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      When the Hollywood Red Car lurched to a stop, Marcus Adler pulled open his eyes to find a wheezing old conductor staring right at him.

      Marcus looked around. He was the only passenger left. “Where are we?”

      The conductor jerked his head toward the door. “End of the line.”

      “Don’t suppose you know where 8152 Sunset Boulevard is?”

      “What do I look like? A street map?”

      Marcus took that for a no, picked up his cardboard suitcase, and climbed down to the street. A line of rickety stores huddled on the south side of Sunset Boulevard up to where the asphalt ended; a sign near the curb read LOS ANGELES CITY LIMIT. Past the sign, west of Crescent Heights Boulevard, Sunset disintegrated into a wandering dirt road. A knot of horses stood in the shade of a tree with thin, dusty leaves Marcus had never seen back in Pennsylvania. One of the horses raised its head to study him for a moment, then returned to grazing.

      “Hey!” The conductor hung from the streetcar’s doorway. “8152 Sunset? Try thataway.” He pointed toward the horses.

      Eighty-one fifty-two Sunset Boulevard, Hollywood, California. It was an address Marcus had repeated over and over to himself since that time when he was eleven years old, swollen grotesquely with diphtheria in the hospital. His parents had written Madame Alla Nazimova a letter at his request, never thinking that a motion picture star so unspeakably exotic, so stupefyingly glamorous would respond. But she did. And she came to call on him, a diaphanous vision in lavender tulle. How kind she was, and so humble. Surely she would remember him. How many bedside visits had she made to children inflated with diphtheria in the middle of Pennsylvania? How many did she look in the eye and say, “If you ever come to Hollywood, I want you to come visit me. My house is very large, and I have plenty of room for you. I live at 8152 Sunset Boulevard, Hollywood, California.”

      And now he was almost there.

      Marcus crossed the deserted intersection and headed toward a nest of two-story bungalows that loomed behind a tall white wall. They were freshly painted; the sheen caught the light of the setting sun as it descended into the dirt track.

      As he made his way along the wall, an unbroken trumpet note sliced the still air. What will Nazimova say when she answers the door? he wondered.

      The trumpet player ran out of steam and a thunderclap of applause erupted. Maybe this wasn’t a good time. He peeked around the corner and looked up at a twelve-foot-high sign.

      GARDEN OF ALLAH HOTEL

      8152 Sunset Boulevard

      Marcus set his suitcase down in the dust and stared at the gold letters of Allah. He didn’t expect Sunset Boulevard to be a dirt track and he certainly didn’t expect to find a hotel sign out front of Alla Nazimova’s movie star mansion.

      He peered at the hotel past the sign. It was painted the same cream as the garden wall, with tall, arched windows and dark brown shutters. It looked like the California missions he’d studied in high school.

      He pulled out a handkerchief and swiped his broad forehead, round cheeks and the back of his neck. It was hard to believe this was January. Back home, they’d be shoveling the driveway, but here there wasn’t even a cool breeze. He picked up his suitcase and made his way past a long bed of pale roses and into the white hotel.

      The murky foyer had paneled walls and octagonal avocado-green tiles the size of dinner plates. The reception desk would have been hard to spot without the lamp casting a pool of amber light on it. Its stained-glass shade was a kitschy pyramid with a sphinx and a clump of palm trees. There was no one in sight.

      Marcus rang the bell. Laughter and clinking glasses wafted through the double doors that opened onto a wide brick path to a swimming pool curved like a grand piano at the far end. A crowd too large to count was scattered around it in knots of fours and fives; a hundred, two hundred people maybe. Shiny tuxedos, sparkling diamonds, ropes of pearls, patent leather shoes.

      Marcus gaped at a clutch of women dancing the Black Bottom. Their short hair, high hemlines and cigarettes were a far cry from the Pennsylvania Dutch girls he’d grown up with. A girl Marcus had known in McKeesport had turned up at a St. Stephen’s tea dance social with her hair bobbed like Louise Brooks and her stockings rolled down below her knees; she hadn’t lasted ten minutes, and Marcus had never seen her again. Maybe she’d been run out of town too.

      Six days, three trains, a bus and two streetcars later, the sting of his father’s last words still jabbed at Marcus’ heart. “You get out of my town and get as far as you can go, and don’t come back.” On the night train to Chicago, he’d stared into the darkness and wondered where to go. Eighty-one fifty-two Sunset Boulevard was the only address outside of McKeesport he knew, so when his train pulled into Chicago, he took the next one heading west.

      There wasn’t a Pickford curl in sight at this party. It was all crisp bangs, bright rouge and red lipstick, ivory cigarette holders and cream bowties on outrageous three-inch heels. Oriental butlers circulated with silver cocktail trays and virtually every girl had a martini in her hand. So much for seven years of Prohibition. There was a lively, frantic quality to this crowd Marcus had never witnessed before. Everyone seemed to be having such a riot that he had to wonder: What was so bad about booze if this was the result?

      A troupe of musicians decked out like Spanish matadors made their way to the pool and lined up at the far end. They brought their Continental spin on “Ain’t She Sweet” to a close and started counting backwards from ten. When they shouted, “ONE!” the trumpeter blew a long note and paper lanterns in orange, blue, green and red strung throughout the maple trees lit up, transforming the garden into a fairytale wonderland with their gentle glow. The crowd sighed and clapped. It looks like the set of Camille, thought Marcus, where Nazimova wore that shimmering cloak with the white camellias. How luminous she’d been, falling in love with Valentino.

      The matadors merged into the crowd playing “Five Foot Two, Eyes of Blue” and the chatter swelled again.

      “You look a little lost.”

      The voice belonged to a tall man with a long, narrow face. It took Marcus a moment to realize he was staring into the eyes of Francis X. Bushman. Marcus had seen Ben-Hur twelve times when it came to McKeesport; he’d thought Bushman was stupendously hateful as Massala, the villain. Tonight he wore a tuxedo that looked twice as expensive as Marcus’ entire wardrobe. His first movie star!

      “I . . . ah . . .” The words dried up on Marcus’ tongue like August dirt.

      Bushman peered down at Marcus’ cardboard suitcase and his eyes lit up. “Good gravy! You’re here to check in!” Bushman lifted his hand to his mouth. “Hey! Brophy!” The actor’s voice carried easily over the commotion.

      A wide-faced man with a Cheshire cat smile turned around and raised his eyebrows. Bushman grabbed Marcus’ suitcase out of his hand and lifted it high. “You have a guest!”

      Brophy cut through the crowd with the eagerness of a groundhog in February. “Is that right, son? You want to check in? To the hotel?”

      Marcus scanned the crowd. He couldn’t see Alla Nazimova anywhere. “This is 8152 Sunset Boulevard, isn’t it?”

      “Sure is.”

      Marcus felt stupid asking if Madame Nazimova still lived there. This is a hotel, you big nincompoop, he told himself. Clearly she isn’t here any more. “I guess I do need a room,” he conceded.

      Brophy stepped up onto the diving board and let out a whistle that slashed through the crowd and stopped the band.

      “Everybody!” Brophy announced. “I have an exciting announcement to make. I would like to introduce you all to a most important person.” He pulled Marcus up alongside him on the diving board and out of the side of his mouth murmured, “What’s your name, kid?”

      “Marcus Adler.”

      “Ladies and gentlemen, I would like to present the Garden of Allah Hotel’s very first guest, Mister Marcus Adler, Esquire!” The crowd, easy to impress on bathtub gin, let out a collective “Oooohh!” and burst into a thunderclap of applause. “Mister Adler hails from the great city of . . .” He nudged Marcus.

      “McKeesport, Pennsylvania.”

      “ . . . Of McKeesport, Pennsylvania!” Brophy spun around in surprise. “McKeesport? Ain’t that where the first nickelodeon opened up?”

      Marcus nodded. It was McKeesport’s sole claim to fame. Thin, to be sure, but eagerly brought up in conversation with every visiting relative and Fuller Brush man passing through town.

      “Seems to me,” Brophy beamed, “that our Mr. Adler here is bringing the coals back to Newcastle, which I think qualifies him to an extra-special rate. What do you say, friends?”

      A loud cheer erupted. It dropped off quickly, though; the crowd was keen to get back to its gin. Brophy swept Marcus off the diving board, grabbed up his suitcase and led him back into the gloomy foyer. He opened the first page of the hotel register, swung it around toward Marcus and handed him a fountain pen.

      “You on the level about being from McKeesport?”

      Marcus nodded.

      “Well, if that don’t beat all. You planning on staying long with us, Mr. Adler?”

      Marcus looked up from the blank page and summoned up a fistful of courage. “Does Alla Nazimova still live here?”
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      The Garden of Allah Hotel’s opening night party was only just starting to wind down when Marcus peered out of his tiny room late the next morning. All he could see was a couple of pretty girls in ginger-brown muslin, their velvet headbands slipped down around their necks. The shorter one had lost something and they were searching in the bushes of one of the villas.

      Marcus saw the silhouette of a woman pull back the villa’s heavy lace curtain to watch the girls fumble around in the flower beds. The figure remained disturbingly still until the girl with a long, bedraggled mess of peroxided hair held up the missing shoe and departed with her pal. The curtain fell, then was suddenly pulled back again. Had she seen him looking at her?

      Marcus stepped away from his window and sat on the bed. “Okay,” he said out loud. “So now what?”

      Not once in the six days it had taken to get to Hollywood had it occurred to him that Alla Nazimova might no longer live in her Sunset Boulevard mansion. He’d expected that she might not recall her visit to his sick bed, but what sort of dunderhead crosses the entire country without an alternate plan?

      He looked around his room. It wasn’t very expensive, nor was it very big. There was barely enough room for a bedside table, and it was dark even during the day. Why was he sitting inside this cramped and dim hotel room instead of reveling in the boundless California sunshine? Surely the Pacific Ocean was easy enough to find.

      

      Marcus had taken a wrong turn inside the hotel and ended up on the far side of the pool, where a handful of people in chaises lounged, none of them too chatty or sociable. The grounds looked a lot bigger today without a couple of hundred smartly dressed partygoers in varying stages of sobriety and subsequent disarray. The garden was thick with broad-leaved ferns, pink rhododendrons, yellow lantana and profusions of purple bougainvillea; villas spread to the east and west sides of the property. Marcus kept his eye on the one he could see from his room, but the curtain was drawn.

      The California sun, which Marcus had traveled like a pack mule to feel on his face, had burned away the last of the morning haze. He tilted his face toward it and soaked up the warmth. He couldn’t help but smile; the poor folks back home wouldn’t get to feel this for another four months.

      When he opened his eyes, a slim woman with bony shoulders had stretched out on a chaise lounge on the other side of the pool. He gasped and looked away — she looked like Greta Garbo. She also looked nude. He snuck another peek and took in the fawnish brown bathing suit that hugged her lean body and matched her legs. He had to know if it was her.

      He wandered closer to the pool’s edge and dropped to one knee to retie his shoelace. He snuck a sideways glance, squinting to see more clearly; it sure looked like Garbo. While he was messing around with the double knot, somebody’s knee smacked him right in the forehead and sent him tumbling ass over chin into the pool. His hand hit the water with a thwack and the cold sucked the air out of his lungs. He groped at the water like a terrified octopus until his hand connected with something soft and fleshy. It moved like it was trying to shrug him free.

      He broke through the surface and gulped air, shaking the water from his face. When he opened his eyes, a girl with startling white skin and hazel eyes was frowning at him, her forehead pinched. Dark brown hair draped across her narrow face like seaweed.

      “Are you trying to drown me?” she demanded. “Can’t you swim?”

      “Pennsylvania state champion,” Marcus snapped back. It wasn’t entirely accurate, but this girl wouldn’t know that. She made for the nearest edge, doing a one-armed side stroke, and Marcus followed her.

      “I’m so sorry,” the girl whispered. “I didn’t see you. I got distracted by . . .” She glanced at the woman in the fawn bathing suit. They were a mere seven feet from her now.

      “Is that who I think it is?” he murmured.

      The girl smiled but didn’t take her eyes off the woman. “I think so.”

      Marcus had seen Greta Garbo in Flesh and the Devil just a few months ago. It was the last movie he and Dwight Brewster had seen together. Marcus wondered for a moment how Dwight was. And then he wondered where Dwight was. Did he get run out of town too? Would he ever see Dwight again?

      “Are you two drowned?” The voice was deep and possibly foreign but, Marcus asked himself, who knew how Greta Garbo sounded when she spoke?

      “We’re fine,” the girl replied.

      “Do you need a towel?”

      “No, no,” the girl called out, “we’re okay. But thank you.” She pushed off for the far side of the pool and motioned for Marcus to follow her.

      They hoisted themselves out of the water and sat with their feet paddling the water. “I’m really sorry about all that,” she said, and offered her hand. “My name is Kathryn,” she said. “Kathryn Massey.”
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      Kathryn Massey smoothed her cotton sundress across the palm of her left hand. “See?” she said to the guy she’d knocked into the hotel pool right in front of someone who may or may not have been Greta Garbo. “This is almost dry already.” She nodded toward their shoes. “They won’t take too long.”

      “I hope not,” he replied seriously. “They’re the only ones I’ve got.”

      Kathryn studied the guy a little more closely. With his round, corn-fed face, apple cheeks and sandy blonde hair, he didn’t seem the down-and-out type. “You’ve only got one pair of shoes?”

      “I sort of left home in a hurry,” Marcus said. His face shaded with something Kathryn couldn’t quite identify. “You just check in?” he asked. She nodded. “Rooms are kind of small, huh?”

      “There’s barely room to swing a dead duck in mine.” She shrugged. “Still, they’re cheap, so what can you expect?” She stared at the villas. “I wonder how much they cost.”

      “Do you see the woman in the window?” he asked.

      Kathryn followed Marcus’ gaze to villa twenty-four. There was definitely someone standing there, holding the curtain back, unnervingly still.

      “I noticed her from my window this morning,” Marcus said. “I was thinking maybe it was Alla Nazimova.”

      “The movie star?”

      “This used to be her home. I asked the manager if she still lives here, but he said he’d heard she had a place in New York.”

      “Would you stick around if someone got the bright idea to turn your home into a hotel?”

      Marcus smiled a quiet sort of smile, more to himself than anything else. His teeth were big and white, and a couple were slightly snaggletoothed, which gave him a quiet sort of charm. Thank God you don’t have one of those thousand watt smiles, Kathryn thought. I’m so tired of the ones designed to mesmerize casting agents and costars.

      “You a big fan?” she asked.

      Marcus hesitated, weighing something in his mind, and then nodded. “I’ve got this uncle and aunt in Pittsburgh. They took me to see her in A Doll’s House when I was ten. I was completely captivated. Then I came down with diphtheria and my folks asked her to come see me. Nobody could believe it when she turned up. Before she left, she looked me right in the eye and said, ‘If you ever come to Hollywood, I want you to visit me.’ So last week when —”

      He stopped himself and looked away, fixing his gaze on the woman in the fawn bathing suit. “So last week when I left town, there was only one address I could think of.” He sighed. “I’m embarrassed to say that I’d expected Nazimova herself to be standing at the front gate beckoning me. ‘Come in! I have been expecting you!’” He forced a smile. “What about you? From back east, too?”

      “Sort of. About nine blocks east of here.”

      “Nine blocks? Why even bother?”

      Oh lord, Kathryn thought. Where do I start? She pictured her mother perched like a gargoyle on the letterbox, waiting to hear where she’d gone. “I suspect that I left home like you left town.” She watched Marcus’ smile wilt.

      “In that case, you have my condolences.” His gaze drifted back to the window in villa twenty-four, but the woman had disappeared.

      Kathryn decided this conversation needed a change of topic. “Have you seen the Pacific yet?”

      “No, I haven’t. Is it far?”

      “Not at all. We can take the Red Car down to Santa Monica.”

      “You have your own automobile?”

      “No, no, the streetcar. Takes about forty-five minutes. Want to go now?”

      Marcus hesitated.

      “You got something better to do? I’ll even pay the nickel fare for you. It’s the least I can do.” Kathryn smiled. “Look,” she said, “you’re in a town full of strangers now. You’re going to have to start trusting some of us sooner or later.”

      “It’s not that. I was thinking that maybe we should invite her along.”

      He pointed to a girl who stood at the hotel’s double doors. She couldn’t have been over seventeen, but she was tall and held herself like a doe: all eyes and skittish alertness. Kathryn let out a silent sigh. There was always going to be another girl more beautiful than the last, wasn’t there? But this one needed help.

      The girl’s eyes darted around the Garden while three men lingered around her like buzzards, each twice her age, three times her waist size, and sporting four-day growths.

      Kathryn got to her feet. “Come on,” she said to Marcus. “The trick is to never stop talking.”

      They jammed on their damp shoes and strode up to the girl. “There you are!” Kathryn exclaimed. Up close she was even more striking. Look at that skin, Kathryn thought. It’s really quite perfect, isn’t it? And I bet that rose in your cheeks isn’t even rouge. The girl’s jaw would have been mannishly square had it not reached a pixie-point chin and culminated in the subtlest of dimples. Her hair was a light honey in a messy flapper bob that she may have done herself.

      The girl looked at Kathryn with wide eyes the color of holly leaves and allowed her to grab hold of her hands. “I thought we arranged to meet in the foyer,” Kathryn continued. “Or are we late? I put my wristwatch down someplace, but do you think I can remember where?” The creeps pulled back a step. Kathryn turned to Marcus and nodded toward the girl. “You two know each other, don’t you? Oh, of course you do. You must have met a hundred times by now. Well, we’re off to a bit of a late start now, but at this point we’ll only be fashionably late.”

      She pulled the girl through the front door of the Garden of Allah and didn’t stop moving until they reached the rose bushes.

      “Who are — do I know you?” the girl stammered.

      “You looked like you needed rescuing. I’m Marcus and this here is Kathryn.”

      “You don’t mind, do you?” Kathryn asked the girl.

      “Oh, heavens no, I’m so terribly grateful. Those three men pert near stuck to me like cotton candy in August. I could not get rid of them.”

      The girl had the comeliest southern accent Kathryn had ever heard. Of course you do, Kathryn thought. Because you’re just not charming enough. Kathryn decided she was going to have to do something about that because the men in this town would eat her alive once they got an earful of it.

      “My name is Miss Gwendolyn Brick,” the girl said, offering her hand. “But it’s just the most awful name, so I’m going to change it. So pleased to meet you both. Grateful to meet you both, in fact. I’ve just arrived. Checked in this very morning.”

      “From where?” Marcus asked.

      “Hollywood.”

      “What a coincidence,” Marcus said. “Kathryn’s just come nine blocks, too.”

      “Oh, no,” Gwendolyn laughed a musical, tinkling sort of laugh. “I’m from the other Hollywood.”

      “There are two?”

      “Hollywood, Florida. Took me a streetcar, then two buses, then two trains and another streetcar to get here, but I made it.”

      “We’re heading out to Santa Monica Beach. You want to come along?”

      Gwendolyn bit into a pair of plump lips. “I’d love to, but I have something here in my purse that I probably shouldn’t take to the beach.”

      “What is it?”

      When Gwendolyn hesitated, Marcus said, “You’re in a town full of strangers now. You’re going to have to start trusting some of us sooner or later.” He flickered a smile over to Kathryn.

      Gwendolyn opened her purse. It was a dark cherry red that almost matched the brick-red stripes of her dress. She pulled out a brown leather wallet with stitching that was starting to come loose. “A fella who sat next to me out of Dallas left it behind,” she said.

      “It looks awfully thick. What’s in it?”

      “Four thousand dollars.”
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      Gwendolyn stood at the front gate of 1239½ Fountain Ave and wondered if her cockamamie idea of coming to the other Hollywood to become a movie star had been such a smart idea. Maybe I should just keep the four grand in my purse and call it a day, she thought. For pert near my whole life I’ve been hankering to come to Hollywood, California so bad I’ve been fixin’ to be–

      Gwendolyn mentally slapped herself in the face. Kathryn had patiently explained that to the men in this town, a southern belle accent like hers was like a lame muskrat to an alligator. ‘If you want to be taken seriously in this town, and not just taken advantage of, my advice is to lose the southern fried accent.’

      She took a moment to study the little bungalow in front of her. She thought it was a dear little place, in a “we just got married and this is all we can afford for now” sort of way, and a fresh coat of paint would perk it up to no end. The clumps of geraniums and pansies wilting in the flower beds looked like they’d not been watered since before Valentino died, but it was all easily fixable. Clearly, Mr. Eugene Hammerschmidt was a bachelor.

      Gwendolyn reached into the genuine leather handbag that Kathryn had lent her and pulled out the ratty wallet. Four thousand dollars was enough to live on for at least a couple of years. More than enough time for a movie studio to discover her. Do I really have to give it back? she wondered.

      “With any luck, he won’t be home. Or it’ll be the wrong address,” Marcus said. He and Kathryn stood behind her. “You’re here to do the right thing because you’re a good person. And if he’s not home, or nobody here has heard of him, then you can walk away with a clear conscience.”

      Gwendolyn knew Marcus was right. She had to at least try and return the money. Her mama hadn’t done much of a job bringing up her children, but she did teach them what was right and what wasn’t.

      “We’ll be sitting in that park across the street watching you,” Kathryn said. “So if anything happens, we’re close by.”

      Gwendolyn stepped onto the front porch and banged on the front door with a hand-shaped brass doorknocker that could have done with a good scrubbing. She let a minute crawl by before she knocked a second time. Still nothing. Okay, she thought, I’ll give it one more —

      The door swung open and Gwendolyn’s heart fell a little. It was the guy from the train, all right; she’d know those mudflap ears anywhere.

      “What the hell do you want?”

      “Mr. Hammerschmidt,” Gwendolyn ventured, “You probably won’t remem–

      “You’re that girl from the train with all the questions about the studios. Look, honey, now isn’t a good time.”

      Gwendolyn held up the wallet. “You left this on the train. There’s an awful lot of money in it, and so I thought —”

      “Keep it.”

      “What?”

      “You heard me.” Hammerschmidt slammed the door shut.

      Gwendolyn gasped. Who could afford to give away four thousand dollars just like that? Maybe the streets of Hollywood, California really were paved with gold.

      She turned around and met Marcus and Kathryn halfway down the gravel path. “What did he say?” Marcus asked.

      “I showed him his wallet and he told me to get lost.”

      “He didn’t want the money?”

      Gwendolyn shook her head.

      Something caught Kathryn’s attention and her eyes darted behind Gwendolyn. “Look out,” she murmured.

      Hammerschmidt stood at the top of his porch steps, his hairy-knuckled hands on his hips and his face pressed into a grimace. “Where the hell did you two come from?”

      “We’re with her,” Kathryn said.

      He sized the three of them up. “Get in here,” he said, and jutted his head toward his open front door.

      They followed him into a living room that smelled like it had never been opened. “You working for Zwillman?” the guy asked when the door was shut behind them. He swiped a porthole in the filthy window and peered into the street.

      “We don’t know any Zwillman,” Gwendolyn told him. She opened up the wallet and pulled out a yellow slip of paper. “You left your laundry receipt in your wallet. Wong’s All Nite Laundry.”

      That made him turn around. His brown eyes widened when he saw the receipt. “So you came here of your own accord? Just to give me back my four grand?”

      “You’re not making it easy, I must say.”

      Gwendolyn placed the wallet on a small table by the door. Hammerschmidt stared at it like a hungry dog at a suspicious bone, but he didn’t touch it. Behind him stood a cardboard suitcase, the kind Woolworth’s sold for a buck fifty. Tied around it was a brown belt as used and frayed as his wallet.

      Hammerschmidt started pacing back and forth, chewing the inside of his cheek. Gwendolyn winced as he cracked his knuckles.

      “I meant for you to find the wallet and keep the cash,” he said. “You were going to Hollywood to try your luck. Figured you could do with it more than me.”

      Gwendolyn peered around the shadowy room. “Looks to me like you could do with four thousand dollars. For starters, you could paint your house.”

      “When I left that money on my seat, I wasn’t going for no drink. Was gonna throw myself off the train when we crossed the river at the New Mexico border. Only my timing was screwy. I missed the goddamned bridge and fell onto a hillside covered with the softest goddamned green grass you ever saw. I walked away without a scratch, if you can believe that.”

      “So you’re in trouble . . . ?” It was Kathryn. She stepped closer to him.

      “That four thousand there,” Hammerschmidt said, “used to be eight. It wasn’t mine to play with, but I like the track too much. The boss won’t be happy to learn that his eight grand’s been on a reducing diet.” He turned back to the window. “God damn it.” Hammerschmidt began to pace. “I’m dead meat. I’m dead meat.” He stopped and squinted at Gwendolyn. “Are you really an actress? Or just a pretty girl?”

      Gwendolyn looked at the front door, then back at Hammerschmidt. “What do y’all have in mind?”

      He hurried to a grimy desk in the corner and pulled a small white card out of a drawer. He gave it to Gwendolyn. It was a business card, embossed with the Warner Brothers logo, Bill Brockton, Casting Department, and an address on Sunset Boulevard. Gwendolyn’s heart started beating.

      “Make like you’re my girlfriend to whoever knocks on that door. You’re mad as blazes because you haven’t heard from me in a week.” There was a rat-a-tat-tat of sharp knocks on the door. “You call Bill. He’s a way in to Warner that ten thousand girls just like you would give their last square meal for.” Hammerschmidt swiped the wallet off the table, grabbed his suitcase, and disappeared through the kitchen door. “Thanks, toots.”

      Gwendolyn looked at Kathryn, her eyes pleading.

      Kathryn glanced toward the kitchen and looked at Gwendolyn. “Remember when we met at the Garden of Allah? You go on the defensive and you don’t stop talking.”

      Another three knocks pounded the musty air.

      Gwendolyn felt like there was no air left in her lungs. “But I . . . I just . . .”

      Kathryn lay her hand on the tarnished door knob. “Sweetie, if you want to make it here in Hollywood, this is how it’s done,” she said, and yanked open the door. A couple of guys, dark suits, dark ties, and dark hair filled the doorway. A somber blue Packard waited in the street behind them, its engine running.

      “Where the hell is he?” Kathryn snapped. They lurched back a couple of inches. “So help me, sweet Jesus, you two had better have come here to tell me that Mr. Eugene Hammerschmidt has gone to meet his maker. Because I swear to God, boys, if he’s still drawing breath it’s only because he hasn’t got the guts to come back here and face me like a man. A whole lousy week and I ain’t heard a peep out of that bum? So?” She crossed her arms and glared at them. “Where is he?”

      The guy on the right with the tennis court tan held out his hand. “Whoa, sister. Calm down, will ya? We came to find out where The Hammer is.”

      The Hammer? Gwendolyn thought. Oh, that’s cute. He’s a big puffball, if anything.

      “You mean you’ve lost him?” Kathryn demanded. “You people just slay me. So even Zwillman doesn’t know? I thought he knew everything.”

      The men frowned and looked at each other. Gwendolyn’s heart leapt. Had Kathryn gone too far? The way Hammerschmidt talked, Zwillman was the number one guy. Did Kathryn know something she didn’t?

      “What’s The Hammer said about Zwillman?”

      “It’s just a name I’ve heard mentioned around here quite a lot lately.” Kathryn made a big Pola Negri shrug. “All you lugheads need to do is tell The Hammer he’s blown it and I won’t be here when he gets back.”

      Kathryn stepped back into the gloom like Norma Talmadge in Secrets and slammed the door shut.

      The three of them listened as the footsteps receded down the gravel path. Gwendolyn waited a few moments then called out to Eugene. When there was no reply, they picked their way through the shadows and opened the door onto a bright kitchen. It was all yellows and greens and looked like it had barely been used. On the kitchen table was a scrawled note.

      Don’t forget! We need more cookies!

      Gwendolyn picked it up. “What in the name of Satan’s pantry is this supposed to mean?”

      Marcus looked around the kitchen and spotted a cookie jar in the shape of a bunch of carrots. “Cookies,” he said. He went over to it and pulled the top off. Inside was another note, which Marcus extracted and read out loud. “When you call Bill Brockton at WB, tell him I said ‘TARNISH.’ He’ll know you’re legit. Good luck — and thanks.”

      Marcus looked inside the cookie jar again and pulled out Hammer’s wallet, still stuffed with cash. He handed it to Gwendolyn. When she was done counting, she leaned against the counter and let out a long, slow whistle.
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      Marcus hunted around for the men’s room but couldn’t see it.

      Gwendolyn and Kathryn pulled up beside him. “I don’t know,” Gwendolyn said. “It wasn’t as though he was talking through the whole picture.”

      “But when he did, didn’t you think it was impressive?” Kathryn asked. “We really heard him talking. That was Al Jolson’s actual voice. I don’t think pictures will ever be the same again.”

      Gwendolyn shrugged and pulled on her velvet cloche. “But it’s not like he’s any great shakes as a singer. It’s called The Jazz Singer — shouldn’t they have cast someone who can sing? I cannot believe Al Jolson is the biggest thing in vaudeville.”

      A couple of girls in cheap fox furs pushed past them, their cigar-smoking boyfriends trailing them. One of the men sang out, “Mammy! Mammy! How I love you, how I love you!” in a voice that grated down Marcus’ back. The girls erupted into giggles. “I ain’t your Mammy!” one of them said over her shoulder.

      “Is something wrong?” Kathryn asked. “You’re awfully quiet.”

      “I need the men’s room,” Marcus said as a woman in a ridiculous hat moved aside. The explosion of baby pink feathers arching over its brim had hidden the men’s room sign. “I’ll be right back.”

      He barreled through the crowd, shouldered open the door, and dashed across the black and white tiles, and into the first cubicle he came to. He shot the bolt across. When metal slammed into metal, it sounded like the air gun the boys back home shot owls with. Marcus threw his fedora onto the hook, yanked off a couple of feet of toilet paper, and bunched the whole thing into a wad. He pressed it to his face as the first groan bubbled up from his throat and burst out of his mouth.

      He held his breath, but a second groan, as deep and painful as the first, welled up from the pit of his stomach. He felt it rise and push against the sides of his chest, then squeeze up through his throat, and force its way into his mouth. It tasted like old cabbage. Marcus pressed the wad of toilet paper against his mouth and screwed his eyes so tight it hurt, then released the groan. He could see the words exactly as they had appeared on the screen.

      Remember, Jakie, a son is a son, no matter if his papa throws him out a hundred times.

      It felt like a brick to the chest — unforgiving and brutal. Another bubble of pain started to rise like toxic porridge from deep in his chest. He pressed his forehead against the cool metal partition of the cubicle. It was soothing. The first tears seeped between his lids and trickled down his cheeks into the tissue. He took as deep a breath as he could muster, but it wobbled and the tears started to flow again.

      Remember, Jakie, a son is a son, no matter if his papa throws him out a hundred times.

      “Oh, Father,” he whispered, “Another half hour and you’d never have known. You wouldn’t have seen me with Dwight.”

      He squeezed his eyes shut so hard he could see geometric patterns flash like fireworks. The pyrotechnics faded and in their place was his father. Roland Adler’s face was long and narrow and pinched from years of frowning. His hair was thick but had long gone gray, the color of garbage can lids and gun powder. Marcus could see his father’s flinty blue eyes as he gave his son a final shove into the train. “And don’t come back here until you’ve —”

      But Marcus never heard the rest. The steam whistle lopped off the end of the commandment and the train slowly pulled out of the station. Marcus stood in the doorway and shouted, “Don’t come back until I’ve what?” but his father didn’t hear him.

      In the bathroom stall of the Warner Brothers Theater on Hollywood Boulevard one month and two thousand miles later, Marcus repeated the question: Don’t come back until I’ve what?

      

      “There you are!”

      “Sorry, girls.” Marcus avoided looking at his new friends lest they spot his bloodshot eyes. He faced the curved staircase that enveloped the tallest indoor fountain Marcus had ever seen. “Let’s go get some coffee.”

      The ten o’clock session had already begun, so the foyer was fairly deserted. It was all decked out in black and white marble that ran the length and breadth of the entrance and a good dozen feet up the walls to a gold-leafed ceiling and a pair of crystal chandeliers ten feet tall. There was certainly nothing like this back home.

      How ironic, he thought. I spent my whole childhood feeling like I didn’t fit in, like I didn’t belong in that no-account backwater. How many nights did I lay in bed thinking surely, surely, surely I was destined for bigger things in brighter places? And yet now that I’m gone, all I can think of is how deeply I miss it.

      “Are you okay?” Kathryn asked, frowning.

      “Bad dinner. All gone now. Better out than in.”

      They were on the sidewalk in front of a huge poster for the movie they’d just seen, a drawing of Al Jolson in blackface and a white bow-tie. His white-gloved hands were outstretched and begging for acceptance. Marcus let his gaze wander back into the theater’s foyer. A small woman in dark purple lace and a matching hat was gazing up at the poster for Love, the new Greta Garbo/John Gilbert movie. She looked vaguely familiar.

      “The truth is, I’m having a fairly strong reaction to that movie,” he said.

      “Half the country is,” Gwendolyn added, but in a tone that indicated she really didn’t understand why.

      “I think I know what it is,” Kathryn said. The electric light from inside lit up Kathryn’s pale face. She didn’t sport the Californian tan he’d noticed on nearly every other girl here, but her dark chocolate hair and bold red lipstick made her look striking. “I had the same thought.”

      “You did?” he asked.

      She nodded. “When I heard Al Jolson speak on screen for the first time, I thought, So that’s how he sounds? But then I thought, Somebody’s got to have written those lines. With pictures being silent, nobody really cared what the actors were saying. But if talking pictures take off —”

      “They’ll never take off,” Gwendolyn cut in. “I think that movie columnist in the Examiner, Louella somebody-or-other, I think she’s right. It’s just a gimmick.”

      “But if they do take off, somebody’s got to write the words the actors say. Just like in a stage play,” Kathryn said.

      “You’ve got a point,” Marcus allowed. He looked back at the woman in the purple lace. Where had he seen her before?

      “I knew we’d had the same thought!”

      “Which was?” Gwendolyn asked.

      Yes, Marcus wondered. Just what is this same thought we’ve both had?

      Kathryn smiled and poked him in the chest. “That’s what you should do. Write plays for the talking pictures.”

      “You’re a writer?” Gwendolyn asked.

      He looked at Kathryn, startled. How the hell had she seen his stories? When his father had given him fifteen minutes to pack, they were the first things he’d shoved into his suitcase. Those stories he’d spent summers upon summers scribbling down in his room when his father thought he should be out hunting owls were the last things he wanted to leave behind and the first things his father would’ve set fire to. But he hadn’t told anyone here about them.

      “I like to write short stories,” he allowed.

      “Ha! I knew it!” Kathryn said. “I can recognize a fellow writer when I meet one. You’re so well mannered and reserved. All the quiet boys I’ve ever met have been writers.”

      “You write, too?” Gwendolyn asked Kathryn. “I had no idea I was in the company of such talented folks.”

      “I plan on being a journalist, like Nellie Bly,” Kathryn said. “But you —” she poked Marcus in the chest again, “you’ve got ‘picture play writer’ written all over you.” Then she frowned. “Now that pictures can talk, they’re going to have to come up with a better title than ‘picture play writer.’”

      Marcus nodded and looked back for the woman in lace, but she had disappeared.
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      Kathryn’s money was running low. For the past couple of years she’d been squirreling it away as she plotted her escape from the motherland, but it wasn’t going to last much longer.

      She absently turned another page of the Los Angeles Examiner and stared across her patio table at the Black Sea-shaped pool, letting her mind wander to Marcus. She’d only told him to become a picture play writer because he’d looked so stricken and woeful, and had found herself prattling on and on about talking pictures and plays and dialogue and vocabulary. “I should have kept my mouth shut,” she murmured to herself. “How about you stick to the problem of your own career?”

      It was all very well to want to be a courageous girl reporter, but by the age of twenty-five, Nellie Bly had published an exposé on life inside a women’s lunatic asylum and made it around the world faster than Phineas Fogg in Around the World in Eighty Days. But all Kathryn had done was get dragged by her mother from dance class to acting class to one useless audition after another. She wasn’t pretty enough to play the romantic lead, or kooky enough to play the best friend, or cute enough to play the kid sister. She wasn’t even ugly enough to play the enemy. For seven years she’d had to follow her mother to every studio in Hollywood and had never gotten a bite. It was a colossal waste of a childhood.

      But no more! Kathryn had staged her exit. She would never go back to her mother’s termite-infested apartment. Her hotel room may be darker than midnight in hell’s basement, but it was hers and hers alone. Still, she’d have to get a job soon.

      But the newspaper business was such an old boys’ club. Elbowing her way in would be tantamount to breaking into First National Bank in broad daylight with a cowbell tied around her neck.

      “Holy crap!”

      Kathryn watched as a woman’s hand lowered an enormous martini glass to the patio table. There was a chip in the rim that looked like it could do some damage. An alarmingly pale woman with half-closed eyes plunked herself down next to Kathryn. Her dark hair was parted at the top of her head and flopped down around a long face with a pointed chin. She made a grand to-do of prying open her eyelids and moaning as though she bled from every pore.

      “Darling, please do me the greatest favor and reassure me that it is well past the cocktail hour.”

      “It’s not quite one o’clock yet.”

      “I’m talking Greenwich Mean Time, naturally.” The woman cast a bleary glance over the newspapers. “Good lord, if these are the Saturday papers, I can’t imagine how thick the Sunday ones will be.”

      “These are the Sunday papers.”

      The woman took a long sip of her martini. “Tell me, how does one procure the Sunday papers on a Saturday?”

      “This is Sunday.”

      The woman reared back. “But what happened to Saturday?”

      “That was yesterday.”

      The woman paused to consider that she’d missed an entire day, then shrugged. “Not the first time that’s happened. Tell me darling, what’s your name?”

      “Kathryn Massey.”

      “I’m positively charmed to meet you. The name is Tallulah.”

      “Oh!” Kathryn exclaimed. “Tallulah Bankhead!”

      Miss Bankhead reached into an enormous aubergine shoulder bag that matched what was left of her nail polish and pulled out a silver cigarette case. It caught the afternoon sun and reflected into Kathryn’s eyes as she flipped it open and offered up a row of slim white cigarettes.

      Kathryn smiled and took one. “I enjoyed you in The Trap.”

      Tallulah seemed startled. “Good heavens, even I’d forgotten about that one.” She reached back into her bag for a fat wad of envelopes bound with a length of pink lace that looked like it had been torn from a French negligee. She tossed it onto the table. “Thank you. That was very kind of you to say. If perhaps unlikely.”

      “You out here to make a picture?” Kathryn asked.

      Miss Bankhead pulled the lace off the bundle of envelopes and started flipping through them. She sucked her cigarette down to its tip and slurped at her martini. “No, no, just checking the lay of the land, so to speak. I was at one of Eva LeGallienne’s parties back in New York and I met a theater director there. Sweet man. George Cukor. Heard of him? No, I hadn’t either. At any rate, he pressed me to come out here and snoop around for work.”

      “Any luck?”

      “To be honest, I’ve hardly seen the light of day. The gin out here is simply too marvelous for words. Takes the edge off the cocaine which, I’m sorry to say, is disappointingly average.” She pushed the letters across the table and let out a low sigh. “Fan mail. So tedious.”

      “You get fan mail?” Kathryn asked.

      “I’m Tallulah Bankhead, my pet, not Lady Fucking Macbeth.”

      “What I meant was that they pass your fan mail on to you?”

      “Nobody else wants it. Hell, I don’t even want it, but these little darlings . . .” She waved her talons across the scattered pile of letters. “They did take the time to commit pen to paper.” She gave a half-hearted cough.

      Kathryn picked up the nearest letter. The envelope was tinted a light lavender color and smelled of some sort of flowery perfume.

      “Violets,” Tallulah explained. “Every other one positively reeks of violet water.”

      Kathryn stared thoughtfully at the letters. “Do you answer them?”

      “The odd one, perhaps. Far fewer than I really should. Oh, what I wouldn’t give for someone to answer them for me.”

      “How much would you give, exactly?” Kathryn asked, her wheels turning.

      Tallulah let out a deep belch. “The absolute earth! What a burden that would lift from my slender shoulders. Don’t get me wrong: without fans, how would someone like me earn her way in Russian caviar and Hungarian water crackers? But dear God in heaven, so many. And so frequently. This is just the start.”

      “I can do it for you,” Kathryn said.

      “Can you type?”

      “Up to fifty words a minute.”

      Just don’t ask me why I can type so fast, Kathryn thought. She didn’t want to admit the hours she’d spent typing out every Nellie Bly article she could find, pretending she’d written them herself.

      Tallulah slapped both hands on the patio table. “How does thirty dollars a week sound?

      Kathryn barely kept her mouth from falling open. She was going to ask for twenty. “That’ll be just fine.”

      “Just one more question, if I may?”

      “Shoot.”

      Tallulah Bankhead lifted her enormous chipped glass. “How are you in the martini-making department, darling?”
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      Bill Brockton turned out to be the sort of guy that people want to race to the nearest restaurant and fill up with potatoes and sour cream, fluffy biscuits awash in gravy, a mountain of fresh corn and a whopping slice of chocolate cake. The veins on the guy’s hand stuck out like drizzled strawberry sauce and his cheeks looked like they’d been hollowed out with an ice cream scoop.

      He smiled weakly at Gwendolyn and held his business card between his fingertips like he was afraid to touch it. He studied it longer than Gwendolyn ever had, then studied Gwendolyn even longer. “Come with me,” he murmured.

      He didn’t say another word until they were deep within a cavernous warehouse on the Warner Brothers lot. It was a good fifty feet tall and more than two hundred feet long, with a concrete floor and a single barn door to let in light. It was empty except for a team of workmen at the far end securing mattresses to the walls.

      Gwendolyn and Brockton watched the men struggle with a mattress. “Now that we seem to be in the business of making talkies,” he said, “we have to soundproof all our production stages, or the microphone will pick up every sneeze and hiccup in a three-block radius. Where did you get my card?”

      When Gwendolyn said the name ‘Eugene Hammerschmidt,’ Brockton winced.

      “Is he . . . still alive?”

      “As far as I know.”

      “Exactly what do you know?” Once Gwendolyn was through explaining how she met Eugene, he asked, “And the money?”

      She considered her options. Should she confess that Eugene had only taken five hundred bucks and left her with thirty-five hundred? And if she did, would he demand she give it back? A girl’s got to eat, she decided. “Money . . . ?”

      Brockton sighed.

      He took her elbow and guided her back outside. A troupe of Middle Eastern slave girls glided past, their skirts slit all the way up to their hipbones. When they were thirty feet from the studio gate, Brockton said, “I want to thank you for taking the time to come down here and tell me that The Hammer’s okay.”

      Gwendolyn could smell another brush-off coming her way. “He told me to tell you tarnish. I suppose that’s some sort of code word?”

      Brockton smiled. “Yeah. A few years ago, we made a Ronald Colman picture here called Tarnish. It was about all sorts of people getting into all sorts of trouble. It became our in-joke for ‘Oh boy, am I in a jam!’ We figured we needed a code word once we started running bootleg around here, so we agreed on tarnish. At any rate, thanks again for dropping by.”

      He started to lead her back toward the gate, but Gwendolyn didn’t move. Brockton wrinkled his brow and shifted his weight onto the other foot.

      Gwendolyn crossed her arms knowing full well how much it lifted her bust. “Eugene promised me that if I were to contact you, and present you with your business card, and tell you the word tarnish, that you would get me a screen test.”

      “He knew better than to promise something like that.”

      “His bootlegging bosses — your bootlegging bosses — were knocking on his front door. I was the only one there who could stall them while he snuck out the back. He said that if I lied to his bosses, he would make it worth my while. He promised me you could arrange a screen test.”

      Brockton interlaced his fingers and pressed his palms to the top of his red hair. “You’re a very pretty girl, and I wish I could get you a screen test, honey, I really do. But you might as well ask me to crown you the queen of England.”

      “Eugene promised on his mother’s life.”

      “God damn it! If I was so important around here, do you think I’d be one of the schmucks hauling the bootleg? I’m just a lackey.”

      Behind Brockton a studio security guard waved through a dark blue automobile. It was longer than most and gleamed in the Hollywood sun. Gwendolyn had no idea if it was the same vehicle parked out front of Eugene’s house–the good lord knew she was no expert on anything with wheels–but as it drove past them, a last-ditch opportunity conjured itself like a genie.

      She pulled her lips into what she hoped was a knowing smile and pointed. “Do you see that there car?” she asked Brockton. By the time he turned around, it was no longer in sight. “It was the one parked out front of Eugene’s house that day.” Gwendolyn gave Brockton a once-over and marched after the car.

      “Where do you think you’re going?” Brockton demanded. The tremor in his voice was all she needed to hear. God only knew what she would’ve said to the inhabitants of that car if he let her get that far. She was almost relieved when he grabbed her wrist and spun her around. She shot him her best Gloria Swanson glare.

      “Jesus!” he exclaimed under his breath. “Could you just — okay, okay. You girls don’t ever make it easy on a guy, do you?”

      “I took The Hammer for his word when he promised —”

      “All right, all right already! Here’s what I can do. And this really is the best I can do, take it or leave it. We’re gonna be holding a closed open call. That’s when we ask talent scouts to send along anyone they feel might have potential, but who is currently unsigned and not represented by any agent. I’m going to give you the name of a talent scout — Beau Gussington. Can you remember that?”

      “Of course! How do I contact him?”

      “No need to do that. I’m going to put you on the list. You just be sure to show up at the front gate, ten o’clock, February thirteenth. And do not be late.”

      It was more than Gwendolyn had dared hope for. She softened her face into a smile and offered her hand.

      He took it, and shook it limply. “You look mighty fine in that dress, by the way. It’s as good a choice as any to wear to the call.”

      Gwendolyn considered telling him that she had made the dress herself and had finished it that morning, but decided against it. Us movie stars, she told herself, must maintain an aura of mystery.

      She waved to the guard on her way out of the studio. Just an hour ago, she’d been a nobody with a cheap business card. And now? A little voice inside her head, sounding suspiciously like Mama’s, told her that she wasn’t nothing but a scheming actress who wasn’t above an ugly bluff. There was no telling what she’d do when she got in front of the cameras.
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      It wasn’t until after Marcus had enrolled in a one-week intensive course at the Melrose School for Efficient Typewriting that it occurred to him that maybe Kathryn had only been kidding about his becoming a picture play writer. She’d taken him by surprise, but the more he thought about it, the more he liked the idea. Imagine his father’s reaction when he saw his son’s name up on the movie screen: WORDS BY MARCUS ADLER. Would that be enough to change his mind?

      He pulled open the door of Classroom B to find the room almost full. The teacher’s sullen gray suit matched the paint on the walls. She stood at the front of the class with the posture of a ballerina in a back brace and turned around dramatically to look at the clock on the wall behind her. It was less than a minute till one.

      “As I was saying,” the teacher projected like a midway barker, “it is essential that you are seated at your typewriting machine before this clock strikes the hour.”

      

      By six P.M., Marcus’ shoulders, elbows and knuckles were a twinge away from seizing up altogether. All day long, AAA, SSS, LLL, KKK — they’d learned twelve letters in five hours. When the clock chimed six times, Mrs. Frobisher ended the day with a curt instruction to be ready at one P.M. tomorrow, sharp.

      It had been chilly inside, despite the sun that shone through the narrow skylights. The gray walls didn’t help much; they were the gray of battleships and jail cells. If the place had more bars over the windows and fewer typewriting machines, it could’ve been the lone jail cell in the McKeesport police station. Marcus looked out the window, instead of Melrose Avenue he saw his high school stadium, all lit up like it was the night his father and the mayor had caught him with Dwight. He pushed the memory out of his mind as he held the door open for the last of the girls in the class when he heard a voice behind him.

      “I’m so glad you waited for me.”

      Marcus turned and met a smiling young man with a full face with soft corners, a brown fedora jammed onto his head. Marcus smiled back. They headed up the corridor together.

      “I was so relieved when you showed up,” the guy said. He looked to be in his mid-twenties, a couple of years older than Marcus. “I did not want to be the only guy in that class. Let me guess: a writer?”

      “Aspiring,” Marcus said.

      “Novelist? Playwright?”

      “I want to write for the pictures now that they can talk.”

      “Me too!” The guy gave Marcus a friendly punch to the shoulder. “The name’s Hugo Marr. Hey, you got somewhere you need to be? How’s about we get a bite to eat?”

      Marcus hesitated. His funds were dissolving at an alarming rate. Every dime counted until he could get a job, but a couple of the writers at the Garden of Allah told him that no studio would hire him until he could type.

      “My treat!” Hugo said. “Come on, I know a great diner just off La Brea. The Fog Cutter. You’ll think the mashed potatoes were whipped in heaven by angels.”

      

      By the time Marcus knew Hugo Marr wasn’t lying about the potatoes — they were fluffier than the cotton candy at the Pennsylvania State Fair — he’d learned that Hugo was the son of Edwin Marr, a cinematic genius worthy of being mentioned in the same breath as D. W. Griffith and Cecil B. DeMille, if Hugo was to be believed.

      “He doesn’t go in for this talkies stuff.” Hugo held up a bunched fist. “‘Ruination! Ruination!’ That’s his favorite word right now. He spends a lot of time running around proclaiming, ‘Talking pictures will be the ruination of the art form!’” Hugo laughed gently. “I don’t agree with him, though. I think talkies are the future of pictures. You’ve seen The Jazz Singer, right? Sensational, right? I can’t wait to hear what John Barrymore sounds like. And Greta Garbo. And Norma Talmadge. And Billie Dove! She’s one of my favorites. I can’t wait to hear what she sounds like. Hell, I can’t wait to hear what they all sound like!” He swiped up the last of his meatloaf’s tomato sauce with a piece of bread and popped it into his mouth. “And with any luck, they’ll be saying my words. Hey! And yours too, huh?”

      Marcus felt like a phony. He looked across the table at the son of a big-time Hollywood director. Who am I to think I could write anything worthy of John Barrymore or Norma Talmadge? Just because I spent my teenage summers scribbling stories in five-and-dime notebooks? This town is probably chock full of real writers, ones with published novels and plays on Broadway. Exactly how many gallons of gall were flowing through my veins when I decided I’d be a writer for the talking pictures?

      “Maybe they will,” Marcus replied. “But in the meanwhile, I need a job.”

      “I know how that feels,” Hugo said.

      “You? But isn’t your father . . . ?”

      “My dad’s way of doing things is the old way. Which is to say, the hard way. No help. No leg up.”

      Sounds familiar, Marcus thought. “Strict, huh?”

      “On a good day. The only thing he ever gave me was advice. He said to me, ‘Nobody takes a writer seriously if he can’t type.’ So here we are.”

      “Do you have a regular job?” Marcus asked.

      Hugo opened his dark leather satchel and drew out a copy of the Los Angeles Times. He turned to the Entertainment section, folded it in half and then in half again, and dropped it in front of Marcus. He pointed to an ad for The Road to Romance featuring a photograph of Ramon Novarro in profile with his dark hair slicked back and his mouth curled up in a knowing smile. He was even more handsome than he had been in Ben-Hur.

      “You heard of Grauman’s Chinese Theater, right? Down on Hollywood Boulevard?”

      “No, I don’t think so.”

      “It opened up a few months ago. Talk about a movie palace. All decked out oriental-style. You’ve never seen anything like it. I just got a job there. Head usher. What a shame we didn’t meet a week ago! I coulda got you a job, too.”

      Marcus had seen Ben-Hur dozens of times. He couldn’t get enough of Ramon Novarro up there on the screen. He managed to pull his eyes off the ad and let them wander down the page. A familiar logo caught his eye above the words “NOW HIRING.”
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      Kathryn rearranged Tallulah Bankhead’s fan mail on the dining room table. It had to look just right.

      “Are you fiddling with all that stuff again?” Gwendolyn asked from the doorway of the bedroom of the villa they now shared.

      “I want it to look like it’s a lot of work.”

      “It is a lot of work. Tallulah Bankhead gets a ton of fan mail. Extraordinary, really, considering she hasn’t made a picture in ten years.”

      “These letters aren’t from movie fans,” Kathryn said. “Most of these people saw her onstage.” She combined a couple of stacks of letters into one tall pile and shifted her typewriter to face the front door.

      Gwendolyn picked up one of the letters. “Why are so many of them on lavender note paper?”

      Kathryn eyed her seventeen-year-old roommate. This wasn’t the time to explain about lavender and women who preferred the company of other women. Her mother would be here in a few minutes, and she had a big impression to make. Kathryn watched the clock skip another minute closer to twelve. “Gwendolyn, honey, I don’t want to throw you out of your own home, but you did promise . . . ?” She pointed to the clock.

      Gwendolyn apologized, dropped the letter and picked up her handbag. “The new dress turned out well, even if I say so myself.”

      It had been two weeks since Kathryn had approached Gwendolyn with the suggestion they pool their resources and move into a villa together
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