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Prologue

A shot rang out. Years of experience as a private eye had taught me, Dick DeWitt, that this meant trouble, and trouble is my middle name. Well, not really. It's Egbert, but that's a long story—and trouble too.

Hollywood. Home of the silver screen. Home of a thousand dreams and nine hundred and ninety-nine broken hearts. And for God's sake, home of Rin Tin Tin! That awful guy Hitler is making a lot of noise and threats across the Atlantic, but who would have thought that Tinseltown, right here in America, could be so rough on one's health? But there you have it, and there I was, right where I should not have been. All those bullets that go whizzing by in the Westerns are blanks, they tell me. But the one that I heard was the real McCoy.

I should have stayed at home. Should have, could have. Yeah, now I tell myself.







Chapter 1

I once heard about some poet whining that April was the cruelest month, or some such rot. Clearly the guy had never visited my city during the winter months, or he would have known better. He should be here when the white stuff makes it hard to see who you're bumping into, and the wind slices through you like a knife cuts through butter, which not all of us can afford during these dark days of the depression. Yeah, he should be here and trudge to work when it's colder than a witch's you know what, and when you return to your flat you learn that the cheapskate landlord isn't giving heat until all the tenants ante up their monthly rent. (I'll never forgive the bastard for posting a note of late-paying tenants in our lobby, especially since the only name on the list was mine.) Yeah, winter is lots of fun in my city.

But it wasn't only the weather that was getting to me. Not even mostly the weather. I had been suffering from a bad case of the blues

ever since I solved the Black Llama caper in early December. Okay, I did get some help from my buddy, the retired cop Philip “Polish Phil” Mazurki, and the Llama did manage to escape and vow revenge. But I rescued my dodo secretary Dotty, although at times I've come close to regretting it. Why the blues, you ask? You don't? Well, I'll tell you anyway.

I spent Christmas alone. Polish Phil and his lovely cousin Louise Prima had invited me for dinner, but both came down with the flu and had to cancel. I called Mom to wish her a merry Christmas and to ask how she liked the can opener I sent her. She told me that she'd like it best if I took it back and shoved it. Good old Mom. I didn't have a date for New Year's Eve, although Sadie Plotz suggested that I could join her and her latest squeeze, the Rabbi Gershom Gomorrah, for some dancing in her apartment. I asked her what kind of music she'd have. “Who needs music?” she replied.

A week later I went to my local neighborhood saloon, The Slippery Elbow, where I had spent many a jolly evening, and many a miserable one, too. My New Year's Eve foray to the Elbow fell into the second category. Gus the bartender was in a foul mood, even for him. It seems his mother-in-law had returned home, and now Gus had to vacate the living room couch and go back to his bed with his missus. The venerable dispenser of bracing libations also informed me that poor Light Fingers

Louie, my favorite snitch, was hiding from the coppers and a warrant for

his arrest. It didn't do much for my mood either to see Southpaw Sammy Stickit still moaning that he could have gone to the major leagues if a lousy ump and equally lousy minor league commissioner hadn't banned him from baseball for a minor episode. Worst of all was encountering woeful Gardenia Gertie, whose budding romance with that other loser, Hyman the Hebe, had gone on the rocks ever since Hyman's wife said that she'd forgive him and take him back. Poor Gertie. Seems that she can never really catch a break, although quite a few men, I've heard, have managed to catch something from her. Just before I left the Elbow, she sauntered over to me and said that this would be a good time to see her apartment. I was so down in the dumps that I nearly accepted. Helped by the thought of later needing the treatment of Dr. Erlich's “magic bullet” for you know what, I resisted temptation. I returned to my heatless place well before midnight, made a New Year's resolution never to make a New Year's resolution, had a quick snort of rotgut, and went to bed.

The first two weeks of 1938 didn't help my spirits, although I swilled more spirits than usual. The owner of my office building did correct the sign on my office door—and about time—but that hadn't started a stampede of clients. I got a couple of nibbles for some work, but nothing panned out. Sitting there every day watching Dotty munching on her fingernails and cuticles and having to drink her lousy coffee was a downer; so was listening to her guffawing over one book or another, especially the one where some poor schmuck turns into an insect. Why Dotty found this so hilarious, I'll never understand, but then there's so much else that I'll never fathom about my zany but zaftig Gal Friday.

After one such dreary mid-January day at the office, I stopped at my familiar eating haunt, Ma's Diner, and supped on what had to be a poor excuse for food for all except the most starved Armenians. Betty the waitress was there, of course, cracking her gum and cracking nasty remarks to yours truly. I felt like throwing the slop from my plate onto her apron, but the uniform already sported so many stains that it wouldn't have made a difference. I tried to make nice by asking how the new year was treating her. She sneered and said that it would be treating her better if she had refined customers. I left a tip of a good-sized piece of lint that had been crowding the pocket of my brown, poorly creased trousers.

Returning to my apartment, I found a telegram lodged under the door. I was glad that I had not been around for its delivery, for a tip would have been in order, and I had already depleted my stock of lint. Who could be telegraphing me I wondered. With the way things had been going, I thought it might be a threat from the Black Llama. Instead, it was from Marty “Mumbles” Hardy, a private eye with whom I had worked a few cases and who had left town in a hurry a couple of years ago. Word had it that he had taken a few compromising photos of a cheating husband and had then suggested that the man might wish to compensate him for his time and trouble, especially since his wife might be a wee bit pissed off upon seeing the snaps. Some people might have blamed Mumbles for his dubious ethics; more could have blamed him for failing to note that the husband in question was one of our city's assistant district attorneys. Anyway, it was only a rumor, and knowing Mumbles…well, let's leave it at that.

“Get off butt and get here,” the telegram read. “Great weather, good jobs, crop of luscious tomatoes.” That did it. Our lousy weather was getting to me, and my career as a dick needed a jump start. But most of all it was the thought of luscious tomatoes. I was drooling already. Let's face it: you can't find luscious tomatoes here in grocery stores this time of year.

Mumbles had sent me pretty much the same message in a letter just before Christmas. But that was then and this was now. Time had helped to place things in perspective. On a cold, heartless January night in a year-round cold, heartless city I made a big decision, one that would change my life for better or for worse. I resolved to take Horace Greedy's advice to go West. I downed a couple of shots of Jack Daniel's to celebrate, went to bed, and fell asleep almost immediately. No need to count sheep…or llamas.

The sun paid an unexpected but welcome visit to the city in the morning, and, for once, I was eager to greet the day with a smile. Breakfast, when I bothered, consisted of whatever was at hand. Now I took pains, fixed some tuna fish, garnished it with catsup and horseradish, and washed it down with a cup of freshly made Maxwell House. Figuring I'd need a clear head and full stomach to plot my move, I added two cupcakes, which had been hanging around the apartment for a while.

Maybe I had added too much horseradish to the tuna or hadn't scraped off all the green from the cupcakes, but it suddenly hit me that heading west was a big deal. I had never been west of Weehawken, New Jersey, and then it was only on a junior high school class trip to see where Aaron Burr had pumped some lead into Alexander Hamilton. Hell, I hadn't the foggiest notion of how I was going to get to what Mumbles called the City of Angels. I knew it was near Los Angeles, but how near I wondered. And how would I get there? I sure as hell wasn't going by airplane. I didn't have the big bucks for that, and besides, I was afraid of heights. I had what I think is called “pedophilia.” (Big words are my fort, ever since I took Vinnie the Vocabulary Man's Thirty Days to a Bigger Mouth course a few years ago.) I knew how to drive a car but didn't own and couldn't afford one. I thought long and hard about the matter until my gumshoe's training led me to a solution: I'd take a train. But which one? I vaguely had heard of the Atchison Topeka and Santa Fe, but which of them went to the City of Angels? And were they the only iron engines that paddled their canoes from here to there? I drank another cup of java before one of Mr. Edison's light bulbs flashed and told me to contact a travel agent.

But before contacting a travel agent I had to figure out how to lay my paws on enough cash to get me to California and to let me figure out how long I wanted to stay. I had laid away some simoleons, thanks to the fee I had received from Uneeda Baker and the Black Llama caper, but most had gone with the wind, so to speak. The depression had been going on for nearly a decade now, and still no end in sight. What would it take to end this nightmare? A war? Meanwhile I figured that I needed enough green ones to keep me on the West Coast for at least two or three months. That meant I needed to cover the rent for my apartment, office, and alimony checks to the witch who had been my wife, in addition to what I would need to live on there.

I reviewed the situation and concluded that I knew only two people who had the means and, I hoped, the willingness to tide me over. Figuring that blood is thicker than water, although I've never measured it, I first called Mom and asked for a loan. Before slamming the receiver down, she suggested that I take back the can openers I had given her last year for Mother's Day and Christmas and try pawning them. I should get at least a quarter for each one, she suggested. Good old Mom. I'm afraid that age is playing games with her mind. I guess she didn't know that I would need much more than two quarters for my trip.

I hit the jackpot with my friend Polish Phil, however, who said that he could and would loan me the dough and could and would gladly wire me more if I needed it when on the Coast. I asked about the lovely Louise and learned that she would soon return to her miserable husband in Chicago to try to patch up their wreck of a marriage. “Why couldn't she just be miserable with me instead of him?” I thought but said nothing.

With my finances looking better than they had in months—make that years—I scanned the Yellow Pages for “travel agents” and settled on one several blocks away. It was nearly noon by the time I left my apartment. The sun was shining brighter than ever.

The Get Away From It All Travel Agency had seen better days and probably better clients. Nobody that morning seemed to be trying to get away. In fact, although it was noon, I was the only one in the place, save for a dumpy, fiftyish broad wearing a big smile on her over-painted face and two pencils in her henna-dyed hair.

“Can I help you to get away?” she asked, as she motioned for me to take a seat across from her. “How about a weekend in the Catskills? Saskatchewan? The Everglades? Buenos Aires? Peoria? Just name it and we'll get you there.”

When I told her that I wanted to go to the City of Angels, she put on a worried face and told me that I shouldn't think such thoughts, that I was far too young to die. Then I explained to this travel professional that we were talking about a city that was near Los Angeles.

“Oh,” she cooed, “why didn't you say that it the first place? Los Angeles is a wonderful town. Say, are you going to make a picture in Hollywood? You know, people tell me that I'm a dead ringer for Mae West, and if you could put in a few good words for me, well I'd be…”

I cut her short and, to make a long story short, she suggested that I take the Twentieth Century Limited, a classy train for a classy gent like me. She asked if I would like a sleeper, but I said that I hardly knew her. This time she cut me short.

When I left the agency the sun was shining brighter than before. I had no idea at the time that the City of Angels would be the City of Shadows…and Murder.







Chapter 2

“California, Here I Come,” as Al Jolson sings. In the week after my visit to the travel agency I made my final arrangements. Dotty was tearful when I told her that I was heading west but said that she would keep an eye on the office and would let me know if anything important happened. I shuddered to think what my secretary would consider important or unimportant but had about as much choice in the matter as Bruno Hauptmann did when he faced charges of having kidnapped the Lindbergh kid. I paid her salary two months in advance and gave her postdated checks for the rent on both my office and apartment. I also gave her Marty Hardy's address to use until I found my own quarters. And yes, Dotty did ask why I was looking for quarters rather than bucks.

Next came the task of informing Mom and my ex about what was happening. Mom didn't exactly wish me well, but she did ask me not to send her a can opener. Poor Mom. She already had forgotten that I had sent her two of them in the past year alone. My ex didn't exactly wish me well either. “Don't forget the alimony checks or else,” she warned before slamming down the phone receiver. And to think that I had at one time loved, bedded, and wedded this woman.

I couldn't leave the city without one last visit to The Slippery Elbow, which had provided almost a second home for me and where I knew I'd be missed. I admit that after years of frequenting the Elbow I couldn't tell for sure if Gus the bartender truly liked me, but when I told him my plans, he grasped my hands with great feeling. “I'll miss you, too, you big gorilla,” I said to him as I tried to hold back a bit of moisture in my eyes. “You ain't going no place, DeWitt, until you settle your tab,” he groused. So much for the warmth of comrades.

A few of the regulars whom I had also known for years—Southpaw Sammy Stickit, Tony “Two-Fingers” Mangiamangia, and Curly Bupkis—grunted a few words when I told them about California and then went back to their drinks. Gardenia Gertie, on the other hand, began to wail like a banshee. “You're the best friend a girl could ask for,” she informed me. But when she asked to go back with me to my place I had had enough with my good-byes to the Elbow.

The Big Day finally arrived. I toted my suitcase to Grand Central Station, gulped down a cup of java, and boarded my train. It did look classy, as the travel agent said, despite so many darkies running around in white uniforms. They seemed like a pretty good sort, but I was glad that I had brought along my Smith & Wesson .38 special and blackjack. Never can tell when one of them gets uppity or goes nuts and starts wielding a straight razor. Of course the way they've been treated for all this time you can sort of understand. Sort of. In any case, I told a couple of them that it was real white of them to have such good manners.

The trip lasted a couple of days and bored the bejeezus out of me. Nothing but scenery and then more scenery flitting by. To make it worse, along the way I caught sight of several hobo camps filled with shanties and tents and sad people, and figured that the depression still had a long way to go. The passengers on the train didn't bother me much, except for a snot-nosed kid who kept running back and forth in the aisle until I tripped him and gave him a good lesson in annoyance avoidance. He bawled pretty loud, and his ma came over to complain. I told her to get back to her seat or I'd give her something to cry about, too. That worked. I passed some of the long, weary hours reading. I had bought a couple of Black Mask mystery magazines and enjoyed their stories. Can't say the same for a writer called Dashiell Hammett and his damned fool novel called The Maltese Falcon. I don't know who'd ever want to read that crap, and was sore that I had wasted my dough on it. I went to the dining car for coffee and a couple of meals. Pretty good stuff but pricey. I was glad that I had packed several sardine and Limberger cheese sandwiches for the trip. They tasted and smelled good except for those I ate after Chicago.

Chicago. Yeah. I'm not a sentimental sap, but when the New York Central reached the Windy City, I wanted so bad to call Louise. Just can't get her out of my mind. Don't really want to either, and much of the trip after we left Chicago found me thinking of her and picturing how happy we could be together.

The conductor broke one of these reveries by yelling, “Los Angeles, Los Angeles, everyone off. Use all doors.” I was saddle-sore from too much sitting and regretted not having spent some of my wad of cash for a sleeping car berth. But here I was at last, ready and eager to find a new job and excitement. I grabbed my suitcase, shoved a few people aside, including the obnoxious kid and his obnoxious mother, and found myself in the land of bright sunshine and brighter dreams.

Trouble was that some moron forgot to tell Mother Nature to hang out the sunshine. Instead, the old bitch had provided enough rain to turn the Sahara into a swamp. To make matters worse, Marty Hardy was nowhere to be seen. I had called him from Chicago to let him know when my train would hit the City of Angeles, and I could have sworn that he said “come to get you there.” As I later found out, Mumbles had said “cab to get you here.” I wasted a nickel to call him. No answer. Between the downpour and the absence of my pal I was half-way decided to catch the next train heading back east. What the hell, I had come this far, and so I grabbed a Checker Cab and headed for Mumbles's place.

The cabbie told me that he was a dirt farmer from Oklahoma and wouldn't have had to leave had his spread got half as much rain as he'd seen in Los Angeles this month. “Lordy,” he moaned, “why is it that some places go dry and others are as wet as when Noah had his ark?” I couldn't imagine why the dumb fool would want to farm dirt in the first place. Served him right to fail, and I told him to shut up and keep driving. Besides, I wasn't in the mood to listen to his Okie whining, especially when I felt like whining myself.

I didn't see much of interest along the way, although I was surprised to see a lot of stores in one area that indicated a sort of Chinktown or Niptown. Geez! Those people breed like flies. My thoughts went back to the dead Chink waiter at the time I was solving the Black Llama caper. I also pondered the fairly large number of cars that were on the streets, despite the downpour. Fifty years from now there might be a traffic problem if this continued. Probably not, but who knows?

“Here we are, mister. Here's your place on Bunker Hill.”

Bunker Hill! I head for Los Angeles and wind up in Beantown! Either this is a joke or I'm “Wrong Way” Corrigan.

“Hey, Cabbie, what's a place out here doing with a name like Bunker Hill? I don't see any redcoats running around.”

“Nope, that's just a name I guess they gave the place because it must have sold bunk beds. It's an interesting part of town. Got some real swell mansions, although some of them, like the address you gave me, have been jigsawed into small apartments. Crying shame, if you ask me. Anyway, lots of artists and young people hang out here. You'll like it, I think.”

I wasn't sure about that. Didn't care for artists or young people. Didn't care for the land of sunshine greeting me with a miserable rainy day. And didn't care for the shabby looks of my friend's abode. But I was here, and the East was back there. So I took my good old mom's advice: you made your bed, sonny boy, now shut up and lie in it. The cabbie got my suitcase from the trunk, wished me well, but didn't thank me for the nickel tip I added to the fare. Cabbies are the same all over, I guess. You treat them well and they spit in your face.

I walked to the front door, pressed a buzzer to Marty Hardy's second floor apartment, and waited. Then I waited some more. In the rain.

“Hey, Mister,” a voice croaked from behind me, “the buzzer ain't working. Hasn't been for six months. Just go in. The door's always open.”

Welcome to the City of Angels.







Chapter 3

In the time that I had known him I could never feel certain whether Marty was glad to see me or not. Oh, he always had a big smile all right, but it was pretty difficult to understand what he said. The booze and the occasional strange cigarettes that he smoked didn't help matters. But today Mumbles seemed sober—or at least relatively so—and a surprisingly understandable “Hiya, buddy, long time no see” accompanied his broad smile and firm handshake. “Put your grip down over there next to the pile of dirty laundry and let's have a snort or two. Whaddya drinking these days?”

Marty hadn't changed. Nor had my taste for Jack Daniel's, several of which I polished off to keep my host company. He gulped down what seemed to me more rye than the Chicago bootleggers could have run from Canada in a couple of months. Catching up on old times can be more fun than tying a cat's tail to a tin cup–unless the cat's a manx, of course–although I got to confess that between the Jack Daniel's and Marty's rendering of the King's English I didn't learn much from him. And I'm not too sure of what he learned from me either, but we had a swell time.

About 8:30 one of us mentioned something about eating. Then one of us staggered to the ice box and related its contents to the other. Not much there save for an unwrapped, unscaled fish that resembled and more than smelled like a mackerel that had been taking up residence in Marty's ice box for quite some time. My host said that he'd cook it as a special treat for me, but that he couldn't be bothered with scaling the damn thing. Somehow I felt sober enough to decline his generous offer. I settled for some scrambled eggs, which tasted plenty good once mixed in with an overripe banana; Marty opened a can of sardines and garnished them with dill pickles. For dessert I had a Jack Daniel's and Marty had some more rye. Straight. I hiccuped to him my praises for how well Angelenos eat. He started to reply but covered his mouth and sprinted to the john faster than Jesse Owens raced in the 1936 Olympics in Berlin.

The next morning I found myself sprawled on the couch in the living room, my head the size of a prize-winning watermelon at some country fair and my mouth tasting of a bale of cotton. I squinted at the sun streaming in from a large window and wished that I hadn't. The way I felt I would have preferred yesterday's rain. I heard a groan coming from another room. Marty clearly was in no better shape than I.

Can't beat black java and aspirins for what ailed us both, and we washed down several of the latter with plenty of the former. Our respective hangovers seemed pleased, and the watermelon that last night had passed for my head had dwindled to a mere cantaloupe. We chewed the fat for a while—his came from some strips of undercooked bacon, mine from an open bag of pork rinds. I hadn't had these tasty remains of dead pig since mom used to feed them to me as breakfast before I left for school. She said that they were what I deserved for being the kind of boy I was. Good old Mom.

After we chewed the fat and talked about this and that, we settled down to business. Marty said that he currently was on a tricky job that involved washing a skirt. Whose skirt was it, I wondered, and why was he washing it anyway? Was it his? Had he become one of those? I shuddered to think so but reminded myself not to shower without clothes when we were alone in the apartment. Skirting the issue, so to speak, I asked him that since it was tricky why he didn't take it to the cleaner's. He looked puzzled. We batted it back and forth for a few minutes until I realized that Marty was “watching” a skirt for some well-heeled old guy whose babe, the lug feared, was rolling her big blue ones at some young hunk. That's the way the balls bounce, I told myself. I also breathed a sigh of relief.

Then I asked Marty if he had anything in mind for me since I couldn't get by on my looks alone without a job. Marty chuckled at that one and told me about a certain broad back East who had said that if looks were what mattered I couldn't buy my way into a Hooverville. I didn't see what was so funny about that, considering I never planned to move into one. Maybe I misunderstood what Marty said. Besides, Mumbles himself was no Rudy Valentino in the looks department. His mug wasn't bad, although when he opened his mouth you did see two long incisors that would have scared the cape off Count Dracula. And you could see his stomach well before the rest of him rounded a corner. Back East he was chubby; out here he was plain fat. Single-handedly he was keeping Schlitz, Pabst, and Budweiser in business.

“Don't worry, pal,” he assured me, “jobs in our line of work out here are like street cars that run regularly at all hours. Don't get your kisser in an uproar, my friend. You'll be swimming in moola before you can say 'George Gershwin.' ” I was going to tell him that I had no intention of saying the name of the late great songster but let the matter drop. After all, hadn't half of America, it seemed, come to southern California with bright hopes to match the bright sunshine that the place promised? Besides, I had begged, borrowed, but not stolen enough dough to keep me floating for now.

After breakfast Marty suggested a tour of the city. Boy, this was a strange place. So few tall buildings, unlike my great city back East, but so much land to build on! Marty explained that we couldn't see the whole shebang in a day, a week, or even a month, but he promised to do his best as a guide. He winked and said that he could guess what I wanted to see first. I told him that though I hadn't seen any for a coon's age, I'd save it for later. I was sure that I could catch a Jimmy Cagney film after today, I said. He looked puzzled, but then Marty, to tell the truth, was no Einstein.

We drove here and there and seemingly everywhere, with Marty giving an explanation of what here, there, and everywhere were. Trouble was that I didn't catch much of what he said. His mumbling played poorly with his open-top coupe and a breeze kicking in. I know we did drive past the swell houses of some Hollywood stars, most of whose names I failed to catch. A lot of these joints clustered in a place called Beverly Hills. Some of them we saw further out in hills and canyons. Marty said that a lot of big Hollywood Mongols lived there. I was surprised that the chinks had done so well. Sure, I knew you couldn't beat them for laundry and tasty food, especially if you liked cats and chows in your chow, but the movie industry? And here I thought that the Hebes ran the show out here. We batted that one back and forth until I managed to figure out that Marty was mumbling about Hollywood “moguls.”

By that time it was getting late. Having skipped lunch, we could both hear hunger pains strumming our intestines. I could have settled for some grub at a diner, supposing that any such place here was better than the swill served back home at Ma's and that the service was friendlier than that provided by Ma's poor excuse for a waitress. But Marty insisted that we go to one of his favorite spots, a restaurant in Japtown called The Rising Sun. I should have known that any place with this name that was not open for breakfast didn't make sense.

A young woman of the yellow persuasion greeted us as we entered. She smiled and seemed friendly, but I couldn't get over the fact that she was still in her bathrobe. Hell, it was early afternoon and this sneaky-looking tootsie hadn't bothered to dress? I hadn't recovered from my shock when she asked us to hand over our shoes. Now I wasn't going to give my Keds to anyone, let alone a strange-looking dame. I was sorry that I hadn't brought along my blackjack so that I could teach this would-be thief a lesson or two. I did begin to pull at the oversized sash that was holding her bathrobe together, but Marty said to stop and to give her my clodhoppers. At first I thought that he and Miss Slant-Eyes were working a scam, but I decided to make nice. Wasn't it some great poet or other who said that when we were in Japtown we should do as the Japs do? I gave her my keds but was sorry that I had forgotten to put on socks.
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