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      Irving Thalberg gripped the wooden railing in front of him and tried to tune out his director’s latest tantrum. It’s the weather, he wanted to shout back at this jabbering peacock. There’s not a whole lot we can do.

      “We’re going to have to wait it out,” he said at last, keeping his voice even.

      “How about getting some wind machines to blow the fog away?”

      Irving felt Fred Niblo’s breath puff against his cheek. “Wind machines?”

      “We could wheel them onto the field and get them to blow the fog⁠—”

      Irving swept his hand across the majestic set in front of them. “That would be like using paper fans to douse the Lighthouse of Alexandria.”

      Irving would never have tried to film a sprawling six-act play set in Ancient Rome. He preferred to make pictures dealing with relationships rather than crowd-filled pageants. But Ben-Hur had thudded into his lap when Metro Pictures had merged with Sam Goldwyn’s studio. So here they were on the gargantuan Circus Maximus that Metro-Goldwyn had built at the corner of Venice and La Cienega Boulevards. They had eight chariots, fifty-six horses, forty-two cameras, hundreds of extras, and only one day to film the race that Irving hoped would make his customers gasp.

      Fred thumped the railing with his fist. “We’ve gotta do something.”

      The thick bank of fog obscured the tops of the crouching giants at each end of the Circus. “We’re going to say hello to our V.I.P.s. When the fog lifts⁠—”

      “If it lifts.”

      “When it lifts, we’ll be too busy to fawn and flatter them. But we’re lucky they’re here, because that means the columnists will mention us.”

      “What if all they talk about is how this damn fog hid their view?”

      Irving started down the narrow stadium steps that led onto the field. It would be faster to cut across the Circus’s wide dirt track to the emperor’s box, where he’d instructed Fred’s assistant to seat the petite queen of Hollywood, Mary Pickford, and her dashingly roguish husband, Douglas Fairbanks. “If you’re going to be Mister Down-in-the-mouth, perhaps you’d better not come along.” Fred grunted his acquiescence from two steps behind; Irving didn’t wait for him to catch up.

      The October sea breeze blowing in from Santa Monica held the first chill that reminded Angelenos summer was over. It tingled Irving’s face, reinvigorating his senses; he’d been standing around since dawn waiting, waiting, waiting.

      Months before, when he and his boss, Louis B. Mayer, had made the difficult decision to bring Ben-Hur back from its disastrous Italian shoot, Irving had told his art department to construct a set to outdo D.W. Griffith’s Babylon in Intolerance.

      “It’ll cost you,” they’d warned.

      “Do you remember how the industry scoffed when Metro merged with Goldwyn?” he had shot back. “They said, ‘How do Mayer and Thalberg think they can make a success out of two failed small-timers?’ Let’s prove them wrong, shall we, gentlemen?”

      Ben-Hur was Irving’s chance to prove to Mayer, to Hollywood, and to the New York money men that a twenty-four-year-old kid like him could handle a colossal project like this. He loved the challenge of taking a troubled movie and turning it into a triumph. Even if it seemed hopeless. Especially if it seemed hopeless. But with Metro-Goldwyn two million dollars down, he couldn’t imagine a more unpromising scenario.

      The Circus Maximus set stretched nearly half a mile. Judiciously chosen camera angles meant they’d only needed to build half of it, but what a spectacle they’d pulled off. Standing seventy feet tall, with seating for hundreds of extras, it resembled a grand football stadium. Down at the far end, a pair of hundred-foot columns soared on each side of the emperor’s box. A fifteen-foot ball rested atop each column, and on each ball stood an eagle with a twenty-five-foot wingspan.

      The unprecedented size meant that every Angeleno in a ten-mile radius could see what they were doing. If they were seeing it, they were talking about it. And if they were talking about it, they were likely to hand over their dimes and quarters at their local Loew’s movie palace.

      Irving was a little winded as he came within waving distance of Doug and Mary, but he didn’t dare slow his pace. As he cupped his hands to call out hello, he took in the celebrated faces around them. Holy Toledo. If he’d known who they’d brought along, he’d have come calling long before now. He raced up the steps faster than he should have and stepped onto the platform, smiling broadly. “I can see we’re going to have to find more chairs.”

      “Irving, my dear.” Mary presented him with a cheek to kiss. “We wouldn’t have missed this for the world. It’s—it’s⁠—”

      “Staggering, is what it is.” Doug pumped Irving’s hand in his typical over-enthusiastic way. “You know the Barrymore boys, John and Lionel, don’t you?”

      Irving had met none of the famed Barrymore acting clan, but Garbo’s upcoming picture had a role Lionel would be perfect for, so this meeting was gloriously fortuitous. “What a pleasure,” he said, “and welcome to Ancient Rome.”

      A brash young woman, barely twenty years old, stepped forward. “You remember me, don’t you, Mr. Thalberg?”

      It was a superfluous question. Irving had cast her in his upcoming Sally, Irene, and Mary.

      “Of course I do, Miss Crawford.” She leaned in for a hug, but Irving shook her hand instead. Brazen self-assurance had won her the role, but Irving had seen her type a thousand times. Chutzpah and confidence were qualities he admired; it took nerve to get noticed in Hollywood. But when they tipped over into dogged pushiness, oversized personalities became hard to manage. If this girl’s performance as Irene caught the public’s attention, Irving knew he’d have some choppy waters to navigate.

      “Don’t tell me your date today is John Gilbert,” he added in a stage whisper. “The man is an incorrigible philanderer.”

      An entrenched member of Doug and Mary’s Pickfair crowd, Gilbert was a popular Metro-Goldwyn leading man. More importantly, though, he was one of Irving’s few personal friends. Irving had spent much of his childhood enfeebled by poor health, which meant no running around the playground, scraping knees, playing tag, or climbing fences for him—not if his mother had anything to say about it. Which she did. Loudly and often. By the time Irving was twenty-one, Carl Laemmle had put him in charge of Universal Studios, and when you’re the boss, nobody invites you to a weekend barbeque—not without an ulterior motive.

      But then along had come blithe, suave, carefree John Gilbert—Jack to his friends—who didn’t give a hoot what Irving did for a living, or how it might further his career. His offer of genuine friendship had felt like a refreshing spring day.

      Irving spotted Sam Goldwyn over Jack’s shoulder. The Metro-Goldwyn merger had required buying Sam out of his own company. But despite that, Sam had never shown him a moment’s spite. In fact, he behaved more like a kindly, if somewhat eccentric, uncle, and was always pleased to see Irving. Today, Sam had brought along Harold Lloyd, whose date was Norma Shearer.

      “Hello, Mr. Thalberg,” she said, smiling shyly. “Quite a setup you’ve got here. I do believe you’ve outdone yourself.”

      Whereas Joan Crawford was all jazz baby and frenzied flapper, Norma Shearer was quiet culture with just enough pluck to make a run at stardom without the risk of awakening a monstrous ego. It was why Irving had rewarded her with the lead in Metro-Goldwyn’s first full production, He Who Gets Slapped.

      “Miss Shearer,” he said. “A delight, as always.”

      It wasn’t until then that he noticed Marion Davies standing next to Arthur Brisbane. Marion was William Randolph Hearst’s mistress—not that anybody dared say that word out loud—and Brisbane was Hearst’s most prominent columnist. If filming went well today, Brisbane was sure to write about it tomorrow, which meant twenty million people would read of Irving Thalberg’s ambitious Ben-Hur.

      What a breathtaking view of his set they’d have, if only this fog would lift.

      Irving tapped his foot impatiently on the wooden floorboards and looked around at the sparse crowd of extras. His staff had put out the word that Metro needed as many people as would show up and sit on a movie set all day. A decent number had answered the call, but not enough. So Irving had sent out a team of runners to recruit passersby, including Skid Row bums, who’d do anything for a meal. They’d come back with dozens and dozens of people, but Ancient Rome was still too thinly populated.

      He beckoned to the lead assistant. Henry Hathaway was a keen go-getter whom Irving was grooming as a potential future director. Henry was by Irving’s side in a trice, worry creasing his round, genial face.

      “I know what you’re going to say, Mr. Thalberg, but I’ve been thinking. There’s a lot of foot traffic along Venice Boulevard. I could take a team down there and start hiring.”

      Irving prodded the guy toward the rear of the Circus, where the location manager had set up a tented office. Inside, Irving knew, was a lockbox filled with five-dollar bills, hidden beneath a wicker basket labeled ‘Centurion Sandals.’

      As he turned back to face his cluster of the beautiful and the celebrated, an odd vibration crawled across his scalp, prickling the skin beneath his hair. Irving mustered a smile. “We’re a little light on extras. I told the art department to think big, but I woefully underestimated the number of seats we’d need to fill.”

      Marion pointed out the nearest throng, half of whom were facing forward as though they saw Mary Pickford, Douglas Fairbanks, and Marion Davies every day of their lives. “Are those mannequins?”

      The group moved closer to the balustrade. Joan said, “I wondered why some of them were ignoring us.”

      The vibration in Irving’s skull grew heavy and tight, like a vice was slowly closing in on his head. His pulse pounded his ears. “Yes.” The word came out a little breathless. He discreetly placed a hand against the wall for support. Did anyone notice? “About twenty percent of this crowd is mannequins rigged up with wires and handcuffs. When the extras attached to them move, they will too.” Irving longed to massage his head or press fingertips to temples. Anything to curtail this throbbing.

      “How ingenious, Mr. Thalberg!” Norma said.

      Irving nodded his appreciation as a flicker of concern dimmed her deep blue eyes. She was the only one who wasn’t studying the dime-store dummies scattered throughout the stadium.

      “I would have ordered more, but there were none left in the entire city.” His voice seemed to be coming from somewhere outside himself. Then, without warning, the vibration stopped. The vice released its grip. Irving sighed with relief and took his hand away from the wall. “I don’t suppose any of you are looking for work?”

      “What?” Joan spat out the word.

      “We’re in desperate need of warm bodies, and⁠—”

      Lionel let out a roar of a laugh. “I’ll do it!”

      “Hold on a minute!” Mary jammed her fists onto her hips. “If this is to be a business transaction, I need to know how much you’re paying.”

      “Five dollars plus a boxed lunch. Corned beef sandwich, apple, and a Hershey bar.”

      It had probably been a very long time since Mary Pickford had been an extra—had she ever?—but Irving now had a strategy: give Arthur Brisbane an angle for tomorrow’s column. “The Day Mary Pickford and I Played Film Extras.”

      “Sounds like a good deal to me.” Mary clapped her hands together. “What a nice change from being front and center. No pressure to look marvelous. We can just sit there and gobble down our Hershey bars. Where would you like us?”

      Irving was walking toward the front of the platform to pick out a spot when he caught a glimpse of the crouching giant statue at the far end. The fog! It was lifting! He pointed out a block of empty seats and told his extra-special extras that he would make sure they’d be served their boxed lunches first. Fred was nowhere in sight, but he spotted Joe Cohn, the studio manager, who stood in a huddle with the picture’s stunt coordinator, Breezy Eason, chatting with the camera crew. Irving rushed through his goodbyes and dashed onto the field, pointing skyward.

      “Joe! Joe! It’s clearing up!” He arrived at the men, breathless and sweaty. “Where’s Fred?”

      “Last I saw him, he and Easterbrook were huddled with one of the construction guys. There’s a problem with the plastering on the⁠—”

      “Go find him,” Irving told Joe. “And hurry! We’ve wasted enough time with this blasted fog.”

      He pointed to the line of chariots, each one with its team of four horses hitched up and ready to race. “You,” he told Breezy, “come with me.”

      They raced across the field to where the stuntmen stood waiting; the stink of manure hung suspended in the dusty air.

      “Ramon? Francis?” Irving called. “Where are you?” Ramon Novarro was playing Ben-Hur, and Francis X. Bushman was his nemesis, Messala. The two men stepped to the front, decked out in their Roman tunics, leather harnesses strapped across their chests.

      Irving was still breathless from sprinting; his heart beat wildly, erratically. Had they not wasted so much of this morning waiting for the fog to lift, he would have found some other excuse to put off talking, but they were racing against the clock.

      “You have to pull out all the stops.”

      “What do you need?”

      Irving swiped at the flies buzzing around him. “An honest-to-god, no-holds-barred, give-it-all-you’ve-got contest. And what’s a competition without prizes, right?” Each stuntman stood north of six feet tall and weighed at least 200 pounds. At five feet six and 125, Irving normally would have felt intimidated, but only one person was in charge of this circus, and it was him. “The man who wins the race today gets a hundred and fifty dollars. The second man gets a hundred. Third place wins fifty.”

      The biggest stuntman of the lot—a grizzly bear of a man, with a scarred face and hairy knuckles—thrust his fist into the air. “You’ve got yourself a real battle, mister!”

      As the men dispersed to their assigned chariots, Irving noticed Ramon lingering behind. “Anything wrong?”

      The guy was one of Metro’s rising stars. He was Mexican, but possessed a wide range of exotic looks that Irving intended to take full advantage of. “We are wasting time. It’s nothing.”

      “What’s on your mind, Ramon?”

      He set his mouth into a grim line. “Doesn’t Ben-Hur win the race?”

      “Of course he does. It’s the whole point of this sequence.”

      “One hundred and fifty dollars buys much determination.”

      “I need them to give us terrific footage, and that’s the best way to do it.”

      Ramon’s hands trembled. “Mr. Thalberg, have you ever stood on a chariot? Behind a team of powerful horses? Holding onto a thin strap of leather, knowing it’s all that stands between you and being trampled to death?” He gave Irving’s stuntmen the once-over. “You offered them an incentive to be reckless.”

      “They’re professionals whose allegiance is to safety first, especially the safety of the star of a picture that’s over budget and behind schedule. They know what’s at stake, and they know how to give the cameras a heck of a show.”

      Around them, jittery stallions pulled their chariots toward the starting line, leaving behind Ramon’s team of white horses and matching chariot.

      “All I need is for you to stay in the mix,” Irving said. “No need to pull ahead or take chances. We’ll be filming the wide shots today, and then tomorrow, we’ll capture close-ups and reaction shots. Okay?”

      Ramon was about to speak his mind, but hesitated instead. Irving figured it was getting close to noon now, and they hadn’t even shot one take. Checking his wristwatch was the most undiplomatic thing he could do, so he took a step closer and lowered his voice.

      “Look, Ramon, I know I’m not the one who’ll be out there, behind a team of horses who may or may not do what they’re told, surrounded by chariots clocking thirty miles an hour or more. I want you to know that I admire your willingness to do it. Truly, I do. But this whole picture rests on our being able to pull off a spectacular chariot race.” That last sentence wasn’t wholly true, but it was close enough: shots of the race would probably feature on the poster. “I can send for your stand-in, but audiences need to see that Ramon Novarro himself is in the race, and that’s going to make all the difference.”

      

      Irving took his position on a platform at the finishing line. Fred and Henry stood next to him.

      “You don’t think the fairy’ll faint on us, do you?” Fred asked.

      Irving kept his binoculars trained on the line of eight chariots. “Are you referring to the valuable star of our picture who is brave enough to get on a chariot with a team of unpredictable horses pulling him at high speed, any of which could trample him to death without breaking stride?” He let a moment tick by to give Fred’s discomfort a chance to ferment before he signaled the director.

      A whistle blasted across the Circus Maximus. Chariots charged forward. Extras crowding the bleachers roared to life, screaming, clapping, waving their arms, and stamping their feet.

      A pair of burly stagehands pushed the camera mount along a pair of tracks paralleling the edge of the stadium. Four brown geldings pulling a silver chariot shot to the front, mouths already straining at their bits. Bushman, half a length behind, whipped his reins.

      Irving felt the pounding of hooves shake the wooden boards beneath his shoes.

      The sun slipped out from behind a cloud as Ramon spotted an opening in the cluster and directed his horses to fill it. The sun picked up his white chariot as though it were a spotlight.

      The platform quaked as forty-eight horses hammered past, the extras screaming themselves into a manic fever. The chariots rounded the corner and disappeared behind the wall that ran down the center of the field.

      “FANTASTIC!” Fred yelled over the din. “INCREDIBLE!”

      Irving nodded. “Tell them to keep going. They can’t lose momentum.”

      Fred made a circular motion with his right hand. Cohn ordered the camera to dash back to its original starting point so it could catch them a second time. They had barely reached their position before the pack stampeded around the corner again.

      Irving searched for Ramon’s white horses, but clouds of dust obscured his vision. It would add an aura of menace to the final shot, but Irving knew he would feel better if he could see his star actor.

      They had approached the halfway mark when one of the chariots jumped a foot into the air. Its wheels locked as it landed again and then skidded across the dirt. The four horses writhed in a jumble of legs, tails, reins. Unable to slow down, the chariot behind rammed into the wreck. It flipped sideways, hurling the driver through the air in a high arc that landed him in the tangle of wheels and writhing horseflesh.

      Chariots swerved left and right to avoid the churning pile. Bushman missed it, but the rim of Ramon’s right wheel clipped the edge of a fallen vehicle. Irving held his breath as Ramon’s chariot tipped onto one wheel, then wobbled and lurched as his panicked horses charged forward. Desperate to regain control, Ramon yanked on his reins until, at last, the chariot righted itself.

      Stagehands ran onto the field, their arms outstretched, waving wildly to get the stuntmen to stop.

      Irving asked, “Did we hire a medic?”

      Henry shook his head. “There’s a bank of public phones on La Cienega.” He dashed away.

      Fred leaped from the platform and sprinted toward the smash-up. Irving stepped forward to follow him, but the binoculars slipped from his hand as a sudden pain crushed his chest. His knees buckled and he crumpled to the floor, grazing the palms of his hands on the rough wood.

      Breathe, he told himself. Breathe! A jagged pain ripped through him. He fumbled for the field glasses. In case anybody was watching, he had to make out like he was doing nothing more than picking them up and dusting them off.

      That collision was disastrous for the drivers, he thought, but it’ll make memorable footage for the movie, and everybody here today will go home talking about how they were there when the chariots piled up on Metro-Goldwyn’s Ben-Hur.

      Mercifully, the chest pain dissipated as suddenly as it had arrived. A whirl of lightheadedness overcame him, but it, too, receded. He scrambled to his feet and stared incredulously at the scene before him; he was weak and a little disoriented, but not so much that he couldn’t fake it for the rest of the day. The crash site was a chaotic farrago of dust and horses, wreckage and personnel. He needed to be there, helping however he could. He took the steps two by two and jumped to the ground. As he did, a sickening thought struck him.

      Did I just have a heart attack?
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      Irving watched the progress of the second hand on his bedside alarm clock.

      Should he switch on the radio? What would be worse—missing the live broadcast or listening to it?

      Tick. Tick. Tick.

      This was supposed to be his night of triumph. He had transformed a disaster into the most talked-about picture of the year. He should have been taking his victory lap, waving to the crowds, posing for the rotogravure.

      But where was he instead? In his bedroom. Alone. No applause. No champagne. No congratulations. Just a blanket on his lap and a silent radio set.

      “IRV-ING?” His mother bellowed up the staircase. “ARE YOU AWAKE?”

      Henrietta Thalberg was a formidable woman who made up for in drive what she lacked in stature. Not every blue baby stricken with cyanosis was also blessed with a mother possessed with enough German stamina to see him through childhood. Nor had she dithered for a moment when he’d come down with rheumatic fever at sixteen, further damaging his already flawed heart.

      She charged into Irving’s room and began to tuck the blanket around his legs.

      He pushed away her fussing hands. “Thank you, but I’m fine.”

      “Your broadcast is about to start.”

      My broadcast? It’s everybody’s but mine. “I’m well aware of the time, Mother.”

      She stepped past his wheelchair and flipped the switch on his dual-speaker Wurlitzer. As it sputtered to life, she picked up an empty bottle of Royal Crown ginger ale. “We’re having liver and onions for dinner, with peas and cauliflower. I think I’ll add some spinach. It’s loaded with iron. You need to build yourself up again.” She bustled from the room as a voice barked out of the radio.

      “Ladies and gentlemen, I wish you could see this grand tableau outside the George M. Cohan Theater on the Great White Way, here in the heart of New York City. In every direction, I see faces—hundreds and hundreds of people, eager to join the excitement generated by the stupendous cinematic achievement of Ben-Hur. Yes, indeed, listeners, this is a momentous night for the wildly talented folks at Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer.”

      “So he did it,” Irving mumbled under his breath. “L.B. finally talked his way onto the logo. Good for him.”

      Irving rarely took to people right away, but when he and Louis B. Mayer had first shaken hands, he’d sensed that he had much in common with this funny little penguin of a man. They loved the movies, and loved making them. They were ambitious, and knew that the only limitation was their imagination. Sure, those imaginations took flight in entirely different directions: Mayer was as much a pragmatist as Irving was an idealist. But after Irving had accepted L.B.’s offer to lure him away from Universal, they soon discovered those differences complimented each other perfectly.

      “Ladies and gentleman, one of tonight’s stars has alighted from his limousine. Mister Bushman, this broadcast is going out to millions of people across America. What would you like to say to them on this auspicious night?”

      “Good evening, America! This is Francis X. Bushman speaking to you live from New York!”

      Irving smiled to himself. Being a picture actor, it didn’t matter that Bushman had a broad Baltimore accent. Nobody would ever hear him. But, Irving had reminded him before filming on Ben-Hur had begun, it would pay to cultivate a mid-Atlantic accent for radio appearances. Evidently, Bushman had been taking elocution lessons.

      “What can you tell us of the chariot race?” the interviewer asked. “What about that dreadful accident on set?”

      “It was ghastly! Wreckage and horse limbs sticking out in every direction. But I had the presence of mind to steer clear of it at the penultimate second, otherwise I may well have ended up in the thick of it. Why, I might not even be here tonight.”

      Three of the chariots had been reduced to a morass of twisted rubble; seven horses had had to be euthanized. Fortunately, no people had died, which was a terrific stroke of luck because the cameramen had captured everything on film.

      Those pains Irving had felt that day on the Circus Maximus set had only been warning signs. By the time he’d reached the wreckage, he felt fine. Well, perhaps not fine. He was still weak, and his hands shook, but adrenaline had taken over as he helped pull at the busted wheels and tangled reins. It wasn’t until later, when his life had become a blur of late-night marathon editing sessions, that a series of stabbing pains had filled his chest and he had fallen to the floor. If his lead editor hadn’t called for an ambulance so fast, Irving wouldn’t be listening to the broadcast of a premiere for a movie that might not have happened if it hadn’t been for him.

      “And here comes the lovely May McAvoy, who will soon be seen in Ernst Lubitsch’s Lady Windemere’s Fan. Miss McAvoy, won’t you please say a few words?”

      Irving slapped his wheelchair’s armrest. Lady Windemere’s Fan was a Warner Brothers picture. Why the heck was this idiot giving them publicity?

      “Irving,” Henrietta called from the bottom of the stairs. “You’ve got a visitor.”

      He hadn’t been forgotten after all! Whoever had come calling, this was exactly the tonic he needed.

      Irving whipped the blanket from his lap. It was bad enough that he was in his silk pajamas and bathrobe; he didn’t need to be caught looking like Grandpa Thalberg, too. As soon as he heard footfalls on the creaking hallway floorboards, he launched himself to a standing position and kicked the wheelchair behind him. It cracked against his dresser as Henrietta walked in with his visitor.

      Irving stared at the only person thoughtful enough to see how he was doing tonight.

      Henrietta addressed the woman standing in the door frame. “You’ll have to excuse my son. He’s been on the quiet side since—well, it happened.”

      Norma Shearer smiled at Irving shyly. “Mr. Thalberg, what a relief to see you on your feet.”

      “He should be in bed,” Henrietta told Miss Shearer, “but he didn’t want to miss any of the hullabaloo of the Ben-Hur premiere going on back East.” She retrieved the wheelchair and slipped it behind Irving, poking the backs of his knees so that he collapsed into it.

      Irving flushed with embarrassment and exasperation. His mother knew Miss Shearer was an employee. How could she treat him like he was a delicate child right in front of her?

      But Miss Shearer didn’t notice—or at least pretended not to. She spied a wooden chair parked at his desk and dragged it across the rug to him.

      Irving turned down the volume on his radio. “Thank you, Mother. We’ll call if we need anything.”

      Henrietta’s eyes bounced from Irving to Miss Shearer, back to Irving, then back to Miss Shearer again for a faintly disapproving up-and-down. “I’ll leave the door open just in case.”

      Irving waited until the last of her footsteps on the wooden stairs receded.

      “I can’t tell you what it means to me that you’ve gone out of your way like this.”

      She sat down and demurely folded her hands across her black snakeskin purse. “I figured you’d have a houseful of visitors listening to the broadcast with you. But then I thought, ‘What if he’s sitting there all by himself?’ So I decided to drive by, and if the lights were on and lots of party noise was pouring out of the windows, I’d return home.”

      “But all you heard was a distinct lack of gay laughter bubbling from the living room window.”

      “This is your big night as much as it is any of—” she glanced at the murmuring Wurlitzer “—theirs.”

      “I’m glad somebody remembered.”

      She looked at him obliquely. “Of course, it might help if you allowed your name on the credits.”

      “It might at that.”

      “But you don’t.”

      “No, Miss Shearer, I do not.”

      “Please, call me Norma.”

      Theirs was a professional relationship. She was the up-and-coming movie star; he was the studio production chief. She was the employee; he was the boss. What if he had to haul her over the coals for a less-than-satisfactory performance? Or improper off-screen behavior? Or if he was forced to recast a role he’d given her? Or worse—fire her altogether? Once a relationship was elevated to a first-name basis, it was impossible to go back.

      She fumbled with the hem of her dark blue woolen skirt. “Of course, if you’d rather stick to Miss Shearer and Mr. Thalberg, that’s fine, too.”

      What’s wrong with you? Irving chided himself. This girl has come to ensure you didn’t spend tonight with only a radio to keep you company. Of course you should be calling her Norma, and she should be calling you Irving. Why must you be so stiff and formal? You can pull a disastrous movie out of a two-million-dollar hole like it’s the easiest thing in the world, but a thoughtful girl drops by to have a companionable conversation and it’s like she’s asking you to scale Mount Olympus.

      “If I may ask,” she said, “how come your name never appears in the credits?”

      It was because Irving had noticed how wealth and fame tended to make people morally lazy and emotionally superficial. Hollywood’s excesses were seductively insidious, and he found it easier to resist falling prey to them if he denied himself all screen credit. But saying that out loud to an up-and-coming actress seemed judgmental.

      “Credit you give yourself is not worth having.”

      She let out a silvery, tinkling bell of a laugh. “Why ever not? Would Ben-Hur be making the splash it’s making right this very second if you hadn’t rescued it from Sam Goldwyn’s catastrophic trash heap?”

      They had veered onto a subject that made him wish he had a hem he could fidget with to hide his discomfort. But, again, she was the only person checking up on him, so she deserved a more direct answer.

      “It’s like this,” he said, crossing his legs to keep them warm—he ought not have thrown that absurd blanket aside so hastily. “The directors direct the picture, the scenarists write it, the actors act it out, and the cameramen photograph it. What I do is shepherd everyone through the process, leaving every member of the team to focus on their particular job. I keep the road smooth to ensure there are no bumps. So what should my screen credit be? ‘Road smoother’?”

      “Producer,” she insisted. “It’s a big job, and not an easy one. You should take credit for it.”

      She blushed slightly. Irving guessed that she had realized she was telling the boss what to do. But this was not a topic of conversation he wanted to pursue, even if the awkward way she squirmed in her chair had disarmed him.

      “Tell me, how did you come to be on the Ben-Hur set that day?” he said, changing the subject. “I had no idea you ran with an A-list crowd. Doug and Mary. John Gilbert. Marion Davies. Talk about the crème de la crème.”

      “Oh, and they’re not the half of it!” A relaxed smile lit up her face. “Let’s see, there’s King Vidor and Eleanor Boardman, Chaplin, Gloria Swanson, Anita Loos—have you met her?”

      “No, but I hear Gentlemen Prefer Blondes is quite the racy read.”

      “If you were smart, you’d snap up the rights, tout de suite.”

      “If I were smart? Is there doubt I might be?”

      There was that winsome blush again. If she could summon it on cue, she’d make millions.

      She squinted at him accusingly. “Now you’re teasing me.” One of her eyes had drifted slightly off-center; he wondered if she was aware of it.

      “Tell me, what else should I read?”

      She wagged a finger at him. “Oh, no you don’t! Everybody at the studio knows you’re the most well-read man in Hollywood.”

      “I wouldn’t go so far as to say that.”

      In truth, he probably would. When he had come down with rheumatic fever, the only path to recovery had lain in resting quietly in bed for twelve months. Henrietta could barely keep up with his voracious appetite. He’d plowed through Epictetus, Homer, Kant, Schopenhauer, Freud, and Jung, alternating them with every classic from The Hunchback of Notre Dame to When Knighthood Was in Flower, from A Tale of Two Cities to The Trail of the Lonesome Pine. By the time he had returned to school the following year, he was better read than anyone at Brooklyn Boys High—faculty included.

      “Your modesty is a rare trait in this town,” Miss Shearer commented, then added, “and appealing, too.”

      An uncomfortable silence followed, broken by Henrietta striding into the room. Irving hadn’t heard any telltale floorboards groaning beneath her weight. Had she been standing outside the door all along?

      “I’m checking to see if you’d like anything,” she said, fixing Miss Shearer in her sights. “Ginger ale? Rose hip tea?”

      Miss Shearer shook her head. “Thank you, no, Mrs. Thalberg.”

      “Suit yourself.” Henrietta folded her arms around her matronly bosom. “It’s very thoughtful of you to come visit, dear, but please do remember that my boy is still recovering from his dreadful episode.” In the intervening month, she’d not once been able to say the words “heart attack” out loud.

      “I certainly will, Mrs. Thalberg.”

      “Thank you, Mother.” Irving lifted his palm as though to say, And you can go now. He waited until he heard her reach the bottom of the stairs. “Sorry about that.”

      “She’s very protective, isn’t she?”

      “When I was in high school, I suffered through an illness so serious that the doctor said I’d be lucky to see twenty. That was all Mother needed to hear. She told them ‘To hell with you!’ and started me on a regimen of sponge baths, rub downs, hot water bottles, and forced rest periods.”

      There had been a fifth component of Henrietta Thalberg’s strategy, but the last thing he wanted was for Miss Shearer to picture her boss’s mother administering him an enema. “I probably wouldn’t be here without her.”

      “I didn’t mean to criticize⁠—”

      “She also drives me to distraction.”

      “Forgets you’re no longer a child?”

      “Exactly.”

      “I have a mother like that, too.”

      “Awful, isn’t it?”

      “Positively dreadful!”

      They giggled at the same time. It was only a few seconds, but he hadn’t laughed in weeks and it made him feel light as a dandelion puff.

      Placing her elbows on her knees, Norma rested her chin in her hands. “Did you really edit Ben-Hur on the ceiling of your room?”

      “Where did you hear that?”

      “Marion, who heard it from Evelyn Brent. Is it true?”

      “Yes and no,” he admitted. “Mother wanted me home after I came out of the hospital, but Ben-Hur’s release date was looming. I knew I’d get no work done here, so Bernie Fineman provided his guest room. I couldn’t even sit up, so a studio stagehand rigged up a projector and I saw the rushes on the ceiling.”

      “You didn’t!”

      “My editor sat next to me and took notes. ‘Cut this here, cut that there, and fifty frames out of the start of that scene.’”

      She shook her head in disbelief. “You’re extraordinarily dedicated to your job, aren’t you?”

      “That picture came in at just under four million, which ordinarily would be fine because I expect we’ll make double that. But Sam Goldwyn agreed to a ridiculous contract that gave the play’s producers fifty percent of the gross.”

      As he talked, he felt a quickening in his pulse. But not how he’d felt it on the set that day. This was a quickening sparked by the excitement he felt whenever he talked about motion pictures.

      He didn’t need rubdowns and ten hours’ sleep in a darkened room. Work was his medicine. It was what got him out of bed in the morning and what he went to bed thinking about at night. It gave him boundless energy and carried him through every long day and marathon editing session. It was what spurred him to get better.

      Henrietta marched into the room again, interrupting his thoughts. “Irving, I⁠—”

      “For the love of God, Mother, is it too much to ask that you leave us alone for ten straight minutes?”

      She raised her left hand to show him a Western Union telegram. “I thought you’d want to see it right away so I—here.” She thrust it forward, forcing him to stand out of his wheelchair. When he took it from her, she spun on her heel and left with a breathy harrumph.

      He tore open the envelope and read the sender’s address. “It’s from Nick Schenck.” Schenck was Mayer’s boss in New York. Mayer disliked the man intensely, calling him The Skunk in private. Irving, however, hadn’t made up his mind yet. He read aloud, “‘Ben-Hur was the most magnificent opening I have ever witnessed. Your chariot race went over like it was the Dempsey–Firpo fight.’” He refolded the slip of paper and inserted it back in the envelope.

      “Sounds like good news to me,” she said.

      It was thoughtful of Schenck to take the trouble to send a wire like that, but it was a kick-in-the-shins reminder of what he’d missed out on. Irving forced an amicable grin as he placed the message on his bedside table. The pungent aroma of liver and onions was now invading the room. “Let’s change topics before Mother finds another excuse.”

      “How about . . .” Miss Shearer tapped a finger against her chin. “. . . Peggy Hopkins Joyce?”

      All thoughts of premieres and chariot races flew from Irving’s mind at the name of America’s most notorious gold digger.

      “What?”

      “Please don’t think I’m prying,” she assured him. “In fact, I’m rather hoping it’s true. I don’t know anybody who’s met her, and I’d love to know what her appeal is.”

      It occurred to Irving that perhaps Miss Shearer was a gold digger herself. The Skunk had recently increased Irving’s weekly salary from $650 to $2000, a substantial sum by anybody’s reckoning. But he liked to think that he knew a flirting female on the make when he saw one: an accentuated bosom, fluttering eyelids, sudden giggles for no reason, revealing hemline. But he could perceive none of the usual markers here.

      “If I remember correctly, she sandwiched me between the Chilean diplomat and the Swedish count,” he said.

      “That’s heady company.”

      “Says the girl who’s regularly seen with Fairbanks and Chaplin.”

      “But what does she have?” Miss Shearer was frowning now, quite serious in her inquiry. “Men fall at her feet, literally killing themselves over her. She’s pretty enough, I suppose, but I don’t see it. Not at all.”

      That’s because you’ve never been a young lad, green as that sycamore outside my window. You didn’t spend half your childhood bedbound with a controlling mother who still sees you as sickly. You didn’t reach your twenty-first birthday never having kissed a girl, let alone found one who would let you take her to bed. At least, not without ponying up cash for the privilege.

      Miss Shearer also hadn’t kept company with corruptibles like Jack Conway, Cedric Gibbons, and John Gilbert egging him on to try his luck with the redoubtable Peggy Hopkins Joyce. A girl like Norma Shearer wouldn’t know the thrill of comprehending that when a woman like Peggy said yes, she meant it. And when a guy like Irving Thalberg got her into bed and saw that she knew a trick or two about lovemaking, he would be profoundly grateful.

      “When you’re an impressionable youth,” he said, “it doesn’t take much to impress. But might I also add that when she learns how much money you make and quickly moves onto a luckless Scandinavian count, you’ll realize that you’ve dodged what could have been a very costly bullet.”

      “Congratulations.” A conspiratorial chuckle ran through Miss Shearer’s voice. “I hear bullets can be quite fatal.”

      “It’s always a good idea to dodge them whenever possible.”

      “Does the same go for Constance Talmadge?”

      Peggy Hopkins Joyce had made no effort to hide her gold-digging agenda, but Connie was different. Nobody else brought out his whimsical, playful side. Hell’s bells, he hadn’t known he had one until Connie had come Charlestoning into his life. Nobody else possessed the ability to dispel his serious, cautious disposition with a naughty wink and a shrieking giggle. Every other man whose path she crossed probably felt the same, but he didn’t care. How could he when he was still so desperately, so inexorably, so deeply in love with her?

      Irving held fast to his smile as disappointment pooled in his chest. Had Miss Shearer brought up Connie’s name for professional reasons? Connie’s sister was Norma Talmadge, who was married to Joe Schenck, whose brother, Nick, aka The Skunk, was second in command at Loew’s, the parent company of Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer. Was this visit a scouting party to help her maneuver onto the right side of management? Or was she reconnoitering to see if Connie represented stiff competition?

      Irving’s initial impulse was to tell this girl that Connie Talmadge was none of her business, but once again he realized that instead of sitting at home on a Wednesday night and staring at the moon, she was the only one who’d bothered to put on a flattering suit of burgundy wool and had driven God only knew how many miles to see him.

      “If I knew how to answer your question about Miss Talmadge, I would.”

      “But you don’t?”

      He let a brief silence answer for him. “I can tell by the intensifying aroma of liver and onions that dinner will soon be served. You’re too lovely to be subjected to my mother’s third degree, so I strongly recommend that you make a break for it.”

      If she was disappointed at missing out on the Connie scoop, she hid it by fiddling with the cuffs of her blouse and thanked him for the warning.

      “I’ll walk you to your car,” he said, leaning forward in the chair.

      “No need. I can see myself out.”

      “The dining room is downstairs, so let me walk you to the front door at the very least.” He stood up and let her precede him out the bedroom door.

      At the bottom of the stairs, he called out to his mother that Miss Shearer was leaving now. Henrietta hollered “Goodbye!” from the kitchen and left it at that.

      He opened the door, letting the chill of the December night blow in from the sidewalk. “And thank you again for coming. I appreciate the gesture more than I can say.”

      “I couldn’t bear the thought of you sitting at home alone on a night like this.”

      “It was very thoughtful of you . . . Norma.”

      Her eyes flared briefly, but Irving caught the reaction nonetheless. To say anything further would have belabored the point, so he made a show of wrapping his bathrobe around him more tightly and stepped back inside the house.
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      At the sound of the doorbell, Irving looked up from The Age of Innocence. After Norma Shearer’s visit, his mother had thumb-tacked a square of stiff cardboard next to the screen door advising visitors that there was an invalid in the house and the visitor who rang the bell had better have a very good reason for it. Consequently, it had rarely rung. Hearing it now sparked a scintilla of hope in him that someone audacious enough to face the wrath of Henrietta Thalberg might have arrived to break the tedium of his recuperation.

      Irving slipped out of his armchair and hovered at his bedroom door. “No,” he heard his father say, “Irving is not receiving visitors.”

      “NONSENSE!” Jack Gilbert’s voiced boomed up the staircase. “Come now, William, surely I can stick my head in and say hello. It won’t kill him.”

      Irving grabbed the robe off the end of his bed, thankful that Mother had stepped out to the beauty parlor.

      “I’m very sorry, but visitors are not⁠—”

      “I know that Norma Shearer came calling days after it happened, and so I ask you: Did her visit put Irving in the grave? No, it didn’t. In fact, I’m sure she helped to lift his spirits enormously.”

      Irving cupped his hands to his mouth. “She most certainly did! Come on up. First door on the left.”

      Seconds later, Jack Gilbert filled Irving’s bedroom the same way he filled movie screens: radiating charisma and magnetism. He snapped his fingers. “I knew it!”

      “Knew what?”

      “That you were bored out of your skull and in desperate need of human contact. Christ, Irving, Norma was right. You look like hell.”

      “Thank you for ignoring my mother’s sign out front.”

      “She called you an invalid.” Jack winced. “If a shark bit off both my legs along with my pecker, I still wouldn’t let my mother call me that.”

      “Have you met mine?” Irving countered.

      “No offense, but after Norma’s description, I have no wish to meet the mater.”

      “She’s out right now, so you timed it well.”

      “Not really. I was still sitting in my new convertible screwing up sufficient courage when I saw her leave.”

      “Is that what Norma really said? I look like hell?”

      Jack ignored him and yanked open the closet door. “We need to get you dressed.”

      That scintilla of hope swelled into a bright flare. “Why? Where are we going?” Irving pointed out a pair of tweed trousers draped over a cedar hanger. “Grab those and any one of the flannel shirts at the end.” He turned to his chest of drawers and pulled out his navy-blue cable-knit sweater. The faint smell of mothballs would soon dissipate if Jack drove with the roof down.

      Jack threw the trousers onto the bed. “Where are your hiking boots?”

      “Do I strike you as a hiking type of fellow?”

      Jack rummaged around the bottom of the closet and produced some battered old brogues. “These’ll do.”

      Irving put on the tweed and flannel. “What, exactly, is your plan?”

      Jack leaned on the mattress and grinned the grin that had been melting hearts for ten years. “This is a jailbreak, so does it matter?”

      

      A dual-toned Lincoln Model L coupe with fire-engine-red wheels sat in the street. The front grille of polished chrome gleamed in the mid-winter sunlight. Crisp air stung Irving’s cheeks. He hadn’t felt anything like it in two months.

      Jack opened the passenger door. “In you get.” He watched Irving sink into the soft, brown leather. “I would have put the roof up but I figured you’d want to feel the wind in your hair.”

      “You don’t know how much I need this.” Laughter burbled out of him. “I didn’t know how much I needed it.”

      Jack jumped behind the wheel and swerved away from the curb. “You ever seen the Hollywoodland sign? Up close, I mean. You won’t believe how big those letters are. Huge, they are! And the view. It’s really something.”

      “You’re moving from Tower Grove Road?”

      “Hell’s bells, no. We’re not going shopping for houses or plots of land, you chump. We’re going mountain climbing. You’re up for it, right?”

      “You bet I am.”

      “I won’t be going easy on you, just because you’re Irving the Invalid.”

      “You think it’s that easy to beat me to the top of Mount Lee?”

      “Fifty bucks to the winner.”

      “Make it a hundred.” Irving wasn’t much of a gambler, but there were no rules during a jailbreak. “Tell me, how’s The Merry Widow doing at the box office? I still wish we hadn’t okayed the two-tone Technicolor finale. It added to the budget⁠—”

      “Nope! Nope! Nope! And nope!” They swung onto Franklin Avenue, where apartment buildings whipped past them in a blur. “No shop talk allowed. We’re just a couple of pals taking an invigorating hike.” Jack reached over and gave the back of Irving’s head a playful slap. “Them’s the rules. Got it?”

      “Yes, Captain.”

      They fell into an easy silence. As Jack hummed an off-kilter “I’m Sitting on Top of the World,” Irving sneaked a furtive glance at his liberator.

      He wondered, not for the first time, why this raffish, handsome movie star at whose feet millions of women would gladly fall, a devil-may-care lady-killer with more money and charm than one man could squander in a lifetime, had decided that pale, intellectual, reserved Irving Thalberg would make a boon companion.

      A couple of years back, when Jack had first invited him over to sample a bottle of Martell VSOP Médaillon cognac that a French countess from Bourges had sent him, Irving had warily accepted. He had learned to be careful of sly professional maneuvers cloaked as casual offers and had assumed Gilbert was scheming for bigger, showier roles now that Metro had merged with Goldwyn. But they hadn’t talked of motion pictures, or studio politics, or upcoming films. Instead, Jack had spoken of his admiration for Rembrandt, his bleak time at the Hitchcock Military Academy, and his fondness for French wine, German blood sausage, and Romeo y Julieta cigars from Cuba, as well as his unremitting love for the New York Yankees, and, predictably, women. It hadn’t been until he was driving home that it had dawned on Irving how he’d just spent one of the most enjoyable evenings of his life.

      Jack turned onto Beachwood Drive and headed up into the Hollywoodland housing division, which had convinced only a handful of people to build homes into the Hollywood Hills. Most of the canyons remained untamed scrubland, perfect for hiking. They pulled to a stop as the land began to slant upwards.

      “There’s a Moreton Bay fig tree about halfway up,” Jack said. “We can just go as far as that if you like.”

      “Chickening out before we even start?”

      “No siree.” Jack climbed out of the Lincoln and slammed the driver door with a loud thump that echoed off the folds of the canyon above them. “I just don’t want to be the one to tell your mama that you keeled over beneath a Mexican fan palm.”

      “You should have thought of that before you broke me out of the slammer.”

      A roughly hewn trail snaked from the road to a matching set of orange trees, before deviating through a dry gully and heading straight for the Hollywoodland sign. This adventure was going to be more of a slog than he’d anticipated back when he’d upped their bet from fifty to a hundred, but there was no chance he’d back down now.

      “Come on,” Jack said, “I want to hear you pant and gasp and plead for mercy.”

      Irving’s old brogues weren’t made to negotiate untamed terrain like this, but it was the closest he had to walking boots. He set off doggedly, keeping a lookout for gopher holes and exposed tree roots; he knew he was treading too cautiously to win the bet, but did his best to adopt an easygoing saunter. He was soon out of breath, though, and wondered if Jack’s suggestion to stop at the fig tree wasn’t such a terrible idea.

      “You never told me what Norma said,” he pressed Jack.

      “About what?”

      “Did she really say that I looked like hell?”

      “That was my interpretation of what she said.”

      “And my mother? Did she make out like Henrietta’s a Gorgon with distemper?”

      Jack picked up a fallen branch and whipped his thigh with it as the hillside angled more sharply. “She just said that Henrietta was a very protective hen. Very. As in, extremely.”

      “She visited me less than a week after my heart attack. Mother was only looking out for me.”

      “By the time I was your age, I was married and divorced. Twice.”

      Irving was already more winded than he cared to admit, so he took the opportunity to stop for a moment and lean against a gnarled sycamore. “Did you haul me up here to give me a talking-to?”

      “What? No!” Jack didn’t break his stride. “This ain’t no father-and-son chat we’re having here.”

      Irving pushed himself off the tree trunk and hurried to catch up. “That bit about being married and divorced twice sounded like a crack to me.”

      A few hundred yards ahead of them, a majestic Moreton Bay fig loomed big as a circus tent. Jack waited under its thick branches for Irving to join him. “It wasn’t a crack,” he said, taking care to ease his tone.

      “What was it, then?”

      “I’m not sure you quite grasped the reason for Norma’s concern.”

      “It was the night of Ben-Hur’s New York premiere, and she was the only person who checked to see how I was doing on what should have been one of the biggest nights of my professional career.”

      Irving hated the way he sounded, so defensive, so childish, but Jack looked Irving up and down with his usual roguish leer as if to say, Stop taking yourself so seriously, you dumb jackass.

      Jack whipped the tree branch against his leg again, then used it to point up the hill toward the towering letters sitting high above them. “It’s probably another fifteen minutes from here. You got what it takes?” He jutted out his square chin for a defiant moment and then charged up the slope without waiting for Irving to respond.

      

      The two men leaned against the monumental letter Y. Irving had only ever looked at the Hollywoodland sign from a distance, usually through the window of a limousine. Up close, it wasn’t what he had imagined. The slabs of corrugated metal, painted white, were more crudely nailed together than he’d supposed. Rather like life, he thought. The closer you draw, the uglier it becomes.

      Neither of them had said a word for the last five hundred yards. The ground had grown steeper and steeper, forcing both men to save their energy. By the time he had reached the summit, a sheen of sweat coated Irving’s forehead. What a relief to be out of that suffocating bedroom for an hour or two, even if it meant having to face Henrietta’s bluster and indignation when he returned to the house.

      The view was clearer than Irving expected. He could see the stores clustered along Hollywood Boulevard, and over to the far left, the filming stages of Columbia Pictures, a scrappy little studio trying to pull itself out of the muck and mire of the Poverty Row fly-by-nighters.

      Jack gave a low grunt as he hurled the tree branch toward a thicket of prickly pear cacti. “It’s possible I was lying about the talking-to.”

      “Maybe I need one.”

      “And maybe I’m the last person who should be handing out romance advice.”

      “You’re John Gilbert, the king of romantic leading men.”

      Jack slid down the Y until he landed his backside on the patch of soft grass sprouting up around the base. “I’m John Gilbert, twenty-five and twice divorced, remember?”

      Irving joined him on the ground. He wouldn’t have come this far if Jack hadn’t been there to goad him along. Now that he was here, he was glad he’d made the effort, but was in no rush to do it again.

      They watched a red-tailed hawk loop lazy figure eights in the sky until Jack said, “She’s got her eye on you, you know.”

      His mind still on Mother’s imminent lecture, it took Irving a moment to realize who he was talking about. “What did she say, exactly?”

      “Did anybody else from the studio check up on you that first week after you fell ill?”

      “There were a couple of calls from L.B.”

      “I’m talking about women.”

      “No. She was it. But that doesn’t necessarily mean⁠—”

      “Doesn’t it?”

      “Not when it comes to professional actresses. She could be playing the game.”

      “Does she strike you as the type to sleep with the boss to get ahead?”

      “You tell me, Mister Twice Married, Twice Divorced.”

      “If I was so good with women, I wouldn’t have two marital flops behind me, now, would I? Jesus, and they call you the smartest man in Hollywood.” He shook his head mockingly. “I’ve got my work cut out for me if I’m going to change that rumor.”

      “You know more about women than I do.” It was a painful admission. Irving doubted he could say those words out loud to anyone but Jack.

      They watched the hawk continue to circle in the air above them.

      “She’s no Connie Talmadge,” Jack said, an edge of bitterness creeping into his tone.

      “I can’t tell if you’re insulting Norma or paying her a compliment.”

      “Are you still besotted?”

      “With Connie?” Irving shrugged. “If I had more experience with the fairer sex, I could probably answer that.”

      “What does your gut say? Just blurt out the first reaction that comes to you.”

      “Yes.”

      Jack stretched out his long legs in front of him and interlaced his fingers behind his head. It was a blatant posture of nonchalance that didn’t fool Irving for a second. “If that Talmadge minx is ever going to treat you well, she would have done it by now.”

      “I suspect you’re right.”

      “You know I am, old chap.” Jack started tracing a figure eight in the dirt with his middle finger. “The sooner you move on, the better.”

      “But . . . well, you know how it is.”

      “The heart wants what the heart wants.”

      “Something like that.”

      “I’m not unfamiliar with how that feels,” Jack said, dusting the dirt from his hands. “Just know that when you’re done with Connie, or more to the point, when Connie’s done with you, take a look in the wings. I suspect you’ll find Miss Norma Shearer standing there, waiting patiently until you come to your senses.”

      Irving pictured Norma sitting on his bedroom chair, dressed nicely but not provocatively. She had shown nothing but genuine interest in his health, and concern that he was spending that evening alone when the rest of MGM was celebrating a huge triumph. Was she like most actresses, with their ambitious schemes and hidden agendas? He had no idea. How was a man supposed to learn unless he started tomcatting around town? And if he did, would Norma find him attractive? Assuming that Jack was right. But was he?

      Irving realized he had bamboozled himself into a perpetual loop, just like that hawk up there. “Yes, well,” he said, pulling himself to his feet, “maybe I’ll see her in the wings and maybe I won’t.”

      “Oh, trust me, Thalberg, you will.” Jack shielded his eyes against the sun. “You want to go? Already?”

      “That climb was tougher going than I bargained for. Plus, I owe you a Benjamin Franklin.”

      The two men eyed each other unblinkingly. They both knew the firestorm of indignation awaiting Irving back at home.

      “That, you do.” Jack reached up so that Irving could help him to his feet. He didn’t need any assistance, of course, but Irving appreciated the gesture nonetheless.

      “And thanks,” he told Jack.

      “What for?”

      Irving shielded his eyes and looked back down the slope. The Lincoln convertible, waiting far below them, looked like a kid’s toy. Its bright red paint glowed in the early afternoon sun. “How about if I beat you back to the car, you owe me the Benjamin Franklin?”

      He took off, letting Jack’s protest whip away in the afternoon breeze.
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      Irving straightened a stack of scripts on his desk as Mauritz Stiller approached. Irving wanted to appear busy, which he was—always, endlessly—but he needed to send a subtle message to the tall Swede that theirs would be a brief meeting.

      Stiller dropped into one of Irving’s visitor chairs.

      Irving said, “You and I must put our cards on the table.” The director searched Irving’s desk for what Irving presumed to be actual cards. “It means we must have an honest conversation.”

      “About The Temptress?”

      “It’s not going well, is it?”

      “What do you expect? We were only filming four days when that telegram arrived, telling Greta that her sister has died with the cancer. And poor Greta, she is five thousand miles away. She feels so alone, and so useless.”

      A couple of years before, Mayer had returned from Europe giddy over a Scandinavian actress who, he was convinced, could be a huge star. But she wouldn’t come to America without her director. When Irving had asked if this Swede he was being lumbered with was any good, Mayer had told him, “There’s no rush to assign him anything. And when you do, who knows? He might turn out to be okay. If not, dump the guy overboard.”

      Irving didn’t like to treat any creatively inclined person as expendable, but it was hard to take a shine to this gangly man with his long face and remote, austere air. With Greta Garbo successfully launched on the American public in Torrent, Irving had tested Stiller’s abilities by assigning him to direct her follow-up picture. But the rushes had been flat and uninspiring. Irving knew how to fix a film in the cutting room, but so far, Mauritz Stiller’s work had inspired only yawns.

      “I’m sorry, Stiller, but this isn’t working.”

      “It is ten days only!”

      “In my experience, some directors can take a day or two to find their feet.”

      “The feet on the end of their legs?”

      “That is to say their rhythm, their style. And I am fine with that, but ten days is unacceptable. Miss Garbo went over very well in her first movie, so we need to follow it up with a sure-fire hit. It’s why we’ve gone with another Ibáñez story.” Stiller was now harrumphing and spluttering with all the indignation Irving expected, but he pushed forward. “It’s now mid-April, so you won’t finish until mid-May. And that means you won’t meet your mid-June release. I’m taking you off The Temptress and replacing you with Fred Niblo.”

      Because of the twin extravagances of a four-million-dollar budget and a preposterously generous profit-sharing agreement, Ben-Hur was not likely to make Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer any money. But acknowledging that fact right now was not in Irving’s favor.

      “REPLACE ME?” Stiller slammed the desk with both fists. “I had my life in Europe and a fine reputation. I did not need this country. But your Mr. Mayer, he says, ‘Come to America and we give you great careers. You and Greta! All your dreams will be true.’ So we come. And we sit and we sit and we sit. Finally, you give Greta a chance and she is very good. Now it is my turn! This is insulting. No, no! I will not stand for it. You must allow me to continue my work on The Temptress.”

      “Otherwise what, Mr. Stiller?”

      The Swede was on his feet now, eyes burning with indignation. “Otherwise I leave.”

      “Leave what? This office? This studio? This city? This country?”

      “I have had enough! I shall leave America and never come back.”

      “But you signed a contract with us.” Irving had anticipated this reaction. He pushed the company’s copy of Stiller’s contract across the desk.

      “This is what I think of your miserable contract.” Stiller tore the papers in half, and the halves into quarters, then showered Irving with them like a one-man tickertape parade. “And I am taking Greta with me. Your precious new movie star will not act in your pictures again!”

      He stomped out of the office shouting what Irving assumed were Swedish obscenities. As the door slammed behind him, Irving fished a silver medal out of his drawer and started flipping it.

      Tearing up a contract didn’t negate it. Not unless both parties agreed. But it suited the studio for Stiller to think so. Let him storm out. Let him pack his traveling trunks. Let him book a one-way passage on the next boat to Europe. Maybe he was considered a great director over there, but ten days’ worth of rushes was more than enough to show Irving that the guy wasn’t going to fit in.

      Greta Garbo, however, was a different matter.

      It had taken six months to prepare her for the American screen. There had been teeth to be straightened, pounds to be shed, English to be learned. Irving hadn’t put her in front of a camera until she was ready. But when he did, the girl had shone. Star potential poured off the screen. Exiting the theater after the premiere, Irving had glimpsed a trace of satisfaction on that stoic face of hers.

      His job was to cut Stiller loose, but hang on to Garbo. He rose out of his chair, still flipping the silver medal, and started pacing his office.

      Flip, catch, flip, catch, flip, catch.

      There he was, undersized and pale as a boiled potato, and yet he could take on Mauritz Stiller and his overblown theatrics without flinching. In fact, any doubts Hollywood had harbored over frail little Irving Thalberg had ended the day he’d fired the most intimidating European of them all.

      Erich von Stroheim had served real champagne and whiskey to his Merry-Go-Round extras while squandering 83,000 feet of film for only the first few scenes. Irving had been unable to permit an egomaniacal perfectionist to drive Universal Pictures into bankruptcy, so he had fired the mighty von Stroheim on the spot and ushered him out the door. It wasn’t until later that he learned that he’d shifted the balance of power from directors to producers, and that Hollywood had been impressed that he, a grave twenty-two-year-old, had bested the biggest director in the business.

      Flip, catch, flip, catch, flip, catch.

      He deposited the medal onto the desk and walked into the anteroom, where his secretary, Goldie, was hammering away at her typewriter. “I need you to track down Miss Garbo. She’s probably on the Temptress set or in her dressing room.”

      Goldie kept her eyes glued to her keyboard. “Check the window.”

      Irving strode over and peered down. Dressed in her usual uniform of baggy gabardine slacks and cashmere V-necked sweater, Garbo was pacing the alleyway below.

      “How long has she been there?”

      “She walked Mr. Stiller to his appointment with you.”

      If Garbo’s allegiance lay with Stiller, wouldn’t she have run after him as he stormed away? Irving pushed open the window. “Miss Garbo, could I see you up here in my office, please?”

      When she walked into his office, she slid into the seat Stiller had vacated. The sharp contours of her face remained in place.

      “Did you see Mr. Stiller after he and I concluded our meeting?”

      “Yes.”

      “Did you speak with him?”

      “He was not very . . . chatty. Is that a word?”

      Irving tried the blithe
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