provide him with an answer.
In the center of the room, parked in front an early-model Advent video projector, were a gigantic sofa and a pair of overstuffed armchairs. Each was thickly upholstered with dark-brown fake fur. In front of one chair sat a cocktail table cut from the crotch of a huge cypress slab and coated with what appeared to be a quarter-inch of lustrous polyurethane. This arrangement, as Mr. Yasamura learned from one of countless books on Elvis, had provided the King with his favorite mealtime setting. Hoshi, much to his housekeeper’s chagrin, eventually adopted the same routine.
The den’s most dazzling feature was a wall of rough-cut fieldstone equipped with pipes and a system that pumped a constant cascade of water over the jutting rocks. The tranquil sound of water, illuminated by pot lights embedded in the ceiling, provided the ideal environment for Mr. Yasamura’s meditative forays.
Hoshi slumped his out-of-shape body into one of the plush chairs, and patiently pushed the hold button on his handset. Jimmy was waiting patiently on the other end of the line.
“Hai!”
“Things went fine, Yasamura san,” Jimmy said, watching the familiar sights float past as the limousine sped him through the streets of Philadelphia.
“Yes, one million.” He could almost hear the old man’s smile at the other end. “Yes, I will keep you informed.”
Jimmy flipped his cell shut and looked up to see the cab driver staring at him through the rear view mirror. Jimmy beamed back. “Land of opportunity!”
“Sounds like it!” exclaimed the driver.
In the jungle room, Mr. Yasamura placed his phone down on the cocktail table, leaned back in the plush chair, closed his eyes and in one of the worst imaginable Elvis imitations, complete with Japanese accent, he gushed: “Thank you. Thankyouverymuch!”
Another afternoon was on the wane. The Hollywood Rattlebag editorial headquarters were located in an industrial building two blocks west of the 21 Club. The predominately twenty-something staff was in a typical flurry, trying to pull together enough material for the upcoming edition. Danielle was on the phone when Stafford walked in. Smiling up at him she placed her left index finger in the “wait” position. Whoever was on the other line was talking her ear off. She rolled her eyes and mouthed blah, blah, blah. Ed laughed and continued through to the tiny cubicle comprising his office. The entire floor was laid out in an open concept whose fabric-covered, multi-panel dividers provided each employee with a bare modicum of privacy. Danielle, still on the phone, caught Ed looking over his divider at her. You want coffee? she mouthed to him. Sure—he nodded his reply and sat down. Several minutes later, Danielle entered the cubicle with two cups in her harried hands, and set one down on the desk for Ed.
“How’s his mood?” he asked, taking a sip.
“Not good,” answered Danielle, brushing a blonde hair from
her eye. “Did you get your story?”
“Nope,” Ed said, nonchalantly.
“He’s gonna can your ass,” she said, shaking her head in frustration. “Where’s the story you said you were working on?”
“I lied,” he replied.
“I knew it.”
Ed took a drink of his coffee, pulled a flask out of his pocket and winked at Danielle as he splashed a shot of Jack Daniels into his cup. As she issued a familiar sigh of dismay, he put the flask back into his pocket, leaned back in his swivel chair, propped his feet up on the desk and took a sip.
“Eddie,” she looked him straight in the eye, “you think you might have a drinking problem?”
“I can’t do this any more, Danielle.”
“Yeah, you’ve told me that before. But do you think it’s a problem? Your drinking, I mean?”
“Danielle, I’ve got bigger problems than drinking.”
“What if I said that drinking was causing your problems?”
He shrugged.
“What’ll you do if he fires you?”
“Get another job somewhere.”
“Yeah? Doing what?”
“I dunno. I’ll find something,” he replied without a shred of conviction.
“Eddie, you’re a writer. Writers write. You told me that. If you can’t hack it here, where will you—”
Their conversation was interrupted when a young pony-tailed intern with a pimply face popped up from the edge of the partition. “Hey, Old Timer! Creighton wants to see you in his office.”
Ed looked at Danielle, shook his head and drained his cup. “Here we go.”
Ed navigated his way through the labyrinth of cubicles to Buzz Creighton’s office and tapped lightly on the door. “Who’s there?” growled Creighton’s voice from the other side.
Ed opened the door. Creighton peered up over the trendy but ancient black-rimmed glasses perched on his nose. “Where the hell have you been?”
“Good, Buzz. And you?”
“Get the hell in here, Stafford!” snarled Creighton, impatiently running his ink-stained right hand through a thatch of Marine-buzzed gray.
Ed pursed his lips, continued into the office, shut the door and dragged a chair up to Creighton’s desk. Creighton always reminded him of a humorless version of Lou Grant from The Mary Tyler Moore Show.
Creighton glared at him. “Does the term ‘deadline’ have any meaning to you whatsoever?” Without waiting for an answer, which Ed, in any case, was too world-weary to produce on such short order, he barreled on. “You’re an experienced journalist, for God’s sake. You know the rules.” He slammed his hand down on the scarred and cluttered desktop. “Every issue it’s the same damn thing. I’m always being left hung out to dry, wait-wait-waiting for your column.” He paused just long enough to catch his breath before ramming into the next wave of his tirade. “Look, Stafford, I hired you because you had experience. Real experience. Once upon a time you were a big deal. The real deal. Something happened and you bottomed out. You needed a break and I’m a big softhearted pushover. But quite frankly, you’re not worth what I’m paying you.”
“You finished?” Ed said, trying not to lose control.
“Yeah! I’m finished, all right. And so are you! Kaput. I want you out of here by the end of the day.”
Ed knew it was coming, and he knew there was no sense protesting. At that moment he began to experience an inexplicable and totally unexpected surge of relief. How could he argue with Creighton? The man was right, he knew the way things worked. The Rattlebag was a load of crap, but it was Creighton’s crap, and he had the right to run his paper any way he wanted. Ed stood up, walked over to the door, put his hand on the handle and paused. Slowly, as if trapped between a crag and a bottomless pit, he turned to face Creighton.
“You know, Buzz, you’re right,” he said quietly. “You gave me a break when I needed it. But I haven’t produced for you. I’ve been nothing more than a dead weight. And for that, I apologize.”
Creighton had been caught completely off-guard. Maybe it was only the booze talking, but in all the time Ed Stafford had been with him he had never known the stubborn newshound to admit he was wrong. Was this just another ploy or delay tactic? Creighton, who trusted his instincts, didn’t think so. Ed was too proud a man for something like that. No, this statement had a ring of sincerity to it. Should he give him one more chance? “Look, Ed…”
“Listen, Buzz,” Ed interrupted him, “what I’m trying to say is, I don’t blame you for firing me. I’d have fired me long before today. I wish I could do the job for you. I just can’t write the kind of stuff you need. I’m sorry.” Ed walked over to Creighton’s desk and stuck out his hand. “No hard feelings?”
Creighton was speechless as he gripped Ed’s hand. The two exchanged silent, disconsolate glances before Ed Stafford let go, turned and, with a brush of his hand against the door, left to join the ranks of the unemployed.
Just before noon, J.J. cruised into the 21 Club. “Hey, have you seen Frank?” he called to Dino, who was at the other end of the bar washing glasses.
“He’s upstairs in the office.” Dino replied, not bothering to look up.
“You mind telling him I’m here?” pressed J.J.
“No problem,” said Dino, “Eddie’s in a booth at the back, in case you need to know.”
“Okay, thanks Dino.”
Dino shrugged.
J.J. found Ed sitting at a table, punching away at the keys of his open laptop. “New office?” he smiled as he slid into the booth facing Ed.
Ed looked up with a grin. “Frank wants me to start paying rent.”
“Next thing you know, he’ll want us to start payin’ our bar tabs,” laughed J.J., glancing over at Ed’s computer screen. “Working on your column?”
“There is no column,” Ed said, “Creighton canned me yesterday.”
“Awwww, that’s not good.”
“Ah, what the hell,” Ed said, picking up his drink and swirling the ice cubes with his index finger. “I mean, it’s not exactly like I was writing for the Times.” He drained the glass.
“At least it was a job,” J.J. said.
“I’m sick of writing crap. It would be like you having to go out and steal Chevy Novas.”
“I see what you mean,” shuddered J.J.
“I’ve just got to get back to some serious journalism, J.J.”
“So, how you planning on doing that?”
“I need to dig up an earthshakingly major, exclusive story. Shop it to the highest bidder with the agreement that I get a staff position out of it.”
“But then you’d have to go easy on this stuff,” J.J. tapped Ed’s empty glass.
“Speaking of which . . . ” Ed seized the glass and began angling to catch the waitress’s eye.
Within seconds, a large-eyed brunette boasting a knockout tan sashayed over to their table balancing a tray on her hip.
“You’re just in time, Virginia!” Ed feigned the pose of a man on his last legs.
“And this would be . . . your private secretary?” J.J. gave Virginia a wink.
“Real hilarious, J.J.” Virginia rolled her mascara-heavy eyes. “Do you want something? Or are you just here to pester Mister Stafford?”
“Oooooh! An executive-slash-pit-bull secretary at that,” chuckled J.J. as he checked her out in his not-so-subtle way. Definitely hot stuff, he marveled, noting how the white-and-burgundy lines of the kitschy waitress uniform showed off her generous proportions. Despite her brash demeanor, he could tell she was the type that would cave in to a guy the minute he showed the slightest sign of neediness. Ed had obviously already picked up on and tapped into her sympathetic undercurrent.
“Because if you are, you’ll need to make an appointment.” She hovered over J.J. like a female tarantula, tapping her pen against her pad. “Unfortunately, Mister Stafford’s schedule happens to be booked solid. Why don’t you leave your number with Dino over there and I’ll get back to you when Mister Stafford has an opening?” She paused and flipped her bangs, her lips curving into the hint of a smirk as she snapped, “Now, are you going to order anything? I’ve got things to do.”
J.J. took a deliberate look around the dim, almost empty club and tossed a grin up at her. “Actually, Sweet Thing, I’m not going to be taking up much more of Mister Stafford’s time, but I do need to speak to him. Would you mind?” J.J. gave her an inconsequential wave of his left hand while shooting a quick glance over at Ed, who was thoroughly enjoying their little improvisation. As he looked back at Virginia, J.J. raised his eyebrows and added, “—regarding a confidential matter.”
Ed smiled and nodded to Virginia, “That’ll be all, Virginia. Would you mind holding my calls? And don’t forget my drink, huh?”
“Yes, sir!” Virginia’s eyes widening in appreciation, she spun on her red patent heels and tripped back to the bar. J.J. watched her leave and turned to Ed.
“Think she likes me?”
“Everybody likes you, J.J., you’re the main attraction here,” Ed said.
Just then Frank approached the table. “I’m gonna have to start chargin’ you rent, Stafford,” he grumbled. Ed winked at J.J.
“Hey, J.J.,” Frank growled, “I need to talk with you—in private.” He squinted and tensed his mouth into an unmistakable I mean-business scowl.
Ed knew that “privately” meant Frank was cooking up some sort of a big deal and, in accordance with their longtime silent understanding, Ed didn’t care to know any of the details.
J.J. slid out of the booth and said, “I’ll catch you later, Eddie,” as he followed Frank upstairs.
****
Frank closed the office door and walked over to his private bar.
He poured a rye and coke for J.J., a large scotch for himself, carried the drinks over to the seating arrangement and set them down on the timeworn surface of the marbled coffee table. J.J. reached for his glass, and leaned back in his chair. “What’s on your mind, Frank?”
Frank looked at J.J. for a moment, as though trying to figure out how he should broach the subject, hoping to make it sound far less ridiculous than it seemed. “I got a job for you. If you’re interested.” Although Frank didn’t deal in stolen cars, there had been one occasion when one of his gangster friends requested a favor. J.J. preferred not to deviate from his usual way of doing things, such as sticking with seasoned pros like Jules Saint Germain. True, everything had run without any glitches, the time he had done the favor for Frank. All the same, he’d rather not make a habit out of this kind of work.
“Frank, you know how I operate.”
“This is a different kind of job, J.J., and you’re the only guy I know that might be able to pull it off.” Frank didn’t say what he was really thinking: You’re the only guy who might be crazy enough to try. J.J. was fully aware that Frank was schmoozing him. Whatever this job was, it sounded high risk.
“Well, you know me, the consummate pro. So out with it. What is this job?”
Frank shot him a peculiar grin. “I want you to steal Elvis Presley’s Pink Cadillac. Outta Graceland.” He sat back, waiting for the inevitable roar of disbelief.
It came. J.J. burst out laughing. He wasn’t sure what was crazier, the line he had just heard, or the fact that Frank was just sitting there with a completely straight face. If it was a joke, it was completely out of character for Frank. When J.J. had more or less composed himself he said, “Frank, lemme tell you, walking all the way up those stairs was worth it, just to hear that one line. Elvis Presley’s Cadillac. Beauuuutiful!”
Frank glared at J.J., the dead seriousness in his voice canceling out any possibility he had been joking. “J.J., you know I don’t have a sense of humor.”
“That’s what makes it so—funny, Frank.” J.J. stiffened his jaw.
Frank heaved himself out of his chair, strode over to his desk, opened the drawer, yanked out a fat envelope, walked back to the seating arrangement and aimed it at the coffee table, where it landed with a dull thud. When J.J. picked up the envelope, he was instantly nonplussed by its weight. When he looked inside, he noticed the hundred-dollar denomination of the top bill. Somehow he sensed that the rest of the bills in the stack—a sizeable stack—matched the denomination of that first bill. Before he could do anything about it, the same peculiar grin was working its way into his own features.
“There’s twenty-five grand there,” stated Frank. “Now, do you want to take the job? For your usual fee—which would come to ten percent of the Pink Caddie’s value up front, and the other seventy-five when you deliver.”
Hot damn, thought J.J., the grin freezing on his face, Frank’s serious!
When he got back to his apartment J.J. shut the blinds, pulled off his jacket, plunked the fat envelope on the kitchen table and sat down. He carefully removed the hundred dollar bills from the envelope and slowly began arranging them in ten piles across his kitchen table. I might as well be playing Monopoly, he thought in amazement. When he finished he had lined up twenty-five piles of ten one hundred dollar bills. Twenty-five thousand and another seventy-five on the way. Who said crime doesn’t pay?
J.J. had no doubt he’d been born with larceny in his heart. For as long as he could remember he had been drawn to criminal activity, finding it downright intoxicating. Odd as it might seem, it wasn’t so much the results of his various crimes, nor even the multitude of ill-gotten gains, but the rush that shot through him with every fresh risk: the bigger the risk, the bigger the rush. Looking back in time, he could still see himself as a five-year-old standing next to his father at a corner convenience store. As his father was handing a cashier some money for milk, J.J. reaching his grubby little hand up, up, up to the box of penny candies sitting on the counter . . . pocketing three tangy rainbow colored cubes as the cashier handed his father the change, oblivious to what had happened right under his nose. From that moment on, J.J.’s life in crime began to snowball, almost taking on a life of its own.
After years of diversification, J.J. eventually settled into the specialized field of “grand theft auto.” He preferred this job description to, say, “boosting cars”—the same way “jewel thief” sounded better than “smash-and-grab”—and steadfastly stuck to his own hard fast rules. Number One: never work a client you don’t know. Number Two: only go after a car on order. Number Three: never accept a job that can’t be planned right down to the smallest detail. So far, his rules had served him well: he had never gotten caught and he wanted to keep his perfect track record.
J.J. heaved a groan as he began to consider the biggest challenge that had ever landed in his lap, a job that would demand measurably more than tracking down another pricey Porsche. Each and every one of J.J.’s successes resulted from painstaking time and research, a methodology that was almost an art in itself. Start the ball rolling with a slim jim or lemon pop, give the ignition a slap hammer yank, extract the steering column lock with a side kick, and freeze the alarm system with some liquid nitrogen. This Pink Caddie heist would take his career to a whole different level. The more he thought about it, the more he wondered if he had accepted Frank’s deal a tad too prematurely. Setting eyes on that fat envelope full of money was enough to make anyone’s head bloat with possibilities. I gotta feeling, he groaned inwardly, that this job is going to take one hell of lot of planning.
So caught up was J.J. in the Heist of a Lifetime he hadn’t noticed the blinking red light on his answering machine. He went over and pressed replay, and the friendly, efficient voice of his sister filled the room: “Hi, J.J. It’s me. You wanna come over for supper tonight? We haven’t seen you for a while. Gimme a call, would you?”
Maxine lived around the corner with her fifteen year-old son, Sean. Sean’s father had walked out on them when Sean was just a baby. Like most single moms, she was forever struggling to keep her head above water. J.J. did his best to help out Maxine and Sean whenever he could. His features lit up as he recalled the Heist of a Lifetime. Would he ever be able to work wonders for them once he had this job sewn up. The mere thought filled him with anticipatory flashes of joy and he began looking around the apartment for a safe place to stash the dough. He finally tucked the fat envelope inside a sheet he’d peeled from last month’s Rattlebag, snapped an elastic band around the bulky mass and printed the word FISH on the crinkled newsprint with a jumbo marker. Pleased with his ingenuity he shoved the ungainly mass into the freezer, picked up the phone and dialed Maxine.
JJ side-stepped the glassy eyed drunk slouched in his usual spot on the front steps of Maxine’s apartment building. He walked into the drab and dingy lobby, pushed the elevator button, waited a few minutes and noticed the numbers weren’t moving. He could hear the muffled banter of two people echoing from somewhere upstairs. Obviously holding up the elevator, he grimaced as he resigned himself to walking up the three flights. He rushed up the exit stairs two at a time wincing at the putrid and perpetual reek of urine permeating the stairwell. When he reached the third floor, he moved quickly down the hall hoping to outrun the stench of bad cooking, until he reached Maxine’s door. He clanked the rusty cherub-faced knocker two or three times. Within seconds, an eye appeared in the peep-hole. Maxine unlocked the door and swung it open. “Forget your key again?”
“Yup,” J.J. said, extending his arms in a time-worn gimme a break gesture. Maxine planted a kiss on her brother’s cheek and pulled him inside. “C’mon in! I’m making a pot roast.”
J.J. followed her into the cozy and spotless apartment, appreciatively
inhaling the aromas of her cooking. The scent transported him back to the days of their mother’s famous Sunday pot roast dinners. Every square inch of the apartment, from the frayed green sofa and matching loveseat to the creaky dining table and chairs, was tidy and polished, yet utterly inviting. J.J. squinted at the cheap curio stand laden with family photos, some of them naturally sepia tinted, others whose color the years had drained to pale blues and pinks. Even her impeccable dusting, he noted sadly, couldn’t detract from the frames’ copious scars.
“You been staying out of trouble?” said Maxine, sounding like the living incarnation of their Mom as she leaned down to check the roast. Her once caramel-colored hair was dyed a blunt chestnut and her tomboy figure had thickened over the years, yet she still radiated her characteristic glass-is-half-full optimism, despite all of the burdens life had dealt her.
“You know me, Maxi. Sure I’m stayin’ outta trouble,” J.J. said, lifting the lids off the pots one at a time.
Maxine slapped his hands with the same playful scolding she had administered when they were kids. “Go wash up now, like a good boy. And give Sean a shout. He’s in his room.”
“Okay, Mom,” grinned J.J. as he trotted down the hall.
****
“Maxine, I swear, your cooking is right up there with Mom’s, God rest her soul.” J.J. loosened his belt and leaned back in his chair.
“Really?” she whispered, her already ruddy cheeks taking on the hint of a full blush.
“Absolutely!” exclaimed J.J. “If I could eat like this every day, I’d never look at another burger.”
Maxine smiled appreciatively, got up from the table and started to clear the dishes. J.J. rolled his napkin up into a ball and playfully fired it across the table at his young nephew.
“What do you say, Sean? Do you remember your Nana’s cooking?”
Auburn-haired Sean caught the napkin and threw it back at his uncle, chuckling. “How could I, Uncle J.J.? I was only a baby.”
“Sean,” said Maxine, “why don’t you show your uncle your new computer?”
“New computer?” J.J. said. “Did you guys win the lottery?”
“You know how Sean’s been needing a faster machine? Well,” explained Maxine, “his school has this special program where you can make monthly payments.” She gave her son a wink, “He spends so much time on it anyway. And it’s an investment in his future, right Sean?”
“Right, Mom.” Sean turned to J.J. with a big grin, “It’s wickedly fast, uncle J.J
J.J. didn’t know a lot about computers, but it sounded pretty impressive. “Sounds like you’re talkin’ about a Porsche.”
“It’s better than a Porsche!” exclaimed Sean.
“Well, let’s go have a look at this mean machine,” J.J. said, getting up from the table.
****
J.J. slouched down on Sean’s bed as his nephew pulled a chair up to the computer he had set up on his desk. As Sean started fingering the keyboard the monitor sprang to life. This kid’s not going to wind up as some street punk, thought J.J., impressed with the boy’s agility and speed, he’s got far too many brains for that. He was right. Sean was recognized as a gifted child from the time he uttered his first syllable. His high intelligence, creativity and imagination constantly inspired Maxine to do everything in her power to see that he got the advantages, whatever stimulation he needed— even if it meant sliding deeper into debt.
“Your Mom tells me you’re pretty good on this thing,” J.J. said.
“Yeah, I guess . . . ” Sean continued tapping on the keys, his eyes fixed on the flickering screen.
“Hey, think you could help me out with something?”
“Sure Uncle J.J. What do you need?”
“Some information.”
“What kind of information?”
“Ever heard of Elvis Presley?”
“Sure,” replied Sean. “Everyone’s heard of him.”
“You ever heard of his famous pink Cadillac?”
“No,” giggled Sean. “Are you serious?”
“Yup.”
“You mean, Elvis actually had a pink car?”
“Yup,” repeated J.J.
“Okay,” shrugged Sean, clicking the icon that would transport him on-line. “I’ll Google it for you.” Tap-tap-tap went his fingers: ELVIS PINK CADILLAC. His fingers kept up their furious tapping until a line-up of websites appeared on the screen. “I’ll try this one!” Sean selected ANDY’S ELVIS EXTRAVAGANZA and before J.J. could exclaim “All Shook Up!” the image of a gleaming pink Cadillac began to fill the screen. Holding his breath in fascination, J.J. leaned in closer to the monitor as Sean scrolled down and began to read out loud.
“Although Elvis owned and gave away many different kinds of cars to friends and total strangers, this 1955 pink Cadillac Fleetwood 60 Special is said to have been his favorite, the one car he never sold or gave away. Its original color was blue when Elvis bought it for his mother in July 1955. Despite the fact that she had never driven a car, he had it custom painted pink for her. The car, now stored in Graceland, is now officially recognized as one of the ultimate icons of Elvis and 1950s Americana. It is arguably the most famous car in the world.”
J.J. hunched back on Sean’s bed and, letting out a long and labored breath, allowed reality to sink in. “Arguably the most famous car in the world.” I must be out of my mind. Did he really believe he could pull off what would probably amount to the biggest car heist in history?
“Want me to print you a copy?” said Sean.
“That’d be great,” J.J. concealed his consternation with an affable grin. “And could we find out some more stuff?”
“Gee, Uncle J.J., I promised my friend Jake I’d go over and help him set up his computer. Why don’t I teach you how to look for stuff on the Internet? It’s easier than you think!”
“Oh yeah?”
“See this page?” Sean pointed to a blue-framed white box on the screen. “This is called a ‘search engine.’ You just type whatever you’re looking
for in this box. Anything! Here, let’s try it. What do you want to know?”
“Graceland! Is there any information on Graceland?”
“Here we go—” Sean keyed in the word, G-R-A-C-E-L-A-N-D, and a new page popped up. “These are a bunch of the different sites where you can go for information. Easy, huh?” Sean got up out of the chair and J.J., his eyes already pinned to the screen, slid down on the chair in front of the computer.
“Really think I can do this?” he mumbled as his two fingers began clacking across the keyboard.
“You’ll do just great,” Sean softly assured him as he headed for the door, leaving his uncle to become more fully acquainted with the World Wide Web.
The next morning found J.J. hunching over a stack of printouts he had spread across his kitchen table. Where to begin? He was already swamped by limitless mountains of information. Like a General preparing a battle plan, he hauled out a legal pad and started scribbling. In the left hand column he wrote:
HISTORY
- Elvis buys car in 1955
- Car originally blue
- Car painted by Elvis’s neighbor, Art Blakely
- Elvis Rose: custom made color
- Nobody else ever permitted to have that particular shade of pink
So, thought J.J., focusing so hard he was starting to get a headache, where is that formula now? Had Blakely kept the formula locked away? If he had, did he get rid of it when Elvis died? If it still exists, who ended up with it?
He began another column:
GRACELAND
- Is car always on display?
- Is car ever moved?
- Can you get near car?
- What kind of security around the car?
J.J. poured himself a fresh cup of coffee, slammed himself back down on his kitchen chair and began working though his notes. Even at this juncture, facing the greatest challenge in his grand theft auto career, he had to admit that the planning was his favorite part of the job. Meticulously digging up all kinds of details and shifting them around until they came together like some complex jigsaw puzzle.
As he continued his research on the pink Cadillac, he learned that the legendary car was occasionally loaned out to organizations for fundraisers and the like. Ahhhh . . . He tapped the end of his ballpoint pen against his front teeth. How possible would it be to “kidnap” the car? It would mean figuring out a way to
intercept whatever they would be using to transport the Caddie from place to place. He began to chew on the end of his pen. Abducting the car would mean involving himself with someone on the outside—never mind the fact that, once the word slipped out, everyone in the country would be on the lookout
for Elvis Presley’s 1955 pink Cadillac. No, the only way he could hope to pull off the perfect heist would be to somehow ensure that nobody knew the car was missing. Was it possible to pull some sort of a switch?
The germ of an idea began to flicker in his mind.
J.J. rummaged through the piles of Internet printouts until, to his near disbelief, he pounced on a website devoted entirely to the Memphis man who originally painted the car back in 1955. “Sean isn’t kidding. This whole computer search business is a piece of cake.” On closer scrutiny, however, he noticed that the article had been written many years ago. Guess I’ll just have to follow that up, he thought. What about the crowds? He excitedly scribbled on the pad:
- Research all body shops in the Memphis area.
J.J. was starting to feel the hairs tingle on the back on his neck. This wasn’t like breaking into some rich guy’s garage and copping his Ferrari. He could sense his perception shifting to an entirely different plateau, a multitude of challenges lighting the way toward his shimmering goal. The whole concept was comparable to getting to the top of Mount Everest—impossible and yet strangely possible, once the foundation was laid. Now, what about the crowds? And what about security? He added another note to the legal sheet:
- Find out the slowest day of the week at Graceland.
J.J. laid the pen down and finished his now cold coffee. He looked at the clock on the stove and realized he had been pouring over the project for two hours. So far, so good. The only thing that bothered him was the numbers. Was the risk worth a hundred grand? No, J.J. reckoned, putting down his empty cup, the job is worth twice that.
Frank and Jimmy were huddled in a red velour booth in the rear of the 21 Club, deep in discussion about the theft of the pink Cadillac. Frank, after outlining how his guy would switch the real Caddie for an equally impressive-looking phony, assured Jimmy he would have the genuine Elvis Cadillac within a week from when Frank’s guy left for Memphis. Jimmy declared the plan brilliant. Mr. Yasamura would be very pleased and Frank would be one million dollars richer. Their conversation was interrupted when Ed Stafford came by the booth.
“Hi, Frank.”
“Hey Eddie, hi’ya doin’?” After an awkward pause, Frank said, “This here’s an old friend, Jimmy Miyake. Jimmy, say ‘hi’ to Eddie Stafford.”
Jimmy shook hands with Ed.
“Sorry to interrupt you Frank, but I was wondering if I might take just one moment of your time?”
“Yeah, Ed, if you can just give me a few more minutes here, I . . . ”
“You go ahead, Frank,” Jimmy said, “I need to make a call.”
“You sure?”
“Yes, you go take care of your business.”
“I’ll only be a minute, Frank,” apologized Ed.
Frank got up from the booth and walked up to the bar with Ed. Each straddled a seat.
“So what can I do you for, Eddie?”
“Frank, I’m having a bit of a cash flow problem. I was wondering— could you float me a loan till I get back on my feet?”
“How much you need?”
“About twenty five hundred.”
“Yeah, sure,” Frank said, “If you’d come to me this time last week I don’t think I coulda managed it. But you caught me at a good time, pal, a really good time. Come see me later.”
“Thanks Frank,” Ed said, breathing a sigh of relief, “I feel a little embarrassed, you know?”
“Hey, no problem, Eddie,” Frank said, getting off the stool, “We’ve all been there!” He patted Ed’s arm with the reassurance of an older, wiser brother and went back to the booth, sliding in place just as Jimmy was finishing his call.
“I talked with Mr. Yasamura,” Jimmy said. “He’s happy. I didn’t mention the details, only that things were going smoothly. This is like a dream come true for him.”
“That makes two of us,” Frank said with a laugh, hoisting his drink. “To you, Jimmy! And to success!”
“By the way,” Jimmy said, “who was that guy who came by the table?”
“That’s Ed Stafford. He’s an old friend. Investigative journalist. Used to write for all the big guys—Newsweek, Time, the whole deal.”
“What’s he doing now?” There was a flicker of apprehension in his tone.
“Ah, the poor guy’s out of work. He’s had a bit of a rough time. Goes pretty heavy on the booze, if ya know what I mean. He’s a good writer, though.”
“Investigative’ journalist?”
“Yeah, digs up all the shit people try to hide and writes about it.”
“Interesting.” Jimmy put his apprehension away and looked at his watch.
Frank nodded. “I gotta get going, too. Can I get you another drink?”
“No, I’ve got some things to take care of. Thanks for keeping me updated.”
Frank got out of the booth and went upstairs to his office. On his way out, Jimmy walked casually over to Ed Stafford who was sitting at the bar. He straddled a seat next to Ed and proceeded to get better acquainted.
The 21 Club was unusually busy for a Friday night, to Frank Shapiro’s delight. The air was thick with smoke and a multitude of faces blurring through the dimly-lit interior. Frank was making his usual rounds, chatting up the customers and gesturing to the staff with humorous bravado, when he noticed Dino waving the phone receiver at him from the bar. He walked over to take the call.
“Yeah?” he bellowed into the phone, trying to make himself heard about the roar of activity. “I can’t hear you! Hold on!” He thrust the receiver back in Dino’s hands. “Tell him I’m takin’ it upstairs.”
A few minutes later he was leaning over his desk to pick up the receiver and punch one of the extension buttons.
“Hello? Okay! Let’s try this again. Who is it?”
He finally recognized J.J.’s voice on the other end of the line. “Frank, we gotta talk.”
“Hey, J.J., what’s goin’ on? And make it quick—’cause I’m
busy.”
“Look, Frank, my hundred grand means you’re makin’ a million
on this job, and that’s your business. But ten percent just isn’t gonna cut it for me.”
“What are you talking about? We had a deal!”
“Yeah, that was before I found out what I found out.”
“What’d ya mean?”
“Do you have any idea what this pink Cadillac is worth? And do you have any idea what kind of security they’ve got racked up around it? Frank, this is probably one of the most famous cars in the world.”
“No shit?”
“The car’s got to be worth—well I’d say between four and five million. It may even be priceless!”
“No shit!”
“No shit, Frank. If you’re making a million, good for you. But my fee just went up because this is the highest risk job I’m ever gonna pull.”
Frank heaved a sigh so harried and so loud, it almost punctured the wall of noise emanating from the club downstairs. “Ok, so what’s it gonna cost to get me this friggin’ car?”
“Twenty percent, Frank.” Frank responded with a blinding silence followed by an unnerving gasp on the other end of the line as he caught his breath.
“Two hundred grand?” sputtered Frank, “are you crazy?”
“I have to be crazy to take this job in the first place, Frank. Because no sane person would do it!”
There was another long silence and, just as J.J. was going to ask him if he was still there, Frank finally spoke. “Okay, look—come by the club tomorrow and we’ll talk about it.”
****
Frank was hanging up the phone when there was a knock on his door. “Yeah?”
Dino stuck his head in. “Hey, boss—thought I’d give you a heads-up. There are a couple of tough looking guys downstairs looking for you.”
Frank felt his heart skip a beat. “Oh, shit! They’re here?”
“Yeah,” said Dino, drumming his hand on the doorway. “I sat them in a booth at the back. I figured you might want some privacy.”
What next? Frank let out another long moan. “Thanks, Dino, I’ll be right down.”
Frank Shapiro sat up at the tiny bar in the Italamera Social Club watching two men play fooseball on a worn table top, swearing at each other in good-natured Italian each time a goal was scored. The Italamera was nothing more than a neighborhood dive, its walls festooned with ancient Discover Italy travel posters floating over a sparse tangle of tables and chairs. A dozen or so men of varying ages hung around drinking gluey thick espresso, trading macho gossip, clicking video games or waiting for incoming assignments. Off in one dusty corner, a couple of old-timers were playing cards.
Frank took his umpteenth look around him and wondered once again why big underworld players always seemed to prefer such lackluster establishments to do their business. Was it some kind of a cultural fixation, a throwback to the small Italian villages of their ancestors? Or the need to keep a ridiculously low profile? Whatever the reasons, major Philadelphia crime boss Joe Giamatti held all of his big meetings at the Italamera. And on this day Frank had been “summoned” by don Giamatti to explain why he was behind on his vig. “Vig” was mob-speak for
“loan payment” although Frank had always assumed it was shorthand for “vigorous.” How it happened to relate to a “loan,” he couldn’t quite figure.
Frank was into the organization for half a million bucks—the financing he had desperately needed in order to get his 21 Club off the ground. The interest was high: borrow two hundred fifty thou, pays back half a mil. When Frank first crunched the numbers he was confident that his club would be such a huge success that making the payments would be a snap. Unfortunately, business hadn’t panned out in accordance with his initial projections and so he was running a little behind on his “vig.”
A tall muscular man in a swanky-cut, pinstriped electric blue suit emerged from the back of the room, his arm around a smaller man who was wiping his eyes with an exhausted handkerchief. The tall man, Vinnie Tatalia, was sympathetically nodding his head as he walked the shorter guy toward the club entrance. The man stuffed his soggy hanky in his breast pocket, shook Tatalia’s hand and took off. Vinnie turned around in his characteristic, careful-slow way, a lethal grimace underlining his perpetual smirk, and nodded to Frank. Mr. Giamatti was ready to see him. Frank followed Vinnie to the back of the club and through the kitchen doors.
There, at a little Formica table shoved up against one wall amid the pizza ovens and deep fryers manned by two short order cooks—neither casting so much as a glance in his direction—sat a nattily dressed little man who looked for all the world like a kindly old grandfather. A half eaten pizza, a dish of olives and a bottle of Italian house wine were spread out like humble offerings before him. With a congenial smile, don Giamatti gestured to an empty chair. Frank sat down and the meeting was underway.
“So, Frankie! Nice to see you. Can I offer you some wine?” Without waiting for an answer, Giamatti lifted the bottle and poured a generous amount of red wine into a small water tumbler. “You hungry? Help yourself to some pizza. Some olives?”
“No thank you, don Giamatti. I had some lasagna earlier, but thank you anyway,” lied Frank as he took a nervous sip from the tumbler.
“How’s business?”
Frank squirmed in his chair. “Things are a little slow, don Giamatti. Unfortunately.”
“You sure you don’t want something to eat? How about
some calamari? Ricco does miracles with his anisette batter—the sweet aroma will transport you to heaven.”
“No, thank you, I’m okay, really. The wine is plenty. Delicious!” he smacked his lips and took another sip. “Maybe an olive,” he relented, wishing Giamatti’s eyes weren’t so laden with suspicion. Frank reached over to spear an olive from the plate with one of many the toothpicks on the table. He was so nervous he almost dropped the olive and when he did finally succeed in popping the green, pimento-stuffed tidbit into his mouth, he nearly choked as he attempted to swallow it. Hoping to detract attention from his watering eyes and contorted jaw, he pulled an envelope from his jacket pocket and laid it on the table.
“I bring you fifty thousand in cash, against my debt,” he managed to get the words out between one choking fit and the next, focusing almost painfully on the sentence he had been rehearsing since dawn.
Giamatti picked up the envelope, glanced inside and motioned to Vinnie, who had posted himself next to the kitchen door like a casual yet insistent soldier. Vinnie marched over, scooped up the envelope from the table and returned to his post.
“And the balance?”
Frank took an abnormally deep breath, steeled his rib cage and launched
into the rest of the speech his anxiety-ridden brain had been kneading for days. “Don Giamatti, a very lucrative business proposition has presented itself to me.” That much out of the way, he took another deep gulp. “Once done, this proposition will bring me such an excellent profit, it will enable me to pay off my total indebtedness to you.”
“Uh huh,” said the don, disenchantment darkening his eyes as he poured himself another glass of wine. How many times had he heard this speech, emitted from the mouths of men so desperate, they no longer cared how ludicrous they sounded? Nevertheless, he maintained his calm, even mustering a faint smile as he spoke the words he had uttered at least as many times. “And when, may I ask, will this major business proposition pay off?”
“A couple of weeks—at the very most.” Frank muffled a groan, realizing that his use of the word “very” cast a questionable light on his credibility.
Don Giamatti pursed his thin lips. “You understand, Frankie, that it is against our best interests to set certain precedents. Otherwise everybody would be coming to me with all kinds of promises.”
“I realize that, don Giamatti. Believe me, if this wasn’t such a sure thing, I’d never have brought it up. I know your time is valuable.”
The old man lifted his head, his lips still pursed as his cold, ungrandfatherly eyes bore into Frank’s. “You sure about this thing, Frankie? I mean, I would feel very, very badly if this business proposition, for some reason, didn’t work out for you.”
“This is a sure thing, don Giamatti. I can’t lose on this one!” he blurted, a pinprick of relief appearing on the cusp of his terror-soaked horizon.
“So you will clear up the entire balance, plus the interest of course.” Don Giamatti’s eyes remained locked like steely vises on Frank’s. “When?”
“Within two weeks. For sure! You have my word. Two weeks at the most.”
“I see.” The don remained motionless. After a few minutes deliberation he finally said: “Frankie, I’ll have to speak to some of my associates about this, on account of this is no small matter. This is half a million we’re talkin’ about here. You understand?”
Frank swallowed hard, the olive still working its way down his gullet. “Of course, don Giamatti. I understand.”
“I’ll get back to you in a day or so and give you our decision,” said Giamatti. He gave a quick nod to Vinnie, a signal that the meeting was over. Frank gulped down the remainder of his wine and stood up. He took Giamatti’s hand in both of his, kissed him on both cheeks, and said, “Thank you, don
Giamatti.” He turned and followed Vinnie through the kitchen doors back into the Italamera Social Club.
When Frank had left, Vinnie marched back into the kitchen
and Giamatti motioned for him to sit down. When Vinnie took his place in the chair Frank had just deserted, Giamatti leaned over, his face very close to Vinnie’s, and in a quiet voice he said, “Vinnie—this deal Shapiro has going, I need to know exactly what it is. That is, if he is telling the truth and there is such a deal. See what you can find out. Go over to the 21 Club and talk to Dino. See if he knows anything. But remember—be discreet.”
“Sure, don Giamatti. I’ll find out everything,” nodded Vinnie.
Don Giamatti gave Vinnie’s cheek an affectionate pat. “You’re a good boy, Vinnie.”
That Saturday morning when J.J. reached to put his key in the lock, Maxine’s door swung open on its own. That’s weird, he thought, Maxine never leaves the door unlocked. He entered the apartment and looked around. There was no one there. Because Maxine worked Saturdays, he always made it a point to take Sean out for breakfast at McDonald’s. When he had called earlier, Sean said he would be waiting for J.J.
J.J. walked through the hall toward the kitchen.
“Hey! Where is everybody?” There was no response. “Sean?” He waited but no one answered. “Sean?” he called again. Still no answer. Out of the corner of his eye he thought he caught a movement at the other end of the hall. It was only a blur and he couldn’t tell which way it had gone, but he knew there was nothing wrong with his eyes. He had definitely seen something. Had whatever it was gone from Sean’s room into Maxine’s, or the other way around? “Sean! You there?”
J.J. moved slowly down the hall until he reached Sean’s room and peered inside. Nobody in there. Before he could step inside, however, something cold and wet struck him on the back of his neck. He spun around like lightning but there was no one there. He instinctively reached to touch the back of his neck, and his
hand came away wet. What . . . ?
Constantly turning his head to make sure nothing—or nobody—would sneak up on him again, he moved cautiously across the hall to check Maxine’s room. Her closet door was ajar. The hair on the back of his neck was now standing straight up. Moving silently across the room, he reached out, grabbed the closet door handle, and pulled. A blast of water hit him in the face, accompanied by a wave of giggles. J.J. opened his eyes to see Sean rolling on his back in the closet, gripping his Super Soaker and laughing hysterically.
“You little jerk! You just about gave me a heart attack!” J.J. grabbed the oversized plastic water gun and turned it on his nephew who squealed with delight, bolted out of the closet past J.J. and down the hall, back toward the kitchen. J.J. ran out into the hall in hot pursuit and pulled the trigger. A stream of water shot from the gun all the way down the hall and over Sean’s head. The stream kept going until it hit the still-open apartment door. J.J. looked at the chunk of plastic in his hand. This was one serious weapon, even if it was just a water gun! Still in the process of coming to his senses, J.J. was caught between disciplining his nephew and recalling his own childhood days when he made his Uncle Patrick the victim of equally merciless pranks. Time for a breather, he thought as he headed for the bathroom to get a towel.
He heard a giggle and turned around to see Sean standing in the doorway. “I got you good! Eh, Uncle J.J.?”
“Yeah, buddy, ya got me good,” J.J. muttered as he dried himself off, still caught between irritation and empathy. Finally, he contorted his face and whipped the towel into a snake, the tip of which stopped one inch short of Sean’s chin. “But mark my words, pay-back’ll come when you least expect it!”
Sean made a valiant effort to subdue his face into a serious, apologetic stance but before he knew it, another spate of giggles escaped. “Are we still on for MacDonald’s?”
“I don’t know. I just don’t know.” J.J. was trying to battle his own urge to laugh. “You think I should?”
“Aww, it was only water!”
By the time they reached the elevator, both Sean and J.J. were laughing with rowdy abandon. “Where’d you get that water gun anyway?” asked J.J. “They didn’t have anything like that when I was a kid. The one I had barely shot this pukey little stream. But that Goliath? Wow! No wonder they call it the Super Sopper!”
“It’s called a Super Soaker, Uncle J.J. You compress air when you pump it up—that’s why it shoots so far.”
That’s amazing, J.J. thought as the elevator doors parted and
the lobby beckoned, filled with Saturday morning sunlight.
The spectacle of four late model Cadillacs in a row illuminated the parking lot of Delgado’s Cheese Emporium in Allentown, Pennsylvania. While the Caddies’ drivers milled around between the cars, smoking and shooting the breeze, the owners were holding a private conference in a back room of the cheese shop. Five men from Pennsylvania had come together, as they did every couple of months, to discuss business. Mob business. Philly boss of bosses don Giamatti was presiding over a table laden with bread, wine, cheese and cold cuts. Pittsburgh’s Jimmy DeVito and Sonny Castellano from Erie were seated on his right; Remo Terentino from Harrisburg and the Cheese Emporium’s owner Joe Delgado on his left.
The men had been conferring all afternoon and, as the meeting was winding down, don Giamatti brought up the last piece of business. He cleared his throat, catching everyone’s immediate attention.
“Before we sign off here,” he rasped, “there’s a situation I would like to bring before you. It concerns Frankie Shapiro and his outstanding loan.”
Silence reigned and all eyes were fixed on him as he continued. “As you know, Frankie owes us half a million. His 21 Club has been a little slower getting off the ground than he anticipated. Consequently, he’s behind in his vig and needs some time to pay.”
The men looked around at each other, some mumbling, some fiddling with the leftovers on their plates. After a long pregnant pause, Sonny Castellano spoke up.
“Don Giamatti, I’m sure I don’t need to remind you about settin’ a precedent in these matters. Word gets out that someone don’t pay up on time,” he shrugged and cast a side glance at his colleagues, “and next thing you know, everybody wants more time. It’s not a good thing. Am I right?” He extended both arms in melodramatic irony.
“No, Sonny, you’re right. It’s never a good thing,” said Giamatti. “Normally, I wouldn’t even bring it up, but there’s a twist here. A twist I think we can make work in our favor.” He paused and reached for his wine glass. “Frank told me he has this deal happening that will wipe out his debt. Now don’t get me wrong—” he took a sip of wine, “—it could be just another stall. Frank’s a pretty straight up guy, but I had to be sure.” He took another, thoughtful sip. “So I told him I had to think about it and I sent Vinnie to do some checkin’. And what do you know? Vinnie comes back and tells me the deal appears to be solid. Said Frankie’s got himself involved in boostin’ this world famous car—for a million dollars!”
Jimmy DeVito bustled to his feet. “What the hell kinda car’s worth a million bucks?” Jimmy, the youngest of the men in the room and newly appointed head of the Pittsburgh crime syndicate, had yet to learn the finer points of mob etiquette.
A hush came over the room and before long, every head was trained on Jimmy DeVito. Giamatti smiled, but there were dangerous flickers in his eyes, revealing the lethal potential beneath their grandfatherly folds. He took a breath, obviously ordering that volatile portion of himself to bury itself in the depths of his brain, and in a measured tone he spoke: “Jimmy, let an old man finish, huh?”
“Sorry, don Giamatti,” Jimmy said, his knobby cheeks growing pale as he held up his hands, “I meant no disrespect here. Please—please continue.”
“As I was sayin’,” said Giamatti, “somebody’s gonna pay Shapiro one million to steal—and you’re gonna love this,” he added, his fingers trembling with anticipation, “—to steal Elvis Presley’s pink Cadillac from his Graceland estate.” Giamatti had been savoring the anticipation of this moment all morning, and now he completely immersed himself in the pleasure of watching the men around the table respond to what they had just heard.
The ebullient Remo Terentino, known to his cronies as the ‘Good Guy Gangster’ because of his tendency to forgive late paybacks—even if only up to an extremely sharp point—whistled, “One million bucks for a Cadillac?”
“If I might ask, don Giamatti,” said Sonny Castellano, whose severe skepticism compelled him to question, study and skewer every aspect of a situation before committing himself. “Do we know where the deal originated?”
“Some wealthy Japanese business man sent a kid named Jimmy Miyake over to set up the score. This Jimmy used to work for Frank,” answered Giamatti.
Joe Delgado, who hadn’t spoken until this point, and was even more skeptical than Castellano when it came to making deals that sounded too good to be true, asked Giamatti, “So, you say that giving Shapiro more time to pay can work in our favor? What exactly does that mean?” Unlike the hot headed DeVito, he tempered his accusation with placating body language and capped off his question with a patronizing bow.
Giamatti explained. “As we all know, the heat’s been breathing down our necks for some time. The Feds are watching every move we make. Nowadays, whenever I send my people out on business, they gotta change cars three, sometimes four times before they can shake a tail.”
The men looked at each other and nodded. For the last three or so months, when the Feds started tightening their screws in earnest, all of the big city bosses and their cohorts had been contending with the same thin air. “It’s getting to the point where we’re gonna need oxygen tanks just to catch our next breath,” snapped Terentino.
Giamatti continued, “Ever since our last package to Vegas got intercepted—and all I can say is, it was a good thing Dominick Bataglia was makin’ that delivery, cause there’s no way Dominick’s ever gonna roll over for the Feds—”
“He’s a good boy,” interspersed Sonny Castellano.
“Solid as a rock,” nodded Jimmy DeVito.
“Now, I think we can all agree that Frank’s a straight-up guy,” Giamatti enthused, “with no prior convictions—to my knowledge. There’s no reason for the Feds to be eyeballing him. And there’s nothing can connect him to our organization. So . . . we get Frank to deliver our package to Vegas in exchange for that extra payback time.”
Jimmy DeVito started to huff in protest but before he could launch into one of his trademark tirades, Remo signaled him to shut up.
“At this point,” continued Giamatti, “I don’t think I need to mention the importance of this next package. Because it’s nothing like any of our regular deliveries, it’s critical the package doesn’t fall into the wrong hands.” After some preliminary bickering, Jimmy and the other men gradually started murmuring in agreement, their voices growing more animated as they realized the enormity of these hot new stakes.
“Your plan seems good, don Giamatti,” Sonny cut in, “but what if, God forbid, our package ends up being intercepted?”
Giamatti smiled and motioned to Vinnie, who was standing next to the door in his usual soldierly manner. Picking up his cue, Vinnie walked over to a café chair under which someone had quietly slid an aluminum briefcase. It was the kind of case whose double-bolted aluminum and studded locks made it appear tough enough to withstand a scud missile attack. Vinnie opened the case with the proficiency of a magician and removed something. He carried it over to the table and laid it down flatly in a space Giamatti had cleared. The men looked at what was on the table, back up at Giamatti, and then at one another, their faces reflecting masses of confusion and disbelief. Was this some kind of joke?
After dropping Sean off back home, J.J. pulled over to place a call to Frank at the club. “We got a deal, Frank?”
“J.J.? I’m glad you called. Listen, I need to see you. But first,
I’ve gotta have a meeting with someone. After that, we can talk.”
“You okay?” J.J. thought Frank sounded a little nervous.
“Yeah, I’m good,” Frank said, reaching for his drink. “Well, maybe there’s been just a slight change of plans. Nothin’ serious.” He bolted down his scotch with more than the usual urgency.
Now J.J. was getting nervous. “The deal’s still on, right? Be straight with me, Frank. I’ve invested some serious time and money into this job—”
“Yeah, yeah, no problem at all, J.J. The deal’s still good. I just need to work out some details. Soon as I have ’em nailed down, I’ll call you.”
“I’ll wait for your call then, Frank.” As J.J. signed off he felt the beginning of a knot taking root in the pit of his stomach.
Frank was sitting in the Filbert Street Greyhound Bus Terminal in downtown Philadelphia, concealing his face in a newspaper with the strained casualness of a poor actor. There were hundreds of travelers swarming in and out of the various portals, coming and going from God knows where. He had been waiting on that hard bench for over half an hour, his ankles were cramping and he began to wonder whether he had misunderstood the instructions. Just then, out of the corner of his eye, he saw a large leather-gloved hand place a vaulted metal briefcase on the floor not far from his numbing ankles. Before he knew it, someone had slipped into the empty seat beside him and a vaguely familiar voice was emitting soft syllables:
“I’m leavin’ a ticket folder on the seat. You’ll find instructions inside.” The voice, Frank realized, belonged to none other than Vinnie Tatalia.
“The briefcase? That’s the package?” For a few seconds, Frank forgot about his cramped ankles.
“That’s it,” said Vinnie. “Keep your head in the paper,” he hissed, pretending to straighten a cufflink.
“Can I ask what’s in the briefcase?” Frank asked, as he struggled to reprise his role as easy-going newspaper aficionado.
“You don’t need to know, Frank. But I can tell you this much: what’s in the briefcase is worth more to us than your life. You lose it and—?”
“I got the picture,” Frank cut him off. “I’ll take damn good care of it.” His wrists were trembling as he tried to keep the paper propped high enough to block the public’s view of his head.
Vinnie grunted, got up from his seat and left. Out of the corner of his eye, Frank could see him making a beeline for the hotdog vendor parked outside the bus terminal. As nonchalantly as was humanly possible under the circumstances, Frank ditched the newspaper in the adjacent trash receptacle before reaching over to scoop the ticket folder from the seat Vinnie had occupied. His eyes swept the terminal in a single, rapid whoosh but detected nothing unusual. A few minutes later he stood up, quashed the groan he was aching to emit as his tingling ankles received the full brunt of his excess poundage. Finally, he picked up the briefcase and hobbled out of the Greyhound terminal, vowing to lose some weight.
So, what’s in the damn briefcase?” J.J. had been pacing back and forth in Frank’s office for the last half hour.
“Like I told you ten times already, J.J., I don’t have a clue. Read the instructions—that’s all you need to know.” Frank got up from his desk to pour a drink. “You want one?”
“Yeah,” J.J. momentarily stopped pacing, “Better make it a double!”
“Look,” Frank handed J.J. a glass. “We know it can’t be drugs. Otherwise, why would we have to turn around and bring it back here after delivering it?”
J.J. took a long sip from his rye and coke. He reached over to have another look at the briefcase. The vaulted metal glared back at him with impenetrable arrogance. Hoping to somehow get lucky, he began to spin the numbers of the tiny combination lock. After five or so fruitless spins, he finally gave the lock an impatient poke and turned away in frustration. Frank placed his hand affectionately on J.J.’s shoulder.
“Hey, J.J., I’m sorry about this, but I’m in a jam here and you gotta help me out. Besides, in all the years you’ve known me, have I ever once asked you for a favor?”
J.J. gave Frank an incredulous look. “Are you serious?” He was about to run down a list of instances but decided not to go there. Instead he put down his drink, stood up and recommenced pacing the shag-carpeted floor.
“And didn’t I agree to give you another hundred grand for the Caddie job?” pleaded Frank.
“So let me get this straight,” J.J. stopped pacing and turned abruptly to Frank. “First, I have to steal the Cadillac. Second, I have to drive this briefcase out to Las Vegas and drop it off. Third, I have to pick it up the next day. And, last but not least— bring the Caddie and this briefcase back to you?”
“Right!” Frank said. “And for that you’re gonna get two hundred Ks. It’s practically a gift!”
“There are gifts and there are gifts. I know very well how much two hundred thousand dollars is, Frank. It’s a lot of dough, no question. But look at things from where I’m coming from. I have to consider the risk factors. To get totally, absolutely to the bottom line—never in my life did I plan to get tied up in mob business.” He took another sip of his rye and coke. “What about those two monkeys you’ve got working for you? Why can’t they deliver it?”
“Heavy and Nick? I couldn’t trust those guys with a situation of this caliber. You know that,” Frank said matter-of-factly.
J.J. sat back down in the gaudy velour chair. “Frank, I’d feel a whole lot better if I only knew what was inside.” He gestured at the vaulted briefcase, wishing he could bore a laser hole through its obstinate aluminum.
“Maybe it’s better this way.” Frank lowered his voice and winced in apprehension as if he half-expected the briefcase to be bugged. “Neither one of us knows what’s in the briefcase. Did it ever occur to you that maybe we don’t wanna know what’s in that case?” He grimly pursed his lips.
J.J. scooped the envelope off the table, reached for the folded paper inside and read the instructions a second time. He paused, shook his head and looked across at Frank. “You’ve gotta be kidding me!”
“What?” Frank asked.
“I’m supposed to meet a guy called—get this—‘Fat Jack?’ At the Mirage Hotel. Are they serious?”
“Serious about what?” Frank asked, wondering why J.J. was reacting so weirdly.
“Who the hell goes around calling himself Fat Jack? I mean—come on!” snorted J.J.
“These are wise guys,” Frank said with a shrug. “All of them have names, you know that. Harry The Hat, Benny The Boot. Hey— Fuggedaboudit!”
“Hey, Frank, you just made another joke!” laughed J.J. as Frank broke into a reluctant grin.
“Look,” Frank continued in a more serious tone, flattening his palms against the solid oak top of his desk, “I know I’m askin’ a lot here, but I’m up against the wall. More up against the wall than you’d care to know. You see,” he clasped his hands, “I’ve got no choice in the matter. I owe Giamatti this favor. I’m behind on my payments—you know what that means—so I gotta buy a little time until you can deliver the Caddie. Then I can clear the debt and get these guys off my back.” As J.J. cradled his drink, Frank hunched his shoulders. After a few minutes, he finally sighed, “J.J., if this deal goes south, I’m in deep shit! I’ll probably end up losin’ the club. And that’s just for starters.”
J.J. understood full well what was at stake. Despite their off-the-cuff treatment of each other, hassling and kvetching, each trying to get the best of the other—when one got right down to the brass tacks, J.J., Frank and Ed were ironclad friends. And friends take care of friends, regardless of the consequences, no matter the cost.
“I’ll deliver the briefcase, Frank,” J.J. relented, his voice resigned. “And I’ll deliver the Cadillac. Don’t worry. Nobody’s gonna take the club away from you.” He hoisted the metal case and stood up, patting the side of his chair.
With a monumental effort and a hasty gulp of scotch, Frank managed to battle the lump creeping into his throat. “I owe you for this one, J.J.,” he declared. “Big time.”
JJ needed to talk to Jules. As he strode through the half million dollars’ worth of merchandise filling the Saint Germain Fine Cars showroom floor, he marveled at the hell of a sweet setup his suave cohort had orchestrated. The slick-talking, smooth-faced Jules found it a snap to run stolen cars through the shop, switch serial numbers, colors, whatever—and make modifications without arousing a shred of suspicion. There was always some expensive car zooming in or revving out of the shop. Only two hand-picked, highly talented shop employees knew the truth about the clandestine operation. Jules’ efficient salesmen and bubbly receptionist had no idea what took place there Sundays and Mondays, the two days of the week when the showroom was closed. True, the cops had paid Jules some visits in the process of tracking stolen vehicles. Yet all they had ever been able to turn up was a small yet prosperous business with a high-end clientele. Because he happened to sell expensive cars to some of the most prominent Philadelphians, Jules was pretty much above suspicion. Besides, why would such a prosperous businessman want to get involved with stolen cars?
****
Sauntering past the coveted trio of expensive automobiles on display, J.J. approached the receptionist’s desk. Fabiana, a northern Italian beauty with short fashionably cropped blond hair and a strong accent, added what Jules liked to call “an air of authen- ticity” to the place. She looked up at J.J. with her piercing blue eyes and smiled.
“How’s it going, Sweet Thing?” J.J.’s tried-and-true greeting
induced the same sugary-eyed response from the receptionist as it did from most women.
“Oh, Buongiorno, J.J., come sta?” said Fabiana, flashing a row of pearly teeth as she dropped the pen on her message pad.
“Bene, bene,” J.J. replied, rolling his eyes in a gee-wish-I-really- knew-Italian schoolboy apology.
“Ooooh, but you are learning to speak Italian!” she oozed in her dark and husky, ever-inviting voice. He was close enough to pick up her fragrance. A slight shudder went through him as he tried to maintain his exterior cool. Why was it that whenever he happened to be anywhere near an attractive woman his pulse automatically shifted into overdrive? Must be part of the bachelorhood disease, he mused.
“It’s so when we are married,” he jived back, “I’ll be able to speak to our children in Italian!”
“Oh, you are such a—how you say?—baaad boy!” She fluttered her midnight-blue eyelashes as she rose from her desk. “I’ll tell Mr. Jules you are here.”
“Grazie, Fabiana, he’s expecting me. You don’t mind if I ogle the cars while I wait? I promise not to drool on them.”
She giggled as she picked up the phone to answer an incoming call.
He walked away from the reception area, already starting to miss the steamy sensations Fabiana’s attractiveness had aroused in him. He re-entered the showroom and cast his eyes on the latest display. An Aston Martin Vanquish, very much like one he had driven a couple of days ago, boasted an elegant $228K tag. He opened the gleaming silver door of a Jaguar XKR 100 Coupe and inhaled deeply as the unctuous leathery scent hit him square in the face. Nothing can compare with a Jaguar interior, he marveled. The price tag on that beauty was $99K. Next in line, the silver Porsche 911 ran a cool $180K.
He looked up to see Jules waving to him from across the showroom floor. J.J. followed him back into his office and when they were seated Jules, ever the sophisticate, intoned, “What can I do for you, my friend?”
“I need a favor, Jules.”
“A favor? But of course. What do you need?”
J.J. got right down to business. “I need to find a vintage car. A 1955 Cadillac Fleetwood 60 Special.”
Jules began to scribble on the top sheet of a pad embellished with his gold embossed logo. “You want to buy it . . . or steal it?” Despite the tinge of satire underscoring his tone, Jules was not smiling.
“Buy it, of course!” J.J. straightened up, struggling to cover up a wave of self-conscious indignation.
“Hmmmm. Very well, leave it with me. I’ll see what I can do.” The glimmering cogs of Jules’ connoisseur brain were already in motion.
“This is just between us, you understand?” J.J. fought to suppress any accusatory tones from slipping into his speech.
“Of course, my friend,” Jules, picking up on his colleague’s discomfort, averted his gaze back to the note pad. “And you would prefer the car in—what sort of condition?”
“Fully restored. Factory fresh, if you can pull it off.”
“Absolutely.”
Might as well strike while the iron is hot, decided J.J. “And I need it to be a special color. Can you do a paint job on the car?”
“Yes, not a problem.” A tremor of curiosity had crept into Jules’ speech. “You are intending to rebuild the engine?”
“No, no,” J.J. sunk back into the leather chair that was so comfortable. “The engine’s not that important. The main thing is that this car has got to have it all in the looks department. Sort of like a movie prop. It’s got to pass visual inspection.”
Jules paused, his eyes glittering with inquisitiveness. “Pass visual inspection?”
“Yeah.”
“A movie prop?”
“Yeah.”
“I’m sorry, my friend. You have excited my curiosity.”
J.J. had been playing Jules. He knew he would need his help in the venture but Jules being Jules, J.J. also knew he would have to whet the old smoothie’s appetite. He leaned forward. “Look, why don’t I just tell you the whole scam?”
“Scam?” A broad smile crossed Jules’ face as he glanced at his razor-thin solid gold watch adorning his wrist. “J.J., have you had lunch?”
****
“Elvis Presley’s pink Cadillac! But this is fantastic!” exclaimed Jules, his well-bred, fastidious voice inflected with unaccustomed excitement as he fingered his cognac snifter. Two hours had gone by like lightning. Jules and J.J. had just polished off lunch at Maverique’s, one of Philadelphia’s finest fusion cuisine eateries. Over basil-roasted lamb served on pristine bone china, J.J. had told Jules all about the elaborate plan he had orchestrated. Jules laughed and threw his napkin down on the table whose empty dishes had been whisked away, replaced with post-lunch liqueurs. “I love it!” he exclaimed like a man into whose orderly and placid existence had been happily disrupted by an impromptu fireworks festival.
“I think I’ve got all the angles covered. You agree?” asked J.J., feeling no pain as he took a leisurely nip of Drambuie.
“My friend! It’s brilliant! Of course,” Jules, ever the innovateur, “you will need to arrange an ownership and insurance slip for the replacement vehicle. Which will mean a fake vehicle identification number, but that won’t pose a problem. No—” Jules corrected himself: “You will need two sets. One to leave with the fake car—and that one must be a precise replica of the original ownership, but containing a different VIN. You will also need one to carry on you, in case—heaven forbid—you should get stopped. And it would be best to have your own made out in the name of an actual person. Shall I suggest Frank Shapiro as the Cadillac’s owner?”
“Yeah, why not?” responded J.J. “It’s his deal.”
“We do have a slight problem here, but I believe we can resolve it. I assume you have an advance—some money to cover expenses?” asked the ever business-minded Jules.
“No problem!” J.J. said, relieved to be asked such a simple question.
“How are you with computers?”
“Funny you should ask,” J.J. said, “I’ve really been getting into computers lately.”
“Excellent.” Jules slipped a business card from his wallet and a gold pen from his dark blue silk jacket—Jules’ chic attire and matching attitude always made J.J. a little less willing to look at his own reflection—and inscribed a name and phone number on the back. “Before you take this any further, I recommend that you see this man.”
What a bare bones operation, J.J. shook his head in amazement as he reached the address Jules had written on the back of the card. RightByte Computers was, to say the least, an unassuming little business located on a side street in downtown Philly. As he entered the cramped shoebox a small buzzer announced his presence. A little too unassuming, mused J.J. as he scanned the crooked shelves with their dusty, outdated components: everything from 286 motherboards to monitors whose once high-tech white the years had dulled to yellow. Propped on the main display counter between two desktop models a laptop sat opened and ready for testing.
Although the shop was deserted, the buzzer had probably alerted its owner to his presence. J.J. waited for a few minutes before, nobody in sight, he finally called out, “Hello? Anybody here?”
A reluctant, reedy voice echoed from behind the limp red curtain that separated the store from the back room: “Be with you in a sec.”
J.J. walked over to the laptop displayed on the counter. A small green light was pulsing on the keyboard, indicating that the power was on. When he touched a single key the screen jumped to life, causing him to leap back in alarm.
“Wanna take her for a spin?” The same reedy voice was closer now.
Startled, J.J. looked up to see a very short man whose head appeared to be two times too big in relation to his body, stepping through the drooping red curtain. What a perfect match for that weird wormy voice, he thought. The man’s pale green eyes loomed like probing yet kindly aliens behind their thick bifocals. Wisps of white hair wafted down from the little man’s head. He smiled affably at J.J., his protuberant eyes focusing on him. For some inexplicable reason, J.J. felt immediately at ease.
“I’m—how would you put it—computer illiterate?” ventured J.J.
“Nonsense,” said the little man with a dismissive wave, “technology today is so user friendly—why, a child can become computer-efficient in mere weeks!”
J.J. handed the man Jules’ business card. The man tilted his thick glasses up onto his forehead so he could take a sharper look.
“Ah, yes!” he said, nodding his head, “Jules called me to say you’d be dropping by.”
The man introduced himself as Pook, which was probably a nickname but somehow perfectly suited his alien leprechaun demeanor. “Follow me into the back,” he motioned assuredly.
J.J. followed Pook through the limp crimson curtain. The back of the store was even more tightly crammed, containing an old oak desk, a chaotic kitchen area and an off-kilter, unmade cot. There was also a workbench that stretched almost the full length of the room. The bench was piled high with technology— cables, video scopes, computer parts and a myriad of technical equipment that looked both complicated and expensive. The little man obviously spent most of his time here.
Pook went over to the bench and called over his shoulder, “I’ve got exactly what you need.”
“I have no idea what I need,” J.J. somewhat sheepishly admitted.
The little man turned and smiled. “That’s why you’re here!” His non-patronizing attitude was beginning to grow on J.J. To his surprise, the tiny wispy haired man carried a laptop and a small portable printer over to the desk and set them down.
“Built these myself,” Pook announced proudly. “RightByte Computers! State of the art!”
Just then, J.J. began to wonder how much all of this was going to set him back. The stuff certainly didn’t look cheap.
“Now, the way I understand it,” said Pook as he opened the laptop, “you’re looking for something fast, extremely portable, and easy to operate.”
He touched a button, causing the screen to flicker with a multitude of appearing and disappearing symbols.
“Because this is all battery powered you won’t have to worry about plugs and outlets. And because it operates on Bluetooth technology, you don’t need to worry about a mess of cables.”
“Bluetooth?” asked J.J.
“It does sound like a peculiar form of tooth decay, doesn’t it?” Pook laughed at his own joke. However, J.J. was too immersed in the fact that he was about to crack the secret of running a computer, to remember to laugh. “Please allow me to explain,” Pook affably directed J.J. over to the bench where another computer was set up.
“Up until now,” he continued, gesturing to the various components, “you have your keyboard which is connected to your printer. Your printer in turn is connected to your monitor—if it’s a desk top model, that is—which in turn is controlled by your mouse.” He placed J.J.’s right hand on the mouse and showed him how to click and move the beveled plastic wedge. “Now—what do you think it is that literally joins all of these things together?”
Mouse. Printer. Monitor. Laptop. J.J. was completely out of his element. He couldn’t shake the feeling that this was all was some kind of a test, an exam he had no chance of passing. Before he could come up with an answer, however, Pook blurted out, “Cables!”
J.J., slightly relieved because of the perfect sense it made, responded with a vigorous nod.
Pook continued, “We’re doing just fine. Now! The big problem is, trying to figure out which cockamamie cable goes where. It’s so easy to get tangled up in the details.” Wanting to keep J.J. from getting lost in any further panic and confusion, he cut to the point. “All of which brings us to Bluetooth—the ultimate cable replacement technology.”
He led J.J. back to the desk and sat him down in front of the laptop with its portable printer.
“Bluetooth is the standard for a small radio chip that plugs into computers, printers, mobile phones—just about anything in the portable electronics department. A Bluetooth chip takes the information normally carried by the cable and transmits it to a receiver via special frequency—a Bluetooth chip—which then feeds that information to the computer, phone, whatever. Are you following me in all this?”
J.J. slowly nodded. “I think so!”
“That was the original idea,” said Pook, “but the designers soon realized the huge potential behind their concept. If you can transmit information between a computer and a printer, why not from a cell phone to a printer? Or even from one printer to another. Ever see those people walking down the street talking to themselves? Used to be you’d instantly assume they were mentally disturbed. Not any more.”
Pook whisked back to the bench and picked up what appeared to be a small hearing aid and cell phone. He looped the earpiece over the side of J.J.’s head, stepped back a few feet and punched out a number on the cell phone. Immediately J.J. picked up the sound of the numbers being dialed through the earpiece.
Pook held up the cell. “Your headset is currently communicating
with this cellular phone.” Pook walked over and slipped the phone into J.J.’s pocket. “Now you can walk down the street and gab away to your heart’s content, leaving both hands free for more important tasks!”
J.J. shook his head in awe. “Bluetooth!”
“By the way,” said Pook, “The origin of Bluetooth goes back to the name of a Danish Viking King, Harald Blåtand. Loosely translated into English, ‘Blåtand’ means ‘Bluetooth.’”
Pook paused, waiting for that tidbit to sink in. “So,” he continued, “this Harald Blåtand, who lived in the latter part of the 10th century, is credited with bringing Christianity to Scandinavia more than a thousand years ago.” Pook fixed his protuberant eyes on J.J. with great solemnity. “Just think. A Viking who was willing to turn the other cheek.” He burst out laughing and gave J.J. a playful poke in the ribs. “Anyway, Blåtand went on to unite—and control—Denmark and Norway. Which is where the ‘Bluetooth’ inspiration comes in. The uniting of devices, in this case. There’s also a more popular, but less likely reason in old Harald’s weakness for blueberries. His appreciation for these was such that his teeth became permanently stained, leaving Harald with a truly significant set of molars.”
Pook reached over to slip the headset from J.J.s ear. “No charge for the history lesson!” he said with an irrepressible giggle.
“Pook . . . ” J.J. removed the cell phone from his pocket, “would I be able to go on the internet using a cell phone and a laptop?”
“Of course,” shrugged Pook.
“I could download pictures and articles?”
“You’re catching on!” laughed Pook.
“One other question. Why do I need a printer?”
“Ah, yes,” said Pook, “The printer. From what I understand, you’ll be needing to replicate some documents.” He opened the drawer, pulled out a file folder, and carefully extracted a sheet of paper. It was a Cadillac ownership document from 1955. Or at least an exact duplicate—minus the VIN!
“Ah, yes,” J.J. said, his eyes widening, “I see.”
The sun was casting its first golden streaks across the horizon when Heavy Walters pulled the big silver Lincoln over to the side of the road. He had stopped just short of the Interstate 40 overpass that spanned highway 64. His partner, Nick DeAngelo, jerked awake.
“Why’re we stopping?” asked the groggy Nick.
“We’ve reached the outskirts of Memphis,” Heavy growled. “Time to do our thing. Keep an eye out and make sure nothin’s comin’.”
Nick rubbed the sleep out of his eyes with dry, pudgy fingers and groaned as he twisted around in his seat to get a clear view out the rear window. His body felt stiffer than presswood after being confined to the car for eighteen hours straight. “All clear,” he grumbled as he kneaded the back of his neck.
“Buckle up!” Heavy gave a devious cackle as his hands, the size of small dogs, gripped the steering wheel. Nick hurriedly fastened his seat belt. About twenty yards up ahead there was a concrete underpass propping up Interstate 40. Heavy put the car in gear and gunned the motor. The Lincoln’s tires grabbed the dirt and shot forward, shooting sprays of gravel across the road. Just as they reached the underpass Heavy eased the wheel to the right, causing the car to swerve into the concrete siding. With an ear splitting smash, a screech of metal and mad sparks flying in all directions the massive silver Lincoln continued on its collision course, scraping against the cement wall. Heavy kept the wheel cranked hard, so that the car continued to crush—metal against concrete. When he reached the end of the underpass he pulled away from the bridge and hugged the shoulder, finally rolling to a stop a few hundred feet away. Nick opened his eyes and warily unbuckled his belt. Both men got out to inspect the damage.
“Nice job,” Nick said. “A little overkill maybe, but a nice job.”
“What d’ya figure—a couple grand?” asked Heavy.
“At least,” answered Nick, giving Heavy’s wide back a victory slap. It felt so good to be out of the car, all of the kinks in his muscles melting back to normal, already making him feel like a new man. “Howzabout breakfast?”
Both men erupted in ear-to-ear grins as they got back into their freshly renovated Lincoln.
It was 6:30 a.m. Memphis time when a chipper-faced man wheeled his big Sierra 3500 dually pickup into Blakely’s Body Shop. Art Blakely Junior switched off the ignition, got out, and squeezed the lock button on his key chain. The horn beeped back, letting him know the Sierra was secure. Unlocked vehicles didn’t stand much of a chance in one of Memphis’ grittiest neighborhoods. How different things had been back in the 1950s when Art Senior had started up his own business on Lamar Avenue. Nobody bothered locking cars or houses back in those innocent, trusting old days. But then, the world was a safer place in the fifties.
****
Art Senior had built Blakely’s Body Shop into a thriving business whose momentum continued climbing right up until his death in 1965. When lung cancer finally staked its claim, doctors were unable to agree on the cause. Was it the onslaught of paint fumes to which he exposed himself every day? Or his pack-a-day Marlboros habit? There was one fact everyone agreed on, however: Art Blakely was the best damn car painter in Memphis. Art Junior had inherited not only the business, but also a healthy chunk of his father’s talent. There were some who claimed that when it came to the perfect paint job, he actually outperformed the old man.
Art’s Body Shop had started off as a simple, hands-on back yard operation. That is, until July 1955, when none other than Elvis Presley, Art’s former neighbor, purred up to the entrance in a brand new blue Cadillac Fleetwood 60 Special. In his polite yet direct way, the budding superstar requested that the car be painted pink. Art had known Elvis back in the days when the not-yet legendary hip swinger, who lived a few doors away on Lamar Avenue, used to saunter into the shop to watch Art paint cars. To Elvis, cars were like a powerful magnet. To put it mildly, he loved cars.
Art remembered those early days when Elvis first started making a name for himself. One thing for sure, that boy had something different. No one seemed quite able put a label on what they were hearing. After a while, he came to be known as the “Hillbilly Cat.” His reputation as a singer and a performer soared to the point where he was soon appearing regularly on “Louisiana Hayride,” a radio show that aired live on Shreveport’s 50,000- watt KWKH. CBS ran the national broadcast, while Armed Forces Radio took charge of the international signal. As far as Saturday night entertainment went, “Louisiana Hayride” was intensely addictive stuff, floating up, over and beyond the bayous and swamps of its home state, west to a multitude of tiny towns and ranches throughout Texas, Arkansas, Mississippi, Alabama, and points beyond. People packed the Municipal Auditorium every Saturday night to catch the live acts, while most who tuned in via their radios danced up a rage on porches and in living rooms, honky-tonks and church halls across the country.
The “Hayride” marked Elvis Presley’s first national stage appearance—his breakthrough—and Art became a regular listener. Before long, Elvis’ popularity reached the point where you couldn’t tune in to the radio without hearing one of his songs. Not that Art, more of an Ernest Tubb and Hank Williams fan, was particularly keen on Elvis’s kind of music. As far as he was concerned, Elvis sounded too much like a white boy trying to sound black. Hell, the way the boy moved on stage he might as well have been black. For the life of him, Art couldn’t figure out why masses of young girls seemed so mesmerized by it. There had even been a couple of times when they had damn near mobbed him—wanted to rip his clothes off. What was it that had the power to drive a nice, young, ordinary, well-behaved girl into such a hysterical state? It didn’t take long before parents, preachers and other pillars of the community were accusing Elvis of “perverting the morals of young teenagers.” Art never saw that side of him. As far as he was concerned, that Presley boy was the epitome of polite. Always “Yes, sir” and “No, ma’am.” Sure his hair was long and greasy, and he did comb the back into the same slick-angled ducktail as did most of the truckers who burned rubber up and down the interstate highways. Elvis also wore some pretty wild clothes. So way out, people used to poke fun at him. Now there were a million-plus teenagers rushing out to deck themselves in Elvis style blue jeans. Ironically, Elvis eschewed jeans because they were such an acute reminder of his poverty steeped childhood.
Elvis was basically a good, decent kid, and Art always made him feel welcome, waving his paint gun in a friendly “come on in!” whenever Elvis walked into the body shop. All of which had resulted in an unintentional pay off. Now Elvis the Legend was putting in his order for Art to custom paint his new Cadillac. As Elvis explained, he had purchased the dream car for his mother, a promise he made to her when they were living just above the poverty line. Art remembered how Elvis had hung around the shop from dawn to dusk that day, watching as he mixed the shade. Art could have been measuring and blending a top-secret atomic formula for all the fascination Elvis had bestowed on the master and his palette.
Art must have mixed the paint dozens of times until Elvis finally proclaimed the shade a success. Fortunately, Art had the good sense to mark down the formula, thinking ahead to a time when that electric rose pink might be worth a healthy sum. Elvis, perhaps tuning in on his thoughts, wanted the formula destroyed, but quick-thinking Art had countered with the good sense that if the car was ever damaged they might never be able to duplicate the color. So Elvis asked Art for his solemn promise that he would never use that particular color on any other car. They struck an agreement and Elvis sealed the deal with an extra five hundred dollars. Art tucked the formula into an envelope marked “Elvis Rose” and stuck it in his safe. All of which turned out to be most timely: that following September, the Caddie was involved in an accident just south of Texarkana. It cost Elvis a thousand dollars to have the damage repaired and the rear fender repainted—but Elvis could certainly afford it. What was more, when word got around town that Art Blakely was the one who had painted Elvis’s pink Cadillac, business really picked up. Such was the legacy that had been handed down to Art Junior, along with the Blakely Body Shop and its solid gold reputation.
****
Art Junior opened the front door of the shop, walked in and gave the place the once-over before locking the door behind him. He was always the first to arrive each morning. His crew didn’t come in until 7:30 a.m., half an hour before the shop officially opened. Art liked to get there early while the world was still waking up, to clear whatever paperwork had been left over from the day before. He walked through the body shop and turned on the compressor. On his way back to his office he switched on the Sirius satellite radio system he had installed with its “All Elvis All The Time”—broadcast live from Graceland. He turned up the volume until the shop was filled with Elvis. Nothing but Elvis—the early years, the classics, the comeback years, rarities and live tracks you couldn’t hear anywhere else. Art began humming along with “Return To Sender” as he headed back into the front office. It was hard convincing his crew to give up their Hard Rock station—or, as Art called it, “that rap crap,”—in favor of Elvis 24/7. Before long, however, they all really got into it. After all, as he liked to remind anyone who took the time to listen, if it wasn’t for the King, he might not have a business.
Art was just settling into his office chair when he looked up to see the front end of a big silver Lincoln pulling into the parking lot. He watched as a huge man rolled himself out of the front seat, his size 13 shoes crunching against the pavement before he caught his balance and began to stretch his humongous frame. His shimmering but crumpled indigo suit looked as though it had been used as a private sleeping bag. Art could make out another figure in the car. Whoever it was didn’t bother getting out. Heavy lumbered over to the office window and Art found himself peering back at something he thought resembled a three hundred pound gorilla stuffed into a shiny blue suit.
Art raised his voice so that he could be heard through the glass. “Can I help you?”
Heavy hollered back, “Are you Art?”
Art left the window to walk over to the door. “I’m Art. What can I do for you?”
A frustrated Heavy rasped back: “Wonder if you could look at my car. Got a bit of a ding in the front fender.”
“I’m not open until eight o’clock. Can you come back?” Art knew the boys from the shop would be on their way. Once they arrived, he wouldn’t feel so vulnerable.
“Jeeze,” Heavy said, “Open the friggin’ door, would ya? I’m not gonna rob ya!”
Art hesitated and took a deep breath as his resigned fingers unlocked the door. He cracked it open just enough to talk to Heavy.
“We’re just passin’ through,” explained Heavy, “and we got clipped in a parking lot. We’re from out of town, on our way to a funeral. We stopped for a bite to eat earlier at a place called Retty’s Diner. A truck driver there told us you’re the best body guy in Memphis.”
Art anxiously peered at his watch. It was still only six forty-five.
“Can you at least take a look at it?” pleaded Heavy, perspiration enhancing the glow on his ruddy face. Again Art hesitated. These guys were obviously in a bind, and—ah, what the heck, the least he could do was check out the damage. “OK, I’ll take a look,” sighed Art, finally emerging from his office.
Heavy stuck out his big mitt, “Name’s Heavy.”
Art shook Heavy’s hand. “Art,” he said, feeling a little less anxious.
Heavy directed Art over to the passenger side of the Lincoln. Art nodded to Nick, who was still sitting in the front seat. Nick nodded back. He took one look at the vicious scrapes on the fender and whistled. “Somebody did this in a parking lot?”
“We were taking a pit stop,” Heavy said. “When we came out, whoever did it was long gone. Whole restaurant full of people, a honkin’ huge front window—and nobody saw it! Can you believe that?” Heavy veered into his best southern accent and mumbled, “Guess they knew we ain’t from around heeeere.” He looked at Nick, who was killing himself laughing and added, “Right, Bubba?”
Heavy was not exactly endearing himself to Art who—even though he didn’t need the hassles, nor the business for that matter—didn’t feel like telling these two guys in shiny suits driving a bus-sized Lincoln to take a hike, either. Especially since he happened to be the only one holding down the fort.
“Like I said before, I don’t open until eight. But if you want to leave it with me, I’ll get one of my guys on it the minute he comes in.”
Art bent down to give the damage a more generous once over. It was at this point that he noticed the residue of cement in the brutal gouge. His expert eye scanned the scrape for the paint from another vehicle—but there was none. Just cement dust. Art couldn’t figure it out. If another car had indeed bashed into this fender, why weren’t there any traces of paint? He stood up and decided not to ask any questions. At this point, his main goal was fix the damage and send these guys on their way as expediently as possible. First, though, there was the matter of money.
“It’s gonna run you about twenty-five hundred bucks.” He waited for a reaction.
“Fine,” Heavy said without missing a beat. “We just wanna get it fixed. And we’ll pay cash.”
“Pull her up to the bay doors and leave the keys in it,” directed Art. “Have you got a number where I can reach you?” “I’ll give you my cell and you can call us when it’s ready.” Heavy took out a slip of paper on which he scrawled his cell number. “Hey, by the way, how close are we to Graceland? We thought we might as well check it out while we’re here.” Heavy turned to look at his cohort who was still slouched behind the wheel like a tousled grizzly. “Right, Nick?”
Nick shot Heavy a goofy grin and said, “We couldn’t come to Memphis and not see Graceland now, could we?”
“Matter of fact, you’re not far from Graceland,” said Art as he turned and headed back to the shop. He wished he had a dollar every time someone had asked for directions to Elvis’s palace. “Come into the office and fill out a work order, I’ll get you a brochure.”
“Could you call us a cab?” asked Heavy, as he followed Art into the office.
****
As Heavy walked through the door he stopped dead in his size thirteen tracks. Up on the wall there hung a framed picture of Art Senior and Elvis Presley posing next to the now famous pink Cadillac. The photograph, originally black and white, was grainy, enlarged far beyond the limits of its original Brownie negative. Somebody had done a remarkable job hand-coloring it. Damned impressive, thought Heavy. So this was the photo that had put Art Blakely’s Body Shop on the map.
While Art was calling the taxi company, Heavy walked over to the door, opened it and called to his partner. “Hey, Nick, get in here. Ya gotta check this out!”
Nick came stumbling in a few seconds later. His eyes followed Heavy’s thick, outstretched arm up to the picture on the wall and, before he knew it, he was blurting out, “The King!” He then turned to Art, gesturing at the photo. “What’s that all about?”
Art hung up the phone and proudly stared up at the picture. “That,” he announced for what must have been the hundred thousandth time, “—is my Daddy with Elvis Presley. He painted Elvis’s ’55 Caddie. Invented the formula for ‘Elvis Rose,’ that one of a kind pink paint.”
“Get outta here!” gushed Nick as he shot a wide-eyed glance at Heavy. “Hey, Heavy, we sure picked the right guy to fix our car!”
Nick remained stock-still, his eyes locked on the aging visages in the faded photo. “Hey, mind if I take a shot of it?” he asked, digging into his pants pocket. Just last week, an ebullient salesgirl at a cell phone mall display had talked him into buying a model boasting a built in digital camera.
“Sure, help yourself,” said Art as his ballpoint pen carved information into the triplicate forms.
“Hey, Art, can I take a look in the shop?” Not waiting for a reply, Heavy cut through the old steel door leading into the clean yet cluttered body shop. Art, still a little nervous, followed him in, leaving Nick alone in the office. Nick immediately began snapping shots of every nook and cranny.
A few minutes later Heavy waddled back into the office, followed closely by Art. It was Nick’s turn to check out the body shop. Heavy kept Art busy with small talk as Nick quickly took panoramic shots of the body shop’s interior. When Nick returned to the office, Heavy walked over and looked up at the photo. “Hey, Nick, maybe we should get the Lincoln painted pink. What do ya think?” Nick looked at Heavy and they both burst out laughing.
“No, no, I’m serious!” Heavy said, trying to keep a straight face.
“What? Are you nuts?” Nick said. “We can’t go drivin’ around in a pink car!
We’d look like a couple of pimps.” Heavy looked at Art. “What do ya say, Art? How would that big Lincoln look painted pink? Just like Elvis’s Cadillac!”
“Well, I dunno,” chuckled Art, “but I can paint it pink if you’re serious.”
“Exact same color as Elvis’s Caddie?” asked Heavy.
“I can’t paint it the exact same color as Elvis’s Caddie, but I can get close.”
“Not that I’m in agreement here,” Nick said, turning to Art, “but why couldn’t you paint our Lincoln the same pink as Elvis’s Cadillac?”
“Because my Daddy and Elvis made a deal,” answered Art, “that the precise shade of pink used on the Caddie would never be used on any other car. The formula for “Elvis Rose” was sealed and locked away. He also saved a couple gallons of the original paint.”
“Jeeze,” Heavy said. “You mean you could keep the same paint for, what—fifty years?”
“It’s stored in airtight containers and has always been kept at a controlled temperature. So, yeah, the paint’s probably still good.”
“Where’s it stored?” asked Nick.
“In a safe,” replied Art.
“Where’s the safe?” asked Heavy, glancing over at Nick.
At that moment the taxi pulled into the parking lot.
“Here’s your cab,” said Art, relieved to change the subject.
Heavy and Nick headed for the door. “Don’t bother with the pink,” Nick shouted over his shoulder as he and Heavy trundled out to the taxi, “Just paint the Lincoln its original color.”
JJ backed the five-ton truck he had rented with a stolen credit card, through the rear doors of Saint Germain Fine Cars. Jules stepped nonchalantly out of the shop and over to the truck. He was carrying something in a plastic shopping bag.
“Bon voyage et bonne chance pour ton Graceland, J.J.!” he said in his softly-accented French as he extended his hand into the cab.
J.J. shook it and responded, “Thanks for that, Jules. Whatever it means!”
“Quite simply,” bowed Jules, “It means, ‘Have a good trip and good luck in Graceland.’”
J.J. grinned at his friend as Jules remembered to hand him the discreetly mauve-hued shopping bag. “I would feel better if you took this with you.”
“What is it?” asked J.J., trying to guess by the weight of the bag. He opened it and was startled to see a gun and an extra clip of ammo. “I really don’t think I’m gonna need this, Jules. I’m going to steal a car, not rob a bank.”
“Please, J.J., just take it with you. You never know, eh? Just remember to bring it back when the job is done.” Jules watched as J.J. continued staring into the bag. He hadn’t the slightest urge to touch the weapon.
“You do know how to use it?” queried Jules.
“Of course I know how to use it.” J.J. shut the plastic bag before slipping it into a backpack propped on the passenger seat, atop the enigmatic briefcase. He clanked the truck into reverse and started backing out of the narrow lane.
“If you don’t pull it off,” Jules added, with a wave, “it will not be for lack of planning.”
J.J. wisecracked in return: “You know what they say—the best laid plans . . . ”
“One more thing, J.J.,” Jules called after him, “Don’t lose the key to the padlock on the truck—there is no duplicate!”
“Gotcha!” J.J. said, as he roared off down the lane.
****
J.J. weaved his way through the early morning traffic en route to I-95 South. Given the weight of the 1955 Cadillac in the back of the truck, he wasn’t going to push it. Jules had acquired a mint condition Cadillac from Florida. It had been a tad more expensive than J.J. had bargained for. When he laid his eyes on the car, however, he realized that it was a virtual clone—right down the original upholstery. Once the two-tone paint job had been applied—pink on the bottom with a white roof—the car looked fabulous. It was difficult to gauge how closely the pink matched the coveted “Elvis Rose”—but it looked so authentic, it could have been wheeled directly out of the old photographs. J.J. had no doubt the car would pass inspection.
According to his estimation, the trip would take him about twenty hours driving time. He planned on chalking up twelve hours the first day and eight the next, arrival in Memphis taking place around 3:00 pm.
Once locked in on I-95 he settled back, even beginning to savor the long ride ahead. To his amusement, he found himself humming the melody to Paul Simon’s “Graceland.”
“Welcome to Dusty Hollow Inn!” Nick DeAngelo shuffled past the sign hanging over the seedy front desk and trudged down a dank hall to a door that looked as if it had been assaulted by a dozen Hell’s Angels. He shoved the key in the lock, opened the door, walked in and took a look around. It wasn’t exactly the swankiest of establishments but it would have to do. He slumped down on the bed, grabbed the phone and punched 0. When the front desk answered he barked, “Connect me to room 407.”
“Yeah?” Heavy picked up the phone on the second ring.
“I’m gonna jump into the shower and grab me some shut eye,” Nick said, “You can c’mon down to my room about two. We’ll call J.J. and let him know what’s goin’ on.”
“Got it,” Heavy said. “What a dump. Your room as crumby as mine?” He squinted at a paint-by-numbers landscape hanging crookedly over the sagging bed.
“Frank said we gotta keep things low key, so that’s what we’re doin’. Just try to get some sleep.” Nick hung up and re-dialed the front desk. “Where can I get a suit pressed?”
The voice at the front desk curtly replied that someone would be sent over to pick it up.
“I’ll leave it out in the hall.” Nick stripped down and stuffed his shiny but crumpled suit into a plastic cleaning bag. He slung the bag on the exterior doorknob along with the “Do Not Disturb” sign. He banged the door shut, sauntered into the bathroom gave the rusty shower knob a pull.
An incessant banging on the door jolted him from the sound sleep he had been craving for days. Nick rolled over to get a look at the digital clock on the nightstand: 2:00 p.m. With extraordinary effort, he pushed himself out of the bed and over to the door. After a few seconds fumbling with the raspy lock, he yanked on the handle. Heavy was standing there with Nick’s freshly pressed suit on one arm.
“It was hangin’ on the door.”
Nick took the suit from Heavy, rubbed the sleep out of his eyes and proceeded to get dressed. He went into the bathroom to comb his hair and called out to Heavy. “Guess we better call J.J. Grab the number from my address book there on the nightstand.” Heavy fumbled for the address book, flipped through its pages, picked up the phone and dialed J.J.’s cell number.
J.J. picked up the cell phone sitting on his dash. “Hellooo,” he enunciated warily into the phone.
“J.J.? It’s Heavy. Hold on for Nick.” Heavy passed the phone over to Nick as he came out of the bathroom.
“ Hey, J.J., we found the body shop and dropped off the Lincoln.”
“How do things look?” inquired J.J
“Got some disturbing news. The guy who originally painted the car died a few years ago.”
“Blakely? Damn! I was hoping—”
“Hold on, hold on,” Nick interrupted him. “His son’s runnin’ the business and he knows where the paint formula is.”
“Did he tell you where?” Despite his excitement, J.J. kept his eyes fixed on the highway in front of him.
“Naw! You kiddin’? But get this! He said his old man saved a couple gallons of the original paint! You believe that? Said it was stuck away in a safe somewhere.”
“The original paint! Bonus! Where’s the safe?”
“That could be a problem. We’ve already cased the office and it’s not in there. At least we didn’t see it.”
“Did you really dig around?” J.J.’s tone was tingling with anxiety.
“You know how thorough we are. We’re the pros—remember? Anyhow, I took a whole bunch of digital pictures like you asked. They’ll give you a pretty good idea of the layout of the office and the shop.” Nick scratched his stomach and realized he was starving. “The rest as they say, is up to you. We’ll track
down one of those internet cafes, plug in the pics and email them to you.”
“That’s great,” mumbled J.J., hoping his newly acquired computer skills wouldn’t let him down.
“You sure the people in those places can help us out? ’Cause we’re in way over our heads when it comes to all this technology crap.” Nick’s stomach emitted another growl.
“Just tell them you want to download the files from the phone and send them to my website. They’ll know what you’re trying to do.” J.J. was back on alert mode. “What about security?”
“Yeah, I saw a sticker on the door, VAS. Black letters on gold,” Nick said,
“VISCAM ALARM SYSTEMS,” J.J. said.
“Is that gonna be a problem?” Nick asked.
“No, no. I know their systems inside out, “ added J.J. confidently. “So you guys are straight about what to do at Graceland?”
“Yeah, we’re good to go.”
“Who’s the shooter?”
“I’ll shoot—Heavy’ll cover the distraction.”
“Call me when it’s done, okay?”
“Right.” Nick hung up. Eyeing his watch he said to Heavy, “Let’s get these pictures off to J.J., head over to Graceland, grab something to eat on the way—”
“You read my mind!” Heavy said, slapping Nick on the shoulder of his freshly pressed suit jacket.
Nick checked his watch again. “We gotta watch the time because we gotta get there just before closing - like we planned.”
Walk right this way, please, and watch your step!” the spiffy young tour guide announced as she directed eight people, including Heavy and Nick, onto the shuttle bus that would carry them to one of the country’s foremost tourist attractions. Each person was handed a small Walkman style device with headphones and a neck strap. These tiny pieces of technology allowed one to take in the tour at his or her own pace, relaying facts and insights about the various displays.
In their baseball caps, boxy white sunglasses and gaudy silk suits, Heavy and Nick would usually have stuck out like proverbial sore thumbs. Here at Elvis Presley’s Graceland, however, nobody looked out of place.
The two honchos took their seats and immediately set about inspecting the other visitors from behind the shelter of their neon sunglasses. The first phase of their plan involved taking in the Graceland tour at an almost ridiculous leisurely pace. Just before closing, they would head for the Automobile Museum.
“Not too many people,” mumbled Nick, whose ball cap was scrunched down so low it obscured half of his sunglasses. “That’s good.”
“Yeah,” Heavy responded, his stomach moaning from the two burgers he had gobbled. “J.J. called it ‘the lull before the storm.’ Was he ever right on the money.”
Better yet, “Elvis Week”—which commemorated the anniversary of Elvis’s death—was a mere fourteen days away. What more auspicious time to pull a job of this magnitude? J.J. was right. Ten days later Memphis would be crammed with mourners making their annual trek to the Mecca of the South. Although nearly three decades had elapsed since his death, more people than ever were showing up to weep openly at the King’s gravesite. Nick checked his watch. It was almost 4:00 pm and they were with the last tour. Good. He and Heavy would be in and out with just enough time to do the Caddie before the
Automobile Museum closed.
****
Once inside the mansion, Nick had to practically peel Heavy away from the spectacle of plush furniture, gold records, ornate lamps, carpets and knick-knacks. It turned out that Heavy was a closet Elvis fan.
“Imagine,” he gasped, “The guy lived and breathed right where we’re walking. And what about that Jungle Room? Wasn’t that somethin’? And look—there’s a picture of President Nixon. Now why’d Elvis wanta hang that crook’s picture on his wall?”
Finally, Nick snapped. “You’re startin’ to get on my nerves. You sound like some desperate old lady screaming for one of Elvis’s white hankies. Now get a hold of yourself, would ya?” Five feet away, a white-haired lady glowered at them like a stern librarian.
“You see that?” hissed Nick. “You’re making me draw attention to ourselves. Get a move on!” Chastened, Heavy fiddled with the sunglasses neither he nor Nick had bothered—or remembered—to remove when they entered the mansion. They left the pillared house and followed the directions in their headsets that led them out to the Meditation Gardens, the Presley family’s final resting place.
After paying their respects alongside two very emotional women who were sniffling and holding onto each other for support, Nick and Heavy were then herded back onto the shuttle bus by the pretty young tour guide and whisked back across the street to the Graceland Plaza, just in time to catch the last tour of the 13,000 square foot Elvis Presley Automobile Museum located at the south end of the plaza. A green Cadillac convertible marked the entrance. Heavy and Nick walked down the landscaped and curbed, tree-lined “highway” past the colorful display of vehicles Elvis had owned.
Trying hard not to gawk, they walked past a 1956 purple Cadillac convertible, a 1973 Stutz Blackhawk, and the red MG Elvis had driven in the movie Blue Hawaii. The next vehicle caused them to freeze in their tracks. There it was: Elvis’s famous 1955 pink Cadillac, in all her glory. As they ventured closer, they could hardly believe their luck. Except for three attendants who were standing around, gabbing, Heavy and Nick were totally alone with the “Elvis Rose” Caddie. Nick leaned in close and muttered: “You’re on. Go over and keep those clowns busy. I’ll do the Caddie and then we can scram.”
Heavy ambled over to the attendants trying to emulate what he thought was the typical Elvis fan. Nick glanced around in his usual casual clumsy way, noting the security camera locations before he aimed back in the direction of Heavy and the attendants. All of them were laughing and carrying on. Good old Heavy—he was obviously spewing some of his dumb jokes. Nick opened his jacket, slid the Super Soaker from his waistband and gave it a couple of quick pumps, just to ensure there was plenty of pressure. He shot another quick glance over to ensure that Heavy still had the attendants under his goofy-guy spell. With his back to the security cameras he fired from the hip. A stream of clear liquid shot out of the gun and hit the door of the pink Caddie. Bullseye!
Unlike the typical gel that requires a certain waiting period before it begins eating away at paint, the liquid he had loaded into the Super Soaker was a volatile and caustic commercial substance. “Flow Stripper” was about five times more potent than gel. Nick watched as the residue from his splattering slowly ran down the car door’s surface. Within minutes, tiny bubbles started forming and the paint began to blister and peel. He wiped the nozzle with a paper towel—he certainly had no intention of ramming the drippy Super Soaker back down his pants—and buttoned his jacket before casually walking over to Heavy and the attendants.
“—so the bimbo says, ‘That’s why I never wear platforms when I’m doin’ my belly dance!’” guffawed Heavy.
Nick shook his head. The goombah was on a roll, all right. “Hate to spoil the party guys,” he interrupted their laughing, “But my buddy and I gotta catch the next shuttle down to Beale Street. Which way out?”
Still doubled up, one of the attendants pointed to the exit. His remarks echoed in Nick’s and Heavy’s ears as they walked through the door: “What a funny guy!”
As Nick shook his head in amazement, Heavy shot him a goofy “told ya so” grin.
Chaser and Jay-Dee were making their final daily rounds through the Elvis Presley Automobile Museum. Just as the security guards were about to turn off the lights Jay-Dee took a closer look at the famous pink Cadillac.
“Hey, Chaser,” he murmured, “Does that door look funny to you?”
Chaser climbed up on the raised platform where the Caddie was on display. Scrunching down to get a better look at the door, he gasped, “What the—?” He put the two-way radio up to his mouth. “Hey, Chief, you’d better get over here to the car display. I think we got a problem.”
Minutes later, Jeb Galloway the chief of Graceland security was scrunching down alongside Chaser and Jay-Dee. The three of them could only stare dumbfounded at the pink Caddie’s door.
“Can you believe it?” Chief kept shaking his head, “Now who in hell would want to do a dumb ass thing like that?”
“What now, Chief?” Chaser slowly rose to his feet.
“Guess we’d better call Mr. Bouchard!”
****
“Run it again!” barked Henry Bouchard, Graceland’s Operations Manager. The forty-something former art dealer and car aficionado was sitting next to Galloway. The two were scrutinizing the monitor as it played back the day’s security recordings.
“Stop!” exclaimed Bouchard. Galloway pressed the pause button to freeze the image. There, in broad daylight, was the unmistakable shot of a squat man in a shiny suit, his back to the camera and his face obscured by a baseball cap. “What is he doing?” asked Bouchard, leaning closer to the monitor.
“It looks to me,” conjectured Galloway, “as if that man is taking a leak!”
“That’s impossible!” gasped Bouchard. “He must be standing, what . . . twenty feet from the car?”
“Well, sir, there is something spray-like coming out of that man.”
At approximately 7:00 p.m. Bouchard finally made the decision to pull Art Blakely’s number from his Rolodex. Over the years, Art had performed several detailing jobs on a number of the museum’s cars. There was also the fact that his Daddy, Art Senior, had been the pink Caddie’s celebrated original painter. Henry
picked up the phone and pressed Blakely’s digits. His voice tingled with surprise when someone picked up. “Hello? Blakely’s?” He had fully expected an answering machine. “Is this Art?”
“Yeah, this is Art,” replied the affable voice.
“Art!” Bouchard could have kissed the phone. “This is Henry Bouchard calling from Graceland.”
“Hi Mr. Bouchard, what can I do for you?”
“We’ve got a serious situation over here, Art,” Bouchard said, urgency rippling through his voice. “Somebody has defaced Elvis Presley’s pink Cadillac.”
“Elvis’s pink Caddie?” Art put down the spray gun he was cleaning.
“You know how important next week is and—well to cut to the quick, we’re going to need some emergency repairs.”
“Repairs?” Now Art’s tone sounded fervent. “What happened?”
“Somebody went and sprayed what appears to be some sort of paint remover across the driver’s door of Elvis’s car. I don’t know how they got away with this. The security camera picked up a shot of the perpetrator but his face is blocked by a baseball cap and—oh Art, can you please come over and have a look?”
“Yes, sir. Matter of fact, I just finished some touch ups on an out of town Lincoln.” Art grabbed a paper towel from a nearby box and rubbed the paint residue from his right hand. “So how about I come over right now?”
“That would be excellent!” Bouchard’s mouth curved into a cautious smile.
“Tell security to be on the lookout. I’ll be pulling a trailer. By the sounds of it I’ll have to tow the car back to the shop.”
“Thanks, Art. I can’t tell you how much I appreciate this.”
Bouchard said, his panic beginning to subside.
“Hey, no problem,” grinned Blakely. “Y’know, if it wasn’t for that car I might not even have a business today!”
Heavy and Nick were sitting in a rented Toyota compact directly across the street from the Presley Automobile Museum.
“Can’t wait till we get the Lincoln back,” groaned Nick, who felt like a squashed woodchuck as he squirmed in his bucket seat.
“I never liked these squirrelly little foreign cars,” griped Heavy, his belly squeezed into the steering wheel even though he had pushed his seat back as far as it would go. Despite his discomfort Heavy was beginning to doze off when Nick gave him a sharp poke in the ribs. Heavy awoke with a jolt.
A large Sierra pickup towing a single car trailer lumbered into view.
“Looks like Art’s gonna pick up the car, just like J.J. said,” whispered Nick.
Art backed the trailer past the lime green Cadillac convertible that marked the entrance to the museum. The large overhead doors yawned open and Art backed the Sierra in, trailer and all.
Nick and Heavy remained resolutely and miserably in their Toyota seats, watching the entrance with the patience of vultures promised an all you-can-eat carrion buffet. About half an hour later the pickup reappeared, dragging the trailer slowly back through the entrance. Parked on the trailer, wrapped tightly under
a canvas cover, was the Automobile Museum’s crown jewel, the one and only pink Cadillac. Nick punched in J.J.’s cell digits. The impossible dream was starting to unfold. . .
****
Gerdie Munsen was not what anyone could call an attractive woman. She was slightly overweight and insisted on pulling back her squirrel-brown hair in a tight and tidy bun that accentuated the tortoise-shell rimmed glasses perched on her stubby nose. She was, however, extremely efficient, which was all Henry Bouchard was looking for in a secretary. The pretty secretaries he had hired in the past had driven him to opting for efficiency over good looks. The more attractive ones only tended to distract him.
It was nearly noon when Gerdie looked up to see J.J. waltzing into the reception area of the Operations Manager’s office located on the third floor of the EPE office building which was right next door to the Presley mansion. J.J. was toting a large catalogue with ‘E.C. OFFICE PRODUCTS’ emblazoned on its cover in scarlet and gold.
“Can I help you?” she intoned in her flat yet efficient manner.
“Good Morning, Sweet Thing!” sang J.J., looking around.
“Is this the Photography Manager’s office?”
“No,” Gerdie said. “Photography is one floor down. This is Henry Bouchard’s office.”
“Oh, I’m sorry,” J.J. said apologetically, “I guess I got off on the wrong floor.”
“One floor down,” Gerdie repeated curtly and went back to her keyboard.
“Right!” J.J. said as he turned to leave. A few seconds passed when, as if a revelation had abruptly caught him off-guard, he stopped and turned back to Gerdie.
“I’m sorry, but do you mind if I ask you something?”
Gerdie peered up at him over her tortoise-shell rims. “I’m rather busy.”
“It’ll just take one minute. I promise!” chanted J.J., beginning to get a kick out of playing a pushy salesman. After clicking the door shut behind him he began to edge gently but persistently closer to her desk. “I wanted to ask you,” he murmured, almost shyly, “if you have ever experienced back pain?
“Back pain?” Gerdie looked at him in disbelief.
“The reason I ask is that . . . I imagine . . . like most secretaries —you are a secretary . .?”
“I happen to be Mr. Bouchard’s personal assistant.” Gerdie’s fingers left the keyboard. “Mr. Bouchard is the Operations Manager for Graceland.” A hint of pride underscored her clipped delivery.
“My apologies! Miss, uh . . . ?”
“Munsen.”
“Ah, Miss Munsen! Well now, if you would kindly allow me to get right to the point—” J.J. plopped the heavy catalogue on her desk and immediately set to using it as a cushion for his elbows.
“I haven’t got all day.” Gerdie impatiently tapped her fingers on the side of the keyboard.
“The reason I asked about your back, is—well!” he grinned and clucked his tongue. “First of all I take it that you are sitting in this same chair at this same desk for the better part of each day?”
When she cautiously nodded, obviously perplexed, he rambled on: “Most people who spend a great deal of time at a computer station do not have a chair that is made to their unique specifications. They sacrifice their lives to poor postures and damaged spines.” J.J. quickly moved in behind Gerdie’s desk to take a closer look at the rolling-wheeled chair into which she was accustomed to pressing her out of shape, overweight form. “Do you mind?” his smile was dripping with charm.
She shook her head.
“Now this chair, for instance,” he said, placing his hands gently on her shoulders. “—is totally wrong for you. No wonder you have back problems.”
“I never said I had back prob—”
He leaned in closer. “What you need is—” he suddenly stopped, lightly sniffing the air. “Mmm . . . man, what is that fragrance you’re wearing?”
“Really Mister—” The slow pink on Gerdie’s face was turning
red and every muscle in her body was infused with what felt like antifreeze. She attempted to squirm away.
“No, no,” J.J. continued in his patented, butter-wouldn’t-melt-in-my-mouth tone. “Just sit up straight—you know, like you were typing.” J.J. softly slid both his hands up to her neck and gently positioned her head to face the monitor. “There you go—that’s it! Oh, and by the way, you can call me J.J.,” he twinkled his eyes in what was turning out to be a comical imitation of Jules’ suave, low-key manner as he stepped away for a better look at her chair. “Yes, that’s the problem, all right.” He shook his head and exhaled in melodramatic frustration. “That chair is completely wrong for your height and posture.”
Gerdie struggled to compose herself. This won’t do at all, she thought, I have to get back to my job. He obviously wants to sell me something. Packing as much chill as she could into her next sentence, she droned: “To be frank, and as you haven’t given me the remotest opportunity to explain, I do not have any back problems. Now, I don’t wish to be rude, but I happen to have a lot of work to do.”
“Forgive me, Miss Munsen,” J.J. persisted, “but you will definitely have back problems if you don’t invest in a proper chair. You’re only as young as your back, as they say.”
Before she could renew her protestations, J.J. barreled ahead with the spiel he had been perfecting for the last two days: “Now my company, E.C. Office Products—the ‘EC’ stands for ‘ergonomically correct’ by the way—happens to be featuring a one of a kind offer today.” As she glowered in disbelief, he pressed on: “I can give you, on a thirty-day trial basis—with absolutely zero obligation—your very own Postureperfik.”
“You can drop the sales pitch,” cut in Gerdie whose face was now deep crimson, not with any residual bashfulness, but with a growing swathe of anger.
“The Postureperfik is the Cadillac of executive office chairs!” Undaunted, J.J. was almost on his knees in front of Gerdie and her chair, his arms raised like a preacher’s, intent on saving her life. “And—if in thirty days you haven’t fallen completely in love with it—the Postureperfik that is—I’ll take it back, no questions asked. Now I challenge you to say no to an offer of this magnitude!”
“For the last time. I am not interested!” shouted Gerdie, rising to her feet.
“Uh,uh,uh . . . ” J.J. rubbed his hands together and rose to his feet. “Can you honestly tell me that an attractive woman like you wants to wake up with stabbing back pains? All because you’ve been sitting for hours—and I’m sure that in your position you put in enormous hours behind that computer—in a chair that is unacceptable by most human, if not medical standards?”
Gerdie fixed her pasty blue eyes, magnified by the coke bottle lenses in her thick tortoise-shell glasses, on J.J. as if he was an insect on a microscope slide. “I am very busy, and if you don’t leave, I’ll have no choice but to call security!” Gerdie turned back to her keyboard, seething.
J.J. opened his catalogue and began flipping the pages, a look of desperation coating his face. “I just know you’ll change your mind if I can only show you—”
“That’s it.” Gerdie reached for the phone.
“Okay, okay, I’m going,” grumbled J.J. as he slammed his catalogue shut and walked to the door. He turned and flashed her a giddy-eyed smile. “Hey, you can’t blame a guy for trying.”
Gerdie blinked at J.J. as he if was a shadfly about to be squashed by an oncoming windshield. “I frankly find you rude and offensive,” she spoke, a lifetime of rejection working its way to her usually placid surface. “Furthermore, I have no idea how you got past security, but I’m calling downstairs to the Photography offices to warn them about you. Have a nice day!”
As he shut the door behind him Gerdie returned to the keyboard, her heart racing more rapidly than it had in years.
****
J.J. checked his watch as he left the EPE office building. Lunchtime. He wasn’t sure whether or not Gerdie took a lunch hour, but judging from her weight…
He walked over to a green space and sat on a deserted park bench where he could keep an eye on the main entrance of the EPE Building.
Several minutes later, Gerdie emerged from the highly polished glass doors of the EPE offices and began her daily waddle to the Graceland plaza located on the other side of Elvis Presley Boulevard. J.J. tagged along at a discreet distance and watched as she turned into the Shake Split & Dip. J.J. gave her just enough time to get comfortably seated in the bright and friendly soda shop before he casually waltzed in, making a beeline for her booth. Gerdie was already poring over a jumbo plastic-coated menu shaped like a sundae. Her mouth fell open and her eyes were bulging.
“Not you again!” The menu dropped from her hands.
“I don’t want to interrupt your lunch,” J.J. said, his voice drenched in humility. “I just had to apologize for what happened up in your office. I’m really terribly sorry. Truth is, business has been rotten lately, just rotten. I’ve been having sleeping problems and, well—I feel just terrible. I made a complete idiot of myself.”
“Well, no harm done, I guess,” murmured Gerdie, her eyes beginning to soften behind her tortoise-shell rims. “But you were being extremely rude.”
“I know. I should have gotten it through my head a long time ago that I just don’t function well under pressure. I know, I know—that’s no excuse. I mean, I can’t go letting my problems become your problems. All I can do is apologize. Will you forgive me?”
“You’re . . . forgiven,” Gerdie said with a cautious smile.
“Thank you,” J.J. said. He presented her with his most humble, if clumsy, bow before he turned and began walking back out of the soda shop.
He looks so miserable, she thought, observing his downcast posture as he reached for the door handle. He’s not a bad looking guy. A little rough around the edges, but still . . .
“What kind of pressure?” she called after him.
“Pardon?” J.J. said, turning around.
“You said you were under pressure. What kind of pressure?”
“Oh, that,” J.J. said, slowly letting the handle slip from his grasp and wandering back toward her table. “Ah, it doesn’t matter. I never really felt at home in this job. It’s just not my speed, aching backs and problem spines. Bottom line is, my manager told me not to bother coming back to the office if I didn’t place at least one Postureperfik today. But, hey, I’m a single guy, right? No dependents to worry about, no kids, no wife, not even an aging parent to support. I can always find another job.”
Judging by the slow but unmistakable sympathetic droop of her shoulders and the down-turned corners of her drab mouth, J.J. knew without a doubt that the stalwart Gerdie was melting faster than the residual ice dripping from the Frostee machine next to the cash. The situation was proceeding even more smoothly than he had hoped. And, if he was reading her right . . .
He turned and started walking back toward the door again.
One, two, three, he counted silently, four...
“Would you care to join me?” she called after him, her natural reluctance collapsing in the face of overwhelming curiosity—but more so, the need to comfort this obviously distraught failure of a salesman.
“Bingo!” J.J. said to himself, muffling the urge to perform a victorious leap in the air. As he turned and walked back to where she was sitting, a puppy dog smile illuminated his face. “I would really appreciate that . . . Miss Munsen.”
It was 3:30 in the morning and the streets were deserted in the section of town where Blakely’s Body Shop was located. Directly across from the shop, J.J. was scrunched down in the front seat of the five-ton truck.
Earlier that evening he had survived the ordeal of taking Gerdie Munsen out to dinner. With a splash or two of charm and heavy dollops of flattery, J.J. finally managed to secure her signature on an authentic-looking E.C. Office Products invoice. The document, churned out on his new portable printer, trumpeted Postureperfik’s Special Thirty Day Offer. More importantly, he had also managed to glean all of the particulars on the pink Caddie’s registration, right down to the file drawer where it was kept. How could he have guessed that Gerdie knew more about Elvis’s cars than anyone, excluding The King himself?
J.J. glanced up and down the street to ensure the coast was clear before he pulled across to the body shop lot and parked his behemoth in a dark corner.
He managed to disarm the security system in record time, with zero hitches. The first phase of his plan accomplished, he slipped through the office door and shone his flashlight around the room. Art Junior obviously wasn’t one for extravagance. Aside from a scarred steel desk, a rusty filing cabinet and a bookcase jammed with industrial catalogues, there wasn’t much to dig into. On a hunch, he shone the flashlight up on the wall where the famous Art and Elvis photo was mounted. He then flashed his light around the room once more, but there was still no sign of any safe. It had to be here someplace. Oh well, he fumed to himself. He would have to look for it after he made the big switch. Resigned, he made his way into the body shop, thankful for the visibility provided by the streetlight filtering through the panes in the bay doors. Elvis’s pink Caddie was parked in one bay. Nick’s and Heavy’s silvery barge of a Lincoln sat next to it.
J.J. slid into the front seat of the pink Cadillac and switched on the ignition. At that moment, the reality of what he was doing began to sink in. I am stealing Elvis Presley’s pink Cadillac. He wrapped his hands around the steering wheel, glorifying in its satiny smoothness. The simple yet extraordinary thought that the man who sang “Heartbreak Hotel,” “Blue Suede Shoes,” “Jailhouse Rock,” “Love Me Tender,” and “Kentucky Rain”—the man who had put a stellar career on hold to do his duty for Uncle Sam, the man who put Hawaii on the map, the man who had driven this car and sat in this very seat—electrified J.J.’s consciousness. Was he dreaming?
Between the lack of sleep, his superhuman determination and sheer incredulity, J.J.’s brain felt as though it had spun off into some other galaxy. Fermenting beneath it all was an inexplicable, even alien emotion. For the very first time in his criminal career, J.J. was beginning to feel the pangs of remorse. Not once had he ever experienced the least scrap of guilt about his stealing, conning and conniving. Like many crooks, he had always justified his actions by telling himself he only stole from the rich and had even, upon occasion, handed a little bit back to the poor. Besides, everybody knew that the rich got where they were due to their own corrupt dealings. Because he didn’t personally know any of
the people he had swindled, he had never had to concern himself with such emotions.
From the get-go, J.J. had made it his business never to steal from anyone who couldn’t afford it. He had too much integrity for that. The Elvis Presley Estate had millions. Losing this car simply meant that they’d have one less icon to display. Nothing more. Where, then, were these weird, uncomfortable pangs coming from? Was it because J.J. happened to know that the pink Cadillac represented one of Elvis’s strongest sentimental attachments to his mother? After all, the pink car had been a young man’s gift to the most important woman in his life. It didn’t matter that Gladys Presley had never learned to drive. The pink
Cadillac symbolized the fulfillment of a loving son’s earnest promise to his mother in the midst of their direst poverty: “One day I’m gonna buy you a new Cadillac!”
J.J. pushed away the disturbing maze of thoughts, reminding himself that he had never even met Elvis or his mother. Don’t you go getting sentimental on me, J.J., he ordered himself tersely, as his fingers tightened around the steering wheel.
****
He got out of the car, unlocked the overhead door behind the Caddie and pulled on the chain that would raise the door on its tracks. Getting back in the car, he started it up and painstakingly backed it out of the bay, pulling it up alongside the five-ton. He opened the truck’s back doors, hauled out the ramps, climbed up into the truck and fired up the bogus Caddie. Slowly he backed it off the truck, down the ramps and pulled it over to the empty bay. Hurrying back out to the parking lot, he gave the deserted street another once-over, then drove the genuine pink Caddie up the ramps and into the truck. He shoved the ramps back in place, slid the door shut and fastened the padlock as quickly as was humanly possible.
He went back into the shop and pulled the overhead doors shut, and took just a second to catch his breath. Mopping the sweat from his brow, he continued on with his well though out plan. Opening the bogus Caddie’s trunk he removed two empty one-gallon pails, one five gallon container filled with the pink paint stirred up for him by Jules’s painter, and a backpack. Reaching into the pack, he pulled out a Super Soaker and gave it a couple of quick pumps.
Standing a few feet away from the car he aimed the water pistol, sending out a stream of flow stripper that more or less struck the same spot as Nick had hit on Elvis’s Cadillac. Within seconds the paint started to blister and peel. Excellent!
Now to find the safe. He slung the backpack over his shoulder and went into Art’s office to take one more look around. Once again, he could discern neither hide nor hair of anything that even remotely resembled a safe. It wasn’t there. He walked back out into the shop and began to scope out every square inch of the place from floors to walls and ceiling—even the spray booth. Nothing. Maybe the safe was in another location altogether. Something told him to keep looking. Frustrated, J.J. went back into the office and slumped down behind Art’s desk.
He spun around in the chair and shone the flashlight up at the photo. “How about it, Art?” he asked the picture, “You going to tell me where you hid your damn safe?” He was still staring at the picture when it came to him. Not suddenly, but slowly. He thought back to the time with Jules in his office. He could still see him walking over to the fancy oil painting and.... I wonder! J.J. stood up, still gripping his flashlight, walked over to the picture, took hold of the frame and gave it a halfhearted tug: to his near-disbelief, the frame swung away from the wall, revealing the safe. “Yes!” he cried. Thank you Jules! he mused.
Art Senior’s safe was an ancient one, scuffed and creaky. Judging by its brassy antique patina and fancy gilded scrollwork, J.J. figured this lockbox had to have been constructed in the forties, maybe earlier. It might even have been the same one Art Senior had acquired when he first started his business back in the fifties. Which was fortunate for J.J., who had majored more in grand theft auto than safe cracking. At least he had devoted some time to the art, briefly apprenticing with a locksmith who taught him some of the basics. If I can’t crack this safe, he thought, I can always blow it. He had come prepared for anything, having included enough explosives in his backpack to do the job. If Art Junior happened to arrive as usual the next morning, to find his safe blown and nothing missing, he’d most likely conclude that the thieves were after money, not paint.
J.J. spun the dial a few times, softly murmuring words of encouragement: “I can do this!” He dug into the backpack, pulled out a stethoscope and pressed it firmly against the safe door. Slowly, very slowly, he turned the dial clockwise, listening for the tick of the tumblers. He turned and listened. Nothing. He twisted the dial some more. Still nothing. I can do this, he reminded himself, casting aside the grains of doubt beginning to invade his optimism. After giving the dial a few more laborious and fruitless turns, he was seriously considering bringing out the explosives when he heard a faint, miraculous click. This was music to his ears! Next, counter clockwise, so slowly he could hear his own heartbeat—another click! Clockwise again. Click. He took a second to wipe his perspiring palms on his knees, held his breath and pulled the handle. Clunk! The solid door creaked open on its antiquated hinges.
He shone the light into the safe. There, pushed to the very back corner, were two one-gallon cans. He lifted the cans from their long-term resting place and set them on the floor. He shone the light in again until he spied a clear plastic freezer bag leaning against the back wall of the safe. He reached in and pulled it out. Through the clear plastic he could see an old envelope marked “Elvis Rose.” He set the freezer bag on the desk with the same reverence one would accord a sacred relic.
He took both cans into the shop and placed them on the steel table where all the mixing was done. He pried open one can with a screwdriver. There was a hiss as air infiltrated the can for the first time in over half a century. How had old Art managed to make the cans airtight? Up to now, J.J.’s biggest fear had revolved around the strong possibility that the paint would not survive the years. Yet it had! He poured the paint from both cans into the empty one-gallon pails he had brought with him. He then refilled the empty cans with the pink paint from the five-gallon container. It was too dark to discern how close the colors were. Close enough to pass inspection, he hoped. He pressed the lids back down on the cans. With any luck Art Junior wouldn’t put two and two together when he pried off the lids and heard no telltale hiss. He carried the paint cans back into the office and set them on the floor in front of the safe.
He picked up the freezer bag from the desk, took out the envelope and carefully extracted a yellowing, tattered sheet of paper. The ink was faded but legible. There it was, in his hands: the original deal Art Blakely Senior had made with Elvis to ensure that “Elvis Rose,” along with the mixing formula, would remain exclusive. There was Art’s signature. And Elvis’s. J.J. couldn’t resist hypothesizing what the speculators would be willing to fork out for this precious document. He shoved the thought from his mind. Rule Two, he reminded himself, Never Stray from the Plan.
He removed a swath of black corduroy from the backpack, along with a digital camera. He gently removed the sheet of paper from the envelope, unfolded it and spread it out on the desk. He draped the black corduroy over the desk and climbed under it, digital camera in his hands, where he then proceeded to take several shots, the black cloth hiding the flash from any potential passers-by. After checking the images in the screen he was confident that at least one of the digital pictures was usable. He emerged from beneath the black swath just in time to see
headlights pulling into the lot. His heart lurched into his mouth. “Shit!” he muttered as he hit the floor.
Outside, two of Memphis’s finest, Bobby Caldwell and Cletus DuShane sat in their patrol car with their lights on, the beams casting eerie shadows on the inside wall of Art’s office. J.J. needn’t have worried, as this was just a part of their nightly routine. Blakely’s Body Shop had, after all, repaired a lot of the dings and scratches on the district’s patrol cars. As a courtesy, those on the midnight shift would take a swing or two past the shop.
“I’ll check the door,” Bobby said as he got out of the passenger side of the patrol car.
J.J. could hear their voices. Had he remembered to lock the door behind him? With a sick sensation he recalled that he hadn’t! Bobby had almost reached the door when his partner called to him.
“Hey, Bobby!”
Bobby stopped and turned. “Yeah?”
“In the bay! Ain’t that Elvis’s pink Caddie? The one that got damaged at Graceland?”
Leaving the door unchecked, Bobby disengaged his flashlight from his belt, walked over to the bay doors and shone it into the shop. Cletus hurried out of the patrol car and joined him. While they were staring at the bogus Caddie, J.J. had just enough time to crawl on his belly across the office floor, reach up and turn the dead bolt as noiselessly as he could, before making the arduous crawl back behind the desk. Nervous perspiration had soaked him from head to foot and he was breathing so hard his chest felt as though it was about to implode. He could still hear the cops’ voices outside.
Cletus shone his light on the door of the Cadillac. “Look’t that, would ya? Now, why would some dirtbag wanna go and deface Elvis’s car?”
Bobby shook his head in disgust. “Bet you one thing, it wasn’t anyone from around here. Probably some Yankee. Love to get my hands on him!” Both officers walked back to the patrol car.
After what seemed like hours, J.J. finally heard the crunch of tires on gravel. When he was sure they were gone he stood up, trembling, and returned everything to its place in the backpack. After resetting the alarm he breathed a deep sigh of relief and walked back out to the truck that now held what was arguably the most famous car in the world, the car Elvis had bought for his Mama.
When J.J. next looked at his watch it was 4:30 a.m. In and out in one hour, he marveled, exactly in sync with my plan. He revved the truck, put it in gear, pulled out of the lot and was soon on his way to the main offices of Elvis Presley Enterprises. If everything continued to go as planned, he’d be in and out in half an hour and on his way to Las Vegas.
****
It was 5:00 a.m. when J.J., wearing white linen overalls and thick blue sneakers, parked the five-ton in front of the EPE offices. He got out of the truck and padded quietly to the rear. After lifting the sliding doors to the open position, he removed an office chair and a cushioned carrying case, pulled the door shut behind him and approached the main entrance. Peering into the dimly lit reception area, he spotted a security guard sitting behind a desk, reading a magazine next to a tiny lamp. J.J. banged on the door. The security guard looked up, hesitated, reluctantly pushed himself out of his chair and approached the entrance doors.
“Sorry to disturb you, pal,” J.J. said, raising his voice so he could be heard through the glass, “but I’ve got a late delivery here for the Automobile Museum office.”
The security guard looked at his watch. “Couldn’t you bring it by later? All the offices are closed. The building opens at six. Can’t you come back then?”
J.J. pulled the invoice from his pocket and thrust it up to the glass, pouring every ounce of energy he could muster into a posture of absolute urgency. “I got a signed order for a chair here for a Miss Munsen. I was supposed to deliver it yesterday, but everything got all backed up. I’m already twenty-four behind! What’s worse, I’ll be on my way out of town this morning for another delivery. So I figured I’d drop her chair off now, even though I know it’s a terrible imposition.”
“I’m not supposed to let any unauthorized persons in until the office opens at six,” whined the guard.
“You’d frankly be saving my job if you could let me leave it. I’ll be in and out in less than fifteen minutes. Miss Munsen’ll be real happy to see this chair when she comes in.”
The guard checked his watch again. “Jeeze, I don’t know . . . ”
A lifetime of experience had taught J.J. to come prepared, right up to the back up plan for the back up plan. He put his hand in his pocket, removed a fifty-dollar bill as if it were a rare gold coin and slowly pressed it up against the glass. “I can’t tell you how much this would mean to me.”
The security guard looked at the bill, then at his watch. Finally, taking a deep and reluctant breath, he began to unlock the door. J.J. slung the bag over his shoulder and started rolling the chair in on its castors. “You mind letting me into Miss Munsen’s office so I can make a couple of adjustments on this?” asked J.J., who was still holding the fifty.
“I don’t want to get into any trouble,” said the guard, warily looking around.
“Trouble? Fifteen minutes and that’s a promise. I’m in, I’m out—boom! I’m happy, you’re happy, Miss Munsen’s happy! Everybody’s happy!”
Before the security guard could utter another protest, J.J. had tucked the fifty into the man’s olive-colored shirt pocket and was halfway to the elevator. The guard nervously followed, hurried into the elevator and pushed the button.
As he whistled “Don’t Be Cruel,” J.J. wheeled the chair off the elevator and down the hall. The guard, hot on his heels, unlocked office door. Once inside, J.J. opened the bag and took out a screwdriver. “Just one or two quick adjustments and I’m outta here,” he chanted, bending down to work on the chair. “Our company’s patented Postureperfik chairs guarantee a flawless fit for each back. Or we refund every penny.” The guard’s fidgeting became more pronounced. “Look, I’ve got to get back to my post. Can you make sure you shut the door when you leave? Tight?” he said nervously.
“No problem!” J.J. cranked a screw into the back of the brown tartan chair, “just another minute and I’ll be on my way.”
J.J. listened until he heard the elevator doors closing. Without missing a beat he dropped the screwdriver and pulled his laptop and printer from the salesman’s tote, set them on Gerdie’s desk, and powered up the computer. He whisked over to the filing cabinet, opened the drawer and almost immediately found the 1955 Cadillac folder. He brought it back to the desk and slipped out the registration form. Selecting a computer program, he clicked on one of the many files displayed on the monitor. The precise replica of a Memphis Automobile Registration Form appeared on the screen, minus the vehicle information. He placed a blank registration form into the printer, keyed in all of the information contained in the original except for the VIN, which he changed to match the bogus Caddie’s, and printed it off. The program even contained a copy of Elvis’s signature he had skimmed off the internet.
Inserting a second registration blank, he changed Elvis’s name to Frank Shapiro, and printed out another copy. He now had the original registration as well as a copy containing a VIN to match the bogus Cadillac’s, and a copy registered to Frank Shapiro. Beautiful.
J.J. placed the fake registration form back in Gerdie’s 1955 Cadillac folder, which he returned to its original place in the filing cabinet. The original and Frank Shapiro’s registered copy went into the tote. Later on, he would hide the original registration containing Elvis’s signature in the pink Cadillac before it was shipped to its final destination.
He took one last quick look around the office to make sure nothing had been disturbed and turned to leave, closing the door firmly behind him.
Back down in the lobby, he thanked the security guard, who was relieved to see him, and the two exchanged friendly waves as he marched out to the five-ton. Right on schedule, he smiled after checking his watch.
JJ breathed a gargantuan sigh of relief as he crossed the Mississippi River coming out of Memphis on I40 heading west. Although the blinking “vacant” signs on the motels he passed along the highway sorely tempted his sleep-deprived brain, sheer anticipation was providing the fuel he needed to make the last leg of his journey. He still had five states to go before he hit Nevada and yet, the tension was gradually draining away, being replaced with a newfound euphoria. It was similar to the kind of rush he got whenever he pulled off a successful heist and was delivering an expensive car to one of his buyers. Except that this time, the euphoria’s intensity was magnified over a hundred times. You, he told himself, have just pulled off the most amazing job of your career. Riding solidly in the back of the five-ton like a trophy for all of his meticulous planning and execution, was Elvis Presley’s pink Cadillac. If his luck held steady, he
would reach Vegas sometime within the next thirty six hours.
Art Junior wheeled his Sierra pickup into the lot at just a little after 6:00 a.m. He picked up the plastic bag on the seat beside him, got out of the truck and went into the office. He set the plastic bag on the desk and immediately went to inspect the pink Cadillac. He wouldn’t wait for his crew to come in; because of the delicate nature of this job, he wanted to do the repairs himself. Having personally examined the door the night before, he knew there wasn’t any damage to the rest of the car. All he had to focus on was restoring the door panel’s surface. By 6:30, Art had the door masked off and ready to paint. Humming, he opened the doors to the spray booth, entered the Caddie and drove it inside the enclosure. He might even have the job finished before his guys came in at seven. He went back into his office and pulled at the corner of his father’s famous portrait with Elvis until it swung out from the wall.
He opened the safe, removed the two cans of paint and set them on the desk. He then opened the plastic bag, from which he took out a bottle of champagne and a glass. Popping the cork, he filled the glass and looked up at the picture of his Daddy standing with Elvis and the pink Cadillac. “I know it’s a little early in the day for this, Daddy,” he said, raising a toast, “but here’s to you and to Elvis.” He savored his first sip for a few seconds before downing the rest of the bubbly. He picked up a can of paint, carried it into the shop and placed it on the steel mixing table.
He looked at the can and, smiling to himself, paid silent tribute to his Daddy’s foresight. It had been for just such a time as this that the paint had been so carefully stored all these years. He walked over to the Sirius satellite radio and turned up the volume causing the speakers to vibrate to the beat of “King Creole.”
Going over to the metal cabinet that housed the spray guns he lifted his own from the shelf. Back at the table, he opened a can of thinner, poured some into the cup, and swirled it around. He always ran thinners through the gun to clear all residue from the last paint job. He locked on the spray mechanism and pulled the trigger. Nothing. Of course, Art rolled his eyes, realizing he had forgotten to turn on the compressor. He walked over and flipped the switch, causing the compressor to kick in with such a loud noise it even blocked out the music. This would only last a few minutes, until sufficient pressure built up. It was still running when Art pried the lid off the first can. Thanks to the rasp of the compressor he never even noticed the lack of a hiss. Within the next thirty seconds it switched off, telling Art it was ready to go. When he pulled the trigger this time, a fine mist emerged from the nozzle. He emptied out the thinners and filled the canister with precious “Elvis Rose.”
He firmly adjusted his mask and went into the booth. This was it. He tried to imagine what his Daddy might have been thinking fifty years ago when he applied the official first coat of paint. Did he have even the hint of the kind of legacy he was helping create? Little did Art Junior realize that the car whose door he was repainting had absolutely no connection with his Daddy or with Elvis.
Half an hour later, Art was standing back to admire his work. There were no runs and the paint had adhered perfectly to the metal, except that the newly-applied pink was a subtle shade darker than the surrounding tone. Well, thought Art, it will probably dry lighter. After what must have been his seventh or eighth trek back into the booth, however, Art was forced to conclude that the new pink did not match—at least not in accordance with Blakely Body Shop standards. The difference was so subtle that the average, undiscerning eye probably wouldn’t pick it up. Nevertheless, it bothered Art. He began to think of all the reasons for the discrepancy, and it eventually dawned on him that the pink Caddie had, after all, been parked outside for the first part of its life. It was the original paint, subjected to fifty years of everything—from direct sun to temperature shifts— whose tone had gradually changed over the last fifty years. It wasn’t until Graceland was opened to the public that the car had been placed in a controlled environment.
As he looked at the car, Art Junior knew there was only one solution. He would have to repaint every square inch of the pink Cadillac. Before proceeding, he remembered it was time to call Mr. Walters and Mr. DeAngelo to let them know that their Lincoln was ready.
The alarm on J.J.’s watch began beeping at around the same moment as his eyes began to droop. He had been driving just over four hours, it was now 10:00 a.m., and only the sun’s glare had been keeping him awake. It was high time for a breather. He had been up for the last twenty-five hours—twenty-five of the edgiest hours in his life. When he reached the outskirts of Fort Smith, Arkansas, he finally pulled off the highway.
To his immense relief, he found a Snooze’N Stretch Motel not far from where he had turned off. As he checked in, he asked the desk clerk to give him a wake-up call at 3:00 p.m. He carried the aluminum briefcase in from the truck and laid it on one of the two beds in his room. In spite of the curiosity that had been gnawing at him since first setting eyes on the case, he was determined above all, to catch up on some shut-eye. He would break
into the case before he got back on the road.
Heavy and Nick arrived at Blakely’s Body Shop by taxi. It was just after 10:00 a.m. Nick slapped a bill in the driver’s hand and they walked over to look at the Lincoln that was parked outside. “Looks good!” gushed Heavy.
“The guy’s a definite artiste,” agreed Nick. They went into the office to pay their bill but when they didn’t spot Art they continued on through into the shop.
“You lookin’ for Art? He’s in the spray booth!” yelled Dominic over the rasp of the compressor, and gestured to the back of the shop. Dominic was Art’s oldest and most valuable employee, one of the best body guys in the business. He had first come to work at Blakely’s Body shop when Art took over from
his father back in 1965.
There was a large safety glass window along one side of the spray booth that provided a perfect view of the activity going on inside the booth. Heavy and Nick joined a couple of Art’s employees standing at the window. Paint gun in hand and wearing a full face mask, Art was standing in the booth dressed in white paper coveralls, spraying a fine mist of rose over the ’55 Caddie. A hose running across the floor connected to the mask snaked up Art’s back and over his shoulder, providing fresh air as he moved around the car. With the grace of a ballet dancer he kept the spray gun moving in long smooth strokes. Through the pink mist he could easily have been mistaken for one of the space shuttle astronauts doing repairs in orbit.
Dominic joined the growing audience. “Some jerk damaged Elvis’s pink Caddie,” he announced as he filled in Heavy and Nick about the activity going on inside the booth. “But Art’ll have it lookin’ like new in no time!” The other employees nodded in agreement.
“What kinda’ jackass would do a thing like that?” asked Heavy. No one caught the knowing grin he exchanged with Nick. As the others continued shaking their heads in disgust Nick shot Heavy a warning glance to knock off any further giveaways.
They all continued watching Art paint, and Heavy said, to no one in particular, “What’d ya figure that car would be worth?”
“Hard to say . . . ” offered Dominic with a shrug, “that’s a genuine icon. One thing’s for sure, it wouldn’t come cheap.”
“Say you had to put a price on it—?” pressed Heavy.
“I guess it depends,” mused Dominic. “To a hard core Elvis fan, probably priceless. To Graceland and the museum? I’d say between two and maybe five million, maybe more.” Dominic glanced over at the other employees who, mesmerized by their view of the master at work, nodded their heads in glassy-eyed agreement.
Heavy looked over at Nick and raised his eyebrows. Nick shot him a second warning glare. Just then Art came out of the booth and took off his mask. He joined them at the window as they all cast awed glances at the freshly painted icon through the softly dissipating pink haze.
Art removed his rubber gloves and broke the spell. “You boys see your car?”
“Yeah,” Heavy said, “Nice job!”
“Thanks for doing it so quickly,” added Nick as he reached for his wallet. “We’ll settle up with you and be on our way.”
Within minutes Heavy and Nick were climbing into the Lincoln and pulling out of the parking lot. After a long silence, Nick said, “Two—maybe five million?”
Heavy let out a long, deep whistle: “No shit!”
The front desk called J.J. at 3:00 p.m. sharp. He opened his eyes feeling surprisingly refreshed. As he pushed himself up from the squishy motel mattress he chuckled at the decor whose 70s orange contrasted awkwardly with the 80s candy pink curtains and early 90s industrial gray end tables. He could only imagine the kind of truck driver java and cardboard toast he could expect if he made the mistake of calling room service. I’ll eat later, he decided. After a quick shower he dressed and stood the metallic briefcase upright on the bed. After a careful preliminary inspection he couldn’t detect any seals that, if broken, would indicate an unauthorized entry. He put on his stethoscope and within minutes had configured the four rows of combination lock numbers on the left side of the case. He matched up the numbers on the other side, took a quick breath and flipped the chrome catches, releasing the lid. He then laid the briefcase flat on the bed and carefully opened it. What he saw inside did not remotely fit the bill of anything he could possibly have imagined.
Late Saturday afternoon Art Junior delivered the pink Cadillac back to Graceland. Henry Bouchard was glad to have the icon safely back in the museum.
“The car looks wonderful!” he exclaimed in gratitude. “You’d never know it was damaged.” Art didn’t bother telling him that he had repainted the entire car.
Besides, Art mused to himself, this is what the car would have looked like fifty years ago.
He went on his way, pleased to have performed what he considered his public duty: the full restoration of a national treasure. Next week the crowds would be rolling into Graceland for the anniversary of Elvis’s death. Now they would be able to feast their gaze on a genuine icon: Elvis’s favorite car, the car he bought for his Mama, and—as Henry Bouchard had reminded them—arguably the most famous car in the world.
JJ sat on the bed shaking his head and staring numbly at the contents of a briefcase filled with glossy Discover Italy posters. There were two posters to a sheet. Given the color proof guides and trim marks still visible on the untrimmed borders, the batch had obviously been sent directly from the printer. Now why would Giamatti want a bunch of stupid travel posters hand delivered all the way to Las Vegas? J.J. lifted one of the sheets out of the briefcase and turned it over. The precise image was printed on the reverse. Presumably, so he thought, so the poster could be put up in a window and viewed from both sides. He put the sheet back in the briefcase, clicked the lid shut, and engaged the locks after making a mental note of the combination.
Mystified, he placed the aluminum briefcase into the trunk of the Cadillac and his weekender into the cab of the five-ton and swung by the office to check out. A few minutes later he was back on I-40 heading west, too dazed to remember that he still hadn’t had his wake-up coffee.
It was late afternoon as Henry Bouchard stood by his office window, hands tucked serenely in his pockets as he rocked back and forth on his heels. He was consumed by elation as he called to mind the computer tally of this Elvis Week’s visitors to Graceland. If attendance kept up at this rate, all existing records would be broken, which would in turn make the executives of Elvis Presley Enterprises ecstatic indeed.
Gerdie Munsen buzzed him on his intercom, informing him that he had a call on line one. He sat in his chair, uncharacteristically put his feet up on the desk, picked up the receiver and pushed line one. “Bouchard here,” he breezed.
A voice came through the line. “Mr. Bouchard I have some information that will probably interest you.”
“I see . . . And to whom am I speaking, please?”
“My name’s not unimportant. What is important is the information I have. Listen very carefully.”
“I’m listening . . . ” sighed Bouchard, wondering why he was wasting his time on such a call. There was silence for the next few minutes, as if the caller was conferring with someone else. Just as Bouchard was about to hang up, the caller clicked back on the line.
“Your pink Caddie—Elvis’s pink Caddie,” the caller continued, “has been stolen. If you would like it returned, it will cost you two million in cash.”
“Who do you think you are, wasting my time like this?” hissed Bouchard, sliding his feet back down off the desk.
“Don’t hang up Mr. Bouchard,” chided the mystery voice. “This ain’t some crank call. Just listen carefully. The pink Caddie on display right now is a fake. It’s been switched for the real one. I can get the real one back, but like I said, it’ll cost you two million.”
“Listen, whoever you are, if you persist I’ll have no choice but to call the police—”
“You’d better calm down, Mr. Bouchard,” the caller interrupted, “If I’m tellin’ you the truth, and Elvis’s Caddie is missing, how would a story like that look in the Memphis newspapers? Imagine the international headlines? Wouldn’t look too good for you now, would it?”
“If it were true! But I can assure you . . . ”
The caller interrupted him again. “Here’s what you wanna look for. Check out the serial number on the Caddie. Match it against your records. If what I’m tellin’ you is true, and the serial numbers don’t match—then will you wake up and smell the coffee?”
Bouchard slumped, the dead seriousness of the caller’s voice, his persistence and now, the fact-checking mission, making him realize that the whole horrible scenario might actually be true.
“—then all you gotta do is place an ad in the classified section of the Memphis Daily News. It should read—ya taking this down?—‘Pink Lady please come home.’ When I see the ad I’ll contact you to make the next arrangements.” With a click, the line went dead.
“Moron!” sniffed Bouchard as he placed the receiver back on the cradle. As the minutes slipped by, he started to think about the unfortunate incident involving the damaged Caddie. Why would someone want to do something like that? The more he thought about it, the more he wondered about the possibility that the vandalism was no random act.
Henry looked at his watch. The automobile museum would soon be closing. He walked out to the reception area and said to his secretary, “Gerdie, I have to go out for a few minutes. Could you pull up the file on the pink Cadillac and leave it on my desk before you go home?”
“Of course, Mr. Bouchard,” replied Gerdie in her flat, unhurried tone, “I’ll do it right away.” She got up from her desk and waddled over to the filing cabinet.
Henry walked across Elvis Presley Boulevard to the automobile museum and entered just as Chaser, the security guard, was getting ready to shut down. Henry asked him if he could leave the lights on for a few minutes. “And would you please open the pink Caddie’s hood, I just need to check something.”
“No problem,” replied the well-mannered yet quirky Chaser. A few minutes later, Bouchard was leaning over the engine compartment where he spied the VIN. He took a note pad from his pocket and copied the number down. He thanked Chaser and whisked back out the door.
Back at the office, sitting at his desk Bouchard opened the pink Cadillac file, removed the ownership slip and compared its VIN with what he had written on the pad. His resulting sigh of relief was mingled with irritation. It matched!
JJ arrived in Las Vegas at 2:00 p.m. after a straight twenty three hours’ drive from Fort Smith, Arkansas. Exhausted, he checked himself into the Desert View Inn, a cheap motel on the outskirts of the city. The first thing he did when he got to his room was to pull the gun Jules had insisted he take with him from his carry bag and wedge it under the mattress. He would sleep for three hours, grab a bite and try his luck tracking down Fat Jack Fedall at the Mirage.
****
J.J. devoured his plate of scrambled eggs and waffles at Chirpee’s coffee shop as if it was the first meal he had ever eaten. Sufficiently stuffed, he went back to his room to place the call to Fat Jack. The operator replied that Mr. Fedall was registered and promptly connected him. After two rings a raspy voice answered.
“Who’m I talkin’ too?”
“Mr. Fedall?” asked J.J.
“Yeah,” growled the voice on the other end.
“Your luggage has arrived from Philadelphia. You want me to deliver it to the hotel?”
“Yeah. Where are you?”
“I’m checked in at the Desert View Motel.”
“How long before you get here?”
“I’m gonna take a quick shower,” J.J. said as he checked his watch. “How does four-thirty sound?”
“Good. Ring me in my room!” barked Fedall before the line went dead.
J.J. got out of the shower, thankful to have found a motel where the hot water didn’t dissipate after two minutes, toweled himself off and put on some fresh clothes. He just couldn’t see himself pulling up to the Mirage casino in a five-ton truck so, after some careful consideration, he made the outrageous decision to use the Cadillac. What the hell! This was Las Vegas and besides, the situation called for a little pizzazz. Why not arrive in style? He loosened the padlock on the five-ton’s back door, pulled out the ramps and carefully backed the Cadillac out of the truck. He closed the sliding door, snapped on the padlock, put the key in his pocket, climbed into the Cadillac and headed off to meet Fat Jack.
****
Arriving at the Mirage Hotel is an extraordinary experience. Entering from Las Vegas Boulevard one first crosses a palm tree-lined causeway that bridges a glittering lagoon, and arrives at a sparkling white porte-cochère adorned with full-length louvered shutters. Ultimately, there is the feeling that one is arriving at an elegant colonial government house from another era, rather than one of Las Vegas’s grandest hotels.
The Mirage’s bellhop shot J.J. a questioning glance as he hefted the shiny aluminum briefcase out of the Caddie’s trunk. J.J. flashed him a grin. “I’m here to do some serious gambling!” The bellman laughed good-naturedly as he handed the briefcase to J.J.
The parking valet was a young blond California good looker. He sprinted around to the driver’s side and just before he hopped in he commented, “Beautiful car, sir! Too bad about the door.”
“Yeah,” J.J. said. “It got vandalized. I think I’ll wait till I get home to fix it.”
As if on cue the kid reached for his wallet, pulled out a business card and handed it to J.J. “A friend of mine has a body shop here in Vegas. Does pretty good work. In case you’re interested,” he added self-effacingly.
J.J. took the card, read it, and handed it back to him. “Thanks,” he said, “But I’d better wait till I get home.”
“Sure, no problem,” shrugged the young man as he handed J.J. a ticket, slid into the Caddie and drove it toward the parking area. J.J. strolled through the front doors into the hotel’s illustrious lobby.
J.J. wasn’t much of a gambler. Back in the mid 70s when he was a street-wise yet wide-eyed eighteen marked the only time he had visited Sin City. The world had changed since that comparably halcyon era and he certainly wasn’t prepared for the spectacle that greeted him when he entered the Mirage. The closest comparison he could come up with was suddenly finding oneself in a Polynesian paradise.
Immediately captivated by the lush indoor atrium, he gawked up at palm trees that towered sixty feet above waterfalls and pools
winding their way through a forest of tropical plants whose lush greens and crimsons fed the air with natural opulence. Everything was drenched in natural sunlight and irrigated by a computerized misting system. Behind the front desk there loomed a mammoth twenty thousand gallon artificial coral reef aquarium stocked with sharks, puffer fish and angelfish. “Welcome to Las Vegas!” the fishy entourage seemed to greet the guests checking in.
J.J. looked around. “House phone?” he asked the uniformed concierge, who promptly pointed across the lobby to a line of phones against a cream-colored wall. J.J. walked over to the phones, keyed in the hotel operator and was immediately connected to Fat Jack’s room.
Minutes later a man who could only be described as “colossal” strode off the elevator and into the lobby. His head was shaved and polished, noted J.J., and he must have weighed well over three hundred pounds He was wearing a white, open-collared Egyptian cotton shirt; it stretched across a massive belly that extended over light tan slacks and beige leather sandals. Spotting J.J., he moved across the lobby with a gracefulness that belied his massive girth.
Fat Jack took the briefcase from J.J. With a succinct and curt, “Come back tomorrow at noon and it’ll be ready for you,” he turned and walked out through the hotel entrance. From the window, J.J. watched as a black Lincoln Town Car pulled up. A short stocky guy jumped out of the driver’s seat to open the trunk. Fat Jack put the briefcase in the trunk, gave it a solid slam, eased himself toward the front seat and heaved himself in place. Before J.J. could blink, the car was gone. The whole episode couldn’t have taken five minutes. Well, thought J.J., that was easy! He headed into the casino to try his luck at the tables.
Several hours later and two thousand dollars poorer, J.J. skulked out of the hotel just as the live volcano was erupting: it performed this feat each evening, spewing spectacular, human made smoke and fire one hundred feet above the lagoon waterfalls. Sure, he had lost some money—yet, strange as it might seem, he didn’t care. I’ve had a fantastic time—and who knows, he hummed, maybe my luck will change when I come back for the briefcase tomorrow.
JJ’s stomach turned a hot somersault when he pulled into the Desert View Motel parking lot and saw that his five-ton was gone. He got out of the Cadillac and hurried up to his room. There were no signs of any forced entry. He unlocked the door and cautiously pushed it open. He couldn’t remember whether or not he had left the table lamp on. It cast a soft glow around the room and as his eyes grew accustomed to the dimness he could see right away that the place had been ransacked. All of the drawers were open, their few contents strewn across the floor. The bathroom light was on and the door was partially open. Had he closed it before taking off for the Mirage earlier that day?
Keeping one eye on the bathroom door he crept warily over to the bed. Kneeling down, he slipped his hand under the mattress. At least they hadn’t found the gun. He pulled it out and held it in front of him with both hands, the way he’d seen it done on TV cop shows, and moved quietly toward the bathroom. He tried to hold the gun steady with one hand while he slowly pushed the door open with the other. He could see via the reflection in the bathroom mirror that his toiletries were scattered all over the counter but the room itself appeared to be empty. He checked behind the bathroom door before whirling around to pull the shower curtain open. No one there.
Exiting the bathroom, a shaken J.J. went over to the bed and sat down. His legs were trembling. He looked around the room, trying to figure out what might be missing. Whoever it was had obviously found the keys to the five-ton he’d left lying on the cre-denza. In retrospect, he realized that this had been a dumb move on his part. He glanced at his weekender, which he hadn’t finished unpacking and which was still hanging in the alcove just outside of the bathroom. His clothes had been pulled out and dumped on the floor. He didn’t see his carry bag but then remembered that he had left that in the Cadillac. It contained his stethoscope along with the car’s ownership papers.
J.J. went to the motel office to awaken the night clerk who was sleeping on a mat behind the desk. He didn’t bother mentioning the break-in, only asking the clerk whether he had happened to see anybody driving away in a five-ton truck.
“No . . . didn’t see a thing,” the tousle-haired twenty-threeyear- old replied with a yawn, “but if somebody stole it we’d better call the police right away.” Great, thought J.J., that’s the last thing I need.
He told the clerk he’d handle it himself and went back to his room, determined to try and get some sleep and worry about the truck in the morning. At least he still had the Caddie. And the gun—which somehow made him feel a little less anxious. That night, he managed to fall asleep with the lights on, the gun under his pillow and the drapes parted wide enough for him to keep the Caddie in sight.
Nick was driving the five-ton, Heavy trailing behind in the Lincoln. For the last half hour, they had been bumping along on a rarely-used desert road Nick had trundled across by accident. When he figured they were far enough from civilization, he pulled the truck over and parked at the side of the road. Heavy pulled up behind him in the Lincoln, leaving the lights on. They both got out and walked over to the truck’s back door.
“Shit!” Heavy said as he looked at the padlock. “What’re we gonna do now?”
“Shoot it off?” suggested Nick.
“Ya figure?”
“Why not?” shrugged Nick, staring around at the cactus and scrub wasteland. “Only thing we’re gonna disturb out here is maybe a few coyotes. Hell—” he pulled an unwieldy-looking revolver from his jacket, “—I’ll do it.”
“Be my guest.” Heavy stood back as Nick started blasting away. Three shots exploded into the night and before long the padlock was decimated, along with a jagged piece of the door. Nick picked up the shattered padlock and hurled it into the saguaro desert distance. He edged back to the truck and hoisted the sliding doors.
Both were struck dumb as they stood staring into the empty truck. “So where the hell’s the car?” squawked Nick.
In frustration, Heavy kicked the silvery fender of the Lincoln before turning to Nick, rage contorting his face. “Weren’t you the one who said J.J. wouldn’t take any chances by driving the car? Weren’t you the one who said he probably walked wherever he needed to go? Weren’t you the one who said that was the reason he wasn’t in his room? Didn’t you say that? Huh? Huh?”
“So I was wrong,” snapped Nick. “The mook obviously took the car—’cause it ain’t here.”
“It ain’t here, all right!” Heavy gave the fender another kick. “So now what?” His stomach was beginning to rumble with hunger.
“We go back to the motel,” Nick said.
“And then . . . ?”
“And then I hotwire the Caddie and follow the plan.”
••••
When Nick and Heavy pulled into the Desert View Motel they immediately spotted the pink Cadillac parked outside J.J.’s room. They also took note of the partly-opened window shades and decided to wait until J.J. turned off the lights before they went for the car.
The next morning, after a restless night, the bleary-eyed J.J. got up, looked out the window and saw the Caddie parked where he had left it. Satisfied, he decided to take a shower. He was nursing a half-baked plan to cruise around Vegas, on the off-chance that he might find the five-ton. Still, he knew those cards were stacked against him. His main dilemma was how to get the pink Cadillac back to Philadelphia without attracting too much attention. Without the five-ton he would have no choice but to drive the icon, something he had hoped to avoid. A car like that would inevitably draw attention, regardless of where he drove it, and attention like that was the very last thing he needed right now. There were a few hours to kill before noon, when Fat Jack would be waiting for him with the briefcase. Maybe he could find a mall open somewhere, cool his heels and get some nourishment. I could use a stiff belt right now, he thought ruefully.
Meanwhile, Nick and Heavy were snoring their heads off in the front seat of the Lincoln. They had parked in a back section of the lot within eyeshot of J.J’s room. The plan was to steal the Cadillac as soon as J.J. hit slumberland. However, the light in their target’s room never did go out. Nick was the first to open his eyes and realize, to his chagrin, that the pink Caddie had disappeared. His pounding on the steering wheel shook Heavy out of his sound sleep.
****
His morning shower having restored a measure of vitality, J.J. drove around until he came across the Golden Zoom shopping mall. To his relief, he was able to park the Caddie between a black Hummer and a crimson Explorer. The air-conditioned mall restored a sense of calm along with an unexpectedly hearty appetite. He headed for the mall’s food court where his eye caught a deli called The Happy Cactus. There, he dug into an organic TexMex breakfast with the same zeal he usually reserved for Maxine’s pot roasts. Feeling replenished, he decided to wander around the vacuous, plastic cactus and yellow sky-lit mall until it was time to pick up the briefcase.
One store window caught his eye. As he stopped to gaze through the glass, the answer to his predicament began to materialize. The store was called You Celebrity You and boasted an assortment of costumes one could put on and have a fantasy photo taken. As if this wasn’t enough, the store could also produce a mock up magazine cover featuring the shopper gussied up as anything from King Kong to a football or baseball idol or a rock’n roll legend. “Be a Star!” blared the gold-framed sign. “Impress your Friends! Your Family! Even your Boss! The Perfect Gift for All Occasions!” It was even possible to become Elvis, the King himself, towering under the “Elvis Live” sign at the Hilton. J.J. veered into the shop.
After the photo session, J.J. ordered a poster. He even managed to schmooze the ferrety sixty-something proprietor, the onetime emcee of a cancelled TV game show called Mystic Dollar, into selling him the Elvis wig. A quick visit to a retro clothing store at the other end of the mall gleaned him a satin shirt, dark velvet bell-bottom trousers and a pair of white patent leather boots. Checking himself out in the mirror, J.J. winked, curled his upper lip and mumbled, “Thank you! Thankyouverymuch!”
****
The same young California blond parking attendant happened to be on duty when J.J. pulled the Cadillac up to the Mirage Hotel’s entrance. J.J., recalling their conversation from the day before, said he might be able to use that business card after all. If, of course, the enthusiastic attendant still had it.
“Sure thing,” smiled the young man as he whipped the card out of his wallet. J.J. thanked him and went into the lobby.
Replicating pretty much the same routine as the day before, J.J. called up to Fat Jack’s room. A short time later, Mr. Fedall came down, briefcase in hand. As J.J. watched him saunter across the lobby, he wondered what the briefcase now contained. Fat Jack deposited the briefcase in front of J.J. and wordlessly walked away. J.J. shrugged and watched him go. He reached down, picked up the briefcase, and headed for the casino to see if his luck had changed.
Working from the complementary tourist map he’d dug from the bedside drawer of his motel room, J.J. found his way to an industrial complex located on the outskirts of Las Vegas. He couldn’t believe his eyes when he pulled up to the address printed on the business card and found himself staring at the sideswiped metal of a dilapidated trailer mounted on cinderblocks. SUPERIOR AUTO BODY read a wind-bashed placard over the trailer door. This must be the place, he thought, fighting waves of disappointment. An eight-foot high, barbed wire topped metal fence running along both sides of the trailer, cordoned off about half an acre filled with rusted out wrecks piled one on top of the next.
What a dump. J.J. was sorely tempted to take off but time was of the essence and he was now desperate to get the Cadillac painted. The damaged door had already attracted too much attention. Once the paint job was done, he could take the alternate route he’d mapped out, thus entirely avoiding the Interstate back to Philly.
Might as well check it out, he grimaced and parked the Caddie, got out, walked over to the trailer and tried the door. It was locked and his banging on the warped metal, initially polite but graduating to frenetic, garnered no response. There was a small window to the right of the door but it was so caked with grime that the inside of the trailer was completely obscured. He walked over to try a gate set into the fence, only to find it padlocked. Beyond the gate, a few hundred feet from the trailer, he spotted a ramshackle building. He grabbed the top of the gate
and rattled it impatiently, “Hey! Anybody here?”
Before he knew it a chunky, snarling Rottweiler appeared from out of nowhere. So intent was the dog on attacking the intruder that he slammed head first into the fence less than an inch from J.J.’s hand. The shock just about knocked him off his feet as he realized the dog had probably been watching him all along, no doubt from under one of the wrecked cars. The unrelenting beast was now attempting to gnaw through the wire and, judging from the size of its teeth, J.J. feared the ornery mastiff just might succeed. He stepped back even further, looking at the padlock with shaky relief.
Alerted by the commotion, a short fat man came waddling out of the building, his peach-colored toupee slipping to one side as he started screaming at the dog. When he reached the gate, he grabbed the dog by the collar and dragged him over to a burned out van, shoved him inside and slammed the door. J.J. gulped in relief, even though he fully expected the dog to start chewing its way out of the window.
The man in the peach-colored toupee was babbling something at the top of his voice. J.J. was unable to make out what he was saying due to the dog’s ear-splitting barks. The cranky-eyed man finally picked up a small boulder and hurled it at the van, screaming, as the rock thudded against metal: “Shut up, you stinkin’ mutt!” J.J. had no difficulty hearing that. Nor did the dog, who let out a whimper before his barking came to an end.
“Assa nice car, man,” the guy said in a thick Mexican accent as he gave J.J.’s Caddie the once-over.
“Yeah, that’s why I’m here,” J.J. said, still on tenterhooks from his close encounter with those killer jowls.
The man stuffed a key into the padlock, creaked open the gate and let himself out of the compound before shutting the gate behind him. He took a rag out of his pocket, wiped off his stubby hand and offered it to J.J. “I’m Ortega. So, what can I do for you, man?”
“I’m J.J.” He gave the stubby hand a quick pump. “Here, come have a look for yourself.” J.J. led the man over to the driver’s side of the Cadillac.
“Aw, man, what happened to this baby?” exclaimed Ortega, bending down for a better look at the damaged door.
“Somebody vandalized it,” explained J.J. as briefly as he could. “I think they threw some sort of acid on it. Can you fix it?”
“Sure, man, I can paint it,” nodded Ortega, “but that’s a custom paint job, I can tell. Might be hard to match.”
“It just so happens that I have some of the original paint on hand.” J.J. gestured to the trunk.
“Eyyyy! No problem then, man! C’mon inside and we’ll sign a work order.” Ortega opened the gate and held it, waiting for J.J. to walk through. J.J. hesitated.
“The dog’s locked up, it’s okay!” he bellowed impatiently.
Keeping one eye on the van, J.J. walked cautiously through the gate. Ortega snapped the padlock in place and started walking back toward the crumbling structure out back, calling over his shoulder, “he won’t bite you anyways. He don’t like the taste of gringos.” He guffawed at his own joke as he attempted to straighten the curly, ridiculously tilted, peach-colored toupee over his leathery forehead.
They entered the ramshackle building that obviously housed a body shop. Inside, there were three cars in various stages of repair. Two short, Mexican or Colombian guys wearing paint spattered paper coveralls, were playing cards on the top of an overturned fifty-gallon drum. An open case of beer sat next to the drum. They blankly looked up at J.J. before shrugging and returning to their game. Even though its doors were shut, J.J. recognized a metal spray booth at the back of the oily-smelling room.
Ortega went over to a paper strewn desk and pulled a work order from somewhere in the pile. He thrust it toward J.J. and stuck a pen in his hand. “I have to charge you five hundred dollars, man. That sound okay?”
“Fine. How long will it take?” asked J.J.
“I can do it today. You can pick it up at five.” Ortega clapped his hands commandingly. “Hey, Pepe! Go with this man and bring in his car, pronto!”
“Si,” yawned the reluctant Pepe, laying down his cards.
“Ortega, mind if I use your phone to call a cab?” asked J.J.
“No problema.”
A while later, J.J. reluctantly stepped into the cab, battling pangs of trepidation. Had he gone completely off his rocker, having entrusted the world-famous pink Caddie to Ortega’s backwoods body shop? If worse came to worst and the paint job turned out to be a disaster, he reminded himself that Jules could have the door repainted when he got the car back to Philadelphia.
****
J.J. returned at 5:00 p.m. just as Ortega was commandeering the Cadillac through the rambling, battered gate of Superior Auto Body. Trying to conceal his skepticism, J.J. went over to inspect the door. Within seconds, his consternation was replaced by jubilation. Whatever doubts he had nursed about Ortega’s car painting skills were completely abolished. Does the guy ever know how to paint. Talk about flawless.
Ortega climbed out of the Cadillac and informed J.J. that in
the end, he had only used a small amount of the pink paint and had stored the rest of it safely in the trunk.
J.J. thanked him profusely and counted out six hundred dollars in cash: five bills for the paint job, and one for Ortega’s having previously agreeing to disconnect the speedometer cable. Philly was some twenty five hundred miles away: any racked-up mileage would only further complicate an already precarious situation. With a wave and a smile, J.J. slid behind the wheel of the freshly painted Caddie and headed back to the Desert View Motel. Ortega and his Superior Body Shop vanished beneath a distant shroud of late afternoon desert dust.
****
J.J. loaded his luggage, including the metal briefcase, into the trunk of the Cadillac. After checking out of the Desert View he felt as though a hunk of granite had been lifted from his shoulders. He glanced at his watch and went back over the revamped plan, and that was to stay off the interstate highways as much as possible. Because this would add hours to the drive, estimated time of arrival in Philadelphia would take place sometime on Tuesday August 16th. Coincidentally, the anniversary of Elvis’s death, he remembered, curling his lip.
As he pulled out of the motel parking lot, relieved to have this part of the journey behind him, he failed to notice that a silver Lincoln had rumbled into place behind him.
A golden sea of sunflowers filled the Kansas fields on either side of the small town road J.J. had chosen for the next leg of his journey. Their friendly-faced, nine foot stalks climbed skyward and creaked in the wind like silent ship masts. J.J. began to hum, feeling more like his old cocky self as he drove through the Sunflower State with the windows down, despite the fact that the breeze kept blowing his Elvis wig off-kilter. Watching the fields fly past he couldn’t help thinking that any state that would pick the sunflower as its national totem—a piece of trivia he had picked up at a rest station when he had crossed the state line—just couldn’t help being friendly.
The three hundred horses powering the Caddie’s engine sped him effortlessly past the city limits sign that read, YOU ARE NOW LEAVING THE TOWN OF BAZINE. THANKS FOR DROPPING BY. BAZINE, KANSAS, POPULATION 373. Bazine was no different than any of the dozens of towns he had drilled through since leaving Las Vegas, towns that evoked the same bemused stares from people who admired both the Caddie and J.J.’s outrageous getup. The posters tacked onto both sides of the rear passenger windows helped buttress his newfound, albeit temporary profession. He could never have imagined himself striking a karate pose, gussied up in a high-collared rhinestone jumpsuit underneath a jumbo inscription that read JOHNNY E—THE ULTIMATE ELVIS TRIBUTE ARTIST—KEEPING THE KING ALIVE. He hoped the posters would suffice in keeping the curious at bay.
****
J.J. was jolted from his reverie by an unforeseen salvo of flashing lights in his rear view mirror. Only when he glanced at the speedometer did he remember having asked Ortega to disconnect it back in Vegas. For a split second he was tempted to outrun the cop. Instead, he applied pressure to the brake, pulled the Cadillac over to the shoulder, killed the engine and cursed his luck.
The patrol car ground to a smooth halt behind him. Through his rear view mirror J.J. could read the SHERIFF logo emblazoned across the hood.
****
Sheriff Jesse Smith tamped on his Stetson and eased his large frame out of the patrol car. He casually reached into his shirt pocket, removing a pair of sunglasses and sliding them onto his face while keeping his eyes locked on the Caddie. He reached his right hand down to unsnap the safety strap on his holster, then reached in through the patrol car window to extract his ticket book from the dash. He jammed the book into his back pocket and slowly walked toward the driver’s side of the Caddie.
J.J.’s mind raced to the large envelope of cash he had stashed in the glove compartment. How would he ever explain something like that? Too late to worry about that now, he thought bitterly. He quickly dug into his pocket to withdraw a roll of bills—his “walking around money”—and peeled off a crisp one hundred dollar bill. He managed to fold it into a tidy rectangle and tuck it into the folder that held his license, with seconds to spare. The sheriff’s hefty outline loomed in the open driver’s seat window.
“Afternoon,” intoned the sheriff, forcing back a smile as he noticed J.J.’s wig. With studied patience, he took off his sunglasses and slid them into his shirt pocket.
J.J. found himself staring into the eyes of a strikingly handsome, sixty-something man who stood about six feet tall with steely blue eyes and full round lips. His silver hair, brushed back slightly over his ears, crept out from under his hat. J.J. was taken back by the man’s good looks but even more so, the almost overwhelming aura of charisma that emanated from him. The man looked like a movie star.
The sheriff spoke in a soft southern drawl. “You have any idea how fast you were goin’?”
J.J. shook his head and affected his best down-south, semi- Elvis accent. “Actually I don’t, Sheriff. My speedometer’s broke.”
“Uh, huh,” said the sheriff, obviously having heard that one countless times, as he reached to take his ticket book out of his back pocket. By now, J.J. was gaping, caught up by bewilderment and an inexplicable sense of déjà-vu. As the sheriff walked to the rear of the Cadillac and began to write down the license plate number, J.J. was overwhelmed by the certainty that he had met this man before. But where? He started racking his memory. Walking back to the window, the sheriff said, “Now, Son, I know what you’re gonna say.”
“You do?” asked J.J. as he caught a glimpse of himself, skewed Elvis wig and all, in the rear view mirror. Damn, he thought, but he didn’t dare make a move to straighten the wig.
“You’re gonna tell me you didn’t see the fifty-mile-an-hour sign posted back there!”
“No… I was going to say . . . ”
The sheriff interrupted him, “Or you were gonna say that you think you might know me. And you’re wondering if we’ve met before.” He leaned part-way into the window and concluded with the slightest trace of sarcasm: “—but, no, we have not!”
“But you . . . ”
“Yeah, I get that a lot," said Sheriff Jesse Smith, "but I ain't Elvis. Elvis died in 1977. Everybody know that." going back to his ticket book, he flipped it open and said, “I clocked you in at just under eighty-five back there.”
“You’re probably right,” J.J. said, wisely concluding that it would do him no good to argue with a county sheriff.
“Oh I am right,” said the sheriff emphatically. He peered at the poster in the rear passenger window and began to read it out loud. “Johnny E., the Ultimate Elvis Tribute Artist.” He stifled a smirk along with a heavy urge to snicker.
“Thank you . . . thank you very much,” wisecracked J.J., curling his lip and hoping his “Elvis” didn’t come across as too desperate.
“Well, Johnny E.,” said the sheriff, pausing over the ticket book and scratching his chin with the top of a ballpoint pen, “As much as I can appreciate anybody who wants to ‘Keep the King Alive,’ I still clocked you in over the limit and I gotta write you up a ticket.” There was a wide smile on his face now.
“It’s hard to hold this old girl back, she just wants to go!” stammered J.J.
“Well, if she wants to go, she’ll have to wait until she’s outta my county,” parsed the sheriff, “because the signs are plainly posted. Can I see your driver’s license and your ownership, please?”
J.J. handed his opened wallet through the window, with the corner of the hundred-dollar bill in plain sight. The sheriff let out a long low sigh and slowly shook his head. J.J. grinned and shrugged. The sheriff stared coolly at the opened wallet. “Can you please take the license out of your wallet for me, sir?”
Dismayed but undaunted, J.J. slipped his license out of the wallet, separated it from the hundred and handed it to the sheriff who took it and said, “Now if you’ll kindly show me your ownership and insurance . . . ”
Barely had J.J. started to reach for the briefcase in the back seat when he heard a metallic “click.” As he slowly turned his head toward the sound he felt the cold hard metal of a gun barrel pressed against his temple.
“I was just getting the ownership,” whispered J.J.
“That’s fine, son. But first, I would like you to put your left hand, very slowly, up on the dash,” ordered the sheriff.
J.J. complied, the cold steel still pressed against his temple.
“Now, very gently, with your other hand, reach back and pick up that thing you were reachin’ for. Lift it over the seat and set it down beside you. Slowly, now. . . ”
J.J. did exactly as he was told.
“Now open the case. Do it slow and keep your hand where I can see it,” said the sheriff.
J.J. opened the briefcase.
“Please empty the contents onto the seat.”
J.J. flipped the case over, spilling out a few papers, a road map and the registration for the Cadillac. He carefully lifted the ownership from among the papers and handed it through the window. The sheriff took it and said, “Sorry, sir, that was just a precaution. You never know what you’re gonna run into nowadays.
Now, sit tight. I’ll be back in a minute.”
As the sheriff sauntered back to the patrol car, J.J. slammed the steering wheel with his fist. “Damn,” he blurted as he looked down at his shirt where large rings of perspiration were starting to come through and expand. “I’m dead!”
The Caddie’s VIN and plates matched the registration slip and he knew the forgeries were good enough to pass visual inspection. But if the sheriff ran the plates, that could be a problem. He had no idea where Jules had acquired them. Of course, if the sheriff decided to run the VIN, it would be game over.
Drumming nervously on the steering wheel with his eyes squeezed shut, all he could do was pray for a miracle.
Just as J.J. opened his eyes, he saw a silver Lincoln creeping past him before it speeded up and disappeared around the bend up ahead. He couldn’t get a very good look at the passengers. “Nosy jerks,” he muttered to himself.
After what seemed like an eternity the sheriff eased himself out of the patrol car and walked back to the Cadillac.
“Who’s Frank Shapiro?”
“Oh, yeah,” gulped J.J., “this is his car. I picked it up for Mister Shapiro in Los Angeles and I’m bringing it back to Philadelphia.”
“And just what is your relationship to Mister Shapiro?” inquired the sheriff.
“He’s uh, an associate of mine.”
“An associate?”
“Yeah.”
“Like in business?”
“No, uh, well, yeah—sort of.”
The sheriff gave him a castigating look. “Sort of?”
Maybe he had run a check on Frank Shapiro. But Frank had a clean slate. No prior convictions, he was certain of that.
“What kind of work does this Mister Shapiro do?” asked the sheriff.
“He owns a night club,” replied J.J., hoping this would go no further but knowing full well the sheriff’s curiosity was well out of the starting gate.
“A night club?” smirked the sheriff as though he had all day to chew on the matter.
“Yeah.”
“You perform in his night club?”
No, er—it’s not that kind of club.”
There was an awkward silence. The sheriff’s stare was starting to make J.J. wish he could will himself a thousand miles away from here. Why had he ever chosen this route? “Is there something wrong, Sheriff?
“Well, it looks like the paper-work’s in order, but I can’t run a check ’cause my computer’s down.”
“Computer’s down, huh?” J.J. expelled a sigh of relief while uttering a silent prayer of thanks.
“Sheriff, I accept the fact that I broke the law. And I realize there is probably a fine for speeding,” J.J. said as he subtly slipped the hundred out of his wallet. “Maybe I could just pay it and get on my way?”
The sheriff’s steely eyes were locked on him more persistently than ever.
J.J. felt like slapping himself across his perspiring, Elvis bewigged head. Stupid! Stupid! Stupid!
The sheriff straightened himself out, adjusting his Stetson as he slowly shook his head. “Well, sir, there is definitely going to be a fine, but you’re goin’ to have to come back to the office and pay it.”
“I just thought we could save some time . . . ”
“I don’t know how they handle these things back in Philadelphia,” the sheriff cut him off, “but you’re in Kansas now. And we don’t take your money here on the side of the road. Now, if you’ll kindly turn your car around, you can follow me back to the office. I’ll do my best to get you processed and back on the road as quickly as possible.”
J.J. watched in the rear view as the sheriff eased his way back to the patrol car, desperately hoping that this wasn’t going to blow up into some sort of an awkward situation. Or worse—that the sheriff wouldn’t ask him to perform an Elvis song.
The patrol car pulled up in front of the Ness County Sheriff’s Office, J.J. trailing directly behind him in the Cadillac. Sheriff Jesse Smith got out and walked over to the Caddie, taking his time as he gave it the third degree. When he reached the open driver’s side window he said, “Let’s head on into the office. . . this shouldn’t take long.” He walked up the clapboard steps leading to the sheriff’s headquarters, stopped and looked back at J.J. who was still sitting in the car.
“Thought you were in a hurry?” he remarked smugly.
J.J. reluctantly extracted himself from the driver’s seat, revealing his velour bell-bottoms and white patent leather boots.
Sheriff Smith shook his head, stifled a chuckle and walked into the office as J.J. dutifully followed him through the peeling off-white door frame.
The Ness County Sheriff’s Office was typical of most outlying law enforcement dispatches throughout the mid-west. Immediately inside the main entrance, a reception counter spanned the length of the main room. A swinging door at one end of the counter led into a heavily partitioned area furnished in government issued desks, chairs and computers. A behemoth of an ancient air conditioner, rammed haphazardly into the top of an old window frame, was emitting a strained drone and the occasional thump when the compressor kicked in. Two massive filing cabinets lined one wall and a row of holding cells hugged the back wall. J.J. was tempted to crack a joke as he eyed the cells, but wisely thought the better of it. Sheriff Jesse held open the swinging door for J.J. and motioned him toward the inner office. Two people were engrossed in a game of poker at one of the desks. One was dispatcher Gabriella—Gabi for short—a middle aged, ruthless-eyed woman whose dull brown hair was bleached honey blond. Her fellow card player, Sheriff’s Deputy Luke Armstrong, in his early thirties, was built like a linebacker and sported a jet-black Marine-style buzz cut.
“Computer’s down again,” barked Gabi, not bothering to look up, “but you probably already know that.”
“Yeah, I know that,” said the sheriff. “Would you mind processing a speeding ticket before you book off?”
“No problem, I’ve cleaned up on poor Luke here. He already owes me next week’s overtime so I guess he won’t mind if we make this the last hand. Huh, Luke?” Gabi shot her card partner a mock-sympathetic glare, followed by a wink. But Luke was smiling at something else. She followed his gaze and covered her mouth as she set eyes on J.J. She wasn’t quite sure what to make of this reluctant visitor, standing there in his lopsided Elvis wig, satin shirt and bell-bottom trousers. She stared back at Luke who could only smile and shrug.
“Just take a seat over there. Mister—” the sheriff glanced down at the license he was holding in his hand, “—Fitzgerald?”
“My friends call me Johnny E.,” J.J. said somewhat apologetically, curling his lip again.
Sheriff Smith gestured patiently to a chair in front of the desk against the wall. With the flawless rhythm of a dancer who had choreographed these motions time and time again he walked over to toss the license and registration on the desk. He then removed his gun belt, hung it on a coat rack, sat down to face J.J., picked up the registration, leaned back in his chair, put his feet up on the desk and took another hard look at the document.
“This Mister Shapiro, is he some kind of car collector?” Before J.J. could rack his imagination for a witty or at least a half-logical explanation, the sheriff continued. “The reason I’m askin’ is that I’ve owned a few Caddies in my day, and I’ve got a pretty good idea what this one’s worth. Now what’s botherin’ me here is, why would someone go to all the trouble and expense of buying this car to have it driven all the way across the country? I mean, that’d put what, twenty five, maybe twenty seven hundred miles on the odometer?” The sheriff stopped to give full play to the cogs furiously spinning in his brain and finally asked J.J., “Now—was that odometer really broken or,” he slid his feet down from their resting spot and leaned forward in his chair, “—disconnected?” When J.J. didn’t immediately respond he continued. “Cause I figure if a guy could afford to buy this car, why wouldn’t he have a trailer take it to wherever it was he wanted it taken?” J.J.’s mind was turning somersaults, scrambling for an answer. At that moment Gabi came over and Sheriff Smith handed her the license and registration along with his ticket book. “I’ll do up the paperwork,” she said, stirring the documents into a tidy bundle and carried them back to her desk. The sheriff announced that he had some calls to make, excused himself and went over to his office cubicle, leaving J.J. alone at the desk to ponder his predicament.
A few minutes later, Gabi came back and deposited the speeding ticket, license and registration—all clamped together— on the desk in front of him. She handed him a pen and said, “You can sign this guilty plea and pay your fine—the sheriff will let you know how much. Then I’ll get you a receipt.” At that moment Sheriff Smith reappeared and walked back over to J.J. “All done? Guess we can send you on your way.” Still looking figuratively over his shoulder, J.J. scrawled his signature on the ticket with his right hand while picking up the license and ownership with the left.
“How much is the fine?” he asked with all the nonchalance he could muster.
“That hundred you were flashin’ around should just about cover it,” said Smith. “And,” he said, tapping his fingers warningly on the desk in front of J.J., “I’m gonna let you off with a warning about the broken speedometer. But you might wanna think about getting’ it fixed!”
“Right.” J.J. stood up and reached for his wallet. He pulled out the hundred dollar bill, unfolded it and handed it to Gabi, which she exchanged for a receipt. “Thank you very much,” J.J. said with an affable grin, as he backtracked toward the main entrance. “You keep your speed down now, hear?” said Sheriff Smith.
“You bet I will, Sheriff!” J.J. said. He just about made it to the door when the sheriff called after him:
“Hey, Johhny E!”
J.J. stopped cold, instant panic releasing a rush of blood to his head, and turned back to face the sheriff. The sheriff smiled, curled his upper lip and intoned, “You mind if I take another look at that Caddie?”
J.J. managed to hold back from wincing at what was probably the worst Elvis impression he’d ever heard. “Not at all, Sheriff,” he said, maintaining his nonchalant poise while patiently shaking his head. Will I ever get out of here? He silently fumed. The sheriff followed him out the door.
****
Sheriff Smith stood directly in front of the Caddie, his arms folded over his chest as he said, “That is one pretty Cadillac.” He walked to the rear on the driver’s side, bent down and with his eye all but touching the fender, looked down the length of the car as though he was sighting a rifle. Thoughtfully, he ran a weathered hand along the rear fender, feeling the surface. J.J. was watching the sheriff’s every move with great interest. He had no idea what the sheriff could see, or what he was even looking for. At long last, he stood up, paused and scratched his chin. After a few seconds he paraded around the car one more time. “What do you know about the history of this car?” he turned to ask J.J.
“Not much, as a matter of fact,” shrugged J.J. “As I said before, I’m just delivering it as a favor to Mister Shapiro.” The sheriff nodded and said, looking him squarely in the face: “Well, at some point, your car’s been dinged in the back end.” Looking back toward the rear fender he pointed, “Whoever did the body work did a real nice job, though!”
Finally backing away from the car, the sheriff said, “Well, guess I’d better be lettin’ you get on your way.”
J.J. got into the driver’s seat and shut the door.
Approaching the window the sheriff said, “You can tell your Mister Shapiro he’s got himself a real nice car here.”
“I’ll be sure and tell him,” shouted J.J. with a wave as he backed out of the parking lot.
The sheriff appeared to be lost in thought as he watched J.J. and the Cadillac roll away. When the Caddie was out of sight he turned and walked back into the station. As Gabi looked up from her desk she was stunned to see every last ounce of emotion drained from his face.
“Sheriff, what’s wrong? You look like you’ve just seen a ghost!”
“Gabi,” he said, leaning over and firmly pressing his palms against the top of her desk. “Start runnning a check on all stolen Cadillacs. Vintage Cadillacs. Start with Tennessee.”
It was 6:30 a.m. and Sheriff Smith was sitting at the counter of Vera’s Truck Stop enjoying his bacon and eggs, no toast, low carb breakfast when Vera, waving the telephone receiver from the other end of the counter, called to him.
“Hey Sheriff, can you take a call from Gabi?”
Sheriff Smith slid off the stool, and strode down to the end of the counter to take the receiver.
“Thanks, Vera,” he said, pursing his lips together as he took the phone.
“I’ll keep your plate warm.” She rolled her eyes and giggled, heading back down the counter.
“Hey there, Gabi, what have ya got?”
“Sheriff, we finally got back on line this morning. Anyway, I ran that check on the Caddie, and—you’re never gonna believe this.”
“Try me,” said the Sheriff.
“It’s registered to . . . are you ready for this?”
“I was born ready, Gabi, just get to it!”
“The Caddie is registered to one Buddy Holly of Lubbock, Texas,” she blurted out, “and it’s a 1954 Cadillac sedan—red.”
“Damn!” said Sheriff Jesse, barely under his breath. “I suspected as much!”
“You mean you knew it was Buddy Holly’s Cadillac, Sheriff?”
“No, not that. I just had a feeling right from the start that there was somethin’ fishy about that guy’s whole Elvis impersonator deal.”
“Then the Elvis guy’s ownership was a fake?” asked Gabi.
“Yep!” said Sheriff Jesse.
“So, you don’t believe that Caddie belonged to Buddy Holly?”
“Nope.”
After a slight pause in the conversation, Gabi continued, “I ran a check on stolen vintage Cadillacs, just like you asked, but nothing came up.”
“Gabi, how far are we from Philadelphia?”
“Hold on,” said Gabi, “let me check.” She returned a few minutes later. “According to the road atlas, it’s about twelve hundred miles away.”
“Do you remember what time it was when our Elvis buddy got back on the road yesterday?” asked the sheriff.
“6:30 p.m. I was just booking off.”
Sheriff Jesse looked at his watch. “It’s six forty five now so if he didn’t stop for anything other than gas he’s been on the road just over twelve hours. That won’t get him to Philadelphia—if he’s going to Philadelphia.”
“Why don’t I put out an APB and see if we can’t locate him?
It shouldn’t be too hard to locate a ’55 Cadillac.”
“No! Hold off on that, Gabi, till I can get my head around this.” Sheriff Jesse motioned to Vera. His stomach was starting to grumble. “I’m gonna finish my breakfast. I’ll be there in about an hour. Call me if anything turns up.”
“Right!” said Gabi, “—and Sheriff?”
“Yeah?” Vera appeared with his plate and, with her dolly-eyed smile, set his re-warmed breakfast on the counter in front of him.
“You know, you really ought to think about getting yourself a cell phone!” complained Gabi.
“Gabi, we’ve been through this a million times. Modern technology’s great, but I like bein’ outta touch when I need to be outta touch.”
Gabi let out a long exasperated sigh, “See you when you get in.” And hung up.
One hour after his informative exchange with Gabi, Sheriff Jesse Smith swept back into the office to inform her that he’d be heading out of town for a few days. Such impromptu departures were not unusual for Sheriff Jesse who periodically disappeared on short “business trips” as he called them. Gabi somehow knew that today’s spur of the moment trip had something to do with the pink Cadillac. As always, regardless of how much she tried to pump him, there was no way the tightlipped sheriff would ever reveal where he was going or what he was planning for this or any of his mysterious trips. Sheriff Jesse would simply chalk it all up to being “law enforcement related.” He always booked his own flights out of Wichita, always paid his own expenses and never handed in any receipts. All of which just about drove Gabi to her wits’ end. As much as she admired Jesse and enjoyed working for him, he kept his personal life locked up tighter than a safe without a key. Few would guess that, standing exactly six feet one inch tall, with a thick head of almost snow-white hair, Sheriff Jesse Smith was nearing his seventieth birthday. People also found it hard to believe that a man his age could still be in such extraordinary physical condition. He certainly worked at it—from weekend hunting trips to hewing piles of firewood, fixing his porch by hand and hiking in and out of town—and it showed. Nobody in their right mind would choose to get on the bad side of this dedicated law enforcer who moved with the unpredictability of a crocodile: contemplative as molasses one second, quick and deadly as a bolt of lightning the next. The few law-breakers who challenged his leisurely disposition inevitably ended up regretting it. Was Sheriff Jesse a naturally private man—or had something traumatic occurred during his younger years? Despite the fact that he had no family—at least so far as Gabi knew—somewhere along the grapevine she had heard that the ruggedly handsome law enforcer had once been married. Had some woman broken his heart? Had he unintentionally let his emotions run away with him, leading him to commit marital infidelity? These and a whirlwind of other unanswered questions kept Gabi awake for hours. She simply couldn’t resist poring over the potential powder keg of dark secrets stored within the mind of the man who was her boss. At the bottom of her endless quest for answers was an additional mystery: where had this otherwise unassuming, hardworking law enforcer managed to amass a small fortune? Even if he lived off water and crackers, he couldn’t have put aside so sizeable a sum out of his meager sheriff’s salary. Not only did money never seem to be a problem for him, Smith also happened to be extraordinarily generous. Generous to a fault, thought Gabi, recalling how he had pulled her out of the financial deep end on more than one occasion. Who was she to be so suspicious, then—especially since she wasn’t the sole recipient of his generosity. He simply always seemed to be in the right place at somebody else’s worst moment, as instantaneously and silently as the mythical knight charging in on a white stallion. Nothing seemed to bring him as much pleasure as the joy he derived from helping others. Maybe, surmised Gabi, it has something to do with his religion. He had broached the subject with her once, but she was a non-practicing Catholic who let him know, as diplomatically as she could, that she had her own belief system. After that, he didn’t press the issue.
“Oh and Gabi,” Sheriff Jesse’s familiar booming voice pulled her from her late-morning deliberations. “I think it’s about time I got me one of them cell phones. Will you take care of that right away?”
Gabi gasped as she struggled to maintain her professional cool. “Right away, Sheriff.” That was another peculiar aspect of the Smith Mystery—the man’s tendency to say or do something when you least expected it.
“And don’t you go giving out that number to anyone, you hear?”
“I’ll guard it with my life, Sheriff,” Gabi solemnly promised. Whatever had made him change his mind so abruptly?
Buzz Creighton was scrambling to find his lead story for next month’s Hollywood Rattlebag. The tabloid tended to attract all sorts of weirdoes, each one more eager than the next to call in their exclusive tip on the next Story of the Millennium. Nevertheless, Creighton continued to drill his editorial staff: no phone tip was too bizarre or inane for consideration. He knew from experience that the freakiest anecdotes had ended up giving the Rattlebag some of its most sizzling, provocative headlines. So when Danielle alerted him on the intercom to the fact that a caller with a hot tip wouldn’t speak to anyone but Creighton himself, he seized the receiver. The anonymous caller assured him that he was about to provide him with one hundred percent exclusive information. Absolutely no one else would be privy to this story. Yeah, yeah, sure, Creighton snarled to himself and drummed his impatient fingers on his desk. The tipster then revealed that Elvis Presley’s one and only pink Cadillac, the one that was supposed to be on display in Graceland, was a fake. The mob had somehow made off with the original that was now being held for ransom. Now there’s an interesting twist, thought Creighton, but I’ll need some facts here.
“Can you elaborate?” he barked, reaching for his note pad. “Uh huh? The serial number on the fake is different than the one on Elvis’s pink Caddie? Gotcha.” Creighton furiously scribbled as the caller continued feeding him details. “The real one has a damaged rear fender that was repaired when? 1955? The accident happened where? Texarkana? Yup, that’s it. I think I got it all.”
Creighton thanked the caller and hung up. As he went over his notes he figured he could work up some sort of a story from all this. The more he thought about it, however, the more he wondered where an idea like this would come from. This wasn’t the typical Elvis anecdote, like the sighting of his reincarnation at a Burger King in Kalamazoo, or his white-cloaked apparition rippling to life in the middle of Wayne Newton’s Vegas revue. Wouldn’t it be something, he thought to himself with a chuckle, if this story turned out to be true? Regardless of whether or not it was the real thing, Creighton knew exactly how he was going to run the piece. He hit the intercom. “Danielle? Yeah! Would you have someone dig me up a picture of Elvis Presley’s pink Cadillac? Yeah, I’m serious!” At that moment he made a snap decision. “And see if you can track down Ed Stafford, would you? Tell him I want to see him right away.”
Danielle had been trying Ed Stafford’s number all morning. Making the situation more frustrating was Creighton’s calling her every hour to ask her if she had managed to contact him yet. Unable to give him an affirmative she became increasingly worried, and decided to spend her lunch hour checking out the usual haunts, beginning with his apartment. After repeatedly knocking and receiving not so much as his usual, vacant, hung-over groan in response, Danielle feared the worse. She hesitantly tried the knob—the door wasn’t locked and as she cautiously creaked it open she called Ed’s name. Still no response. Stepping into the hallway she was overwhelmed by the heavy reek of alcohol. Damn, she sighed to herself, not again. Making her way into the living room she immediately spotted lying Ed, passed out on the sofa, an empty Jack Daniels bottle lying on the floor beside him. Letting out an exasperated sigh she went into the kitchen to start a pot of coffee.
Half an hour later Ed was sitting up, attempting to hold the steaming brew steady in his shaky hands as he took small painful gulps. He kept casting sheepish glances at Danielle who was sitting next to him on the sofa as he muttered over and over, “Yeah, I know, I know . . . ”
“Eddie,” she said, her usually cheerful eyes drooping sadly, “you really should get some professional help.”
“So, how come you’re not working?” he asked her, fed up with inducing nothing but sympathy in his pretty young colleague and desperate to change the subject.
“Creighton asked me to contact you. I’ve been trying all morning.”
“What’s he want?” Eddie frowned.
“I think he wants to offer you an assignment.” Her eyes glimmered
with hope.
“An assignment? What kind of assignment?” He rubbed his aching forehead.
Danielle rapidly filled him in on the anonymous call, about how Elvis Presley’s pink Cadillac in Graceland has been stolen.
“Switched for a fake—and the mob’s holding it for ransom!” In spite of his splitting headache Ed couldn’t contain himself from laughing out loud. “Now that,” he said, “has got to be the story of the year!”
“Well you haven’t heard the best part,” Danielle said, “Creighton thinks it might be true.”
“What?” Ed forced himself upright, despite waves of nausea. “I knew old Buzz was desperate—but this? He’s falling off his rocker!”
“No! He even called Graceland—I think he talked with their General Manager, a man by the name of Bouchard. Anyway, he said the guy was acting very evasive.”
“Evasive? What do you mean, ‘evasive?’”
“Like he didn’t want to talk to him. You know, acting as if he had something to hide. Couldn’t wait to get Creighton off the phone. Say what you want about the old man, but his instincts are usually right on.”
“So you think—?”
“Yes,” she interrupted him, “I think Creighton wants to send you out to Memphis to investigate. To see if it’s the real deal.”
“What?”
“Yes,” she said getting up, “so why don’t you pull yourself together and come down to the office? My lunch hour is nearly up and I have to get back. I’ll tell him I came by. And that you had your phone off the hook and—” she paused, hoping he wouldn’t get all balky again, “—that you’ll be coming in this afternoon.”
“You gave up your lunch hour for me?” Despite the headache, his eyes twinkled teasingly. Danielle walked to the door and turned. “This is your specialty —it’s what you want, right? Investigative journalism?” She whirled around and gave Ed a “thumbs up” before walking back out into the bright, blustery afternoon. Ed grinned, headed in to the bathroom to haul out the aspirin and take a hot shower.
****
Two hours later, a clean-shaven, showered and crisp-suited Ed Stafford was sitting face to face with Creighton over at the Rattlebag’s headquarters, listening intently to Buzz’s spiel. He had to admit that he had never witnessed such a degree of seriousness on the crusty old newshound’s face.
“Look at it this way, Ed. If the whole thing is a false lead and we come up empty, we can still run some kind of a story. I’ll pay your expenses to Graceland, you write some legitimate copy and I’ll put some kind of spin on it. Maybe Elvis isn’t dead! Maybe The King has returned to reclaim his car. Or— maybe it’s his ghost! Yeah, that’s it!” exclaimed Creighton as he got up and started pacing around his office. Ed could almost hear the wheels grinding in Creighton’s mind. “Elvis’s ghost has been spotted by security—” he began playing with potential headlines, “—hanging around the car after the museum is closed. I love it! What’d you think?”
“But Buzz,” complained Ed, “this puts me right back where I started.”
“Yeah, but what if it’s true? We could have ourselves a helluva story! Think of the dough! Everyone would want to buy a copy. Think of the movie rights! The commercials!”
“If it’s true?” Ed raised his eyebrows. “You mean Elvis’s ghost?”
“No, no, no! The Cadillac! Stolen! I think it’s worth a shot, Eddie. So! What’d ya say?”
Ed shrugged. What could he say?
The Caddie’s luxurious front seats were strewn with crumpled potato chip bags and empty Coke cans, the only evidence of J.J.’s endless night’s drive. Because he was using the back roads, the route to Philadelphia was taking longer than he expected. The large green sign informed his bleary eyes that he was entering Poplar Buff, Missouri. Just hope I’ve exceeded my quota of small town sheriffs. He clenched his teeth. The sun was coming up, irritating his already puffy eyes, and the Elvis wig was starting to itch like crazy so he began looking for a motel. Just before the next intersection he spied neon letters blinking the name of The Willow Tree Inn.
Meanwhile, Heavy Andrews and Nick DeAngelo were struggling to keep the Caddie in sight, wondering when their target was going to take a break. They had been tailing him since Vegas and every time they passed a gas station Heavy had to squeeze his knees together, hold his breath and remind himself that patience was a virtue. After a while, he drifted off into a hypnotic slumber.
Nick nudged Heavy when he saw the Caddie’s right tail light flashing. “Looks like ‘Elvis’ is finally pulling over,” he announced as Heavy rubbed the sleep from his eyes. “This could be our golden shot.” Nick pulled over to the side of the road to give J.J. enough time to check in. Heavy lumbered out of the front seat and into the scrubby woods at the side of the road, sighing contentedly in his long overdue relief.
Meanwhile, J.J. paid for a ground floor room and parked the Caddie in plain view of his window. He considered taking the briefcase into his room but the thought of lugging it out was too much for his exhausted mindset. Besides, there was no sense hauling everything inside for a few hours. Still, curiosity was gnawing at him more acutely than ever: he simply had to know what was inside that vaulted metallic shell. He reached in, dialed up the combination from memory and lifted the lid. To his bewilderment, all he could see was the same stack of Discover Italy posters. J.J. felt utterly frustrated. Somehow, he was completely missing the picture.
He closed the trunk, pulled his weekender out of the back seat, went in to his room and closed the door behind him. Parting the curtains just enough to keep the car in his view, he took off his pants and was about to flop down on the bed when he noticed the glint of a silver Lincoln prowling slowly past the window. He wasn’t sure why but something was nagging at his memory, refusing to let him dissolve in desperately-needed sleep. He was certain he had seen the car before. Had it been at one of the many gas stations or fast food joints along the way?
J.J. wouldn’t have given it much thought if he had been traveling on one of the interstate highways, where people on long drives often kept pace with each other, seeing the same faces at rest stops and service stations. Sometimes you would pass them and sometimes they would pass you. But J.J. wasn’t on the interstate. He had purposely stuck to the secondary roads since leaving Bazine. No. There was something terribly wrong with this picture. He then recalled that a silver Lincoln had passed him when the sheriff pulled him over in Bazine. For some reason, his mind refused to erase the silver Lincoln from its main view screen. Wearily, he pulled his pants back on, slipped into his shoes and peered through the gap in the curtains. He could see the Lincoln at the other end of the motel parking lot. The two people sitting in the Lincoln seemed to be waiting. For him?
J.J. carefully removed the gun from his overnight bag and examined it. He wasn’t familiar with the mechanism but after taking a few moments to inspect the weapon he flicked a lever he assumed was the safety. He had lied to Jules when Jules asked him if he knew how to use it. He had never fired a gun in his life. He wasn’t and never had been the kind of criminal who included “whacking” and “rubbing out” on his resumé. The guys in the Lincoln, however, didn’t know that.
He went into the washroom and was happy to see that it boasted a window, even though he estimated that the frame was barely large enough for him to squeeze through. He wedged the gun into his waistband, slid the window open and using the edge of the tub as a step, managed to hoist himself up, sticking one leg through the opening. He then managed to force his upper body half-way through the cramped rectangle until he was straddling the sill in an extremely uncomfortable position. He tried to lower himself down the remaining three feet but lost his balance, grappled for something to hang on to and fell out of the window, landing on his back. Slightly dazed, he pushed himself to his feet,
brushed himself off and with a quick look around, was relieved to see that nobody had witnessed his sprawling tumble. To his even greater relief, he realized that his fall hadn’t set the gun off. However, his relief would have fizzled, had he realized that his wallet was lying on the ground right where he fell.
J.J. began edging along the wall behind the motel. Now what do I do? he asked himself. Walk over to the car brandishing the gun like some gangster out of a Scorsese movie? The situation had taken such an abrupt turn he hadn’t had any time to plan his next move. There was no doubt in his mind that whoever these guys were, they were tailing him for some not-so-pretty purpose.
The motel was a two-story structure built in the shape of a horseshoe with the parking lot situated in the middle. When J.J. drove in he remembered seeing a breezeway with some vending machines at some point around the building’s midsection. The Lincoln was parked not too far from the breezeway. He could work his way around on the pretext of getting some snacks from the machines. If his luck held, they might not recognize him without the Elvis wig. He would then casually walk past the Lincoln—hopefully catching them by surprise—train the gun on them and “encourage” them to spill the beans.
According to his watch it was 7:15 a.m., broad daylight was expanding across the sky and it inadvertently crossed his mind that some people might be checking out. As he meticulously made his way along the building’s rear he looked up to see an elderly man walking his golden retriever, coming directly towards him. The man eyed him with mild curiosity and J.J. managed a cordial nod in return, as though it was the most natural thing in the world to be seen stealthing along the back wall of a motel at that time of day.
When he reached the end of the building he turned the corner and walked over to the breezeway with its row of vending machines. He reached under his shirt, slipped the gun from his waistband and dangled it by his side. He quietly sauntered over to scope out the vending machines while peering out of the corner of his eye to get a look at the Lincoln. He blinked hard and realized the car was no longer there. Maybe I’m over-reacting, he thought, leaning against a soft drink machine. He carefully slid the gun under his shirt and into the waistband of his pants.
Maybe the Lincoln’s two occupants were only a couple of travelers checking into the motel. If so, why did he continue to feel so anxious, so wary about the whole situation? He slipped the gun back in his pants and stepped from the breezeway back into the parking lot. The Lincoln was definitely gone. Had he imagined the whole thing? He had heard that extreme lack of sleep could cause hallucinations. He looked over toward his room and felt his heart plummet directly into his stomach. Oh, shit! The pink Cadillac was gone too! As he turned his head in disbelief he spotted the Lincoln and the Cadillac pulling out of the motel parking lot, aiming for the highway. His briefcase was still in the trunk and his cash-filled envelope was in the Caddie’s glove box.
A door creaked opened just to his left and he spun around. A man in a gray suit, a matching fedora and carrying a briefcase was exiting his room, obviously having enjoyed a rich night’s sleep. The chipper looking gentleman looked up at the blue sky. “Looks like it’s going to be a good day, huh?”
“Oh, yeah,” replied J.J., desolation overwhelming him as he headed back to his room.
Ed Stafford found himself trapped in a throng of Elvis fans shuffling along in that day’s Graceland tour. No longer tuned in to his wear-the-headphones-and-listen-to-the-tour-guide-in-your-head Walkman, he found himself straining to catch every word of Priscilla’s anecdotes. About how Elvis insisted on having meatloaf for dinner every night for a month; and how she finally had to ask the cook to prepare something else for her. Ed felt as though he was isolated from the rest of the crowd. Feeling disconcerted he finally ditched the headphones. Because it was the beginning of “Elvis Week,” Graceland was packed with visitors from all over the world. The public’s fascination with Elvis had an amazing life of its own, gathering more momentum each year.
A family of four, trouping in directly behind him, looked as though they had walked right out of the movie Deliverance. They were still engaged in a high-octane debate about the first floor bedroom where Elvis’s parents used to stay, commenting on how good their trailer would look done up exactly like that. Gazing around in distaste, he assumed they were referring to the gaudy purple-and-white color scheme.
In front of him a couple of Elvis fraternity brothers were chatting in some sort of Eastern European dialect, sharing their respect for The King. They would have stood out like sore thumbs anywhere else, but here in the antiques-to-pop-art, anything-goes atmosphere of Graceland, they fit right in with their leather jackets, tight jeans, and duck-tailed haircuts.
When Ed completed his tour of the mansion, he decided that now was as good a time as any to wander across the street to the Automobile Museum. This was the reason he had come, after all: to check out Elvis’s car collection and learn whether the pink Cadillac on display was the genuine article. Ed had always been mildly curious about Graceland. Not curious enough to come on his own nickel, of course—because the Rattlebag was paying for the trip, however, he really did have nothing to lose.
****
Ed made his way around the museum, admiring Elvis’s collection of cars until he finally came to the famous pink Cadillac. He found himself standing next to a good-looking older man whose shock of white hair spilled softly over his ears and was combed straight back. They cordially exchanged smiles before turning their attention to the 50s-era TV set on display right next to the pink Caddie. There was a continuous loop of an ancient, grainy black-and-white film of Vernon and Gladys Presley, frolicking in a fresh snowfall beside Gladys’ brand new pink
Cadillac. Ed was struck by the wistful, faraway look in the white-haired man’s eyes as he watched the film. When it was over he turned his attention back to the Cadillac.
“Some car, huh?” Ed said.
“They sure don’t make ’em like that anymore,” answered the older man, shaking his head. “No, sir.”
“I guess the engine would be what—a V-8?”
“V-8, overhead valves, cast iron block with a displacement of three hundred thirty one cubic inches,” recited the white-haired man as if he had invented and built the original engine.
“You showing off?” Ed asked with a chuckle.
“I know my Caddies, son,” replied the man.
“What do you figure it’s worth?”
“Priceless!”
Ed stuck out his hand. “Ed Stafford.” The man shook it and said, “Jesse—Jesse Smith.”
“Where are you from, Jesse?”
“Kansas. You?”
“Philadelphia,” answered Ed, “You an Elvis fan?”
Jesse hesitated, smiled and said, “Sort of.”
They stood silently admiring the pink Cadillac for the next few minutes. Ed finally said, “Well, I’m going back across the street to visit the . . . ” He looked down at the tour guide pamphlet he was holding, “ . . . ‘Meditation Garden.’” He looked up at Jesse. “How about you?”
“I haven’t been over there yet. Mind if I join you?” asked Jesse.
“By all means.”
Every seven minutes, shuttle buses—each seating twenty four passengers—carried people from the Graceland Plaza to the mansion across the street. Ed and Jesse stood in line waiting their turn, chatting as they waited. When their shuttle pulled up to the mansion’s pillared entrance, they moved away from the line and chose a pathway lined with elaborate floral displays lovingly placed there by fan clubs and individuals. They slowly strolled over to the garden and the Presley family gravesite. Elvis’s grave was heaped to overflowing with stuffed animals and bouquets of flowers. They watched as women wept openly, husbands and boyfriends prodding them along.
As he reverently approached the grave plaques, Ed noticed a peculiar sorrow sweeping over Jesse’s features. In particular, Gladys Presley’s plaque seemed to touch him deeply. Most visitors gravitated to The King’s plaque, but Jesse immediately headed for Gladys’s. He then walked softly over to Vernon Presley’s plaque and stood there silently for a few moments. He all but ignored Elvis’s resting place, which Ed found rather interesting, if not downright bizarre. He stood quietly with his head bowed, lips moving, as though he were praying some silent, sacred prayer. After what seemed to be an eternity, Jesse turned to Ed and whispered, “You want to go over to the plaza for a coffee?”
“Sounds good to me,” Ed said, who congratulated himself on the fact that he couldn’t recall how long it had been since his lips last touched a drop of alcohol.
Jesse suggested lunch so they headed into Rockabilly’s Diner. After they were seated, an attractive waitress in her mid thirties came by to take their order. Ed couldn’t help feeling that there was something baffling about her reaction to Jesse. The man was strikingly handsome—there was no doubt about that. Still, there was something almost ethereal about the effect he was having on this much younger woman. The pretty brunette smiled broadly, flashing perfect white teeth as she pulled out her pad, cocked her hip—”I’m Becky!”—and almost brazenly started flirting with him. After a few minutes of back and forth bantering, Jesse had her giggling like a mesmerized schoolgirl.
When Ed, who knew what he wanted to order, cleared his throat, Becky shot him a glance that instantly made him feel like a rude and unwelcome intruder. As she turned her attention back to Jesse, her glare melted to a soft attentive flicker. He smiled and said he was very tempted to have the “Heart Attack Snack”—the “Number Three Special,” the “Fried Peanut Butter and Mashed Banana Sandwich,” but instead he would settle for the “Tuna Wrap.” Becky laughed openly, jotted down his order and finally turned to Ed, her mouth flattening to a no-nonsense line. Well, he lilted, patting his chest, he would start with a double Jack Daniels on the rocks—and asked Jesse if he was going to have something from the bar.
Jesse arched an eyebrow. “It’s way too early for me, son,” and ordered a coffee.
“You gonna have something to eat with that?” Becky abruptly turned to Ed, resenting every second.
“Yeah,” scowled Ed, “I’ll have the meat loaf.” As an afterthought, he asked if the meatloaf they served here happened to be Elvis’s favorite—the one Priscilla talked about on the guided tour and the one that he ate every day for a month. Becky offhandedly assured Ed that yes, it was indeed the same recipe, her eyes never leaving Jesse’s. With a reluctant parting smile and a wink, she turned and left.
Ed, his ego bruised, looked over at Jesse who was smiling back at him.
“You always get that kind of reaction from women?” he asked.
“Yup. Pretty much,” Jesse replied casually.
The two had been making small talk, getting to know one another, when Ed noticed a man in a red striped T-shirt sitting with a woman in a blue tank top blaring I’ve Been to Graceland! a few tables away, looking and pointing in their direction and whispering back and forth.
“Jesse,” he whispered, “There’s a couple sitting a few tables away who keep staring over here like they recognize one of us. Be discreet, but try to take a look over there and tell me if they look familiar to you.”
Jesse turned in his chair and took a casual look in the direction of the couple. The pair immediately smiled and nodded to him. He smiled and nodded in return, the epitome of courtesy, looked back at Ed and shrugged. “Nope, I don’t know ’em.”
A few minutes later the man in the red striped T-shirt came over and mumbled something about he and his wife having come all the way from Nebraska to visit Graceland. “I know this will sound real strange, sir,” continued the man, “but I feel as if I’ve met you before. You’ve never been to Nebraska, have you?”
Jesse smiled politely and said, no, he didn’t think they had ever met and no, he hadn’t ever been to Nebraska. “But that’s quite alright, sir, I get that a lot.” The man apologized and went back to his table shaking his head. Ed paused, realizing that he had felt the same way when they first met. There was definitely something familiar about Jesse—the kind of familiarity that made you feel as if you’d known him all your life.
The waitress returned with their beverages, placed the tray on the table as she gave Jesse a big smile and left. Jesse looked at Ed and shrugged. Ed just shook his head.
“Where are you staying?” Ed asked, taking a large sip of his Jack Daniels.
“I’m checked in at the Heartbreak Hotel,” said Jesse, “You?”
“The Heartbreak Hotel? Seriously?”
“Yup! Stayin’ in the ‘Burnin’ Love’ suite.”
“I’ll have to talk to my travel agent, she didn’t even mention a Heartbreak Hotel.”
“Just down the road,” said Jesse, “down at the end of—”
“Lonely street!” Ed said, finishing the line. They both laughed. “I’m at the Wyndham Hotel, by the way. How long are you here for?”
“Couple of days, I reckon. You?”
“I think a couple of days should do it for me, too,”
“You an Elvis fan?” asked Jesse.
“Not exactly,” Ed said, taking another sip of his drink, “I admired the man’s talent and his great contribution to the entertainment industry. I mean, I can’t imagine what the world of rock and roll would have been like without him—but I wouldn’t call myself a fan.” He looked around at the exuberant faces packing the diner, “I mean, not when I compare myself to this crowd.”
Jessie looked around and smiled, “I know what you mean.” Turning back to Ed, he asked, “What kind of work do you do?”
“I’m a journalist.”
Jesse leaned in closer. “A journalist? Now that’s real interestin’. You doin’ a story on Elvis?”
“No,” Ed said. “I’m here doing some research on . . . ” He left his sentence hanging as he took another sip.
Jesse prompted him, “On what?”
“Well, this probably sounds insane, but . . . ” Jesse leaned back in his chair and grinned, “I’m listenin’!”
“The tabloid I write for . . . ”
“Tabloid?” interrupted Jesse, “You mean like the ones they have at the supermarket check-out?”
Well, Ed thought, so much for the dignified profession of journalism. “Yes, but I’m . . . ” He wished he could defend the dignity of his quest before realizing that he’d better just say what he had to say and move on. “Anyway, my editor sent me here to check out a tip he received about . . . ” he paused again. There was no way to introduce what he was about to say without sounding as if he’d just wandered in from the funny farm.
“Yeah . . . ?” said Jesse, his eyes encouraging Ed.
“My editor received a tip from an anonymous caller saying that Elvis’s pink Cadillac—the one we just saw on display—may not be the real one. Somebody might have switched the real one for a fake,” he finally blurted out. Ed then saw something that made him stop in his tracks. If Ed hadn’t been observing closely he would have missed it—but years of conducting personal interviews had developed in him an innate sense of body language, from changes in posture right down to the microscopic nuances of facial expressions. The flickering, slightly stormy emotions in Jesse’s eyes told him he had just touched on a nerve.
Jesse recovered and said, almost too casually, “Now ain’t that somethin’. You figure it might be true?”
“I don’t know,” answered Ed.
“Man, with the tight security around here, you really think that’d be possible?”
“That’s what I’m here to investigate.”
“Right.” Jesse nodded thoughtfully.
After a slight lull in the conversation, Ed asked, “Can I ask what do you do? Are you retired?”
Jesse hesitated. Then with a light but audible sigh he said, “I’m a sheriff with the Ness County Sheriff’s office back in Kansas.”
“Now that’s interesting,” Ed said, raising his eyebrows. “Are you here on official business, Sheriff?”
“Not official police business,” said Jesse, cautiously. “But I am here to do some—well, you might call it personal research. Sort of on my own.”
“Are you writing a book?” Ed asked.
At that moment the waitress arrived with their orders and Jesse’s cell phone went off, sparing him from having to answer the question. Jesse looked around, expecting one of the many diner patrons to answer the twinkling buzz and gradually realized it was his. Thanks to Gabi, he had become one of those cell phone users he was always complaining about. He gave Ed an embarrassed look, reached down into his cowboy boot and extracted a brand new, razor thin, hi-tech sliver of metal.
When Ed shot him a curious smile Jesse responded with, “Picked up that idea from Elvis. Did you know he used to keep a small derringer in his boot?” Jesse flipped open the palm-sized device and said, “Hello?” He listened for a few moments before miming to Ed, “—the office!” before he walked away from the booth to take his call outside.
While Sheriff Jesse was gone the couple Ed had noticed before came over on their way to the exit. The man in the red striped T-shirt Ed asked if he would please pass a message on to his friend. Sure, nodded Ed. They had finally figured out where they thought they had seen Jesse before: “He’s a dead ringer for a doctor we met in Lincoln, Nebraska, some years ago. Helped our daughter through a serious drug problem. Obviously a case of mistaken identity.” When they asked Ed if he would kindly pass along their apologies, he assured them he would.
Sheriff Jesse came back to the table, sat down and eyed the huge slab of meatloaf swimming in thick brown gravy propped in front of Ed. Jesse shook his head: “With a diet like that, no wonder Elvis had stomach problems.”
When they finished lunch the sheriff insisted on paying the bill. Walking outside he remarked to Ed that perhaps they would see each other around in the next day or so. Ed replied that he was heading back to his room at the Wyndham Hotel to take a nap and prepare himself for the Candlelight Vigil, an event held each year on the evening of August 16th, the anniversary of Elvis’s death. The sheriff said that sounded like such a fine idea, he might just do the same. They shook hands and went their separate ways.
****
A while later the sheriff was lost in thought, standing in front of the pink Cadillac when Ed walked up behind him. “Let me take a shot in the dark here,” Ed said. “Could it be that you and I are here for the same reason?”
The sheriff turned quickly, and like a kid who had just been caught with his hand in the cookie jar, he grinned sheepishly. “Son,” he said, slowly nodding his head, “I think there’s a real good chance we are. Maybe we can go somewhere private and talk.”
“So,” Ed said, as they strolled around the Graceland Plaza. “Why are you interested in Elvis’s Cadillac?”
Jesse told Ed the story of how he had recently pulled over a pink 1955 Cadillac for speeding back in Bazine; about how he took the driver, an Elvis impersonator, back to the station; about how he had this gut feeling about the car. It wasn’t until he mentioned the driver’s name, John Fitzgerald, that Ed froze dead in his tracks.
“What did this John Fitzgerald look like?”
Sheriff Jesse wondered where this was going. Nevertheless, he rambled off a rough description of the guy he had pulled over. Ed asked him if the man had a receding hairline with a comb-over.
“Hard to tell,” Jesse said, “He was wearing an Elvis wig. His license said he was from Philadelphia.” He turned to Ed. “You mentioned that you’re from Philadelphia. You think you might know this guy?”
Ed hesitated. The sheriff had his own experienced lock on detecting body language and facial movements. That hesitation was all he needed.
“Ed! Why don’t me and you stop playin’ games here?” said the sheriff. “If the Cadillac was stolen, it’s important to me to learn why—for my own reasons. Look,” he implored, “as long as we’re both here for the same purpose, why don’t we team up?”
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