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PROLOGUE



FREDDIE O


The Hollywood dream machine is powered by stories.


On an early October day in 1990, I was an ambitious twenty-five-year-old development coordinator in Building One, the Spanish Revival home of Warner Bros. Television, my morning spent reading through all manner of scripts and books and unpublished galleys, magazine and newspaper articles, searching for something, anything, that might propel my nascent career to new heights, when my mother called to confirm I was coming for lunch. She wanted me there as soon as possible so we had time to talk about an extraordinary man who lived in her building.


“His name is Fred Otash,” she eagerly noted. “We’ve known each other for a while and you need to hear his stories.”


I didn’t give it much thought as I braved my geriatric Jetta up and over the Hollywood Hills to the Park Wellington, a palm-festooned, resort-style condominium nestled on a cascading hillside just off Sunset Boulevard in an affluent enclave where most Angelenos only dream to live and die in LA. The building was chock-full of colorful characters: Sharon Osbourne lived next door; my adopted grandfather and mentor Max Youngstein, who launched United Artists with Charlie Chaplin, owned one of the elite garden townhouses; a litany of nomadic actors, supermodels, and above-the-line talent that would come and go on a regular basis; a widowed “iron jaw” trapeze artist who once told my mother she used to swing from her teeth with Barnum & Bailey before marrying into money, and apparently a person of interest to my mother named Fred Otash, whom I had never heard of.


That changed the minute I walked in the door and was handed the just-released October issue of GQ magazine, turned to a provocative five-page spread titled “The Man Who Bugged Marilyn Monroe.”


“You need to read this now,” my mom instructed.


And so began my journey into the incredible life of the legendary private detective who lorded over LA’s scandalous underbelly in the conservative, hush-hush, highly moral climate of the 1950s and ’60s. From Hollywood’s crème da la crème to the highest echelons of political power, the icons of an era, most of them dead, leapt to life across the magazine’s pages telling the tale of an intrepid dark knight who would do “anything short of murder” for his A-list clients.


“Yep. I was number one in my profession. I don’t care who it was about—a movie actress, a mobster, a studio head or a whore—if you wanted to get the lowdown on Hollywood, you came to see Fred Otash,” declared an opening salvo depicting his Eisenhower-era “erstwhile career” as “a keyhole peeper, wire tapper, morals enforcer, dirt collector and all-purpose scandalmonger to the stars.”


“This is the Holy Grail!” I declared as my mother set lunch on the table.


“He lives upstairs in Unit 302,” she exclaimed. “Now come and get it.”


Indeed, upstairs lived the real-life Zelig, the forerunner of modern-day private eyes who rose from the ashes of a postwar Los Angeles Police Department (LAPD) riddled with corruption to open the Fred Otash Detective Bureau, where he soon became known as the man who knew Hollywood’s secrets, using then state-of-the-art high-tech surveillance techniques to listen in on the who’s who of Tinseltown while its greatest movie stars, studio heads, and business leaders clamored for his favor, influence, and power to expose (or extinguish) the frailties and infidelities of their friends, foes, or cheating spouses. Mom was right. This was a story… and I wanted in.
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Returning two days later for a highly anticipated introductory dinner, I found Otash in the kitchen playing sous chef to my mother, draining the pasta for her famous linguine and clams while she elucidated on the true meaning of al dente. He seemed nothing like the notorious sleuth depicted in GQ—my only point of reference, as there was no Google to troll in 1990, not even a photo in the magazine, just an artist’s black-and-white rendering of the back of his head as he affixed a wiretap microphone to an alluringly inquisitive Marilyn Monroe. Notwithstanding the colander of steaming pasta in his grip, he exuded the polished, well-mannered presence of an old movie star, as if groomed and refined by the same studio system that had manufactured the majority of his former clients and targets.


My fascination would dominate the lion’s share of our dinner conversation, and when he grew weary of slaying us with salacious snippets from his private eye past, my mother chimed in with her tales of Rome’s Cinecittà Studios in the early 1950s, singing “Volare” with Domenico Modugno and working up close and personal with Italian cinema legends Michelangelo Antonioni, Gabriele Ferzetti, and Valentina Cortese, “back when Sophia Loren was still an extra.” They had that in common, a nostalgic personal connection to an all-but-oxidized Hollywood era so far and foreign from my own. Otash also enjoyed a healthy dose of political discourse, a passion he shared, along with his first name, with my civically minded, armchair-historian father.


When my work at Warners was broached in more detail, Otash disclosed a recent meeting with Joel Silver, the prolific uber-producer behind Lethal Weapon and Die Hard whose rich overall deal at the studio was legend. He said Silver’s people were interested, in what exactly neither he nor they seemed to know for certain.


“Not the first time Hollywood kicked my tires,” he quipped, before riffing on an industry that had purloined his persona for decades, from the dashing investigator played by Efrem Zimbalist Jr. in the classic TV series 77 Sunset Strip, to Jack Nicholson’s star turn as the ex–police officer turned private eye protagonist in director Roman Polanski’s neo-noir masterpiece, Chinatown. Even his best friend Mickey Spillane gleaned portions of his character for the best-selling author’s Mike Hammer detective novels adapted for TV first in 1958, then again in 1984.


And while he wore these variations on a Hollywood theme like bittersweet badges of honor, it was clear the sixty-seven-year-old Otash felt his own stranger-than-fiction story blew them all out of the water. He was making notes for his second book, which, unlike the more sanitized Investigation Hollywood he had penned and published in 1976, would tell “the whole truth and nothing but” regarding his relationship with Marilyn Monroe, his surveillance of her love affairs with President John F. Kennedy and his brother Robert F. Kennedy, and his knowledge of events leading to her tragic death in 1962, revelations he broadly described as being “way too hot to handle” in bicentennial America.


The more I heard, the more I was captivated by his controversial and commercial nature. Obviously I couldn’t compete with the likes of Joel Silver, but my work at the studio had afforded me firsthand knowledge of how biopic formats of this nature were nurtured from concept to creation by the best in the business—or in less fortunate scenarios, picked to death by “creative” executives who wouldn’t know a good story if it bit them in the ass. I offered to be his wingman on the inside to help navigate the minefield of magic and make-believe that was the modern-day Hollywood ecosystem. Otash appreciated my passion, and I was further encouraged when he invited me to his condo that weekend to check out his “scrapbooks.”


When I arrived for our meeting at his contemporary, Kreiss-filled one-bedroom condo, he laid two king-size folios bound in black silk, the likes of which I had never seen, across a table in his kitchen, their pages stuffed with newspaper and magazine clippings chronicling his illustrious life from the late 1940s to present day. It was a writer’s dream, a Hollywood private eye’s Library of Alexandria just waiting to be mined. Adjacent to this jaw-dropping display, I made note of a vintage steel filing cabinet painted fire engine red that could be locked by inserting a key into a cylinder on the top drawer and pushing it inward.


“Those are my hot files,” he said in his deep-resonating voice. “Nobody goes in there but me.”


“So that’s everything?” I timidly inquired.


He laughed. “Are you kidding? That’s the tip of the iceberg, man. I have boxes and boxes, all locked away in a vault in Bank of America.”
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Time passed, and “Freddie” became a valued member of our extended family and a frequent guest at my mother’s many dinner parties and informal gatherings. He even gave my parents a set of keys to his unit, to use should one or both of my out-of-town older brothers need a place to sleep if he was traveling when they happened to visit. He and I would continue our conversation over lunches at his favorite haunts, Nate ’n’ Al’s on Beverly Drive; his best friend Nicky Blair’s eponymous hotspot on Sunset Boulevard; and the Cock ’n’ Bull tavern at the end of the Strip, where he recalled classic movie stars like John Barrymore, Bette Davis, and Richard Burton holding court “when Hollywood was still Hollywood.” Our excursions invariably began with a featured guided tour of his fabled city from the front seat of his classic Cadillac Eldorado Biarritz with its personalized OTASH license plate and “Freddie O” etched into its polished brass frame, reminiscent of his glory days when, as one Los Angeles Times story wrote, he “prowled Hollywood by night in a chauffeured Cadillac full of women he called ‘little sweeties,’ and much like a fictional private eye conjured up by Raymond Chandler, drank a quart of Scotch and smoked four packs of cigarettes a day.”


We soon started working on a multimedia pitch that could shapeshift as needed since the content was adaptable for any format available at the time: a network or cable series, movie for television, miniseries, or feature film. I wrote treatments for everything, and a friend at one of the edit bays in town helped me produce a VHS sizzle reel utilizing his recent appearances on Hard Copy, A Current Affair, two BBC documentaries, and a stand-alone segment on Yesterday, Today and Tomorrow, a short-lived docuseries hosted by a then thirty-four-year-old news media darling named Maria Shriver, the niece of John and Robert Kennedy. I simply followed the same recipe we used at the studio, crafting a concise and immersive presentation that properly articulated the content and its potential. Only then would I finally muster the courage to propose that Freddie and I sign a formal agreement to make our partnership legal.


“A contract?” he gently scoffed. “Listen, kid. You don’t need a contract with me. My word is worth more than any bullshit piece of paper.”


This, I had by now learned, was classic Otash, but I believed him. And even if I didn’t, I had little to no leverage to negotiate. But after all the time we had spent together, I knew in my heart I could trust him.
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It was spring 1991, one of those gorgeous late afternoons in Beverly Hills when the air is infused with the signature scent of night-blooming jasmine. Freddie and I were having an early farewell dinner on the empty street-side patio at Tse Yang, a small upscale Chinese restaurant on Doheny Drive next to the Writers Guild Theater. He would depart the following night for seasonal sojourns at his pieds-à-terre in Miami Beach and the South of France, and I wouldn’t see him again for months. But despite his imminent journey, he seemed oddly preoccupied with the past.


“Something about this stretch of Doheny… how many times…” he said pensively without finishing his sentence before pointing out our proximity to Marilyn Monroe’s last apartment, about a mile north at 882 North Doheny Drive. He told me she had twice leased the same small one-bedroom above the garage, first in 1953 before her marriage to Joe DiMaggio, then again in 1961 when she was dating Frank Sinatra and “entertaining” the Kennedys before she purchased her final home in Brentwood.


“It was their love nest,” he disclosed.


“What really happened to her?” I asked for the umpteenth time.


Freddie smiled back, a hint of resignation in his eyes. Then he took a deep, labored breath and exhaled slowly as if his emphysema was flaring up again, but it wasn’t. He had always evaded giving me a straight answer before, conjuring the accidental-overdose scenario without committing to it or providing any clarity. But now, perhaps because we had established a certain level of trust, he brought up an incident in 1985 when he was interviewed by ABC’s 20/20. The popular prime-time newsmagazine had produced a special two-part episode on Monroe’s life that sought to shed light on her alleged affairs with the Kennedy brothers and the events leading up to her untimely death.


“They killed it,” he said. “Ripped from the schedule by ABC brass just hours before it was supposed to air.”


As he began sharing some of what he told the ABC producers during his two on-camera interviews, Freddie became restless, apprehensive, rubbing the palm of his right hand back and forth across his jawline, as if what he said or was about to say made him increasingly anxious. Then he caught himself and shut it down.


“Aw, fuck it,” he said, exasperated. “That’s all I can tell you, kid. I don’t want to… I don’t want to get into it… not right now. Let’s just leave it at that, okay?”


I had never seen him so unnerved and melancholic. It confirmed my suspicion there was likely much more to the story than the official, whitewashed talking points that had kept the world guessing for the past twenty-eight years. Something perhaps rooted in all the conspiracy theories bandied about since her death. Something buried deep in his psyche that still shook him to the core whenever it happened to rear its ugly head. My question clearly put him off this time, so I pivoted to what I thought might elevate his mood: his upcoming book and possible collaboration with James Ellroy.


I knew from day one he had befriended Ellroy. The celebrated author had published L.A. Confidential three months before sitting in on Freddie’s interview with GQ magazine. Freddie often mentioned their frequent phone conversations or occasional get-togethers when Ellroy was in town, always hinting they might work together since their discussions invariably centered on the taste and texture of Freddie’s real-life exploits. It gave him such pride that Ellroy had what he described as an almost sycophantic obsession with his story, sending him handwritten notes of praise and appreciation following their encounters and claiming he was going to “take my brain out of retirement.”


It wasn’t until after Freddie’s death that I became privy to their origin story, when I came into possession of his archives and found four handwritten notes from 1989 to 1990 in a manila folder simply marked “Ellroy.” In the first, dated January 1, 1989, a young James Ellroy, just shy of his forty-first birthday, thanks Freddie for the previous weekend, writing that his revelations were brilliant, that he was certain they would infuse White Jazz with a color and authenticity it wouldn’t have had otherwise, that meeting him was a pleasure and an honor, and that he looked forward to developing a long and profitable relationship with him.


That afternoon, however, mentioning Ellroy’s name triggered Freddie for the worst.


“That cocksucker can kiss my ass!” he exclaimed in a sudden burst of anger. “He sent me a check for twenty-five hundred dollars! Can you believe that?! What the fuck do I need his money for?!”


When I asked him what had happened, he begrudgingly revealed how wrong he’d been to trust Ellroy, that it was “all just a shill” to feign friendship, to pump him for details and plunder his life for Ellroy’s personal agenda. When Freddie finally caught on to the grift, he cut Ellroy out cold from all communication.


“I’ll write my own goddamn book,” he snorted.


We never spoke of Ellroy again.


A few days later, after Freddie had repaired to his seaside residence in the Grand Hotel on the Boulevard de la Croissette in Cannes, I arrived at work to find the May issue of Vanity Fair sitting in my inbox. A resplendent photo of Audrey Hepburn graced the cover with a banner draped across her forehead teasing “The Man Who Kept Marilyn’s Secrets,” exclusive excerpts from James Spada’s upcoming biography on Peter Lawford. I sat there dumbfounded as I read the opening paragraphs that echoed some of what Freddie had disclosed during our dinner, how Lawford begged him to help clean Marilyn’s Brentwood home of any evidence of the Kennedys the night she died. I rifled through my Filofax, found Freddie’s number in Cannes, and dialed it from my studio private line, reaching him nine hours ahead just as he was sitting down for dinner with friends.


“Freddie, can you hear me?” I asked, not waiting for an answer. “It’s urgent. Can you talk?”


He put me on hold and took the call in his bedroom, where I proceeded to spend the next thirty minutes reading him the entire article that focused on myriad claims, speculations, and theories from numerous sources that may or may not have taken place the night Marilyn Monroe died—with Freddie sprinkled throughout like a ground zero star witness.


I was incredulous. “Can you believe this? What’s going on? How did this happen?”


Freddie started laughing.


“Great story!” he chortled. “Glad I’m out of the country!”


He said he had granted Spada the interview but only shared enough to build buzz for his own upcoming book. Then he asked me to keep an eye out for another imminent salvo, the May issue of Los Angeles magazine, which arrived on my desk two days later with a stellar six-page feature story on Freddie, comically titled “The Dick.” Our project was getting hotter by the day, and with all this renewed ink, his place in the cultural zeitgeist was rising like the summer sun.
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Freddie had been a card-carrying member of the Friars Club of Beverly Hills for decades. Housed in a windowless building at 9900 Santa Monica Boulevard designed by Sidney Eisenshtat (the celebrated Jewish architect of Temple Emanuel of Beverly Hills and the landmark Temple Sinai on Wilshire Boulevard), the renowned private showbiz club founded by Milton Berle in 1947 touted a star-studded membership that in its heyday included Hollywood’s finest: Bing Crosby, Lucille Ball, Sammy Davis Jr., Judy Garland, Bob Hope, Jerry Lewis, Dean Martin, and Frank Sinatra, to name a few.


At around 9 p.m. on Sunday, October 4, 1992, Freddie stopped by my parents’ condo unannounced. He was all giddy and dapper. His frame, thirty pounds leaner courtesy of recent hip surgery, looked like a million bucks in a dark blue suit over a crisp white shirt, accented by a red silk pocket square. We marveled at his appearance as he proudly proclaimed he was feeling and looking better than he had in years. In fact, he had just been given a clean bill of health from his longtime physician, Dr. Frank Mancini, one of his closest and dearest friends, whom he trusted with his life, both literally and literarily.


After forging a close bond as Boy Scouts, the two young men lost track of each other in the chaos of World War II, but reunited once more when the rookie LAPD cop and young medical student ran into each other on Hollywood Boulevard. Freddie had recently asked Frank’s wife to type the latest draft of his manuscript, to ensure no one knew what he was writing. Hence the reason for his impromptu visit that night, to share in the afterglow of a dinner held in his honor at the Friars Club to celebrate the completion of his soon-to-be-published memoir. After a half hour of casual banter, Freddie retired to his condo, and I to my humble studio apartment near the La Brea Tar Pits. It had been almost two years to the day since we first met.


The next morning, I was jolted awake at 7:30 a.m. when both my phone and alarm clock went off simultaneously. My mother was on the line, anxious and distraught, weeping between her jumbled words as I heard her say, “Freddie died,” then, “I found his body.”


I thought she was referring to my father.


“No… Freddie,” she corrected through tears. “Freddie Otash.”
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The Old North Church at Forest Lawn Memorial Park in the Hollywood Hills is an exact replica of its historical counterpart in Boston that ignited the Revolutionary War in 1755 when Paul Revere spotted two lanterns hanging from its steeple, signaling the British were coming by sea across the Charles River. It was there on Friday, October 9, 1992, that we would attend Freddie’s funeral, a symbolic location to say farewell to a son of Massachusetts.


My parents and I sat in the rear pews and solemnly watched as Freddie’s family and friends took their seats in front of us, including his daughter, Colleen; his longtime lawyer and executor, Arthur Crowley; Dr. Frank Mancini and his wife; as well as numerous business leaders and celebrities including actor Robert Forster, who served as a pallbearer. But of all the mourners, one stood out and apart from the rest. She was a beautiful and elegant, mysterious woman with platinum blonde hair styled in a dramatic cascading swoop just as Marilyn Monroe had the night she sang “Happy Birthday” to President John F. Kennedy during his forty-fifth birthday celebration at Madison Square Garden. Surreal given Freddie’s close ties to Marilyn, I thought.


I would not discover her identity until over a decade later, on August 5, 2003, when I tuned in to a special episode of Larry King Live devoted to the forty-first anniversary of Marilyn Monroe’s death. Larry introduced her as “Jeanne Carmen, Marilyn’s closest friend in Hollywood.” During the interview, which dealt primarily with the mysterious circumstances of Monroe’s death, Carmen told King in no uncertain terms that Marilyn had affairs with both Kennedy brothers; that she lived in the apartment next door to Marilyn on Doheny Drive; and that their apartments were “attached,” so she was always over there and had often seen Bobby Kennedy—whom she insisted Marilyn loved. She then told King that she believed the rumors that the Kennedy brothers were somehow associated with her passing, at which point he asked her to elaborate.


“Well, I really can’t say what I think,” Carmen replied, “because Peter Lawford told me the story, and I believed him, even though he was drunk as a skunk. Johnny Roselli told me the same story. I had to leave town for eighteen years, you know.”


After the service, Freddie was laid to rest at Forest Lawn Memorial Park Cemetery among such Hollywood luminaries as Lucille Ball and Bette Davis (both of whom had hired him back in the day to spy on their estranged husbands), Buster Keaton, Andy Gibb, and Liberace. The wake was held at Nicky Blair’s, his best friend’s noisy and equally glitzy, high-end Italian and continental restaurant on the Sunset Strip, a place to see and be seen at a time when many legends of Hollywood’s Golden Age were still alive and well and regarded as American royalty. The restaurant was located just a short walk from the Park Wellington next door to the Playboy building near Sunset Plaza, arguably the most beautiful and pristine quarter mile of real estate the Strip has to offer.


My parents decided not to attend so I went solo with the main intention of introducing myself and offering my condolences to Freddie’s daughter, Colleen. Freddie had shown me pictures of her in the past. Much like her mother, the former Columbia Pictures starlet Doris Houck, Colleen was a beautiful and statuesque young woman, easy to spot among the crowd of Hollywood Alter Cockers. I didn’t take too much of her time for obvious reasons, but we exchanged numbers and I promised to call her soon.


I was about to leave when I noticed Freddie’s lawyer, the infamous Arthur Crowley, standing alone in front of a stone column that gave him a broad view of the restaurant and all who entered. He was an odd-looking older man, primarily due to an oversize toupee precariously perched atop his head. Regardless, I kindly approached and introduced myself, offering my condolences before highlighting my connection to Freddie and how we’d been working together for the past two years.


“I’m sure Freddie must have told you about me,” I affirmed. “He certainly told me a lot about you.”


Crowley didn’t acknowledge what I had said. He just stood there steely-eyed, cold and expressionless. His only response was to slowly square me up and down with a disarming and dismissive gaze I could feel in my bones. And then he spoke.


“Will you excuse me for a moment?” he said, not waiting for an answer as he walked past me toward a group of guests a few yards away.


I stood there for what seemed like a long time, watching him speak to other guests, thinking he would return, until he finally looked back and shot me a maleficent glare before turning away again. It was a brutal cold shoulder. I left a moment later, uncertain of how exactly to process what had just happened.
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A few weeks later, I was sitting at my desk at Warner Bros. when the studio’s mailroom called to see if I was there. Why? Because they had a “ton of boxes” all marked “Bank of America” addressed to me in Building One. I told the caller to bring them right away.


A mailroom intern arrived with eleven taped and sealed boxes, Freddie’s vaulted files, the same ones he had referred to the first time we visited in his condo two years earlier. As he began stacking them wherever possible in my small vestibule, I immediately became anxious. There was no way I could keep them in my office, so I helped him reload everything back onto his long flatbed golf cart, and we drove them to my car. We were barely able to stuff them inside—four in the trunk, six stacked in the back seat, and one in the front passenger area. I left the studio immediately. It took me an hour and a half, three times my normal drive time, to reach my apartment due to limited visibility. I was exhausted by the time I carted them all up and into my apartment—but not enough to wait on exploring Freddie’s glorious remains of the day.
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Fred Otash kept meticulous files on everyone and everything he encountered throughout the course of his personal and professional life—a practice first implemented during his tenure on the LAPD that he no doubt refined as Hollywood’s preeminent private detective. In his world, details were everything, and he surveilled his own life in much the same manner in which he scrutinized his famous clients and targets. While we will never know the contents of the “hot files” he kept inside the fire engine red filing cabinet at the Park Wellington disposed of by Arthur Crowley shortly after his death, his salvaged eleven boxes of investigative and personal files constitute the legacy of a remarkable and complicated man who kept Hollywood’s secrets during one of the most iconic eras in entertainment history.


This vast archive of materials—a museum-worthy treasure trove of investigative case files, surveillance reports, published memoir and unpublished manuscript, personal correspondence, recordings, interview transcripts, photographs, taped television appearances, countless newspaper and magazine articles, calendars, daily diaries, historical ephemera, treatments and synopses we wrote together prior to his death, and numerous interviews with his daughter, Colleen, and the personal records she provided over the decades—constitute the primary source material of intellectual property utilized during the writing of this book.


Throughout this journey, our objective has been to present Otash’s first-person perspective, his truth that has often been lost in the retelling of the events by others, particularly those mythmakers who were neither witnesses nor participants. To that end, we have taken great care to present the events, conversations, perceptions, and direct quotes herein as he said they happened, all of which are sourced from his aforementioned archives and related materials.


And yet, despite everything you are about to read, these stories represent just a fraction of what is contained in the files, for there are many more tales to be told when it comes to the private eye who never blinked, Freddie Otash.


—MANFRED WESTPHAL















ONE



THE CITY OF ANGELS


When Fred Otash arrived in Los Angeles in September 1945, he almost couldn’t believe that what he had seen in magazines and on black-and-white newsreel footage was real. On his first walk down Hollywood Boulevard, the twenty-three-year-old was mesmerized by the green hills that sprung up in the distance and the grand sign etched across the landscape that read HOLLYWOODLAND. The famous locales on Hollywood Boulevard were even bigger and brighter than he imagined.


There was the Mocambo, with its signature marquee traced in neon green. Five doors down was Ciro’s, with its luxe baroque interior cloaked behind an elegant yet unadorned façade. He knew from the magazines that they were both samples of a handful of hangouts, hotspots, and nightclubs reserved for the Hollywood royalty who dined and sipped martinis and Manhattans while talking shop and shit with their kindred power brokers in the purple. And, of course, there was Schwab’s Pharmacy, the legendary drugstore accessible to anyone hoping to be discovered and launched into stardom, like Lana Turner had been when spotted at the ice cream counter at age fifteen—or so legend had it.


Towering above it all were giant billboards advertising current and upcoming movies like Hitchcock’s Spellbound, starring Ingrid Bergman and Gregory Peck; Billy Wilder’s The Lost Weekend, with Ray Milland and Jane Wyman; and the patriotic musical comedy Anchors Aweigh, starring Frank Sinatra and Gene Kelly. Looking up at the boldface names with gimlet eyes, he thought, They all live here. And now he did as well, having rented a one-room apartment in the Selma Hotel a block below Hollywood Boulevard.


But unlike the army of young, aspiring wannabes who arrived daily in Hollywood from the small towns and big cities across America to pursue their dreams, Otash was a pragmatist. He lived in the real world. Good looks and charm notwithstanding, the street-smart son of poor Lebanese rug merchants knew that without money and a job there was no way he could afford to keep courting the former “Miss Tarzana,” whom he had just started dating.


One afternoon in his first few weeks in town, Otash spotted a small billboard above a low-slung cement building that read: THE LAPD NEEDS YOU! As enchanting as the movie billboards were, this one felt like a personal invitation, something he could do and be good at.
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Otash brought to Los Angeles a built-in survival instinct that was embedded in his DNA before he was born. His parents, Marion and Habib Otash, emigrated to the U.S. in 1895 after fleeing Beirut, Lebanon, to escape tyranny and unrest in the wake of ongoing sectarian conflicts that had ravaged the region for decades. They eventually settled in Methuen, Massachusetts, a picturesque city and textile manufacturing hub that was thriving along the Spicket River in the early twentieth century, where Fred was born the last of six children, four girls and two boys, on January 6, 1922. His father would die young of a heart attack when little Freddie was only five years old. When the Great Depression hit two years later and continued to devastate the U.S. economy throughout the 1930s, Methuen would become so riddled with crime and poverty that it was commonly referred to as “the most godforsaken place in Massachusetts.”


It was during this period of personal and economic adversity that Freddie’s only brother ran away. Having lost his peer support system, he began to subconsciously act out in ways that masked his underlying fears and anxieties. Freddie was expelled from every public school in the city, and when he made a habit of sneaking out his second-story bedroom window to swipe the family car and go joyriding with his pals in the middle of the night, his mother had no alternative but to send him to Mount Saint Charles Academy in Woonsocket, Rhode Island, a private Catholic school where the Brothers of the Sacred Heart eventually managed to turn the troubled teen around for the better.


In 1938, as the American economy took a steep downturn for the worse and his family struggled to make ends meet, Fred left school in the middle of his tenth-grade year to help financially support his mother and four sisters. He joined the Civilian Conservation Corps, one of the earliest New Deal programs established by President Franklin D. Roosevelt to relieve unemployment by providing national conservation work, primarily for unmarried young men. They transferred him to Estes Park, Colorado, the base of Rocky Mountain National Park along the Big Thompson River, an incredible land of breathtaking wooded and mountainous vistas where he worked as a forest ranger at the age of sixteen. Two years later, he returned to his home state to work as a lifeguard in Salisbury Beach, a longtime summer playground for Massachusetts beachgoers, until the United States entered World War II in December 1941.


Despite the fervid objections of his mother and sisters since, in effect, he was the only man left in the family, Otash volunteered to join the U.S. Marine Corps. A natural athlete with a penchant for wrestling, boxing, and swimming, he excelled at the Marine Boot Camp in Parris Island, South Carolina, where he was eventually assigned as a physical education instructor to teach Marine recruits the art of self-defense, combat swimming, and jungle warfare. He was then transferred to the Marine Corps base in Quantico, Virginia, assigned as an instructor in the FBI Academy to train candidates in the art of self-defense before being deployed overseas as a staff sergeant in the Solomon Islands campaign until his discharge in 1945.
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And so, the day after seeing the billboard, Otash visited LAPD headquarters at Los Angeles City Hall, approached the front desk inside the drab, windowless main office, and greeted the inexpressive civil service Bureaucrat sitting behind it.


The Bureaucrat’s insipid disposition flickered to life as he eyed Otash in his Marine uniform with four stripes on the upper shirt sleeve indicating his rank as staff sergeant. His strapping six-foot-two frame, sturdy jawline, and upright posture projected the confidence and physicality of a man you didn’t want to mess with, while his ruggedly handsome looks, with dark wavy hair and charcoal eyes framed by thick brows against his olive complexion, projected the self-assurance of a man who could do the job.


Men like Otash were exactly the prototype the department desired to fill their depleted ranks following a mass exodus of cops who had left to fight overseas before choosing different lines of work when and if they returned. Others were over-the-hill officers who needed to be pushed into retirement and replaced as soon as possible to handle a surge in population.


“Tell me, Sergeant Otash, where did you serve?” the Bureaucrat asked.


“I fought in the South Pacific,” Otash answered with pride.


“Well then, I salute you,” the Bureaucrat said, gesturing in kind. “Where exactly?”


“Treasure Island, Bismarck, the Northern Solomon Islands… I was part of a physical training unit, keeping soldiers fit and helping them in hand-to-hand combat,” Otash explained. “I studied judo and close-combat techniques.”


“Well, you sure look like someone who can hold his own in combat,” the Bureaucrat observed with a smile.


Otash figured his hiring was in the bag, especially when the Bureaucrat began touting LA’s moderate climate and the LAPD’s career advancement opportunities as a final selling point. What he failed to disclose was the fact that postwar Los Angeles was a crime-infested bubbling cauldron ready to explode, its police force steeped in corruption.


Just as he was about to hand Otash a pen to fill out his application, he touched upon one last formality. “Do you have a high school diploma?”


“No, sir, I don’t,” replied Otash, thinking nothing of it.


The Bureaucrat slightly withdrew his pen before probing further. “How far did you go in high school?”


“I left in the tenth grade… joined the Civilian Conservation Corps to help support my family. Is that a problem?”


The light left the Bureaucrat’s face. Although he admired the young Marine’s devotion to family, the regulations were clear. “A high school diploma is required before you can even apply to be an LAPD officer, much less be accepted,” he said.


Otash countered that he got his education working as a forest ranger in the Civilian Conservation Corps, not to mention everything he learned serving his country during the war. “That should count for something,” he argued.


“I didn’t write the rules, Sergeant,” the Bureaucrat stiffly replied. “I’m just following them.”


This was going nowhere… a dead end, Otash thought. He was about to turn and leave when a middle-aged man who had been observing the entire exchange from his back-office desk intervened.


“Hey, Sergeant, come on back here. Let me talk to you,” he said, motioning him over.


The man introduced himself as Mr. Hawthorne, head of the Civil Service Commission.


“When are you getting discharged?” he asked.


“Next thirty days,” answered Otash.


“Why did you decide to apply, Sergeant?”


Trying to sound like he would be devoted to the cause, Otash explained. “It feels like the right thing to do,” he said. “To serve my new city.”


Hawthorne sized him up like a proud general about to send a fine soldier to the front lines. The staff sergeant stripes and campaign bars on Otash’s uniform indicated leadership ability and performance under pressure in combat—an ideal police recruit if there ever was one. In showbiz terms, he was right out of Central Casting.


“How long were you in the service?”


“Almost four years.”


Hawthorne lowered his voice and his eyes quickly scanned the room to ensure their discretion. “All right then, Sergeant, here’s the deal,” he began. “I’m going to make an exception in your case because I think you’d make one hell of a police officer. I’m going to let every year of service count as a year of high school. Now you have a high school diploma.”


“You can do that?”


“I just did,” he assured him. “But you must promise me that, under the GI Bill of Rights, you’ll go to Judge Frickey’s Police Course.”


Otash hadn’t a clue about Judge Frickey or his namesake police course but nodded without missing a beat.


“Welcome to the LAPD,” Hawthorne said, offering his hand.


Otash’s large, thick, combat-seasoned hand wrapped around Hawthorne’s and shook it with a grip so firm that the supervisor could barely keep from wincing, a final affirmation he had made the right decision. A new police rookie was born. His pay: a very decent $67 a week (about $1,130 in today’s dollars).


The next day, Otash began Judge Frickey’s six-week training program. He was also obligated to attend a seven-month night school course in police science before he’d officially be certified as a cop, giving him a chance to bone up on his reading and writing skills. But his real education into the city he’d be serving and the ways of Hollywood came just three weeks into his LAPD training in October 1945 when a strike by two major Hollywood labor unions escalated into all-out war.
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The strike had started seven months earlier on March 12, 1945, after Columbia Pictures, RKO, Universal, 20th Century Fox, Warner Bros., MGM, and Paramount Pictures refused to negotiate with the two mob-controlled unions, the International Alliance of Theatrical Stage Employees (IATSE) and the Conference of Studio Unions (CSU), over wages, prompting set decorators, designers, and illustrators to walk off the job and picket the studios. Members from a dozen different industry guilds soon joined the crusade, and suddenly the jobs of twelve thousand film workers ground to a screeching halt.


On October 5, the frayed nerves of picketers across the city came unraveled. At sunup IATSE and CSU members turned out in huge numbers in front of Warner Bros. Studios. Nonstriking IATSE members were hell-bent to go to work and the CSU strikers were equally determined to stop them. Something had to give. When IATSE members tried to break through the picket line, the CSU mob charged them from behind the barricades. Yelling and screaming swiftly escalated to pushing and shoving and a wild, out-of-control street fight broke out with a flurry of swinging knives, chains, battery cables, baseball bats, flying beer bottles, smashed windshields, and overturned cars.


Three hundred cops stormed in wearing full riot gear, smacking people around with billy clubs. They ultimately turned two high-powered fire hoses on the strikers while Warner Bros. studio police tossed canisters of tear gas from the roofs of buildings near the Gate 3 entrance. Two hours later, it was all over. Everyone, banged up and bloodied, had either dispersed, were sent to the hospital, or been carted off to jail. Miraculously, no one was killed, and the day was burnished in Hollywood history as “Black Friday.”


Five days later, on October 10, CSU and IATSE took their act on the road with brutal clashes in front of all the major studios. There weren’t enough cops on the force to handle the massive uprising at so many different locations. They needed backup and reinforcements—and fast. Otash and his rookie class were yanked out of the training program, issued khaki fatigues, pistols, batons, and badges, and ordered to enter the fray across the city. After all, they were war combat veterans, supposedly able to handle out-of-control situations.


Otash found himself wading into a bloody melee at Columbia Pictures, where each side used an assortment of brass knuckles, swinging chains, hammers, battery cables, and assorted pipes to beat the shit out of the other side. His Marine instincts triggered, Otash and his fellow rookies finally beat back the mob and put an end to the violence. For his first day on duty as an LAPD cop, the event had proved to be a harsh initiation for Otash, who showed that he was up to the task.


That night, in his one-room apartment in the Selma Hotel, Otash unwound with a bottle of cheap scotch. He opened a fresh pack of smokes and turned on the radio. The hit song “I’m Beginning to See the Light” by Ella Fitzgerald and the Ink Spots was playing as images of post-traumatic stress danced in his head. What the hell had he gotten himself into? Nothing he couldn’t handle, he reasoned, and it was easier than war.


As he pulled on the fifth of scotch, Otash couldn’t help but wonder what was going on behind the scenes. He had stopped the workers from killing each other while the real forces behind the entire dispute—the mob bosses who ran the unions and the studio bosses who locked them out—watched from the sidelines as the workers were pitted against one another and left the police officers to stop the violence.


From this experience, Otash became fascinated with the Hollywood power structure and would soon learn that while movie stars were considered America’s royalty, the place was run by the studio bosses who moved the stars around like pieces on a chessboard and the mob who controlled the labor that the studio chiefs relied on to make their movies.


The mob, he learned, had come to Hollywood for the same reasons that businessmen relocated there from the East Coast—the weather was good and there was a boatload of money to be made if you were smart, savvy, driven, and ruthless. Many of the movie moguls, like most gangsters, were European immigrants who had arrived penniless in the U.S. at the dawn of the twentieth century. As kids, they clawed and scraped inside their respective Irish-only, Italian-only, and Jewish-only neighborhoods to make a buck, determined to escape their respective ghettos and broaden their horizons. They figured out early on that to get ahead in America it was a good idea to change their ethnic names to ones sounding more American. Hence, Szmuel Gelbfisz and Lazar Meir, both Jews from Poland, became Samuel Goldwyn and Louis B. Mayer. In 1924, the two merged their respective production banners with Metro Productions to rebrand themselves as the iconic Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer Studios, known to the cinema-loving world as MGM with its roaring lion logo encircled by the Latin idiom Ars Gratia Artis, or “Art for Art’s Sake.”


Otash concluded that what he didn’t know about the relationship between the Hollywood moguls, organized crime, and his brothers in blue might hurt him. For the sake of both self-preservation and career advancement, he knew that he would have to figure out how this town really worked.
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TWO



THE OTASH TOUCH


Main Street, the once bustling and beautiful heart of downtown Los Angeles, had been in decline for quite some time. The twenty-one-mile main artery stretching north to Lincoln Heights had seen better days since its heyday in the early 1900s, when luxe hotels, grand banks, the finest department stores, and over twenty-five theaters and cinemas like the Bijou, Hippodrome, and the Grand Opera House graced its hallowed ground. By the time rookie Otash completed his training and was assigned the beat in March 1947, his first after graduating from the police academy, it was a virtually unrecognizable, odorous cesspool reeking with vice. His job was to clean up Main Street, and damned if he wasn’t going to deliver.


Otash quickly learned that the city had a dark underbelly that didn’t square with the golden, sunshiny façade most Americans bought into. Behind the storefronts and in the alleyways there were petty thieves, bookies, pimps, con men, and other lowlife hustlers. Otash saw it as his duty to help clean the place up, to give the city its money’s worth. He didn’t care if a whorehouse was paying one of his superiors for protection, he’d bust it all the same, because that was his job. Bookies who were doling out bags of cash to corrupt officers to stay in business were a favorite target, and he went out of his way to target businesses that were making payoffs to police and politicians.


Otash liked patrolling, walking the beat, talking to merchants and shoppers to ascertain a general sense of the problems they were facing. Justice was simple. Catch someone breaking the law, arrest them, and book ’em. But if he knew one thing from the bootstrapped years of his youth, the devil was in the details. There would be times when going easy on some two-bit criminal could provide useful information down the line, like that pimp he nailed two times over for hustling a potential john. In the Otash patrol handbook, this strategy was called “trading a hamburger for a steak sandwich.”


“I thought I already took out the trash,” Otash told the pimp on the second bust as the man begged for leniency.


“Give me something I can use and I’ll consider it,” Otash bargained.


The pimp eagerly obliged, giving him what sounded like a hot tip on a local drug ring.


“You’re not shittin’ me, are you?” Otash demanded.


The pimp swore on his mother’s grave that it was for real.


“Really? If not, I’m going to bury you alive right next to her. You got me?”


He got it all right, and a satisfied Otash let him go and sprang into action.


The sun was just about to set on that late Tuesday afternoon when Otash rushed through the front door of a liquor store and out the back into the alley where he spotted the go-to dope pusher selling heroin to some schmuck sitting behind the wheel of a ragtag Chevrolet sedan.
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