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Adelina Beach, California


Here comes Cinderella,” Toby Flint said. “She’s out after midnight again. I don’t see any glass slippers, and those trousers sure don’t look like a fancy ball gown.”


“Still looking for Prince Charming?” Larry Burns said with a sly grin. Vivian Brazier hurried up the front steps of the mansion and flashed a breezy smile at the small group of men in fedoras and frumpy jackets loitering around the closed door of the Carstairs mansion.


“Gosh, I was told I’d find Prince Charming here,” she said. “Looks like I was given wrong information. Again.”


Toby clapped a hand over his heart. “Now you’ve gone and hurt our feelings.”


“What feelings?” Vivian asked. “You gentlemen are all spot news photographers, remember? You don’t have feelings.”


“Cinderella’s got a point,” Larry said.


There were several snorts of laughter. The uniformed officer guarding the front door chuckled.


She had been labeled Cinderella several months earlier when she had arrived at her first late-night crime scene wearing house slippers. She had rushed out the door so fast she had forgotten to put on her shoes. After that she had purchased slip-ons she could step into in a hurry but the Cinderella name had stuck.


Toby and the other local freelancers had found her to be a novelty at first. News photography was largely a man’s world. But they had come to accept her because they knew she paid her bills the same way they did— by sleeping with the radio tuned to the police band all night long.


Freelancers were usually the first to arrive at crime-and-fire scenes because the salaried photographers— the guys who held genuine press passes from the newspapers and the syndicates— didn’t show up until their night editors roused them from their beds with phone calls. Time was everything in the photojournalism business, especially at night.


Vivian looked at Toby. “How did you get the word?”


“I was sitting on a bench at the station, drinking coffee with some of the officers, when the call came in,” Toby said.


Toby often spent his nights on a bench at the station waiting for the crime-and-fire reports. He was somewhere in his forties, single, rumpled, and perennially broke. Whenever Vivian opened her senses and looked at him the way she did when she studied a subject before she took a portrait, she was invariably aware of the jittery, nervous energy in the atmosphere around him.


She was pretty sure she knew why he always seemed to be poised on the edge of an invisible cliff. Toby could— and probably did— make a living selling photos of crime scenes, fires, and automobile accidents, but he was an inveterate gambler.


His addiction to dice and cards was no secret among his colleagues because he was always trying to borrow film or flashbulbs or gas money for his beat-up Ford sedan. Everyone knew that loans to Toby were never repaid. Vivian sometimes, but not always, gave him a couple of bucks or some supplies. She was on a tight budget but she felt she owed him. Several months ago, back at the start of her career as a freelancer, he had been a mentor of sorts. He had taught her many of the tricks of the trade and introduced her to the photo editor of the Adelina Beach Courier.


Like every other news photographer in the country, Toby dreamed of getting an assignment from Life, one that would make him famous and pay off his debts, but that had never happened. Vivian understood dreams. She had a few of her own.


“Any details on this one?” she asked.


“Fancy antique dagger found at the scene,” Larry offered. “Same as the Washfield and Attenbury murders.”


Vivian felt a ghostly whisper of cold energy on the back of her neck. “That’s the third one in the past six months. The last Dagger Killer murder was only a month ago.”


“This one is gonna be a real moneymaker for all of us,” Larry said.


The other photographers muttered in agreement and checked their Speed Graphics to make sure they were loaded with film and fresh flashbulbs.


“Only thing that sells better than a movie star murder is a movie star who was stabbed by the Dagger Killer,” Toby said, grimly cheerful. “Nice of the guy to do it here on our home turf this time. Gives us locals first crack at the front-page shots. We don’t get a lot of this kind of action here in Adelina Beach.”


Adelina Beach had a carefully manicured reputation for exclusivity, at least the classy neighborhood on the bluffs where the Carstairs mansion was located did. Several Hollywood stars and socialites had grand homes on the winding lanes overlooking the vast expanse of the bay and the Pacific Ocean. Murders were not supposed to happen in this part of town. Crime, what there was of it, usually took place down below on the streets near the beach where regular people lived.


Vivian’s insides were already twisted tight with tension. Toby’s words made her queasy. She liked to think she had become somewhat accustomed to crime scenes. She had learned how to brace herself for the shock long enough to do her job. But she knew she was never going to develop the invisible emotional armor that seemed to protect most news photographers from the horror and the deep sense of sadness generated by terrible crimes.


The front door opened. Light spilled out of the hallway. A plain-clothes detective appeared. Vivian recognized him. Joe Archer was the head of Adelina Beach’s tiny homicide squad. He surveyed the cluster of photographers and grunted.


“Let ’em in,” he said to the uniformed officer. “One shot each. I don’t want them messing up the scene.”


Vivian surged through the doorway with the other photographers. Her Speed Graphic was as good as a genuine press pass. The big camera was the badge of the news photographer. Cops rarely questioned a freelancer who carried one. The trick for getting past the police line, Toby had explained early on, was attitude.


Vivian had quickly discovered that the sturdy Speed Graphic also made a handy defense weapon that could be used to keep the competition from jostling her aside. The male photographers might joke or flirt or talk about their craft with her when they were all standing around waiting for a picture, but when it came time to grab the shot a photo editor would buy, she was on her own. News photography was a competitive business.


The body lay on a high-backed, red-velvet-and-gilt sofa. Clara Carstairs looked much smaller in death than she did when she dazzled audiences on the silver screen. Her slender figure, clad in a formfitting gold satin evening gown, was gracefully posed on the crimson cushions. Her dark hair flowed in deep waves around her bare shoulders. Her makeup, from the delicately drawn eyebrows to the fashionable shade of red lipstick, was flawless.


One gold high-heeled sandal had fallen to the carpet, revealing a dainty foot clad in a silk stocking. The hem of the gown was hiked high up on one thigh. Crystals sparkled in her ears and around her wrists. An empty glass tipped on its side and a bottle of cognac sat on a black lacquer coffee table.


If not for the blood that soaked the bodice of the gown and the jeweled dagger on the coffee table, it would have looked as if Carstairs had returned from a night on the town, poured herself a nightcap, and fallen asleep on the sofa.


The lighting was almost perfect. Mysterious shadows cloaked the background. The victim and her gold gown were luminous against the red velvet cushions.


Vivian and the others halted about ten feet from the scene, close enough to make the body the dramatic focal point but far enough away to get the surrounding elements for a touch of context. The ten-foot rule of thumb was one of the reasons why most of the pictures on the front pages would look the same in tomorrow’s papers. The trick, Vivian had discovered, was to find an angle or an element that added that extra something to the final image, a hint that the victim had possessed deeply held secrets, secrets she had taken to the grave.


Two more photographers rushed into the room just as the first flashbulbs flared. The space was suddenly illuminated in a blaze of hot, blinding light. In the aftermath the used bulbs were swiftly ejected, landing on the carpet where they got crunched underfoot. They were immediately replaced as everyone ignored Archer’s orders and prepared for a second shot.


Vivian held her fire, searching for the picture that would stand out from the others, one with the emotional impact that would make a photo editor seize on it. She would know it when she found it. That was the way it always worked for her.


Tires squealed outside in the street. A moment later a reporter strode into the room, fedora pushed back on his head, notebook at the ready. The space was filling up fast.


Vivian prowled the edge of the crowd, pausing near a potted palm. From where she stood Clara Carstairs no longer appeared to have fallen asleep. The knife, the overturned sandal, the lifeless, outflung hand told the sad story of a beautiful young woman who had come to Hollywood with dreams in her eyes only to die like the tragic heroine she had played in her last film, Farewell at Dawn.


The subject’s secrets were always there if you knew how to look for them.


There was a lull in the blaze of lights. Several photographers, including Toby, headed for the door. One or two hung back, hoping for one more good picture.


Vivian grabbed her shot.


And then she, too, sprinted for the door. The race was on to get the film into a darkroom where it could be developed and printed in time for the morning editions of the papers. The photographers who carried real press passes would be able to use their papers’ darkrooms. Vivian and the others had to do their own developing and printing.


She reached her little red speedster and was about to get behind the wheel when something made her pause.


She glanced back at the front door of the mansion. The angled light from the hallway appeared ominous. The lone officer still stood at the entrance. As she watched, the remaining photographers hurried outside to their cars.


It occurred to her that there might be a market for a photo of the scene of the crime. The big house was a Hollywood legend in its own right. Clara Carstairs was not the first famous resident. She could envision a caption. Mansion of Doom?


She slapped a fresh film holder into the camera, popped in a new flashbulb, and went back up the front walk. It might be a mistake to waste time on an outdoor shot but her intuition told her that it would sell. She would include the officer. Pictures with people always sold best.


She stood in the shadows of the front entrance and prepared to shoot the doorway. The low rumble of a powerful engine stopped her. She turned and saw headlights spearing the night. An expensive convertible braked to a halt at the curb. A man got out. He was not wearing a hat. When she saw his famous profile in the light of the streetlamp she held her breath and retreated deeper into the shadows. Ripley Fleming was one of the hottest stars in Hollywood.


Fleming moved swiftly along the stone walk, the wings of his elegant overcoat whipping around him. He went up the front steps and confronted the officer.


“What the hell is going on? Is Miss Carstairs all right?”


The officer, stunned by the realization that he was speaking to a famous actor, had to try a couple of times before he could string words into a coherent sentence.


“Miss Carstairs is dead, sir,” he mumbled.


“Dead?” Ripley said, as if he was not familiar with the word.


“Murdered, sir. They’re saying it’s the work of the Dagger Killer.”


“Murdered,” Ripley repeated. He sounded dazed.


He turned to gaze through the partially open door. Vivian knew that from where he stood he could see a portion of the body on the crimson sofa. There was something about his expression that was vaguely familiar. In the glow of the hallway light, Fleming’s chiseled features were set in the same dramatic mask of shock that had made for a riveting scene in his last film, Dead End Alley.


And there it was, another golden shot for her camera. A picture of Ripley Fleming’s arrival at the scene of the Carstairs murder shortly after the body had been discovered would be worth more than the photo of the dead woman because there were no other photographers around to capture the expression on the actor’s face. Exclusive.


Vivian quietly readied her camera. Ripley must have heard her moving in the shadows. He whipped around and saw her. Something akin to panic replaced the horror on his memorable face.


“Please, no,” he whispered. “No pictures. I’ll pay you—”


She hesitated a second but she knew she had already made the decision. She lowered the camera.


“Forget it,” she said. “You don’t need to pay me not to take your photo, Mr. Fleming. I’m very sorry about Miss Carstairs.”


“Thank you,” Fleming said. He hesitated. “I owe you.”


“No,” she said. “You don’t.”


He fled down the steps and jumped into his convertible. Tires shrieked when he pulled away from the curb and raced down the street.


“Reckon the rumors in the Hollywood papers are true,” the officer mused. “Looks like Mr. Fleming and Miss Carstairs were having an affair. I’d better tell Detective Archer about this.”


The cop disappeared inside the house.


Vivian shot the house and hurried back to her car. This was why she was never going to have a great career in photojournalism, she thought. Taking a picture of the body at a crime scene was one thing. Photographing the shocked lover after he had begged her not to take his picture was beyond her. It would have felt wrong, indecent.


She jumped into the speedster and drove quickly down the winding lanes of the ritzy neighborhood and through the quiet streets of the town below. She parked in front of the beach house and hurried inside with her camera.


She headed straight for her darkroom— a converted pantry off the kitchen— grabbed the bottle of developer, and filled up the first tray. Next she prepared the stop bath and finally the fixer tray.


When she had everything ready she turned off the lights, closed the heavy black curtain as an extra precaution against light, and went to work.
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An hour and twenty minutes later she was in the office of the photo editor of the Adelina Beach Courier. Eddy Banks—middle-aged, reeking of cigar smoke, and endowed with extremely poor taste in clothes— studied the prints of the Carstairs murder.


“These are damn good,” he said. “Her fans are gonna be in tears tomorrow when they see this shot.” He narrowed his eyes. “Carstairs will go on the front page. I’ll use the house for page two. Nice bit of atmosphere. Did you give either of these to one of the syndicates?”


“No,” Vivian said. “They’re all yours if you want them. But these aren’t my five-dollar celebrity-seen-in-a-nightclub shots. I want seventy-five for those two pictures.”


“I’ll give you thirty bucks for both.”


“Fifty.”


“Consider ’em sold.” Eddy eyed her. “These photos are going to go national. You ought to demand a photo credit as well as the cash.”


“You know the last thing I want is to have my name associated with newspaper photos.”


“Still dreaming of making it big in the art world, huh?” Eddy shook his head. “You’re wasting your time.”


“Because I’m not good enough to be an art photographer?”


“Hell, no.” Eddy snorted. “Because the art world is never going to take photography seriously, especially not the kind you do.”


“Times are changing.”


“Some things never change.” Eddy took another look at the picture of Clara Carstairs on the sofa. “She was a real beauty, wasn’t she? She looks so young. Downright tragic. Do the cops have any leads?”


“I don’t think so, not unless Archer found something at the scene tonight. From what I could see it was the same setup as the Washfield and Attenbury murders. No signs of a struggle. Celebrity victim in a dramatic pose. Bloodstained antique dagger at the scene.”


Eddy shook his head. “Can’t be that many expensive old daggers around.”


“According to the cops, none of the museums or antiques galleries in the Los Angeles area have reported any thefts of daggers. Whoever is doing this probably has access to a private collection.”


“Sounds like it.”


“He must be wealthy, too,” Vivian added. “Rich enough not to care about leaving a valuable antique at the scene of a murder.”


“Good point.” Eddy planted his cigar in his mouth. “Well, looks like we’ve got our headline.”


“Clara Carstairs Murdered by Dagger Killer, Police Baffled for the front-page shot,” Vivian suggested. “Mansion of Doom for the second photo?”


“You’re getting real good at the news photo business.”


“I’ve been hanging around you too long, Eddy.”


Eddy glanced at the picture again and shook his head. “Like a scene from one of her own movies.”


Vivian studied the print. Her inner vision stirred and whispered to her. There are always secrets. You just have to look for them.


“Yes,” she said. “It almost looks like a scene from one of her own films.”


Secrets.
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Exhaustion finally hit on the drive back to the beach house. Vivian parked the speedster in the small attached garage and let herself in through the kitchen door.


She headed for the bedroom. The night shift was over. She needed sleep because she had a busy day ahead.


She kicked off the slip-ons, undressed, and fell into bed. She contemplated the shadowed ceiling while she reviewed her schedule. She had a studio portrait booked at ten o’clock. Like her crime-and-fire pictures, portraits were bread-and-butter business, albeit far more respectable. Successful art photographers often did portraits. Charged a lot for them, too.


She had cleared her afternoon to devote to her art. A model was due at two for the next picture in her new series.


It took about twenty minutes of staring at the ceiling before she abandoned the attempt to sleep. She was tired but every time she closed her eyes she saw the scene of the Carstairs murder. As Eddy had pointed out, it could have been a stage set from one of the actress’s own movies.


No, not a stage set. The lighting and the sight lines were not right, not for a movie.


But they were perfect for a photograph.


She pushed the covers aside, stepped into her slippers, pulled on a robe, and made her way down the hall to the living room. She paused to turn on a lamp.


Shortly after moving in a few months ago she had converted the front room into a studio. Lights, cords, tripods, and a variety of props littered the space. Black cases containing her precious lenses, light meters, film, flashbulbs, and all the rest of the equipment required for her work were lined up against one wall. Backdrops and swaths of fabric were suspended from a series of movable rails. A large, freestanding mirror stood in a corner. She had discovered early on that it was easier to get a good portrait if the sitter could see his or her own reflection.


She left the studio, went into the small dining room that now served as her office, and switched on a lamp. The table was covered with folders filled with photos and newspaper clippings. Most were her own work but some were pictures taken by other photographers that she deemed worth a closer study. Photography was an art. There was always something to learn, always a new way to see beneath the surface. A way to discover and reveal secrets.


She opened the file labeled WASHFIELD MURDER and dumped the contents onto the table. Leonard Washfield had been a wealthy and well-connected socialite. The family money had come from the railroads. Leonard had been born and raised in San Francisco but he had moved to Hollywood after graduating from college. He had financed a couple of successful motion pictures and soon became known for his extravagant parties. He had been photographed at the hottest nightclubs, where he always seemed to have a beautiful actress on his arm. A month ago his dramatic death had been front-page news.


For a moment she stood looking down at the little pile of photos and clippings. There was a certain sameness to them because the photographers were mostly using the same kind of camera and had shot mostly from a distance of about ten feet. But there were some pictures, including her own, that had taken advantage of the unique lighting at the scene.


After a while she picked up the folder labeled ATTENBURY MURDER and examined the pictures. Sarah Attenbury had been a glittering fixture on the Los Angeles social scene. Invitations to her parties were coveted by everyone who moved in high-flying circles in Hollywood and Beverly Hills.


The first faint light of a foggy dawn was illuminating the sky when Vivian concluded that she was certain of what she was seeing in the pictures. She went back into the living room and picked up the phone.


“Operator, please connect me with the police,” she said. “Yes, I’ll hold.”


A short time later a gruff voice came on the line. “Adelina Beach Police Department.”


“Detective Archer, please. Tell him it’s about the Carstairs murder.”


“He just left. Been a long night. Hang on, I’ll see if I can catch him.”


The phone on the other end clattered on a desktop. After a couple of moments a man with a smoker’s rough voice came on the line.


“This is Archer.”


“Detective Archer, my name is Vivian Brazier. I’m a photographer. I was at the Carstairs house earlier this evening taking news photos.”


“I remember you. The lady with the camera. What’s this all about?”


“I have been looking at the pictures that appeared in the papers after the Washfield and Attenbury murders and there are some striking similarities between those two homicide scenes and the one at the Carstairs mansion.”


“The fancy daggers.” Archer’s voice sharpened. “We think they came from a private collection. We’re checking out that angle. Is that all you’ve got? Because if so, I’d really like to go home and get some sleep.”


“I think the pictures were deliberately and carefully composed. Each element is intentional. The lighting was staged for a dramatic shot. Your killer considers himself an artist.”


“What the hell? You think he stopped to paint a couple of pictures after he murdered Washfield, Attenbury, and Carstairs?”


“No, I think he photographed the scenes.”


“Are you serious? We’re looking for a photographer? That means my suspect list is approximately the size of the telephone book. Everyone and his kid sister has a Brownie.”


“You’re looking for a pro, not an amateur. He’ll be using expensive equipment, fine-grained film, and pricey paper. There aren’t a lot of camera shops that carry high-quality lenses, film, and paper. Trust me, those shops will remember their best customers.”


“Paper?” Archer sounded thoughtful. “You think he’s printing his photographs?”


“Of course. I told you, he considers himself an artist. Find him and you’ll find his equipment and negatives as well as the prints.”


“What about those old knives?”


“I can’t be absolutely positive but I suspect they may be his way of marking each murder scene as part of a series.”


Archer whistled softly. “You saw all that just by looking at the crime scenes?”


“I spend my days composing pictures. I know what to look for. Oh, one more thing.”


“Hang on, I need to make some notes.” There were some rustling sounds. A moment later Archer came back on the line. “All right, go ahead. What else do you think you saw at the scenes?”


Vivian picked up a newspaper clipping of the Washfield murder. “Do you know anything about photography, Detective?”


“Evidently not as much as I thought I did.”


“For the past couple of decades there has been an argument going on in the art world over the issue of whether or not photography should be considered an art or just a means of documenting reality.”


“Who cares?”


“The art world cares. Museums and galleries that hang photographs care. So do photographers who are trying to use their cameras to create art.”


Photographers like me, she thought. But she did not say that aloud.


“This battle about whether photography deserves to be called an art is a big deal?” Archer said.


“A very big deal. There are two aesthetic approaches involved, pictorialism and modernism.”


“I’m not really interested in art. I’m trying to stop a crazy killer.”


“Fine. I won’t bore you with the details, Detective. All you need to know is that the older school is called pictorialism. It’s all about making a photograph look like a painting.”


“How do you do that?”


“You shoot for a painterly look. Soft focus, maybe. You use all sorts of tricks and tints to manipulate the photograph when you print it. You’re not trying to capture reality, you’re going for an abstract vision. Modernism is the new tradition. It’s all about clean lines and a sharp focus. It’s about revealing reality.”


“You’re losing me.”


“I think the killer you are hunting sees himself as working in the older tradition. His pictures will be pictorial in style and that means he’ll be purchasing supplies that only a photographer working in that genre would want. That should help narrow down your suspect list.”


“You really think he’s taking pictures of the scene after he kills someone?”


Vivian studied the pictures of the Washfield murder.


“Oh, yes,” she said. “When you find him, I’m sure you’ll find his collection.”


“If you’re right you’ve given me the lead I’ve been looking for. I’ll get my people out on the street first thing this morning to start talking to camera shops.”


“Expensive camera shops. The kind that sell professional equipment and the best film.”


“Got it. Anything else?”


“One thing,” Vivian said. “Whatever you do, please keep my name out of this. Photographers, especially those who shoot murders and fires, don’t get much respect from the art world.”


Archer snorted. “I get it, believe me. Same goes for cops. People call us when they get robbed but no one sends us engraved invitations to the big charity ball.”


“Thank you, Detective,” Vivian said. “I appreciate it.”


“Don’t worry,” Archer said. “Your secret is safe with me.”
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Vivian did not sleep late. She got up early, bathed, dressed, and rushed out the front door and down the street to the newsstand. Screaming headlines announced the Carstairs murder. Her picture was on the front page of the Adelina Beach Courier.


She grabbed copies of every morning paper the vendor stocked. Arms full, she hurried back to her house, brewed some strong coffee, and started reading.


All of the morning papers carried photos and lurid accounts of the newest Dagger Killer murder. The papers that considered themselves to be family papers were careful to paint out all traces of blood and ran the images of the body on page two. Others, such as Hollywood Whispers and the Adelina Beach Courier, slapped the most graphic pictures on the front page.


She read all of the articles carefully, curious to see if any of the reporters had discovered that Ripley Fleming had arrived at the scene of the murder.


By the time she finished her coffee it was clear that Fleming had escaped relatively unscathed. Hollywood Whispers and a few of the other movie gossip papers reminded readers that he and Carstairs were rumored to have been intimately involved but that was no more than what had already been printed.


Talk of a romantic connection between an actor and an actress was an excellent way to keep their names and photos in the press. A picture of the shocked lover arriving at the scene of the murder, however, would have invited a very different kind of speculation.


The phone rang, startling her. She glanced at her watch. It was almost nine. Her heart sank. Her ten o’clock portrait client was probably calling to cancel. She got to her feet and went into the living room to pick up the receiver.


“Hello.” She kept her voice cool and businesslike.


“I’m calling for Miss Vivian Brazier.”


The voice on the other end was female, brisk, and professional. The client’s secretary, most likely.


“This is Vivian Brazier,” Vivian said.


“I’m calling from the Penfield Gallery. Miss Penfield had an appointment with an artist to review some of his paintings at one o’clock today. However, that meeting has been canceled. I do realize this is very short notice but, if you’re still interested in showing some of your pictures to Miss Penfield, she will be willing to take a look at them at one o’clock.”


Vivian’s mood soared skyward with near-miraculous speed. Excitement and hope sparked. Shortly after moving to Adelina Beach she had managed to place two of her limited-edition art photos with a local gallery. The pictures, both landscapes, had been exhibited in a show and had sold for modest prices. But afterward her career had stalled. She had not been able to get any more of her photographs into the local galleries.


“Yes, of course, I’ll be happy to show Miss Penfield some of my recent work today,” she said. “I’ll be there at one.”


She hung up and went into her bedroom, opened the door of her closet, and contemplated her wardrobe. She had several smart suits that she had brought with her when she had moved from San Francisco to Adelina Beach but they had been designed to be worn to charity luncheons and garden club teas. They required gloves, hats, and handbags that matched the shoes— not at all the sort of thing an up-and-coming photographer wore to a fashionable gallery.


She pushed the suits to the back of her closet, where they were lost in the shadows along with a couple of dramatic evening gowns. She had not worn any of them since her arrival in Adelina Beach. The clothes belonged to her other life, the life she had lived as the eldest daughter of the fashionable, socially connected San Francisco Braziers. That life had gone down in flames following the scandalous liaison with an artist and then her subsequent refusal to marry the man her parents had handpicked for her.


It had been almost a year since she had sat down with her family and announced her decision to pursue a career as an art photographer.


The news had landed with the force of a grenade in the Brazier household, although she was at a loss to understand why. It should have been obvious that she was passionate about taking pictures. She had been an avid photographer since her father had given her a Brownie on her eighth birthday. She’d moved on to her first view camera and set up her first darkroom at the age of twelve. She had been enthralled by the magic she could create in the dark.


But the scene in the elegantly appointed living room of the Brazier home on the night of her announcement still rang in her ears. “But, dear, photography is just a hobby,” her mother had said. “There’s no reason you can’t continue to do it after you’re married. I’m sure Hamilton won’t mind.”


At that point Vivian had pulled the pin out of another grenade. She had informed her parents that she had turned down Hamilton Merrick’s offer of marriage. Her mother had been first horrified and then distraught and, finally, furious.


Her father had warned her that if she continued with her crazed plan to become a professional photographer he would cut off all financial support until she came to her senses.


Her sister, Lyra, had watched the drama in silence, a speculative expression in her eyes.


Later that night Lyra had come to Vivian’s room and sat down on the velvet-covered dressing table stool. She had watched Vivian fill the two suitcases sitting on the bed.


“You’re serious about your art photography, aren’t you?” Lyra asked.


“You know I am.”


“You’re sure you don’t love Hamilton?”


“Absolutely certain. I suppose if I had to marry someone, Hamilton would probably do as well as any other man.” Vivian took a pile of lingerie out of a drawer and dumped it into a suitcase. “Mother and Father approve of him. He’s in line to take control of his father’s business. He goes to all the right social affairs and we do have a few things in common. I certainly enjoyed the outings on his yacht and he’s an excellent dancer. He was even willing to overlook the scandal. But I’m not in love with him and, frankly, I’m sure he doesn’t love me.”


“You’re positive about that?” Lyra said.


“Yep.” Vivian paused in the act of taking a hatbox down from the closet shelf. She eyed Lyra closely and then she smiled. “I see. I hadn’t realized you liked him so much, at least not in that way. You did a very good job of concealing your feelings.”


Lyra flushed. “Mother was so sure you were going to marry him. I did not want to let anyone know I found him attractive. Besides, Hamilton has always treated me as if I were his kid sister.”


Hamilton was, indeed, a handsome, charming man, Vivian reflected. On the surface he appeared to be everything a woman in her world could ask for in a husband. They had known each other most of their lives because they had grown up in the same social circles. When she was in her teens she’d had a mad crush on him, but when they had gone their separate ways to college she had not really missed him.


After graduation Hamilton had taken a position in his father’s law firm. He had dated a lot of women, including her, but he had not shown any interest in marriage until quite recently. It had come as a shock when he had asked her to marry him. Talk about a quick way to kill a perfectly good relationship.


She dropped the hatbox on the bed and walked across the room to hug Lyra.


“Trust me, neither my heart nor Hamilton’s will be broken when I move to Adelina Beach,” she said.


“Must you leave San Francisco to pursue your art?” Lyra asked.


“For now I think it’s best. If I set up a studio here, Mother and Father will be embarrassed. Or, even worse, they would pressure their friends to ask me to do portraits and wedding photography. I don’t want to do that kind of work, at least not as a career. I want to do the kind of pictures that hang in museums and galleries. Pictures that make people stop and take a second look. I want to create art.”


“Why Adelina Beach? Why not Hollywood or Beverly Hills?”


“Adelina Beach is adjacent to L.A. It has all the advantages of being close to the city but it has a reputation as an art town. The best and most exclusive galleries in Southern California have shops there. It’s the place to be for someone like me, an artist trying to establish a career.”


“I will miss you so much,” Lyra said. Tears filled her eyes.


“It’s not as if I’m moving to New York or the moon,” Vivian said. “You can come and see me as often as you like. All you have to do is get on the train. And I will come back to San Francisco on holidays and birthdays.”


“I know, but it won’t be the same.” Lyra used the sleeve of her robe to wipe her eyes. She managed a shaky smile. “But I will admit I have always wanted to see Hollywood.”


“We will tour Hollywood together the first time you come to visit me.”


Lyra’s visits had occurred with increasing frequency in the past several months. She had loved the sun and the beach and she had enjoyed acting as an assistant in the studio. Aware of Vivian’s financial circumstances— Gordon Brazier had followed through with his threat to cut off all funding— Lyra invariably showed up at the beach house with a gift of a new dress or a fashionable hat. Vivian’s mother had recovered from her initial emotional reaction and had begun to send lavish presents— shoes, jewelry, or a smart new handbag.


The result was that Vivian possessed a rather extensive wardrobe for a struggling photographer.


She pushed aside a new tennis outfit— unworn— and settled on what she had decided to make her signature professional style— a pair of black slacks with wide, flowy legs, a black silk blouse, and a jaunty little turquoise scarf. Square-toed, stacked-heel shoes fashioned of perforated black patent leather finished the look.


She crossed the bedroom to the dressing table and brushed her shoulder-length whiskey-brown hair so that it fell in deep waves. Next she uncapped her new crimson lipstick. There would be no hat and no gloves today. Hats and gloves were too formal, too traditional. She was an artist. She had to project the right image— that of a modern, unconventional woman; a free spirit. A woman who did not conform to the rules.


She had concluded early on that in art photography, as in every other area of life, looking the part was 75 percent of the challenge. Most of the rest involved the same quality it took to walk boldly past a police line armed with only her Speed Graphic— attitude.
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At precisely one o’clock that afternoon she stood in the back room of the Penfield Gallery trying to conceal her tension, afraid to let herself get too hopeful. Fenella Penfield was acknowledged as a force of nature in the Southern California art world. Her verdicts were treated as law by serious collectors and fashionable members of the public.


At the moment, she was bent over the first of the three prints Vivian had brought to show her. She studied it for a long moment and then straightened abruptly.


“Forget the landscape,” Fenella said. She pushed the picture of the storm-tossed Pacific aside as if it were yesterday’s newspaper. “It’s dramatic enough but unless you’re Ansel Adams, no one is interested in landscapes. They’re inherently boring.”


Vivian winced inwardly but she had been brought up in the hot-house social world of San Francisco. She knew how to conceal strong emotions. There was no point arguing about the marketability of the picture. It was Fenella Penfield’s gallery, after all. Her opinion was the only one that mattered.


Penfield was in her mid-thirties, a tall, thin, angular woman with a razor-sharp profile and the tight face of a dedicated smoker. She wore her dark hair in a severe chignon that emphasized her dramatically made-up eyes. She clearly relished the process of savaging the delicate feelings of vulnerable artists. She was well aware that she could make or break a career and seemed to believe that she had a divinely inspired mission to purify the art world.


The Penfield Gallery was located in a fashionable shopping district. The area had once been an exclusive neighborhood of large, two-story homes built in the Spanish colonial style. Fenella knew how to cater to her wealthy clientele. She always took care to park her elegant red Duesenberg directly in front of the entrance. The expensive vehicle, with its long lines and miles of gleaming chrome, was a visible symbol of class and luxury. It might as well have spelled out the message Don’t Even Think of Entering This Gallery Unless You Are Rich in neon letters. The upscale tone was carried through to the grand entrance and the stark white-walled showroom.


The back room of the gallery looked as if it had once been part of a grand reception hall designed to host large parties and social gatherings. Unlike the showroom in front, however, it was a typical gallery back room. Vivian had seen enough of them in the course of showing her portfolio to know. Framed and unframed paintings were stacked against the walls. Cartons and crates were piled on the floor. Large sculptures loomed in the shadows. The workbenches were littered with framing tools and materials.


At the rear of the shop a handsome staircase led upstairs to a balcony that ran the width of the room. There were more pictures and boxes stacked on that level.


Vivian understood why clients were impressed with the Penfield Gallery and she could certainly appreciate the smart marketing. But she had been raised in a wealthy household, a home filled with genuine Old World antiques, fine carpets, and beautifully polished furniture. It took a lot more than a handsome car out front and the severe, ultra-modern décor of the showroom to impress her.


Fenella contemplated the image of the Adelina Beach pier in the morning light. An aging, dust-coated Ford was parked near the beach. A man and a woman stood next to the vehicle, gripping the hands of their two small, barefoot children. Everything about the couple radiated a mix of exhaustion and resolute determination. The children were wide-eyed and excited by the sight of the ocean.


It was clear that the family had not come to California on a vacation. They were there for the same reasons so many others had made the journey. Whatever lay behind them was worse than the uncertainty of their future in the West. They had come to find a new start; a new life.


“I call it Finding California,” Vivian said.


The photo had been entirely unscripted. She had come across the family on her way home after selling a late-night murder scene to Eddy at the Adelina Beach Courier. The sight of the weary family gazing out at the pier and the horizon beyond had made her pull over to the curb. The couple had agreed to let her take the picture. Afterward she had given them the twenty dollars she had just collected for the crime scene shots. They had acted as if it was a small fortune.


“I’m not the Farm Security Administration,” Fenella announced. “I have no interest in hanging pictures designed to promote Mr. Roosevelt’s New Deal.” She tossed the photo aside. “Besides, everyone who arrives in California on Route Sixty-Six takes a picture of the beach and the pier. I was hoping you would have something more interesting to show me.”


Vivian braced herself and reached into her portfolio. She took out the last picture and put it on the table. It was the first in her new series of experimental photographs.


Fenella’s face tightened. Her bony shoulders tensed. Her eyes narrowed. For a long moment she stared at the picture. Vivian told herself that might be a good sign.


“It’s the first in a series of limited editions,” she ventured. “I’m calling it Men.”


When Fenella did not reply, just continued to gaze, transfixed, at the picture, Vivian took the risk of opening her inner vision a little, just enough to get some notion of what to expect.


The back room of the gallery and everything in it blurred as she focused on Fenella. She caught a fleeting glimpse of energy shivering around the other woman. It was the color of a hot sunset on the eve of a violent storm. Rage.


Stunned, Vivian hastily shut down her sixth sense and gripped the edge of the table for support. Her pulse was skittering and she was breathing too quickly. She had been braced for a dismissive rejection but not for red-hot anger.


This was the problem with using her other vision outside the controlled environment of her studio. Glimpsing the raw energy of someone else’s emotions was always unnerving.


Well, at least she now knew for certain that she would not be launching a career in art photography at the Penfield Gallery.


“You can’t be serious,” Fenella said at last. Anger and disgust etched each word. She flipped the picture of a nude male figure aside. “This is nothing short of pornography. They sell pictures like this from behind the counter in cheap magazine shops. Really, I am extremely disappointed, Miss Brazier. I have an opening in my upcoming exhibition. I thought I might be able to fit in one of your photographs but obviously that’s not possible.”
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