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FOR H.B.K.L.





The naked, savagely mutilated body of a teenage girl was found cut in half today on a vacant lot in the southwest sector of the city. Police said the pretty, dark-haired girl had been dead no longer than six or eight hours when the two parts of her body were found shortly before noon. The body was cut apart cleanly at the waist. The hips and legs lay about six inches from the sidewalk. The slashed and chopped torso lay about a foot away.

—Los Angeles Daily News, January 15, 1947







FOREWORD

There’s a myth about a girl who came from the East to the land of sunshine and palm trees, “wide-eyed and innocent and young, with a surging ambition to become a great movie star.” But when the sun set and dark shadows crept across the streets, the girl was seduced by the fancy men and false promises of the fabled city, and her dreams were extinguished like cigarettes in a barroom ashtray. She became hard, a creature of the night. “The Black Dahlia,” they called her. The fame she found was posthumous and grisly. Her nude, severed body, drained of blood, was discovered in a vacant lot in south central Los Angeles, a Glasgow smile carved across her face.

It was 1947, the era of film noir, that stylized, nihilistic genre of filmmaking that defined postwar American cinema. The dead young woman came to embody the corruption, immorality, and shattered lives of America’s dream factory as much as any film by Fritz Lang or Jacques Tourneur. Today, bus tours take sightseers around Hollywood, pointing out the places where the Black Dahlia reportedly lived, ate, drank, sold herself, was kidnapped, tortured, and killed.

But that’s the myth. The Black Dahlia was a name bestowed by the media on a twenty-two-year-old woman named Elizabeth Short only after she was dead. The myth will tell you that she was a sex worker, a gangster’s moll, or a movie extra yearning to become Lana Turner. She was none of those things. She was a young woman whose father had abandoned and rejected her, who was fired up by curiosity and wanderlust to leave her small New England town and see the world, defying increasingly draconian postwar gender expectations to settle down, marry, and have children. She lived by her wits and her charm as she traveled around the country, exploring places far more exotic than Medford, Massachusetts, where she was raised. Young men who embark on similar picaresque journeys, who finagle favors and get by on tall tales, become folk heroes, the plucky protagonists of movies and novels. Elizabeth Short, however, has been portrayed as lost, wayward, selfish, and, like the seductive femme fatales of film noir, responsible for and perhaps deserving of her fate.

For a murder that has remained in the public consciousness for nearly eighty years, no serious study of the crime, its context and investigation, has ever been published. The scholarly literature has all been about metaphor and theory, while the raison d’être of the numerous popular books has been to solve the notoriously cold case. Every one of these commercial titles has built its solution upon conspiracies at the highest levels, which is what we expect of noir drama. In these scenarios, the killer of Elizabeth Short goes free to protect—well, each book has had a different villain. Crooked cops, mobsters, politicians, businessmen, all of them safeguarded by cover-ups unearthed by each successive author. How else to explain why an entire police force of a major American city failed to find the killer of a young woman, even though that happens all the time?

My objective isn’t to solve the crime, a rather hubristic mission after seven decades, especially when some very good detectives failed to do so even with access to thousands of pieces of evidence that we don’t have. Most of the records of the investigation remain sealed by the Los Angeles Police Department; what we have are the district attorney and FBI files as well as some surprisingly revealing supplementary documents that I uncovered. I also interviewed family and friends of the principals, many for the first time. This enabled me to bring a fresh eye to the story of Elizabeth Short and the extraordinary investigation of her murder. My goal is to understand what this young woman’s story reveals about midcentury America and why it’s still relevant to the present day.

I also want to discover the real human being behind the myth. To accomplish this, I’ve recreated that uncertain, anxious era after World War II, when the nation was grappling with new ideas, new demographics, new technologies, and old fears dressed up as new ones. The end of the war did not, as expected, usher in a newfound sense of security and well-being, but rather a simmering unease about the role of women in society, racial integration, urbanization, the decline of religion, and the rise of sexual nonconformity. This was a period of atomic bomb tests and fallout shelters, witch hunts against Communists and homosexuals, and panic over flying saucers and psychopaths. Only by situating the Black Dahlia case within this changing world can we understand the tragedy of this young woman, whose life and death offer surprising mirrors on twenty-first-century America.

Elizabeth Short was no protofeminist. But it’s time we see her less as a femme fatale and more as a Tom Sawyer in ankle-strap shoes. She was a young woman who struck out on her own, leveraging what little agency postwar society gave her, to explore the world just as young men had been doing since the country was new. Eighty years later, women’s autonomy over their lives and bodies is still being contested, often with the same sort of accusations of aberrant sexuality that many—even some of the detectives on the case—believed about Elizabeth Short.

This is the first book that tries to see things as she did. She never gave an interview. She left no diaries, only an address book. We have only a handful of letters that she wrote that enable us to hear her voice. Most writers have, therefore, turned her story over to the detectives and journalists who investigated her murder. I’ve endeavored to find other perspectives as well, including from the women who were Elizabeth’s friends, often the only ones to support her and defend her. We have an opportunity here to see the Dahlia story in an entirely new way.

Of course, I do have strong opinions on who might’ve killed her, and even stronger ones on who did not. You’ll hear them and see the evidence, both in support of and in opposition to my ideas. Previous accounts of the murder have been colored by confirmation bias: the culprit is determined ahead of time and evidence is interpreted according to that theory, while exculpating facts are ignored. And while there is indeed corruption in the story you’re about to read, and bad apples in law enforcement and the media, those are details, not conclusions.

True-crime narratives deal with, in the words of pioneering FBI investigator John E. Douglas, the “fundamentals of what we loftily call ‘the human condition.’ ” Love, hate, jealousy, revenge, sadness, joy, triumph, despair. All of those make appearances in these pages. “Ordinary people,” Douglas wrote, “operating at the terrifying extremes of those feelings turn a young woman’s murder into something less about her than about the forces around her.” He’s right, of course. We need big-picture context to understand what happened and why. But it’s also about her. We can’t lose track of the enterprising, curious young woman at the center of it, whose life was taken from her one bitterly cold night in Los Angeles in the early winter of 1947.





PART ONE WANDERLUST





“SEEMED LIKE A NICE GIRL”

Late July 1946

The tattoo artists and fortune tellers had gotten used to the screaming. Above the pop guns of the shooting galleries and the pinball whistles of the arcades, the clatter of cars climbing the wooden scaffold of the Cyclone Racer always led to an explosion of shrieks as riders plunged toward the beach at fifty miles per hour. But the screaming wasn’t always in fun. Less than a year before, a twenty-one-year-old marine corporal, likely trying to impress his friends, stood up and fell between the tracks of the roller coaster to his death. He wasn’t the first to die, or the last. The Cyclone Racer was designed, cynics said, so that one out of every two thousand riders would lose their lives.

The war was over now. The danger was supposed to be past. Business along the Pike in Long Beach, California, was up 25 percent from the year before. But there was something sinister out there lurking behind the levity of the liberated world that hinted things would never go back to the way they were before. Doomsayers warned that the war had upended traditional morality. So many GIs were out of work, so many unmarried young women were streaming unchaperoned into cities, so many mothers were in the workforce instead of raising children at home. New kinds of dangers had been unleashed. A rise in juvenile delinquency had everyone worried. “What’s become of this world if mere children are becoming criminals?” a jeweler on the Pike lamented, admitting that he looked at every kid who passed his shop with suspicion.

The summer had been brutal, with haze frequently clinging to the coast. Temperatures climbed into the nineties. The sea breeze wasn’t enough to cool the shops along the oceanfront. The Pike lured thousands of tourists to Long Beach every week. At number 10, boys loitered outside an amusement arcade. Among them was the owner’s son, Tod Faulkner, age eleven.

On a sweltering day in July, Tod spotted a young woman striding alone toward the beach. She was the sort of woman an adolescent boy might notice. She wore a two-piece bathing suit, not quite the bikini of later years, but far more revealing than the prewar one-pieces. Her hair was dark, swept back from an extremely high forehead and framing her face like a lion’s mane. If Tod was able to get a close-enough look, he might’ve also spied the rose tattoo on her left thigh, something else likely to intrigue an eleven-year-old boy. Over the next several days, Tod would see the woman again on the Pike. Whether he looked for her or just spotted her by chance isn’t known. But one thing is certain. He did not forget her.



David Lander noticed her, too. On her way to or from the beach, past the massage parlors and tobacconists, the woman often stopped for refreshment at Lander’s pharmacy, Service Drug, at 102 Linden Avenue. Settling onto a stool at the soda fountain, she attracted attention because of her bathing suit, “which left her midriff bare,” said the Ukrainian-born pharmacist, fifty-one. Her hair was “jet black,” Lander observed, “and she liked to wear it high.” She was popular, he said, with the men who came into the drugstore.

These days, there were lots of men. All over the country, America’s fighting forces, home from the war and finding themselves at loose ends, sought diversion and flirtation at soda fountains, lunch counters, bars, and pool halls. They seemed upbeat, eager to claim their place in the bright, prosperous new world that victory had assured. President Roosevelt had promised “a sound social and economic world order after the war.” But many of those idle GIs were beginning to wonder just how long prosperity would take. Unemployment had doubled since the end of hostilities. Hamburgers had cost a dime before the war. Now they were at least a quarter, more if you wanted the works, which used to be free.

Sometimes the young woman sat alone at the counter. Other times, she was with a man, one of those jobless, impatient fellows whose memories of Normandy or Iwo Jima were still fresh. The men spoke, laughed, and flirted with the young woman. Lander never learned her name, but he did find out that she was staying at the Washington Apartments, diagonally across the street from the drugstore. There, the apartment manager, Fred Smelser, sixty, also remembered the woman with the high dark hair. Usually, she was with an army man, but one time Smelser spotted her with a sailor. “The army officer seemed jealous of the sailor,” the apartment manager said.

Long Beach harbor was home port for the U.S. battle fleet. Its pier was located at the foot of Pico Avenue, just a few blocks west of the Pike. The Roosevelt Base on Terminal Island employed upward of twenty thousand, and the sprawling Naval Reserve Air Base saw a steady stream of reservists every few weeks. Even if she had wanted to, and there’s no evidence that she did, the dark-haired woman wouldn’t have been able to avoid military men in Long Beach.

Robert Robertson was one of them. He and a buddy spotted her one morning as she was crossing the street on her way to Service Drug. She was small, about five three. Light-blue eyes, possibly with a hint of green. “She was a nice-looking girl,” Robertson said, “and she smiled at us.” The tall, strapping, twenty-five-year-old Idaho native, who’d been in the marines during the war, felt encouraged by the woman’s smile to sit next to her at the breakfast counter. Afterward, he and his friend walked with her to the beach. The next day, they did so again, and possibly the day after that. One morning the young woman announced she wanted to go dancing at the Palladium in Hollywood, the big-band ballroom made famous by composer Tommy Dorsey. Robertson obliged, taking her on the thirty-mile ride to Hollywood on board the famous red trolleys. It’s unclear if his friend tagged along.

They spent the afternoon seeing the sights. In the Los Angeles Police Historical Society, there are photographs of Robertson and the woman. She’s wearing an off-the-shoulders white blouse. In one photo, she stands in front of a sculpture of a guardian lion, which looks very much like those at Grauman’s Chinese Theatre. The pair may have decided to ditch the Palladium for Earl Carroll’s zeon-lit nightclub, as there’s still another photo of the woman, wearing the same blouse, outside Carroll’s on Sunset Boulevard, posed under a marquee with the words THE MOST BEAUTIFUL. It’s perhaps how Robertson saw her. An unidentified letter from this period appears to be from him, telling the woman that his memories of her would not be soon forgotten. It was close to 3 a.m. when they rolled back into Long Beach.

“She was a beautiful girl,” Robertson said, “well built, and seemed like a nice girl.” Something about her, however, must have appeared aimless, as he suggested she come back with him to Boise, where he was sure she could get a job. That was impossible, the young woman explained. She needed to send for her birth certificate before she could get any work. So, Robertson helped her fill out a form for a town in Massachusetts called Hyde Park. The name the woman wrote on the applicant line was “Elizabeth Short.”

Such little moments, fleeting and inconsequential. Such ordinary people, unremarkable except, perhaps, to family and friends. A New England girl wandering through California. An Idaho boy on holiday. An eleven-year-old kid playing pinball at his father’s amusement arcade. Simple people, all dead now, most for a very long time. None could have ever imagined the details of their daily lives being scrutinized eight decades on.

They survive only in fragments. We spy them in the minutiae gleaned from records and interviews passed down and pored over by thousands of different hands. We try to assemble these left-behind pieces into something logical, a jigsaw that we hope will finally make sense of senselessness. We construct timelines of which we can never be certain, but we do it anyway. Compelled by—what? Curiosity? A search for justice? Morbid fascination? Bob Robertson, we conclude, must have been the “sailor” that Fred Smelser remembered. Robertson must have met Elizabeth Short while her army man was away. It sounds right; it fits what else we know; it could be true. The army officer came back and saw Robertson hanging around the Washington Apartments and wasn’t happy about it. There! We have corroborated Smelser’s story. We have established a fact, something real, something solid, in the otherwise obscure life of Elizabeth Short.

But it might not be true at all. Maybe there was another sailor. Maybe Smelser was wrong about the army man being unhappy. No one is left to say for sure. It’s a quixotic mission, this urge to comprehend a tragedy that occurred before so many of us were even born. Yet still we try our best to put the pieces of these people’s lives together. What drives us is unclear. Perhaps it’s as lofty as trying to comprehend why evil exists in the world. But more likely, I think, it’s to prove to ourselves that human lives matter, even after we are gone.



Elizabeth Short’s army officer, the one who secured her a room at the Washington Apartments, was Joseph Gordon Fickling. He was a thirty-one-year-old decorated air force lieutenant (back when the air force was still part of the army). He’d been awarded the Air Medal for successful wartime flights over what the military called “the dangerous and difficult India-China air routes, where enemy interception and attack was probable and expected.” Born in South Carolina and raised in North Carolina, Gordon, as he was known, was the “quintessential Southern gentleman,” his family said. He had impeccable manners and rarely allowed a cuss word to pass his lips. Before the war, Gordon was a newspaper carrier in Charlotte, a job he began in his teens and continued until he entered the service in his mid-twenties. Customers wrote to the local paper in praise of Gordon’s honesty and courtesy.

His dream was to fly, so the money he saved from delivering papers was put toward a commercial pilot training course, on which he scored 94.33, the fourth-highest grade among hundreds of students. From there it was on to the Lakeland School of Aeronautics in Florida, a civilian flight school enjoined for the war effort by the Army Air Corps. In 1944, Gordon, recently enlisted, was chosen to fly the “Hump,” the famed route over the Himalayas, considered by airmen the world’s toughest. His Air Medal recognized his “courageous and superior performance of his duties… [accomplishing] his mission with distinction.”

Gordon Fickling noticed Elizabeth Short two years before anyone in Long Beach did. They met in Miami shortly before he shipped out in late 1944. Surely, Elizabeth had noticed him, too. Gordon was six foot one, 175 pounds, handsome, with brown hair and eyes. Elizabeth came up to his shoulder, slightly higher when she wore heels. There was a brief romance before Gordon left to fly his dangerous missions and Elizabeth, or Betty, as he knew her, returned home to Massachusetts for Thanksgiving. She didn’t remain there long, however. She’d told Gordon that she spent winters in Florida because the New England winters made her asthma unbearable.

They wrote frequently to each other. Gordon was clearly smitten. “Your devotion is my most precious possession,” he wrote. He feared losing her. “Darling, how many lips have joined with yours since ours last met? Sometimes I go crazy when I think of such things.” Betty admitted to him that she was seeing others, in particular another flier by the name of Matt. That disappointed Gordon, but he didn’t give up. “Just tried to call you for the sixth time since 11 a.m.,” he wrote in exasperation at one point. “I hope that you enjoyed your breakfast date, which you seemed to have kept despite the fact that you said you were not going to. If I am ever able to understand you, I’m going to consider myself quite accomplished.”

Eventually, their correspondence tapered off. But soon after the war was over, Gordon heard from Betty, and he was willing to forget about all those other lips. “I have been trying to convince myself,” he wrote to her in April 1946, “that you really want to hear from me again after all this time.” He was being transferred to the army air base in Long Beach, and he asked her to join him there. “Your letter gave me the impression that you didn’t want to consider that you had a particular claim on my heart,” he wrote, but, as he rather bashfully revealed, her claim was still valid. “May I love you?” Gordon asked hopefully.

Whether Betty answered his question is lost to time, as, for the most part, their surviving correspondence only goes one way. All we know is that she wired him that she was coming West. “No one will be any happier to see you than a certain lieutenant at Long Beach,” Gordon told her. But he was wary, too: “You say in your letter you want us to be good friends, but from your wire you seem to want more than that. Are you really sure just what you want? Why not pause and consider just what your [sic] coming out here would amount to?”

Perhaps heeding his advice, Betty took her time getting there. She rode the bus from Boston to Indianapolis, where she stayed a couple of weeks. Gordon wrote to her there, only to have his letters returned to him. “Darling,” he cabled the Park Row Hotel in Chicago, Betty’s forwarding address, “you’re moving too fast. Letter follows. Don’t move… Love you more than ever.” Betty spent more than two weeks in Chicago; with whom, Gordon did not seem to know.

He met her at the bus depot in Long Beach in the middle part of July and secured a room for her. Because of five-day limits at most hotels, imposed due to housing shortages, Betty had to move a couple of times; on July 22, she signed the register at the Washington Apartments. (Smelser may have been soft on her; he let her stay for almost two weeks.) While Gordon may have been one of the men David Lander saw her with at the soda fountain counter, he wasn’t always around. He had duties at the base and occasionally had to fly to Los Angeles and Texas. That left Betty free to wander on her own, to the Pike, to the beach, and to Hollywood in the company of Bob Robertson.

Gordon wasn’t any closer to understanding her. “I learn so many new things about you every day that it’s a little confusing,” he wrote to Betty while he was on air duty. “You do things that irritate me and burn me up.” On August 3, he checked her out of the Washington Apartments and found private furnished rooms for her elsewhere in the city. The change of address didn’t keep Betty from roaming. She told Gordon she wanted to go to Los Angeles. Her dream, she told him, was to become a model, and she could maybe find work there. “Loving you the way I do would make me do practically anything, I guess,” Gordon wrote, and he proved it by renting her a room at the Brevoort Hotel in Hollywood on Lexington Avenue near the corner of Vine. On August 20, they registered as “Lieutenant and Mrs. J.G. Fickling.” Gordon headed back to base.

The Brevoort was “the friendliest spot in Hollywood,” its ads claimed. Actors on their way up or way down stayed at the Brevoort. On the back patio was an old wishing well where Rudolph Valentino supposedly once held court. Within easy walking distance from the Brevoort was the Brown Derby, NBC, RKO, Columbia, Sardi’s, and Earl Carroll’s Theatre, where Betty had posed under the marquee not long before. Hollywood offered more to see than just the Long Beach Pike, and Betty liked to wander.

When Gordon returned to Hollywood a few days later, something had changed. On one of her walks, Betty had run into an old friend, Marjorie Graham, whom she’d known in Massachusetts. She’d met Graham’s friends, a young crew of car hops and hotel clerks and the perennially unemployed. If Gordon met these new Hollywood friends of hers, he almost certainly disapproved. The doubts he’d had about Betty coming to California now seemed justified. On August 27, at 11:10 p.m., they checked out of the Brevoort and went their separate ways. The late hour suggests their parting was abrupt. In a letter, Gordon told her that she should really try being “just a little bit more practical” if she was ever going to succeed at a modeling career.

So here we are at a turning point. Gordon is flying off to Texas, Betty is alone in Hollywood. With Lieutenant Fickling gone, we have lost our main narrator of this young woman’s story. It’s worth noting that, so far, all our perspectives on Elizabeth Short have come from persons with Y chromosomes, from adolescent boys to middle-aged men. We have Fred Smelser, whose anecdote turned her into a two-timer, and David Lander, who sexualized her by focusing on her bathing suit, and Bob Robertson, who cast her as beautiful but adrift and capricious, and Gordon Fickling, who, despite being too much of a gentleman to say so, saw her as impulsive and fickle. Most American stories have been told from the points of view of men. It’s not unusual that the story of Elizabeth Short has so far had a decidedly male gaze, and that’s the way her story has usually been told. Things, however, are about to change.





“THE KID WAS BROKE AND HUNGRY”

Late August 1946

Behind a rusted gate, the once-famous dead slumbered. Silent film stars for the most part: Valentino; Douglas Fairbanks; Renée Adorée; and the director William Desmond Taylor, whose murder in 1922 resulted in a scandal that almost brought down the nascent American film industry. Now, snazzy Buick estate wagons and nine-passenger DeSotos whizzed past Hollywood Memorial Park on Santa Monica Boulevard with nary a glance at the overgrown grass and forgotten graves. Hollywood was a brand-new place after the war. No one wanted to look back.

Between Santa Monica and Hollywood Boulevards, buildings were sprouting like mushrooms. Marjorie Graham, twenty years old, fresh out of a marriage, and starting over on her own, had found a job in one of the newest developments. The J. J. Newberry Company had built “one of Hollywood’s most modern shopping centers,” according to the newspapers, shiny with glass and chrome on Santa Monica Boulevard. The old mom-and-pop five-and-dimes from before the war were disappearing, relics of another time. Chain department stores heralded the future.

Every morning, Marjorie rode the bus from the Hawthorne Hotel on North Orange Drive. She passed the old cemetery and the new radio studios of Mutual KHJ. The bus was filled with workingwomen like her. Newberry’s alone employed sixty-five salesgirls that summer. During the war, women all over the country had filled jobs vacated by the fighting men, and even though the boys were coming home now, many workingwomen weren’t eager to return to housewifery, despite many calls for them to do so. Being part of the workforce had given them a taste of autonomy, agency, and self-determination. Marjorie Graham, her family said, was never interested in being a stay-at-home wife. For Marjorie, Hollywood seemed a good place to be a young woman in this exciting new world.

At Newberry’s, she took her place behind the counter and hawked the store’s wares, which ranged from dishcloths to diapers, cookies to canaries. The job wasn’t elegant, but it beat the factory work she’d been stuck in back in Somerville, Massachusetts, when she’d been Marjorie MacDonald stitching rubber for raincoats. She came from “a good family,” investigators would say, who lived in a second-floor flat on working-class Laurel Avenue where Marjorie dreamed of another world. She was determined, her family said, not to inherit the drudgery of her mother’s life, struggling to make her railway worker husband’s paycheck last from week to week.

So, when a young navy man, Kendall Paul Graham, from Bakersfield, California, took a fancy to her, Margie was overjoyed. Graham, Margie believed, had a great future ahead of him. He was enrolled at Harvard under the V-12 Navy College Training Program, which was designed to perpetuate a steady pool of officers. Margie had never considered herself the sort boys fancied. One investigator summed her up, as only a man might, as “five two, pretty husky, great big chest,” as if that said everything about her. But Kendall liked her. Not long after their marriage in May 1945, he shipped off on the USS Benevolence, a hospital ship on its way to Japan, while Margie headed for California to live with her new in-laws. She found work as a stenographer.

Marjorie Graham would later be maligned as a bad influence “good-time girl.” But she was no floozy. She tried to make her marriage work. Her husband returned home in December 1945. They’d been married for seven months and apart for five of them. Graham found a job as a milkman at a dairy and rented a house nearby. But when he announced he’d signed up as a navy reservist and would soon be shipping out again, Margie realized she’d always have an absentee husband. That night, she packed her bags and left. Perhaps it wasn’t fair to Graham, but she’d had enough. She would not be her mother, chained to a stove and a sink.

Margie didn’t return to Cambridge. What was there for her? Instead, she headed to Hollywood, like so many young women before and after her, looking for something even if she didn’t know exactly what that was. She ended up discovering a world of high rollers and risk-takers, a circle of friends far more exciting and adventurous than any she’d known back East. So, it was a surprise when, one day, probably August 25 or 26, Margie looked up from the Newberry’s counter to see an old friend from Cambridge wander into the store. It was Betty Short.



Betty was full of woe. She had nowhere to stay. Her fiancé, a lieutenant in the army air force, was in the hospital, and there was every chance he wouldn’t be released in time for their wedding in November. Moreover, her trunk, which she’d sent to California from Chicago, had never arrived. Margie felt sorry for her. She knew what it was like to be a woman alone in a big city without any funds. “I asked her to room with me for a while,” she said. Betty was grateful.

The last time Margie had seen Betty was a little over a year previous when both were working the soda fountain at St. Clair’s restaurant on Brattle Street in Harvard Square. Lots of Harvard boys came into St. Clair’s; that’s possibly how Margie met Kendall Graham. Betty, however, as Margie recalled, was staying true to her fiancé, who, Margie soon deduced, was a different fiancé from the one Betty was currently attached to. The first fiancé, a fellow named Matt Gordon, had been killed, Betty told her, when his plane was shot down over India. Margie had no reason to think that what Betty was telling her was anything other than the absolute truth.

But after securing a promise of accommodation from Margie and meeting some of her friends, Betty wandered back to the Brevoort Hotel to join a healthy and very much unhospitalized Gordon Fickling. Whether Betty had already decided to leave Fickling at that point or had merely arranged Margie’s lodgings as a backup in case they split is unknown. But somewhere over the next twenty-four to forty-eight hours, Betty and Gordon decided to part. Betty then made haste for Margie’s rooms at the Hawthorne Hotel on North Orange Drive.

The Hawthorne was nothing like the faded grandeur Betty had just left. A few months earlier, three residents had been arrested for a string of robberies. Within the year, another tenant would stab her boyfriend to death in one of the rooms, claiming it was a “playful tussle” that got out of hand. The sounds of arguments, sometimes violent, vibrated through the paper-thin walls. But double rooms were only three dollars a week, and by adding a third person to the mix, Margie was able to save them all fifty cents. The two old friends bunked in one bed.

Their third roommate was Lynn Martin, a young blond woman who worked at the Tabu cocktail club on Sunset Boulevard. A couple of witnesses would later report there was some sort of animus between Lynn and Betty. Perhaps it was as simple as Lynn being surprised that she suddenly had a second roommate sharing their tiny room, one more person to wrangle with over the bathroom down the hall. It could also have been a clash of personalities. Betty, who bewailed her penury but had yet to land a job, was the antithesis of the more stoic Lynn, who always found new ways to make a few extra dollars. Gordon appears to have given Betty some cash to hold her over, but that went quickly. Once again, Margie took care of her. “I let her take money for meals and other things,” she said. Lynn was not inclined to be as generous.

Margie knew little about Betty, except that she was twenty-two years old, she came from Medford, a town north of Cambridge, and she wore falsies, which, if Margie hadn’t already known, would’ve become obvious sharing a bed with her. Bob Robertson had considered Betty “well built,” which may be evidence they were never intimate. There were other, more obvious physical observations that Margie and others could make. Betty chewed her fingernails down to the quick. She had a tattoo of a rose on her left thigh and had apparently never been to a dentist. A lighted candle was her tool to fix her bad teeth. “She’d drop the hot wax into the cavities,” said a friend. “This would remove all the dark tops of the teeth.”

The most salient fact people knew about Betty Short, however, was that she had once been engaged to marry a war hero, Matt Gordon, who was killed in action. Was that why she seemed to just drift along? Was grief the reason she’d been unable to commit to Gordon Fickling? “Betty appeared very depressed” over Matt’s death, Margie recalled. “She carried a newspaper clipping and picture of him in her pocketbook and was in the habit of showing it to friends.” The clipping stated that he was planning to marry his sweetheart from Medford, Massachusetts, when he was discharged. Betty seemed to keep it as proof that he had loved her, that she had been loved.

Their friend group was eclectic and young, struggling war veterans and working girls. These included Donald Leyes, twenty-one, who hailed from Staten Island, and his roommate Harold Costa, who, older than the others at thirty-one, came from Lawrence, Massachusetts, not far from the hometowns of Betty and Margie. Costa was sweet on Lynn Martin while, conveniently, Leyes had eyes for Margie.

With these new friends, Betty seems to have decided to make a fresh start. Henceforth, she would be known as Beth. That’s how all of them, except for Margie, would remember her. And these new friends, with the notable exception of Lynn, genuinely seemed to like her. Costa and Leyes thought Beth was “very classy.” From all accounts, Beth was meticulous about how she dressed, always with a freshly laundered blouse, a crisp, often red, skirt, and a flower in her hair. That wasn’t easy to maintain with her missing trunk. Margie said she loaned Beth clothes, and that while she could be “moody,” grieving over her dead fiancé or worrying about her current one, Beth “had a likable personality and made friends quite easily.”

Margie’s financial assistance gave Beth an anchor after the break with Gordon. “Whenever we took the girls out to dinner,” Costa said, “they always asked if they might bring Beth along. They said the kid was broke and hungry.” Given that she was now supporting both herself and Beth, Margie found a second job, working nights at the Pig Stand drive-in restaurant on Sunset Boulevard in Los Feliz. A coworker was Rose Bone, the thirty-seven-year-old wife of a truck driver and mother of an eight-year-old, who, despite the often backbreaking work of carrying food trays to parked cars, was pregnant with another child. Rose, as Margie’s family recalled, acted as sort of a den mother to the crowd of friends who showed up for hamburgers when Margie was working.

The media would later portray Beth’s friends as shifty and dishonest, but this, instead, was the reality: a group of kids at a drive-in. Not many in the clique had cars, but the ones who did allowed the others to pile in for an evening at the Pig Stand or Carpenter’s, a few blocks east on Sunset. For a moralizing media that depended on an aging readership, reared in a more traditional era, unmarried young women living in hotels, working at drive-ins, and riding around unchaperoned with men provided evidence of a culture in decline, with the implication, of course, that the tragedy that was to come had its roots in this immorality.

But such naysayers failed to see the nuance of postwar life. Even the fact that Margie was a married woman going out with men wasn’t all that scandalous. Another young man who knew her, George Bacos, told investigators that Margie admitted up front that she had a husband; when asked if she was “fast,” Bacos replied, “I wouldn’t say she was fast.” By making it clear that she was married, Margie was in fact giving herself a safety net. A man was far less likely to make a move on a married woman than a single woman, even if she was separated from her husband. The perception of being married, ironically, gave a woman more independence and, at least to an extent, lessened the fear she lived with as she moved through life on her own.

Beth may have been thinking along the same lines. Was it merely grief that caused her to flash the clipping about her dead fiancé? Was she merely being capricious when she said that Fickling was still in the picture, albeit in the hospital? Paul MacWilliams, a movie extra who escorted Beth to the midget car races at Gilmore Stadium around this time, told investigators that she made sure he was aware of “a serviceman in Long Beach who was very jealous of her.” As we will see, Beth will use the specter of a jealous boyfriend frequently over the next few months. And why not? The perception of being attached to a man safeguarded her. When she’d signed the register at the Washington Apartments in Long Beach, she’d used the prefix “Mrs.” For a woman alone, it was prudent not to leave evidence of the fact. That way, if a woman did lift her skirt and unroll her hose, there was a greater chance that she was doing so of her own volition.

All this doesn’t mean that Beth and her friends were entirely free of peril. The danger of the postwar world had nothing to do with women forgoing marriage or embracing more open views about sex, but it was real, nonetheless. Just ask one of Beth’s friends, who sat with them at the drive-in but who was forever looking over her shoulder. Lynn Martin had a secret. A secret that exposed the lie that festered beneath America’s great promise of peacetime to build a new and more equitable city on a hill.



The men arrived at the Hawthorne Hotel in a fancy car, one that looked nothing like any other on the street. It was low-slung, with swept-back fenders and cutaway doors. The dapper men who stepped out of the car were there to either collect or return Lynn Martin, and, according to the elder man’s report to the police, they met Lynn’s friends that day, including Beth Short.

The men were father and son, Howard “Dutch” Darrin, forty-nine, and Howard “Bobby” Darrin, twenty-five. They lived in a posh Spanish mansion at 12725 Sunset Boulevard. Regular guests to the Darrin home included Clark Gable and junior members of the British royal family. Dutch and Bobby lived just ten miles but several worlds away from Lynn Martin and Beth Short. Yet here they were, in their shiny sports car, at the Hawthorne Hotel.

The Darrins were luxury car designers. Behind the glass of their showroom on Sunset Boulevard glittered some of the country’s most exotic automobiles. Dutch had designed for Mercedes, Citroën, Packard, Bentley, and Rolls-Royce. His clientele included Gable, Errol Flynn, Lord Mountbatten, and Queen Maria of Yugoslavia. One Los Angeles car dealership boasted, “We have on display in our showroom the most beautiful car in the West,” referring to the Darrin-designed Packard Convert, “the style setter for the car of the future.” Dutch was now designing a car made of fiberglass for Kaiser-Frazer, a first in American auto manufacturing. The Darrins heralded the world to come, press agents gushed, embodying American expertise and imagination. America could only get better with men like Dutch taking the lead.

Just what the Darrins wanted from Lynn Martin when they hustled her away from the Hawthorne cannot be known with certainty. But there’s no escaping the obvious. A young, streetwise waitress always in need of cash might be more amenable to activities a socialite would never consider, and in the fall of 1946, Dutch’s twenty-years-younger second wife was pregnant with their first child. Understandably, the Darrins didn’t take Lynn to their mansion but rather to a small house halfway up Lookout Mountain surrounded by fir trees. What father and son wanted from Lynn seems patently clear and, given the power differential, that’s unpleasant enough. But the fact that they picked her up together takes it to a whole other level of sordid.

Whether Lynn’s friends knew that she supplemented her income with sex work is unknown, but they may have suspected, given the expensive cars pulling up to the Hawthorne. For struggling young women, opportunities to make money off their bodies were all around them. “A girl can have ten pickups walking two blocks on Hollywood Boulevard,” Lynn later admitted. For her, the encounters were purely transactional; she didn’t have the luxury to moralize. She had something men desired, and she, in turn, wanted help paying her bills. Arthur Richman, a twenty-three-year-old milk deliveryman, met Lynn at the Pig Stand, after which they got together three times. He also passed her name along to friends. One was George Bacos, twenty-five, a record promoter. Bacos took Lynn out several times and, like Richman, shared her name with others. “I think possibly several of George’s friends probably went out with Lynn Martin,” Richman said.

Yet Lynn wasn’t some freewheeling, confident young woman who one day decided to pick up a few extra dollars to pay for college. Lynn told her friends and employers that she was twenty-three. But she was, in fact, fifteen. She’d been on the streets for nearly a year. To survive, she had fabricated an entirely new self—one that was tough, guarded, unsentimental, and willing to do whatever was needed to keep clothes on her back and food on her plate.

When she was born in the little town of Ramsey, Minnesota, Lynn’s name had been Jo Ann Smith. Her mother was emotionally fragile and was committed to the state hospital when Jo Ann was two. Her father sent the little girl to live with her twenty-year-old half sister and her alcoholic husband. The half sister was “continually crying, upset and nervous,” a juvenile court reported. “On many occasions she attempted to commit suicide.”

From that untenable situation, Jo Ann was shipped off to her mother’s cousin, who lived in Tacoma, Washington. It was hoped she could give Jo Ann a better life. But after a few years of conflict and misbehavior, her guardian sent her to a detention home. At eleven, Jo Ann was placed with Navy Quartermaster John F. Meyer and his wife, Marion, who gave her a new name, Norma Lee, and promised to straighten her out. Within a short time, the Meyers had moved to Long Beach, California.

“Mother is increasingly nervous and unreasonable with child,” a welfare agent reported when checking up on them. “When the neighbors complain of the mother’s treatment of the child, the child is beaten.” Lynn (for that’s what we will resume calling her, since she chose the name to escape her past) was arrested at twelve for theft and, a few months later, for having sex with a twenty-year-old merchant marine. After being caught in flagrante delicto with a sailor behind the Municipal Auditorium, Lynn was sent to the El Retiro School for Girls in the San Fernando Valley, where she and another teenage girl attacked a matron with a heavy cup while trying to escape.

When she was finally returned to the Meyers, Lynn ran away, stealing $270 from her foster mother and hitchhiking to San Diego to marry a sailor before being picked up by the police. (The marriage was quickly annulled.) On October 7, 1945, Lynn, now fourteen, ran away for good, disappearing into the crush of young people streaming into Los Angeles after the war. She learned how to get by. “Hollywood is full of men around forty that want to buy you some drinks and a dinner,” she told investigators. “And they expect you to pay for it with yourself.” This was the safety net, the “sound social and economic world,” that America’s leaders had promised after the war.

“Sophisticated and hardened beyond her years,” one observer described the girl. Lynn’s shoulders were covered with scars, the result of painful tattoo removals, arranged either by her outraged foster mother or by herself to keep from being identified. She landed a job as a cashier at the Apollo Theater on Hollywood Boulevard, a second-run house that was the target of frequent stick-ups. That’s where she met Marjorie Graham; they were soon sharing a room.

Despite other jobs at a barbecue restaurant and the Tabu club, Lynn moonlighted doing what she knew best. When presented with the truth, the men Lynn had sex with insisted they hadn’t known her real age. “Anybody can be fooled,” George Bacos said, “but from all appearances, when a girl tells you she is twenty-three, you believe her.”

The investigator pressed him for more. “How was she sexually?”

“She’s pretty good,” Bacos replied.

“Normal?”

“Yes.”

“Head job?”

“Oh, no,” Bacos said, adding, after a second: “Nothing forced.”

Nothing forced. Bacos could claim that everything was consensual. Lynn would probably have said the same. But the little girl who ran away from a series of abusive homes hadn’t consented to her life on the streets; she’d had no other choice.

For all her tough exterior, Lynn’s hard shell sometimes broke. One day in the fall of 1946, up at Dutch Darrin’s hideaway on Lookout Mountain, something happened, something that frightened her. Lynn wanted to leave, but the Darrins wouldn’t drive her home. The walk down the mountain was treacherous; it would have taken her hours to get back to Hollywood by foot. According to a police report, she nonetheless tried to make a run for it, but one of them, father or son, cut her “when she tried to escape from his advances.” We don’t know where, or how badly, only that Lynn was cut and prevented from leaving the house. To say that Lynn Martin wasn’t forced into having sex with men is simply wrong.

The danger to Beth Short and her penurious friends was as close as every man they passed on Hollywood Boulevard, many of whom they depended on for an occasional satisfying dinner. Beth Short, new to Hollywood, had none of Lynn’s street savvy, and even that hadn’t protected Lynn from assault. Just how Beth would navigate her way remained to be seen.



George Bacos arrived at the Hawthorne Hotel intending to take Lynn to a radio show. “She hadn’t seen some of the stars [and] wanted to see them,” he said. For a couple of years, George had been the head usher at NBC, so getting tickets was easy. He was certain that Lynn would show her gratitude in the way she had shown it in the past.

But when Bacos got to the apartment that Lynn shared with Marjorie Graham and Beth Short, the young woman wasn’t anywhere to be found. “They hadn’t heard from her all day,” George said. Since he had the tickets, he figured he might as well use them. “I asked Elizabeth if she wanted to go,” Bacos said, and she agreed. Beth changed for their impromptu date, choosing a pink sweater and a black satin skirt. “And always something in her hair,” George recalled.

By the time they got to the NBC studio, the broadcast had started, and no one was admitted after the ON AIR sign was lit. George suggested they drive along Sunset Boulevard instead. The son of Greek immigrants, Bacos, twenty-six, had dark-black hair and blue eyes. He was under the impression that girls found him irresistible. “I don’t like him very well,” said John Egger, who’d been the head usher at CBS when George was at NBC. “He is very conceited.”

Surely, when Bacos suggested they park atop a hill on Sunset, he was figuring on getting some action from Beth. We have no evidence of what occurred, but Bacos’s reputation precedes him. It’s unlikely that he kept his hands to himself. Apparently, he struck out. Bacos’s vocal resentment and dislike of Beth after that day perhaps tell us all we need to know.

Beth Short was very different from Lynn Martin. There’s much we still need to learn about her, but the fact that she didn’t trade sex for cash, or even for dinner or radio tickets, is clear. Part of her self-defense was likely in her presentation, which could come across as prudish. One friend described her as “a very modest girl who never cursed or acted sexy.” Beth often compared Hollywood morals unfavorably to those of Boston.

Yet she wasn’t above using her looks to get attention. John Egger, the CBS usher, noticed her every time she came for a show. “She was a striking girl,” he said, “with that raven hair, blue sweater or pink sweater. She more or less became a legend [around CBS].” Another usher also commented on her hair, always “done up nice, rather full, way out like this,” he said, indicating with his hands. Beth’s hair was so dark that some people suspected it must have been dyed. In fact, while living at the Hawthorne, she attempted to lighten her hair, using a henna rinse to turn it dark red. She also went “really heavy with the makeup,” said Egger, which dimmed her appeal somewhat in his eyes. A female acquaintance, while remarking on Beth’s “pretty blue eyes,” agreed that she “overdid with the makeup an inch thick.” There was also the rose tattoo on her thigh, which, according to one observer, Beth liked to show off.

So was she modest or flashy, puritanical or flirtatious? People had their opinions. Few seemed to consider that she could be both at the same time. She used one attribute to get what she wanted and the other to keep herself safe. A very different strategy than the one used by Lynn.

Some described Beth as “lost,” a “vagrant” who was “aimlessly drifting.” After all, she’d come West to meet Gordon Fickling apparently on a whim, and when they separated, she didn’t go home but shared a bed in a hotel with a friend and wandered the streets. Without a male escort, women were expected to go home, retreat, disappear. A man, on the other hand, had the option of traveling on his own, living by his wits, depending on friends and sometimes strangers to sustain his adventures. He might be lost or aimless, but there was also the possibility that he was charting his own path, marching to his own drummer, finding his place in the world. Women, however, didn’t have that same sense of wanderlust. Women who venture out on their own, according to the prevailing view of the time, must be lost, confused, or immoral.

It’s true that Beth could be a bit of a con artist. She knew that a well-timed letter to Gordon with a heart-rending tale of woe always brought a money order into Western Union. She’d sung a comparable refrain to Marjorie Graham to get free accommodations. Some people called Beth “devious.” But again, a young man on the road who butters up a wealthy aunt or generous friend for a wire of cash or a place to sleep might be called, in addition to devious, “crafty” and “enterprising.” We will, henceforth, apply the same adjectives to Beth.

What we still need to discover, however, is what she was looking for in Hollywood, if anything. Did she share Margie’s desire to find a life beyond their provincial upbringings? If so, why hadn’t she gotten a job? Was modeling really her goal, or was it merely something she told people? We know, or can infer, details about the lives of Lynn Martin, Gordon Fickling, Marjorie Graham, and others. But it’s much more difficult to do that with Beth. She never gave an interview, never answered the questions of investigators the way her friends and acquaintances would do.

To get closer to Beth and comprehend her life—and the forces that ended it—we need to consider the world around her, which was changing faster than anyone could have anticipated. It was a world increasingly unfamiliar to many, more dangerous in some ways in peace than it was in war. It’s only by understanding that world that we can hope to unlock the secrets of Elizabeth Short’s life. Problem is, by the late summer of 1946, there isn’t much time left to find the answers we seek.





“IT WAS FUN, SO WHAT?”

August 28, 1946

They didn’t expect the killer to be so young. After a routine traffic stop led to the capture of Francis Paul Barnes, twenty-two, the slayer of sixty-seven-year-old dressmaker Annetta Jarvis, police released a photo to the press. Such a handsome young war vet, but also a monster who gleefully confessed to a number of crimes. He’d stalked three other modistes, observing how they stayed late at their shops. He took them by surprise, raping them before robbing them. Jarvis had screamed, which was why Barnes had shot her through the head. The young man seemed eager to provide investigators with all the gruesome details of his villainy.

Barnes’s amorality shocked Angelenos. Such crimes would have been horrifying no matter when they occurred, but coming so soon after the war ended, they seemed even more barbaric. America had just won a crusade against savagery and inhumanity. Americans, some liked to believe, were incapable of such atrocities. Frank Barnes was just a boy. He barely had whiskers on his chin. How could an American boy do such things?

During the war, crime had been down in Los Angeles and all over the country. In fact, the national homicide rate had been in free fall since the early 1930s, reaching its lowest point in three decades in 1944. Yet in early 1945, just as the war was winding down, the FBI detected an uptick in crime. After World War I, there’d been a surge of lawlessness in the United States; officials worried about a repetition. In August 1945, just before the official end of hostilities, FBI director J. Edgar Hoover acknowledged the possibility of a postwar crime wave, singling out young people as the drivers of the surge: “ ‘Fun’ is the excuse given to police by the alarming number of teenage ‘delinquents’ for their criminal acts. When they were asked whether they didn’t know they couldn’t get away with it, they replied, ‘It was fun, so what?’ ” The FBI director’s words uncannily predicted Frank Barnes’s nonchalant response to his arrest. Barnes became known as the wisecracking murderer, showing no remorse and enjoying his notoriety.

A year had now passed since Hoover’s warning, and his fear seemed justified. Bank robberies had risen 40 percent. Homicides were also trending north, jumping about 10 percent between 1944 and 1945; the numbers were climbing again in 1946. The FBI still held so-called juvenile delinquents and the postwar changes in societal behavior as chiefly responsible. The rise in crime, the Bureau believed, was a failure of the family for not adhering to traditional moral and social guidelines. Popular radio broadcaster Dorothy Thompson alleged that the entire younger generation was “extravagant and self-indulgent,” and war veterans weren’t exempt from her diatribe. They’d lost their battlefield toughness to become “soft,” she said, expecting handouts from the government in housing and employment. In California, George H. Brereton, chief of the state’s Bureau of Criminal Identification, maintained that this societal shift had led to “a changed attitude by some toward the taking of life,” although he admitted he had no facts to back up his claim.

That was the problem. No one had any facts. No one really knew what was happening. Even today, most studies of the U.S. homicide rate see only the forty-year trough that extends on charts from the early 1930s until the early 1970s. But look carefully enough at those charts and you’ll see a couple of small spikes near the bottom of the graph. The historic eleven-year plunge of the homicide rate stopped abruptly in 1944, leveling at 4.9 out of every 100,000 people. A year later the rate had climbed to 5.6, and by 1946 it was 6.3. These numbers were nowhere near what they had been in 1933, nor were they as high as they were after World War I. But the surge was undeniable: a 31 percent increase in American homicides over three years. And while the rate started to fall again in 1947, it took until 1955 to dip past the low point of 1944. In Los Angeles, where homicides were already higher than elsewhere, the spike wasn’t as dramatic, but it’s still noticeable, peaking in 1944 and only dropping significantly in 1948.

The data turned out to be transitory. But in 1946, people didn’t know it was just a blip, and even a blip, after all, can leave lasting damage. Something was happening, and people were frightened. They wanted answers to explain monsters like Frank Barnes. The FBI’s argument blaming young people who’d never been taught morality, empathy, or civic responsibility wasn’t supported by the facts. Barnes was an outlier. While those in their early twenties committed most other crimes, murderers were older. And so another theory became popular. The experience of war had resocialized men, and the “violent veteran” had returned home more comfortable with violence and more proficient at it. Post-traumatic stress disorder, as experts call it today. Newspapers played up the theme. VIOLENT VETERAN ESCAPES topped a story in Pennsylvania that reported on the manhunt for a crazed inmate from the Harrisburg VA Hospital. In New York, police were on the lookout for another escaped vet who’d slipped out of his restraints at Roosevelt Hospital and jumped from a window. He was later arrested for grand larceny. The war hadn’t secured the peace, this theory argued. It had just brought the violence home.

Under the violent veteran analysis, California’s rising crime rate (more than thirty crimes committed per one thousand inhabitants in 1946) might be explained by the record number of soldiers and sailors living in the state, more than anywhere else in the country. “The West today is really wild,” the FBI declared. The rise in murders was blamed on an influx of “military personnel and camp followers.” Did that explain Frank Barnes? He was a veteran, after all, dishonorably discharged from the navy. But Barnes had never seen action. He’d never even left the country. So, his violence had to have been learned elsewhere. Did the violent veteran model apply to the other murders that had caused the rate to skyrocket after 1944? Perhaps some. But hardly all.

No one was certain what was going on, except that people were dying. By the middle part of 1946, murders in California exceeded one per day. In Los Angeles County, the murder rate jumped 23.6 percent between 1945 and 1946, when annual increases had previously been between 7 and 10 percent. America’s dream factory had an even more startling statistic than that. While the homicide rate for men grew by 26.8 percent, the number of women murdered in that same period shot up by 52.9 percent.

Fittingly for the movie capital, many of those deaths were gruesome and sensational. Otto Stephen Wilson, thirty-five, slaughtered two women in hotel rooms, slicing one of them, Virginia Lee Griffin, from throat to vulva before yanking out her stomach and intestines with his hands. Wilson was relatively easy to apprehend, but so many of the city’s murders over the past few years had gone unsolved. Socialite Georgette Bauerdorf, twenty, was found beaten and drowned in her bathtub in 1944. In March of 1946, the dismembered body of Diane Sparks, thirty-one, was discovered in a shallow grave; she’d been shot through the head. A few months later, Gertrude Evelyn Landon, thirty-six, was found in another shallow grave, her hand protruding from the soil. On one finger, she wore an expensive diamond ring. She’d been strangled to death, but not for money.

When homicide rates are low, family and acquaintance killings are the most common. During high homicide periods, such as the postwar surge and again in the 1970s, murder by strangers predominates. Not coincidentally, America was embarking on a decades-long fear of strangers in 1946. The nation had never been very tolerant of differences, dating back to Puritan times, and most cities, including Los Angeles, remained racially segregated. But with the advent of the Cold War, anxiety over outsiders threatening the “American way of life”—in truth, the white, European American, capitalist way of life—often rose to hysteria. The House Committee on Un-American Activities was made a permanent Congressional committee in 1945; within the year, its sights were turned on supposed subversives in the film industry, many of them Jewish, and the Hollywood blacklist began. At the State Department, purges of both Communists and homosexuals (the two were often conflated) ended the careers, and sometimes the lives, of thousands of Americans.

In Los Angeles, the war against strangers was fought on several fronts. The city council launched a campaign to close down bars that catered to “unbridled and strange passions,” not-so-subtle code for homosexual, in an attempt to “maintain a good standard of morals” in the city. Unnerved by the growing African American population in Los Angeles, white residents began suing to enforce restrictive housing covenants that would prevent Black homebuyers from moving into their neighborhoods. Fear of the “other” reached its absurdist peak a few months later with the national panic over “flying saucers,” supposedly piloted by interplanetary aliens bent on conquering the earth. At Muroc Army Airfield in northern Los Angeles County, a jet fighter stood ready to take off at a moment’s notice should any saucer be sighted over California. Take your pick: Communists, Jews, homosexuals, blacks, aliens. They were all out to get you.

It wasn’t supposed to have been this way. The end of hostilities was expected to return America to who she had been a decade earlier, except, of course, with more prosperity. But even that wasn’t the case. Between 1945 and 1946, unemployment had jumped 2 percentage points; the gross domestic product had crashed by 10 points into negative territory; and inflation had skyrocketed from 2.2 percent to 11.6 percent. “Postwar disillusionment has made its way into every community,” one Massachusetts educator observed. A former WAC describing herself as a “disillusioned veteran” complained of low wages. She bristled at people calling her greedy for demanding “at least $30 a week to even exist.” After years of wartime high salaries and employment, the economic despair of 1945–1947 was the sort that sociologists often use to help explain increasing homicide rates.

For some, the social changes were even more unsettling than the economic struggles. The nuclear family of father, mother, and children was in crisis, some argued. Female-headed households grew by nearly 33 percent between 1940 and 1950, and non-family households—consisting of friends, roommates, same-sex partners—were also on the rise. Between 1946 and 1947, out-of-wedlock births grew by 4 percent; looking at longer trend lines, such births grew by 20 percent between 1942 and 1948. Unmarried women, according to some observers, were to blame for the social upheaval. Over the past decade, the number of divorced or separated women heading their own households rose by a startling 94 percent; the total number of divorced women in America nearly doubled. By 1950, women would make up almost one-third of the nation’s workforce, compared to about a quarter in 1940. Might there be any correlation between these statistics, which showed women with more agency and authority than ever before, and the statistics that showed more women being murdered than ever before?

To many church and civic leaders, law enforcement officials, politicians, and educators, the divergence from traditional social structures was the obvious explanation for the rise in crime in America. Los Angeles police psychiatrist Dr. J. Paul de River claimed that the number of “girl criminals” in the city had increased 28 percent since Pearl Harbor. Dorothy Thompson lamented the rise in “nightclubbing” and the decline in “public and private decorum.” One influential clergyman told his radio listeners, “We are faced simply and fundamentally with moral collapse. Poor indeed are the fruits of victory over our enemies who would have [us] destroyed as a nation if we are to surrender now to the destructive forces within ourselves.”

Calls were everywhere for reinforcement of the traditional family with a father at the head and a mother in the home. Frank Barnes, the moralists argued, should never have left his family back in Massachusetts. Never mind that his father, a steam shovel operator, did not earn enough to provide for his nine children, or that one of Frank’s brothers, who did stay at home, also pursued a life of crime.

Meanwhile, in the City of Angels, the bodies continued to pile up. On September 18, Robert Ray Ivey, fifty-seven, was taken into custody for the bludgeon murder of a girlfriend, Hannah Jordan, thirty, after she reportedly discovered he’d been molesting her ten-year-old daughter.



On September 20, 1946, the same day the state executed Otto Stephen Wilson, the man who’d ripped the intestines out of his victim with his bare hands, Beth Short and Marjorie Graham moved out of the Hawthorne and into the Figueroa Hotel at 939 South Figueroa Street. Had 1946 been a census year and a census taker come around to enumerate Beth and Margie, their household would have been recorded as one of those burgeoning non-family ones—two women, one separated, one single, making their way on their own without husbands or fathers. Part of the demographic that some people thought was destroying America.

Certainly, Beth and Margie had every reason to believe the move was a step up for them. Unlike the Hawthorne, the Figueroa was respectable. Groups such as the USO, the Young Republicans, and the Ladies Auxiliary of the VFW held their meetings at the hotel. The move to the Figueroa had meant a parting of the ways from some of their friends, including Don Leyes, Harold Costa, and Lynn Martin. “We saw very little of [Lynn] after that,” Margie said.

A new friend had likely provided some assistance with the move. Syd Zaid, thirty-two, an up-and-coming musician, was well connected, having worked for various management companies over the past decade. He also appears to have been bighearted. When the Figueroa proved too expensive for Margie and Beth to maintain after about a week, Zaid allowed them to take refuge at his home on Windsor Boulevard, a bungalow he shared with his parents.

Still without a job, Beth found sustenance at Brittingham’s Restaurant, next to the CBS studios on Sunset Boulevard, and Tom Breneman’s on North Vine Street. When Margie went off to work—her new nighttime job was babysitting the children of wealthy parents—Beth often sat alone at the restaurant counters. She’d become proficient at having meals bought for her. A glance of hungry eyes at a CBS employee on his lunch break often resulted in a Reuben and a Coca-Cola placed in front of her. The staff at Breneman’s, a neon-and-chrome diner popular with tourists, slipped her freebies from time to time.

Beth also had some regular “boyfriends,” as Margie called them, who showed up now and then to buy her dinner. Perhaps the steadiest of them was Michael Anthony Otero, a twenty-nine-year-old doctoral student in history at USC who lived in Silver Lake. Extraordinarily intelligent, Michael’s dissertation was on the work of Diego de Gardoqui, the financial liaison between King Carlos III of Spain and the American rebels during the Revolutionary
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