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      Gwendolyn Brick, the curvy cigarette girl at the Cocoanut Grove, could feel resentment filling her like a blister. She was used to being ogled, but the looks lingered longer now. They came with a smirk from the men and a sneer from the women, and there was no point pretending she didn’t know why. Sooner or later, some snarky bastard was going to have one drink too many and snap off some smart line to impress his friends.

      When she spotted two midlevel studio yes-men in suits of imitation vicuña following the maître d’, she immediately pegged them as trouble.

      Rumors were spreading around town that Hollywood Reporter owner Billy Wilkerson had sold the Trocadero up on Sunset Boulevard to some faceless consortium. And everybody knew what that probably meant: the mob, which in Los Angeles meant Bugsy Siegel. Siegel or no Siegel, all Cocoanut Grove staff had been instructed not to put any client’s nose out of joint. No exceptions. Gwendolyn hadn’t been worried. She’d assumed people were less inclined to be seen at a nightclub with mob connections, but it was now ten o’clock on a Friday night and the outermost ring of tables was still empty. In the years Gwendolyn had worked there, she’d never seen anything like it. It was not a good sign.

      Gwendolyn had seen studio execs like these yes-men bozos a thousand times before. These two were lining the far edge of their table with empty highball glasses to advertise their prowess, and within an hour they were at six apiece. Gwendolyn watched the one with red hair open his platinum cigarette holder and screw up his nose in annoyance. There was nothing for it but to take them head-on.

      The blond one wore a pencil moustache that looked suave on Clark Gable but slimy on him. “Cigar,” he said. “Cuban, if you have it. Any brand.”

      She handed him a one-dollar cigar and he gave her a twenty-dollar bill.

      “You can keep the change if you say it for me.” A drip of sweat snuck out from under his toupee and rounded the back of his ear, but he was too plowed to notice.

      “What is it you want me to say?” Gwendolyn asked.

      Pencil Moustache leaned forward. “Fiddle-dee-dee.”

      She let out a soft groan.

      Back in the days before David O. Selznick cast Vivien Leigh in Gone with the Wind, every pretty girl from California to Maine had reveled in the sparkling hope that she might be Scarlett O’Hara. Gwendolyn had even wrangled herself into what she thought was her screen test but had turned out to be Hattie McDaniel’s for the role of Mammy. Gwendolyn was just there to give Hattie someone to act off. Not that it mattered, because it became the most disastrous screen test in history when Gwendolyn’s dress caught fire. She stumbled into the backdrop and her hoop skirt flipped up, revealing that she wasn’t wearing panties. The camera had caught it all. In Technicolor.

      “The fiddle?” Gwendolyn stalled.

      Pencil Moustache lurched to his feet and grabbed her by the elbow. “Come now, you sweet lil ol’ Southern belle, you.” His fingers bit into her skin. “Say it and my nineteen bucks in change is all yours.”

      Gwendolyn’s fingers gripped the sides of her cigarette tray. Her gaze fell on a table of two couples. The women were talking and nodding with their heads almost close enough to touch, and both were looking directly at her. The men were staring.

      She worked up her widest smile. “Come on, fellas. How about you give a poor working girl a break?”

      The guy pulled out another twenty and dropped it next to the first one. He ran the tip of his finger along the edge of her tray and pushed down on it. If he let go suddenly, Chesterfields and Montecristos would launch in every direction. His chum began to snort with laughter. Whiskey breath filled the space between them.

      “A thirty-nine-dollar tip for you, sugar. Not bad for three little words. Come on. Say it like you did in your screen test. Just for me.” He pushed down on the tray a little bit harder.

      “Hey now, why you wanna get me in trouble?”

      “I’d like to hear the answer to that.”

      Gwendolyn’s heart skipped a beat. She could recognize that deep drawl from a hundred paces. She watched Pencil Moustache’s eyes widen as he took in all six foot four of her darling baby brother. The jerk released her arm and cautiously lifted his finger from her tray, then sank back into his chair.

      Gwendolyn turned around and drank in the sight of Monty in full dress uniform. The five gold buttons down his front picked up the lights from the stage and seemed to glow like beacons against the stark alabaster of his jacket. His face was granite, but she knew that mischief in his eye. She used to see it when he’d gotten away with stealing fresh cookies from the neighbors’ window sill.

      Monty stepped up to the table and saluted. “Petty Officer First Class Montgomery Brick of the US Navy, at your service.” The two lowlifes attempted salutes. “And may I present my sister, Miss Gwendolyn Brick.” Monty rested his palms on their table. “I’m going to assume that what I saw as I came to greet my sister after a six-year tour in the US Navy helping to preserve peace during these troubled times wasn’t what it looked like.”

      The men nodded slowly, as though hypnotized.

      “Very good.” Monty straightened up. “Now, if you gentlemen have everything you need in the way of tobacco, I’d like to accompany my sister on her break.”

      Monty led Gwendolyn to the bar at the rear of the Cocoanut Grove, where Chuck, the bartender, held out his hands for her tray. “Your brother’s just had a word with the boss,” Chuck said. “You got yourself a double break tonight.”

      As she walked through the bustling foyer of the Ambassador Hotel with her brother, Gwendolyn decided she wanted him all to herself; she hadn’t seen Monty since he set sail for Guam. She guided him toward the deserted pool area and they stepped outside.

      The stars were sprinkled above them like crystals. She tightened her hold on his arm and led him to the diving board. His cotton jacket smelled freshly laundered and felt smooth under her hand as they sat side by side. “Why didn’t you let me know you were coming?” she asked. “How long can you stay?”

      Monty seemed broader, thicker across the chest than when she last saw him. He even seemed taller. Navy life must really agree with him.

      “Sorry for the short notice, Googie, but I was given forty minutes to pack. I’m only here for one night.”

      “One night? Mo-Mo! Not fair!”

      “No, it’s not fair,” he agreed, “it’s the navy. I’m en route to New York. The brass decided I was the best choice to head up the US Navy exhibit at the World’s Fair.”

      “What an honor!”

      “Between you and me, it’s really a recruitment drive. That Hitler bastard is on the march.” He stared out across the pool for a moment, then snapped out of it. “At any rate, as soon as the ship docked, I hotfooted it over to your place. I thought that roommate of yours might tell me where you were.”

      “Kathryn’s on a train convoy to Dodge City. Some sort of publicity campaign Warner Brothers is putting on for the new Errol Flynn movie.”

      “Lucky for me, some old drunk appeared and told me where you worked.”

      Gwendolyn took his broad hands and sandwiched them between hers. “I’m so glad to see you. I know how much you love the navy life, but I hate not seeing you whenever I want. Ten years and I’ve never really gotten used to it.”

      Monty’s face turned grim. “To be honest, I’m kinda worried about you.”

      “Me?” Oh, dear God, no. Gwendolyn felt herself go pale. Surely he hasn’t seen my screen test all the way over in Guam?

      “It’s probably not my place to say.” Monty screwed up his face in a pained grimace. She could see it was an effort to push his words out. “You’ve been hacking away at this movie-star game now for years, but really, Sis, where’s it gotten you? Have you even been in one movie yet?”

      Gwendolyn didn’t like where this conversation seemed to be heading. “For your information, I had a screen test for David Selznick. Ever heard of him?” Monty shook his head. “He’s the guy producing a little picture called Gone with the Wind. I’m good friends with his wife, Irene, and her father is Louis B. Mayer. He runs MGM and earns more money than the president. So it’s not like I’ve been spinning wheels in the mud here.”

      Monty’s handsome face softened from a frown into the hint of a smile. “A screen test for Gone with the Wind? How come you haven’t mentioned this in your letters?”

      Because the screen test ended up being the most mortifying moment of my life, she thought. “I didn’t want to jinx my luck.”

      “And?”

      Gwendolyn had grown accustomed to thinking of the moment she flashed her hoo-ha at the camera as the three seconds that killed her Hollywood career. It wasn’t until Greta Garbo pulled some strings to get her a role in George Cukor’s new picture, The Women, that she’d regained traction. “I didn’t get the part, but I’m going to be in a new MGM movie.”

      “Is it a big part? What’s your character like?”

      Gwendolyn broke away from her brother’s gaze. “It’s just a walk-on, really. No lines or anything.” She looked back at him in time to see his smile fade into the shadows.

      “Googie,” he said, “ten years and all you’ve got to show for it is a screen test and one little bitty role?”

      Gwendolyn let go of his hand. “Do you know how rare that is? One in a hundred thousand hopefuls gets a screen test. They have to be very, very impressed with you to order up one of those.”

      After a few silent moments, Monty said, “Once my stint at the World’s Fair is over, they’re making me a chief petty officer.”

      “That’s good, right?”

      “For an enlisted guy, it’s pretty good, yeah. And they’re restationing me.”

      “Which means what?”

      “They’re moving me.”

      Gwendolyn wanted to grab her brother’s hand again and squeeze it real hard. Please say Long Beach! Please say Long Beach!

      “I’m being transferred to the Philippines.”

      She crossed her arms over her thin uniform, feeling suddenly cold. “Where’s that?”

      “It’s in the Far East. South of Japan.”

      “Sounds exotic.”

      “Subic Bay is the biggest navy installation in the Pacific. This is a big step up for me, Googie.”

      “You’ve really made a good life for yourself, haven’t you?” Gwendolyn took her brother by the arm and snuggled closer. “I’m very proud of you.”

      “I’ll be in New York until the end of July and ship out to Subic Bay right afterwards.” Monty stiffened his spine and cleared his throat. “Why don’t you come with me?”

      “Move? To the Far East?”

      “That part of the world, it’s a wonderful place to live. I know tons of guys who’ve been stationed there and they all say the same thing.”

      “Hooray for you, Monty, but my life is here. I’m building a career.” As she heard the words come out of her mouth, she knew how ridiculous they sounded.

      You’re twenty-nine years old, she told herself. You know very well hitting thirty in Hollywood is like hitting sixty everywhere else. You don’t have many chances left.

      Monty winced. “Spending ten years selling cigarettes to drunkards and letches for a screen test and a bit part ain’t no career.” He grabbed her pinkie finger and wiggled it, the way he used to when they were kids back in Florida with their boozed-out mother sprawled on the couch and nobody else to look after them. It was their way of saying You and me forever.

      Don’t say it, she thought. Don’t say it.

      “Oh, Googie,” he said, “how much longer will you wait for a break that might never come?”
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      A pall of cigarette smoke and nerves hung over the conference room in MGM’s writing department. Marcus Adler twirled a pencil around his fingers. This was the first time the boss had called a department meeting since he hired Marcus a couple of months ago, and Marcus didn’t know what to expect. Gauging the tension in the room, neither did anyone else.

      He picked up an LA Examiner and scanned the front page, which screamed about the latest round of gangland wars over gambling clubs and brothels, and how the authorities suspected that Bugsy Siegel and his henchman Mickey Cohen were behind it. When Jim Taggert strode into the room and loomed over the table like Jack the Ripper after a bad night’s sleep, Marcus put the paper down.

      Taggert was a stern, hard-to-please type with a balding head and thick eyebrows permanently yanked together. “The Adventures of Robin Hood was the sixth-highest-grossing movie of 1938,” he said. “It should have been ours. We do the best Technicolor costume dramas in Hollywood. Warners does the black-and-white gritty urban stuff.” He pointed at Marcus’ paper. “Like what’s going on there. So what LB wants to know is: why didn’t we do Robin Hood?”

      The twenty-four writers crammed around the table were normally the liveliest bunch of people outside of a Marx Brothers family reunion, but now they sat in silence looking at anything but Taggert.

      “I told LB it was because MGM’s leading men don’t want to be seen in tights.” A ripple of laughter gurgled around the table, but Marcus got the feeling Taggert hadn’t cracked a joke. “Then I had to sit through a riot act that made the Battle of the Little Bighorn look like a goddamn kiddies’ birthday party. So here’s the deal. By nine o’clock Monday morning, I want a suggestion from each of you. And they’d better be on time, because the last one to land his contribution on my desk need not return to his office.”
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      “He can’t actually do that, can he?”

      The question came from Hugo Marr, a friend of Marcus’. They were standing in line at the studio commissary, known among the workers as the Lion’s Den. It was a large, square room with tall windows and dozens of four-top tables. The room burst with chatter from the writers, costumers, lighting and sound guys, actors, secretaries and accountants seated around them. On the far wall, a giant mural of Louis B. Mayer watched over everyone like an all-seeing god monitoring their every move. Behind Marcus and Hugo stood Hoppy, a fellow screenwriter, as they waited in line for Mama Mayer’s chicken soup.

      “You mean Taggert?” Marcus asked.

      “Firing someone for being the last person to submit an idea isn’t the best way to inspire your staff.” Hugo was the son of a director from MGM’s silent movie days, so he knew a thing or two about what it took to craft a fine picture.

      “You thinking of calling his bluff?” Hoppy had been with the studio since Metro merged with Goldwyn and Mayer. Marcus was sure he’d seen it all before.

      Hugo shook his head. “I’m just saying ‘rule by fear’ is never a good way to go.”

      “It’s working pretty well for the Nazis,” Hoppy said.

      “I was thinking maybe we could get together this weekend for a brainstorming session?” Hugo suggested.

      Marcus thought it wasn’t a bad idea. He’d just handed in the final draft for Strange Cargo, slated to be Clark Gable’s first role after Gone with the Wind. If the picture was a hit, it’d boost Marcus’ standing in the studio pecking order. But just as important, it would play in McKeesport, Pennsylvania, where his family would see his name on the screen.

      He knew it shouldn’t matter—he hadn’t heard from any of them in a dozen years—but it niggled at him anyway. If just one goddamned picture with his name on it could play McKeesport, he’d feel like he could close the book on that part of his life. But he saw now that he hadn’t given any thought to what would happen after Strange Cargo came out. He’d have to follow it up with something.

      Marcus was about to offer his villa at the Garden of Allah, but they arrived at the head of the line and nobody said anything more until they found a table.

      They were setting out their lunch when Hoppy turned to Hugo. “Hey, buddy, I forgot to get crackers and this half leg is hurting enough for two today. Would you mind getting them for me?”

      Hoppy had sported a wooden leg since he lost his in the Great War, but this was the first time Marcus had heard him complain about it. When Hugo was out of earshot, Hoppy elbowed Marcus. “How much do you trust that guy?”

      Marcus’ spoonful of chicken soup hovered in midair as he thought about the suspicions he’d had about Hugo in the past. Nothing had ever been proven one way or the other, though. “He’s been a friend of mine as long as I’ve lived in LA.”

      “That’s not what I asked.” Hoppy watched Hugo stop for a chat with Jimmy Durante’s stand-in. “I was around when his father was a big cheese. Meanest old bastard you ever met. Hell of a director, great instincts, but Jesus! An ego the size of the Grand Canyon. Double-cross you soon as look at you.”

      “I don’t think Hugo’s quite as bad as⁠—”

      “And I don’t think apples ever fall far from the tree.” Hoppy kept his eye on Hugo. “We need to yank something out of our asses big enough to knock Taggert on his. They’re pulling down the apartment building next to my place at the moment and the goddamn noise is enough to wake King Tut from the dead, so if your place is free, count me in. I’m all for bouncing ideas off each other but I don’t want Junior around when I do.”
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      Marcus lived in one of the thirty two-story duplex villas scattered around the Garden of Allah. The villas themselves were spacious, but had been hastily constructed so the walls tended to be regrettably thin. Marcus’ new upstairs neighbor, a taciturn Romanian cellist with the Universal Studios orchestra, started to play “Orpheus in the Underworld” on his gramophone just as three purposeful knocks rat-a-tatted Marcus’ door.

      Marcus pulled the door open to find Hoppy on the landing with a picnic basket in one hand and a black leather briefcase in the other. Hoppy raised his eyes to the ceiling. “Offenbach, huh?”

      Marcus shrugged. The neighbor only played this stuff on Saturday afternoons, and only when he was sure his fellow Garden of Allah’ers had woken from their Friday night overindulgences.

      Marcus pointed to the picnic basket. “What’s all this?”

      “Brain food.” Hoppy handed it over and looked around at the uncluttered living room. He nodded approvingly. “Nice light you got in here.”

      Marcus had been in this villa for less than a month, and had been lucky enough to nab one that overlooked the pool and caught the afternoon sun. It filled with warm and gentle early-summer light, a relief after the dark, cramped room he’d had up in the Garden’s main building. Writing Strange Cargo had earned him a sizeable jump in pay, but he’d waited to move until he turned in the screenplay and was sure it wasn’t going to be thrown back in his face. A fresh coat of light caramel paint on the walls had been his first priority. The smell of it still lingered in the air.

      Marcus took Hoppy’s basket and opened the flaps to find apricot Danishes, half a dozen cinnamon donuts, roast beef sandwiches, chocolates, root beer and Orange Crush, and two bottles of red wine. “All this is for just the two of us?”

      “You got rid of Junior, didn’t you?”

      Marcus didn’t want to believe Hugo would steal their ideas, but this might cement him to the A-list and he didn’t want to take any chances. Coming up with an original idea was no guarantee he’d get to write it. Nor was it a guarantee he’d get the screen credit for it. Until he got his name on a picture, nobody back home would know he’d landed on his feet. It was time to play No More Mr. Nice Guy.

      He smiled at Hoppy. “It’s not hard to fake the flu over Western Union.”

      Hoppy pulled large sheets of white paper and a fistful of sharpened pencils out of his briefcase. “I’ve already got my idea,” he said. “Typed it up this morning and dropped it off at work on the way over here. Taggert’s got a locked box on his desk marked ‘IDEAS FOR MONDAY,’ so I guess it’s no bluff.”

      Marcus asked, “You trust me enough to tell me your idea?”

      Hoppy didn’t hesitate. “Remember I told you yesterday that tearing down the apartment building next door is making enough noise to wake King Tut?”

      “Uh huh.”

      “Turns out, the guy who found Tut’s tomb had funding for only one more expedition when he hit the jackpot. His sponsor, Lord Carnarvon, had a daughter, a.k.a. the love interest. Throw in a rival team of archeologists, an enormous prize for the first person to find the tomb, an ancient curse, and hey presto! You’ve got yourself a movie.”

      They cleared Marcus’ dining table and laid down a sheet of blank paper. “Witness, if you please, the Hopper Technique in action,” Hoppy said. “Taggert wants a costume drama, right? Different costume, different era.”

      Each of them grabbed an apricot Danish with one hand and a pencil with the other and embarked on a whirlwind tour through history: the Renaissance, the Middle Ages, the Dark Ages, Age of Enlightenment, French Revolution, American Revolution, Russian Revolution, Napoleonic Wars, Rome, Greece, Ancient Egypt, Victorian England.

      “And what’s a story without people?”

      Cleopatra, Henry VIII, Napoleon, Columbus, da Vinci, the Medicis, the Borgias, Louis XVI, Elizabeth I, Robespierre, Richelieu.

      As they worked their way through a second cup of coffee, a third Danish, a fourth donut and God only knew how many See’s Candies’ nut chews, the lists grew and shrank, names got added, crossed out, moved around. Marcus had never worked like this, but it made the hairs on his arms stand up. The answer lay among the scribbled names and dates; he felt like an archeologist with a pencil for a shovel.

      Somewhere between da Vinci and Richelieu, he found himself thinking about his family. He wondered what they’d say if they could see him now, pencil in hand, dreaming up something that could end up starring Myrna Loy or Walter Pidgeon or Robert Taylor.

      Within a couple of hours, they’d covered the tabletop with lists and names, lines and arrows, and started to wonder if everything and everyone had already been done. Claudette Colbert had been Cleopatra in 1934. Charles Boyer was Napoleon a couple years back in Conquest. Charles Laughton, who had been Henry VIII in 1933, was currently filming The Hunchback of Notre Dame, and Warner Bros. was about to come out with The Private Lives of Elizabeth and Essex, starring Bette Davis and Errol Flynn.

      If it hadn’t been done, it was because either there was not enough drama to the story or the main character was so evil that the audience would never be sympathetic. So they stuffed themselves with more cake and chocolate, and washed it all down with coffee and red wine, and went at it again while the sun crept along the carpet toward them.

      Shakespeare, Goethe, Michelangelo, Catherine the Great, Anglo-Saxons, the Marquis de Sade, Dickens, Swift, Tolstoy.

      The two of them sat in silence, staring at the list, willing for a name to jump out at them. As they did, Tchaikovsky’s 1812 Overture started to drum the ceiling.

      “Hold the presses!” Hoppy said, and pointed a finger upwards. “Tchaikovsky. Talk about a life chock full of drama and unhappiness. Plus, he was a tormented genius. Add him to the list.”

      There was a knock on the door. Hoppy headed into the bathroom. “If it’s your upstairs neighbor, tell him thanks for the inspiration.”

      Marcus laughed as he swung open the door, but then his mouth, still tingling with orange pop, went dry. In front of him, close enough to touch, stood Ramon Novarro.

      “Aren’t you going to invite me in?”

      Ramon walked through the door without waiting for a reply.

      Overhead, the 1812 Overture started to gather momentum.

      “This is a surprise,” Marcus said, crossing the living room to be closer to the man whose charisma was filling the room. With his sleek Latino looks and noble profile, the guy had once been MGM’s most popular actor, but those days were behind him now. For years, he and Marcus had stumbled into and out of each other’s lives, always with a meaningful look or a flirty line. There’d even been a slow, delicious kiss once, but Marcus had given up hope that he and Ramon might get to scratch their mutual itches. Ramon had always been Marcus’ One Who Got Away.

      Without warning, Ramon grabbed him by the shirt and slid his hand to the back of Marcus’ head, pulled their faces close and pressed their lips together. Ramon’s tongue pushed into Marcus’ mouth and explored every corner it could find. As the 1812 Overture reached its climax, Marcus could feel the urgency of Ramon’s body against his and he couldn’t help but press his mouth harder against Ramon’s full, soft lips.

      No More Mr. Nice Guy, Marcus thought. Why should it just apply to my career? If I’m going to go for it, I’m going to go for everything.

      “Beethoven! He had a dramat—oh!”

      Marcus yanked away from Ramon’s grasp, flummoxed at having forgotten Hoppy. He felt his face burn.

      “Hoppy!” Ramon exclaimed.

      “Ramon, you old sexy Mexy, you!”

      The two of them shook hands. Ramon smiled at Marcus, not the least embarrassed. “You are friends with Hoppy?” Ramon asked. “This is muy bueno. There were not many people at MGM I could trust, but Hoppy was always at the top of the list. Sometimes he was the only person on the list!” He turned back to Hoppy. “Right, mi amigo?”

      Hoppy looked at Marcus, but Marcus couldn’t dissect his inscrutable smile.

      Marcus stared at Ramon and thought, Just when you finally come along and do what I’ve been hoping you’d do for more years than I want to count, you have to go and do it in front of someone from the studio? Will our timing never be right?

      A new overture started upstairs: The Marriage of Figaro.

      Ramon spied the large sheets of paper on the table and exclaimed, “But you are working! Please forgive me. I took a chance Marcus would be home.”

      “Alone,” Hoppy added.

      “Sí. Alone. I shall interrupt you no further.”

      Marcus wanted Ramon to stay and Hoppy to go, but the thought of Taggert’s locked box kicked him in the keister.

      “Another time, perhaps?” Ramon pulled a calling card from the breast pocket of his jacket and propped it up on the bookshelf, and Marcus watched him let himself out. He hoped he would turn around and shoot him a significant look, but he didn’t.

      Marcus returned to the table and pretended to study the lists as Hoppy lit up a Chesterfield.

      “Never saw that coming,” Hoppy said.

      There was no hatred in his voice, no resentment, no fear, no violence. It was like he’d said, So, you like peanut butter, huh?

      “Give me one of those,” Marcus said. He lit up and they smoked in silence thicker than stew until the words burst out of him. “We’ve only kissed once, but before we got to take it any further the Long Beach earthquake hit.”

      “Six years is a long time between smooches,” Hoppy observed.

      “I haven’t laid eyes on him in maybe two years.” Marcus contemplated his front door. “That was a real surprise.”

      “Yeah well, do any of us really know anybody as well as we think we do?”

      “I hope that didn’t make you uncomfortable.”

      Hoppy waved away Marcus’ concerns. “I realized years ago that if you can’t stand fairies, then don’t come work at the studios.” He tapped on his wooden leg. “And besides, I’m in no position to complain about the shameful way I get treated sometimes if I go and treat other people in the same manner.”

      “Figaro” finished with a lone violin note.

      “And anyway,” Hoppy added, “Tchaikovsky was a fairy and it didn’t stop him from creating some of the finest music in the history of the world, did it?”

      “The Hays Office would never let us make a movie about Tchaikovsky and his lovers.”

      Hoppy shrugged. “So we change a Joseph to a Josephine and a Yuri to a Yana. Those who don’t know are none the wiser, and those who are wiser don’t care none.”

      The neighbor’s gramophone started up. Marcus pointed at the ceiling. “Don’t you just love the Lone Ranger theme?”

      “Philistine!” Hoppy’s pencil hit Marcus squarely on the cheek. “That’s the ‘William Tell Overture,’ and you know it.”

      They listened to it build to a crescendo. As the final chord rained down on them, Marcus and Hoppy turned to each other at the same time.

      “WILLIAM TELL!”
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      The Chateau Marmont cast a wide shadow across Sunset Boulevard, but it didn’t do Kathryn Massey any good. If she stood in its tempting shade, she couldn’t see who came and went through the heavy wooden doors that guarded the hotel’s entrance.

      Kathryn wrote a gossip column for the Hollywood Reporter, and while she would have preferred to write more legitimate industry news—the threat of communism, union strikes, the conundrum of artistry versus commercialism—she had to admit that writing gossip came with a seductive measure of power. Or at least it would, if she could regain the standing she lost during an ill-advised stint at Life magazine. It had seemed like a smart move at the time, but quickly proved to be the worst thing she could have done.

      She’d crawled her way back into her boss’ good graces with the scoop of who’d been cast as Scarlett O’Hara, but that was yesterday’s news now. Kathryn needed a zinger to put her back in business, and it was the promise of one that kept her standing in the Angeleno July sun.

      Kathryn’s mother, the head telephone operator at the Chateau Marmont Hotel, had accidentally let on that the enfant terrible of Broadway and radio, Orson Welles, had sneaked into Hollywood ahead of schedule to get the lay of the land. Kathryn was the only one who knew this, but it was all she knew. She needed to get to him before the press laid siege.

      Her own siege dragged into its fourth hour and she had nothing but a welt of sunburn across her neck to show for it. This is all very well, she thought, but I have a column to put together. She was about to pull out her notebook when a tall figure in shirt sleeves and sunglasses emerged from behind the gates. She followed him at a cautious distance as he sauntered east along Sunset to Schwab’s Pharmacy.

      Perfect!

      Inside the soda fountain, she spotted Welles sitting with his back to her and walked past him to the telephone booths at the rear, where she dialed the Garden of Allah and asked for her own villa.

      “Hello?”

      “Gwennie! I need you to come to Schwab’s.”

      “When?”

      “Right now. Are you decent?”

      “Decent enough for Schwab’s.”

      “Get here as soon as you can. I’m going to need you to play along with everything I say, no matter how crazy it may seem.”

      She hung up the receiver and took a deep breath to quell her nerves. The last thing she could afford to do was spook Orson Welles. Rumors had started to swoop around the Reporter’s offices that layoffs were imminent. The way her boss, Billy Wilkerson, gambled cash by the truckload, nobody could take their job for granted.

      She smoothed down her auburn hair and slid into the empty booth facing Welles. She watched him light a cigarette and drop the matchbook.

      The bell on the front door tinkled and Gwendolyn appeared. Even flustered, puzzled, and minimally made up, she looked like a million-dollar blonde. She slid into Kathryn’s booth with her back to Welles and raised her eyebrows.

      “Rose!” Kathryn called out to the waitress. “Two coffees when you’re ready.” She turned to Gwendolyn. “I finally found out where she’s from.”

      Gwendolyn frowned at Kathryn. Kathryn mouthed, Say something!

      “Oh yeah? Where?”

      “Kenosha.”

      “Where’s that?”

      Kathryn flung her arms out and raised her voice a notch. “Exactly! What good is that sort of information without the state? So I said, ‘Kenosha where?’ They didn’t know.”

      Welles tilted his head toward them.

      “Kenosha sounds Jewish,” Gwendolyn ad-libbed. “New York state, maybe?”

      “Sweetie, you’re thinking of kosher. Finally I was getting somewhere, and now another dead end.” Kathryn let out a groan.

      Welles slid out of his booth and took a couple of steps toward her. Kathryn held her breath and peered up at his wide, handsome face, and into the dark eyes that seemed to be daring her to look away.

      “Allow me to put you out of your misery.” His voice was deep and resonant, the type that could effortlessly carry to the back rows of Broadway’s largest theater.

      “My misery?”

      “I couldn’t help but overhear your conversation.”

      He smiled at her and Kathryn felt herself melt just a little. He was imposing, all six feet of him, but it was more than just his height. He glowed with an aura of personal power so palpable that Kathryn felt like she could reach out and run her fingers through it.

      “Kenosha is in Wisconsin,” Welles said. “South of Milwaukee, right on the lake.”

      Wide-eyed, Kathryn asked, “Are you sure?”

      “Quite positive. I’m from there myself, originally.”

      “Wisconsin, huh? Thank you very much. I’m most grateful to you.”

      She watched him retreat to the rear of the store and step into a telephone booth.

      “Oh my heavens!” Gwendolyn pressed her hands to her substantial chest. “Was that Orson Welles?”

      Kathryn nodded and glanced over at the phones. Welles had turned toward the back wall and was engrossed in conversation, so she slipped out of her seat and picked up his discarded matchbook. It was from a bar near the Hollywood Hotel called Don the Beachcomber.

      “What did I just get roped into?” Gwendolyn asked.

      Kathryn looked at her roommate. “Let’s call it part one.”
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      The bar was shrouded in semidarkness and teeming with steamy South Seas exotica. Artificial rain pitter-pattered on the fake corrugated-iron roof, and a jungle of potted palm trees let out a delicate scent that Kathryn imagined Fiji might smell like.

      She’d planted Lenny, a laconic freelance photographer/legman she occasionally used, at Don the Beachcomber every afternoon since the Schwab’s encounter. Don’s was exactly the dimly lit sort of place a guy like Welles would hide out in until he was ready to make his splashy Hollywood entrance. Plus, they were infamous for a drink they’d invented called the Zombie—after a couple of them, that’s what you became. She’d almost given up when she got a call from Lenny telling her Orson had just walked in and was sitting in the Cannibal Room.

      The Cannibal Room was really just the back half of the bar. Its walls were painted sooty black, and papier-mâché bones tied with fishing wire hung from the ceiling like the remains of forgotten actors and sidelined writers. Wacky jungle music plinkety-plunked through speakers hidden in the shadows. A few other patrons were seated at tables dotted around the room, but Lenny wasn’t hard to spot in the plaid jacket she’d told him to wear. He’d parked himself at a table not far from where Welles sat alone with a mess of pages spread out before him. Kathryn positioned herself at Lenny’s table so Welles had a side-on view of her.

      “I ordered a Vicious Virgin for me and a Zombie for you.” Lenny had the rail-thin physique of a chain-smoker and the ruddy complexion of a chain-drinker; Kathryn doubted this was his first time here.

      The waiter brought the drinks; Kathryn took a sip of her Zombie. Ordinarily, she wasn’t much of a rum fan, but this concoction was sweetened with peach brandy and sharpened with lime and pineapple. It was really quite delicious and—more importantly—well-iced. This place was a might too steamy for a girl in a corset.

      “Ready?” she said.

      Lenny rolled his eyes and made a be my guest motion with his hand. Kathryn took another long swill of her cocktail and thumped it down on the table. “You scumbag!”

      Lenny gaped at her. “Overstating things a little, aren’t you?”

      “If we weren’t in public, you’d be hearing a whole lot worse.” A few people at the other tables looked around at her, but not Welles. “You’ve completely screwed things up.” She took another slug.

      “God, you’re a drama queen. You should be up on the screen; you’d sure give Stanwyck a run for her money.” Lenny took another mouthful of his Vicious Virgin and showed her a grin filled with teeth yellowed by cigarettes and cynicism.

      They haggled back and forth until the waiter came over and asked if they wanted another round. Welles still hadn’t shown any interest, so Kathryn brought out the bull’s-eye. She hadn’t been able to believe her luck when Lenny had mentioned a few days ago that he was dating the assistant to the secretary of RKO’s President George Schaefer. Over a drunken game of cribbage, the girl had blabbed to Lenny the unprecedented deal RKO was planning to make with Welles.

      “How the hell is George Schaefer going to trust me now?” Kathryn paused and listened to the patter of fake raindrops on the corrugated iron roof. “I’m so sick of you doing a half-assed job.”

      Lenny walloped the wooden table. “I do the best I can with the information you give me.”

      “I’ve got one word for you, buddy: Kenosha. You didn’t even know which state it’s in.”

      “You tracked it down, didn’t you?”

      “No thanks to you, and all thanks to a tall glass of class at Schwab’s. Without him, I would still be dancing around the hall of records.”

      The waiter appeared with a fresh round of drinks and they each took a swig.

      “I’m sick of your sloppiness, and I’m sick of your attitude. But most of all I’m just plain sick of you.” She poked a finger in Lenny’s face. “You’ve messed up my relationship with Schaefer just like you nearly messed up my relationship with—” Kathryn’s mind went blank. “You know who I mean. And you’ve done it for the last time. You’re fired.”

      “Screw you!” Lenny grabbed his brown homburg and stormed out of the bar.

      Kathryn didn’t dare look in Welles’ direction. Instead, she stared down into her Zombie. Barely ten seconds ticked by before she heard his deep voice.

      “Excuse me.”

      She counted to three before looking up at him. “Yeah?” She paused a moment, then, “Oh! You again?” She looked around the joint. “Hey! Are you following me?”

      Welles arched an eyebrow. “Considering that both times we’ve bumped into each other, I’ve been here first, I ought to be the one asking that question.” He flashed a stomach-dissolving grin.

      Kathryn smiled as the booze buzzed around her brain like frenzied wasps. Focus, she told herself. Focus. She pressed her right hand to her cheek. “Did you hear all that?”

      “You called me a glass of class, so I’m hardly going to complain.”

      Welles invited her to join him and picked up her drink before she could decline. He brushed aside his papers onto one of the empty bar stools and said, “How well do you know George Shaefer?”

      Kathryn decided it was better to answer his question with a question than to start out lying to the guy. “You ever met him?”

      “I’m currently in negotiations with him.”

      “You are? For what?” Kathryn felt her foundation garment chaff against her hips. She pulled the fresh cocktail toward her and took another sip. No wonder they call these things Zombies.

      “A movie deal.” Welles was a study in nonchalance.

      Kathryn planted an elbow on the table and waved her hand like a fan. “Holy Toledo! If I’m not the world’s biggest dummy. You’re Orson Welles, aren’t you?”

      Welles flashed an easy grin. “Would it be such a terrible thing if I were?”

      She pretended to study him anew, then moved her head closer to his and lowered her voice. “I probably shouldn’t tell you this, but Schaefer’s secretary told me—no, no. It wouldn’t be fair.”

      Welles started to idly stroke the back of Kathryn’s hand with his middle finger. It caressed her skin like silk and sent a wave of tingling up her arm. “Wouldn’t be fair to whom?” He let his lips fall subtly open and his eyelids droop sleepily.

      She pretended to struggle with her conscience while he tilted his head toward her. “RKO is willing to offer you complete creative control,” she said. “Two-picture deal, approval of script, cast, crew, and final cut. But they’ll only play that card as a last resort.”

      Welles’ grin widened. “I’m very glad to have met you, Miss . . . er . . . ?”

      “Miss Kathryn Massey. How d’you do?”

      “Fine. Just fine.”

      A parrot squawked. “Do you think there’s an actual parrot in this bar?” Kathryn asked, watching Welles lean in toward her. “Or is it fake like the rain?”

      She closed her eyes as Orson Welles pressed his lips against hers. He smelled of tobacco, whiskey, and sex.
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      Marcus fumbled with the ends of his black silk bowtie for another moment before he gave up and combed back a lock of pomaded hair instead. He heard the door to his villa squeak open.

      “Helloo-oo?” It was Kathryn.

      “Are y’all decent?” And Gwendolyn, too.

      Oh God no, he thought. Already? “Come on in.”

      The pair of them—Kathryn in a burgundy suit with a silver fox-fur collar, and Gwendolyn in a shimmering dress of cream lamé—appeared at his bathroom door.

      “Almost?” Kathryn asked with a tsk-tsk in her voice. “He’ll be here any second and you still haven’t done your tie?”

      Marcus turned back to the mirror. “This rotten material. It’s so slippery and—damn it!”

      Kathryn deposited her handbag on the edge of Marcus’ bathtub and stepped behind him. As she reached over his shoulders and started twisting his bowtie into shape, her rose-scented perfume helped settle him down.

      Gwendolyn took him by the hand. “Nervous, huh?”

      “I’ve never been on a date before.”

      “This isn’t really a date, though, is it?” Gwendolyn said. “And anyway, do two men even go on dates together?”

      “Oh, Gwennie!” Kathryn admonished, “how can you have lived at the Garden for twelve years and still be so naïve? Of course men go on dates, they just have to be careful, is all. For appearances’ sake. We’re what’s known as beards.” She kissed the back of Marcus’ neck. “It’s only natural to be nervous.” She hummed “Cheek to Cheek” while she gave the two ends a final tug.

      Marcus let his head drop forward. “What if I read the signals wrong?”

      Gwendolyn let out a peal of bubbly laughter. “You mean when Ramon landed on your doorstep and French-kissed you?” She gave his face a tender stroke. “Oh, darlin’, there’s only one way to read that signal.”

      Kathryn grabbed the tuxedo jacket suspended from a hanger hooked over his bedroom door and helped him into it. “He’ll take one look at you and the poor sap won’t stand a chance.”

      Three sharp knocks on the front door drained two double whiskeys’ worth of Dutch courage out of him. He’d been waiting for this moment all week—for nearly ten years—but suddenly he wasn’t ready.

      “What are you waiting for?” Kathryn whispered. “Your butler?” She nudged him toward the door.

      Ramon Novarro stood on the dark grey paving stone outside Marcus’ villa decked out in a tuxedo, patent leather shoes, and a gold pinkie ring. He looked Marcus over and smiled, kicking up a rabble of butterflies in Marcus’ stomach. “Muy guapo.”

      Marcus swallowed hard. “Come in, please.”

      Ramon glided smoothly into the dining room, and his face lit up when he saw Kathryn and Gwendolyn. “Ah! Our charming dates.”

      “Ramon,” Marcus said, “this is Kathryn Massey.”

      “Encantado.” Ramon took Kathryn’s hand and kissed it.

      “And this is Gwendolyn Brick.”

      He did the same with Gwendolyn, then stood up straight. “And which of you two lovely ladies is to be my official date at tonight’s premiere?”

      Marcus resisted the urge to slap himself. The hours he’d spent thinking and planning and dreaming about this night, fussing over every detail, trying to anticipate everything that might go wrong, and he hadn’t thought about something as basic as that.

      “When Kathryn and I realized we’d both scored invitations to Grauman’s tonight—” A knock on the door sliced into the room.

      “Marcus?” It was Jake, the bellboy. “Your ride’s here.”

      Marcus drew a long-overdue breath and turned to Ramon. “Shall we?”
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      It was just after seven o’clock when their driver drew up to the curb in front of Grauman’s Chinese Theatre on Hollywood Boulevard. The shiny black limousine with a white polished roof that Marcus had hired for the night wasn’t as roomy on the inside as it looked on the outside, but he didn’t care. It meant he got to sit closer to Ramon than he’d reckoned. Gwendolyn pressed her face against the window. “They really went all out with this one, huh?”

      The forecourt of the Chinese Theatre was about as wide as a Beverly Hills mansion and paved with rectangular sections of concrete, where ten years’ worth of stars’ footprints and handprints had been immortalized. Banks of bleachers ten rows deep were packed shoulder-to-shoulder with fans on both sides of Hollywood Boulevard. Off to the right, an electric sign stood two stories high like a neon Great Wall of China. Dozens of white light bulbs spelled out the words:

      

      
        
        MGM’S AMAZING

        ‘THE WIZARD OF OZ’

        IN TECHNICOLOR

      

      

      

      “This extra hoopla is all about Judy Garland,” Marcus said. “She has another movie coming out later this year, Babes in Arms. MGM has high hopes for her.”

      Ramon leaned toward the window. Marcus loved the way the light from the neon sign glowed in his handsome face. “The Garland girl is bursting with talent.” Ramon smiled wistfully, leaving Marcus to wonder if he was recalling the time when he was on the receiving end of the same treatment. It had been five or six years since he’d starred in anything substantial. He had a second career now as a singer, but didn’t play to crowds this size.

      The driver got out, ran around to the curb, and pulled open the door. The movie fans roared from the bleachers.

      “They’re going to be awfully disappointed when they find it’s just us,” Gwendolyn laughed and took the chauffeur’s offered hand.

      Gargantuan spotlights raked the night sky with fingers of blinding light, and a bank of photographers crowded the right-hand side. When the four of them stepped out of the limousine, a burst of flash blinded Marcus. The pop of thirty bulbs exploding with light was followed by the splintering of glass on concrete as the photographers tossed the bulbs aside. The fans boomed. Marcus felt Ramon’s hot breath in his ear.

      “You get used to it,” he said. “The flash bulbs, the screaming fans, the adoration. Then one day you find they’ve all gone away. Everyone goes away eventually.”

      Marcus met Ramon’s unblinking stare. “Not everyone.”

      A paper cornfield crowded with six-foot stalks filled the left-hand side of the courtyard, and instead of a red carpet, MGM’s PR geniuses had laid out a yellow brick road from the sidewalk to the theater’s front door. Ahead of Marcus strolled a group of midgets who’d spent a series of well-publicized weeks in Culver City playing the Munchkins. They were decked out in vivid costumes of bright greens and reds, with extra-tall top hats and weirdly curled helmets of gold and silver. The crowd erupted again and Marcus looked back to see Hedy Lamarr waving toward the bleachers. The woman was as breathtaking in person as she was on screen, and Marcus hoped for the chance to write a picture for her.

      A teenage usherette in a red and gold uniform handed them programs and led them into the auditorium. Her outfit matched the red velvet upholstery on the seats and the thick curtain covering the screen. Overhead, an enormous chandelier hung at the center of an intricately carved ceiling that was ambiguously Chinese with Art Deco flourishes, and all in gold leaf. Marcus had been here more times than he could count, but on the night of a big Hollywood premiere, it seemed to glow extra brightly. The usherette led them to their assigned seats in the sixteenth row.

      “You fellas don’t mind if us girls sit together, do you?” Kathryn shepherded Gwendolyn in front of her, forcing Marcus and Ramon to sit together.

      The program, as big as a magazine, featured a cover with an elaborate collage of scenes around an illustration of the five stars and a little black terrier. Marcus had barely opened his when a murmur rippled through the audience. Louis B. Mayer and his phalanx of virtually identical flunkies showboated down the center aisle like a multi-headed centipede. Marcus watched Ramon’s eyes follow the mogul’s progress, then he felt the heat of Ramon’s left leg pressed against his right.

      Ramon kept his eyes on Mayer as he leaned toward Marcus. “Do you often use your friends as camouflage?”

      “I wouldn’t call them camouflage.” Marcus hated the quiver in his voice.

      “But that’s what they are, no?”

      “We could hardly go to something like this together.”

      “I was hoping I would not have to share you with a thousand people.”

      “I wanted to⁠—”

      “Impress me?” Ramon looked at Marcus mockingly; the message was clear. I was once MGM’s biggest star. I have been to a hundred of these things.

      “You impressed me that very first time we met,” Ramon said, “when you were a Western Union messenger and appeared on my set with a telegram. Remember?”

      How could I forget, Marcus thought. My knees were like Jell-O for a week.

      “I was impressed enough to take you to my secret hideaway under Pershing Square.”

      That kiss was six years ago and Ramon had never forgotten it. The tremor of a thrill shivered through Marcus’ body. But why, then, Marcus wondered, has it taken us so long to have this conversation? And in front of all these people? Marcus decided he didn’t care. It was enough that they were having it. “Shame about the earthquake, huh?” he said, straining for levity.

      Ramon didn’t smile. “And I was impressed enough to arrive on your doorstep unannounced the other day. I was hoping for more, but did not expect to see Hoppy.”

      “Obviously.”

      Ramon’s voice turned warm. “I was glad to see you with Hoppy. He’s a good man. High quality. It can be a rare trait in this town.”

      “Don’t I know it.”

      “I think about you a lot. I was passing by the Garden of Allah, I knew you still lived there⁠—”

      “Oh, I see!” Marcus was still striving to keep the tone light, in case snooping ears were listening in. “Keeping tabs on me, huh?”

      “I have,” Ramon admitted.

      Marcus felt his heart skip a beat. Under the cover of the programs in their laps, Marcus felt Ramon’s fingers grope for his until their palms lay together. The two of them looked at each other, without blinking, without breathing, without moving.

      For nine years Marcus had lusted after this man, fantasized about him, held imaginary conversations with him, invented no end of scenarios in which they’d bump into each other, catch sight of each other across a crowded party or busy intersection. Sure, Ramon had indicated he might be interested—the memory of that pre-earthquake kiss under Pershing Square had kept Marcus awake deep into many a night— but the thought that Ramon felt the same way rendered Marcus light-headed.

      “Do you want to get out of here?” Ramon asked.

      Marcus reared back. “The show’s about to start.”

      Ramon lifted his left shoulder in a so-what-of-it? shrug.

      “But we can’t leave the girls in the lurch like this. Maybe we can drop them off before the party and make a getaway?”

      The lights in the auditorium lowered, the red curtains parted, and the MGM Ars Gratia Artis logo with Leo the Lion appeared in sepia. The audience applauded, but Marcus felt his heart sink as Ramon’s fingers withdrew beneath the programs.

      The words “Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer presents” appeared in front of ominously dark clouds and the title “The Wizard of Oz” filled the screen, but the images barely registered in Marcus’ mind. As an orchestral arrangement of “Somewhere Over the Rainbow” arched across the crowd, Marcus felt Kathryn pinch the lapel of his jacket and pull him toward her.

      “For the record,” she said, “Gwennie and I are perfectly happy to take the limo to the party if it turns out you now have somewhere else you need to be.”

      “You heard what we were saying?” Marcus asked, alarmed. If Kathryn had caught their conversation, maybe the people in front of them had, too, or the nearby pair of slick young guys Marcus had recognized from the studio’s PR department.

      “No,” Kathryn replied over the swelling overture. “Just a word here and there. But enough to get the gist.”

      “We can’t leave you,” Marcus whispered back. “It wouldn’t be right.”

      “You know what’s not right? Waiting nine years for someone who’s clearly going to say yes.”

      “And Gwennie? She’d be okay?”

      Kathryn returned her eyes to the screen where a sepia-toned Judy Garland in a gingham dress was running away from the audience up a rough, dirt path. Kathryn whispered, “I believe her words were, ‘I wish those two would just leave already. Neither of them is going to hear a word of this picture.’”

      Marcus turned his head and looked squarely at Ramon until he had his attention. Ramon looked at Marcus and raised his eyebrows. Marcus tilted his head toward the main exit at the back of the cinema. Ramon smiled and held up three fingers. He folded the first one down, then the second, then the third. They apologized as they made their way to the end of the row, then dashed up the aisle as fast as propriety would allow. They swung open the heavy lacquered doors leading into the foyer and were outside within seconds.

      The heat of the August day still filled the air. Marcus searched the courtyard for the right place to execute the maneuver gelling in his mind. The cellophane cornstalks and the yellow brick road were still there, but the courtyard was largely deserted now. The odd movie fan still lingered, hopeful that one of the stars might make a quick getaway, but the press corps had retired to the nearest bar in a wake of spent and shattered flash bulbs.

      Ramon pointed to the Roosevelt Hotel, half a block west. “We can grab a cab more quickly from there.”

      “You’re probably right,” Marcus said, “but there’s something I need to do first.”

      He pulled Ramon into the fake cornfield and they battled through the stiff foliage until they’d shoved past the final row to the theater’s outer wall. Marcus grabbed Ramon by his shoulders and pushed his back against the bricks. The glow of the yellow cellophane warmed Ramon’s face and a hesitance replaced the confidence in his eyes. He’d never seen Marcus act so boldly before, but his tentative smile told Marcus he liked it.

      “You’d think after nine years I could wait another twenty minutes,” Marcus said with a smirk, “but I can’t. Not one more second.”

      He closed his eyes and pressed his mouth against Ramon’s. He felt the man’s body stiffen, but he steeled his nerve. Slowly, Ramon’s body slackened, his lips softened, and his arms wrapped around Marcus. Ramon pulled their chests together so tightly that Marcus could feel Ramon’s heart thudding against his ribcage.

      At last, Marcus thought. The words seemed to echo around his head.

      At last. At last. At last.
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      Which newly arrived comet of a gent was seen emerging from a potent South Seas jungle with a dark-haired scribbler who was having trouble staying vertical in her high heels?

      Kathryn had to read the blind item in the Hollywood Today gossip column twice before it registered that Sheilah Graham was talking about her. “Oh, Christ.”

      She let the paper drop onto the patio table, thankful that the Garden of Allah’s pool area was deserted. Lillian Hellman’s dinner party had lasted until dawn and everyone else was still asleep, so at least she could piece together that night in solitude.

      Kathryn couldn’t remember how she got home from Don the Beachcomber. As delicious as those Zombies were, they had a sneaky right hook that she didn’t feel until she was already bamboozled by Wellesian charm. The man was magnetic, and she was sloshed. Did he take her home and put the moves on her? Did she say no? Could she have cheated on Roy?

      Kathryn stared at the surface of the piano-shaped swimming pool. What was Roy Quinn to her, anyway? Lover? Paramour? Inamorato? As usual, she failed to come up with anything that suited the handsomely strapping but inconveniently married man she’d been sleeping with for a number of years now. They met when they could, and conducted themselves discreetly. All in all, Kathryn was happy with her love life and her eye never strayed. But she’d never been that drunk in the overwhelming presence of a man who embodied sex on legs, so she couldn’t be sure what happened.

      Sheilah’s column made her see that she needed to be. The lace gloves were off and Sheilah was aiming to form a holy trinity of Hollywood gossip columnists with Louella Parsons and Hedda Hopper.

      Kathryn’s hand flew to her mouth. If Welles took her back to his bungalow at the Chateau Marmont, did any of the front desk staff recognize her? And if they did, did they tell her mother?

      Oh dear God, Kathryn thought, please give me a sign we came back here. Nobody would have cared if they’d seen her with him. Nobody cared much who did what with whom at the Garden of Allah, just as long as they didn’t wail through the thin walls like mating walruses. Maybe Welles did the right thing and put her in a taxi. After all, she did wake up in her own bed, albeit semi-undressed and missing her wristwatch.

      That was the other clue she was reluctant to acknowledge: she’d lost her watch. And not just any watch, but her best dress watch. She’d called Don’s, but they hadn’t seen it. She searched all over the villa and through her handbags but came up empty-handed. Was it on the floor of Welles’ bungalow at the Marmont?

      “Well, if it isn’t my favorite dark-haired scribbler!”

      Robert Benchley, the sharp-as-tacks raconteur, sometime actor, and theater critic was the Garden’s unofficial host. It was a title he earned by guaranteeing all his neighbors a place to get plastered whenever he was in residence. The party in Benchley’s villa seemed to have gone on for the best part of a decade now. He was a father figure to Kathryn, or favored uncle, at least. Having face-to-face time with him was rare, and normally she would welcome it, but not with an opening line like that. She offered him a blank stare instead of her usual warm smile. He ignored it and set down a coffee mug the size of a small beehive next to Kathryn’s folded newspaper as he took a seat.

      “I know you read Sheilah’s column. Everybody does.”

      “Scribblers are screenwriters.”

      “Scribblers are any sort of writer, and there is much to be read into absence of denial.” He waited for a response, but when he saw none was forthcoming, he said, “I was there that night.”

      “Where?”

      “Don the Beachcomber. I go there quite a lot. I miss rain,” he said wistfully, and took a long sip of coffee so strong that Kathryn could smell it from where she sat. “I associate the sound of rain on the roof with New York; I’m always more productive when I can hear it. It rains once every other millennia out here, so I go to Don’s to listen to the fake rain on his fake ceiling. Imagine my surprise when you walk in, stage a phony fight with some squirrelly guy, and then start in with my friend Orson.”

      Kathryn fidgeted in her seat. “You know Orson Welles?”

      Benchley nodded. “We’re both children of Broadway; our paths have been criss-crossing for years. On the way to the bar, mainly.” Kathryn watched him attempt to adjust his necktie.

      She could see there was no point in pretending. She explained how she’d been on the hunt for an exclusive and confessed that she’d overdosed on amnesia-inducing Zombies.

      “Oh, I wouldn’t worry about anything,” Benchley said. “From where I was sitting, you appeared to be fully compos mentis.”

      “Did it look like he was going to make a play for me?”

      “My dear, darling Kathryn, he’s Orson Welles. We can assume he did.”

      Kathryn cringed. “Did I look as though I’d accept?”

      Benchley shrugged. “You’re a woman.”

      “It’s just that I’ve lost my best watch. If it’s sitting on the floor of Welles’ hotel room, I could fill in a blank.”

      Benchley sipped his coffee without taking his eyes off her. “Why not just ask him?”

      Sheilah’s article glared up at Kathryn. “I’m trying to gain his confidence and respect,” she said. “I want him to trust me, but I feel like I’m at a disadvantage now.”

      “I heard from one of my old Algonquin tablemates that he wants to film Joseph Conrad’s Heart of Darkness, and I’m
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