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			Praise for Beverly Hills Noir

			 

			“Beverly Hills Noir is that perfect blend: wildly entertaining, fascinating, and informative. What a fun ride. I highly recommend it! Enjoy!”

			Marcia Clark, attorney, former prosecutor and author of bestselling fiction and nonfiction

			 

			“Scott Huver is the ultimate tour guide in ritzy, smoky old Hollywood and 90210. You don’t need a time machine; you just need this delicious, scandalous collection of stories.”

			Caroline Kepnes, New York Times Bestselling author of You

			 

			“Beverly Hill Noir is not just a crime story, it’s a ghost story—the dark past of a glamorous city, refusing to be forgotten. Scott Huver tells every sinister story with a vivid, hard-boiled honesty that brings it all back to life. Beverly Hills Noir is proof that money doesn’t buy happiness. Sometimes, it costs you everything.”

			Anthony Breznican, Senior Hollywood Correspondent, Vanity Fair

			 

			“Exacting, entertaining, and enlightening, Beverly Hills Noir presents detailed accounts of legendary mysteries and scandals that are so outrageous they’ve got to be true. Scott Huver captures the tone and cadence of the movie genre that gives his book its title, and he’s capable of achieving a level of suspense on par with the last ten minutes of Sorry, Wrong Number. He approaches his subjects with a documentarian’s attention to research and a historian’s devotion to facts, sculpting into high relief the tinsel and tarnish of the rich, the beautiful and the frequently immoral.”

			Jeremy Helligar, Executive Editor, PEOPLE Magazine

			 

			“Scott Huver chronicles true crime in such detail that it’s hard to believe you were not in the room as some of most notorious criminals wreaked havoc on the world’s most expensive zip code. Each chapter of Beverly Hills Noir is its own crime thriller told in vivid technicolor.”

			Marc Malkin, Senior Editor, Culture & Events, Variety

			 

			“For anyone interested in show business, crime, celebrity, history, or any combination thereof, Scott Huver’s book is cause for excitement. The veteran reporter chronicles—with remarkable detail and insight—some of the most shocking 90210-area misdeeds of the past century, from the murder of one of the city’s wealthiest denizens, to the shooting of a top agent in his groin, to a movie star with kleptomaniac tendencies. Buckle up for a wild ride!”

			Scott Feinberg, Executive Editor of Awards, The Hollywood Reporter

			 

			“Scott Huver is hands down one of the finest reporters on the beat. Nuanced in his reporting and engaging in his storytelling, Beverly Hills Noir is the book you absolutely need in your collection. It’s rich, detailed, and shines a light on the true crime that has captivated the world’s most well-known zip code.”

			Kelley L. Carter, Sr. Entertainment Reporter ESPN’s Andscape

			 

			“Scott Huver is one of my favorite writers. He’s done it again by writing a delicious story with a flawless atmosphere that really captures the history of my hometown of Beverly Hills. I especially enjoy the mention of historic places and real street names! It’s Vintage Los Angeles personified!”

			Alison Martino, Spectrum News 1 newscaster; founder, Vintage Los Angeles
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			Dedicated to the loving memory of my stepfather Dan Cline, who introduced me to the absorbing world of TV police potboilers like Hill Street Blues. To my mother, Nancy Cline, whose love of a good crime thriller or courtroom drama, fact or fiction, remains infectious (your hero Perry Mason made it in the book, Mom), and who let me skip school on my sixteenth birthday to see Beverly Hills Cop in the theater, setting the stage for things to come.

			To my wife, Cynthia Huver, for her endless reservoir of unconditional support and encouragement, including the kick in the pants to turn this pandemic project into a reality—not to mention for resisting the urge to turn tail when first laying eyes on my library overflowing with “books about murder or pin-up girls.” And to our faithful dog Nimoy, who spent countless hours on the sofa as I wrote, wondering, I’m sure, what could possibly be more fascinating than him.

		

	
		
			 

			 

			 

			“I live here because you can live a normal life just like they do in Topeka.”

			—Groucho Marx

			“In many respects, Beverly Hills is a place where the unique is commonplace, and the bizarre is routine.”

			—Walter Winchell

			“This is the cleanest and nicest police car I’ve ever been in in my life. This thing’s nicer than my apartment.”

			—Eddie Murphy as Axel Foley in Beverly Hills Cop

			“In Beverly Hills, the faster you climb, the harder you fall.”

			—Brandi Glanville

		

	
		
			Introduction

			“How many people who came to the Brown Derby today dreamed they’d be having lunch in the Beverly Hills pokey?”

			—Alfred Hitchcock

			It was September, 24, 1956, in Beverly Hills, California, and Alfred Hitchcock was in custody at the police station, fingerprinted, photographed, and accused of having gotten away with murder.

			On a mid-day Monday, a collection of journalists had assembled at the Brown Derby restaurant—not the iconic, hat-shaped original eatery several miles east, nor the ritzier, higher-profile locale at Hollywood and Vine, world-famous for its all-star array of diners, walls overloaded with classy celebrity caricatures and flashbulbs popping outside. Launched in 1931, the Beverly Hills Brown Derby was the chain’s third outpost, anchoring the intersection of Wilshire Boulevard and Rodeo Drive—a decade before the dawn of that street’s high-fashion heyday, but still plenty swank—across the street from the world-class Beverly Wilshire Hotel. While upholding the elegant aesthetic and elite cuisine standards of its seen-and-be-seen Hollywood sister site, the Beverly Hills berth offered a more informal experience, where wealthy and famous locals could take a step back from the spotlight and enjoy a relaxed meal alongside their neighbors—especially on Thursday evenings, known locally as “the maid’s night off.”

			From its earliest days, that’s what defined Beverly Hills: glitzy, luxurious, and sometimes over-the-top, but also offering a cozy small-town ambiance. Even in the middle of the day, the city’s casually starry cachet was on display as the newshounds spied Betty Grable, the plucky actress and pinup queen whose shapely gams adorned every military barracks during the Second World War, dabbing at her salad plate in the main dining room.

			But on this day, reporters had been summoned to lunch by an equally distinctive silhouette: Alfred Hitchcock, who’d earned his title as The Master of Suspense several times over. In the previous four years, he’d delivered an astonishing succession of ingeniously inventive, gloriously cinematic thrillers—Strangers on a Train, Dial ‘M’ for Murder, Rear Window, To Catch a Thief, The Trouble with Harry, and The Man Who Knew Too Much—which would keep audiences on the edges of their seats for generations to come.

			The British-born director, then fifty-seven, had also planted his flag in the newly emerging medium of television a year prior with the successful launch of his anthology series Alfred Hitchcock Presents, which aired Sunday nights on CBS and featured cleverly plotted standalone stories in Hitchcock’s pitch-black style—mysteries, dramas and thrillers marked by an unexpected twist. Along with occasionally directing episodes, he lent his familiar, portly profile to the show’s logo and hosted morbidly amusing wraparound segments, making him inarguably the most widely famous and recognizable film director of his day. “Hitch,” as he was known to friends and colleagues, had invited the press to celebrate the debut of his series’ second season six days hence.

			An avid epicurean, Hitchcock spent many a mealtime in Beverly Hills, making the quick drive from his longtime estate on nearby Bel-Air’s Bellagio Road to savor the cuisine at a host of local hot spots: he was right at home at Chasen’s, Romanoff’s and, of course, the Brown Derby. Alongside his frequent collaborator Joan Harrison—who’d contributed to the screenplays of his ’40s-era films Rebecca, Foreign Correspondent, Suspicion, and Saboteur, twice Oscar-nominated for her efforts, and served as a producer of Alfred Hitchcock Presents—Hitchcock disarmed the press that day with his formalized, distinctively droll and deadpan demeanor. He opined on various topics: outwitting and outmaneuvering audience members overly fixated on using “moronic logic” to point out plot holes, and the nature of a “McGuffin,” the sort of story-motivating but hazily defined plot device—“the thing everybody is after”—he’d later become celebrated for in film studies. The reporters scribbled notes as the efficient waitstaff delivered a steady flow of champagne and cocktails into their free hands.

			Suddenly, as the filmmaker was showcasing an example of production art from his series’ new season, a voice shouted from the back of the room.

			“You’re all under arrest!”

			Two Beverly Hills police officers strode up to Hitchcock, lifted him bodily from his chair and, as flashbulbs began to explode, strongarmed him through the restaurant’s exit. Deposited into an old-fashioned black paddy wagon idling at the curb on Rodeo Drive, he sputtered out mild protests. More policemen flooded in, rounding up all the partygoers, too, herding them into a fleet of squad cars waiting outside. In a sudden rush of shock, bewilderment, and encroaching panic, the guests were whisked a few short blocks away to the Beverly Hills police headquarters, then located at the glorious Spanish Revival-style City Hall building at Santa Monica Boulevard and Crescent Drive, one of the most opulent municipal structures of its day.

			Marched into a space bearing the sign “Prisoners’ Rooms,” they were met with the sight of Hitchcock enduring the booking process, including mugshot and fingerprints, before being locked in a jail cell. “You ain’t got nothing on me,” grumbled the director haughtily, prompting an officer to shoot back “That’s what they all say.”

			As the guests glanced around, they noticed an array of “Wanted” posters lining the walls—posters that, along with Hitchcock’s image, curiously featured photographs of many of the reporters themselves. Clinton H. Anderson—the department’s polished but intimidating, hardnosed, and iron-willed Chief of Police who’d risen from beat patrolman to detective to heading the force for the last fourteen years—glowered at Hitchcock. In his famously flinty manner, Anderson told the director he was under arrest for “getting away with murder for years.” After a representative of the Bristol-Myers Company, his show’s sponsor (which the filmmaker frequently made on-air digs at) appeared to post bail moments later, Hitchcock vowed to be “a little more reverent” going forward. Released from confinement, he took a spot at the head of the room.

			“As I was saying…” he resumed, unruffled.

			A chorus of relieved laughter rippled through the room as the guests quickly realized that they were unwittingly playing extras in a live enactment of one of Hitchcock’s carefully orchestrated signature suspense sequences, capped with a surprise twist. “How many people who came to the Brown Derby today dreamed they’d be having lunch in the Beverly Hills pokey?” Hitchcock asked the crowd, offering his elaborate practical joke as an example of how life was brimming over with the kind of unexpected, suspenseful improbabilities that flavored his art. “Can’t use moronic logic in a case like this, can you?”

			The party then resumed in full swing, with waiters in black-and-white-striped convict garb offering jailhouse cuisine served on a tin plate—wieners, baked beans, and brown bread—followed by the rollout of dessert: a large cake with a hacksaw protruding from the center.

			Before the partygoers received a tour of the station and were redeposited at the restaurant in the same vintage paddy wagons rented from Warner Bros studios, the notoriously macabre prankster Hitchcock revealed to the press the inspiration behind his elaborate. He shared a familiar, possibly apocryphal, yarn from his boyhood in England—a bit of self-mythology he’d been repeating and embellishing for ages. “My favorite story is that my father sent me to the local constabulary with a note when I was a tot,” he began, spinning the tale of how he arrived at the police station with a missive saying he’d misbehaved. “This is what we do to naughty boys,” said the constable, who placed the lad in a cell, where he stayed for about five minutes awash in all-consuming terror.

			“My career was determined from there,” explained Hitchcock, forever haunted by crippling phobias of authority, imprisonment, and false accusation—fears that informed the common, paranoiac themes that so resonated with moviegoers in his cinematic body of work. His latest, The Wrong Man, starring Henry Fonda as a wrongfully accused suspected murderer and due in theaters in two months, was a direct expression of Hitchcock’s inner torments. Chief Anderson had agreed to Hitchcock’s stunt to help the filmmaker finally conquer his fears (that Anderson, like Hitchcock, also took a certain pleasure in watching people squirm was a bonus).

			As the party wound down, Hitchcock felt inspired to offer a reverie on a “wonderful” film he’d dreamed of making for a decade but was thwarted by studio executives as increasingly plausibility-obsessed as any skeptics in the audience. The story began with a dead man at the United Nations, a corpse in a car rolling off a Detroit auto assembly line, and an improbable climax set, as the filmmaker vividly described, “on Mount Rushmore with the villain hiding in the nostril of one of the presidents.”

			In three years’ time, North by Northwest, headlined by frequent Hitchcock lead Cary Grant, featured each of those seemingly disparate sequences as another wrongly accused man on the run from both the authorities and mysterious adversaries alike, embroiled in a McGuffin-fueled cat-and-mouse chase across the country. The film would, in visually dynamic form, exhilarate and enthrall lovers of cinema for decades, standing alongside Vertigo and Psycho among Hitchcock’s universally acknowledged masterworks.

			Moronic logic be damned.

			 

			Aside from the absence of a literal full-blown felony, the Hitchcock anecdote is an ideally metaphoric expression of the stories collected here for Beverly Hills Noir. It contains so many of the classic ingredients that, through nearly three decades of exploration, I’ve found make the most juicy and compelling true crime tales from 90210 unique among all others. And it exemplifies what ties them all together.

			Start with fabled Beverly Hills: just six square miles surrounded entirely by the rest of Los Angeles, playground to the wealthy, powerful, talented, and beautiful, international shopping mecca and an 800-thread-count designer sheet bedroom community all at once. World-renowned as a sun-soaked, palm-tree-lined landscape filled with luxurious boutiques, five-star hotels, gourmet restaurants, and opulent estates—even its familiar 90210 zip code is practically a brand—Beverly Hills had been historically populated by some of the most famous names in Hollywood along with tycoons and captains of industry, athletic titans, international jetsetters and, of course, more cosmetic surgeons per capita than any other city of its otherwise modest size. It seems like nothing bad could ever happen there.

			But, on occasion, bad things do happen—sometimes very bad things.

			There’s motive aplenty. The wealth, luxury, power, and beauty boasted by the denizens of the city inspire the kind of envy, avarice, hate, and desire that can fuel a wide-ranging variety of skullduggery from confoundingly clever to staggeringly boneheaded schemes involving burglary, shoplifting, armed robbery, fraud, crimes of passion, an old-fashioned barroom brawl, and a fair share of murder.

			In his prank, Hitchcock, his taste for the startlingly implausible overruling “moronic logic,” displayed a deep understanding of just how jarring even the suggestion of crime can be for those accustomed to status and privilege suddenly experiencing a harsh real-world plot twist. One moment, you’re immersed in your elegant environs; the next, you’re at the Beverly Hills jailhouse, uncertain what you did to get there. Or worse, wondering how the police found out what you thought you’d gotten away with. Or worst of all, trying to puzzle out who betrayed you and what they stood to gain.

			The recognition that when you have it all, you’ll do anything to hold onto it, while others will do anything to take it for themselves. Victim or culprit, the terror and panic of being thrust roughly out of the bubble of comfort and luxury and into a pitch-black nightmare world. The horror of realizing that not only could your fine things and coveted trappings be ripped away, but that something far more precious is at risk: your reputation, your freedom, even your life. All the raw, overwhelming emotions that can accompany crime exposed—guilt, denial, suspicion, paranoia, self-preservation, desperation—magnified by lenses of fame and infamy, amplified by breaking news reports.

			That is Beverly Hills Noir.

			Scott Huver

			Los Angeles, 2024

		

	
		
			There Will Be Blood

			“The physical facts and the testimony of witnesses do not jibe. I understand, too, that some people believe the Doheny family are too influential to tamper with.”

			—Leslie T. White

			Leslie Turner White had never been to the scene of a crime quite like Greystone Mansion.

			He’d been led down a long hallway inside the largest and most sumptuously appointed estate in Beverly Hills, from the cavernous West Hall to the South Guest Room in the southwest corner of the mansion’s ground story, a masculinely furnished suite doubling as a spare bedroom and study. It was homier and less ostentatious than the mansion’s entry point, though certainly just as luxurious, but its warmer aspects were disrupted significantly by its two current occupants: a pair of hours-old corpses, blood pooled around their lifeless forms on the floor.

			Throughout his varied career as a Ventura County deputy sheriff, a police officer in the city of Ventura and an investigator for the Los Angeles County District Attorney’s office, Les White—twenty-five, small-statured, owlish and bespectacled but with a brash, feisty eagerness to prove himself in both physical and intellectual combat—had been summoned to many a site of criminal activity. He’d seen the aftermath of violence, he’d examined and photographed plenty of dead bodies—hell, he’d even been shot at himself on more than one occasion. And even though he’d only recently settled in Los Angeles, he was already accustomed to glimpses of outsized wealth and notoriety.

			Prior to his Ventura stint, he’d enjoyed several months of employment at the movie studio owned by two of Beverly Hills’s most famous residents, Mary Pickford and Douglas Fairbanks, watching the superstar couple shooting their individual films. And just a month earlier, he’d seen famous celebrities and moneyed socialites filling the courtroom as District Attorney Buron Fitts, White’s new boss, successfully prosecuted Fitts’s previous boss, disgraced former D.A. Asa Keyes, on bribery charges. Even White’s close friend, Ventura attorney Erle Stanley Gardner, was making a national name for himself as a writer of crime and detective stories appearing in pulp magazines.

			But nothing could quite prepare him for Greystone Mansion.

			Sometime shortly after 2 a.m. on Sunday, February 17, 1929, White had steered his Model T onto the winding, tree-enshrouded entry path at 501 Doheny Road—the side street intersecting Doheny Drive, the central north-south concourse at Beverly Hills’s western border, both named for the famous, powerful scion of the staggeringly wealthy family that dwelled within. White approached the front gate that proclaimed the estate’s moniker in iron-wrought letters: “GREYSTONE,” dubbed in a nod to the prevailing hues of the baronial manor’s imposing façade: Indiana limestone, Boise sandstone, Welsh slate roofing, leaded glass windows, and buttressed stone retaining walls armoring its steel-and-concrete skeleton.

			Occupying 18.3 acres and completed just a year earlier, Greystone intentionally eclipsed even the most lavish California estates—second only to publishing magnate William Randolph Hearst’s outré castle in San Simeon—and to overshadow Beverly Hills itself, where the Dohenys also owned 400 acres surrounding the estate, operating a ranch and getaway home there. The sprawling 67-room, 45,054-square-foot English Gothic/Tudor style mansion sat atop a knoll arcing high above the increasingly gilded community—already elite, even in its infancy, having been established just seventeen years earlier in 1912. The southern exposure offered a breathtaking vista of the Los Angeles Basin and panoramic views spanning all the way from downtown Los Angeles to the Santa Monica Bay, all the way to Catalina on clear days.

			But along with the property’s expansiveness, White was struck by its hermetically sealed nature. He was confronted at the fortress-like gatehouse by a trio of armed guards determined to hold him at bay until a fourth guard arrived and, ascertaining his identity, waved him to advance up the hill, following a sloping path through meticulously maintained grounds, lush gardens, and elegant fountains to the wide motor court before the main house. Even knowing why he’d been summoned, White was taken aback to find the home surrounded by a cordon of private detectives and additional security guards—not, he noted, police officers. “It would be simpler to crash Buckingham Palace,” he wryly observed.

			Escorted inside through the glass-and-iron-grillwork front door by “one of those frozen-faced butlers, properly immaculately garbed despite the hour and the tragedy,” as he later recalled in his memoir, White descended into the cavernous Grand Entry, a two-level landing down an ornately carved wooden staircase modeled after one in the home of the Earl of Essex, lugging his gear down through sweeping, arches into the West Hall reception area. A checkerboard floor made of black and white Carrera marble, partially obscured by a massive antique carpet, was sparsely adorned with English chairs and candelabras. A cadre of lawmen was already gathered at the scene, hushed tones breaking the gloomy, sepulchral silence that pervaded the property.

			“The atmosphere of the mansion made it seem as though there must be some mistake—that this thing could not have happened,” recalled White, who’d been roused from the bed he shared with his expectant wife Theresa, pretty enough to have occasionally modeled professionally, with a telephone call tersely indicating what transpired just a few hours prior. He immediately recognized that it would be his “first real taste of really ‘big stuff.’”

			Murder, specifically, on a most sensational scale. As much as the eerie mood was an effect of the crime itself, it was magnified by the money and power on display.

			 

			Amid the officials congregating within Greystone was Charley Blair, Beverly Hills’s diminutive, thirty-five-year-old Chief of Police. Born in Scotland and immigrated to Canada, Charles Coutts Blair’s previous career as a professional jockey had him racing across the Eastern and Southern United States, until ebbing-and-flowing fortunes eventually led him West in 1910. He found employment as a jack-of-all-trades with the Rodeo Land & Water Company, the group of landowners who in 1912—failing to find oil under the former Mexican ranchero that would become Beverly Hills but instead discovering abundant water—cannily developed it into the now-burgeoning region. In 1916, he was appointed the city’s one and only police officer under the city marshal, patrolling the city on a motorcycle (not uncoincidentally, Blair was the only person in town who knew how to ride one). Later, after the city’s largely wealthy, often demanding citizenry doubted that the patrolman cruised by each home every hour on the hour as promised, Blair would open the throttle of his four-cylinder Henderson as he passed homes of the louder grousers—until they complained that perhaps they were being given too much protection.

			By 1919, Blair was appointed as City Marshal, Fire Chief, and City Tax Collector. Despite all that authority, he was a much-liked presence in Beverly Hills, living on Camden Drive along with his wife Pearl and their two children (daughter Virginia was the first child born in the city after its incorporation)—plus the occasional houseguest: the city had no proper jail facility, so arrestees were sometimes lodged overnight at the Blairs, with home-cooked meals from Pearl, until transferred to county authorities. Perhaps owing to his popularity was the fact that when raucous parties thrown by the growing influx of movie folk, often featuring underwear littered across lawns, drew noise complaints, Blair would arrive—now in a sleek black Flint touring car more in keeping with the environs—with a friendly warning to tame the festivities, then stick around for a drink, or three, even after Prohibition became the law of the land.

			For his vigilance, Blair became the city’s first official Chief of Police in 1927, commanding an expanded, forty-person force, all housed in the new City Hall dedicated two years earlier. For his geniality, he was gifted a diamond-studded replica badge to complement his official one. With the population’s ample tax funding, he implemented a then-cutting-edge crime lab complete with fingerprinting analysis, developed efficient patrol and traffic control operations that would serve as models for other communities, and, finally, added that long-absent jail.

			Blair’s duties were occasionally disrupted by the odd high-dollar burglary or a threat to the safety of one of Beverly Hills’s celebrity citizens. There’d been a few too-close-for-comfort incidents of bloodshed in recent years, including a 1923 shootout between a team of Beverly Hills officers and county sheriffs and two robbery/murder suspects a few miles into the rustic hills of the Greystone estate, a battle that left both bandits gravely wounded; and a 1925 incident in which the young wife of the heir to an insurance fortune, alleging she was addled by her mother-in-law’s persistent marital meddling, splashed acid in her husband’s face before drinking poison (both survived; their union didn’t).

			But in comparison to the oft-violent landscape of Jazz Age Los Angeles and Hollywood, Beverly Hills remained so largely bucolic and scandal-free that upon his 1926 inauguration as Honorary Mayor, the homespun humorist and film star Will Rogers—whose popular newspaper column datelines from his adopted hometown had contributed to making Beverly Hills world famous—offered the darkly comic suggestion that the city needed its own headline-grabbing intrigue: “My town of Beverly Hills, what we need is an attractive murder!” Rogers quipped. “Nothing less than this will bring it the notoriety it should have…Please do me the great favor of coming out and shooting somebody some evening.” He playfully suggested, “I could pick the victim.”

			Three years later Rogers’s unintentional prophecy had been fulfilled: Beverly Hills now faced its first homicide, and in his folksy parlance, it was a humdinger: two corpses! And he would never have imagined that one of the dead men, and very likely both, had shared the same train that brought Rogers home to Beverly Hills just days before his mayoral inauguration.

			 

			Upon arriving in the West Hall, White had spied his immediate superior, Captain Lucien C. Wheeler, the voice on the other end of the phone that roused him. Robust, polished, and shrewd at fifty-three, Wheeler had previously served as the chief of the White House Secret Service’s presidential guard, responsible for the safety of chief executives including Theodore Roosevelt, William Howard Taft, Woodrow Wilson, and Warren Harding. He subsequently became the Los Angeles bureau chief of the precursor to the modern FBI; few lawmen in the country could boast a depth of experience on par with Wheeler. He was now head of the district attorney’s new Bureau of Investigation, a regional detective division patterned after the federal Department of Justice with no political ties to other local law enforcement agencies. Indeed, the Bureau often arrested more corrupt police officers in a week than career criminals. Joining the Bureau the first week in January, White was one of seventy detectives handpicked by the unflappable, always immaculately put-together Wheeler, whom he deeply admired. Even on this occasion, at this ungodly hour.

			Nearby stood the district attorney himself, Buron Fitts. Not yet thirty-four but looking older with thinning hair, wide-set ears, and a prominent nose, the Texan earned his law degree at USC, then clerked for the famed criminal defense attorney Earl Rogers (an inspiration for the fictional lawyer Perry Mason,created by White’s friend Erle Stanley Gardner). A determined, committed fighter inside and outside the courtroom, Fitts served as an infantryman in the Great War: after he’d been burned by mustard gas, shrapnel from an artillery round shattered his right knee at the Battle of Argonne in 1918, leaving Fitts face down on the battlefield in pouring rain, unable to move for hours before he was discovered. Fourteen months later he could walk again.

			Fitts spent four years in the county D.A.’s office, rising to chief deputy before being elected lieutenant governor of the State of California in 1927. Within a year he’d resigned to serve as special prosecutor in the bribery case against his ex-boss and former benefactor, bullet-domed Asa “Ace” Keyes. Fitts’s victory cemented his reputation as a reform-minded white knight staunchly battling vice and graft. Elected virtually unopposed, largely on his valiant war record and the support of the American Legion and Los Angeles Times publisher Harry Chandler, he took over the D.A.’s office in late 1928, cleaning house and installing a trusted array of lawmen (many of them Legionnaires) onto his newly created detective squad. In contrast to his political successes, he experienced a string of accidents—including multiple airplane crashes—and an array of surgeries until his injured leg was finally amputated and replaced with an artificial limb. “It has been a long struggle which has ended in failure,” Fitts noted bitterly. The D.A. deeply disliked losing, and he detested criticism even more: detractors considered him thin-skinned and self-pitying, but Les White, a scrappy idealist with a distaste for politics, believed he’d found a kindred pugnacious spirit. “I was for the ‘cause’ and I loved a fight,” White admitted.

			White saw the first body in the South Guest Room’s entry hallway: face down and spread eagle on the floor. The man was wearing a pinstriped suit with a thick well of blood around his head from the bullet wound that ended his life; bits of brain and skull were smudged on the otherwise pristine ivory walls above him. As he fell to the floor, the rug beneath his feet had slid askew, and he lay slightly upturned with the right arm outstretched and the left pulled closer to the core, still clutching a cigarette that had burned down to a nub and singed a small section of the hand. This man, White was informed, was Theodore Hugh Plunkett, the estate owner’s longtime personal secretary and closest confidant who’d overseen many of Greystone’s finishing touches and had unfettered access to the property. Hugh Plunkett often spent the night in the very room where his body, a month shy of his thirty-third birthday, now slumped.

			White entered the suite’s bedroom: less than twelve feet away from Plunkett, at the foot of one of the room’s extravagantly plush twin beds, was the lifeless body of the thirty-five-year-old man Greystone had been built for, Edward Laurence Doheny, Jr.—Ned, to those who knew him. Ned lay flat on his back, clad in an ornate dressing gown, green silk night robe, and a pair of expensive slippers. There was a scarlet puddle, no longer pooling, beneath his head from bullet wounds on both sides—the projectile entered just above the left ear, exited through the right temple, and lodged six feet above the floor in the room’s southern wall. Dried blood crisscrossed his face, mask-like, in chaotic crimson rivulets. His left arm bent across his midsection; his right splayed out at his side in the direction of a stray, unlit cigarette not far away. A chair lay toppled alongside Doheny’s body, seemingly overturned in his fall to the floor; nearby, a glass tumbler, apparently dropped, was tipped over near a small desk that held other glasses and a bottle of Johnnie Walker (Prohibition be damned). On one bed was a telephone directory, open to the “F” pages. The bedclothes were slightly mussed; a pillow had been removed and placed on a chaise across the room. Ned Doheny, White knew, was the only son of the famed oil tycoon hailed as the wealthiest man in Los Angeles, possibly the entire nation. Ned and his young family had lived in the recently completed mansion, built for them by his father, for less than five months.

			Before joining law enforcement, White had voraciously consumed Conan Doyle’s tales of the brilliant sleuth Sherlock Holmes and sat rapt through films featuring detectives like Boston Blackie. He knew that the minute particulars of the scene would likely tell much of the story, and so he took care to absorb every tiny detail. The tableau had all the earmarks of a murder-suicide. Possessed of an unsentimental ability to view dead bodies clinically as “cold meat,” White was surprised, even puzzled, by the sense of unease he felt, but distracted himself with the work at hand. Chief Blair had deferred jurisdiction in the case to the county and the D.A.’s more experienced detectives, so White began taking detailed photographs, packing away potentially evidentiary odds and ends like the glasses and scotch for later study, and fingerprinting both corpses.

			Discovering a finely engraved Bisley model .45 caliber Colt revolver under Hugh Plunkett’s body, White handled the vintage firearm delicately with a handkerchief so as not to destroy any possible latent prints. Curiously, the well-maintained pistol was still quite warm to the touch, though the fatal shots were reported to have been fired shortly before 11 p.m., three-plus hours earlier. It seemed unlikely that Plunkett’s body had somehow kept the gun from cooling.

			He finished his photographs, a far, grisly cry from the warm, professional portraiture of engagements, weddings, graduations, and family holidays he’d been shooting as the owner of his own promising Ventura photography studio just months earlier. But even then, he continued to moonlight as a cop and official police photographer, snapping mug shots and even photographing the horrific carnage caused by the 1928 collapse of the St. Francis Dam, which killed hundreds. White’s career, however, took an abrupt turn when a sudden case of life-threatening tuberculosis caused a hemorrhaged lung, forcing him to abandon his business literally overnight, as he could no longer spend hours confined in a dark room. Unable to afford to convalesce in Palm Springs’s arid climate as his doctors urged, he and his wife headed south to seek treatment and recuperate at his aunt and uncle’s Hollywood home, and he soon grew healthy enough to seek out a position among Fitts’s investigators.

			White packed the collected evidence and returned to the Grand Entry, where his colleagues were interviewing the witnesses. His instincts were already telling him one story, but he was eager to get a clearer sense of who these two men were, and exactly why they were both dead.

			 

			Though Ned Doheny and Hugh Plunkett had been near-constant companions for fifteen years, bound together both by their professional relationship and, by all accounts, a deep, abiding friendship, they came from such fundamentally different worlds that it seemed something of a fluke that they’d ever encountered each other at all, let alone become as close as brothers.

			Ned was, of course, to the manor born, raised in wealth and privilege. Born in 1893 in Los Angeles, he was the sole surviving child—an eight-year-old sister died of a heart condition a year before Ned’s birth—of Edward L. Doheny, Sr., the near-destitute prospector-turned-wildcatter still years away from success, and E.L.’s beautiful but chronically ill first wife, Carrie. Ned’s early life had been marred by darkness: his parents’ union grew rocky after the loss of their firstborn, compounded by E.L.’s long absences in his tireless pursuit of black gold. Depressed, Carrie drank heavily; seven years later, as E.L.’s fortunes finally began to dramatically escalate, they separated. Distraught by E.L.’s remarriage to a woman nineteen years his junior—just three months after their divorce was finalized—Carrie committed suicide at home in Northern California by ingesting battery acid.

			Fortunately for the then seven-year-old Ned, his new stepmother Estelle—a lovely former telephone operator who, according to legend, first captivated E.L. with the sound of her dulcet voice alone—immediately embraced her role as his maternal figure. Ned would act out early on, but E.L. and Estelle’s doting indulgence (when E.L. was home) carried him through the traumatic loss of his mother. Although Ned noticeably lacked his father’s formidable iron will and indomitable determination, the pudgy, melancholy child grew into a tall, athletic, and good-looking young man, mathematically inclined and musically gifted, with an appreciably pleasant demeanor and a seeming maturity beyond his years, though he would still shirk performing tasks he deemed unpleasant. After dropping out of Stanford, Ned flourished closer to home at the University of Southern California; he’d remain a steadfast and loyal Trojan for the rest of his days.

			An eminently eligible bachelor as his family wealth ballooned, Ned nevertheless was hopelessly smitten with his high school girlfriend Lucy Marceline Smith. Lucy’s beauty, shrewd mind, and posh, respectable pedigree—her father was vice president of the Pasadena Rapid Transit District Company and owned auto service stations across Los Angeles—marked her as a choice match immediately embraced by his family as well. The affectionate nickname E.L. gave Lucy, “Sweetheart,” would endure well into her adulthood, though he surely recognized that the petite beauty also boasted a steely resolve comparable to his own. Upon entry into the Doheny fold, Lucy, though the youngest in her family, swiftly ascended as its central figure and had no qualms about asserting her controlling dominance. Ned popped the question in a fit of mortal desperation when he was struck by appendicitis, and the couple wed in 1914—two days after E.L. purchased the large parcel of land adjoining his Doheny Ranch property, which in a few years would comprise Greystone’s grounds, for nearly $29,000. By then, Ned was being groomed to one day succeed his father, developing an increasingly keen business sense if not E.L.’s notoriously ruthless practicality. The Doheny family’s existence was increasingly defined by abundant wealth and luxury, and if Ned had a fancy that rivaled his affection for Lucy, it was for the age’s more newfangled indulgence: the automobile. Both passions would bring Hugh Plunkett into his life.

			Invited to the Doheny wedding at the Pasadena home of his employer, Lucy’s father, William Henry Smith, Hugh likely never imagined he’d ever be welcome among such a swanky high society crowd. Such inclusion seemed contrary to his beginnings, though they were no more humble than the Dohenys. Born in 1896 in Roodhouse, Illinois, he’d migrated west as a child when his parents, Charles and Clara Bell Plunkett, sought brighter opportunities for their children, Hugh and his older brother Charles, Jr., known as “Chick.” After relocating to Los Angeles in 1913 and welcoming much younger siblings Robert and Isabell, the tight-knit family slowly began to thrive. When Hugh came of age, he landed regular employment at Smith’s service station on Pico Boulevard in downtown Los Angeles, where, as Les White had done, he changed tires and repaired cars. Charismatic and seemingly inexhaustible, Hugh’s mechanical acumen was so keen that Smith soon entrusted him with the care of his family’s personal automobiles. Thus, Hugh first met Lucy, who in turn introduced him to her fiancé, Ned, who shared Hugh’s zeal for the emerging technology, if not his talents under the hood. It’s quite likely that Ned may have even worked alongside Hugh for a brief period, as it became a family ritual for subsequent generations of Doheny men to spend a short period of time performing hand-dirtying manual labor at auto shops and filling stations, fueled by once rough-and-tumble wildcatter E.L.’s conviction that honest work forged his pampered heirs into more well-rounded—and manly—men.

			Despite their dramatically different backgrounds, Ned and Hugh developed an instant rapport through the common language of car enthusiasts, and Ned hired Hugh to service the Dohenys’ growing fleet as well. As a result, he was a warmly welcomed guest at Ned and Lucy’s wedding, and shortly thereafter, the couple offered him a position as their personal chauffeur and mechanic; from the outset, he was treated more as a trusted confidant than a paid employee. Following Hugh’s wedding that year to Harriett Marian Hall, the bond between the men strengthened so that when both enlisted in the Navy to serve their country on the very same day in 1917, Ned guaranteed that upon the end of the Great War, a job would be waiting for Hugh. Their service, however, radically differed: Ned was promoted in mere weeks to lieutenant, assigned aboard the U.S.S. Huntington commanded by Captain John Keeler Robison, who after the war would go on to oversee the naval oil reserves—and become a key figure in the future of the Doheny clan; Ned fulfilled the remainder of his service stateside in the Washington, D.C., office of the Judge Advocate-General. Meanwhile, Hugh served as chief machinist mate in a less comfortable berth aboard a Navy submarine chaser.

			Both returned home unharmed and, true to his word, Ned had a position ready for his friend: Hugh was elevated to Ned’s personal secretary, an exponential step up in status and responsibility, as Ned became vice president of the Pan American Securities Company, the still-booming family oil business, increasingly positioned to fill his father’s shoes. As mogul-in-waiting and charming socialite, Ned’s calendar was jam-packed—he sat on various boards, hobnobbed at upper-crust clubs, and steadfastly served USC—as a trustee on the board of regents, the first president of the alumni association, benefactor of a whopping $200,000 endowment and an avid, highly visible fan of Trojan football, attending virtually every home and away game. Meanwhile, his union with Lucy produced five children—Lucy Estelle in 1915 (called “Dickie Dell,” due to an infant sibling’s inability to properly pronounce her name); Edward L. III, known as Larry, in 1917; William Henry in 1919; Patrick Anson in 1923; and Timothy Hugh (christened in tribute to the Dohenys’ dear friend) in 1926. Despite not having children of his own, Hugh managed all Ned’s duties with outward aplomb, and the two became ever more inseparable.

			Then came Greystone: over the course of two decades, E.L. Doheny had transformed his downtown residence in the gilded Chester Place subdivision into Los Angeles’s grandest compound, having purchased every adjoining lot to sell to hand-picked neighbors. Ned and Lucy had a home there as well until E.L., increasingly sentimental in his dotage and dedicated to ensuring his family’s status, comfort, and, above all, safety, decided to outdo himself by creating the most extravagantly opulent estate the region had ever seen for Ned’s young family, smack in the heart of Beverly Hills, which had emerged as the preferred residence of the region’s rich and famous.

			Doheny’s oilmen cronies, coming up empty on crude, built the lavish Beverly Hills Hotel, situated ideally between downtown and the Pacific, in 1912 as a lure for monied travelers to entice them to purchase property there. After the fledgling city incorporated in 1914, the movie colony, following the lead of privacy-seeking Douglas Fairbanks, flocked there, either seeking to flee association with the scandal-plagued “Hollywoodland” or in search of more fashionable residences than the dimming downtown area as L.A. sprawled westward (during the property boom of the 1920s the population skyrocketed from 700 to 12,000). In 1926, E.L. launched the creation of an eye-popping showplace where Ned and Lucy’s young family would reside, both on prominent display and insulated from the world.

			Lucy desired the classical English Tudor style prevailing at mansions around the country, despite the glaring incongruity amid the region’s abundant Spanish Revival influence, but money bought what money wanted. The Dohenys selected architect Gordon Kaufmann, who designed a smattering of distinguished Beverly Hills-area mansions like banker Ben Meyer’s La Collina, which Lucy admired, as well as hallmarks including LaQuinta Resort & Club, Scripps College, and Westwood Village’s Holmby Hall, with Cal-Tech’s Athenaeum, Santa Anita Park racetrack, the Los Angeles Times Building, the Hollywood Palladium, and the monumental Hoover Dam among his later triumphs. Kaufmann worked in concert with landscape designer and frequent Lloyd Wright collaborator Paul G. Thiene to craft an estate of unparalleled elegance and opulence—there was, the Dohenys instructed them, no upper limit.

			The designers delivered—in spades. The house had been designed with grandeur and glamour foremost, but in smaller-scale dimensions to give it a homier, more livable atmosphere than comparable mansions of the day. There was the expansive Living Room and Minstrel Gallery highlighted by high vaulted ceilings, an eleven-foot baronial stone fireplace, and twin gunmetal steel Georgian chandeliers; a grand Sunroom with black-and-white marble flooring, walls paneled with murals depicting Tuscan backdrops and a marble fountain at the center; a vaulted ceiling Library housing rare first editions, soon a Doheny family signature; an oak-paneled Formal Dining Room highlighted by a black-and-white Italian marble fireplace; a Morning Room with Queen Anne dining set over cork flooring; a Master Bedroom in soft, feminine ivory hues with adjoining his and hers dressing rooms and baths and a massage room, plus similarly sumptuously appointed suites for the children. There were various Sitting Rooms showcasing unique collections, a fur and jewelry vault, a billiard room, a thirty-seat screening room, a two-lane bowling alley, guest rooms, a fifteen-person servants wing, kitchen, sewing rooms, linen rooms, a dedicated gift-wrapping suite, and two staffed switchboards. Secreted throughout the mansion were several hidden passageways, trap doors, and concealed catwalks (for the convenience of workers and the delight of the children) and disguised cachets of alcohol, from secret shelves to a full bar complete with its own bathroom (for the delight of the adults during Prohibition). Outside, multiple ornamental chimney stacks, each with its own unique brick pattern, were a whimsical touch in contrast to the fortress-like exterior. During construction, the mansion’s engineers promised that Greystone would be “as permanent as the pyramids.”

			The terraced hillside grounds were equally lavish, sixteen acres of painstakingly maintained gardens, fountains, brooks, reflecting ponds, an Olympic-sized pool and—Thiene’s crowning touch—an eighty-foot waterfall that cascaded into an artificial lake festooned with white lilies, all drawn from the estate’s self-contained water system. Winding pathways paved in Vermont slate weaved past carved stone figures; badminton and tennis courts, a two-bedroom gatehouse, kennels, stables, greenhouse, a small golf course, a fully furnished and livable 2/3-scale children’s playhouse, and a working garage staffed with drivers and mechanics to house and service Ned’s growing fleet of automobiles. The adjoining ranch also shared a private fire department and security force with the mansion.

			Greystone was as much a self-contained, sealed-off principality as it was a home by the time it was completed in 1928. An as-yet-unequaled, almost audacious display of wealth and power, it outshined even Beverly Hills’s most opulent estates: automaker E.L. Cord’s sprawling property next door; actress Marion Davies’ party palace Beverly House on Lexington Drive; screen heartthrob Rudolph Valentino’s old-world, cliffside Falcon Lair; John Barrymore’s soaring Bella Vista high atop Tower Road; and Douglas Fairbanks’s rustic first residence Grayhall and subsequently Pickfair, the world-famous fantasy estate he shared with wife Mary Pickford. A glittery capstone in a well-bejeweled crown, Greystone bested them all, by far the single most expensive residence not just in Beverly Hills but in Southern California, costing even more than Greenacres, silent film comedian Harold Lloyd’s jaw-dropping $2 million Benedict Canyon showplace. E.L. Doheny spent between $3 million and $4 million—plus the sleek black Cord automobile given as a bonus to Kaufmann for a job well done. Conversely, Ned and Lucy purchased the property from E.L. for a token ten-dollar payment and moved their family in just before Thanksgiving 1928, grateful for E.L.’s extravagant largess.

			As Ned’s right-hand man, Hugh assumed responsibility for overseeing Greystone’s construction, ensuring that it met every imagined need. Empowered to sign massive checks on Ned’s behalf, he managed the legion of workmen and kept the crews on schedule; he assembled a proper staff of nearly 40 to tend to the home and the grounds; he procured the enviable selection of antique and of-the-moment décor and amenities that filled the estate: original letters from George Washington and a framed copy of the Declaration of Independence; the barber chair in Ned’s black marble bathroom where he and the boys received regular haircuts; a vault filled with liquor in the basement; the many firearms Ned collected and displayed in his Trophy Room; and a touch of the patriarch with E.L.’s solid silver saddle kept in a place of honor on the circular staircase spiraling between the billiard room and the theater. And there was perhaps Hugh’s favorite element: the family motor pool in the neo-Gothic garage, which had its own gas pumps, lifts, and machine shop and housed a 1929 Packard limousine, a Dodge sports sedan, a Ford coupe, a Graham truck, a Lincoln touring car, a Buick, a Zephyr and a pair of rare sixteen-cylinder Cadillacs, two of only twenty of the models ever made.

			The garage often housed Hugh’s own snazzy vehicle, a dark blue Dodge Sport Cabriolet convertible. He frequently slept over in the first-floor guest room, proving utterly devoted to the entire Doheny family—at the cost of significant friction with his wife, left home alone at their ritzy rental near Macarthur Park brooding over Hugh’s near-constant absences and increasing materialism as his compensation escalated. Hugh was living, mixing, mingling, and financially thriving in a world beyond a former mechanic’s wildest dreams; as his friendship with Ned deepened, the Dohenys’ many varied interests often kept him awake at night. He grew increasingly absent in his own parents’ and siblings’ lives, though he would particularly dote on his mother whenever he could and, with Ned’s aid, enrolled his brother Robert into engineering school at USC.

			 

			Hugh’s marriage finally crumbled: the couple separated in 1927 and their divorce was finalized a year later, just as the Dohenys settled into their new fiefdom. Citing desertion, which Hugh didn’t contest, and indicating a widening spiritual as well as a materialistic gulf between them, Harriett sought solace at Ananda Ashrama, the mysterious 120-acre retreat founded in 1923 by Swami Paramananda in the remote Verdugo Hills above La Crescenta, twenty-five miles from Beverly Hills. With Hugh’s financial support, she studied in sequestration as a neophyte in the eclectic, non-sectarian religion—Vedanta-influenced, with twin pillars of meditation and yoga—that most chroniclers of the era openly described as a cult. After the split, Hugh lived at Hollywood’s Wilcox Hotel, then settled into an apartment on Cochran Avenue in L.A.’s posh Hancock Park neighborhood, a quick drive to Greystone, which he shared with a roommate, George Riley.

			Hugh’s personal life now looked as fractured as Ned’s appeared idyllic, but, as Les White would learn, both men faced graver concerns that tested even their seemingly unshakeable bond.

			 

			Reconvening with his fellow lawmen, White learned the denizens of Greystone were providing a clearer picture of what had transpired, though there were no direct eyewitnesses after the questioning led by the Los Angeles County Sheriffs Department famed Captain William Bright, a former D.A.’s investigator himself and now the commander of the sheriff’s Homicide Detail. His squad, formed just six years earlier, was already accustomed to high-profile cases. Buron Fitts and Lucien Wheeler joined in the interviews as the scenario came into focus.

			It was around 9:30 p.m. on Saturday, February 16th, when Hugh Plunkett, in pinstripe suit and tie, drove his Cabriolet up to the main gatehouse of Greystone, where he was admitted by night watchman John E. Morris, a veteran employee accustomed to Hugh’s constant comings and goings. After parking outside the garage, Hugh ascended a set of stairs to a small storage area to rummage through a closet where he kept fishing equipment and firearms in a gun locker. Proceeding toward the house, Hugh encountered security guard Edward McCarthy and chatted briefly, determining the Dohenys were at home. He admitted himself into the mansion with his own key, as noted by other Greystone employees on the grounds. Inside, he headed to the first-floor West Guest Room and phoned Ned and Lucy. Then, he ascended the grand staircase to the second-floor Master Bedroom where the couple, dressed for bed, were chatting after putting the children asleep in another wing. Ned had expected Hugh; concerned about what was troubling his friend, he greeted him with the usual warmth, though it was apparent to both Ned and Lucy that Hugh was high-strung and agitated. Together Ned and Hugh retreated to the first-floor guest suite where Hugh so often slept over. Readying for bed, Lucy was well aware of the sensitive nature of their discussion but did not expect any dramatic turns.

			Ned and Hugh closed the door to the guest suite behind them for privacy while they sipped Johnnie Walker. Their muffled, hour-long conversation grew loud and contentious enough to catch the attention of Lucy’s personal maid Kate Walker, butler Alfred Doar—the immaculately garbed, stone-faced servant who later admitted Les White—and Doar’s wife Ingrid, nurse to the Doheny children. The exchange grew tense enough that Ned broke it off to place a phone call, then attempted to calm his friend down. Suddenly, shortly before 11 p.m., Lucy heard a loud thump—it sounded like someone in the house had overturned a piece of furniture, but she again didn’t assume that anything was amiss.

			Within a few moments of the thump, Dr. Ernest Clyde Fishbaugh arrived at Greystone, admitted by gatehouse watchmen John Morris, and entered the mansion—he, too, had his own personal key. Graying, mustachioed and bespectacled, the forty-four-year-old medical man cut a distinguished, patrician figure: the Indiana native was educated at Johns Hopkins and served on the staffs of St. Vincent’s Hospital and Good Samaritan Hospital, both in tony Westlake near downtown L.A. He ministered to several famous Hollywood movie stars, but for nearly a decade he’d served as one of the Doheny family’s personal physicians—he’d even reserved a berth at E.L.’s brand-new Beaux Arts luxury apartment building The Tower, another “no expense spared” property set to open in a few months. Fishbaugh had not only tended to E.L., Ned, and their family, he’d also been treating Hugh for the past two years.

			The physician was attending the rollicking stage comedy Mother’s Millions at the Hollywood Playhouse that night when he was summoned from his seat for an urgent phone call from his maid; Ned had rung for help with Hugh, leaving instructions for the doctor not to call back, as the last switchboard operator had gone home for the evening, but to come to Greystone immediately. Concerned, Fishbaugh had his chauffeur deliver him to the mansion, where he was welcomed by Lucy, calm and in good spirits, still unaware of any trouble brewing. Nothing seemed outwardly abnormal to Fishbaugh as Lucy led him down the long hallway toward the West Guest Room. The anteroom door was slightly ajar, and Hugh suddenly appeared in the frame, looking frantic and unhinged. “‘You stay out of here!’ he shouted at me,” Fishbaugh told investigators the next day. The door slammed shut, either yanked closed by Hugh or by a sudden gust of wind, and Fishbaugh and Lucy were startled by what sounded like a single gunshot.

			Entering the anteroom to investigate, Fishbaugh composed himself and directed horror-stricken Lucy to retreat to the Living Room. “I found Hugh Plunkett lying on the floor a few feet inside the door,” he reported. “He was shot through the head. He was not breathing.” He would also make a curious notation: “Plunkett, to the best of my recollection, was fully clothed.” Venturing into the suite—he adamantly declared he’d never treated Ned there at any time before that evening—Fishbaugh found Ned bloodied and splayed on the floor. “He had been shot through the head. He was breathing but unconscious.” Watchmen Morris, who’d heard at least one of the shots, raced into the suite as Fishbaugh attempted to revive Ned, but his efforts proved futile.

			In Fishbaugh’s view, the scenario was as simple as it appeared: though they were, he affirmed, “like brothers,” Ned Doheny had been killed by Hugh Plunkett, who then turned his weapon on himself and committed suicide. “I didn’t see whether or not he had a gun—I wasn’t looking for such a thing, had no reason to,” said Fishbaugh, also insisting that he heard only one shot. “If there had been another, even as I arrived, I am sure I would have heard it.” Further, he was convinced that when Hugh flung open the door he wasn’t intending to escape after apparently slaying Ned. “I hardly think that,” the doctor said, “He heard us coming and could have gone the other way.” The specifics were hazy, but he recalled first spotting the Colt Bisley on the floor alongside Hugh’s body later, after a police officer illuminated it with a flashlight.

			But the police had not, in fact, been called for some time. Without disturbing any evidence, so they claimed, Fishbaugh and Morris returned to the Living Room, where a distraught Lucy was only barely holding herself together after the doctor delicately delivered the grim news. The thumping sound she’d dismissed as furniture overturning must have been the gunshot that took Ned’s life, they concluded. After much discussion, desperate for help, she called her two brothers: Clark Smith, employed by the firm that built The Tower for the Dohenys; and Warren Smith, a vice president of the family’s Petroleum Securities Company, to join her at the mansion. She also called her brother-in-law Anson Lisk, who, with her sister Kate, lived just minutes away on the neighboring Doheny Ranch, managing it and the family’s other ranch properties. Lisk, who’d dealt with the Beverly Hills police before, would handle alerting the authorities—but another, even more daunting call had to be given the highest priority.

			Near midnight, Edward Lawrence Doheny, Sr., who’d been roused from his sleep in his bedchambers at Chester Place by Lisk’s urgent call, arrived at Greystone. Still imposing even through infirmity at age seventy-
two, with his tough, rugged mien and shock-white walrus mustache, he nevertheless appeared shaken and frail entering the palatial temple he’d constructed for his sole surviving child, the only thing in his life he held in higher esteem than his own enormous fortune of around $100 million. Lucy’s family had hoped to shield the patriarch from the horrific scene in the guest suite for fear of aggravating his weakened health, but the old man insisted that he had to see Ned with his own eyes. Assisted inside by a security guard, E.L. Doheny was silently led to the suite containing Ned’s lifeless body. The aged oilman knelt next to his son, stroking Ned’s hand gently. At last, an anguished sob.

			“My boy.”

			After what seemed an eternity of stillness, E.L. nearly collapsed but rose to his feet and was led to the Master Bedroom, where Lucy lay stricken with grief and shock. At her bedside, he crumpled to the floor and wept. The servants discreetly closed the door to allow Ned’s father and wife to mourn their shared loss, and to ponder how their once-faithful friend Hugh could commit such a stunning betrayal.

			It’s unclear if the elder Doheny remained in the home or had been quietly whisked back to Chester Place (where the five Doheny children were also sent—much later, it would be revealed that the two eldest, Dickie Dell and Larry, had been hiding in the second-floor landing since Hugh’s arrival, listening and trying to make sense of what was happening) by the time two Beverly Hills police officers, Lt. Bill White and Sgt. B.E. McGhee, arrived after midnight. They alerted Chief Blair, who recognized that the situation was far out of his force’s element, and summoned D.A. Buron Fitts and his team. Within a half-hour, Bill Bright and the sheriff’s homicide squad were also on the scene; Les White arrived by 2 a.m.

			“A sufficient lapse of time had passed between the actual shooting and the arrival of the authorities to allow the witnesses to recover their emotional equilibrium,” White later observed, noting that the accounts all appeared to be uniquely in lockstep, with little variation in each telling. “The testimony dovetailed with remarkable accuracy.” It was all too neatly presented—possibly even rehearsed—to be entirely true, he suspected.

			There were a few subtle deviations. Sure, everyone in the mansion, top to bottom, denied that any alcohol had been consumed—such an obvious, knee-jerk deception was de rigueur during Prohibition. But at least one maid reported hearing multiple shots in quick succession—“One, two, three!” as she put it—and there was Dr. Fishbaugh’s description of seeing the Bisley pistol next to Hugh rather than underneath him, plus the unusual discovery that the weapon was still warm all those hours later. Other observational clues and those well-honed gut instincts already had White considering alternate theories to the murder-suicide scenario, though, by the wee hours, most of the investigators seemed eager to sign off on it.

			“This story did not quite fit the physical facts as I found them, and with a shock I began to suspect that something was wrong,” White wrote. “But apparently the other investigators were satisfied with the setup, so I decided to say nothing until I developed some concrete proof.”

			By then, it was 4 a.m. A local mortician transported the bodies to the morgue. As White made his way out of the mansion, Lucien Wheeler drew him close and whispered in his ear, instructing him to head straight to the morgue and examine the bodies in minute detail. Given that his boss, “whose astuteness I had constant reason to respect,” acted clandestinely, White had cause to believe they may be on to something far bigger than it might seem at first glance.

			Really big stuff, indeed.

			 

			As he drove to the county coroner’s office at the recently opened Hall of Justice on Temple Street downtown, White had ample time to consider exactly what might have motivated Hugh Plunkett to so violently end his closest friend’s life as well as his own. The initial answer had been provided, in considered clinical opinion, by Dr. Fishbaugh. His diagnosis: after many months of mental deterioration and stress, Hugh had simply gone stark raving mad.

			Speaking to the first Beverly Hills police detectives who arrived at Greystone, the physician explained that Hugh had not seemed himself for quite some time, beginning in 1927 when he began suffering from severely abscessed teeth. With each extracted tooth, Hugh would experience what Fishbaugh described as a “severe nervous reaction,” one that included spasming muscles and a lack of self-control. But with sedatives he would generally compose himself within a day, managing Ned’s daily affairs as normal.

			Hugh’s bouts of dental torment and unnerving mental fallout continued for many long months, through (and perhaps contributing to) his marital split. The doctor pointed to an even more extreme reaction two months prior, around Christmas 1928: Hugh was afflicted with a painfully swollen abscess over his left eye, a persistent headache, and a fever that further agitated his already intensely frazzled nerves, even after he gradually healed. Increasingly high-strung and subject to twitching spells, “but never irrational,” Hugh confided to the doctor that for the previous six months he’d struggled desperately to sleep, just a handful of hours each night, and only with the aid of sedatives like Dial or Veronal, highly narcotic over-the-counter barbiturates frequently taken for insomnia in the Jazz Age. Fishbaugh prescribed bed rest under the watchful eye of a nurse, and there could be no better refuge to escape the stresses of the world than Greystone, thoroughly designed for comfort and ease:Hugh moved in with the Dohenys for three weeks, lodging in the guest suite where his corpse would lie just a few weeks later.

			But after his respite at Greystone, Hugh’s perpetually anxious, agitated state and sleeplessness quickly resurfaced, and he complained of a powerful ache at the back of his head. In the first weeks of February 1929, Fishbaugh and the Dohenys grew concerned enough to implore Hugh to either take an extended vacation or admit himself into a hospital, but he steadfastly refused. Finally, in Fishbaugh’s telling, Hugh’s behavior became so erratic—but never violent—that the doctor and his patrons decided an intervention was necessary.

			On Saturday, February 16, Fishbaugh met Ned and Lucy at Greystone around 5 p.m. Ned assured the physician that he himself was feeling “splendidly” but added, “Plunkett is the man who needs your attention.” When Hugh arrived, they set to their unhappy task: convincing Hugh to commit himself to a sanitarium, or even just a lengthy ocean voyage, for the benefit of his own welfare and safety. “We all urged Plunkett to take a rest,” Fishbaugh told the investigators. “He refused. He simply sat there. Almost shaking at times. Hands clenched. Jaws set at times. He said he would come out of it all right. I could see it was no use to push him further and so I left.”

			But Hugh’s terse, stubborn assurances did not sway Ned. “Let him think it over for a while,” Ned purportedly told his wife and the doctor. “I will get him later in the evening and I think I can convince him it is the only thing to do.” Ned rang Hugh at his Cochran Avenue apartment shortly after and told him that he and Lucy would be stopping by. Hugh canceled his dinner plans with roommate George Riley and awaited the arrival of his friends and employers. Fishbaugh didn’t know everything that transpired during the Dohenys’ private meeting, but it appeared tense at best. What he did know was that, after Ned and Lucy left the apartment to see a movie—with Hugh declining to join them—around 7 p.m. the doctor received a telephone call from Ned asking him to return to Greystone in case Hugh should turn up there later that night. Because Ned didn’t cite any specific reason for concern, and since the doctor had theater tickets to a hot show, Fishbaugh gave Ned instructions to reach him through his messaging service should he need to be summoned on short notice.

			The doctor, Lucy, and the servants at Greystone would tell the police that Hugh had phoned from the estate’s garage at 9:30 p.m., sounding highly distressed. Answering, Lucy listened to the ruffled secretary’s concerns about something that Ned said to him at his apartment that had left him deeply unnerved. “It was only an impulsive remark,” Lucy tried to assure him, attempting to dissuade him from coming to the house, but Hugh insisted on seeing Ned.

			By 11 p.m., both men would be dead.

			 

			“We arrived at the morgue about the same time—the corpses and I,” White later wrote sardonically. He set about the business of coaxing some enlightening clarity out of the dead men’s bodies. He’d accumulated considerable forensic skills, including an advanced command of fingerprinting techniques, and was on track to becoming an expert-level criminologist. He’d tried on many a role in his young life—timber scaler, firefighter, prizefighter, office worker, service station attendant, land ranger, photographer, private eye, even carnival roustabout—but for the past five years nothing had suited him and his admittedly righteous sense of justice better than the role of lawman. In the spirit of Sherlock Holmes, he had the innate drive and eye for telling detail that made for a keen detective. Developing photos, scouring the scotch bottle and tumblers for latent prints, and carefully studying the cadavers, he was betting on revelation.

			The bottle and barware disclosed, to no surprise, that both men had been drinking—White could further prove this with a thorough analysis of the contents of their stomachs. More tellingly, he found powder burns surrounding one of the bullet holes in Ned Doheny’s head, strongly indicating that the Colt Bisley was held no further than three inches away from his temple when fired—instantly upending the prevailing theory that a seated Ned was shot from a short distance of a few feet and tumbled from his chair to the floor. Hugh Plunkett’s temple had no such burns, making it quite unlikely that he’d put the .45 to his own head and squeezed the trigger.

			The murder weapon, which White determined hadn’t previously been discharged in some time, proved just as puzzling. Despite firing it several times in rapid succession, he couldn’t get it to replicate the same heat he felt when he retrieved it from under Hugh’s hours-old corpse. White wondered if someone had actually heated the pistol in an oven or fireplace to give the appearance that it had been recently fired, overdoing their effort. He couldn’t lift any fingerprints from the Bisley, despite his best efforts. Experience told White it wasn’t unusual to come up empty on readable prints—especially on stored, collectible firearms often kept well-oiled and resistant to prints—but he at least expected to find smudges indicating the steel portion of weapon had been handled. A total absence suggested the gun had been thoroughly wiped clean.

			Hugh’s telltale cigarette flummoxed White from the start: it was held in his left hand in a manner the detective recognized would have made it impossible for him to throw open and slam close the anteroom door as Fishbaugh described, especially if holding the gun in his right hand—which he had to when he purportedly shot himself, based on the bullet entry point and the fact that in death he still clutched the cigarette as it burned down to singe his flesh.

			The ballistic trajectory was similarly confounding. The angle suggested that to fire a bullet, itself quite old, which struck Ned, toppling him from the chair, then lodged high in the wall, Hugh would’ve had to pull the trigger at waist level, upward at an awkward angle, meaning he had to be kneeling or shooting from the hip—with or without a cigarette in his hand, an unlikely bullseye. Lastly, there was the odd crisscross blood pattern lining Ned’s face, which to White only made sense if, after being shot, Ned had fallen face-down on the floor and been turned over.

			White’s suspicions about the scenario nearly all the other detectives seemed eager to embrace had proven well-founded. Yes, it might have indeed been a murder-suicide, but who had pulled the trigger on whom? Could it instead have been Ned who shot Hugh and then turned the pistol on himself? Could neither man have been responsible, both murdered by a mysterious third party? The truth seemed more elusive with each new revelation.

			As White attempted to wrap his head around his startling discoveries, a veteran deputy sheriff walked into the morgue, perched on a drainage table, and quietly watched White work with intent curiosity. Finally, the deputy asked nonchalantly, “You see anything of interest?”

			“Sure,” White answered. “I don’t believe Plunkett killed Doheny. Something is warped about this case.”

			“So what?” replied the deputy, a Cheshire cat grin below his drooping mustache.

			“What? Why, we’ve got to get to the bottom…” said White, taken aback by the casual dismissal, but the deputy cut him off with a wag of his head.

			“Personally, I think you’re right—about the shooting,” the deputy said, offering a hint of empathy before continuing coldly. “But there’s no ‘we’ stuff as far as I’m concerned. Old Man Doheny is too big a man for me to monkey with.”

			The deputy strode off, his last words hanging in the air. His head swimming, White chose to write off the seasoned officer as a corrupt cop, the kind D.A. Fitts was hoping to weed out. But Fitts would see the evidence. Fitts would demand the truth. “We have to get to the bottom…”

			Les White knew, as did almost anyone in Los Angeles, even across the country, who’d picked up a newspaper over the last few years, that the lives of the Doheny family were far from free of worry. Their massive wealth could not always insulate them from the consequences of accumulating all that money, and by 1929 both E.L. and Ned had ample reason to be very, very nervous. And if the Dohenys were nervous, Hugh Plunkett—mental and physical maladies notwithstanding—was nervous.

			 

			By that time, the phrase “Teapot Dome” was as synonymous with scandal and government corruption as the word “Watergate” would be decades later. It originally referred to a large sandstone rock formation resembling a teapot in Wyoming’s Natrona County and later carried over to the neighboring oil field that in 1915 was designated by the U.S. government as a naval petroleum reserve—part of President William Howard Taft’s policy ensuring the military would always have an ample fuel supply, and as a hedge against oil industry price gouging during wartime. In 1921, Taft’s executive order transferred control of the Teapot Dome oil field from the Navy to the Department of the Interior under Interior Secretary Albert Fall.

			The tall, lean Kentuckian Fall was an outsized, often combative personality whose rough-hewn experiences in the Western frontier marked him as a man who could handle himself in just about any situation—and who constantly carried a sidearm as insurance. Widely disliked and distrusted by both his rival Democrats and fellow Republicans, he was nevertheless accomplished in many arenas: he’d been a schoolteacher, an attorney, and an infantry captain in the Spanish-American War, but politics uplifted him: he served New Mexico first as a territory and then as a state as a territorial councilman, judge, associate justice, attorney general, U.S. congressman, and senator. His Senate stint earned him enough allies and political clout to claim a cabinet seat from the President Warren G. Harding’s White House in early 1921.

			Fall first met young E.L. Doheny, his friend and longtime poker buddy, during the early 1880s in the rowdy and often treacherous frontier mining camps Doheny frequented in his hardscrabble early days, a full decade before he would, at last, discover wells in Los Angeles and Mexico that would make him a multimillionaire. Doheny was just as tough, wily, and single-mindedly determined to realize his ambitions–sometimes to the point of sheer ruthlessness—as Fall, and likeminded in the conviction that the West’s natural resources were meant to be claimed and exploited by private enterprise, which in turn would benefit the public.

			Their friendship would endure for decades as both muscled their way to the top and Harding, whom Doheny, like many other prominent oilmen, had significantly backed financially, took office. Fall invited Doheny to meet the new president just as American consumption of petroleum, powered by the growing ubiquity of the automobile, was skyrocketing. But Doheny and his fellow oil barons were concerned about a pronounced lack of new crude oil discoveries and a potential product shortage. They vied to gain access to the government’s reserves, including the nearly 10,000 acres of Teapot Dome and the even more oil-rich 40,000 acres at Elk Hills in California’s Kern County.

			Conservationists were aghast when Harding’s oil-friendly administration floated the notion of undoing the sacrosanct nature of the reserves. But Fall deftly handled the politics, persuading Secretary of the Navy Edwin Denby to sign off on Harding’s executive order that put Fall in charge of contractual bids from private petroleum companies, all under the guise of benefitting national security. What the Navy needed at the ready most of all was fuel oil, not crude; the plan gave the oil barons access to the reserves’ underground bounty in exchange—along with a percentage of the crude oil sales—for a large fuel depot in storage tanks to be constructed at the expense of the winning bidder at the increasingly crucial naval base at Pearl Harbor in Hawaii.

			Fall shared this and other information with his old crony Doheny, along with enticing gifts—including autographed photos of the president, an invitation to the dedication of the Tomb of the Unknown Soldier, and tickets to the Army-Navy game—that appealed to his vanity and drew their families closer. E.L.’s company effectively prepared the lowest bid for the rights to drill at the plumb Elk Hills reserve, aware that the oil there was estimated to be worth around $100 million over the proposed thirty-year lease period; later, after receiving a stirring, eloquent entreaty about the vital, urgent strategic importance of highly vulnerable Pearl Harbor from Admiral John Keeler Robison—whom E.L. knew as Ned’s former commanding officer aboard the USS Huntington during the Great War—Doheny also claimed to feel a swell of patriotic duty, despite the high cost of the fuel storage station. He was all in.

			To shepherd the sweetheart deal through the government bureaucracy, Fall, the man at the other side of the poker table, asked E.L. to ante up in the form of $100,000. Fall called it a loan; others more pointedly called it a bribe. Eager to seal the deal, E.L. assigned delivery of the “loan” to the person he trusted above all others to handle sensitive, high-priority business dealings with utter discretion and fealty: his son Ned, then twenty-eight, embedded in E.L.’s operations, and, by his father’s estimation, due to learn how the real world operated up close.

			Sending Ned meant a two-for-one with the unflaggingly loyal Hugh Plunkett. Two days after Thanksgiving 1921, they embarked by train to Ned’s townhouse in New York City; Ned withdrew the sum from his personal bank account, wrapped in five $20,000 bundles within a nondescript black leather satchel. Together, they traveled directly to Washington, D.C.’s Wardman Park Hotel, knocking at the door of Albert Fall’s seventh-floor suite. After the usual pleasantries, the satchel changed hands; Fall counted the money and handed Ned a signed promissory note guaranteeing the loan. They filled the rest of the day with cocktails and casual conversation before Ned and Hugh returned to Manhattan, while Fall journeyed to his Tres Rios cattle ranch in Three Rivers, New Mexico.

			By April 1922, the government awarded the Dohneys’ Pan American Company drilling rights to Elk Hills. Simultaneously, Mammoth Oil’s Henry Sinclair, E.L.’s chief rival in the petroleum industry, secured similar access to Teapot Dome—though the smaller property, Sinclair had lavished Fall with even greater largess. The under-the-table windfalls from Sinclair and Doheny allowed Fall not only to emerge from the calamitous financial morass he’d fallen into personally, paying off back taxes and a large property debt to revive his once-prosperous ranch—he expanded and significantly upgraded every aspect of the property.

			Very soon, the truth of the secret dealings with Doheny and Sinclair bubbled forth like so much crude: as a Senate committee investigation intensified, President Harding first offered full-throated support of his longtime ally Fall, then slowly backed away as the whiff of scandal grew into a stench that prompted Fall to resign. Under pressure and openly fretting over the growing clamor, Harding dropped dead of a stroke while touring the country.

			True to its evocative name, Teapot Dome became quite the tempest on a national scale.

			 

			Summoned before the Senate committee, E.L. Doheny denied any wrongdoing and insisted that his motives were purely altruistic towards his cash-strapped friend and patriotic towards his country, even as the press breathlessly reported the details of Fall’s profligate spending. When Fall’s ham-fisted attempt to attribute his loans to another wealthy crony blew up spectacularly, his long friendship with Doheny was among the collateral damage. Furious, Doheny admitted before the Senate that he’d sympathetically given his old comrade the money—“a bagatelle to me…no more than twenty-five or fifty dollars to the ordinary individual,” a fair statement given his company’s net worth in 1923 was around $175 million. Sending Ned and Hugh as his emissaries was nothing extraordinary either, claimed E.L.: the loan—out of the family’s pockets and off the business books—had nothing to do with the Elk Hills lease. But the glare of the spotlight grew increasingly, uncomfortably white-hot, and the public appetite for information about E.L.’s colorful, controversial history, lavish lifestyle, and heretofore-unguessed-at power and influence became insatiable. He was a robber baron to some, a rags-to-riches folk hero to others, and regarded in degrees of awe by all. Nevertheless, he was indicted for bribery and conspiracy by the federal government in 1924, as were Fall and Sinclair—and Ned Doheny.

			Ned, facing a very real prospect of prison time, was stunned: in his mind, he’d merely been the courier for the now infamous “little black bag.” Subject to scandalous headlines and whispered innuendo, he was even occasionally snubbed in his accustomed place at the hub of the Los Angeles elite. The board of directors of the Methodist Church pressured USC to remove him as a trustee should evidence of criminal culpability emerge, but his well-timed $200,000 endowment bought him goodwill at his alma mater. Advised by his father to live as normally as possible, Ned was nevertheless pensive and traveled extensively, accompanied as ever by Hugh. Lucy was left with the children at Chester Place, weighing her own tenuous position in the society circles she’d inhabited since birth. Conversely, Ned’s role as the emissary of E.L.’s “loan” played in the senior Doheny’s favor in terms of public perception: a compelling argument emerged that E.L. would never knowingly place his cherished only son in any sort of legal jeopardy—he must have believed the monies gifted to Fall were above board.

			E.L. made shrewd P.R. moves, cementing close ties with influential newspaper publishers like William Randolph Hearst and sponsoring a glowing biography of Fall (mending fences as they closed ranks to defend themselves against federal prosecutors) but failing to persuade the famed director Cecil B. DeMille to shoot a boosterish film of Doheny’s life story. The Irish Catholic oil man also not so subtly appealed to a higher power, funding the construction of the glorious St. Vincent de Paul Church, only the second Catholic parish in Los Angeles, adjacent to Chester Place, earning it the nickname “the Church of Holy Oils” and “Doheny’s Fire Escape” (a statue of St. Edward the Confessor at the main altar bore a strong resemblance to E.L.).

			But really, his best hope of salvation was to purchase the best defense his considerably deep pockets could buy. He paid $1 million to the brilliant attorney Frank J. Hogan, a commanding orator with a battling spirit akin to Doheny’s own. E.L. had lost the lucrative Elk Hills leases during his civil trial (though he magnanimously lived up to his commitment to complete construction on the Pearl Harbor fuel storage facilities). Still, there was far more at stake in his criminal conspiracy trial alongside Fall, which commenced in late 1926. Hogan’s thorough, dazzling defense was bolstered by E.L.’s calm, composed, often charming testimony. At one point, grilled about why he’d sent his son to deliver the cash, the aged Doheny—sympathetically nursing an infected right arm in a disarming sling—replied he’d hoped his expected successor would gain key experience from the task: “Even if he had been held up on the way, he would’ve learned something.” Ned, too, came off well during his turn on the stand, and following Hogan’s dynamic, emotional summation, a stunning verdict came back: not guilty.

			When the Doheny men returned to Los Angeles on the California Limited after E.L.’s acquittal, just in time for Christmas, they were greeted by a jubilant throng of 6,000 dignitaries and well-wishers offering a hero’s welcome they exited their private train car “Willow Bank” at Santa Fe railway’s Le Grand Station, the precursor to Union Station. Hugh, in all likelihood, attended, either accompanying the Dohenys or among the celebrants. The crowd was so enthusiastic the throng barely acknowledged humorist, movie star and Beverly Hills’ honorary mayor-elect Will Rogers as he debarked from the same train, returning home for his inauguration—even though Rogers’s own welcome reception included film icons and Beverly Hills locals Tom Mix, Conrad Nagel, and “campaign manager” Douglas Fairbanks, who handed Rogers a cauliflower bouquet and passed out cigars. But the region’s wealthiest family had stolen the spotlight.

			After E.L. hugged his grandchildren and dozens of women of varying ages planted congratulatory kisses on the old man’s cheeks, his eyes welled with tears. “I’m deeply touched at this splendid reception,” he said, adding of his acquittal: “I knew that if the matter could properly be presented before a typical American jury, justice would be done.” Ned warmly embraced his father, and perhaps to atone for involving Ned in the sordid affair, the elder Doheny would pay loving tribute to his son—still facing his own bribery charges—by building him the most magnificent home imaginable, as extravagant and indulgent as a sultan’s palace and as safe and insulated as a military fortress. Plans for Greystone commenced that Christmas.

			It seemed at that moment that the storm had been weathered, and the family had returned to the shelter of privilege and power. But the tempest had not calmed yet.

			As popular as the elder Doheny appeared upon his return to L.A.—enough that novelist, politician, and social commentator Upton Sinclair would borrow liberally from E.L.’s now-famous backstory to craft a wealthy Doheny-esque oilman in his 1927 novel Oil!—there were countless people among the country made furious by his exoneration, believing he’d purchased his freedom with his exorbitant wealth and influence. Not least among the naysayers were federal prosecutors, who were eager to take another stab at conviction.

			First, though, Fall and Mammoth Oil’s Henry Sinclair faced their days in court. Ned, to his father’s consternation, was subpoenaed to testify in Sinclair’s 1928 trial, but Hogan argued that with Ned’s own trial pending, his Fifth Amendment rights protected him from incriminating himself on the stand. A surprising compromise was struck: the government dropped its case against Ned in exchange for his testimony. Given that the feds refused to drop the bribery trial against E.L., the proposition meant Ned risked giving testimony that could later be used against his father. But Ned was again well-received in court, and Sinclair was acquitted—for a time.

			Ned was back on the hook for Fall’s bribery trial—and this time, so was Hugh Plunkett. Federal prosecutors pressed to hear both men’s versions of the delivery of the $100,000 “bagatelle,” hoping to convict Fall and strengthen their forthcoming prosecution of E.L. Doheny. The stakes were sky-high: if Fall were acquitted, then logically, E.L.’s case wouldn’t even go to trial, and the whole ugly business would finally be behind the family. If convicted, the fallout could be catastrophic. Hugh was said to be thoroughly panicked at the prospect of saying anything that could incriminate his benefactors—or worse, with no immunity deal, himself. The Dohenys had proven to be faithful friends and employers over their years together, but at the end of the day, Hugh was aware that he wasn’t blood kin. If the family withdrew its support and considerable resources for any reason, where would that leave him?

			The intense stresses in Hugh’s life seemed to compound exponentially—shepherding the Dohenys through their Teapot Dome travails, the exhausting completion of Greystone, his protracted marital split, his debilitating physical maladies, his escalating nervous condition, and now impending legal peril. But even if the strain of all that pressure had, in fact, caused Hugh to suffer a mental collapse, the question remained: why would that lead him to murder his dearest friend?

			 

			“I don’t believe Hugh Plunkett killed Doheny and then committed suicide,” Les White told Buron Fitts during a private meeting at the district attorney’s home early on February 17, the Sunday morning following the bloodshed at Greystone. It was well after dawn when White concluded his analysis of the evidence, and despite his lack of sleep, he’d telephoned Lucien Wheeler to report his findings. Wheeler directed White to deliver them directly to the feisty D.A.; he’d dragged himself there, fighting growing exhaustion and admittedly crankier and blunter than he might otherwise have been with his boss’s boss, especially during their first ever one-on-one exchange. Even in his admiration for Fitts’s blend of idealism and practicality, White had noticed that the D.A.’s personality was somewhat malleable, shifting and adapting to whoever was in his presence. He felt genuinely unsure if Fitts would be willing to shine a bright light on the apparently constructed false narrative surrounding Hugh and Ned’s deaths.

			“At least it could not have happened in the manner described by the witnesses. The physical facts and the testimony of the witnesses do not jibe,” White explained. Remembering the sheriff’s deputy’s warning, he added soberly, “I understand, too, that some people believe the Doheny family is too influential to tamper with.”

			As hoped, he brought out Fitts’s combative brio. “There isn’t a man in the United States that’s big enough to stop me from conducting a criminal investigation,” the D.A. said, dander up, insisting on hearing the details of White’s concerns. As he explained the many discrepancies his analyses had revealed, the D.A. took in the impact of the detective’s findings.

			“But if Plunkett did not kill Doheny, who did?” Fitts asked.

			“I can’t tell you that at this time,” White conceded. “My job is to merely to show you we have not found the truth—as yet.”

			“We’ll damn soon find that out!” the D.A. snapped, promising “a sweeping investigation.” White decided the version of Fitts he liked best was the one he encountered here, alone.

			After Fitts made a flurry of terse phone calls, White next found himself accompanying the D.A. back to the Hall of Justice, where investigators from Wheeler and Bill Bright’s squads escorted in familiar faces from the night before—Dr. Ernest Fishbaugh, Lucy Doheny, her brothers and brother-in-law, the servants, the night watchmen, all surprised to be asked to rehash their stories so soon—as well as Hugh’s father Charles and brother Robert. Absent was E.L. Doheny, in seclusion at Chester Place, alternately reported to be either holding up well under the circumstances or in a spiraling state of collapse (“I’d rather not discuss his condition,” Fishbaugh told reporters. “There is nothing to say about a man who is suffering as he is suffering”).

			As Fitts concluded his interview with Dr. Fishbaugh, whose version of events hewed closely but not perfectly to his earlier description, the D.A. asked White if he had any follow-up questions. Sleep-deprived and with little experience interrogating witnesses, White still couldn’t resist lobbing a few pointed questions at the physician.

			“Doctor, you were at the house at the time the shooting took place and you rushed into the bedroom within a matter of seconds thereafter—is that correct?” the detective asked, receiving an affirmative nod. “Doheny was dead when you arrived?” Another nod. “And the body was not disturbed in any way?”

			“It was not disturbed.”

			“Then, Doctor, as an experienced physician will you kindly explain how blood could run up from the ears and cross back and forth over the face of a man who never moved off his back?” replied White in a moment of Holmesian revelation. It had the desired effect: the doctor flinched, caught in White’s logical deduction. “He’s trapped, and he knows it,” White thought.

			In a quiet, hesitant voice, Fishbaugh recounted significantly different details than his prior testimony disclosed: after the doctor discovered him, Ned Doheny had remained alive for around twenty minutes. Desperate to save him, Fishbaugh and the night watchman Morris lifted Ned up so the doctor could attempt something—anything—to save him, to no avail. They lowered Ned’s body back into a prone position on the floor, which had caused the odd blood patterns on the dead heir’s face.

			Fitts glowered at the physician for a moment, incensed at his earlier deception, then turned to White. “Any more questions?”

			White had made his point, happy to let more seasoned interrogators take the baton from there. And besides, he was overdue for some sleep.

			 

			Newspaper headlines blared the news of Ned Doheny’s death in massive type across the country the following day, Monday. More precisely, the press collectively announced the murder of Ned Doheny at the hands of Hugh Plunkett, his friend and secretary turned crazed, suicidal killer. Much to Les White’s surprise, the prevailing narrative remained murder-suicide, as described in neat, corroborative unison by the denizens of Greystone.

			Most reports noted that the district attorney’s inquest would be pushing forward, but as Buron Fitts made a formal statement to the press, he seemed—in a marked reversal from his conversation with White twenty-four hours earlier—to have already concluded how and why the slaying occurred, and who was responsible. “This investigation of witnesses is just an additional check on the evidence gathered last night by the investigators at the Doheny home,” he said. “So far there has not been a thing developed in the investigation that detracts from the conclusion reached by officers last night that this was a murder and suicide, and Plunkett killed Doheny.”

			“There is no doubt in my mind that Plunkett was an ill and very nervous man, and that the Doheny family was doing the best they could to put Plunkett in a hospital for his nervous condition,” Fitts added, affirming a new detail: that Hugh had at some point agreed to be committed. “He was to go to the hospital today.” The newspapers told the story using evocative, charged language like “sudden burst of insanity,” “broken mentally,” and “madman.”

			Articles quoted liberally from Fishbaugh’s account of Hugh’s steady descent toward madness in the last months of his life, and the physician soon offered a massaged, amended version of the tale directly to the press, emphasizing just how quickly Hugh finally, violently snapped—something he never saw coming, he insisted. “He was nervous, very nervous and irritable,” the doctor explained. “And he was stubborn, too. But he was rational at all times, as far as I could tell.” Not even the Dohenys were privy to the full extent of Hugh’s anxieties, he claimed. “He would never say what worried him. He spoke little of his personal affairs. But his nerves were at the trigger’s edge.” He recounted the ebbs and flows of Hugh’s condition, culminating with the Christmastime convalescence at Greystone. “He rallied…[But] recently he became morose and brooding. He would not tell what troubled him, however. He refused all offers to help.”

			Concerned, Ned and Lucy had yet to give up on convincing their friend, whom they held in such high regard, to seek aid, Fishbaugh explained, leading to Saturday’s intervention attempt. “They were trying to get him to drop everything and go to a sanitarium for a rest,” he said. “[They] pleaded with him to let up for a while. They warned him and they humored him, but he wouldn’t budge.” By the time the doctor had been summoned again to the estate, Lucy told him, “Plunkett was incoherent and acting queerly.” When Fishbaugh laid eyes on Hugh himself, he claimed to be shocked at the “wild figure” he saw.

			The doctor’s assertions were supported by Dr. Ellis Jones, another personal physician to E.L. Doheny, who’d consulted on Plunkett’s treatment when he suffered from the flu over the holidays. Jones said he, too, prescribed a long rest, but Hugh didn’t follow his advice. The Doheny dentist also affirmed the extent of Hugh’s oral anguishes. Some of the more thorough press coverage noted the Doheny connection to the Teapot Dome scandal (including some pseudo-sermonizing about the loss of his son being the price of sin exacted on E.L. Doheny), but no article outside of the underground press cited Hugh’s link to the exchange of the black bag to Fall or made mention of a possible impending subpoena.

			Every aspect of the story unspooling in the media was too much to absorb for Hugh’s family, who, even though he’d been increasingly absent from their lives, could scarcely imagine their golden boy acting homicidally, especially toward Ned. “This is all beyond my understanding,” his crestfallen father Charles said after taking custody of Hugh’s body. “Why, he and young Mr. Doheny were chums…They thought the world of each other.” Insanity was truly the only thing that made any sense of it to the elder Plunkett. He’d visited Hugh during his illness and recuperation at Greystone over the holidays, finding him to be cared for and tended to as if he were one of the family—if anything, he thought Hugh had insisted on resuming his duties far too soon after his health breakdown. “I feel that my boy went entirely out of his mind and that he was not in any way responsible for his act—I’m sure he did not know what he was doing.”

			Hugh’s roommate George Riley, who’d seen him shortly before Hugh’s meeting with the Dohenys in their apartment, was similarly shellshocked. “He was nervous, but not unusually so,” he told the press. “He was a splendid fellow and I know he would not harm anyone intentionally.” To Riley, only extreme overwork offered any rationale. “In my opinion, it was his deep devotion to the Doheny interests that made him break under the strain. I’ve known him to lie awake nights thinking over Doheny affairs.”

			But the roommates’ young Filipino houseman Tony Jaboc told reporters he’d seen a disturbing side of Hugh when he arrived at the apartment that evening, discovering the secretary in a frenzied state, throwing knives at the walls, banging spoons on the tabletops, and demanding that Jaboc summon his landlady. The houseman, fearing for her safety, did not deliver the message. “I became afraid and left,” he claimed. Had Jaboc alerted her, the empathetic landlady said, she would’ve have certainly called a doctor to help her tenant, whatever his ailment.

			Hugh’s ex-wife Harriett Marion Hall—living under a name conferred on her at the Ananda Ashrama retreat—was reported to be wracked with grief upon learning of his demise; sources within the sect told the Los Angeles Times she insisted she’d never seen any evidence of insanity in her former husband, though he was prone to fits of temper that he would later regret. Allowed to pause her metaphysical studies and return to Los Angeles for Hugh’s funeral, her status as an abandoned spouse who’d turned to a remote, enigmatic religious sect for solace did little to burnish Hugh’s posthumous reputation.

			Within a few days, the Los Angeles Evening Herald—like all Hearst newspapers at the time, on an aggressively anti-narcotic crusade—reported Dr. Fishbaugh’s claims that for about six months prior to the killings, Hugh had been a user of the barbiturates Dial and Veronal in his desperate quest for sleep. Both drugs were under scrutiny. Veronal, in particular, had been shown to be both habit-forming and linked to so many poisonings and suicides that its use had, just two months earlier, become as strictly controlled in Los Angeles as morphine, cocaine, and heroin—addicts of those drugs often substituted Veronal in their absence. The newspaper quoted police drug experts who suggested Veronal caused a loss of muscle control and, more forebodingly, made habitual users more combative and vicious. But Hugh’s mother Clara told the Herald, “I have never known him to be addicted to the use of stimulants or sedatives of any kind.”

			Fishbaugh’s colleague Dr. E.S. Merrill, head of the psychiatric ward at Los Angeles County General Hospital, came forward claiming he’d been treating Hugh daily for the first nine days in February, after a mutual friend had brought the secretary to his office. Alleging his patient’s ailments were tied to “domestic troubles” and confirming an excessive prior use of Veronal-derived sedatives—which the doctor said had ceased their sedative effect—Merrill said they’d made significant progress in Hugh’s treatment: Hugh had been able to sleep up to six hours a night for four days straight and was greatly encouraged, to the point of planning a ten-day trip to Utah’s Zion Canyon with an unnamed friend. But the doctor remained concerned that the excessive Veronal use had left Hugh vulnerable to paranoid hallucinations.

			“It is my belief that Plunkett may have gotten into a slight argument, over anything, and gone into a frenzy,” Merrill told the Herald. “He was highly nervous and irritable, but didn’t have good brakes to stop himself, once he got upset.”

			Hugh’s autopsy results were immediately made public. Coroner Frank Nance—no stranger to headlines with his inquests into sensational slayings over his eight-year tenure, including those of director William Desmond Taylor, actor Ray Raymond and the infamous “Trunk Murders” committed by Winnie Ruth Judd—and chief autopsy surgeon A.F. Wagner concurred evidence indicated Hugh had placed the vintage Bisley’s muzzle against his temple and pulled the trigger. He’d pressed the gun to his head so tightly that powder burns appeared on the inside of Hugh’s skull, fracturing it four ways on impact and killing him instantly. The contents of both Hugh and Ned’s stomachs had been analyzed by the county chemist—a routine process, it was assured. Hugh’s contained 16.9 grams of alcohol, a bit more than an average single drink, while Ned’s revealed no alcohol. No further autopsy performed on Ned was disclosed, but it was determined that he’d been shot from six feet away. The amount of time Ned had lived after the bullet pierced his brain was reduced, in official statements, from twenty minutes to “a moment.”

			Around thirty-six hours after the killings and countless screaming headlines later, the District Attorney’s office and the Los Angeles County Sheriff’s Department marked the inquest officially closed. The deaths of Ned Doheny and Hugh Plunkett were declared “beyond all doubt” to be a homicide and suicide committed by Hugh.

			After that, press coverage was as dead as the men Les White found on the floor of Greystone a day earlier. “The newspapers dropped the story as if it burned their fingers,” he observed. White recognized, before the reporting screeched to a halt, that the details—largely provided by Doheny relatives, in-laws who happened to be Doheny executives, Doheny-employed servants, physicians on the Doheny payroll, and a houseman likely to soon be looking for work—lined up to provide a sympathetic but ultimately damning portrait of Hugh Plunkett as an increasingly unstable man who’d snapped under the weight of intense personal and professional pressure, chronic illness and drug-induced hysteria, committing a horrific act.

			Yes, it all lined up quite neatly. But little of it lined up with the crime scene evidence that White himself had recorded.

			 

			The newspapers didn’t entirely turn away from the story: there was still the matter of breathlessly reporting how one of the richest families in America lay to its prematurely fallen son to rest, as well as his tragically demented killer. In doing so, as both men’s funeral services were conducted within three days of their deaths, other potentially telling details emerged.

			Ned’s requiem mass was, of course, held at St. Vincent’s, the grand and glorious Roman Catholic church his father gifted the community at a cost of $500,000, near E.L.’s Chester Place compound and Ned’s alma mater USC, which canceled classes that Tuesday morning so faculty and students could pay last respects to the university’s illustrious alumnus, a prince of the city. While an enhanced security detail solemnly patrolled the grounds of Greystone in Beverly Hills, a small legion of motorcycle traffic cops was dispatched downtown to manage the droves who turned out hours early to witness the funeral scene at Figueroa and West Adams. Curious onlookers lined the streets as the church’s pews and aisles filled to capacity with invited mourners. Despite the throng, a reverent hush prevailed, the aroma of flowers overflowing on the altar hung in the air, candles flickered, and a tower bell gently tolled. As police created a wedge and held back the crowds, ten burly officers toted Ned’s ornate gold casket from the hearse into the sanctuary, where his body lay in state for an hour. Finally, at 11 a.m., the pallbearers made their procession—with District Attorney Buron Fitts, Dr. Ernest Fishbaugh, Dr. Ellis Jones, and attorney Frank Hogan among their ranks. Though Albert Fall’s failing health prevented him from making the journey, his wife and daughter attended to represent him.

			Delivered by limousine, Ned’s widow Lucy entered the procession, head to toe in black and wreathed in heavy mourning veils, accompanied by her mother-in-law Estelle, both softly sobbing. Leaning on the arms of friends for support, the patriarch himself, Edward L. Doheny Sr., appeared next. He was a sad, broken figure shuffling slowly, head bent low, face creased with grief. It was not lost on anyone who laid eyes on the aged tycoon how the once determined, hard-driving man who’d accumulated so much, how visibly bereft he was at the loss of his heir. It offered little solace that E.L. would, from that point on, be regarded with deep public sympathy, seen as having paid the ultimate price for whatever sins he may have committed during his ascent.

			The elaborate service was led by Bishop John J. Cantwell of the regional diocese and Father Martin J. O’Malley, St. Vincent’s dynamic priest whose work with at-risk youth later inspired Bing Crosby’s Father O’Malley character in the film Going My Way, conceived and directed by St. Vincent’s parishioner Leo McCarey. In his gloomy-to-stirring sermon, O’Malley praised Ned for his “heart of gold” to the very end, dying in a noble attempt to aid his troubled friend—a sentiment commonly echoed in the press.

			Following the mass, a smaller band of mourners drove to a private ceremony—ensured so by security guards—at Forest Lawn Memorial Park in Glendale. As devoutly Catholic as his last rites had been, it was a bit of a surprise that Ned would not go to Cavalry Cemetery, the prominent Catholic high society resting place east of downtown. But his casket was instead delivered to the more broadly Christian (yet still segregated) Forest Lawn, interred on the rolling green knoll Sunrise Slope in the Temple of Santa Sabina. The temple featured a 16th-century marble canopy over a sarcophagus distinguished by Venetian mosaics of beaten gold, first constructed at the Santa Sabina Basilica on one of the Seven Hills of Rome and delivered to Los Angeles two years earlier—it was said to have once contained the remains of its namesake Italian saint. Between the exalting sermon and the glorious final resting place, Ned Doheny was as close to canonization as he might get. Weeks later, his father would quietly have the graves of Ned’s mother and sister relocated and placed at his side.

			One day later, a few hundred mourners assembled to pay respects to Hugh Plunkett with a private funeral service at the White Company Mortuary downtown, awash with flowers sent by the Doheny family in an apparent gesture of grace and goodwill. Carrying the reproached theme further, Ned’s brothers-in-law Warren and Clark Smith, and E.L. Doheny’s confidential secretary R.M. Sands joined Hugh’s roommate George Riley and four others to serve as pallbearers. Harriett Marion Hall, accompanied by two friends, stood slightly apart from the grieving Plunkett family, surrounded by the many friends Hugh accumulated during his lifetime. Rev. Dr. George Davidson, the Episcopal minister from St. John’s Church, extolled Hugh’s devotion to his duties, even as he acknowledged the shock, and even the enigma, of his end, noting, “I do not think disease, gunshot or accident is the cause of death. They are but the incident…The cause we may not know,” he said. “It is difficult for us to understand why. Perhaps we shall never know.”

			Hugh’s casket was transported to his final resting place, which by no small coincidence was also at Forest Lawn’s Sunrise Slope, in a modest plot near an olive tree just under fifty paces away from the mausoleum containing Ned Doheny’s remains. For seventeen years, one had never been far from the other’s side. Now they would be companions for eternity.

			It all proved too much to bear for Hugh’s twenty-year-old sister Isabell, who swooned immediately after the burial, prompting their brother Robert to also faint. Hugh’s loss took a terrible toll on the entire family, including his otherwise stoic father Charles, who suffered a stroke two days after the funeral. Two years later, in 1931, Robert would make a scene storming into a sordid crime-themed sideshow on South Main Street where photos of Ned and Hugh’s gruesome death scene—taken by Les White—had somehow found their way out of the D.A.’s files and were on view to the public for a small fee. Robert angrily tore down the displays; exhibitor Leo Gotch and six associates, despite having legal permits and passing a police inspection, were tried for libeling the dead. Arguing that it was simply an attempt at civic moralizing, teaching that crime does not pay, the men were acquitted.

			From the outset, the Plunkett family privately refused to believe Hugh murdered Ned and committed suicide, concluding that the Dohenys were covering up the truth in service of some greater purpose known only to them. The Plunketts bore it stoically, brooding and nursing resentment, rebelling in their way: family members later revealed the Dohenys purchased burial plots alongside Hugh’s at Forest Lawn for his family. Only Hugh’s mother Clara Bell accepted, unable to bear the thought of Hugh facing eternity alone, and was interred alongside him in 1931; Hugh’s father and siblings refused to join them.

			 

			A month after Ned and Hugh were laid to rest, perhaps in an attempt to escape the pall that had fallen over Greystone, E.L. Doheny took his five grandchildren to a rodeo in Phoenix, Arizona, where he was joined by his old compatriot, Albert Fall. The two men shared fond, dusty memories of horses, cowboys, prospectors, and their days at the poker tables together. Seven months later, without testimony from the two dead young men, Fall was convicted of accepting a bribe in the Teapot Dome scandal, becoming the first former cabinet member to be sentenced to prison, serving nine months and falling into financial ruin. Thus, E.L. was soon back in court for his own bribery trial in 1930. His attorney Frank Hogan, despite failing to exonerate Fall, proved every bit the legal Houdini the press often dubbed him: Hogan risked putting E.L. on the witness stand, and despite the oil baron’s pervading depression and ill health, Doheny equated himself admirably, earning the jury’s admiration—and sympathies, in a poignant moment when E.L. visibly choked up at the mention of Ned’s name. Pushing his gambit further, Hogan took the stand to dramatically recount Ned’s prior testimony in the dead man’s own words, bringing tears not only to E.L. and Estelle’s eyes, but also to many of the courtroom spectators. Ned Doheny, Hogan told the jury, was “speaking to you from the grave” to clear his father’s good name. Miraculously, the strategy worked: the jury found E.L. not guilty.

			Though he’d escaped prison, the aged oilman—shattered since Ned’s death—remained a recluse, caged by increasingly spiraling health and abiding grief. On September 8, 1935, with his wife, daughter-in-law, and grandchildren at his side, Edward Lawrence Doheny, Sr., died at age seventy-nine, having lived twice as long as his son and then some. Following an even grander funeral than Ned’s—at St. Vincent’s, naturally—he was buried among the region’s Catholic elite in the Doheny mausoleum at Cavalry Cemetery. His wife Estelle, who dutifully destroyed his personal papers and records upon his death, joined him there twenty-three years later.

			 

			Dr. Ernest Clyde Fishbaugh continued in his role as a respected physician to the social elite of Beverly Hills, Hollywood, and Los Angeles. He attended famous names with medical woes, many of whom carried a whiff of infamy, including silent star Mabel Normand (tuberculosis), Mexican screen siren Dolores Del Rio (near-fatal kidney failure), film comic Harry Langdon (influenza), film noir femme fatale Joan Bennett (broken bones after falling from a horse), stage musical impresario Florenz Ziegfeld (an ultimately fatal case of pleurisy), and the controversial wife of even more controversial theater owner Alexander Pantages while she was in jail and he was on trial (nervous collapse and bronchitis). He also treated but failed to save movie star and “sex goddess” Jean Harlow, who suffered from uremic poisoning and, taking an unexpected turn for the worse, died suddenly at age twenty-six in 1937.
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