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    June 5, 1936


    Why can’t people get murdered in the daytime?”


    Bill Barrister glanced over to his young sergeant, Barry Jenkins, frowned, and said, “Why do they have to get killed at all?” The captain then looked back at the body sprawled on the ground beneath the Hollywoodland sign and sighed. She looked to be about twenty, her hair was platinum, though he figured it was dyed. She was dressed in a torn ice-blue evening gown and high heels. Her nails were polished and manicured, her skin almost ivory, and her lips painted deep red. She was way too young to be dead.


    “We can’t find any identification,” a uniformed cop called out from down the hill. “There’s no purse or anything else within twenty feet of the body no matter what direction I search.”


    Barrister didn’t figure there would be. After all, when you are the head of the Los Angeles homicide division nothing ever comes easy. So he had to scratch and claw for every clue and there were never any movie detectives like Philo Vance or Nick Charles trying to help him. Crouching beside the body, the heavyset Barrister took a closer look and shook his head. “She must have been pretty before someone strangled her.”


    “Hard to tell now,” Jenkins chimed in. The twenty-eight-year old lanky investigator stuck his hands into his gray suit slacks, looked away from the victim toward the city, and asked, “How long you been on the force, Cap?”


    “Too long,” came the abrupt response. Pulling off his hat and running his short, thick fingers over his bald head, Barrister studied the body more closely. After his eyes roamed from her head to her feet, he finally answered his partner’s question. “Barry, it has been twenty-one years.” He pushed his short body upright and glanced over to the other man. “Tonight, I wish I was back on a beat. When I get cases like this, I hate this job. This was personal. This wasn’t some random robbery or domestic squabble; this was a crime of passion. Someone wanted to not just kill this girl; they wanted her to watch them as they squeezed the life from her body. What kind of monster does this?”


    “Just like the other three,” Jenkins suggested.


    “Yeah,” Barrister admitted, “just like the other three.”


    The captain loosened his tie. Even on this cool night he was sweating. Death did that to him. It made his insides burn and his head pound and left a foul taste as his stomach churned like a Kansas twister. And most of all it made him want to race home and hug his wife and two children and then walk away from this job forever. And yet, he couldn’t do that. That wasn’t his nature. Like a hound with his nose to the ground, he had to doggedly stay on the trail until he treed or killed the man who did this.


    “Do you think it’s the same guy?” Jenkins asked.


    Barrister, his gaze once more falling on the body, didn’t reply. And there was a good reason too. Before he connected the cases, he had to put them into some kind of context that allowed him to view them logically and unemotionally. After all, a dozen people were strangled in his city last year, and he knew for a fact not all of them were killed by the same person. What did these four have in common? Were they looking at random acts of violence or was there a madman on the loose? His gut assured him it was the latter, but logic begged him to consider the former.


    “Barry,” the captain explained as he did a mental inventory, “we’ve caught and convicted four stranglers this year. Two were husbands, another escaped from prison and was after the guy who set him up, and the other one was a jealous boyfriend. Who is to say this one doesn’t fall into one of those categories? Before I determine anything that might give the press something to sensationalize and scare the citizens of our city half to death, I need to be sure. Right now, you and I are the only people who think this one might be connected to the others. For the moment, that’s how I want to keep it. So put your flashlight beam back on the body and let’s take another look and without allowing past prejudices to influence us, let’s see what this one body and single crime scene tell us.”


    With the body now bathed in the yellow glow of the flashlight, Barrister mentally put the unsolved but similar cases side by side. Judging by how this girl was dressed, she had likely been to a party. At least one of the other victims had been dressed for a fancy or formal social gathering. But where did she go, and was it the same location as this woman? Could the murderer seek women out at a nightclub or on the party scene? It might be a possibility and something he needed to consider.


    Victim #2 was tossed in a vacant lot in Beverly Hills about nine months ago . . . September 15, 1935. The brunette was tall, attractive, and wearing a dress that matched the California sky on a summer day. As they’d never found out that woman’s name, there was no way for Barrister to know what she might have had in common with the blonde lying at his feet. So was there something else tying the two women together and was it hiding in plain sight right in front of him? If it was, he didn’t see it, so it was time to move on to another victim of strangulation.


    The first one was discovered a year ago, June 3, 1935, on a beach outside of Malibu. She was dressed in a light blue bathing suit. Maggie Reason was a brunette, twenty-three, and lived on the West Coast for five months. Like so many others she was trying to make it in the movie business, but only managed a couple of walk-on roles before she was killed. She had grown up in Illinois and, when the medical examiner finished with her, she’d been shipped back there. Beyond having someone wrap their fingers around her throat, what did she have in common with the dead woman they found tonight? On the surface it looked like nothing.


    In December they’d found victim #3. She was a brunette, beautiful, and athletic. She was raised in Los Angeles and was a freshman at UCLA. Her last night was spent at a movie in Beverly Hills before her body was dumped in an alley behind the restaurant of the stars—Musso and Frank. She’d been wearing a navy sweater and light blue skirt when she was found. She’d been strangled too, but did that tie her murder to any of the other three?


    “It just doesn’t add up,” Barrister grumbled turning to look at his partner. “Where is the connection? The two we identified didn’t know each other and had far different backgrounds. And, in each case, the bodies were found in much different locations.”


    Barrister studied the dead woman again and mumbled, “Why not dump them in a canyon or someplace few people ever visit? That’s what smart killers do. Each time we’ve found young strangulation victims, the bodies have been dropped in places people pass by all the time.”


    “Maybe he’s dumped others in out-of-the-way spots,” Jenkins suggested. “Maybe these aren’t the only ones.”


    As if trying to deal with four dead women was not enough, now Barrister had something even more sobering to consider. What if there were more?


    Leaning back over the body, the captain took a final look at the victim. Just like the other three, her face was forever frozen in terror. He therefore figured the attacker or attackers had to be people who felt a sense of great power from their actions. And if these four were all murdered by the same man, then this was an urge he probably had to satisfy on a regular basis. And it would likely not end until he was either caught or dead. It looked more and more like there was a deranged killer on the loose in Los Angeles.


    “What’s that by her right hand?” Jenkins asked, pointing a flashlight’s beam to a place two feet from the dead woman.


    The captain stepped over the body to the area where the light had spotlighted something in the grass. “It’s a kitchen match,” Barrister noted. “Look, it’s been broken in two.” He picked up the pieces and placed them in the palm of his hand. He studied them for a moment before looking back to his partner, “Didn’t we spot a match on the beach beside the first victim?”


    “Yeah.” Jenkins replied, “but a lot of folks use matches on beaches.”


    Barrister stood, “Was that one used?”


    “I don’t think so,” the younger man replied.


    “We need to examine the crime scene photos,” Barrister suggested. “This might be nothing more than just a coincidence, but I need to find out for sure. If there is an unused, broken match at each crime scene, it could be our first break.”


    “If there was a broken kitchen match at each scene,” Jenkins asked, “what do you think it means?”


    “It could be a signature,” Barrister explained. The fact he might have uncovered his first real clue caused the captain’s heart to race, but that excitement was tempered with the knowledge that a clever madman was much more difficult to find than any other kind of killer. He could literally be anybody. By day, he might be a respected businessman, doctor, preacher, or actor, but for an hour or two every few months he might become something much more evil than any fictional character ever dreamed up by Hollywood scriptwriters. And the only clue he possessed was the broken match he held in his hand.


    “Barry,” Barrister suggested, “this might just be our murderer’s way of signing his work. Based on how and where he lays out his victims, I’m guessing he thinks of himself as an artist too. He wants these women to be found. He wants to know there are others admiring his work. He might even be looking at us right now.” Barrister stopped, looked back into his hand, and sighed, “Or it could be nothing at all.”
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    June 6, 1936


    Filled with grief, her deep blue eyes were drawn to the small,three-room farmhouse that had been her home since birth. It wasn’t much to look at, the Oklahoma wind had pretty much stripped away the peeling white paint, and the sagging tin roof was patched in four different places with old rusty metal signs, but that didn’t matter. She belonged there or at least always thought she did.


    To the young woman’s right, an early twenties Model T Ford roadster, half buried by drifting dirt, sat beside a small, almost roofless, plank barn that, from constantly being pushed by a relentless south wind, was leaning at a twenty-degree angle in a northerly direction. To her left, a circular stone wall surrounded the opening to a well that had gone dry the previous summer. Just beyond that was a garden spot filled with little more than brown, stiff, and broken weeds holding a sad vigil where vegetables had once thrived. But it was still home.


    For twenty-one years, this now depressing patch of land just outside of Cordell, Oklahoma, was the place she’d learned to walk, read, sew, and cook. During those years she’d spent hours on the front porch and, while washing clothes in an old tub, she thought about the future. And in those modest musings the future was bright and joyful filled with a happy marriage, a small neat home, and lots of children. And those simple ponderings were so unlike the reality of what her life and prospects had become.


    Five miles down the dirt road running in front of her home, she’d gone to school, sitting day after day and year after year at old desks with scores of names that generations of students had carved deep into the tops. In poorly lit classrooms, she learned to read, write, spell, and add as well as made scores of friends. There had been dances and hayrides, ice cream socials, and band concerts, and each of those events was now etched deeply into her soul’s fabric and was seeping from places in her mind that had been dormant. And right now, she didn’t want those memories in her life because they brought far more pain than joy.


    In Cordell, just off the town square, the community church might have been just a simple, plank-board building, but it was where she’d learned about values and faith as well as where God tugged at her heart and led her to trust Him. In hard pews holding shaped-note, canvas-backed hymnals, she’d sung and prayed and even suffered during long, loud sermons. And though it had often been a struggle to get out of bed and get there on Sunday mornings, it, along with her family, was her anchor.


    Then there were the fields her father had farmed. The sunny days she’d walked barefoot beside the mule as her dad, always outfitted in a straw hat, white shirt, and bib overalls, plowed. How she relished the feel of the warm soil between her toes, how she’d loved to listen to his stories, been captivated by the tunes he’d whistled, and taken in by the smell of the Prince Albert tobacco he always smoked in his pipe. When the hard times hit, it was the tobacco that went first. Her dad gave up smoking to save a few cents a day. Later, Jasper, the old mule was sold and the stories and whistling stopped. Then her mother, who’d always sewn their clothes, started patching them instead. And that meant fewer trips to the general store where the young woman had once bought orange sodas, looked at dolls, and read movie magazines. She treasured those bittersweet recollections even more than the cameo her grandmother had given her for her sixteenth birthday.


    For the past three years it had been her paycheck that had kept the hounds from the door. She’d worked at Maybelle’s Dress Shop. For a time her skills as a seamstress had given her value. She’d altered dresses and even sewn original outfits. Then the Depression had deepened to the point where Maybelle Johnson no longer sold enough stock to keep the doors open. And that was the real beginning of the end.


    The sound of a screen door slamming shut yanked her from sad reminiscing to the even sadder reality of what life had become. Lifting her large, expressive eyes, Shelby dejectedly watched as her mother, wearing a faded, long blue dress stepped out onto the porch for a final time. Looking far older than her forty-one years, the frail woman, her straw-colored hair pushed under a bonnet, wiped tears from her eyes as she patted the porch railing and gazed out on what had once been fertile farmland. Finally, she turned to once more study the foreclosure notice tacked to the wooden entry. Rather than see her mother’s sagging shoulders tremble and her eyes explode with tears, twenty-one-year-old Shelby pushed her eyes back to a blue 1932 Ford truck. Her father, a short, thin man stood beside it inspecting the family’s meager possessions. He was just another Okie who had run out of luck, but in his eyes Shelby could see he felt as though he’d failed as a farmer, husband, and father. Giving up and moving was breaking both his spirit and his heart but there were no other options. So, surviving the June 3 auction that stripped him of every vestige of how he’d once fed his family, he’d spent the last two days packing everything the family kept into the vehicle’s six-foot bed.


    Her eyes misting, Shelby smoothed her washed-out green dress and turned her gaze to Rex. The old collie/shepherd mix jumped into the truck’s bed and found a place on an oak rocking chair. If the dog regretted leaving the farm, he didn’t show it. His eyes were bright and his expression filled with a mixture of joy and curiosity. The black and tan mutt, the only animal that hadn’t been sold or given away, seemed more than ready to make the trip that everyone else was dreading. He had no regrets about what he was leaving behind and no fears of what was ahead. If only she had the old dog’s blissful, optimistic faith.


    The July wind stirred up dirt that hadn’t seen rain in months and sent it swirling by the house and barn and down the long straight road. It seemed that even the wind and the dust that had choked the life out of the farm were now urging the family to move on.


    “Time to get going,” John announced, his voice cracking with emotion.


    “I know,” Mary answered, her words barely carrying the twenty feet from the porch to the truck. Shaking her head, she stepped onto the ground before adding, “It ain’t going to be easy, Pa.”


    “Can’t be any worse than here,” he assured her. “We didn’t have nothing twenty-three years ago when we got hitched. So we’ll be fine. Cousin Stew assured me there was work in California. You read his letter a dozen times. You just got to have faith.”


    “Not sure I know what that is anymore,” the woman admitted as she opened the passenger door and placed her foot on the running board. “Pa, you get everything on the truck?”


    “Everything but our troubles and problems,” he assured her. “Hopefully, I’m leaving those here.”


    The sound of a car motoring up the road caused Shelby to turn her eyes away from her parents and to the road. She immediately recognized the black Model A coupe stirring up the dust as belonging to Calvin Kelly. They’d graduated high school together and, thanks to the fact that his family owned a couple of the stores in town, the tall, dark-headed young man was attending the University of Oklahoma studying business. In a state filled with sad and suffering people, Kelly was one of the lucky ones.


    Pulling up behind the Beckett’s truck, Calvin switched off the four-cylinder motor, swung the door open, jumped out, and quickly covered the thirty feet between him and Shelby. After smoothing his light blue shirt, he pushed his hair out of his eyes and announced, “I had to catch you before you left.”


    Shelby forced a smile and nodded as the visitor fidgeted in front of her. Looking over her shoulder, Kelly pushed his hands into the pockets of his black pants and nodded to her parents.


    “Good to see you, Calvin,” Mary called out.


    The young man politely smiled and then turned to once more face Shelby. “I came out here to tell you, well . . .” He paused, licked his lips, and finally stammered, “I guess I love you.”


    Her blue eyes catching the morning sun, Shelby smiled, “Calvin Kelly, you’ve never even kissed me; you have no idea what love is.”


    “But,” he argued, “if you’d just stay, we could get married and . . .”


    “And you wouldn’t go back to Norman and finish college,” she quickly chimed in. “You’ve only got one year left. You can’t quit now.”


    “But . . .”


    “No buts,” Shelby announced placing her finger to his lips. “Your world’s not lost. You get to live your dreams. Don’t trade all of that just because you feel sorry for me. I’ll do fine.” She forced a smile and then lied, “It will be kind of fun seeing someplace new for the first time in my life. You know I’ve never even been out of Oklahoma.”


    “This isn’t about charity,” he argued, his dark eyes showing a mixture of hope and pain. “I’ve loved you since our first day in grade school. There’s not another girl like you in these parts. I can’t let you get away.”


    His offer was tempting. After all, she didn’t want to leave, her whole life was here and her folks would look at her marrying Calvin as a blessing from heaven. But that wasn’t the best thing for Calvin and likely not the best for her either.


    “When you get your degree,” she assured him, “if you haven’t found some cute girl at school, you can come look for me. I’ll write and tell you where I am. After all, if you keep your nose to the grindstone that is only a year away. Now, we have to get on the road. We have a long way to go.”


    “But . . .”


    “Quit that,” she whispered.


    “Can I at least have a good-bye kiss?” he begged, his face framed in a hopeful expression usually reserved for small children sitting on Santa’s lap.


    Shelby smiled, “You should have asked for that a long time ago, like after the junior dance or during the hayride our sophomore year.”


    “Guess I should have,” he admitted. “Guess I should have said and done a lot of things. I just always figured there’d be time.”


    She heard her father step into the truck and close the door. This was it, her last moment standing on the soil that had embraced her, defined her, and was now rejecting her. With a million memories fighting for space in her head, she leaned her face toward his until her lips met his. In the brief seconds they touched, Shelby was overcome with a sense of sadness and loss, of things that might have been and now could not be, of the security of the past and the insecurity of what lay ahead. And, even when the gentle kiss ended, those feelings still demanded her attention, tugging at her with the strength of the winter’s north wind.


    “That was nice,” he whispered, their faces still close. “I’ll miss you.”


    She nodded, stepped back, and moved to the truck. Grabbing hold of the tied-down rocking chair, she pulled herself onto the truck bed’s floor, turned and sat down, her legs dangling over the open tailgate. After taking a final look at Calvin, she moved her eyes once more to the only home she’d ever known. As she studied the house, her father started the motor, the gearbox groaning as he slid the transmission into first gear, and, a moment later, the heavily loaded Ford lurched forward.


    “Good-bye, Shelby,” the young man sadly called out.


    Pulling her knees up to her chest, she wrapped her arms around the dress that covered her legs and nodded. The truck was heading west, her eyes were looking east and everything that had been was now quickly fading away behind her.
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    June 10, 1936


    Galaxy Studios, with more than forty soundstages and a three hundred-acre back lot, was the crown jewel of the movie industry. Headed by Jacob Yates, a small, balding man with a huge ego and an even larger appetite for cash, the studio claimed to have more stars than those in the night sky above Hollywood. And though an exaggeration of the greatest magnitude, there was no doubt Galaxy had the top talent in the industry, headed by the king of the box office, Flynn Sparks.


    Sparks, who’d grown up in Gary, Indiana, and migrated to California in his late teens, first found work as a stunt man with the Roach Studios. After a few minor roles at MGM, in which he never spoke a single line, Sparks, who was then using his given name of Hamilton, was spotted by Yates. What everyone but Galaxy’s boss missed was that when the young man strolled through a door every other person in the room disappeared. With his dark, almost black eyes, his wavy brown hair, square jaw, broad shoulders and deep baritone voice, the six-footer was the dream catch of females from ten to ninety and he was made to order for this new era of talking motion pictures. Who cared if he couldn’t act; Galaxy had people who could teach him enough skills to get by.


    Hamilton jumped at Yates’s offer of seventy-five dollars a week, and with the young man under contract, the studio’s publicity team rewrote his history. Bill Hamilton disappeared as Yates invented Flynn Sparks. With a biography that included growing up in Montana and time spent looking for gold in South Africa, Hollywood introduced a new actor to the world who was an adventurer living for thrills and excitement. Above all other American males, Sparks was a man who grabbed life and squeezed every moment of pleasure from it. He lived on the edge and had no fear of death. It was an image Sparks loved almost as much as he did his new name.


    First cast opposite Dalton Andrews, who was then Galaxy’s top draw, in a crime picture, Sparks charmed fans even as he was panned by critics as nothing more than an empty package with a nice face used as wrapping. His acting improved marginally when he played a New York lawyer who spent as much time captivating his costar, Betty Foster, as he did working on a capital case. In the next three years, Sparks made a dozen more films and his image graced more magazine covers than any actor in the world. While critics still wrote him off as nothing more than set decoration, Sparks made millions for Galaxy, and Yates rewarded the actor with a series of raises and showered him with tens of thousands of dollars in gifts.


    As hot as he was at the theaters, the young man was even more combustible off the set. Because of his fame, money, and charm, scores of women constantly hovered in his shadow and he took full advantage of everything they offered. His nightlife, complete with parties, drinking, and even fistfights, was written about in every newspaper in the country. And rather than hurt his career, it enhanced it. Soon known as Hollywood’s Rogue, Sparks’s popularity was only exceeded by his thirst for life. And while his fans loved his smug confidence, his ever-growing arrogance soon turned off most of the film community.


    On the set of Born To Lead, a formula picture with Sparks playing a young officer in World War I, the actor smoked a cigarette and impatiently waited for director Charles Holcomb to call the crew back into action. Leaning against a long bar, built as a part of a set representing a café in Paris, the actor studied a nervous but beautiful brunette sitting at a table about twenty feet in front of him. With her huge brown eyes, full lips and nice figure, she appeared to have everything needed to make a big splash in Tinseltown. And none of that was lost on the actor now on the prowl for a new conquest.


    “She’s a real doll,” Dalton Andrews announced as he took his place beside Sparks. “I understand she’s from Missouri.”


    “The Show Me State,” Sparks laughed as he turned to face the tall, thin, blond actor.


    “Yates just signed her,” Andrews continued, “She’s eighteen, green, and innocent. I doubt if alcohol has ever touched her lips.”


    “What’s her name?” Sparks asked, his eyes moving once more to the woman on the far side of the soundstage.


    “Don’t know what it was when she was born,” Andrews said with a shrug, “but it’s Leslie Bryant now.”


    “Miss Bryant,” Sparks announced. “I like that. It suits her. I wonder what she’ll think of the view from my new home?”


    “Your ten-room shack up in the hills?”


    “Yeah,” Sparks laughed. “And it’s fifteen.”


    “She’ll never see it,” Andrews quipped. “I spent some time with her yesterday and she is as cold as a January wind in Canada. She’s not the kind of girl who would give you the time of day. She has something foreign to you. It’s called morals.”


    Sparks looked back to the studio’s second highest-paid actor and said, “Want to bet?”


    “What do you have in mind?”


    “How about my blue Auburn against your Packard? I know you love my car.”


    “How do we determine the winner?” Andrews asked.


    “Miss Bryant takes in the view from my house on our first date and spends the night.”


    “That’s like taking candy from a baby,” Andrews laughed. “She’s straighter than the arrows the Indians shot at Custer. You’re on.”


    As the two actors shook hands, a short, stout man, about forty, waved his arms and announced, “Let’s film this fight scene and wrap things up for the day.”


    “Looks like Holcomb is ready for you,” Andrews noted. “I just stopped by to see if you wanted to go with me to Santa Catalina this weekend, but it appears you have something else on your mind.” He paused and gazed back at the actress before adding, “You have one week. If, you’ve not worked your magic by then, the Auburn is mine.”


    “Too easy,” Sparks shot back. “Let’s make it four days.”


    “My word, you are sure of yourself.”


    “I’ve got nothing to doubt,” Sparks laughed. “I’m completely irresistible.”


    “Mr. Sparks,” the director called out. “Are you ready?”


    “And willing,” the actor assured Holcomb and moved quickly toward the center of the stage.


    It was time for action, and hopefully that action would set in motion a way for him to be introduced to Leslie Bryant. He was sure that once they met, he would have her under his control.
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    June 10, 1936


    It was just past five in the afternoon when Ellen Rains waltzed into the office of Jacob Yates. Rains was in her fifties, plump but stylish, and wore a dark blue suit, large matching hat and carried a handbag that could have doubled for a suitcase. Though she called herself a journalist, she was in truth nothing more than a gossip scribe. She got the dope on the stars and splashed the information to the world via daily columns in newspapers, monthly stories in magazines, and her own radio show. With a single word, she could make or break an actor or actress and, like a heavy club, she held that power over men like Yates.


    “Jacob,” Rains sang the man’s name as if getting ready to launch into an opera.


    Looking up from his desk, Yates forced a smile. “Ellen, to what do I owe this extreme pleasure? It always makes my day to have you come into my office.”


    “You know you don’t mean that,” she snapped. “My being hit by a train would give you more reason to celebrate than having a best picture winner. You likely pray for my death and look forward to the day you can dance on my grave.”


    “I wouldn’t say that,” he quickly replied.


    “Of course you wouldn’t,” she grinned as she took a seat in front of his massive walnut desk, “but I know that’s what you are thinking. Now, let’s forget this pretending we still like each other—those days passed a long time ago—and let’s get down to brass tacks.”


    Yates frowned, “Who did you catch doing what and how much is it going to cost me?”


    “I have several things on my list,” she admitted, and, after slipping off her hat and setting it on the studio boss’s desk, she continued, “but those will keep. Today, my inside information comes from a contact down at the DA’s office. Did you hear about the woman they found last week by the Hollywoodland sign?”


    Yates nodded as he opened up the wooden box on his desk and pulled out a cigar. Leaning back in his chair, he propped his feet on his desk, retrieved a match from his pocket, struck it against the arm of his chair, and lit up.


    Rains frowned, “Must you smoke those things? Everyone in town knows when I’ve come to your office, because for the rest of the day I smell like the inside of a men’s club.”


    Yates blew smoke towards the woman and smiled, “My wife spends my money as if I was richer than William Randolph Hearst. My three adult children refuse to get real jobs and still live at my house. I have distant relatives that come and visit me for weeks at a time and every actor and actress in this studio thinks they are not making enough money. The cigars are about the only pleasure I have left.”


    “I’m so sorry for your horrible life,” she groaned. “Anyway, back to the reason I came. Did you know the dead girl was one of the young women Galaxy signed to a contract last month?”


    Yanking his feet from the desk, Yates rolled his chair forward, leaned over the desk and barked, “What?”


    “Her name was Linda Watkins,” Rains announced in a deliberate and emotionless manner. “She appeared in a couple of your recent films. She even had a line in the Flynn Sparks’ movie that’s shooting now. What’s that one called again?”


    “Born To Lead,” Yates said.


    “Well, she’s the one who took her swan song at the sign we all love. Who knows, Sparks might have been the last man she kissed.”


    “I didn’t see anything in the paper about her being identified,” the studio boss noted as he dropped his still-burning cigar into a large ashtray. “Last thing I read, she was an unknown.”


    “It hasn’t been released yet,” she explained. “Unable to dig up anything on their own, the cops played a hunch . . . a smart one even if I do say so myself . . . that she might be a starlet. So naturally they called me in to see if I recognized the body. Just last week your public relations people sent me photos of the young woman along with her biography. I believe, according to what I read, she was a former Miss Alabama.”


    “You know we make that stuff up,” Yates answered.


    “Of course I know that,” Rains replied. “I also know that you were the reason she was signed. A certain source informed me that you personally auditioned her.”


    “So how are you going to play this in the press?” the studio head demanded. “I’ve got a marriage to protect and a name that means something in the community. I don’t need any press linking me to a dead girl. Especially a young, attractive dead girl.”


    “I’m not out to hurt you or the studio,” she assured him. “If I’d wanted to reveal the person you really are, I could have done it years ago. You and I need each other, so all your skeletons will remain in the closet.”


    His dark eyes glowing, Yates leaned forward and growled, “Ellen, you always have an angle. If you didn’t want to hold my feet over the fire, you wouldn’t be here. So what hoop do you want me to jump through?”


    “No hoops,” Rains answered. Crossing her legs and letting her high heel dangle from her right foot, she continued, “And no fires either. Here is the story you need to hear and we need to discuss. The homicide chief, Bill Barrister, seems to think this murder is tied to three other murders. At least one of those other victims had appeared as an extra in a Galaxy film as well. Her name was Maggie Reason. Per chance did you also get to know her too well?”


    “I don’t remember the name,” he admitted. “What did she look like?”


    “She was brunette, well-built, and about five-five.”


    “We have dozens on the lot who fit that description,” Yates noted.


    “She never got an actual credit on a film at Galaxy,” Rains explained. “So her connection won’t be obvious. She was also a freelancer who did work at Columbia and a couple of the poverty row studios as well. Unlike Watkins, Reason shouldn’t haunt you. But the truth is, the latest victim might.”


    “I can see you playing this for a while,” he grumbled. “What’s it going to cost us to bury the connection?”


    “Nothing,” she assured him. “The police don’t want to sensationalize this story. They are not even officially connecting the cases. They’re afraid that once the word gets out it might cause a panic and the press would go into a frenzy playing it for all it’s worth and more. That would make solving the case almost impossible. But that is why I’m here. If we play this the right way, it can be dynamite for us.”


    “What are you talking about?” Yates asked. “We need to stay as far away from this as possible. I wouldn’t touch it with a ten-foot pole.”


    “Listen, Jacob, I have a source who can give me all the evidence in this case as it comes in. In other words, I will know about the details almost as soon as Barrister. And best of all, the cops will never know I have it.”


    “Until you go to press,” Yates barked as he picked up his cigar. “Then my studio gets hit with more black eyes than you see in a Three Stooges film.”


    “The story’s not worth that much,” Rains assured him. “Starlets get killed all the time. But this thing does have box office potential written all over it.”


    “What are you yapping about now?” the studio boss demanded.


    “Jacob, think of this, the public loves crime movies. Well, why not give them one based on something lurid and real?”


    Yates’s dark eyes lit up just a bit and he seemed to catch at least a part of the woman’s vision. Leaning forward he waited with bated breath for her to continue.


    “Imagine,” she smiled, “a movie based on a true-life case the cops are trying to keep quiet.”


    “It might work,” he admitted. “Let me think about it.” He paused and looked toward the ceiling. “The legal issues are troubling. We might be sued.”


    She raised her eyebrows, “You have a law degree; do you think Galaxy would lose if that happened?”


    He shook his head, “This would be factual stuff, nothing would be made up and we’d be safe.”


    “So,” she added, “any lawsuits would actually generate more ticket sales. Because you would be the only one getting the real police information and because you would have information the newspapers didn’t have access to, you would have the inside track to providing the public with the only real story almost as it happens.”


    Yates leaned back in his chair and put his feet back on his desk. After taking another puff from his cigar, he looked back to his guest. “Let’s say I agree to do the movie and you pump the information to me, what’s your price? You don’t do anything for free, not even for an old friend like me.”


    “We are much more than just old friends,” Rains noted, “And don’t you ever forget that.”


    “How can I?” he grumbled.


    “I want to make some money,” she admitted, “and it won’t be chump change. But I don’t want my name on the project.”


    “Why not?” he demanded. “Not taking credit for something is not like you at all.”


    “In this case,” she smiled, “it means I put more money in my pocket.”


    “How’s that?”


    “I want 10 percent of the action,” Rains explained. “Beyond the information I can get you on the case, I will also feed the public the noble reasons you’re making the movie. I will make you sound so good that, if you’d switch your faith, a certain church leader might make you a saint.”


    “How are you going to do that?” Yates asked. “Right now, I’m ahead of Jack Warner and Louis B. Mayer in the race for Hollywood’s top tyrant.”


    The woman smiled, “You are making this flick in order to properly remember the women killed by the Hollywood Madman.”


    “The Hollywood Madman?”


    “That’s what I’m going to call the murderer.”


    “A bit gruesome,” Yates suggested, “but it does have box office appeal.” He put the cigar down, pulled his feet to the floor, leaned forward and placed his elbows on the desk. “I’m guessing that if I don’t go along with this, you will tie the murders to the studio every day for weeks.”


    “For years,” she replied as she picked up her hat and set it atop her auburn hair. “Do we have a deal?”


    “You didn’t have to blackmail me to get it,” he added. “This really is a can’t-miss project.”


    “I know,” she gleefully announced as she grabbed her purse and stood. “But doing it this way was so much more fun.” She grinned, “Now, I’ll have copies of all of the case files in a couple of days and get them over to you. Good-bye, Jacob.” She was almost to the door when Yates’s voice stopped her.


    “Ellen, do you have any information that someone from my studio might be this Hollywood Madman?”


    She turned and slyly smiled, “No, darling, do you?” She didn’t wait for an answer before waltzing out the door.
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    June 12, 1936


    What do you think?” Mary Beckett asked as she moved the last box of possessions off their truck and into the tiny house. Her daughter could tell the woman was trying hard to be positive, though the lilt in her voice proved she was anything but. She didn’t want to be in Los Angeles and she was already homesick for Oklahoma.


    From her place in the back of the truck, Shelby had seen prairies, mountains, and deserts. Now the young woman who’d always lived in the country was surrounded by a city too large for her to even comprehend and the neighbors were so close she could almost reach out and touch them. The sounds of nature had been replaced by man-made noise. Yet as loud as Los Angeles seemed, she was sure she could still hear her mother’s heart breaking.


    “It’s nice, Mom,” Shelby lied.


    It was small, only about eight hundred square feet, with a bedroom, combined kitchen and living area, and bath. It certainly beat living in a tent along the side of the road as they had since leaving their Oklahoma farm, but, in truth, it was only a modest step up. And with twenty other similar bungalows stacked all around them, it was going to be difficult for folks used to the wide-open spaces to adjust to the lack of privacy. Still, Mary did her best to spin things in a bright light.


    “I mean, we can walk to a market, and Shelby, you won’t have to chop wood for the stove, this one plugs right in. And it has two burners!”


    “It’s wonderful, Mom; things will be just fine.”


    Mary nervously smiled as she looked around the tiny home, “I know we don’t really know anybody here, but folks are folks and we’ll find friends.” She paused, her eyes misting, “You know, I’ve never lived someplace where everyone didn’t know me. Might be nice to make new friends.” She picked a towel out of a box and began to fold it. “I’m sorry you don’t have a room of your own.”


    “We’ll get something bigger down the road,” her father chimed in as he stepped through the entry. “And it shouldn’t take long either. My cousin Stew just stopped by and he got me that job in the woodworking shop at . . .” He paused, “What did they call that business where he works, Mom? It is kind of important I know that. Let me see . . .”


    “Galaxy,” she reminded him. “It was Galaxy Studios. It’s the place they make all those moving pictures that folks talk about. Maybe, with you now making regular money, we can go to them again. It’s been three years since we saw a movie.”


    “Sure, we’ll be able to,” John chimed in. “We’ll see as many as we want. As we drove into the city it seemed to me like they had a picture house on every block. Once, at a stop sign, I even smelled the popcorn. There’s nothing like popcorn at a movie.”


    The woman used the towel to dab at her eye. “Must have some dust in it. When do you start, Pa?”


    “Monday,” he answered, his voice filled with obviously false enthusiasm. “Good pay too. I’ll be pulling down seven dollars a day. I wasn’t making that in a week back home.”


    “That’s good, Pa,” Shelby assured him. “You deserve that and a lot more. You’ll be running that place before you know it.”


    John forced a smile and put his hands onto the straps of his bib overalls, “When I told Stew you were the best seamstress in your homemaking class and how you’d worked for three years doing that at Maybelle’s, he suggested I take you along on Monday too. They’re looking for folks to create costumes in the wardrobe department. They’re making so many pictures they just can’t keep up.”


    “I’d like that,” Shelby assured him. “I want to pull my weight.”


    Mary looked from her daughter to her husband, “She should be going to college, John. It’d be a crying shame if she didn’t use those brains of hers.”


    He shrugged, “I know, but that will have to come a bit later. Got to get on our feet first.” The man glanced around the home and nodded, “For the moment, we have to concentrate on the good news. We have a way to make a living here; we didn’t have that back in Oklahoma. And we have a roof over our heads and we were about to lose ours back home.”


    “Let’s finish unpacking these boxes,” Mary suggested, “and then I’ll make some supper. Been a long day!”


    Shelby picked up a box of dishes and cookware and headed for the cabinets by the sink. As she opened the lid and reached in to fish out a plate, her mother sidled up beside her.


    “What are you thinking about?” Mary softly asked.


    “Nothing.”


    As her mother opened a cabinet and placed glasses and cups on shelves, she mused, “Guess every girl in the country dreams about coming to Hollywood. And as pretty as you are and as good as you were in those high-school plays, you might just find a place for yourself out here. You might be discovered and be somebody those magazines write about.”


    “Mom, I’d rather just be in Oklahoma.”


    “Don’t let your father hear that,” Mary warned. “He already feels like a failure. So we have to act like we are happy to be here, even if we aren’t. We can’t show we’re homesick. We just can’t.”


    “I know,” Shelby quietly replied. “But I don’t want to be a star. I never dreamed about that.”


    “What did you dream about?” the woman asked. “Until now I never thought to ask you that.”


    Shelby put another plate in place and looked out the small window over the sink. She studied two boys kicking a tin can back and forth before looking down the street toward a billboard advertising a movie starring Clark Gable, Myrna Loy, and Jean Harlow.


    “I never dreamed I’d be here,” Shelby sighed. “Guess I just thought I’d get married and raise a family. Maybe live in a small town, clean, cook, sing in the church choir, and sit by the radio with a family around me listening to music.”


    “Those aren’t dreams,” Mary cut in. “That’s reality, except for the radio part. We’ve never had one of those.” She paused, holding a cup in her hand and shook her head, “Maybe it’s my fault you never dreamed big. I never encouraged it. I pretty much taught you to just do your best and let the chips fall where they may. Guess I was just too caught up in living to encourage you to dream.”


    “It’s not your fault,” Shelby assured her, “I was born a realist. I knew what I had and I was smart enough to realize what I could never have.”


    “Shelby, it doesn’t hurt to dream. Sometimes that’s all that keeps us from choking on reality.” The woman sadly glanced to the other side of the room; as she did, Shelby continued to look at the billboard. Mary sighed, “Even when our life was crumbling, I kept dreaming we’d strike oil and we’d be rich. I dreamed of building a huge mansion on the place and of having a big car. I dreamed about getting our own radio and maybe a record player too. I kept dreaming that until the day the bank foreclosed on us.”


    “But,” Shelby pointed out, “didn’t it hurt even more when the dream didn’t happen? Shouldn’t we just accept who we are and where we came from and live in that world?”


    “I don’t know,” Mary admitted as she walked back to the other side of the room to get another box.


    Shelby looked down at Rex who was now sitting at her feet. If he missed the fields to run in or the familiarity of the dirt roads around the old place, he didn’t show it. So maybe things would be better here. Maybe there was a chance in California for her to be more than she ever thought possible. Maybe she’d get that job at the studio and some producers would see her working on a dress and make her the next big star. And maybe, just maybe, writers like Ellen Rains would be penning stories about Shelby Beckett. But no matter what happened she was still going to be the same girl she’d always been. She’d be honest, straightforward, and direct. She’d be true to herself no matter what. Nothing and no one was going to change her.
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    June 12, 1936


    Cut! That’s a wrap.”


    Because of lighting issues the day ran long. It was past seven and the cast and crew were more than ready to call it a week. As most hurriedly headed for the exits, Flynn Sparks casually stepped between a beautiful, dark-haired actress and the door.


    “You’ve got something,” Sparks announced. He smiled and leaned closer before adding, “You’re a cut above most of the actresses who roll in here. You’re not going to be playing background parts for long. Within no time, the newspapers will be writing about you.”


    The shy, doe-eyed actress grinned, “Thank you, Mr. Sparks.”


    “Call me Flynn.”


    Her eyes lit up as if she’d just been given a new car, “OK, Flynn.”


    Placing his right hand gently on Leslie Bryant’s shoulder he locked his almost black eyes onto hers and posed the question of the moment. “What are you doing this evening? As I’m sure you and I are going to be working together often, I thought it would be nice if we got to know each other over dinner. There’s a place just off the strip where the prime rib just melts in your mouth and the orchestra plays romantic tunes that will make your heart flutter.”


    “It sounds awfully nice,” she replied, her large, brown eyes still looking into his, “but I’m supposed to eat with my mother tonight.”


    “I bet you’ve had a thousand meals with your mother,” he whispered, his lips now just inches from hers, “and there will likely be a thousand more, but you’ve never eaten with me and having missed out sharing a dinner with you is one of my life’s greatest regrets. Don’t you think you could alter your plans?”


    She stepped back, took a deep breath, and shook her head, “I’d really rather be with you than doing anything else. But it’s Mom’s birthday and I couldn’t cancel. I’m all she’s got. So, I’m sorry.”


    Sparks took his hand from her shoulder, pushed his fists into his pants’ pockets and cracked a smile. With his eyes still locked firmly on to hers, he allowed the petite woman to bask in that moment, sure that his good looks and charm were working their magic, before breaking the silence.


    “We’re the only two left on the set.”


    “I guess we are,” she whispered. “It’s kind of scary.”


    Sparks brought his hands from his pockets to her arms as an already nervous Bryant glanced to the left and right. He could feel her tense as his fingers gently squeezed.


    “Leslie,” he more breathed than said, “we will always remember our first time alone. Maybe it’s the way you fill out that dress or perhaps it’s the melody that springs from your lips when you speak, but my heart’s trying to run up my chest and push into my throat. My brain is alive too. It’s telling me that if I’m not careful I could drown in those eyes of yours. I sure hope you’re ready to save me.”


    Simply by quoting lines taken from one of his movies, he had her exactly where he wanted. The actress went limp in his grasp. Now it was time to stray from Hollywood scripts and try something he’d written and used so many times he had these lines memorized as well. “Leslie, there is a view from my patio of the whole city. At night, the lights look like stars. It is almost magical. But I don’t even see it when I’m alone. I have to share it to really enjoy it, and I only share that view with someone whose heart beats as one with mine. And I can feel ours beating together right now.”


    “I’ll bet it’s wonderful,” she whispered. “The view, that is. And I never knew that hearts could beat in time with each other.”


    He grinned as he realized her resolve was melting. Dalton Andrews’s Packard was almost his. So he leaned closer and said, “I’ll admit to being a bit selfish. You see, with the little free time I have, I rarely share my life, much less my home, with anyone. But they say tonight is going to be clear, and it would be a crime if I didn’t introduce that view to you. I don’t think I could ever forgive myself for not giving you that scene as a gift.” He pulled to within a inch of her face, “So, won’t you reconsider?”


    “I want to,” she admitted. “I really do, but I planned the party for my mom. She rode a train clear from Alabama to visit me. This is her last night in California. She goes back east tomorrow. I couldn’t desert her on her last night here. I might not see her again for who knows how long. But I do hope you will forgive me.”


    “On one condition,” Sparks replied.


    “What?”


    “That you let me take you to dinner tomorrow night and we end the evening by taking in the view.”


    “I guess I could do that,” she whispered. “I mean, if it means that much to you.”


    Sparks leaned forward and brought his lips to her. She melted into his arms. By the time he ended the kiss and broke the embrace Bryant’s legs were so wobbly she could barely stand. While she breathlessly swayed, her feet glued to the floor, he smiled, turned, and walked toward the door. He stopped as he neared the exit and slowly spun around. “I’ll need your address.”


    She nodded, “Hollywood Arms Apartments—number eight.”


    “I’ll pick you up at seven,” he assured her. “Have fun at your party tonight.”


    The trap was set and he was confident Leslie Bryant would take the bait. So before the sun set on Sunday, Dalton Andrews’s V-12 Packard would be his. And while the car was nice, watching Andrews’s expression as he handed over the keys would be even sweeter.
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    There were plenty of unsolved murders in Los Angeles, the homicide files were overflowing with them, but the quartet of women who had been so cruelly strangled set them above all the others on the bureau’s priority list. In fact, these four crimes were so disturbing that they kept Bill Barrister awake at night and gave him indigestion during the day. It had been a year since the first one, and he was no closer to identifying who was responsible. So even though he was dog-tired and normally spent Saturdays with his kids, today the cop was working unpaid overtime in the police lab. Somewhere in what they knew about the murders there had to be a clue they were missing.


    “What’s going on, Cap?”


    Barrister lifted his nose from the file long enough to nod toward a smiling cop. Yancey Caldwell was a tall, blocky, thirty-year vet who’d never wanted anything more than to wear a uniform and be a regular policeman. Maybe it was this lack of ambition that was the secret to the sparkle in his brown eyes and that perpetual smile framing his face.


    “Yance,” Barrister wearily asked, “are you ever unhappy?”


    “Bill, I’ve got the best reason in the world to be happy.”


    “What’s that?”


    “You’re not investigating my death,” he quipped. “Now that makes me a lot luckier than some folks. And besides, no one is afraid of me. I’m just the harmless kind of cop, the old Joe who works the same streets each day, who passes out a few parking tickets, jokes with shop owners and pets the horses that pull the milk wagon. I’m folks’ friend and the guy they tell their troubles to and share the news of graduations, weddings, and grandkids. That makes me kind of related to all the people I serve and that makes me pretty lucky, too.”
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