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    Introduction by Sara Karloff


    


    When an author asks you to write the foreword for his book, it’s a pretty terrifying task, especially if the book is titled Who Framed Boris Karloff? and Boris Karloff just happens to have been your Father!


    The above aside, I had the best time reading Who Framed Boris Karloff? I was “hooked” early on, and couldn’t wait to be led down yet another wrong road. I followed wrong lead, after wrong lead; wrong suspect after wrong suspect, knowing full well my Father could never have “done it!”


    I learned more Hollywood “truths,” more Hollywood “history,” and more Hollywood “secrets” and looked behind more Hollywood “doors” than I ever did growing up in Hollywood.


    Watching Tinseltown’s bogeymen trying to solve a murder in this cleverly written story was a pure joy for this reader who was led page after page towards a totally unexpected conclusion.


    


    Sara Karloff

  


  
    Cast of Characters


    


    BORIS KARLOFF — Frankenstein’s Monster in Son of Frankenstein. A gentleman who would never kill anyone and yet he was found standing over the body.


    


    BASIL RATHBONE — Actor, master swordsman, formerly with British Intelligence in the Great War, Rathbone played Baron Wolf von Frankenstein in Son of Frankenstein. Having just finished making Hound of the Baskervilles for 20th Century Fox, could Rathbone use Sherlock Holmes’ methods to find who framed Boris Karloff?


    


    BELA LUGOSI — Hungarian actor forever typecast as Count Dracula. Lugosi played “Old Ygor” the crooked-necked, grave-robbing blacksmith in Son of Frankenstein. Known for being temperamental, Lugosi had a grudge against Martin F. Murphy and was overheard wishing him dead.


    


    ROWLAND V. LEE — Producer/director of Son of Frankenstein. His methods had put production behind schedule and Martin F. Murphy had plans to replace him. Was that reason enough to kill?


    


    JAMES WHALE — Openly gay director of the first two Frankenstein films, he was brought in by Martin F. Murphy to replace Rowland V. Lee as director of Son of Frankenstein. Surely he had no motive…


    


    MARTIN F. MURPHY — Studio Production Manager. He had a chip on his shoulder regarding directors who wasted company money. He was the perfect victim of the perfect crime.


    


    CLIFF WORK — Vice president in charge of Production at Universal Studios. Work would do anything to finish the much-anticipated Frankenstein sequel — but did that include covering up a murder?


    


    EDDIE “THE BULLDOG” MANNIX — Hollywood “fixer” and tough guy. If you had an actor who may have killed someone and you wanted to cover it up, you called Eddie Mannix.


    


    TONI “LEGS” LANIER — Eddie’s dame, described by mobster Mickey Cohen as “the only one in LA with balls.” She was hard drinking, fast living and quick tempered.


    


    JACK P. PIERCE — Makeup wizard responsible for the entire pantheon of Universal Studios’ Monsters. He worked without a contract and his methods were slow and meticulous. Did he direct his attention to detail to committing murder?


    


    LIONEL “PINKY” ATWILL — Typecast as the oily villain. He drove around town in a bullet-riddled Rolls Royce and attended sensational murder trials. Is he a murderer or just a red herring?


    


    JOSEPHINE HUTCHINSON — Baroness Elsa von Frankenstein in Son of Frankenstein. Was she an innocent British actress, or a scheming murderess?


    


    JOHN P. FULTON — Special Effects man. Was murder his finest effects work?


    


    WILLIAM HEDGCOCK — A technician thoroughly familiar with the high-voltage monster-making apparatus used on the set of Son of Frankenstein.


    


    PETER MITCHELL — A photographer for the publicity department who had been working at the studio for only two weeks. Wide-eyed, star-struck innocent or crafty killer?

  


  
    Chapter One:


    23 November 1938, 2:10 p.m.


    


    “Son of Frankenstein,” assistant director Fred Frank shouted as he held up the clapperboard, “production 931, Wolf von Frankenstein meets Monster, take one.”


    The clapperboard clacked.


    “Action,” said producer/director Rowland V. Lee.


    Basil Rathbone as Baron Wolf von Frankenstein stood in the foreground of the laboratory set built on Universal Studios Stage 7, his body deliberately placed in front of the worktable before him to keep a surprise hidden from his co-star. In the background, a curtain of backlit steam representing boiling sulfur rose up from a 30-foot well sunk into the floor of the soundstage. Hiding just inside the well was the unsuspecting Boris Karloff in full Frankenstein Monster makeup. “Okay, Basil,” instructed the director, “grab the knife from the table there and slip it in your pocket.”


    Rathbone did as he was told, slipping a long surgical knife into the inner pocket of his two-tone tweed hunting jacket.


    Lee shouted, “Okay, Boris. Come out of the pit and lurch toward Basil.” There was a heavy clump, clump, clump as Karloff lumbered ever nearer, making Basil wonder why his character didn’t hear the Monster “sneaking” up behind him. Karloff’s huge green hand gripped Rathbone’s shoulder. The heavy gray-green greasepaint gave the Monster a corpse-like pallor when photographed through special filters on monochromatic film. It also tended to get on everything Karloff touched. In contrast, Rathbone’s aquiline features were painted red so the special filters didn’t wash out his features.


    Instead of flinching in terror, Basil smiled up at the Monster. A pencil thin mustache pasted to his upper lip emphasized Rathbone’s dashing good looks. He stood aside so Boris could see his surprise. It was a huge cake with a spray of icing flowers framing the inscription, “HAPPY BIRTHDAY, BORIS.” The horrific features of Frankenstein’s Monster broke into a wide grin as Basil led the cast and crew in song. A Universal Studios photographer popped off a series of flashbulbs to capture the moment as Rowland V. Lee and Bela Lugosi, in full Ygor makeup, joined Karloff and Rathbone around the worktable to sing “Happy Birthday” to the hulking giant.


    Rathbone picked up a specimen jar from the worktable and handed it to Boris. “We all thought you might want this so you could enjoy your cake.” Floating in the specimen jar was Boris’ dental bridge that he had removed to create an indentation in the Monster’s right cheek.


    “Yeah, that,” added Lee, “and because without it we can’t understand a word you’re saying.”


    The actor smiled gratefully, turned around and discreetly slipped the bridge in place. Turning back, he said, “Thank you.”


    “I like Karloff better without the bridge,” joked Lugosi in his trademark Hungarian accent. “Then it is not just Bela no one can understand.” Behind the fake yak-hair beard, rubber-crooked neck and shaggy wig Bela Lugosi flashed Ygor’s snaggletoothed grin.


    “Well, what are you waiting for, Boris?” asked Rathbone. “Make a wish and blow out the candles.”


    There were 51 brightly burning candles on the cake. Karloff surveyed the mini inferno and chuckled. “It’s a good thing I don’t have the Monster’s fear of fire.”


    After pausing to make a wish, Frankenstein’s Monster blew out the candles with one great exhalation that was met by cheers and applause.


    “What did you wish for?” asked Bela, passing Karloff a knife to cut the cake.


    Boris tugged at the neckline of the Monster’s brown fur jersey and quipped, “Acooler costume.” He took the knife and began divvying up pieces to the cast and crew.


    “Boris,” Lee said, holding a small package, “not only is this your birthday, but you’re also a first time father,” referring to the birth of Boris’ daughter earlier that morning. “That being the case,” Lee continued, “the special effects department made these for you. Actually, they’re for little Sara Jane Karloff.”


    The Monster graciously took the package and tore away the wrapping. Inside was a special pair of bronzed baby shoes. They were miniature versions of Boris’ Frankenstein boots.


    Karloff smiled. “The perfect thing for my little monster.”


    “Ah, there he is!” effused an unexpected visitor who sauntered onto the set swinging a bamboo cane and walking a bit unsteadily. He was tall, wispy and wore a fetching Panama hat and a white suit. A folded paper with “Western Union” quite visible on it was tucked carelessly in the breast pocket. Director James Whale smiled as he made a sweeping gesture that nearly knocked him off balance. “There’s my Monster, who appears to have not only become civilized,” he noted the bronzed Monster shoes, “but has procreated. Whatever would dear Henry Frankenstein have said about that?” He put his hand to his lips like a little boy who had just said a naughty word. “Oops. Now it’s Heinrich von Frankenstein, isn’t it? I see the studio is still catering to the whims of the German market.” Boris smiled broadly and took Whale’s hand. “James! What brings you to Universal Studios!”


    “Thought I’d see how my Monster was faring in the hands of a new director.” As Boris released his grip, Whale became aware of the green makeup now smeared on his hand. He held it gingerly away from his white suit with a look of drunken annoyance.


    “Oh, I am sorry, James,” Boris said, noting Whale’s distress. Gesturing at his costume he said with a helpless shrug, “You’re welcome to wipe your hand off on the back of my shirt. It won’t show on camera.”


    “Nonsense,” Whale smiled weakly as he tucked his cane under his arm to free up his clean hand. He reached for the handkerchief in his breast pocket and unfurled it with a practiced snap of the wrist. “A gentleman always comes prepared.”


    “I was so terribly sorry to hear about poor Colin passing away last year,” Karloff said, referring to his Frankenstein co-star Colin Clive.


    “Ah, yes, dear Colin.” Whale sighed as he looked in the direction of Stage 28, otherwise known as the Phantom Stage, on which the Castle Frankenstein interiors had been erected. “Very decent of you to honor Colin’s memory with that lovely painting, Rowland,” he said, referring to the portrait hanging over the fireplace mantel on the Castle Library set. “Might I trouble you for it when shooting wraps?”


    “I’ll see what I can do,” Rowland said, avoiding Whale’s gaze by picking at his cake with his fork.


    “So kind of you. The artist captured dear Colin’s angelic features perfectly.” He smiled wryly as he wiped his palm clean. “Ah, Colin. Much like Dante’s Mephistopheles, he was a beautiful angel, but ultimately condemned by the fates and his own shortcomings.”


    “What were you doing on the Phantom Stage?” Rowland asked, eyeing Whale suspiciously.


    “Just poking about a bit,” was Whale’s impish reply. He stuck the green-stained hanky in the breast pocket of Rowland’s double-breasted gray suit as he turned his attention to Basil. “But where once we had the father, I see we now have the titular son.” He gazed at Rathbone with mock sympathy. “How are you bearing up under this ‘Frankenstein curse’ I’ve heard tell about?”


    “So sorry about that, Jimmy,” Rathbone said. “The publicity mill at Universal came up with that ridiculous notion.”


    “As I recall, the ballyhoo went on to crassly give the deaths of Colin and dear ‘Old Baron Frankenstein’ Frederick Kerr as proof of the curse’s existence. It also maintained that you said — ”


    “ ‘There’s nothing in it,’ ” Rathbone quoted with a shake of his head as he gazed down at the floor. “Publicity made up my alleged quote. The whole thing is in very poor taste.”


    “Think nothing of it. I’m sure wherever Colin is, he’s laughing about it.” Whale staggered closer to Basil and leaned in on his cane. “I’ve heard good things about your performance as Sherlock Holmes. Hound of the Baskervilles, wasn’t it?”


    “Indeed,” Rathbone said, noting the alcohol on Whale’s breath. “For 20th Century Fox. It won’t be released until next year but preview audiences have been most kind.”


    Whale stepped back a bit and displayed himself as if he were a runway model. “So, dear detective, what might you deduce about me?”


    “If I were to use the methods of the Great Detective,” Rathbone said, as he straightened up and eyed Whale with a Sherlockian demeanor, “you’ve been drinking in the early afternoon. Obviously, you’ve been trying to forget some unpleasantness. I would assume having something or other to do with Colin Clive and bitter, yet fond, memories of him that some recent incident has stirred up.”


    Whale smiled with genuine admiration. “Bravo,” he said. “Indeed, I have been raising a glass or two to the dear boy.”


    “You are very finely dressed,” Rathbone said with clipped Holmesian speech, “so you obviously have important business on the lot. I would say you have a late afternoon appointment with Martin F. Murphy, the Studio Production Manager.”


    Whale was visibly taken aback, exactly like any visitor to 221-B Baker Street who suffered the intense scrutiny of the Consulting Detective.


    “How on earth did you know that?” Whale asked.


    “Elementary, my dear Whale. From the telegram, there on the floor.” Rathbone noted the paper with a wry gesture. “It fell from your breast pocket when you reached for the handkerchief. See there? Murphy’s name and the time of your appointment, both plainly visible.”


    Whale gave Rathbone a Puckish grin as Rathbone picked up the telegram and handed it back. Sticking the telegram back in his pocket, Whale said, “My God, you’re good. I imagine all that fencing you do has sharpened your wits. Very good, my dear Mr. Rathbone. I doff my cap to you, sir.”


    Rathbone smiled. “My time in British Intelligence still serves me well.”


    Whale stood at attention and saluted. “Ah, yes. The Great War. Doughboys in the trenches, and all that.”


    “I was Patrol Officer for the Second Battalion, Liverpool Scottish,” Rathbone said, proudly. “I remember one mission in No Man’s Land. I was camouflaged as a tree to spy on the enemy’s position when — ”


    Lugosi sighed heavily and grumbled, “Again with the war stories! All the time, the war stories! I have war stories, too. Do you see Bela boring people with his war stories?”


    Rathbone smiled and gave Bela a genial pat on his humped back. “So sorry, old man.” To Whale he said, “I hear you distinguished yourself admirably in the Great War, as well.”


    Whale made a deliberately camp gesture. “He also serves who only stands and minces.” In a more somber tone, he added, “But, yes, I did indeed see to my duty to the best of my ability.”


    “Why does Murphy want to see you?” Rowland abruptly interrupted, no doubt recalling a memo leaked to the Son of Frankenstein set 11 days earlier:


    


    UNIVERSAL PICTURES CORPORATION


    Inter-Office Communications


    


    FROM: M.F. Murphy, Studio Production Manager


    TO: Cliff Work, Vice President of Universal Studios Production


    SUBJECT: Son of Frankenstein


    


    Due to necessity of meeting release date and in order to get value of cast already on salary, this picture started production Wednesday, November 9. Operating under conditions like we are, without a script, is extremely difficult for all departments concerned in physical production and, more importantly, most expensive. Wehave no way of determining just how long this picture will take in production and nothing concrete upon which to substantiate any detailed figures we might attempt to compile as an estimated budget…


    


    The memo was dated Saturday, November 12, 1938. No doubt Murphy leaked the memo himself to give Rowland some incentive to stay on schedule.


    “What does Murphy want to see you about, Jimmy?” Rowland asked more pointedly.


    “Why, my boy, I am here because — ”


    “Because I asked him here,” a gruff voice said. This, and a slamming stage door, announced the arrival of Stage 7’s second unexpected visitor, none other than Martin F. Murphy himself. The short, stocky executive took one look at Frankenstein’s Monster scooping up another bite of birthday cake and said, “What the hell is this? Why aren’t you shooting?”


    “Keep your shirt on,” Lee said. “It’s just a little celebration for Boris. It’s his birthday and he’s a new papa.”


    Murphy glared at the cake and the bronzed Monster shoes. “Oh yeah. Congratulations there, Boris.”


    “Thank you,” Karloff said, always a proper British gentleman, even to someone who brought a decided chill to an otherwise cheerful afternoon. Rowland added, “We’ll get back to work just as soon as we clear this cake away and,” he indicated the studio photographer, “we get a few more shots for the papers.”


    Murphy reached into his jacket and produced a solid-gold cigarette case from the breast pocket of his silk shirt. He unsnapped the case, selected a Camel, then snapped the case shut. After tapping the end of the cigarette against the case, he stuck the cigarette in his mouth, returned the case to his pocket, and waited.


    Seeing his chance, the photographer fumbled in his pockets for a lighter and lit Murphy’s cigarette. “There you go, Mr. Murphy, sir.”


    Murphy took a puff and eyed the photographer. “Who the hell are you?”


    “Uh, Mitchell, sir. Peter Mitchell from Publicity. I started working on the lot two weeks ago.”


    “Yeah, well, keep up the good work.” Murphy pushed past the photographer and confronted Lee. “We’re behind schedule, Lee! The head office is on my case about this production. They keep asking me, how far along are we in the script? I tell them, why, Mr. Rowland V. Lee doesn’t believe in scripts. The head office says to me, how the hell can somebody shoot a movie without a goddamn script? So I says, Mr. Rowland V. Lee, the producer and the director of this fine production, has everything under control. He’s got it all in his head. So I come on the set and what do I see? Frankenstein with cake all over his puss and a crew, a paid crew, standing around not shooting a movie! I tell you, it’s enough to drive a man crazy!”


    Murphy began to pace back and forth, puffing angrily on his cigarette. “This party is bad enough,” he said. “Did Karloff have to delay shooting this morning by rushing off to the hospital just because his wife had a baby?” He stopped and looked reproachfully at Karloff. “And what was this business about you going to the hospital wearing the Monster makeup?”


    “Honestly, Martin,” Boris said, remembering his morning at Hollywood Presbyterian Hospital, “what would you have done if you were me?” Trying to keep a straight face, he added, “Now, mind you, because I didn’t stop to take the makeup off, I had a bit of difficulty convincing the nurses and attendants at the hospital that I wasn’t an invader from Mars.”


    Murphy grew pale. “Oh God, tell me you’re kidding! If you scared any of the other expectant mothers — ! I can see the lawsuits!”


    Boris began to chuckle. “Take it easy, Martin. I’m only joshing. Seriously, I went over to visit Dorothy before Jack even had time to put the makeup on me. That story was a fairytale concocted by the Los Angeles Examiner to sell papers.”


    Murphy let out a sigh of relief. “Thank God!” He took another drag on his cigarette.


    “As for my leaving when I did, what else was a man who just learned he’d become a father to do?”


    “Still — ” Murphy grumbled.


    “Tell you what,” Boris said, ever the diplomat. “What if I agree to work gratis on the last day of shooting in lieu of my absence this morning?”


    “That would help,” Murphy relented. He shot Lee an angry scowl and said, “But that doesn’t get you off the hook! We wanted to make this monster show a $250,000 production. But that wasn’t good enough for the great Rowland V.


    Lee! This is an epic production, you said. It should have a bigger budget and be in Technicolor, you said. So, after convincing the head office to make this movie the first Technicolor picture Universal ever produced, after changing the Monster’s costume for Technicolor, after building sets for Technicolor, after shooting a lot of footage in Technicolor, what do you do? You scrap the idea of Technicolor!”


    Lee stood his ground. “I explained to Cliff Work about that.”


    “All those tests! All those very expensive Technicolor tests! Not to mention the Technicolor cameras and the equally expensive and downright pain in the ass Technicolor consultant, all of it thrown out on a whim from you! Why, Lee? Just tell me why?”


    “Jack Pierce couldn’t get Boris’ makeup to look right in Technicolor.”


    “So you fire the makeup man, not scrap the Technicolor! I would think a 47-year-old producer with your experience would be a hell of a lot more cost conscious! Pierce isn’t under contract. We can fire him any time we want.”


    “Boris would never agree to that,” Lee said, looking to Karloff for support.


    “No,” Boris said with a shake of his squared head, “I never would. Jack is the best makeup man in the business. I owe him a lot.”


    “He’s 10 years out of date! There are younger makeup guys coming up with newer and more economical kinds of monster makeup. Why, Boris, there’s this one guy who could make you up in half the time it takes Jack Pierce.”


    “In half the time, perhaps, but not as well,” Boris insisted.


    “Well, never mind that,” Murphy said with a dismissive wave. “I want to know what the hell this guy is still doing here,” indicating Bela Lugosi. “What’s the story, Lee? You were supposed to shoot all his scenes in one week!”


    Lee got right in Murphy’s face and yelled, “You goddamn sons of bitches wanted Bela for $500 a week. That’s a goddamn insult! Well, I’m going to keep Bela on set from the first day of shooting to the last day of shooting and there’s not a goddamn thing you can do about it!”


    “Like hell there isn’t,” Murphy said. “I’m replacing you with Jimmy Whale!”


    A hush fell over the soundstage. Rowland V. Lee and Martin F. Murphy stood locked in each other’s withering stare, each waiting for the other to flinch. It was Whale who broke the silence, standing off to the side, looking from one man to the other like a spectator at a tennis match. “What I wouldn’t give for a bag of popcorn,” he said.


    “SHUT UP!” the two shouted at Whale.


    “Listen up, Lee,” Murphy said, his index finger giving emphasis to every word with staccato pokes to the director’s chest. “I’m here to get this production back on schedule.”


    “Is that so?” Lee snarled.


    “Whale here knows how to bring in a movie on budget and on time. Hell, he brought in Wives Under Suspicion under budget and five days ahead of schedule!” He waved his hand in Lee’s face. “FIVE DAYS! And Whale brought the movie in $30,000 under budget!” He threw an arm around Whale’s shoulder and hugged him gruffly. “Now this is a director! Sure, he’s light in the loafers, but damn it, he knows how to make a picture that makes a profit!” Whale appeared amused by this display. He patted Murphy’s cheek with mock affection and said, “You flatter me, Martin.” With an elfin twinkle in his eye, he added, “Give us a kiss,” and pursed his lips.


    Murphy quickly let go of Whale and kept a safe distance. Clearing his throat, the production manager took a long drag on his cigarette and threw it to the floor. He snuffed the butt out with the toe of his shoe. Finally he said, “So that’s it, Lee. You can either bring this production back on schedule or collect your pink slip.” He stabbed a thumb in Whale’s direction. “Meanwhile, Mr. Whale and I have some details about his next picture to discuss. Like whether it’s going to be this one.”


    Murphy snapped his fingers and pointed at the photographer. “Hey, you, what’s your name?”


    “Uh, Mitchell, sir. Peter Mitchell. I’ve been working in Publicity for — ”


    “Yeah, whatever. You’re with me and Whale.”


    “You know, Martin,” Whale smiled wickedly, “in the circles in which I travel this is considered an invitation to a ménage à trois.”


    Murphy grabbed Whale roughly by the arm and steered the tipsy director toward the exit while Mitchell followed. “Whale, just shut your trap, will you!”


    The stage door slammed shut.


    The cast and crew stood transfixed. After a long pause, Rowland turned and addressed the set. “Well, you heard the man! Put this cake away, take the damn bridge out of your mouth, and let’s make a goddamn horror movie!” Rathbone gave Boris and Bela a half smile. “Well, gentlemen, I guess the party’s over.”
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      “Well, what are you waiting for, Boris?” asked Rathbone. “Make a wish and blow out the candles.”

    

  


  
    Chapter Two:


    23 November 1938, 9:35 p.m.


    


    “More steam!” Lee shouted into the sulfur pit. Halfway down the 30-foot well, a grip was sitting in a chair at the entrance to an access passageway. “More steam,” the director repeated. “And make it look HOTTER!”


    “Yes, sir, Mr. Lee, sir,” the grip’s meek voice echoed up from the well. Down in the pit, the grip was franticly changing colored gels on the back light and twisting valves on strategically placed steam pipes. After repositioning the fan, he leaned over the edge of the passageway and shouted, “How’s that, Mr. Lee, sir?”


    “I want to see a sulfur pit and all you’re giving me is a Turkish bath! Make it look like there’s boiling sulfur in there, goddamnit!”


    “I’m sorry, Mr. Lee, I’m doing the best I — ”


    An ear-piercing scream echoed up from the well, followed by a muffled thud.


    “What the hell happened?” Rowland shouted down.


    “I leaned over too far, I guess,” the chagrined grip called up. “But I’m okay. The stuntman’s pad broke my fall.”


    Lee motioned to some stagehands. “Go down there and get that idiot back into position.”


    Shaking his head, Lee stormed back to his director’s chair with the Frankenstein Monster following after him. “Wowan, uh ow oor upseh, buh — ” Boris began.


    Glowering irascibly, Lee barked, “Stop mumbling, Karloff!”


    Boris paused to compose himself, then deliberately enunciated, “Rowland, I know you are up-set, but, ta-king it out on the crew will not sol-ve a-ny-thing and,” he gestured at the pit, “you could cause an-o-ther ac-ci-dent.”


    “Another accident, huh?” Lee’s outstretched hands clutched at the air as he bellowed, “If I had Murphy’s neck right now, what I’d do to him wouldn’t be an accident!”


    A stagehand signaled that the grip was back at his post in the sulfur pit. Lee shouted, “PLACES!”


    Rathbone and Lugosi joined Boris on their marks.


    “Take heart, gentlemen,” Rathbone whispered to his co-stars, “this is the last shot of the night.”


    “Is the camera ready?” Lee called.


    Supervising the camera operator and checking the scene composition, director of photography George Robinson said, “Camera ready.”


    “That film better not jam this time, Robinson!” Lee cautioned. “Sound ready?”


    Wearing headphones, sound supervisor Bernard B. Brown looked up from his control board. “Sound ready.”


    The assistant director held up the clapperboard. “Son of Frankenstein, production 931, Ygor pets Monster, take five.” Clap went the clapperboard. Lee shouted, “ACTION!”


    As the camera rolled, a gravelly cackle gurgled up from Bela’s throat as Ygor petted the Monster’s sheepskin jersey. Very slowly, Boris let a crooked half-grin twist around one corner of the Monster’s mouth. Rathbone expressed Wolf’s growing apprehension as he observed the gruesome pair. They played out the scene, then held their poses until Lee shouted the all-important, “Cut. Print it. That’s a wrap! Let’s call it a night!”


    Avery audible sigh of relief issued from the cast and crew.


    Boris went over to his “Monster chair,” a slant board that allowed him to rest between takes in a nearly upright posture in full costume. Next to the slant board was the small table where he kept his ashtray and the water glass for his dental bridge. Boris slipped the bridge into place and lurched toward Robinson, who had turned his attention to a stagehand who was arranging a wooden dummy on the operating table. It was a replica of the Monster used to set up shots and lighting effects.


    “Do you have the time?” Boris asked.


    “A little after 9:30,” Robinson said, checking his watch. “I guess that gives you, what? Six, maybe seven hours sleep before your 5:30 makeup call?” Karloff sighed. “You’re not taking into account the three hours it takes to get out of this makeup.”


    “That’s the glamour of show biz.”


    After the dummy was put into position, Robinson checked the tableau in the viewfinder he kept around his neck. He had technician William Hedgcock roll over a piece of Kenneth Strickfaden’s monster-making apparatus and had it placed beside the operating table. The control box was a complicated amalgam of glass radio tubes and toggle switches. Hedgcock took a cable with a strap on one end and wrapped the strap around his wrist.


    “Clear for test,” he shouted.


    Hedgcock walked over to a giant rheostat and knife switch mounted on the laboratory set’s main wooden support column. He threw the knife switch and dialed up the rheostat, then returned to the control box and threw a toggle switch. The control box was an impressive sight to behold as the glass radio tubes pulsated and the Jacob’s ladder on top of the arrangement flickered with electricity crawling between two antennae.


    “Clear Tesla coil!” Hedgcock warned.


    Robinson moved Boris well back before signaling to Hedgcock that it was okay. Hedgcock threw another toggle switch. The laboratory came to life as seven-foot arcs of electricity shot across the stage from a giant Tesla transformer straight into electrodes built into the operating table and other strategically placed electrodes around the set. Shouting over the noise, Hedgcock said, “Mighty impressive, huh? Kenny Strickfaden dubbed that transformer ‘Megavolt Senior’ or ‘Meg Senior’ for short. And boy, howdy, she puts out a lot of juice! That’s three quarters of a million volts right there!”


    With his fingers in his ears blocking out the noise, Karloff smiled politely at Hedgcock, then leaned closer to Robinson and said, “I don’t mind telling you that I get rather nervous around all this high-voltage stuff.”


    “You don’t have to worry about a thing,” Robinson shouted. “You ever see those ‘electric man’ acts at the circus?”


    “Yes, I have.”


    “They use the same stuff. Those daredevils can shoot lightning from metal thimbles on their fingertips. As long as you’re properly grounded like Bill over there, the voltage goes harmlessly over your body.”


    “And if you’re not properly grounded?”


    Robinson hesitated a moment, then admitted, “Well, you could get cooked from the inside out.”


    “I see,” Boris said with concern.


    “Don’t worry, Boris. The head office would kill us if anything ever happened to you.”


    “That isn’t very reassuring. By the way, where is Kenny? He’s the one usually running the light show.”


    “Universal’s just renting the equipment, so Bill over there is in charge of the effects. Next to Strickfaden himself, Hedgcock’s the best there is.”


    “Hey, Robinson,” shouted the director over the din. “Turn that thing off!”


    “Do you want this scene set up for tomorrow or not?” Robinson growled back.


    Hedgcock looked up from his work and appeared to be straining to hear as Lee said, “Yeah, later, but I want to make an announcement before you guys have a chance to rush off!”


    Robinson got Hedgcock’s attention and made a cutthroat gesture. The technician switched off the control box, dialed down the rheostat and disengaged the generator knife switch. “End test!” he shouted.


    Now that the set was quiet, Lee cupped his hands and called, “Hey! Gather around a minute, you guys! I have an announcement!”


    Hedgcock went over to Boris and Robinson and said, “Say, did I hear you right? Did you say there’s a shoot tomorrow?”


    “You heard right,” said Robinson.


    “But tomorrow’s Thanksgiving. The old man doesn’t expect us to work on Thanksgiving, does he?”


    As the crew gathered in a circle, Lee said, “Look, I know today’s been rough and I’ve been pretty rough on all of you.”


    “You can say that again,” a stagehand muttered. The crew grumbled in agreement.


    Lee did his best to ignore the murmur of dissent. “I know tomorrow’s Thanksgiving and naturally you wanna spend Thanksgiving with your families, but we’ve got to save this picture. We’re behind schedule and we gotta catch up.”


    Hedgcock grimaced. “We got Union rules about this, Lee. Thanksgiving is a national holiday.”


    Over the general murmur of agreement, Basil whispered to Boris, “The natives are getting restless.”


    “Yeah,” a carpenter said, “are we saving this picture or your job?”


    The murmuring grew louder as Boris whispered to Basil, “All they need now are torches and pitchforks.”


    Lee stared them all down. “Now listen, fellas. Sure, I’m trying to save my skin. But we’ve put a lot of work into this picture. If the studio takes it over now, you guys may be out on your asses, too. James Whale may want to bring in his own crew and start from scratch.”


    The crowd fell silent.


    Sensing he was gaining ground, the director added, “Look, suppose I have the commissary cater a big Thanksgiving spread right here on the set. You can all bring your families and we’ll make it a publicity thing so the head office won’t squawk. But if we don’t make Thanksgiving a working day, this picture could be sunk.”


    The silence in the ranks was palpable. The crew turned away to talk amongst themselves. After conferring with each other, Hedgcock stepped forward as spokesman. “If they’re willing to work tomorrow,” he said, indicating Boris, Basil and Bela, “we’ll work tomorrow, too.”


    Everyone looked to the actors expectantly.


    “Well, Boris,” Rowland asked, “what do you say?”


    After a pregnant pause, Karloff said, “For the good of the picture, I’ll be here.”


    “As will I,” said Basil.


    Lugosi said, “Save me a drumstick and I will come.”


    Bela’s remark broke the tension. The crew laughed.


    Lee smiled for the first time that evening. “Okay, now that that’s settled, the front office wants a script, so I’ll give them a script. I’m going to have Willis Cooper on the set and have him write pages of dialogue just before we shoot.”


    “Just before we shoot?” Lugosi exclaimed.


    “That’s right,” Lee nodded. “Lines fresh out of the typewriter. I believe this will make your dialogue sound more natural, you know, if you read the lines just before the cameras start rolling.”


    Lugosi was visibly upset. “Please, it is bad enough trying to make up the words as we go, but you cannot just put a script in front of me and expect me to remember the words. I need time to memorize them.”


    “Don’t give me that bull,” Lee shot back angrily. “You’re all the time saying what a great actor you are! Well, goddamnit, ACT!” Lee gathered his notes and was about to storm off when he noticed Bela’s hurt expression. The director sighed and said, more gently, “I’m sorry, Bela. You know I’ve been in your corner fighting with the studio about your wages. Honest, I’ve been on your side from the start. It’s just I don’t have time for you to act like the temperamental Hungarian prima donna. Not now.”


    Bela nodded. “I understand, Rowland. Forget it.”


    Lee gave the crew a last look. “Be on the set bright and early. Have the wives and kiddies here at one o’clock. We’ll get this goddamn picture done SIX DAYS ahead of time, if I have anything to say about it!”


    Lee left the set in a hurry before anyone else could argue with him. The crew grumbled resignedly amongst themselves as they headed out, leaving Boris, Bela, and Basil to ponder the situation.


    Boris smiled at Bela and said encouragingly, “Lee is just tense. You understand. Don’t take it personally.”


    “This is all that Murphy’s fault,” Lugosi glowered as he removed his crooked teeth and spat at the floor. “That is for you, Martin Murphy!”


    “Boris is right, old boy,” said Rathbone. “Tonight Lee was simply full of ‘sound and fury, signifying nothing,’with apologies to the Bard for twisting his words to make my point. After Lee’s had a good night’s sleep, tomorrow will go much better for all of us. And we’ll all have a feast into the bargain.”


    “Tomorrow,” Bela said venomously, “tomorrow Bela will have no appetite. Tomorrow will only be better if Murphy is dead! Only then will things be all right again!”


    “Watch yourself, Bela,” cautioned Rathbone with a mischievous smile. “Incriminating lines like those are usually uttered in badly written mystery plays, usually before the deadly deed is done by the end of the first act. Besides, I have a plan that doesn’t involve anything so extreme as murder.”


    “What is it then that you suggest we do?” asked Bela, sitting down in his canvas chair.


    “Simple,” said Rathbone, pulling his chair up next to Bela’s. “We’ll inform Mr. Murphy that if he replaces Rowland, we’ll walk off the picture, all three of us.”


    Bela smiled. “Yes, that is a good plan!” He turned to Boris. “What do you say, Boris? We stand together, yes?”


    Boris stood silent for a moment before uttering a hesitant, “Well — .”


    “Boris,” said Rathbone, “it will only work if the three of us stand together.”


    He held out his hand like a character from a Musketeer swashbuckler. “What do you say? All for one and one for all?”


    Bela put his hand on top of Rathbone’s. “Yes, all for one!”


    The two looked expectantly at an uneasy Boris Karloff. With a sigh he said at last, “I’m sorry. I can’t.”


    Bela was shocked. “What! You would let that Murphy fire our director?” He shook his head and grimaced. “You disappoint me, Boris. I never took you for a coward.”


    Karloff bristled. “Now that’s just uncalled for! I’ve never backed down from a fight when the cause was a just one.”


    “So, why do you hesitate now?” Bela demanded. “Isn’t saving our director just cause enough for you?”


    “Yes, but you fail to appreciate the position this puts me in.”


    “Ah, Bela, I see his point,” said Rathbone. “It’s because the other man is James Whale.” He looked up at Boris. “That’s it, isn’t it?”


    Boris nodded. “Everything I am today I owe to Jimmy Whale.”


    “Bah!” Lugosi bellowed. “Don’t remind me.”


    Basil gave the Hungarian a shocked look. “Now where did that outburst come from?”


    Lugosi shifted uneasily in his chair. “I was offered Frankenstein, to play the Monster. I turned it down. I said to Carl Laemmle, Jr., ‘You don’t need an actor for that part. Anybody can moan and grunt! I need a challenging part — a part where I can ACT!’ ”


    “I see,” said Basil.


    Behind the yak hair and makeup Lugosi’s features were twisted into a bitter scowl. “And yet, it was Karloff’s moaning and grunting that made him a star. A star greater than Bela.” After a long silence, he added, “Not that I hold a grudge or anything.”


    “Uh, yes, well,” ventured Boris, hoping to return to the original subject. “About Jimmy Whale — he would never admit it, but he’s hit something of a rough patch since last year’s disaster The Road Back, and I don’t want to interfere with his chances for a comeback.”


    “What is that, this Road Back?” Bela asked.


    “Oh, I heard about that,” Rathbone said. He turned to Bela and explained, “It was Whale’s sequel to All Quiet on the Western Front. The Nazi Party wouldn’t release the film in Germany until all the antiwar sentiments were cut from the picture. Isn’t that right, Boris?”


    “Yes,” said Boris. “Charles Rogers, who was vice president of production at the time, took the film away from James and butchered it. But James bore the brunt of the critical backlash, and now he’s directing B-movie fodder like Wives Under Suspicion.” Imploringly, he added, “Before we take any action, let me talk to James. I owe him that much.”


    Rathbone nodded in agreement. “Yes, that’s really the only fair thing.”


    “Bah!” scoffed Bela. “You English, all you do is talk. We Hungarians do, we don’t talk.”


    He pulled off his wig, got up, and left the soundstage in disgust. Karloff sighed. “That could have gone better.”


    “Oh, he’ll get over it.” Rathbone reached into his pocket for a cigarette, offering the pack to Boris.


    “I wish I could believe that, Basil.” The Monster took a cigarette and Rathbone gave him a light. Taking a drag and exhaling smoke, Boris said, “As you may have already gathered, Bela has been known to hold a grudge.”
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    Chapter Three:


    23 November 1938, 10:37 p.m.


    


    The pungent smell of chemicals that filled the Jack Pierce makeup studio mingled with freshly brewing coffee. Boris Karloff stripped off his sweat-soaked Monster costume and got into a terrycloth robe just as Basil Rathbone was getting ready to head home.


    “In and out in under an hour,” Boris said, enviously.


    “What can I say,” Basil said, stopping to check his reflection in a mirror. “It doesn’t take long to remove that red Indian makeup I have to wear.” Taking the glass coffeepot from the hot plate, Boris poured himself a half-cup. “You really ought to consider growing a mustache, Basil,” he said. “It suits you.”


    “Tried to once,” Basil said, feeling his naked upper lip. “Ouida complained that it tickled.”


    “Well, there is that,” Boris said with a smile.


    “Only half a cup?” Basil asked, indicating the coffee. “Afraid it will keep you awake?”


    “No, this is just the chaser,” Boris said. Next to the hot plate was a bottle of whiskey. Boris mixed a generous amount of whiskey with the coffee and then sat down in the makeup chair.


    “I didn’t know you were an Irish coffee man.”


    “It helps me brace up against the pain of getting this makeup off. I used to take a full tumbler of plain whiskey back in the Bride of Frankenstein days. Remember, Jack?”


    In a corner of the bungalow, the diminutive Jack Pierce in his white doctor’s smock was the quintessential mad scientist preparing to operate. His black slicked-back hair, his thin, trim mustache and piercing gaze added to this impression. “I remember, Boris,” he said in a gravelly Greek accent tinged with a touch of Brooklyn.


    “Now I add two parts whiskey to one part coffee and mix with a generous amount of harsh language.” Taking a sip, he asked, “By the way, how are those adoption proceedings coming, Basil?”


    “As quickly as one can expect with these things. The young lady carrying our future child is expected to deliver in April. Honestly, you’d think dear Ouida was the expectant mother, the way she’s been insisting we need larger living quarters.”


    “What are you hoping for?” the Monster asked.


    Basil smiled. “Well, if it is a boy, I can teach him to fence and jump ramparts.” Basil gave Boris a hearty salute. “I’d better leave you to suffer in peace.”


    “Good night, Basil.”


    “Good night, Boris. Good night, Jack.”


    “Yeah, yeah,” said the irascible makeup man. “See you tomorrow.” Jack was busy gathering the necessary solvents for the procedure.


    After Rathbone’s departure, Boris asked, “Where’s Bela,” noting the empty makeup chair next to him.


    Pierce grimaced as he soaked a sponge with isopropyl alcohol. “Bela’s in one of his moods again. He strip off his costume and went home still wearing the yak hair. He’s going to have a hell of a time getting off that spirit gum at home. It’ll serve the bastard right. He’s always been a pain. Even way back with Dracula. Did you know he insisted on doing his own makeup?”


    “Really?” said Karloff, being polite, well aware of the long-standing feud that existed between Pierce and Lugosi.


    “ ‘I did my own makeup on the Broadway stage,’ he says to me,” Pierce groused doing a poor impression of Bela’s accent. “I wanted to make Dracula look like a monster. All Lugosi did was slick back his hair and put on eyeliner. He looked like a goddamn waiter!”


    Realizing that nothing he could say in Bela’s defense would smooth Pierce’s ruffled feathers, Boris sat quietly and studied his reflection. He contemplated the heavy eyelids, the gray-green pallor, the rubber overhanging forehead and squared skull piece that the slightest movement of his head made slosh with trapped perspiration. His neck still showed scars where Pierce had first attached the electrodes back in that long hot summer of 1931 for the first Frankenstein. It was during his initial outing as the Monster that Boris had sustained a chronic back injury. Shaking his head, listening to the slosh, slosh, slosh, Boris wondered why he had let himself get talked into revisiting a role that involved 30-pounds of makeup and padding that exacerbated the pain in his back. The $3,750 per-week salary Universal offered certainly made a third go ’round as the Monster seem very appealing. But it was Rowland V. Lee’s willingness to compromise that clinched the deal. After all, it was Lee who came up with the idea of the Monster being in a coma for the first half of the movie! That way, Karloff could lie down on a nice hard operating table. The special effects department proposed sparing Boris’ back even further by flying Bela Lugosi on wires so the Peter Pan rig bore the actor’s full weight in a scene where the Monster carried Ygor’s dead body down into the Frankenstein crypt. But no amount of money, special effects or Irish coffee could hide the creeping realization that Boris may have made a big mistake accepting the role again. The sight of Jack rolling his instrument table near Boris’ makeup chair intensified this feeling.


    “Ready, Boris?” Jack asked, poised to operate.


    Karloff sighed, finished his Irish coffee and resigned himself to the ordeal yet to come. “Very well, Jack. Do your worst.”


    It was at that opportune moment that Jimmy Whale, who must have been psychic about when to make an entrance, knocked on the open door of the makeup studio.


    “Jack,” Whale smiled. “How have you been, you old monster maker?” Had anyone else dared to interrupt the curmudgeonly Pierce while he was working, there would have been fireworks for sure. But when Jack Pierce saw the intruder was James Whale, he smiled broadly and took the director’s hand, shaking it vigorously. “Jimmy! So good to see you again!”


    “God,” Whale said, surveying the makeup studio, “this place hasn’t changed a bit. Still have your rogue’s gallery, I see.”


    Whale was referring to a display of plaster life masks hanging on one wall. Casts of everyone Jack Pierce had ever had in his makeup chair were lined up row upon row, including recent casts of Boris Karloff and co-star Basil Rathbone. They all hung there in mute witness to the goings on in Jack Pierce’s sanctum sanctorum of greasepaint and spirit gum.


    “Yes, they all my children,” Pierce said, smiling broadly.


    “I see that one of your children is missing.” Whale pointed to a blank space in a row of recent casts. “What happened? Did one of your actors get you riled and you gave their bust a bust?”


    “Nah, the nose just got chipped. I gotta cast new one.”


    The director chucked Pierce under the chin. “Temper, temper. Always throwing things when your children get naughty.” He turned his attention to Boris. “Ah, but this child,” Whale said, spreading his arms out dramatically as he approached. “This child I had a hand in creating.” He stood behind the makeup chair so their reflections shared the mirror. “I must have made dozens of sketches of that wonderfully angular face.” He posed as if for a daguerreotype family portrait, his white suit rumpled and hair out of place, and said, “We make quite a gruesome pair, don’t we, Boris? God, I still remember the words you uttered when you saw yourself in Pierce’s makeup for the first time!” Effecting a lisp, Whale said in a rather good impression of Karloff, “I think that thith will be the motht thenthathanal thing to be theen on the thilver thcreen.”


    Boris smiled at the memory, then said, “You and Mr. Murphy must have had quite a long meeting. It’s after 10 o’clock.”


    “Is it?” Whale said, checking his watch. “Egad! So it is! I thought it was rather late. Dear Martin was wining and dining me all day, trying to convince me to take on your little film. He even had that delightful young man from the publicity department — you know, the beautiful boy who was taking pictures of you at the party this afternoon — Martin had him take a couple of snaps as we conferred in his office over brandy and cigars.” He checked his reflection in the mirror. “Obviously a bit too much conferring. I look like an unmade bed.” Grabbing a comb from the makeup table, he ran it through his tousled hair. “I woke up alone, stretched out on the couch. At least Martin was kind enough to pull a blanket over me before calling it a night.”


    “Are you bleeding?” Boris asked, noting a few drops of red on James’ white lapel.


    Taking a monogrammed hanky stained with traces of blood from his breast pocket, Whale dabbed his nostrils. “Just a nose bleed. It’s nothing. I took a spill on Martin’s carpet.” He returned the hanky to his breast pocket and winked at his reflection.


    “Um, Jimmy,” Karloff said, fumbling for the right words, “about this business with Rowland and Murphy — .”


    Whale turned to give Boris a disarming smile as he held up a staying hand. “Think nothing of it, old boy. Don’t worry your flat head about it. I told Martin I’m not interested.”


    This was a great relief. “Really?”


    “Do you honestly think I want any part of another monster movie? I’m done with them. Hell, I’ve done Showboat, my pride and joy! My new agent is soaking Universal for a bloody fortune and cut of the profits for The Man in the Iron Mask. Monsters are the last thing I want on my résumé.”


    Whale gave Jack a consolatory pat on the back. “No offense to you, dear monster maker.”


    “None taken,” Pierce said.


    “No, Lee can keep his position as director. Oh, Murphy did his best to convince me otherwise. But I dug my heels in and said no.”


    Just then the phone rang. Pierce answered. He looked perplexed as he listened to whoever was on the line, then said, “Really? Now? It’s a good thing you called. I was just about to take the makeup off.” He held the receiver against his chest and asked Boris, “Are you up to a couple more shots?”


    “What?” Boris said, confused. “But Rowland said we were wrapped for the day.”


    Pierce shrugged. “He says he needs you for a couple of pick-up shots with Pinky,” he said, referring to Lionel Atwill, who was playing the role of the one-armed Inspector Krogh. “Pinky” was his very unlikely nickname. “Pick-up shots?” Karloff protested. “My scenes with Lionel aren’t for days yet.”


    “I guess Rowland got another one his brainstorms and called Pinky and Pinky said okay.”


    “But who made Lionel up? You obviously didn’t do it.”


    Pierce shrugged. “All I know is what Rowland tells me. He says he wants you back on the set in costume, so if you gonna do it, we gotta put you back in costume.”


    Karloff sighed. He didn’t relish donning that padded outfit again. But he was a professional and if spending another hour in makeup on some improvisational scene would help wrap production quicker, so be it.


    “Tell Rowland I’ll be right there,” he said, resignedly.


    “Boris said he’ll be right over,” Pierce said to the other party on the phone.


    “I say, Boris,” said Whale as Pierce cradled the receiver and Boris slipped out of his robe and pulled on a fresh pair of underwear and a fresh black undershirt, “why don’t you take my studio cart? It’s just out front. Actually, it’s Murphy’s cart.”


    “What are you doing with Murphy’s studio cart?” Boris asked, leaning on Whale for support as Jack Pierce buckled Boris into the steel leg struts that gave the Monster his characteristic lurch.


    Whale gave a slight shrug under the burden of Karloff’s weight. He grunted and puffed
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