
    
      
        
          
        
      

    



  	
	    
	      Also by Lori Adams

	    

      
	    
          
	      The Avalina Jones Series

          
        
          
	          Avalina Jones and the Eye of the Storm

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      The Kate March Mysteries

          
        
          
	          Speak Easy, A Kate March Mystery

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      The Soulkeepers Series

          
        
          
	          Forbidden

          
        
          
	          Awaken

          
        
      

      
    
    


SPEAK EASY

A KATE MARCH MYSTERY

––––––––

[image: ]


by

LORI ADAMS

SPYHOP PUBLISHING

~For my Family~

Spyhop Publishing

––––––––

[image: ]


Copyright © 2020

ISBN13 978-1-7371312-1-2

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in or introduced into a retrieval system or transmitted in any form, or by any means (electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise) without the prior written permission of both the copyright owner and the publisher of this book.

~CONTENTS~

––––––––

[image: ]


Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

Chapter 10

Chapter 11

Chapter 12

Chapter 13

Chapter 14

Chapter 15

Chapter 16

Chapter 17

Chapter 18

Chapter 19

Chapter 20

Chapter 21

Chapter 22

Chapter 23

Chapter 24

Chapter 25

Chapter 26

Chapter 27

About the Author

“I am not at all the sort of 

woman you and I took me for.”

~Jane Welsh Carlyle (1801-1866)



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 1
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77th Street Precinct,

Interrogation Room,

Los Angeles Police Department,

California

February 1922

It was the blood. That’s why I couldn’t think clearly. It was in my eyes and in my mouth. I had been left no choice but to spit twice into the spittoon next to the table. 

Detective Bill Cahill, a special investigator with the Flying Squad, lacked a single sign of empathy. Even though I was soaked to the bone from the raging storm outside, I hadn’t been offered a towel to clean up. The blood, most of which was mine but not all, was running in rivulets bound for my ear, the idea of which I found absolutely revolting.

Detective Cahill slipped a ciggy from his worn case and tapped it on the back of his hand. He lit up and then pinched tobacco from the tip of his tongue, squinting as though deep in thought.

“Butt me?” I asked, offering two fingers for a ciggy. I was not accustomed to the habit but heard it calmed the nerves, which I had plenty of at the moment. Who knew, maybe a shared habit would bridge the tense gap between us?

“You want to start again?” he asked, ignoring my request and blowing a thin mean line of smoke past my cheek.

Had I known how difficult this was going to be, I might have done things—no, it had to be this way. I had to explain myself. Defend myself. Before things got further out of hand. I scrambled for an idea and wondered what my hero, the intrepid journalist Nellie Bly, would do.

She would get control of her damned nerves, that’s what she would do. Nellie Bly would be calm, confident, and in charge of things by this time. If I didn’t play things right...yes, that was it. I had to play this old stick in the mud, Cahill, before he locked me up and threw away the—

“Miss March!” Detective Cahill barked. 

I snapped out my musings and blinked back the self-pity brewing in my gut. I was tougher than this. Sure, things had gone sideways this evening. I mean, I was almost killed, and I needed his help. But I wasn’t ready to let Detective Cahill know it. Not just yet.

I took a deep breath, slouched like I hadn’t a care in the world, and looked across the table. Poor Detective Cahill, he could get so furiously impatient. But who could blame him? I wasn’t supposed to be this much trouble. I wasn’t even supposed to be involved. He thought I was circling the fringes, begging scraps for a story. And yet, here I was smack dab in the middle of it.

“I told you,” I drawled, putting on a show as though I had better things to do than defend myself of murder. “He was handsome. A swell fella. We got along until we didn’t.” I shrugged and hoped he was buying my blasé attitude. Inside my nerves were snapping.

“That’s why you killed him?” he demanded.

I rolled my eyes.

He sighed because I was a fool, and he was tired of my games. He wasn’t entirely mistaken. I had been a fool on quite a few occasions lately, but I wasn’t wrong, not about everything.

“You’re off the mark with those questions,” I continued as cool as an electric icebox.

“Why’d you do it?” he demanded.

I fingered the cut buried within the top of my hairline. There were several to choose from, but blood from the largest appeared to be drying into a lovely matted mess. Not for the first time, I wondered just how spectacularly awful I must look. My dark hair was sticky from rain and blood, and I couldn’t be sure if my eye had gone black and blue. The throbbing suggested it might have. It had been one helluva night. And it wasn’t over yet. I’d had the unexpected pleasure of landing exactly where I wanted to be. For the time being.

My eyes drifted to the closed door that separated me from the rest of the precinct. I would give my best hat to know what was going on out there.

“No one’s coming to save you,” Detective Cahill said.

I blinked innocently. “Are you sure?” I teased.

“Yeah, I’m sure. Now, why’d you do it?” he repeated with a hammer in his voice. He was having none of my games. I sighed and clenched my folded hands on the battered oak table to stop the trembling. I considered things while he breathed smoke in and out. 

Detective Cahill was a straight shooter and possibly the most irritable man I’d ever come across. He was on the tall side with dark brown hair heavily greased with pomade to ensure it survived the apocalypse. His ramrod spine sat comfortably inside an unremarkable civilian suit while his shrewd grey eyes inventoried my every move. It was impossible to determine what lay within his hard, outer coating. Detective Cahill was the best in his profession and could hardly be happy babysitting the likes of me.

With careful and deliberate purpose, I lowered my chin, pushed out my bottom lip, and shook my head gently. Left alone, I might possibly squeeze out a tear or two. He took this as a crack in my armor, perhaps a breakthrough in the classic interrogation process.

Wear them down with repetition. Offer nothing of comfort.

As if I would give up the goods so easily. I was hardly some schmuck off the streets bumping off joes in my spare time. I had far more at stake than he would ever know. When he spoke again, Detective Cahill’s voice was soothing with genuine compassion.

“Go on. It’s alright, Miss March. Everything’s going to be all right. Now, you just tell me what happened. Start from the beginning.”

I sighed. Poor Detective Cahill...

––––––––
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My name is Katharine Ann March, and I became involved in this mess early on the morning of February 2nd, in the Year of our Lord, Nineteen Hundred and Twenty-Two. 

I was a seventeen-year-old senior at Los Angeles High School scheduled to be a winter graduate, God willing. My best friend, Adelaide Wells, also seventeen and a possible winter graduate, had decided to sleep over last night. More to the point, she was determined to spy on my handsome neighbor, and I happened to have the window directly across from his.

This particular morning was glorious, drenched in sun and full of opportunities. Perfect weather could make you think anything was possible, although I couldn’t have imagined how the day would play out. Not in a million years. 

But there we were, innocent as lambs that bright morning. Well, perhaps not so innocent, but, anyway, I was fairly certain there was no harm in what Addy had coaxed me into. At least no physical harm. The moral standard on our proclivities was up for debate.

“Is he shirtless?” Addy asked for the fifth time. We were on our knees, peeking out the upstairs window and across the lawn into Nicky Masino’s open window. “You said he always sleeps without a shirt. You said he always leaves his window open.”

“Jeezers, Addy, have a little patience with your depravity, will you?”

We grinned like a couple of fools. Addy had staying power but I had little interest in a fleeting glance at Nicky Masino’s naked chest. I’d known Nicky all my life. Surely, I had seen him shirtless over the years. I just couldn’t recall a single incident at the moment.

It had been five years since Nicky went to the War in Europe and four weeks since he’d come home to Bunker Hill in Los Angeles. I was born on Bunker Hill, in the very same Victorian home from which I now spied like an ill-bred Peeping Tom. I knew this could be the pinnacle of humiliation. If Nicky happened to look our way, he would see two of the most tragic girls he had ever known.

Addy and I notwithstanding, Bunker Hill was home to respectable citizens. Acres of lush green hills dipped and rolled around an assortment of Victorian mansions and redbrick castles. Each home proved as unique and extravagant as its neighbor. I had always found a sense of peace among the ornamental columns, towering turrets, and sweeping verandas. Parties on the Hill had been elegant if not fashionable affairs. But, of course, that was before the War came along and knocked the fun out of everybody.

I suppose we had all spent the last several years licking our wounds after this thing we called the Great War. Not that there had been anything great about it. Nowadays, the Red Scare of Communism was pastel pink, but most folks still suffered the loss of loved ones or friends. Myself included. The deaths of my two older brothers, Lawrence and Edward, had forever sucked their names from the air. The pain was still palpable.

I shifted restlessly on my knees at the thought of my brothers. They would not have approved of this. Nicky Masino had been their best pal. I should respect his privacy. He was one of the few in their gang who had made it out of France alive.

“Tell me again what they’re saying about him?” Addy said. “The servants. What’s all the gab?”

I shrugged. I meant no disrespect to Nicky, but there had been talk since he’d come home. Current gossip spreading through the servants’ grapevine said Nicky Masino suffered from ‘black moods’ or ‘dark days’. I supposed Nicky had left The War but The War hadn’t left him. Strange thing was, The War ended back in ’18. Nicky’s brother, Angelo, had come home directly after the armistice but Nicky hadn’t returned until four weeks ago. Some folks were wondering where he’d been the past four years.

I lost interest and moved away from the window, searching for fresh clothes. Addy made a soft sound like a dove being squeezed. Nicky was rising from bed, and Addy was rising off her knees to glimpse whether his chest was bare. Or possibly more. Everyone knew that soldiers returning from the War had brought back more than a few strange European customs. Addy wanted in on this one.

“Well, if that don’t give you the aw-shucks,” she grumbled. “He’s wearing a pajama shirt. I thought you said he slept in his undershorts?”

I couldn’t remember ever having said that. Honestly, I was more interested in knowing where Nicky had been during the War years, and if he had any details about my brothers’ deaths. The topic of Nicky’s bare chest was Addy’s way of keeping me out of my head and on solid ground.

“Oh Rudolf, won’t you be my Valentino?” I teased, batting my eyelashes. 

Addy threw a shoe at me. But I ducked, and it hit a glass picture on the wall—a watercolor Pop had painted of Catalina Island. It crashed spectacularly to the floor, and we sucked in our breaths and stared at one another. 

Five seconds later, a familiar thumping rose from the floorboards. It was the housemaid, Trudy Mae, and the broom handle telling us to knock it off. Addy and I had a history of rocking the kitchen chandelier during our many self-inflicted dance lessons. Ever since Pop had the house wired for electricity, installed a telephone, and an electric ice box, Trudy Mae was on guard for a fire.

“Oh, golly!” Addy cried, scrambling around. “I asked Trudy Mae to wake me early. Mama said I could only stay over on school nights if I had breakfast at home. She’s become quite the happy little Kaiser these days. Sorry about the picture, Kate.”

I picked it up. Pop’s canvas was still intact. “She’s afraid you won’t go to school if you sleep at my house,” I stated flatly and tossed the canvas onto the bed.

Addy stripped off her nightgown and wiggled into a thin slip and a long-sleeved yellow cotton dress with a white peter pan collar. All the while reminding me that her mama was justified in worrying. I held the esteemed record for most truancies in the whole Los Angeles High student body. Even more than Freddy McElroy, who was hardly ever there due to his lack of directional prowess. He got lost in his own barn once.

“Where’re my shoes?” Addy asked.

“By the desk.”

“Besides, Kate,” she went on, “you no longer have an excuse to miss school.” She stopped and stared, testing my mood against her claim.

Five years ago, I’d had an excuse to play hooky. Five years ago, two Western Union death telegrams arrived on the same day. 

Deeply regret to inform you...that I no longer had two older brothers. They had gone as silently from my life as if they had never been. It was also the day Mama walked out. 

She read the telegrams, packed her suitcase, and left without a word to me or Pop or my younger brother, Eugene. I was thirteen years old! It was insufferable and cruel, what she did. And then I convinced myself that Mama only needed to grieve in isolation. That she would come back. She needed to cry out her despair with quiet discretion. 

Even back then, I had recognized Mama as a staunch Victorian. Never one to show affection, Mama was not prone to histrionics or excessive emotions. So I created an excuse for her behavior. I had imagined, or rather, I had hoped, she would return and hold me while I cried out my own despair. A foolish girl’s notion, I supposed. Mama had never been overly sentimental. But her sons were dead. Wouldn’t their deaths shatter that stubborn shell? 

I must have thought it likely because I refused to go to school until Mama returned. In those days of roaming the house alone, I lost myself in Pop’s vast library. I was eventually rescued by Whitman, Walden, Dickenson, Twain, Hardy, and Austen. I made a beggar out of Pop.

“Please Kate, it’s time you returned to school. Today? Please?”

I never saw Mama again.

When I finally gave in, it was for the love in Pop’s eyes and the hope of putting a cork in Addy’s whining. She was desperate to keep me on track for graduation. But school was never the same after that. Even now, it was a daily struggle to find the desire to go. Too often, it was lost on me.

Addy was sulking. She knew I was remembering, and I knew she was sorry for bringing it up.

“It’s jake,” I mumbled, plopping onto the bed to consider options. “Really, everything’s fine. Think I’ll go see what’s doing with Mary. Maybe she’s on the set making a new picture.” I began sifting through yesterday’s clothes heaped on the floor.

“Oh, yes!” Addy wailed sarcastically. “By all means, go off gallivanting with Mary Miles Minter. She may be a famous film star, Kate, but she happens to be the snootiest, most spoiled brat I’ve ever met! And I’ve met a slew of them!”

“Now Addy, you know Mary can’t help the way she is. It’s being in the business that makes her like that. Not to mention that vile mother of hers. But underneath it all, Mary’s just like us.”

Addy blew a raspberry. “You don’t have to be a hen to know a bad egg.” 

To add fuel to the fire, she flung open my armoire and pulled out the lovely buttercream dress with a white broderie anglaise panel down the front. It was her gift to me last Christmas. The one I always thought would look better with her blonde hair and blue eyes as opposed to my dark auburn hair and blue eyes. 

The dress wasn’t short enough to qualify as a Modern Girl’s costume because Addy and I hadn’t joined the flapper craze, despite her begging. I didn’t have the interest, and she didn’t have the guts to take the plunge alone. Our hair was long and worn in a single braid. Our skirts were a shocking nine inches above the ground. Well, Addy’s skirts were.

“How about this one?” she asked, as sweet as sugar, as calculating as a snake in the grass. She knew very well I no longer wore dresses or skirts. This was Addy’s way of expressing her dislike for my friendship with Mary. She was riled up for a fight.

Don’t get me wrong, I loved Addy to pieces, but that didn’t mean I would be shimmying into a dress anytime soon. I ditched my thin cotton pajama top and bottoms and pulled on my usual clothes: a pair of slim tan trousers and a long-sleeved crisp white broadcloth shirt. Boy clothes, Addy called them. Not that she was wrong.

After the telegrams arrived and Mama walked out, I went into a state of introspection and shock. I shed my ruffled dresses and fashionable shoes and crawled into Lawrence’s collared shirts and Edward’s trousers. All I wanted was to live inside my cherished brothers’ clothing. It made me feel closer to them somehow. Nothing in the world could hurt me as long as I was cocooned in the scent of their clothes.

Nowadays, I only purchased boy clothing and had them tailored to my figure. They were arguably more comfortable and functional than constricting dresses.

“You promised to go to school today,” Addy insisted. “We just have to end our high school careers together and in good standing.” She returned the buttercream dress to the armoire.

“I will. Right after I say hello to Mary.” I disappeared under the bed to retrieve my shoes.

“Kate March, you made a promise! Besides, we have a French exam today, a Star and Crescent Society meeting, and Principal Housh is counting on us seniors to organize the donkey baseball fundraiser.”

“Oh, awl’ right,” I moaned. The only thing worse than lying to Addy was disappointing her. I glanced out the window and grinned. “Well, I’ll be darned. There goes Nicky Masino, naked as the day he was born.”

“What!” Addy cried, climbing over me to reach the window. I broke up laughing at the joke.
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Detective Cahill smashed his ciggy into a nasty ashtray on the interrogation room table and pulled me from my story. Eight others were piled in the graveyard, two still smoldering since I began. I believe dear old Detective Cahill had his ciggys on a chain.

“You’re not intentionally dragging this out, are you Miss March?” He judged me with those shrewd, suspicious eyes.

“Sorry if I’m boring you, Detective Cahill. You could always look the other way while I—” I clicked my tongue and jerked my thumb toward the door. I smiled as though we were school chums conspiring to play hooky. He was not amused.

“I said to start at the beginning,” he said, examining the length of fresh lead on his pencil. Few, if any, notations had been taken down in his little black notepad.

“I am starting at the beginning.”

“I want to know what happened in the alleyway. Get to that.”

I shrugged. “It won’t make a lick of sense if I start there. I’ll just have to backtrack, and I’m sure to get it all jumbled. Besides, is that really what you want to know?”

“I’m the one asking the questions.”

“And I’m telling you it’s important to know what happened after I left the house that morning. I’m setting the whole scene, so you’ll have a front row seat.” My hand drifted to my parched throat. “Trouble you for a glass of water?”

Detective Cahill lowered his chin and exhaled heavily through his nose. Double-barreled frustration. His flat expression rejected my request and put the kibosh on any hopes of squirming out of here to ask my own questions.

“Keep talking,” he ordered.

––––––––
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As I said, it was a pleasant morning as winter had thrown back the covers sooner rather than later. The breeze had some muscle and filled my bedroom with the sweet perfume of oranges from nearby groves and wild strawberries beyond the hills.

Our multi-layered Victorian home had an impressive flight of stairs, dark polished wood with thick red carpet that muffled sound and hope. The house was quiet but for the constant heartbeat of the grandfather clock in the foyer. Addy had already gone home when I padded down the plush red staircase. I was on tiptoes, determined to sneak up on Trudy Mae and possibly scare her for the first time in my life. Unfortunately, Trudy Mae’s hearing rivaled the canine species.

“Is that a Bushbacon from the hills or a Katie Ann trying to sneak on me?” Trudy Mae called. I had been a rambunctious child in my day. Apparently, comparing me to a wild Texas rabbit never went out of fashion.

I abandoned hope of surprising her and strolled into the kitchen, where I swiped a small yellow cake cooling on the rack. It was piping hot, so I juggled it from hand to hand. “What’s this? Where’s Pop? Is Eugene sleeping in?”

“That’s Arkansas wedding cake you’re poaching,” Trudy Mae said. “And everyone is already up and out.”

Trudy Mae was a buxom woman with brunette hair whipped into a messy bun and blue no-nonsense eyes surrounded by soft doughy skin. I smiled, tempted to explain that her Arkansas wedding cake was nothing but cornbread to folks in California. It wouldn’t have mattered. Trudy Mae spoke her own language, which she claimed was due to being born on a cattle drive and being slung across the states more times than the American flag.

“You making an appearance at school today, Missy?” she asked, arching an eyebrow.

“Only if the flatfoots cut in on my dance card,” I retorted, giving a half-hearted attempt at humor while stuffing a second piece of cornbread into my mouth. Then she reminded me that we had two flatfoots living next door, namely Nicky and his older brother, Angelo, who were recently hired by the Los Angeles Police Department.

“Best if you don’t mosey,” Trudy Mae warned, sliding a glass of milk toward me.

“I’m sure I’ve never moseyed in my life,” I muffled and forced a swallow. “Besides, they’re not truant officers.” I knew this because I was well acquainted with every truant officer from Los Angeles to the Hollywood Hills. I emptied the glass of milk.

“You need more than that for breakfast.”

“It’ll do.”

She squinted an eye, considering me. “Well, Miss Addy says she be meeting you at the Flight ’round about now. If you ain’t gonna eat, don’t keep her waiting. And don’t be coming home late again. You know it ain’t good for your pop to eat alone.”

I wanted to ask why my elusive younger brother hadn’t dined with Pop, but Trudy Mae plied me with another chunk of cornbread and shooed me out the back door.

I squinted at the brilliant blue sky that arched over Bunker Hill like a snow globe minus the snow. Beyond the Masino Mansion to the left were rolling green hills that led to the Banning Mansion, the Hildreth Mansion, and the Pierre Mansion, to name only a few. It was a study in elegant verandas, soaring columns, and regal domes. Some homes were on the verge of gaudy, but most were tasteful affairs. Housemaids in starched white aprons beat rugs off the sprawling balconies while uniformed gardeners pushed reel mowers or trimmed the hedgerows with clippers.

Bunker Hill, home to the Lords of Clapboard and Ladies of Brick.

I finished the cornbread, descended the steps, and rounded the corner. Our home lay in the shadows of what the neighborhood kids called the Queen Bee to Bunker Hill: the Bradbury Mansion with old Mrs. Bradbury presiding. It was the highest on the Hill and renowned for its opulence and prominent five-story tower. It had more balconies and chimneys than I could count. I heard the décor included priceless European furniture, elaborate oriental rugs, and gilded French mirrors. I was never allowed inside due to my high-spirited shortcomings as a child and Mrs. Bradbury’s genteel nature. But oh, how the old bag would scream like a banshee when we threw flour at her every Halloween night! Some folks said the wrought iron fence surrounding the mansion had been constructed to keep the March and Masino boys, and myself, off the property.

“Yoo-hoo! Katharine Ann! Good morning, my dear!”

The familiar greeting wasn’t the Queen Bee herself because Mrs. Bradbury never mingled with the peasants. It was old Mrs. Banning, who was as sweet as cherry pie but had the habit of appearing out of nowhere. It could be downright unnerving at times. Ever since she sold Catalina Island to Mr. Wrigley and his investors, she’d been enjoying a life of leisure. Especially her morning walks with Livingston, her mostly grey and somewhat overweight cat. Mrs. Banning had been a permanent fixture on Bunker Hill for as long as I could remember.

I strolled over to pet Livingston, who stood at the end of a silk tether in a diamond-studded collar. He gave me a bored, fat cat look that said he wished to God the old lady would stop coddling him.

“Morning, Livingston. Are you taking Mrs. Banning for a walk?” I scratched under his furry chin.

“A long stroll because he’s been such a good boy this morning. Haven’t you, my sweet Livie dear?”

Brisk footsteps turned us around to Nicky Masino striding up the sidewalk. He was dressed sharply in his department-issued navy-blue uniform, black belt, nightstick, gun, and holster. His department-issued hat shadowed his eyes but revealed a square, determined jaw. Nicky looked angry and distracted. He failed to notice us standing at the corner.

“Morning, Nicola!” Mrs. Banning called, waving her plump, pale, and heavily jeweled hand.

Nicky snapped to attention, startled. He slowed his pace and seemed to contemplate whether to cross the street and avoid us or continue forward.

I worried that he might’ve seen Addy and me at our worst this morning. Maybe he was considering saving me from utter humiliation. But I was willing to risk it to say hello. Nicky had been like a fourth brother to me growing up. We haven’t spoken since he left for the War.

Nicky walked over. “Morning, Mrs. Banning.” His voice was deep and cordial, so different than the last time I heard it when he was eighteen.

Nicky touched the brim of his hat to Mrs. Banning and then shifted his attention to me. He frowned while his eyes swept down in a close, visual inspection. Perhaps he was trying to identify me as someone he knew. The last time Nicky saw me, I was all knees and elbows in a frilly dress and pigtails.

Maybe he was thrown by seeing a girl dressed in trousers, the way most folks were. Whatever the reason, I forced a tight smile to hide the strange flutter he put in my tummy. I was accustomed to people staring at me for the way I dressed. But I never had anybody study me like the way Nicky was. I never felt heat dancing in my cheeks from it. For the life of me, I couldn’t figure why I should be trembling. Why I couldn’t take a breath. 

When his eyes finally reached mine, there was no pleasant regard for meeting up with an old childhood friend. No happy recognition.

The flutter in my tummy died as understanding blossomed in its place. Nicky had changed in ways far beyond his years. I could see it in his eyes, that hard, jaded look no young man his age should have. I had seen men on the streets just like him. I knew the War had done it. But I didn’t want Nicky to be like them. To wear his wounds on the outside.

It was getting awkward because he hadn’t said a word, so I cleared my throat.

“’Lo there, Nicky,” I murmured, trying my best to smile.

Something dark passed over his features, and he stiffened. “Good morning, Miss March,” he said in a clipped tone. Then he touched the brim of his hat and stalked past me.

Miss March? Never in my life had Nicky Masino addressed me so formally. Not to mention with such coldness.

Mrs. Banning shook her head and sighed. I suppose we were of like minds. It went back to the War. Always the War.

* * *
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“So that was a load of malarkey, wasn’t it?” Addy jumped right in when I met her at Angel’s Flight on Olive Street. “You’ve never actually seen Nicky Masino in his undershorts, have you?”

I was still shaken by my brief encounter with Nicky and ignored the question. “Ride or walk?” I asked instead. I was referring to riding Angel’s Flight train cars or walking down the steep incline of two hundred and seven steps adjacent to the tracks.

Addy made a face and shook her stack of books at me; of course, we would be riding down. She couldn’t be expected to lug around such heavy knowledge so early in the morning. As I walked through the boarding station, I laid two pennies on the counter and greeted Sammy the watchman. Addy and I ducked inside a train car and settle in.

Angel’s Flight was advertised as the World’s Shortest Railroad because it was. Two, bite-size train cars passed each other on a 33% grade by cable, balance, gravity, and the Grace of God. It came in handy for housemaids from Bunker Hill who shuffled up and down to do their employer’s bidding. And obviously, the affluent living on the Hill liked to have a choice; should they stand or sit when going out for the day?

We lurched sideways as the train car called Olivet took off at a whopping three miles per hour.

“I mean honestly,” Addy went on, “why’d I spend the night if he was going to be properly dressed?” 

A few seats away sat a married maid and gardener combo. They gave us that insolent youth of today scowl, so I changed the subject and asked Addy about her plans for the weekend. She was often asked to do office work for her Aunt Alice at the 77th Street precinct. Addy’s aunt, Alice Stebbins Wells, was the first female police officer in LAPD history. While at the office, Addy occasionally overheard file girls gossiping about their male friends. I believed this fueled Addy’s latest obsession with the opposite sex.

Light in the train car flickered as Olivet passed its sister car, Sinai, on the short train tracks. A minute later, Olivet came to a smooth stop at the bottom of the incline on Hill Street. We climbed out and faced another option. Should we ride a red cable car to school or trek down to Pop’s office, where I stored my bicycle?

“Cable or bike?” Addy asked, looking left and right down the street.

“Bike.”

We scurried in front of a lumbering cable car overstuffed with patrons like a fat sausage. The irritated motorman clanged the bell, warning us to make way.

Next, we maneuvered through the open-air stalls of Grand Central Market. It was prime shopping time and the aisles were packed with people and produce. Orange crates overflowed with a rich assortment of local fruits and vegetables that bathed the air in a sweet earthy aroma.

Emerging from the shaded stalls, we hurried down Broadway and then scampered across Fourth Street through a sea of motorcars blasting ah-oogah! ah-oogah! and veering wildly to avoid us. We made it half a block when squealing laughter stopped Addy in her tracks. 

Across the street was a pack of Moderns, young flappers out shopping. Their arms were scandalously bare and adorned with colorful hatboxes and bags. They wore short, drop-waist dresses that were boyish yet sophisticated. At this early hour, their headbands were modest and beaded necklaces few. Chin-length hair gleamed in the sun and shimmered as they sashayed along.

“Flesh-colored stockings,” Addy said reverently, as though the Virgin Mary had strolled by.

I failed to see what all the fuss was about. Los Angeles was rich with flappers, the femme du monde, who caroused speakeasies and petting parties, waiting for something spectacular to happen. And certainly nothing compared to the lure of Hollywood and all its promises. 

Living in Los Angeles, I’d grown accustomed to starlets who’d risen to astronomical heights of worship. Their male counterparts often put mothers in a dead faint while enticing their daughters to drop their corsets and lift their skirts. So many naive hopefuls migrated to California with wild ambitions of starring in the picture shows and becoming famous.

It was all rather dreamy, often terribly tragic. Unlike the incomparable Mary Pickford from Canada, most hopefuls would end up on the streets, in flophouses, or working in cafeterias, no better off than back in Iowa or Indiana or wherever they’d escaped.

I looked at Addy and saw the same old story playing on her face. Each time she encountered flappers darting about town, she tried to coax me into the nearest barbershop to bob our hair. How many ways could I say I wasn’t ready yet? I was rather attached to my hair and couldn’t imagine lopping off fifteen inches on a whim.

“C’mon Addy. We’re gonna be late for school.” I gently guided her away.

We walked a few blocks in thoughtful silence and then stopped outside a glass storefront where “The Messenger” was painted in fancy white lettering—Grandad Emil’s artistic flare when he began the March family newspaper business back in the 1800s.

Addy and I walked into a familiar cacophony of noise: clacking typewriters, ringing candlestick telephones, and arguing editors and reporters. Ours was a small office with a skeleton crew of loyal, hardworking employees.

My bicycle leaned against the wall, so Addy dumped her books into the basket. I rounded the counter, working my way through a sea of wooden desks to say hello and goodbye to Pop. His private office was in the back near the printing room that held an ancient steam press that everyone called Belching Bertha. Old Bertha was usually on the fritz, spewing more smoke than usable print. She was the best we could do, and her low rumble was a soothing symphony to those in the office. It meant their work was being printed and not chewed up and spit out.

Pop’s office door was closed. Never a good sign.

“He’s got company,” called Mr. Dysinger, our assignment editor lounging across his cluttered desk. “Best leave him be.”

Mr. Dysinger was waiting on the line with the phone receiver to his ear but really eavesdropping on his colleague, Mr. Waldo Fink, our assistant managing editor. Mr. Fink was thirty-nine years old and in the habit of phoning his mother to complain that he couldn’t possibly work in such a chaotic environment, and would she mind sending over his favorite lunch with a thick slice of rhubarb pie. We all knew Mr. Fink’s wife had him on a strict diet. I suspected Mr. Dysinger was eavesdropping to collecting munitions for blackmail.

My fist was poised to knock on Pop’s door when I heard his familiar soothing voice within.

“Now Frank, you know we’re good for it. Circulation will pick up. We’ll get by and make that payment on time. Like we agreed last month.”

“You need more advertising,” came the reply.

I recognized the nasal voice of Frank Townsend. Just who did Mr. Townsend think he was, telling Pop how to run a newspaper business? Townsend was nothing but an inky nib in a bowtie. A bank officer, for crying out loud! Whereas the March family has been in business since Los Angeles was nothing but a sleepy farm town with one cattle trail meandering down the middle. The newspaper business was a tough trade, especially with the Los Angeles Times gobbling up the weakest of the herd and lording it over everyone else.

“We’ll do fine,” Pop said reassuringly. He was a hard one to ruffle, my pop, but I could detect frustration in his voice.

“Shouldn’t have hired a new illustrator. It’s more advertisers you need.”

“Illustrations attract advertisers and readers,” Pop explained.

“Well, I’ll need something now, anyhow. As a show of good faith.”

“But, we had an agreement—”

“Perhaps I made it out of haste. Perhaps it’s time to, you know, think of options... like selling or—”

“Can’t you give us more time?”

This was beyond my tolerance, hearing Pop beg. There was no call for making a good man grovel like that. I thrust open the door and stepped inside.

“What’s doin’, Pop?” I demanded.

He was seated behind his desk but quickly stood as I entered. He flustered and stammered like a sinner in church. “Oh, well, Kate. I mean... you shouldn’t be here. Everything’s alright. We’re just discussing some new business agreements.”

I glared down at Mr. Townsend, who shifted in his ancient tweed suit and bowtie. He eyed me warily, perhaps recalling our last encounter when I locked him in the printing room with Belching Bertha, who was in the throes of a horrendous convulsion. How was I to know she’d spew ink all over him? The cause of his stunning rash was still up for debate, as far as I was concerned. He was such a nervous, rat-faced little man, after all. He would probably break out with hives from an auto backfire.

“I know what’s doin’ here, Mr. Townsend,” I said. “You go back and tell the Lord of the LA Times that he’s not putting the squeeze on us.”

Mr. Townsend clutched his satchel to his chest. “Now see here, Miss March. You know very well I work for the bank, not for Mr. Chandler and the LA Times.”

“You tell him all the same. We know he’s behind this. We know he’s got the banks in his front pockets, don’t we, Pop? Trying to run decent papers out of business!”

“Now, Kate, please.” Pop shuffled me out the door before I made matters worse. “You’ll be late for school. I’ll handle things at the office.”

“Don’t do it, Pop. Don’t let Chandler make you beg. Don’t let him buy us out and shut us down. Granddad wouldn’t have wanted that.”

“Everything’s fine. Now off to school.” He waved me away and closed the door with a soft click.

I stood there fuming and rubbing my stomach. I used to get these pains years ago after Mama left. Felt like I was boiling an egg down there. Rubbing never helped, but I did it on reflex.

I spotted Mrs. Hazeldine, our copy editor, and my dear friend across the sea of desks. She peered over her cheaters and shook her head. She knew I wanted to burst back in there and drag Mr. Townsend out by his mustache. Mrs. Hazeldine was probably right; I’d only make things worse for Pop.

I stalked out the front door and stood on the sidewalk. The sun hit me like a slap in the face, and I realized I had been in the dark. Pop had been lying to me. Or in the very least, misleading me. The paper was doing fine, he’d said. Circulation was on the rise. Pop had hardly complained about the high cost of ink or printing paper since the War ended. Things were supposed to be looking up. I had no idea he’d been taking on more loans. Loans we obviously couldn’t repay.

“You alright?” Addy maneuvered the bike onto the sidewalk. Her sympathetic expression said she’d gotten the gist of things. “C’mon, Kate. Let’s go to school.”

I rubbed my side again and tried to control the tornado of thoughts swirling in my head. This was bad. Business must be slower than I’d thought. Something had to change. We couldn’t lose the business, too. Not after all we’d already lost.

Traffic along Broadway was harried like always. Motorcars swerved around farmers who’d refused to change with the times. They steered their horse-drawn wagons right through the middle of town. I often expected to see a terrific accident.

And then, as though wishes were granted to fools, one happened. Not ten seconds later, a spiffy roadster zipped around a wagon and startled the horse. The horse reared up and caused another motorist to veer onto the opposite sidewalk. The motorcar knocked over a fireplug and up shot a geyser on Broadway.

Folks were going wild and rushing over to help, but the driver was angry, not hurt. It wasn’t exactly the terrific, newsworthy accident I’d imagined, but it sparked an idea.

I whipped around, beaming at Addy.

“No, Kate,” she said, reading my face. “Lord in heaven, whatever you’re thinking of doing—don’t.”

“All I need is one good story! One scoop to plump up circulation and help Pop and the paper!”

“Oh, is that all?” she scoffed. “Well, it’s not that easy to—”

“I’m not saying it’ll be easy. Besides, if I’m going to be Modern, I might as well start taking charge of things now.” That was my fail-safe way to get Addy on board, always play the Modern card and see where it falls. Trouble was, I didn’t always know what I was talking about.

“No, no, no!” Addy wailed. “Now look-it, Kate, you still don’t get it. Moderns don’t take up a cause. They don’t give a hoot about anything. Not politics or business or anything worthwhile. They want a carefree life! That’s the beauty of it!”

“Okay, fine. But I’m not Modern yet. And until then, I’ve got a paper to save and an idea that just might do it.” I flashed a mischievous grin and strolled off, looking for trouble.
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Chapter 3
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“You know the Kitchen Kettle?” I asked Detective Cahill. He nodded. Of course he knew it. Most cops and local businessmen frequented the Kettle. Just down the block from The Messenger, it was a favorite of mine but I couldn’t recall ever having seen Cahill sopping up their famous biscuits and gravy.

“Yeah, so?” he urged. “If you’re thinking of having dinner brought in—”

“Oh, swell idea, but no thanks.” I offered a smile that belied the burning in my gut. Playing it cool was proving rather difficult. Every time I closed my eyes I was back in the alleyway, the knife glinting in the lamplight... I needed to pretend for just a while longer.

“It’s just that, well, everything really begins at the Kettle. I mean, if I hadn’t gone there that morning I wouldn’t have gotten involved, you know?”

“No, I don’t know, Miss March,” he said sourly with a hint of sarcasm. “Why don’t you tell me.”

“Sure, if you’ve got the time,” I said, mimicking his sour, sarcastic tone. “So, there I was...”

––––––––
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The Kitchen Kettle was packed with early risers that morning, the air a menu of eggs, bacon, fried potatoes, biscuits, and coffee. The gentle clink of forks against china and the hum of morning chatter was a soothing backdrop to think out my plan to help the paper. I had to find a sensational scoop that would boost The Messenger’s circulation.

I grabbed a stack of newspapers by the door and then slid onto a barstool alongside bank officers, shop clerks, farmers, and reporters from local rags. I ordered a cuppa Joe and my favorite powdered sinker and began scanning the advertisements on pages two and three of The Messenger. That little rat-faced man, Mr. Townsend, had me concerned about the number of ads we ran. I counted the usual: Haines Hardware, Vandergrifts shoe store, and five others, when I sensed a presence beside me. I looked down between the barstools to a pair of cap-toe oxfords and brown tweed trousers with two-inch cuffs.

Mr. Montgomery Morgan, a Los Angeles Times reporter, therefore, the enemy.

I had known Mr. Morgan since he started at the Times roughly two years ago. In his early twenties, he was heavily invested in quality clothing and characteristically too smooth a talker for his own good. A cousin of J.P. Morgan out of New York, he was educated back east, making him far superior to anyone west of the Mississippi. You’d think he invented the comma or something.

I had more experience with the newspaper business than Mr. Morgan had. I knew he was a decent reporter who found me amusing, at best. Since he was the enemy, I couldn’t afford to like him. Although, I would admit I found him just as amusing. He knew The Messenger was my family business. I knew he secretly yearned to write novels.

“She was a woman of mean understanding, little information, and uncertain temper,” Mr. Morgan quoted Jane Austen as he slid onto the barstool next to mine.

Without taking my eyes from the paper, I thrust my nose in the air and perused my arsenal. “And he has a brilliant mind... until he makes it up,” I quoted Margot Asquith and casually turned the page.

Mr. Morgan chuckled and ordered a cuppa from Bessie the waitress. “I enjoyed your piece on the counterfeited two-cent stamp. A first in history, quite a scoop.”

His sardonic compliment referred to an article I’d written weeks ago for The Messenger. Pop occasionally gave me space to stretch my journalistic muscles.

I shrugged and feigned interest in an article about a railroad strike in Germany. “Crime, like virtue, has its degrees,” I quoted Jean Racine, and heard his soft, playful laughter.

“Why not write something more serious? You certainly have the knowledge and talent for it. Especially for... someone your age.”

I suspect he had wanted to say especially for a woman but knew it would land him a swift kick in the shin.

Incidentally, it wasn’t my lack of interest in doing more write-ups. It was Pop’s refusal and constant response, ‘stay in school’ that ended every conversation on the subject.

I closed and reopened the paper to another page. “What, and turn into a flat-nosed smudge writer like you boys at the Times?”

When he didn’t respond with the usual cutting retort or clever quote, I lowered the paper and looked at him. Mr. Morgan, like so many young fellas these days, had shed the encumbering over-padded suits from prewar days for the slim and stylish silhouette of the lithe hero. Flexible collar, shorter jacket, and narrower trousers that took on a distinctly American look rather than the British and France influences of old. His blond hair was combed to perfection, brown eyes squinted with amusement, and clean-shaven face grinned like a man of great confidence. Mr. Morgan had good looks enough to charm the small clothes off a nun.

I put on my best lackadaisical expression and gave him the once-over.

“Why Mr. Morgan,” I drawled. “I do believe you’re overdressed, as usual.”

Didn’t he know newspapermen shouldn’t doll up like slick daddies in Photoplay Magazine? Why didn’t he just become the next movie idol and get on with it already?

Mr. Morgan lowered his chin and gazed at me. Without bothering to return the once-over, he said, “And you look like you’ve slept in your clothes. Again. Not that I mind that early morning tousled look.” He flashed his first-class smile, showing perfect white teeth. “But perhaps if you were to—” he stopped short. Mr. Morgan would not lecture me on the proper way for a young lady to dress because he was not a blue-nose hypocrite demanding ladies remain virtuous paragons until their marriage beds. His objection, or rather his preference, leaned toward the freedom that Modern girls enjoyed. His suggestion, before he’d stopped himself, would have been to encourage the drop waist and raised hemline. Why he should care what I wore or that I exude a softer womanly persona, I had no idea. Aside from the fact that I’d pegged him as a leg man. He had stated earlier in our budding friendship that he found my masculine attire charming and bold. To a point.

Mr. Morgan raised his hands in surrender and grinned under my narrowed stare. “Not another word I promise, only tell me... what was the raison d'être for sleeping in your clothes, again? All night tracking down a plugged nickel?” He winked and I rolled my eyes.

As it happened, I had been too lazy to air out my clothes last night. A few wrinkles added character in my book.

“Oh, Mr. Morgan, you know I leave the preening to you peacocks.”

We smiled at each other, enjoying the harmless banter. And then a colleague of Mr. Morgan’s slapped the Los Angeles Times onto the counter between us. Powder Pugsly, or Pugsly the Ugsly, as I called him, was a veteran reporter who sweated profusely in his too short, too tight, too smelly sacque suit. The opposite of Mr. Morgan, he wore no cuffed trousers, no vest, but always scruffy boots and a cockeyed bowler hat perched on his fat head.

Powder, named for his white hair, jabbed a finger at the front page of the Times. “Take a squint at what real reporting looks like, will ya?” Beneath his fat finger was his most recent column. Front page. Above the fold.

I fancied myself immune to his habitual bragging, whereas Mr. Morgan felt compelled to exaggerate a great sigh. It was no secret they hated each other because everyone hated Powder Pugsly.

“Oh, let’s not be so boorish, shall we, Pugsly?” Mr. Morgan said, turning back to his coffee.

“You shouldn’t concern yourself with folding newspapers, Miss March,” Pugsly egged me on. “Your future will be nothing but folding diapers.”

I whirled around, not entirely surprised by his insult but irritated enough to give him what-for. “Why you low-life, son of a—”

Mr. Morgan caught my arm as I was about to smash The Messenger’s Farm Report into Pugsly’s laughing face.

“That’s enough, Pugsly,” Mr. Morgan warned. He held me at bay while shoving Pugsly back with his other hand. Pugsly hiked up his trousers and laughed his way to the door.

I sat there for a moment breathing heavily and watching him leave. I knew a hot cup of Joe that would love to meet his face if he cared to hang around. Pugsly pushed through the door at the same time Addy shouldered her way inside. She was breathless and wild-eyed, dragging a young boy, Rico Chavez, behind her. She spotted me and rushed over.

“There you are!” Addy grabbed my arm and then paused to acknowledge Mr. Morgan. “’Lo there,” she said, throwing on a smile.

“’Lo there, yourself,” said Mr. Morgan, matching the smile.

Another time Addy might’ve joined us but something was afoot. She dropped the smile and pulled me into a corner.

“Thought you went to school,” I said.

“Never mind that, listen up. Something’s happened. Go ahead Rico, tell her.”

Rico Chavez was The Messenger’s head newsboy. As a fourth generation Angelino, he had more relatives than a dog had fleas, which meant he had even better connections around town than I had.

Rico’s brown eyes were high with excitement and his smile a jumbled mess of teeth. “Well, mi tio is a motorman for the West First-Street Red Car line. He buys bootleg from a rum runner who lives with a trombone player who dates the niece of Mr. Taylor’s man, Henry Peavey.”

I was confused but told him to keep talking.

“Word on the backstreet is spreading. Mr. Taylor was found dead this morning.”

“Mr. Taylor?” I frowned.

“That director, William Desmond Taylor. He is no more.”

I sucked in a breath. The news hit me like a kick in the gut. William Desmond Taylor was Hollywood’s most famous film director. He was also the current infatuation of my dear friend, Mary Miles Minter.

I looked at Addy. “Oh, God.”

“I know.” She shook her head. As much as she hated Mary, Addy wouldn’t wish this on her.

“Mary will be...”

“Devastated,” Addy finished.

I glanced at Mr. Morgan stirring his coffee and talking quietly to Bessie the waitress. With Powder Pugsly gone, the few remaining reporters I recognized were elbow-deep in their scrambled eggs. No one had alerted them.

I gave Addy the eye, and then we three casually strolled to the door like nothing was doin’. Once outside, I took off like my britches were on fire.

“Where are you going?” Addy cried as she and Rico raced after me.

“To get Pop’s truck!” I yelled, dodging traffic across Broadway and garnering a blast of angry horns. I found Pop’s Ford parked outside the office and quickly lifted the hood. After priming the engine, I threw open the door and climbed behind the wheel. I leaned out the window as Addy and Rico caught up. “Rico! Tell Pop to save two columns on the front page of today’s Extra Edition! You hear me? And fetch that fella Pop just hired. I heard he has a new Kodak. Tell him to bring it and meet me at Mr. Taylor’s!”

“But he is the illustrator!” Rico wailed, caught up in my excitement.

I waved him on and then started the truck. It sprang to life with a loud rumble and backfire. Addy climbed in and slammed the door.

“What are you doing?” I demanded, anxious to be on my way.

“What are you doing?”

“Going to Taylor’s home.”

“Then I am, too.”

“You should go to school.”

“So should you.”

We stared at each other.

“Do you think Mr. Taylor’s death will give you that scoop you needed?” she asked.

“No, but he is famous and famous people make good copy, especially when they die unexpectedly. I think we have the jump on this one. If I get enough for a short column, it might help.”

“You asked for the Kodak. You’re not thinking of putting photos in the paper?”

“I want to add them alongside my column. A few papers are doing it these days. It might not matter but it’s something different.” I sounded even less confident than I felt. This wasn’t the sensational scoop I’d hoped for because every news reporter in town would hear about Mr. Taylor’s death within the hour. And then the Associated Press wire service would send it across the nation. But for me, it was a damn good start.

“I know you want to help your pop, Kate. I know the paper’s in trouble but—”

“I’ve got to do something!” I snapped and then closed my eyes and sighed. Addy was only trying to help. That’s why she’d searched me out in the first place. But I wasn’t handing this off to one of our reporters to kick around the office all day.

“Well, if you think being the first to write William Desmond Taylor’s obituary will help, then I wanna be there for you.” She squeezed my hand. “I can’t bear for you to lose the only thing left that has any meaning. I reckon there’s only so much loss a person can take before they crack.”

Not for the first time, I felt a rush of gratitude that Adelaide Wells was my friend. My honest-to-goodness friend.

“What about the French exam, the Star and Crescent meeting, and organizing the donkey baseball fundraiser?”

Addy shrugged and grinned. “Those jackasses will just have to take care of themselves.”

––––––––
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The truck chugged with hiccups as we bounced along to a chorus of horns blasting from surrounding motorcars. We veered through traffic as though the steering wheel was loose even though Eugene said it wasn’t. I couldn’t understand it. I was an excellent driver. Even Eugene said there wasn’t any more he could teach me after our second lesson. At fifteen, Eugene spent most of his time driving or tinkering with Ford’s machines. He could disassemble one and reassemble it to run faster, which was exactly the point, he always said.

Addy’s voice vibrated from the bumpy ride as she asked where we were going. I explained that we were headed to the Westlake Park district where Mr. Taylor lived. Then I tooted the horn at a farmer with a load of chickens slowing traffic.

“Not to Mary’s first?” she asked.

I felt a pinch of remorse. I should go to Mary’s house. I should be the one to tell her about Mr. Taylor. It was cruel to let her read about it in the paper or hear it from some tactless society reporter. But Mary’s house on Hobart Street was in the opposite direction.

“I hope to reach the scene before the coroner arrives or I’ll never get near the house.”

“How can you be sure Mr. Taylor died at home?”

“Where else would he die at seven in the morning?”

“But shouldn’t we stop and call Mary’s mother? Someone should be with her when she hears the news. I know I’d want someone with me if... well, you know.”

I scoffed and gave Addy a sideways glance. “Not Mary’s mother. Not Charlotte Shelby. You know what Mary calls her mother? The Monster. How’s that for a lovely pet name?”

It was true that Mary despised her mother. It was that unique commonality that had drawn Mary and me into friendship; I despised my mother, too.

“Besides, I don’t think the Monster cared for Mary spending any time with Mr. Taylor, even if he was a renowned gentleman.” I pushed the pedal to the floor and rounded the corner onto Alvarado Street, throwing Addy against the door.

“Well, gosh Kate. You know Mary is only nineteen and Mr. Taylor is—well, he was—in his late forties. It wouldn’t seem right to me either.” We clipped a pothole and bounced painfully up and down on the seat. “Are you sure this is the right road?” Addy grimaced.

“I’m sure. Mary and I drove by here one night. She’d gotten that new roadster and wanted to show it off to Mr. Taylor. He is, he was, partial to fancy machines. Mr. Taylor wasn’t home then but I remember where he lives.”

“Did you ever meet him?”

“Once. He was very polite. Sharply dressed. The perfect British gentleman. I understood why Mary liked spending time with him but...”

“But what?”

“Well, I had hoped she would end this infatuation. Probably came from her not having a father around.” I yanked the wheel to the right and then hit the brakes at the curb. We were the only auto on this side of the street. Addy and I peered through the windshield.

Alvarado Court was a stylish U-shaped arrangement of two-story pseudo-Spanish bungalows. Red tile rooftops blazed over bright white stucco houses. The U sported a lush tropical landscape with a pergola heavy with vines and a few white benches. The bungalows were home to movie folk of Mr. Taylor’s caliber. Even if I hadn’t known which bungalow belonged to Mr. Taylor, the crowd gathered at the foot of the stairs was a dead giveaway. No pun intended.

“You stay here,” I said. “When the photographer arrives, bring him to me. I’ll be at 404-B.” I rifled under the seat for the notepad Pop stashed there for emergencies like this.

“But, Kate, do you think... could Mr. Taylor really be there? I mean the body be there?”

I sat up with a start. I had never seen a dead body before. The thought of actually seeing Mr. Taylor’s lifeless corpse hadn’t occurred to me until now.

How bad could it be? A pale waxy figure? A blue-faced lumpy form under the bedcovers? What if he was crawling with worms? No, probably too soon for that. How about the smell? I wrinkled my nose at the thought.

“If those worthless smudge writers at the Times can take the hard knocks, so can I.”

“Atta girl,” Addy mumbled, chewing her fingernail and staring out the windshield. She was more than happy to wait in the truck.

I climbed out with my heart hammering and my hands clutching the pencil and notepad. I’d never done a write-up like this before so I arranged my thoughts carefully, focusing on what I knew—get the facts: cause of death, surviving relatives, details of his profession, birthplace, and personal history if possible.

Taking a deep breath, I strolled up the walk to the bungalow in the left corner of the U. Henry Peavey, Mr. Taylor’s valet and cook, stood in the courtyard with his black eyes flashing and his black head gleaming under the morning sun. He was flailing his arms dramatically as he repeated to the neighbors how he had walked in and found Mr. Taylor dead. I checked my new stylish wristwatch and wrote down the current time: seven fifty. Several truths I’d picked up from the family business. First being that details make the story.

My eyes swept the area like a searchlight. I took mental notes and jotted things down as chicken scratching. Lordy, but I was nervous!

Some neighbors were still in their dressing gowns. I recognized Douglas MacLean, Mary Pickford’s co-star, standing next to his wife, Faith, who was shaking her head in disbelief. The beautiful Edna Purviance, a famous actress discovered by Charlie Chaplin, was also there but the rest were strangers to me.

I mounted the stairs that led to a small porch area, stepping cautiously through the open front door of 404-B. I stopped cold and gasped.

Mr. Taylor was laying just a few feet away, face up, eyes closed. Seeing how this was my first dead body, I was shocked to see the dignified director laid out so still and perfect as though asleep. I thought to find him in bed at this hour.

There was commotion on the porch as the neighbors trickled in. Someone bumped my shoulder, jolting me into action. I stepped aside and took in the place with an untrained eye. Nothing looked disturbed but for the corner of the carpet flipped over at Mr. Taylor’s feet. The room was simply furnished with an upright piano in the corner, and a brown peanut bag perched on top. A cushy chair sat near a tailored sofa that took up the far wall, and a small desk littered with an open checkbook and several bank checks was nestled under the window. Mr. Taylor laid face up before the desk.

I moved through the adjoining dining room which held a small wooden rocker and a polished table with a single chair. Two curio cabinets flanked the walls, and various framed pictures dressed the overhead shelf that bordered the room. I turned a full circle. Every nook and cranny was filled with books on philosophy, sociology or the like, war mementos, high-end bric-a-brac, and autographed photos. A few quick steps brought me to the kitchen doorway. A peek inside confirmed my suspicions: typical and clean. I moved back into the living room, satisfied that everything looked in order. Well, almost everything.

A tray with two empty glasses and a cocktail shaker full of curious orange liquid was arranged on the table next to an open book. I had the overwhelming sense that Mr. Taylor had been interrupted.

By now there was a handful of people hovering inside the small living room. A woman remarked that Mr. Taylor looked to be asleep.

“Pity, he was a fine man,” another replied.

“Heart attack?” someone suggested to which we all leaned over the body as if to verify at a glance.

“Must be,” a gentleman muttered sadly.

Fearing Pop’s photographer wouldn’t make it in time, I scribbled down a quick description of Mr. Taylor, noting something curious. He was wearing evening attire, not pajamas. But, as I wasn’t in the habit of knowing how successful film directors dressed in the early morning hours, I moved on to other details. Mr. Taylor’s head pointed toward the east wall while his legs were directed toward the entry door. Then something caught my eye. A large diamond ring sparkled from Mr. Taylor’s hand. It was beautiful, and I wanted a closer look but raised voices from outside brought everyone around to the door.

Mr. Taylor’s chauffeur, Howard Fellows, stepped into the room. A few years my senior, Howard appeared dumbfounded with shock and stared down at his dead boss. Within moments, Howard’s older brother, Harry, walked in. I remembered Harry had been Mr. Taylor’s chauffeur before he was promoted to assistant director at Paramount Studios. Harry ushered in a short woman in blue who seemed familiar to everyone but me. The crowd parted, allowing her a view of the body.

The woman stifled a cry, and then, showing tremendous fortitude, blinked back tears, and collected herself. She went to the phone closet where Mr. Taylor apparently stashed his bootleg liquor. Young Howard and I stared at each other while Harry and the Woman in Blue removed all the liquor. No one said a word as they hauled it outside and returned minutes later to disappear up the stairs to Mr. Taylor’s bedroom.

Howard had gone pale and stared at Mr. Taylor. Assuming we were both in the company of our first dead body, I walked over and touched his sleeve.

“Sorry about your boss,” I said quietly.

Red eyes swollen from unshed tears lifted to mine. “I-I just left him last night... but I phoned him like he asked. ’Round seven thirty but he don’t answer, and I... never spoke to him again.” He choked up and left the room to presumably cry outside.

Harry Fellows and the Woman in Blue returned with arms full of boxes and coat pockets bulging with God only knew what. They marched by without a word. Curiosity got the better of me so I dashed after them.

“Excuse me, sir? Ma’am? Who are you? And what are you taking from Mr. Taylor’s bedroom?” I was ignored without a backward glance. The pair packed up the car and sped away.

“That was Julia Crawford Ivers,” Edna Purviance’s soft voice answered behind me. I swung around, surprised the actress had addressed me. “She’s the Chief Scenarist at Paramount. Mr. Taylor’s very good friend.” She sniffed and dabbed a cloth to her eyes. “Was his good friend,” she corrected.

I nodded sympathetically and jotted down the name. So much was happening, I couldn’t trust my memory.

“Did you know him?” Miss Purviance asked.

“I did. Through a mutual friend. He was a swell fella.”

She tamped the delicate cloth under her nose and nodded. Hiding a fresh batch of tears, she turned away, and I found myself facing Faith MacLean. I smiled tentatively and walked over. After introducing myself, we struck up a conversation. Mrs. MacLean said she knew Mr. Taylor from the business and that she lived next door. She and her husband shared the duplex with Mr. Jessurun, the landlord, who had been the first neighbor to rush outside when Henry Peavey fled into the courtyard bewailing the state of his employer at the top of his lungs.

And then, as conversations often tend to trail along, Faith MacLean casually revealed something that drained the blood from my face. My heart all but stopped and I took a moment to collect myself.
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