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         Praise for Rod Reynolds:

         
             

         

         ‘There are echoes of Chandler in washed-up journalist Charlie Yates’s terse, cynical narration but this is more than a mere pastiche: it’s subtle, original and enthralling.’ Jake Kerridge, Sunday Express, on The Dark Inside

         
             

         

         ‘Although Rod Reynolds set the bar extraordinarily high for himself with his debut novel, The Dark Inside, it’s fair to say that his second book more than lives up to the promise of its predecessor … Smart plotting, immaculate research, a tersely precise style and a protagonist with a touch of the knight-errant about him add up to pitch-perfect American noir.’ Laura Wilson, Guardian, on Black Night Falling
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            CHAPTER ONE

         

         DECEMBER 1946

         No one wanted to say it to me, that the girls were dead. But I knew.

         Maybe the desperation showed on my face. No one wants to disappoint a zealot when he’s coming at you, demanding answers and looking for a sign that his search isn’t futile. The ninth day since they went missing, and every street rat and lowlife I could collar told me just enough to get me off their back: no clue/they probably split town/I’ll ask around. Walked out thinking they’d soaped me and that I didn’t know how this would end, the same as ever – two broken bodies in a funeral home or some godforsaken alley in this bullshit City of Angels.

         Sunlight came at me between two buildings; late afternoon, already low in the sky – winter’s touch on an otherwise bright day. I bought a newspaper from a vendor, leaned against the wall and pretended to skim the headlines, front and back. I’d already been through it for real that morning, found no mention of them. Now it was just cover to scope the diner across the street. The joint was a corner dive on North La Brea, name of Wilt’s, nothing going for it save for the pretty broad dressed in Mexican getup out front, peddling the brisket special and looking like she’d sooner be someplace else. 

         Most everything I’d done so far was conducted in the hours of darkness; this was the first daylight meet I’d risked. Not my choice, but short notice was Whitey’s condition when we’d arranged it that morning. Whitey Lufkins – a lifetime losing gambler who stemmed his losses turning snitch for anyone with enough green. I knew him from my stint at the LA Times when he was a bottom-rung stop for every legman looking for street talk. Now that same street talk held that he was in over his head with his bookmaker – and his readiness to meet suggested it was true. He didn’t know it’d be me on the other side of the table, though; caution came first. Whitey thought he was seeing a private dick on the missing girls’ trail; I had to ask Lizzie to make the calls to set it up, and she played the dispassionate secretary without much call for pretence.

         I was early but I spotted Whitey through the window, already inside. I stayed where I was, waiting and watching, looking for anything out of place. It was automatic now, had been since we returned to LA three weeks before.

         I’d felt it as soon as we set foot back in the county, and Lizzie the same. It’d taken less than a day to confirm that Bugsy Siegel was searching for us. Buck Acheson, my editor at the Pacific Journal, was the one to break the news; a rushed call from a payphone on Wilshire the day we got back, Buck saying he’d picked up on it a week before, while Lizzie and I were still upstate. His voice, his words – he played it all as low key as he could in the circumstance, but his sign off was resounding: ‘I’m pleased you’re back and your job’s still yours if you want it, but Charlie, it’s best if you stay away from the offices for now.’ Buck wasn’t one to worry for himself, so the meaning was clear: don’t make it easy for him to find me. 

         The city that used to be mine, and now I couldn’t move for looking over my shoulder.

         I let five minutes go by. Whitey fidgeted with his cup and checked his watch twice. Two men left the diner but no one else went in. About half the tables were occupied, more seated along the counter. No one that worried me on first glance, but who the hell knew any more? After Hot Springs. After Texarkana—

         Whitey checked his watch again, looked ready to bail. I cracked my knuckles and crossed the street, went inside. He was facing the door, saw me as soon as I did. He had a pallor about him, where the name came from, but worse than I remembered and accentuated now by pockmarks on his cheeks. He made to get up then stopped himself halfway, caught in two minds. I slid in opposite him.

         ‘Charlie?’

         ‘Have a seat.’

         He glanced around as if looking for his real guest, then slid down the backrest, realisation dawning. ‘You a gumshoe now, or am I a mark?’

         ‘How’ve you been, Whitey?’

         ‘Better than you, what I hear.’

         I sat back, a glance over his shoulder, wrong-footed by the remark. ‘And what’s that?’

         ‘You don’t need me to tell you. It’s on your face.’

         ‘Make like I’m dumb.’

         ‘You must be. Being in town when he’s looking for you.’

         I shrugged. ‘I’m not a hard man to find.’

         ‘You ought to reconsider that.’

         I traced a line across the table. ‘I didn’t come here to talk about Bugsy Siegel.’ 

         ‘No?’ He showed real surprise. ‘Hard to believe you got bigger troubles.’

         ‘How’s your luck with the horses?’

         He set his cup down on the Formica. ‘Some days are better than others.’

         I took my money clip out – two tens and a twenty wrapped around a wad of ones to pad the roll. ‘I’m looking for information on a couple women. Hollywood-dreamer types.’

         He made a point of not looking at the cash, a stool pigeon in a fraying suit clinging to the remnants of his pride. ‘I don’t know Hollywood from dirt.’

         ‘They were fresh off the bus. They were living in a boarding house in Leimert Park. Nancy Hill and Julie Desjardins.’

         He half-smiled. ‘Julie Desjardins from Kansas – sure. Real names?’

         ‘I don’t know.’

         ‘These are the missing dames your woman called me about?’

         I nodded. ‘They’ve been gone more than a week.’

         ‘Were they turning tricks?’

         My arms tensed.

         ‘What?’ he said. ‘How else would I hear anything about a couple starlets?’

         I closed my eyes and flattened my free hand on the table again. The question was a fair one. ‘The names mean anything to you or not?’

         ‘Not. But you must’ve figured that, so my guess is you want me to ask around.’

         I peeled a ten off.

         He shook his head, held up two fingers. I breathed out through my nose and peeled the other one off. 

         He rolled them tight and pocketed them. ‘What are they to you anyway?’

         It was Lizzie’s question to me, word for word. I gave him the easy answer. ‘It’s for a story.’

         ‘Still working that side of the street. On whose dime?’

         I didn’t like the question and on reflex I checked the window. A Packard with blue trim cruised by. The vendor across the way hawked his papers. Nothing to see. Whitey picked up on it.

         ‘Would you quit it?’ He was snapping his fingers to get my attention back. ‘Harder to come by a paycheck these days is all; one of you’s got green to spend, I want to know who else does.’ He pocketed my money. ‘You have photographs of them?’

         I shook my head, not sure what made me lie. Something about wanting to protect innocents from the likes of him. If that’s what they were.

         ‘How do you know they didn’t just pack up for home?’ he said.

         ‘You ever hear of any that did?’

         He stuck his bottom lip out, thinking. ‘Give me something to go on at least.’

         I drummed the tabletop absently, weighing what to share. ‘December third was the last time their landlady saw them. Alice told her they were—’

         ‘Who’s Alice?’

         I looked away. My wife’s murdered sister; one of the trio of dead that seldom left my thoughts. Blood on my conscience. ‘Nancy. Slip of the tongue.’

         He kept staring at me, his face a question, but I ignored it. It irritated me that Alice’s name meant nothing to him – even knowing there was no reason it should. 

         ‘Nancy told their landlady they were headed for an audition at TPK Studios. They never made it. I can’t find any trace of them since.’ Not the full story, but enough for him.

         He thought for a moment. ‘They owe the landlady?’

         ‘Two weeks’ worth.’

         He nodded along as I said it. ‘Sounds to me like they didn’t get the gig and they ran out on the rent.’

         I opened my hands. ‘Maybe. Doesn’t mean they left the city, though. I’d still like to know.’ It came off weak even as I said it, such optimism long since dissipated.

         He pushed his cup aside. ‘I’ll see what I can do. How do I contact you?’

         ‘You’ll hear from me.’

         He stood up and straightened his jacket, taking his time and surveying the diner and the people along the counter. Then he looked down at me, setting his finger on the table. ‘You’re right to be scared, you know.’ He tapped it as he spoke. ‘Do yourself a solid and don’t be calling him Bugsy no more. He favours Benjamin.’

         As he walked away, a sick feeling came over me. It was the way he said it, the regret in his voice. The question about who I was working for suddenly haunted me; it’d spiked me because I was worried he was looking for dirt on me to sell. It came to me the other way now, exactly as he’d said it: he wanted to know who else he could tap for coin – if I wasn’t around.

         A black coupe pulled up outside – slow, as if it’d been waiting nearby. On the street, Whitey glanced at it and kept walking, head down, and I realised for sure what was happening. I closed my eyes and damned myself, wished it all away, couldn’t figure how I’d slipped up. I looked again and saw two heavies climb out, one I recognised as a Gilardino brother, long-time Siegel foot soldiers.

         I ran to the payphone on the wall, shoved a dime in and dialled Buck Acheson’s number.

         The other hood waited on the kerb while Gilardino came through the door, drawing sideways looks from the counter staff, eyes to the floor when they recognised him. He started towards me.

         Acheson answered. ‘Buck – get hold of Lizzie, tell her to run right now.’

         ‘Charlie? What’s …’ He cottoned. ‘Hell, he’s found you—’

      

   


   
      
         

            CHAPTER TWO

         

         I rode in the back, Gilardino next to me, the other man taking the wheel. Neither had showed a weapon, but they didn’t need to – they wouldn’t be on the street without one. I squeezed my right hand in my left and tried to keep my breathing steady. I pictured Lizzie at the motel now, someone from the manager’s office fetching her for Acheson’s call, her grabbing the bags and disappearing.

         ‘Where’re we going?’

         The driver ignored me and flicked the radio on. We travelled north until we came to Sunset, made a left onto Hollywood Boulevard and kept going, passing the colonial-style mansions and Angelo’s Liquor, palm trees overhead. At the Bank of America billboard, heavy traffic reduced our speed to a crawl, spooling out the tension in my guts; the music on the radio sounded so loud and so raw it seemed to come from inside my head.

         Eventually we turned onto a side street and came to a stop outside the rear of a property that must have fronted the Boulevard. Gilardino climbed out and beckoned me. The driver hit the horn and after a few seconds, the back door of the place opened, a man I couldn’t make out standing in the shadows. The driver stayed behind the wheel, eyeing me in the rearview.

         I stepped out of the car and looked around, bad flutters in my chest. It was a hundred yards back to the main street. Gilardino must have read my thoughts because he put a hand on my shoulder, making me flinch. He steered me towards the doorway.

         The man inside pointed with his thumb. ‘Go inside, Yates.’ His accent was from New York – sounded like Queens or Brooklyn.

         As I came closer, I could make out his face – Moe Rosenberg. Siegel’s right-hand man.

         I stopped dead, scuffing loose concrete underfoot. I couldn’t tear my eyes away from his face, a thundering sound in my ears, everything rushing towards me even as I froze.

         Gilardino pushed me from behind and I started moving again, stilted movements made on reflex. I could hear my own voice screaming in my ears, telling me to run, to do anything to sidestep this, that if I went through the door I was dead and so was Lizzie.

         ‘I didn’t kill William Tindall.’ Siegel’s representative in Hot Springs; it was all I could think to say, knowing they were wasted words.

         Rosenberg nodded. ‘I know. We’ll talk about it inside.’

         I heard the car take off behind me. Gilardino hustled me through the doorway and I stepped into the darkness and hesitated while my eyes adjusted. I looked at Rosenberg – thin hair on top, just a few strands combed back over his pate; sunken eyes, a roll of skin creeping over his shirt collar.

         We were in a short corridor, a naked bulb overhead giving off little light. Rosenberg walked in front, to what looked like the door to a meat locker. He rapped on it; there was the sound of a heavy bolt sliding and then it opened. I could smell cigar smoke waft out. Rosenberg went in and I followed, Gilardino backstopping me. Nowhere to run.

         As I stepped over the threshold, someone smashed their fist into my stomach.

         Someone pulled my hair to straighten me up. Now I saw Bugsy Siegel to my right, just as he punched me again, harder, driving the air out of me. I tried to cover up, but they took my arms.

         He laid his shots in – right, left, right, left. Siegel was a blur, clenched teeth, his necktie flying wildly.

         He hit me one more time. They let go of my arms and I fell to my knees, spluttering spit and bile. He kicked me prone and kicked me in the side, then stood back, panting.

         I lay still, the tiled floor cold against my cheek, clutching my stomach and gasping for air.

         Rosenberg said something I didn’t catch to the others.

         Someone pulled me up and pushed me against the wall. Gilardino. The other two stood in front of me. Rosenberg had a cigar in his hand now and I focused on the tip, glowing orange in the murk.

         Siegel pointed his finger in my face, still breathing hard. ‘The trouble you’ve caused me.’

         He slapped me, a heavy ring breaking the skin on my cheek. I lurched sideways and had to brace myself on a table. He stepped away, shaking his hand like he’d hurt his wrist. Pain ran up and down my abdomen from his blows; I steeled myself for more and swore to myself that I’d buy Lizzie as much time as possible to get away.

         ‘Sit him down.’

         Gilardino dragged a wooden chair against the wall and I lowered myself onto it. I eased my head back against the bricks, still trying to get some air into my lungs.

         Siegel threw a glass of water over my face. ‘I want you listening.’

         It ran down my throat and neck and onto my collar. I drew my sleeve over my eyes and looked at Siegel. He was wearing a black-and-white checked jacket over a white shirt and patterned necktie. He had hooded eyes and his hair was pomaded back but with strands out of place over his forehead now.

         ‘Hot Springs is worth a mil-nine per annum to my organisation,’ Siegel said. ‘Bill Tindall had that place ticking over more than a decade.’

         ‘I didn’t kill him.’

         ‘You said that already. It don’t excuse it.’

         I touched my cheek, felt the laceration. The room was cramped and had no windows. There were three small restaurant tables pressed together along the length of the left-hand wall, a heavy ashtray and an open bottle of wine on one. There was another door opposite, closed. ‘What do you want?’ I said.

         ‘I want you nailed to a fucking tree with your throat cut.’

         Just try to breathe. ‘It was Teddy Coughlin sold Tindall out. He was working against him. Against you—’

         ‘That cocksucker is not your concern.’

         A bargain I’d made with Coughlin, not to rat him if he left us in peace – up in smoke as easy as that. To no avail.

         Rosenberg drew on his cigar. Siegel went to one of the tables and took up a half-filled wine glass. He watched me over the rim as he took a gulp. The room was silent while he did, then he put it down, rushed over and gripped my face, pushed it to the side and against the wall, his finger in my eye. ‘Don’t you eyeball me, Yates. I can’t stand the fucking sight of you.’

         He pressed harder, leaning his weight in, my neck feeling it was about to snap, his finger against my teeth. I let out a cry of pain.

         He broke off and looked at Gilardino. ‘Kill him.’

         Gilardino pulled a pistol and put it to my head. I flinched away—

         No gunshot came.

         I opened my eyes, Gilardino still standing there, the barrel an inch from my skull.

         Siegel waved him off and put his hand in his pocket. ‘You remember how you feel right now.’ He stared at me from under those heavy lids, head tilted forward, his mouth ajar. ‘That’s how far you are from dying here on out. No matter where you are, you ain’t more than a second from a bullet. My say-so.’

         I righted myself slowly in the chair and stretched my neck. Through the frenzy in my mind, I realised he was saying he wasn’t going to kill me then.

         He shook his head in disgust and turned to Rosenberg. ‘I’m gonna choke him myself, I gotta stand here any more. Lay it out, then turf him.’ He looked at me. ‘I have to bring you back to this room again, you won’t see out the minute, you understand?’

         Before I could find my voice, Gilardino slid the bolt and opened the door and Siegel breezed. When the door slammed shut again, it felt like I took my first breath in minutes.

         Rosenberg set his cigar down in the ashtray and filled a wine glass with water. He stepped over and handed it to me, Gilardino looming next to me.

         ‘Ben’s given to theatrics but don’t let that fool you,’ Rosenberg said. ‘He won’t hesitate, you give him reason.’ 

         I set the water on the floor, a rattle as it touched the tiles – tremors in my hands still. ‘You’ve made your point. What do you want?’

         He paused over the ashtray. ‘Don’t sass mouth me. Don’t get brave on account of Ben leaving.’

         I broke his stare, sickened that he’d called my number so easily.

         He opened an envelope I hadn’t noticed on the table and took out a large photograph, held it up. It was a headshot of a young man, smiling at something in the middle distance off camera – a professional job. He had slicked hair, trimmed short, with strong features and a cleft chin. This town, a shot like that, had to be an actor. He passed it to me. ‘You know him?’

         I shook my head, looking at it. Rumours of Siegel’s involvement with the studios were well known – off-ledger financing at last resort rates, sway over labour contracts, muscle for strong-arming the unions. None of it proven, all of it likely.

         ‘His name’s Trent Bayless. His working name, anyway. He’s been in pictures for Universal and Jack Warner – strictly B-stuff so far, topped out as third-lead, but he’s got the goods to move up.’

         I looked up from the photo, waiting for the payoff.

         ‘He’s also a queer with a bent for muscle-boys and a lax attitude to privacy.’

         An extortion racket, Bayless the target. I couldn’t see my part yet, but it was likely the only reason I was still alive. ‘What’s this got to do with me?’

         ‘Which outfit you work for now?’

         ‘I don’t.’

         Gilardino shot him a look and straightaway I knew the lie was a mistake. 

         Rosenberg cast his eyes down and passed his hand over his mouth. ‘Which outfit?’

         But I didn’t need the full picture to realise he needed me, and the thought buoyed me. The pain eased off just a little. ‘Blackmail – that’s what this is?’

         ‘This is you working off what you owe.’

         Which outfit? – I got hip to his question. ‘You want me to be your mouthpiece.’ I shook my head. ‘You’ve got the wrong man. My newspaper will never run a smear story.’

         ‘Then you better convince him to pay.’

         I stared at him, not understanding.

         ‘This is your gig,’ he said. ‘You talk to him, explain what needs to get done.’

         I focused on his face, squinting in the gloom. ‘You want me to front your shakedown racket?’

         ‘Ben wants ten grand from Bayless, by Wednesday. Otherwise you run the story.’

         ‘That’s three days.’

         He reached into the envelope and stopped. ‘You want I show you the pictures we got? He’ll pay in three hours.’

         I shook my head, disgusted that I’d already slipped into negotiating for more time, as though it were any other goddamn deadline.

         He held it up. ‘Copies are in here, same with his address. We want him to pay, so lean on him hard. Don’t swoon for any sob stories – he’s got a sugar daddy in the county that keeps him in champagne, so he can raise the gelt.’ He dropped it in my lap. ‘But if he won’t pay, you write the story. You make it good and you make it stick.’

         There was a note of urgency in the way he said it that seemed out of place. But already my thoughts had run ahead, to the only way this could wind up for me. ‘And then what?’

         ‘It’s barely started yet, concentrate on the job at hand.’

         ‘There are more, though. To follow, I mean.’

         He held out his cigar, as if thinking whether to answer, then let go of the breath he was holding. ‘We wouldn’t go to this trouble just for ten grand, no.’

         Confirmed what I thought: a pawn at their disposal. Dead when they were through with me. Three days to get out from under it.

         He motioned for me to get up, Gilardino at my arm. ‘We’re through. Vincent’ll see you out. Come back here at midday on Wednesday and bring good news. Do I have to spell out what happens if you screw around?’

         ‘No.’

         ‘Then all I’ll say is if you fuck this up, won’t be just you sees a bullet – but it’ll be you goes last.’

      

   


   
      
         

            CHAPTER THREE

         

         Lizzie cracked the motel room door when I knocked. When she saw it was me, she threw it wide and wrapped her arms around my neck. I gathered her close and held her. She started to sob gently. After a moment, she said, ‘We can’t go on living this way.’

         It’d taken four hours to get to her after Rosenberg let me go. We’d put the escape plan in place the day Acheson told me about Siegel – telling ourselves we’d never have to use it. No more pretending that we could get on with our lives as normal. There wasn’t much to it – as soon as Lizzie got a call to run, she was to find a new motel, take a room and then call her cousin in Phoenix, telling her alone where she was. The thinking being if no one in LA knew her whereabouts, then Siegel couldn’t squeeze me or anyone else to get to her.

         Gilardino had manhandled me back out the same way he brought me in and tossed me into the parking lot. Still trembling, I’d followed the street up to Hollywood Boulevard, circling around the block until I came to the front of the property. Turned out to be an Italian joint name of Ciglio’s; it was a known mobster haunt, I should have figured it sooner.

         From there I’d taken three different cabs across the city, making sure they weren’t following me. It wouldn’t have made sense after the scam they’d laid out, but my fear of leading them to Lizzie overruled logic. Only when dusk fell and I was certain I had no tail had I made the call, finally making it to Lizzie’s motel in Inglewood after nine.

         Lizzie broke the embrace first. ‘Was it Siegel?’

         I nodded and she sat down on the bed, her face in her hands. I dropped Rosenberg’s envelope on the table and took a seat next to her, put my arm around her waist. I took the room in – off-white walls, hard-wearing carpet, swirls of colour to hide the stains. A window looked out over the street, the hulking North American Aviation plant looming in the distance. The two bags we lived out of were set on the patched-up sofa, and the folder I was looking for, the one holding my notes on the disappearances, was there too.

         She dropped her hands and looked at me. ‘I’ve been going out of my mind. What happened?’

         ‘The man I went to meet ratted me out.’

         She held my gaze, waiting for me to continue. I told her all of it, ending up with the blackmail racket on Trent Bayless. By the end she was shaking.

         ‘This is madness, Charlie. I can’t—We can’t go on like this.’ She stood up and walked halfway to the window. ‘What are we supposed to do?’

         I pushed my hair off my forehead. ‘I don’t know yet. My only thought was to get to you.’

         ‘I could wring that man’s neck. If he were here right now … My god, I never thought I could speak that way and mean it.’

         ‘I need to pay a visit to this Bayless. Try to warn him off.’

         She looked uncertain. ‘What about the police? Are you sure we shouldn’t involve them?’

         ‘We settled this, I thought? Siegel owns the cops. Besides, what could I say? As far as it looks to the law, as of right now, I’m the shakedown artist.’

         She put her hands on her hips. ‘What if we were to leave?’

         I glanced at my folder of notes on the sofa, not meaning to, but my first thought in response. ‘We can’t.’

         She’d seen me look and she traced the line of my gaze to where the folder lay. ‘Why not?’ Daring me to say it.

         ‘I can’t give up on them.’

         ‘It’s been over a week and you’ve got no leads, Charlie. What more is there to do?’

         ‘Those girls didn’t just vanish.’

         ‘No. They either left the city, or—’ She stopped herself, not wanting to say what we both already knew.

         She came over to me and put her hand on my cheek, probing the cut there gingerly. ‘You can’t change the past.’ It was trite and she knew as much, closing her eyes, frustrated at not finding the words. ‘If wishing could make it so, I’ve done enough of that for both of us. You can’t hold yourself to blame.’

         ‘That’s not why I’m doing this.’ I looked up at her.

         ‘You’re only fooling yourself if you believe that.’

         I took her hand from my face and held it, the conversation a retread of one we’d had a dozen times already, nothing new to be said and yet a resolution more urgent now. After a moment she slipped her fingers from mine and pointed to the envelope on the table. ‘What’s that? Photographs?’

         ‘Yes.’

         She shook her head, disgusted. ‘Such cowards. To not even do their own dirty work.’

         I took the envelope before she could pick it up, as if letting her touch it was to taint her. I opened the top and looked inside for Bayless’ address. As I thumbed the contents, I couldn’t help but glimpse the grainy black-and-white shots inside and it made me feel complicit. There was a piece of paper folded over at the bottom; I fished it out and saw that it was what I was looking for – an address near Echo Park. I looked at my watch.

         ‘Do you think you should see a doctor?’ she said.

         I shook my head. ‘They just worked me over. I’ll be fine.’

         ‘Have you eaten?’

         ‘I’m not hungry.’

         I stood up and opened our bags, looking for a clean set of clothes.

         ‘What are you doing?’ she said.

         ‘I need to fetch the car from where I left it this afternoon.’

         ‘Now?’ She looked at the slip of paper in my hand, recognised it for an address. ‘Please don’t say you’re thinking of going to see this man now.’

         ‘They gave me three days, is all.’

         She fell silent but I recognised the expression, knew she had more to say.

         ‘Speak your mind,’ I said.

         She opened her mouth and closed it again. Then she said, ‘If your mind’s made up then you should go, there’s no sense drawing this out. But I want to come with you.’

         I stopped what I was doing and looked up from the bag. ‘Come with me? Out of the question.’

         ‘I can’t sit here on my own again wondering. Please. I’m safer with you, and you could use my help.’

         I took a shirt out of the bag and made for the bathroom to clean up.

         ‘I can help you soften the blow,’ she called after me. ‘Think about the message you’re going there to deliver; it’s like you said earlier, he could think you’re the one threatening him.’

         Lizzie came to the doorway.

         I ran the faucet and splashed water on my face. ‘I can live with him thinking I’m against him. I can’t live with you being in danger.’

         ‘Tell me where I’m not in danger now.’

         ‘Right here.’ I dabbed my face, leaving a watery bloodstain on the threadbare towel. ‘Tonight you’re safe here. I’ll be back before you know it.’

         She looked at me in the mirror. ‘Every time you walk out that door, I wonder if I’ll see you again. This is killing me. Do you know what I was doing earlier when Mr Acheson called?’

         I held her gaze in the reflection.

         ‘I was writing down addresses for all the hospitals in the city – to carry with me. So I’d have somewhere to look for you if we got separated and I got the call to run. That’s how I spend my days now.’

         I turned around and took her face in my hands and touched my forehead to hers. ‘I’m sorry.’

         ‘I’m not saying you’re at fault.’

         ‘Close the curtains, lock the door. I’ll be back in a couple hours.’

         ‘And then?’

         I kissed her on the lips. ‘We’ll figure this out for good.’

      

   


   
      
         

            CHAPTER FOUR

         

         Trent Bayless’ address was a two-storey Victorian at the top of a low hill in Angelino Heights, just east of Echo Park Lake. The timbers of the lower half of the house were stained a dark green, the upper storey clad in matching shingles. A single gangly palm rose from behind the house, painted silver by the moonlight.

         There were lights on in the upper rooms, shrouded by drapes. I sat outside for a time before I went to his door, brooding over what I would say. There was a temptation, small as it was, to tell him to pay. I felt bad for the kid, but his problems were his own. Except that they weren’t, they were wrapped up in mine now; and if I helped Siegel and Rosenberg extract so much as a cent out of him, then I was an accomplice. My conscience wouldn’t accept that.

         So the way I saw it, he had to run. The consequences of that were bad for me, but they meant to kill me anyway, somewhere down the line, so whether he paid or not, it was just a question of how long I had. Better to have Bayless out of the way and all the risk on my shoulders.

         I rapped on the door three times. After a moment the porch light above me came on and then Bayless opened up. The photograph was a good likeness – even with his hair out of place, there was no mistaking him. He had on a purple dressing gown that was an inch short in the sleeves. He cinched the neck against the cool night breeze. 

         ‘Yes?’

         ‘My name’s Yates, I need to talk to you, Mr Bayless.’

         ‘About what? Do you know what time it is?’

         ‘I’m sorry, but this won’t wait. Ben Siegel sent me.’

         He recognised the name, but his face didn’t register any trepidation at hearing it. ‘I’m not acquainted with Mr Siegel, I think there’s some mistake.’

         I held up the envelope. ‘He’s acquainted with you. Can we talk inside a minute?’

         Bayless glanced around the street behind me, looking embarrassed at my being there. ‘I’m not in the habit of inviting callers in at this hour. I’d like you to leave.’

         ‘I can’t until we speak. And this isn’t a conversation you want to have on your doorstep.’

         He shifted his weight, showing nervousness for the first time. ‘I think I’ll decide that. What is this about?’

         ‘Siegel’s about to shake you down. There are photographs in here. Can we go inside?’ His face drained of colour and it gnawed at me enough I had to look away.

         ‘I’m not one of Siegel’s men,’ I said. ‘I’m here to try to help you. Come on, open up.’

         He stepped back from the doorway, the actor in him reaching for composure, the tension in his movements betraying the truth.

         I crossed the threshold and waited for him to lead me into a small parlour, one of the walls covered with behind-the-scenes shots from movie sets: Van Nuys airport doubling for somewhere in Arabia, identifiable by its Art Deco radio tower; two lovers on a Parisian street, the photographer’s angle revealing it as a set on a back lot. I couldn’t see Bayless in any of them.

         ‘I’ll get to the point. Siegel has compromising photos of you.’ I set the envelope down on the glass coffee table in the centre of the room. ‘I haven’t examined them.’

         He looked at it and away again just as quickly.

         ‘He wants ten thousand from you by Wednesday, otherwise he’s going to expose you.’

         ‘What?’ His eyes flicked around the room. ‘This is … I have nothing to—’

         ‘Save it. If that was true, he wouldn’t have sent me.’

         ‘You grubby little man.’

         ‘I’m not here to turn the screw. But you have to understand this is serious.’

         He picked up the envelope and opened it. He pulled the contents halfway out and looked through the first few images, bug eyes locked on them. ‘This can’t …’

         ‘Is there someplace you can go to, outside of Los Angeles? Out of California, if possible.’

         He lowered himself onto a leather Chesterfield on the other side of the table, the envelope next to him, its contents face down, halfway spilling out. ‘Leave California?’

         ‘That’s your best move.’

         ‘My best move? My life is here. I’m an actor, where would I go?’ He threw his hands up, stopping himself. ‘Christ, what am I thinking discussing this with you?’

         ‘I want to help. I’m only here because Siegel would kill me if I didn’t come. But I’m not telling you to do as he says, I’m telling you to run.’

         He gripped his head in his hands. ‘What is—Who are you? What’s your part in this?’

         ‘I’m a reporter – the messenger. I have no part. Siegel wants me to—’ 

         ‘A reporter?’ He looked up, sliding forward in his seat. ‘This has nothing to do with Benny Siegel, does it? You’re a hack for a scandal rag.’

         ‘I write for the Pacific Journal. Go look me up. I don’t want anything to do with this but Siegel’s got me over a barrel.’

         ‘What sort of a barrel?’ His eyes strayed to the pictures next to him.

         ‘That’s not important.’

         ‘That’s a hell of a line to take. You stand there and tell me I’m being blackmailed and I should run, but you won’t take your own advice. If there’s truth to any of this.’

         ‘I can’t run. Besides, if it wasn’t me he’d only send someone else.’

         ‘How noble of you to come then.’

         ‘The photographs are right there. You think I took them? Get serious. That is days or weeks of surveillance work. You want to get hot at someone, maybe you should think about who put Siegel on to you in the first place.’

         He bristled, his gaze losing focus, and I wondered if it was because he had a culprit in mind.

         ‘This is too much. Where the hell am I supposed to find ten thousand dollars?’

         Rosenberg’s line about a sugar daddy was too vulgar to broach. ‘You’d think of paying?’

         ‘What choice do I have? I have to consider it, don’t I?’

         I spread my hands. ‘In my experience, if you pay once, they’ll come knocking again.’

         ‘Well, that would keep you in a job, at least.’

         I looked away, enough truth in the slight that it landed. I made to go. ‘I’ve told you what I think. I know this is a lot to take in and I’m sorry for your troubles, truly.’ 

         ‘And now he pities me. Take it down the road, pal.’

         I went out into the hallway.

         He called after me. ‘Did you even try to talk Siegel out of this?’

         I stopped by the front door, noticing the framed shots of Los Angeles lining the wall and up the staircase. He appeared in the doorway. ‘Of course I did, but they had a gun to my head.’ But as I said it, I tried to think back to that room, think if I did even try to refuse. As futile as it would have been.

         ‘You’re a real hero, aren’t you?’

         The spite in his words provoked thoughts of Nancy Hill and Julie Desjardins. Of all the killings I should have prevented – Ginny Kolkhorst, Jeanette Runnels, Bess Prescott. And Alice Anderson. The one I should have saved. The guilt that walked everywhere with me, like a shadow.

         Even now, by staying in the city I was exposing my wife to danger, trying to make things right for myself. A selfish man with selfish motivations, forever trying to outrun himself. And now a kid actor in another man’s dressing gown calling me out from the moral high ground. I turned the door handle, wanting the night to swallow me up.

         ‘Wait.’

         An unseen clock ticked, filling the silence.

         ‘Please.’

         I ran my hand over my mouth and turned to face him again.

         ‘I don’t … What the hell am I supposed to do?’ He sat down on the staircase. ‘Look at me, I’m so unglued I’m asking you for help.’

         I bowed my head, hands on my hips, trying to think of something to say. ‘Maybe I could speak to Siegel’s men, try to buy you some more time.’ 

         ‘What use is that? If I had a year I couldn’t raise that amount.’

         ‘Then we’re back to where we started. You take off.’

         He shook his head as if that would make it all go away. Then he focused on me again. ‘Tell me why you aren’t running. If that’s the smart move.’

         I watched him, saw the hope in his eyes that I had some remedy. ‘I told you, I don’t have that option. There are matters I have to take care of. Here, in the city.’

         ‘So you’re working your debt off, is that it?’ He spoke over me before I could deny it. ‘Then you can speak to Siegel, maybe I can do something for him too. Instead of the money?’

         I felt Siegel’s finger in my eye, against my teeth; the tightness in my chest that came with the certainty that he’d kill me when this was through. ‘That’s the last thing you want. Being in his debt.’

         ‘No. This is the last thing I want.’ He glanced towards the parlour doorway, where the photographs still lay.

         ‘I’ll talk to Siegel, see if I can get him to lay off, but for Christ’s sake don’t get your hopes up. Take my advice and start packing.’

         I turned and opened the door, the fear in his eyes too much of a mirror of my own.

      

   


   
      
         

            CHAPTER FIVE

         

         The next morning I skipped out early, avoiding the conversation I’d promised Lizzie, the questions I had no answers for. She sat up in bed as I opened the door, watching me go but saying nothing. With a look, letting me know she recognised what I was doing.

         I tried to set aside Bayless for a few hours while I worked on the missing women – but the shakedown nagged at the back of my mind, like a splinter in my brain. I reasoned that the one upside of Siegel catching up with me was that I could move more freely now, at least for a day or two, and I meant to make the most of whatever time I had.

         I left the car in the shadow of City Hall and walked a halfblock down to the LA Times. The building hadn’t changed in the years since I’d left. The lobby was still closer to that of a smart hotel than any newspaper office I’d worked at; the giant globe centrepiece held sway, circled by Ballin’s ten-foot-high Streamline Moderne murals on the walls above. I’d always interpreted their purpose as a reminder we were following in the footsteps of giants. Seemed grandiose now. The surroundings felt familiar and yet not – as if known to me only from the recounted memories of another man. I pictured myself walking through that lobby, a time when my cares ran as far as careerism, or whatever story I was chasing at the time. It seemed an inconsequential life now – but at the same time possessed of an innocence that left me feeling diminished by the comparison.

         The employee roster was nothing like as familiar. Of the dozen or so men I might’ve considered friends, all had moved on in the years since I’d walked beats for the Times. Of the remaining names that I recognised, my best shot for an audience was Hector King, a copy editor I’d worked with fitfully. The girl at the front desk called his line and directed me to a bank of seating to wait.

         He kept me waiting fifteen minutes – the forced inaction grinding my gears. When he appeared, I had to remind myself I’d showed up with no appointment and had no call to be mad at him.

         I met him halfway across the floor and we shook hands in front of the globe. ‘Thanks for seeing me.’

         ‘I’d heard you were back in town. You’re with Buck Acheson’s outfit, right?’

         ‘Right.’

         ‘They working you too hard? We’ve got a couple openings here – mailroom, secretarial pool …’ His smile grew as he trailed off.

         ‘I like the beach too much.’ I dredged up a wink – jovial Charlie on the clock.

         ‘Well, if you’re happy slumming it out there, to what do I owe the pleasure?’ He made no signal to move or sit down.

         ‘I’m working the story of a couple missing girls. Aspiring starlets, left their boarding house for an audition ten days ago and never came back.’

         ‘What’s your angle?’ Even by the way he said it, I could tell he was wondering if I had a story worth hijacking. 

         ‘From the Heartland to Hollywood, that kind of thing.’

         ‘Who are they?’

         ‘Nancy Hill and Julie Desjardins.’ I reached for the photograph in my pocket—

         There was nothing there. I patted down my other pockets, trying not to look frantic, found nothing. My brain skipped through the possibilities – dropped in the motel room, the car, the street—

         ‘Everything okay, Yates?’

         I felt inside my pocket one more time. ‘I had a photograph. Guess I misplaced it.’ It didn’t matter for right then – there was no reason he’d know two new faces in a city with a million and half already here. But it felt like one more strand to the girls had been severed.

         ‘What’s this got to do with the Times?’

         My thoughts were a jumble. I saw him tap his foot and it was enough to make me collect myself. ‘The story needs a happy ending. Right now I’m nowhere close.’

         ‘I don’t think I follow.’

         ‘I’ve been working this more than a week and I can’t turn up any kind of line on them. They—’

         ‘What makes you think they didn’t go back to where they came from?’

         ‘I spoke with Nancy Hill’s mother in Iowa, she hasn’t heard from her since the day she left home. She didn’t even know she’d wound up in LA.’ The conversation burned in my memory – a crackling long-distance circuit, Luanne Hill distraught; a stranger breaking the first news she’d heard in weeks of her runaway daughter – that she’d disappeared in a city a thousand miles away. Telling me about the pink dress she was wearing the last day she’d seen her; about the pot roast she’d made for dinner, left to go cold on the table when she didn’t come home that night. Begging me to give her something more in return. To do something.

         ‘Only one of them?’

         ‘What do you mean?’

         ‘You only spoke with one of the families?’

         ‘I can’t track down anything on Desjardins. Guessing it’s a stage name, and Hill’s mother didn’t recognise the description as anyone known to her or her daughter.’

         ‘Doesn’t sound like much of a story.’

         The newsman’s response. The tragedy of the situation lost on a man who saw it only in terms of whether it was good for enough copy. ‘That’s why it needs a happy ending. I’m looking for a favour. You’ve got legmen all over the city – give them the names, get them to ask around. Not in place of whatever they’re working on, just an extra question whenever they’re on the street. I’ve tasked our men with the same, but there’s only four of us – you’ve got ten times that.’

         ‘Twenty times. We’ve grown since you left.’

         ‘Even better. I know it’s a needle in a haystack deal, but it’s worth trying.’

         He looked at me, considering it, and I waited to see what it would cost me.

         ‘Sure.’

         I said nothing, still expecting his demands.

         ‘I don’t deal with all of the boys, so I can’t get everyone on it, but I’ll speak to as many as I can, as and when the opportunity arises. I wouldn’t expect good news, though.’

         He held his hand out and I thanked him and shook it. I held his grip a beat too long, thrown by his lack of a quid pro quo. It occurred to me that I needed his interest to prove to myself that there was something worth chasing.

         ‘There anything else you needed?’

         I let go of his hand. ‘I kinda figured you’d want something in return.’

         ‘They’re missing kids, Charlie. Let’s see if we can’t find them before we worry about the spoils.’

         
            *

         

         I ran back to the car and tore it apart looking for the photograph. The floor, the seats, the glove compartment – no dice. I tried to place the last time I’d held it, but couldn’t remember for certain. Was it in my pocket when I’d lied to Whitey Lufkins about not having one the day before?

         Then a new thought: the back room at Ciglio’s, Siegel pounding on me. If it’d slipped out then. I tried to picture the room in my mind, thinking if it could have been down on the floor – but with the beating, in the dark, the tables, the memory was indistinct. I stood next to the open car door, traffic speeding by me, everything out of focus.

         It was a minute or two before I regained enough sense to start moving, put the nervous energy to work.

         I blitzed through downtown, doubling back to Main Street and working my way along it as far as Jefferson – two or three miles at least. I quizzed anyone I saw that might have an ear to the street: a pair of bar-hoppers still chasing a night that had left them behind, a beat cop with a drinker’s face, doormen at the Rosebury and the Chartham. It was too early; for the most part the streets were quiet. The kind I needed, those most at home once darkness fell, wouldn’t show their faces until later in the day. Still, it was all I could think to do. I dropped names and descriptions but got blank looks and shakes of the head time and again. In my heart I knew the photograph wouldn’t have made the difference, but still it felt like I’d done half a job – the latest in a string of failures, the consequences unknown.

         When I’d exhausted my options downtown, I drove Sunset Boulevard all the way to the Strip. On the way I passed the backstreet they’d taken me down to Ciglio’s. It loomed in my mind; the smell of Rosenberg’s cigar and the feel of cold tile against my cheek. Siegel’s threat against my life. Still, I felt a pull to go back there. Not just to search for the photograph, but from a sense of unfinished business. A delusional idea that if I went on my own terms, the shoe would be on the other foot.

         I hit the Strip and parked across the street from the Mocambo. The striped awning over the entrance brought to mind memories of the drinking clubs in Hot Springs, and I looked away when I realised it.

         I set about redoubling my efforts. I stopped in every diner, restaurant, bar and club – even pounding on the doors of the ones that weren’t open. I gave out their names but also went further, asking about fresh girls on the scene, girls looking for work, new waitresses – anything I could think of might spark a connection.

         It was wasted shoe leather. Best I came away with was a mention of a girl, maybe sounded like my description of Julie Desjardins, working at a movie theatre on Fairfax, and a carhop with a story about a Nancy looking to score reefer from him – which he swore he knew zip about when he realised I wasn’t buying. He clammed up after that, said he couldn’t remember what she looked like. Neither led me anywhere, but loose as it was, I made a note to swing by Fairfax soon as I could.

         
            *

         

         Noon.

         I was sweating in my suit by the time I got back to the car. I dabbed my forehead with my sleeve and started the engine, then took Sunset east to Gower Gulch, making the turn at the Columbia drugstore. The cowboys that gave the Gulch its name milled around outside it, ready to roll in Stetsons and bandanas, looking to catch on as extras in this week’s Western. Dreamers hoping to make it big following in Gene Autry’s footsteps.

         TPK Studios was easy to find, even among the plethora of them along the block. A globe on one corner of the roof was topped with a model radio mast, the company name spelled out in vertical letters along its length; it towered above even the power lines along the street. I parked by the main gate and checked the time again and hunkered down to wait for the guard shift to change, watching who came and went.

         Just past one, the man in the small hut stepped out with his lunch pail and Joseph Bersinger clapped him on the shoulder as he passed to take his place. I climbed out and made my way over. Bersinger had worked at the studio going on fifteen years, starting out as a prop hand before winding up in a security gig that afforded him time enough to study the runners at Santa Anita every day. Buck Acheson put me on to him – a long-time source he’d picked up via one of his legmen when he ran the Times. 

         He saw me coming and closed his paper just as he’d got it open. ‘It’s only lunchtime and you look like you had a long day already.’

         ‘I roll out of bed looking this way every day.’

         He cracked a smile. ‘How’s Buck?’

         I weaved my hand. ‘Keeping afloat.’ In truth, I hadn’t seen Buck in person since we came back to the city. ‘It’s a small outfit, I think he gets bored.’

         ‘He should retire while he’s got time. Take up golf.’

         ‘Never happen.’

         ‘I know it. They’ll carry him out of there in a box.’

         I nodded along, itching to wrap up the small talk. ‘Listen, what we spoke about before—’

         ‘I got nothing like good news for you.’ He righted himself on his stool. ‘I spoke to one of the casting agents gives me the time of day and there were definitely no auditions scheduled for December third. Red River Ride was four days over and nowhere near finished, so most everyone in the place was at the back lot in Burbank pitching in. I wanted to be certain, though, so I double-checked the logs for that day and there was no Nancy and no Julie anywhere on the list. Anyone comes through this gate should be on there; even if they’re a last-minute deal, they’re supposed be added as a matter of course. Studio regs.’

         I rubbed my temple with my thumb.

         ‘Now, does that mean they always are?’ he said. ‘Of course it doesn’t. They pay these fellas peanuts to sit here and expect them to be as conscientious about the rules as I am. And what’s besides is, not everyone comes onto the lot comes through here.’ 

         Another line of enquiry closing off in front of my eyes. ‘How else would they get in?’

         He opened his hand to the building behind him. ‘Any number of ways. But the one I’m thinking of is when the high-ups bring girls in through the side entrance on Melrose. It’s one of them things no one talks about, but everyone knows goes on.’

         I twisted my mouth and looked off towards the street. I’d built a picture of the two girls as innocents, but whatever the truth of what happened to them, talk of reefer-rovers and private casting calls was a reminder they were strangers to me. It was unsettling, making me question the assumptions I’d made about their disappearance. Wonder whether I’d built a castle in the sand for my own selfish ends – one that’d already washed away, and I was the only one couldn’t see it.

         He put his hand back by his side. ‘But I go back to what I said about everyone being on set that day. I’d be surprised.’

         ‘Any luck with convincing someone inside to talk to me?’

         He shook his head. ‘And it’s not like I can press it.’

         ‘I don’t expect you to, that’s my job. What about the casting agent you mentioned just now? Would he give me five minutes?’

         He folded his newspaper, smoothing the crease. ‘You have to understand, if the names aren’t on the logs, it’s because they were never here. That’s what it’s supposed to signify. No one’s going to tell you otherwise.’

         ‘Even if I knew whether they made it here that day – just being able to narrow their movements down some would make a big difference.’

         ‘I don’t know what else to tell you. I’m sorry.’

         I fiddled with the door handle to his kiosk, a distraction to fill the silence while I thought on it. ‘What normally happens to the girls get brought in sub rosa? Afterwards, I mean?’

         He puffed his cheeks. ‘I don’t know, Charlie, I’m playing up rumours here. They get cast, they don’t get cast – what difference does it make?’

         ‘No, I mean right after. Do they ever come out the main gate?’

         ‘Who knows? Unlikely.’

         I took a dollar bill from my fold and passed it to him, thanked him for his trouble. The dots wouldn’t join, but there was no reason they should. The information on their movements had come from the landlady at their boarding house – but there was any number of ways it could be wrong. Maybe she was mistaken about the studio they were headed to that day – easy enough to do. And that was assuming they’d told her the truth; what if they’d been spinning her a line for their own purposes?
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