
THE ICE CREAM BLONDE
A Neil Brand Thriller
RAY DYSON 


Table of Contents

Title Page

The Ice Cream Blonde

CHAPTER ONE

CHAPTER TWO

CHAPTER THREE

CHAPTER FOUR

CHAPTER FIVE

CHAPTER SIX

CHAPTER SEVEN

CHAPTER EIGHT

CHAPTER NINE

CHAPTER TEN

CHAPTER ELEVEN

CHAPTER TWELVE

CHAPTER THIRTEEN

CHAPTER FOURTEEN

CHAPTER FIFTEEN

CHAPTER SIXTEEN

CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

CHAPTER NINETEEN

CHAPTER TWENTY

CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN

CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT

CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE

CHAPTER THIRTY

CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE

CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO

CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE

CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR

CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE

CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX

CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN

CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT

Also By Ray Dyson

About the Author

About the Publisher

Copyright © 2026 by Ray Dyson

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system or transmitted, in any form, or by any means, electronic, mechanical, recorded, photocopied, or otherwise, without the prior written permission of both the copyright owner and the publisher, except by a reviewer who may quote brief passages in a review.

The scanning, uploading, and distribution of this book via the Internet or via any other means without the permission of the publisher is illegal and punishable by law. Please purchase only authorized electronic editions and do not participate in or encourage piracy of copywritten material.

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places and incidents either are a product of the author's imagination or are used fictitiously, and any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, business establishments, events, or locales is purely coincidental.

This book may contain views, premises, depictions, and statements by the author that are not necessarily shared or endorsed by Outlaws Publishing.

For information contact: info@outlawspublishing.com
Cover design by Outlaws Publishing.
Published by Outlaws Publishing.
August 2026
10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1 

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

CHAPTER ONE 
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Thursday, September 17, 1931 

The idol of the silver screen, the most popular picture star in Hollywood —Jaunty Johnny Cutter, tall and athletic, charming and urbane, dashing and magnetic, his flashing dark eyes could pierce any woman’s soul, right down to where she lived.

But just now those dreamy eyes were as cold as yesterday’s breakfast.

The big city coppers got the phone call about four o’clock Wednesday afternoon. The bulls found the world-famous actor practicing the face-down float in the swimming pool at his gated mansion nestled in a secluded Bel Air canyon. The county boys who made the call grinned slyly and drove away speedily. There would be no jurisdictional squabbling over this one. The bulls rang up the district attorney, who notified the coroner. The coroner felt the squeeze and ruled accidental drowning. The DA decided to show up and get his picture taken. The newspaper photographers would jam the place when word got out, and the DA could glom a photo opportunity the same way he could smell money. The newspaper boys climbed all over it, but the stuff that got printed would only be sweet and sycophantic no matter how deep into that muck they trundled. I could have wired them and might have if somebody had asked. 

A rubber-faced man with a shiny buzzer and a round hook fastened to the end of a long pole fished Cutter out of his L-shaped pool just a few hours after somebody had stretched him out stiff in his big, round bed, naked and as dry as Dorothy Parker’s wit. I had a first-row seat.

Seventeen hours later, I was about to get another seat up front. Harry York, the kingpin of Hollywood, wanted to see me, and it didn’t shake out to be a pleasant visit. I got there smack on time, but was left cooling my heels for nearly an hour. I flirted half-heartedly with Harry’s lovely but unconquerable secretary outside the doors of the mausoleum he called his office. I was in no mood to talk about Cutter or anybody else. Monday night, a thug cop with a homicidal grudge had tried to split open my melon with a crowbar, or maybe something harder. He’ll never know how close he came to cracking my egg. Even so, I was still upright and still thinking —if that’s what you want to call it —while a dogged Hun tirelessly fired off the Big Bertha inside my head.

Betsy’s defenses were slowly crumbling when she at last got the cue to open the doors to the kingdom. Harry’s raspy growl angrily spit out a rush of words into the black mouthpiece of one of his telephones. Harry’s tongue flapped like an overworked beagle’s. His left hand jerked in short, rapid convulsions, making the ice cube that passed for a diamond flash like a lighthouse beacon on his little finger. Curling smoke from a Cuban cigar the size of a baseball bat hung heavy around his dark, scowling face.

“I’m on it. I’m on it,” he yelled into the receiver clutched tightly in his right hand. “I said it was all fixed, didn’t I? Whaddya think I’m doing out here, anyway? Itching my nose and waiting for you to do something illustrated? I got my end nailed down. Tight as a rock. You got nothing to worry about here. I don’t care what you heard. You take care of your business, and spend less time worrying about my end we’ll get through this mess. My ducks are rowed up. See about yours.”

Harry slammed the blower down with a loud curse. His dark eyes stalked me while I made the long haul from his office door to the elevated barge he called a desk. His face, oddly pallid for someone who lived in sunny California, flushed deep red. The puffy bags under his eyes would have dammed the St. Francis flood. Most people had to miss a week’s sleep to look that decayed.

“Pissant.”

I leaned against one of three overstuffed, low-back oxblood chairs immediately in front of his hand-carved, mahogany desk and said nothing. As always, Harry was elegantly dressed. His expensive suits, made for him by his wardrobe department, fit perfectly else a new face would be running his wardrobe department. Today’s choice, a black double-breasted pinstripe gabardine, came with polished black buttons that glistened under the recessed lighting over Harry’s head. His high collar, gleaming white silk shirt sported large, solid gold cufflinks. Enormous diamonds sparkled from the center of each cufflink. A stickpin mate to his cufflinks twinkled at me from the center of his black silk tie. The tie bore red pinstripes that matched the color of his face.

Harry York, the big wheel behind York Brothers Studio, one of the major players in Hollywood, hardly ever smiled and never looked happy when he did. The dollar signs in his windowless eyes cracked open at the news of his top box-office draw taking the big express without permission. Harry York’s soul feasted on the bottom line and his blood ran pure green. It was hard to feel sorry about any of it. 

“Miserable bastard,” Harry said to one of the picture windows to his right. The window stretched floor to ceiling, the heavy, dark red drapes opened to the noonday light entering cautiously over Sunset Boulevard. Everything that entered Harry’s office did so with great care. 

He leaned back in his mammoth leather swivel rocker and took a long pull on the stogie. He looked at me through the wafting smoke, the way a big game hunter coldly eyes a trophy head mounted on the wall of his den. 

“Not you. Not you. My brother, the ...” 

Harry coughed and balanced the cigar on the edge of a heavy crystal ashtray big enough to hold my hat. He dug a bottle of aspirin out of his desk drawer and popped a handful of little white pills, washing them down with sand-colored joe from a bone china ware cup. Bright blue, flowery designs stood out starkly against the intense white of the cup and saucer. A large, silver coffee pot rested gracefully on a fancy silver tray on the corner of the barge, along with a silver spoon, a bone china cup of sugar and another matching cup half-full of cream. 

“Come to think of it I’m not very happy with you, anyway.” 

He motioned to the center chair. 

“Sit down. I’m too tired to have you standing there.” 

I sat. I needed to. Big Bertha kept pounding my skull. 

Harry looked at me sourly and a long silence overpowered the room while he dragged on his cigar. He blew the smoke upward. I thought the white alabaster curlicues on his ceiling were about to change color. 

“Johnny Cutter’s dead.” 

“I heard.” 

“That’s the trouble with bums like him. They go and do something stupid and it’s hard to keep it out of the papers.” 

His cold eyes struck me like darts. 

“You are supposed to protect my people.” 

“I can’t sleep with them.” 

“You’d like to sleep with some of them.” 

I couldn’t deny that. A couple hundred of the most beautiful and unattached women in the world worked for Harry. If you believed the rumors —and most people did—Harry conducted personal and intimate interviews with every stacked canary he put under contract. York’s Pudding, one of Harry’s writers called them. 

“Okay, okay. That’s water under the dam. We got to be caustic with this. We’re skating on thin ground here. Cops talk to you?” 

I shook my head. 

“Well, they won’t. It’s taken care of. The authorities will say Cutter’s death was accidental drowning. The papers’ll print that and if everybody knows what’s good for him he won’t go raising up a stink about it. That should protect our box office when that lousy picture opens. And it wasn’t cheap, the damn crooks. Used to be you could deal with those greedy bastards.” 

I didn’t say anything. The water was under the dam. The ground was thin under our skates. If we couldn’t be careful, we’d be caustic. I was just waiting to hear more mangled metaphors or whatever they were now it appeared I wasn’t being fired. 

“What I need you to do is look into this on the cutie so’s not to stir up the hash. Know what I mean?” 

I thought I did. “You want me to find out who killed Cutter? And you don’t want anybody to know I’m even digging.” 

“I don’t care who killed that lousy bum. He’s dead. He ain’t coming back like...like that guy in the Bible.” 

Harry stopped abruptly and looked into space. His lips pursed and he got a faraway look in his eye. His head started bobbing as he mulled an idea. 

“I wonder if anybody’s made that story.” 

He was talking to himself, not me. 

“Lazarus,” I said. 

“Lazarus?” 

“The guy in the Bible.” 

“Yeah. Him. I betcha even DeMille hasn’t made that story. Gotta check on it. Good story. Big box.” 

Harry waved his cigar around in the air. 

“Maybe make Lazarus a woman.” 

He looked at me. 

“Where were we?” 

“Johnny Cutter.” I was happy to change the topic, even if it was back to recently packed ham. 

“Yeah, yeah. Cutter.” Harry practically spit out his late star’s name. “I got an investment to protect. I gotta know what that bum was up to. Why he was killed. I can even let the newspaper boys print he was killed and didn’t drown if he wasn’t killed over some trolley ...” 

I think Harry meant trollop. The man was known to mangle his words. 

“ ...or was being blackmailed or something just as bad. But if it gets out he was murdered I’ve got to know why so I can deal with it. Understand? We can’t be stumbling around in the darkness, y’know.” 

“I don’t know if I can find out why without knowing who.” 

Harry slammed the palm of his hand on his desk. The sound echoed off the alabaster. It hurt, you could see that by the fleeting brightness in his eyes, but he tried hard not to let on. He dropped his hand beside his chair and the motion of his shoulder told me he was rubbing his hand along his leg. 

“I don’t care who. Just why. Well, find out both. Get the pacifics, but keep it quiet. I’m the only one you talk to. You tell nobody. Not the cops. Not your lady. Not anybody. Not any director. Not any producer. Not anybody who works for me. Or doesn’t work for me, for that matter. Got that? Nobody. And especially not a writer. Hell, I’d have a screen treatment on my desk the next day.” 

“Gallen?” 

“Nobody.” He banged his hand again, this time a lot easier. “How hard a word is that to not understand?” 

“Anyone doing an autopsy? Being an accidental drowning and all.” 

“No official autopsy. Are you kidding? All the payoffs in the world wouldn’t keep autopsy results on the cutie. The body is being released to my personal physical. He’ll do the autopsy right away, and I’ll give it to you. Verbally. Nobody is going to see anything in writing. Not even that rat brother of mine.” 

Harry thought about that a second. 

“‘Specially him.” 

“He coming for the funeral?” 

Harry’s lips curved downward. The bitterness was back in his dark brown eyes. 

“That miserable bastard.” 

Harry swiveled his chair so he was facing the long windows. His stubby fingers drummed the desk. 

“Know how long I’ve been running this studio? Since 1916. A year before we got into the war. Fifteen years. I’ve built it up to where it is through hard work, good planning and, yeah, some luck. I got more than a thousand people working for me and we’re turning out ten pictures every week. Good pictures. Pictures people want to see. Know how easy it could all come down? You wanna end up on Poverty Row?” 

I didn’t say anything. Harry’s finger stopped drumming. Somehow, he seemed suddenly at peace. 

“I always admired you boys was in the war. That’s guts I don’t understand, but guts just the same. God knows I don’t have anybody else working for me with any guts. You boys saved the world for democrats.” 

He looked at me. It was not a warm look, but it had defrosted at the edges. 

“For a while, anyway.” 

The window had his attention again. The cigar, back in his hand, had gone cold. 

“York isn’t my real name. Guess you know that. I have never tried to keep it a secret. My brother’s idea to shorten it, the bum. Said it looked better painted on walls. Like he was ashamed of it. Like York is a better, more elegant name than Yorkapich. Why should I be ashamed? Know where I come from ordinarily?” 

I coughed to cover a laugh. 

“Eastern Europe I believe?” 

“Galicia. Parents went first to Germany. Last name got changed to Yorkapich when we came to this country. We got herded off the boat and through the station, and a man in a uniform wanted to know our names. My father spoke a little broken English and somehow Czorczopicz turned into Yorkapich. We were all a little scared and excited, and our parents had no desire to stir up trouble. They’d had plenty of that back in the old country. Papa figured a name change was no big deal. They put Yorkapich on the official papers and that’s who we became. I was eight. Louie was ten. Had two younger brothers, but they both died of a fever right after we got here. Got three sisters but none of them are in the business. They all married well, though. Two doctors and a lawyer. Lawyer works the New York office with Louie. We come over with nothing but the clothes on our backs and a few bundles. My parents worked hard. All their children worked hard. Louie and I, we Ameranized our first names — Lazar to Louie, Hirsch to Harry —and started peddling on the street. Got into the nickels when they started forty years ago. I figured, why not get us a camera and make our own product. Money on both ends. Came out here in ‘16 and started this studio in a cow pastor. And look where I am now. Married. Two kids. Three grandkids. I’m respected. I’m on a first name base with the chief of police, the district attorney, the mayor, the governor, all kinds of senators and important men who wouldn’t give you the time of day. I have been to the White House as a guest. Me, a bum from the old country. Lots of people scrape and bow and call me mister. And it could all come down just like that.” 

Harry snapped his short, thick fingers. It was a sharp crack. Harry was good at snapping his fingers. 

“So I want to make sure we handle this thing right. Cutter’s picture bombs and Louie will cut my legs right out from under me like I was that dum my...you know, Charlie Bergen. He’ll use the bottom line sheet for an axe. He thinks I don’t run the studio sufficiently. He comes out here once a year and waves those damned expense sheets under my nose like he’s Moses come off the mountain. Wants to tell me where I could be more sufficient. He don’t know shinola about making pictures, but he thinks he can tell me how to do ‘em better. When we were starting out I was the one who made up the stories and cranked the camera and found the meat to prance around in front of it. Louie stood by counting the shekels. That’s all he’s good for. Not a creative bone in his whole worthless body.” 

He waved his arms to show off his office. 

“Know what Louie gave me for a birthday present once? For this office. A lousy cocoa clock. Ugliest thing you ever saw. For this office. All the mazuma I spent to make it classy and the bum gives me a lousy cocoa clock for my wall. Imagine that? Had an owl that came out and hooted on the hour. Hooted. In this office. Ridiculous. He’s still mad at me ‘cause I wouldn’t hang it. I told him hanging was too good for it.” 

He turned from the window and stared at me. 

“You know, that’s not a bad idea. Picture based on Johnny Cutter’s life. Might make some money in a couple years. We could re-release some of his other stuff to go with it. 

Shame a lot of it was silents.” 

Harry waved the cold cigar in front of his face. 

“We could add some sound. You know, for effect. Turn that bum into a real hero. Got to think about that. Got to put a writer on it, get a treatment done. Maybe that new kid I hired. He’s...naw, that bum’s only making two-fifty. If he’s only making two-fifty how good can he be? Gotta be one of my best writers. The expensive guys. Those dopes making two-fifty can’t write their way out of a paper bag. Gotta be one of those fifteen hundred a week bums.” 

Harry’s head bobbed up and down like a butterfly in a breeze. 

“Gotta think on that. Gotta find somebody to play Cutter. Got a new mug I just signed might work out.” 

Harry leaned back in his rocker and rubbernecked the alabaster curlicues. 

“You know. I might have made a mistake with a couple of bums I had in here. Made a Western a few years ago with Gary Cooper. You know, tall guy was in Wings. He was good in that, but I don’t make many Westerns. Too hard, what with all those horses and extras and locations. Got some stunters hurt the other day on that lousy Western that bum VanderSaant’s making. Soon’s it’s over I’m kicking that arrogant little pissant out of here. Was in here just yesterday screaming that he wanted everybody sacked. That...anyway, I let Cooper sign with Paramount because I didn’t know what to do with him if it wasn’t a Western. Might have been a mistake. 

“Same with that fella Gable. Ears stuck out like the doors on my Rolls. I let him go to Mayer. That might have been a mistake. See, I can make mistakes just like everybody else in this rotten business. I mean, every once in a while.” 

He straightened and tapped a manicured forefinger on his desk. 

“So back to the point in hand. I’ll give you the autopsy soon’s I get it, which won’t be long. Right now that’s my doctor’s only perjury. You get on it. Do what you can without making waves. Keep it on the cutie.” 

“I’ll do what I can.” 

“You were a good soldier. You were a good cop.” 

He waved his hand and puffed hard, relighting the stogie. He almost disappeared in the smoke. 

“I never believed that bribery stuff, just so’s you know. You did good work for me and I asked around. It was all good. All good from the people I trusted. I’ve got a lot of contacts around this town. A lot of people give me the straight goods. That’s what I got on you. Now I need the straight goods from you. I think I can count on you.” 

Sometimes it was hard to understand Harry. Sometimes not. 

“I hear you got a twin brother in the old soldiers’ home. Like I said, I lost two brothers so I know what that’s like. If you ever want to talk about it...” 

My face turned into a death mask. I had a fraternal twin, Nelson, dying slowly but surely in a lonely hospital bed in Sawtelle, but I wasn’t going to talk to Harry York about it. Ever. 

“Well, I’ve got work to do,” Harry said, scratching his right ear. A neat trick with that smoldering log he called a cigar in his hand. “I’ve got a funeral to plan. Some writers are coming up and we’re going to work out one of the biggest shows this town’s ever seen. Gonna write the best...the best...Yule logs...no, that isn’t right.” 

Harry stared at me, searching his mind for the word he wanted. 

“What are those things they say over people who died? You know.” 

“Eulogies,” I ventured, trying not to choke. 

“Yeah, yeah. Eulogies. Gonna write the best eulogies you ever heard. When this is over all the goombahs in this lousy town will know they’ve seen a funeral.” 

I could see it plainly. Flashing neon lights over the casket in the cathedral. The Johnny Cutter Funeral. A Harry York Production. Starring a completely washed-up ham. Drum roll, maestro. 

“By the way, the answer is yes.” 

I gave Harry a blank look. 

“My brother’s coming here. For the funeral. To put me on the spot. Right after we premiere Doorway to Heaven in New York. Let’s hope for big numbers. Make it easier to deal with that bum if we got a good box.” 

“That’s a pretty quick premiere.” 

“Gotta rush it. Gotta take advantage of bad news.” 

“When’s the funeral?” 

“Next week. Monday, Tuesday. Got a lot of planning to do.” 

Harry looked at his watch. 

“Where are those writers, anyway?” 

“We done, Harry?” 

He nodded. I headed for the door. 

“Remember what I told you. Do a good job for me, I won’t forget.” 

Harry’s mind had tuned me out. He was ogling the alabaster curlicues. They hadn’t changed color. Not yet. 

“Doorway to Heaven,” I heard him mutter. “Doorway to Heaven. Might have to change that title.” 
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CHAPTER TWO 

[image: ]


The cubbyhole I called an office took up a tiny piece of the ground floor of the studio’s main building, tucked in the back corner. You couldn’t mistake it for a broom closet. It wasn’t big enough. A small wooden desk, a straight-back wooden chair for the occasional lost visitor and a couple of light gray, steel filing cabinets about shoulder high crammed the room. The filing cabinets were empty except for a few things in the top drawer of the one closest to the desk. 

The little desk, a battered refugee from the Leland Stanford administration, faced the door, with just enough space between it and the wall to slide through, but you had better watch your shins. 

A small casement window behind the desk looked directly at the white, stucco wall of Stage One. The open window and the whirring, four-blade GE fan on my desk stirred up a little air in the close room. A three-hook coat rack filled the area between the window and the wall. The plaster walls, once white, needed a serious paint job. A ritzy room, all right, just like its inhabitant. 

A Philco cathedral-style wooden radio perched on the left corner of the desk beside the telephone. A little box containing pens and ink glowed under the desk lamp. Harry’s secretary had given me the lamp and the box to help brighten the decor. Inside the desk were the usual odds and ends, but by far the most important item was the bottle of genuine Canadian whiskey in the bottom right drawer. A law prohibited liquor everywhere in the country, and, even worse, a York Brothers rule barred booze on studio property, but Harry’s top people laughed at that rule and made toasts to it. I was not top people, but the whiskey was there to stay. I kept paper cups in the drawer, but paper cups were optional most days. I left the office door open to allow air to circulate, settled into a squeaky reclining desk chair with lopsided padding, propped my feet on the battered desk and sipped straight from the bottle. The whiskey eased my head and the breeze from the fan caressed my face. It was better than aspirin. 

I always did my best thinking this way, staring over my feet at the little calendar nailed to the wall while the contents of the whiskey bottle faded away. Herbert Hoover discounted this year’s calendar, looking officious behind his Oval Office desk with a big American flag behind him. With the election a little more than a year off the shine on the seat of my blue serge pants gleamed brighter than the beleaguered president’s chances of getting elected again. If you looked at the calendar close enough you could see hot water lapping at Hoover’s chin. His political future plummeted like a box office turkey, but he’d at least land on a fluffy pillow. If I toppled from my slippery ledge no soft spot would ease the fall. 

I stared at the calendar and sipped. Hoover’s pained face melted away as I thought about driving up the coast and getting lost somewhere, or doing a little fishing high in the mountains. Maybe drive down to Agua Caliente. Lose money on the ponies by day, crawl into the bottle at night. I really didn’t need Harry York and his headaches. There were other ways to die slowly. 

I thought of Nels. A couple of minutes older than me, he looked more like our Dad. In 1917, at the ripe age of nineteen we joined the Army, and crossed over to Europe side-by-side in the spring of 1918. Off on a great adventure with the American Expeditionary Force, we both got all the war we wanted about ten minutes after we landed in France. I caught a little mustard gas not worth mentioning during the Meuse-Argonne fight that September. Nels caught a lot of gas. It ate at his skin and blistered his lungs and he fought the rest of the war in a string of hospitals around battle-torn France. 

When we got home Nels was eaten up by the stuff, but he hung tough and got well enough to join the police force. I joined and got bounced for being a crooked cop — 

Eddie Cantor: “Three guys standing on a street corner in LA. How do you know who’s the crooked cop?” 

Straight man: “How?” 

Cantor: “He’s the one with the badge.”— 

but Nels’ fading health soon forced him to retire. After that he kept sinking into himself, wasting to nothing, spending listless days in a reclining wheelchair, mostly sleeping, with nothing to do but wait for the end. 

I looked in on him almost every day. Mostly he slept, but some days found him awake. Sometimes being awake meant he was alert. When he was alert he always asked me that same question. The question I could not face. In my more romantic moments I thought he was getting better. Those few moments became fewer. Most of the time I faced up to his bleak prospects. I thought of my mother, nearly eight years dead of cancer. I thought of my old man. No cancer, like me. Just a bitter shell. Each day he drew closer to a dying son. Each day he pushed his other son farther away. 

I thought of Frank Harless, a good man. I thought of Elmo Jones, a monster. Dracula, Frankenstein and Jack the Ripper rolled into one. 

Eventually I got around to Johnny Cutter. I knew I would, it was just a matter of time. Success had pumped up Cutter’s ego like a hot-air balloon. The problem child showed up for work late after all-night binges, or didn’t show up at all, or caused trouble on the set with rude, erratic behavior. When talkies came in, he’d forget his lines or slur his speech, or curse long and loud for the camera. But Harry tolerated Cutter because his pictures always made money. Johnny Cutter was good box office and that forgave a lot of sins in Hollywood. A week ago he failed to show up to shoot the final scenes on a big-budget potboiler, and Harry sent me to find him. I figured he was merely strung out again on illegal hooch, or shacked up with another young, willing bit player. A simple job to pry him from her arms, sober him up, get his clothes on and get him back in front of the cameras. From that point he was the director’s problem. 

But it wasn’t that simple. Not this time. The Cutter mess opened a deep pit of quicksand and I teetered on the edge while somebody shoveled mud at me. And laughed wickedly while he was shoveling. 

The smell of cigarette smoke brought me back to life. 

“How you sleepin’ at nights, Bo?” 

The laughing in my head stopped. The cannon went silent. Morbid thoughts were shoved out by thoughts even more perverse. I was so deep in the sinister world of Elmo Jones that I had not seen him at my door until he spoke. 

“How’d you get in here?” 

“Man at that boat hadn’t shown, Bo, you’d still be sleeping. Way down deep.” 

Jones leaned his right shoulder against the door frame. His burning gasper dangled from the side of his mouth, which twisted into a weasel grin from under the glare of rat-mean eyes. His left hand peeled back his suit coat, showing his police shield and his worn service revolver. 

“This gets me places,” he said, tapping his badge. 

“You can’t hide behind that buzzer forever. Sooner or later you’ll get swept out with the garbage.” 

I set the bottle on the desk. I wasn’t heeled. No need for guns inside the studio. Until now. 

“I ain’t hidin’, Bo. I’m right out here in the open. You invited me to come check out your melon. Remember?” 

“You’d have to step a little closer.” 

I reached for the bottle and took it by the neck. 

Jones took notice and grinned wider. 

“Where’d you put the body, Bo?” 

“Be a little clearer.” 

“You know what I mean. I left that bimbo as a warning to Johnny Cutter. Thanks to you Cutter didn’t get the message. Now it’s too late to warn him.” 

“Didn’t think a cake-eater like Johnny Cutter would scare you that much. You’re slipping, Jonesy.” 

Jones stood away from the door, balancing himself on the balls of both feet. He dropped the cigarette on the floor and ground it with his heel, his eyes not leaving mine. His right hand dipped into his coat pocket. 

“That body shows up, Bo, I’m gonna tag it to you. Should’ve thought of that in the first place. But I didn’t come here to your cage to talk about a dead torpedo who only thought he was tough. I come to see a walkin’ corpse that knows he ain’t tough. Little Bo Peep. I just wanted to see your face to tell you that what you got the other night is comin’ back to you, Bo, and you ain’t walkin’ away again.” 

“You could have phoned that in and not brought your stink.” 

Jones’ right hand came out of his coat pocket holding a snub-nosed .38 special. He squeezed off a shot that shattered the glass in the window behind me, the slug tearing into the Stage One wall. Jones grinned at me and slipped the gat back into his pocket. He pointed his right index finger at me. 

“ Tick...tick...tick.” 

He was gone down the hallway and I could hear him laughing until he was out the door at the end. More mud slapped me in the face. I finished the bottle with one long pull and dropped it into the waste can. This deep into the bowels of York Brothers Studio no one had heard the shot. And chasing after Detective Sergeant Elmo Jones just now was a damn fool idea. I dialed the switchboard and told Gertie to send someone to replace a broken window in my office, and keep his yap shut about it. I put my hat on my aching head and went down the hallway and out the door. 

Sunlight hit me like a scabby fist. Big Bertha fired another salvo inside my skull. Jones was gone but I could still smell him. A hellish image of rat-mean eyes scorched my baked mind. The sidewalk felt like quicksand, dirty and sluggish at my feet. I didn’t know where or how this damned mess would end, only that it wouldn’t go on much longer. 

A week ago, I had been asked to find a missing picture star named Johnny Cutter. But this whole business had started long before that, started with a dirty cop named Elmo Jones, and it didn’t take a genius to see that’s where it would finish. 

Saturday, June 21, 1924 

A middle-aged Fox contract Airedale who called himself Henderson Pettigrew loaded up on good hooch and bad thoughts just before he took a dive over a second story balcony railing shortly after midnight while trying to deprive a tasty young dish of her clothing. Pettigrew couldn’t hold his booze and he couldn’t hit his mark. He landed on the edge of the cold, stone patio about ten inches from the deep end of the kidney-shaped swimming pool. 

A party was in full swing, but the revelry crashed to a sudden halt. A few guests dusted. Several hung around to await the second act. 

It was my first call involving a death. I had been a member of the Los Angeles Police Department slightly more than three months —just off probation, still more than a little wet behind the ears. My father was a career police officer, and my brother had joined the department three years before I did. My brother and I had been released from military service in December 1918. I tried my hand at various jobs, including some stunt riding as a motion picture extra in a bunch of cut-rate horse operas. The only future in that was a busted-up body and a calcified liver, and so finally, inevitably, I joined the force in early March 1924. 

My training sergeant was Franklin Arthur Harless. They told me he was one of the finest cops on the force. They said he was going places, and I had hit the jackpot by getting assigned to him. He was a good cop, they said, who did things the right way, and he would teach me to do things the right way. He was on the level, they said, and that was straight goods. But Franklin Arthur Harless was fast-tracked toward a detective’s shield, and when that happened, I got a new partner, Sergeant Elmo Lawrence Jones. Jones was the polar opposite of Frank Harless. 

I got my first slant at Jones the night Pettigrew splattered himself. Party-goers enjoyed their particular vices behind the stone walls of a swanky Beverly Hills mansion owned by a film director named Homan Dennes, one of the brightest lights in the motion picture heaven. Anything that had to do with the motion picture industry in those days was big juice and had to be trod around carefully. Jones and a dim-bulb partner of his named Hiram Strakowsky got the call that night. Harless and I were nearby, buzzing a red-hot grifter in a souped-up Stutz. It was Harless who said we better answer the Dennes’ call, too. His lip curled at the thought of Jones and his thug partner alone with a bunch of high hatters who might try to throw their weight around. We hustled and got there just behind Jones. 

The hooked-nosed Jones and the flat-faced Strakowsky were both baby grand cops with thick necks and wide shoulders, although Jones was about a half a head taller. Both were weasel mean but Elmo at least had some brains. 

There was no foul play involved, it turned out. Ribbed up on straight whiskey, Pettigrew had clumsily tried to undress a blonde skirt who told him the bank was closed. Pettigrew grabbed for her. She jerked away. His wobbly stilts gave out and he chased himself over the polished cherry railing. One of the guests panicked and called the bulls, else they could have cleaned up the scene, and Pettigrew would have been found miles from there with no way for us to tie down where he had died. 

The Beverly Hills Police Department was three years in the future. But instead of calling the city marshal someone goofed and called the LAPD. It was simply poor luck Jones and his partner were first to arrive. 

Most of those at the party skipped before the bulls got there, including the blonde skirt. None of the remaining guests could recall her name or what she looked like. One of those guests was an up-and-coming actress named Thiele Garsone. She had been in a back bedroom on the second floor in full undress rehearsal with a handsome young actor who called himself Johnny Cutter. They were expending a great deal of ardor on a love scene. By the time they got dressed and downstairs it was too late to escape the two unwelcome buttons who flashed their buzzers and made certain everyone glommed their intimidating service revolvers. A relaxed Cutter sat down in an overstuffed chair in the Egyptian-themed living room, slung a leg over a chair arm, and nonchalantly lit a Chesterfield. Thiele Garsone, whose official studio bio said she was born about fifty miles outside Paris, entrenched herself in a Denon empire chair in the corner and dried up like a canceled stamp. She discreetly closed the door of a large Egyptian-style rosewood armoire full of illegal hooch, and suddenly remembered she didn’t speak English. 

Another young player named Joan Banes had passed out in the master bathroom with her head in the toilet, courtesy of a quart of brown plaid. Dennes revived her and she tried to blow before the cops arrived, but she was too late. Still fried on the scotch, she tried to climb over the stone wall surrounding Dennes’ mansion. It was Jones who dragged her off the wall, gleefully using more muscle than was needed. She slapped his face and tried to kick him, but Jones just grinned at her. It was not a comical grin. 

Jones had launched into his standard heavy-handed tactics when Harless and I rolled in. Frank, who outranked the three of us, took over. He divided the director and the few guests who hadn’t escaped our clutches into two groups, separated them and fired up the grill. Frank and I got one group, Jones and Strakowsky got the other. Frank held his one-on-one interviews in the formal dining room with the Venetian mirrors, while I kept the others in our group in the main living room, not letting them talk to one another. We wanted to hear their stories before they could rehearse them. Jones worked his interviews in the library, with Strakowsky keeping the rest of the guests quiet in an anteroom. 

Somehow, Frank’s group included most of the men at the party. Jones got the dolls, all young and pretty, with slim figures and disdainful stares. One of the tomatoes Jones grilled was the bearcat who had tried to climb the wall. Even after a half-hour with her head in the toilet Joan Banes was strikingly beautiful, with platinum hair topping her head like a scoop of vanilla ice cream. She was sobering up and was as jumpy as a bent frog, but Elmo Jones made a lot of people nervous. 

The Beverly Hills city marshal showed up and put an end to us. It was his jurisdiction, and we were as welcome as a whorehouse priest. He didn’t want anybody tromping on the wrong toes in his city. His lab boys examined the body, and half-heartedly went through the second floor bedroom and half-listened as the guests recited basically the same story. Henderson Pettigrew was a bothersome drunk who began pawing a nymph who resisted his advances. She had gone up the stairs to get away from him, but Pettigrew followed. Dennes heard some panicky screams from the second floor and raced up with a ham actor named Holmes Meredith. They burst into the bedroom and caught Pettigrew trying to get between the terrified twist and her thin cotton dress. 

The evidence matched the tale told by the guests and Pettigrew’s death was written off as a heart attack. They were right. His heart did stop. Homan Dennes was pals with a couple of mayors, the district attorney, the city marshal and the city hall janitor. He had plenty of Hollywood pull. The story that made the papers was Henderson Pettigrew died of a heart attack while having dinner at the home of a good friend. We were four years into Prohibition. There was no mention in any police report or in any newspaper story of alcohol at the scene. 

A routine case and nothing there to remember. Except for Jones. And, as it turned out, the bearcat he pulled off the wall. 

Two months later, Hiram Strakowsky was quietly dismissed from the force for several major departmental violations that included taking bribes, using excessive force in the performance of his duties, stealing while on duty, and a variety of other naughty things. Three weeks later Frank Harless was promoted to detective lieutenant, and I was given over to Jones’ tender care. It didn’t take long until my police career was on the fast track to nowhere. Pettigrew’s header not only finished the eroding career of a rummy actor, it had derailed the future of a young picture actress and put the skids under a rising LAPD cop. 

I was that cop. Joan Banes was the actress. The skids she was on were greased far slicker than mine. 
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CHAPTER THREE 
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Wednesday, September 9, 1931, early morning 

It had become a daily ritual.

Shave, shower, dress, eat brea kfast...sit on the edge of the bed and stare grimly at the bottom drawer of the little black night stand. The Colt model 1911 rested in there like a sleeping ghoul, the seven-shot magazine nestled beside it. There was only one bullet in the clip, but one slug was all that was needed. One slug would end the agony. One lousy pull of the trigger.

Let the gun warm my hand. Ram the magazine home. Rack the slide. That’s all it took. That and the guts to just do it, even though my gut ached at the thought of it.

A daily ritual —like putting on your shoes—but it always came to the same uneasy end. The untouched .45 would remain in the drawer, cold and alone with just the clip for company. To do the thing that had been requested was to abandon all hope, and against all reason I still clung to that hope. 

Hope as faint as the quiet murmur of a distant heartbeat. 

Just a faint hope.

Nothing more.

**** 
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Wednesday, September 9, 1931, late morning

A short, dumpy man with lifts in his shoes kicked open the flimsy door and stepped into a shoddily furnished room, his white dinner jacket drooping over bony shoulders. He held a loaded, short-barreled revolver the way a bachelor would hold a loaded diaper. He banged off three shots at a man sitting at a small, round table. The man made a show of falling to the floor, and the dark brunette sitting at the table tried not to laugh. 

“Cut,” the director yelled. 

The dead man got off the floor. The brunette yawned. A makeup lady appeared and began dusting the brunette. A prop man came from nowhere to put more blanks into the gun. The sound man fooled with the microphone hidden in the lamp on the table. 

The director crawled onto the set and tried to show his clumsy actor how to hold a gun and make believe he could actually shoot it. The actor was supposed to be a gangster, not a fag teacher in a girls’ school. The director tried to show his actor what he wanted. Drake Charles was a pretty good B director, but he knew a lot more about holding a bottle than about holding a roscoe. 

I was standing in the shadows way back behind the cameras and the script girl and the grips and the extras, back where nobody could see me. Nobody but a little, daisy character actor named Bobby Willson, who had a scene coming up if the guy with the gun ever learned to shoot somebody. Willson had just asked about my brother. I had no interest in talking with Willson, period, but I had come to the set to deliver a short message for him from Harry York. A week earlier the indiscreet Willson had mistaken a male pedestrian for a driveway just outside a boys’ only juice joint way downtown. Willson’s passenger had his face in Bobby’s lap at the time and Willson barely had time to button his pants before witnesses showed. Turns out the grifter who got hit was a double-jointed fakeloo artist the buttons called Philly the Flop, who made a living of sorts out of getting hit and settling for whatever the driver had on him instead of calling the bulls. I had rousted Philly once when I was still on the force. That was six years ago and he was still trying to make jack with that two-bit caper. Jimmy Gallen, Harry’s top publicity hack, worked his magic and kept Willson’s name out of the papers. That saved Bobby’s career, but Harry decided to enforce the morals clause in Willson’s contract and he cut the actor’s $1,500 weekly salary to $500. I was there this morning to deliver the news. 

Willson acted outraged, he was good at that, and he sputtered and waved his arms and called down various curses on Harry York. Didn’t matter. Harry York was soundly cussed out daily, although never to his face, and in the end, between Willson, York and the world, only Willson gave a damn about his contract. 

“Bobby boy, you’re lucky to have a job. You want to kick to York, okay. Harry could snap his fingers and you’d be under glass or out of the business. A salary cut might mean one or two fewer gaycats for you, but you’ll get by.” 

Willson took a deep breath and stared past me. Neither of us wanted to talk anymore and the director was ready to reshoot the scene. 

“Just keep your pants buttoned in public,” I said and turned for the door. 

The perfect time to leave Drake and his B actors to their little gangster masterpiece. Blame it on the Warners, I thought. Ever since Little Caesar had hit and Public Enemy had followed, gangster pictures were the hottest thing in the business, and every studio in town wanted to make them, even York Brothers. Problem was, Warners had the actors who could pull it off—Cagney and Robinson and even Muni—but Harry had built his studio with suave actors perfectly at home in drawing rooms, but who didn’t know the business end of a gat from a flashlight. Most of the actresses in Harry’s stable were far tougher than his actors. 

I slipped through the Stage Two exit and into the bright sunlight. I stopped halfway down the eight steps when I heard my name being yelled, loudly. It was Merly the Mouth, Harry York’s gopher. Merly almost got run over by a black knight on a black horse headed for pre-production costuming for a King Arthur picture, but he deftly avoided the collision. Merly didn’t look to be the type who could avoid much, but after you’d been around him awhile you realized avoiding things was his biggest talent. Merly said I was wanted in the big man’s oversized office. He said I was wanted now. That was a rare thing. Even if you were getting fired Harry didn’t call you to his office. Harry preferred to send memos. 

“What about? He need his shoes tied?” 

“I know from nothing. Boss just said find you pronto. Been lookin’ for ten minutes so he’s gonna be really pumped.” 

“On my way. You’ve got something else to do, I’m sure.” 

The top of Merly’s head reached the breast pocket on my suit coat. Rail thin and just a little stooped he could step on your toe with a cement block in his pocket and you wouldn’t feel it. The wide, spongy nose on Merly’s oblong head looked like Mount Vesuvius, and if he wiggled his ears you’d expect him to fly. His soft, gray eyes opened like a couple of clam shells and his long face bobbed. 

“Pipe that. Thanks.” 

Merly the Mouth hustled off like a man walking his sore dogs on hot coals. 

Harry’s office took up most of the top floor of the main studio building fronting Sunset Boulevard. The long, four-story building of wood and stucco was painted frosty white. It was painted frosty white twice a year. A drawing of a motion picture camera, painted black, took up the top two stories on the left of the building
























































d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
SEX, DRUGS,
@ sLACKMAILG
L MURDER IN





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





