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DEEP CLEAN
In Los Angeles, car washing gets beneath the surface

By Edward Zuckerman

Shortly after mov-
ing from New York to
Los Angeles, I went to
get my car washed. The
price was $7.50, which
seemed a little steep un-
til I realized that this
car wash was different
from the car washes I
had known in New
York City. At this car
wash, they washed the
car.

In New York, my car
had been dragged down
a mechanical track and
sloshed with soap and
water. Then a handful
of unmotivated em-
ployees had swiped at it
with wet rags. I would
drive off toward the
Queensboro Bridge in
a dripping, smudged car
that wascleaner than it used to be, but
not by much.

In Los Angeles, my car was set up-
on by what appeared to be an entire
village of Central Americans. They
vacuumed the interior, attacked the
hubcaps with hoses and brushes, ran
the car through a mechanical wash-
and then washed it again by hand.
While this went on, I passed the time
browsing in the car-wash shop, in-

tra. I tipped him a dollar
and drove away feeling
clean.

I had no idea how
mistaken I

B was.

ack in New York
City, I had worked as a
writer of magazine arti-
cles and non-fiction
books. My most recent
book concerned a busi-
nessman who, I men-
tioned briefly,had once
worked as a chicken
breader at a Kentucky
Fried Chicken restau-
rant. The jacket copy on
the hardcover edition
identifiedhim asa chick-
en breeder. I protested
this inaccuracy to my
publisher.When the pa-

perback came out, the cover featured a
picture of a chicken.

The book got good reviews and
the publisher sent me on a publicity
tour. I was sitting in a hotel bar one
night, preparing for my appearance
on a Dallas morning talk show,
when programming on the bar TV
was interrupted to announce the
start of the American air war against
Iraq. I was bumped from the show.
My book sold 2,462 copies.

I decided to move to LosAngeles to
try my fortune as a television writer.

Not long after arriving, I had an

specting the air fresheners and cas-
sette-tape compilations of Elvis'sgreat-
est love songs, as well as earthquake
survival kits, metallized packets of
emergency water rations, and several
books in the Tell-a-Maid series, which
contain tear-out bilingual instruction
sheets to be checked offand handed to
Spanish-speaking household workers
(e.g., "Please clean the baby from the
waist down"). Then I joined my fellow
customers on the car-wash veranda,
where I relaxed with a shoe shine and
an enchilada while I watched a man
meticulously dry my 1984 NissanSen-
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appointment at Steven Spielberg's
production company, which is housed
in its own hacienda on the Universal
lot. I drove up in my Sentra, and the
discreetly suited security guard as-
sumed I was a messenger. I realized
that this kind of thing could be a prob-
lem in Los Angeles. I couldn't afford
to buy a new car, what with the total
commercial failure of my book and
all, but I thought maybe I could get
this one to look better. And so I even-
tually discovered "detailing."

People in New York City do not
know what car detailing is. If they
have any idea at all, they tend to think
it involves the painting of fine deco-
rative lines on the hood and fenders,
an art that I believe is known as pin-
striping.

Detailing is the cleaning of a car
beyond all reason. It typically costs
$100 or more, and it is routinely in-
dulged in by all kinds of people in Los
Angeles. Rich executives have people
come to their houses to do it once a
week. Secretaries (known, in Los An-
geles, as assistants) have it done a cou-
ple of times a year. The Yellow Pages
are filled with ads for detailers promis-
ing to employ toothbrushes and Q-
Tips in cleaning your car. There are
several specialists in the detailing of
black cars (which have a stubborn
tendency to highlight tiny imperfec-
tions in the finish) and many in the re-
moval of "overspray," which is a
problem you probably did not know
you have. (Overspray iswhat the wind
may carry onto your car in infinitesi-
mal quantities if someone is spray-
painting something a few blocks
away.)

The parking lots at the movie studios
are studded with mobile detailers erect-
ing canopies over cars they are about to
work on (no decent detailer will work
in direct sunlight; it makes the car too
hot to hold a proper wax job). One of
my first neighbors in Los Angeles was
a sloppy, disorganized woman whose
BMW lost its rear window in a crash.
Months went by, and she never got
around to getting the window replaced.

But once a month she had

M the car detailed.

y television agent introduced
me to a studio development executive
to talk about turning my book into a

DETAILING IS THE

CLEANING OF A CAR

BEYOND ALL REASON. IT IS

ROUTINELY INDULGED

IN BYALL KINDS OF LOS

situation comedy. The executive told
me that one of the joys of his life was
that his job entailed meeting fasci-
nating people like me, which in Hol-
lywood is the equivalent of "Hello."
He said he loved my book and that he
would promptly negotiate an "if come"
deal with my agent, which meant, as
near as I could determine, that I would
write a proposal for a situation come-
dy for free, and if his company sold the
idea to a network, then some of the
money it received would come to me.
I wrote the proposal, and the executive
loved it. I pitched it to his boss,and he
loved it, too. He said, "Let's do it."
Then nothing happened for a couple
of months. I called the development

executive. He said, "Oh,

I didn't youhear?We passed."

took mycar to Bill Larzelere,a car
detailer of such excellent reputation
that until recently his business had an
unlisted phone number. He got more
customers than
he could handle
through personal
referral.

The recession
put a dent in his
prosperi ty-the
waiting time to get
your car cleaned
by Larzelere has
dipped to as little
as a couple of
weeks-so he put
his number in the book. But there's
still no sign to mark his establishment,
just a blank concrete wall on a com-
mercial strip in Burbank.

Behind the wall, I found Larzelere
working on a partially disassembled
1972 Ferrari Daytona, a show car
whose owner had recently driven it
for the first time in fourteen years.
From the open road he had taken it di-
rectly to Larzelere.

Larzelere explained, "When a car's
like this"-i.e., driven-"you've got
to semi-disassemble it to get it clean.
You take the bumpers off, take the
grille off, the wheels off." He pointed
to the car's gleaming red body. "It has
chips from pebbles and bugs,"he said.
I couldn't see any. "That's the biggest
problem you get with driving them.
That, plus they get dirty."

Larzelere, with neat graying hair

and mustache, has an unassuming
manner. He wears work pants and a
work shirt with "Bill" in an oval
stitched on his chest. His dogs wander
around the shop, and there is a ferret
in a cage. Counters are littered with
brushes, rags;spraybottles, and rubber
gloves. But the work isnot casual. The
day I visited, a bulletin board held a list
of things to be done to a BMW, in-
cluding "Replace frayed cloth tape
around brackets on underside of ve-
hicle."

Larzelerespends ten to twenty hours
(at $25 per) on what he calls a "regu-
lar cleanup and polish." Treating the
body paint is an eight-step process,
starting with sanding and ending with
glazing. Larzelere applies three layers
of wax from the Brazilian carnauba
palm, rubbing it in with a soft fabric
used in sanitary napkins (he finds di-
apers too harsh). He washes the engine
and the engine compartment, and he
removes everything from the trunk,

including the car-
peting, to clean
thoroughly there.
He waxes the seat-
belt hardware. He
massages preserva-
tive into leather
upholstery with his
fingertips. He lines
up adjacent screw
heads so they point
the same way. He
does a lot of other

things as well, and he does these things
not only to old cars that his clients
have been so audacious as to drive but
also to new cars they bring him di-
rectly from dealer showrooms.

Larzelere's customers tend to be
even fussier than he is. The owner of
a black Porsche was driving through
Hollywood one night when, Larzelere
recalled, somebody threw "something
syrupy, like Coke" onto his car. So he
drove straight to Larzelere, arriving at
the garage at 1:30 A.M. Larzelere was
there (he often works late and sleeps
at the shop). He spent an hour and a
half cleaning up the mysterysubstance.
He has also made emergency house
calls to clients who have driven
through puddles.

I asked Larzelere to have a look at
my Sentra, which had deteriorated
rather alarmingly, cleanliness-wise, in
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THE GUATEMALAN

SCRUBBED THE DASHBOARD

WITH A TOOTHBRUSH

AND CLEANED OUT

THE HEATER VENTS WITH

the weeks since my $7.50 car wash,
and hadn't really ever been much to
look at. It was one of the cheapest
cars sold in America when it was new.
I'd bought it used for $1,700.

Larzelere walked toward it cheer-
fully. "Aha!" he said. "It's dirty. It's
filthy. It's from New York." He peered
at the paint on the roof. "It's oxidized."
He rubbed a finger
over the finish.
"It's dirty, but it's
not just dirty." He
rubbed the dirt off
his finger. "It's
dull, chalky, flat."

He looked in-
side. "It'sJapanese.
Not top of the
line. The fabrics,
seats,are not good.
There's a lot of
plastic. The carpeting's not good. You
haven't used mats." His tone wasn't
too condemning.

He examined body nicks and dings
and damagefrom the half-dozen break-
ins the car had endured in New York.
He was not happy to see bird shit on
the roof. "Some cars," he reflected,
"are used but not abused. This I have
to categorize as abused." He said he
could clean it up--or at least "get this
in as good condition as you could get
it"-for $700. That didn't include any
repairs. If! wanted to cut comers, he'd
do the exterior only for $450.

There was no hard sell. He didn't
need the work.

I I told him I'd think about it.

was hired to write an episode for
a network television show.Actually, in
accordance with standard practice, I
was hired to write an outline for an
episode. If the outline was acceptable,
I would be hired to go on and write the
script.

I wrote the outline, and then
rewrote it, under the direction of a
producer who was also the wife of the
executive producer. I followed all her
instructions diligently and, when I
was finished, waited anxiously to hear
if I would be hired to write the script.
One usually gets this news very quick-
ly,because hour-long television shows
are produced at the rate of one every
eight days and the producers tend to
start running out of scripts after the
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first fewweeksof the season. Workable
outlines are rushed to rhe next step.
Unaccountably, I heard norhing.

Finally, I was summoned to a meet-
ing at the show's production office.
The producer under whom I had
worked was not there, nor was the ex-
ecutive producer, but the rest of the
writing staff assembled around me in

a semicircle. I
awaited their cri-
tique. Had I
failed to make
the story suffi-
ciently emotion-
al? Was the plot
still too complex?

The highest-
ranking producer
present finally
spoke. "Ozzie and
Harriet [not their

real names] are having marital prob-
lems," he said.

I didn't understand.
The executive producer had decid-

ed he wanted to divorce the produc-
er who had supervised me. Naturally,
he didn't want anything to do with
the stories she had developed. The
studio had spent thousands of dollars

(thank God) for my out-

I line. It was abandoned.

decided to find a less lofty detail-
er than Bill Larzelere to work on my
Sentra. Consulting the Yellow Pages,
I settled on Detail Wizard. "Q-Tips
and Toothbrushes Used!" its ad
promised. "The Mobile Service That
Brings Its Own Water & Power."

Two young men, an animated Sal-
vadoran and a stone-facedGuatemalan,
arrived in a van equipped with a water
tank and a gasoline-powered generator
to give my Sentra a $139 car wash.
They erected a framework of pipes to
hold a canopy over the car and began
by straightforwardly washing it. This
eliminated the bird shit on the roof,
but it also exposed some rust spots I
hadn't seeh before. "The paint," pro-
nounced the Salvadoran, who was the
leader of the team. "Is not good." He
said they would do what they could.

While the Guatemalan scrubbed
my tires, then vacuumed and sham-
pooed the interior of the trunk, the
Salvadoran polished, glazed, waxed,
and buffed my oxidized paint job.

AQ-TIP

When he was done with a fender, he
invited me to compare it to the hood.
To my amazement, it had luster. My
car had never had luster.

Pleased by my reaction, the Sal-
vadoran turned confidently to the in-
terior and said, "We have something
for the leather." He stopped short
when he saw that there wasno leather.
I asked if he would polish the wood
beads on the taxi-style seat pad I'd
bought from a vendor at a stoplight in
upper Manhattan.

The Guatemalan scrubbed the dash-
board with a toothbrush and cleaned
out the heater vents with a Q-Tip.
Then he scoured the backseat with a
stiffbrush, removing a black stain that
had come with the car. The Salvador-
an polished the exterior keyholes.
When they were finished, the car
looked great. I climbed in to drive it
and found a greasy (but clear) film on
the steering wheel and dashboard. A
little too much cleanser, I supposed.
Then I glanced toward the window in
the passenger door and wasshocked to
see it missing. Had the men from De-
tail Wizardsmashed it and fledwithout
copping? I looked again, carefully.The

window was there. It wasso

I clean it was invisible.

read in Variety the other day about
two animal movies in development at
Fox. One concerns a pig who works
as a policeman. The other stars "a ca-
nine in a witness-protection program
who goes to live with a dysfunctional
family." It seems the pig script wasn't
working out, but "Fox desperately
wanted to make a pigmovie." So some-
one suggested revising the casting of
the witness-protection picture, chang-
ing the dog to a pig, and that's the way
it's going to be, at least for now.

Most television writers, of course,
aspire to write features. I suppose my
own ambition will eventually lie in

that direction, but I haven't

I quite worked up to it yet.

took my newly detailed car for an
expert evaluation to Bill Larzelere,
who does not conceal his contempt for
most other detailers. ("Some of them
can't even wash a car. You get buffer
swirls. You get polish in the cracks.
That's not what it's all about.") I want-
ed to know what he thought of Detail



Wizard's work, and I was curious to
know what he would have done for
$561 more.

He approached the Nissan with skep-
ticism and a wooden barbecue skewer.
"They got the tires to look good," he
granted. (The Guatemalan had applied
a treatment that turned them a solid
matte black.) "They got the paint to
do okay,"he said.Then he peeredclose-
lyat the windshieldwipersand the vent
intakes beside them. "There are splat-
ters of polish here, here, here."

He picked at them with a fingernail.
He opened the driver's door and found
some glue residue from an old oil-
change sticker. He shook his head.
''This is the big thing," he said. "They
didn't clean the rubber." He ran his
finger along the rubber seal at the base
of the windshield. It was streaked with
gray.He dug his skewer into the crack
between the rubber and the glass, and
it found black gunk.

Inside the car, the news was better.
"It's really pretty nice, considering
how bad it was. Youdidn't have mats.
How much did it cost?"

I told him $139 plus tax and tip,
and he exhaled sharply, amazed. "You
certainly got your money's worth! It's
good for that!"

He opened the hood and examined
the paint along the thin edge. "They
didn't buff through," he observed. And
added, "Whether it wasby accident or
not, we don't know," which struck me
as a little ungenerous. But apparently
those narrow edgesare notorious trou-
ble spots, where careless detailers buff
through exterior coats. "That's one
way to ruin a $50,000 paint job,"
Larzelere said.

Excuse me?
It seems the Ferrari I had first seen

Larzelere working on had a $50,000
paint job from Junior's House of Col-
or, which is another southern Cali-

fornia car institution. And

A another story.

couple of months later, I found
steadywork in television.I soldmy Sen-
tra for $750, $50 more than Larzelere
would have charged to clean it, and
leased a big American sedan. I drove it
about five miles, from the dealership to
my house, and admired it gleaming in
mydriveway.Then I calledforsomebody
to come over and detail it. •

Back Relief
and Relaxation "I'D UKE TO••••••••HARPER'S

MAGAZINE SOLVE CKYPfIC

CROSSWORD

puzZLEs, BUT I
CAN'T EVEN

UNDERSTAND TIlE

INSTRucnONS. "

Treat your back to tbe world's
most stress-free recliner

................

,.•,..,., ...• ".,. ..I."".J~.

••••••••

If you'rea puzzle-lover(or knowa
puzzle-lover)whothinkslikethis,here's
yoursolution!

Adjusts from vertical
to horizontal in the

doctor-recommended 90/90 position. ..
as used by NASA astronauts.

Scandinavian styling
and elegant wood

finishes, with leather or fabric.

In the firsteditionofthe~
Magazine COlltic Puzzle Book, puzzle
creatorsEd Galliand RichardMaltby,Jr.,
haveselectedpuzzlesandwrittena
detailedintroductiondesignedto help the
"puzzle-scared"solvetheirbrain teasers.
Theyalsoollerfivetutorialcrypticsand
an explanationofspecificdevicesused to
solveincreasinglydifficultpuzzles.

In bookstoreseverywhere,or order
throughthe advertisementfor "Harper's
MagazineBookshelf'elsewherein this
issue.

FREE faetory-direct catalog features
36 doctor-recommended products!

Call 1-800-2;1-222;
fax 24 hrs, 1-800-443-9609

BackSaver-----
5.1Jeffrey Ave.. H\19.1. Holliston. \1.\ 01"' .•6

Learn a Foreign
Language On
Your Own!
Learn to speak a foreign language
fluently on your own and at your own
pace with what are considered the
finest in-depth courses available. Most were developed by the Foreign Service
Institute for the U.S. Department of State for diplomatic personnel who must learn
a language quickly and thoroughly. Emphasis is on learning to speak and to under-
stand the spoken language. A typical course (equivalent to a college semester)
includes an album of 12 to 18 audio cassettes, (15 to 24 hours), recorded by native-
born speakers, plus a 250-page textbook.

oArabic (Saudi) # AFA234 $175 0 Mandarino Czech #AFCZI0 $ 55 Chinese #AFM201 $175o French #AFF170 $175 o Navajo #AFNVlO $ 49o French Level II #AFF181 $195 0 Polish #AFP500 $175o German #AFG141 $175 0 Portuguese #AFP151 $195o German Level II # AFG151 $145 D Romanian #AFRMlO $ 95o Greek #AFR301 $175 0 Russian #AFBlOl $235o Hebrew #AFH345 $235 0 Slovak #AFSLlO $175o Italian #AFl501 $175 o Spanish #AFS101 $175o Japanese #AFJ401 $175 0 Spanish Level II #AFS121 $145o Korean # AFQ800 $195 0 Swedish #AFK501 $175

You can order now with a full 3-week money-back guarantee, by calling toll-free
1-800-243-1234 or by fax (203) 453-9774, or by mail by clipping this ad and send-
ing with your name and address and a check or money order - or charge to any
major credit card, by enclosing card number, expiration date, and your signature.

Our 56·page Whole World Language Catalog offers courses in 80 languages.
Call or write for your free copy. Our 21st year.

auDla·,alUlm~ Audio-Forum RoomK939.
THE LANGlUAGE SOURCE 96 Broad Street, Guilford, CT 06437


