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			Dedication:

			This book is respectfully dedicated to the members of the 351st Bombardment Group of the U.S. Army Air Forces stationed in England during World War Two and, in particular, to cameraman Andrew J. McIntyre, whose devotion to both America and MGM inspired this story. 

			Author’s Note:

			Surprisingly, much of what follows is true.

		

	
		
			Chapter 1

			The King paced his throne room with deeply un-royal anxiety. He longed for his queen with a passion known only to royals, or so the fairy tales say. Since their celebrated marriage barely twenty months earlier, the two of them had been out of each other’s sight only when affairs of State commanded their separation. For the past fortnight, the King had been compelled by royal obligation to remain within easy traveling distance of the castle while his Queen journeyed to the far heartland of their realm on a mission of great diplomacy and urgency. 

			For there was a great war. The kingdom was being attacked by forces of evil, and the King and Queen had drawn their country together in spirit even as the details of fighting that war tore the royal couple apart. 

			The Queen missed her King with equal fire. The duty that took her away was a personal appearance at a rally to raise money for the war effort. January 16, 1942 was just five weeks into the war. Already the kingdom was unified through a well-run campaign of public support and patriotism. The entire court had been dispatched to crisscross the country bolstering unanimity and asking the citizenry to pay money in addition to their taxes in order to keep their nation alive and stave off the collapse of the free world.

			The Queen’s mission took her to the town of Indianapolis in the state of Indiana. Her appearance drew thousands of people and, as she ended her impassioned speech, she told them all, “In leaving you now, I want you all to join me in raising your hands in making the sign of victory — the ‘V’ sign popularized by our famous ally across the sea, Winston Churchill. Heads and hands up, America. Let’s give a rousing cheer that’ll be heard in Berlin and Tokyo. C’mon! Hooray!”

			They cheered with the last of their breath and emptied the last of their purses at the Queen’s behest. Climbing weakly down the unpolished wooden steps from the hastily constructed stage, she turned to her friend and courtier, Otto Winkler, and asked, “Do we have the plane tickets yet?”

			“Almost,” said Winkler, who, in addition to his friendship, was in charge of her public relations. “TWA Flight Three’ll take us back to Burbank. They’re confirming now. Are you sure you want to fly?”

			“What the matter?” asked the blond regent with the mixture of charm and sass that had endeared her to millions, “You chicken?”

			“Yes,” Otto stated flatly. “Both your mother and I don’t want to fly. We’ve got train reservations, why not take that? Trains don’t fall out of the sky.”

			“But planes are faster,” she said, “and Clark is waiting.”

			She didn’t have to say it. Everyone knew. She and the King had been an item even before they married, but since their union had become official, what belonged to one belonged to the other, including their retinues. Technically, Otto belonged to the King, but he was pleased to be seconded to his Queen and surrendered to her charm. “Okay,” he sighed. “Are you all packed?”

			“I’ve never had the chance to unpack during this whole goddamn schlep,” the Queen smiled, or tried to smile, through her exhaustion. Nobody took her profanity seriously. When she really let it fly, she hit home, but casual swearing was as natural to her as an affectionate pat on the back, which Otto took this to be. He marveled at her fortitude and noted that it was entirely in keeping with her indomitable character.

			“Anyway,” he reasoned, “you can sleep on the plane. It’s only eighteen hours.”

			“Eighteen hours from here to Burbank?” questioned Elizabeth Peters, the Queen’s mother. “I could thumb a ride faster on Route 66.”

			Otto was prepared with the airline itinerary. “Flight three bounces in St. Louis, Albuquerque, Las Vegas, and God knows where else. Then it’s over the Rockies and finally into Burbank.”

			“That’s what I call a milk run,” said the Queen. “Is there any way to land sooner?”

			“We could set her down in the Grand Canyon,” Otto joked. “Any more bright ideas?” He was respectful but never sycophantic. 

			As the small royal group was hustled into the limousine that would take them to the hotel, and then to the airport, a uniformed woman urgently rushed to them. “We just got a tally, Mr. Winkler,” the woman said. “Miss Lombard raised two million dollars today. That’s a record.”

			“It’s just the start,” Carole responded. “As soon as I can get my lazy-ass husband to go out on the road with me, we’ll beat Hitler with a checkbook.”

			The uniformed woman’s face froze. She wasn’t sure whether to laugh at Lombard’s wisecrack or take offense at its vulgarity. Or maybe she was mulling the possibility of meeting the Queen’s husband sometime down the road.”

			“Thank you, soldier,” Winkler said. “I’m sure Jimmie Fiddler and the other columnists will be as overjoyed as we are to learn that. We’ll take the opportunity of telling them so you won’t have to bother. Thanks for the swell send-off.”

			On the way back to the hotel, a stern-looking Mrs. Peters turned to her daughter. “You can’t talk like that,” she lectured the star. “This isn’t one of your studio crews that knows you. This is your public.”

			“Talk like what?” Carole said, the picture of innocence. 

			“’Lazy-ass husband,’” her mother repeated. “You can tell any of us that Clark is your lazy-ass husband because we all know he isn’t, and we also know that it’s a joke. But suppose some local reporter asks that girl what you said to her? It’ll be in all the papers. Otto, say something.”

			Winkler’s thoughts were elsewhere. Even though the free-spirited Lombard wasn’t an MGM star, the studio had attached Winkler to her bond tour to run interference. He was Clark Gable’s personal publicist, and they were friends, and Gable knew Carol would be in good hands. Back in Culver City, Gable was still shooting “Somewhere I’ll Find You,” and the studio’s publicity chief, Howard Strickling, was ever-vigilant about Lombard’s loose lips. As much as he admired her spunk, he cringed at her lack of discretion and didn’t want any of her zingers to compromise his own press work for Gable. Otto was weighing whether to tell Strickling about Carole’s gaffe or wait to see what appeared in print. He was confident that no family newspaper would print such a vulgarism, but the Hollywood gossip mill was something else. It would wait.

			The Douglas DC3-382 “Skycub” prop-liner was scheduled to arrive from New York in time for a 4 AM departure from Indianapolis. Lombard, Peters, Winkler, and their party joined the passengers who were already aboard the transcontinental flight under the piloting of 41-year-old Captain Wayne C. Williams. 

			If Williams had any foreknowledge of his illustrious passenger list, it would not have impressed him. The New York-to-LA run was old hat as far as he was concerned, and celebrities had been turning from train to air travel ever since it had been commercially offered in 1934. Williams had been with TWA since 1931 and had logged thousands of hours for them, many at the controls of the DC-3. There was one curious asterisk on his record, however; in 1933 he had been fired for changing his flight plan without authorization. He had been reinstated after a hearing, and thereafter stuck to the rules. 

			The flight, though prestigious, was nevertheless a physical ordeal. It could take up to 24 hours — more if the weather interfered and caused layovers. Many people still preferred the train which, while slower, at least afforded them comfort. In addition, movie stars took the train when they wanted to get noticed; the press routinely haunted the Pasadena railroad station looking for celebrities, and the celebrities routinely obliged with a smile and a wave from the end of the Pullman car. It was an honorable bargain: their faces sold papers, the papers sold their faces. In an era when each of Los Angeles’s half-dozen papers put out several editions a day, by the time the train chugged from Pasadena into downtown Union Station, the extra would be on the streets touting the celebrity’s arrival. 

			But publicity wasn’t on Carole’s mind, She wanted to be back in Clark’s arms—or, more specifically, his bed— and the plane was mightier than the train.  

			Flight TWA-3 took off as scheduled from Indianapolis and made its wee-hours stops along the way, including Albuquerque, New Mexico. When they landed there, the Station Agent boarded the plane and introduced himself.

			“I’m sorry to inconvenience you,” he told the groggy passengers, “but I’m afraid I need to requisition your seats.”

			“What’s the problem?” Otto stepped in.

			“No problem, sir,” the Station Agent said, “but we have several servicemen who have to get back to Los Angeles and, under War Department rules, they are allowed to displace civilians on commercial flights like this.”

			“Do you know who this woman is?” asked Bess Peters, nodding toward her daughter.

			“Yes,” the Station Agent said. “I’m sorry, Miss Lombard, but there’s a war on.”

			“A war is what I just raised two million dollars to fight,” the actress said politely but firmly. “Doesn’t that count for anything?”

			Before the Station Agent could answer, Otto Winkler offered, “Miss Lombard is as crucial to the war effort, in her way, as these soldiers are in theirs. I should think that the War Department would understand allowing us to continue.”

			“But, sir,” the Station Agent attempted.

			“Meaning no disrespect,” Otto continued in his business voice, “let me put it another way. You can call the War Department or MGM can call the War Department and we’ll see who gets through first.”

			It was no contest. “Very well, sir,” the Station Agent said. “But I’ll have to ask the other civilian passengers to deplane.” They did without complaint, casting tolerant glances at Carole as they left, and were replaced by an equal number of servicemen. Once airborne, Carole greeted each of the newly seated soldiers and tried to raise their morale as the plane headed west. 

			In the interest of speed, Captain Williams skipped an optional refueling stop in Winslow, Arizona, and proceeded directly to Las Vegas for refueling. There they also changed the flight attendant and co-pilot.

			At 7 PM the flight resumed from Las Vegas Airport. Preparing to over-fly the mountains, Williams switched on the extra oxygen supply to help the passengers breathe more easily in the thinning air, even though the cabin was pressurized.

			Carole tried to nap. She wanted to be alert and fresh when she saw Clark again. As usual when either of them went out of town, one would wait at the terminal for the other. The “A” sticker in their car windshields gave them enough gasoline for such pleasantries even in the face of wartime rationing. Such was the privilege of fame.

			The flight gained altitude. It yawed slightly in the updrafts that blew up from the mountains. It was too dark to find the skyline through the windows, and there were no city lights to be seen from the sparsely settled land at the base of Potosi Mountain. They leveled at 7,770 feet when the aircraft, its fuel, and all souls aboard slammed nose-first without warning into the side of the mountain.

			Another eighty feet and they would have cleared the peak.

			The aircraft was going at two hundred miles an hour when its fuel tanks, still freshly filled from the Las Vegas airport, exploded on impact. The shattering fuselage rapelled off the steep cliff, accelerated by the fireball, and splayed over the broad mountain.  The cold January weather had brought a snowfall that cushioned the sound of falling debris, which included body parts from Lombard, Winkler, Peters, pilot Williams, two crew members, and the sixteen other passengers and service men who died in an instant of history. 

			When Flight 3 failed to contact the control tower at Burbank Airport, officials feared the worst. 

			Clark Gable, waiting at the Lockheed terminal to greet Lombard, heard the mumbled conversation of gate personnel and approached them to ask if there was some kind of trouble. When told that Lombard’s flight was missing, he immediately chartered a plane for Las Vegas. 

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			Clark Gable wasted no time on pleasantries. “Let’s get out there,” he told the Las Vegas police when they met him at the airport.

			“I can’t let you go to the crash site, Mr. Gable,” said the officer in charge. “It’s almost at the crest of the mountain. There aren’t even any trails. We have a search party already working their way up there.”

			“Don’t tell me what I can and can’t do,” Gable — the King of Hollywood — said softly but sternly. “Even if Ma’s dead, I want to see her.” There was no stopping the King. He drove to the base of the mountain and sprang from the car, heading up the slope with attendants and press trailing. 

			Potosi, only thirty miles from Las Vegas, was foreboding beneath the snow, a rough landscape strewn with stones and cactus, but nothing green. Even plants hated being there. A rescue party had already been formed by Jack Moore and Lyle Van Gordon, and they had struggled to reach the crash site. Behind them crawled news photographers, climbing over one another to grab pictures of Gable. 

			As January 17 broke over the craggy skyline, it found Gable recklessly tossing rocks aside looking the faintest first sign of the tragedy. No one dared tell him that searchers had already brought Lombard’s body down the snow incline. It had been found without her head. 

			Finally Gable stopped. Something ahead caught his eye. Others noticed and closed around him, trying to restrain the six-foot-one, physically fit actor who was only two weeks away from his forty-first birthday. Gable broke free and rushed to pick up what he had seen, but then he paused halfway there, realizing that, as much as he wanted to find Carole, he did not want to find this. Instead, one of the searchers fetched the object and wordlessly handed it to him. Nothing needed to be said. He put it in his pocket.

			“All right, boys,” he said. “Let’s go back to town and let the rescue team do their job.”

			By the time he returned to the airport, Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer’s publicity team was in control. Publicity chief Howard Strickling, given carte blanche above his already limitless powers by studio operations manager Eddie Mannix, was simultaneously making funeral arrangements and managing press access. The press, eager to grab photos of a shocked Gable, also knew where their publishers’ bread was buttered and pretended to respect the King’s grief even as they snapped for the archive. Strickling hustled the star into a studio limo and took off for the Gables’ Palm Springs home at 222 W. Chino Drive in the Old Las Palmas neighborhood. Before leaving, he phoned Culver City to spread word to assemble the studio publicity department in the Gable living room and wait for them to arrive.

			MGM’s limousines were reserved for company executives, important exhibitors, and visiting politicians. Like the Gable coupe, they were given federal dispensation to buy gas and tires during the war. On world premieres, they would form rotating fleets to escort the stars and directors to the red carpet. They were outfitted with mirrors and lighting (to check makeup), slant boards instead of seats (so as not to wrinkle gowns), and a full wet bar. It was that latter service that Gable began hitting on the long drive home. By the time he reached his front door, he had to be helped inside by Strickling. Even though he had not slept all night, Gable passed up the bedroom and headed straight for his den, which had its own wet bar. And something more important: solitude.

			Strickling left him there, shook his head in sorrow (for he loved Carole, too; everybody did), and joined his fellow publicists in the living room.

			“We’ll leave him alone for now,” Strickling said paternally. He looked around the room at his staff and filled them in on what he knew. Their faces, normally immune to the craziness of Hollywood news, melted into shock. 

			“The papers already grilled us as we came in, Howard,” one of them said. “What more can we tell them that the wire services and the Vegas police haven’t already released?”

			Strickling parted the curtains to see for himself and was greeted with a flash in the face from a Graflex camera.

			“Let’s not let this get out of control,” he said, rubbing his eyes. “We don’t report on the crash. That’s old news. We show how the studio is united behind Clark, all of us supporting Clark and the public in their grief.  Sandy, take this down, would you?” The young woman, already dressed and made up for work, unfolded her steno pad. “The entire Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer family joins Clark Gable in his private grief,” he dictated, glancing down the hall to where the King was sequestered. “Miss Lombard gave her life to the war effort and, in her memory, MGM has committed itself to buying ten thousand dollars in 1942 Series war bonds in her name and in her honor.”

			Sandy looked up from her writing. “Ten thousand, as in ten thousand U.S. dollars?”

			“Don’t worry,” Strickling said, “we’ll hide it in the budget for Clark’s next picture.” Sandy looked around the room to see if anyone else was as surprised as she was at Strickling’s callousness. She was new here.

			The phone rang and someone picked it up. “Telephone call for you, Howard.”

			“Not now!” he barked.

			“It’s Mr. Mayer.”

			Strickling immediately took the phone and huddled into a wall niche for privacy.

			“Yes, L.B.” he said to the head of the studio. Strickling didn’t sound obsequious, but he didn’t sound over-confident, either. Louis B. Mayer could be mercurial, which is a polite way of saying that he could spin off the handle, even becoming physical, at the slightest provocation.

			“Yes, he’s drinking.” Another pause. “Well, besides Carole, there was her mother, Bess Peters, and the crew and servicemen. And of coursed Otto. Otto Winkler, from my — your — publicity department. He’s the only one Clark ever trusted. Yes, sir, I’m issuing a press release to that effect and saying that MGM will buy ten thousand dollars’ worth of war bonds in Carole’s name. Yes, sir. I’ll get back to you when anything breaks.”

			Strickling hung up and walked to where Sandy was typing the press release. “Hold on a second with that,” he said. Sandy stopped typing. “Cut it to five thousand,” Strickling said and walked back to the living room.

			“All right, everyone,” he commanded, “from now on until further notice we are all in the Clark Gable business. Starting with the funeral on Thursday, everything we do helps Clark deal with this tragedy.” Then he added, speaking more softly, “and gets him back to work.” 

			Strickling, whose cleverness and political acumen—as was his long memory and skill in using it for leverage—was legendary. It was he who shielded the studio and its contract personnel with a web of favors and intrigues, and when those failed, bribes did the trick. When Paul Bern, Jean Harlow’s new husband, shot himself and left a cryptic note behind, Stickling stepped in. Mayer himself had pocketed the note, not wanting the police to get a taste of the scandal, until Strickling advised his boss not to withhold evidence. The note, in which Bern confessed to the “wrong I have done you and to wipe out my abject humiliation,” became public and for years the legend persisted that he had taken his own life after finding that he couldn’t sexually satisfy the screen’s reigning sex goddess. In fact, shortly after his marriage to Harlow, Bern’s common law wife showed up threatening criminal and civil action. The fact that Strickling preferred Bern, who had been a friend, to be thought of as a eunuch rather than a bigamist speaks volumes,  but underscores his protectiveness toward MGM. Now he was turning that talent to helping the biggest star in the world. Like a general, which, in a way, he was, he tasked each publicist with a specific job. “Harry, keep working on the funeral arrangements. Give it class, and make sure the press uses the word class when they cover it. Sylvia—flowers. Carole loved flowers. Josh, you and Brad set up the seating chart for the chapel at Forest Lawn. Look at where we sat people when we planted Thalberg.”

			“Can we do that, Howard?” Josh said. “I checked our file copy of Carole’s Last Will and she said she wanted only immediate family in the case of her death.”

			“And she wants to be buried next to her mother,” Brad added. “Do you think we ought to try to get around it?”

			“All of Metro is her immediate family!” Strickling pronounced, then thought better. “Okay, we won’t do anything that might anger Clark. Look, send flowers to the cemetery and we’ll plan a separate memorial on Stage Nineteen when the time is right. Good thing you caught that, Josh.”

			“Another press wagon just rolled up,” Harry reported, glancing out the window. “Looks like a premiere out there.”

			“Shit,” Strickling said. “Harry, call the cops. Tell ‘em we’ve got a potential riot outside the Gable retreat and tell ‘em to give ‘em the bum’s rush. Then, as soon as they start, I’ll run out and tell ‘em to leave the boys alone. Who’s got the fan magazine list? Agnes?”

			“Yes, Mr. Strickling,” answered the prim Agnes. “We were about to put out a spread on Clark’s upcoming picture, Somewhere I’ll Find You. Should I put a stop on it?” 

			“Not on your life. Just say that production is being suspended and we’ll resume as soon as Mr. Gable feels he’s ready. He’s a pro and respects a contract. But, hey, let’s float the idea of re-releasing Honky Tonk next week. Maybe we can squeeze a few more bucks out of it. No use wasting all that ink on just a funeral.” He started to leave the room to check on Gable when he turned and said in his first sincere voice of the day, “Oh, and let’s get a collection going for Otto’s widow.”

			As he left, his eyes fell on a young publicist who was struggling to pry a photograph of Gable and Lombard out of a silver frame on the mantelpiece. He had been watching him while speaking of Otto’s fund, but now became fascinated with the young man’s efforts. “What in hell are you doing?” Stirckling finally asked.

			The young man ignored the question until he could answer it by holding up the picture. “We need a two-shot of Clark and Carole for the papers. Nothing in our files is any good. This’ll do.”

			“You’re stealing it from the house of mourning?” Strickling was incredulous at the gall.

			“We need it,” the kid said. “If we don’t take it, one of the press will.”

			“Who are you?” Stickling asked in full italics.

			“Alan Greenberg” I said.

			“Are you with the publicity department?”

			I nodded Yes.

			“My publicity department?”

			Another nod. Strickling turned to address the room. “Does anyone here know what this young man does for us?”

			No one did. He leaned over and forced himself close enough to me to breathe up my nostrils. “Okay, I give up. Whose relative are you?”

			“No one’s, sir. I was hired as a junior publicist fresh out of high school. I work in the stills department.”

			“Greenstein, is it?”

			“Greenberg.”

			He put his hand on my shoulder, squeezed, and said, “Wait here.” Then he turned to the group. “Okay, everyone, you all know what to do. Now go and do it for Clark, for Mr. Mayer, and for MGM.” Then he turned to me. “Good thinking on the picture,” and left the room to check on Gable. No one else moved. They were all staring at me. I couldn’t tell if they were offended, impressed, or saw me as competition now that I had Howard Strickling’s warm handprint on my body. 

			I’d felt their steely eyes on me ever since I’d started working in the deepest basement of the studio’s publicity building, but nobody had said anything. You can’t be sure. In Hollywood, you never know if the person you want to stab in the back is somebody’s relative. Now I had not only announced myself as a pilferer, but as a nepotistic orphan ripe for stabbing, gutting, and removal from the Metro jungle. 

			Here is where I join the Gable story in progress. I will tell it as best I remember, but you have to grant me dispensation for all the years since it took place, all the time I have waited before writing it down, and all the scores I intend to settle along the way. 

		

	
		
			Chapter 3

			Even though Mr. Mayer insisted that MGM was one big family, he never let us play together like one. The studio might have had more stars than there were in heaven, but it was made clear to all of us that not all stars were of the same magnitude. The “A” stars such as Spencer Tracy, Katharine Hepburn, Judy Garland, Fred Astaire, Gene Kelly, Greer Garson, and, of course Clark Gable, would not mix on the lot with “B” stars like Angela Lansbury, Lew Ayres, Lewis Stone, J. Carol Naish, June Allyson, or Faye Bainter. “B” stars might play supporting roles in “A” moves, but never the other way around. They might nod to them in the commissary, but never sit together. It was like high school, with money.

			By the same token, those of us pushing pencils, props, or dollies on the lot would never dare to start a conversation with an actor unless we were assigned to serve him or her. Even then, the introduction had an expiration date; you could only say hello to one of the stars for up to six months after working with them. It wasn’t that they were haughty, it was that they met so many people that you never wanted to embarrass them by thinking that they would remember you.

			Some jobs were allowed more familiarity than others. Hair, make-up, and costuming were of an intimate nature and produced closer bonds than writing, set dressing, or (ahem) publicity. Howard Strickling was the only publicist allowed close contact with the people whose names we all kept in the papers, and sometimes out. The rest of us merely did his bidding, ladder rung by ladder rung.

			I was on the bottom. Invisible. Among the advantages of being invisible is that people don’t see you and, like the nobles treat their servants, feel that they can talk freely around them. Whether I was trusted or wasn’t even worth considering quickly came to matter little to me. The point was that I remembered.

			It was luck that led me to MGM. I had wanted to be a journalist, inspired by the vivid writing of the New York papers that I read growing up in the Boroughs. But when I saw that, with the coming of sound, all the good newspaper writers seemed to migrate to Hollywood to write for the talkies, I decided to try that, too. Alas, running into Herman Mankiewicz, Ben Hecht, Charles MacArthur, Gene Fowler, or Frank Nugent, among others, wasn’t going to happen to Alan Greenberg whose diploma from PS 84 stressed writing and nothing else. So I thumbed out on my own, got a cheap room, scoured the newspaper ads for “Help Wanted—Male,” and landed an entry level job at Metro. That was in 1940. Then came World War Two and Carole Lombard’s death.. 

			At the Gable home the morning after returning from the crash site, Howard Strickling cracked the door of the den and tried to see into the dim, smoke-hazy light. “Clark, it’s Howard.” Hearing only heavy breathing and the clink of ice in a highball glass, Strickling entered and shut the heavy door behind him.

			Gable’s den was an outdoorsman’s sanctuary. Wood floor with deep-pile area rugs, paneled ceiling, and real wood-paneled walls hung with trophy heads of the animals that the King had claimed on hunting trips. No movie memorabilia for him; this room was as far away from movies as Gable could get, and it was here that he came when he needed to escape from his job’s interminable make-believe. He’d long since accepted acting as a profession that was, if not exactly noble, then at least not effeminate or seditious. Winning the Academy Award® for It Happened One Night in 1934 and losing one for Gone With the Wind five years later had taught him how quirky fame could be, so he resolved to ignore it and concentrate on living life. Marrying Carole on March 29, 1939 renewed his interest in living after two disastrous marriages. The first, to Josephine Dillon, lasted from December 13, 1924 to April 1, 1930. He was just shy of 24 when he married the older Dillon, who capped his teeth, nurtured his early career, and then became possessive. They divorced and, on July 19, 1931 he married Maria Franklin Langham. It was an increasingly uneasy alliance, marred by his fathering a daughter by Loretta Young, with whom he co-starred in the 1935 picture, Call of the Wild. I’d always thought that Loretta Young was more pious than she had any right to be, and when news of her illegitimate child finally broke through the barrier of discretion, I was happy that the daughter was given an identity and smugly justified about her mother’s hypocrisy. In 1936 Gable and Lombard began seeing each other, and it took three years before Maria agreed to call it quits with Clark. She and Gable divorced on March 4, 1939 and twenty-five days later Clark and Carole tied the knot that was meant to last forever, not just a lifetime. 

			What impressed everybody was how Carole kept up with Clark. It wasn’t easy. He was a highly active outdoorsman, and she might not have liked hunting and fishing and camping, but, by God, she did it to please him, and they were a team. 

			Now she was gone, and Gable was inconsolable. Strickling ventured closer to the easy chair where the King had dropped and from which he had not moved except to empty more of a whiskey decanter into his glass.

			“We’re all worried about you, Clark,” Howard said tentatively.

			“We?” Gable grunted. 

			“L.B. — Eddie Mannix — me — your whole MGM family.”

			“Well, stop,” he said. “I got it all figured out.”

			Strickling froze. He was used to actors being melodramatic, but not Gable. “You’re not gonna do anything stupid, are you?”

			“Nah. Ma wouldn’t like that.”

			“What is it, then, Clark? C’mon, you can trust me.”

			Gable took another drink. He knew better than to trust Strickling. Otto was the only one.  When the silence continued, Strickling prompted, “Tell me what’s on your mind, Clark. You know that L.B. doesn’t like surprises.”

			Gable leaned forward into the light, looked up at Strickling, and did that half-laugh that let you know he was riding a private joke, and said, “Fuck L.B.”

			The King was shitfaced.

			Strickling couldn’t get a thing out of him, not by playing confidante,  not by invoking the name of Loew’s president Nick Schenck, and not by outright begging. He even played the work card: “Maybe if you went back to shooting your picture you could distract yourself.”

			“Nuts,” said the King. “No way in hell am I going to step onto a set to make a picture called Somewhere I’ll Find You. For starters, change the title.”

			“I’ll tell them,” Strickling said, thinking he had made inroads until Gable said, “I’ll think about it. Now leave me alone.”

			He poured himself another drink. The ice had melted in the one he had been nursing, but he didn’t get up to refill it. Strickling realized that there was nothing else he could do here except stay in the house, wanted or unwanted, until the King called out for him. He was used to this. He’d lost count of how many times Metro’s stars had told him they hated his guts, but who was the first
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