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“The Blue Butterfly is an unfiltered, first-person narrative told in glittering detail. It is the almost mythic story of a glowing, spirited woman who is captured and showered with riches beyond imagining - a butterfly in a gilded cage. In this very fast-paced book, which spares no detail in the telling, we see how dearly Marion Davies paid for her willing captivity.”

—LAUREL DAVIS HUBER, author of the award-winningThe Velveteen Daughter

“Leslie Johansen Nack redeems the tragic legacy of Marion Davies, William Randolph Hearst’s long-time lover, in her newest, The Blue Butterfly. Dripping with diamonds and gilded with grandeur, The Blue Butterfly takes readers from the bowels of the New York stage to the glittering life of Hollywood and its stars. Haunting and heartbreaking, The Blue Butterfly elicits the gut-punch that what we do for love colors our lives forever.”

—ASHLEY E. SWEENEY, author of the award-winningAnswer Creek

PRAISE FOR FOURTEEN: A DAUGHTER’S MEMOIR OF ADVENTURE, SAILING, AND SURVIVAL
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2017 Independent Press Awards Winner in Memoir

2016 Beverly Hills Book Awards Winner in Memoir

2016 Indie Excellence Winner in Young Adult Non-Fiction

2016 Readers’ Favorite Awards Bronze Winner in Non-fiction: Travel

2016 Next Gen Indie Awards Finalist in Memoirs (Overcoming Adversity/Tragedy/Challenges)

“A debut memoir reveals a turbulent adolescence. At first glance, the voyage of Bjorn Johansen and his three daughters from San Diego to the islands of Tahiti in 1975 . . . has all the makings of a standard adventure story. In keeping with the tone of the project as a whole, [the] ending, while somewhat abrupt, is powerful and inspiring. Perhaps the only quibble is that Nack leaves readers wanting more. An engaging account, gripping from start to finish, that should appeal to a wide audience, including sailing enthusiasts.”

—KIRKUS REVIEWS

“The raw and emotional debut novel by Leslie Johansen Nack has it all: mid-Pacific monster storms, emergencies at sea, a young female heroine, sex and drugs all while exploring the world on a 45-foot custom-built sailboat. All of this intrigue combines to tell the incredible true story of a young teenaged girl, as told by the author, her two sisters and their father, as they untangle the daily web of incredibly wondrous and equally appalling experiences while sailing from Oceanside, San Diego, to the Marquesas, Tuamotu and Society islands. Full of conflict and secrets, adventure and survival, this page-turner is as good as it gets and will be passed on to passionate sailors for decades to come.”

—PACIFIC YACHTING MAGAZINE

“Fourteen is the riveting story of a girl and her sisters coming of age and struggling to survive staggering odds as her father pursues his dream of sailing his own boat to Tahiti. This book totally captures the intrigue and romance of arriving under sail in the South Pacific during the mid-’70s.”

—JOHN NEAL, Offshore Cruising Companion and author ofLog of the Mahina

“Fourteen is the poignant and gripping coming-of-age story of Leslie Johansen Nack, a smart, strong girl who sails to Tahiti with her two sisters and predatory father in 1975. With him as captain of their 45’ boat, Nack’s life depends upon him . . . until he falls ill. The skills and confidence Nack gains from sailing, combined with her indomitable will, help Nack fight back against her father’s abuse and might even help her save his life. In candid, clear, even-handed prose, Leslie Johansen Nack’s Fourteen is an important book, one that takes us on a lush journey to distant lands and through the complexities and resilience of the human spirit.”

—JANNA CAWRSE ESAREY, author of The Motion of the Ocean

“Fourteen is a simply beautiful tale of wild bravery.”

—SAN GABRIEL VALLEY TRIBUNE

“Nack’s interest in sailing is not superficial. She has a respect for the ocean that her father teaches her; this is one of the reasons she is so close to him. But she knows she has much more to learn. She battles the standard teenage demons of boys and school, but her unconventional home life is a fascinating tale. Set against the background of life with a floating home, the teenage angst is not the focus of the story. [Fourteen] is not just a sailing story, nor is it a coming of age tale, but a splendid mix of the two.”

—SAILING MAGAZINE

“As the story unfolds, you find yourself simultaneously holding your breath for the next episode of her dad’s strange behavior, and cheering for Leslie’s growing strength in dealing with it. She not only survives, she shows an amazing strength in dealing with situations that would overwhelm many adults, let alone fourteen-year-olds. I found the book gripping.”

—CAROLYN SHEARLOCK, The Boat Galley.Com

“Despite a dysfunctional family life, 14-year-old Leslie Johansen learns to stand up to her father’s abuse and becomes an accomplished sailor. This true adventure about sailing the South Pacific is an uplifting testament to the strength of a young teen.”

—THE ENSIGN
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CHAPTER 1

NEW YORK, 1907

Mama named me Marion Cecilia Douras, and I was the baby in the family of five children. By the time I was ten, I had to fend for myself. Mostly, I liked it that way. I was a tomboy, and being a troublemaker came easy to me.

Mama wasn’t exactly neglectful. She just ran out of hugs by the time I was born—the fifth child in eleven years. She was tired and always preoccupied with my three older sisters and brother. Five-foot-two, with big bosoms and a stern voice, Rosemary Reilly Douras was discreet, mighty, and fierce, like a quiet thunderstorm. When she smiled, her eyebrows lifted, her mouth opened a little, and her face became soft and tender. When she smiled at me, which wasn’t often, my whole world lit up.

Mama saw the bleak economic realities for women like us. Our opportunity to meet and marry wealthy, eligible men was in the theater, where the lines between the classes blurred. In the fantasy world filled with glitz and glamour, relationships between distinguished gentlemen and dancers were not openly acknowledged by high society, but they were prevalent. “It’s a way to get your foot in the door to a better life,” Mama always said. Some might say she encouraged us to be gold diggers, but I say she helped us navigate the world the best she knew how.

I hid in the shadows, sneaking in and out of rooms, watching my two oldest sisters Reine and Ethel dress and do their hair before heading off to jobs in the theater. My third older sister, Rose, who was just two years older than me, stuttered like I did, which created an unspoken bond between us. Rose loved to boss me around, and we were in constant competition over everything.

Of my three sisters, I was most like Ethel in personality. We were jokesters, kidders, and tricksters and strove to make people laugh, if not to outright shock them. We didn’t look alike at all. I had curly blonde hair and big blue eyes while Ethel had kinky brown hair and brown eyes—opposites on the outside, but twins on the inside.

One time when I was eight, as a prank we hid in the pantry and sewed the meat of Reine’s roast beef sandwich together with a needle and thread. I held the sandwich and Ethel pushed the needle and thread up and down a few times so the meat wouldn’t pull apart when Reine bit into it. When we sat down to lunch, it was hard to keep a straight face as our dainty older sister, with her perfect chestnut hair and red lipstick, pulled and yanked the sandwich from her mouth. I snickered softly and the joke was up. Mama smacked my hand and gave Ethel a squinty-eyed scowl. Honestly, I hoped to grow up elegant like Reine, but funny like Ethel.

Our only brother, Charlie, drowned before I could form too many memories of him. I was four and he was eleven when they found his body in the swamp behind our grandparents’ home in Florida. Mama never talked about what happened other than to say how it devastated Papa to lose his only son. In fact, Papa kind of slipped away from all of us after Charlie died, finding relief in drinking, gambling, and other women’s arms. Mama never said anything bad about Papa, but I saw her avoid eye contact with him. She didn’t have time to comfort him—she had four girls to raise in a society that favored wealthy men.

In the early 1900s, women from all walks of life were uniting in their fight to gain the vote, silent movies were the rage, Theodore Roosevelt was president, the Ford Motor Company ruled the world of automobiles, and the only way for women to ascend their station in life was to marry up. Mama considered it her full-time job to get us girls ready for the Ziegfeld stage and as close as possible to all those rich gents who frequented the theater district. We all took singing and dancing lessons from the age of five. I went with Rose to tap class and excelled at backbends, walk overs, and the splits. Reine loved the Hesitation Waltz with its ballet-like features, while Ethel’s passion was the foxtrot and the fast dances.

By the time Reine and Ethel were eighteen and sixteen years old, Mama knew she needed to get them closer to the work they were trained to do. This was how we came to live in the semi-posh neighborhood of Manhattan called Gramercy Park. I say we came to live, but really it was just Mama, Reine, and Ethel at first. Rose and I had to stay with Papa in Brooklyn during the week for elementary school and dance lessons.

Compared to the Victorian house in Brooklyn, Gramercy Park felt like we’d taken a giant leap up in the world. The houses were brick and brownstone rowhouses, upscale and fashionable as were the people walking their dogs and pushing their baby carriages.

I played basketball well enough to make the championship boys’ team in Brooklyn. But an athletic tomboy wasn’t valued at my house, so I vacillated between being a brash, outspoken romp at school in Brooklyn, and a prissy, elegant girl twirling and dancing in our Gramercy Park living room on the weekends, the kind of daughter I knew my mother wanted.

One weekend in Gramercy Park, I joined the Second Street Gang, a pack of seven boys who played in the park across the street from our house. I placed my hair in a cap, put on some old trousers and a baggy shirt, and marched across the street, asking to join them. The leader, an older boy named Butch, said I could join if I could make it through that evening’s “fun.”

Fearful of stuttering, I nodded and stared at the ground.

“First, we gather old fruits and vegetables from behind the stores and put them in bags,” Butch said as he chewed a blade of grass.

John, another gang member, leaned toward me with a scowl and said, “After that, you follow our lead. Got it?”

I nodded again and followed the boys’ lead as we snuck to the back of the store to steal our ammunition. I grabbed rotten peaches, mushy plums, and stinky heads of brown lettuce. We ran to Prospect Park, where all the rich people lived. Butch ran up the stairs and rang the doorbell. We stood shoulder-to-shoulder at the bottom of the stairs, and when the door opened we fired our stash of produce at the butler until he slammed the door shut. Laughing, we ran to hide in the alley. We did this twice more. I wasn’t expecting it when Butch pushed me, so I stumbled back against the brick wall where I couldn’t hide my giant smile.

“You’re in,” he said. “What’s your name?”

“Marty,” I said in a low voice, happy I hadn’t stuttered and was part of the group.

At the fourth house, we got rid of the rest of our produce—apples and carrots—but the police pulled up, surprising us. “Run!” Butch yelled and we scattered like cockroaches in the light, but the cops caught me, Butch, and one other boy.

At the police station, after they hauled the boys down the hall, one of the cops asked me to take off my hat. I cowered in the bright lights, shaking as I pulled my newsboy cap into my lap, my blond hair tumbling to my shoulders.

“Where do you live, little girl?” he asked.

I gave him my address, and the policeman delivered me to Mama, who hauled me inside by my ear as she swatted my head.

He cleared his throat, waiting for a chance to speak. “Ma’am, I thought you should know that one of the houses bombarded with rotten fruit was Mr. William Randolph Hearst’s house. His butler called to report the hooligans.”

“Oh, I’m so sorry. I had no idea,” Mama said, closing the door in embarrassment.

“You’re a hooligan now?” Reine asked me as she sat on the couch, painting her nails. Reine was not somebody who’d join a gang, but I could tell she was pleased with me.

“We’re so proud of you,” said Ethel, looking up from her magazine to wink at me. She had a tomboy streak too.

“Stop encouraging her,” Mama scolded. “We all need to keep a better eye on her.”

Looking at me, she said, “Don’t you dare smile, little girl. I am sending you back to Brooklyn first thing in the morning.”

I lowered my head in defeat as Reine and Ethel snickered quietly. “Don’t laugh,” I yelled at my sisters for Mama’s sake, but flashed a sly smile at them before marching upstairs. I missed dinner that night, but Ethel snuck me cookies and came to read and snuggle with me in bed. Watching the Second Street Gang play basketball from our living room window, I knew I’d never play with them again.
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Reine and Ethel’s work on the stage earned enough money to pay the rent on our four-bedroom, two-bath house in Gramercy Park. They were the first to change our last name to Davies. They came up with the new last name when they saw a “Davies Real Estate” sign on the way home from the theater. Douras was too Irish of a name and was hindering them in getting jobs, while the last name of Davies was more European and acceptable.

Mama reminded Reine and Ethel constantly about their real purpose for working in the theater——which was to marry a rich patron. I tried not to roll my eyes while she preached about avoiding the traps of romantic love. Money was more important than love, she told us.

Reine, now twenty-one, was the first to make good on Mama’s wishes when she married a newly rich, forty-five-year-old theater director named George Lederer and they immediately had two children, Charlie and Josephine. We all called Josephine “Pepi,” because she was. After a few years of marriage, they moved to Chicago where George turned his money into an absolute fortune with a chain of movie theaters. That’s when she invited all of us to move to Chicago to live with them in their palatial three-story, twenty-five room mansion on the lake.

I was thirteen and brought my tomboy toughness to Chicago, even though I was starting to get attention for my looks. The more attention I got, the easier it was to play the part—wearing fancy dresses, jewelry, and a little makeup. Ethel would compliment what she called my “angelic face and show-stopping eyes” whenever we were alone.

Rose’s looks blossomed as well, but it seemed she veered away from the delicate features everyone admired. She felt slighted that I was getting all the attention and it was driving a wedge between us, but when we were getting along, we had plenty of fun. We stole the flowers from the vases in the entryway of George’s mansion and sold them on the street for candy and movie tickets. If we couldn’t raise enough money for the movies, we’d show up at one of his theaters and inform the cashier that we were the Lederer children and should be admitted for free.

During our second year in Chicago, I almost lost my best sister Ethel when she fell in love with a rich manufacturer. But after he asked his wife for a divorce and they fought, he had a heart attack and died. I know I shouldn’t have been happy, but I was. Ethel was mine, and I didn’t intend on sharing her with anybody.
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Reine had the freedom to work on stage, starring in some of the biggest plays in Chicago, because Mama watched Charlie and Pepi. One evening the whole family attended the premiere of her latest play. I got to watch her from the wings of the theater, standing just offstage with Mama, Ethel, and Rose. The split-second costume changes, and the men scurrying behind the curtains in a coordinated effort to raise the curtains and change the sets, captured my complete attention. At the end of the play, after Reine sang in the grand finale but right before the curtain came down, I ran onto the stage to face the audience. They clapped and laughed at my shenanigans, when one of the stagehands tried to catch me with his stage hook and missed. It was comedy and I was hooked on it. I bowed and curtsied as I ran around the stage, evading him until I was sure the crowd loved me.

The noise from the audience filled me up and made my insides glow. That feeling stayed with me and I looked forward to the day when I could be on stage in a production. Mama, of course, was less than pleased, and when they finally hauled me off stage, she grabbed me by the ear, forced me outside, and gave me a good spanking.
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Reine and Uncle George got divorced when I was sixteen, and we were all moved back to New York, where Ethel and Reine started their acting careers all over again. Even though George paid child support, twenty-seven-year-old Reine moved in with us, and we all helped with Charlie and Pepi.
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CHAPTER 2

NEW YORK, 1914

My own stage career began with an introduction to a well-connected dancer. I was a tall and thin seventeen-year-old with barely a hint of curves. One evening, not long after settling back into our old neighborhood of Gramercy Park, I pushed the food around on my plate mindlessly. “Mama, please can I go to the theater to watch Reine tonight? She promised to introduce me to her friend who might be able to get me a part in a pony line.”

“Me too, Mama. I want to go too,” Rose, now nineteen, said as she stuffed a forkful of potatoes into her mouth. “I’ve got to get out of that dance hall job.”

Rose still competed with me in every area of my life, and I had grown impatient with her jealousy.

“Yes, you both may go, after you eat.”

I nibbled my food for a few minutes, but when Mama left the room, I grabbed my jacket and ran out the kitchen door. Rose followed close on my heels, whining for me to wait.

At the theater, Hank the doorman recognized us and waved us through. Still panting from the run from the subway, we found Reine in her dressing room, chatting with several other women who were changing into their costumes. They sat at mirrored tables lined up against the wall.

Reine introduced us to one of her friends and fellow dancers, Marie Glendinning. She had connections from years of starring in several first-rate productions. Standing to greet us was a statuesque woman with shining black curls piled high on her head. She smiled warmly at Rose and me and then slowly focused in on me, stepping forward to close the space between us. My flushed face, messy blonde hair, and sweaty body were scrutinized, and I shrank. Before she could say anything, I took a deep breath and launched into a tap routine from my after-school lessons. “You are stunning,” she said. Her British accent made me wonder if she was related to the King of England. I stopped dancing.

“What about me?” Rose asked. “I can dance too. Watch.” Rose danced the same routine I had danced.

“Very good,” she said to Rose and turned back to me. “You’re very pretty, Marion. It’s nice to see you again after so long. You’ve grown up beautifully.” She touched a curl on my shoulder. “You probably don’t remember that we met when Reine just started in the theater years ago.”

“I remember you,” Rose interrupted, but Marie continued to look at me.

“No, I don’t remember you, s-sorry,” I said, stammering on the final word with a guilty smile.

“You’re almost fairy-like, aren’t you?” Marie said, continuing to examine me. She took my hands and raised them up slightly. “You’re blossoming into a rare beauty, and I can see you’re not finished yet. You’re a world away from that ten-year-old brash tomboy. But I guess it’s a natural transition, from awkward duckling to elegant swan.”

I blushed and looked at Reine, who was adjusting her hair in the mirror as usual.

Marie let go of my hands. They were hot and sweaty, which embarrassed me. I rubbed them on my shirt.

“Can you meet me tomorrow at the Globe Theater at noon?”

“Sure, I can,” I said quickly.

“I can too,” Rose said, stepping closer to Marie.

“Okay, see you then,” she said before slipping out the door.

Reine squeezed our arms lightly before she disappeared down the hall. I followed her to a side area of the theater. From that vantage point I could see the action onstage and yet be hidden from the audience. Rose stood behind me. “Let’s go, Marion. Mama will be waiting.”

“Shhhh! Let’s just watch for a minute.”

Several stagehands moved around us. “He’s cute; look at him,” Rose whispered in my ear.

“How can you care about boys now? Look at the stage, the lights, and the magnificent costumes.” I melted into the lights, imaging myself dancing solo in front of a packed house. “Besides, Mama would kill you for dating a lowly stagehand.”
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The following day at The Globe, Marie flung us out onto the stage, where we found ourselves singing and dancing for the director. He offered me the job as a pony girl in the Broadway production of Chin Chin. I squealed and shook from excitement even though a pony girl was the lowest position in the theater, given to inexperienced girls who entertained the audience by dancing in front of the curtain during set changes and intermission.

The director turned to Rose and said, “Maybe next time, Sweetheart,” and disappeared down the hallway. Rose’s face drooped and she skulked down the hallway toward the door.

“Oh, I’m sorry,” I said, catching up to her and putting my arm around her shoulder.

She shrugged my arm off. “Why do you have to be so good at everything and so pretty? It isn’t fair Marion.” She pushed open a door that led onto the street, letting it slam behind her. I stared after her, stunned, my heart broken for her. I ran back to the stage to study the other dancers.
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The next week I was placed in the second line of the pony girls. I’d heard that our director, Mr. Burnside, had a fair and honest reputation. When he glanced in my direction with his penetrating black eyes about six months into my new job, I stopped cold. Our eyes locked for a long moment before I looked away. “Come here, girl. I want to see those big blue eyes up close.”

My curves had finally made a small appearance and I hoped that if things continued to grow in certain key areas, I was on my way to having a figure I could be proud of. I walked over and looked into his eyes.

“Oh my! You are innocence, pure and simple. How tall are you?” he asked.

“Five-foot-five,” I whispered aware my toothpick knees were knocking together. He stepped back and looked at me. “You’re skinny, that’s for sure. How old are you?”

“Seventeen.”

He lifted my chin up with his finger. “How long have you been dancing for me?”

“Six months.” My heart beat so wildly I could barely hear my own answer.

A scuffle on the far side of the stage saved me. A stagehand called out for him and he ran off.

I stood in shock, when I heard a woman from behind me say, “Remember this day. Your life is about to change.” I whirled around as she studied me for a few minutes. “You’re like a blue butterfly with dew on its wings.”

I didn’t know what she meant, but later found out she was Frances Marion, screenwriter for Mary Pickford. She was correct about my life changing, because the very next evening I was promoted to the chorus line. Now in the front line, the audience could see me and I could clearly see them. We wore emerald satin one-piece body suits with matching shoes and a feathery hat. I learned to guzzle a few glasses of champagne before going out onstage to calm my nerves. It also made it easier for me to ignore the well-dressed men in the front row.

I had been dating young men off and on, slyly keeping my romantic life from Mama. There was one older gentleman I had openly dated for the last several months, a fairly influential newspaperman named Paul Block. He liked me way more than I liked him, but it was fun to hang on his arm and go to the fancy parties. Paul attended the theater a few times a week and I’d see him in the audience admiring me.

My saving grace was meeting a girl my age named Pickles St. Clair, who took me under her wing. Taller and a bit heavier than me, she had straight brown hair with bangs cut sharply above her eyes. Working hard came easy, especially with Pickles educating me about all the important people in the audience and egging me on to try new dance steps. After eight weeks, we both left Chin Chin to dance in various productions over the next year until we reunited in Stop! Look! Listen! starring Eileen Percy. Irving Berlin wrote all the music and lyrics and it was a smash hit. Pickles and I were prominently featured in Eileen’s extravagant number, “The Girl on the Magazine Cover.”
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CHAPTER 3

NEW YORK, 1916

“Did you see that man in the middle seat of the front row? The one with the long face, graying hair, and big smile?” Pickles asked.

I nodded, struggling to remember which man she was talking about.

“That’s William Randolph Hearst, the richest man in the country. He owns fifteen newspapers and dines with President Wilson. He also owns the two middle front row seats—one for himself and one for his tall hat—and he’s here most nights.”

I remembered the name William Randolph Hearst because of the incident when I’d thrown rotten fruits and vegetables at his door, and also when Mama read us the newspaper announcement when he married his wife, a showgirl just like us. When I went onstage for the next night’s performance of Ziegfeld Follies, I zeroed in on him and his hat right up front. I danced, repeating the same steps night after night, almost without thinking. Whenever I looked at him, he’d smile and his eyes lit up with warmth and kindness. I guessed him to be in his late forties but soon found out from the girls backstage that he was in his early fifties—the perfect marrying age, according to Mama.
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After a few weeks of flirting and eyeing him from stage, Pickles warned me to stay away from him. “He’s a stage-door Johnny,” she said, sitting down on the bench and taking off her lace-up toe shoes. “A wolf in sheep’s clothing.”

“I’m only looking at him because he’s always looking at me.”

“Aren’t you dating Paul Block?” Pickles asked.

“I don’t know. It’s fizzling out.”

In the big dressing room filled with mirrored makeup tables, we hurriedly changed our costumes.

“And why should I avoid Mr. Hearst?” I knew there were many reasons, but I enjoyed being provocative. I ripped off my sweaty black tights and tried to cram my foot into the leg of a flouncy pink leotard.

“How about the fact that he’s married with lots of children?” Pickles shot me a stern look as we ran back down the hall for the grand finale. I shrugged.

Several days later, a dozen long-stemmed red roses showed up at the theater for me with a note that read,


“YOU WERE WONDERFUL. —WR”



“That’s Hearst,” Pickles observed, peering over my shoulder as I read the note.

“Oh yeah, so it is. William Randolph Hearst,” I mumbled to myself.

A week after that, three dozen equally beautiful long-stemmed roses arrived—red, yellow, and white. This time the note read,


“I ADORE YOU. —WR”



When our eyes locked onstage during this time, he’d wink at me, smile, and tilt his head in a knowing sort of way. Intrigued by it all, I didn’t know what to think of him. Other gifts arrived sporadically, including a diamond wristwatch in a small Tiffany box. The note read,


“YOU DESERVE IT. —WR”



Receiving lavish presents from Mr. Hearst left me expecting them at the end of the show. I didn’t know what he was doing. Was he courting me? He was already married, so why was he sending me presents? I had to admit he intrigued me. The flowers arrived weekly for months. The other girls gawked at my gifts, especially the blue box from Tiffany.

Pickles gasped. “Who does he think he is?”

Despite her warnings, I couldn’t take my mind off Mr. Hearst. I had to meet him. I’d lie in bed wondering if I would bump into him backstage, or if he’d be waiting for me outside the stage door after a show one night, or if I’d meet him at a fancy party while wearing a beautiful dress.

But that’s not how it happened at all.
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I finally exchanged words with him on a trip to Miami Beach with Mama visiting old James Deering, the farm equipment tycoon. My grandmother grew up with Mr. Deering, and I feared Mama had designs on one of us girls marrying him. His huge coral-and-white mansion, named Vizcaya, felt like a stuffy museum. I used every excuse to sneak out of it to visit my dear friend and fellow dancer Ella Widener, who was staying at a little hotel in Palm Beach. It was there we ran into Gene Buck, the lead songwriter for Flo Ziegfeld, at the pool one afternoon.

The sun shone brightly, and the pool was filled with swimmers. I had on my new pink bathing dress with ruffles and polka dot shorts. Mr. Buck swooped down in an empty chair at our table. “Nice to see you ladies here today,” he said in a very hawkish manner. He had flirted with me a few times backstage and had even asked me out for a drink once, but I declined as sweetly as I could, making up some excuse about my Mama not being well. I didn’t like the look of him. His self-assured, serious way looked like he would devour me. Plus, he had a “reputation,” always showing up with a different girl on his arm, enjoying his power over them.

“Nice to see you here today, too, Mr. Buck,” Ella said.

I faked a smile and looked away, well aware that he expected a lowly dancer like me to pay attention to him, even fawn after him as the other girls did.

“Let’s go on a bike ride around the shoreline. The hotel has some loaner bikes just waiting for riders,” Mr. Buck said.

“Come on, Ella,” I said, thinking it might be fun as long as I wasn’t alone with him.

She smiled lazily. “No, you two live wires go ahead. I’ll be right here when you get back.”

I made a sour face at Ella, realizing I couldn’t politely get out of the bike ride, so I set off beside Mr. Buck. We’d just rounded the beach a half-mile from the hotel when he yelled, “Look there, the Hearst Caddy!”

I looked up to see a maroon limousine barreling down the road toward us. I don’t know why the image of it shook me up so much, but I swerved and lost control of my bike, falling off and landing dramatically on the grass with my dress over my head.

The car pulled up right where I’d fallen, and I felt a man’s presence. I knew it was Mr. Hearst. I yanked my dress down and our eyes met. We held each other’s gaze for a second, and I saw a spark of recognition, then a flash of what looked like desperation. He almost smiled but instead put up a wall of distance between us and spoke formally.

“Are you hurt, young lady?”

Before I could answer, I glimpsed a woman sitting in the back of the limousine. I stiffened as I realized it was his wife, Millicent. She was thin, starched, and mannequin-like, wearing a large white hat with a veil. She leaned out the door and lifted the veil to take me in. Seeing the hardness in her stare, I felt embarrassed splayed out on the grass, disheveled and discombobulated. I had the distinct impression she was an empty shell of a woman.

“May I help you?” Mr. Hearst asked, darting his eyes back to catch Millicent’s stare before offering me a hand.

Just then Mr. Buck arrived at my side.

I felt my face flush hot and I nodded absently, placing my hand in Mr. Hearst’s big palm. He pulled me to my feet, and my mind raced in a thousand different directions as I tried to regain my composure.

When I looked at Mr. Hearst again, I could see his eyes held a world of pain. This was our first in-person meeting, and it seemed we had very little to say to one another.

Mr. Buck quickly filled the silence. “Hello, Hearst. I thought that was you in the Caddy.” He then looked over to the car. “Good day, Mrs. Hearst.”

Mr. Hearst smiled and mumbled, “Nice to see you, Buck.”

I lowered my eyes and focused on my skinned knee, pulling my dress down again to cover my legs. I tried to stop blushing from embarrassment.

“We ought to have a doctor take a look at you,” Mr. Hearst said.

“I’m not hurt. I don’t need a doctor.”

I couldn’t wait to get away from him—and her. I grabbed my bike and pedaled back toward the hotel while Mr. Buck hurried to catch up.
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Locked in my room back at Mr. Deering’s house, I laid on the walnut four-poster bed and stared at the red velvet wallpaper and gold Grecian pillars. The large crystal chandelier refracted light balls onto the ornate walls. Mr. Hearst probably lives like this, I thought, walking into the bathroom and turning on the hot water to the tub.

I added silky bubble bath and watched the water rise. Earlier I’d snickered at the gold claw-footed tub and been taken aback by the solid gold baby swan tub handles and faucet shaped as a mother swan. Whoever thought of this outrageous design had style, and I could get used to living like this.

As I lowered myself into the tub, I wondered about Mr. Hearst. The pain in his eyes was obvious, and it was clear to me that the pain came from her. He was married but not happily. He was definitely older, but not in a stuffy way like Mr. Deering. I felt attracted to his quiet, smooth, strong persona in a way I had never experienced before. His elegance and strength made me feel protected. But after today’s encounter, I felt funny. Why was he sending me gifts and flowers? Maybe he sent stuff to lots of girls. Maybe I wasn’t special. Anger rose in me at being made a fool, and I smacked the water. Who did he think he was to lead me on this way? I flicked the bubbles, sending them flying out of the tub. Just because he was rich didn’t give him special rights. I was my own person. I decided. Money can’t buy everything. I sunk back into the warm water and stared blankly at the wall—darn his yearning eyes. They told a different story. One of longing and kindness and sweetness.
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I determined the next time I saw Mr. Hearst at the theater in New York, I’d find a way to tell him just what I thought of him and his wife. But once we got home from Florida he seemed to disappear—his two front-row seats sat empty night after night. I went to the late-night parties and dinners with the other girls in hopes of running into him. Each night, I went home alone and wondered about him. I practiced the speech I planned to give him over and over.

A few weeks later, he showed up at the theater, watching me from his regular seat. Our eyes met, and I looked away immediately. It didn’t take long for the smoldering anger to bubble up again. After the show, I ran into the alley behind the theater looking for him and found him getting into his fancy limousine.

“Hey, Mr. Hearst!” I called out.

He stopped in his tracks and turned to smile at me. “Marion, it’s nice to see you again. You were lovely tonight, as usual.”

“No, you don’t. You don’t get to be nice to me tonight when you treated me like a stranger in Florida. I’ve been waiting to yell at you for weeks. Where have you been?”

“You’ve been waiting to yell at me? Well, aren’t you just the little bear cat,” he grinned.

“Where have you been?” I insisted, stomping my foot.

“I’ve been out of town managing my newspapers and working. What did you want to yell at me about?”

“Why do you send me flowers and gifts, leading me on, when you have a wife like her?”

He stepped closer, and I caught the scent of citrus and musk. “You’re even more beautiful up close than you are onstage under all those lights.”

His height was imposing, and I took a step back so I didn’t have to look up so high.

He grinned. “What do you mean ‘like her’?”

“Your wife is tight and stiff and unhappy and mean.” I put my hands on my hips and stood statue still while I waited for an answer.

He laughed from deep inside. Not a condescending laugh, but a low, full chuckle that softened me a bit. He looked around, seeming to make sure nobody was within earshot.

“You’re a good judge of character, you know that?”

“So why are you making passes at me when you have her? And why do you have her if you’re so unhappy?”

He lowered his head and his face turned serious. His blue-gray eyes gently swirled and I almost fell into them.

“I can’t help myself. You are a magnet. I love to see you dance. It brings me happiness.” He brushed a curl from my shoulder and quickly withdrew his hand as if he had taken too much liberty.

I stared at him and then looked down at the ground, swishing the sole of my shoe against the concrete. The anger had disappeared. I wasn’t ready for such silk and cream coming from him. Turning away, I ran back through the theater door without saying goodbye. My anger had betrayed me, and my heart had melted. Now what?
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After that night, Mr. Hearst disappeared again, but the gifts began arriving with the very next performance. Each night I received a different bouquet of flowers—roses, daffodils, tulips, and carnations. I received boxes of candies in all shapes and sizes, and bottles upon bottles of perfume and champagne. I overheard some of the girls quietly call me a gold digger—even Pickles, which hurt. They were jealous, but how could I be a gold digger? He sent me flowers and candies; I wasn’t chasing him. I had hidden the diamond Tiffany watch he gave me in my bag for months and had only shown it to Pickles when we were out of town for a show in Boston. She had marveled at it, turning it over in her hand and trying it on when we went out one night after the show. I wasn’t willing to share it with anyone in my family yet.

When I brought the flowers and gifts home, Ethel and Reine smiled at me, patting my back and kissing my cheek as if I had anything to do with it. Rose, on the other hand, scowled whenever she saw my gifts on the kitchen table, refusing to look at me and leaving a silent divide between us.

One night, I grabbed a vase of blue irises I’d received from Mr. Hearst and headed upstairs to our shared bedroom. The door was closed but I knocked lightly anyway. “Go away!” she yelled like she did when we were kids.

“Come on, Rose. I have something for you.” I opened the door just in time to see her putting away a small flask. “I brought you these beautiful irises.”

She sniffled. “I don’t want them. They’re yours.”

I put the vase on her bedside table and caught a whiff of whiskey in the air. “Why are you drinking up here by yourself?”

“Just leave me alone.” She turned away.

“I hate this tension between us. What’s wrong?”

“You wouldn’t understand even if I tried to explain,” and then added with disdain, “gorgeous and desirable Marion.” She got up and left the room, leaving me staring at the swaying branches of the giant English Elm outside our bedroom window.

I wondered if Rose and I would ever be close again. It seemed our relationship was disintegrating right in front of my eyes. It wasn’t my fault her appearance seemed to edge toward the handsome as we grew up. She forgot she had talent and beautiful skin and a wonderful smile, only focusing on comparing our looks.

Looking at myself in the mirror, turning my face to the side to see not only the differences between Rose and me but also what interested Mr. Hearst, I saw a touch of Reine’s delicacy in my cheekbones and lips, and a hint of Ethel’s bawdiness in my nose and mouth, but other than that, I just looked like me—a closet stutterer like Rose, and the youngest of the Douras girls.
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Mama questioned all the flowers and gifts, and I told her that Mr. Hearst had sent them and that we had not been properly introduced yet—which was the truth. “You should not be accepting tokens of affection from a married man. There is no legitimate future there.”

I didn’t know where things were going, since the last two times I had seen Mr. Hearst I made a complete fool out of myself. But from that moment on, I avoided Mama and all her questions, promising myself that the next time I saw Mr. Hearst I would talk to him without embarrassing myself.

My chance came the following week after Friday night’s show, when he was waiting for me in the backstage hallway of the theater.

“Can we talk?” he whispered. He bent over like a gentleman bowing at court and kissed my cheek as he put a dozen white roses in my hands. His skin was smooth and soft, his lips full and flushed. The distinct smell of musk and citrus surrounded me.

“Sure,” I said, closing my eyes and breathing in his scent.

“There’s a note in the flowers,” he whispered. I opened my eyes as he straightened up, smiled, then politely said for anyone who might have been listening, “Good evening, Miss Davies.” He then left.

He walked down the narrow backstage hall, a head taller than all the people he passed. The theater door opened, slammed closed, and he was gone.

Taking the flowers into my dressing area, I found a small note tucked between the thorny stems. Looking around to make sure nobody was watching—already feeling the need to sneak and cover up—I plucked out the note, unfolding the slip of cream-colored paper low in my lap as a key fell out. I picked it up and examined it, reading the note: “10:30 p.m., tomorrow night, 2109 Broadway.” His handwriting was refined, curly, yet masculine and strong with the “t” in “tomorrow” crossed deliberately. I could still feel his strength and power as it lingered in the scent of musk and citrus. I closed the note over the key and tucked them into my purse.
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CHAPTER 4

I shared the note with Ethel when I got home. On her bed, with the door closed, we studied it while breathing in the white roses.

“He’s got nice handwriting. And the paper is so thick and rich,” she said.

I fiddled with the thin skeleton key, looking at Ethel, squinting my eyes, “What’s happening?”

“You’re in play, Marion. Maybe I should go with you.”

“Nah, I can’t bring my big sister. I have to go alone. And Mama can’t know I’m going to meet him,” I said without breaking eye contact with Ethel.

“Okay, but if you change your mind and want me to chaperone, let me know,” she said as she nudged me from my trance-like state.

“Can I wear your mauve-colored chiffon dress?” I asked.

She rolled over on the bed until we were next to each other. “Of course, little dear.” And then she kissed my cheek. A surge of adrenaline pumped through my body. I let out a huge sigh as I laid my head on Ethel’s shoulder.
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The next evening, I arrived at the address by taxi. Other girls in the show rendezvoused with men this way but I had never. My mind raced at the possibilities—maybe he would rip my clothes off and devour me. Pickles had called him a “wolf in sheep’s clothing.” Still, I longed to meet him.

Taking a deep breath, I stepped out of the cab and looked up at the Beaux Arts building with its decorative flare and monumental eighteen-story grandeur. It was just like him, tall and imposing. The winter wind whipped down the street, and I pulled my scarf tighter against my neck. The shot of gin I’d downed right before leaving the house had spread out all over my body, filling me with warmth and courage. If he tried anything unseemly, I would fight like a longshoreman. Sniffing briskly, I summoned the strength borne of a bullied stutterer, the pain of which had hardened in me these past years. I walked up to the entrance and greeted the doorman with a nonchalant nod.

“Miss Davies to see Mr. Hearst,” I attempted to say with some authority.

He motioned me inside. “Good evening, Miss Davies. Ned, there in the elevator, will take you to the eighteenth floor.”

I rode the elevator in silence, studying my reflection in the shiny walls, happy with my curly hair and the glow on my cheeks. Soon I stood before 1814 and took a deep breath.

Hearst opened the door in response to my tentative knock. “Come in, Marion.”

I noticed his voice was a bit high for such a large man. He wore black slacks, a white dress shirt, and a soft, fuzzy blue sweater. I took off my coat, trying to slow down my mind as it flitted from thought to thought—the room, the way he smelled like musk and citrus again, the music, my sweaty palms, his expectations, my expectations. Whenever I got nervous, I still stuttered—that old childhood bugaboo—so I braced myself and prayed for sureness.

The apartment was small and well furnished—nothing opulent or ostentatious like Deering’s place in Florida. The walls were beige with dark wood crown molding around the ceiling, but nothing gold or velvet or stuffy. The sitting area had two leather club chairs and a brown leather sofa, a coffee table in between them, and a fireplace at one end. Mr. Hearst had already made a fire, and the heat felt inviting.

“Please sit down and warm yourself. Would you like a drink?”

“Thank you, Mr. Hearst,” I said as I sat on the couch.

“You don’t have to call me Mr. Hearst when we’re alone. Call me WR or William.”

I hesitated a moment and tried to lighten the mood. “Can I call you Bill?”

He turned around and saw that I was grinning. He chewed on his bottom lip. “I don’t know if I like that one. Let me think about it.”

WR sat in the chair closest to me, popped open a bottle of champagne, and poured us both a glass. The silky, smooth bubbles slid down my throat effortlessly. Scott Joplin’s piano ragtime played softly on the radio. We chatted about the weather and the show I was in. My nerves disappeared quickly, and I could feel my whole body relax as it filled up with tiny champagne bubbles. A glowing feeling began in my belly and spread, soon loosening my muscles.

I told him more about my sisters, even though he already knew they danced in shows. Settling back on the couch, I felt comfortable telling him truths about my family—I didn’t stutter.

“I miss Papa, but I’ve gotten used to not having him around. He and Mama settled into a truce of sorts, where he comes to the house and spends time with us girls without having to fight with her.”

WR watched me intently, nodding when I described the truce. I told him a bit about how I’d always loved to dance. He refilled my champagne glass and reached over gently to catch a drip of champagne that hovered on the side of my mouth. It was the most sensual thing that had ever happened to me, making it hard to find my next thought.

He said, “You’re a great talent. Audiences respond to you.”

Suddenly shy, I scrunched my nose. “Like they responded in laughter the other night when I said my first line on stage?”

“Oh, don’t worry about those silly people. They don’t know anything,” he said.

I sat back against the silky European shams and looked up to the ceiling.

“Why are you blushing?”

“Because I’m ridiculous sometimes. When the director asked me to wear that stunning blue tulle gown that fizzled and popped in the light, I just couldn’t say no. I’ve never seen a dress so beautiful.”

“Your blue eyes sparkled and matched it perfectly.”

The blush crept up again in my neck. “It should have been easy. The director told me to descend the staircase and say, ‘And I’m the Spirit of Spring.’ At first, I declined even though that gorgeous gown called to me.”

“You mean you almost didn’t try the scene?” WR asked.

“That’s right. It was opening night, remember? The house was packed.”

“Yes, I recall it perfectly.”

“When my musical cue came, I descended the stairs feeling proud I hadn’t fallen, and then my brain froze as I looked at the audience. The lights were bright and hot, and when I opened my mouth, the only thing that came out was, “And I . . . I . . . I . . . I.”

“I know, my dear.”

“They laughed. They all laughed at me. All I could do was run.”

“When you disappeared, I wanted to run after you and protect you.” He slid over from the chair, sat next to me on the couch, and held my hand gently.

“Thank you, WR,” I whispered.

He let out a low grumble as he sank back into the couch and said, “I’m under your spell, sweet Marion. Let’s make movies together. It’s time you graduated from the stage.”

“You want me to make movies after that fiasco? I can’t even speak properly.”

He took my chin and tilted my head up. “You were more beautiful than any other woman in that playhouse. You shone under the lights, and the audience was enraptured. Forget the rest of it,” he commanded and paused for a long moment. “Besides,” he continued, “there’s no talking in the movies.”

I felt warm inside and glowed at him, not sure if it was the champagne or his presence. I excused myself to the bathroom where I leaned against the counter, taking deep breaths. The gold towel racks held cream-colored towels that felt like plush silk rugs. The evening was happening so fast. After checking my lipstick and powder, I returned to the living room where WR stood. He held his hand out for me to dance with him. The radio played Strauss’s “The Blue Danube Waltz,” and WR moved me around the small room with ease. When the song ended, I sat down beside him, reached up, and kissed his cheek. It was time for me to go. Ethel would be waiting.

As I stood up, I reached into my pocket and pulled out the key. “Thank you for a wonderful evening.” I handed him the key.

“You keep it. This is your apartment now. Come here whenever you wish.”

“What? I can’t accept that,” I said, taking a step backward.

“Keep the key and think about it.” He helped me with my coat and opened the door. I pushed the key back into my pocket.

“Goodnight, WR.”

“My driver’s waiting to take you home. See you soon, I hope,” he said before turning and stepping back inside.

As Mr. Hearst’s limousine pulled away from the building, I leaned my head back against the leather seat and touched the key inside my pocket. My heart raced with the possibilities ahead of me. I saw WR’s eyes as bright stars in the sky and reached into my purse for a cigarette. I’d been dying for one all night but didn’t dare light up. Taking a long drag and feeling my whole body relax, I wondered what WR wanted from me. Maybe he really did just want to make me a movie star, but maybe he also wanted more of me. The thought intrigued me. Either way, I could live like this.
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CHAPTER 5

After my show the following night, I hired a cab and went to the apartment alone to see if my key really worked. WR had not been at the performance.

The doorman opened the cab door and said, “Good evening, Miss Davies,” like he was expecting me.

My heart beat hard as I crossed the lobby and entered the elevator. “Good evening, Ned.” He smiled and pushed the button to the eighteenth floor. “Beautiful evening tonight. The moon is almost full.”

“Yes, it’s gorgeous,” I managed to say, not believing I was riding the elevator without anybody questioning me.

The doors opened. “Have a nice night, Miss Davies,” Ned said as he held the door for me.

“Thank you.” I slid the key from my purse and put it into the lock. Once it clicked, I turned the handle and swung the door open. The apartment was empty and dark. I felt for the light switch, which turned on the chandelier.

Sitting on the couch, I lit up a cigarette and looked at the paintings I hadn’t even noticed the previous night. A Madonna and Child hung on one wall, and a hunting scene from ancient times hung on the other. On the side table I saw a bare-breasted statue of a Greek goddess without any arms. How had I missed them last night? I wandered into the kitchen and turned the radio on. Jazz played softly.

All alone, I felt like I was trespassing. But WR had clearly said, “This is your apartment. Come here anytime.” The fully stocked refrigerator held two bottles of champagne. My mood lightened immediately as I popped the cork and poured myself a glass, swaying to the music.

A copy of the latest issue of Cosmopolitan lay on the kitchen table. I flipped through the pages between sips of champagne, almost missing the knock at the door. I was startled but pleased to find WR standing there, having waited for me to answer rather than just barging in. Maybe this really was my apartment.

“Hello, may I help you?” I teased.

“Yes, I was looking for Miss Davies. I heard she lives here,” he said as he entered and took off his suit jacket. I sashayed back to the kitchen and sat down at the table, expecting him to follow me.

WR entered the kitchen hesitantly. I could tell he was trying to gauge my mood, but when I grinned and made eyes at him, he sat down next to me. My hand lay on the table nonchalantly, and he covered it with his own large masculine one. He does want more than to make me a movie star, I thought.

“May I have a glass of champagne?” he asked, again treating me like the rightful owner of his apartment.

Rising quickly, I pulled my hand out from underneath his and filled a glass for him. Sitting down, I found myself magnetically drawn to him. I wanted to put my hand underneath
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