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1. A Thing Of Beauty

 

There’s a body at my feet and a smoking gun in my hand.

I need to get this straight in my head before I share it. There’s stuff I don’t want to share.

I remember how it started. She came to my office—or did it begin before then?

Fog and anger and my finger pulling the trigger.

No, I have to get this straight.

Let’s start with the meeting. Early September…

 

1951, East Los Angeles

 

I was in my office—up two flights, turn right, and it’s at the far end. It must’ve been late, maybe seven, getting dark. A Wednesday. I never understood Wednesdays. Too far away from both weekends. Not that I did much at the weekend. Especially when I couldn’t afford to play poker with the boys.

I was closing up. The usual things: scowling at the in-tray full of bills, checking my phone was still working, closing the inner office door, switching off the lights… Someday, I’d be able to afford a receptionist to look after these things for me.

Someday.

In the darkness, the harsh splash of neon lights from the street below splattered across the office ceiling like weapon flash or a movie theater projector.

Movietown was still making magic and bringing dreams to life with flickering lights. Spinning money out of dreams. Little changed while I was busy in Europe saving the world. Was it really five years since a Liberty ship offloaded me back onto American soil to find my mother crippled and confused by a blood clot in her brain? And the big four-oh was staring me in the face.

I didn’t know how long the woman was standing in the doorway while my mind wandered. Maybe she made a sound, maybe not, but I snapped out of it and took a look.

She was a sweet shape silhouetted by the strip lighting in the hallway and topped by tumbling hair. I took in the sheath of her pencil skirt and snug, fitted jacket.

I guessed she was just asking directions for another of the petty outfits in this rat-run of a decrepit building.

I flipped on the lights. A blond beauty. Early thirties. Dark blue buttoned-up jacket. Her right hand rested on her hip while her left clutched a purse too slim to hold anything more than a handkerchief and loose change. She didn’t look like a loose change kind of woman. The scarlet slash of lipstick across her strong face showed she meant business.

It was a pose. A magnificent pose. A model, actress, or something? After all, this was movietown. She was definitely something.

I glanced at her left hand. Bad habit of mine. Empty third finger.

“Can I help you, Miss?”

No reply. She stared at me, assessing me with those steely, gray-blue eyes in a perfect, tanned face that demanded attention. A wide-brimmed hat would have set it off, but that would have hidden her hair.

I tried again, gesturing around the outer office. “I’m between receptionists. Come on in, Miss…?”

She took in the place with a slow, superior glance. I was embarrassed by the shabbiness surrounding her sleek perfection. Her attention rested on the bare receptionist’s desk, lacking typewriter and other secretary flibbets. She took two confident steps into my domain, just as far as the desk. Staring into my eyes, she drew one elegant finger across the desk’s surface, leaving a line in the dust. “And between clients, it seems.” She sneered at her fingertips, rubbing them together as if scraping away something foul.

So she had the clothes, the look, and—to top it all—the attitude and the voice: a mellow delight, rich and throaty. It stirred something inside me. Clear diction, cut-glass accent. Sounded like an East Coast finishing school product.

She paused for a moment. Was she trying to decide or was it just for effect? Maybe both. She moved again, a swan on heat, prowling across the room and past me to my closed inner office door.

She didn’t speak, didn’t turn. She waited for me to open it for her. I took my time. It looked like she had money to spend, and I thought about those mounting bills. So I held the door for her, smiling my charming smile. I fought back the urge to hold my hand out for a tip. That would’ve been tasteless. 

Her perfume seduced my brain as she glided past, her arm brushing my chest. Delicate, expensive, attention-grabbing.

She did that strut over to my desk and stood waiting at the visitor’s chair. I didn’t like her. Didn’t like her attitude. She’d be a difficult client. Well, she could plant her own sweet ass on the chair without my help. I strolled around the desk and flopped into my swivel-chair. With my head cocked to one side, I looked up at her patiently while she looked down on me coldly.

I took in more details while our gazes battled it out. Immaculate grooming, fingernails painted the vicious color of her lipstick, a couple of fancy rings. Her outfit probably cost more than my car. Her car would cost more than my apartment if I could afford to buy my apartment.

My gaze won. She lowered herself slowly, elegantly, crossing her legs at the knee, making a show of it. Staring directly into my eyes to see if I was watching, she tugged down the hem of her skirt. It wasn’t a demure action. It was one of those things this kind of woman did to draw attention to something in case you weren’t looking. She settled down with one hand resting on the other, palms down on the bag on her lap. Relaxed, poised, posed. She looked like she owned the room.

Hell, she owned the room, the building, and half the city. A dominating woman if ever I’d stepped aside for one. And I hadn’t done that in a long time. This should be an interesting conversation.

Class. Style. Self-assured. I knew the type: the type who anticipated—and got—the worship of dewy-eyed boys and older men with dark tastes or submissive secrets and private vices. Most of all, she was wealthy. I liked that last part.

Just one thing didn’t fit the image. That shade of blond was as natural as the flowers in a cheap dentist’s waiting room. I could almost smell the peroxide.

Otherwise, she’d taken a lot of trouble to look good. And I appreciated it.

Maybe she’d done her hair that color for some guy. But it didn’t fit with her expensive tailoring and all the rest. Her outfit was a welcome, deep twilight blue at the end of a long and perfect summer’s day. Her cheap hair tumbled down around slim shoulders. High heels, color-coordinated with her dress: the extra height added to her goddess-like dominance. 

Was her outfit fashionable? See me shrug?

I know people, not clothes. Clothes change, people don’t. Fashion is what they wear today. Tomorrow, they’ll be the same people under tomorrow’s fashions. But style is different. Style endures. And she had style: she oozed it. That’s why the bottle-hair didn’t fit. But I was patient. I knew I’d find out all about it sometime.

I really wanted to know what she needed from a cheap hack like me. That would come later, too. But for now, she wanted to tell me a story. It wouldn’t be a nice story.

Most people who walked in here had some version of the same story. Usually, it’s about a guy and a girl. Sometimes, there’s more than two players. But they’re all just different versions of the same story.

Here’s hers.

2. A Tale to Tell

 

I tried again. “You know my name from the sign on the door. What do I call you?”

“Lyra.”

“Is that Miss Lyra?”

The corners of her mouth twitched like I’d said something funny, but she pursed her lips and smothered it. “Just Lyra.”

“So how can I help, Lyra?” I always thought it sounded classier to offer help instead of paid services.

“I want you to find a man.” 

So far, so vanilla. Routine. I didn’t have to hide any excitement. “Any particular man?” 

I felt her cold stare hit me like it was all the way from Alaska. 

“This one.” She handed me a grainy black and white. It might have once been a four-by-four-inch photo. But the left half was missing, ripped off. The image quality was lousy. Standard room lighting, no flash. A middle-aged guy in a tux, stomach starting to spread, early balding setting in. The picture ended at the man’s knees. He could be tall; he could be short. I could just make out a fancy watch and a couple of rings—one a thick wedding band, the other a pinky ring. It could have been anyone. Anyone rich.

“You have a name for him?”

She shook her head, a taut, slight headshake. I looked at the picture again. A naked, slender arm was draped over the man’s shoulders. The rest of the woman was on the missing half. 

“Is the woman who belongs to this arm significant?”

“No.” It was a definite, final, don’t-ask-again kind of no. 

I looked harder. It could have been any drawing room in any big house of money. No paintings on the wall in the half I held. No lamps or vases. Dark, patterned wallpaper. Nothing to identify the room. I could’ve been sitting in it and I’d never have known.

“Who took the photo?”

“I do not know.”

 It looked a little faded, but sunlight could do that as well as time. “When was it taken?”

“I do not know.”

“How did you get hold of it?”

“Someone pushed it through my letterbox.”

“There’s a lot you don’t know.”

Her expression didn’t alter. She just blinked her eyes slowly, calmly. A cat considering cream.

“The cops could run fingerprints and—”

“Not the sheriff!” Again, that hard voice of command snapped out an order.

“Which sheriff? We’re in the city. I meant the LAPD.”

She shrugged it off. “Cops, county sheriff, same thing.”

I scratched my cheek and gave a long, drawn-out, “Well…” to show how difficult this would be and how high ticket we were talking. “Let’s try another tack. Tell me everything you know about him.”

“He has something belonging to me.” As if that explained everything.

I offered her the photo back. “Try the cops. That’s the LAPD.” I enjoyed making my meaning clear.

She didn’t take it back. She hesitated before deciding to tell me just a little more. “I told you. No cops. I do not want to make a fuss. I simply wish to know how to contact him. To ask about what belonged to me.”

I examined her face, looking for clues. First off, Lyra wasn’t the type to ask for anything. She wasn’t even asking me to take this job. She was giving me instructions. Most likely this “something” she wanted was letters or photos. It usually was.

“So you just want me to locate him, not to retrieve…this thing?”

“Correct.”

“And no cops?”

I felt the lash of a whip in her glare. “It’s not something I want some beat cop getting his dirty fingers into.” A flash of emotion, maybe genuine.

“But my fingers are clean enough?” I dropped the photo on my desk and held up my hands, fingers spread, offering them for inspection.

“I heard you were…”

“Cheap?” I guessed.

“…discreet.”

“From who?”

“From whom.” She corrected me like a strict schoolmarm, without a pause. “And you would hardly expect me to be less discrete than I expect you to be.” She leaned back in the chair.

“Miss, I don’t know who you are, so discretion is a given. Okay, so I have one lousy photograph, no name, no location. Tell me about his habits, places he goes.” I noticed the slight twitch in her left cheek, but I carried on as if I hadn’t. “People he knows, cars he drives…”

She sat so still for so long, I thought she’d fallen asleep with her eyes open.

“I do not know what car he drives these days. I do not know his friends. Listen,” she leaned forward for emphasis, “if it were so easy, I could do it myself.” I felt an angry heat beneath her firmness.

She’d said “these days.” Was it worth chasing that slip? Probably not. “Okay. So we have a bad photo and no information. He looks rich.”

She nodded. “Very.”

I tried again. “You know where this was taken?”

“No.” Again, the denial was too firm, too knee-jerk.

“Okay, let’s try narrow it down.” I made a steeple with my fingers and leaned forward, looking serious, looking professional. “It was taken locally? I mean, this could be New York, London, Paris…”

“Locally. That is why I am looking for a local investigator.” She spoke wearily like she was explaining the obvious to a child. Her gaze wandered over my face, maybe looking for how much she could trust me. At last, she volunteered something. “Within an hour’s drive from here. That much I can tell you.”

“You know how many middle-aged, rich guys live within an hour’s drive from here? And how do we know this wasn’t just a quick visit to the area?” I heard myself saying “we.” I knew I was going to take the case. It wasn’t like I had a backlog of work on the books right then. Just a backlog of bills.

She sighed, shuffling in her seat, displaying her impatience. I’d gotten the feeling she didn’t like questions. “He lives around here or has a house nearby. That is all I know.”

“So how do you know he lives around here?” I asked as casually as I could manage. I was pissed at this whole smoke-and-mirrors thing, this seven veils dance. Sure, I needed the work, but I also needed a client who gave me enough information to get started. I had to put her on the rack to squeeze out anything at all.

Maybe she wanted me to cuff her to the chair and beat it out of her. No, not this woman. I guessed it’d be the other way around.

She was talking again. She wasn’t saying much, but at least she was talking. Slowly, quietly. “This kind of man will not travel far for his pleasures.”

Interesting choice of words. “Pleasures? What kind of man is he? And how do you know?”

From her reaction, I knew I’d hit the spot. But I didn’t know what that spot was. Her face held its blandness, but she spoke each word with mixed emotions trembling just below the surface. “Powerful. Domineering.”

Moneyed and with that profile? It meant movietown or old money or the Mob. They were all the same in this town. And I didn’t want to get mixed up with any of them. They all enjoyed their privacy too much. Too many incautious Joes walking round with missing fingers or heads. I pushed the photo back across the desk.

“I don’t want this job. No starting point and a dangerous end point.”

3. Weakness

 

“I shall pay double your usual fee.” With one elegant finger, she slid the image back toward me. “Whatever it is.”

All she got was silence.

“And all you have to do is find where he is. I shall do the rest.”

I didn’t like it. I also didn’t like the bills piling up with no magic fairy coming with help. Maybe Lyra was my magic fairy. Like the Blue Fairy in Pinocchio. But that made me the puppet. I threw the thought away. “Just locate him? Low-profile research? Not drawing attention to myself?”

“Or to me. Especially not to me.”

My sigh signaled my defeat. But I still needed a starting point. I tried something else. “So why do you think he’s local?”

“I was informed by some people I trust. I know he is in the area.”

“But they didn’t tell you where they saw him?”

“I could not impose upon their discretion.” There she went again, hiding the information I needed to do the job.

“And you suppose this was taken locally, but you don’t know where exactly?” I shoved the photo back toward her. It spun like the bottle in a Truth or Dare game. Her gaze lowered. She stared at the spinning picture like she was hypnotized. 

She waited till it came to a halt then looked up without speaking.

“You know, Lyra, getting anything helpful from you, like a starting point, is like pulling teeth.”

She jerked out of her reverie. Her gaze flickered back to my face again. I saw sharp points of ice in a cold, hard face.

“Okay, okay. I can ask around…Lyra. But to be honest, there’s not much chance.”

In fact, it wasn’t a totally hopeless case. If he really was wealthy, he’d be in the society columns at charity balls, movie premieres, election candidates’ fund-raising dinners…all the fancy events I didn’t get invited to, but the press boys did. She seemed smart; why hadn’t she thought of it herself? Or maybe she had and came up with nothing. So she should have told me and saved some cash. Or maybe money didn’t matter? I still didn’t understand what her game was. “What have you done yourself to find him?”

She shook her head. “I told you, I do not want to draw attention to myself. I took advice on whom to hire and was given your name. I wish to be invisible in this.”

Okay, I thought, I’ll look through the press archives, the society columns. That should turn up something, but it’s a lousy photo.

“I can keep this?” My fingers reached for the torn snap. “I need it to show people, to compare with other photographs.”

“Of course. But I want it back.” So lady Lyra was sentimental? Unlikely. She’d need it to show others if I failed. 

“Sure,” I reassured her. “And did…whomever…tell you my rates?”

She opened her purse and took out an envelope. Of course, it would be cash. Cash was so deliciously anonymous. “If you are as good as I was told you are…” She pointedly glanced around the office. “This should cover expenses and a few days’ work.”

The flap wasn’t stuck down. I lifted it and peeked inside. The top bill carried the familiar stern-faced image of Benjamin Franklin. I assumed the other three were hundreds, too. “More than enough for a few days’ work.” My hand moved toward the receipt book on the desk. “I’ll give you a detailed breakdown and any refund at the end.”

“Find him quickly and you can keep it all. And I do not want any paperwork, invoices, things like that.” She fluttered her fingers in the air, dismissing such trivialities.

“Nothing more you can tell me to speed things along? I guess you need an answer fast?”

“Hardly a huge intellectual leap for someone I hope is competent. I just told you so.” Brittle and ice-cold, she stood to leave, clutching her bag to her stomach.

“Yes, you did. It’s about the only thing you did tell me. So how do I contact you?”

“You don’t. I shall call you.” Another layer of control.

I shrugged my acceptance.

“Remember, a prompt result is expected.” She didn’t offer a handshake. Neither did I. She just spun around on her high heels and headed for the door.

I stayed seated, enjoying the view as she swayed away. “Yes, ma’am.”

She didn’t react, just kept walking. So I enjoyed watching her prowl out of my office, listening to those heels click-clicking down the hallway to the stairs. She hadn’t waited for me to play doorman this time. She knew she’d won, so she had nothing else to play for. I bet she knew I was watching her walk away.

I counted the Benjamins again; it didn’t take long. One, two, three, four. A month’s pay. It was way too much. The search would be over in a day or I’d come up with nothing. Her story was a pile of holes. There’d be more to tell me later, I was certain. She was leading me one step at a time. But why? I shrugged it off. I needed the cash. She’d found my weakness. But she’d known it before she walked in.

She was the type who played on a man’s weaknesses. But for what? In this case, just to make a stranger do the jumps for cash? It made no sense. I picked up the envelope and turned it over, finding nothing on the back but blank manila. It carried a hint of her expensive perfume. I ran through a few mixed emotions and shrugged.

The envelope fitted easily into my top drawer, the one whose lock still worked. Then I thought about how much was in there and slipped it instead into my inside jacket pocket. Her perfume lingered. It was a joy to the senses. That, at least, was genuine.

So her story was only half a story. But there was a girl and guy, so the beginning was fairly standard. I wondered where it would take me. But that was for tomorrow. I’d go through the motions. I’d start with the society pages going back a couple of years and see if anything turned up. If not, it was a pretty hopeless quest.

But right then, I needed to get out of that crummy office.

4. Research

 

I spent the next day at the library.

All the world was there, but the gossip pages and local information were all I cared about. You learn a lot about a town from the people who run it.

The first time I’d visited this library, I was greeted by some prim librarian guy in horn-rims and tweed. I couldn’t take my eyes off his sweet, polka-dot yellow bow tie as he informed me I needed the sub-basement and pointed to the elevator. I caught a whiff of his cologne. Not for the weak. Then he was head-down over his magazine. I risked lung damage from the cologne, leaned over the desk, and peeped. It was an article about Judy Garland. It had a picture of her in The Wizard of Oz, headlined, “Friends of Dorothy.” He’d seen me looking and covered it with his arm. “I said the elevators are—” 

“Yeah, I heard. Over there.” I’d smiled pleasantly and strolled away.

The rickety elevator was one of those birdcage items. It clanked and jerked its way down through the depths till I thought I was under the San Andreas Fault.

I always took the stairs after that when I visited the archives.

But this day was different. The archives section was as dark and gloomy as ever, with dim ceiling lights. Each reading position carried its own banker’s reading lamp with a friendly, green glass shade. The guy was gone. Instead, a cute new girl sat at the desk. She raised her head as I approached and gave me a welcoming smile. The bronze nameplate on her desk read “Miss D. Grey.”

Maybe she was bored. The place was, as usual, empty. In any case, I got the full attention of this pretty young librarian. Late twenties. Unflattering schoolmarm spectacles. Brunette hair modestly tied up in a bun. Cute nose.

I glanced at her left hand. Unadorned. Like I said, bad habit of mine. Maybe she noticed. I thought I detected the hint of a smile.

She was cute. More than cute. She could have been any pretty hopeful hitting movietown expecting to get spotted but ending up serving tables. So many bellhops and waitresses around town claiming to be “between movies.”

Miss Grey wasn’t that type. She’d have been talent-spotted fast. But she was hiding her talents away in the archives’ gloom. She wasn’t a movietown hopeful. She must have a brain. I liked that. I looked some more.

Brown eyes, partly hidden by those heavy frames; a slight upturn to her nose; high cheekbones but not too high; pointed chin but not too pointed… Yes, I liked her. 

She reminded me of Donna Reed in It’s a Wonderful Life. I’d caught the movie five years back in New York. It was Christmas ‘forty-six when I got off the Liberty ship before catching the train west. I loved it. I couldn’t see why it was such a flop. I still had a lingering crush on Miss Reed. I’d never had a chance to meet her, even though she lived just across town.

I guess I was smiling at my thoughts when I spoke with Miss Grey. Smiling at people does grease wheels. Or maybe she was just pleased to have some company. In any case, she gave me her whole time, suggesting new avenues to follow, bringing me folders of cuttings as well as old copies of the dailies. She even offered me tea a couple of times which must have been a rules violation.

So I drank tea and browsed through a million images of middle-aged men in tuxedos, with or without some starlet on their arms, all smiling at the public, whose hard-earned pennies had somehow ended up in their pockets.

None of them looked like our John Doe. Or maybe they all looked like him. It was hard to tell. It was a lousy photo. And all rich, middle-aged guys seemed to look the same: the same receding hairline, the same spreading waistline, the same smug grin. He was still just an anonymous guy. 

To me, all these major players were anonymous unless they appeared on the front pages if I ever bothered to read them. I might recognize their names, remember vaguely what industry they owned or what scandal they’d not managed to buy their way out of. They were all in the archives record if I needed to know; mostly
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