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            For my mother, Hillary—“Livin’!”

            For my father, William—“Don’t laugh, it’s true!”

            And for my grandparents: Lillian and Al Givner & Miriam Revah-Slucki.

            
                

            

             Inspired by the Holocaust survivor Elias Weiss
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            I have here, in my hand, a list of two hundred and five people that were known to the Secretary of State as being members of the Communist Party and who, nevertheless, are still working and shaping the policy of the State Department.

            —Senator Joseph McCarthy (R-WI)

         

         
            I have to turn my head until my darkness goes…

            —The Rolling Stones

         

      

   


   
      
         My fellow citizens:

          

         I stand before you today, humbled and extremely grateful that the American people saw fit to elect me as president of this great nation. I will do everything in my power to live up to the pedigree of this, the highest office in the land. To protect you from threats both foreign and domestic.

         Today, if you’ll allow me, I would like to touch upon the dangers facing us here at home. We are locked in a life-or-death struggle against a great evil. And what is that evil’s name? Communism. I have witnessed its growing tendrils firsthand and know, just as you do, that something must be done.

         The fact that I stand here today proves that. This is our day, our celebration.

         The Democratic party, the party of Communism, has attempted to stymie my efforts toward making this country great by ridding it of Stalin’s proxies. They tried to silence my necessary warnings through a combination of censure and mudslinging. They and their rag known as the Daily Worker have used my surname to birth a phrase that I shall not utter aloud here, so as not to evoke the tarnishing and insulting intimations it carries.

         If getting a bit rough with Communists is un-American, then I must plead guilty to being un-American.

         Needless to say, the Democrats, with their lynching bees and slander, have shown themselves to be under the complete domination of the Communistic Frankenstein, which they themselves have created. They shouldn’t be called Democrats; they should be referred to properly as the “Commiecrat” party.

         The true, democracy-loving people of this great land have woken up from the Commiecrat spell—a dangerous form of witchcraft known only to a select few who walk among us with names like Rosenberg, Sobell, and Greenglass. These foreign parties look like us—oh yes, make no mistake about that—but they do not share our ideals of democracy and capitalism. They are wolves masquerading as sheep, pilfering our scientific secrets and poisoning the minds of today’s youth with the godless ideology of the USSR and its satellite states. They are a parasitic force upon our American way of life.

         House committees and hearings have proved to be ineffective when it comes to weeding out the traitors. Those countermeasures do not go far enough! I can pick out anyone in this crowd gathered here today and ask them: “Are you now or have you ever been a Communist?” Whatever answer they might provide is beyond worthless because if that poor soul does worship at the altar of Joseph Stalin…well, you know what they say about the Devil being the father of all lies.

         A Communist cannot change their ways any more than a leopard can change his spots. The momentum of their past acts, I believe, carries them onward. Macbeth put it best: “I am in blood stepped in so far that should I wade no more.”

         Swift and thorough action must be taken to prevent a catastrophic decline of American society and its foundational principles. I promise, with every fiber of my being, to crush the vise of Communism and deviancy, and that begins with purging our government of any subversive agents that might wish to do us harm.

         A man chosen by the American people to guard the watchtower of freedom is expected to fulfill certain responsibilities. Unless that man has the intelligence to recognize the traitors and—if I may use a word that we use in Wisconsin—unless he has the guts to name them, then he should be taken down from that watchtower and should not be representing the American people. I will always give up the names of traitors and Communists, no matter how important the positions in which they are discovered.

         And the battle against the Marxists does not end at our borders. Even now, the conflict in Korea rages on with no end in sight. Even now, the Red Menace mocks the United States’ inability to stem the flow of Communism at home and abroad. How many American men must die to satiate the bloodlust of the Soviet Union and its Bolshevik allies? Mothers who have lost sons are now wondering why we didn’t follow General MacArthur’s sensible theory of hitting back hard. Some say that if we hit back with excessive force, if we try to win this war, we might make the Chinese Communist mad. Now, why we should worry about making someone mad when they’re blowing the heads off our boys, I don’t know.

         No more, my fellow citizens! No more! No more shall the hammer and sickle loom over this great nation like a threatening rain cloud. There are brighter days ahead. I promise this to you…or my name is not Joseph Raymond McCarthy.

          

         —President Joseph McCarthy’s inauguration remarks

(delivered January 20, 1953)

      

   


   
      
         
            Part I

            July 1, 1958

         

         
            What sort of day was it? A day like all days, filled with those events that alter and illuminate our times…and you were there.

            —Walter Cronkite

         

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter 1

         

         In the beginning, there was the shovel and then there was the darkness.

         That’s where the world ended for Morris Baker, but it’s also where it began. It was the impenetrable darkness that roused him from a paralyzing abyss of memory. Well, the darkness, and the ringing of that damn telephone.

         It was Tuesday. He knew it was Tuesday because an empty bottle of peach schnapps lay on his nightstand. He always drank peach schnapps on Monday nights, just like his father before him…except that his father hadn’t been a vicious drinker.

         Who was he kidding? Morris Baker drank peach schnapps every night and most of the day, for that matter.

         He knew he had woken up on a Tuesday because the government-issued Norman Rockwell calendar sticking to his grease-stained refrigerator told him so. The picture for the month of July consisted of two “proud” Americans—a husband and wife—in conservative swimsuits lounging on a tropical beach, clinking their martini glasses together. In the distance, a sad-looking couple dressed in drab, gray uniforms were bound in chains that bore the hammer and sickle insignia of the Soviet Union. Set against the cloudless blue sky above the two couples in red, white, and blue lettering were the words THE FREEDOMS OF CAPITALISM! traced in a bold black outline.

         Baker saw two identical versions of the calendar, thanks to the schnapps, but he was just able to make out that it was the first day of July and that…Shit!

         The phone was still ringing. He rolled over and stretched his arm off the bed, blindly feeling around for the receiver as the naked woman lying next to him stirred faintly.

         Baker fumbled with dirty socks, a crumpled chocolate bar wrapper, and a neglected guide called How to Recognize a Communist in Ten Easy Steps, published by the government’s official newspaper: Counterattack. Since David Schine was a Jew, his once-prominent Definition of Communism had been rendered “incomplete, inaccurate, and in dire need of updating for the safety of the nation.” Finally, Baker found the phone with his callused fingers.

         “Yeah?” he grunted. His mouth was dry and sour from the schnapps, which also turned his head into a pounding drum of bad life decisions that paraded by with each beat. He looked up and squinted, sucking in a hiss of discomfort. Daylight exceeding the recommended dose for his hangover blasted his constricted pupils.

         “Baker, hope I didn’t wake you,” said his partner, Brogan Connolly, from the other end. He didn’t sound very apologetic.

         “No, I was having an early brunch. Lucille Ball is here. I really am preoccupied at the moment. Please do call later.” He’d lived in America for over ten years but still couldn’t shake his Czechoslovakian accent, which turned words like was and the into vas and zee.

         “Not interested in your lip, Baker,” replied Connolly. “I need you in Echo Park, pronto. I can hear that slur in your voice, by the way. Put the damn schnapps bottle down and get over here.”

         “Vat—what—is it that couldn’t wait for me to actually be on duty, Connolly?”

         “Two stiffs, double homicide.”

         “So? Vee”—we—“get homicides all the time. It’s our department for Christ’s sake.”

         “First off, his name is Jesus. Secondly, don’t take the Lord’s name in vain or I’ll be forced to teach you a lesson with the Dublin Twins. And yeah, we get murders all the time, but it’s not every day that you come across a journalist for a big-time network and a washed-up motion picture director. Can’t make heads or tails of it. Just thought you’d wanna know.”

         Suddenly Baker was no longer so focused on his schnapps-induced headache. The woman next to him turned over with a muffled grunt. The covers slipped down, revealing her pale breasts. For a moment, Baker considered hanging up the phone.

         “You still there, Baker?”

         “Yes, yes. Keep your head on.” The idiom tasted foreign on his lips. “What’s the address?”

         “Nine Eighty-Four Altivo Way. Right off Echo Park Avenue.”

         “Okay. Anything else?”

         “Just get your chopped-liver-loving ass down here, all right?” Connolly abruptly hung up.

         “Connolly, you Irish bastard,” Baker groaned, placing the receiver back into its cradle on the floor and rolling onto his back.

         “What is it?” mumbled the woman.

         “Work call,” Baker said. “Go back to sleep, Liz.”

         She was snoring again in seconds. The shafts of light forcing their way through the uneven blinds were casting early-morning shadows that reminded Baker of a barbed-wire lattice. The errant thought invited an intense wave of nausea into his gut. He sat up quickly, not ready to start the day by cleaning up a puddle of regurgitated peach schnapps and pinto beans. He sat on the edge of the bed, mentally coaxing his stomach to relax and continue its regularly scheduled programming.

         “Well, as long as I’m up,” he said, stretching and opening his mouth in a satisfying yawn. Baker stood and started to get dressed. Before heading out, he grabbed his gun, which sat atop a stack of unopened letters from a West German court. The words DRINGEND! URGENT! were stamped across the envelopes, but Baker, who had received the messages over a period of several weeks between May and June, was in no hurry to open them.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter 2

         

         The California sun seemed to be free of its cage as he made the drive out to Echo Park from his studio apartment in the heart of Chinatown. Nobody ever seemed to bother anybody in Chinatown. Well, that wasn’t entirely true. Good, “patriotic” Americans hated the chinks just as much as they hated the kikes, and there were drunken raids on Chinese shopfronts from time to time. These domestic pogroms often resulted in someone losing more than just their livelihood.

         Still, living among the Coolies could made a Yid somewhat invisible. And besides, living alongside the Chinamen just felt right; there was an unspoken form of kinship with the Jews, was there not? They were, after all, two peoples who, at points throughout their histories, had amounted to nothing more than expendable labor forces and were, at present, now despised for their shared association with Communism.

         Truthfully, Morris Baker didn’t fit the stereotypical Jewish look, no matter how many jokes Connolly made to the contrary. His nose was thin, but it wasn’t a crooked beak like so many of his kinsmen were said to possess. His eyes were a murky dark brown and (not surprisingly) noticeably sunken since the end of the war. In fact, the only feature that hinted at his heritage was a head of curly brown hair so dark, it looked black in all but the most selective of lights.

         The sky was nothing like the Rockwell illustration on Baker’s refrigerator. It was a deep, unpleasant shade of orange as the sun mated with the Los Angeles smog. The intense morning rays caused amorphous shadows among the forest of palm trees in Echo Park. At this hour, they looked more like deformed monsters than the botanical landmarks of warm weather. Despite the fact that it wasn’t even eight o’clock yet, Baker’s white shirt was already soaked with a healthy layer of sweat. He cursed himself for stupidly forgetting to put on an undershirt and neglecting to shave the shallow stubble creeping up his neck. At least his hangover was abating…sort of.

         Looking out the open window of his pale-green Continental Mark II—whose noisy Y-block V-8 engine never shut the hell up—Baker saw a cluster of lotus plants shooting out of the Echo Park lake. The mottled growths resembled the periscopes of a bright-green submarine armada. The gibberish of Huey “Piano” Smith’s “Don’t You Just Know It” was coming out of the radio. Just like the country he now lived in, the lyrics made no sense to Baker.

         “Aw yeaaah, baby!” said the disc jockey once the song had ended, letting out a wolfish howl. His voice sounded as though he had the unusual habit of gargling gravel most mornings. “Don’t ya just love that one, folks? Even the Reds can’t resist a tune that good! This is KPXM Los Angeles, where we’re playin’ all the jiviest jams of yesterday, today, and tomorrow, baby! Aww yeaahhh…!”

         A new song began to play, but barely made it to the chorus before it was replaced by a garbled Shakespeare reading somewhere out of range. “The fault…Brutus…not in our stars…in ourselves…resist…”

         “Piece of junk,” said Baker, turning off the radio with a flick of the wrist.

         Soon, the erstwhile Echo Park branch of the LA Public Library system came into view. The building resembled a multilayered cake, assembled from an appealing combination of white and orange bricks. Big black letters sat atop the entrance like blight on a potato farm: HOUSE UN-AMERICAN ACTIVITIES COMMITTEE OFFICES: LOS ANGELES DIVISION. Cleared of its books and shelves, the library was now a place where suspected Communists and deviants were taken to be processed, interrogated, and, in some cases, unofficially disposed of. People could still make it out alive, of course, but their psyches and fingernails were never the same.

         The deafening roar of a supersonic jet overhead brought Baker back to his senses. For a moment, the thunderclap blurred out the Continental’s overworked engine as the jet hit Mach 1. Baker snapped his head up just in time to see a white cloud bloom from the tail end of the aircraft as it sped off into the morning sky. Its scream became more and more muted by the second. For ten years, man had been able to break the sound barrier, and for ten years, he wouldn’t let anyone on the ground forget it.

         “Oy, we get it already,” Baker shouted at the jet, his brain threatening to roll over like a dying dog.

         It was only a five-minute drive from his apartment on North Hill Street to the former library and then another nine to the address Connolly had provided via Glendale Boulevard, which took him through Effie Street and then to Echo Park Avenue.

         Altivo Way was a small street right off the avenue, boxed off by palm trees and bushes, and lined with bungalows. It gave the impression of an exclusive, colonized jungle that was both comfortable and expensive. The city proper was slightly visible between all the scrub, and Baker wryly warned himself to look out for hungry tigers waiting to pounce from the trees.

         The house at 984 was curious in that it resembled a ranch. Upon further inspection, however, Baker could make out several lower levels that reminded him of the wooden puzzle boxes sold in the various shops and stalls across Chinatown.

         He pulled up next to the house, noting that several sleek black-and-white Chevy Delrays were already parked outside. The circular crest on their bodies read CITY OF LOS ANGELES, FOUNDED 1891 and featured the state and American flags. A uniformed officer (a newbie named Thomas or Travis, Baker couldn’t recall) was leaning against one of the squad cars, keeping an eye out for any nosy neighbors trying to catch a morbid glimpse of the crime scene. For added measure, a spiderweb of yellow police tape crisscrossed the entire lawn, and for the second time that morning Baker thought of barbed wire, a whole fence of the stuff running off into the horizon in either direction. Once again, he repressed the image.

         Some Altivo Way residents, still in fluffy bathrobes and satin pajamas, were standing curiously on their lawns and driveways, craning their necks to see what all the fuss was about. Thomas/Travis acknowledged Baker in the way that nearly everyone on the force acknowledged him: by spitting on the ground. He was used to it by now. Any qualms he may have had about forgetting the little shit’s name were forgotten.

         “Top of the morning to you as well,” said Baker sardonically.

         Strolling up the stone walkway to the door of handsomely carved driftwood, Baker noted the gold calligraphed H on the house’s mailbox. The brass doorknob was gleaming with indelicate smudges, no doubt a present from the uniformed officers who first arrived on the scene. Their hastiness and stupidity had probably destroyed any evidence of fingerprints. Baker turned the warm knob and walked inside.

         The slight Irish lilt of Brogan Connolly boomed out of the darkness: “About time, you Hebe son of a bitch! Now we can finally get started!”

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter 3

         

         Nice to see you too, Brogan,” said Baker with a smile.

         Brogan Abraham Connolly was a large, loud, and foulmouthed—but (mostly) good-natured—Irishman with flaming red hair and muttonchops that had gone out of style sometime after the First World War. His bright-green eyes took prominence over his hair, but it was usually his mouth that was most recognizable.

         Baker would have pegged Connolly as an anti-Semitic bigot long ago if he hadn’t seen firsthand proof that Connolly hated everyone the same—regardless of race, religion, or ethnicity. Hell, Connolly sometimes hated a person if they looked at him funny. Between them, Baker and Connolly had closed more cases than anyone else in the department and, therefore, bonded over this common ground more than anything else.

         Their very first case together involved tracking down Raymond Neff, a particularly sick individual who had been abducting the youth of Los Angeles, molesting them, killing them, and burying their corpses in Death Valley National Park. Baker, who had seen children murdered countless ways during the war, was fed up with Connolly discounting his theories about the killer as “Hebrew hogwash” and even requested to be paired with another detective.

         It was a stroke of luck that the two of them, leaving a nine-hour stakeout of a play park in Los Feliz, stumbled upon Neff trying to squash a particularly fat child into the trunk of his car. Baker left Neff with a broken arm and an eye so swollen, it had to be surgically removed before the man’s state execution in the gas chamber. The violence against Neff earned Baker a month’s suspension and docked pay, but it also earned him Connolly’s respect and friendship, even if the latter did sometimes take umbrage at Baker’s excessive drinking. Since that time, they’d worked as a seamless unit, constantly teasing each other like immature schoolboys. No other plainclothes detective would dare touch a case when the dynamic duo of Connolly and Baker was already on it, not unless they wanted to duke it out with the former.

         “I was just telling Mickey here that if you hadn’t shown up within the next five minutes, we’d send out an APB on a big-nosed Sheenie drunk fitting your description,” said Connolly, chuckling.

         Also present in the dimly lit hall were uniformed officers Mickey Sheehan and Kelvin Bletchley, both of whom were giving Baker nasty looks.

         “I was asleep when you rang. You have,” Baker said, his accent turning the word into half, “to give me time to get dressed, or I’d show up with my shirt on backward and my, how you Americans like to say? Yes, my pecker out,” replied Baker, his eyes finally adjusting to the house’s weak lighting. He now realized he was standing in a wide hallway painted canary yellow and adorned with film posters housed in thick frames: The Maltese Falcon, In This Our Life, Across the Pacific.

         The beautiful, toughened, and pudgy faces of Bogart, Astor, de Havilland, and Greenstreet all stared back at him with sharp glances, while dramatic tag lines declared: EXPLOSIVE! BLAZING! and BOY, WHEN BOGART BOFFS THOSE JAPS…YOU CAN FEEL IT!

         Although he wasn’t a frequent attendee of the movie houses, Baker knew who Bogart was. Everyone in this town (and the world, for that matter) knew who he was: McCarthy’s key propaganda tool in fighting Communism. He was still the iconic and manly symbol of American grit, especially after surviving a nasty battle with throat cancer a few years back.

         Most recently, he’d played a key army general in the exemplar of sci-fi horror schlock: It Came from Planet Communist! In head-turning 3-D! While not a big fan of the drivel they played on screens these days, Baker killed an afternoon watching the picture and found the blue-and-red paper glasses far from head-turning. Headache-inducing was more like it.

         Baker didn’t recognize any of the films on display in these posters. Granted, he had arrived in America after the war and perhaps some of these had been made before his emigration, but he surely would have heard of them if they involved Bogart.

         Most of the films these days (under the supervision of the government’s Department of Motion Pictures) were basically the same: An unsmiling Communist, be it spy or alien, tries to ruin the American way of life and the brave Republican, capitalist, and democracy-loving hero stops them cold in their tracks.

         Baker’s slight confusion must have played on his face. Connolly piped up again in his gruff voice.

         “I was confused for a second there too, Baker. Haven’t seen these films in over ten years. In fact, no one has! Hueys banned them in ’53, shortly after McCarthy took office. Didn’t want people watching stuff that didn’t keep them on their toes. You know how the story goes.”

         Baker straightened. “I assume the maker of these pictures is around here somewhere without a pulse?”

         “Right down here, as a matter of fact,” said Connolly, pointing to a brighter room off the darkened hallway. Baker headed in that direction, briefly noticing a kitchen at the far end and a set of stairs that led to the house’s lower levels.

         “By the way,” he began. “What schmuck touched the doorknob with his bare hand?”

         “That was Tommy outside. Kid doesn’t know his gun from his dick yet,” Connolly responded. “I’ve done some light dusting myself, but it’s been goose egg so far. Whoever did this, they knew what they were doing. Right through here.”

         Baker walked through the slightly arched opening of the room toward which Connolly had directed him. A sudden flash exploded before his eyes, partially blinding him. Tiny lights popped and subsided, giving way to the blurry form of a man holding a large camera.

         “Christ!” growled Baker, prompting an indignant squawk from Connolly. “You could warn a man!” He rubbed his eyeballs with knuckles that felt like sandpaper.

         “Sorry, Morris,” said crime scene photographer Philip Lathrop, already unscrewing the flashbulb from his cumbersome Graflex Speed Graphic camera and replacing it with a new one. “Didn’t see you there. You check the lighting in here? It’s absolutely perfect!”

         Baker let out a small sigh. Of all the photographers the station had to send, it was the one who fancied himself an “art-eest.” To call Philip H. Lathrop a perfectionist was an understatement. He sometimes forgot he was taking pictures of corpses—not actors and models. He’d have made one hell of a cameraman for the motion pictures if the background checks weren’t so stringent and the president’s cronies (along with their snot-nosed kids) didn’t get first priority.

         “I hadn’t noticed,” replied Baker, his vision returning. Lathrop was right, the lighting in here was pleasant and easy on the eyes. It lazily funneled into the space through high glass windows situated on both sides of the wood-paneled room.

         The place was also handsomely furnished with spindly-legged Czech armchairs and a brown rectangular sofa. All the lavish seating faced a color RCA television set supported by gold-tipped appendages. Sitting atop an immaculate glass coffee table was an overflowing ashtray and a small pile of hardcover books, the top one of which teased a history of tramp steamers. A crystal decanter of amber liquid sat next to the books, half empty.

         A polished record cabinet, complete with a top-of-the-line Zenith stereo system, sat in the corner to the left of the television. The player was still on and a faint crackling could be heard from the speakers—a sure sign that a record had reached its end. Baker wasn’t sure why, but he didn’t like the lonely sound.

         The bodies of two very dead men were huddled in front of the coffee table. One of them was slumped over in a Barcalounger upholstered with black leather. His hair was graying, his face deeply lined. The heavy bags under his eyes looked as if they were relieved to finally rest after so many sleepless nights. He wore high-waisted pants, house slippers, and a plain white undergarment shirt that had a nasty red stain in the chest area.

         The second man was not as recognizable, because he was lying facedown on the white carpet, a pool of his dried blood clinging to the fabric. He wore a slim-cut, navy-blue suit (which made it hard to see any bullet’s entry or exit), and the tan soles of his wing-tipped shoes faced the ceiling. Next to the body was a suede ottoman with a slight indentation. The man’s final sitting place.

         Baker turned to address his partner. “How’d you find out about this?” he asked.

         “Neighbor heard shots and called us,” replied Connolly, scratching his freckled nose.

         “We speak to the neighbor yet?” Baker asked.

         “They hung up before we could get a name or number. Probably didn’t want to get involved any further.”

         That figured. These days, no one stuck out their necks more than was absolutely necessary. “Have you ID’d them yet?” Baker asked in a calm and measured tone. He was too used to death to be fazed by the ghastly scene before him.

         “We believe so. The fellow on the chair there,” Connolly said, pointing to the Barcalounger’s corpse, “is John Huston. Was a film director before the industry came under government regulation. Hasn’t worked in movies in over a decade, but he directed all those pictures you saw out in the hall there. Wasn’t too hard to get a fix on who he was. After all, it’s his house!”

         “It is?” asked Baker.

         “Didn’t you notice the H on the mailbox before you walked in here? Thought your people were smarter than that, Baker. But yes, it’s Huston, all right, and this is his humble abode. Nice place, too, if you ask me.”

         Philip snapped another photo of the crime scene before Baker posed his next question. “And this one?” He pointed to the man on the floor. Connolly reached inside his checkered jacket pocket and pulled out a square piece of brown leather, which he threw to Baker.

         “Found this on him,” said Connolly. He produced a pack of Pall Malls, pulled a cigarette out of the box with his yellowing teeth, and lit it with a match he struck on the wall. Baker caught what turned out to be a very worn leather billfold. Opening it up, he found $150 in cash, a bent photo of two young teenage girls, and a New York driver’s license issued to one Walter Cronkite. He quickly sucked in a breath of air and almost choked on it.

         “This man is the Walter Cronkite?”

         “You could be on one of those quiz shows with brains like that, you know? You’re a regular Charles Van Doren,” said Connolly, now puffing away on his cigarette. “Yes, he’s an on-the-ground reporter. Or was, I should say. Did some coverage on the nuclear drills in Korea and also had that educational show. What was it called again? You Are Here?”

         “You Are There,” Baker corrected his partner. Cronkite was an ambitious young journalist with a no-bullshit approach to reporting the facts as they were, even if those facts were long since established. You Are There presented famous historical events as though they were occurring in real time. It was discontinued once McCarthy took office due to a blatant lack of anti-Communist content, but Baker made sure to catch every episode. He admired Cronkite, who reminded him of Edward R. Murrow, another journalist who fought hard to report the truth until the president had him discredited and driven to suicide.

         “Right, right,” Connolly replied, waving an impatient hand through the smoke cloud of his Pall Mall. “The real question is…”

         “What is he doing all the way out here when he should be in New York?” said Baker. “Have we reached out to CBS yet?”

         “I radioed in to Gladys. She’s calling the network and the family.”

         “Anything else on the bodies?” Baker said.

         “Not a thing. Well, nothing except this.”

         Connolly fished inside his jacket pocket again, pulled out a small blue object, and tossed it over to Baker. It was a travel-size notebook. Baker immediately flicked through its dog-eared pages, which were cramped with potential sign-off phrases that took up every last inch of space. Some were even scrawled sideways in the margins, but nothing seemed suspicious about a brainstorming journalist. Baker checked the very last page but saw nothing about Huston or anyone else.

         “Strange, no?” he finally said.

         “What’s strange?”

         “A big-time reporter and not a notepad on him? Other than this, I mean. I’ve never seen a newsman without one on their person. You’ve seen that putz Sullivan skulking around our offices. If Cronkite was interviewing Huston or doing a piece on the film business before it was regulated, shouldn’t he have come prepared with something other than a little diary of catchphrases?”

         “Good point,” said Connolly.

         “And what point would that be exactly?” asked a cool voice from behind them. Baker instinctively pocketed the sign-off notebook. He and Connolly turned around to see two strangers in long trench coats and wide-brimmed fedoras standing in the entrance to the living room.

         “Shit,” Connolly whispered in a voice only Baker could hear. “Hueys.”

         Baker recognized the agents of the House Un-American Activities Committee by the copper pins affixed to their lapels: a clenched fist embossed with the Stars and Stripes. While it was way too hot for the wardrobe choice, trench coats were always worn by Hueys, who wanted to look as intimidating as possible. It was a little trick they’d picked up from the Gestapo.

         “May we introduce ourselves?” said the fellow on the left. He had a strong chin devoid of any stubble, and his suit under the heavy overcoat was of a light-gray color. It gave him the appearance of a storm cloud that had gained consciousness. “I am HUAC Inspector Hartwell and this is my partner, HUAC Inspector Waldgrave.”

         Waldgrave was about two feet shorter than Hartwell, but what he lacked in height, he made up for in bulk. He had almost no neck and his beady eyes shifted back and forth in their sockets, making him look like a wary caveman being hunted by some primeval beast. Framed between the two government inspectors was a nervous-looking Charles Ward, LA’s chief medical examiner.

         “And why, may I ask, are McCarthy’s Boys on our crime scene?” asked Connolly in a voice that couldn’t hide the snarl behind it. He was playing a very dangerous game. Pissing off a Huey almost never ended well for the instigator, even if the instigator was an officer of the law. Out of the corner of his eye, Baker could see his partner’s hand hovering over the area of his jacket that concealed his double-action revolver.

         “Due to certain circumstances that you need not bother yourself with, Detective Connolly,” said Hartwell, “this investigation has come under government jurisdiction. Inspector Waldgrave and I have been assigned to the case.” Hartwell turned to Lathrop, who looked like he was about to faint. “Mr. Lathrop, you will forfeit all the film you have taken here today to the HUAC offices on West Temple Street.” He then turned to Charles, who was cowering in fright, his leather bag of medical instruments clinking ever so slightly. “Mr. Ward, you will submit your postmortem report straight to me, is that understood?”

         Charles nodded, eyes wide.

         “Where are the usual Hueys on the Echo Park beat?” asked Connolly, tempting the fates once again. “What were their names? Kirk and Weston?”

         Hartwell looked over at Connolly. The inspector’s cheap smile was still there, but his eyes were now cold. Clearly, Hueys didn’t like the nickname their adoring fans had concocted for them.

         “Kirk and Weston were reassigned to the Midwest office,” he replied icily.

         “What’s that crackling?” asked Waldgrave in a low grunt, speaking for the first time.

         Everyone turned their heads to the record cabinet. Hartwell strolled over to it and pulled back the dust lid.

         “Ah, Wagner’s ‘Ride of the Valkyries.’ Are you a fan, Detective Baker?” he asked with a cruel smile. His fury at being called a Huey was gone, the barbarous glee of his station returning in full force. Hartwell pulled the needle off the record, and the faint pops and crackles stopped with an uneasy abruptness.

         For the slightest moment, Baker’s veins seemed to constrict, and the darkness threatened to overtake him. It wouldn’t look good if he passed out here, right in front of these two bastards. He swayed a little but fought hard to keep his face calm as he took a deep breath and looked down at Cronkite’s body. He had heard the Wagner composition before, of course, but that was in another life when it was called “Ritt der Walküren.” The room’s original calming aura was gone. It now felt desolate and dreary, the outpost of a drafty and lice-infested barracks.

         Baker pulled out his pack of Kools—the menthol helped hide the alcohol scent on his breath, plus he sappily liked the commercial with the ice-skating penguin (“your mouth feels clean, your throat refreshed!”)—and used the lighting of one as an excuse not to answer the Huey’s question…Wait, what was that? Cronkite’s right hand wasn’t splayed out like his left. It was curled tightly into a fist. How had it taken Baker so long to notice?

         He had one chance. “Damn!” He dropped his lit cigarette next to Cronkite’s body and knelt down with his back to the HUAC agents. “These stupid, slippery Jew hands of mine!” he announced theatrically as he pried the dead man’s rigor-mortised fingers apart—not without some difficulty—to reveal a small and crumpled piece of paper. He quickly swiped it up and stashed it in his pocket alongside a pack of matches. Baker stood to face Hartwell and Waldgrave again, placing the lit cigarette in his mouth as he did so. This time, he smiled back.

         “Well, it was nice to meet you two gentlemen. My partner and I will be leaving now. Good luck with the investigation.”

         Connolly’s jaw dropped comically.

         “Smart kike,” murmured Waldgrave, motioning for Philip to hand over his camera with one incredibly beefy hand.

         Baker grabbed his partner by the jacket collar as Charles opened his medical bag and began to examine the bodies. They trekked back down the hall, past the film posters, and out into the morning sunshine.

         Bletchley and Sheehan were smoking with the young officer Baker had seen when he arrived. Once he and Connolly neared the Delrays and a newly arrived black 1940 Cadillac V-16 (the HUAC vehicle of choice), Connolly rounded on Baker.

         “What the fuck was that about, Morris? Just gonna be a lapdog for the Hueys, then? Gonna let them step all over you? That’s our damn crime scene and you know it, for Christ’s sake!”

         Connolly quickly crossed himself. Baker puffed on his Kool and looked back toward the house, just to be sure they were truly alone.

         “His name is Jesus, Connolly, and please don’t take the Lord’s name in vain,” he said, reaching into his pocket and bringing out the crumpled piece of paper. “I needed to put on that act so I could get this out of Cronkite’s hand and away from those two stooges.”

         Connolly stared at him, then laughed. “I knew something was going on. You’d never give up a case so easily. You’re one shifty Yid, you know that? Next thing ya know, the Liberty Boys will come recruiting.”

         “Don’t start on those stupid radio broadcasts again.” Baker smoothed out the paper and puffed on his smoke. “Look at the top here. Perforated. Mr. Cronkite had another notebook with him after all. The question is: Who took it and why?”

         Connolly whistled. “Well, I’ll be damned,” he said. “What does it say?”

         Baker looked down at the page, and his stomach once again threatened to bring up last night’s schnapps and beans. He didn’t let the surprise and shock show on his face but placed his thumb over the very bottom of the paper and held it out. Brogan only saw the three words scribbled hastily in the center of the page.

         “It says ‘Beat the Devils,’” Baker said, his mouth going dry. Suddenly he no longer wanted his cigarette. He flicked it away in the direction of the other officers.

         “Any idea what that could mean?” Connolly scratched his sideburns in thought.

         “Not a clue,” Baker said, “but we’re gonna find out.” He was already turning away and removing his thumb from the bottom of the page to reveal one more word in splotchy blue ink: “Baker.”

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter 4

         

         
            “…met with President McCarthy in Miami yesterday afternoon to voice his thanks for the aid the American Expeditionary Force provided to Cuba in crushing the Communist insurrection that attempted to seize control of the small island nation. In addition to thanking the United States, President Batista stated that he was eager for closer relations between the two countries. As a sign of good faith, he will allow the US military to place Jupiter missiles in Cuba for the protection of both freedom-loving countries. The public hangings of Fidel Castro, Che Guevara, and the rest of their band of miscreants will be televised live on NBC this evening at six o’clock local time. The event is sponsored by Colgate toothpaste. Remember: Three ways clean is Colgate Clean! Following his meeting with Batista, President McCarthy urged the American public to remain wary of the Red Menace. Please do not hesitate to report any Communist, subversive, or deviant activity to your local…”

         

         “HU-AC office,” finished Baker, putting a strong emphasis on the last two letters as if he had something vile stuck in his throat. There was nothing about Huston and Cronkite on the news yet, but the day was still young. He toggled the radio dial and was informed that traffic was still closed off near Griffith Park on Los Feliz Boulevard and West Observatory Road for “important road work.” Since he didn’t live near Griffith Park, which was also far away from the LAPD headquarters, he wouldn’t have to worry about it. After a coin flip, Connolly agreed to stay back and loiter around the crime scene, see what else he could sniff out. Baker, meanwhile, was headed back to the office to write up a report.

         Baker turned the radio dial again, a bit more aggressively than he should have, and it popped out of its socket and onto the carpeted floor. “Fuck!” he bellowed, the go-to American curse dissolving into the air. Now he was stuck with nothing but garbled static. Perfect.

         It was ten o’clock and the sun, which had finally dissipated all of the smog, was now on full blast as he sped past tall palm trees and neon signs that lined Sunset Boulevard. The signs were nocturnal creatures. At this hour, they sat blind and asleep, waiting for the sun to dip low in the sky so that they could wake.

         On almost every corner, yellow posters stained black with the trefoil symbol of radioactivity indicated the entrances to public, underground fallout shelters. A large and sun-faded billboard at the end of the street showed a smiling Bert the Turtle. His ridiculous safari hat and bow tie firmly in place as he reminded folks to “duck and cover” in case of a nuclear attack. Other phrases like OH MY!  DANGER! and YOU MUST LEARN TO FIND SHELTER! were pasted across the billboard in screaming red text that was beginning to crack and peel from the intense California heat.

         Beat the Devils.

         What the devil did that mean? And why in the world was Baker’s name written on that page? Somehow he didn’t think that Cronkite, a man he’d never met in his life, was setting himself a reminder to pick up a fresh loaf of bread on his way home. Not that he’d ever make it home now.

         Baker did feel a little guilty about not telling Connolly about his name showing up on the note, but something deep within his brain (the raw animalistic part that had helped him stay alive during the war) told him to keep his trap shut. It could be a coincidence. But Baker couldn’t shake a growing sense of foreboding that made him shiver.

         What person would want to kill an out-of-work movie director and a young CBS reporter whose career was nothing special?

         Something just didn’t add up. Baker was resolved to get to the bottom of it, no matter how many Hueys got in his way. That particular Huey, Hartwell, knew about Baker’s past. That business with Wagner was proof enough. Not surprising, he thought. HUAC—while a much younger government organization than its contemporaries—made the FBI and CIA look like uninformed rubes, mainly because they had no shame in their unscrupulous methods guaranteed to extract skeletons from any closet. And if a person was squeaky clean…well, a skeleton or two would just have to be planted.

         He turned right onto North Beaudry Avenue, took a left at West Temple Street, and made another right. The entire trip from Huston’s house took an hour. Now Baker was looking at the sharp-angled headquarters of the LAPD at 150 North Los Angeles Street.

         Completed just three years earlier, the Police Facilities Building was designed by out-of-towner Welton Becket, who was fast becoming the city’s prodigal son of architecture. The 398,000-square-foot structure had cost a pretty penny (just over $6 million to be precise), but that paid for all the amenities like crime labs and recording devices hidden in the jail cells. The building was an officer’s wet dream. It centralized LA’s police facilities for the first time in the city’s history.

         Baker steered the Continental into the underground parking lot and pulled in amid the patrol cars, his own vehicle a lone speck of pale green in a stark sea of black and white. He took the radio dial and jammed it back into place. The static was immediately replaced with more incomprehensible nonsense: “Alarm…dismay…allies abroad…considerable comfort…enemies.”

         
            *  *  *

         

         In the lobby, he passed a bank of pay phones and the Joseph L. Young mosaic, which depicted the state’s famous attributes: palm trees, iconic buildings (such as Grauman’s Chinese Theatre), rolling hills, and the rippling waves of the Pacific Ocean. Like Baker, Joseph L. Young was a Jew. Since the capture and execution of the Rosenbergs five years ago, people had carved hateful slurs into the mosaic so that KIKE and TRAITOR stood out like open wounds on the artwork that spanned the lobby’s marble pillars.

         The Rosenbergs’ betrayal gave McCarthy all the gleeful pretense he needed for rounding up possible enemies of the country by the hundreds and deporting them deep behind the Iron Curtain, while harshly restricting the rights of those he had not. There was even talk of resurrecting the old Jap internment camps out in the desert. The president’s position also emboldened groups across the country to destroy Jewish businesses, synagogues, and community centers with impunity. It had gotten so bad that American Jews no longer affixed mezuzahs to the doorposts of their homes.

         More often than not, Baker wondered if it was still worth continuing to fight the good fight. This town, like so much of the country, was sinking further into the bubbling morass of hatred and iniquity with each passing day. Soon Los Angeles would not be able to pick itself up out of the muck. Baker found himself rubbing his left forearm and the blue-ink tattoo etched upon the flesh there.

         Of course, not everyone bought into the government’s carefully concocted anti-Communist propaganda. Every so often, little bits and pieces of resistance slipped through the cracks of media censorship. The Liberty Boys broadcasts were very popular these days. Every so often, mysterious and barely audible announcements telling the nation to rise up against McCarthy would hijack the radio waves. Connolly and many others liked to believe in an underground organization dedicated to fighting the administration, but Baker actually agreed with the government on this one. The Liberty Boys broadcasts were most likely coming from some crackpot ham radio enthusiast in his basement.

         
            *  *  *

         

         As per usual, the building’s sprawling office space was a hive of activity. Phones rang nonstop, officers jotted down notes or referenced sepia-tinged albums of wanted fugitives, and pretty young secretaries clacked away on their Smith Corona Silent Portables, which, despite their name, were not very quiet. Ignoring the usual dirty glares from his colleagues, Baker grabbed himself a cup of coffee. As the caffeine coursed through his body, he began to feel more awake, more like himself. The schnapps hangover would soon be gone…until he decided to take another dive into the bottle.

         He passed by the paunchy, toad-like portrait of President McCarthy affixed to the center wall and reached his desk, whose metal top was covered with unfinished reports, memos, and the latest quarterly memo on the number of Communists in the State Department. The government, it said, “is happy to report” that the number was down from fifty to twenty-five. The figure was constantly fluctuating to scare and/or pacify the American public. With the Fourth of July coming up, Baker guessed the lowering of the number was meant to emphasize democratic pride and increase spending for the national holiday. Baker’s desk stood out from those of his fellow officers because it featured no pictures of friends or family.

         Sitting down, he spied a short note on top of the clutter, which was written in the slanted handwriting of his and Connolly’s new secretary, Gladys: “Miss Short came by to see you. Asked you call her immediately.—G.”

         “Oy vey,” groaned Baker, running a hand through his dark-brown curls. He wadded up the note in his palm and threw it into the wastebasket before finding a blank report form. Placing it in his Lettera 22, he began to type:

         
            HOMICIDE INVESTIGATION REPORT

            July 1, 1958

Case no. 766533

Prepared by Detective Morris E. Baker

             

            This morning, Detective Connolly and I responded to a call in Echo Park, which led us to the bodies of two deceased men at the address of 984 Altivo Way. Both victims were killed with two quick gunshots to the chest at point-blank range, although Charles Ward should be able to provide a more extensive answer in his autopsy report (more on that below). Detective Connolly conducted a preliminary dusting of the scene but discovered no apparent fingerprints.

            Upon further inspection, the men were identified as former film director John Huston and CBS journalist Walter Cronkite. The house in which they were discovered belonged to the former. The LAPD was informed that a crime had taken place by a concerned neighbor, who reported gunshots, but the caller did not disclose their name, number, or address. Why these men were together, especially with Cronkite being a New York–based reporter, is unknown at this time.

            Inspectors from the local HUAC office by the names of Hartwell and Waldgrave arrived shortly after myself to take control of the investigation and bring it under federal jurisdiction. Detective Connolly and I left the scene in their able hands, while Philip Lathrop handed over his photographs of the bodies. Charles Ward will turn in his autopsy report directly to the HUAC inspectors now in charge of the investigation.

         

         There. That should satisfy any Huey eyes that were almost certainly planted in the station. Baker settled back in his chair and started pulling out his pack of Kools when a sharp voice made him jump. “Baker!”

         It was Dashiell Hanscom, a vice detective who harbored a particularly nasty hatred toward the Semitic crowd. His nose was always bright red, not from the blistering LA sun, but from a terrible addiction to cocaine. He sniffed and leered at Baker. “Parker”—sniff!—“wants to see you in his office straightaway”—sniff!

         “Did he finally decide to give me that raise I’ve been begging for?” asked Baker, smiling innocently.

         “Yeah, you’d like that, you moneygrubbing”—sniff!—“son of a…” mumbled Hanscom, not catching on to Baker’s sarcasm. Baker swiped his newly finished report from the typewriter, waved it around to dry the ink, got up, and strolled over to the desk of Gladys Hargrove.

         “Gut morgn, Gladys,” he beamed, placing his report on her desk. “Could you please file that away for me?”

         “Right away, Detective Baker,” she replied with a giggle. She always seemed tickled by Yiddish.

         Gladys was a pretty, twenty-something member of the LAPD typing pool with a pale complexion and a blond bouffant haircut. She’d been with the department for the last six months and was also one of the few people in the office who treated Baker like a human being. Oftentimes she’d get coffee for him in the mornings or, if he was working late, stay behind to keep him company as he typed up reports. These were little kindnesses that had been absent from his life for quite some time. He still struggled to understand why Gladys was so different from the rest. Today she wore a white blouse patterned with daisies tucked into a brown velvet skirt that stopped just above her knees. The outfit accentuated her hourglass body and perfectly rounded breasts and—not for the first time—Baker imagined her out of those clothes and in his ruffled bed.

         “You got my note about Miss Short? She was quite insistent you call her right away,” said Gladys, bringing him back to reality.

         The image of Liz swam to the forefront of Baker’s mind. His headache teased a thrilling comeback. The caffeine high from the coffee was already wearing off and his bowels were starting to rumble. He really needed some schnapps.

         “Yes, I did. Thank you, Gladys. Um, Detective Connolly said he called in earlier about getting in touch with the professional and personal contacts for a Walter Cronkite. Did you get a chance to do that?”

         “I did,” Gladys answered a bit glumly. She pulled a piece of paper from the top of her desk and began reading. “I spoke with Mr. Cronkite’s wife, Mary Elizabeth. She was quite upset, poor dear. She’s all right with the city detaining the body until arrangements can be made for a funeral. I also spoke with a Mr. James Aubrey of CBS, who was quite shocked by the news. He said Cronkite was away for a week or so on family leave. He couldn’t imagine what he was doing all the way out here without his wife and daughters, or why anyone would want to kill him.”

         “What about John Huston? Did you speak to his next of kin?”

         “I didn’t get the chance. The Hueys took over just as I was finishing up my call with Aubrey. They said it was no longer necessary to speak with anybody related to the case.”

         “Do me a favor, call all of Cronkite’s people back and give them my home and desk numbers and tell them to get in touch if they like. Do the same with Huston’s camp if you can reach them.”

         “Not a problem, Detective.”

         “Thanks, Gladys. Oh, and one more thing.” He lowered his voice. “Please ask Cronkite’s people if he ever mentioned the name Baker.”

         Gladys gave him a questioning look but didn’t press the matter. He left her typing and headed for the office of William H. Parker, Chief of Police.
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