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 Vol. 3: Cold Cases

 The Black Dahlia

 Hollywood's Most Haunting Cold Case

 
 Based on real events

 
 HistorIQly

 



"It is not the least of the case's many ironies that the one person who was never allowed to speak — the victim — is the only one whose name everyone remembers."

 — Piu Eatwell, Black Dahlia, Red Rose, 2017



Chapter One
 The Girl from Medford

 Elizabeth Short was born on July 29, 1924, in the Hyde Park neighborhood of Boston, the third of five daughters. Her father, Cleo Short, built miniature golf courses for a living — a trade that sounds whimsical until you understand that in the mid-1920s, miniature golf was a genuine craze, a national obsession on the order of the crossword puzzle or the Charleston, and Cleo rode the wave with the breezy confidence of a man who believed good times were the natural condition of American life. Her mother, Phoebe May, kept the house and raised the girls and held the family together with the quiet, exhausting competence that history rarely bothers to record.

There were five of them. Five daughters, no sons — a fact that Cleo Short seems to have regarded as a personal affront. Virginia, Dorothea, Elizabeth, Elnora, and Muriel. They grew up in Medford, a working-class city north of Boston where the houses were close together and the winters were long and the accent was hard enough to cut glass. The Shorts were not poor, not exactly, but they were the kind of family that lived one bad month away from poor, and in 1929, the bad month came for everyone.

The stock market crash wiped out Cleo Short's miniature golf business the way a boot wipes out an anthill. One day he was a man with prospects; the next he was a man with debts and five daughters and a wife who was beginning to look at him with an expression that was not quite contempt but was no longer admiration. The Depression ground through Medford like a millstone, and Cleo ground with it. He lost his business. He lost his savings. He lost whatever it was inside him that made him want to stay.

In 1930, Cleo Short drove his car to the Charlestown Bridge, parked it where it would be found, and vanished. The police recovered the car. They did not recover Cleo. Phoebe was informed that her husband had almost certainly jumped from the bridge and drowned. She was thirty years old, she had five daughters under the age of ten, and the country was entering the worst economic catastrophe in its history. She applied for public assistance, took whatever work she could find — cleaning houses, working in shops — and began the long, grinding business of survival.

She did not know that Cleo was alive. He had not jumped. He had walked away from the bridge, walked away from his family, walked away from the obligations and failures and five small faces that reminded him of everything he could not provide. He had gone to California, that great American refuge for men who want to start over, and he had settled in the warm anonymity of the West Coast and begun a new life that did not include a wife or five daughters in Massachusetts. He was not dead. He was simply gone, which for Phoebe and the girls amounted to the same thing.

Elizabeth grew up in this absence. She was a pretty child who became a striking adolescent — dark hair, pale blue-grey eyes, a face that photographs from the era show as heart-shaped and startlingly photogenic, the kind of face that seems to know it is being looked at. She was the middle daughter, which in a family of five girls means you are either overlooked or you learn to make yourself noticed. Elizabeth learned to make herself noticed.

But she was fragile. Her health was poor from childhood — she suffered from severe asthma that kept her home from school and out of the cold New England air for weeks at a time. At fifteen, she underwent lung surgery, a serious procedure in 1939, and the doctor recommended that she spend winters in a warmer climate. Phoebe, who could barely afford to feed her daughters let alone send them south, scraped together enough to send Elizabeth to Florida during the worst months. It became a pattern. Every autumn, Elizabeth would leave Medford for Miami or some other warm city, and every spring she would return, a little tanner, a little more restless, a little less willing to accept that the narrow streets of Medford were all the world had to offer.

She was not a good student. She was not a bad student. She was the kind of student who sits near the window and looks out, and her teachers wrote things in the margins of her report cards that translate, across the decades, as: This girl is somewhere else. She went to the movies constantly. In the 1930s and early 1940s, the movies were not entertainment so much as alternative reality — two hours of warmth and darkness and beautiful people solving beautiful problems in beautiful rooms — and for a girl with asthma and no money and a dead father who was not actually dead, the movies were everything. The actresses on screen — Veronica Lake, Hedy Lamarr, Rita Hayworth — were not just stars. They were proof that a girl could become something else. Could become someone else. Could walk into the light and be transformed.

In 1942, Elizabeth received a letter. It was from her father. Cleo Short, who had been dead for twelve years, wrote to his abandoned family from California and explained, with what one imagines was considerable awkwardness, that he had not in fact jumped from the Charlestown Bridge. He was alive. He was living near Los Angeles. He was sorry. He wanted to reconnect.

Phoebe's response to this resurrection is not recorded, but it can be imagined. Elizabeth's response is recorded: she went to him. She was seventeen years old, the war had just begun, California was a golden word, and her father — her absent, mythologized, impossible father — was offering her a way out of Medford. She took it. She boarded a bus and crossed the country and arrived in California with a suitcase and the unshakeable conviction that her life was about to begin.

It did not begin. Not the way she wanted. Cleo Short was not the father she had constructed in her imagination during twelve years of absence. He was a small, difficult man living in a small, difficult apartment, and whatever guilt had prompted him to write that letter did not extend to patience or generosity or any of the other qualities that a seventeen-year-old girl might need from a father she barely knew. They fought. The fights were about housekeeping, or about Elizabeth's hours, or about nothing — the way fights between strangers who are supposed to be family are always about nothing and everything at once. After a few weeks, Cleo threw her out.

It was 1943. Elizabeth was eighteen. She was alone in Southern California with no money, no job, no education, and no family willing to take her in. She drifted south to Camp Cooke, a military base near Lompoc, where she found work at the post exchange — a kind of general store for servicemen. The base was crawling with young soldiers about to be shipped overseas, and Elizabeth Short, with her dark hair and her pale eyes and her way of looking at a man as though he were the only person in the room, was not short of company.

It was at Camp Cooke that the Army took her fingerprints. A routine procedure for civilian employees on military installations. The prints were filed with the FBI and forgotten, and they would lie in a filing cabinet in Washington for four years, waiting, like everything else in this story, for the morning of January 15, 1947.

In September 1943, Elizabeth was arrested in Santa Barbara. The charge was underage drinking — she was nineteen, and the legal drinking age in wartime California was twenty-one. The arrest was minor, a misdemeanor, the kind of thing that happened to a thousand young women in a thousand wartime towns. She was fingerprinted again, booked, and released. The Santa Barbara police sent her back to Massachusetts. She went, briefly, and then she left again. She always left.

Somewhere in this period — the war years, 1943 to 1945 — Elizabeth Short became engaged to a man named Major Matthew Gordon. Gordon was a pilot, handsome and brave and everything a wartime fiancee was supposed to be, and Elizabeth carried his photograph and showed it to anyone who would look and told everyone she was going to be married. Whether Gordon had actually proposed is a matter of some dispute. His family would later say they had never heard of Elizabeth Short. What is not in dispute is that on August 10, 1945, four days before the Japanese surrender, Matthew Gordon was killed in a plane crash in India, and whatever the engagement had been — real, imagined, or somewhere in between — it was over.

Elizabeth drifted. That is the word that recurs in every account of her life, and it is the right word. She drifted from city to city, from man to man, from rooming house to hotel lobby to borrowed couch. She had no profession. She had no money, or never enough. She had the face, and the face opened doors — men bought her meals, offered her a place to stay, lent her money they did not expect to see again. She was not a prostitute; the LAPD would later investigate this question exhaustively and conclude that she was not. She was something harder to categorize: a young woman of no means and considerable beauty who lived on the goodwill of others and the unspoken promise that goodwill implies. She was, in the language of the era, a good-time girl, which meant she went where the good times were and left when they ended, and the good times always ended.

She wanted to be an actress. This is the part of the story that breaks your heart, if you let it. Elizabeth Short wanted to be in the movies. She never auditioned for a role. She never had an agent. She never took a class. She wanted it the way a child wants it — purely, completely, without any understanding of what wanting requires. She believed that beauty was enough, that the right person would see her and know, that Hollywood operated on the same principle as a fairy tale: the girl is recognized, the girl is chosen, the girl is transformed. She was twenty-two years old and she had been believing this for as long as she could remember, and the belief was all she had.

 [image: Elizabeth Short's mugshot, Santa Barbara, 1943]Elizabeth Short, age nineteen, photographed by the Santa Barbara Police Department after her arrest for underage drinking on September 23, 1943. This mugshot — and the fingerprints taken that day — would be the key to identifying her body four years later.
 

Chapter Two
 The Black Dahlia

 Los Angeles in 1946 was two cities occupying the same geography. There was the city of light — the one on the postcards and in the movies, the city of palm trees and swimming pools and orange groves that stretched to the mountains, where the air smelled of jasmine and the future was always arriving. And there was the city of shadow — the city of cheap rooming houses and all-night diners, of men in rumpled suits waiting for a break that would never come, of women whose beauty had brought them three thousand miles to a town that consumed beauty the way a furnace consumes wood. The sunlight was the same in both cities. The shadow was what you made of it.

Elizabeth Short arrived in this doubled city sometime in mid-1946, one of thousands of young women who stepped off buses and trains that year with a suitcase and a headshot and the unshakeable conviction that they were different from all the others. She was twenty-one years old. She had been in Los Angeles before, briefly, during her abortive stay with her father, but this time she came on her own terms, or what she believed were her own terms, which is the most dangerous kind.

She found a room behind the Florentine Gardens nightclub on Hollywood Boulevard. The Florentine Gardens was one of those establishments that existed in the seam between glamour and desperation — a dinner-and-dance club where minor celebrities rubbed elbows with aspiring actresses and both rubbed elbows with men whose business cards said "producer" or "agent" but whose actual occupation was harder to define. The showgirls at the Florentine Gardens wore sequins and feathers and fixed smiles, and the men at the bar wore suits that were slightly too sharp, and the whole place hummed with the particular energy of people who are trying very hard to be somewhere other than where they are.

Elizabeth was not a showgirl. She was not employed at the Florentine Gardens in any capacity. She simply lived nearby, in one of those small, dim, transient rooms that Hollywood kept behind its facade like a closet behind a painted door. The room cost very little, which was fortunate, because Elizabeth had very little. She lived on the hospitality of men she met in bars and nightclubs, on small loans from acquaintances, on the occasional check from her mother in Massachusetts. She owned almost nothing. What she owned, she wore.

And what she wore was black. This was noticed. In an era when women's fashion ran to bright florals and cheerful pastels, Elizabeth Short dressed exclusively in black. Black dresses, black suits, a black coat. She dyed her hair jet black — it was naturally brown — and wore it long, parted in the middle and curled at the ends in the style of Veronica Lake, whose peek-a-boo hairstyle was the most imitated look in America. She applied her makeup with care: pale foundation, dark lipstick, her nails painted deep red, which was as close to black as a manicure came in 1946. The effect was striking. In a crowd of California blondes, Elizabeth Short looked like a shadow that had learned to walk.

The nickname came from a drugstore. The story — and it is a story that has been told so many times and in so many versions that the truth is probably lost — is that Elizabeth frequented a drugstore on Long Beach Boulevard where she was known to the regulars. The regulars, mostly young men, were taken with her appearance, and particularly with her all-black wardrobe, and they gave her a name. In 1946, a film called The Blue Dahlia was playing in theaters across the country. It was a noir picture, written by Raymond Chandler, starring Alan Ladd and Veronica Lake — the same Veronica Lake whose hairstyle Elizabeth had copied. Someone at the drugstore made the connection: the girl in black, the film about a dahlia. They called her the Black Dahlia.

Whether Elizabeth liked the name is unknown. Whether she used it herself is disputed. Some later accounts say she introduced herself as the Black Dahlia in bars and nightclubs. Others say the name was applied to her only after her death, when the newspapers needed a hook and the drugstore story provided one. What is certain is that the name stuck, and that it would become, in the months and years and decades that followed, far more famous than the woman it described.

Her days had no structure. She rose late. She spent hours on her appearance — the hair, the makeup, the careful selection of one black outfit from a closet of black outfits. She went to Hollywood Boulevard. She went to bars. She went to the lobbies of hotels, where she could sit for hours without spending money, watching people come and go, waiting for something to happen. She met men. The men took her to dinner, to the movies, to parties in houses in the hills. Some of these men were kind. Some were not. None of them offered her what she wanted, which was a role in a picture, or a ring, or a life that looked like the ones she had seen on screen.

She told people she was an actress. She was not. She told people she had been in pictures. She had not. She told people she was engaged, or had been engaged, and she showed them the photograph of Matthew Gordon, who had been dead for more than a year. The lies were not malicious. They were architectural — they were the structure she built around herself to keep the real story out. The real story was that she was a girl from Medford, Massachusetts, with no money and no skills and no prospects, and she was living in a city that had no use for girls from Medford unless they were extraordinarily lucky or extraordinarily tough, and Elizabeth Short was neither.

The autopsy report, compiled weeks later, would describe her with clinical precision: five feet five inches tall, 115 pounds, blue-grey eyes, brown hair dyed black. A three-and-a-half-inch scar on her right knee from a childhood fall. A small birthmark on her right shoulder. Teeth in fair condition with several fillings. No alcohol in her system. No drugs. No evidence of recent sexual activity. She was, by every measurable standard, an ordinary young woman — healthy, well-nourished, unremarkable in every way except the one way that mattered. She was beautiful.

Postwar Los Angeles was full of young women like Elizabeth Short, and it consumed them with the mechanical indifference of an assembly line. They arrived by the thousands, these girls, from small towns and big dreams, and the city took what it wanted — their youth, their hope, their willingness to wait — and gave nothing back. The ones who made it made it fast, on a combination of talent and luck and ruthlessness that Elizabeth did not possess. The ones who did not make it went home, or found other lives, or sank into the half-world of Hollywood's margin, where the lights were still visible but the warmth never quite reached.

Elizabeth did not go home. She did not find another life. She stayed on the margin, moving through the city like a figure in a dream, beautiful and broke and waiting for something she could not name. She frequented the bars on Hollywood Boulevard — the Formosa Cafe, the Roosevelt Hotel, the dimly lit cocktail lounges where men with money met women without it and the transactions, spoken or unspoken, were as old as commerce itself. She was seen everywhere and known nowhere. She was a face in the crowd, a girl at the bar, a name on a hotel register that checked in one night and checked out the next.

The city was changing around her. The war was over, and the soldiers were coming home, and Los Angeles was booming with a postwar energy that felt like optimism but was something more complicated — a restlessness, a hunger, a sense that the rules had been suspended and anything was possible, including the worst things. The noir era was not just a style of filmmaking. It was a mood. It was the shadow that the California sunshine cast, and in that shadow, things happened that the postcards never showed.

Elizabeth Short moved through this shadow city for six months. She made friends and lost them. She met men and left them, or they left her. She wrote letters to her mother that were cheerful and vague and contained almost no information about her actual life. She was running out of time, though she did not know it. She was running out of the particular kind of luck that keeps young women alive in cities that do not care whether they live or die.

By December 1946, she had left Los Angeles. She had drifted south, to San Diego, following a man or fleeing a situation or simply moving, the way she always moved, toward the next place and the next possibility and the next version of the life she believed was waiting for her somewhere. She had less than a month to live. The Black Dahlia, the girl in the drugstore, the actress who never acted, was walking toward the last week of her life, and she did not know it, and nobody who saw her pass could have guessed it, because she looked like what she had always looked like: a beautiful young woman on her way to somewhere better.

 [image: Hollywood Boulevard, looking toward Vine Street, circa 1940s]Hollywood in the 1940s: neon signs, palm trees, and the promise of stardom. Elizabeth Short arrived in this city of angels chasing a dream that would never materialize.
 

Chapter Three
 The Last Week

 On the night of December 28, 1946, Elizabeth Short walked into an all-night movie theater in San Diego. She had almost no money. She had no permanent address. She was wearing a black suit and carrying everything she owned in a suitcase and a hatbox. The theater was warm and dark and cost very little to enter, and it was the kind of place where a person with nowhere to go could sit for hours without being questioned. Elizabeth sat down and watched the pictures play and waited for morning.

Sitting nearby was a woman named Dorothy French. Dorothy was twenty years old, married to a serviceman, and living with her mother, Elvera, in a small house in Pacific Beach. She noticed Elizabeth — it was hard not to notice Elizabeth — and the two women began talking. The conversation was the kind that strangers have in the small hours: casual, confessional, shaped by the peculiar intimacy of being awake when the rest of the world is asleep. Elizabeth told Dorothy that she had recently arrived from Los Angeles, that she was waiting for money from home, that she had nowhere to stay. Dorothy, in an act of kindness that would later bring her unwanted fame and unending questions, invited Elizabeth to come home with her.

Elizabeth moved into the French household. She slept on a cot in the living room. She ate meals with the family. She was, by all accounts, a pleasant and grateful houseguest — quiet, polite, helpful with small chores, and utterly vague about her plans. She told the Frenches she was waiting for her husband's death benefits to come through — the dead fiance story again, trotted out and polished for a new audience. She said she would be leaving soon. She did not leave. Days passed, and Elizabeth stayed on the cot in the living room, and the French family, who had opened their door on impulse, began to wonder when the impulse would have an end.

During these days, Elizabeth received phone calls and visitors. She went out in the evenings and came back late. She was vague about where she went and with whom. The Frenches did not press her. It was wartime etiquette — people came and went, stories were incomplete, you did not ask too many questions about a young woman's private life because the answers might be uncomfortable for everyone.

Then, on January 7, 1947, something changed.

Three men came to the French house asking for Elizabeth. No one recorded their names. No one described them in sufficient detail to identify them later. They spoke briefly with Elizabeth at the door, and whatever they said left her visibly shaken. She came back inside and she was different — agitated, distracted, her composure cracked in a way the Frenches had not seen before. She made a phone call. She began packing her things. She told Dorothy she was leaving.

The phone call was to a man named Robert "Red" Manley. He was twenty-five years old, a married salesman of pipe clamps — a trade so mundane it feels like something a novelist would invent to underscore the ordinariness of the people orbiting Elizabeth Short's extraordinary story. Manley had met Elizabeth a few weeks earlier at a nightclub in San Diego. They had gone on a date, or something like a date, and he had given her his phone number. Now she was calling it.

She asked him to come and get her. She said she needed to go back to Los Angeles. Manley agreed. He drove to the French house on the morning of January 8 and picked her up. Elizabeth was carrying the same suitcase and hatbox she had carried into the all-night theater eleven days earlier. She was wearing a black collarless suit, a white blouse, black suede high-heeled shoes. She had done her hair and her makeup with the usual care. She looked, Manley would later say, like a million dollars.

They drove north. The drive from San Diego to Los Angeles is about 120 miles, a straight shot up the coast highway, and in January 1947 it would have taken three or four hours. They stopped along the way. Elizabeth asked Manley to stop at a motel, and they checked into a place in a town whose name the record does not preserve. They stayed the night. Manley would later insist, under intense police questioning, that they slept in separate beds and that nothing happened between them. Whether this is true or not is unknown. What is known is that Robert Manley was the last person confirmed to have seen Elizabeth Short alive.

On the morning of January 9, they continued north to Los Angeles. Elizabeth asked to be dropped at the Biltmore Hotel. The Biltmore was downtown, on Pershing Square — a grand hotel, one of the finest in the city, with a marble lobby and gilded ceilings and an air of old-money elegance that had nothing to do with Elizabeth Short's actual circumstances. She was not a guest at the Biltmore. She could not have afforded a room. But the Biltmore's lobby was the kind of place where a well-dressed woman could sit without being questioned, and Elizabeth Short understood, better than most, the art of being somewhere she did not belong.

Manley pulled up to the hotel entrance at approximately 6:30 in the evening. He helped Elizabeth with her luggage. He said goodbye. She walked into the lobby. He drove away. That was the last time Robert Manley saw Elizabeth Short. It was, as far as the confirmed record goes, the last time anyone who would later come forward saw Elizabeth Short alive.

The Biltmore's staff would later provide fragments. A doorman remembered seeing her in the lobby. A bellboy noticed a young woman in black making phone calls from the lobby telephone. She was alone. She appeared to be waiting for someone. She made several calls over the course of approximately three hours. The calls went unanswered, or were answered and led nowhere, or were answered and led somewhere — no one knows, because no one was listening, and the telephone records, if they ever existed, were never recovered.

At some point between 9:45 and 10:00 PM, Elizabeth Short walked out of the Biltmore Hotel through the Olive Street exit. The doorman on Olive Street was the last Biltmore employee to see her. She turned south. She walked into the night. She was wearing the black suit and the white blouse and the black suede heels, and she was carrying whatever remained of her luggage, and she was walking in a direction that could have been anywhere.

There is one possible sighting after the Biltmore. A bartender at the Crown Grill Cocktail Lounge, a few blocks south on Eighth Street, may have seen her that night. He was not certain. He thought he remembered a young woman in black, alone, sitting at the bar, but his memory was hazy and the identification was never confirmed, and the Crown Grill sighting exists in the record as a possibility rather than a fact — a flickering image, like a figure seen through frosted glass.

After that, nothing.

January 10, 11, 12, 13, 14. Five days. In the nomenclature of the case, they are called the "missing week," though it is technically five days, and the misnomer itself tells you something about the quality of the investigation — even the basic facts are slightly wrong. For five days, Elizabeth Short was somewhere in Los Angeles, with someone, doing something, and nobody knows where or with whom or what. These five days are the black hole at the center of the case, the silence around which every theory orbits and into which every theory eventually falls.

She was not seen. She was not heard from. She made no phone calls that were traced, sent no letters that were recovered, visited no friends who came forward. For five days, Elizabeth Short might as well have ceased to exist. She walked out of the Biltmore Hotel on a Thursday night and she vanished into the Los Angeles darkness, and the darkness kept her, and when the darkness gave her back, she was no longer Elizabeth Short. She was something else entirely.

The missing week has generated more theories than any other aspect of the case. She was held captive. She was with the killer. She was with a lover. She was in a house, a hotel, a car. She went willingly or she was taken by force. She knew her killer or she met a stranger. The theories multiply endlessly because the evidence is zero. There is nothing to constrain speculation, and so speculation has no constraint, and the missing week remains what it has always been: a void, a gap, an unanswerable question asked by a city that was not paying attention until it was too late.

What is known is this: during those five days, Elizabeth Short was tortured, mutilated, and killed. The coroner's report would establish that she had been beaten and cut while still alive, that the injuries were inflicted over a period of hours, and that death came not quickly but slowly, by hemorrhage and shock. Whatever happened in the missing week, it ended in a way that defied every ordinary category of human violence and entered a realm that even the homicide detectives of 1947 Los Angeles — men who had seen everything — found difficult to comprehend.

And then, on the morning of January 15, someone placed what remained of Elizabeth Short in a vacant lot in a quiet neighborhood on the southwest side of the city, and walked away, and waited for the world to find her.

 [image: The Biltmore Hotel, Los Angeles, circa 1940s]The Biltmore Hotel in downtown Los Angeles, where Elizabeth Short was last seen alive on the evening of January 9, 1947. She was dropped off in the lobby by Robert 'Red' Manley at approximately 6:30 p.m. Staff saw her using the lobby telephone. She was seen leaving via the Olive Street exit around 10:00 p.m.
 

Chapter Four
 The Vacant Lot

 The morning of January 15, 1947, was cool and overcast in Los Angeles. A thin haze hung over the city, the kind that burns off by noon and leaves the sky an empty, merciless blue. In Leimert Park, a quiet residential neighborhood on the southwest side of the city, the streets were lined with modest stucco houses and trimmed hedges and the careful, optimistic landscaping of people who had moved to California to leave something behind and build something better. It was a neighborhood of young families, of new lawns, of veterans home from the war and starting over. It was the last place on earth you would expect to find what Betty Bersinger found.

Bersinger was twenty-four years old. She was walking south on Norton Avenue at approximately 10:00 in the morning, pushing her three-year-old daughter, Anne, in a stroller. She was on her way to a shoe repair shop. The walk was unremarkable — a few blocks through a residential area, the kind of walk she had taken dozens of times. Norton Avenue was a wide, quiet street. On the east side, the houses had neat front yards. On the west side, there were vacant lots — patches of weedy, undeveloped land that broke up the neighborhood like missing teeth.

Bersinger glanced into one of the vacant lots and saw something white. Her first thought was that it was a store mannequin — one of those plaster display figures that department stores used in their windows. Someone had dumped a broken mannequin in the lot. It was the only thought that made sense, because the alternative — the truth — was so far outside the boundaries of normal experience that the mind rejected it the way the body rejects poison, automatically, before understanding has time to intervene.

She looked again. The mannequin was lying on its back in the dead grass. It was in two pieces. The upper half was separated from the lower half by a gap of about twelve inches. The arms were raised above the head. The legs were spread apart. The skin was bone-white, drained of all color. And across the face, from the corners of the mouth to the ears, were deep cuts that formed a grotesque, leering grin.

Betty Bersinger was not looking at a mannequin. She was looking at the body of Elizabeth Short.

She grabbed her daughter and ran. She ran to the nearest house and pounded on the door and asked to use the telephone. Her voice was shaking. She called the police. The call was logged at 10:35 AM. Within minutes, a patrol car was dispatched. The first officers arrived on Norton Avenue at approximately 10:45, and what they found in the vacant lot would become, in the hours and days that followed, the most photographed, most analyzed, most debated crime scene in the history of American law enforcement.

The body had been bisected at the waist. The cut was clean, precise, made through the lumbar region — a procedure known in surgical terminology as a hemicorporectomy. The two halves had been placed approximately twelve inches apart, carefully positioned, as though the arrangement mattered. The body had been completely exsanguinated — drained of every drop of blood — and washed. The skin was white and waxy, almost translucent. There was no blood at the scene. Not a drop. Not a smear. Not a single stain on the grass or the dirt. Elizabeth Short had not been killed here. She had been killed somewhere else, prepared somewhere else, and brought to this vacant lot and arranged with a deliberation that turned the body into something other than a body. It was a display. It was a message. It was a work of terrible, incomprehensible art.

The face had been slashed from the corners of the mouth to the ears — the "Glasgow smile," a mutilation associated with gang violence in Scotland but almost unknown in the United States in 1947. The cuts were deep, severing the muscles of the cheeks and exposing the teeth in a permanent, hideous grin. There were ligature marks on the wrists, ankles, and neck, indicating that Elizabeth had been bound. There were bruises on her head and face. The intestines had been tucked neatly beneath the buttocks. The body was posed with the arms above the head and the legs spread — a position that was both degrading and deliberate, suggesting a killer who took time, who was not rushed, who treated the body as material to be shaped.

There was dew on the grass beneath the body. This was important. It told the investigators that the body had been placed in the lot after 2:00 AM, when the dew formed. Before that hour, the grass had been dry. Someone had driven to this quiet residential street in the dead of night, removed two halves of a human body from a vehicle, carried them into the vacant lot, arranged them with meticulous care, and driven away — all without being seen, without being heard, without leaving a single footprint or tire track or fiber or drop of blood.

The crime scene was a disaster from the beginning — not because of what the killer had done, but because of what happened after. In 1947, the Los Angeles police and the Los Angeles press existed in a state of mutual dependency that made a mockery of procedure. Reporters monitored police radio frequencies. They arrived at crime scenes as fast as the detectives, sometimes faster. On the morning of January 15, the reporters arrived at Norton Avenue before the homicide detectives, and they brought their photographers.

By the time Detective Harry Hansen of the LAPD Homicide Division arrived at approximately 11:30 AM, the vacant lot was already swarming with reporters, photographers, and curious neighbors. People were walking through the crime scene. Photographers were shooting from angles that required them to step over evidence. Footprints were being obliterated. Whatever trace evidence might have existed — fibers, hairs, shoe prints — was being trampled into uselessness by the wingtips and brogues of the fourth estate.

Hansen was furious. He was a veteran detective, methodical and careful, the kind of investigator who believed that cases were solved by evidence, not hunches, and the evidence at his crime scene was being destroyed in real time by men with press credentials and Speed Graphic cameras. He ordered the lot cleared. He strung up a perimeter. But the damage was done. The crime scene — the most important crime scene in the case — had been compromised before the investigation even began.

The coroner, Frederick Newbarr, arrived and conducted a preliminary examination. His initial findings confirmed what the patrol officers had already reported: the body had been bisected, exsanguinated, washed, and posed. There was no blood at the scene. The cause of death, Newbarr determined, was hemorrhage and shock from concussion and lacerations of the face. Elizabeth Short had been struck on the head — hard enough to incapacitate her — and then her face had been cut while she was still alive. The blood loss from the facial lacerations, combined with the head trauma, had killed her. The bisection had been performed after death.

The surgical precision of the bisection was noted by everyone who examined the body. The cut through the waist was clean and professional, made with a large, sharp blade along a line that followed the natural anatomical division of the lumbar vertebrae. Whoever had done this had either medical training or butchering experience, or both. This was not the work of a frenzied attacker. This was the work of someone who knew where to cut and how to cut and who had the tools and the time and the cold-blooded composure to do it cleanly.

The identification was fast. The body had no identification on it — no purse, no wallet, no personal effects of any kind. But the fingerprints were clear, and the LAPD had a new technology at its disposal: the Soundphoto, a device that could transmit images over telephone lines. The fingerprints were photographed and transmitted to the FBI in Washington. Within hours, the FBI had a match. The prints belonged to a woman named Elizabeth Short, age twenty-two, born in Massachusetts, fingerprinted at Camp Cooke in 1943 and again by the Santa Barbara police the same year.

The FBI sent the match back to Los Angeles. The LAPD now had a name. What they did not have was a suspect, a motive, a crime scene, a murder weapon, or any physical evidence whatsoever. They had a young woman's body, cut in half and arranged in a vacant lot, and a name that was about to become the most famous name in the history of American crime.

By nightfall on January 15, every newspaper in Los Angeles was running the story. By the following morning, it was national news. The headlines screamed in type as large as the papers could set: WEREWOLF MURDER. GIRL SLAIN, CUT IN HALF. VICTIM'S BODY SEVERED. The Black Dahlia case had begun, and Los Angeles — a city built on image and appearance and the careful management of what the public was allowed to see — was about to have its darkest secret displayed on every newsstand in America.

 [image: The 3800 block of South Norton Avenue, Leimert Park, Los Angeles]The 3800 block of South Norton Avenue as it appears today. The vacant lot where Elizabeth Short's body was discovered on January 15, 1947 is now occupied by residential housing.
 

Chapter Five
 The Biggest Case

 The investigation that followed the discovery on Norton Avenue was the largest in the history of the Los Angeles Police Department. At its peak, more than 750 personnel were assigned to the case — detectives, uniformed officers, clerical staff, forensic technicians. The LAPD's entire Homicide Division was mobilized. Captain Jack Donahoe, who ran the division, declared the Short murder the department's top priority and made it clear, in the way that police captains make things clear, that every other case was secondary until this one was closed.

The lead detectives were Harry Hansen and Finis Brown. Hansen was the senior man — careful, deliberate, a detective who built cases the way a bricklayer builds walls, one piece of evidence at a time. He was not flashy. He was not quotable. He was the kind of detective who stayed late and read reports and followed leads that went nowhere because that was the job, and the job was the only thing he trusted. Brown was different — louder, more impulsive, more comfortable with the press. The two men made an effective if sometimes fractious team, and the Short case would consume them both for months, and haunt them for the rest of their careers.

The scale of the investigation was staggering. In addition to the LAPD's own resources, four hundred sheriff's deputies were assigned to search the surrounding area for evidence. Two hundred fifty California Highway Patrol officers were deployed to check motels, rooming houses, and hotels along the routes between San Diego and Los Angeles. Every vacant building within a mile of Norton Avenue was searched. Every storm drain was checked. Every trash can, every dumpster, every alley was examined for blood, clothing, or personal effects. The city was turned inside out, and it yielded nothing.

The investigation moved along parallel tracks. One track was forensic — the physical evidence, such as it was. The other was biographical — reconstructing Elizabeth Short's movements in the days and weeks before her death, identifying every person she had seen, every place she had been, every phone call she had made. Both tracks would prove, in different ways, frustrating.

The forensic track was nearly empty. The crime scene on Norton Avenue had been compromised. The body had been washed, eliminating trace evidence. There was no blood, no weapon, no fibers, no hairs that could be definitively linked to a suspect. The autopsy confirmed the cause of death — hemorrhage and shock — and established the timeline, but it provided nothing that pointed to a specific individual. Whoever had killed Elizabeth Short had been meticulous. He had cleaned the body. He had left no physical trace. In an era before DNA analysis, before luminol, before the forensic techniques that would transform criminal investigation in the decades to come, the killer's thoroughness was effectively absolute.

The biographical track was richer but more chaotic. Elizabeth Short had known a great many people, most of them casually, and tracking them all down was like trying to map a river that branches into a thousand streams. Detectives fanned out across Los Angeles, San Diego, and eventually across the country, interviewing bartenders, hotel clerks, soldiers, sailors, aspiring actors, and the general population of men who had bought Elizabeth Short a drink or a meal in the preceding months. The interviews numbered in the hundreds. The tips numbered in the thousands. And the leads, almost without exception, went nowhere.

But the most extraordinary event in the early days of the investigation had nothing to do with the police. It had to do with the press.

The Los Angeles Examiner, William Randolph Hearst's flagship paper, was locked in a circulation war with the Los Angeles Herald-Express, the Daily News, and every other paper in the city. The Short murder was the biggest story any of them had ever covered, and the competition for scoops was savage. Reporters bribed police sources, stole photographs, and engaged in tactics that would be considered criminal in any context other than American journalism in 1947.

The Examiner's most outrageous maneuver came on the first day. The FBI had identified the victim as Elizabeth Short. The LAPD had a next-of-kin notification to make — Phoebe Short, Elizabeth's mother, living in Massachusetts. Before the police could reach Phoebe, the Examiner's city editor, James Richardson, had a reporter call her. The reporter told Phoebe Short that her daughter had won a beauty contest in Los Angeles. He asked for biographical details — childhood, family, friends, recent activities. Phoebe, delighted by the news, talked freely. She provided photographs. She provided names and addresses. She gave the Examiner everything it needed.

Only then did the reporter tell her that Elizabeth was dead. That she had been murdered. That she had been found in a vacant lot, cut in two.

The phone call was monstrous. It was also effective. The Examiner published a detailed biography of Elizabeth Short before any other paper, complete with family photographs, the story of Cleo's disappearance, the Camp Cooke days, the engagement to Major Gordon. The scoop established the Examiner as the paper of record on the case, a position it would exploit for weeks. The Examiner's reporters had access to the family. The Examiner's photographers had the best pictures. The Examiner's editors had no shame, which in the newspaper business of 1947 was a competitive advantage of the first order.

Meanwhile, the police were focused on Robert "Red" Manley, the pipe-clamp salesman who had driven Elizabeth from San Diego to the Biltmore Hotel. Manley was the last known person to see her alive, and in homicide investigations, the last known person to see the victim alive is always the first suspect. Manley was brought in for questioning. He was questioned for days — hours at a stretch, the kind of intense, repetitive, psychologically grinding interrogation that the LAPD practiced with the confidence of men who believed that everyone was guilty of something.

Manley told his story. He had met Elizabeth at a nightclub. She had called him and asked for a ride. He had picked her up, driven her to Los Angeles, and dropped her at the Biltmore. He had not seen her again. He had not killed her. He did not know who had killed her. He told this story over and over, and the details did not change, and the polygraph confirmed it: Manley was telling the truth.

He was cleared as a suspect. But the investigation — the relentless questioning, the newspaper headlines that named him, the photographs of him being led into the police station — destroyed him. Manley suffered a nervous breakdown. He was committed to a psychiatric institution. He would spend years in and out of mental hospitals, a man who had done nothing worse than give a girl a ride and who paid for that small kindness with his sanity.

As the investigation widened and deepened and produced nothing, a strange phenomenon began. People started confessing. Not one or two people — dozens. They walked into police stations across Los Angeles. They called the tip line. They wrote letters. They said they had killed the Black Dahlia, and they described how they had done it, and their descriptions were wrong in every particular, and they kept coming.

The LAPD called them "Confessing Sams." Over the course of the investigation, more than sixty people confessed to the murder of Elizabeth Short. Men, mostly, though not exclusively. Some were clearly mentally ill. Some were drunk. Some wanted attention, or fame, or the peculiar celebrity that attaches to criminals in a society that cannot decide whether it abhors violence or worships it. None of them had killed Elizabeth Short. None of them knew anything the newspapers had not printed. But each confession had to be investigated, each story had to be checked, and each dead end consumed time and resources that the investigation could not spare.

The Confessing Sams were a symptom of something larger — the case had become a cultural event, a phenomenon that transcended the boundaries of a murder investigation and entered the realm of public obsession. The Black Dahlia was everywhere. She was on the front page of every newspaper, every day, for weeks. Her face — the studio photograph, the one with the dark hair and the pale eyes and the careful smile — stared out from newsstands across the country. She was more famous in death than she had ever been in life, more photographed, more discussed, more known. The Hollywood dream she had chased had come true, in the most terrible way imaginable: Elizabeth Short was finally a star.

 
 

Chapter Six
 The Avenger

 On January 21, 1947, six days after Elizabeth Short's body was found, the telephone rang at the Los Angeles Examiner. The call was taken by James Richardson, the paper's city editor. The voice on the other end was male, calm, and unhurried. It said: "Is this the Examiner? I must congratulate you on your handling of the Dahlia case." There was a pause. Then: "I am the person who killed Elizabeth Short. I'll be sending you some of her things — and then I'll turn myself in."

Richardson asked the caller to identify himself. The line went dead.

The call might have been dismissed as another crackpot — the Confessing Sams were already flooding the phone lines — except for what happened three days later. On January 24, a manila envelope arrived at the Examiner's offices. It had been mailed locally. The address was spelled out in letters and words clipped from newspapers and pasted onto the envelope — the classic ransom-note technique, a cliche of crime fiction that was, in this case, actual crime. Above the address, also in pasted letters, was the message: HERE IS DAHLIA'S BELONGINGS. LETTER TO FOLLOW.

Inside the envelope were Elizabeth Short's belongings. Her birth certificate. Her social security card. A collection of photographs — Elizabeth with various men, Elizabeth alone, the kind of snapshots that accumulate in a young woman's purse. A thin address book with a brown cover, embossed with the name Mark Hansen. Several pages had been torn from the book. And a baggage claim ticket from a bus station.

Everything in the envelope had been washed with gasoline. The pungent smell was unmistakable. The gasoline had been applied deliberately, systematically, to every surface — the paper, the cardboard, the photographs. It had destroyed any fingerprints. It had obliterated any trace of the handler. The person who sent the envelope knew exactly what gasoline would do to forensic evidence, and he had done it with the same meticulous thoroughness that had characterized the murder itself. He had cleaned the body. Now he was cleaning the evidence. The killer was not just thorough. He was showing them how thorough he was.

The LAPD's forensic lab examined every item. They fumed the surfaces for prints. They tested the adhesive on the pasted letters. They analyzed the paper, the ink, the gasoline. They found nothing. The killer had left no trace of himself on the envelope or its contents — nothing but the message itself, which was its own kind of trace, a signature written in absence.

The address book was a lead. Mark Hansen — not to be confused with Detective Harry Hansen — was a Danish-born nightclub owner who operated the Florentine Gardens on Hollywood Boulevard, the same nightclub behind which Elizabeth Short had rented a room. Hansen was known to the police. He was known to Elizabeth. She had lived, briefly, in a house he owned. His name was in her address book, and his address book had been sent to the press by someone who wanted the police to know it.

But the torn pages were the real mystery. Someone had ripped several pages from the address book before sending it. Why? Whose names were on those pages? Were they the killer's associates? The killer's own name? Or were they simply random pages, torn out to create the impression of concealment, to give the police something to chase? The torn pages became one of the enduring puzzles of the case — a clue that might be a clue, or might be a decoy, or might be nothing at all.

Two days later, on January 26, another envelope arrived at the Examiner. This one contained a handwritten letter — or rather, a letter assembled from pasted newspaper words and letters, like the address on the first envelope. The message read: HERE IT IS. TURNING IN WED., JAN. 29, 10 A.M. HAD MY FUN AT POLICE. BLACK DAHLIA AVENGER.

The Black Dahlia Avenger. It was the first time the name had been used, and it told the police and the press something important about the person they were dealing with. This was not a Confessing Sam. This was not a crackpot looking for attention. This was someone who had Elizabeth Short's personal possessions, which meant this was almost certainly the killer, and the killer was playing a game. He was taunting the police. He was communicating through the press. He was giving himself a name — a title, really — that elevated the murder from a crime to a performance, from an act of violence to an act of theater.

January 29 came. The LAPD deployed plainclothes officers throughout downtown Los Angeles, watching, waiting, expecting someone to walk into a police station or a newspaper office and surrender. Ten o'clock passed. Eleven o'clock. Noon. Nobody came. Nobody turned himself in. The Black Dahlia Avenger had lied, or changed his mind, or had never intended to surrender at all. The promise had been another move in the game, another demonstration of control — I can make you wait, I can make you watch, I can make you do what I want, and there is nothing you can do about it.

More communications followed. Over the next several weeks, the Examiner and other newspapers received additional letters, postcards, and packages. Some were from the killer; most were not. Separating the genuine communications from the flood of imitations became an investigation unto itself. The genuine ones shared certain characteristics: the pasted-letter construction, the gasoline treatment, the tone of smug superiority. The imitators were sloppier, more emotional, less controlled. The real killer, whoever he was, had a signature, and the signature was precision.

The relationship between the killer and the press was the most disturbing element of the case. He had chosen to communicate not with the police but with the Examiner — the paper that had tricked Elizabeth's mother, the paper that had published the most lurid details, the paper that had turned the murder into a sensation. The killer was not just reading the coverage. He was participating in it. He was feeding the story, shaping it, directing attention where he wanted it directed. He had understood, before the police understood, that the Black Dahlia case was not a crime story. It was a media event. And in a media event, the person who controls the narrative controls everything.

The tabloid frenzy intensified. The newspapers competed for every scrap of information, every rumor, every theory. They published details that should have been held back. They printed photographs that should never have been taken. They turned Elizabeth Short's life into a narrative of moral failure — the aspiring actress, the girl who lived on men's money, the drifter with no fixed address — and they did it with the righteous prurience of an era that demanded virtue from its women and punished them when they failed to provide it.

The exploitation was breathtaking. Photographs of Elizabeth Short — the smiling studio portrait, the candid snapshots, the autopsy photographs that were never supposed to be released but somehow were — appeared in newspapers across the country. Her love letters were published. Her movements were tracked and diagrammed. Her relationships were catalogued and judged. Every man she had ever been seen with was named, interviewed, and implicitly accused. In death, Elizabeth Short had even less privacy than she had in life, which was almost none.

The newspapers called her a "playgirl," a "party girl," a "man-crazy wanderer." They described her wardrobe and her makeup and her habit of frequenting bars, and the implication was always the same: she had asked for it. Not the murder — nobody said that, not explicitly — but the life that led to the murder. The danger. The vulnerability. The exposure. She had lived outside the boundaries, and the boundaries existed for a reason, and what happened to women who crossed them was regrettable but not, in the final analysis, surprising.

This was the second murder of Elizabeth Short. The first took her life. The second took her story — remade it, distorted it, turned it into a cautionary tale about a girl who went to Hollywood and paid the price. The newspapers did not invent this narrative. They inherited it from a culture that could not look at a murdered woman without asking what she had done to deserve it. And the killer, the Avenger, the man who had washed the body and posed the body and sent the belongings to the press — he had understood this. He had counted on it. He had known that the city would devour Elizabeth Short a second time, and he had set the table.

 [image: LAPD Police Bulletin for Elizabeth Short, January 15, 1947]The LAPD police bulletin distributed on January 15, 1947, the day Elizabeth Short's body was discovered. Her fingerprints were transmitted to the FBI via the 'Soundphoto' system and matched to her 1943 arrest record within hours.
 

Chapter Seven
 The Suspects

 The Black Dahlia case has never been solved. It has never been officially closed. It sits in the LAPD's files, technically active, practically inert, a case with no shortage of suspects and no surplus of evidence. Over the decades, the list of people accused of killing Elizabeth Short has grown to include doctors, dentists, bellhops, nightclub owners, organized crime figures, and at least one prominent physician's son who made the accusation against his own father. Each theory has its partisans. Each theory has its problems. None has produced a conviction, an arrest, or even, in the honest assessment of the detectives who worked the case, a definitive answer.

The first suspect who mattered was Mark Hansen. The nightclub owner. The man whose address book had been sent to the Los Angeles Examiner in the gasoline-washed envelope. Hansen was Danish-born, prosperous, and well-connected in the entertainment world of 1940s Los Angeles, which was not a world that bore much scrutiny. He owned the Florentine Gardens on Hollywood Boulevard. He owned several properties in the area, including the house where Elizabeth Short had briefly rented a room. He had, by multiple accounts, been attracted to Elizabeth. He had made advances. She had rejected him.

The address book was the central piece of evidence linking Hansen to the case. Someone had sent it to the press — someone who had access to Elizabeth's belongings, someone who wanted the police to see Hansen's name. Was the killer pointing at Hansen? Was Hansen the killer, sending his own address book in some bizarre act of self-incrimination? Or was the address book simply one of Elizabeth's possessions, sent along with the rest, and Hansen's name on the cover was coincidental?

The police investigated Hansen thoroughly. They searched his properties. They interviewed his associates. They examined his movements during the missing week. They found nothing that definitively connected him to the murder. Hansen had an alibi — not airtight, but credible — and there was no physical evidence linking him to the crime. He remained a suspect in the public imagination, but the LAPD, despite considerable pressure, never charged him. He died in 1964, protesting his innocence to the end.

Then there was the man who would become, decades after the murder, the most famous suspect of all: Dr. George Hill Hodel.

Hodel was a figure out of noir fiction — so perfectly suited to the role of suspect that he seems almost too good to be true. He was born in 1907 in Los Angeles, the son of Russian-Jewish emigrants. He was a prodigy: he graduated from high school at fifteen, was named the "brightest boy in Los Angeles" by the Los Angeles Times, and enrolled at Cal Tech — from which he was quietly expelled after a sex scandal — before eventually studying pre-medicine at the University of California. He became a physician. He specialized in venereal disease. He ran the city's VD clinic during the war. He was brilliant, charming, cultured, and — according to an accumulating body of evidence — a man of extraordinary and compartmentalized depravity.

Hodel lived in the Sowden House, one of the most striking residences in Los Angeles. Designed by Lloyd Wright, the son of Frank Lloyd Wright, the Sowden House was a Mayan Revival masterpiece — a brooding, angular structure of textured concrete blocks that looked, from the street, like the entrance to a tomb. It had a central courtyard, invisible from the outside, where anything could happen without the neighbors seeing or hearing. The house was a fortress of privacy, and Hodel used it as such.

In 1949, two years after the Black Dahlia murder, George Hodel was tried on unrelated charges — the molestation of his teenage daughter, Tamar. He was acquitted in December of that year. But the trial had drawn renewed attention to Hodel, and in February 1950, an eighteen-man DA and LAPD task force secretly installed microphones in the Sowden House as part of a reinvestigation of the Dahlia murder. The wiretap recordings captured fragments of conversation that would not surface publicly for decades. On one recording, Hodel was heard to say: "Supposin' I did kill the Black Dahlia. They couldn't prove it now." On another, he appeared to reference a secretary or associate whose body needed to be disposed of.

The recordings were chilling but ambiguous. "Supposin' I did" is not a confession. It is a hypothetical, a boast, a taunt — or it is exactly what it sounds like, depending on how you listen. The LAPD of 1950 listened, and they investigated, and they assigned a team of detectives to build a case against Hodel. But the case was never brought. The charges were never filed. In 1950, George Hodel left the United States and moved to the Philippines, where he lived for the next four decades, practicing medicine, accumulating wealth, and remaining, as far as the American legal system was concerned, untouched.

He might have remained a footnote — one more name on a long list of suspects — were it not for his son. Steve Hodel was a retired LAPD homicide detective. After George Hodel's death in 1999, Steve began going through his father's personal effects and found, among other things, two small photographs of a dark-haired young woman. The woman in the photographs appeared to be Elizabeth Short.

Steve Hodel spent the next several years investigating his own father. The result was a 2003 book, Black Dahlia Avenger, which laid out a detailed case for George Hodel as the killer. The evidence was circumstantial but extensive. George had the medical training to perform the bisection. He had the surgical instruments. He had the Sowden House, with its concealed courtyard, as a location where the murder could have been committed unseen. He had been investigated by the LAPD and recorded making statements that could be interpreted as admissions. He had connections to the Los Angeles underworld and to corrupt elements within the LAPD itself, which might explain why the case was never prosecuted.

Steve Hodel also drew a connection that was as disturbing as it was speculative. He argued that the posing of Elizabeth Short's body echoed specific works of surrealist art — in particular, the work of Man Ray, the photographer and painter who was a leading figure in the Dada and Surrealist movements. George Hodel had known Man Ray. They had been friends. The Sowden House had hosted gatherings that included artists, intellectuals, and figures from the avant-garde. Steve Hodel suggested that the murder was, in some twisted sense, a work of art — that George had posed the body as a surrealist tableau, a private joke shared with no one, a signature that only someone who knew his artistic references would recognize.

The theory was embraced by some and rejected by others. Head Deputy District Attorney Stephen Kay, who reviewed the evidence, said he was "highly impressed" by Steve Hodel's case. Other investigators were more skeptical. The photographs of the dark-haired woman were never definitively identified as Elizabeth Short. The wiretap recordings were fragmentary and could be interpreted multiple ways. The circumstantial evidence was suggestive but not conclusive. George Hodel was dead and could not defend himself, and the LAPD, which had access to the original case files, never endorsed Steve Hodel's conclusions.

Other suspects have had their advocates. Dr. Walter Alonzo Bayley was a surgeon who lived one block from the vacant lot on Norton Avenue where the body was found. He was in his sixties in 1947, suffering from a degenerative brain disease that might have disinhibited violent impulses. He had the surgical skill to perform the bisection. He had the proximity to the dump site. But the evidence connecting him to Elizabeth Short personally was thin, and the theory rested largely on coincidence and inference.

Leslie Dillon was a bellhop and aspiring crime writer from Oklahoma who came to the attention of the LAPD through his correspondence with Dr. J. Paul De River, the department's consulting psychiatrist. De River, a flamboyant and controversial figure, believed that Dillon's letters revealed a detailed knowledge of the crime that only the killer could possess. He arranged a meeting with Dillon in a Las Vegas hotel, and the encounter turned into a bizarre, quasi-legal interrogation that lasted days and ended with Dillon's arrest and the near-destruction of De River's career. Dillon was eventually cleared, De River was discredited, and the entire episode became an embarrassment that the LAPD would have preferred to forget.

And then there was Jack Anderson Wilson, a drifter and petty criminal who confessed to the murder in 1982, shortly before dying in a fire at a downtown Los Angeles hotel. Wilson's confession was made to a local detective who found it credible, and some investigators believe Wilson is the most likely suspect. He had a history of violence against women. He was in Los Angeles in January 1947. He knew details about the case that were not public. But the confession was never corroborated, Wilson was dead before it could be fully investigated, and the evidence, like all the evidence in this case, was suggestive without being conclusive.

In 1949, a Los Angeles County Grand Jury convened to investigate the Black Dahlia case — not to indict a suspect, but to investigate the investigation. The grand jury was troubled by the LAPD's handling of the case: the contaminated crime scene, the leaked evidence, the cozy relationship between the police and the press, the De River fiasco. The jury issued a report that was critical but ultimately toothless. No one was disciplined. No procedures were changed. The case continued to drift, carried by its own momentum into a future where it would never be solved and never be forgotten.

 [image: Dr. George Hodel, circa 1950]Dr. George Hill Hodel, the most compelling suspect in the Black Dahlia case. A prominent Los Angeles physician, Hodel lived in the architecturally famous Sowden House and was caught on an LAPD wiretap saying: 'Supposin' I did kill the Black Dahlia. They couldn't prove it now.'
 

Chapter Eight
 The Case That Will Never Die

 Time does not solve cold cases. It complicates them. Evidence degrades. Witnesses die. Memories distort and reshape themselves, until what a person remembers and what actually happened have only a passing acquaintance. The Black Dahlia case has been subject to all of these processes, and to one more: mythologization. Over the decades, the murder of Elizabeth Short has been retold so many times, in so many forms, by so many people with so many agendas, that the line between fact and fiction has not so much blurred as dissolved. The case is no longer a case. It is a story. And stories, unlike cases, do not require solutions. They require only an audience.

The first person to understand this — to see the Black Dahlia not as a murder but as a myth — was a writer named James Ellroy. Ellroy was born in Los Angeles in 1948, a year after Elizabeth Short was killed. His mother, Geneva Hilliker Ellroy, was a red-haired nurse who was murdered in 1958, when James was ten years old. She was found strangled, her body dumped on a roadside in El Monte, California. Her killer was never identified. Her case, like the Black Dahlia case, went cold.

Ellroy grew up in the shadow of that murder. He became a petty criminal, a drug addict, a drifter — a man whose life, for years, was a catalog of the ways that violent death can break the people it does not directly touch. Then he became a writer, and the darkness that had consumed his life became the material from which he built his art. In 1987, he published The Black Dahlia, a novel that used the Short murder as the engine for a story about obsession, corruption, and the rotten heart of postwar Los Angeles.

The novel was not a work of true crime. It was not a faithful reconstruction of the case. It was something more dangerous and more enduring: a reimagining, a translation of fact into fiction that gave the story a shape and a meaning that the facts alone could not provide. Ellroy's Elizabeth Short was not quite the real Elizabeth Short, and his Los Angeles was not quite the real Los Angeles, but the difference hardly mattered. The novel captured something true about the case — its atmosphere, its horror, its refusal to resolve — and it fixed the Black Dahlia permanently in the American literary imagination.

Ellroy knew what he was doing. He had written about his mother's murder in a memoir called My Dark Places, and he understood, with the hard-won clarity of a man who had lived inside a violent mystery his entire life, that the Black Dahlia case was not really about who killed Elizabeth Short. It was about what her death meant — to Los Angeles, to the culture, to the endless American argument between sunshine and shadow, aspiration and exploitation, the promise of reinvention and the price of failure.

The case continued to generate art. In 2006, Brian De Palma directed a film adaptation of Ellroy's novel, starring Josh Hartnett and Scarlett Johansson. The film was not successful — it was too baroque, too stylized, too much in love with its own period detail — but it introduced the Black Dahlia to a new generation that had never heard of Elizabeth Short and now could not forget her. In 2019, TNT produced I Am the Night, a limited series starring Chris Pine, which explored the George Hodel theory through the eyes of a fictional reporter. The series drew on Steve Hodel's investigation and on the work of the Hodel family itself, which had become, over the years, a kind of cottage industry of accusation and counter-accusation.

The Hodel family's involvement in the case took its most remarkable form in 2019, when Yvette Gentile and Rasha Pecoraro — George Hodel's great-granddaughters, Tamar's granddaughters — launched a podcast called Root of Evil. The podcast was not primarily about the Black Dahlia murder. It was about the Hodel family — the generations of abuse, secrecy, and trauma that radiated outward from George Hodel like cracks from a stone dropped in ice. The podcast revealed that the Hodel family's dysfunction was so deep, so pervasive, that the question of whether George killed Elizabeth Short was almost secondary. The family had been destroyed regardless. The damage was done whether the patriarch was a murderer or merely a monster.

American Horror Story, the long-running FX anthology series, devoted a segment to the Black Dahlia in its first season, fictionalizing the murder within the framework of a haunted house in Los Angeles. The treatment was sensationalized and inaccurate, as television treatments of real murders tend to be, but it accomplished what all such treatments accomplish: it kept the name alive. It kept the face in circulation. It ensured that another generation would type "Black Dahlia" into a search engine and fall down the rabbit hole of theories and photographs and unanswered questions.

The advances in forensic science that have solved other cold cases have not solved this one. In 2018, there were reports that DNA evidence from the case was being analyzed using modern techniques. The LAPD confirmed that the case was still technically open and that new investigative methods were being applied. But no results were announced. No suspect was named. The DNA, if it existed, if it was viable, if it pointed anywhere at all, remained as silent as the rest of the evidence.

The problem is not technology. The problem is time. All of the principal suspects are dead. George Hodel died in 1999. Mark Hansen died in 1964. Jack Anderson Wilson died in 1982. Leslie Dillon died in 1988. Dr. Walter Bayley died in 1948 — barely a year after the murder. Every detective who worked the original case is gone. Every witness who saw Elizabeth Short in the last days of her life is gone. The Biltmore doorman, the bartender at the Crown Grill, the officers who arrived on Norton Avenue on that January morning — all gone. The case has outlived everyone who touched it. It persists as a structure of questions with no one left to answer them.

There is a school of thought that says the Black Dahlia case will eventually be solved — that some document will surface, some DNA match will be made, some deathbed confession will be corroborated. Perhaps. But there is another school of thought, and it is more honest, and it says this: some cases are not meant to be solved. Not because the universe is indifferent to justice — though it is — but because the case has become something other than a case. It has become a symbol. An archetype. A story that the culture tells itself about itself, and a story does not need a solution. It needs only to be told.

The Black Dahlia is the archetype of American noir. Not the literary genre — that existed before Elizabeth Short and would have existed without her — but the cultural condition that the genre describes. The condition of living in a society where the surface is bright and the interior is dark. Where the promises are magnificent and the betrayals are proportional. Where a girl can come from Massachusetts to California and believe that the sunshine and the palm trees and the white stucco houses mean something, mean that life is good and the future is golden, and discover instead that the sunshine illuminates everything equally — the beautiful and the terrible, the living and the dead.

Elizabeth Short wanted what America told her to want. She wanted glamour, romance, a life on screen. She wanted the transformation that Hollywood sold to the rest of the country as its primary export: the possibility of becoming someone else, someone better, someone who mattered. She pursued this dream with a persistence that was either admirable or delusional, depending on your tolerance for hope, and the dream killed her. Not literally — a human being killed her, a specific person with specific hands — but the dream put her in the path of the killing. The dream brought her to Los Angeles. The dream kept her on the margins, dependent on strangers, visible and vulnerable and alone.

The question that haunts the Black Dahlia case is not who killed Elizabeth Short. That question may have an answer, buried in a file or encoded in a strand of degraded DNA, and someday someone may find it. The question that haunts is the other one — the one that no forensic technique can address, no investigation can resolve, no confession can satisfy. It is the question of why we cannot let go.

Why does this case persist? Why, nearly eighty years later, does the name still resonate? Why do the books keep coming, the documentaries keep airing, the podcasts keep launching? Why does every generation rediscover Elizabeth Short and feel compelled to tell her story again?

The answer, perhaps, is that the story is not finished. Not because the case is unsolved — plenty of unsolved cases are forgotten — but because the conditions that produced the case are still in force. Young women still come to Los Angeles with dreams and no money and the belief that beauty is currency. The city still consumes them. The sunshine still illuminates everything equally. The promises are still magnificent, and the betrayals are still proportional, and the gap between the postcard and the reality is still wide enough to fall through.

Elizabeth Short fell through that gap. She fell through it in 1947, and she is still falling, and the sound of her falling is the sound that the Black Dahlia case makes — a long, low note, somewhere between a warning and a lament, that the city has been trying to unhear for the better part of a century.

It cannot unhear it. The note persists. The case persists. The face in the photograph — the dark hair, the pale eyes, the careful smile of a girl who believed she was on her way to somewhere better — persists. Elizabeth Short is twenty-two years old forever. She is walking out of the Biltmore Hotel forever. She is turning south on Olive Street, into the Los Angeles night, and the night is taking her, and it has not given her back.

It will not give her back. That is the final truth of the Black Dahlia case, the one that no investigation can change: Elizabeth Short is gone. She has been gone since January 15, 1947. She was twenty-two years old, and she wanted to be in the movies, and she never was, and now she is the most famous woman in the history of Los Angeles, which is the cruelest thing the city has ever done, and the city has done cruel things.

The case file remains open. The vacant lot on Norton Avenue is gone — houses cover it now, neat and suburban, their lawns trimmed, their hedges tidy. The Biltmore Hotel still stands on Pershing Square, its marble lobby unchanged. The Florentine Gardens was demolished decades ago. The drugstore in Long Beach where they gave her the nickname is gone. Everything is gone except the story, and the story is everything, and the story will not end, because we will not let it end, because letting it end would mean accepting that some questions have no answers, and some girls have no justice, and some cities are built on bones.

 [image: The Sowden House, 5121 Franklin Avenue, Los Feliz]The Sowden House, designed by Lloyd Wright in the Mayan Revival style. George Hodel's residence during the late 1940s. His son Steve, a retired LAPD homicide detective, believes the murder was committed here.
 

Timeline

 July 29, 1924 — Elizabeth Short is born in Hyde Park, Boston, Massachusetts, the third of five daughters.

 1930 — Elizabeth's father, Cleo Short, stages his suicide and abandons the family during the Great Depression.

 December 1942 — Elizabeth, now eighteen, moves to Vallejo, California, to reunite with her father. He throws her out within weeks.

 1943 — Elizabeth works at Camp Cooke (now Vandenberg AFB). Her fingerprints are placed on file with the FBI. In September, she is arrested in Santa Barbara for underage drinking.

 Mid-1946 — Elizabeth returns to Los Angeles. She lives in a rented room behind the Florentine Gardens nightclub on Hollywood Boulevard. Patrons at a Long Beach drugstore begin calling her "The Black Dahlia."

 January 9, 1947 — Robert "Red" Manley drops Elizabeth at the Biltmore Hotel at 6:30 p.m. She is seen leaving via the Olive Street exit around 10:00 p.m. This is the last confirmed sighting of Elizabeth Short alive.

 January 10–14, 1947 — The "missing week." Elizabeth Short's whereabouts during these six days remain entirely unknown.

 January 15, 1947 — Betty Bersinger discovers Elizabeth's bisected body in a vacant lot on South Norton Avenue in Leimert Park, Los Angeles. The body has been completely exsanguinated, washed clean, and deliberately posed.

 January 24, 1947 — A gasoline-washed manila envelope arrives at the Los Angeles Examiner containing Elizabeth's birth certificate, social security card, photographs, and Mark Hansen's address book with pages torn out.

 January 26, 1947 — A handwritten letter arrives: "Here it is. Turning in Wed., Jan. 29, 10 am. Had my fun at police. Black Dahlia Avenger."

 1949–1950 — LAPD investigates Dr. George Hodel. A wiretap captures him saying: "Supposin' I did kill the Black Dahlia. They couldn't prove it now."

 1949 — A Los Angeles County Grand Jury convenes to investigate the LAPD's failure to solve the case.

 1999 — George Hodel dies at age 91. His son Steve, a retired LAPD homicide detective, begins investigating.

 2003 — Steve Hodel publishes Black Dahlia Avenger, presenting evidence that his father was the killer.

 Present — The case remains officially open and unsolved with the LAPD. No arrest has ever been made.

 • • •

 

About This Book

 The Black Dahlia is a dramatised historical narrative based on documented events. The chronology, key figures, and factual framework are grounded in primary sources and historical scholarship; dialogue and some scene detail are imaginatively reconstructed to bring the story to life.

 ***

 Further Reading

 Hodel, Steve — Black Dahlia Avenger: A Genius for Murder, Arcade Publishing, 2003

 Ellroy, James — The Black Dahlia (novel), Mysterious Press, 1987

 Eatwell, Piu — Black Dahlia, Red Rose: The Crime, Corruption, and Cover-Up of America's Greatest Unsolved Murder, Liveright, 2017

 Gilmore, John — Severed: The True Story of the Black Dahlia Murder, Zanja Press, 1994

 FBI — "Black Dahlia (Elizabeth Short)," The Vault, vault.fbi.gov

 ***

 This book is part of Vol. 3: Cold Cases in the HistorIQly Books series — real history, told as narrative nonfiction.

 Visit books.historiqly.com for more stories.
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Tuesday, January 21, 1947 No. 14

WANTED INFORMATION ON ELIZABETH SHORT
Between Dates January 9 and 15, 1947
19

Description: Female, American, 22 years, 5 ft. 6 in., 118 Ibs., black hair, green eyes, very attractive, bad lower
{ceth, finger nails chewed to quick. This subject found brutally murdered, body severed and mutilated January
15, 1947, at 39th and Norton.

Subject on whom information wanted last seen January
At that time she was wearing black suit, no collar on coat, probably Cardigan style, white fluffy blouse, black
suede high-heeled shoes, nylon stockings, white gloves full-length beige coat, carried black plastic handbag
(2 handles) 12 x 8, in which she had black address book. Subject readily makes friends with both sexes and®
frequented cocktail bars and night spots. On leaving car she went into lobby of the Biltmore, and_was lasf
scen there. G2 22 ?{5’

Inquiry should be made at all hotels, motels, apartment houses, cocktail bars and lounges, night clubs to
ascertain whereabouts of victim between dates mentioned. In conversations subject readily identified herself
as Elizabeth or “Beth” Short. ! !

Attention Officers H. H. Hansen and F. A. Brown, Homicide Detail. 1 2434

KINDI V NOTIEV C, B, HORRALL, CHIEF OF POLICE, LO,S VWW.B/CALIFORNIA.,,

9, 1947 when she got out of car at Biltmore Hotel.
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