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  INTRODUCTION




  To paraphrase the tagline from the blockbuster movie The Sixth Sense: I’m surrounded by ghosts. All the time.




  But that’s to be expected if, like me, you’re lucky enough to live in a place that has as rich of a history as Hollywood.




  That’s right: Movieland. Where wishes come true, and stars are born. Over the past hundred years, thousands of actor wannabes have swarmed to this hamlet in the foothills of the Santa Monica Mountains in the hopes of getting their faces up there on a twenty-foot silver screen, trying to grab for themselves one small slice of immortality.




  It’s said that Native Americans once called this patch of Earth “the land of shadow and light.” What an apt description for the ephemeral art of moviemaking! Where once nothing but citrus trees and fields for grazing flourished, today a multibillion-dollar industry has made these 9 square miles (of the 498 making up Los Angeles) the film capital of the world.




  It’s hard to say, though, exactly how large Hollywood is because, to many people, it extends far beyond its actual geographic boundaries. It’s more of a state of mind.




  Besides, most of the major studios, including Warner Brothers, Universal, Twentieth Century Fox, and Sony Pictures (on the former MGM lot), either moved out long ago or were never located in Hollywood in the first place. They’re found in outlying areas such as Burbank, Universal City, Culver City, and the San Fernando Valley.




  For the purpose of putting together this set of eerie tales, I’ve allowed “Hollywood” to mean not only the town itself but also the places where the stars lived, worked, and played. And, hoping to place the legends into context, I’ve done my best to surround my fictional retelling of the folk-tales with historical information about Hollywood and the people who have called it home.




  There are dozens of ghost stories and haunted places in Tinseltown, many more than would fit in a single volume. For every tale I did select, there seemed to be a dozen more begging to be included. Anyone for the collection Haunted Hollywood II?




  (In the meantime—and here’s a shameless plug—if you want to check out other Hollywood ghost stories, you can read about James Dean and Telly Savalas in my book Haunted Highways. Accounts of several movie stars bumping into phantoms on the stage, including the Pasadena Playhouse located just a few miles east of Hollywood, can be found in my Haunted Theaters.)




  It seems that after their deaths, some of the biggest stars in film history decided that they just weren’t ready for their final bows and returned to the city that made them world-famous. Many have quietly returned to their old homes, places where they were comfortable and that made them happy while they were alive, away from the prying eyes of the public. Others revisit the places where they died. Then there are the stories of celebrities who, while they were still alive, became the “haunted.”




  Are these Hollywood ghost stories true? Are phantoms “alive” and walking the streets of Tinseltown? Who can be sure? After all, Hollywood is a town where fantasy constantly intermingles with fact. In an industry that depends upon illusion, it’s hard to tell how much of anything is real and how much is make-believe.




  Perhaps a look at the early days of Hollywood is in order. The community didn’t start out to become the center of movies worldwide. In fact, it didn’t even start out as its own city.




  In 1781 eleven families that had traveled from Mexico settled on a site along a riverbank that became the pueblo of Los Angeles. Within a hundred years, almost five hundred people had moved approximately seven miles north to found a hamlet in a former fig orchard close to a pass in the mountains that led to the San Fernando Valley.




  In 1887, Horace J. Wilcox, a real estate speculator, laid out the streets of this new community, and it’s on his map of the prospective town that the name Hollywood first appears. There are competing claims as to the origin of the name, but the most commonly accepted story is this: On a train trip back east, Wilcox’s wife, Daeida, struck up a conversation with a woman who described her estate outside of Chicago, which she had named Hollywood because of the holly trees that grew there. Mrs. Wilcox liked the name so much that when she returned home, she gave the sobriquet to the Wilcox estate. Soon the entire town was going by the name Hollywood. Unfortunately, the Wilcox home (at what is today 1721 Cahuenga Boulevard) has long since been razed, and no marker exists to identify where it stood. In 1910, Hollywood officially became part of the City of Los Angeles in order to share in its water supply, sewage system, and other city services.




  Although earlier film “shorts” were shot in the area, the first real movie to be made in Hollywood itself was In Old California (1910), directed by D. W. Griffith for the Biograph Company, whose studio was on East Fourteenth Street in Manhattan. At the time, movie production was based on the East Coast, centered on New York City and the Fort Lee area in New Jersey, and production continued there well into the 1930s. Moviemakers finally moved their main studios west for the good weather, the scenery, and the open spaces.




  The first full-length feature film made for a Hollywood-based studio (the Jesse L. Lasky Feature Play Company) was 1914’s The Squaw Man, directed by Cecil B. DeMille and Oscar Apfel. (Technically, the two men were billed as—get this—“picturizers.”)




  And the rest, as they say, is history.




  I’m happy to be back with Globe Pequot for another collection of ghost stories. It’s a personal pleasure to write this particular book because I’ve made Hollywood my home for more than thirty years. During that period, I’ve had the chance to visit (or, in the case of private residences, see the exterior of) every one of the haunted landmarks, theaters, parks, hotels, cemeteries, and other places mentioned in this book.




  Please remember as you flip through these pages that the chapters start out with new, fictional “campfire” stories, but they’re based on previously existing Hollywood folklore. The original legends, in turn, are based on multiple and often conflicting accounts that have arisen over the years. These tales aren’t intended to be taken as the definitive word on the alleged hauntings or offer evidence or proof. We’re talking ghost stories, not documentaries.




  My goal has simply been to make you shiver as you read some really spooky ghost stories. If even one of these Tinseltown tales gives you goose bumps, I’ve accomplished my goal.




  Happy hauntings.




  Part OneFAMOUS PHANTOMS OF FILMLAND





  Hollywood is the place where dreams come true—though sometimes they may turn into nightmares! After death, some of the biggest stars in film history have decided that they just weren’t ready for their final bows and returned to the city that made them world-famous.




  Many have quietly returned to their own homes, places where they were comfortable and that made them happy while they were alive, away from the prying eyes of the public. Others revisit the place where they died. Then there are the stories of celebrities who, while they were still alive, were not the “haunters” themselves but became the “haunted.”




  Where better to start than with the first megastars of Hollywood: Douglas Fairbanks and Mary Pickford. In short order we’ll visit the haunted homes of Thelma Todd, William S. Hart, Harry Houdini, Jean Harlow, Clifton Webb, Jayne Mansfield, Elke Sommer, and George Reeves. We’ll even take a sail on John Wayne’s beloved yacht, the Wild Goose.




  Time to start our tour of Haunted Hollywood.




  Chapter 1The Pickfair Phantoms





  The cream of Hollywood attended the lavish parties at Pickfair thrown by its owners, Douglas Fairbanks and Mary Pickford. After their deaths, at least four phantoms (perhaps including Fairbanks and Pickford themselves) haunted the mansion up until its demolition.




  Frank couldn’t believe it. He was actually inside the fabled walls of Pickfair. Everyone who was anyone wanted to receive an invitation to attend one of the fabulous parties thrown there by its owners, Hollywood’s “golden couple” Douglas Fairbanks and Mary Pickford. The Roaring Twenties had just ended, and Fairbanks and Pickford were Hollywood royalty.




  It’s good to be the king. And the queen. Especially if the realm over which you reign, Pickfair, is only a few acres, and you have no real duties except to be loved and admired. And in Hollywood in the 1930s, Fairbanks and Pickford fit their roles as the Monarchs of Moviedom to a T.




  Both came from humble beginnings. Fairbanks was born Douglas Elton Ullman in Denver in 1883 and began acting in amateur theater productions in the Mile High City when he was still a teenager. He moved to New York City around 1900 and made his Broadway debut in Her Lord and Master in 1902. He had performed in eighteen shows by the summer of 1915, when he moved to Hollywood with his wife and their son, Douglas Fairbanks Jr.




  Once there, Fairbanks began working with D. W. Griffith and Anita Loos at Fine Arts Film Company before switching to Paramount. By 1918 he was one of the most popular male stars in silent films.




  By that time he had also met and begun a clandestine relationship with Mary Pickford. “America’s Sweetheart,” as she was known, had been born Gladys Louise Smith in Toronto in 1892. She made her first stage appearance at the age of six or seven, and by the end of 1900 she was touring in minor stock productions throughout the United States.




  (She was accompanied, of course, by her mother as well as her two younger siblings, both of whom also became actors. Her little brother Jack would go on to marry Ziegfeld Follies star Olive Thomas in 1916. Thomas died four years later from accidentally ingesting too large a dose of what was most probably a syphilis medication prescribed to her husband, and her ghost has haunted the New Amsterdam Theatre in New York, where the Follies were held, ever since.)




  Still billed with her real name, Smith appeared briefly on Broadway in 1905, her first notable role came two years later in The Warrens of Virginia, written by William C. DeMille, older brother of Cecil B. The play was produced by impresario David Belasco, who gave her a new stage name: Mary Pickford. (Today, Belasco’s spirit haunts his namesake playhouse, the Belasco Theatre.)




  In April 1909, D. W. Griffith gave Pickford a screen test in the Biograph Company’s New York studio and was impressed. By the end of the year, Pickford had made more than fifty films for Biograph at ten dollars a day—twice the salary given most of their actors.




  In January 1910 they sent her to Los Angeles to shoot, and before long she had appeared in dozens of Biograph’s shorts. Movie audiences soon started recognizing her talent. Actors didn’t receive billing in those days, but Pickford became so much in demand that movie theaters—most of which were nickelodeons back then—started advertising out front that “The Girl with the Golden Curls” (the tresses were her trademark) or “Blondilocks” was appearing in the film. Her name first appeared in an above-the-title credit in 1914’s Hearts Adrift.




  Because of her association with Biograph, Pickford also became known as “The Biograph Girl.” But she left them to work for, first, Independent Motion Pictures Company (which later became Universal Studios) and then Majestic Film Corporation, because the two offered her the astounding sum of $175 and $225 a week, respectively. In January 1911, she married fellow actor Owen Moore.




  Unhappy with the movies in which she was appearing, she took a cut in salary to return to Biograph in 1912, which was producing better quality pictures. But Pickford longed to return to the stage and dreamed of starring on the Great White Way. She returned to New York to appear in Belasco’s A Good Little Devil, which opened in January 1913.




  What she discovered, much to her surprise, was that she actually preferred the more intimate medium of film. When the show closed in May, she returned to Hollywood and never looked back. She joined Adolph Zukor’s new film company, Famous Players, which would one day evolve into Paramount Studios. Incredibly popular with the public, and a canny businesswoman, Pickford had control over the production of her own films and was making $10,000 a week by 1916 when she met Fairbanks.




  By then both actors were unhappy in their marriages. Soon, friendship blossomed into an affair. Conveniently, in 1917, they set out on a nationwide tour by rail (along with Charlie Chaplin) to sell war bonds.




  Perhaps it was during these travels that Fairbanks, Pickford, and Chaplin compared notes. All three believed that the established studios were holding them back commercially and financially. In February 1919, along with D. W. Griffith, they founded their own studio, United Artists, which gave them complete artistic control and distribution of their films.




  Meanwhile, the romance between Fairbanks and Pickford continued. Although they were concerned how their fans would react if they divorced their spouses to marry each other, they couldn’t deny their love. On March 5, 1919, Fairbanks and his wife divorced; Pickford’s divorce became final on March 2, 1920. A mere twenty-six days later, the movie stars were wed.




  They need not have worried about their followers. The couple was swarmed during their honeymoon in Europe, and riots broke out wherever they went in London and Paris. Their return to the States was celebrated by both the public and the press.




  In 1919 Fairbanks purchased (possibly with Pickford) about eighteen acres on Summit Drive in Benedict Canyon above Beverly Hills. At the time, the only building on the land was a modest hunting lodge. The couple renovated and expanded the house into a twenty-two-room mansion and, by combining their names, dubbed it Pickfair.




  The pair loved to entertain. And it wasn’t just movie industry people who coveted an invitation to Pickfair. Over the years guests included Nöel Coward, Jack Dempsey, Sir Arthur Conan Doyle, Amelia Earhart, Albert Einstein, F. Scott Fitzgerald, Charles Lindbergh, Helen Keller, George Bernard Shaw, H. G. Wells, the Duke and Duchess of Windsor, and the Crown Prince of Japan!




  Added into the mix were a few commoners for good measure. Like me, thought Frank, as he stood in the massive entryway, trying to soak in the lavish surroundings. The mock Tudor home had been designed by Wallace Nell, one of the top architects in Los Angeles. It had two wings, one 95 feet long, the other 125 feet, overlooking the canyon below. The first floor had a living room (the size of a small ballroom, Frank noted), screening room, dining room, kitchen, breakfast nook, sun porch, and rooms for the staff. Upstairs were five guest bedrooms in addition to the master bedroom suite, and a third floor held a billiards room and bowling alley.




  Frank marveled at the frescoes on the ceiling as well as the expensive but tasteful art and furniture throughout what could only be considered a palace. Although he probably wouldn’t get a chance to visit the grounds, he knew they contained formal gardens, stables, and a crescent-shaped swimming pool. Just think of that, Frank marveled, having your very own swimming pool. People said it was the first pool on private property anywhere in Hollywood.




  Of course, the couple could afford it. Some of Pickford’s films were grossing over $1 million, and it was fair to say she was probably the most famous woman in the world. And Fairbanks was no slouch either. Beginning in 1920 the actor, who had always shown athletic grace in his films, began to star in a series of wildly successful costume dramas. Before Tyrone Power, before Errol Flynn, Douglas Fairbanks became the first great swashbuckler of the silent-film era, portraying a dashing hero in such films as The Mark of Zorro, The Three Musketeers, Robin Hood, The Thief of Bagdad, and The Black Pirate.




  The two were not only rich but beloved by their peers as well. In 1921 they helped establish the Motion Picture Fund to assist actors in need. In January 1927 they were among thirty-six founding members of the Motion Picture Academy of Arts and Sciences, and Fairbanks was elected its first president. That April 30, they were the first to place their hands and feet into wet concrete outside Grauman’s Chinese Theatre. Fairbanks and Pickford were partners in the syndicate that financed the Roosevelt Hotel on Hollywood Boulevard across the street from the Chinese Theatre, and when the first Academy Awards were presented in the hotel’s Blossom Room in 1929, Fairbanks hosted the event.




  From where he was standing in the central foyer, drink in hand, Frank let his eyes sweep in a grand circle. They came to rest on the wide staircase leading up to the second floor. And then, something strange started to happen.




  Maybe it was the dim lighting; maybe it was the late hour, or perhaps it was the alcohol. But as he stared, a petite, translucent female form slowly began to appear halfway up the stairwell, less than twenty feet away from him. She wasn’t dressed formally, as were the guests. She seemed to be one of the staff members, and, for some inexplicable reason, she was holding sheet music. Her eyes rested briefly on Frank, neither acknowledging nor ignoring him; then she turned, walked up one or two stairs—or did she float?—and then simply faded into nothingness. The spirit was gone.




  Frank freaked out. But whom could he tell? “Excuse me, Miss Pickford, Mr. Fairbanks, but did you know your house is haunted?” There was no way he was going to approach anyone about what he had just seen.




  Not being a confidant of his hosts, Frank didn’t know that Fairbanks and Pickford had already seen the phantom for themselves—on four separate occasions. At first they were, well, not exactly frightened, but certainly startled. After they told a few close friends about the experience, an absurd rumor started around town that the spectre was a female servant who’d been shot to death in the house. Preposterous. They would have known if anyone, especially one of their own employees, had died there. Nevertheless, the story persists to this very day.




  By the time of the party, trouble was brewing in paradise. Pickford was growing too old to play the waifs that had made her famous, and although her 1929 film Coquette (her first sound movie) had won her critical acclaim (and an Oscar), her admirers never warmed to her new persona. Her next film, The Taming of the Shrew, the only movie in which she costarred with her husband, was Fairbanks’s first talkie, but the novelty was not enough. Audiences stayed away in droves.




  Pickford made only three more films, retiring from the silver screen in 1933. Fairbanks made four before throwing in the towel in 1934. Meanwhile, he had begun an affair with Lady Sylvia Ashley, and when news of the relationship became common knowledge, he and Pickford separated. They divorced in January 1936.




  As part of the settlement, Pickford received the mansion, which Neff, the original architect, had remodeled in 1934 and 1935, turning it into an English Regency–style manor.




  In March 1936 Fairbanks and Lady Ashley married. Then in June of the following year, Pickford married actor-bandleader Charles “Buddy” Rogers, with whom she had costarred in My Best Girl in 1927.




  Fairbanks died of a heart attack in 1939. His health had been failing for several years, caused at least in part by his heavy smoking. He was buried in Forest Lawn Memorial Park in Glendale, but two years later his widow transferred his remains to Hollywood Forever Cemetery, where he was entombed in a massive marble sarcophagus.




  Pickford stayed active as a producer, but she eventually sold her shares of United Artists in 1956. In her remaining years, she became more and more of a recluse, no longer entertaining or seeing many friends, and seldom leaving the shelter of Pickfair. In 1976, when she received an honorary Academy Award, rather than attend the ceremony she taped her acceptance speech at the mansion in advance.




  Pickford died of a cerebral hemorrhage in 1979 and was buried in Forest Lawn Memorial Park in Glendale. For a time, Rogers lived in the empty mansion. But he was not alone. It wasn’t long before he saw a ghost for himself.




  But this time it wasn’t the phantom on the stairwell that Fairbanks and Pickford had observed. No. Rogers—and his friends!—was visited by a beautiful woman in a long, white ruffled gown walking in the vestibule and the living room.




  “Mary?” he croaked in a soft, disbelieving whisper. “Is that you?”




  Shortly thereafter Rogers moved into a smaller home, and the Pickfair property was subdivided and put on the market. The house remained vacant for several years before Dr. Jerry Buss, longtime owner of the Los Angeles Lakers, bought it in 1980.




  According to legend, the hauntings didn’t just continue during the Buss years at Pickfair: They increased! In addition to seeing the Woman in White (who was never definitively identified as Pickford), some guests spotted a male phantom in the entrance hall that they thought looked a lot like Fairbanks. At least one other unidentifiable spectre also appeared in the hallway from time to time. And then there was a ghostly maid, a different apparition than the one carrying sheet music Frank had seen, who would pop up in the servants’ quarters.




  In 1988 businessman Meshulam Riklis and his wife, Pia Zadora, purchased Pickfair. Two years later, in what many in the Hollywood community considered an act of sacrilege and historic desecration, Riklis and Zadora razed the mansion and built a new one in its place. They defended their actions by saying that the seventy-year-old building was in such bad condition that repairs and renovations were impossible.




  If nothing else, they exorcised the spirits.




  There have been no new reports of hauntings since the demolition of the old mansion, so whatever spectral forces were there must have lost interest once the original Pickfair was gone.




  In 2005 Pickfair and its remaining 2.7 acres were purchased by UNICOM International Inc. as its headquarters. Today, all that remains of the original, magnificent estate are the tall wrought-iron gates, still topped by a large, ornate “P,” and the enormous swimming pool.




  But if you ever get a chance to enter the property, keep your eyes peeled. Many times ghosts don’t leave forever; they just go into hiding until the time is right to return. “America’s Sweetheart” could simply be waiting for you to visit!




  Chapter 2The Hot Toddy





  Was it suicide? An accident? Or murder? After the suspicious death of early screen actress Thelma Todd, her ghost began appearing in the building that housed her speakeasy as well as in the garage where her body was discovered. So far, her phantom hasn’t given any clues as to the circumstances of her demise.




  How dare he!




  After all, she was the movie star! And most of the money behind their partnership. Besides, it was her house! If it weren’t for her, he’d still be living with his wife in the place up on the hill. He had no right to lock her out!




  Thelma Todd banged on the door again. She’d wake up the whole neighborhood if she had to.




  “Roland! Damn it! Open the door!”




  Finally, a light appeared in one of the bedrooms. Heavy steps made their way to the front door, and Thelma heard a small click as the door was unlatched. It cracked open, and Thelma could just barely make out her lover’s face, silhouetted by the light coming from down the hallway. After making sure it was Todd—and that she was alone—the man opened the door wider. But as she started to wobble inside, he suddenly blocked her path.




  “Let me in, baby. Why’ja lock the door? I thought I was gonna freeze out here.”




  “Toddy, you’re drunk. And late. I told you I was going to lock the door at two. And I did.”




  Roland West had had it with Todd. Tonight was just the latest of an increasing number of lovers’ spats, most of them caused by her incessant drinking. In fact, that’s why the actress had been driven home from the party on the Sunset Strip. She had so many car accidents while under the influence that the studio demanded she have a chauffeur. They had too big of an investment in her.




  “C’mon, honey. So I’m a little late and had a coupla drinks.” Her words were badly slurring by now. “It was a special night.”




  But her pleas fell on deaf ears. “It’s always a special night with you. Go somewhere else and sleep it off!”




  And with that, he slammed the door in her face.




  That no good bastard, thought Todd. She turned to peer into the darkness. The road was empty. Where was her driver? Oh, right, she had told him he could go, that she could make her own way up to the house. Well, what was she to do now?




  It would be hard for anyone, especially one of her fans, to believe that Todd could be stuck in such a situation. After all, she was famous, adored by millions!




  But like many film actors, Thelma Todd had been born nowhere near the glitz and glitter of Tinseltown. Brought up in Lawrence, Massachusetts, she had studied to become a schoolteacher. But her life changed dramatically after she entered a beauty pageant and was named Miss Massachusetts. Paramount scouted her, and she was enrolled in its acting school on the East Coast. In 1926, at the tender age of twenty, she appeared in her first movie, Fascinating Youth, shot in Paramount’s Long Island studio.




  Soon she was sent out west, and by 1930 Todd had appeared in forty movies, mostly in supporting roles. Then in 1931 she was paired with Zasu Pitts for the first in a series of slapstick comedies for Hal Roach. Before long, she had also starred in Monkey Business and Horse Feathers with the Marx Brothers and played opposite Jimmy Durante and Buster Keaton. She caused such a sensation on the screen that she was nicknamed “The Hot Toddy,” which inspired a drink by the same name. Others called her “The Ice Cream Blonde.”




  By the time West locked Todd out of her own house that night, she had made more than 130 shorts and features. Standing there on the doorstep, she remembered how half on a lark but also with a keen eye for business she had opened up a roadhouse on the coast highway in Pacific Palisades. (It was also a kind of insurance. Even though she hadn’t been affected by the film industry’s switch to sound, she had seen how people’s careers could evaporate overnight.) She dubbed the three-story Spanish-style building Thelma Todd’s Sidewalk Café.




  The first floor housed a restaurant. Upstairs she opened a private club called Joya’s, and above that were her private apartments. Hers and Roland’s, that is.




  For two tempestuous years, she had been married to Pasquale “Pat” De Cicco, who was involved in a number of criminal activities, most probably including prostitution and bootlegging. But as the old song goes, De Cicco “done her wrong,” with frequent fights and physical abuse. In 1934 Todd finally got up the courage to divorce the louse, on the grounds of incompatibility and cruelty.




  When Todd met West while cruising on a yacht off Catalina Island in 1930, he was a well-established movie writer, producer, and director, having been at the helm of at least a dozen films, perhaps most notably The Bat and Alibi. The following year, he directed her (in a minor role) in Corsair. It would turn out to be the last film of West’s career.




  When he went into business with Todd at the café, West wasn’t single. In 1918 he had married Jewel Carmen, a spirited blonde actress who’d been in movies for six years. For a time, she was in Mack Sennett’s stable of actors at Keystone, working under the name Evelyn Quick, before moving on to Fox Film Corporation. Carmen retired when she married West, but he convinced her to return to the screen in 1920 for two of his own films. Then in 1926 she made her final film appearance in The Bat.




  When Carmen and West split up, the former director moved with Todd into the rooms over the café. They lived in separate bedrooms, connected by a sliding door.




  Though the restaurant’s address was 17575 Pacific Coast Highway, their apartment was numbered on a street that hugged the cliff above the speakeasy, at 17531 Posetano Road. The doorway didn’t open out onto Posetano, however. To get there, it was necessary to leave the apartment and climb a steep staircase up a hillside—almost three hundred steps.




  And it was at that staircase that Todd now stared in the darkness of the chilly Sunday morning, December 15, 1935. Her garage was at the top of all those steps. Maybe Todd could catch some sleep in her car. Carefully, methodically, she started the climb.




  The events of the evening began to swirl around in her head. British hall comedian Stanley Lupino and his daughter Ida (who was still coming up through the ranks in Hollywood but was already one of Todd’s best friends) had thrown a party in her honor at the fabulous Cafe Trocadero on the Sunset Strip. When Todd heard that her former husband would be there, she asked Lupino to seat De Cicco next to her. (God help her, despite everything she still had feelings for the jerk.)




  But De Cicco had shown up with a Warner Bros. actress, Margaret Lindsay, on his arm. Todd was sure he had brought the woman to deliberately humiliate her in front of her friends, and she threw a fit. The exchange was short but particularly spiteful, and after staying just an hour, De Cicco left.




  By that time, it was already 1:00 a.m., and Todd, embarrassed and dejected, began to drink heavily. It was almost a quarter to three when she stumbled out of the Troc and into her waiting limousine. With so little traffic at that hour, her driver, Ernest Peters, had gotten her home quickly, somewhere between 3:15 and 3:45.




  Which brought her to her current predicament. So here she was, making her way up to the garage. It was only a few more steps, and she’d be there. She couldn’t have seemed more out of place. She was still stunning at thirty, dressed in her mauve and silver silk evening gown, mink coat, high-heeled sandals, and thousands of dollars’ worth of jewelry. Anyone who saw her would have wondered how a vision like that could be trudging her way, all alone, up the side of a hillside at almost four in the morning.




  Thelma finally made it to the top of the stairs, paused, straightened her dress, then walked across to the double doors of the garage. Thank God it was unlocked! Her car, a brown 1934 Lincoln Phaeton convertible, was safely parked right where it belonged, and she quickly slid in behind the wheel.




  As she started to doze, she unconsciously shivered. Even with the doors to the garage closed, the early winter winds whipping off the ocean and up the cliff were able to find her. Thelma fumbled in her purse for the car keys. Maybe if she ran the engine for just a few minutes the heater would warm her up.




  [image: image]




  As Shannon crept along narrow Posetano Road in the Castellammare section of Pacific Palisades, she could see Pacific Coast Highway at the bottom of the embankment. Directly below her stood a three-story red-tiled building.




  This was the landmark her friends had told her about. When she saw it she was to start looking for a place to park. Their house would be along this stretch.




  It hadn’t been the easiest place to find. The streets in the area formed a mini-labyrinth, full of dead ends and cul-desacs. Even the two halves of Posetano were separated by an outgrowth of the cliff and didn’t connect with each other.




  Shannon parked, locked the door, and looked for some house numbers. Her friend’s apartment had to be close.




  It was late afternoon, and the sun was just beginning to set over the Pacific. Without thinking, she let her eyes follow one of the long shadows spreading across the street to the twin blue doors of a garage about a half block in front of her—17531.




  Then, out of the silence, Shannon suddenly noticed the low murmur of a car engine idling, just a few feet down the road. But it wasn’t coming from one of the cars parked on the street. It was coming from . . . that garage.




  That’s not good, she thought, starting up your engine before you open the garage door. Doesn’t the driver know how dangerous carbon monoxide fumes can be? She waited patiently, expecting the doors to open and the car to back out at any second.




  But it never did. Shannon inched closer to the garage. She could smell the unmistakable scent of car exhaust coming out from under the closed blue doors. The left-hand door had a small window cut into it, and, although she knew she was snooping, Shannon stepped up to the glass, shielded her eyes with both hands, and peeked inside.




  Instantly, the rumbling of the engine stopped. A last whiff of exhaust wafted in the wind; then it, too, was gone. The room was empty.




  No car? Then what had been making the sound? And what about the car fumes?




  She peered through the window into the vacant space one more time. Nothing there. Well, perhaps she had imagined it after all. She turned and started down Posetano. Her friend’s place had to be there someplace.
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  About ten-thirty on Monday morning, Todd’s maid, Mae Whitehead, made the long climb up to the garage. Todd had been expected at the Hal Roach Studios, where she was shooting The Bohemian Girl with Laurel and Hardy. But she had never shown up. Frantic calls followed, her house was searched, and her usual haunts were checked. The garage seemed to be the one place no one had looked.




  Whitehead flicked on the light as she walked into the garage and immediately spotted the actress slumped behind the wheel of her car. Was she sleeping off a bender? The maid crept forward, not sure whether—or how—to disturb her boss.




  It was then that she saw the blood.




  It seemed to be everywhere. On Todd’s face, on the seat beside her, on the running boards, on the floor of the garage. Whitehead screamed.




  The true cause of Thelma Todd’s death, or at least the full story, may never be known. There was only a cursory investigation. The coroner quickly concluded—some say under pressure—that Todd passed out from her heavy drinking and injured herself as she struck the steering wheel. (The alcohol content in her blood was so high that police were surprised she’d been able to make it up the stairs.) Then, after she had fallen asleep, she was overcome by the toxic exhaust from the car. The coroner’s official verdict was accidental carbon monoxide poisoning.




  But rumors immediately began to circulate that Todd had been murdered, either by West or De Cicco, or perhaps by the mob, which was upset that she wouldn’t allow them to control gambling inside her club. After her viewing and funeral at Forest Lawn Cemetery in Glendale, Thelma Todd was cremated—proof positive to some that there had been a cover-up because her body could never be reexamined. When Todd’s mother died, she had her daughter’s ashes placed in her coffin and buried with her back in Lawrence.




  One of the most unsettling aspects of the police inquiry was that several people claimed to have seen Todd alive and kicking well after she was already deceased. Foremost among these was Jewel Carmen, who recognized Todd driving her car down Vine Street. She followed in her own vehicle for a few blocks but could never get Todd’s attention. When Todd turned right onto Santa Monica Boulevard heading toward the beach, Carmen gave up the chase. She figured she’d see Todd soon enough. She had no way of knowing that Todd was already dead, sitting behind the wheel of that car.




  Ever since Todd’s death, there have been reports of a diaphanous female form, assumed to be hers, appearing at the top of a staircase inside what was her old café. The 15,000-square-foot building still stands, owned today by Paulist Productions, which makes and distributes religious films. The apparition is said to show up from time to time, hovering above the steps and then gliding down the stairs toward an open courtyard. Could that have been the route Todd used at some point on the last night of her life?




  And that’s not all. People have heard the engine of a phantom car running inside the garage where the body was found, and some have caught the telltale odor of exhaust fumes even when no vehicle was parked there.




  In life, Thelma Todd, the Hot Toddy, was a free and effervescent spirit. Why shouldn’t she remain one after death?




  Chapter 3The Cowboy Spirit





  The silent screen cowboy William S. Hart loved the outdoors, so he built his ranch north of Hollywood in the Santa Clarita hills. Today, the house is a museum, but that doesn’t stop the movie star, his sister, and the family dogs from continuing to make themselves at home.




  The docent, tired after her long day, decided to take one last swing through the house—just for herself—before security started locking up for the night. Several classes of elementary students had come on a field trip to visit the museum that day, and she was exhausted. But something told her—some odd, indistinct feeling—she should make the rounds one more time on her own.




  Busy days like today didn’t happen much anymore. School budgets, like everybody’s budgets, were tight, and more students now experienced the museum through its outreach program than actually got to visit the ranch.




  The students today had been well-enough behaved on the thirty-minute tours, but they were still children, so Patti had had to keep her eyes on them the whole time, even while she was trying to guide them through the mansion explaining who had lived there and why he should be remembered. Just as important, she had to make sure nothing got broken and nobody strayed from the group.




  Patti loved the place. She had first seen it as a little girl, when she was seven or eight. Her family had regularly gone riding out of a stables located in nearby Santa Clarita, so when she’d found out that a real live cowboy had lived in the area and his ranch was open as a museum, she’d begged her mom and dad to take her for a visit.




  It never occurred to Patti at the time that the rugged, six-foot-two William S. Hart wasn’t actually a cowboy. She knew that all those people she saw in cowboy-and-Indian movies and the Westerns on TV were actors—she lived just twenty-five miles north of Hollywood—but she thought (or at least hoped) that maybe Hart was the real thing.




  And in a way, he was.




  Hart was most likely born in 1864, far away from the Wild West and the open prairies, in Newburgh, New York, on the Hudson River, just fifty miles north of Manhattan. His father, who ground millstones for a living, dreamed of owning his own mill. He knew his best chances would be in the burgeoning west, so he moved the family to Illinois. Unfortunately, he was injured when a metal chip hit one of his eyes, and his vision problems plagued the family for years.




  After successful surgery back in New York, Hart’s father was on the move again, this time to Iowa and Wisconsin. Along the way, young William came in contact with Native Americans, especially the Sioux, and he came to admire and respect their culture. By the time the Harts arrived in Minnesota, William had fallen in love with the frontier.




  Around the time Hart turned seventeen, the family moved back to Newburgh, then down to New York City. The boy did a variety of odd jobs to help support the family, including messenger and delivery work, for which he sometimes received theater tickets as tips. What he saw on the stage cast its spell over him, and Hart decided to become an actor.




  He first traveled to London for acting lessons, then went on to visit the theaters of Paris before returning to New York to study. His first stage appearance was in his native Newburgh in 1887, and he made his Broadway debut eight years later in the drama Mistress Betty.




  Hart appeared in thirteen plays in New York City—fourteen, if you count the original 1899 Broadway production of Ben Hur and its return engagement as two separate shows. In both versions, Hart played the role of the Roman charioteer, Messala. (And, yes, the show did have an actual chariot race onstage, accomplished by the use of a treadmill.)




  Then, in 1905, Hart was cast in a Western drama, The Squaw Man, in which he got to portray a low-down ornery villain. He realized that, with his background, it was a perfect role for him, and he made sure that the press publicized that he was an actual frontiersman.




  And with good reason. America was enthralled with a romantic notion of the Old West. If anyone needed proof, Annie Oakley had just spent years touring with Buffalo Bill’s Wild West and Congress of Rough Riders of the World. Teddy Roosevelt had even borrowed part of the show’s name for his cavalry during the invasion of Cuba in the recent Spanish–American War.




  Hart’s Western roles continued. After eighteen successful months in The Squaw Man, Hart went on the road in a stage adaptation of the popular 1902 Western novel The Virginian. The year 1912 brought him the Broadway production of The Trail of the Lonesome Pine, and it was while touring in the show the next year that Hart caught his first cowboy movie.




  He was appalled by what he saw. The wardrobe was all wrong. The plots were too melodramatic and the actors unconvincing. Suddenly, William S. Hart had a calling. He would become a movie cowboy and let America see what the real Old West (or at least his memory of it) was like.




  When his troupe reached Hollywood, he called an old friend, Thomas Ince, by then a film producer and director, with whom he had already discussed the possibility of appearing in Westerns.




  Although studios could shoot interior scenes on sound-stages, Westerns required grand, rugged vistas and miles of open space. Ince established an outdoor studio/camp (which he named Inceville) in the San Ynez Canyon for shooting cowboy pictures. It was located where Pacific Coast Highway meets Sunset Boulevard (very close to the spot that, two decades later, Thelma Todd would build her now-haunted Sidewalk Café). In addition, Ince hired a company of cow-pokes and Native Americans to populate the picture, and many of them lived in Inceville on a regular basis.




  Hart toured the compound with his friend, and by the time he left he was convinced that Western movies were his future. After the run of Lonesome Pine was over, Hart returned to Los Angeles to make his transition—at the age of forty-nine—to motion pictures.




  His first films, in 1914, were the two-reelers The Bad Buck of Santa Ynez and His Hour of Manhood. That same year he also portrayed the title character in Two-Gun Hicks, which led to the nickname that stayed with him for the rest of his life: Two-Gun Bill.
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