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PROLOGUE 

OCTOBER 2000

A cold gust of wind sounded like a faraway train whistle as it blew through South Bend that morning. Winter had arrived early in Indiana, in the middle of October beneath a cloudless sky.

There was proof of it everywhere.

The mighty Saint Joe River had frost on its banks as it twisted past Saint Mary’s College in hungry green torrents. Overhead the sun was centered in the sky like a yellow diamond on blue satin. The farm fields surrounding the school were flat and fallow, faded to a dull gold that would soon turn white with the first snow. A tall heap of cornhusks burned in a nearby field; by the time the smoke reached Saint Mary’s, its scent was sweet.

Roxanne Chetta hung her head out of a window in the art studio in Moreau Hall and took a slow, final drag off her sunrise cigarette. As she exhaled, the smoke burst into small blue curls before disappearing into the cold air. She put the cigarette out on the windowsill, snapped the window shut, and shivered. She pulled the hot pink bandana out of her hair and retied it, anchoring her bounty of wild curls off her face so she could see.

Roxanne stood back and squinted at her senior arts project, an ambitious painting, twelve feet high and fifteen feet wide. She had painted it over the course of a year, stealing late nights alone in the studio between the janitor’s final rounds and the first class of the morning to make perfect what she knew could never be.

At twenty-one, she was a young artist, but she was a practical one. As the sun shifted in the skylight, the studio was drenched in color, a sort of woolly pink. Roxanne saw something new in the painting, or in this instance, something to refine. She patted the pockets of her overalls, searching for the palette knife.

Sister Agnes Eugenia, around eighty years old, observed the art from the open door. She wore the traditional habit of the order of Saint Joseph, a billowing dark blue tunic with a wimple attached to a blue veil, and a silver crucifix around her neck. She placed her hands in the deep habit pockets. “What is it?”

“It’s a blizzard,” Roxanne said as she found the knife in her back pocket.

“I can see that. But where?”

“Bellingham, Washington.” Roxanne stepped close to the painting and, using the the blade, followed an edge of a wide brushstroke, lifting off a thin layer, refining a line. She wiped the knife on her pant leg, leaving a white smear of paint.

The painting, depicting the woods of Mount Baker in snow, was blanched and textured, speckled with painterly shadows of gray. The trees were layered in line, form, and depth in shades of white from milk to chalk. Roxanne had painted diamond dust, snow that does not cling but blows through in a haze of glitter, with tiny pointillist dots of silver, barely discernible on the field of white. The painting was an expanse of stillness. There was a purity to the image, a grace that comes when a place is rendered sacred upon discovery.

“You’re from the Northwest?”

“Nope, never been there,” Roxanne admitted.

“Then how do you know how to paint it?”

“Well, that’s the point. The how. The painting is an interpretation of a story I heard as a child that I’ve been told is true, but to me it’s just a dream. I tried to paint the past, if anybody can actually do that.”

“So you made it up.”

“I guess I really wanted to prove Einstein’s theory that imagination is more important than knowledge.”

“Is it?”

“I think so. Don’t you? You’ve never seen heaven, but you believe in it. And from the looks of your habit, you’ve staked your life on it.”

“You’re blunt.”

“I’m from Brooklyn. Blunt was invented in Red Hook.”

“Yes, well, here at Saint Mary’s in 1962, when I was dean of students, that attitude would have put you in detention.”

“Thank God it’s not 1962,” Roxanne said without taking her eyes off the painting. “I do not like to be confined.”

“That’s obvious.”

“What are you doing up so early, Sister?”

Sister Agnes folded her arms into her sleeves. “If you must know, I’m having a spiritual crisis.”

“Oh, Sister, if you’re having one of those, come sit by me.” Roxanne sat on a work stool and pulled up a folding chair for the nun. “I love a lapse of any kind.”

“Something tells me you’re the wrong person to confide in,” Sister said as she sat down.

“Probably. But right now, I’m all you’ve got. Father Krauss is doing laps over at the Regina pool, and he won’t be finished for an hour. Talk to me.”

Sister Agnes Eugenia shifted in the chair. She patted her crucifix, and took a deep breath. “I spent my whole life in anticipation of everlasting life, the eternal, heaven, whatever you want to call it. I’ve lived in service to the idea of it, and guess what? Now I can’t see it. I thought when I got closer to dying, I would be able to see it.”

“Aren’t nuns supposed to have blind faith?”

“Supposedly.”

Roxanne picked up a can of turpentine and a rag. She dabbed a corner of the painting where a drop of paint had dripped. “If you don’t mind me prying, why are you having a crisis?”

“I went to the doctor. Evidently, I have a bad heart.”

“A nun with a bad heart. That sounds like a logline on a poster for a potboiler from Warner Brothers in the forties.”

“You know about old movies?”

“It’s a family thing. I’m the great-niece of Luca Chetta. He was a scenic artist in the movies, back in the day—they called him a scene painter. He got his start during the golden age of Hollywood.”

“The best movies were made during that era.”

“I think so. My uncle Luca knew all the stars. They acted, and he painted.”

“So art is in your veins.”

“I like to think so.”

“So why Bellingham, and why a blizzard?”

“The Call of the Wild.”

“Clark Gable and Loretta Young,” the nun mused.

“Uncle Luca painted the cabin and the saloon. And while he was painting, he fell in love. He told my mom the story behind the movie so many times when she was growing up that she passed it along to me. It’s a love story.”

“How grand.” Sister leaned back in the chair. For years she had been the nun who chose the films the order watched on Friday nights. Sister Agnes liked movies made before 1950, and very few thereafter. “So what’s the story?”

“Oh, Sister, it’s a doozy. It’s right here on the canvas.” Roxanne stood and pointed at the artwork. “You see the snow.”

“I do.”

“And I see snow. But I also see adventure. Risk. Mayhem. Mirth. Romance. And sex.”

“Sounds like an epic.”

“With a secret. A secret hatched in a blizzard.”

Roxanne had painted smatterings of Tiepolo blue on the frosted roots of the trees, revealing something hidden deep in the earth like rare truffles. The meaning of Roxanne’s painting was in the blue.

Just as a blank page is eventually filled with letters in blue ink, those letters become words, which become sentences, which become the scene, which becomes the story that carries the truth.

The truth is where the story begins.

The story isn’t the art, nor its players, nor the paint, the technique, or the interpretation. The feelings are the art. The rest is just the way in.
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1917

Vine Street looked like a painting that morning.

The sun blinked behind a roll of fog over the Hollywood Hills, turning the world into a watercolor still life. A row of pepper trees on either side of the wide street shimmered in the light, their mossy leaves tinged in yellow spun like coins as a breeze blew through their branches.

The delivery boy took a deep breath, inhaling the scents of tuberose and gardenia from the flower arrangement he carried. The spray was almost as tall as he was, and certainly wider. Long stems of white delphinium framed the bouquet, their blossoms shaking like bells as he walked.

The boy noticed a lemon grove next to the studio and thought about picking a few later to take home to his mother, who would surely peel the skin into curls, soak them in boiling water, then roll them in sugar until they were candy sweet. Oranges, lemons, and limes were ripe for the picking; between the sunshine and the citrus fruit, even the poorest children looked robust.

California was a dreamscape in 1917, the emerald Pacific lapping at its jagged coast with crests of white foam. The land was rocky, the air dry, the foliage green, and the sky blue.

There was ongoing speculation about undiscovered gold mines and untapped veins of silver ore deep in the earth. On the surface, railways connected the west to everyone else, zigzagging across the state like zippers. As far as the eye could see, the landscape was filled with potential.

Show business was exploding. No longer were live theater, burlesque, and vaudeville the backbone of American entertainment; pennies weren’t dropped at the arcades or buckets of silver in the nickelodeon. Now there were moving pictures, and audiences could not get enough of them.

Barns were raised, not to house cattle and horses but to host actors, cameras, sets, and lights. California’s clement weather meant round-the-clock production, and producers reveled in the possibilities for profit.

If you were beautiful, young, and lucky, you might make it big in pictures, but if you couldn’t catch a break, you could serve the anointed whose dreams had come true. You might cook and clean for the stars, drive them to the studio, sew their costumes, paint scenery, style their hair, or write their scenarios. You could be useful here. There were many stories to tell, and many hands needed to bring them to life.

The barn doors of the Jesse L. Lasky Feature Play Company rolled open to reveal a movie sound stage in full production.

The clatter of making a silent picture was deafening. Orders were shouted over the clang of metal, the drone of machines, and the screech of a rip saw. As the orchestra warmed up, the haphazard sound of scales, the pluck of violin strings, the low bellows of a trumpet, and the bright tinkle of piano keys underscored the din.

The air was thick with the scents of sawdust, tobacco, and fresh paint.

The boy observed the mayhem. It was as if he were peering into the gears of a Swiss watch, its workings synchronized on a vast concrete floor cluttered with equipment. The crew, in a perpetual hurry, rushed past him carrying all elements of spectacle, from costumes to props.

His boss at the flower shop had said, “Time is money,” but here, they really meant it.

Overhead, electricians atop the steel flyspace sorted cables and manned the rigs to operate the lights. The crew dropped wires through the open mesh like marionette strings. A gaffer scaled a ladder to flip the metal barn doors on a light.

Painted backdrops hung neatly from the ceiling like decks of cards, ready to descend with the hoist and release of a pulley. The soles of the carpenters’ workboots on the open metal grid above looked like brown tiles to him. Below them, a stage manager hollered as the crew hoisted mattresses into the air with military precision and dropped them in place on wooden boards that faked box springs as set decorators moved in to dress the beds.

Where there had been nothing, there now was a world.

Two men rolled a flat on wheels into position. It was painted with trompe l’oeil bricks and a sign that read CHILDREN’S WARD. A scene painter followed, dabbing at the lettering until it was just right.

The movie camera, a black box with a thick glass lens, was centered on long black sticks in the middle of a platform on wheels. Under a sheath of midnight-blue velvet, the operators removed large wheels of film from tin canisters and snapped them into place. A cameraman stepped onto the lift and repositioned the camera. Slowly, like a barge, the rig and the cameraman floated into place in front of the hospital set.

Nearby a young actor, dressed as a patient, sat in front of a mirror as a makeup artist dipped his thumbs in gray powder and filled in the sockets under the boy’s eyes to make him look ill.

An extra dressed as a doctor buttoned his lab coat, while a gaggle of young actresses, one more stunning and white-hot blond than the next, stood in their satin slips, smoothing their stockings and pulling nurses’ uniforms over their creamy shoulders. The delivery boy watched them through the flowers, knowing he shouldn’t. A pretty nurse winked at him as she snapped the garter of her stocking. “Are those for me, squirt?”

The ladies laughed as the boy backed away in fear. A rolling rack of costumes careened through like a runaway train car, just missing him.

The director, Robert Z. Leonard, redwood tall with the face of a bulldog, paced, studying the scenario typed on yellow paper as though it were a bad headline on the front page of the Los Angeles Tribune. He was thirty-five years old but had the wizened countenance of a much older man, a man with too much responsibility and not enough time.

Behind the camera, musicians took their seats. They wore casual open-collared shirts and gabardine trousers. The trombonist wore a natty panama hat tilted back on his head so the brim wouldn’t interfere with the slide bow of his horn. They chatted about upcoming gigs as the conductor flipped through his sheet music.

“Hey, mister, is this where they’re filming The Primrose Ring?” the boy asked.

“In all its glory,” the conductor replied.

The delivery boy looked around. Everyone on the sound stage had a purpose; remembering his own, he hollered, “Flowers for Miss Murray.” Louder still, “Flowers for Miss Murray.”

Off in a corner, the actress Mae Murray took a long, slow drag off her cigarette, exhaling puffs of white smoke into the air that formed a pompadour cloud over her platinum blond hair, tucked neatly under a nurse’s cap.

“Over here, kid.” She waved and relaxed into the rest chair, a contraption that actors could lean against without wrinkling their costumes. The slant board had a pillow behind her neck covered in satin, another at her waist. Two flat arm boards kept the sleeves neat.

Mae wore a crisp white nurse’s uniform, and her face was covered with a thick paste of pale makeup to match. Her blue eyes were rimmed in black kohl, like sapphires set in onyx. Petite, with lovely legs and delicate hands, Mae knew how to smoke without disturbing her carefully drawn bee-stung lips, which had become her signature. It isn’t many things that make a movie star memorable, it’s usually one thing; for Mae Murray, it was her lips.

“From Mr. Lasky, ma’am,” the boy said as he wedged the flowers onto a nearby table filled with similar arrangements. He wanted to tell Miss Murray that he loved her in the movies, but he was overwhelmed. This was the first time he had ever delivered flowers to a star, and he was awestruck. Perched on the slant board, she looked almost as big as she did on the movie screen.

“You tell Mr. Lasky he’s a peach.” Mae handed the boy a dollar, which was more than his weekly pay.

“Thank you, Miss Murray!” The boy tipped his hat and ran for daylight as a dresser lifted the white shoes off Mae’s feet.

“That’s better.” Mae wriggled her toes in the thick white stockings. “I’ve got big feet.”

“I’ve seen bigger,” the dresser lied.

“Not on a frame this small. They’re freaks of nature. Look at ’em.” Mae twirled her foot in a full circle. “Canoes.”

“These shoes are too small,” the dresser admitted. “But they’re all we’ve got.”

“You don’t see the shoes.” Robert Leonard handed Mae her script.

“If I wasn’t married to the director, I’d demand shoes that fit,” Mae teased.

“Darling, you know about budgets.”

“Yeah, yeah. Kiss me, Bobby.” She puckered her lips. Her husband kissed her. Mae flipped through the script. “Lot of weeping and wailing here.”

“Mr. Leonard? We need you to choose the background.” Ernie Traxler, the assistant director, an energetic young man of twenty-four, eager to impress the boss, handed the director a list of names.

Robert scanned the list and handed it back to Ernie. “You choose them for me. You did well with the town-hall scene.”

“Thank you, Mr. Leonard. I’ll take care of it.” Ernie smiled.

“See you on the set, hon,” Robert said to his wife.

“Miss Murray. Your lunch.” A runner approached with a tray.

“What’ve we got today?”

“Ham sandwich and lemonade,” the boy said as he hooked a tray onto the arm of the slant board. The costumer draped a large, starched linen napkin over Mae’s costume to catch any crumbs.

“I should be eating a rare steak and raw tomato. That’s how Mary Pickford stays slim.”

“B-but you ordered . . . ,” the boy stammered.

“Teasing ya. Ham for the ham, honey.” Mae smiled as she lifted the bread and removed the meat. She ate half a slice of the bread sparingly buttered.

The crew dropped a row of leather harnesses covered in beige velvet and attached to long ropes secured with iron bocklebee clasps from the overhead grid. Ernie Traxler led a group of extras dressed as fairies onto the set. The men wore thick green leotards with chest armor made of silk leaves; the women, pale green tulle skirts with satin vests.

Four little girls dressed in taupe undershirts and leotards, with a flounce of green tulle tied at the waist, were led to the dangling yokes. One girl began to whimper fearfully, and two cowered away from the harnesses. But the fourth girl raised her arms eagerly.

“Uncle Ernie!” She smiled. “Up!”

“You’re a good girl, Gretch.”

Ernie helped hoist his four-year-old niece into her harness. Gretchen grinned, extending her legs behind her and her arms to her sides, as though she were in flight. Gretchen began to swing in the harness as the crew loaded the rest of the girls into theirs. Two of her fellow fairies began to cry, the first rumbles of a revolt.

“Look at Gretchen, girls. She doesn’t cry.”

Gretchen was a few feet off the ground. “Higher!” she commanded. The stagehand guided the rope on the pulley heavenward as Gretchen made her ascent. The higher the girl went, the happier she was.

Gretchen’s cousin Carlene, emboldened by her cousin’s courage, raised her arms. Ernie hoisted his daughter into the harness. She did not smile, nor did she extend her arms; instead she kept her eyes on Gretchen, gripping the straps with her hands as though she were under a parachute.

Mae Murray looked up at the children as they hovered over the crowd. Mae’s highest dream was to become a mother, but it hadn’t happened. Doctors had advised her to adopt, believing that she could not have a child, but she was only in her early thirties, and she held out hope that there would be at least one baby for Robert and for her.

Gently the crew raised the children in the harnesses to meet Gretchen, who was now about ten feet in the air. The first assistant director placed the extras beneath the fairies as the cameras pushed in to film the dream scene.

Gretchen dropped from the sky in a flourish. She had blond ringlets and pink cheeks. Her costume sparkled with flecks of diamond dust, and woven through her hair was a garland of tiny stars, a crown fit for a princess. She extended her arms and smiled, looking in the direction of the camera, but not into the lens. Mae shook her head. “Who’s the blondie?”

“That’s my niece,” Ernie Traxler said. “Gretchen Young.”

“She’ll have my job one day,” Mae said as she stepped off the rest chair and entered the scene.
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Alda Ducci gently bathed a newborn baby girl with a soft cotton cloth. She dipped the fabric into the clean, warm water, wringing it in one hand while keeping a firm hold on the infant.

“Che bella,” she whispered.

A nun helped the new mother into a fresh gown and rolled up the sheets, replacing them with clean white ones. She folded the old gown, rolled the sheets into a tight bundle, and turned to go, closing the door gently behind her.

All evidence of the birth had been removed quickly and neatly.

“How is she, Sister?” the baby’s mother asked.

“She’s perfect,” Alda assured her. Alda wasn’t a nun yet but a novice in training, but to the unwed girls who gave birth at Saint Elizabeth’s, they all looked alike. The nuns and novices wore the same black work dresses, with a gray apron tied tightly over the top, their hair pinned back by a black veil.

At twenty-five, Alda was ten years older than the mother of the baby.

Saint Elizabeth’s Infant Hospital was a home for unwed mothers with a floor that served as a hospital where the girls delivered their babies. The home was run by the Daughters of Charity of Saint Vincent de Paul, a Roman Catholic order of nuns with deep roots in Italy, devoted to the service of the poor. Their convent, chapel, ward, and hospital were contained in a large red brick building, situated in the heart of San Francisco. The operation blended into the city block without notice. Inside, there was rarely an empty bed.

The light from the window threw a golden glow on the infant. Outside, the tap of car horns at the corner of Masonic Avenue seemed to herald the arrival of the girl.

“May I hold her?”

“It’s better if you don’t,” Alda said softly as she swaddled the infant.

“Please.” The young girl’s brown eyes filled with tears, her cheeks flushed with defiance. She straightened her dressing gown and pushed herself up in the bed. She sat up straight, to show Alda that she was up to the task of holding her own baby.

Alda had helped deliver over a hundred babies at Saint Elizabeth’s. She was well schooled in the rules of the birthing ward and her religious order. She was never to hand the infant over to the mother, only to the nursery, where the baby had already been legally adopted through an outside service. In fact, at this moment, the baby’s new parents were waiting behind the wall to claim her.

But in Alda’s experience as a midwife, not one young mother had ever asked to hold her baby. Most of the girls didn’t want to see their babies, or learn the sex. Some would quietly ask if the infant was “all right,” which was usually the extent of their curiosity.

Alda believed their indifference masked a deeper pain, one that she prayed would lessen in the years to come. Most of the girls were eager to be done with the ordeal of childbirth and return to life as it had been before the baby. Their deepest hope was to forget their stay at Saint Elizabeth’s altogether.

The nuns tried to make the girls’ stay in the home pleasant. They also did their best to encourage the girls to pray and develop a spiritual life. Every day, the girls were required to take in some sun, walk, and pray in the garden behind Saint Elizabeth’s.

The meditation garden was enclosed by a tall wooden fence. The nuns had planted trumpet vines and morning glories that climbed up the walls in thick clusters of orange and purple. You could not see in or out, and the cascading water of the fountains helped drown out the street sounds. The novices grew roses that bloomed bountifully in shades of blood red, the exact color of the leather that bound their missals.

A statue of the Blessed Mother Mary was positioned in the center of the garden, surrounded by benches. In a corner, a fountain of Saint Elizabeth carved from Italian marble attracted birds and penitents who knelt and prayed at a wrought iron kneeler.

Serious contemplation, daily mass, the celebration of feast days, and holy days of obligation took place inside in the chapel on the main floor. Votive candles made by the nuns from fresh sheets of beeswax were replenished at the shrine daily, as the girls burned through them, petitioning God and the saints to grant them forgiveness for the act that had brought them here, or a reprieve for what lay ahead. A gold vase at the foot of the altar was filled with fresh roses from the garden.

There was order to life inside Saint Elizabeth’s, and a certain serene beauty.

As much as the nuns attempted to make the place warm and inviting, this was a home for unwed mothers. It wasn’t a place to be young and socialize, nor was it meant to live on in their memories. This was a place to hide.

Over time, Alda observed that there were ultimately two kinds of girls at Saint Elizabeth’s: those who were eager to please, and the rest, who were already jaded, turned hard-hearted by fate. The latter carried their stories in their souls, of their innocence lost or taken without their consent. They handled the long nine months like a prison sentence, knowing there was nothing to look forward to once they were free to go. Others, despite their predicament, remained cheerful, completing their schoolwork and reading the latest pulp novels, which were passed around the ward until the bindings fell away from use.

Many girls had been abandoned in the outside world, shunned by their families, so they found Saint Elizabeth’s on their own. Mother Superior had a soft spot for desperate girls who knocked on the door, and would find a way to take them in. Other girls had been sent by their parents, who were forced to remove their daughters from their homes lest they taint the family name. The girls wrestled with the loss of their reputations, their dreams, and their babies. At night, the self-recrimination would find a voice, and the wailing from the beds became so loud and mournful that Alda would escape to the garden to collect herself.

While they had months to think about what brought them here, the girls dared not think too much about what would happen after the birth of their babies. They had been treated well at this halfway house, and if that was any indication of the way the order handled the adoptions, they trusted that their babies were going to good homes. However, once they signed in for their stay at Saint Elizabeth’s, they had no choice in their babies’ future.

The girls had each other, and while there were moments of camaraderie and seeds of true friendship, there was nothing carefree about their days in the home. The mood was generally somber. Once the girls went into labor and delivered, they left soon after, without good-byes or a celebration or an exchange of addresses to keep in touch.

Before lights-out, the novices handed out tall glasses of fresh milk to the girls. Despite the want of the Great Depression, the girls were well fed. Much of the food was donated, some left in baskets on the stoop of the convent. Local farmers delivered fresh eggs, cheese, and milk. The nuns made bread. There was plenty of fresh fruit and vegetables. The nuns served fish from the local wharf, and sometimes on Sundays, there was a beef stew or a pork roast.

At night Alda sat with the girls and read aloud to them. A few would turn away, wishing for a radio instead, but Alda persisted. She read from Jane Eyre, Pride and Prejudice, and even Edna Ferber’s popular novel Showboat, so the girls might feel that they were still part of the outside world.

Alda tried to lift their spirits, to make them laugh. She fretted about their physical well-being and worried about their souls, knowing that shame might turn them inward and bitter, leading them to make worse choices than the ones that had brought them here.

Some girls were so naive, they weren’t even sure how their pregnancies had happened, while others wanted to erase the memory of how they had. Their shame bound them together, and Alda shared it. She had a role in what seemed to be an impossible situation for the mothers and their babies. There was no relief at Saint Elizabeth’s, only adoption as an alternative to the deep sorrow and regret of the mother. There were stories of stillborn babies, lost and mourned, and the occasional father of a baby showing up to steal his girlfriend away and marry her, but they were the rare exceptions. Mostly, these healthy young women gave birth to robust babies who were delivered to their overjoyed adoptive parents.

“Please, Sister. My baby,” the girl implored her.

Alda lifted the newborn, shiny and pink, swaddled in a white cotton blanket, and held her close. The scent of the baby’s skin was sweet and clean, like the petals of an orchid. Instead of placing the baby in a bassinette and walking out of the room to deliver the baby to the nursery, as was the standard protocol, Alda turned and brought the infant to her mother. Alda’s conscience told her that it was wrong to keep the infant from her mother, no matter the rules.

The girl cradled her newborn baby in her arms. “Thank you, Sister.”

The girl had long black hair; the baby had a shock of the same. The girl smiled and tenderly kissed her daughter.

“What’s today?” the girl asked. “The date?”

“March 17, 1934.”

“Saint Patrick’s Day!”

“A feast day.”

“I’ve always loved the name Patricia. I’m going to call her Patricia.”

Alda stood by the side of the bed, every muscle in her body feeling depleted, as if she had experienced the labor pains herself. Alda had wiped the girl’s brow, held her hand, encouraged her, and rubbed her feet through the long labor. She had indulged the girl’s dream of keeping the baby, and let her ruminate aloud as to how this goal could be achieved.

As Alda coached the girl through childbirth, she never mentioned the worthy couple waiting outside to adopt her baby and take her to their home, nor did she share that the couple had impressed the adoption service who assigned the babies to their new families. Alda’s job was to help deliver a healthy baby to her adopted parents. Alda had seen the file, with a handwritten note attached. It said:

Preference: girl

Status: urgent

Alda was never to show emotion, but this morning she couldn’t help it. Something was different about this baby. Every birth is magical, but this one had intent. This baby was wanted. She had a name.

Mother Mary Justine, the superior of the convent, pushed through the door. A tugboat of a woman, dressed in gray, she moved through the hospital like a spinning tire.

“Oh dear,” she said when she saw the girl holding her baby.

Mother Mary was a lifer. She had joined the order at the age of twelve. Now in her sixties, she moved at a clip and ran the home with authority and precision. It was as if keeping the place on schedule and moving forward would somehow make up for the despair that brought the girls to her office in the first place.

“Sister Alda, what is going on here?” Mother demanded.

“She insisted, Mother.”

“I want to keep my baby, Mother Superior. I’ve named her Patricia.”

Mother Mary placed the file on the nightstand, buried her hands deep into her sleeves, and went to the foot of the bed. “You know this isn’t up to me. Your mother wants you at home. You have four younger brothers and sisters, and your mother tells me another is on the way. She needs your help.”

“Please.” The girl began to weep.

“Your father wants you to come home and put all of this behind you.”

The girl clutched her baby and looked at Alda. “Will you help me?”

The girl’s plea seared Alda’s heart like a silver arrow. Surely there was one small room with one crib somewhere where this girl could live and work and raise her daughter.

Alda turned and faced her superior. “Mother, is there something we can do? Can we send her to the Carmelites in San Paolo? Or even to the Mother House in Los Angeles?”

The girl’s face opened up with beatific hope. “Please! I can take care of her. I’ve done a good job with my brothers and sisters. I’ll go anywhere you say, as long as you let her stay with me. There isn’t anything I wouldn’t do for her. She’s mine.”

Mother touched Alda on the shoulder. Alda moved off to stand by the windows. She had violated every aspect of her training, and she knew it. She had indulged the girl; she had not discouraged her from keeping her baby.

Alda tried to get control of her feelings, but couldn’t. She began to weep as though the loss was her own. She had spent her youth with the Daughters of Charity, and she was feeling little of it. She lifted her apron and tried to dry her tears with the hem of it.

“There’s a lovely family who will take good care of your baby,” Mother Mary said gently.

“I won’t give her up!” The girl pulled her baby close.

Mother kept her voice low and even. “Someday, when the time is right and you are older, you will meet a good man, marry him, and have many children. You are healthy and strong, and you will have everything you dream of.”

Dreams seem so beside the point in this moment, Alda thought.

“I won’t have her.” The girl looked at Alda again in desperation. “She’ll never find me.”

Alda turned and faced the Mother Superior. “Please, Mother. Isn’t there something we can do?”

“Sister Alda. Go,” Mother Mary ordered.

“Don’t let them take her away from me!” The girl wept.

Alda bowed her head obediently and went out into the hallway. She leaned against the cold tile wall, too exhausted to move and too disappointed to pray.

A nun pushed a bassinette with another newborn from a different birthing room to the nursery. The hallway was still. All that could be heard was the soft sweep of the nun’s skirts as she passed, and the cooing of the baby, who sounded like a bird.
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The ruby-red roses, their petals clustered tight, tilted up toward the sun. Alda clipped the long stems at the base and laid them gently in the cutting basket, just as her mother had done when Alda was a girl in Italy.

Mother Superior took a deep breath from the bench across the garden. She tucked her rosary beads into her pocket and made her way to Alda.

“Need a hand?” she asked.

“I’m almost done, Mother.”

“You have enough for the chapel.”

“Yes, Mother. And enough for the table in the foyer.”

“Sister, come and sit with me.”

Alda took a place on the bench next to the Mother Superior.

Mother Superior looked Alda directly in the eyes and held her gaze. “After much prayer, I’m going to ask you to leave us.”

Alda’s mind raced. Yes, she had thoughts of leaving St. Elizabeth’s, and occasionally doubts, but after a good night’s rest, she always changed her mind and decided to renew her commitment to the unwed mothers and their babies. She had prayed, and the answer had come. She was to serve others as a nun. The message had been clear. “Mother, I don’t want to go.”

“It isn’t your decision.”

“You’ve asked me to be obedient. I honored God’s will. I’m doing the work I was born to do.”

“Sister.” Mother sighed. “You can’t plead your way into staying. My decision is final,” the nun said wearily.

Alda felt a fury rise in her, one that she had kept buried deep whenever the work in the convent frustrated her. “What have I done?”

“You have served us well.”

“So why am I being punished?”

“This isn’t the right path for you.”

“I believe it is.” Alda raised her voice. “If the Daughters of Charity don’t want me, I’ll join another order. “

“And eventually you will come to the same conclusion I have, and so will they.”

“Mother, you must reconsider.”

“You’re not being punished, Alda.” This was the first time that Mother had referred to her by her birth name. “This work isn’t for you.”

“I’ve worked hard.”

“It’s not the work, it’s you. You imagine a happy ending to every story. We can’t encourage that here. This is a place of misery—”

Alda tried to interrupt the nun, but Mother Superior stopped her.

“—though there are cheery moments. I know. I’ve witnessed them. You want the girls to be happy, but it isn’t to be. No matter what we do, we can only get their minds off their troubles for a short while. We can fix them up and send them back out into the world to try again, but we can’t make them happy.”

“Then what is our purpose?”

“To get them through this time.” Mother Superior leaned forward. “Look, Alda. I’m old. I’ve got white hair under this wimple, but a couple years ago it was as red as your roses. I tell myself that our work is God’s work, but I’m not so sure. I have my own doubts. Do you think I wanted to take that baby away from her mother? It’s a horrible thing to do. I tell myself it’s for the best, but I don’t always believe it. I want you to get out while you’re young. You have a chance to build a life that has meaning. You’re joyful. So go and be happy.”

“I don’t have your doubts.”

“Not yet. If you stayed here long enough, you would have them too. I was like you. I thought I could fix it all by becoming a nun and devoting my life to this work. But I couldn’t, and you can’t, and the little girl jumping rope on DeSales Street as we sit here who is about to get the calling to be a nun can’t fix it either. All we can do is hold a girl’s hand and get her through the pain. That’s our role.”

“Why did you wait until now to tell me?”

“I was hoping that things would change. That you would change. But six years in and you’re still trying to change people. I used to have hope too. I don’t want you to lose yours. And the truth is, I thought you might transform over time, and toughen up.”

“I’ve worked hard to keep my heart open because so many of the girls we serve have already given up. Sometimes my belief in them is all they have.”

The Mother Superior looked off in the distance. It appeared she might change her mind, but as quickly as a cloud moved across the sun, she strengthened her resolve to release Alda from the novitiate.

“Something came across my desk, and I thought of you.” Mother reached into her pocket and removed a letter from the envelope. “There’s a job. A good job. Father McNally from the Church of the Good Shepherd in Los Angeles wrote to me. He’s looking for a young lady who is good with a needle and thread, and who can write. You have excellent penmanship, and you’re a crack seamstress—every baby leaves Saint Elizabeth’s with an embroidered blanket.”

“If I’m going to work for a priest, I’d rather be a nun.”

“You won’t be working for the church, but for a family. I’m told this is a fine Catholic family, very devout. You would be a secretary to one of the daughters. She works in pictures. Her name is Loretta Young.”

In the recesses of her memory, Alda remembered the name. Perhaps she had seen her on the cover of one of the fan magazines that the girls passed around.

“I’m sending you to the family today.”

Alda thought about her fellow novices who had left the order before her, dismissed in secret, banished at night. It was always the same. There were hushed conversations behind closed doors, followed by lonely footsteps, and the creak of the doors as the novices who remained looked out to see who was let go. The novice’s room would be empty, save a blanket folded on her cot and an empty washbasin. There was never a meeting, a discussion, or a proper farewell. The novices who remained were left to fret about the transgression that led to dismissal and agonize over their own shortcomings.

A convent runs on two kinds of fear: fear of failing God and fear of dismissal.

Alda would join the novices who failed, those who would never take final vows, young women who had broken the long line of the gray habit. There was mystery in the divine, but none in real life. If Alda had worried about how the rejected would fend for themselves beyond this convent in the world outside, she was about to find out.

Alda noted that the sun was shining brightly on her dismissal day. Maybe this was a sign. She wasn’t leaving in darkness, but in the warmth of the morning sun. She fought hard not to cry, and knew better than to plead with Mother Mary Justine any further. It did little good for the girl who wanted to keep her baby, and Alda knew it would do even less for her.

Alda stood and bowed to Mother Superior. She kissed her hand and thanked her. Mother walked Alda back to her office in silence.

Alda entered the same small room next to Mother Superior’s office, where she had changed out of her traveling clothes and put on the work habit of the Daughters of Charity years before. This time, a satchel had been packed with a cotton slip, one set of undergarments, one pair of stockings, and a nightgown.

A simple navy-blue cotton shirtwaist dress hung on the back of the door.

Alda removed her habit, the veil, the wimple, the apron, the long tunic, and the petticoat. She rolled down her black wool stockings and folded them neatly. She pulled on pale gray stockings instead and slipped back into her shoes. She was allowed to keep her brown work shoes, as another pair had not been provided.

Alda pulled the cotton slip over her head. She stepped into the blue dress. It felt flimsy after the layers of wool and work apron. She shivered.

There was no pocket in the dress, so there was no place to put her train ticket. She looked at her work habit hanging on the wall and wept.

There were many pockets in the habit, pockets under the apron, sewn into the bias of the tunic, to keep rosaries, thermometers, handkerchiefs, and a small missal to read while the girls slept. And now she wore a garment that didn’t have a single pocket.

The sisters had taught Alda how to read, write, and speak English, care for expectant mothers and coach them through the birth of their babies. She had developed skills, but wondered if they had any value in the place she was going. For the first time since she could remember, Alda did not have a purpose.

Alda dried her tears. Without saying good-bye to the novices, the nuns, or the girls in the ward she had read to the night before, Alda left Saint Elizabeth’s through the same door she had entered six years earlier.

Alda had entered the convent to hide, hoping that a life of contemplation, prayer, and service would give her a fresh start after what she had endured in Italy. Now she was on her own again, to invent a new life once more. She had been afraid of the unknown when she arrived, but the terror she felt as she departed Saint Elizabeth’s was worse.

Alda carried the satchel in one hand and a train ticket in the other. As she pushed through the door of Saint Elizabeth’s, she turned to take in the foyer one last time. The nuns had filled the gold vase with the flowers Alda had cut that morning; the red petals looked like flames.

The sweet scent of the roses was the last thing she remembered as she walked out of the convent and into her new life.
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Gladys Belzer stood before the stately colonial-style home she shared with her daughters and shielded her eyes from the sun.

Perched high on a cliff in Bel Air, this was the grandeur she had imagined for her family, an imposing white brick mansion that honored her ancestral roots in the south and her family’s rising prominence in the film industry.

Sunset House was the perfect calling card for Mrs. Belzer, one of the most popular interior decorators in Beverly Hills. Gladys had graduated from running a respectable boardinghouse on Green Street to decorating the homes of some of the biggest stars in the movies. She built the business on referrals, some through her popular daughters. Gladys was known for her excellent taste, instinctive use of color, and respect for history and architecture, all of which were wrapped up in an elegant European sensibility that proved to be in hot demand.

Gladys believed that the exterior of the home was the prelude to the decoration within, so the driveway, lawns, gardens, and even the mailbox outside must be as stunning as the rooms inside.

A set of white brick stairs, with banisters made of frilly white wrought iron, crisscrossed the steep hill like icing on a wedding cake. The stairs weren’t used much, but from Sunset Boulevard, they added architectural interest and a fairy-tale ascent to the castle.

A movie star’s home required a grand entrance in order for her to make one.

The entry portico, an imposing two stories high, was anchored by four majestic columns that could be seen the length of Sunset Boulevard. The wide circular drive was paved in brick and could accommodate the longest Duesenbergs and Packards Detroit had made.

Grand old magnolia trees with white flowers nestled in waxy green leaves were staggered along the property line. Clusters of vivid pink blossoms in the branches of silk-floss trees framed the sides of the house. The hill tumbled down to the street in splashes of color, purple bougainvillea and yellow jasmine twisting through cascades of green ivy like party streamers.

A house painter stood by dipping a brush into a metal sleeve of white paint, leaving a bold stripe on one of the columns.

“How’s this one, Mrs. B?”

“It’s still too antiseptic. Hospital white. Can you bring it down with a touch of gray?”

“Yes ma’am.”

Gladys Belzer, at forty-five, had recently separated from her second husband, George Belzer, nicknamed Mutt (and evidently thrown out because he had behaved as one). Instead of wallowing in the failure of the marriage, she let the disappointment fuel her ambition to build her business to new heights to take better care of her family. The more personal challenges Gladys faced, the better the results in her career. It had always been the case.

Gladys worried about her children. The failure of her second marriage was particularly painful. Her husband had given her Georgiana, her fourth daughter, the baby, and he had been an excellent accountant, getting the finances of her business in order. She credited him with encouraging her to buy property as an investment.

But he had been unfaithful, and for Gladys, this was untenable. She worried that she had set a terrible example for her children in this regard, which was one of the reasons she cleaved so closely to the teachings of her adopted Catholic Church. She felt that the church, with its empirical authority and dogma, might make up for the loss of a man at the head of her household, or at least she hoped it would.

Gladys was a stage mother to her daughters, all of whom had found their way into acting in motion pictures. Even her son Jackie had appeared in a couple of movies as an extra before losing interest. The girls had also begun as extras, but eventually earned speaking parts. However, only one, her Gretchen, who went by the stage name Loretta Young, was devoted to the craft, and therefore was the most successful.

Jackie had entered law school. He had grown up as a ward to their wealthy neighbors, the Lindley family, who had unofficially adopted him. For most of the years of his childhood, before Mutt Belzer courted Gladys, Jackie came and went between the two houses in what became a natural and mutually beneficial arrangement. Gladys allowed it because her son was happy and enjoyed the attention of Mr. Lindley, his surrogate father, a role Gladys could not provide since his own father, John Earle Young, had left her and their children and, true to his word, never returned.

Gladys left the painter to his work and went inside.

She surveyed the grand foyer, with its luxurious carpeted staircase shaped like a corkscrew. A chandelier dripping with sparkling crystal daggers threw shards of light on the marble floor, as though diamonds had been scattered across it. Inspired by Italian frescoes, which she had seen in books, Gladys commissioned an artist to paint a mural with a scene set in the old South. The pastoral setting, using a palette of moss green, midnight blue, and dusty pink, featured her daughters as antebellum characters in hoop skirts and picture hats.

If Gladys wanted to sell something as an interior decorator, all she need do was display the item in her own home. Hand-painted murals became the rage in Beverly Hills.

A similar rationale helped Gladys sell her customers French antiques, English chintz, Italian damasks, and French toile along with custom-dyed wool rugs. Sunset House became a venue for chic garden parties and proper teas that introduced guests to her largesse, her daughters, and most importantly her keen eye, which led to lucrative commissions.

Just as Gladys created idyllic homes and gardens, her daughters were creating images for the public, on film and in magazines, of the glorious power and potential of youth. The girls took their popularity seriously. It was not enough for an actress to deliver a great performance on a sound stage; the girls also had a responsibility to their fans, and to the public, to be examples of moral purity. The veneer was lacquered to a high polish, so dazzling you could skate on it. The Young sisters were popular with the studio bosses because of their talent, but even without it, they would have been welcome in the front office as well-raised young ladies with lovely manners.

Gladys sat down at her desk and pinned swatches of gold chenille to a collage she had created for a client. Gladys had sketched the rooms, painted the scene, and pinned paint samples, wood chips, and swatches of fabric to a corkboard.

Often the clients kept the collage when a project was completed, as the design board itself was a work of art. Without a traditional education, Gladys devised her own approach to interior decorating, which had its roots in gracious living and homemaking. She expanded her acumen as she learned about architecture, studying the work of her contemporaries James Dolena and Wallace Neff. Gladys designed from the bones out, keeping within the style of the architecture. She used the best materials, went for opulence, and insisted upon comfort, outfitting the home for gracious living, down to the silverware.

While Gladys learned about floor plans from architects and techniques from contractors, she learned about scope and drama from the great set designers in cinema. Gladys observed the work of Cedric Gibbons, who encouraged her to use her imagination and take risks with color and historical authenticity. Like William Haines, a popular matinee idol turned interior decorator, Gladys kept an inventory of fascinating objets d’art in a warehouse full of antique furniture, chandeliers, and fine art. She shopped for her clients in her own warehouse. The collection grew as she worked with buyers, who traveled abroad and brought treasures from around the world, which eventually wound up in the most stylish homes in southern California.

“Miss Gladys? There’s a young lady here to see you.” The housekeeper showed Alda into the study.

“Father McNally sent me.” Alda handed Gladys a letter.

“Alda, we’ve been waiting for you. I’m Mrs. Belzer.” She hit a button on the telephone. “Honey, come downstairs and meet your new secretary.”

She smiled at Alda. “We have an intercom in the house, so we can find each other. It’s a busy household.”



[image: ]





The intercom at Saint Elizabeth’s was only used in emergencies. Alda could not imagine why a private home would need one. She looked around. How many rooms were in this house, anyway?

“How was your trip?”

“Very fast.” Alda couldn’t believe that she was in Los Angeles in a matter of hours. San Francisco and Saint Elizabeth’s already seemed like a faraway dream.

A glamorous young woman skipped down the staircase and into her mother’s study, wearing a peacock-blue satin housecoat and matching slippers. She took a final puff off her cigarette and put it out in an ashtray on a side table. “Hi, I’m Gretchen.”

“Not dressed yet?” Gladys chided her.

“Not getting dressed. I have the day off before we start tomorrow. I’m going to do everything from my room.” Gretchen winked at Alda.

“This is your new secretary, Alda Ducci.”

“I think there’s been a mistake,” Alda said softly. “Mother Superior told me I would be working for Loretta Young.”

Gretchen laughed. “That’s my stage name. I’m also not a blonde—this is just for a role. I’m a standard brownette.”

Regardless of hair color, Alda was taken in by her new boss’s arresting beauty. Loretta’s coloring reminded her of the doves of Padua, with her gray eyes, black lashes, soft blond hair, and golden skin. Loretta’s lips were naturally full without the enhancement of lipstick. She was very slim, long-legged, not too tall. If Gretchen had a physical flaw, Alda could not find it.

Alda stared. Loretta didn’t mind, used to it.

“You may call me Gretchen.”

“Loretta is an Italian name. It’s from ancient Latin,” Alda offered.

“Really? I didn’t choose it. At first, I hated it, now it’s all right.”

It was obvious to Loretta and to Gladys that Alda had just come from the convent. Her black hair was pulled back in a tight braid, her dress was secondhand, and she was wearing work shoes. Alda wasn’t wearing a proper hat or gloves, and her traveling satchel was made of boiled wool. She was thin and about Loretta’s height, but she was as plain as Loretta was glamorous.

“Your room is ready for you, Alda. I hope you like it.”

“Thank you, Mrs. Belzer.”

Alda followed Loretta to the staircase. “You’ll like it. Mama decorated it herself. Don’t get attached to anything, because you’ll leave in the morning and come home to a room you don’t recognize. My mother changes paint colors like nail polish.” Loretta took Alda’s suitcase. “You’re Italian?”

“Yes.”

“Father McNally didn’t mention that.”

“It’s not something I can change.”

Loretta stopped and looked at her. “Why on earth would you?”

Alda laughed. “I wouldn’t.”

“Good for you. You say what’s on your mind, don’t you?”

“Shouldn’t I?”

“Feel free. You’re honest. That’s something you don’t find much in Hollywood.”

“I admit I don’t know anything about your work. I haven’t seen a movie since I went into the convent.”

“How long were you in?”

“Since 1925.”

“You missed The Sheik.”

“I’m afraid so.”

“And everything in between. Not to worry, we have some prints here—you can catch up. It’ll be fun.”

Alda followed Loretta down a long hallway on the second floor, contemplating a family that could show movies in the same place they lived. Everything about this house and the people in it was fascinating. They lived like royalty, and unlike the entitled, they had worked for it. This scale of opulence earned and shared could only happen in America. Every aspect of the decor was bold. The wallpaper was a print of large white hydrangea blossoms. The doors to the rooms were each painted a variation of green. The rugs were soft and thick like grass, the furniture covered in feminine watermarked silks. This was a house full of women. If it wasn’t apparent in the decor, it was obvious in the scent of rose and vanilla that filled the air.

“Why did you change your name?”

“Colleen Moore didn’t like it. She was an actress I worked with,” Loretta said as she stopped in the doorway of her sister’s room.

“We call her Gretch the Wretch. When she acts like one.” Polly Ann smiled.

“This is Polly. She’s the oldest.”

“And the wisest,” Polly said.

“And the shortest,” Loretta joked.

Polly had the coloring of a mink, dark brown eyes and black hair. She too was a beauty. Alda wondered where they kept the sisters who weren’t.

“If you need anything, just knock on my door. My sister isn’t the most organized person you’ll ever meet,” Polly teased.

“Don’t scare my new secretary.”

“She’s never had a secretary.” Polly winked at Alda.

“And I’ve never been one,” Alda admitted.

“Great. We’re all even.” Alda followed Loretta down the hall to her new room. Alda had never seen such a lovely room. It was painted lilac with gray trim. There was a twin bed with a satin coverlet, a rocking chair, a dresser and vanity. A set of French doors led to a small balcony. The doors were open, and a gentle breeze fluttered the sheers.

“It’s small,” Loretta apologized.

“I’m afraid it’s too much.” Alda looked around.

Loretta placed Alda’s satchel in the closet and closed the door.

“What kind of room did you have at Saint Elizabeth’s?”

“It was a cell. Just a bed and a washbasin. If you don’t mind, where is the washbasin?”

“You don’t have one.” Loretta pushed a door open to a small bathroom with an enamel tub on four legs. “You have a sink. This is your bathroom.”

“Mine alone?”

“Yes. Every bedroom has a bathroom. This tub is special; it’s the only thing Mama brought from the Green Street boardinghouse. Come on. I’ll show you my room. Do you get up early?”

“I used to be up before dawn.”

“I’d like you to come with me to the studio every morning. I leave here at four a.m. Sharp. I drive myself.”

“Is the studio far?”

“We could walk it, but why would we?” Loretta led Alda down the hall into her own room, a grand suite that extended across the back of the house. The room was light and airy, and gave Alda the feeling of being in a treehouse.

A series of windows opened out over the garden, with a view of the swimming pool. The long rectangle was filled with turquoise water, which was replenished by a fountain shaped like a Greek urn. Alda had never seen anything so lovely.

Loretta’s room was decorated in shades of palest pink. Her four-poster double bed, dressed with organdy satin ruffles, was in an alcove. There was a fireplace with a crystal vase of peonies spilling over the white marble mantel. A sofa and two comfortable reading chairs were covered in flowery chintz. A coffee table was stacked neatly with scripts bound in leather. Loretta used ashtrays for paperweights. A ceramic cup, shaped like a palm tree, was full of sharpened pencils.

“I’m a lucky girl,” Loretta admitted, seeing her room through Alda’s eyes.

“And I’m Sally.” Loretta’s sister stood in the doorway with her arms folded. Sally, another Young sister, had light blond hair, brown eyes, a trim figure, and an attitude.

“Sally was in The Sheik.”

“I don’t remember it.” Sally shrugged. “Gretch, can I borrow your gold lace dress tonight?”

“No, you may not. Beat it.”

“Why not?”

“Because I’m wearing it.”

“Mama said you were staying in.”

“I’m wearing it in.”

“Ugh. What else have you got?”

“There’s a blue velvet in there.”

“I don’t feel blue.”

“That’s all you’re getting. Either borrow that one or wear your old chiffon.”

Sally went to the closet and opened it.

“The shoes?”

“Take them.” Loretta sighed. “I have work to do.”

“You sure about the gold dress?”

Loretta surrendered. “Just take it, Sal.”

“And the gold shoes?”

“You can’t very well wear blue shoes with a gold dress.”

“Thank you!” Sally left with the gold ensemble.

Loretta offered Alda a cigarette. “Sorry. Nuns don’t smoke.”

“I didn’t take my final vows. I only made it as far as novice. But my Mother Superior smoked. When I’d catch her smoking in the kitchen, she had an expression of pure bliss on her face.”

“I’m with Sister.” Loretta lit her cigarette.

“Told me she’d have to answer to God someday for her vice.”

Loretta looked at Alda.

Alda blushed. “I don’t mean you. You can do whatever you wish.”

“I’ve been smoking since I was nine years old. Mama caught me at thirteen. But I was on a movie set. I wanted to look older. And it helped my voice. I used to squeak—this gave me some timber.”

“How long have you been working in pictures?”

“Longer than I’ve been smoking.” Loretta sat down and showed Alda a chair. “This little table is where I do all the heavy lifting before I go to the studio. I learn my lines and I make notes.”

“How can I help?”

“We’ll have to figure it out as we go along. Is that all right with you?”

Alda nodded.

“Now, you’ve had a long trip, and I bet you could use a good soak and a nap.”

“I’m not tired.”

“I insist. I’ll get you up in time for dinner. It ought to be good. I saw Ruby making dumplings.”

“How many more people live here?”

Loretta laughed. “You’ve met everyone but the baby. She’s in school. Her name is Georgie.”

“So there aren’t as many children as there are doors?”

“My brother Jackie is in law school. When he comes home for breaks, he stays with another family.”

“Why?”

Loretta shrugged. “He likes them. I used to play at Mae Murray’s house. Met her on a set. She was a big star in the silents. She didn’t have children of her own, so Mama loaned us out. My cousin Carlene and I loved it. We took dance classes, went to parties. We played in Mae’s closet. Our house is nothing compared to Mae Murray’s.”

“How is that possible?” Alda wondered.

“I became a serious actress because of Mae. You see, I wanted her closet. Mae’s big life stoked my ambition. I’ve yammered on enough. You need to unpack. If you need anything, just knock on my door.” Loretta smiled.



[image: ]





Alda sat in the rocking chair in her new room. She had been anxious on the train, and now she was plain worried. Alda had nothing in common with these girls. She had no idea how to be a secretary, and it seemed as though Loretta knew even less. Alda was frustrated that Mother Superior had dismissed her so casually. How dare the Mother Superior pawn her off on a family she didn’t know, in a city she had never seen, in a country she had not yet claimed as home?

When Alda entered the convent, she had offered up her long hours at work and her homesickness for Italy to God, but here in Beverly Hills, where the Young sisters lived in luxury, she felt disconnected from the world she knew and the life she had built. Her faith did her little good in this moment; in fact, she questioned how she had ended up here, when all she ever wanted to do was serve her church, her God, and the unwed mothers of Saint Elizabeth’s. If this was her fate, and it surely seemed to be, she wondered if she would ever find any meaning in it. What kind of a woman was she supposed to be in this castle, where every object, piece of furniture, and inhabitant was dazzling beyond measure?

Alda decided she must return home to Italy. It seemed like the only option. She had to start over and figure out a way to go back to the beginning. She had no idea how much the ticket cost, or how she would get to New York City to board a transatlantic liner. Perhaps she could convince Mrs. Belzer to loan her the money for a return passage. The thought of asking such a thing of someone who before a few hours ago had been a stranger made her feel helpless. Alda began to cry, and soon she was sobbing.

A girl of nine with a high ponytail and wide-set hazel eyes, wearing coveralls, pushed the door open. She observed Alda in tears. “Don’t you like your room?”

Alda sat up straight and dried her tears. “No, it’s very nice.”

“I’m Georgiana.”

“I’m Alda.”

“Where are you from?”

“San Francisco.”

“Why do you sound like Dolores del Río?”

“Who’s that?”

“She has an accent like you.”

“I’m Italian.”

“I don’t know where Dolores is from. She’s in pictures.”

“Is everybody in Los Angeles in pictures?”

“Practically all.”

“You too?”

“Yep.”

“Do you like it?”

“Somebody brings you lunch. And you get to play on the grid.”

“What’s a grid?”

“It’s on the ceiling. Some people call it a catwalk. But I never saw a cat up there. That’s where the wires are for the electricity.”

“That doesn’t sound safe.”

“It isn’t. If you get caught, they call your mother.”

“So why do you do it?”

“Because it’s fun.”

“Well, I guess that’s as good a reason as any.”

“Are you going to stay here forever?”

“I don’t know.”

“You should. Mama has a good cook. Her name is Ruby.”

“I heard.”

“And we have a big yard. Did you see the pool?”

“It’s very nice.”

“Do you know how to swim?”

“Oh yes, I used to swim when I was a girl.”

“So put your suit on and we’ll go swimming.”

“I don’t have a suit.”

“Borrow one from Gretchen. Everybody else does.”
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Alda dove into the swimming pool. The warm water enveloped her, clear and blue, reminding her of the water of the Adriatic off the coast of Rimini, where her parents took the family to visit their cousins every summer.

Georgie jumped in and swam over to her. “Nobody ever swims with me.”

“Why not?”

“Gretchen hates the pool. She likes to look at it, but she doesn’t want to get in it. Polly and Sally never want to ruin their hair. They’re busy trying to get boyfriends.”

“How do you know?”

“The guys come over here. Sometimes they stay for supper. I hate it. Mama makes them come to dinner so she can give them the once-over.”

“How does your father feel about that?”

A look of pain flashed across Georgie’s face. She dove underwater and swam to the end of the pool. She surfaced and gripped the wall, her back to Alda.

Alda swam to her. “Georgiana. Did I say something wrong?”

“You’re mean.”

“I am?”

“My dad left us. He doesn’t live here anymore.”

“I’m sorry.”

“He doesn’t like the movies. Says that Hollywood ruined his life. He doesn’t like me.”

“That’s not true.”

“How do you know?”

“Because every father loves his daughter. How could he not? You’re so much fun.”

“I know.”

“And you’re a good swimmer.”

“I’m the best swimmer in the family.”

“I’m sure your father knows that.”

“He taught me how to swim.”

Georgie demonstrated her backstroke all the way to the deep end. Alda followed her, extending her arms over her head.

“You’re too slow!” Georgie laughed.

“I’m rusty!” Alda called back to her. As Alda floated on the surface, the sky overhead reminded her of the deep blue the artist Giotto used on the ceiling of the Scrovegni Chapel in Padua. Staying with a family in their home reminded her of her own, whom she missed terribly.
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Loretta and Polly watched Alda swim with Georgie from the balcony off Loretta’s bedroom.

“What do you think of her?” Loretta asked.

“I’m not sure. What do you think?” Polly sat on the window seat.

“Alda got baby sister off our backs, so that’s already a plus.”

“Don’t you wonder why she got kicked out?”

“She didn’t fit in. That’s what Father McNally told Ma.” Loretta sat next to her sister, pulling her knees close to her chest.

“But why? What did she do?”

“I’ve been fired from jobs. They never really tell you.”

“That’s true,” Polly reasoned. “But why did she leave Italy in the first place?”

“Who knows?”

“Shouldn’t you ask her?”
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