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ONE 

Desilu Studios, Los Angeles - November 15th, 1956

Gordon Kraus thought Superman’s cape looked as thin as a flophouse bedsheet. It didn't float behind him the way you'd expect a cape to behave. It clung to his back like a sock stuck to a blanket with static electricity. Superman moved what had to be an eight-hundred-pound piano from the wall like it was a folding card table. His cape hung so low, Kraus thought his legs might get tangled up in the thin fabric. “What was the purpose of that thing?” he wondered.

“Cut!” a director yelled. An assistant cameraman slapped a very oversized clapperboard. The studio audience began to murmur while makeup artists rushed onto the set to touch up the actors. The director and stage manager talked over camera angles and blocking. A production assistant fussed with the blocking tape on the stage floor. Desi Arnaz traded jibes with a stagehand on the scaffold above the living room stage set. The clapperboard’s episode title read “Lucy and Superman”. The storyline looked to be Superman showing up for Little Ricky’s birthday party.

“Holy shit, Reeves has a great haircut,” a voice remarked over Kraus’ shoulder. Kraus looked around to see a tall, heavyset man wearing a shapeless fedora atop a ruddy face and not-so-great haircut. He had on a dingy, lightweight gabardine sports jacket which was tight around the middle. His dress shirt was once white. A tie so wide it had to have been pre-war. The man’s fat neck stretched his collar button tight. It took a second for Kraus to register that it was Oliver McBride. His old friend had aged beyond the sixteen years Kraus had known him.

“Hey, Ollie, I didn’t see you there,” Kraus said. He raised his voice to keep the buzz of three hundred studio audience members from drowning him out. “Yeah, he’s been going to Sydney Guilaroff at MGM for his haircuts since ‘Gone with the Wind’”.

“How the hell does a barber cut Superman’s hair? Isn’t it as indestructible as the rest of him?”

Kraus laughed. They had been LAPD squad car partners. That was exactly the kind of offbeat riddle Ollie would puzzle over during their shifts. “He’d better be indestructible. He’s still running around with Eddie Mannix’s wife. If he’s not careful they’re going to find him slumped over a steering wheel with a slug in his head.”

“No kidding?” Ollie whistled through his teeth. Kraus picked up fumes of Old Crow. “Eddie Mannix as in Metro’s hatchet man? Mannix’s wife? I’d heard once that Reeves was a little light in the loafers.”

“Are you joking?” Kraus said. “He's one of the biggest hounds in Hollywood. Lately he’s pretty much chained to Toni Mannix, but he used to get more tail than a Tijuana whoremaster. That whole homo rep got started when he was with the Pasadena Playhouse. He was Gilmor Brown’s secretary.” Brown’s homosexuality was well-known in the industry. People presumed any man in the Playhouse founder’s inner circle shared his sexual proclivities.

“Wow … you’re a regular Hedda Hopper with all this inside stuff, aren’t you?” 

“I do a lot of work for the studios. It helps to know who's who,” Kraus said. 

“You know, when I was on Parker’s G-2 squad, we rolled up Brown a couple of times in fairy nest raids. I don’t remember Reeves’ name ever coming up on the busts or when we sweated Brown,” Ollie said.

“I’m not surprised. Reeves only worked the Brown angle to get choice Playhouse roles. From what I heard, he kept stringing Brown along. Always a month away from being a month away.”

“Yeah, I’ve run after some women like that,” Ollie said.

“It’s the same game whether you’re putting your legs into pants or stockings.” 

“Jesus, speaking of legs, who is the dame over there who pranced in?” Ollie pointed his chin at a stunning redhead who had appeared in the studio.

Kraus looked that way. The shapely young woman was in her thirties. She stood with an almost regal posture, wearing a carmine halter top tucked into the snug waistline of a wiggle skirt. She had incandescent green eyes. Her hair was a dense riot of soft, henna curls reaching to her bare shoulders. Her skin was so creamy it made you want to eat her up with a spoon. She was so beautiful that it was difficult for either man to take their eyes off her. She stood near the edge of the studio audience section with one hand resting on the plumber’s pipe stair railing as she scanned the stage set.

Ollie wiped his forehead with a thin pocket handkerchief, “Man, she’s a real high stepper, and look at that rack! It’s like two pigs in a gunny sack.”

“That’s Rhonda Fleming. She must be here to see Reeves. They know each other from a Hope movie they were both in.” The actress finally caught Reeves’ attention. He left the stage, cape flapping behind him, making his way to where Fleming stood at the edge of the audience bleachers. Fleming teased Reeves by making a show of squeezing his bicep. They both laughed and edged further back into the shadows beyond the audience section.

“Christ, Gordy. The broad in the movie where she played a girl pirate? I loved that picture and she was hot stuff in her pirate wench outfits. Shit, there was one scene when I thought she’d spill right out of her blouse! Reeves! Some guys, huh?”

“She’s scheduled to shoot an MGM oater up in Humboldt next week. Filling her pockets with male adoration before heading out. She’ll be out of commission for a couple of weeks up there.”

“So, Gordy, what are you doin’ here?” Ollie asked.

“On a case for Desilu. They think the craft services caterer is stiffing them big time.”

“Lordy, it would be more of a shock to find out they weren’t. What contractors don’t hustle the studios?”

“I know. But they’ve gotten greedy. Lucy squeezes nickels until the buffalo squeals and she wants it to stop. This is my last day. I can tell you Desilu has nine soundstages and they’re skimming to the tune of ten dollars per soundstage per day.”

“Two grand a month?” Ollie said. That quick. Kraus smiled. Ollie looked in decline, but he was still razor sharp when figuring the take on a skim. “Jeeze, that’s a nice head of cabbage,” he said, almost dreamily.

“Yeah, well it’s going to come to a grinding halt after today. What are you doing here?”

“Followin’ up with a guy I’ve been workin’ for. Someone’s been leaning on him and he wants clear of the squeeze.”

“You get him loose?”

“Probably …” Ollie lowered his voice, switching gears. “Gordy, I’ve glommed onto something. Somethin’ that’ll get me off the schneid for years if I play this right.”

Ollie looked away towards the far end of the stage where a young man stood looking around. He wore a gray cardigan sweater vest, pencil behind his ear, holding a clipboard. To Kraus he looked like a third-string studio gopher. The young man spotted Ollie and gave him a nod.

“Look, I gotta go, Gordy. Great seein’ you again, it’s been too long.” He took a step away, then made a sudden about-face, “Hey, why don’t you come over to my place for Thanksgiving? Violet will love to see you. She’s tearing herself away from her women’s club golf and bowling outings to cook the bird and all the trimmings. I’ll tell you all about how this big play is going to pay off,” Ollie said with the easy, presumptive confidence of all luckless gamblers.

“Same place and number over on Denker?” Kraus asked, observing the ritual of every barroom promise.

“Yeah, I mean it. Come on over.”

“I just might,” Kraus said, both knowing it would never happen. “If my mother doesn’t give me too much grief over not coming to the house. I’ll call you if I can.” Ollie smiled, flashing the bright gold cap of his left incisor. He turned on his heel and rushed to catch up with the retreating errand boy.

Kraus walked over to the craft services table set up near the rear of the soundstage. He rummaged through a tray of candy bars, spotting one he was looking for. He turned next to a wooden crate of Coca Cola bottles. The crate was full and looked like a ring toss carnival game. He ran his eyes over the labels of several bottles until finding one he was looking for. He placed his selection on its side next to the Charleston Chew bar and flattened down a copy of that day’s shooting schedule next to both.

The labels on both the bottle and candy bar had been marked by Kraus with a small notation of Monday’s date. He pulled a Nikon camera, his most expensive piece of equipment, from his jacket pocket. He adjusted the shutter speed and lens settings before snapping off three photos of his still life objects.

He tucked the camera back into his pocket and gathered up the bottle, candy bar and schedule sheet. The whole process took less than thirty seconds. No one seemed to notice him as he exited the soundstage out onto the studio lot.

Kraus stepped out of the soundstage door into the bright midday sun. It was still in the mid-seventies, but the air felt cool compared to the hot soundstage. Kraus took a deep breath to savor the fresh air. Three hundred people seated on a small studio bleacher can get pretty ripe as the day wears on. Studio lights can sometimes ratchet up soundstage temperatures to almost eighty degrees. Today the soundstage smelled like a vat of cheap perfume, dime store cologne and lanolin hair tonic simmering on a radiator.

He picked his way through the busy backlot and crossed Lilian Way to the adjacent parking area. Kraus opened the driver’s side door to his car to let the interior cool down. He used the time to jot down some notes in his notepad.

Kraus loved his car, a 1954 Lincoln Capri hardtop coupe. It was a two-tone beauty. White top over a smart hunter red body. The original owner was a small-time Glitter Gulch producer. Last year he decided to sell it to raise the cash for a film project he was trying to get off the ground.

Kraus had heard on the grapevine that the car was up for sale. He made the producer a cash offer of twenty-nine hundred dollars. The Capri only had three thousand miles on it and went for four thousand dollars new off the lot. The producer jumped at the cash offer. In turn, Kraus was able to give up his old 1940 standard Ford black coupe in favor of this snappy set of wheels. The Capri sported snowy white sidewall tires. A snazzy chrome hood ornament was the shape of a sleek rocket ship in flight. The two-hundred horsepower V-8 under the hood made it seem as if the car could indeed blast off into the sky.

The Lincoln rumbled out of the Desilu parking lot. Kraus steered up Lilian Way to Santa Monica Boulevard. He turned left and made an immediate right onto Cahuenga. He headed for the Owl Drug Store at the next intersection, parked and went in. Kraus could have used a studio payphone, but clients depended on his discretion. A call from the studio lot stood too big of a risk of being overheard. The payphones were down the aisle leading to the rear of the store. Kraus dodged bustling salesclerks assembling Christmas display placards. The shelf goods were already packaged in bright holiday colors. All the music piped into the store was Christmas songs. Bing Crosby crooned “Rudolph the Red Nosed Reindeer'' as he settled into a phone booth. He smiled to himself while shimmying the booth’s sticky wooden bi-fold door closed. Kraus’ younger brother, Rudi, hated the song. His name made him the target of unmerciful teasing every Christmas.

Kraus thumbed a nickel into the phone slot and dialed the office number. He amused himself by reading the graffiti on the small shelf while the call rang through. Kraus rented a small space in a Mid-Wilshire office suite from Stanley Hodges, a CPA.

Before finding Hodges, Kraus shared office space further down Wilshire with a young attorney. The set up seemed ideal at first. Kraus figured he would get a lot of investigation jobs from the attorney. That part was true, but there was a downside to renting an office from a busy personal injury attorney.

The arrangement resulted in doing even more work on the arm. It was too easy for the attorney to ask Kraus to find a last-known or an outstanding warrant every now and then. Quick work that would have seemed petty to ask a fee for. The office rent was way below average, but Kraus began to realize that was intentional. The crafty lawyer figured that by renting to an experienced investigator, he’d get a lot of freebies. Turning down these requests would have been awkward. If he did, it wouldn’t be long before his rent would start going up and the secretary he shared would start doing a poor job.

His current deal with Hodges had turned out to be much better. Hodges had only recently set up shop and wouldn’t need the spare office until he built his practice up. The auxiliary office was small, but it was perfect for Kraus’ needs. He paid extra to share the services of Melinda, Hodge’s Girl Friday. Melinda was taking night school accounting classes. Her day job was as a receptionist and secretary for both Hodges and him.

Melinda answered on the second ring. “Hodges Accounting. How can I help you?”

“You’ve got to quit feeding me those straight lines.”

“Well, if it isn't our own ‘Boston Blackie’. You didn’t call in on your own line. What’s up, shamus?”

“I don’t want to tie my own phone up. I’m checking in. I need you to call Jess Oppenheimer’s office over at Desliu. Tell them I got the pictures and hard proof. The studio’s definitely getting overcharged on a daily basis. The same sodas, chips and candy bars are on the ‘December Bride’ set on Monday, show up at the ‘Adventures of Jim Bowie’ set on Tuesday. On Wednesday they're on the ‘I Love Lucy’ set. So on and so on. They’re charging Desilu multiple times for the same snacks.”

“Is that really such a big deal?”

“Figure ten dollars each day for every one of the nine soundstages. It adds up.” Kraus could hear Melinda working her Underwood adding machine. The crank sounded like a Las Vegas one-armed bandit. 

“Two thousand dollars a month. Wow. Will they get fired?”

“I doubt it. They’ll get called out on the scam, then the studio will demand they keep catering at a thirty percent discount. Otherwise, every studio and production outfit in town will know they’re not on the square. I bet Desi will ask them to cater their private parties for free also. Tell them I’ll drop off the pictures and other proof on Monday.”

“Will do. So, ‘Adventures of Jim Bowie’, huh? Did you see Scott Forbes? He’s a dreamboat!”

Kraus chuckled. Melinda was in her mid-twenties and as starstruck as a tourist gawking out the window of a Hollywood tour bus. “I wouldn’t know Scott Forbes if I tripped over him.”

“Oh, that’s right,” Melinda teased with a mocking tone, “you don’t have a television set.”

“No, I don’t. I’ll be sure to mention your disapproval to my fellow prehistoric friends bobbing around in the tar pit down La Brea. I did see ‘Superman’ today." An attempt at consolation.

“Oh,” Melinda continued with teasing sarcasm, “that would be exciting if I were a ten-year-old boy.”

“I saw that picture of you with your girlfriends in bathing suits on the beach in San Diego. Looked like you were giving those ten-year-old boys a run for their money.” Melinda snorted. She was a very attractive girl. Honey blonde hair and a knock-out figure, and she knew it. She didn’t let Kraus’ teasing faze her. 

“Oh, is that so? Well, I’m so devastated by that remark I may be too emotional to give you the message Clancy left for you.”

“Okay. Now you’re talking. What did he have?” 

“One of his cabbies spotted that Studebaker.” 

“Great! Where?”

“Parked on Lorraine just north of Wilshire.” She read off the street number.

“Damn. That’s five minutes from here, but the keys are in my desk’s middle drawer. By the time I pick up the keys and get back, the car is apt to be gone.”

“You want me to call Manhattan Beach Motors and tell them where to pick it up. They’re sure to have a set of keys.”

“No,” Kraus said, “if I start having Max and the other lot owners doing half the work, they’re going to start wanting lower fees, or wonder why they need me at all. I’ll go to the car first. I’ve got a backup plan for this sort of thing.”

“I’m all ears,” Melinda said.

“Listen. I’m starving. Do me a favor. Put the keys in an envelope and take them across to the Melody. Priscilla is bound to be working at one of the counters. Leave the keys for me and ask her to have a grilled cheese sandwich with caramelized onions and bacon ready for me. I’ll want a Coke too. I should be there in less than an hour.”

 


TWO 

Kraus rushed out of Owl Drugs and hopped into his Lincoln. He gunned it onto Cahuenga and sped south towards Hancock Park. He compared Melinda and her adding machine to Ollie's instant mental tabulation of the Desilu catering cheat. His old partner had more than a little bit of larceny in his blood. Kraus threaded his way through midday traffic towards Wilshire.

His thoughts drifted back to when he first met Ollie McBride.

*

LAPD Newton Division Station, Los Angeles - 1940

Kraus came out of the LAPD Academy in 1940, only its fifth graduating class. He drew a patrol officer assignment to the Newton Division in southeast Los Angeles. In those days, Newton was home to the majority of the city’s negro population. It was a tough neighborhood, particularly after dark. When the sun set, the streets transformed into a lively bazaar of gambling, drugs and prostitution. Rough-edged pimps roamed the streets with impunity. Every dark corner sold women, drugs, guns and countless other illicit commodities. Policemen and citizens alike referred to the district as “Shootin’ Newton”.

Unlike every other LAPD division in 1940, Newton had two separate morning watches. Earlier in the year, Sergeant Rocky Washington was promoted to Lieutenant Watch Commander. Washington was a veteran LAPD police officer. He was popular with a vast amount of experience. He was also a negro. Washington was the department’s first colored lieutenant. There was a lot of concern about a negro having authority over both colored and white subordinates. The department brass solved this dilemma by creating an early-morning segregated roll call for Washington and Newton's negro officers.

Kraus didn't know about this fragmented command structure. He discovered it the hard way by arriving at the station in the middle of the early first roll call. The room had the burned-husk smell of scorched coffee and fried donut grease. He ended up standing around waiting for the first watch meeting to finish up. The watch room walls were an institutional green. The Sergeant and patrolmen were all colored.

Sergeant Shearing, the white watch commander of Newton’s second morning roll call, was a seasoned LAPD veteran. He was the first to enter the watch room after the early shift filed out amidst the clanking and scraping of chairs.

Kraus looked at every white policeman trickling into the station. He saw several spit-and-polish types and found himself hoping to get paired with one of them.

“Kraus,” Shearing called out. He moved in closer to his new plebe, “welcome to Newton Division.” He sized up his division’s new trainee in seconds.

“Thank you, sir,” Kraus answered, shaking his new commander’s outstretched hand with an air of confidence he didn't completely possess.

“Look, I’ve read through your records. You did well at the Academy. I bet you learned a few things some of the older guys could stand to pick up on.”

“Thank you, sir. I think it’s me who will be doing all the learning.”

“Good attitude, Kraus,” Shearing said as he pointed across the room. “I’ve decided to team you up with McBride over there.”

Kraus looked in the direction his new commander indicated. He saw a tall, beefy patrolman busy holding court over three other old-timers. His new mentor sported a dusty cap with greasy fingerprint smudges on the bill. A day's beard growth was below the cap. A cracked Sam Browne belt that hadn’t seen a drop of mink oil since the Great Crash strained across the start of a beer belly. Dirty rubber soled brogans completed the picture. Kraus returned his gaze to the knot of recruitment poster types standing near the first row seats. Teacher's pets waiting for the first period bell to ring.

“I know McBride isn’t the picture of an ideal officer,” Shearing explained to a crestfallen Kraus. “Hell, he isn’t an ideal officer," the watch commander admitted. "But Kraus, you already know how to follow the book and turn up with pressed pants and a shiny belt buckle. Those types in the front can’t teach you a thing. McBride isn’t a great police officer, but he will be an outstanding partner to teach you how to be a cop.”

Shearing walked over to Ollie and whispered a few words in McBride’s ear. McBride nodded and took a long look at Kraus. A racetrack punter sizing up a questionable nag in the next race. He smiled and approached Kraus with long strides.

“Kraus? Oliver McBride! Everyone calls me ‘Ollie’.”

Kraus shook the hand of his first partner. “Good to meet you, Ollie. I’m Gordon, but everyone calls me ‘Gordy’.”

“‘Ollie and Gordy’. Ha! Sounds like a vaudeville act. You couldn’t have drawn a better partner. We’re going to have fun.”

After roll call, both men made their way out to their squad car. “Kraus, I’m going to drive for the first few shifts. Don’t worry. You’ll get behind the wheel before long.”

The new partners started their patrol and went through the introduction rites. Kraus told Ollie about college and joining the force.

“College boy, huh? Good. You’re our report writer from now on. I won’t miss the commander ridin’ my back about misspellings and grammar.”

Ollie had the Irish gift of gab. He settled into a lengthy life story. Grew up in San Pedro. His size made him a formidable inside lineman on the high school football team. Grades kept him out of any kind of college. Father was a foreman of a stevedore team at the nearby Port of Los Angeles. McBride spent a couple of years on the docks himself after high school. He realized he didn’t want to follow in his father’s footsteps as a longshoreman. “Too much like work,” Ollie declared.

A job as a turnkey at the new Lincoln Heights jail was much more to his liking.

“It was like a vacation after being at the port for two years. Great chow. Easy duty.”

“It wasn’t all about knockin’ the chumps around, either,” Ollie continued. “Lots of chances to pick up some spare change. Don’t get me wrong, a longshoreman gets a lot of stuff that falls out of broken crates on the docks, but sometimes it isn’t stuff you want and can’t be turned into ready cash very easily. Inmates will pay cash money for all sorts of simple things. Sending mail. Giving out extra smokes. Light work assignments. Sick bay passes. You’ve still got to let these mokes know who’s boss, but it was a carrot and stick kind of deal. That job gave me some real insights into the minds of these birds, which gives me a little bit of an edge out here on the streets.”It was Ollie’s skill at intimidation and force at the jail that caught the attention of the department. The department recruited him in ‘36 for an auxiliary LAPD squad. Chief James “Two-Gun” Davis dispatched one hundred thirty-six officers to sixteen major points of entry into California from Arizona and Nevada. The squad's nickname became the “Bum Blockade”. They worked with local county authorities in clearing out migrant ditch-bank camps and turning away incoming Okies and Arkies at the borders.

The blockade work used intimidation and sometimes physical violence - two of Ollie’s specialties - to stop the stream of Dust Bowl refugees into California’s rich agricultural regions. It was a tough, pitiless job. The "Bum Blockade" was controversial and ultimately disbanded. Ollie's flair for the work earned him a full-time LAPD patrolman position. Ollie always found himself assigned to the seamier Los Angeles division beats. He’d been at the Newton Division for over a year.

“Okay, Gordy. I’m going to reveal to you my pearls of wisdom.” Kraus flipped open his notepad.

“Don’t write these down, you knucklehead. These are the natural principles of a cop’s life. You need to know these like the Catechism. One: People on the street will always lie even when the truth would serve them better. A classic is the ‘my dog doesn’t bite’ claim. Ranks right up there with ‘the check’s in the mail’ and ‘I only want to get the shiny part in’. Always a lie.”

“Sounds like the voice of experience.”

“Oh, you can bet on it. Two: If a moke is swiveling his head around while you’re talkin’ to him, he’s looking for the best path to run. Furthermore, if some hump, particularly a cholo, is clenching his fists and leaning their body towards you, they’re about to fight.”

“Good to know,” Kraus said.

“Three: Never volunteer for anything.” 

“I’ll keep that one in mind,” Kraus said.

“I never doubted it for a minute. You look like a smart lad. Four: Never try to get revenge on anyone in the department who has pulled one on you.”

“Won’t that make you a pushover?” Kraus asked.

“You must have been the oldest brother,” Ollie laughed. 

“Yeah,” Kraus said.

“I thought so. If someone in the department shits on you, it’s because they know they can. If you try to get back at them, they’ll know you're a spiteful little bastard and see you as someone who isn’t trustworthy. It’s the whispered reputation that bottlenecks your career.”

“But some people deal out shit to others for the fun of it,” Kraus posited.

“Big brother stuff,” Ollie chuckled. “Yeah, but those types deal it out to everyone.” McBride honked his horn at a car that tried an unsafe lane change in front of them. “Idjit. We’re in his blind spot but the asshole can’t be bothered to turn his head to look back. Where was I?”

“You were about to tell me about people in the department who harass everyone for the fun of it,” Kraus answered.

“Oh, yeah. They’re the ones who end up with a reputation that hamstrings them. You just have to persevere.”

Ollie glanced over at this new partner, gauging his reaction. “Listen, Gordy,” he continued, “my old man used to say, ‘Ollie, my lad, if you’re patient and wait long enough, you’ll look out the pub window and ultimately you’ll see every one of your enemies in the back of an ox-driven tumbril on its way to the gallows.’”

“What’s a tumbril?”

“I don’t know. You’re the college man,” Ollie said. “It’s what my da’ said when he was in his cups. I think it’s some sort of prison wagon. But you’re missing the point.What he meant was to be patient and keep your head down when someone is doing you dirt. Let them shoot themselves in the foot.”

“Okay. I think I have all that.”

“Good. Those four rules will get you further on the force than all the Academy classes put together. Bonus rule: Take advantage of a quiet radio to grab a smoke and get some chow. Ever gotten anything from that taco stand at Atlantic and Live Oak? They make corn tortillas fresh every day. I swear, it's like eating cake! I love that Mexican stuff.”

“Live Oak and Atlantic? Isn’t that south of Newton’s boundary?”

“You Lowell Thomas all of a sudden? If we can see Florence from where we’re eating, we’re in the division.”

“Another rule?”

“You’re catching on. Call 13-Adam-Five in for a Code 7. Don’t say ‘Fiver’. The dispatchers hate that. They think we sound like a guy who calls out bingo numbers at the Legion Hall.”

*

Los Angeles - November 15th, 1956

Kraus’ thoughts returned to his driving. The traffic was beginning to bunch up as Cahuenga neared its end at the Wilshire Country Club. Kraus was in a hurry to get to the Studebaker and turned left on Clinton to avoid the inevitable jam.

A lot of auto repossession business came Kraus’ way. He had a working relationship with several independent car lots scattered around the Los Angeles basin. It was lucrative work. These lots carried their own paper. When a car buyer fell behind on payments, the lots would sometimes order a skip trace. More often than not, a repossession assignment followed the skip trace.This particular job concerned a female buyer. She bought a car off of the Manhattan Beach Motors lot. Plunked down some earnest money, drove off and never even made the first payment. This was two months ago.

The dealership gave Kraus a skip trace job on the recalcitrant borrower a week earlier. Kraus came up empty after a two-day search. He got a call to come down to the lot. The owner, Max Snyder, wanted to discuss a repo assignment. He bought the lot in ‘46 after returning from the Pacific. He had been at the same location on Manhattan Beach Boulevard for ten years. He was a good customer.

The small dealership had come a long way in ten years. Civilian car manufacturing had all but ceased during the war. Car lot inventories dried up. In 1946 the lot featured a run-down sales office and an unused storage building at the rear of the lot. The dealership's inventory consisted of an unpromising quartet of four dilapidated Prohibition-era heaps. They languished on bald, sun-bleached tires, adding to the forlorn look of the cracked, weed-choked asphalt. The owner saw nothing but hopelessness and put the lot up for sale. Max saw an opportunity and scooped it up at a bargain basement price.

Before Max took ownership, the sales office was a weather-beaten shanty. It had a leaky roof and faulty wiring. A studio location scout would have earmarked it as a long-abandoned mining shack. Max was a Navy Sea Bee during the war. He spent four years building airfields and bivouacs in a span of days while under enemy fire. He whipped the sales building and lot into a modern showcase in less than a month.

Now the sales office always had a fresh coat of exterior paint. Its spotless terracotta roof tiles gleamed in the sun. The inside walls sported vivid, bright colors. Merigold, red, blue - colors that promoted warmth, excitement and trust. Promotional posters hung on every wall. Happy families piling into a new station wagon. Beach-going couples driving spiffy convertibles along the shore. Single women in bathing suits waving to a group as they drove up to a lakeside picnic area. Postcards from the American Dream.

It turns out that the Sea Bee’s “can-do” attitude made for an easy transition to a civilian sales persona. Max still had the dark tan from years under the remorseless South Pacific sun. The tan no longer had the chapped, leathery texture of a pack mule's harness.Regular facial treatments with salt scrubs and emollients transformed it to a country club tan. He lost his Navy buzz cut in favor of twice monthly, ten-dollar trims at an exclusive Beverly Hills men’s salon. His barked knuckles and calloused palms changed into smooth, cuticle-pushed hands. Businessman hands. Oil-stained dungarees made way for tasseled cordovan loafers and Sy Devore suits. The look worked. Max was very successful.

The front of the sales building held a table with sales brochures, a few cushioned chairs and a secretary’s desk. Kraus sat in Max’s private rear office. He glanced out the window. A yard boy in a stained guinea tee and frayed cut-off shorts that once were dress pants was washing a car. The boy applied himself with a gusto only seen in a worker who knows the boss could be watching.

“Gordy, that broad put a hundred down and drove that Studebaker Commander right off the lot. I’ve been doing this a long time and never felt more solid about a finance deal.”

“Those are the ones that usually go south,” Kraus said.

“I know. But this gal seemed rock solid. The Commander wasn’t even two years old. Perfect condition. Not even fifteen thousand miles. Azore Green.” Max waved a Studebaker sales brochure in front of him. Sizzle instead of the steak. “A color the public’s screaming for.” Max smacked the brochure on the palm of his manicured hand.

Kraus thought the color looked like a regular green. But he’d never been to Portugal, so he kept his mouth shut.

“I could put that Studebaker out front, and every passing car would slow down to look. The cops would give me a citation for blocking the flow of traffic. Kraus, if you bring it back with less than twenty thousand on the dial, it’ll mean another fifty for you. That peach sold for twenty-two hundred new and I know I can get sixteen hundred for it without breaking a sweat. But not if it's been driven all to shit.”

So, Kraus enlisted his network of Los Angeles cabbies to look out for the car. Every dispatcher got a ten-spot for putting out the word. The cabbie who spotted the car got a fiver if Kraus was able to recover the vehicle. Cabbies covered a lot of turf taking fares all over Los Angeles and beyond every day. It was a pretty effective system.

There was something about this repo that bothered Kraus. The woman who bought the car must have been slick. Max wasn’t an easy touch. Kraus felt as though this wasn't her first scam. Not even her tenth. Repossessions always have a slight element of danger. This one felt dodgier than most. Kraus had a feeling in his gut that this was much more than a simple case of a deadbeat trying to get one over.

Private detective work could be like that. Like tuna fish salad in the fridge. It smells fishy by definition. Hard to sniff out if it’s going bad. All you have is a hunch and wonder if it’s your imagination. With little warning it can decay into something capable of doing serious harm. This job had that feel.

He turned south onto Larchmont, heading for Third so he could make his way over to Lorraine. Kraus reached under the seat and removed his back-up weapon from a custom pocket he’d installed. It was a Remington 51 .380 ACP automatic tucked into a clip-on belt holster. Kraus checked the magazine, racked the slide, pushed the automatic back into the holster and clipped it to his belt.

“You never know,” he said out loud.

 


THREE 

Third Street and Lorraine was a very wealthy and fashionable part of Hancock Park. The average person would call the houses “mansions”. The homes were stately. Driveways often featured ornate entry gates flanked by stone columns. Lawns looked like country club greens.

Kraus slowed as he made his way down Lorraine. The sun was still bright but starting its post-noon descent. Long shadows of the palms lining the street already laced the roadway. Visibility was challenging while moving through the light-then-dark laddered pattern of the shadows.

He switched off the radio. Christmas tunes were already dominating the airwaves. It wasn’t even Thanksgiving yet and Kraus wasn’t in the mood. He knew Nat King Cole’s home was a few blocks to the right. Did he let “The Christmas Song” be played under his roof? Cole had to be as sick of it as Kraus was.

Kraus’ father was a skilled finish carpenter and over the years had worked on many of these houses. His father had done some work at the home of a famous silent star a block or two east of Lorraine. He couldn’t remember if it was Lon Chaney or William Haines. He did remember the actor had a Boston bull pup. The dog gnawed at the exquisite, scrolled door and floor moldings. His father had an artist’s sensibility. The sight of the splintered chew marks inflicted on fine craftsmanship outraged him. “Americans and their pets,” his father would grumble.

It occurred to Kraus that this was an unusual neighborhood for a deadbeat to park their car. Automobile theft of any kind in Los Angeles could make for a dangerous situation.

Vehicles were a statement, a status symbol - and as such - a valuable commodity. A commodity worth stealing. The right car could be a no-questions-asked passport to the pinnacle of the Los Angeles social stratum.

Between 1910 and 1920, the population of Los Angeles doubled to one and half million. The city fanned out rather than building up. The non-stop sprawl spurred the evolution of the L.A. car culture. The criminal element noticed the early, rapid increase of car ownership almost immediately.

By 1910, car theft specialists targeted Los Angeles vehicles. By 1914, independent thieves gave way to a major car theft ring. Dozens of stolen car reports were filed every day. Stripped parts from stolen vehicles were shipped across the country and sold as factory replacements. Delivery trucks and custom roadsters were built using the remaining frames and chassis. Roadsters made from the carcasses of stolen cars became known as "hot rods".The Automobile Club of Southern California created their Auto Theft Squad in 1915. The squad worked with the LAPD and the Los Angeles County Sheriff’s Department to track and catch these sophisticated auto thieves. Many of the LAPD’s best detectives joined the Auto Theft Squad.

The Sheriff Department’s auto theft division ultimately replaced the Automobile Club's civilian task force. Car theft in Los Angeles remained one of the largest categories of reported crimes to this day.

Repossessions usually involved seizing cars from everyday citizens. Far removed from the world of violent organized car boosting gangs. Still, a normal repo would occasionally turn into a run-in with a gang. It wasn't unheard of for criminals to use a straw man to buy a popular car with a small down-payment. The straw man drives away, and the car disappears into the maw of an organized gang. Four hours later the car is being taped off in a Tijuana spray paint tent. What begins as a common repossession can turn into a dangerous confrontation in the blink of an eye.

Kraus sensed something off about this situation. He managed to spot the Studebaker parked across the street about one hundred feet from where he was. The model, color and license number were a match. Bingo. Kraus pulled over to the curb, switched off the engine and waited. He took stock of the entire area, looking up and down both sides of the street and at the homes set off from the sidewalks. He used his side view and rear-view mirrors to do the same without turning his head. The neighborhood was quiet. Lorraine was not an arterial road. Western Avenue a few blocks to the east was the main north-south thoroughfare in the area.

The coast looked clear. Kraus climbed out of his car, walked to the rear and opened the trunk. He removed a long, slender object in a felt sheath. He stuck it in his waistband and covered it with the side flap of his sports jacket. Next, he grabbed a small canvas gym bag. Kraus moved towards his target as though he owned it. He glanced around as he approached the Studebaker. There didn't appear to be movements on the street or in the windows of the surrounding homes.

Kraus positioned himself in front of the driver’s side door. He placed the canvas bag on the pavement. He withdrew a thin flat blade of spring steel from the felt sheath under his coat. The blade's nickname was “Slim Jim”. There were notches at one end. Kraus wedged the notched-end flat between the car window and door. He lined the blade up with the lock cylinder and pushed down a few inches. Kraus felt the blade make contact with what locksmiths call the "lazy pawl" - a tailpiece on the lock assembly. He hooked the tailpiece with the notch and pulled it up. The Studebaker's door unlocked with a soft click. No damage to the lock or the car.

This tool had become the favorite automobile entry method of car thieves. Kraus had developed a facile touch with the “Slim Jim”. He could open a car door with it faster than many car owners could using their actual keys. Kraus swung the door open. The interior gave off a faint aroma of expensive, French milled soap and spearmint gum. He pulled a length of carbon steel chain and a burly, machined brass, five-tumbler padlock from the canvas bag. Kraus worked with a smooth, practiced dexterity.

He threaded the chain onto the Studebaker’s steering wheel. The pattern he used resembled a cow’s hitch knot one would make with a rope. The half-hitches straddled one of the steering wheel spokes. Kraus then stretched both chain lengths down to one of the car seat posts. He looped one around the post and padlocked both lengths together. Now the steering wheel wouldn't turn more than a few inches. Even sitting in the driver’s seat would be difficult.

This was a technique he had used during the war. Kraus signed for his jeep on D-Day plus three, offloaded from an LST at Omaha Beach. He drove it through France, across Belgium all the way to the Wurm River in Western Germany. He never left his jeep unattended without following this ritual. Probably the 2nd Armored Division’s Military Police Platoon record for longest sole possession of a jeep.

The glove box held a woman's hairbrush, a stick of spearmint gum torn in half and a couple of receipt books. Kraus flipped both receipt books open. Both books had the carbons of several receipts hand-printed in neat block letters. They looked like rent receipts. Kraus jotted down the names and addresses in his notepad. Almost done, he tugged on the chain to test it. A tinny rattle came from the car’s floorboard.

He reached back under the seat. An aluminum case, about the size of a hip flask, was fastened with a rubber band to the same post the chain was wrapped around. The case and rubber band were black, the same color as the post. A casual glance would have missed it.

Kraus unhooked the case and unsnapped its lid. He tipped the contents out onto the car seat. Another receipt. This one was from a different receipt book. Square rather than rectangular. A name, "Margaret Woodward", in a quivery cursive hand on the "from" line. An October date. Same name as the woman who bought the car from Max.

There were also five twenty-dollar bills and three California operator’s license photostats in the cache. One for “Brenda Reed”, one for “Connie Cooper” and another for “Anna Karolina Bjorkquist”. All three cited the same stats and characteristics. Black hair. Green eyes. Five-foot four. Hundred-eighteen pounds. 1925 birth year. Photostats were tricky, but the thumbprints all looked to be identical. He copied down all the information from the licenses in his notepad.

There was one other item in the case. He shook out an old Brownie snapshot carefully preserved in a cellophane sleeve. Pictured was a little blonde girl. About two or three years old. A look of shy uncertainty on her face. Dressed in a traditional Swedish folk costume. He was very familiar with the costume style. His parents dragged Kraus and his brother to Vasa Park at the foot of the Santa Monica mountains almost every June for a Midsummer Festival. An annual event put on by the Swedish community in Southern California.

The little girl wore an embroidered linen headscarf called a Halskläden. Light-colored curls poked out from the edges. She sported a traditional förkläde, an apron with dark vertical stripes - probably red - over a simple, solid-colored dress. Her feet were in wooden clogs called Trätofflor. He’d picked up the terms from listening to his mother chatting with costumed festival attendees. She would ask, in her imperious High German, which Swedish parish was linked with their costumes. Kraus was always too eager for the first strawberries of the season, served up with rich cream, to pay complete attention to the conversations. He couldn’t remember all the details.

Kraus presumed this was a childhood picture of his car thief. The words, “Juni 1928”, were written on the back. Not helpful for identification purposes, but she was adorable with her pudgy hands clasped nervously at her chest. She wasn’t looking at the camera. Probably at her mother. It may have been the first time she’d been photographed. A treasured memory. He wasn’t surprised she went to great lengths to protect it.

He pushed the photo, licenses and money back into the tube, then reached back under the seat to refasten it to the floor post. Kraus was still thinking about the fun times at those Swedish festivals.

The crunch of a dry leaf from behind that brought Kraus back to the present. He heard the familiar snick of a revolver’s hammer being thumbed back.


FOUR 

Kraus spun around as he raised himself from a crouch. He drew the Remington as he turned. The noise had come from a spot across the road. Right behind him. He extended the handgun out in a point shooting stance, his arm steadied on the top of the door frame. Being caught by surprise, this was as perfect a position as he could have hoped for. He was still exposed but pressed against the car door. This offered some protection, and he could track his assailant right or left with the swing of the door.

A man wearing khaki work clothes held a pistol grip aimed roughly in Kraus' direction. He was on the lawn of the home across from the Studebaker. Fifteen feet tops. He was in Kraus’ gun sites. An easy target.

One problem. It was the pistol grip of a Bakelite grass seed broadcast spreader. Kraus had the same tool in his garage. The snick sound must have been the volume control selector clicking in place. Mexican gardener. Clearly harmless. Skin sunbaked to a tawny tobacco hue. Eyes were wide with shock. A dingy long-billed fisherman’s cap shaded his high forehead. A canvas tool belt held up his work pants. A leather holster at his hip carried a worn set of pruning shears. The underarms of his short-sleeved work shirt were dark with sweat rings as big as dinner plates.

“Hijole!” The gardener held both hands out from his waist. Surrendering. The lawn spreader tilted in his hand. Grass seed spilled from the hopper with a dry, rasping sound. A small mound of husks formed on the lawn near his worn work shoes.

“Lo siento, amigo.” Kraus offered the gardener a weak, apologetic smile while he holstered his automatic. He added a “what can you do” shrug of the shoulders. The gardener turned and retreated to the rear of the house without another word.

“Jesus,” Kraus muttered. What was spooking him about this job? That was too damn close to being a complete disaster. His armpits were putting his shirt in competition with the gardener’s sweat stains. He figured most Mexican gardeners were of the see-no-evil variety, but he wasn’t going to hang around to find out. He may have gone to tell the homeowners who were certain to call the cops. Time to leave. He closed the Studebaker door, grabbed the gym bag and trotted back to his Lincoln.

Kraus was a mile down Wilshire before his nerve endings stopped sparking. He scolded himself for being so jumpy. He’d been a pound of trigger pressure short of a ticket to Miseryville.

Traffic was light for mid-afternoon. He made good time as he sped towards the Melody. Several vacant lots along Wilshire had vee-shaped, ground-level billboards. No wasted opportunities in the land of plenty. A life-size cutout of Santa’s sleigh and reindeer sat on top of a bomb shelter display. Only $795. Easy payments. Kraus liked the optimism of the timepayment offer. The Big One must not be that imminent if bomb shelter outfits are offering installment plans.

The Melody Lane Cafe was a favorite of Kraus’. In his mind it had a true Hollywood look. A place young casting directors would eat. A place young actress hopefuls would go to be spotted by young casting directors. Crisp neon lights spelled out “Cafe” in Art Deco lettering above the entrance. Most of the Wilshire frontage was a squat, windowed turret. The top of the turret offered outdoor seating. Resort-style umbrellas protected diners from the California sun.

He intended on running in and out to grab the Studebaker keys and his food. Time was of the essence. Kraus glided up to the curb in front of the lesser used street entrance. The door had a large, windowed keyhole shape cut into it. It always reminded him of “Alice in Wonderland” for some reason. His park job was sloppy but this was a quick stop and go. Kraus jumped out and pushed open the cafe’s door.

The counter surface ran in a wavy line. Two or three waitresses worked the counter. Several others roamed about waiting on tables. The lunch rush was over and it was too early for the dinner trade. Priscilla was standing behind the counter at a spot near the door. She was swapping out saltshakers and fluted glass sugar dispensers. A paper bag and manila envelope sat on the counter near her elbow.

“Hey, handsome! I’ve got your lunch right here.” Priscilla snapped her gum after her greeting. Kraus was never sure if her gum chewing was legitimate or an obligation to hold up her end of the stereotype. She tugged her scalloped apron down tighter against her bosom and threw her shoulders back to show her figure off to a better advantage. Tip building tactic. “Your Girl Friday left this for you.”

“Thanks, Priscilla.”

Kraus lifted the flap to make sure it held the right keys. It did.

It also contained a large nickel postcard. It looked like the ones in the revolving display rack near the front cash register. It was a picture of a sunny Southern California beach. A tanned, buxom young woman sunbathed on a beach chair in the foreground. She wore a tight, bare shouldered one piece, cut low at the neckline and high at the thighs. In the background, a few children frolicked in the sand. Melinda had drawn an arrow pointing at the young woman. She had written “Twenty-year-old woman” in her sharp Zaner-Bloser cursive. Another arrow pointed at a young boy in swim trunks in the background. “Ten-year-old boy” was its label. She wrote, “Stay tuned for next week’s lesson” on the postcard's bottom margin.

“I needed that today,” Kraus laughed, showing the postcard to Priscilla. 

“I think every man needs that. She has a crush on you, you know.”

“She’s not buying what I’m selling. Besides, I'm saving myself for you. I’ve got to get going.” Kraus slapped three dollars down on the counter. “Hey, ask Hector to make a batch of his sausage chestnut dressing for me next week. I’ll pick it up Wednesday evening.”

“Still telling your mother you make it yourself for Thanksgiving?”

“I tell her I prepared it. I add pepper to it after I move it into a bowl. I could make it myself, but never have the time this time of year.”

“My goodness. Pretty slippery. Sounds like the kind of con my husband would pull.” 

“They say married men make the worst husbands. Gotta run.” He rushed out while tucking the envelope under his arm and gripping his lunch bag.

“See you later, alligator,” Priscilla trilled in a fusillade of gum snaps.

Traffic was slow going east on Wilshire, giving Kraus a chance to wolf down his sandwich. It had an ideal amount of crispy bacon and the cheese - a perfect blend of cheddar and Gruyere - was still warm. He polished off his soda just before reaching Lorraine. He’d have to grab the Studebaker and drive it over to Manhattan Motors. Max or one of the car lot staff would drive him back to his car.

Dusk was coming fast and the shadows of the tall palms added to the developing darkness on the boulevard. Lights were already on in many of the homes along Lorraine. Several side windows were dimly lit by the eerie bluish glow cast by a television set.

Kraus hoped there wouldn’t be a squad car parked on the street. Patrolmen looking for a gun-toting car booster. He looked down the avenue for any sign of the police. No cops. No terrified gardener. No Studebaker. Could the cops have towed it away?

He parked his car near the spot where the Studebaker had been and looked up and down the road as he climbed out. Nothing. Almost nothing. In the gutter, near where the Studebaker was, his chain was neatly coiled into the shape of a metallic nest. The opened padlock was resting in the center of the coiled links like a bizarre bird’s egg.

“Well, shit,” Kraus grumbled.

 


FIVE 

Kraus arrived at his office early the next morning. Although the Studebaker got away the day before, he had some solid leads. But there were bills to pay. He needed to finish up his Desilu report and get it all back to the studio that morning.

He’d taken Olympic up to Masselin on his way in. Dropped into Van de Kamp’s on Wilshire to pick up a couple of fresh bear claws. Kraus loved them. Dense ribbons of cinnamon snaked through the almond paste filling. Sweet white frosting was piped over the warm crust. He brewed coffee in the office drip pot and munched on the bear claws at his desk while he did his paperwork.

Melinda came in at nine. “Smells like someone’s made coffee.”

Kraus finished putting the report and evidence into a box. He left his small office and approached her lobby desk.

“Melinda, any messages for me?”

“Only that alert from Clancy. How did the tip pan out for you?” 

“An ongoing investigation.”

“In other words, she got away.” The phone rang. She signaled a pause with her forefinger while lifting the receiver. Finished, she hung up and made a note in her phone log. “Jess Oppenheimer’s office said you could come by anytime this morning. He’d make five minutes for you. Do you want me to type up an invoice or was seeing Superman enough compensation for you?” She plucked an almond sliver off Kraus’ shirt front and placed it on his palm.

“I’ll need the invoice,” he scribbled a few numbers on his pocket notepad, ripped the page out of the booklet and placed it on her desk. “Superman was just the icing on the bear claw.” He winked and popped the almond sliver in his mouth.

It was almost eleven by the time Kraus left Desilu. Time to follow up on the missing Studebaker. The best lead he had was the address on the rental receipt squirreled away under the Studebaker’s seat. He checked his notepad. A Hawthorne address. He made his way onto Western and headed south hoping to beat the noon traffic.

The address turned out to be a six-unit bungalow courtyard north of El Segundo Boulevard. These setups were still scattered around Southern California. Kraus had rented one in the Melrose Hill district east of Western before buying his present home. During the twenties and thirties, bungalows like these were part of a studio contract package for promising talent. Rent free. Convenient love nests for studio brass and new starlets.

The best ones felt like a link to the glory days of Hollywood. Large post-war apartment buildings were rapidly elbowing them aside. Multi-stories. Denser tenancy. Higher revenue per square foot. California charm exchanged for a better profit statement.

It would have been charitable to call this bungalow courtyard a link to anything glorious. Any charm it once possessed had evaporated long ago. Two rows of identical bungalows faced each other across an overgrown center court. Mirror images. The units looked embarrassed by what they saw in the mirror.

Wire mesh was visible in many places through a chipped stucco exterior. The terracotta Spanish roof tiles were dirty. Many tiles were misaligned and cracked. Edges broken off from years of battering by the Santa Ana winds. Tufts of pine needles stuck out from under the tiles like straw ticking from an old mattress.

The windows were all double-hung Arts and Crafts period originals. A row of three vertical glass grilles topped each one. A few windows had deep cracks in one or more of the small panes. All the glass was missing from one grille. Patched with a cardboard piece jammed into the empty grille frame. Dusty black electrical tape held it limply in place.

Kraus spotted the “manager” placard on the front left bungalow. A cement pathway led to the front door. The single front step was a worn concrete slab. Windows with closed blinds flanked the door. The left one had a faded, dog-eared pasteboard sign wedged between the glass and the grubby blinds. It was an Adlai Stevenson campaign poster. Cobwebs clustered on the edges like bunting. No reference to the election year. It could have been from fifty-two. It could have been from this year’s election. A caption below Stevenson’s picture read, “Our Next President”. The candidate looked tired and defeated. Kraus knew how he felt.

Pressing the doorbell button produced no audible buzz. Kraus rapped a knuckle on the cheap aluminum screen door frame. It sounded more like a slug rattling in a beggar’s tin cup than an actual knock. He opened the screen door enough to get his fist between it and the door. Kraus knocked on the door with a wrist snap motion. Feet scuffed on the other side. The door opened a few inches, drawing the security chain taught.

“Yeah?” An older woman gripping the soup-stained lapels of a patterned housecoat. She peered through a cigarette smoke haze to look Kraus up and down. “I ain’t buyin’ anything and I don’t rent to men.” She tried to close the door, but Kraus had wedged the toe of his shoe against it.

“You’re in luck. I’m not selling anything. Just a few questions.”

“Hey,” she tried to close the door with more shoulder pressure. “I ain’t takin’ no survey either.”

“I’m not a canvasser.” Kraus pulled a five-dollar bill from the inside pocket of his sports coat. He held it discreetly, like bribing a head waiter for a better table. “I have two or three questions and would like to compensate you for your time.”

The courtyard manager eyed the currency and pushed the cigarette back into her mouth. One hand free now to grab the loot. “Okay, what’s on your mind?” A mélange of gray and mousy brown hair held fast with an impressive lacework of metal curler clips.

“Do you have a tenant named ‘Margaret Woodward’?”

“Did have. Moved out four days ago. Dead of night. No notice.” 

“Owe you money?”

“Nope. Moved in November one. She was paid up through the end of the month. Left the place Dutch clean, too.”

“Any trouble with her?”

“Not while she was here. She on the run?”

“Why do you ask that?”

“Two types of gals rent my units. Those wantin’ to be found and those not wantin’to be found.”

“And you think she didn’t want to be found?”

“Asked for the unit furthest from the street. Kept all her clothes in one of them fancy wardrobe trunks. The ones open up with hangers and little drawers. Like a carny worker. Close the trunk and you’re ready to lam it as quick as it takes to fasten two latches.”

“How’s that different from a gal who wants to be found?”

“Mister, most of my gals are out here from Hicktown, USA. They want to make it in pictures. Everything stuffed into two pieces of Puerto Rican luggage. They move in. Ten minutes later, a couple pillowcases worth of clothes and warpaint get strung all over Hell’s half-acre. Take an hour to gather it all back up. They’re just dying for some Hollywood bigshot to catch sight of them at Schwab’s. You know. I was one of them gals.”

“You don’t say?” Kraus asked. Keeping her talking.

The landlady primped a lock of battened-down hair near her temple. The metal edge of a hair clip scuffed across a dry chickenpox scar, making her wince.

“Oh yeah!” She unfastened the chain lock and held the door open a little more. Warming up to her story. “I'm from New York City originally. Worked as a cigarette girl at Minsky’s. This was back in Prohibition. I was a looker.”

“You’re holding up pretty well,” Kraus lied.

She flashed him a row of corn yellow, mail-order dentures. Her grip on the lapels loosened to open the housecoat an inch. The skin below her collar bones was a nest of spider veins. “Abe Minsky himself told me I should go to Hollywood. I’d be a cinch. The next Norma Talmadge. And he had connections, don’t you know.”

“Did he?”

“Oh, yeah,” she exclaimed with an ironic chortle. Her laugh had a waterlogged quality. Like a scoop of pancake batter had been ladled into her lungs. “He gave me the name of what he called a big-time agent. So off I go. Eight days on a train. Damn near got shanghaied by a white slaver on the transfer in Chicago. But I made it.”

“What happened?”

“Oh, he was a big-time agent all right. He handled animal acts.” Kraus laughed.

“I know, ain’t that the goddamned limit? Only animals! Said he could see I had something, but he had his hands full managing ‘Waddles the Duck’ and couldn’t take on a new client.”

“What did you do then?”

“I
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