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‘In a feverish buying and selling of land, the coast has become utterly transformed and unrecognizable. Each succeeding house, bigger and grander, takes the view of its neighbors in a kind of unbridled competition . . . Developers have bulldozed the Santa Monicas beyond recovery . . . Once lost, paradise can never be regained.’


LAWRENCE CLARK POWELL, UCLA LIBRARIAN, 1958


‘This is a landscape of desire . . . More than in almost any other major population concentration, people came to Southern California to consume the environment rather than to produce from it.’


HOMER ASCHMANN, GEOGRAPHER, 1959
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˜


‘NIGHT-SLAYER’ CLAIMS THIRD VICTIM


By Nick Thackery


Crime Correspondent




SILVER LAKE – A man was found brutally slain yesterday afternoon in a ritualistic killing that police said may connect it to two earlier ‘Night-Slayer’ murders. LAPD Detectives identified the latest victim as Anthony Butterfield, 43, an engineer at Lockheed’s ‘Skunk Works’ aviation plant. A friend discovered Mr. Butterfield’s body late Thursday afternoon in the victim’s house.


There were reports that the same crucifix symbol seen in the previous two murders was discovered scrawled in chalk inside the property, although police at the scene refused to confirm this. The only comment made by LAPD Detective Robert Murray on the matter was that the murder ‘seems ritualistic. Like the others.’ He also declined to comment on the exact nature of the death with an autopsy still pending.


Newly installed county coroner, Dr. Thomas T. Noguchi, arrived in the early evening. He left an hour later, but refused to answer the gathered newsmen’s questions.


————


Neighborhood in Shock


————


Local residents clustered on their lawns throughout the evening and night hours, watching the police and other officials move about the victim’s house and garden. The scenes echoed those of the earlier two murders, with whole neighborhoods left fearing for their safety. Despite the fact the investigation has been underway since October, no one has been arrested, although police did state that several possible suspects are being sought.


In the previous murders, no weapons or narcotics were found at the scene, and nothing appeared to be missing, suggesting robbery was not a motive. It is unclear if this latest slaying also fits that pattern.


————


Victims so far


————


1) Mark McNeal, 28, doctor at LA County General, murdered in his home in Manhattan Beach, on 15th October


2) Danielle Landry, 23, actress, murdered in her apartment in West Hollywood, on 22nd November


3) Anthony Butterfield, 43, engineer, murdered in his house in Silver Lake, in the early hours of Thursday morning, 14th December


————


Jurisdictional Tangle


————


This latest murder brings the total number of law enforcement agencies involved in the case to three, as each of the crimes was committed under a different jurisdiction – Mr. Butterfield’s murder in Silver Lake falling under the purview of the LAPD, Ms. Landry’s murder in West Hollywood under the Sheriff’s Department, and Mr. McNeal’s murder under the Manhattan Beach PD. Detectives at the scene declined to comment on the extent to which the three agencies were co-operating with each other.


Please turn to Page B, Col. 3
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Tuesday, December 19th


LA was sunshine; LA was darkness. LA was the golden dream and the broken promise. It was freeways and gridlock, canyons and smog, stars ripped out of the sky and entombed in the sidewalks. It was seven million souls dreaming the dream, drifters and grifters and corrupt politicians. LA was where the white men came and saw there was no land left. To the cops it was a battleground, to the crooks it was a playground, to the residents of Watts it was ‘Lower Alabama’. Mississippi with palm trees. LA was where you could drive all day and never arrive, a city connected and dissected by freeways that writhed like serpents in the night. It was both despoiler and despoiled. LA grew fat on defense contracts and the Cold War death-drive, but fooled the world into thinking it was in the glamour biz. LA was the beautiful lie.


And maybe this was why, like millions of others, Kerry Gaudet felt as if she knew LA before she ever set foot there. But when her sixty-dollar thrift flight flew in from Spokane and she stepped off the plane she sensed something more than what she’d been told by the TV shows and magazines; she sensed some friction in the air, some knife-edge, some madness. And she could tell the other passengers felt it, too. LA was as jumpy as Saigon.


Kerry picked up her bag from the carousels, rented an Oldsmobile Cutlass from the Hertz concession and drove to the motel the travel agency had arranged. It was nestled amongst warehouses and machine shops in a bleak stretch of Culver City, just off the 405. Designed with an Indian theme, the motel’s concrete cabins were shaped like wigwams, so it looked as if a tribe of Sioux had set up camp right there in the shadow of the freeway.


She changed out of her jungle fatigues, worked burn cream into her neck and chest, popped two codeine to tamp down the pain. She changed into capris and pumps and a cotton T-shirt which stuck to the burn cream. Even though there was a phone in her cabin, she left the motel to use the payphone across the road, calling the man her buddies back in Vietnam had told her about. He took her order and gave her a place to meet then hung up. She put down the receiver and a weight of fear flashed through her. Only now did she pray that she could trust the man.


She crossed back to her wigwam and stopped a moment to stare at the giant billboard that loomed over the motel grounds, partially covering the roaring freeway behind. It depicted orange groves and oil derricks, idyllic beaches and gleaming freeways, the Hollywood sign and rolling green mountains. A couple rode horses through this landscape, and even though they were only shown in silhouette, Kerry got the sense that they were happy, healthy, well-adjusted. Underneath was the city’s municipal slogan: It All Comes Together in Los Angeles!


A truck boomed past, making the billboard rattle.


Back in her room, Kerry emptied her military bag and returned with it to the Cutlass. She took the Los Angeles road map from the glovebox and found where she was supposed to be going.


She hooked north onto the 405. She watched the city flicker past, the moon bathing it in a chalky light. That frisson was in the air once more, that fever wind. She thought she could see grains of sand shooting through the night, tracing slipstreams in the dark.


She took Sepulveda Pass through the mountains, out the other side, swung east and arrived at the meeting place – the parking lot of the Big Donut Drive-In on the corner of Kester Avenue and Sherman Way. The place was deserted, an asphalt wasteland interrupted only by the drive-in shack at its center, its roof adorned with a giant concrete donut. Kerry checked the time; she was early.


She parked. She waited. She fretted. Under her T-shirt, the burn cream felt gummy and pricklish, the sensation bringing back nightmare echoes of the firestorm all those weeks ago. She readjusted her T-shirt and her skin peeled and stung. She studied her surroundings, feeling self-conscious, wondering if she looked suspicious.


Her gaze landed on the giant concrete donut fixed into place above the shack. The hole in its center revealed a circle of night sky robbed of its stars by light pollution and actual pollution. Kerry stared at the concrete ring of nothingness and wondered what views she was missing out on. Somewhere beyond the smog the constellations were continuing their vast turn about Polaris, nebulas were shimmering, comets were journeying through the seamless dark.


She switched on the radio and skipped through the dial till a song surfaced up out of the static – ‘Alone Together’ by Chet Baker – a slow, doleful jazz song her father used to listen to in the old family house in Gueydan, back when Kerry and Stevie were kids, before their mother ran away and their father waded off into the bayou and blew his brains out with an Ithaca Pump. Soon after Kerry and Stevie had been forced out of the family house, onto a long, painful trek through the children’s homes and orphanages of Vermilion Parish, Louisiana.


And now Stevie had gone missing. Snatched into the darkness that hung about this strange, sprawling city. Her last living relative, with whom she’d been through hell.


Chet Baker ended the song in a whisper, but the brackish memories of Louisiana continued to wash through Kerry’s mind, lapping with the slow relentlessness of bayou tides. Once more she thought she could see grains of sand, swirling about the asphalt now, fixing themselves for an instant into the glittering shape of a curl.


A Lincoln Continental pulled into the lot. All black and silver trim, gliding like a shark. Kerry’s chest tightened. The Continental slow-rolled, turned. Its low beams swept the ground. She raised a hand warily. The car pulled into the space next to her and a man got out, hauled a duffel bag from the trunk. He walked round and got into Kerry’s front passenger seat.


He was Japanese or Korean, maybe, wore a sky-blue suit with a pink carnation in his lapel, his hair side-parted and caked in styling wax that smelled something like her burn cream. His features were angular, severe, almost like they’d been carved by a scalpel.


Kerry nodded at the man, tried to hide how tense she was. He nodded back and flicked his gaze to the scars on her face, surprised by her appearance. How often did he sell his wares to disfigured women barely out of their teens?


‘You found it OK?’ he asked.


‘Sure.’


She looked around the empty parking lot and wondered why he’d asked to meet here. They couldn’t be more obvious if they tried.


‘I know the owners,’ he said, as if reading her thoughts. ‘And the donuts are good.’


He opened up the duffel bag, took out an aluminium-framed Colt .38, a police-issue Ithaca Pump, cartons of bullets and shells. She checked the guns to make sure the serials had been removed, noticed how the sights on the front of the Colt had been filed down. She ran a hand over the pump, its barrel gleaming black. She thought briefly of her father, saw his body floating out there in the bayou still. She transferred everything to her military bag.


‘You got the other stuff, too?’ she asked.


The man nodded. He rummaged around and pulled out two pill bottles with enough Dilaudid in them to keep the pain in check for the duration of her stay.


‘Thanks,’ she said.


‘You want anything else, I can get hold of it for you – pot, acid, coke, horse, ludes, benzos, meth, amyl, STP, MDA.’


‘Just these, please. How much do I owe you?’


This was the moment she’d been worried about, but now she’d met the man she knew he wouldn’t try to rob her, or worse.


He gave her the price. It was almost half the money she’d brought with her, but she took out her purse and paid without haggling. He nodded his thanks.


‘Well, I better be going,’ he said, opening the door. ‘You need anything more, just call the number. And stay safe, there’s a killer on the loose.’


She frowned at this, but he didn’t stop to explain.
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A Santa Ana was sweeping through the city that night. A desert wind. It started in the Mojave to the east of LA, picking up speed and sand particles and positive ions. It rushed over the mountains and rolled across the city’s great asphalt plains, powdering them with sand and a prickly, nerve-fraying heat. The crime rate went up. The suicides, too. Los Angeles teetered on a knife-edge.


And so it was in Fox Hills, on its lonely streets, on the veranda of a house where Ida Young sat at a rickety fold-out table, hunched over a Remington typewriter, grappling with her memoirs. The going was especially tough that night, and Ida could tell it was because of the Santa Ana. She could sense its presence even before she heard it rattling down the street, before the coyotes started howling, before faraway hills began to glow, for as well as everything else, the Santa Ana set brushfires blazing.


Ida knew. She’d been in the city in ’57, when the wind blew for fourteen days and reached hurricane force and people were ordered off the streets. And she’d been there in ’61 and ’64 when the wildfires destroyed Bel Air and Santa Barbara. And just the previous year a dozen men had died battling blazes across the San Gabriel Mountains.


Tonight the city would stew in violence. And on Ida’s veranda in Fox Hills, the wind made the paper curl and the ink run dry. She thought about calling it a night and lying down to sleep, but the Santa Ana turned limbs restless, made breathing hard.


She walked back into the bungalow to pour herself a whiskey and returned to the veranda. In the distance, she spotted the lights of a car turning off toward Sepulveda Boulevard, its low beams tracing a path through the night, heading in her direction. It used to be on nights like this, when the city was sweltering under the itchy malevolence of the wind, Ida could expect to be summoned into the heart of the slaughter, to some scene of gruesome violence. But now it was for other people to pick through the gore. Now all she could do was wait it out.


She tracked the lights as they glimmered and strobed then disappeared into the darkness once more. Ida sat down on the rocking chair just by the front door, leaned over to the side table and switched on the radio. It was tuned to a jazz station and it was playing a song she knew – ‘Alone Together’ by Chet Baker. A mournful song, all rainy days and hotel rooms and sorrow. She turned up the volume, listened to the beautiful, haunted trumpet and wondered what had happened to the beautiful, haunted man who played it all those years ago; if he was still alive, if he’d found some solace, if he’d gone the bitter way of so many other jazzmen.


The car lights reappeared, blips on the high ground. Still a good few streets away, but still heading right for her. She thought of the revolver she had stashed in the house. She imagined the weight of it in her hand, the ridges of its diamond grip. Then she wondered why she was so nervy. Maybe it was the wind, maybe it was the killer slaughtering his way across LA, setting the entire city on edge long before the Santa Ana blew in. Ida wasn’t immune to the fear, even though she’d been through it all before, decades ago in New Orleans.


Ever since she’d retired she’d been thinking more and more about the city of her birth. Maybe it was on account of writing the memoir, but these days wherever she looked she saw New Orleans – in the fields, in the alleys, in the dust by the side of the road. One city superimposed on the other. She’d even started peopling the landscape with characters from the Louisiana folk tales she’d been told as a child – the mystère skeletons in top hats and tails, the pirate Jean Lafitte, the Needle Men, the loup-garou werewolves, one-armed Bras-Coupé and his band of runaway slaves, who attacked plantations and were immune to death. She imagined them weaving through the shadows, hiding behind dumpsters, under freeways, loping across empty parking lots dappled in neon.


This was the problem with writing a memoir. Time clotted. Memories oozed. She’d thought the memoir would help her make sense of things, illuminate the path her life had taken, instead it left her wondering more strongly than ever how the hell she’d ended up where she had.


The song faded out into radio hiss. The DJ pitter-pattered in a late-night drawl. Ida searched about on the side table for her cigarette case, found it, lit up.


The low beams returned, tracing, prowling. They scythed the dark at the end of the road. Ida was about to rise and get her revolver when she saw the lights belonged to an LAPD prowler. She took another sip of whiskey, another drag on her cigarette. The prowler came to a stop right outside her house. A patrolwoman got out. Young, white, ginger, chubby round the hips. She put on her cap, straightened it, noticed Ida in the shadows of the veranda. She smiled and walked up the garden path.


‘Evening, ma’am. I was looking for Ida Young.’


‘You found her.’


The patrolwoman nodded.


‘Ma’am, I was sent by a Detective Feinberg.’


‘I know him.’


Feinberg was a Detective Third Grade with the LAPD’s Homicide Division. A gifted investigator who never used pragmatism as an excuse for cutting corners. Ida had given him a job once at her agency toward the tail-end of the ’40s and ever since they’d scratched each other’s backs.


‘There’s been a homicide, ma’am. At the La Playa Motel over in San Pedro. Detective Feinberg requested you attend.’


Ida frowned. In all the years of their friendship Feinberg had never called her out to a crime scene.


‘Why?’ she asked.


‘It’s a little complicated, ma’am.’


‘Who’s the victim?’


‘We’re still waiting on an ID.’


‘Well, then they can’t be a known associate of mine, so why does the detective want me at the crime scene?’


‘As I mentioned before, it’s a little complicated, ma’am.’


Ida studied the patrolwoman. She was just a girl really, unsure of herself, unsettled by the dark, quiet neighborhood, and the crotchety old woman interrogating her. It took Ida back decades, to when she was a kid, when she read too many pulp magazines and dreamed of being a cop, not realizing that she was doubly excluded, first on account of her race, second on account of her gender. For years that naivety had embarrassed her. Only in middle age had she become proud of it. What would her life have been like if she’d had the opportunities afforded this patrolwoman? Would she have survived as long as she had?


‘Stop calling me ma’am,’ Ida said finally. ‘I’m a sixty-seven-year-old retiree with a glass of Scotch in my hand. It’s eight-thirty on a Tuesday night and there’s a Santa Ana blowing. You’re gonna have to give me something more than it’s complicated if you want to get me off my porch.’


Ida stared at the patrolwoman. The radio played the opening bars of a bossa nova. The static of the Santa Ana crackled all around.


The patrolwoman let out a sigh, like some internal pressure had been released.


‘Your name and address were found on a piece of paper at the crime scene,’ she said. ‘In the victim’s possession.’


Ida’s heart jumped. Like a stone tossed into water, sending ripples across her torso.


‘Detective Feinberg was hoping you might give us a head start on ID-ing the victim,’ the patrolwoman explained.


‘Was the victim female?’


The patrolwoman frowned, then nodded.


‘Another Night-Slayer killing?’ Ida asked.


‘No, ma’am. Looks like a Mob hit if anything.’


More ripples of fear. Mob hits on women were almost unheard of. Almost. Some delicate thread had wound itself maze-like across the city, from a murder in a motel room to Ida’s door. Doing Feinberg the favor would mean heading out into the streets, into the violence and stewing darkness. But what really worried Ida was the prospect of getting involved in another investigation. She’d vowed never to go near one again.


‘Ma’am?’ the patrolwoman asked.


Ida hesitated.


Somewhere in the distance a dog barked, smoke rose, and the Santa Ana moaned, yearning for the desert once more.
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LA was heroin country, a junkie’s dream, a city in a pacific embrace – the endless summers, the balmy nights, the wave of lights that unfurled across the valleys at dusk and pooled about the feet of the hills like an astral tide. Even at the best of times it made Dante crave dope. But it was so much worse when the desert wind was blowing; old temptations bucked higher, the shadow of the dragon sailed by on the breeze. Dante had been clean for forty years, but on lonely, restless nights like this, it may as well as have been forty minutes.


Best to try and outrun it, on the freeways, in the Thunderbird, with its fire-red paint and quicksilver lines, its engine roaring, the city screaming by; its shadows, its grids, its rivers of light, Los Angeles gleaming with its own geometry. But in amongst the glistening all manner of ugliness lurked – knifemen stalked, grifters schemed, trash-can coyotes plotted and howled. And everyone dreamed the big dream, their fevers thickened by the desert wind swirling grains of sand and madness around.


Dante redlined the Thunderbird through it all, leaned back in his seat, watched the giant signs whispering past overhead – Beverly Hills, Mar Vista, Santa Monica. Cars glided by, the dragon rode his slipstream, weaving wraith-like between the traffic. To the north the mountains loomed, either side of him palm trees flitted by, houses with their windows illuminated by the pastel glow of TV sets, their residents smarter than Dante, riding out the maelstrom at home.


It wasn’t just the Santa Ana that had summoned him onto the freeways that night. He had an appointment with Nick Licata, the newly installed head of the LA Mob. The call had come that afternoon on the warehouse phone, and Dante had been wired ever since. In the old days he would have known what the summons meant. A job. Cleaning up a crime scene, chasing product, evidence, gangsters on the lam, arbitrating beefs between hotheads in danger of starting a war. Dante had a knack for all of it, had the smarts and a calming finesse that most mobsters lacked. He was one of those rare men who could defuse a situation with a smile.


But Dante was only a few years shy of seventy now, hadn’t picked up a job in months, had let it be known all over town that he was retiring. Just one week till the vineyard deal went through and he could leave the city for good. What kind of a job could Licata have for a washed-up, aging fixer like Dante?


When the old boss had died back in August, Nick Licata had taken charge against the wishes of half the men, who thought the job should have gone to Jack Dragna Junior. Now there were rumors the Mob was on the verge of splitting. And Mobs, like atoms, only ever split in a conflagration. Dante had thought he was getting out of town just in time to avoid the fallout. Now he was wondering if he’d left it just a week too late.


He lit a Lucky and roared the Thunderbird through the tunnel under the bluffs, came out the other side onto Pacific Coast Highway. The ocean stretched out on his left, its surface glassy and still, suffused with the eerie quiet that only ever descended when a Santa Ana was blowing.


At the turning for Chautauqua Boulevard he got snarled up in traffic, joining a comet stream of brake lights lining up for the Palisades. He checked his watch. He’d left the warehouse early so he could kill time driving, clearing his head with freeways and fumes. Now he just wanted to get it over with.


He switched on the car’s radio, tuned it to a station playing jazz. West Coast jazz. A slow, lonesome song that he recognized from somewhere. The melody fine as a scalpel, yet still impossibly warm. He turned to look again at the ocean, and a story he’d heard years back surfaced in his mind – how in the old days, when a Santa Ana was blowing, the Indians would throw themselves off the cliffs into the water to escape its madness. Dante knew it was probably bullshit. He’d heard enough stories about the Indians to feel like most of them had been invented by white people for white people. Like the Indians were only useful now as some kind of carnival mirror, their strange reflection confirming the rightness of the people who now stood in their place. But despite this, there was something Dante liked about the story, an unnerving mix of fatalism and free will.


The song on the radio came to an end.


‘And that was “Alone Together”,’ the disk jockey said, his voice as warm as whiskey. ‘By the one and only Chet Baker.’


Now Dante remembered. Chet Baker. Jazz music’s great white hope. The kid with the James Dean looks and the Miles Davis talent. Set to take over the world back in the ’50s. Whatever happened to him? Was he still alive? Dante remembered newspaper stories from back then. Heroin busts, Italian jails, deportation, a scandal involving a princess. Had Baker managed to break free of the dope like Dante? Or had its riptide pulled him under?


The snarl-up unsnarled and Dante headed into the hills, the road twisting ribbon-like through the darkness. He passed by houses on stilts, thickets of eucalyptus and yucca. Now the city was laid out below him, and now, gliding round a hairpin, the city vanished, replaced by a view of the ocean, glazed in moonlight.


As he neared his destination he noticed a line of cars parked on the side of the road, fender-to-fender all the way along the cliff, half of them teetering dangerously near its edge. He found a space further down, parked, walked back toward the mansion. There was an electric eye next to the entrance, so when he approached, the gates opened automatically.


He stopped and watched them trundle backwards. Beyond the gates were the gardens, with their well-watered lawns and palms and paths leading everywhere. There were people sprawled out on the grass, already drunk and high. Not the kind you’d expect at a Mafia bash, these were young and beautiful types, fashionistas, glamor freaks. Dante wondered if he’d got the wrong address, but he couldn’t have.


Beyond the gardens was the house itself, a sprawling, boxy, 1950s affair, all clean sweeping lines and giant windows and dazzling white terrazzo walls, like the architect wasn’t sure if he was building an Italian villa or an art gallery. Somewhere in its pristine modernism was Nick Licata, a coterie of ruthless mobsters, Dante’s fate. He tried not to think of Indians jumping into the Pacific. He lit another Lucky and headed into the fray.
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The Sunset Strip jumped and writhed and seethed in the dark. Its cafés, delis and drugstores buzzed, its nightclubs blared out rock. Crowds of runaways and dropouts thronged the sidewalks, swigged from bags, laughing with eyes like UFOs. Kerry couldn’t believe how young some of them were – fourteen, thirteen, twelve, eleven – and how many there were. Like every kid who’d run away west of the Mississippi had ended up here, on this same sleazy mile-and-a-half strip of unincorporated Los Angeles County.


Kerry felt overwhelmed – the life and color, the joy, the noise, the bloody haze of taillights, the illuminated billboards looming over it all. While Kerry had been in Vietnam for the last year and a half, all this had been going on back here. Like the hell she’d lived through didn’t matter, maybe didn’t even exist. A few of the hippies walking by were wearing thrifted army jackets along with their love beads, and all she could think of was the times she’d had to rip such jackets open to get to a wound, to stop some teenaged soldier bleeding out before they’d even got him on the evac plane. But here those same jackets were just a fashion item. And an ironic one at that.


When she reached her destination, her spirits sank even lower. The hostel was nothing but a sign over a doorway between a liquor store and a cabaret. The doorway opened out onto grubby white walls and a greasy wooden staircase. Kerry knew the place would be seedy, shabby, depressing, and yet the reality of it still upset her. This was the hostel from which Stevie had sent his final letter, from where he’d disappeared. She ran her hand over her shoulder bag and felt the Colt inside, reassuringly heavy and real.


She ascended the stairs and came out into a reception area the size of a postage stamp. There was a window looking out onto the street, a door to another staircase, a couple of chairs, and a hole in the wall covered by wire mesh where the receptionist was supposed to be. Instead there was a piece of paper taped to the mesh – Back in 10 minutes. Everything was dappled in blinking green neon from a blade sign just outside the window.


Kerry sat in one of the chairs and waited, watched the neon blinking on and off, feeling the buzz of the Dilaudid pumping its way through her bloodstream, numbing the pain of the burn scars but not the memories. Questions looped around her head. The same mysteries that had been haranguing her since Stevie had disappeared, not long after Kerry had shipped out to Vietnam on her first tour of duty. She’d been trying to track him down ever since. Letters and calls across the ocean to police departments, social services, shelters.


‘You know how many thousands of kids go missing each year?’ a woman at a charity had told her over the phone. ‘We’ll add his name to the list.’


And then in November, that single letter arrived, just when Kerry was confined to a bed in the Clark Air Base Hospital, still recuperating from the fireball. She’d read the letter so many times she’d memorized it.


I’m on to something, Kerry. Real big. To do with Louisiana and lots of other stuff. So much stuff you wouldn’t believe. If you don’t hear from me again, it means they got to me.


She would have classed the letter as deranged if it had come from anyone else. Her brother was talking as if he’d discovered a conspiracy. But how could he have? He was a teenaged runaway, dirt poor, living in a hostel on the Sunset Strip. Had he uncovered something? Or had he simply gone mad?


So I’m just writing to tell you I love you, sis. And I forgive you for what you did.


This was another mystery. What had she done? Did he feel she’d abandoned him by going overseas?


She heard footsteps coming up the stairs. She opened her eyes and her vision blurred. Three kids staggered in. Not quite teenyboppers, not quite hippies. The boys wore polo necks and cords. The girl was wrapped up in a Mexican shawl. None of them had shoes on their feet, just ankle bracelets and grime and cracked nails. Their eyes were red and glazed, staring at nothing and everything. They shuffled past, choosing not to notice Kerry, heading toward the stairs which led to the upper floors.


‘Excuse me,’ Kerry said, rising. ‘You know where the receptionist is?’


They stopped and turned, a look rustled between them, secretive and suspicious. Or maybe it was just Kerry imagining it, the Dilaudid slurring her thoughts.


‘Lonnie’s not here?’ one of the boys said. He made a show of peering at the hole in the wall, but the gesture rang fake.


‘You know where he might be?’ Kerry asked.


The boy shook his head, lying again.


Kerry noticed the girl was looking down, her eyes roaming the grain of the floorboards.


‘Please,’ Kerry said, turning to her. ‘I’m looking for my little brother.’


The girl lifted up her gaze.


‘He’s not a good guy,’ she said. ‘Come back in the daytime. Speak to the other receptionist.’


‘I don’t have time for that. Please.’


The girl considered again, nodded. But as she began to speak, the boy cut her off.


‘Megan,’ he said.


They exchanged a quick stabbing look and something hardened in the girl’s eyes. She turned to Kerry.


‘He works out of the Crystal some nights. When he’s supposed to be on shift. It’s a nightclub, just down the block.’


‘And what does he look like?’


‘Tall. Fuzzy red hair. College student type.’


‘Thank you,’ Kerry said, nodding at the girl.


The girl stood there a moment, then she stepped forward. She lifted up her hand and ran a finger down the scars on Kerry’s face, as if checking they were real. Kerry flinched, but the girl didn’t stop. Up close Kerry could see how dilated her eyes were – glossy black disks on a sea of red veins.


‘I’m sorry for your pain,’ the girl said. ‘I hope it stops.’


‘It will. One way or the other.’
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Ida sat in the back of the prowler as it sped south toward San Pedro. She was worried about what lay in store, if the victim was someone she knew, someone she loved. She searched the streets for signs of unrest, as if seeing her own inner turmoil reflected in her surroundings might make her feel better. They were passing through a shabby neighborhood of frail houses and brown lawns. Dogs chained to fences barked at the wind. A fight spilled out of a bar. There it was. City-wide angst.


‘You’re the Ida Young, right?’ the patrolwoman asked.


Ida turned from the window.


‘I’m an Ida Young.’


‘You used to run the detective agency?’


Ida nodded.


The patrolwoman smiled.


‘I’ve heard all about you,’ she said. ‘The Cooke murders. You’re the one who found the real killers, right? And you got that kid off in the Echo Park case. And the Brandt kidnapping and the First National back in Chicago. That was all you, right?’


Ida frowned. Where the hell had she dredged up those old cases from?


‘It wasn’t all just me. I was part of a team.’


‘And I heard, back in the twenties, you took on Capone?’


Ida frowned again.


‘I never took on Capone. No one ever took on Capone except the Treasury. And syphilis.’


The patrolwoman looked confused.


‘But you were in Chicago in the twenties, right? You were a Pinkerton?’


‘Yeah,’ Ida conceded. ‘Yeah, I was. A long time ago.’


Ida fell silent, and the patrolwoman looked disappointed, another of her questions having crashed against the seawall of Ida’s indifference. She wanted to hear about Ida’s daring adventures, scrapes with death. Maybe even some life advice. But Ida had no wisdom to share. All she remembered were the dilemmas, the compromises, the failures. Maybe that was why the memoir was going so badly.


But none of that was the patrolwoman’s fault, and it wasn’t an excuse for bad manners, so Ida gave her a potted history of her life, how she’d worked with police and prosecutors, but just as often worked the other side – the miscarriages of justice. She told her about the cases that had made the papers, the ones that had made Ida’s name. She talked till the patrolwoman seemed satisfied, buoyed up, confident that if Ida could do it, she could, too.


‘So what are you doing these days?’


‘I’m retired.’


‘You miss it?’


‘Yes and no.’


Ida didn’t miss the brutality of the job, but she did miss being part of the world’s great spin. And she rued all the unfinished business; the victims who’d never get justice, the mysteries that would never be solved. Most of all, how she’d failed to catch the worst killer she’d ever gone up against. She’d never believed in legacies. She’d always looked down on those people who strived to ensure they were remembered after they’d gone. It struck her as desperate. These fragile egos refusing to accept that all empires turned to dust.


But now she wondered if she’d got it all wrong, if maybe some legacies did have value. She felt as if she’d been duty-bound to hand on something which, in her rush to retire, she hadn’t. A torch-pass she’d fumbled in the wake of Sebastián’s death. But she couldn’t have carried on working after that. So she’d sold up the agency and retreated to the house in Fox Hills, trying not to feel as if she was just killing time till she died.


They turned off the freeway, continued south, moving stoplight to stoplight through the industrial sprawl of San Pedro. In the distance, dock cranes slouched against the sky, signaling the location of the harbor, the largest man-made port in the world. Eventually they arrived at the La Playa Motel, a three-story rectangle with outside walkways, and unobstructed views of the parking lot, from which a swirling red-and-blue light show was emanating. Police cruisers, cars, vans from the LAPD’s Scientific Investigation Division, the County Coroner.


The patrolwoman bumped the prowler over the ramp and they entered the parking lot, pulled in behind one of the vans. They got out and a few of the officers turned to look. Ida ignored them and inspected the motel. On the side facing the street was a giant neon sign with the name on it. Just next to the neon, on the second story, police lights were illuminating the open door to one of the motel rooms, where yellow crime-scene tape glittered in the night. People milled about on the gallery outside it: forensics, uniforms, detectives.


She watched as three middle-aged white men stepped out of the room, descended the external stairs, came out into the lot. As they passed they tipped their hats. Ida caught a glimpse of their string ties, each embroidered with the words 1965 Sheriffs Rodeo.


A gust of wind blew through the lot, making the crime-scene tape flutter, reminding Ida that this was a Santa Ana night, that there was voodoo on the wind, that it had drawn her here, to this motel, to this murder.


‘Shall we?’ the patrolwoman asked.


Ida nodded, and they headed for the slaughter.









6


Every inch of the mansion’s floor space seemed to have a body occupying it, forming a continuous swirl of gilded youth that led from the hall to the lounge and out to the garden beyond. Again Dante wondered why Nick Licata had asked him to meet here, if the strange choice of location was a cause for concern.


He squeezed through the throng, past waitresses and busboys dressed up like elves, past tables decorated with mistletoe and laden with silver tureens of eggnog. He must have skirted by five different Christmas trees before he got to the lounge, which had a sunken floor, and a risqué ice sculpture of Santa and Mrs Claus dripping water all over the cut-pile carpet.


When he stepped through the sliding doors into the garden, he saw it boasted a swimming pool and a terrace with panoramic views that stretched all the way from the ocean to the city. There was a makeshift bar staffed by bartender elves and a five-piece elf band knocking out a bossa nova rendition of ‘Let It Snow’, the singer sultry, whispering the lyrics. Dante could never listen to the song without being reminded that it had been composed in LA, in the middle of a heatwave.


He grabbed a beer and looked out over the crowd. Mostly young, mostly half-naked. The heated pool was a swarm of bodies. Others lay about on the grass, or were sprawled across the wrought-iron garden chairs scattered around. He spotted a few celebrities – Harry Belafonte on the patio, chatting with some pals. Paul Newman holding court by the low wall that ran around the terrace, bottle of beer in hand, girls all around him.


In the distance stood a pool house the size of an actual house. In front of it, under a beach umbrella, a group huddled around a hand mirror, snorting lines of white powder. Heroin, Dante assumed, twitching once more in the cold sweat of forty years ago. But there was something odd about the group, something that he couldn’t put his finger on. As he mulled it over, an elf walked past hoicking a tray of hors d’oeuvres.


‘Say, what’s the party in aid of?’ Dante asked.


‘It’s in aid of Christmas,’ the elf said, nonplussed. ‘It’s the label’s Christmas party.’


‘What label?’


‘Nova Records.’ She smiled a plastic smile and sauntered off.


Dante surveyed the scene once more and started spotting mobsters in amongst the crowd. They were older, rougher-looking, more flashily dressed, their suits shinier, their hair shorter. Dante wondered if the glitterati were aware of the torturers and psychopathic killers in their midst.


As the band launched into ‘Winter Wonderland’, Dante ambled through the crowd, looking for Nick Licata. He reached the edge of the terrace and stopped to take in the view. Far below, the ocean gleamed in the moonlight, eerily smooth. Further along was the city itself, a white fire of lights rising up from the plain. Dante thought about the Santa Ana blowing through its streets, the tension, the edge. From this hilltop palace none of it seemed real – not the wind, nor the smog, nor the red mist of violence that hung about its alleys and canyons. From this high up LA looked less like a slab of cement, and more a landscape of lights, a place from which dreams, not nightmares, rose unbroken. Maybe that was why views like this cost a million dollars.


‘Almost looks nice from up here,’ said a voice.


Dante turned to see Vincent Zullo standing next to him. A foot soldier of the younger generation, Zullo was exactly the type of mobster Dante hated – all studied masculinity and front, probably because he knew if he ever actually tried being charming, he’d go down in flames. He was wearing a golf shirt and slacks and a thin gold crucifix on a chain around his neck. His hair was thinning and he was compensating by fixing what was left upwards and back with inordinate amounts of hairspray that gave off a cloying chemical smell.


‘Don’t tell me this is your new place?’ Dante said, gesturing to the mansion.


A man who changed his expression more easily than Zullo might have smiled, or grimaced. Instead he grunted.


‘It’s a pop star’s place,’ he said. ‘His record label and me share an accountant, so here we are.’


Dante nodded. The label was being used to launder Zullo’s dirty money. A few years back, Zullo had moved from LA out to Vegas to help with the skim at some of Joey Aiuppa’s casinos. Dante wondered if maybe that was where the money was coming from. Then he wondered who the unfortunate pop star was. He’d seen so many straight guys get tangled up with the Mob, screwed over, spat out. Fame and status were no guard against it.


Dante studied Zullo. His eyes were glassy and red, his nose raw, and he kept on sniffing, as if he was trying to stop something valuable falling out of his nostrils. He’d clearly come over to fish for information, to find out what Dante was doing there. Dante wondered if the fishing expedition had anything to do with the impending Mob war.


‘So business is good then?’ Dante asked.


‘Never better,’ Zullo boasted, because he’d obviously forgotten the 1950s. ‘Everyone’s flush on account of this Hughes thing and they’re looking to expand.’


Dante nodded. Hughes was Howard Hughes, Dante’s former employer at RKO. Hughes had moved to Las Vegas the previous year and had started buying up hotels from the Mob, most recently picking up the Sands. His plan was to buy up all the hotels, all the casinos, and turn the town into his own little kingdom. The Mob had started selling him whatever he wanted, but they were going to keep their men in place at the casinos – men like Zullo – to keep the skim going. The plan was to bilk Hughes out of hundreds of millions.


‘Yeah, Nevada’s where it’s at,’ Zullo said. ‘No personal income tax, no corporate income tax. No warehouse, franchise or inheritance tax. Three percent sales tax. Five percent real estate tax. They know what they’re doing. The only thing that costs money is buying off the Gaming Commission for a license.’


He grinned at his own joke, and Dante smiled back out of politeness. Zullo sniffed again, loudly.


‘What’s Joey got you doing out there?’ Dante asked.


‘Procurement.’


‘Procurement of what?’


‘Goons. Dealers. Showgirls.’


Zullo grinned again. Dante wasn’t sure what effect he was going for, but it played seedy. In his mind, Dante lamented the fact that the Mob was peopled now by younger men like Zullo. Second-rate men, lesser men than those of Dante’s generation. Dante had been there for the golden age of the ’20s through to the ’50s, meaning he had a point of reference from which he could mark the Mob’s decline. It all underlined that he’d made the right decision to get out. But it made him wonder: if the Mob did eventually die a death, what would replace it?


‘I heard you’d bought a vineyard and moved upstate,’ Zullo said, as if remembering he was supposed to be fishing for information.


‘Not just yet,’ Dante said. ‘Deal goes through soon, though.’


‘Gonna go upstate and grow grapes like some old farmer from back in Italy?’ Zullo said, his tone mocking.


‘Not a farmer,’ Dante replied. ‘A vintner.’


It was Dante’s daughter, Jeanette, who’d put him onto the vineyard. All Dante knew about Napa Valley before that was it was where mobsters went to bury corpses, mostly on Jo Dippolito’s estate, where he kept sacks of lime handy in a barn. But Jeanette, who ran her own drinks distribution firm in Santa Rosa now, had driven up to the vineyard one weekend to check in on a wine supplier and had fallen in love with the place. When she heard the owner was looking to sell, she got Dante and his wife Loretta to drive up too, and they’d fallen in love with it as well. For years they’d been looking for somewhere to retire to, and they’d finally found it. They spent months arranging the deal, and now, in a week’s time, they’d be the owners of a hundred and fifty acres of rolling green vineyards. It had all been going to plan until the call from Nick Licata came through that afternoon.


‘I’ve spent my whole life dealing booze, Vinnie,’ Dante said. ‘From slinging bottles off boats during prohibition, to going legit and supplying every nightclub and restaurant in LA. Now I wanna try actually making the stuff.’


‘You’ll never beat Italian wine. Not with anything grown in California.’


‘We’ll see.’


There was a scream from the pool as someone threw a girl in. Dante turned to look and noticed a good-looking man joking with one of the elf waitresses by the bandstand. The man smoldered. The elf simpered. Dante tried to place him.


‘Warren Beatty,’ Zullo said, reading Dante’s mind.


Of course, Dante thought, studying Beatty a little longer. The man was devilish even from thirty yards away. Dante turned to see Zullo lighting a cigarette, making Dante wonder if the flame might not ignite the fumes from Zullo’s hairspray and incinerate half the garden. Just then he noticed someone behind Zullo, a familiar face slipping through the crowd toward him – Johnny Roselli. A gangster of Dante’s own generation.


‘Johnny’s calling,’ Dante said. ‘Take care, Vinnie.’


Zullo turned and saw Roselli, and his grimace deepened.


Dante crossed the terrace. Roselli threw an arm over his shoulder, drew him in for a hug.


‘Dante the Gent,’ Roselli said.


Dante smiled. It was only the men of his own generation who used his old nickname.


‘Nick’s waiting for you in the pool house,’ Roselli said. ‘Come on, we got a lot to discuss.’
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The Crystal Club looked like it had been converted from a Swing-era ballroom, with a cavernous dance hall, high ceilings and walls decorated with intricate moldings that were now all scuffed and broken. There was a bar along one side, thick with people, a dance floor that was also packed, and a band on stage dressed in corduroy shirts and trousers blaring out languid, hallucinatory rock. Rigs hooked to the ceiling sent shafts of colored light spinning downwards or projected swirling liquid shapes onto the dancing bodies beneath.


Kerry squeezed through the press, wondering how the hell she’d find the hostel receptionist. She made it to the bar where a bartender spotted her.


‘I’m looking for Lonnie,’ Kerry said. ‘The receptionist at the Aspen.’


The bartender gave her a look and Kerry wondered if she’d made a mistake using the man’s name so casually. Then the bartender gestured to the very end of the bar where a man was sitting on a stool. The man matched the description of the receptionist that the girl in the hostel had given Kerry – young, tall, red-haired, a college student type. He was passing a second man something, who in return passed Lonnie some cash. Even from a distance Kerry got the sense that there was something off about him. The same fear she’d experienced while waiting at the donut place resurfaced, but stronger this time.


She pushed through the fear. She had to. In six days she was due back in Vietnam. She exhaled, thanked the bartender and shouldered through the crowd.


‘Lonnie?’ she said.


He turned and smiled.


‘What you after?’


Kerry realized he’d mistaken her for a customer.


‘I need your help with something,’ she said.


He frowned at her, suddenly suspicious, guarded.


‘Please,’ she said.


He continued to frown at her, long enough to make Kerry feel even more uncomfortable. Then he nodded and gestured to the stool next to him, allowing her to sit.


‘I’m getting myself another beer,’ he said. ‘You want one?’


Kerry nodded. They turned so they were facing the bar and Lonnie held up a hand. A series of posters had been pasted up along the bar’s back wall, cartoons and drawings and slogans which had to be ironic in this context: Support Your Local Police – America, Love it or Leave it.


The same bartender Kerry had spoken to got them two bottles of Schlitz. She took a sip and the beer tasted cool and hoppy, made her realize how parched she was.


‘So?’ Lonnie asked.


‘You’re the receptionist over at the hostel?’


‘Sure.’


‘My brother was staying there a few months back and he went missing. I’m trying to track him down.’


‘Lot of kids pass through there,’ he shrugged. ‘It’s hard to keep up.’


Kerry slipped a photo of Stevie out of her pocket, passed it over. Lonnie stared at it and appeared to recognize Stevie, and the recognition seemed to cause a shadow of sadness to pass across his features. Kerry was about to ask what the problem was when someone approached, clapped a hand on Lonnie’s shoulder.


‘Can I get a minute with the candy man?’ the newcomer grinned.


Lonnie raked the man with a look, as if annoyed by the nickname he’d used.


‘You mind?’ Lonnie asked, turning to Kerry.


She shook her head. Lonnie passed back the photo and she looked over the ballroom while Lonnie and the man huddled together to conduct what Kerry could only assume was a drug deal. On the stage, the guitars were still squealing and thundering. The speakers throbbing like they might explode. Behind the band was another of the ironic posters, blown up to giant size. It showed Mount Rushmore with speech bubbles emanating from the presidents’ mouths – I call this orgy to order – Live Freaky, Die Freaky – Do What Thou Wilt – Fight War, Not Wars.


On the dance floor people swayed and Indian-danced, hands in the air. It was only then Kerry noticed their expressions, their wide eyes, their pinpoint pupils. The entire club was on LSD. Kerry had tripped a few times over in Vietnam. On one occasion some of the pilots at the base had driven her and a couple of the other nurses out to the edge of the jungle. They’d taken a tab each and smoked pot as they waited for the flash, and when the flash came, the jungle oozed, writhed in the darkness, and Kerry had felt the presence of an evil in that jungle, had visions of a serpent stretching itself all the way around the globe, clasping the world in a destructive embrace.


‘Sorry about that,’ Lonnie said.


Kerry turned back around. Lonnie’s customer was disappearing through the throng.


‘You recognized Stevie. In the photo.’


He nodded.


‘He stayed a few months. Over the summer, I think, into the fall.’


‘You know where he is now?’


‘He skipped out. Happens a lot. Kids run up a bill they can’t pay so they disappear.’


‘You know where he went?’


‘I’m sorry.’ Lonnie shook his head. ‘Like I said – happens a lot. He probably found some friends to hang with. You gone to the police? Filed a missing juvenile report?’


‘I called them up. But they told me I could only file one in person.’


‘So you came all the way to LA to do that? From where? Down South?’


He’d picked up on her Louisiana accent. She shook her head.


‘Vietnam.’


‘You came all the way from Vietnam to file a missing juve report?’


‘I came to find my brother.’


Lonnie nodded, came over all somber. They both sipped their beers. Kerry stared at one of the posters on the far wall – In deserts, all water is holy. She turned back and looked at Lonnie, and realized he, the drug dealer, was probably the only other person in there who wasn’t high.


‘So what were you doing over in Vietnam?’ he asked.


‘I’m an Air Force nurse.’


‘Is that how you got those?’


He gestured to the burn scars on the side of her face. She nodded.


‘How’d it happen?’


She picked at the label on her beer bottle. In the crevice between the paper and the glass, she saw flames flicker and roar.


‘Napalm.’


‘Jesus.’


She shrugged.


‘Fight war, not wars,’ she said.


‘Right on.’


They sipped their beers, looked over the dance floor. The dancers’ bodies smeared across Kerry’s vision. The lights seemed aqueous, like they were all underwater, a swirling rainbow of blues and greens. Kerry realized the Dilaudid she’d taken was stronger than she’d thought, and that maybe mixing it with beer wasn’t a good idea.


‘If you want I can give you something to calm your nerves,’ Lonnie said.


‘Who said I’m nervous?’


‘Everyone’s nervous. It’s a Santa Ana night.’


She frowned. He smiled.


‘It’s the desert wind. When it blows – more fights, more rattlesnake bites. Out on the ocean more boats capsize. Like on full moons, but worse.’


He made a noise like a howling wind, or maybe wolves, and waved his hand through the air like it was gliding on thermals. Was that what she’d been feeling ever since she’d gotten off the plane? It sounded too fantastical to be true, yet another instance of Los Angeles self-mythologizing, turning itself into a fairyland.


‘Like I told you, I can give you something to ride it out. I’ve got coke, horse, pot, acid, meth, amyl, MDA, STP, quaaludes, Dexedrine, Mescaline, mushrooms, peyote, benzos, black beauties and if you give me twenty-four hours, I can get you any prescription pill you want, too.’


Kerry wondered how he could have all that on him, if he was using the hostel over the road as a stash spot as well as a cover story.


‘It’d help you fit in,’ he continued. ‘Being sober in LA’s kinda like a minority approach.’


‘I just want info on my brother.’


She looked at him and could see some tension in his bearing; he was holding something back.


‘What is it?’ she asked.


‘Nothing.’


‘You know something, but you don’t want to tell me.’


He shook his head.


‘I’m looking for my brother, please.’


He didn’t meet her gaze, just carried on staring out over the dance floor.


‘Tell me what you know,’ Kerry said. ‘Or tomorrow morning, I’ll go back to the hostel and ask to speak to the manager, tell him how I couldn’t check in the night before because the receptionist had abandoned his desk. Then I’ll go and tell the sheriffs I heard a rumor there’s a big drug stash hidden somewhere at the Aspen Hostel. You want to spend the rest of tonight finding a new stash spot? Or you want to tell me what’s going on?’


Lonnie glared at her. Kerry glared back, her heart racing. Maybe she’d got it wrong about the stash spot, maybe she’d got it wrong threatening him. She prayed she hadn’t messed things up already.


When he eventually replied, his tone was sour and brusque.


‘I didn’t wanna tell you anything because I didn’t wanna upset you,’ he said.


‘I just got back from Vietnam. Trust me, I’m not easily upset.’


He eyed her again.


‘There’s a kid at the hostel your brother used to hang out with, Tom Annandale. Talk to him. He might know something.’


‘Why d’you think that would upset me?’


‘You’ll see why when you meet Tom. He’s probably out working now. But if you go back to the hostel tomorrow morning he should be sleeping it off in his room.’


‘What does he look like?’


‘He’s your brother’s age. Skinnier, though. Long hair. Pretty. Could pass for a girl if he wanted.’


Kerry frowned again, putting a thread through everything Lonnie had said – a pretty boy living in a seedy hostel, working nights, sleeping it off.


‘Tom’s a hustler?’


Lonnie shrugged. Kerry realized why he’d expected her to be upset – if Tom went out hustling, maybe Stevie had done so, too. A painful sadness rushed through her at the thought of her little brother working the streets. She grasped for rationalizations, for silver linings. Maybe Lonnie had gotten it wrong. Or if it was true, maybe there was even a positive there – she could talk to this Tom kid tomorrow and he’d tell her where to find Stevie and that would be it. But the possibility didn’t make a dent on her sullen mood.


‘Thanks,’ she said.


He turned to glare at her.


‘Just keep your mouth shut.’


She nodded.


He continued to glare at her for a few more seconds, then returned his gaze to the dance floor, where another customer was already approaching.


Kerry didn’t bother saying anything more. She stood up and sliced through the crowd in a daze.


Outside, the Sunset Strip still writhed, like that serpent back in Vietnam.
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The motel room was larger than Ida expected, with a double bed, a dresser, a bathroom en suite, a door leading out onto a balcony. The body lay at the foot of the bed, in a large pool of curdling blood. Above it, shards of skull and brain matter dripped from a section of the ceiling. Homicide detectives buzzed about, uniforms, a medical examiner, a photographer. Most of them were smoking. Ida had forgotten this about crime scenes, that mixed in with the scent of blood and death, there was always a thick fog of tobacco smoke.


Detective Feinberg had met Ida on the gallery outside, and now he led her to where the body lay. The victim was in her early thirties, Ida guessed, Mexican maybe. With dark hair and a dark complexion, high cheekbones, full lips. Beautiful until the bullet had done its work. There was an entry wound under the chin, an exit wound that had ripped through the top of her head, hence all the skull and brain matter on the ceiling.


‘You recognize her?’ Feinberg asked.


‘I’ve never seen this woman before.’


Ida was relieved she didn’t know the victim, but still saddened by her fate. She’d been shot under the chin. Point blank. Meaning she’d been eye-to-eye with her killer when he’d fired. There was something unnerving to how that single shot had ended her life; cold, clinical, efficient.


‘What type of gun was used?’ Ida asked.


‘Don’t know yet. We haven’t found any shell casings, so we’re guessing a revolver.’


‘Means of entry?’


‘Front door wasn’t broken, but it’s a cheap motel-issue lock. He could have jimmied it with a strip of celluloid if she didn’t open the door herself.’


‘Where’s the paper with my name on it?’


Feinberg gestured to a luggage stand by the balcony door. Someone had opened up the door to air the place out, but it hadn’t worked. Feinberg walked over, rummaged around the plastic evidence bags on top of the stand, picked one out, passed it over.


‘We found it on the dresser,’ he said. ‘Under a tourist brochure.’


Ida took the bag and inspected its contents. For some reason she’d assumed her name would be on a scrap of writing paper, but it had actually been scrawled along the top of a newspaper page from the LA Times. Ida’s full name was there, in blue biro, and next to it the address of her old agency in Bunker Hill. She tried to make out the subject of the newspaper article, but couldn’t on account of how the paper was folded up inside the bag.


‘That’s my name all right,’ she said, passing the bag back to Feinberg. ‘What’s the article about?’


‘Let’s save that for later.’


Ida nodded: later meant in private. She looked around, saw the wardrobe was open. At its foot was a suitcase filled with clothes, shoes, a valise, a handbag. The kind of things someone might take on a weekend trip.


‘How’d she check in without ID?’ Ida asked.


‘She used an ID. But it’s a fake. A good one. Name and details of somebody who died ten years back.’


‘What about a car?’


‘It’s parked out front. A Datsun rented from Hertz five days ago on a credit card stolen in a cat-prowl in the Valley two weeks ago.’


He raised his eyebrows. Fake IDs, stolen credit cards. The victim was running from something and seemed well-equipped.


‘Any eyeball wits?’ Ida asked. ‘Place like this there must have been people around.’


‘No witnesses and no leads. There’s no plane tickets, no bus tickets, no traveler’s checks, receipts, nothing. Not a single scrap of anything in the whole place to tell us who she was or where she’d come from. Except for your name and address.’


He paused, came over shifty.


‘How about we talk outside?’ he suggested.


‘Sure. The air in here’s giving me a headache.’


Out on the gallery they leaned against the railing, Feinberg with his back to it, Ida looking into the parking lot below, where the carnival was still in full swing. She turned and studied her old friend. He was the hefty type, with dark hair and a bushy mustache, and eyes a drenched blue. Normally he had an easy-going manner, even in the midst of an investigation, but she’d sensed tension in him that evening, some worry straining his usual breeziness.


‘So you want to tell me what other crimes this murder’s linked to?’ she asked.


‘How do you know there’s more crimes?’


‘Because we’re all the way down in San Pedro and you’re stationed at Parker Center these days. But mainly because when I arrived I saw three men come the other way who looked like homicide detectives from the Sheriff’s Department, and we’re well within LAPD jurisdiction, so what the hell would they be doing here if it wasn’t a courtesy call on a pre-existing investigation?’


She looked at him. He smiled.


‘How’d you make them as sheriff’s men?’ he asked.


‘They were wearing sheriff’s rodeo ties. You were a little too late sending them away. You didn’t have to hide them from me.’


‘I wasn’t. I was hiding you from them.’


‘I see.’


Feinberg wanted to avoid the awkwardness of having to explain to the Sheriff’s Department why he was bringing a civilian into what was clearly a case of some importance.


‘So?’ she asked.


Feinberg sighed.


‘The newspaper article with your name on it. It’s about the Night-Slayer. Some bullshit opinion piece from the Times, but it’s a nice summary of the case.’


Ida’s pulse quickened.


‘It could be nothing,’ she said. ‘The victim wanted to write down my name and address and there was a newspaper to hand.’


‘I don’t think so. The article had been cut out of the paper, along its outline, like a news clipping. Looks more like she was bringing it to you. You been following the case?’


‘The Night-Slayer? Just in the papers. Three killings so far. All in LA. All ritualistic. All innocent victims. No obvious motive. No evidence of robbery. The police forces involved being unusually tight-lipped about the details. I’m guessing there’s a reason for the last.’


‘There is.’


Ida waited for him to elaborate, but he didn’t.


‘That murder in there doesn’t strike me as a Night-Slayer killing,’ Ida said, nodding back toward the motel room. ‘The Night-Slayer’s all residential homes, and I’m guessing he didn’t use a gun. The victim in there had a fake ID, a car rented with stolen credit cards, all her paperwork’s missing, a single shot to kill her and then the shooter disappearing without a trace. Quick, clean, efficient. It all screams execution, professional hit. It all screams Mob.’


‘Yes, it does.’


‘So, what? You think the Mob’s somehow connected to the Night-Slayer killings?’


Feinberg hesitated.


‘Could be.’


He took his cigarettes from his coat pocket and offered the pack to Ida. She helped herself to one and they lit up and she looked out over the parking lot, trying to keep an encroaching sense of unease in check. Just by the medical examiner’s van two men in white scrubs chatted. It made her think of the Needle Men from New Orleans folklore, the white medical students from the Charity Hospital who slipped into Back o’ Town at night, armed with syringes full of sleeping liquid to steal away black folks to use in experiments. She slammed the brakes on her train of thought. There she was again, turning everything into New Orleans.


‘How’s retirement treating you?’ Feinberg asked.


The question was loaded, and they both knew it.


‘Why are you asking?’


‘Because I get the feeling you’re not enjoying it much.’


‘Not particularly.’


‘You retired too early,’ he said. ‘If you don’t mind my saying so. What happened to Sebastián fucked you up and you knee-jerked your way out of the business a decade too early.’


Ida shot him a look, making no attempt to hide her pique.


‘Is this leading anywhere?’ she asked, in danger of losing the cool she prided herself on.


‘The Night-Slayer murders,’ he said. ‘The thing we kept out of the papers – it’s the details of how they’re ritualistic. The things he does to them. The way he’s torturing them, butchering them. Why don’t you swing by the Glass House tomorrow and have a look at the files? You’re connected to the case somehow, Ida. This victim’s seen to that. Come and give us your expert opinion. It’ll only take a few hours.’


‘Jesus, Feinberg.’


‘Come on. We’re stumped. And you’re the best investigator I ever worked with. You made one bad call and quit when you shouldn’t have and now you can make up for it.’


‘I didn’t make just one bad call.’


They fell into silence, watched the red-and-blue kaleidoscope show below them.


‘I was up at the Training Division last month,’ Feinberg said. ‘Saw a whole shelf ’s worth of that manual you wrote.’


Ida nodded. A few years earlier she’d written a book on investigative procedure. It had been published by an educational firm and bulk-ordered by several law-enforcement agencies.


‘I should never have written it. And it’s probably out of date already. Did you have a read?’


‘You already taught me everything I know.’


They smiled at each other.


‘Look, just come by the Glass House,’ Feinberg said. ‘Read the files. See what you think. That’s all I’m asking.’


‘I don’t think so, Feinberg. I vowed I’d never work another case again and I meant it.’


‘It’s not working another case, Ida. It’s reading a few files. Consulting. Chrissake, after all these weeks we’ve still not got a single plausible suspect. Not even close to one. And meanwhile the whole city’s on edge. Firearm sales are up, guard dog sales are up. Suspicious persons reports, loitering reports. We’re inundated. And then there’s the accidental shootings and the vigilantes. Last night a bunch of bozos who’d been drinking all day in Highland Park saw a cat-prowler climbing out of a house, thought he was the Night-Slayer, chased him through the streets, beat him to a pulp with metal poles. He’s still in a coma over at the Memorial Hospital.’


Feinberg threw his hands into the air, exhaled. Ida imagined the stress he was under, the pressure, the guilt. She wanted to tell him it wasn’t his fault, but she knew there was no point. He was too much like her, taking responsibility for everything. It was what made him such a good detective.


‘You can do this,’ she said. ‘I know you can. You don’t need help from some old retired lady who’s past her best.’


They looked at each other, the silence thicker this time. Ida could sense Feinberg’s disappointment, but she couldn’t get involved in a case again; the fear was too great. Eventually he realized she wouldn’t budge. He sighed, shook his head.


‘All right,’ he said. ‘I won’t push it no more.’


‘Thank you.’


They fell into silence again, watched the police cars’ flasher bars rippling with light. Ida felt a headache coming on, the tension coagulating behind her forehead. The wind gusted, rattling the dumpsters, swaying the inkblot shadows of the palms on the asphalt.


‘Santa Ana,’ Feinberg said. ‘In the middle of all this a god-damn Santa Ana.’


‘You know in Switzerland they got something called the föhn wind, and the courts make special allowances for crimes committed when it’s blowing through the mountains.’


Feinberg mulled this over.


‘I can’t see it working here,’ he said. ‘Not with our judges and DAs.’


They smiled at each other again.


‘You want me to arrange a ride home?’ he asked.


‘Please.’


He nodded, pushed himself off the railings, left Ida standing alone between the light show in the parking lot, and the bloody chamber behind. The fear she’d been suppressing up till then started to flow through her on a tide of adrenaline, and in its wake, a woozy kind of despair. The victim had been running to Ida for help, and while she’d been slaughtered, Ida had been sitting on her porch writing her memoirs. How was it possible she could feel obsolete and guilty all at the same time?


She thought about the dead woman, the Mob, the Night-Slayer, the city set on edge. She got the unnerving sense that all these things were portents of the same impending doom, like they were all slouching towards somewhere, and it sure as hell wasn’t Bethlehem. She looked out across the lot once more. Bats were darting about the tops of the palms, and on the rooftops further on, Ida fancied she saw a voodoo baron, perched in the shadows by the air-conditioning units, top hat black as night, skull bones gleaming.
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As they headed over to the pool house, Dante studied his old pal. Roselli still lived up to his nickname of ‘Handsome Johnny’ despite his age. He wore a sharp, charcoal suit, a pocket square, a pair of French Tropicale sunglasses with giant blue lenses. He’d coiffed his gray hair upwards and back, much like Vincent Zullo on the terrace behind them, but Roselli managed to pull it off, didn’t look like he’d just stepped out of a wind tunnel. He had natural style, a big smile, a statesman’s charm. All in all, he was a magnetic bastard. With celebrity friends and connections all across the globe.


It was Capone who’d sent Roselli to LA, back in the ’20s, making him one of the first Chicago gangsters to move to the city. His job had been to oversee the syndicate race wire. He’d ended up a bookie to the stars. When the Mob moved in on the film studios in the ’30s, Roselli arranged the fix. When Vegas took off in the ’50s, he oversaw the skim. When the Mob and the CIA were putting together separate plans to kill Fidel Castro in the ’60s, Roselli put the two organizations in contact, so they could pool resources. There were rumors he’d done the same on the Kennedy assassination. He fixed fights and card games, doped racehorses, brokered deals, busted out casinos, founded offshore banks with his CIA pals. He knew everyone and everything, and he always took the largest cut.


But underlying his suave exterior, Dante could see anxiety playing around Roselli’s features. He wondered if it was to do with the meeting they were about to have, or the personal problems that had been dogging him the last few months. Roselli had been caught running a card-game scam at the exclusive Beverly Hills Friars Club, where he’d gained membership via Frank Sinatra. The FBI was tailing him, bugging his houses and apartments. Worst of all, a federal grand jury had indicted him back in October for failing to register and be fingerprinted as an alien, for failing to notify Immigration of his address. Bullshit raps, technicalities. But it meant Roselli was now fighting deportation back to Italy, a country he’d left as a child.


‘I heard about your recent troubles,’ Dante said.


‘They’re blackballing me. A grand jury for the deportation bounce. Another grand jury for the card-scam bounce. I got grand juries coming out my ass,’ he grinned. ‘I’ll deal with it. But what about you? You bought that vineyard yet?’


‘We close the deal just after Christmas. Come New Year we’re leaving.’


Roselli smirked, shook his head.


‘What’s so funny?’ Dante asked.


‘You never struck me as the type. Dante the Gent heaving a shovel around a field? Heaving a Martini around a nightclub, maybe.’ Roselli laughed. ‘Ah, I’m just fucking with you. It’s a good way to retire. Buon vino fa buon sangue.’


Good wine makes good blood.


They smiled at each other, arrived at the pool house. Before they entered Dante gestured toward it.


‘How’s Nick doing?’ he asked.


A shadow of anxiety passed over Roselli.


‘Not good, Dante. Not good at all.’


Roselli opened the door and they stepped inside.


The place was decorated in a nautical style, with driftwood, starfish, ropes, brass sailing equipment on wooden stands. There was a bar in one corner, windows looking out onto the pool, and next to them, sitting in an armchair half-hidden in the shadows, was Nick Licata. When he saw them enter, he sent a minuscule nod their way.


‘Drink?’ Roselli asked.


‘Sure,’ Dante replied.


As Roselli went over to the bar, Dante sat opposite Licata, in an armchair facing the moonlight streaming in through the window.


‘Dante. How’s things?’ Licata asked.


‘Good, Nick. Real good.’


Licata was a slight man, balding and gray, with a mousey, accountant look to him. Normally he projected a sense of reserve, of composure. But not tonight. The Nick Licata sitting in front of Dante was pale, nervy, sweaty, preoccupied. Was he on something, maybe? Or was it just the pressure of the new job? The impending war with the rival faction inside his own Mob? Or maybe it was the rumor that out-of-towners had sensed weakness and were looking to move in? Not that the weakness was anything new; for years the LA Mob had had a reputation as the most dysfunctional in the country, had garnered itself a nickname – the Mickey Mouse Mafia – and not because its territory encompassed Disneyland.


With all that going on, maybe it was understandable that Licata was feeling the strain, that he looked the way he did.


Roselli returned with three tumblers filled with dark rum and ice. He handed them out, lifted his tumbler into the air.


‘Salute,’ he said, and they all drank.


Licata turned to Dante.


‘We’re glad we caught you before you left town for that vineyard,’ he said. ‘Not long now, hunh?’


‘Not long now.’


Dante tried to stifle a growing sense of claustrophobia. Nick mentioning the vineyard was a power move, like everything was with these guys. He was letting Dante know what was on the line before negotiations began. Dante took his Luckies from his pocket and lit up. Roselli got his own cigarettes out, slipped one into a cigarette holder.


‘So what did you want to see me about?’ Dante asked.


Roselli and Licata shared a look.


‘It’s about Riccardo,’ Licata said.


Dante nodded.


Riccardo was Nick Licata’s son. One of those second-rate men of the younger generation, like Vincent Zullo out on the terrace. Riccardo was rash, restless, always chewing an angle, always looking for that big score that would prove once and for all he was a player in his own right. But it never happened. He made bad choices, bad plans, lacked any foresight or ability to strategize. And he never seemed to grasp it was his own deficiencies that hampered him, so he moved through life in a cloud of resentment, keeping his ego intact by blaming all his failures on other people, on bad luck, on the world at large. Licata had pretty much disowned the kid, leaving them estranged. The last Dante had heard, Riccardo was pretending to be a movie producer, running an independent that churned out turkeys and B-pictures and was probably a front for something illegal.


‘What happened?’ Dante asked.


‘You didn’t hear about him getting arrested?’ Roselli asked.


Dante shook his head.


‘I’m halfway to retirement,’ he said. ‘I’m not keeping my hand in.’


Roselli and Licata shared that look again, concerned by how out of the game Dante seemed to be.


‘Riccardo got busted back in September,’ Roselli explained. ‘Pulled over on the Sunset Strip in a traffic stop. The pigs found forty pounds of cocaine in his trunk.’


Dante suppressed the urge to whistle through his teeth.


‘Forty pounds of coke ?’


Cocaine hadn’t been popular since the 1930s. Since the golden age.


‘It’s back in fashion,’ Roselli said. ‘With the kids. The whole music industry’s running on it.’


He gestured to the party outside. Dante recalled the group he’d seen in the garden huddled around the hand mirror. Now it clicked why they’d seemed odd. Dante had thought it was heroin they’d been snorting, but they didn’t look like dope fiends.


‘OK,’ Dante said, feeling even more out of touch. ‘Where’s Riccardo now?’


‘The cocksucker of a judge set bail at half a mill,’ Roselli said. ‘And they threw him into Men’s Central. And then about a week ago we got a call from him asking us to bail him out. In cash, so we could get him out quicker.’


‘And you did?’ Dante asked, flabbergasted. ‘Half a million in cash?’


‘He was crying, Dante,’ Licata said. ‘He told me there was a jail hit out on him, he’d be lucky to survive the week. He was begging. He’s my son, what was I gonna do?’


Dante nodded like he understood, but the story didn’t make sense. Why had Licata left Riccardo in the jail for weeks before bailing him out? Were they so estranged that Licata had left Riccardo to rot? And surely Licata had men inside. Surely as the son of a Mob boss, Riccardo would be left alone. Who the hell had the kid pissed off so badly they were willing to go up against a whole Mob to kill him? Sure, it was the Mickey Mouse Mafia, but it was hard to believe things had got so bad.


‘I know Riccardo’s a liability,’ Licata said, rubbing his eyes. ‘But he’s still my son. The only one I got. Flesh and blood.’


Dante frowned, wondered if Licata was rubbing his eyes to hide the fact he was crying, wondered if maybe that was why he’d chosen to sit in the shadows of the pool house. Was the man having a breakdown?


‘So, we got the cash together,’ Roselli said. ‘Paid the bail, and he was released last Wednesday.’


Dante suddenly got a sense of where this was going.


‘And?’ he asked.


‘He disappeared,’ Licata said flatly. ‘That same day. He got out of the jail and no one’s seen him since.’


It was exactly what Dante had expected. Either Riccardo had been released and then bumped off, or he’d decided to screw over his own pops to the tune of half a million dollars and go on the run.


‘Did Riccardo say who it was that wanted to kill him?’


Licata and Roselli both shook their heads.


‘Who did Riccardo get the coke off?’ Dante asked.


If Riccardo had been killed, the obvious suspects were whoever had supplied him with the cocaine he’d been busted for – killing Riccardo meant he couldn’t inform on them.


‘He wouldn’t say,’ Licata replied. ‘He kept on saying the LAPD had set him up. Swore it wasn’t a routine traffic stop. That the pigs planted it in his trunk.’


Dante frowned. When the cops set people up, they didn’t do it somewhere as busy as the Sunset Strip, and they sure as hell didn’t do it with an amount as large as forty pounds. The story was bullshit, surely Licata knew that.


Licata exhaled. Dante saw tears glistening on his cheeks, silver threads in the moonlight. Dante had never seen a boss cry before. Not in all his years. He looked away, so as not to embarrass Licata, to extricate them all from the shame of the moment.


‘You managed to track what he did on the day he was released?’ Dante asked, turning to Roselli.


If the state of Licata had perturbed Roselli as well, he didn’t show it.


‘It’s like Nick told you,’ Roselli replied smoothly. ‘Riccardo left the jail and no one ever saw him again.’


Dante nodded, unsure what to say. He knew now why they’d asked him here. Dante was an expert skip-tracer, even if he was from another era. They wanted him to find Riccardo. If he’d gone on the run, they wanted Dante to bring him back. And if he’d been killed, they wanted the names of the killers and the corpse, too, because with a corpse they could get a death certificate and with a death certificate they could get the bail money returned. No death certificate or no Riccardo at the next court hearing and Licata could kiss his half a million goodbye.


‘When’s Riccardo’s next court date?’ Dante asked.


‘December twenty-sixth,’ Licata said.


Dante nodded. Just a week away. The same day the vineyard deal was supposed to go through. He turned to look at Licata. The man was distraught. His son had either betrayed him or been killed. And he’d called up Dante to find out which. It made Dante wonder why they’d picked him for this job. He may have been the best at one time, but surely there were better men to help them now. Surely someone in the younger generation who was closer to Riccardo, who knew the world he moved in.


They fell silent and stared out at the party. On the other side of the pool Vincent Zullo was chatting with a music industry type. From a distance it was even more glaring how fully Zullo had embraced the schlubby mobster stereotype. Like he was using the Mafia clichés he’d seen in films and TV as a life guide.


‘What the fuck is he wearing,’ Licata muttered.


‘Makes you want to smack some dress sense into him,’ Roselli said.


They smiled wearily.


‘Back in my day you had Benny Siegel running Los Angeles,’ Roselli continued. ‘Say what you want about him, but he had style. No man wore a suit better than Benny Siegel in all America. Imagine someone going to a meeting with Siegel or Luciano dressed like that.’


Roselli threw a hand in Zullo’s direction and they all went quiet, thinking old-guy thoughts, lost in a world that had itself been lost.


Licata turned to look at Dante.


‘Find him for me, Dante. He’s my only son. I need to know where he is, what happened to him. I can’t go to my grave not knowing. You find him – dead or alive – and we get the bail money back, you can have a finder’s fee. Twenty-five percent. All I want is to know what happened.’
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