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The Demon and Lord of Hell Ba’al Zebub, 
on the Inquisition’s burning of the city of Ouxbois.


Surviving intertitle cards from 
The Devil’s Playground, 
1927, Carbine International Inc.


From Nathan Milcom’s screenplay, in turn taken from the novel of the same title, written 1807 by Pierre Lanton, defrocked and excommunicated Jesuit priest.


The Devil’s Playground, once regarded as ‘the greatest horror film of all time’, is now considered lost.










PART ONE











1967



SUDDEN LAKE










CHAPTER 1



It takes hours to find, as he knew it would.


Smooth highway asphalt yields to blacktop cracked into snakeskin scales by a caustic sun, which in turn yields to powder-dry dirt track. Paul Conway’s Rambler makes its dust-cloud-waked way across an ocean of scorched earth navigated by no other cars, unbroken by any truck stop, gas station or island of habitation where he can pause to ask directions. The only other vehicle he encounters is the rusting wreck of a truck on the side of the road, forsaken, flaked and faded, slowly being comminuted into the desert by twenty years of excoriating abandonment.


Other than that, all there is is the vast, pale, hot-as-hell shield of desert stretching grey and white, yellow and rust all the way to where the mountains rumble dark on the horizon.


Conway remembers someone once saying there was a special beauty to the desert. But he can’t recall who said it, or even if it had been a real person or just a character in a movie. It wouldn’t be the first time he’s got the two universes confused. Maybe they hadn’t even been talking about a real desert, but a set: a cinematographer’s idea of a desert. Whoever said it, Conway doesn’t see any unique beauty. For him, the desert is empty of beauty. Empty of anything. Dead space.


Then again, Conway knows he doesn’t see or experience the world the way others do. He never has, and it led him to the profession he now pursues, now excels in. Part of that innate otherness means scenes from movies – whole and flawlessly recalled – play out continuously in his head, holding up confected celluloid realities against the harsh mundanity of daily life.


Now, unbidden, as he drives across the desert, the final scene of von Stroheim’s Greed is projected onto the screen of his mind. For Conway, no other scene in movie history so confuses the real and the unreal. He knows that von Stroheim, in his near insane drive for authenticity, filmed and refilmed the scene in Death Valley in midsummer, at midday. Actors and crew returned from the months-long shoot blistered and burned; one died, many were hospitalized, almost dead from heat exhaustion. Co-star Jean Hersholt began vomiting blood when his insides ruptured in the heat.


But shit, thinks Conway, what a scene: the character McTeague under a blazing sun, keylessly handcuffed to the man he has just killed, the money he has schemed and murdered for lying just beyond his reach, the last of his water spilled and evaporating from his bullet-punctured canteen.


Tantalus in Death Valley.


Maybe that was the truth of the desert. The desert as death, as desolate judgement and arid purgatory.


Conway pushes the scene from his mind. He scans the road ahead for any landmark to indicate he’s getting closer to his goal.


After several dust-fumed stops to check a map that refuses to yield to folding, he has all but given up when he finds the turnoff he’s searched for, little more than a dirt trail opening like a dry, dead mouth at the side of the road. An ancient wooden sign, long separated from its post, lies on the ground half propped up against a rock. The sign is so sun-faded and grit-scoured that if Conway didn’t know the name he’s looking for, he wouldn’t be able to make it out. But he does know the name, and he mentally traces its faint outline on the sign.


Sudden Lake.


The desert growls and crackles beneath the Rambler’s tyres as he turns up the even rougher track. He sees it almost immediately, and it is a bizarre and intimidating sight: black and jagged, like some dark malignancy growing on the bleached skin of the desert. As he comes nearer, he gradually makes sense of it: a huge old house, tall and stark, with a jumble of mock-Victorian gables and mansard roofs stabbing the sterile pale-blue shield of sky. The house backs onto a long, wide depression, like a vast shallow crater, a mile wide and two long, paler than the desert beyond it and almost white in patches. The skeleton ribs of other buildings lie scattered around the depression’s rim as if they have died of thirst at its waterless edge.


He slows as he approaches the house and sees that the wood of the roof shingles, the deep eaves and clapboard siding has been stained dark and restained darker over the years, until the house has become an impossible black silhouette in the desert, impervious to the scalpel-sharp sunlight.


Christ, he thinks, it’s like a movie set. He gives a small laugh at the weird appropriateness of the thought, but at the same time it sits uneasily with him, as if he struggles to decide to which of his universes the scene should belong.


He now realizes that the building is too big for a house. A hotel? Out here in the middle of nowhere? Whatever it is, nothing could look more out of place in this setting.


Outside the house itself, an old Packard of indeterminate vintage stands rusting on rotted tyres, a newer Airstream trailer blade-gleams in the sun. An even newer sedan is parked in the shade of a lean-to port.


She is waiting for him.


As he pulls up outside, she stands at the top of the steps in the main doorway, her shoulder holding the screen door open, her face in the shadow of the dark-tanned blade of hand she uses to sunshield her eyes. He guesses that she must have followed the cloud of dust the Rambler kicked up all the way along the half-mile access road to the house. Why, he thinks, would a woman of her age choose to live so far away from anything, with no neighbour or help for miles? Then again, he pretty much knows the answer to that.


Conway steps out from the air-conditioned cocoon of the car and the heat hits him instantly: dry and sharp and relentless. He takes a step towards her and a dog – a huge, dark beast of a dog – emerges from doorway shadow and sniffs the air as if it has caught the odour of fresh meat.


‘It’s okay,’ she says. She makes the slightest of hand gestures and the dog sits. ‘He’s harmless.’


‘Hello boy,’ Conway says nervously as he approaches the foot of the steps. The dog sits unresponsive, looking down at him impassively. ‘What’s his name?’ he asks.


‘Golly.’


‘Golly?’


‘Short for Golem.’


‘Oh, I see . . . he’s your protector . . .’


‘Of sorts. I named him for an old friend.’


‘A friend from back then?’ Conway asks.


‘Come in,’ she ignores his question. Another hand gesture: the dog follows her and both are swallowed by the black mouth of the doorway. Conway, like the dog, follows her command.


He slips his sunglasses into the breast pocket of his shirt, and it takes his eyes a moment to adjust to the inner gloom. When they do, a large lobby is revealed. It’s now clear that this is a hotel, or at least it has been at some long time past. There’s a pervading sense of desuetude in the lobby, but it is nonetheless scrupulously clean. He imagines it must be swept daily to remain free from the constant, importunate probing of the desert’s dusty fingers.


‘This is quite a place,’ Conway says at last.


‘It was built in the early Twenties,’ she explains dully. She has her back to him as she leads the way across the lobby. ‘The big salt pan out back was Sudden Lake back then.’


‘So there was a lake?’


‘For about thirty years. It was called Sudden Lake because it sprung up out there over a few months in 1910.’


‘A lake just appeared?’ he asks.


Her back is still to him and she shrugs. ‘A river changed course after freak heavy rainfall. They say the basin was ready-made, from some prehistoric lake, waiting to be refilled. I guess it’s waiting to be filled again in another million years.’


‘And the hotel was built because of the lake?’


She stops and turns to him. He sees her features clearly for the first time and a thrill of recognition runs through him. There remains a faded magnificence to her. Her hair is bright white against the dark tan of her face, but he realizes that – were she to dye it – she could pass for a woman twenty years her junior. What fascinates him most is that hers is a face he knows so well – not aged, as it is now, but in bygone, camera-captured flawless youth. Looking at her now, he can see the fundaments of the beauty that had distinguished her younger self. It is, he thinks, like looking at some classical monument – like the Acropolis, or the sphinx of Giza – where hints of the original, long-distant splendour shine through the ravages of time.


‘It became quite the attraction back then,’ she answers his question; her tone is detached, as if talking about some distant place she’d read about, rather than the architecture around them, the home she occupies. ‘A New York financier moved his family out here about ’20 or ’21 and built this hotel and a whole lot of lodges around the lake. He was sure Sudden Lake was going to be the next big thing – that and the movies – so he built the hotel with a movie theatre.’


‘What happened to the lake?’


‘A small earthquake up north redirected the river’s course again. The lake became landlocked and started to evaporate. It got saltier and saltier until anything living near was poisoned. The last brine pool dried up sometime during the last war. Come on, I’ve set everything up in the parlour,’ she says, turning once more from him and leading the way across the lobby.


‘What about the financier?’ Conway asks her back.


‘The ’29 Crash and the lake drying up bankrupted him. He went out into what was left of the lake and stood in the midday sun, drinking the brine to kill himself.’


Conway looks through the archway that leads from the lobby to a large hall. Beyond the hall’s picture windows he can see the vast waterless lakebed, lying as white and dry as sun-bleached bone.


‘The sludge he drank didn’t kill him as quick as he thought it would,’ she explains in the same passionless tone. ‘It took hours and he went mad before he died, his brain all swelled up from the salt and the heat. He came back into the hotel burned scarlet, raving, and bleeding out his ears and nose. Then he murdered his wife and four kids . . .’ she nods through the arch, ‘. . . there in the dining hall, before the salt poisoning finished him off. Or so the story goes.’


She leads him into a medium-sized, neat parlour, the walls of which are lined with books. A hall off leads to a small kitchen and another door that Conway guesses is a bedroom. He gets the feeling that this is the only regularly used part of the building and has, at one time, been staff quarters of some sort.


‘This was the night porter’s accommodation,’ she says, as if she has read his thoughts.


The slats of the parlour’s plantation shutters are angled against the severe desert sun. There’s a red leather chesterfield sofa, two club chairs, a coffee table. Next to the window, a mahogany bureau sits with its top rolled up to expose a forty-year-old Remington portable typewriter that gleams like new. The books sit ordered and neat on dustless shelves.


Everything is scrupulously clean, but nothing is new. Conway senses a discordant lack of proportion: that these pieces, all items of quality, have been made long ago for a much larger, much grander room. She must have had to select just a few things to bring with her, he thinks, all those years ago. Back then when it all happened.


But there is something missing in the room, an absence that he can’t pin down, and it nags at him.


‘Sit,’ she says, and Conway isn’t sure if she is talking to him or the dog, but both obey simultaneously. He places his briefcase on the floor next to his chair.


‘Sorry I’m late,’ he says. ‘I got a little lost. You’re quite a ways from anywhere here.’


‘Yes,’ she says, and the subject of her remoteness closes.


‘I can’t believe I’ve found you.’ He waves a hand to indicate their surroundings. ‘I would never have believed it. I just don’t understand why you gave it all up, back then at the height of it all – why you went to such lengths to disappear.’


‘I had my reasons.’ Another conversational door slams shut. ‘I’ve made some lemonade.’


She leaves to go into the kitchen. Beneath his shirt he feels a trickle of sweat run down between his shoulder blades, like a tepid fingertip tracing his spine. He examines the room more closely while the dog in turn examines him with coal-black eyes. In the absence of air conditioning, a ceiling fan rattles ineffectually above him. He thinks of rising from his chair to examine the books on the shelves, but the black gaze of the huge dog keeps him pinioned.


What, he thinks, has he got himself into? And still the absence in the room tugs at him like an impatient child on a parent’s sleeve. Then it strikes him.


There’s no television.


That’s it: no television. The thought hits him with a sense of relief. But it’s more than that – or less than that. He senses a greater absence: no photographs grace the walls or punctuate the bookshelves; no painting hangs from the picture rail. This is a space without images. There are no similitudes of reality. The harsh, hot, bounded here-and-now of the room and the harsh, hot, boundless desert beyond is all there is.


She returns carrying a tray laden with a pitcher and two glasses already filled with lemonade. She sets it on the coffee table and hands Conway a glass before taking her own, then sits in the chair opposite.


He sips the lemonade and winces slightly at its tartness.


‘Thank you for seeing me,’ he says.


‘You left me little choice.’ There’s no bitterness in her statement.


‘I’m sorry,’ he says, though he isn’t. ‘I know you’ve tried so very hard to stay . . .’ he struggles for the word, ‘. . . lost.’


‘You’ve told no one else where I live? That I still live?’


‘As we discussed on the phone, no, I haven’t. I understand why you have sought solitude and I respect it.’ He pauses. ‘Because you’re the last. You are the last, aren’t you?’


‘You’re the one who’s researched all this. You must know.’


‘I do,’ says Conway. ‘All the others are dead. Dead or disappeared. Everyone connected to the movie, to the screenplay, to the book that inspired it. Victims of The Devil’s Playground curse, as they call it in Hollywood. I thought you were dead too, everyone does, until I tracked you down. But don’t worry, your secret is safe with me – and it will remain safe.’


‘So you think that’s why I’m here – that I am running from some curse? That I’m hiding from a demon brought back to the world because we told his story?’ She gives a small, scornful laugh. ‘You can’t seriously believe all that – mythology? It was just a movie. It was magnificent, it was beautiful, but it was a movie. Just a movie.’


‘It was much more than just a movie,’ he says. ‘As for mythology – that’s what Hollywood is built on, what it trades in. It has its gods just like Olympus; its devils and monsters, just like Hades.’


‘And why is it so important to you, Mr Conway?’


‘Dr Conway,’ he corrects her. ‘I have a PhD in film history.’


‘Why did you come looking for me, Dr Conway?’


He pauses before answering, brushing the sweat-cabled red-blond hair from his eyes. ‘According to the few, the very few, who saw the film before it was lost in the studio fire, The Devil’s Playground is the greatest horror movie, sound or silent, of all time. But it’s a lost film. The most significant loss in movie history, along with the missing footage of Stroheim’s Greed.’


‘I know all that,’ she says, impatiently. ‘But when the studio burned down, the master and all other prints were lost. I really can’t see how I can help you.’


‘There is a rumour – again, a legend, almost – that a single copy, just one print, of The Devil’s Playground survived. Every piece of research I have done suggests that only one person could possibly know where that print is – the only person to have survived all the mishaps, on-set accidents, and mysterious deaths and disappearances that have given the movie the reputation of a cursed production. There’s only you. The only one left living.’


She sips at her lemonade. ‘Well, all I can say is you’re looking in an odd place for your lost masterpiece.’ She nods to the window, its tilted slats muting the dazzle of the sun. ‘This time of year it hits a hundred-twenty out there. No moisture in the air. You know what happens to old nitrate film if it goes above seventy degrees?’


‘Believe me, I’m aware how hot it is.’ Conway pauses for a moment, mops his freckled brow with his pocket handkerchief. ‘But the rumour is that the surviving nitrate print was transferred to safety film in the forties. I’m here because someone has asked me to track down that last surviving print of the movie. The person who has hired me is willing to pay a very large sum of money for that print.’


‘Who is this someone? And why did he pick you to be his ferret?’


‘I can’t disclose my client’s name. Confidentiality. Let’s just say it’s someone with a special interest in these things.’


‘These things?’


Conway shrugs. ‘Lost movies. Lost classics. This lost classic in particular. As you’ve pointed out, cellulose nitrate film is notoriously unstable and flammable. What with stock degrading, rotting, spontaneously combusting, studios harvesting the silver from it, or reels just being dumped in the trash over the years, countless epic silents have been lost. And what is rare becomes valuable – like I say, there are those willing to spend fortunes on securing any surviving prints, especially after the 20th Century Fox vault fire back in ’37, and everything in the MGM vault going up in flames a couple of years ago. One buyer – a different buyer – has offered me fifty thousand dollars if I can find a print of Tod Browning’s London After Midnight starring Lon Chaney. The last known print of that went up in the MGM fire.’


‘And for The Devil’s Playground?’ she asks, her face impassive.


‘More. A lot, lot more. And as for my ferret skills – my buyer is aware of my knowledge of the industry and the era, and of my expertise as a researcher.’ He holds his hands out in a gesture to indicate their surroundings. ‘It would appear that I was the right choice.’


‘This last and only print of the film,’ she says. ‘You think I know where it is?’


‘It took a long time to find you. And I nearly didn’t. But when I do, I find you in the middle of nowhere in an abandoned hotel that happens to have a cinema screening room. Maybe you have the print here; maybe you don’t. Either way, you’re my best bet for someone who might know where it is. Like I say, that’s information I’m empowered to pay a small fortune for. Actually, not that small a fortune.’


‘And what use would all that money be to me now?’


‘I’m sure you could find a use for it,’ says Conway, and casts his eyes around the room.


She gives a small laugh. ‘And you’re not at all afraid? Of the mythology? Of the curse?’


‘I believe there is a masterpiece of cinema that isn’t lost, like everyone thinks it is. A masterpiece directed by an Expressionist genius who surpassed Lang, Murnau, Dreyer, Leni – all of them. Those few who saw the movie said they had never seen or experienced anything like it. And that’s something that should not be hidden from the world.’ He pauses. He looks from the woman to her dog and back again. The impotent rattling of the ceiling fan’s blades fills the silence. For that moment, he is unsure if he is going to say what is in his mind. He commits. ‘I don’t think it was the curse that made The Devil’s Playground so dangerous.’


‘Oh?’


‘There’s this other theory that one scene in the movie – perhaps only a few frames – captures something.’


‘Captures what?’


‘In the mid- to late twenties there were murders in Hollywood, young women who were supposed to be connected to important people, big names. Those few seconds of film are supposed to give a clue to the identity of the murderer. Someone connected to the movie and connected to the kind of weird secret stuff that was going on in the background.’


‘And you believe this?’


Conway shrugs. ‘It’s more believable than crazy conspiracies about the movie bringing a demon back to life.’


He takes a notebook and pencil from his briefcase and scribbles a note. He tears off the page and stretches it out to her. The dog makes a low, deep noise and he drops his arm, setting the note on the table. She picks it up and looks across at him inquisitively.


‘That is the sum my client is willing to pay. That’s the figure to you, after my commission. With this you could stay lost, but lost in a hell of a lot more comfort.’


She sits and watches him for a moment, and he is aware of the dog’s eyes on him as well. After a while she says:


‘Please, Dr Conway, drink your lemonade – I have something to show you . . .’










1927



HOLLYWOOD










CHAPTER 2



It is just after eight p.m., but the sun has already almost set, backlighting a silk screen of sky, crimson fading to rose, fading to indigo. Even at this height the air hangs heavy and orange-grove-scent laden, like a perfumed cloak draped around the shoulders of the Santa Monica mountains.


A Packard 533 coupé pulls up at the kerb behind a parked police wagon and the driver, a woman of about forty, steps out onto the sidewalk. She is medium height, slim and narrow-waisted without being meagre, her bust and hips fuller than the prevailing trend prefers; her dark hair beneath the navy felt cloche hat, too, is longer than is the current fashion and falls almost to her shoulders. She is wearing a blue, well-tailored jacket-and-skirt suit that is expensive without being extravagant.


There is an economy and purposefulness in the woman’s movements as she makes her way to the house. As she passes, she looks into the parked police wagon and, seeing it is empty, walks on through the open gates and up to the house. An expensive, foreign-made, sand-coloured sporting coupé sits at an angle on the driveway as if abandoned in haste, its top down, the driver’s door flung open.


The house sits in the foothills, elevated enough to offer an unbroken twenty-five-mile view across the city to the ocean. The architectural vernacular is a mix of Spanish Colonial Revival grandness and poured-concrete amenity. The white stucco and terracotta-tiled house itself is large and sprawling, set on a proportionately generous lot dressed with acacia, palms, and olive and fruit trees; a kidney-shaped swimming pool glitters under suspended lanterns at the rear.


She knows the house and its scattered half-dozen neighbours are all less than a decade old, the blossoming of recently sown seeds of sudden wealth and confidence. After the war and the post-armistice economic chaos that followed in Europe, the until-then-dominant French, German and Danish film industries had been all but wiped out. The way had been cleared for a small Californian orange-growing town to expand its horizons, metaphorically and, as the house and its neighbours attest, literally.


A young policeman stands at the door of the house and moves to check her entry as she approaches.


‘I’m Mary Rourke,’ she says to the officer. ‘Pops Nolan called me . . .’


The young officer looks at her face. It is impassive, cool; its architecture is high cheeked and strong jawed beneath a glitter of blue-green eyes. In any other town in America, in the world, it would be considered a beautiful face. But this is Hollywood and beautiful faces abound. Faces that are a decade or two younger; eyes whose glitter is more dew and less flint.


‘Yes, ma’am.’ The patrolman, no more than twenty-one, stands to one side. ‘Pops said you’d be here.’


She steps through the portico and door, into an entrance hall that is wide and white, the ceiling ribbed with Spanish arches. The white shields of wall are broken by vibrant modern paintings and pieces of hacienda-style furniture, the jacaranda wood twisting and rippling like dark muscle and sinew. There is a row of Spanish Colonial armchairs, the seat and back of each thick padded and dressed in tooled blood-red leather, the naked wooden armrests lion-clawed. On one of the chairs sits a small, older, olive-skinned woman in a servant’s outfit. Decades of labour have wrought her hands as dark and sinewy as the chair’s carved wood, and they sit on her lap in a nervously clutched knot. Her face is creased with grief and stained with tears. Mary Rourke walks across to her, placing a hand on her shoulder to restrain the maid’s habit of subservience as she starts to rise from the chair.


‘Oye madre. ¿Estás bien?’


The maid looks up. She gives a small, tense nod, her resolve not to cry a fragile dam straining against the weight of shock and grief. The dam breaks and the maid starts to weep again, tears re-finding dried tracks like a fresh fall of desert rain. She nods.


‘Did you telephone anyone else about this? Or just the police?’ Rourke asks. The maid looks confused.


‘¿Llamaste a alguien más? ¿O simplemente telefoneó a la policía?’


The old Mexican woman frowns. ‘Sólo la policía, señora.’


Mary Rourke comforts the maid some more but is interrupted when an older man in a patrolman’s uniform, double chevrons on his sleeve, descends the grand sweep of white marble stair into the hall.


‘Hi, Pops,’ Rourke says, turning from the Mexican servant. ‘Thanks for the call. Have you notified the medical examiner yet?’


‘Nope. When I saw who it was, I phoned you straight away. I guessed you’d want to see what the story is.’ The patrolman’s voice is haunted by the not-too-distant ghosts of Kerry ancestors.


‘I appreciate it. And . . . ?’ She indicates the front door. Pops Nolan takes her meaning.


‘Prentice? He’s okay,’ he says. ‘The kid knows the score. You’ll take care of him too?’


‘Of course. Like I say, we appreciate your consideration.’ Rourke pauses, then she says with purpose: ‘Where is she?’


The policeman nods in the direction of the upper floor. Rourke turns to the maid and speaks comfortingly to her in Spanish for a moment before following the policeman up the marble stairs.


The bedroom he shows her into is high and wide. Everything here is ornate, extravagant; dissonant with the style of the rest of the house. The walls are adorned with hangings, arcing swathes of silk in peacock hues.


A single, huge painting dominates: an over-scaled full-length portrait, painted in luxuriant colours, of a woman standing on the steps of some ancient temple. A breathtaking, dark beauty and a potent sensuality radiate from the woman, who is dressed in a figure-hugging, diaphanous cloth-of-gold kalasiris. She wears the Vulture Crown of ancient Egypt, topped with a golden uraeus cobra, its rearing head in turn sun-disc crowned. The bright dazzle of her eyes is accentuated by Egyptian-style black kohl and emerald grepond make-up. The slenderness of her neck is emphasized by an ornate gold and jewel collar that completely encircles her throat, from under her chin to where it fans out over her chest and shoulders as an Usekh necklace.


Rourke looks down from the painting to the bed beneath it. It too is oversized. Twice the width and length of a double bed, Rourke guesses the mattress and the bedclothes had been made to special order. It is dressed in satin and silk, again peacock blues and emerald greens.


A woman lies on the bed.


She is dressed in a full-length gown, the silk of which has an iridescent pearl sheen to it. Her arms and shoulders are bare, slender hands rest on her stomach. The woman’s face is tranquil, the closed eyelids dark with mascara, the lips deep red. Her hair is a dark auburn halo around her head.


‘Beautiful woman,’ says Nolan.


Mary Rourke nods without comment. Considered by many to be the most desirable woman in the world, the woman on the bed is indeed very beautiful. She is also, Rourke has been told, very dead. The woman on the bed is the woman in the painting.


Norma Carlton, the movie star.


Such is Carlton’s serenity that, for a moment, Mary Rourke can believe she is asleep, rather than dead, and expects to see the chest rise to take a dreamy breath. But it doesn’t. Rourke places her fingertips against the side of Carlton’s neck. The skin is cool, but not yet cold. And there is no pulse.


Rourke sighs as she straightens up. She makes a mental inventory of the rings, bracelets and armlet that bejewel Carlton’s body: it totals more than most people will earn in a lifetime. However, the most striking piece is the ornate collar necklace that completely encircles her slender neck – exactly the same necklace as in the portrait – splaying out across her shoulders. Despite being more striking, it does not match the other pieces in colour or value: painted wire substitutes gold, glass and paste imitate jewels. Yet Mary Rourke immediately recognizes the piece: part of the costume for Norma Carlton’s most famous role, the one captured on canvas above the bed.


Hatshepsut in D. W. Griffith’s historical epic Queen Pharaoh.


Rourke crosses over to the bedside nightstand. She picks up three empty medicine bottles; all three carry the name LUMINAL. A handwritten note, a still-uncapped silver fountain pen resting upon it, sits beneath the bulky table lamp. Mary Rourke picks up the pen and sees an inscription on its side: To NC from HC.


She reads the note:


I cannot live with it all any more. I cannot bear it


There is no signature or initials. The two sentences sit at the top of the page, the second sentence without a period, as if Carlton had intended to write more. Rourke sighs. The Luminal, the note, the wearing of a memento of her most famous role: it all points to suicide, and suicide is scandal for the studio.


Rourke places both pen and note in her beaded clutch bag.


‘How long before you have to call it in?’ she asks Nolan when she is finished.


‘It depends on what we’re talking about, and whether the detective branch gets involved.’ Nolan shouts the word ‘suicide’ without uttering it. ‘The maid called the stationhouse, so the time is logged. She barely speaks English, so all that’s recorded so far is there’s some kind of emergency. But I have to call in with some details. I can give you another twenty minutes. Half-hour, tops.’ He pauses. ‘There’s a wrinkle.’


‘Oh?’


The patrolman leads her back out into the hall and along to the next bedroom door. Mary Rourke looks in and sees a tall man sitting on the edge of the bed, holding his head in his hands, slim fingers clutching thick brunet hair. He becomes aware of their scrutiny and looks up. His absurdly handsome face is drawn, his expression desperate.


Rourke recognizes him instantly, as would a quarter of the population of the world. She sighs, stifling a curse.


‘When did he arrive?’


‘Just after us,’ says Nolan.


‘After, not before?’


‘After.’


‘Is that his automobile in the drive?’


The patrolman nods.


The tall handsome man speaks. His accent is clipped, British. His voice a little high and reedy. ‘I didn’t think she would go through with it . . . I can’t think what to do . . .’


‘Well, she did,’ says Mary Rourke. ‘And leave the thinking to me, Mr Huston.’


‘Who are you?’ asks the Englishman.


‘The cavalry,’ says Rourke flatly. ‘How did you know she’d be dead? The maid phoned nobody but the police.’


‘I . . .’ Huston looks up at her. ‘She said she would. I mean, she threatened to do it, like she’d threatened to do it before. It just seemed . . . it just seemed talk.’ Rourke fixes him with her gaze. She knows Huston’s type. He’s a man in a man’s world; a man women want to have and other men want to be. The type of man who glides through life, charming and beguiling his way because Nature accidentally gave his features particular proportions and a certain symmetry. But there is no guile in him now. No charm. No gliding.


‘So why tonight?’ she asks. ‘Why did you come charging to her rescue tonight in particular?’


‘Because we had a row. A bad one. I told her I wouldn’t leave my wife. We’d talked about it before, but things . . . things are complicated.’


Sure they are, thinks Rourke. Robert Huston, heartthrob star who is known worldwide for buckling his swash in a number of historical epics. He is also known within the closer circles of Hollywood as an equally accomplished bedroom swordsman. More than occasional and more than enthusiastic drinking buddy of John Gilbert and John Barrymore. He is married to Veronica Stratton, the glacial beauty whose star shines even brighter than his, and they are Hollywood’s darling couple, second only in popularity to the Fairbanks-Pickfords. Rourke knows that a divorce would be disastrous for them both.


‘I told her today that Veronica had found out about us,’ Huston continues, ‘and that we had to break it off. She took it badly.’


Rourke nods thoughtfully. She knows – as everyone in Hollywood’s inner circles knows – that Norma Carlton and Veronica Stratton are – were – bitter rivals. A rivalry that their respective studios had had to play down with picture articles of the two socializing, playing tennis, doing good works together – anything other than clawing at each other’s faces, which was how one photo session nevertheless ended up.


Rourke examines Huston and makes an instant assessment that the beefcake Brit is short on brains and long where it counts, and that any possessiveness either Carlton or Stratton felt was to deprive the rival, rather than possess the object. Something that doesn’t fit with a suicide. Everything Rourke knows about the cool, assured Norma Carlton doesn’t fit with a suicide.


‘You say Miss Carlton threatened this before?’


Huston nods.


‘When did you and she start the affair?’


‘Shortly after we started shooting The Devil’s Playground. She approached me; I didn’t start it.’ He looks up at Rourke, as if he needs her to believe him.


‘Well, you joined in. From what I remember, that’s the way these things work.’ She turns to the patrolman. ‘Keep an eye on him.’ She goes out to the hall and picks up a telephone, gives the operator a number, and is connected. There is no conversation; she simply gives a series of instructions then hangs the earpiece back in its cradle.


‘I need an hour,’ she says to the patrolman. ‘I have people on their way.’


‘I . . .’ Nolan begins to protest.


Rourke reaches into her bag and takes out a roll of bills. She peels off one hundred dollars in fives and tens. Nolan’s eyes widen. She has bought herself her hour.


‘You’ve done us – done me – a huge favour, Pops. This really is important to us . . .’ Rourke hands him the hundred. ‘I’ll leave it up to you how much you give the kid, but we need everyone to keep this quiet. Before we leave, you’ll have the official line, okay?’


The patrolman nods absently, hypnotized by the bills in his hand.


Rourke goes back into the bedroom where the Englishman sits. ‘Who knows you’re here?’ she asks.


He looks puzzled for a moment, his thoughts sluggish as they wade through the swamp of his shock. ‘I . . . Nobody. I didn’t tell anybody. I telephoned and couldn’t get an answer, so I came over.’


‘The maid was here,’ says Rourke.


‘Norma didn’t allow her to answer the phone. Her English isn’t good enough.’


‘She did just fine calling the police.’


‘I don’t know about that. All I know is that I rang and couldn’t get an answer. As I said, Norma and I had a beast of a row over lunch, after I told her I’d have to break it off, and she stormed out.’


‘You were in a restaurant? This row was public?’


‘No. We kept things discreet. I have a sort of retreat – this sea-front lodge, down in Santa Monica. We had lunch there.’ He frowns. ‘Are you from the studio?’


‘Yes. I’m from Carbine International,’ she clarifies for him: Huston is on loan to the studio from First National Pictures.


She is interrupted by the sounds of the young patrolman protesting as someone makes their way in through the main door downstairs. She goes out to the hall, leans over the banister, and calls out:


‘It’s okay, they’re with me.’


Mary Rourke trots down the stairs. Four men wait for her in the hall. Of the four, there is no doubt who is in charge. The Golem. Sam Geller is a giant of a man: six-and-a-half-feet tall, barrel chested, heavy featured. When he speaks, which is seldom and never without purpose, his voice is a rumbling baritone. His bright and intelligent eyes hide in the shadows of both his heavy brow and dark grey fedora.


‘Hi Sam,’ says Rourke. ‘Usual drill. Anything sensitive about the studio, any narcotics, anything sex-weird, anything linking her to one of our names. There are three bottles of Luminal on the nightstand that need to disappear.’ She remembers the Brit. ‘Any notes or letters from Robert Huston, too. By the way, he’s upstairs and in shock. You’ll need to get him away from here without being seen. That’s his chariot abandoned on the drive.’


Geller nods, then sets the other men their tasks. ‘Luminal, you say?’ he asks in his deep baritone. ‘The boss won’t like suicide.’


‘I’m on it. Got Doc Wilson on his way. Wilson’s been behind more medical fictions than Sonya Levien at Famous Players-Lasky. I’m guessing when he’s finished our girl will have nursed a diseased heart instead of a broken one.’ She frowns.


‘What is it?’ asks Geller.


‘Norma Carlton. Suicide,’ Rourke says. ‘I just can’t put the two together. Norma Carlton and a broken heart neither. Norma Carlton even having a heart, from what I’ve heard.’


‘Three bottles of Luminal is a lot of beauty sleep,’ he says. ‘Not something you do by accident.’


‘Just didn’t think she was the type, is all.’ She shakes off the thought. ‘You and your boys better hustle. Pops Nolan is watching the clock.’


Geller barks orders at his men. The younger patrolman, Prentice, watches them at their work with an expression of unease. He protests to the senior cop and Nolan leads him back out of the hall and onto the main drive, where he simultaneously delivers a brief lecture on the reality of being a cop in Hollywood and a neatly folded wedge of some of the bills Mary Rourke gave him.


Inside, Rourke is talking in Spanish to Renata, the Mexican maid, about the sin of suicide and the need to spare the señora’s family the shame. She explains to the maid that, in any case, the señora was seriously ill, something she’d kept from her adoring fans, and she had taken too much medicine by accident, not on purpose. She asks the older woman how much the señora pays her. Five minutes later the maid is in a cab home, the edge of her grief blunted by the more-than-a-year’s pay in the pocket of her apron, and a telephone number to give as a reference for her next job.


A middle-aged man arrives. Heavy-set beneath an expensive three-piece and matching homburg, his complexion is ruddy to the point of livid and his glasses rest on a bulbous nose. Mary Rourke greets him in the hallway.


‘Hi Doc, your customer is upstairs.’


‘Suicide, you say?’ Wilson’s voice is deep and cultured, his breath fumes expensive brandy.


‘Looks like she had a one-woman Luminal party. Sam Geller’s gathered up the bottles. You got the ambulance outside?’


‘And a driver and orderly. They can stretcher her down and we can get her off premises. Are the cops tame?’


‘As puppies. But I don’t want the detective branch getting involved. We’ve got half on the payroll, but the rags have got the other half. And I can hear a headline screaming.’


‘Then I suggest you get them to report it as a suspected heart attack, and that she was still alive when we came and took her to the Appleton Clinic. I’ll nudge the time of death on the certificate to suggest she died in the ambulance. Cardiac failure caused by a heart weakened by childhood rheumatic fever.’


Rourke makes a face.


‘I know it’s an old chestnut,’ says Wilson, ‘but it’s the path of least resistance. I’ll revise her records at the clinic to match the story, do an autopsy tonight, sign the cert, and we can have her casketed tomorrow. Otherwise, you may need to sweeten the county medical examiner’s disposition. And that takes a lot of sugar, from what I’ve heard.’


Rourke nods and directs Wilson to the body. ‘I’ve inventoried the jewellery,’ she says. ‘Safe it up for me at the clinic and someone from the studio’ll pick it up tomorrow.’


‘Fine,’ says Wilson. ‘I recommend a private family funeral. Ideally a cremation, and as quickly as possible without arousing suspicion.’


She leads Wilson to the bedroom where the dead star lies. The two ambulance orderlies follow with a stretcher. Rourke leaves them to it while she steps into the other bedroom and talks the Brit through the fiction.


‘I’m telling you this, but you don’t know any of it. When someone tells you that Miss Carlton has died of heart failure – I’ll arrange for the news to be broken on set tomorrow – make sure you look shocked. Got it? Devastated that your co-star has been taken so cruelly by ill-health. It would be good if you could mention that she had referred to heart problems in the past.’


‘I . . .’ Huston frowns. ‘I don’t know if I can pretend that—’


‘Sure you can,’ interrupts Rourke. ‘It’s called acting. I’d give it a try if you want to keep your career.’


She leaves him and goes back downstairs. The Golem and his men work their way methodically room-by-room, meeting up again in the main hall. Between them, they have three holdalls filled with paperwork, letters, photographs, address books, and a diary. Most of the contents, they know, will be innocuous; but they have done this often enough to be aware they don’t have the time to be too selective.


When they’re finished, Mary Rourke gives Geller further instructions and the men depart, taking the Brit actor with them. One of Geller’s men gets behind the wheel of Huston’s sports coupé. She expresses her thanks to Pops Nolan and the younger cop. She talks through Norma Carlton having a history of a weak heart – ‘illness in childhood’ – and that she was barely but still alive when she was taken into the ambulance. She explains that Doctor Wilson, Miss Carlton’s personal physician, has said she’s unlikely to make it through the night.


She tells the fiction with such conviction and certainty that the younger cop looks disconcerted, as if he is no longer sure what really happened. She smiles at him.


‘Don’t worry, Prentice,’ she says. ‘This is Hollywood. Things are never what you think they are. You can call it in,’ she tells Nolan, and waits while he makes the call.


‘Who’s duty detective?’ she asks him when he replaces the earpiece in the cradle and sets the phone down.


‘Kendrick,’ he says. ‘But with natural causes they’ll probably just go with my report.’


‘Good.’ She pauses as the ambulancemen bring the stretcher-borne dead star down the stairs, followed by Doc Wilson. ‘If Detective Kendrick decides to take an interest, ask him to phone me. I know Jake.’


The policemen leave and she is alone in the house. After forty-five minutes of quick and deliberate activity, it is quiet, almost serene. She leaves, closing the heavy wooden door on the house and a tragedy that has left no trace there, and heads out into the evening air. Mimosa mixes in with the faint orange scent. At the kerb, she finds Geller still waiting in his car, parked behind hers.


‘Problem, Sam?’


‘No problem,’ says Geller. ‘Just a message. The boss wants to see you tomorrow morning. Because of this, I guess. Asked me to tell you, is all.’


She nods. ‘Goodnight, Sam.’


Geller’s heavy face breaks into a grin. ‘Goodnight, Mary,’ he says as he drives off.


Rourke looks up at the sky, then back at the house. She climbs into her Packard and eases it down the decline towards the city that glitters in the night.










CHAPTER 3



Other than the rattle of bleakly illuminated, near-empty late-night streetcars, the roads are quiet, and it takes Mary Rourke only fifteen minutes before she pulls up outside her bungalow in Larchmont Village.


A creeping weariness seeps through her. She sits in the dark and the quiet of the Packard for a moment and sighs at the thought of having closed a door on one empty house, only to open a door to another. Some tragedies, she thinks, are more easily erased than others.


She hears the phone ringing inside her house as soon as she steps out of the automobile. She checks her wristwatch: quarter after ten. She walks briskly to the door but the phone stops ringing as she puts her key in the lock. Letting herself in, she throws her keys onto the hallstand and hangs her hat and jacket on the rack in the short hallway.


Rourke slips off her shoes and pads her stocking-soled way to the wall cabinet. She pauses, as she always does, to look at the photograph sitting on the cabinet shelf, and she feels a faint stab of sorrow. As she always does.


Tossing her clutch bag onto the coffee table, she pours brandy into a Collins glass, topping it up with soda from the syphon. Prohibition is an abstract concept here: while the rest of the States buys overpriced gut-rot from gangsters or waits for the Vino Sano or Vine-Glo dehydrated grape bricks to ferment in their bathtubs, the real stuff is always available in Hollywood if you know the right people.


Mary Rourke has made a career out of knowing all the right people.


She sinks into a leather club chair and sips her brandy and soda, easing her head back. With her free hand she reaches into her bag and sets the note and initialled pen on the coffee table.


Something nags at her: some itch in her mind refuses to yield to scratching. Nothing Rourke knows about the dead woman fits with suicide. Nor does the idea that she would kill herself over a clearly weak and dim Brit.


Norma Carlton was a star, one of the brightest. She had a reputation for being determined, ruthless even. Her numerous affairs were well known, but – despite post-Arbuckle morality clauses – no one at the studio much cared so long as her sexual adventures never made the papers. Rourke didn’t know much of Carlton’s entanglements, but what she did know was that they tended to be sexual, rather than romantic. Many had been used, then cast aside, by ‘the most desirable woman in the world’. Her only marriage – to Theo Woolfe, one of Hollywood’s most successful directors – had been blink-andyou’d-miss-it brief and swiftly annulled. Some say she’d dumped her besotted groom when she heard he’d cast Janet Gaynor instead of her as lead in his next movie. Whatever happened, the rejection had driven Woolfe insane, and he had threatened her at a press gala with a gun. It had all been beyond a studio fixer’s fixing and Woolfe ended up in the booby hatch in Downey.


Norma Carlton also had a reputation for driving hard bargains and ruthlessly campaigning for the best roles. It was said that D. W. Griffith, pressured by Joe Kennedy, had wanted Gloria Swanson to play Hatshepsut but, somehow, Carlton had persuaded the director to offer her the leading role in Queen Pharoah. Carlton’s beauty, more than her acting talent, had captivated audiences around the world. Headlines had proclaimed that Carlton possessed all the mystique and class of Greta Garbo, but also all the smouldering sex appeal of Theda Bara. The girl who’s more ‘It’ than Clara Bow, one headline had declared.


A star had been born.


The phone rings again. She crosses to the sideboard and answers the call.


‘Mary?’ asks a cultured baritone. ‘It’s Dr Wilson. I need you to come over to the clinic morgue.’


‘Now?’


‘Yes, now. There’s something you need to see.’










CHAPTER 4



Sleek-lined and soft-angled in the streetlight, the three-story Art Deco building looks like a scaled-down ocean liner, roadside anchored and sitting in its own bay of manicured gardens. Less than a year old, the clinic has all the equipment and resources of a small hospital, Mary Rourke knows. She also knows that while Wilson runs it, and it’s his name on the expensive letterheading, he doesn’t own it. The holding company that has the majority share in the clinic is also Wilson’s landlord, owning the real estate. In turn, it wouldn’t take much investigation to trace the holding company back to its parent, Carbine International Pictures.


The studio’s exclusive contract with Doc Wilson means Carbine International own him almost outright. Every actor and actress signed to the studio is contractually compelled to register Wilson as their personal physician.


More than anything, Wilson is a doctor for the unexpected and inconvenient. In the fantasy factory of Hollywood, it’s easy to lose your grip on reality, on the rules that guided you till now but that you’d checked at the door with your winter coat when you arrived in town. Stars burn bright, and frequently burn out. Every studio needs people like Mary Rourke, Sam Geller and Doc Wilson to deal with the inconveniences of mental breakdowns, unwanted pregnancies, sex scandals, drunken brawls, automobile wrecks, attempted suicides, syphilis and gonorrhea infections, morphine and cocaine addictions, booze-benders . . . The smooth cream stucco walls of the Appleton Clinic have drawn close around some of Hollywood’s darkest and most sordid secrets.


The old security man, whose blue uniform and the pistol on his hip are pale reminders of his days as a beat cop, beams a smile at Rourke as he unlocks the clinic door to admit her. It was she who got him the job on his retirement from the police. No doubt, she’ll get Pops Nolan a similar job at the clinic or the studios when it’s his time.


‘Doc said you was coming,’ he says. ‘I’ll take you to the morgue.’


‘It’s okay, Frankie,’ she smiles at him. ‘I know the way.’


The morgue is dimly lit, other than the overheads that shine down on the two white-tiled dissection tables. Her nose wrinkles at the smell of the place: antiseptic and bleach wrapped around something else; something less clean.


Doc Wilson’s complexion is even more livid in the harsh down-light. He wears a full-length, pale blue rubber apron; his hands sheathed in white latex. She can tell from his face the news is bad.


‘We’ve been had, Mary.’


‘Had?’


‘Duped. Look at this . . .’


The body of Norma Carlton lies naked on one of the dissecting tables. Rourke notes that her perfection has already begun to fade. Her flesh now looks grey and mottled, as if wax coated, against the white porcelain tiles. Not yet wiped clean from her face, the eye and lip make-up stand out starkly. All her jewellery has been removed, except for a single piece: the costume collar necklace from her role in Queen Pharoah.


‘I put this back on her to let you see. As a movie costume piece it is very striking, but as an everyday item of jewellery, totally impractical. The steel-wire framework is almost completely rigid, allowing her to move her head from side to side, but that’s about all.’


‘Doc, I—’


‘It hides a multitude of sins,’ interrupts Wilson. He leans forward and unfastens the collar and eases it from the dead actress’s neck and shoulders. Its removal exposes an angry red mark circling her neck. It is shadowed on either side by a small, purple-crimson bloom of bruising, in turn run through with a fine tracery of spidery blue-black lines, like an inky filigree where capillaries have ruptured.


‘Shit,’ says Rourke. ‘She’s been strangled?’


‘It’s as sure as hell not the result of Luminal intoxication, Mary.’ He switches the overhead light off, surrendering Norma Carlton to the darkness. With an extended hand, he guides Rourke from her body. ‘Let’s step into my office.’


Rourke pauses for a moment, still looking down at the body now shrouded in shadow. Something nags at her, but she can’t pin it down.


‘Shall we?’ asks Wilson. Rourke follows him out of the morgue.


Even in times of medical need, movie stars and studio executives need to feel they have not stepped out of Hollywood’s luxurious cocoon: Doc Wilson’s office is a grand affair of burnished maple, expensive art on the walls, bronze sculptures punctuating the lavish set of medical texts on the bookshelves. There is a door off that leads to a more clinical-looking examination room. Wilson takes a decanter and two glasses from a cabinet and pours them both a drink. ‘Medicinal purposes,’ he jokes darkly, and they both sit. ‘Like I say, Mary, we’ve been had. Putting the necklace on her wouldn’t fool a homicide detective for long, and certainly not a coroner.’


‘But it fooled us.’


‘Long enough for us to remove her from the scene of crime and start covering up the cause of death – or at least the cause of death we were misdirected to believe was suicide. We’ve been played.’


Rourke nods. ‘And played by someone who knows how we operate. He knew if he staged it to look like Carlton killed herself, we would move quickly to remove evidence suggesting suicide. Bastard. He’s had us do his dirty work for him.’


‘That’s what I think.’


‘And he knew we would end up here, having this conversation,’ says Rourke. ‘Your licence is on the line because you’ve signed off on heart failure, and I’ve bribed two cops to accept the story. He knows we can’t go back to the police now – a movie star committing suicide is a dream compared to admitting the studio has been involved in covering up a murder.’


‘So what do I do?’ asks Wilson.


Rourke chews her lip for a moment, her brain shuffling through the new hand she’s been dealt. She thinks back to the Englishman, Robert Huston. A movie star with everything to lose if his marriage broke up. And Norma Carlton had the lever to crack it wide open. If the police were involved, then he’d be at the top of their list, but somehow Rourke can’t see it.


‘Who else has seen the marks on her? Your assistant? The ambulance crew?’ she asks.


‘Only me. Jewellery of that value is too much of a temptation, so I removed it myself in preparation for an autopsy. The rest of it is in the safe. I’m guessing that when I take blood there won’t be a whisper of Luminal in it.’


‘Okay. Go through the motions of an autopsy – tonight. Write up her cause of death as we agreed, then get her into a casket.’


‘I’ll do it on my own,’ says Wilson. ‘I don’t think it’s a good idea to get an orderly to help. The fewer people who see her body, the better.’


Rourke nods, but her thoughts are elsewhere, and they’ve raced to get there. ‘You know what this all makes us?’ she asks.


Wilson nods resignedly, pouring himself another brandy. ‘Yes, I do.’ He raises his glass as if in toast. ‘You and I, Mary, have just become accessories to murder.’
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CHAPTER 5



It was night, the dark sky pressing down on the broad, flat prairie like a black-leaded flatiron. Breezes were emboldened by the treelessness of the landscape, and the dark air they carried into the small town was fumed with distant, artificial cheer: sweet cotton-candy odours and waves of reedy calliope tones.


Boy felt something else carried on the warm night air: an electric charge he was convinced was borne there for him alone. He had been waiting for the arrival of the show for so long, had played and replayed it out so often in his imagination that his excitement now had him fit to burst. No one else here, no one in this dull, small town, set on a dull, vast prairie, understood what it was that had come to the edge of their world. Sure, they would thrill at it, their small minds would swell momentarily with awe, but then all would return to flavourless normality.


But Boy – Boy knew he was different. It was as if he had been born with senses stretched or amplified: that, unlike the others, he could hear, smell and sense the world beyond the wide flat circle of horizon; that he could see far past the featureless now, to where the lights of the future glimmered beyond. Around the world a new century was about to be born – around the world but not here – and he ached to be part of it. He sensed all the dark ages past and all the bright ages to come, while those around him were confined in the gloom of the perpetual present.


It took him half an hour to reach the field on the edge of Olsen’s farm. Old man Olsen had rented it out to the carnies who had set up several stalls and one huge marquee. A queue had formed at the kiosk, itself a garish intruder in the monotone of the landscape, where a barker ushered people forward with promises pregnant with wonder and awe. A woman took rube coin in exchange for tickets, which she handed out with a fixed, phony smile. Boy had never seen a woman like her, her cheeks and eyes daubed with make-up, her teeth white behind dark crimson lips, and her exaggerated femininity provoked a strange stirring in him – urges that were at the same time tender and violent.


Fizzing with eagerness, he followed the crowd into the marquee. A huge, painted wooden sign arced over the opening, declaring in vivid colours that this was, indeed:


The Dahlman and Darke 
Magic Lantern Phantasmagoria


He entered. After the prairie night it was dazzlingly bright inside the tent as he took his seat on one of the serried benches. He saw Nancy Stillson – about whom he had had those thoughts, but who in return had never paid him any heed – sitting two rows in front of him, and he imagined her with the same make-up as the woman in the ticket kiosk. Again he felt that deliciously dark carnal tingle.


The desire she provoked in him was equalled by his contempt for her. He hated that he had such thoughts about a girl who was as simple-minded and dull as everyone else there. Who seemed to have no response to anything; empty of all passion or energy or imagination. He shook the thoughts from his head: he had waited too long for this and wanted to devote every fibre and nerve to the experience.


But nothing happened. Minutes went by in silence, then were filled with the increasing rustling restlessness of the audience. Expectation yielded to exasperation. The limelight still shone bright as day, revealing irascible faces. Voices rose in complaint. Even Boy became agitated, impatient for spectacle.


Still nothing, except for the eye-hurting brilliance of the limelight. Now the audience was loud, some began to rise from their places, gesturing annoyance.


Then it happened.


Darkness. Sudden and total. The flatiron night outside filled the tent and, after the limelight brilliance, weighed even heavier, even darker.


For a second, the darkness was all there was. Then an organ tone, deep fluted, resonant, ominous, filled the space.


Silence again. The voices were quietened, seats were resumed, restlessness was stilled. Another urgent, imperative organ tone filled the near total darkness. A dark crimson glow was cast on the rear curtain of the tent.


A voice, so deep and resonant and rich that Boy felt it reverberate up his spine, tingle in the nape of his neck.


‘Ladies and gentlemen, you have come by your own free will into this place. Here lies your darkest fears, your greatest terrors. The tales you were told as a babe, the cautions delivered at mother’s breast, the monsters and demons that have vexed your sleep into nightmares . . .’


The voice, which seemed to come from everywhere and nowhere, paused. The air between the rows of benches and the curtain screen began to ripple and fume with pale smoke that dulled further the crimson glow.


‘. . . all these things, and more, will now be brought to life. To life before your eyes – eyes you will no longer trust nor believe. For this is the Dahlman and Darke Magic Lantern Phantasmagoria, where all things are possible, where all history is to be seen. Behold!’


Mechanical sounds. A confusion of lights. Then, impossibly, the ghost of a beautiful woman, her form diaphanous, her silk gown fluttering in an unfelt breeze, hovered before them all, some five feet above the ground, as if she had taken form in the gathering smoke. The audience gasped.


‘The beautiful Beatrice,’ resumed the voice. ‘Cast into the Inferno, into an eternal purgatory.’ The female figure pressed the back of her hand to her brow in an exaggerated gesture of despair, then disappeared. She was replaced by a flutter of crimson and yellow silken flames, then by the image of a male, muscular and fierce browed, holding aloft a sword that blazed white fire.


Boy heard the audience gasp again, as if collectively drawing a single breath.


‘But here is our hero, come to rescue her from the depths of Hell. But first, he must descend into the fiery pit, endure ordeals unimaginable. And you, my audience, must make that terrible descent with him. But beware, for you know who waits in the pit: he who must be overcome – he who was first cast down. He who seeks to steal your very soul . . .’


With that, the image of the hero disappeared. Pitch darkness and the sonorous, ominous organ tone filled the tent again. In turn the darkness yielded to a vermillion glow, rippling in the smoke as if illuminated from below by some great unseen fire. Suddenly, in a great upward sweep, a shape took form. The shape – vast, dark, shadowlike, and more than twice the size of the figures that preceded it – was for an instant unrecognizable. Boy frowned as he, like the others, struggled to make sense of it.


Suddenly, the shape opened out. Spread itself wide. Revealed its true form.


The tent filled with screams. One man tended to a wife fallen in a faint.


Boy felt an electric thrill as he beheld Satan himself towering menacingly, terrifyingly over them all, his crimson bat wings spread wide, massive ram’s horns curling from a broad forehead, his eyes red flame, his taloned fingers reaching out to clutch at the crowd.


It was in that moment that everything changed for Boy. It was then that he saw the path laid before him. In the flickering colours, he caught sight of his neighbours, his acquaintances; most of all the girl whose body he craved but whose mind repelled him. They were transformed. Almost unrecognizable in their dark passions. He saw terror in their faces, and in that terror their transformation.


With absolute clarity, he knew this was his calling. His destiny.


He would bring people fear.
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