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​“Hollywood will fuck you when no one else will.”

—James Ellroy, The Black Dahlia (1987)

​

For James Ellroy, because if I dedicate this book to him, 

maybe he won’t be too mad at me for riffing on his shit.

​

​THE BLACK NOEL



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


One

[image: ]




Los Angeles, California

Friday, December 22, 1944







Danny Diamond was in a black mood. It hung over him like a thunderhead as Eddie Valentino steered him down the flagstone path. Ahead of them, the Spanish-style mansion loomed.

Hancock Park was a neighborhood the two detectives rarely ventured into. The money lived there, the who’s who of L.A. royalty. A Hollywood detective didn’t have much cause to enter such a hive of villainy. Not if he knew what was good for him.

Like the other houses in the neighborhood, the mansion was festooned in lights and garland. Plywood cut-outs of snowmen and reindeer littered the lawn, and there was even a white wicker facsimile of a sleigh—as if Old Saint Nick had decided to vacation in sunny L.A. The sounds of revelry coming from the house could be heard from halfway down the block. 

None of it made so much as a dent in Diamond’s mood.

Valentino shifted the bottle he held to his other hand and rang the doorbell. The other detective was tall with slender arms and legs like a child’s toy. He was swarthy, with a pencil mustache, dark hair slicked back with pomade, and a red carnation in the buttonhole of his suit. He spared his partner a sidelong glance.

“Buck up,” he said in his clipped Italian accent. “You’ve never been to a judge’s house before. This will be a treat.”

“I’m only here because you dragged me,” Diamond growled over the sound of the doorbell’s chime.

“It’s for your own good,” Valentino shot back. “For both of ours. When a judge invites you to his Christmas party, you don’t stand him up. Put on a brave face, Danny. You’re a hero, remember?”

The brass-studded door opened, and there was Judge Benedict.

He was a big man any way you put it—big stature, big belly, big personality. He was clad in a three-piece suit that must have cost ten times as much as the drab things Diamond and Valentino wore. The Santa’s cap covering his iron-gray hair, however, was a new addition. He must have been well into his cups. His purple-veined nose was as red as a certain reindeer’s, and he was smiling. Diamond had never known Judge Benedict to smile. Upon seeing the two detectives, his grin grew a whole two sizes bigger. 

“Diamond! Valentino!” he roared, spreading his arms as if to wrap them in a bear hug. “Welcome to the party, glad you gentlemen could make it. Come in, come in!”

He ushered them into the foyer and closed the door as the cacophony of holiday cheer enveloped them. The floors were heart pine, the walls paneled in lacquered oak. From the front, they could see through into other rooms of the house, where men and women dressed in their Sunday finest milled about in various states of inebriation. Somewhere in the house, Bing Crosby crooned, “I’ll Be Home for Christmas.”

The furnishings in the house were chunky and distinguished, not unlike the man who owned them. The place had the feeling of a new house trying to look older. But in the end, it wound up being too much of everything to be the one thing it was trying to be. Garland and crimson bedecked the interior just as much as the exterior. Evidently, the Judge went in hard for Christmas.

Diamond started when he saw the blonde. She’d been standing behind the judge’s bulk, which was why he hadn’t noticed her until then. And she was worth noticing.

She couldn’t have been older than her mid-twenties with platinum curls and skin gilded by the L.A. sun. She cut a festive figure in her red A-line cocktail dress with a green suede belt cinched at her waist. She was slim and toned and elegant—a fashion croquis from the pages of Better Homes and Gardens come to life.
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