

        

            

                

            

        


    





THE PICTURES


 


 


 


Los Angeles, 1939: the Golden Age of Hollywood motion pictures.


 


World-weary Jonathan Craine is a detective at the LAPD who has spent his entire career as a studio ‘fixer’, covering up crimes of the studio players to protect the billion-dollar industry that built Los Angeles.


 


When one of the producers of The Wizard of Oz is found dead under suspicious circumstances, Craine must make sure the incident passes without scandal and that the deceased’s widow, the beautiful starlet Gale Goodwin, comes through the ordeal with her reputation unscathed.


 


But against his better instincts, Craine finds himself increasingly drawn to Gale. And when a series of unsavory truths begin to surface, Craine finds himself at the center of a conspiracy involving a Chicago crime syndicate, a prostitution racket and a set of stolen pictures that could hold the key to unraveling the mystery.
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For my mother










Prologue


West Hollywood, Los Angeles


May 10th, 1939


The roads were busy for a Wednesday night. The evening sky was drawn and overcast and most Angelenos were heading home before the rain came. In a radio car smelling of cheap coffee and paper-bag dinners, Officers Becker and Cassidy took a disturbance call from Dispatch, a last pickup twenty minutes before the midnight changeover. 


They were both local product, rare in the department, with over thirty years of service between them and a working partnership for almost half that. A disturbance report meant very little but the address was a tony neighborhood three miles west of Hollywood and Becker suspected nothing more than a domestic dispute, maybe assault and battery if they were unlucky. He slouched in the passenger seat, his partner steering slowly and carefully down a row of detached houses surrounded by neatly sheared hedgerows and freshly trimmed lawns. 


“You got the house number?”


“One-ten. Looks like the third on the right.”


Becker peered through the windshield. A porch light revealed a woman sitting hunched on the steps leading up to the front door.


They parked in the shadow of a coral tree, Becker pulling out his notebook before they’d even killed the engine. They could wrap this up in fifteen minutes easy, type it up in the morning.


They stepped out onto the asphalt, glancing sideways at the adjacent houses, noticing the curtains twitch and a second later the lights go out. This was a quiet neighborhood and people weren’t used to police cars pulling into driveways this late at night.


“You Mrs. Greer?” Cassidy asked the woman. She looked to be seventy or so, with thin, almost wispy hair and sharp elbows hiding beneath a woolen housecoat. When they stepped closer they could see her face was twisted in fright. 


“Excuse me?” Cassidy repeated. “Are you Dolores Greer? You called the police a few minutes ago?”


The woman looked at each of them in turn without recognition or surprise. She blinked several times but said nothing. 


Becker looked at Cassidy then back again. He had to hide the irritation in his voice. “Ma’am, are you Dolores Greer? Did you call the police department about a disturbance at one-ten Longbrook?”


“I called,” she said at last. “Something terrible has happened.” There was a shrill ring of fear in her voice.


“You live here? This your place?”


A shake, and then a nod. “This is my house. I own it.”


“Can you tell us what happened? You reported a disturbance.”


She looked back at the door and flinched, nervous by proximity.


Exasperated, Cassidy lit a cigarette. “Everything alright? You had an argument with your husband?”


“It’s awful.” Her voice sounded like a child’s whisper. “Look at what they did. Dead. And for what?”


Becker’s eyebrows arched. He wasn’t sure he heard her correctly. He pointed his notepad at the doorway. “Someone’s died in the house? There’s a body inside?”


“Yes,” she said. “Inside.”


Becker pondered the possibility of murder. No—unlikely in these parts. He envisioned instead some old-timer rigored in his armchair. Mr. Greer, probably eighty years old, resting peacefully in a puddle of his own piss and shit.


He turned to his partner. “You want to stay with her?” 


He went up without waiting for a response, stepping around the old lady as he made his way up to the front door.


The screen door was wide open, the front door unlocked. Inside, the house was dark, with only a dull tungsten glow coming in from the front windows facing the street. He reached for the light switch and the hallway lit up.


Becker left the front door ajar and moved through the house. The corridor was empty but picture frames had been pulled off the walls, glass and wood laying across soiled footprints on the floorboards. There was a soft hissing sound like running water but it didn’t look like anyone was inside.


Becker put his hand on his pistol and tilted his head back toward the front door. “Looks like we got a robbery.”


The first room he entered was the living room. The room had been turned over, that much was clear. The couch was cut open, more pictures broken from their frames. The floor was covered in shattered glass and one or two of the floorboards had been jimmied up.


He scanned the room but there was no dead body. The kitchen was the same, drawers and cupboards torn open but no corpse and no sign of blood. There was a bathroom at the end of the hall, some jewelry visible on a side cabinet, which seemed strange for a robbery.


He found the source of the noise at the end of the hallway, outside what must be the bedroom. On a dresser was a phonograph, the needle prodding aimlessly at the end of the record. He left it there and approached the bedroom door, taking out a handkerchief to turn the knob.


When the door opened his stomach concaved. His heart rose in his chest and he felt his pulse throbbing in his ears. For a long minute he saw red spots and dark concentric circles. Dizzy, he steadied himself on the doorway.


Officer Eric Becker had thought he was hardened to death. He had lost two fellow officers in his tenure and believed he’d seen enough dead hoods and dope peddlers to keep his head at the sight of blood. He was wrong.


The butchered remains of a pale, lithe body lay on a double bed in the middle of the room. A woman, if not a girl, was sprawled on her back, surrounded by a pool of coagulating blood. She was naked but for the tattered remains of a once-white nightgown clinging to her midriff. Both arms and legs were extended into a spread-eagle, her ankles and wrists trussed tightly against each of the four bedposts. Her pale limbs and torso were swollen and bruised, her neck crisscrossed from a ligature. But where the body’s head should be sat only a loose jaw with a small ovate hole in it. The body had no eyes, no nose, no face: the remains of her skull littered the pillow like bloody eggshells. Whoever she was and whatever she’d done to deserve such an end, the victim had been cuffed, beaten, strangled, and then finally killed.


After the shock receded, Becker looked back through the door at the needle dancing on the phonograph. They must have played the music to drown out the screams.










Chapter 1


 


Fred Astaire was performing at the Lilac Club.


A black tie supper club on the eastern end of Sunset Boulevard, the Lilac Club was a venue synonymous with stars and stardom. It was owned by William Wilson, the wealthy publisher of The Hollywood Enquirer. Not content with running Hollywood’s most popular trade newspaper, Wilson had bought seven highly profitable clubs on the Sunset Strip, catering specifically to the Hollywood rich and famous. The Lilac Club was the largest and grandest of them all.


Jonathan Craine was sitting at a table not far from the bar. Resisting the recent trend for white jackets, he wore a plain black New York drape suit with the legs tapered at the ankle. To look at, he was at once both appealing and unremarkable. Standing a little under six feet, Craine was fairly tall and reasonably broad but not quite either. He remained to most people who met him quiet, measured and reserved, a harmless nobody.


The evening was in full swing, the room alive with chatter and laughter, but Craine sat alone. He bowed his head as a few familiar faces passed by, anxious to avoid their awkward nods and smiles. He tried to ignore the hushed whispers of strangers who knew him only by reputation, the hairs standing tall on the back of his neck as he imagined how they gossiped about the widower of the late actress Celia Raymond. 


“Detective Craine?” 


Craine looked up to see a waiter he recognized. Being referred to by his profession always put him on edge when he was off-duty.


“Hullo.”


“Good to see you again. Have you been away?”


“I was in New York.”


The waiter lowered his voice. “Are you back working the studios?”


Craine was a little taken aback by the directness of the question but he recovered his composure. “No,” he answered truthfully. “I don’t do that anymore.” 


“Well, it’s nice to have you back, sir. And I wanted to say—” the waiter paused, trying to find the right words. “I wanted to say I was very sorry about your wife. She was a lovely lady.”


Craine tilted his head to acknowledge what he’d said then replied simply, “I’ll have a French 75 whenever you’re ready.”


The waiter stiffened. They returned to their roles as server and guest. “Oh, yessir, right away.”


On stage “Cheek to Cheek” was brought to an end and the club audience broke into applause. A tall, olive-skinned man came on stage to shake Astaire’s hand: the club manager, Benjamin Carell. They hadn’t met before but Craine knew he was a Chicago-bred Italian with criminal ties. He wondered why William Wilson had ever hired him.


“Jonathan Craine? Detective Jonathan Craine?”


He was expecting his cocktail but when Craine turned around the concierge was standing over him. “Yes,” he said.


“There’s a call for you, sir.”


Craine sighed. He knew exactly who it would be.


“Thank you, I’ll be right over. Cancel my drinks order.”


“Yes, sir, right away.”


Craine took the call at the front desk. Two studio executives were moving through the foyer and Craine caught them staring at him. He heard his name mentioned and one of them laughed. His ears burned and Craine contemplated why, after almost five months away, he’d decided to come back from New York to a place that left him feeling injured and empty. 


“This is Craine,” he said after they’d gone.


“Good evening, Detective,” said a young man’s voice. As expected: it was Dispatch. “I apologize for calling you. Your secretary said you might be at the Lilac Club.”


“Yes,” added Craine impatiently.


“We have a report of a robbery-homicide in West Hollywood.”


“Who’s on duty? I’m not due in until nine.”


“I’m afraid all our night officers are out on calls.”


Craine sighed quietly. The homicide unit was understaffed and overstretched. It was little surprise Captain Simms had been so keen to have him back.


“Do you know the name of the first officer?”


“I’m sorry?”


“The first uniform officer on the scene.”


“One second, please.” The line went quiet and Craine heard a ruffle of papers. Outside, four security guards pushed back a rank of photographers gathering beside the double glass doors. Craine followed their gaze. A woman entered the foyer and walked briskly toward the main hall. He recognized her as the actress Gale Goodwin. Her latest picture, The Tainted Feather, had topped the box office—she must be celebrating.


The dispatcher came back on the line. “I’m sorry, I don’t have that information, sir.” 


Craine rolled his eyes. “Do you have the address?”


“Yes, Detective, the address is—”


“Hold on one second.” He cradled the receiver between cheek and neck and stretched across the desk for a pen and pad. “Go on.” 


“Address is one-ten Longbrook Avenue.”


Craine scrawled it down then checked his watch. Just after midnight. He let out a long sigh. “Tell the first officer I’ll be there in twenty minutes.” He put the phone down, rubbed his eyes and asked the concierge to retrieve his coat and hat.


*  *  *


A gray and dusty Los Angeles reeled through the windows like a broken strip of celluloid. Although the motion picture industry had helped prop up Los Angeles in the lean years since the Wall Street Crash, visible shocks of depression were not in short supply. Craine wound up the window as he drove past a slum of tarpaper shacks and a group of homeless men fretting over a garbage fire. He passed vacant lots and filling stations, mile after mile of billboards selling God, bank loans and beauty creams. 


He accelerated west down Sunset before turning south toward Hollywood, the neon nightlife receding in his rearview mirror. He was driving the V-16 Cadillac Fleetwood that Celia had bought him for their ten-year anniversary. The car radio was playing an Ella Fitzgerald record and he turned it up so loud that thoughts of Celia were buried in the song.


The slum receded, quickly forgotten to palm trees, flowering plants and the stucco-walled homes of the Hollywood middle class. This is a city of contradictions, Craine thought, a metropolis where sepia and Technicolor play side by side.


He turned into Longbrook where the roads were quiet now, almost empty, with barely a Buick or Packard in sight. Craine looked at the address Dispatch had given him, counting the house numbers on his right. He spotted a squad car parked outside a single-story and pulled up behind it in the driveway. 


The porch light flicked on and the front door opened. A squat uniform officer with a thick mustache and a flashlight cradled under one arm stepped outside.


“Evening, Detective,” he said as Craine got out of his car. His eyes widened when he caught a glimpse of the Fleetwood but he kept his thoughts to himself. He probably thought all detectives drove two-thousand-dollar Cadillacs.


“You the first officer?”


“Yes, sir. Becker. Arrived about an hour ago. My partner, Cassidy, went to take a statement from the neighbor. She called it in.”


Craine took a pencil and notepad from his jacket pocket. “Did you touch the body, move it at all?”


“Didn’t get further than her doorway.”


“A woman?”


“Yessir. Shot dead.”


He sighed inwardly. A dead girl meant unwanted media interest. 


Craine paused to examine the door and windows on the front of the house. All intact, no signs of forced entry.


“Door was unlocked when I got here,” said the uniform, taking off his hat to wipe his brow. “I went all around with the flashlight but there’s no windows broken either.”


“Make sure that’s in your report.”


Craine noticed Becker was staring at him. “Have we met before?” Becker asked. “Yeah, we have. That assault charge on that actor. They called you—”


“I remember.”


“He beat her up real bad. Broke her nose, stitches across her cheek where he’d split it right open. What was she, sixteen? I’m surprised the charges didn’t stick.”


They didn’t stick because the actor in question was two days away from shooting a million-dollar motion picture and City Hall had asked Craine to have the charges dropped.


“Why don’t we concentrate on the task ahead, Officer Becker?” said Craine sharply. “Let’s head inside.”


Bare ceiling bulbs lit a wide hallway leading onto a checkered kitchen floor to their left and what must be the living room to their right. Craine could see the bathroom further down the corridor, opposite a white door. The house was spacious and well decorated inside but the kitchen and hallway had been ransacked. 


The officer pushed open the living-room door. There were no lights on but the mess was evident in the half-light. Framed pictures had been pulled off the walls and the couches had been cut open. Even a wall clock lay on the floor in pieces. “All the rooms are the same.” 


“Looks like a botched robbery. Where is she?”


“Bedroom. Down the end there.” 


“You got her name?”


Becker pushed a cigarette between his teeth and lit it while talking: “Florence Lloyd. White female. Thirty years old.”


Craine wrote down F/W/30 on a new page in his notepad.


“Did she live here alone?” 


“Far as we know. Rents it from her neighbor, a Dolores Greer. Says she noticed the door open and went inside.”


“What time?”


“A little after eleven.”


“Did she hear the shot?”


“No, she didn’t.”


“Canvass the other houses here, see if anyone else saw anything or heard the shooting. Anyone else here yet?”


“Techs are on their way.” Becker checked his watch. “Medical examiner should be here any minute.”


Craine noted the kitchen in disarray: the pantry shelves swept clear, the canned food tossed on the kitchen floor. Broken dishes and pans were scattered across the sideboard and the refrigerator had been pulled away from the wall.


He didn’t go into the bathroom but he could see the medicine cabinet had been pulled open. A bottle of pills was scattered across the floor. Sleeping pills. Must have been hundreds of them. 


“Lot of pills she’s got.”


“Nothing unusual,” Craine said. At times it felt like the whole town was existing in a narcotic delirium.


“There’s a gold watch on the side of the sink there. Seems funny the intruder would leave it.”


Craine wasn’t listening. He flanked into the corridor. “Let’s see it then.”


Becker followed close behind, lighting a second cigarette from the first as they reached the bedroom door. “It’s pretty messy. Not much left of her, that’s for damn sure.”


The door was ajar; Craine pushed the door back and surveyed the bedroom.


Florence Lloyd’s remains were enough to make him gag. He suddenly felt hot, a bracing sweat forming on his forehead. He wiped his brow with his handkerchief and used it to protect his nose from the stench of fresh meat. Murder scenes never became easier, no matter what people said.


Becker was still loitering in the doorway. “Can I get you anything? Think there’s some coffee back there on the kitchen floor. I can put a pot on?”


“That won’t be necessary.”


“I’ll leave you to it, then.” Becker didn’t want to see the body. He left him alone in the bedroom.


Craine started working the crime scene from the periphery, walking around the perimeter of the bedroom and making notes. All her clothes had been pulled out of the drawers and lay scattered around the base of the bed. The burglar looking for a safe or money box, he reasoned.


There was a photo framed on the sideboard. Same fair hair, same skin tone. Must be the victim. She was attractive, stunning even. It was a professional photograph, a three-quarter shot of Florence Lloyd in a décolleté cocktail dress. White pearls hung low around her neckline. He imagined the budget lines: “BLOND BEAUTY BUTCHERED IN HOLLYWOOD.” More fuel for the tabloids.


He looked for other signs of disturbance, anything that didn’t fit in with the surroundings, before taking a long look at the body. The bleeding was still pronounced and the sheets were glistening crimson. Copper wire was wrapped tight around her wrists and feet, a ring shank nail pinning her palms against the bedposts. Bruising round her collarbone suggested her throat had been constricted and there were bloody ligature marks ribboned around her neck. The M.E. would determine if she was raped but there was no doubt she had been beaten and tortured—for what means he couldn’t be sure. The papers would have a field day.


Shards of skull and brain matter framed a bullet hole in the headboard. Craine held his handkerchief to his face and breathed through his mouth. God, this was awful. He’d have the lab techs remove the bullet and run some ballistic tests. The damage done to the head indicated a large-caliber weapon and he wondered how the neighbors had failed to hear the gunfire.


Craine quickly sketched the position of the corpse in the room and the angle of fire before touching the back of the dead girl’s arm. Cool. He looked at her hands. The fingers were rigid but the body had yet to fully enter rigor mortis. She had died less than two hours ago. 


Leaning back against the wall, Craine went through the attack in his head. Robbery turned foul. The intruder, if indeed there was only one, had entered the bedroom when Florence Lloyd was asleep. He had tied her ankles and wrists to the bedposts, beaten her to a pulp then shot her dead. He must have ransacked the house for most of an hour, probably left not long before the uniforms arrived. 


Craine flipped his notepad shut and breathed a sigh of relief. 


He found Becker in the kitchen sipping coffee and writing up his case notes.


“All done, Detective?”


“Robbery-homicide. As expected.”


“You don’t think it was planned out? Maybe someone came here to kill her, I mean.”


Craine tensed. He detested speculation, particularly from the lower ranks. Abstract theories and conjectures served no one. Most murder convictions were of young black men local to the area; consequently, it was logical to assume that this murder was committed by a young black male.


“No,” he said. “The intruder saw Lloyd in bed, had his fun then shot her dead. He’ll be a Negro male, twenties or early thirties. I’ll ask Dispatch to put a call out for young Negroes known to the area.”


“How can you be sure?”


Craine struggled to remain calm. “Because that’s the typical profile,” he said, his eyes drilling into him.


“What about the wire? The nails in her wrists? She was beaten half to death, raped probably—”


“Don’t include it in your report.”


Becker frowned. “Why wouldn’t I—”


“It only complicates matters. She was shot in her bed, her house robbed. That’s all you need to include.”


Craine deposited the notepad in his outside jacket pocket and walked back into the hallway toward the front door. He was glad to get out of the house.


“Detective?”


Craine turned at the door. Becker stood in the hallway.


“I was thinking that it seems so odd the robber would leave that watch in the bathroom but go through the whole house like this. I also found a bit of cash in the freezer. Why would he take the time to turn over every room but not take all the money? And why torture the girl? I mean, Jesus, the things he did to her. Doesn’t seem to fit to a botched robbery—”


“It fits perfectly,” said Craine with finality. “Good night, Officer.” 


Craine walked out into the night and crossed the driveway toward his Fleetwood. He could be home in less than thirty minutes.


Pulling out of the driveway, he saw Becker staring at him from the front door, shaking his head. Years ago, when I was new to the Bureau, I used to be like that, thought Craine. I wanted every stone turned over, every fact and theory examined.


That time has long since passed. 










Chapter 2


May 11th


Louis B. Mayer sat in the back seat of his Lincoln, drew a deep breath and squeezed his eyes shut. He had a headache. 


He took a small bottle of aspirin from his jacket pocket and swallowed two pills dry. Christ, his head hurt. Too many Dubonnets last night. He didn’t normally drink more than the occasional aperitif but Gable kept ordering round after round, and he hadn’t the heart to turn them away. Still, Gable had a good night and that’s all that mattered. Clark Gable and his new wife Carole Lombard were trying for a baby and Mayer was delighted—that kind of press did wonders for a man’s image.


“Are you excited about your party, Mr. Mayer?” his driver asked through the divide.


“Absolutely. It’s going to be terrific. We even have the Dandridge Sisters playing.”


“Oh, my wife loves them,” his driver said, particularly chatty this morning. “What M.G.M. has done for all of us, it means a lot.”


“Well that’s kind of you to say, Artie. Very kind indeed.”


This weekend was M.G.M.’s fifteenth anniversary. Fifteen years since Louis Mayer had first walked onto the lot as head of the newly formed M.G.M. He’d started with six hundred employees, a few dozen actors and a handful of stars. Now he had six thousand employees and over one hundred contract players on his books, a third of whom he categorized as “stars.” M.G.M. had come out of the recession as the only studio to make profits year on year and the anniversary was a great excuse to celebrate. 


Mayer started to relax when they approached Culver City and saw the M.G.M. lot looming ahead. “You know,” he said, feeling unusually generous, “why don’t you and your wife come join us at Loew House for a glass of champagne? You can pick her up after you’ve dropped us off.”


Mayer saw a wide smile through the rearview mirror. “Oh, that’s so generous, sir. We’d be absolutely delighted. My wife, she’ll be over the moon.”


The car passed through the M.G.M. gate between two large Corinthian columns and pulled up outside the Thalberg Building, the home for all senior M.G.M. executives.


Ida, his executive secretary, met him from the elevator on the third floor. She looked pale and her mascara was running. She’d been crying.


“Morning, Ida. You look sick. Are you ill? Do you need to go home? Dr. Hendricks is downstairs.”


Ida held back tears. “No, Mr. Mayer. It’s—”


“It’s what?”


They’d reached the walnut doors of Mayer’s office. Ida reached for the doorknob and composed herself.


“I’m fine. Russell Peterson is inside waiting for you.” 


Good, thought Mayer. Peterson could set up a press release about Gable and Lombard trying for a baby. 


Mayer’s office was newly decorated in the Art Moderne style: the walls were white leather, a white floor carpet had only recently been laid and all the furniture was painted magnolia. The national flag and an atlas globe were almost the only items of color. Standing beside Mayer’s white kidney-shaped desk was Russell Peterson, M.G.M.’s Publicity Chief and one of Mayer’s closest confidants. He was tall but slight, with a thick pencil mustache that resembled Errol Flynn’s.


Ida closed the door behind them. Peterson looked unusually anxious.


“How are you this morning, Mr. Mayer?”


“Peterson, why are you in my office?” Mayer barked, striding around his desk toward his chair.


Peterson didn’t reply. He waited for Mayer to take a seat but Mayer stayed standing. Despite never reaching a height above five foot seven, he still hated the feeling of being smaller than someone else, especially in his own office.


“Well?” said Mayer, scanning the morning mail. “Come on, out with it, Peterson. I have a meeting with LeRoy in a quarter-hour.”


Peterson spoke slowly, his voice low and even. “Ida had a phone call ten minutes ago from the maid at Herbert Stanley’s home.” 


Mayer felt the blood drain from his face. He already knew what Peterson would say next. 


“Sir, she found him . . . she found his body earlier this morning hanging from the ceiling fan. He’s dead, Mr. Mayer.”


Mayer steadied himself on his chair then sat down. Herbert Stanley was among Mayer’s most talented producers. He was also married to Gale Goodwin, one of M.G.M.’s most valued movie stars. 


“Has anyone been told?”


“Ida rang me as soon as she found out. She’d tried phoning you at home but you’d already left.”


“What about anyone else?”


“Only Gale. She wasn’t there.”


“Jesus. She was with us at the Lilac Club. Where did she stay last night?”


“She’s been staying at Joan Crawford’s.”


“She there now?”


“To my knowledge.”


“I’ll go over there this afternoon.” Mayer ran through his options. The Tainted Feather was top of the box office this week but was a costly production that might struggle to recoup its costs if Gale got caught up in a scandal. 


Peterson coughed. “Shall we call the police?”


“Not yet. Get Whitey Hendry and organize a car. We’ll call the police after. Ask for Craine.”


“He’s back?”


“Margaret saw him at the Lilac Club last night. See if he’s back at the Bureau.”


Peterson seemed hesitant. “Are you sure you want Craine?” He shifted his weight between his feet. “After what happened . . . with Celia Raymond, I mean.”


Mayer had always thought Jonathan Craine something of a fool but he’d consistently proven a loyal and invaluable supporter of the M.G.M. cause. For longer than he could remember, Craine had been tasked by City Hall to clear all indictments against studio employees by any means possible. He was, in essence, the studio “fixer,” the man who made criminal charges disappear. 


Then, five months ago, Celia Raymond had died at their home from a drugs overdose and Craine’s swift departure after his wife’s funeral had left everyone unsure of where his allegiances lay. Did he know that Mayer had ended Celia’s contract with M.G.M. only a few days prior to her death? 


“Ask for Craine—”


“Sir, is that wise?”


“Don’t argue with me, Peterson, it doesn’t suit you. Ask for Craine but make sure he stays out of the public eye. And I don’t want any mention of Celia Raymond. We have enough on our plate with Stanley.”


Peterson looked wounded. “Anything else?”


“Prep a statement.”


“Same approach as Paul Bern? Homosexual. Depressed. Suicidal tendencies.”


“Agreed,” Mayer confirmed. “Something along those lines.”


“Thank you, sir. I’ll call Captain Simms immediately and have Craine assigned.” Russell Peterson nodded and left the room.


Mayer twisted around in his seat until he faced the window. His headache was gone. Through the glass he could see a line of cars pulling into the parking lot below. The working day was about to begin. He spotted Judy Garland’s limousine approach the gates. He’d completely forgotten—they were doing reshoots on The Wizard of Oz today. Herbert had been one of the producers.










Chapter 3


 


When the telephone rang at eight in the morning, Craine was still awake. He hadn’t slept properly in months. Although the house had six bedrooms, he’d spent most nights since his return from New York in the drawing room, lying on a velvet divan by the fireplace and staring down the long corridor that led to Celia’s bedroom. Their bedroom once, but now forever known as hers. He hadn’t been inside yet, hadn’t dared.


Craine reached over for the rotary phone and lifted up the receiver.


“Hello—” He cleared his throat. “Hello.” 


The operator: “Mr. Craine?” 


“Yes.”


“One moment, please.” Craine rubbed his eyes and turned toward the double French doors as he waited for the line to connect. The lawn outside was long and unkempt, the surface of the pool covered in white pear blossom. The gardener, like the house staff, had been given indefinite paid leave the morning of Celia’s funeral. If he was being sensible he’d put the house on the market, but even though he was behind on their mortgage payments, he knew he could never bring himself to go through with a sale. This was all he had left of her.


“Detective Craine.” It was his secretary, Elaine. “I thought you might like to know, patrol picked up a Negro youth, Leonard Stone, asleep in his car on Highland in a Model B Ford. They found what looks like stolen goods in his trunk.”


“Any priors?”


“One conviction for theft in June last year.”


“Good. Is he at the precinct?”


“Yes, Detective, he’s in the holding cell.”


“Thank you, Elaine. Move him into the interview room. I’ll be in shortly.”


Craine put the phone down and sat back on the divan. The room was a mess. Dust sheets lay over the furniture like shawls covering a massacre; rows of skeletal lilies stood limp in glass vases and an empty bookshelf was pushed against the far wall, flanked by two cardboard boxes filled with paperbacks and movie scripts. He noticed a picture hanging unevenly on the wall above the fireplace. It was a picture of a small boy sitting cross-legged underneath a Christmas tree. It was a picture of his son.


 


Sunset Boulevard was quiet for a Thursday morning. The crisp May air whipped through the open windows but did nothing to ease his anxiety. The picture of Michael at Christmas was still firm in his mind and the guilt over how he had treated him since Celia’s death sat deep in his chest. The last time he’d seen his son was when he left him at boarding school the day of Celia’s funeral, Michael standing at the school gates, watching his father drive away. He hadn’t cried. He hadn’t even said a word. Craine had never told him where he was going or when he’d be coming back.


It was Michael who found Celia, face up in her nightgown beneath the surface of the bathwater. It was Michael who tried to save her, his little hands tearing at her wrists, desperate to pull her out. And it was Michael who called the police, crying down the phone, begging for help because his mother wouldn’t wake up.


As Craine navigated toward City Hall, another memory flickered in his mind, clinging on too long for him to ignore. He remembered the police officer who had first arrived at the scene later telling him that he’d had to break through the back door to get inside the house. He’d followed the sound of a scream through the empty corridors until he’d got to their bedroom door. He found Michael sitting on the bathroom tiles, soaked through, his knees pulled up to his chest and his hands held tight over his ears as if he was trying to protect himself from the noise. But it was Michael who was screaming.


 


The homicide unit, the L.A.P.D. section responsible for the investigation of all unexplained deaths within the City of Los Angeles, was situated on the fifth floor of the Central Headquarters building opposite downtown’s Civic Center.


Entering the Detective Bureau, Craine walked along the waxed linoleum corridor that led past the briefing hall and the holding cells and into the homicide unit. 


The squad room was a half-lit office bullpen crowded with empty desks and deserted workstations. As Craine entered, he noticed a handful of unfamiliar faces sat slumped in chairs, fingering at typewriters. New recruits, Craine thought. He saw a row of eyes look up from their desks, watching him sidelong as he passed. He recognized two detectives, Henson and Kingsley, laughing and joking by the coffee pot. They fell silent when they saw him. Other investigators resented Craine’s role in the department. Working studio cases seemed an easy assignment, with generous rewards that came from grateful studio heads.


Henson tilted his chin, said “Detective.” Craine gave them a polite nod. Keep walking, he told himself, don’t think about it. He felt their critical eyes following him as he crossed toward the interview rooms. He hated how they made him feel. Like he was different, worse somehow. An outsider in his own office.


When he’d turned the corner, he heard Henson say, “Who knows why he’s back? Some investigator. Surprised they don’t put his office in M.G.M.”


 


Interview Room C was a small square cell with bare concrete walls and no windows. The door was plate steel and bolt-locked from the outside. A uniform guard stood by the door at all times.


Leonard Stone was seated on one side of a wooden table, his hands manacled and chained to the chair between his legs. Sinewy arms shivered as Craine entered and took a seat opposite. 


Craine placed two thin folders on the table beside a pen and shorthand pad. In one was Leonard Stone’s record of arrests and prosecutions, his known employment history and the first officer’s report outlining how Stone was found. It had a red band across it and a legend on one side that read STONE, LEONARD. In the other file was a pre-typed statement of confession, a formal declaration of guilt that needed to be signed by the suspect to guarantee a court conviction. Craine didn’t need to open it to know what it said; it was a template he knew well: “Between 9 P.M. and 11 P.M. of Wednesday May 10th, 1939, I, LEONARD STONE, entered the property of FLORENCE ELIZABETH LLOYD with ambitions to rob said property to the value of less than one hundred dollars. During this episode, I encountered Miss Lloyd in her bedroom. A fracas ensued and I shot Lloyd with a .38-caliber weapon . . .”


Craine stared across the table at Stone’s boyish black face. He was young, maybe early twenties, perhaps even younger. His wiry hair was greasy and coiled, matting into a dirty Polish plait. He was thin, gaunt even, but he had marred, knotted forearms and bulbous shoulders, probably from years of manual labor.


“Am I right in thinking you’re from Oklahoma originally, Mr. Stone?” Craine asked politely, opening proceedings. He picked up Stone’s police file and scanned his employment records. Stone’s life story was short and familiar. He could have been any other of the thousands of itinerant Negroes driven West after years of drought and dust storms turned prairie lands into a desert. “Okies” was what most Angelenos called them. 


Craine sat back and tapped his pen against the table. “Mr. Stone? I said are you from Oklahoma?”


“Yes-suh,” Stone mumbled. His voice was deep but soft. Two bloodshot eyes rolled from side to side, roaming aimlessly around the room. Craine could smell old alcohol on his breath. 


“I see here you moved West eighteen months ago. I assume you were part of the F.S.A.’s rural rehabilitation program,” he suggested, the model of dispassion.


Stone shrugged. 


Craine thumbed through the file and removed Stone’s criminal record. “And you stole from a foreman, on June 17th last year,” he said plainly. “You stole a bag of oranges from his cellar and you were sentenced to three months’ labor at Kent Penitentiary.”


There was a silence, during which Craine leaned forward in his chair and turned the R.A.P. sheet around so Stone could see the printed conviction typed across his criminal record. Stone chewed the side of his mouth. His eyes started to water. He tried to wipe them with his hands but the chains wouldn’t stretch. He turned away as Craine continued to read from the file. 


“Mr. Officer-suh, can I please have something to eat,” he whimpered, “I’m so hungry.”


“In a minute. We’re not done yet. I’m curious as to where you have been living since your release.”


No reply.


“Mr. Stone, it’s not a difficult question. Where have you been staying? Mr. Stone!” Craine was shouting now.


“Here and there, suh.” Stone’s voice was high and stretched. He cleared his throat and tried to compose himself. “I been with friends, mostly. In my car sometimes.”


“That would be the 1932 Model B Ford that you were found in?”


Stone squeezed his eyes shut. His face grimaced and his body trembled. He took quick, shallow breaths and tried his best not to cry. There was no hope now. He began to see how this would end. 


“Yes,” he said.


“And can you tell me what was in the trunk of your car? Would you like me to remind you? The officers at the scene found two rolls of dollar bills, a bag of silverware and various items of jewelry. Can you tell me who those goods belonged to?”


“I’m hungry, I’m so hungry.”


“Leonard. Let’s start with the basics and then I’ll get somebody to bring you a hot plate. The items in your car: where did you get them from?”


Leonard tilted his head back and studied the ceiling. When he lowered his gaze Craine could see tears crawling down his cheeks.


“I took them.” 


“You stole them? From the house on Longbrook.”


“Maybe, I don’t remember.”


“The house on Longbrook, Leonard.”


“I’m not sure. Yes, maybe. I didn’t know the name of the street.”


“And you shot Florence Lloyd? You were in her house, she saw you and you shot her in her bed, is that right?”


“No.”


“Yes, you did, Leonard,” Craine persisted. “You shot her in her bed. You said it yourself, you robbed Miss Lloyd’s house.” He’d reached the concluding verse of his well-practiced routine. He took a breath for the finale: “Come on, Leonard, either you went in there and shot Florence Lloyd in malice before robbing her entire household or you shot her in self-defense. Which is it?” 


Craine opened the second folder and laid out the confession form. His voice was softer now: “Look, it says it right here, ‘self-defense’—we know you didn’t mean to do it, Leonard. We know it was a mistake. No one will be angry with you. You shot her by accident, didn’t you Leonard?”


“No—”


“Leonard.”


“I didn’t shoot her. I didn’t shoot nobody. I’m hungry. I’m so hungry. Please, suh—”


“I’m trying to be transparent with you here, Leonard,” Craine interrupted, growing impatient. “I’m trying to be honest and I’m trying to be fair. If you sign this form now, I can ask for a reduced sentence. No death penalty. It was an accident; she tried to shoot you, you acted in self-defense. The jury will take pity on you, it wasn’t your fault—they’ll know that. You’ll do a stint back East, go to work on some road. You’ve done it before; it’s easier the second time around.”


Leonard Stone was crying freely now and Craine gave him a moment. Stone looked distraught, broken even, and Craine felt a twinge of sympathy. He wanted his confession but he didn’t want to destroy the boy. Maybe I’m getting soft in my old age, he thought. 


Craine spoke gently, trying to reassure him.


“You won’t have any trouble, Leonard, I know it. How old are you now? Leonard, stop crying. How old are you now?”


“Twenty-one.”


“Twenty-one,” he repeated. “I remember being twenty-one. It’s young. And you know what, Leonard, you’ll come out and you’ll still be young. You might not even be middle-aged. That’s still plenty of time to get married, start a family. Is that what you want, Leonard, to start a family? Everyone wants to start a family. You want a wife? You want children?”


“Yes.”


“Well then, that is what you’ll do. I’m sure of it. Come on then, let’s get this signed and we can find you some breakfast.”


Stone sank in his chair, defeated. Craine nodded to the guard to unlock the cuffs.


“Sign this, Leonard.” He pushed the form in front of him and placed the pen on the other side of the table.


Leonard lifted his large, blistered hands onto the table and rubbed his swollen wrists.


“Go on, don’t be afraid, Leonard.”


Leonard slowly wrapped his fist around the pen and looked across for approval.


“Well done, Leonard. Well done,” Craine repeated graciously. “You did good. Can you spell your name? You want me to help you? Here, I’ll print it, you just do a little cross right above it. Right there. That’s it. Congratulations, Leonard, you did the right thing. Everything is going to work out fine for you, I promise, everything will be fine. Now, let’s get you something to eat.”


As Craine stood up, the door opened and a clerk appeared in the doorway.


“Detective Craine. When you’re finished Captain Simms would like to see you in his office.”


 


There was no one in Simms’ outer office, so Craine checked himself briefly in the reflection of the glass doors. He looked tired, dark circles forming around his eyes. He pushed his hair back and straightened his jacket before heading inside.


He found Simms sitting alone in his corner office, talking quietly into a phone resting on his lap. Behind him morning rain was slashing against two broad windows that overlooked the City Hall tower.


Simms looked up, motioning with his hand that he should come in and take a seat in the chair opposite. Craine shut the door behind him and sat down, taking the opportunity to glance at his watch. It was almost twelve o’clock.


Simms ended his conversation then placed the phone back on his desk. Without saying hello, he took a cigarette from a pack in his jacket pocket and lit one, drawing in a long satisfying breath. He was smoking Chesterfields. Craine knew this because Celia had smoked Chesterfields and because every breath Simms exhaled reminded him of her.


Roger Simms was a quiet and considered leader for a paramilitary organization and with his thick-rimmed bifocals looked more like a bookish schoolteacher than a police captain.


“How are you settling back in?” Simms said eventually, sitting up in his chair and pushing his glasses up his nose.


Craine shrugged. “I’m pleased to be back.”


“Good. And your interview this morning?” he asked with some apprehension. As head of the Hollywood division, Captain Simms was in place to ensure that criminal activity in his district conformed to predetermined levels set by senior personnel. Police work was no longer about protecting county citizens. It was about maintaining trends, reducing crime levels, increasing conviction rates. The bureaucrats had seen to it that crime was not merely recorded, it was budgeted. Failure to convict a suspect would not be tolerated. These were the rules. If you didn’t comply, you were simply transferred to another unit.


Craine handed Simms the signed confession. “He expressed remorse for what he had done and signed it willingly.”


“Already?” Simms looked relieved but not surprised. Craine succeeded where other detectives failed because he was a yes-man, well-practiced at maneuvering the political structure of the division. “As always, your efficiency is very impressive, Craine. Who was the victim?”


“A nobody. Florence Lloyd. Employment unknown.”


“A woman? Such a tragedy.” Simms sighed. “Dead men are so much easier to deal with. Have the Attorney’s Office set a court date for this Leonard Stone. He may even hang before the next quarter.”


Craine shifted in his seat. This wasn’t what he’d expected. “I offered him concessions,” Craine said. “Manslaughter doesn’t carry the death penalty. I told him he wouldn’t be executed.”


“You shouldn’t have. New guidelines are no plea without a lawyer present. From now on, a confession guarantees a conviction, not a reduced sentence. The Chief is demanding murderers be made examples of. Apparently City Hall don’t want to seem soft on crime.” Simms rolled his eyes. “But I wouldn’t worry about it. He may get lucky. What matters is that he’s a suitable conviction.”


Simms tapped a thin manila file on the center of his desk to signal the end of the matter.


“My apologies for dragging you in here, Craine. I wanted to talk to you before the press got hold of it. I had a call from M.G.M. about an hour ago.” Craine stiffened. He felt an apprehensive drumming in his chest. He’d asked not to be involved with any more studio crimes, so why was he here? 


“Herbert Stanley’s body was found at ten o’clock this morning. He hanged himself late last night.” 


A ruminative silence filled the room. Craine knew who Stanley was. He knew he worked for M.G.M. and he was starting to understand why Simms had brought him in.


“Did you know him?”


“We’d met a few times. Briefly. His wife is—”


“The actress, Gale Goodwin. Yes, M.G.M. made her importance very clear.”


Craine became conscious of Simms’ probing stare. “Were there any suspicious circumstances?” he said eventually.


“I’m not familiar with the details of the crime scene, but none that I’m aware of.”


“Who found him?”


“His maid. He hanged himself from a ceiling fan in his study. We’ll have a formal statement from her shortly.”


“And Stanley’s wife?”


“She wasn’t there.”


“I saw her at the Lilac Club.”


“That matches Louis Mayer’s report. We haven’t had a full statement from her yet but as far as we know she was staying with a friend of hers, Joan Crawford.”


Craine nodded. “Thank you for letting me know.” His posture didn’t alter by a fraction. “Is there anything else?”


Simms frowned. “You don’t look surprised?” 


He didn’t reply.


“Would you say he had suicidal tendencies?”


“I didn’t know him particularly well.”


“Then what do you know about Herbert Stanley?” Emphasis on the “do.” He was peering down at him through bifocals. 


“He was a producer, must have worked for M.G.M. for most of the past twelve years. One of Louis Mayer’s top men; supposedly had a real talent for story.” He paused but Simms waited for him to continue. “I know he started off as a writer, then started producing musicals. Last I heard, he was shortlisted to head his own production unit but he had an argument with Peterson over marketing.”


“Russell Peterson from Publicity?”


“Mayer’s right-hand man,” Craine replied with another nod.


“When was all this?”


“Past year or so.”


Simms took this all in. “I spoke with Peterson a few minutes ago,” he said, leaning forward in his chair. “He told me Stanley was a depressive homosexual who’d tried to kill himself several times before. That’s their line exactly, and we’re going to read about it in the papers tomorrow. Is it true?”


“I wouldn’t know.” He raised his voice. He had to calm himself. He softened, continued: “I heard he had issues in his personal life, I know that much but I wasn’t aware of any previous suicide attempts.”


“Do you know if either of them had affairs?”


“I don’t.”


“Well, was he a queer, like they say?”


“There were rumors. No substantial evidence.”


“But you think he was?”


“As I said, I didn’t know him well.”


“Do you know his wife?”


“We’ve met before. A long time ago. Rarely since. Look, where are you going with this? If he hanged himself, this isn’t a murder so why is this even being discussed like one?”


The room fell silent except for the rain beating against the windows. Simms stubbed out his cigarette then looked at Craine steadily. “There was no note.”


There it was. The sole reason for this conversation. Not curiosity but necessity. In Craine, Simms had always found a loyal disciple, an investigator who followed his very own maxim that it was more important that a case be closed than solved. Now he wanted Craine’s help to ensure Stanley’s suicide remained that way.


“The papers will jump all over it,” Simms continued. “Yellow press will probably start shouting from the rooftops that he was murdered, that it’s a cover-up and the L.A.P.D. are blind to it or in on it. Either way we’re culpable. I’ve been asked to use someone who can take control of this situation. Someone with the necessary contacts, someone capable of exercising discretion.”


“By who?”


“Message from higher tiers suggests this is important. Chief Davidson wants to make a good impression with the new administration. We’ve been instructed to keep this a filed case, nothing cold, nothing open. Straight-up suicide, which is exactly what this is and you know it.”


“You need a fixer.”


Simms shook his head. “I need someone who can operate alongside both the studio heads and the press—it’s not the same. City Hall doesn’t want any tantrums, absolutely no press hysteria.”


“You know my return to the department was contingent on me being assigned regular cases. I asked not to be involved with the studios.”


“It is; it will be,” said Simms, mustering his persuasive talents. “I need this one last favor. Use your better judgment to smooth things over with the press. A simple explanation of fact is all I ask.”


“Is no one else available? Who’s the primary?”


“Patrick O’Neill. He arrived a few weeks before you left. He’s a good investigator, nine homicides since he arrived, all in the black but he doesn’t know the industry like you do. You’re part of it.”


“Not anymore.”


“Craine, your presence in this investigation would be invaluable. Look, I’m not oblivious to the fact that your own personal history with M.G.M. is somewhat tied. I appreciate that there are elements of this case you may find difficult . . . with Celia, I mean. But there’s no reason for you to become emotionally involved. All I’m asking you to do is take some statements, supervise the press releases, monitor the newspapers and liaise with the necessaries over the coming week. Your role is merely to oversee the case and hold the M.G.M. line—that’s not much of a request. There’s also the matter of remuneration.” Simms slid across a small piece of paper. Several inked zeros lay exposed on the page. It was enough money to keep the bank at bay. “Two thousand now, another two if they’re satisfied with your work. And you know they always are.”


Craine stared at him for a long moment before reaching across the desk and picking up the file. 


“Detective,” said Simms, “I don’t need to tell you how important it is that Stanley’s death pass untroubled. This has been expressed clearly through chain of command. Do you understand what I’m asking of you?”


Craine understood. In the unending battle to avoid scandal, he was the crucial pawn.


“Yes, Captain,” he said as he stood up and straightened his jacket. “I understand perfectly.”










Chapter 4


 


Any type of crime scene involving a celebrity is almost immediately a public stage. The stakes are higher, the exposure greater, the scrutiny all the more intense. Everyone involved in this little play was putting their reputation on the line. Craine had promised himself he’d no longer work studio cases and it didn’t matter what Simms said about staying in the background. By being there at all Craine was putting his name into the hat. I want no part of this, he told himself. This has to be the last time.


The road swept around the green foothills of Herbert Stanley’s hillside estate on Easton Drive. It was still raining, and Craine tried to focus on holding his car in the center of the road. He stifled a yawn. He found himself following the rhythm of the rain drumming on the roof of the car and his mind began to wander. He’d found himself dreaming increasingly during the day, struggling to concentrate on simple tasks yet still unable to sleep at night. The white nights kept the nightmares out, though, something could be said for that. Daydreams, his imagination, memories: these could be controlled. But nightmares? There was no telling what the Sandman offered if you let him in.


A mob of photographers was gathered outside Stanley’s gates, flashbulbs popping beneath black umbrellas. Craine sank in his seat and tipped his hat low. He was spotted by Whitey Hendry, head of M.G.M.’s private police force, who quickly ordered the cameramen away from the gates. 


“Out of the way! Get them gates open. L.A.P.D. is here. Get them gates open!”


Hendry was a bulldog of a man with a fierce allegiance to M.G.M. He was there at every M.G.M. crime scene, barking orders and beating photographers who dared to expose the scandal on celluloid.


“Oh, come on! Jesus!” one cameraman protested as he was pushed to the floor. He stood up and picked up his umbrella, frowning when he saw Craine through the driver’s window.


“Hey, that’s Celia Raymond’s husband,” he said, darting in front of the car. He lifted up his camera. “Hey you—Detective!” 


Craine quickly accelerated through the open gates before he could push his camera against the glass.


Stanley’s driveway curled round a circular lawn. The house was dull white, with a red tile roof and a wrought iron finish in the Californian style. Craine parked outside the garages and stepped out into the rain. He narrowed his eyes against the drizzle and put on his hat.


“How are you, Craine?”


He turned to see Russell Peterson standing on the stone steps leading up to the front door, an umbrella held firmly above his head.


Craine studied his ever-ready smile and wondered what he wanted. He had never had much time for Peterson, M.G.M.’s Head of Publicity. It was always Peterson who was there waiting at the scene of the crime, ready to launch himself at Craine with a list of demands. Maybe it was his canine obedience to Louis Mayer that bothered him. Or maybe it was because he was a shameless manipulator with a superficial charm. But then again, maybe it was their similarities that troubled Craine the most. With his well-coiffed hair and rigid grace, Peterson was the shinier side of the same coin. 


“I’m fine, Mr. Peterson.”


Peterson strode over to the car and covered them both with his umbrella. They walked slowly to the front door. “I hope you weren’t held up at the gate.”


“I wasn’t expecting so many photographers here.”


“The story was leaked,” he said quickly. “It doesn’t bother us, we’re well prepared.”


“Do you need me to bring more uniforms?” 


“We’ve got plenty of studio police here. We’d like to keep this an internal affair as much as possible.” Craine noticed he’d lost his usual sangfroid. There was an anxiety in Peterson that he hadn’t seen before. His forehead was wet. It could be rainwater. “And what about the L.A.P.D.? Will you be holding a news conference anytime soon?”


“Later today.”


“What time?”


“Six.”


“And I trust Miss Goodwin’s police statement will be adequate?”


“It will be.”


Peterson leaned in closer. “East Coast publications will have their own perspective on events, they always do, but that isn’t of real concern. We’re not anticipating much trouble with the press.” That didn’t surprise Craine. Most print articles were provided to newspapers by outside sources. With a publicity department of over one hundred staff, Peterson had more than enough resources to control the flow of information to the general public. 


Peterson smiled. He had large white teeth. “We are, however, uncertain as to what angle The Hollywood Enquirer will take. Our relationship with the paper is a little strained at the moment. We’re renegotiating the terms of our advertising costs. There’s a chance they may use this opportunity to embarrass us.”


“I’ll wait until tomorrow. If the headlines aren’t favorable, I’ll go speak to them personally.”


“Much obliged, Detective Craine. We’ll be using all our own resources to make this situation easier. I’ve already made calls to City Hall. The District Attorney is fully aware of the situation. You’re not working alone on this.”


No, Craine thought, I could never claim to work alone. I’m merely one of hundreds of people positioned to maintain harmony in the motion picture industry. The newspapers, the City Mayor, the Chief of Police—all of them recognize that the seed that grew this prosperous town has to be protected at all costs. Without the motion picture industry, there would be no Los Angeles.


“I’ll keep you informed,” Craine said. “If this is a suicide as you say, the D.A. shouldn’t need any further involvement.”


“Good,” Peterson looked visibly relieved. “I should mention that Louis Mayer would like to offer his appreciation for your contribution to the case. M.G.M.’s fifteen-year anniversary is a few days away. There’s a celebratory evening planned at Loew House. He’d be very grateful if you’d accept his invitation. It’s the least we can do.”


“The invitation isn’t necessary,” Craine replied. “Where is Stanley’s body?”


“The study is at the end of the corridor to your left. You’ll see the double doors.”


“Thank you,” he said, reaching for the front door.


“One last thing.” Peterson held his arm across the doorjamb. “That young detective, O’Neill. Can we rely on him as we can rely on you?” 


Craine the reliable. The mention of the word threw him back five months to when he’d stood with Peterson outside the doors to the L.A.P.D. press briefing room. “No one needs to know,” Peterson had said. “They’ll think it’s an accident. Forget about the pills. She took one or two too many, she fell asleep and she drowned. Why make a storm in a teacup? Let the whole thing blow over. It’ll be better for you and better for us. Let her memory be of pictures and awards. Don’t let her be remembered for a weak moment of hysteria.” 


Yes, Craine was reliable; reliable to the end. Relied upon to cover up his own wife’s suicide. 


He pushed Peterson’s arm away and stepped inside. “I’ll make sure of it.”


 


Herbert Stanley’s lifeless body hung rigid from the ceiling fan of his study. He was in the early stages of rigor mortis, his arms stiff by his sides and his socked feet pointing toward the floor below him. A leather belt was wrapped tight around his neck, angling his head to one side. His face was swollen and cyanotic through lack of oxygen, and although his eyes were closed, his mouth was wide open, twisted into an awkward grin with his gray tongue protruding from between his teeth. 


Detective Patrick O’Neill stood in the shadow of the dead man, making notes on a small pad. He circled around the body, careful to avoid stepping on a pair of Stanley’s slippers and a wooden desk chair lying on its side as he tried to log every detail of the crime scene. He’d lost track of how long he had been here. Maybe two hours, maybe longer.


“Watch your eyes, Detective,” said Crickley, the ruddy-faced crime tech photographing the scene. Closed French shutters covered both of the study’s windows so the tech was using flashbulbs to get the right exposure. O’Neill was tempted to open the shutters to light up the room but he didn’t want to disturb the crime scene any more than he had to. Experience had taught him that you only ever get one chance at a crime scene and it deteriorated very quickly. The body would remain there untouched until the morgue wagon took it away, but the crime scene itself was vulnerable as soon as the first person entered the room.


“Shall I get one with the slippers, Detective?”


“I’m sorry? Oh, um, yes, yeah—if you can.”


Crickley steadied his camera. “Patrick O’Neill. Any relation to Quinlan?”


O’Neill covered his eyes as another flashbulb popped. “He’s my father. Was my father. He passed on about a year ago.”


“I’m sorry to hear that, kid. I worked with him a while back in San Francisco.” Crickley looked at him and frowned. “Can’t say I can see the family resemblance.”


“Yes, thank you,” O’Neill said, not wanting to dwell on it. Patrick had both his father’s eye for detail and his detective’s intuition. He had not, however, inherited his father’s impressive physical stature; he was short and stringy, with his mother’s round, cherub-like face and an astigmatism that forced him to wear thick, horn-rimmed glasses at all times. “Do you mind getting . . . can you get another snap of the slippers with the chair . . . with the chair in there?” He was tripping over his words so he cleared his throat. “I mean, if that’s not too much trouble. Thank you. But please—I mean, please be careful. Don’t touch anything.”


“Are you okay, Detective? You seem a little jittery.”


“Yes, I’m fine. I’m swell, thank you.” O’Neill shifted on his feet. He was sweating. Maybe he was overdressed again. In defiance of the warm Los Angeles climate, O’Neill tended to dress in thick Donegal tweed suits with woolen waistcoats. Today’s humidity only made it worse.


“You seem a little puzzled. Like you’re confused.” Crickley was at his side now, sizing up the crime scene as he unscrewed a flashbulb and placed it in his pocket.


“Sorry,” O’Neill said, unsmiling, “I’m only . . . I’m trying to figure out what happened here.”


“You kidding?” Crickley pointed a sideward thumb at the deceased. “You don’t think this is straight-up suicide?”


“I’m not sure. Looks like it but it’s too early to be certain.”


“I know,” said Crickley, jumping on an idea. “It’s ’cause of those slippers.” Crickley pointed his boot toward Stanley’s slippers. “They’re the wrong way round. He’s got the right one below his left foot, the left one under his right. You’re thinking someone put them there, make it look like he’d done it to himself.”


O’Neill had already considered this. “No. If you didn’t have laces, or if you were wearing slippers, you’d use your feet to slip off your shoes. One heel on the back of the other. Like this. That’d leave your shoes the wrong way round.”


Crickley pondered that, running his tongue around the inside of his cheek. “Yeah, I guess that makes sense. So what’s the problem?”


O’Neill put his pad in his pocket and folded his arms. Something about this crime scene had irked him from the outset. One small detail that didn’t sit right with him: “There’s no note.”


O’Neill had been working in homicide for just a year and a half and had admittedly only ever seen two other suicides, but in both cases the victims had left a note: one was a drunken apology, and the other was a desperate goodbye, but they were indicators of willing departure nonetheless.


“Huh.” Crickley had stopped taking pictures now. He looked around and pursed his lips in agreement. “I guess you’re right. So you think someone did this to him? Strung him up like that?”


“Forcing a man to—um—hang himself is harder than it sounds. Even if they’d put a bag over his head, he’d have lashed out. They’d have had to restrain him. We’ll get a full autopsy tomorrow but I don’t see any bruises on his face or hands, no marks on his wrist either. Think about it: if you were really going to hang someone, you’d never get them to climb onto a chair or a ladder, not unless he was . . .”


Crickley picked up on O’Neill’s line of thought. “Unless he was drugged?”


O’Neill nodded his head. That was exactly what he was thinking. “Unless he was drugged.”


Crickley packed up his equipment. “I only take the pictures. But you ask me, it’s pretty hard to figure it’s anything but suicide. You always been so suspicious, Detective?”


“Always,” replied O’Neill without smiling. He knew that Crickley was poking fun at him but if anything he took it as a compliment. Maybe being suspicious made him question everything, but being suspicious also made him good at his job.


O’Neill noticed Crickley’s eyes flick toward the door. His face paled.


“Detective O’Neill?”


At the sound of his name, O’Neill turned to see a man in a long coat and hat standing in the doorway. He recognized him as a detective from the Bureau. They hadn’t met yet. Craine, he thought his name was. He was the man whose wife died a few months ago. He was the man they said used to be assigned to studio cases. O’Neill wondered how long he’d been standing there watching them.


Craine addressed Crickley: “Would you give us a minute?”


“No problem, Detective.”


Craine waited for Crickley to leave the room before he approached. He looked up at Stanley’s corpse and waited silently for a moment. O’Neill thought he heard him sigh under his breath.


“You know who I am?” he said, his voice slow and clear. “You know why I’m here?”


“You’re Jonathan Craine. Did Simms send you? I’m the primary detective—”


“Are you all done here?” Craine interrupted. “It looks to me like you’re all done here.”


“Yes, almost. But I haven’t found a note yet. I should really check the house, in case. Seems odd to me he wouldn’t leave a suicide note.”


Craine ran the thick of his palm along his jaw. “Mr. Peterson and his security team have checked the entire house and no one found a note. If they do, you’ll be the first to know, I promise you. I suggest you finish up.”


“I was hoping to talk to the maid at the precinct. I’d like to give her a formal interview.”


“Why?”


“She said she found Stanley’s body a few hours ago. I mean, she didn’t speak English that well but she said she found the body at ten o’clock. Stanley died sometime during the night so I can’t understand why was he found so late in the morning. He had three house staff who live on site—”
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