
		
			[image: Devil Raises His Own by Scott Phillips]
		

	
		

		
			
				
					[image: ]
				

			

			 

			JOIN OUR COMMUNITY!

			Sign up for all the latest crime and thriller 

			news and get free books and exclusive offers.

			BEDFORDSQUAREPUBLISHERS.CO.UK

		

	
		
			

			Praise for Scott Phillips

			‘Phillips delivers a dark-stained noir… But while it frequently avails of the opportunities for violence and mayhem that the sprawling, anonymous Los Angeles boomtown creates, Phillips roots his story in superb characters whose concerns are the stuff of tragedy… Tough and brutal, but also poignant and tender, The Devil Raises His Own is a novel to rank alongside Phillips’s excellent The Ice Harvest’ The Irish Times

			‘Alongside the sex, the novel packs in a bumper crop of violent murders… Author Philips has a nice touch with words’ St Louis Post-Dispatch

			‘The Devil Raises His Own weaves a tapestry that is ribald, affectionate, brutal, and relentlessly smutty. Scott Phillips, master of the historical American noir, offers a fictional but not implausible account of how the blue movie business developed in the shadowy margins of early Hollywood. Prudes be warned – Phillips relishes debunking the innocence of the “good old days”; the tin-type and silver nitrate imagery he evokes is splattered with all types of bodily fluids’ Eddie Muller, author of Dark City: The Lost World of Film Noir

			‘Phillips means not only to write of the early years of the 20th century but also to channel something of their sensibility. The strategy is compelling… At the heart of The Devil Raises His Own is the idea of Hollywood as apotheosis of a certain kind of American ingenuity or gumption, the Southern California booster myth writ large’ Alta

			‘A true California cocktail’ Angie Coiro, KALW’s Crosscurrents

			‘The Devil Raises His Own reunites the reader with Phillips’ most famous character, Bill Ogden, who has set up a photography studio. Surrounded by men and women of dubious reputation, Ogden becomes embroiled in a series of gruesome murders… Phillips’ thriller uses comedic flourishes to break up the angst’  St Louis Magazine

			‘The Devil Raises His Own offers readers a fresh, uncommon world in which hard, occasionally cruel events rub up cozily with big-hearted optimism: a giant bed of roses – thorns and all’ The Shout

			

			‘Phillips captures the spirit and culture of 1916, from the growing infatuation with Hollywood to the interest in the war in Europe… The Devil Raises His Own steadily moves through the characters’ struggles in a business that was still uncharted in 1916. Phillips even manages a Hollywood-esque ending – noir style’ Oline Cogdill, South Florida Sun Sentinel

			‘Taut and vicious… The essence of noir’ Los Angeles Times

			‘Phillips is dark, dangerous, and important… Crime fiction at its best’ Michael Connelly

			‘The unparalleled master of the noir anti-hero’ Megan Abbott

			‘Phillips’s skillful use of real historical events will resonate with fans of George MacDonald Fraser’s Flashman series’ Publishers Weekly, Starred Review

			‘Phillips mixes real events, period turns of phrase, a noirish sensibility, and a cast of murderous women, madmen, drunks, grifters, and fools into a wildly entertaining, perhaps sui generis, slumgullion that might well be closer to reality than readers would imagine’ Booklist
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			To Willie and the Girls

		

	
		
			

			Prologue 

			1915 

			Shortly past eight in the evening on the Wednesday before Christmas, Flavia Purcell, née Ogden, sat next to the radiator reading the current number of Popular Mechanics magazine, half-listening to the piano music accompanying the motion picture playing downstairs on the first floor. She had eaten her evening meal – a pork cutlet and some stewed turnips – a couple of hours previous, alone, after which she had chucked her husband’s uneaten portion into the trash, though they could scarcely afford the waste. Their apartment was entered from the rear of the building and was not directly accessible from the motion picture house, and when she heard him tramping arrhythmically up the back staircase, she affected her best look of frosty indifference, knowing he’d want a fight.

			On first opening the door he leaned in too far and nearly fell, saving himself and a sliver of his dignity by holding on to the frame. ‘Home,’ he called out.

			She kept her eyes on the page.

			‘Dinner in the ice box?’

			She deigned now to look up at him. His fine, thin features had once struck her as noble; now they looked churlish and petty. ‘What dinner?’

			‘You know goddamn well what dinner.’

			‘Yours is in the bin. You can dig it out if you want, I don’t care.’

			He backhanded her across the face. He stumbled as he did so, and the blow was glancing, but it infuriated her and she stood up and brushed past him into the bedroom. He followed her and sat down on the sagging old bed. The springs jangled. ‘I’m sorry, sweetpea. I don’t know what gets into me sometimes. Forgive me?’ He made little smooching sounds.

			

			‘Booze is what gets into you. You don’t come home after work and when you do get in you’re stiff as a plank and you smell like a still. And I work hard all day too, and yet I manage to do the shopping and fix you a nice meal and you can’t even be bothered to show up, and it’s the third time this week and I’ve had enough.’

			He waved her off. ‘Go to Hades, you fishwife.’ He slid off the mattress and onto the floor, and she had to suppress a laugh. ‘I don’t have to take this shit off of you, I know my marital rights.’

			‘Watch your language, this isn’t the saloon.’ She went back into the living room with the intention of getting her coat and leaving. She might be able to use the telephone in the motion picture theater’s office to call her parents and have her father come fetch her for a day or two.

			‘Go fuck yourself,’ he called from the bedroom.

			‘I won’t have talk like that in this house,’ she said.

			‘You are not head of this household, missy. Soon as I get up off this floor I’m going to show you who’s the boss. And you know how I mean to do it.’

			‘You ought to know, Albert, I’ve been looking into hiring an attorney.’ She hadn’t intended to tell him yet.

			‘The hell you have.’

			Flavia had her coat on when she passed in front of the bedroom door and saw he’d arisen, pulled his revolver out of the chiffonier and was fumbling with a bullet. She went back to the coat closet and got out the baseball bat. She’d had it since the age of eight, a tomboy’s gift from a doting father, and had kept it all this time for sentimental reasons. She was still athletic at twenty-five, and when Albert came grimacing out of the bedroom holding the gun with both hands she bounded forth and in three steps was upon him, bat cocked behind her head. She swung it with her whole body, twisting at the waist as her father had taught her, and connected with his temple. There was a crunching sound that made her think she’d cracked the bat, and as he went down to the floor the gun went off, sending a bullet into the wall.

			

			SOMETHING STICKY AND warm dripped onto Ernie Kassler’s bald head. He was sitting between the machines in the projection room of the Marple Theater, cuing up the second reel of A Woman’s Past, a pretty good Nance O’Neil picture about adultery, set in a leper colony. It had been twenty minutes since the ruckus upstairs, nothing out of the ordinary for the two troublemakers, except for what sounded like a gunshot.

			He put his finger to the substance and, examining it in the dim glow of the fifteen-watt bulb dangling naked from the booth’s ceiling, determined that it was blood. He jumped out of his chair and screeched – he was squeamish – loud enough that the pianist stopped playing, and he became aware of the auditorium full of people turning their attention from Nance’s romantic troubles and toward the projection booth. Looking up at the ceiling he saw that a goodly amount was dripping from upstairs onto the nice clean linoleum.

			LATIN TEACHER BLUDGEONS HER HUSBAND

			He Assaulted Her on Returning Home CITY ATT’Y WILL NOT PRESS CHARGES

			She Was Unhappy that He Frequented Saloons

			Mrs Edith Purcell, of 417 East Douglas Ave, last night struck her husband Albert in the head with a blunt object, possibly a fire-place poker, causing his death. The victim had, per Assistant City Attorney Sidney Foulston, returned home from the saloon in the Eaton Hotel, where several patrons affirmed that the decedent had become belligerent and had fallen down taking a drunken swing at a companion, then become enraged at the laughter of those assembled. Mr Foulston is satisfied with the widow’s account of the incident and believes that Purcell assaulted his wife upon his return to the domicile and that she reacted in self-defense.

			

			Albert Purcell, of the above address, was by all accounts a well-liked and successful certified public accountant employed by G. W. Gertz and Co. and was expected to advance there quickly. Mrs Purcell is employed as a teacher of Latin and Greek at Wichita High School and is on break for the holidays. Mr J. Calhoun Runcie, Assistant Superintendent of Schools, reports that her employment will be terminated regardless of whether she is charged.

			AND THUS FLAVIA learned, from an article in the Wichita Morning Eagle that didn’t even print her right name, that she would be unemployed as well as widowed at the New Year. She had emptied the apartment of her belongings Christmas Eve morning, leaving Albert’s behind for whomever might find them tempting, except for a prized silver pocket watch that had belonged to his grandfather and which she planned to sell. The sight of her late husband’s black, coagulated blood on the throw rug next to the bedroom door excited in her neither grief nor remorse. She wasn’t proud of the deed, but she didn’t regret it, either, and she knew she would never miss him for a second. It would have been better if she’d retained a lawyer months earlier, but she hadn’t and that was that. She decided there, just before leaving the apartment for the last time, that she would not consider herself widowed, nor even divorced, but as a woman who had never married. She would have to leave town; some things could be forgotten in such a place, but the Christmas week bludgeoning of a successful and well-liked certified public accountant was not among them.

			

			Her own grandfather lived, after decades of flitting about the country, in Los Angeles, California. He had long ago taught her the rudiments of photography, and in his letters often suggested that she should come out there and live in the healthy sunshine and assist him in his studio. She had always considered the idea as a childish fantasy, but now it seemed not only a valid solution to her troubles but something of an adventure as well.

			Dear Gramps,

			I don’t know if you have heard but I recently collapsed Albert’s cranial vault and though I am in no danger of legal jeopardy I will face considerable prejudice in Wichita regarding employment, matrimony et ca, and I believe it is time for me to leave the old hometown for fairer climes. I am hoping you were serious when you suggested I relocate to Sunny Southern California because I am heading there anon and will be counting on you for employment and lodging at least temporarily. Maybe I can find work in the pictures!

			I will wire you details when I know them.

			Love, 

			Flavey

		

	
		
			

			1

			1916 

			Mrs Chen had taken to her bed with the ague. Bill’s breakfast consisted of coffee, two eggs, sunny side up, and flapjacks with butter and marmalade, consumed at leisure while seated on an upholstered stool at the horseshoe-shaped lunch counter of the local Pig and Whistle. The red-nosed, sallow-complexioned counterman had opinions about the war in Europe and about the role Freemasonry played in the United States’ potential entry therein, and though Bill let his attention drift back to the city section of the Examiner, with its lively accounts of stabbings and burglaries and boarding house sneaks, there came a point in his soliloquy where he seemed to want acknowledgment of something he’d just said.

			‘Is that right,’ Bill said.

			‘You can bet your life on it, friend. They won’t rest until the whole world’s under their thumb.’

			He gave the man a thoughtful frown and nodded, uncertain whether he was still het up about the Freemasons or if his fancy had meandered over to world Jewry, the papacy or the Bolsheviks or some combination thereof.

			He returned his attention to the California state section. A man in the hamlet of Three Rivers had murdered his wife’s brother, embedding an iron spade in the left side of the man’s head, and at trial neither he nor his spouse would give a motivation for the crime; near Bakersfield a farmhand aged thirteen years had taken an axe to the sleeping foreman of the chicken ranch to which he was on hire from a local orphanage, after which crime he turned himself in to the county sheriff; before the eyes of a shop full of customers, a San Francisco jeweler had shot and killed a fleeing thief after the latter smashed a display case, emptied it and sprinted for the door.

			

			A loud klaxon sounded outside, followed by the ringing of a bell, and he looked up from the paper to see a man prone on the streetcar tracks, stirring with apparent difficulty. ‘Looky there at that,’ the counterman said. ‘Trolley knocked that smart son of a bitch right over on his ass.’

			A crowd formed and the conductor came down off the trolley to examine the stricken man, a beefy fellow dressed sportily in an ascot and a sleeveless sweater with a carnation in its breast pocket. At his side was a petite young woman with peroxided hair done up in a permanent wave, wailing with more excitement than the matter seemed to call for. Among the crowd were a couple of newspapermen, one of whom carried a handheld rangefinder camera. The other took notes, addressing the trolley’s victim, who had risen to his feet uninjured. The conductor started berating the fellow, pointing variously at him and the train and the tracks, yelling something vehement Bill rather wished he could hear.

			Approached by a policeman, the dandy held out his hand to shake, which the copper ignored. He then indicated, via the exaggerated gestures of a pantomime artist, that he was physically undamaged, upon which the patrolman gestured to the conductor to be on his way. The assemblage dispersed and the young fop and his bottle-blonde companion, accompanied by the two newspapermen, crossed the street and came into the Pig and Whistle, where they took seats at the counter a few down from Bill. They were in a jolly mood, the four of them, and once they’d ordered, the first pressman got up to use the telephone booth. Bill nodded at the one with the camera.

			‘That a Speed Graphic?’

			

			‘It sure is,’ he said.

			‘Wonderful piece of machinery. When I started out the cameras were portable but you needed a mule to get them from one place to the next.’

			The man who’d been knocked over looked at him with a vacuous lack of expression. ‘Are you all in one piece?’ Bill asked him. He was a handsome fellow, better dressed than Bill suspected was his habit.

			‘I’m all right,’ he said. ‘Takes more than a streetcar to get the best of Jack Strong.’ His accent was distinctly Southern, from Tennessee or Arkansas. He extracted a business card from his inside pocket and handed it to Bill. 

			‘Bill Ogden.’ He produced his own carte de visite and flung it spinning across to the young man’s side of the counter. The actor caught it with a studied insouciance that might have looked good in a picture show.

			The girl’s eyes widened and she gave Bill a big, closed-mouth smile. ‘I’m Purity Dove. Pleased to meet you.’ She sounded just like her beau did; he guessed they’d come west together to be in the pictures, and Bill couldn’t see such a story ending up happily.

			‘You in the pictures?’ he asked.

			Young Jack Strong fairly beamed. ‘You’ve seen me, then.’

			‘No, I don’t see too many of them. But your names sound made-up, like Bessie Love, and when you had your mishap there just happened to be a couple of newspapermen present, one of them with a camera.’

			The two of them looked nonplused, and so did the photographer, but after a moment they laughed. ‘It’s all part of the business. Jack here gets some free publicity, we get an exclusive,’ the lensman said.

			‘Which paper?’

			‘The Examiner.’

			He held his copy up, tapped it and nodded. ‘It’s a good newspaper, but I don’t see how you manage to fill a whole section out of motion picture news.’

			

			‘Photoplays are more popular than anything in the show world any more,’ the actor said, as though that were a good thing.

			‘I suppose they are. It can be a hard life. My second wife was an actress.’

			The first reporter came back from the phone booth. ‘We’re in the evening edition, but they may run it in the city section instead of the motion picture pages.’

			The girl was crestfallen. ‘That’s awful luck. Jack could’ve gotten himself killed with that stunt, and we don’t even make the pictures section.’

			‘Think of it this way,’ Bill said. ‘All sorts of nobodies get mentioned in the motion picture pages. But if you’re in the city section it means he’s important enough to rate a mention as real news. If you see my meaning.’

			She nodded and exchanged an enlightened look with the actor. ‘I see. If some plumber got knocked down by a trolley, it wouldn’t make the papers at all, would it?’

			‘There you go.’ He didn’t believe it himself, but was glad to make her feel a bit better.

			He picked up the evening edition after he’d finished his darkroom work for the day, just to see if Jack had made it in. The incident had been deemed worthy of the front page of the city section, accompanied by a photograph of a grinning Jack Strong that must have cost the photo editor a couple of hours’ worth of retouching.

			PICTURE STAR SHAKEN BUT UNINJURED IN STREETCAR MISHAP

			A streetcar accident this morning at Spring and Third Streets upended one of the Film Colony’s brightest up and coming lights, Mr Jack Strong, whom readers will recall as the stalwart younger brother in last year’s Foxfilm production of A Tale of the Bowery. The wheaten-haired thespian was not wounded, but a patrolman at the scene warned the train’s conductor to pay closer attention to pedestrian traffic before letting him proceed with only a mild rebuke and no fine or order to appear. Our photographer at the scene snapped a candid pose of Mr Strong, who will shortly appear on screen in the Cowper comedy production entitled The Jiltin’ Fool.

			

			There wasn’t any mention of the girl who’d accompanied him, which made Bill a little sad.

			IT SEEMED TO Grady that the trouble with Trudy was she looked like a streetwalker. Which, to be fair, she was, but this was a girl-and-girl picture, and those worked better if it seemed to be two virgin innocents succumbing to the temptations of Sappho, and not a couple of hardworn veterans of the sidewalk groping one another for the benefit of a movie camera. Not that either of them was particularly old, or looked it, but there was a hardness to Trudy’s features, and she turned resentful when told the next shot called for her to place her index finger between the other girl’s labia.

			‘Play like it’s fun, Trudy,’ he said.

			‘Go fuck yourself, Grady, you can pay me to do this dyke business but you can’t make me like it.’ The afternoon had grown hotter than anyone had expected, even under the mildewed rooftop canvas. The sun was at a low angle and the white reflectors shone straight at the performers, shiny with sweat.

			

			‘I like it fine,’ the other one said. Victoria was her name. She was hopped up and game for anything, not really pretty but passably attractive, and happy enough that she did exude a sort of innocence.

			‘Never mind which it’s about two hundred goddamn degrees on this fucking roof.’

			‘Can’t be helped. Anyway you’re in your birthday suit.’

			‘I like the rooftop,’ Victoria said. ‘Reminds me of getting a tan at the beach.’

			‘Roll,’ Grady called again, without much optimism. This wasn’t a goddamned Lasky production, he had to make use of just about every frame of raw stock just to break even, and he was just about to call it a day in order to hire a new girl tomorrow. The sun was getting low, anyway.

			‘Whoops,’ the cameraman said.

			‘Sweet Jesus, what now?’

			‘I ain’t got enough film in here to run but about ten, fifteen more seconds. You want me to change or shall we burn through it?’

			‘Why not,’ Grady said. Fifteen seconds of fingerfucking was all he needed, if it came out all right, even if he had to replace Trudy tomorrow. What did a bunch of punters at an Elks smoker in Fort Wayne care if the girl changed faces in the middle of a scene, anyway? ‘All right gals, make it look like it’s true love. Roll.’

			Trudy bared her upper teeth and stared at the ceiling as she bore down on Victoria’s clitoris with her right forefinger. Though her intent seemed malign, the latter made a face of such ecstasy that Grady knew he had a take. He’d never before thought of using any fancy, Griffith-style business on a flicker like this, but now he had an idea that next afternoon he’d get Trudy’s replacement to do that same thing with her finger and get a close-up on Victoria’s face as her eyes rolled back in her head. Maybe insert an intertitle, something he’d never bothered with before. Something like:

			

			‘OH! OH!! OH!!! Edna Dear! Your Finger’s Found its Way to my Naughty Pleasure Button!’

			As the camera ran empty Victoria let loose with an ecstatic wail, her co-star’s finger pressing spitefully hard, and Grady wondered if replacing Trudy was really the solution. There was something between these two, something that might work on the screen. He considered how many fraternal organizations there were in the country, and how many of them held the sorts of stag parties where blue movies were shown, even – especially – in the more conservative, blue-nosed precincts. Obviously Grady, a man with studio experience, could make a better product than your average moron off the street. Though he’d never considered these stag pictures to be art, maybe there was enough craft in the making of them that a real artisan could make a product that would stand out amongst the run-of-the-mill filth others were putting out. Maybe there was money to be made in a better dirty flicker.

			‘You want me to reload, boss?’ the cameraman asked. His name was Milton, and he was a pretty good operator. He’d lost jobs at any number of studios for showing up pickled, and Grady suspected he was in his cups now, but his work for Grady was always acceptable, and it spared him having to shoot the pictures himself.

			‘Let’s shut it down for the day. Want to talk to you about something.’

			‘COUPLE THINGS WE could be doing to improve the product,’ Milton said over a pint of Falstaff. Grady had broached the subject of improving the pictures artistically, and they’d wandered down Gower to a saloon called Kirby’s. There was a bowl of peanuts in front of them and he crushed the shell of one between thumb and forefinger, then popped the meat into his mouth with a flick. ‘Shoot indoors with arc lights.’

			

			‘With the camera we’re using? That lens? We’d need a dozen lights.’

			‘Not if you bought a camera with a faster lens. One we’ve got must be fifteen years old.’

			‘Just like the camera. Can’t afford a new one of those either.’

			‘Still. Imagine converting the third floor to a filming stage.’

			‘I don’t see the problem shooting on the rooftop.’

			‘That rooftop’s lower than the buildings across the street. What if someone sees the operation and calls the coppers?’

			Grady took a swig and waited a moment before answering. He was still hot and the cold beer was a relief. ‘Just warehouses. Some fellow pushing a hand truck gets a thrill looking at some naked girls.’

			‘What about aeroplanes?’

			‘First of all, the canvas blocks most of the view from above. Second, when has an aeroplane ever flown over that building?’

			Milton was petulant. ‘It could happen.’

			Grady had thought in the past about moving out to Ventura County or El Segundo where a barn might be converted via skylight into a proper studio, but that would involve bringing performers from LA, putting them up overnight and feeding them, or wading out into the demimonde of those locales and recruiting performers, the sort of thing that could draw the interest of the police or, worse, the local pimps. Maybe the purchase of a new camera and some lights would allow him to continue the lease on the Gower property, a former paper warehouse he’d rented for a pittance. The first order of business would be a bank loan, and he pondered what his approach would be. A former director of one-reel comedies for White Star Studios wanting to reintroduce himself in the film world? Why not? He took a swig of his beer and reached for a peanut. ‘Milton, let’s do this thing.’

			IT WAS GETTING dark already as Trudy strutted down the concrete, Victoria lagging behind. ‘Slow down, Trude. What’s your hurry?’

			

			‘Go fuck yourself, Victoria.’

			‘What’s the matter with you, anyhow?’

			‘Can’t you take a goddamn hint? Quit following me. The fingerbanging’s over with for the night.’

			Victoria laughed at that. ‘I wasn’t expecting any more of that, hell, it was just for the camera, wasn’t it?’

			Trudy wheeled around to face her. ‘Listen here, we’re not friends and I don’t want you following me.’

			Victoria seemed incapable of offense. She gave Trudy a cheerful wave. ‘All righty, you’re feeling cranky. See you tomorrow at noon.’

			SHE STEAMED ALL the way home. Tonight’s crossing of the city felt significantly longer than the usual. Even with the sun down, the trolley was hot and her fellow passengers ripe, and the city around it appeared hostile and sinister. Arriving at her third-floor apartment she opened the front door as quietly as she could, but when she entered the dark room she heard a small voice. ‘Mama? The light burnt out.’

			‘Pearlie. What are you doing up so late?’

			‘I can’t see the clock.’ She stood there in the light from the hallway in her little raggedy nightdress. Trudy shut the door.

			‘Did you eat your supper?’

			‘Uh-huh.’

			‘Don’t say “uh-huh.” Say “Yes ma’am.”’

			‘Yes ma’am.’

			‘And you fed Ezra?’

			‘Yes ma’am.’

			‘He’s asleep?’

			‘Yes ma’am.’

			‘All right. You’ve got school in the morning.’

			The little girl got into bed. Trudy got some of her medicine then sat down in the dark at the window next to the table, poured herself out a dose and took it. The tiny kitchen looked out onto the rooftops of the one-story buildings behind it, and as she started feeling warm and happy she watched the night sky, and the stars started forming eddies and pools and before long she’d forgotten about the sound of Pearlie’s voice in the unlit room.

		

	
		
			

			2

			‘Cocksucker.’

			The speaker was a woman to Bill’s right, aged about sixty. He didn’t believe she was addressing him directly because she hadn’t opened her purplish eyelids since his arrival, though her posture was fully erect. Every few seconds she licked her lower lip as if to remove an excess of mucilage she’d accidentally painted onto it; her upper lip was delicately covered with fine white and black hairs and divided by fine vertical lines, and every couple of minutes she’d mutter another toothless, spittle-soaked ‘cocksucker’ and take a sip of her beer.

			His intention in stopping into this pit had been to convince the owner that he might profit from a handsome photograph of the interior of his saloon. A handsome wooden sign affixed to the exterior of the building featured a six-masted galleon and the name the flying scotsman, of a quality quite at odds with what turned out to be its squalid interior, and he deduced that many years of neglect and mismanagement had reduced it to its current hellish state. This derelict contrast excited him for reasons more artistic than commercial – surely the landlord lacked the funds for a promotional photograph – and as he sipped his lager he was blocking his views in his mind’s eye.

			To his left stood a small, poorly shaven man telling a story, a battered derby resting on the damp zinc beside him. He might have been telling it to Bill or the bartender or an invisible hobgoblin, but he looked straight down at the bar as he told it. A long-ago romance spoiled by the death of the beloved in a fall from a horse, filled out with a number of asides regarding poor dead Betsy’s brothers (Alf, a no-account, and one-armed, industrious Mickey) and sisters (pretty Jane, homely Gloria and wall-eyed Edna) and pets (a dog, Blue, and a kitten, Puff, tragically run down by a wagon before attaining cathood) and, finally, her appearance when naked. Betsy did sound splendid in his telling; if she was anywhere near as enchanting as his description Bill could understand his descent into alcoholic despondence at her loss.

			

			The sweaty young fellow behind the bar moved very slowly and kept his eyelids at half-mast in the time-honored manner of the hop fiend dreaming his way through a tedious workday. The more Bill watched the place, the more he thought he might like to have a picture of it and its resident sots for his own edification and amusement, and so he initiated a conversation with the intoxicant.

			‘You the owner?’

			He shook his head with some difficulty, as if struggling to remember the mechanics of the operation. ‘He’s dead.’

			‘Would you mind if I came around with a camera tomorrow and took a picture or two?’ He had appointments to photograph a funeral parlor and a bakery down the street.

			For the first time the barkeep looked him in the eyes and squinted. ‘Of this place?’

			‘I am making a photographic study of the leading saloons of the west coast of the United States and Canada,’ he said, which was only half a lie, as he had made a habit of making such pictures in the course of his meanderings. Few of the barrooms he’d photographed were anything but wine dumps and dives, dismal places where men and a few women drank their way to the bone orchard. Something about the Flying Scotsman appealed to him, though, maybe the light, or maybe it reminded him of a certain saloon in Crider City, Idaho.

			He cocked his head to one side. ‘Suppose you might as well,’ he said, enunciating very carefully in an effort to disguise his condition. ‘For sale, you know. Owner just bought the place to get out of the house, is what I think. Widow never approved of this place. Might be you could get a bargain.’

			Bill’s ears perked up for a moment at the sound of the word ‘widow,’ but just for a moment; this one sounded like a scold and prohibitionist to boot. ‘I’ll be in tomorrow afternoon, then,’ he said. His appointment to photograph the bakery, its wares and personnel, was at nine in the morning, the undertaker’s parlor at eleven.

			

			But the barman seemed not to have heard, having returned to whatever reverie his noggin and his dope had conspired to dream up for him. Bill looked around the room and allowed himself a moment’s rumination. Long ago he had quite enjoyed the experience of running a saloon in a small Kansas town, and the running of it had led him to a peripatetic way of life that seemed now to have settled. Maybe it would be nice to have a spot like this to repair to on occasion.

			‘Cocksucker,’ said the woman to his right.

			THE NEXT AFTERNOON, after fulfilling his professional obligations to the baker and undertaker (or, as the latter had corrected him with a touch of horror, the mortician), Bill returned to the saloon and found the same bartender on duty, standing upright and describing with his head a series of little circles with his feet as fulcrum. It was a remarkable feat of balance for one so clearly opiated as he, and when asked if he remembered Bill and his permission from the day before he said nothing, but smiled sweetly. Betsy’s mourner was nowhere to be seen, but his lady friend from the day before was parked in the same spot, still letting out a ‘cocksucker’ every few minutes, at one point yelling it and adding the modifier ‘lousy.’

			He had experienced some difficulty in adjusting to semi-retirement. His granddaughter had come to Los Angeles after some unpleasantness in her hometown of Wichita and, after a few months of preparation, had taken over the day-to-day operations of the portrait studio he had been running, in different places across the west, for forty-five years. Inactivity disagreed with him, though, and so he’d taken to wandering the city and photographing this business and that, for advertising or commemorative purposes. For the first time in a long time he’d begun photographing places and things that appealed to him visually, just to amuse himself.

			

			Now he set up his Calumet 8 x 10 with a three-and-a-half-inch Wollensak lens, and placed three pans of flash powder at strategic locations throughout the saloon. When he had focused and readied the first plate, he prepared to snap the shutter and activate the powder.

			But just then the front door opened and a young man stepped inside. Bill waited for him to close the door again before tripping the shutter, and as he set about activating the flash powder caught a look of horror in the fellow’s face at the sight of Bill or the camera or both, and before he had a chance to close the shutter the door was open again, flooding the room with light and ruining that exposure. The interloper, unnerved, fled.

			Muttering a curse he replaced the plate holder and the flash powder and took three more negatives of the room that had so intrigued him the previous afternoon and which now looked to him even more a misbegotten hellhole. Before packing his gear away, as a courtesy, he ordered a draught of beer.

			It was at this juncture that a deathly figure entered the saloon, dressed in widow’s weeds and a velvet hat adorned with a black veil thick enough to lead the observer to imagine a death’s head beneath it. She might as well have carried a scythe. To Bill’s horror, though he was not a particularly superstitious man, she raised a bony digitus secundus and pointed it at him. He nearly voided his bladder when she rasped, ‘You.’

			Thinking he might be sharing a hallucination with the hophead bartender, Bill looked back in his direction to see him nodding. ‘Here’s the fellow,’ said the hophead to the apparition, and she responded by pointing at one of the tables.

			‘Here,’ she said. ‘I will not approach the bar of a dosshouse.’

			At this point he understood, or hoped he did, that he was dealing not with a malevolent spectre but with the proprietress. With no interest in buying the place, but fascinated by her cadaverous aspect, he pulled up a rickety chair and, following her lead, sat down.

			

			‘I am told you wish to make an offer on this foul place.’

			‘No, ma’am,’ he said. ‘I only wanted to take some pictures.’

			‘The price is three thousand dollars, as a going concern. Lease, fixtures and stock, all licenses transferred.’

			That was not an unfair offer, and he acknowledged as much, but reiterated that he was not an interested buyer. 

			‘You haggle in the manner of a Jew. One thousand, five hundred dollars. That is my final offer.’

			He still couldn’t see her face through the veil, and probably couldn’t have in broad daylight, but her voice sounded as though her lips were pinched tighter than a cat’s asshole. Her skin covered her hands so thinly that every bone and sinew and artery was as clearly delineated as in an anatomy textbook. One thousand five hundred would indeed have been a fine offer had he been in the market for such a business.

			‘I will ask around and see if I can’t find you a taker, madam,’ he said. He held out his hand to shake, and she recoiled with such visceral revulsion that it wasn’t necessary to see her face to sense it.

		

	
		
			

			3

			They’d been riding together all day on the roof of a boxcar without saying anything, except for monosyllabic greetings exchanged when the other fellow had first climbed on top of the car. It was about four in the afternoon and he was wondering whether the man had anything to eat. It would be a couple of hours at least before they hit Bakersfield. Now, he decided, was the time to decide whether he was friend or foe, and he made his way to the rear end of the car where the man reclined, up on one elbow.

			‘I’m Ezra,’ he said to his fellow traveler, lowering himself carefully into a similar posture.

			‘Henry.’ He didn’t stick his hand out, but his expression was friendly enough. He wasn’t too old but had the polite wariness of a veteran freight rider.

			‘Heading for Los Angeles, figure on hopping another in the next yard,’ Ezra said.

			‘Likewise.’

			‘Got a wife and three babes waiting for me there. Oldest is six now. Youngest about two.’

			‘Been gone long?’

			‘Long enough. Went off to make some scratch.’ The other fellow’s expression didn’t change, but he knew he shouldn’t have mentioned money. ‘I ain’t got it on me, if that’s what you’re thinking,’ he said.

			‘Figure you’d be riding a passenger train if you had it on you.’

			‘That’s right. Wired it to the bank out in LA, you ever hear of that? Wiring money by telegraph?’

			‘Sure, I heard of it.’ He looked at him with his head tilted to the left, and Ezra fought back a flash of irrational resentment at the notion that this Henry didn’t believe him.

			

			The younger man had on a patched-up wool jacket and trousers but a pretty new-looking pair of boots. They were several sizes smaller than what Ezra could have worn, so he set aside the thought of stealing them.

			‘I got some hardtack my aunt made me,’ Henry said, and he reached inside his jacket. He held out a rectangle the consistency of a pine shingle. ‘My granddaddy used to talk about how shitty it was during the war, marching and eating hardtack and pemmican. Thought I might get some money for the road from my old auntie in Des Moines and she thought what I needed was some hardtack instead. Anyhow it’s better than an empty belly, if you want you a piece.’

			‘Well, sure,’ Ezra said, and he knew his instinct not to kill the interloper had been a good one. Here was a new friend, a rare enough thing.

			WHEN THEY GOT down off the car in the Bakersfield yard, wished one another luck and made their separate ways in the dark through the labyrinthine tracks, Henry was relieved to be done with Ezra. One side of the big man’s mouth was fixed open ever so slightly to expose a jagged eyetooth, which gave him a look like he thought something was funny, especially when he squinted, which was pretty near always, and it gave Henry the fantods, a man smiling over nothing.

			He was creeping around a boxcar, checking for bulls, when he felt a sharp jab at the small of his back.

			‘Give me the rucksack,’ someone said. It was a low-pitched voice, slurred and indifferent.

			‘The hell I will,’ Henry said without turning around.

			A blade cut a slice into the back of his neck and he gave a yell.

			‘Jesus!’

			‘Turn around.’

			He turned to face the man, who held in his right hand a big buck knife ready to slice him again. He was six feet or taller and thick, lurching side to side.

			

			Henry had a knife of his own in his ankle sheath, but dropping to one knee to get it would leave him awfully vulnerable, and he weighed the option of running. Besides being drunk his nemesis looked old.

			And then there was a wet sound, and the hobo went straight down onto his knees and onto the ground. He dropped his knife and pitched forward, and standing behind him was Ezra, holding a hammer with its claw end bloodied, and that wry expression still on his face.

			‘Looks like I saved your ass,’ he said.

			Henry looked at the supine hobo, blood darkening his dirty shirt in a quickly spreading stain. ‘Reckon we ought to get him some help.’

			‘Help that son of a bitch?’ He kicked at the man’s hip with the side of his boot. ‘He was ready to take your rucksack. Probably would have fucked you too.’

			‘Were you following me?’

			‘I wasn’t going to, then I saw you heading this way and I told myself “Ezra, boy, you got no idea where to grab an LA-bound freight, maybe the kid does know.” So I started this way and that’s when I seen this bindle stiff here trying to get smart with you.’ He gestured to the fallen man with his chin, that glib look still on his face. ‘You might could thank me.’

			‘Thanks,’ Henry said.

			Ezra reached down and picked up the knife from the dirt, then lifted up the hobo’s head by the hair. He drew the blade from one ear to the other, and then a rapid flow of blood started to blacken the dirt. ‘Think nothing of it, pal,’ Ezra said, extending a bloodied hand for Henry to shake.

			THE NEXT MORNING they were drinking a cup of coffee at the counter of a place called the Pied Piper in downtown Los Angeles, waiting for breakfast. Henry was looking at a copy of the Examiner.

			

			‘Coulda knocked me over with a feather when you said you had a quarter eagle on you.’

			‘That’s what she gave me besides the hardtack. Thought I’d hold on to it until I got to California. Wouldn’t have paid my fare on a passenger train.’

			A harried man with a paper hat brought them their plates. Ezra cut into his hamsteak, carving off a piece about as big as a man’s ear, jamming it into his mouth and chewing with lust, rolling his eyes to the ceiling before closing them in exaggerated delight. Henry picked up a thick slice of bacon and bit off the end of it. It was cooked the way he liked it, still a little bit chewy. He tested the brilliant orange yolk of one of his eggs with the tines of his fork and found to his delight that it was liquid. He reckoned it had been ten days since he’d had an egg, and three weeks since he’d had any meat of any kind.

			Ezra was almost done chewing when he spoke, ground-up chunks of ham sticking to his molars. ‘I much appreciate the meal, friend. Where you figure on sleeping tonight?’

			‘I ought to have two dollars and little more left after this, enough for a room for a few nights. By then I should have a job of some kind. Guess you’ll be sleeping at home in your own bed?’

			‘You bet. Gonna give my sweet Trudy some of what for. I been missing that, I’ll tell you what. Although truth be told I wasn’t living an entirely bachelorly existence, while I was away, if you get my meaning.’ He swallowed the last of that morsel of ham and carved a large chunk out of an egg. ‘Only thing is, I hate to come home without something for her and the kids, and it’ll be a day or two before I can get that money out of the bank I wired it to.’

			‘Tell you what, Ezra, how about you give me your address and I’ll lend you a buck out of my change.’

			‘Would you really?’

			‘Sure I would. You saved my bacon back there in Bakersfield, it’s the least I can do.’ Henry knew there wasn’t any money, that likely there wasn’t any family either, but he did owe the man a debt of gratitude.

			

			THE LANDLADY STOOD in the doorway and shook her head at the sight of Ezra. The bags under her eyes had gotten redder since he’d last laid eyes on her and she looked even meaner. She didn’t invite him in. ‘They been gone over a year. No forwarding. Owed me twenty-six dollars and twenty-five cents back rent.’ She smelled like mothballs and looked like a turkey hen.

			‘If you’re trying to be funny you’re not.’

			‘And I don’t blame that poor woman because you took off and left and never sent a dime. Far as I’m concerned you’re the one owes me that money.’

			‘I went to get work, Mrs Broun.’

			She let out a snort. ‘According to her you went off to the saloon the night she went into labor and that was the last she seen you. Not so much as a post card. And her with two little children to support.’

			‘Three of them.’

			Mrs Broun shook her birdy head. ‘No. The morning after you took off she stillbore a little baby boy. No family to help her out and no husband either. And I don’t know what she was doing to feed the other two while she was still here, but her hours were peculiar. Some kind of night work.’ She gave him a knowing leer, her lower, real teeth a yellowish brown in contrast to the bright white upper plate.

			He hauled back his fist and aimed it right at the upper.
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			The young woman at the door was small and wore a smile that struck Flavia as bordering on imbecilic.

			‘Good morning. May I be of service?’

			‘Morning, miss. Is Mr Ogden here?’

			‘I’ll go fetch him. Won’t you come in?’

			‘Tell him it’s Miss Purity Dove come to see him, won’t you?’

			She left the woman sitting in the foyer and went upstairs to the kitchen, where her grandfather was drinking coffee and read-ing the morning edition of the Times. ‘There’s a girl here to see you.’

			‘Can’t you take care of whatever it is she wants?’

			‘Asked for you in particular. Strikes me as a bit dim. Says her name is…’ She suppressed a giggle. ‘Purity Dove.’ 

			He sighed and stood up.

			‘Mr Ogden,’ she said when he appeared on the staircase.

			‘Miss Dove, it’s a pleasure to see you again. I see you’ve met my granddaughter.’

			She stood and grinned, and Flavia was struck by an odd set to her jaw. ‘Come upstairs and join us in the parlor, I’ll have Mrs Chen make some coffee.’

			IN THE PARLOR Miss Dove sat in a plush chair opposite the couch. ‘Did you see Jack made the paper? Of course it would have been nice if they’d used a picture of the two of us, would have helped me out. But I suppose that’s the nature of things when one half of a pair is a star and the other’s just getting started.’

			The word ‘star’ seemed a bit grand applied to Jack Strong, but he made sympathetic and encouraging noises nonetheless. ‘How many pictures have you made?’

			

			Flavia brought in a pot of coffee and cups on a platter and set them down.

			‘I made three at Keystone, but I was in crowd scenes all three times. I don’t think the fellow who was directing thought much of me.’

			‘Where are you and Jack from, by the by? Arkansas? Tennessee?’

			‘My, you’re sharp. McMinn County, Tennessee. How did you know that?’

			‘You sound like an old acquaintance who hailed from around there.’

			‘That’s why I’m in pictures. If I were to try to take to the stage I’d have to learn to talk like an English lady. I haven’t the patience.’

			‘It doesn’t always come naturally.’

			She leaned forward and pressed her palms together. ‘I heard you discussing the camera business with Angus the other morning. You take show portraits?’

			‘Occasionally.’

			‘Well, I sure don’t like the ones I’ve got.’ She pulled a manila envelope from her handbag and took from it an eight-by-ten.

			‘How much did you pay to have these done?’

			‘Ten dollars.’

			He passed the print to Flavia. No aspect of it met any professional standard, from the lighting to the posing to the background to the printing to the fixative. ‘Lordy. I hate to say it, missy,’ he said, ‘but you’ve been robbed.’

			‘Can you do me some that are better?’

			‘Why not look in the city directory? Lots of portrait photo-graphers listed. Some specialize in show folk, even.’

			‘You mentioned how your late wife was an actress. And you came up with that business about the city section being better than the motion picture pages, and Lord knows I felt a lot better when it happened than I might have if you hadn’t set me straight. So I said to myself Myrna, that’s the man you want taking your picture.’

			

			‘Myrna,’ Flavia said.

			‘That’s my given name. Purity was Jack’s idea.’ Bill looked over at Flavia, eyebrows raised.

			‘All right,’ Flavia said. ‘Can you come by the studio tomorrow at eleven? The sun will be coming through the skylight and I won’t have to rely entirely on artificial lights.’

			‘You’re so kind. But tell me this.’ She hesitated. ‘How much do you charge?’

			‘For you, Myrna, it’s free of charge. To make up for what this miscreant did.’

			AFTER PURITY LEFT, Flavia studied the eight-by-ten and the other poses from the envelope, and was stymied.

			‘They’re badly enough done that they hide a stubborn problem,’ Bill said.

			‘How’s that?’

			‘Her face is pleasant enough, and I suppose she might have been the prettiest girl in McMinn County, Tennessee, but something about the shape of her face just doesn’t photograph well.’

			‘Do you want to take her portrait then? You know more about these things than I do.’

			‘I believe I’ll take it as a professional challenge. Make her a set of portraits that will get her noticed.’

			THE NEXT MORNING Miss Dove returned to the studio, and Bill set about posing the girl and adjusting the reflectors and scrims. For a certain kind of portrait, natural overhead light still produced the most agreeable effect, and he still preferred it when practicable. This was particularly true when photographing children, or women like Purity Dove who sought an affect of innocence.

			She was adept at taking direction, at holding her head or her hands this way or the other, and she maintained a sweet expression all the while that wandered from dreamy contemplation to childish joy. When it was finished Bill had high hopes for the finished product, and he told her to come back the next afternoon to have a look at the proofs.

			

			One advantage of Los Angeles for a photographer of his vintage and habits was that he could do his rooftop printing nearly every day of the year without resorting to artificial exposure. As it was he was able to spend the waning minutes of the afternoon watching the day’s images materialize on the printing-out paper. No longer having the patience to make his own albumen printing-out paper, he had a man in Burbank make it for him from eggs laid by his own chickens, which produced a more even coating than those manufactured papers he’d tried.

			‘HOW DID MISS Dove’s sitting go?’ Flavia asked him in the early evening.

			‘Disappointingly.’ He handed her a stack of finished prints and she examined one after another, brow knitted.

			‘She never shows her teeth, does she? Even with a big smile, her lips are together.’

			He showed her another print, one he’d kept separate. In that one he’d surprised her in mid-sentence for the express purpose of getting a shot of said teeth.

			‘Oh, my,’ Flavia said. ‘That doesn’t bode well for a career on the screen, does it?’

			Her teeth were very small and widely spaced, and her incisors turned inward. She must have been very adept at hiding it when in conversation, because neither of them had spotted it in person. Nonetheless it did something strange to her jawline that didn’t photograph well.

			‘I have a notion, Flavey. I’d like to help that girl out.’

			

			EVERY ADVERTISEMENT HENRY had answered thus far had been filled, except for one as a multigraph operator for the city, which paid only twenty-five cents an hour. ‘And you are, I assume, at least seventeen years of age?’ the examiner asked him.

			‘Twenty,’ he said.

			‘Excellent.’ The examiner was a tall, thin fellow with a prominent Adam’s apple, a remarkably long neck, and a pair of round black eyeglasses. He kept his plump leather chair swiveling in nervous semicircles as he interviewed Henry, gulping frequently as he did. ‘And of course you’re an American citizen.’

			‘Yes sir.’

			‘And you’ve been a resident of Los Angeles continuously for at least the last year.’

			‘Truth to tell you, mister, I just got in this morning.’

			The tall man’s shoulders sagged and a look of profound disappointment settled on his skinny features. His glasses slipped a little down his beaky nose. ‘Now why would you come in here then? Surely you read the advertisement in the paper carefully enough to find your way to the office.’

			‘Yes sir, I did, but I didn’t see what that had to do with anything.’

			‘And yet it was written right there.’

			‘I intend to stay in Los Angeles.’

			‘That’s not what it says! It says, and I quote verbatim’ – he picked up his own copy of the Examiner, which was open to the classified pages, his own notice circled in pencil – ‘‘Applicants must be American citizens and have lived in Los Angeles continuously for at least the last twelve months.’ Plain enough, it seems to me.’ The skin around his collar was getting redder and redder against the white of the celluloid.

			That proviso had figured in a number of the advertisements, and Henry hadn’t seen the point of them. ‘How about we pretend I answered differently?’

			

			‘Out of the question!’

			‘Well, I guess it shows how honest I am.’

			The man rose out of his chair and pointed at the door with a long, thin arm. ‘This is the civil service and we tolerate no chicanery. Get out before I alert the police.’

			He put his cap on and sauntered for the door. He turned around for a brief moment as he opened the door and saw that the man had slumped to his desk, and it seemed to Henry that he was weeping softly. Folks were different in Los Angeles.

			DR BRADFORD OWED Bill sixty-three dollars for several sets of before-and-after pictures, which he had cheerfully made on credit, blown up to considerable size for streetcar advertisements and reduced for those in the newspapers. The son of a bitch tiresomely complained of being cash-poor whenever Bill attempted to get him to pay. Today he climbed the three flights of stairs and opened the door to the doctor’s cabinet, in whose waiting area sat five of the most miserable-looking specimens he’d seen in a while. One old fellow’s mouth was stuck in a snarl that revealed his left incisors and eyeteeth, his eyes watering at the pain of whatever had brought him in. A young man held an ice pack to his jaw, and a pregnant lady kept her eyes fixed to the tile floor with an expression of guilt. Rather than knock he opened the door to the surgery and shouted Bradford’s name, which startled him into dropping the pick he was using to scrape the plaque off the teeth of a portly gentleman. They were on the fourth floor, and the top of a palm tree rocked in the breeze outside the window.

			‘Goddamn it, Ogden, now I’ve got to get a clean one. Miss Sturdevant, if you please.’ While she rummaged through a drawer for the appropriate tool he turned to Bill. ‘You can’t be in here while I’m practicing.’

			‘You ought to have it down pat by now,’ he said.

			‘Save it for the burlesque circuit. And come and see me outside business hours.’

			

			‘This is business. I have a proposition for you.’ The man in the chair looked quite uncomfortable, frightened, even, and seemed relieved when Miss Sturdevant handed Bradford the pick and his cleaning resumed. ‘Say yes and I’ll be on my way.’
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