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      Kathryn Massey unclenched her fists and wiped the clamminess from her palms as best she could with a pitifully inadequate lace handkerchief. She hadn’t expected to be this nervous—it was hardly the first time she’d appeared on the radio—but she’d never shouldered the duties of host by herself. With only a few minutes before showtime, she could feel sweat prickling her scalp, so she cast about the Hollywood Canteen for a distraction.

      She found it in the indomitable form of Bette Davis shouldering through the crowd like General MacArthur storming the Pacific. First to the sandwich table, then to the coffee station, where she stopped by a cluster of tuxedoed Warner Bros. executives before she pressed through a jungle of servicemen toward Kathryn, shaking hands as she went.

      Bette’s famously large eyes bulged when she broke free of the throng. “Heavens!” she exclaimed, accepting Kathryn’s hand to help her climb onto the edge of the stage. “What I wouldn’t give for a bourbon!”

      “What else did you expect on closing night?” Kathryn glanced at Harry James and his orchestra, who’d launched into “Waitin’ for the Train to Come In.” It was her cue that she’d be up next. She wiped her hands again on the limp handkerchief.

      Bette shrugged. “I can scarcely believe it’s all coming to an end.” She examined Kathryn’s face. “Are you as nervous as you look?”

      For over two years now, Kathryn had appeared on the Kraft Music Hall radio show as the resident Hollywood gossip columnist, and had proved that she could match Bing Crosby’s impromptu banter quip for quip. A couple of weeks ago, NBC approached her with an idea for a special broadcast from the Hollywood Canteen on its closing night. “Bing’s going to be back East promoting Duffy’s Tavern,” they said, “so we want you to host it.”

      Kathryn figured if she could pull this off, who knows what it might lead to? Her own show? She’d barely been able to contain her excitement, but now the dread that she might screw it up was pressing on her shoulders.

      As the Harry James Orchestra plowed into its final sixteen bars, Bette and Kathryn positioned themselves in front of the chrome microphone with “NBC” painted in red along the base. A technician at his console held up his right hand. He folded his fingers one by one until he was down to his thumb. Kathryn took a deep breath.

      “A big hello to all our radio listeners across these United States. My name is Kathryn Massey, and I am thrilled to welcome you to a very special edition of Kraft Music Hall.” While Harry James played the show’s jaunty theme song, the navy blue and army green uniforms erupted into a roar. “We are broadcasting to you live from the world-famous Hollywood Canteen, which closes its doors tonight.

      “We have a number of special guests, and I’ll be welcoming them to the stage very soon. But first, I want to thank and congratulate the woman without whom the Hollywood Canteen would never have become such a vital epicenter of the war effort here.” Kathryn raised her arms. “Come on, fellas, help me give the loudest cheer you can muster to the tireless Miss Bette Davis!”

      This time, the crowd—not just the servicemen, but the dance hostesses, kitchen staff, and all the volunteers—let loose with a foot-stomping ovation so thunderous that the wagon-wheel chandeliers started to sway.

      “Thank you, everybody!” Bette shouted into the mike. “Really, and I mean this from the bottom of my heart, it’s been my greatest pleasure and deepest honor to serve our brave boys.” She wrapped her arm around Kathryn’s waist. “It’s the least we could do.”

      Kathryn showed the crowd a piece of cardboard. “Bette, I want you to read the statistics printed on this card to show the people at home what an undertaking this has been.”

      Bette took the card and scanned the figures. “The Hollywood Canteen has been open three years, one month, and twenty-eight days, during which time we have fed nearly four million servicemen, poured nine million cups of coffee . . .”

      As Bette made her way down the list, Kathryn looked out across the hundreds of faces, every last one of them thrilled to make it into what had become a Los Angeles institution during the war. But then the one brooding face among a thousand buoyant ones caught her eye. She swallowed hard.

      Halfway through the war, Kathryn had been recruited by the FBI. It was more like conscription than recruitment, really, leaving her little option but to spy on her neighbors, friends, and coworkers. For Kathryn Massey, the face of the Bureau was Nelson Hoyt, who stood in the crowd smiling that unctuous smile of his. She hadn’t seen it since a particularly nasty clash outside the NBC studios on the day Japan surrendered. But here he was, popping up again like a groundhog with distemper.

      Kathryn felt Bette’s fingernails jab into her waist. Bette’s eyes flared. For God’s sake, say something!

      “Thank you, Bette,” Kathryn burst out. “Four million thank-yous, one for each of the servicemen who have passed through these doors.” Her first guest joined them onstage. “Next up, I am excited to welcome one of America’s favorite vocalists, here to treat us with a slice of ‘Shoo-Fly Pie and Apple Pan Dowdy.’ Ladies and gentlemen, I give you Miss Dinah Shore!”
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        * * *

      

      A dry Santa Ana wind blew along Cahuenga Boulevard as Kathryn lit up a Chesterfield and rested against the Canteen’s northern wall. Apart from that one little glitch near the top of the show, everything had gone exceptionally well, but she hadn’t approached the NBC brass yet. She needed a cigarette first.

      “I believe congratulations are in order.”

      Ugh. Him. Kathryn fired off her best stink eye. “I think the show went very well.”

      “I’m talking about your recent nuptials.”

      “I hoped I’d seen the last of you.”

      “I take it your mother was happy to learn you’d finally settled down?”

      My mother? The streetlamp behind Hoyt’s left shoulder threw his face into shadow, obscuring his smile. But Kathryn could tell from his tone that it was more of a smirk. “Of course,” she lied.

      “Married life is treating you well?”

      “It is.” At least that much was true. Kathryn and her husband had found a way to make their marriage work—a plan that chiefly entailed separate villas at the Garden of Allah. She started for the Canteen’s entrance, but Hoyt stopped her with a simple statement.

      “I have something I need to ask you.”

      When the FBI says it has a question, a girl had better stop.

      “Ring Lardner Junior. How well do you know him?”

      The non sequitur propelled Kathryn to face him more squarely. “The screenwriter?” When he nodded and crossed his arms, she knew she had to give him some sort of answer. “He and Garson Kanin holed up with Katharine Hepburn in the villa next to mine to bash out the screenplay for Woman of the Year. Outside of that, I’ve seen him at parties here and there.”

      “What about Lewis Milestone?”

      The sudden switch raised Kathryn’s eyebrow. “He directed The North Star, which Lillian Hellman wrote. She’s one of my neighbors, too. I went to the premiere at the Carthay Circle, and Lillian introduced us. He and I had such a long chat that I turned it into an interview, mostly about the war movies they⁠—”

      “I saw the interview.”

      She threw her hands up, wishing now she’d made her getaway. “Then why even ask?”

      “One more, and I’ll let you go back inside.” Passing headlights caught him full in the face. He smiled again, this time not nearly so smugly, and it reminded her that he was halfway decently attractive. For an FBI fink. She made a go-ahead-ask-your-damned-question gesture.

      “Leilah O’Roarke.”

      Kathryn tried to cover her surprise with a cough, but knew the guy was too shrewd to be fooled. He would be aware that Leilah’s husband headed up security at Warners, but did he also know she ran a trio of high-class brothels? Or that her best friend, Gwendolyn Brick, had sold Leilah black-market nylon stockings during the war?

      “She shops regularly at Bullocks Wilshire, where my ex-roommate works. Gwendolyn’s mentioned her a few times.”

      Hoyt nodded slowly.

      “What do these people have in common?” Kathryn ventured.

      “Who said they had anything in common?”

      Kathryn stubbed out her cigarette into the gravel. “Suit yourself, Mr. Mysterious.” She headed for the Canteen’s front door and didn’t even break her stride when he called out,

      “See you around . . . Mrs. Adler.”
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        * * *

      

      For a couple of hours, Kathryn worked the donut table with Martha Raye and Billie Burke until there was nothing left to hand out, and then accepted a series of invitations to dance. Even though she wasn’t officially a hostess, she figured it was the final night, so she said yes to every soldier, sailor, marine, and pilot who asked her.

      It was one o’clock in the morning when she looked around for Bette to say goodbye. The kitchen supervisor guessed that Bette was hiding in the office. “But knock gently, she’s probably asleep.”

      Kathryn pushed open the office door and peeked inside. Bette was sitting on the ratty sofa with her shoes kicked off, resting her feet on a stack of city directories. One hand held a half-filled tumbler of something Kathryn guessed was stronger than grape Kool-Aid.

      “Come in if you’ve got a light,” Bette told her.

      “Since when is Miss Davis without means to light a cigarette?” Kathryn asked.

      “Ordinarily, I wouldn’t be caught dead without matches, but this ain’t no ordinary night.” Bette held out her cigarette while Kathryn pulled a book of Mocambo matches from her purse.

      Kathryn lit Bette’s, then one for herself, and joined Bette on the sofa. “You going to miss all this?”

      “It’s been a hell of a lot of work,” Bette admitted, “but so damned fulfilling in ways I never imagined when we first started.”

      “You should be very proud. Tonight went off without a hitch.”

      “Except for that moment at the top of the broadcast. Rule number one: No dead air.”

      “Don’t remind me!” Kathryn helped herself to a slug of Bette’s tumbler. Whiskey. Expensive.

      “So who was he? The handsome puss with the chin and the smirk. Don’t tell me you’ve taken a lover already. You’ve only been married three months. That’s the last thing I need to hear—I’m getting hitched soon.”

      Kathryn had shared her secret with only a very small handful of people. She’d told Humphrey Bogart, but that had backfired and gotten her mired even more deeply with the Bureau. Still, she knew she needed to do something, and Bette knew a thing or two about survival.

      “Remember that night you sang on Kraft Music Hall? We were in my dressing room when the New York Times arrived for an interview.”

      “Sure I do.”

      Kathryn gulped another belt of Bette’s whiskey. “The Times thing was just a cover. He’s actually with the FBI.”

      “NO! What did he want?”

      Kathryn had never suspected Bette Davis was so shockable. “To recruit me as an informer. The Bureau harbored strong suspicions that Bogie was a Commie.”

      Bette got up from the sofa and headed for one of the filing cabinets, where she pulled out a half-empty bottle. “Don’t stop now.”

      “Long story short: Bogie was one of my neighbors so I told him, and we hatched a plan. We nearly got away with it, but not quite. All I managed to do was piss off the Bureau, who then threatened to short-circuit my career by spreading a rumor that I’m a lesbian unless I did what they wanted.”

      “Bastards! Wait—is that why you got married so suddenly? And your husband, the screenwriter, is he your actual husband, if you catch my meaning?”

      This was the first time Kathryn had alluded to her sham marriage to someone outside the Garden of Allah. It made her feel naked.

      Bette dropped back onto the sofa and held her refilled tumbler out for Kathryn. “My dear, that makes you far more interesting than I ever gave you credit for.” She let out a belch, then paused for a moment. “You know how all my Canteen volunteers were ID’d and fingerprinted by the FBI?”

      “You said it was just a formality.”

      “So I thought! About a year ago I found out that they had this place under surveillance.”

      “Why?”

      “In their eyes, my policy of allowing anyone of any race to dance with whomever they wished was a breeding ground for Communism. They convinced themselves that the Commies sent party members in here to stir up trouble. They expected a race riot every night!”

      Kathryn could feel Bette’s high-priced booze beginning to calm her Nelson-Hoyt jitters. “That’s absurd.”

      “Try and tell them that. They now suspect me of being a Communist. Or at least a sympathizer. Does that make me a Pinko? I can never keep that baloney straight. It’s such a relief that we’ve made it to the end without so much as a flicker of a race riot.”

      Kathryn got to her feet. It was getting close to two a.m. and she was beat. “I’m glad your tango with the FBI has come to an end. I fear mine is only halfway through.”

      Bette alighted from the sofa and took Kathryn’s hands in hers. “You can’t let them do this. Didn’t we just fight a world war to ensure we keep our First Amendment rights? Otherwise, what the hell were the last three and a half years for? We need to come up with a way to get them off your back.”

      Kathryn felt tears sheen her eyes. Bette had a lot to lose if the FBI decided to take her down. “But what can we do?”

      “I haven’t the foggiest idea,” Bette said, squeezing Kathryn’s hands. “Tell you what. Bill and I are getting married at the end of the month. Once we’re back from the honeymoon, let’s get together. I’ll make sure the maître d’ at Chasen’s gives us a quiet corner booth. Surely we can come up with something, because if a couple of smart broads like us can’t do it, then this whole damn country is in far worse trouble than either of us realize.”
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      Marcus Adler had been head of the MGM writers’ department for nearly four months, and so far everything had gone swimmingly. The first picture he okayed was shaping up to be an all-star knockout: a biopic of Broadway composer Jerome Kern called As the Clouds Roll By. It was a little on the cotton-candy side, but that’s what postwar moviegoers wanted. After enduring years of drudgery, rationing, and not knowing what bleak news would greet them in the morning paper, they needed Technicolor smiles and catchy tunes.

      As department head, Marcus wielded an influence that few people possessed. He had the power to put on-screen the motion pictures that could help Americans rebuild their lives toward a cheerier horizon.

      He took the job with an agenda of three pet projects. The Kern biopic was one, and that was now on its way. The second was a love story set in London during the blitz. It reminded war-weary audiences that love can bloom even in the grimmest circumstances. Marcus assigned it to one of MGM’s best writers, Dalton Trumbo. The guy had turned in such a wonderful script for Love in an Air Raid Shelter that Marcus knew Mayer’s rubber-stamping was just a matter of course.

      And then there was Hannah from Havana.

      Marcus stared at the Hannah script lying on his desk in front of him and strummed his fingers while he wondered if three o’clock was too early for a gulp of Dutch courage. He walked around to the large window that overlooked the studio’s soundstages. They were each the size of a high school football field and were painted a shade of brown soft enough to prevent studio workers from being blinded by the California sun.

      He watched a girl push a rack of nineteenth-century waitress uniforms needed for a reshoot of the new Garland picture, The Harvey Girls. The movie had had a long and troubled shoot, due in part to Judy’s unreliability. Marcus hoped her recent marriage to Vincente Minnelli would help settle her down.

      Marcus had been working on Hannah from Havana since before the war, when it was first called The Making of Merry, then Pearl from Pearl Harbor. He’d had Judy in mind all along and hated the thought of someone else in the lead. Casting was out of his hands, but at least he was in a position to get the story approved now. Still, the script needed to be rewritten for moviegoers who’d survived a world war.

      It was time to bite the proverbial bullet. He pressed the button on his intercom and told the receptionist to send in Yip Wainright.

      “Sure,” Dierdre replied. “By the way, a package just arrived by special messenger.”

      Marcus was out of his office before Dierdre even hung up.

      Last Friday night, Marcus had found a diamond-shaped gold tiepin at his favorite department store, Desmond’s on Wilshire. It was half an inch across and unadorned, and he’d asked the store’s jeweler to set three rubies into the front and etch an inscription into the back. It was supposed to take a week, but here it was, only four days later.

      Marcus picked up the Desmond’s package and returned to his office, slipping the contents out of its signature wrapping before he reached his seat.

      The three rubies sparkled in the light of the desk lamp. The jeweler had set them in a perfect equilateral triangle, just as instructed. Marcus turned it over and read the inscription—“Happy birthday, Oliver, one two three.”

      He put the tiepin back into the maroon velvet box and tapped it three times on his desk: their secret code. Three little taps, or three soft knocks, or three quiet finger snaps equaled three little words.

      Yip Wainwright steamed into Marcus’ office without knocking. Like so many greenhorns his age, Wainwright carried around the insufferable assumption of entitlement. They get hired by the best studio in Hollywood and immediately start wondering why they’re not getting two grand a week.

      In his years at MGM, Marcus had seen it all, but now he had to deal with it head on. He slipped the velvet box into his drawer.

      Wainwright spotted his script. “You’ve read it?” He sat down, uninvited, on one of Marcus’ two visitor chairs and slung a leg over its arm.

      Marcus pointed to the guy’s foot. “How about you sit in a chair like a professional? This is MGM, not the YMCA.”

      Dressing down employees had come easily to his predecessor, Jim Taggert. Marcus hoped it’d eventually be the same for him, but meanwhile, he’d have to fake it. He was relieved to see Wainwright put his foot on the floor.

      “My mistake,” Wainwright said, with just enough insouciance to get his point across.

      Marcus adopted one of Taggert’s trademark postures—leaning forward, shoulders hunched, red editing pencil in hand. “Your script is a mess.”

      “What?!”

      “I know a slapdash effort when I see one.”

      “Slapd—?”

      “You made Hannah’s love interest so damn cocky that the audience is going to start booing him halfway through the picture. Not to mention your jokes—I can see them coming a mile away.” Whatever Wainwright was about to say, Marcus cut him off by swiping his red pencil through the air.

      “You were hired by this studio because we thought you were capable of a screenplay far better than this.” He jabbed at the script. “If you want to get away with putting as little effort into your work as possible, I suggest you try Republic or Monogram.” He used the pencil to push the script toward Wainwright, as though it stank like last week’s garbage. “You’ll find notes on nearly every page. Go back to your office and show me our faith in your abilities wasn’t misplaced.”

      Marcus didn’t let out his breath until Wainwright closed the door behind him, and then he slumped into his chair, telling himself that wasn’t half as grueling as he’d imagined, and that he might not have to fake this tough-ass attitude for too long. There was a knock on the door. Thinking it was Wainwright back for a rebuttal, he shouted, “WHAT?”

      Dierdre cracked open the door holding a brown paper package in her right hand. “This came for you in the mail. It’s marked ‘Personal’ so I didn’t open it.” She placed it on his desk and retreated, leaving Marcus to ponder whether his scolding had carried through the office walls.

      The sharp corners of the package were already poking through the wrapping. Marcus tore away the paper. It was a hardback novel, and fresh off the press, by the look of its pristine cover.

      Reds in the Beds by Julian Caesar.

      Clearly a pseudonym, and an artless one at that.

      The dust jacket featured a double bed, the sort of thing usually found in a cheap motel, draped with a crumpled red chenille bedspread. An anonymous hand, scratched and bloody, was lifting a corner of the bedspread off the floor to reveal a face silhouetted in shadow. Behind the bed, a window framed by raggedy pink lace curtains looked onto the deteriorating Hollywoodland sign in the distance.

      Publishing houses often sent Marcus books they hoped to sell as movies. Generally, he handed them to staff members who would summarize them if they had potential. But there was something about the title—Reds in the Beds—and the striking cover that made him open the novel and read the first line.

      Hollywood was the sort of place where deadbeats become kings, kings become paupers, paupers become whores, and whores become stars who marry deadbeats.

      It was catchy, memorable, provocative.

      The clatter of the office typewriters receded as he read the second line, and then the third. By the time he reached the end of the page, he couldn’t stop. By the end of the chapter, he found himself short of breath and wished he’d never started.
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      Gwendolyn Brick had never lived by herself. Eighteen years ago, she went straight from her mother’s funeral to the bus that took her to the train that brought her to Hollywood, where she shared a villa at the Garden of Allah with Kathryn Massey. But after Kathryn and Marcus got married, it didn’t seem right for the women to keep living together—not even at the Garden of Allah Hotel, where nothing ever seemed inappropriate.

      But the wartime housing crunch didn’t evaporate when the war ended; the Garden was still operating at full capacity for months after Japan surrendered. Gwendolyn couldn’t conceive of living anywhere else, and Kathryn was in no hurry to push her out the door. But finally, in late November, a villa opened up, and at the age of thirty-five, Gwendolyn finally had a place she could call her own.

      It sat at the far end of the Garden, which meant it was quiet, but dark, too. The only significant window was in the kitchen, and it faced the high fence along Havenhurst Drive, which blocked out most of the sunlight. But it had a five-sided nook that squeezed out of the living room like an extra limb, and that’s where she set up her sewing machine and mannequin. She was standing in her sewing nook admiring how much space she had when she heard a knock at the door. Her first visitors!

      “We come bearing gifts!” Marcus presented her with an enormous bouquet of baby-pink azaleas. He held up his left hand. “Champagne!”

      “And paint!” Oliver added, lifting a can. “They call this shade Pale Butterscotch.” He cast his gaze around Gwendolyn’s new home and grimaced. “You weren’t kidding. It is a little on the murky side. I can see why you requested a jollier color.”

      “Light or dark, it’s all mine and I love it.” She ran her finger over the three rubies on Oliver’s tiepin. “This is lovely. You have a thing for the number three.”

      “I do?” Oliver asked.

      “You’ve got a pair of cufflinks with three little emeralds, too.”

      “Those are mine.” Marcus wore a grin Gwendolyn couldn’t quite interpret. He deposited the flowers and champagne on Gwendolyn’s drain board. “We shouldn’t let this champagne get any warmer.”

      “I don’t suppose you bought glasses?”

      Marcus laughed. “Was everything Kathryn’s?”

      “Pretty much.”

      He shot Gwendolyn a sympathetic look. He was one of the few people who knew she’d spent the whole war socking away nearly three grand by selling nylon stockings on the black market, only to have her boyfriend disappear with every last dime. That money was supposed to bankroll her store—Chez Gwendolyn—but Linc Tattler’s disappearance put the kibosh on that.

      “Not to worry,” Marcus said. “We’ll just pop the bottle and take turns.”

      They were four or five swigs down when Oliver pointed to the empty wall. Six feet across and eight feet high, it was the largest wall in the place, and bare as a newborn. “What do you plan on hanging there?”

      Gwendolyn shrugged. She’d never had a wall of her own to fill, and wasn’t even sure what her taste in art was.

      They gazed at the blank space for a few moments before Marcus ventured, “What about your portrait? It’d fit, wouldn’t it?”

      Gwendolyn lit a cigarette and tried to picture her portrait hanging on the wall. It’d been so long, she wasn’t even sure she remembered it accurately.

      “Someone painted your picture?” Oliver’s words came out a touch slurred. It was one of the things she liked about Marcus’ boyfriend: booze affected him about as fast as it affected her.

      Marcus nudged Oliver. “Remember back in the thirties how we were all obsessed with the casting of Scarlett O’Hara? Well, our enterprising young Gwendolyn here concocted this plan to get her portrait painted as Scarlett and have it hung in Selznick’s living room.”

      “How did that work out?” Oliver asked.

      “I don’t know if you noticed, but I didn’t play Scarlett O’Hara.” Gwendolyn pursed her lips. “You don’t think it’s too overpowering for my little abode?”

      “Au contraire,” Marcus said, “I think it’d give the room a focal point. Where is it?”

      “I can only assume it’s where I left it in the basement of the main house.”

      Oliver took another swig of champagne. “Whatarewewaitingfor?”
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        * * *

      

      The painting was bigger than Gwendolyn remembered, and heavier than the boys bargained for. They had to rest a couple of times en route, as well as negotiate the stairs from the basement. Inside Gwendolyn’s place, they propped it against the bare wall and stood back.

      “I can’t believe you hid something so gorgeous in a basement,” Oliver panted.

      Gwendolyn was surprised at how much she liked it. It’s like bumping into a younger version of yourself.

      David Selznick’s wife, Irene, was the one who originally put Gwendolyn in the room with Alistair Dunne, who was supposed to paint her portrait for the Carmichael Prize. Gwendolyn thought the plan to catch Selznick’s attention with it was farfetched, but she was desperate to screen-test for Scarlett. What Gwendolyn hadn’t counted on was someone who threw such gusto into everything he did, from painting her portrait to making sweaty, animalistic love to her. Their affair burned out in a smoldering heap, but not before he painted this goodbye gift.

      He’d arranged her on a faded brown velvet chaise lounge in a huge dress with gold, crimson, and peacock blue brocade, resting on one elbow with her mouth slightly open, as though half shocked and half thrilled.

      Marcus nodded approvingly. “In Kathryn’s villa there’d have been too much distraction, but this wall gives it the right amount of space, without getting lost in the corner.” He wrapped his arm around her shoulder. “It’s almost like the you in this painting has been quietly waiting for just the right spot. Welcome home, Gwennie O’Hara.”
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        * * *

      

      The boys left once the champagne was gone. Now that Marcus was respectably married to Kathryn, their mutual social life had opened up, filling their evenings with dinner parties and bridge games at all the right homes around Hollywood. Gwendolyn wondered how Oliver felt, but if there was any resentment, it didn’t show. “I get a lot more reading done,” he told her once without rancor.

      She was still standing in front of Gwennie O’Hara’s portrait, marveling at how agreeably it fitted, when someone knocked on her door again. She opened it to find Horton Tattler on her landing.

      Horton was the father of her wartime boyfriend who dashed off with all her savings. It was hard enough to tell him his son was a thief, but then she’d had to suggest he look into his own finances, as it seemed his most trusted friend had been laundering money through Horton’s company. Gwendolyn had been relieved to put all that sordid business behind her, even though it meant kissing four thousand smackers goodbye.

      The last few months had aged the man considerably. His Victorian handlebar moustache that had bristled with pride and confidence now drooped with neglect, and the gray in his sideburns now spread across the top of his head.

      He smiled weakly. “May I?”

      Gwendolyn widened the door. “I’ve only just moved in, so I’m still in disarray.”

      Tattler stopped in front of the portrait and muttered, “Magnificent!” before settling onto Gwendolyn’s sofa.

      She sat down beside him. “How have you been?” she asked mildly, and received a pinched smile in return.

      “My wife left me.”

      “I’m sorry to hear that,” Gwendolyn said, but she was far from surprised. Most of Mr. Horton’s purchases at her perfume and lingerie counter at Bullocks Wilshire were for his mistress.

      “She went back to Atlanta. I’ve sold both homes and all the household effects.” He cast his eyes around the dim room. “If I’d known, I’d have saved you one of my lamps.” He tried for a warmer smile, but fell short of the mark. “I’m living at the Hershey Arms now.”

      “It’s only temporary, I’m sure,” Gwendolyn said. The Hershey Arms was prosperous in its day, but that day was a long time ago, and both of them knew it.

      Tattler’s Tuxedos had been one of LA’s classiest menswear stores, but the government had appropriated Mr. Tattler’s factories, obliging him to make uniforms at cost for the war effort. He could have survived, but his closest friend, Clem O’Roarke, had been using Tattler’s Tuxedos’ bank account to launder his wife’s brothel money. Gwendolyn was pondering whether Horton’s sudden appearance had something to do with Nelson Hoyt bringing up Leilah O’Roarke to Kathryn at the Hollywood Canteen when Horton pulled a postcard from his jacket pocket and handed it to her. It was a black and white photograph of a lighthouse on a tiny smudge of an island.

      “What’s this?”

      “I thought you might know.”

      Gwendolyn shook her head. “Where did you find it?”

      “I was packing up Linc’s house. That’s his handwriting on the back.”

      Gwendolyn flipped the card over. “El Faro. That’s Spanish, isn’t it?” Horton shrugged. She read out loud the two other words written there. “Emilio Barragán. Do you know who that is?”

      “No idea,” Horton responded. “But I figured it might point to his whereabouts.”

      Gwendolyn could feel her hopes rising. Perhaps her three grand wasn’t quite as lost as she’d thought. She studied the picture again. “Maybe this lighthouse is somewhere in Mexico?”

      “Or Guatemala. Or Argentina. Or Chile. Or Spain.”

      “It’s the only clue you have to track down your son.” And my money.

      “No,” Horton said firmly. “It’s the only clue you have. I’m not looking for him.” He grew instantly red in the face. “My son sold illegal goods on the black market while the rest of the world was fighting for freedom. And then he disappeared without a word after stealing a considerable amount of money from a decent, lovely lass who deserved no such treatment from anyone, least of all my own blood.”

      Gwendolyn decided against making the point that the money Linc took from her was earned from the black market too. “Mr. Tattler,” she said, “Linc isn’t a criminal.”

      “He stole your money!”

      “I want to think it was for a very good reason, and we won’t know that until we track him down.”

      Horton Tattler brushed invisible lint from his shabby tweed jacket. “I’ve washed my hands of him.”

      “Then why did you bring me this postcard?”

      “In some small way, I feel responsible for my son’s actions, and while I can’t repay the money he took from you, the least I could do was bring you this clue.” He glanced down at the picture postcard in Gwendolyn’s hand. “That lighthouse could be anywhere, but that name—Emilio Barragán—perhaps could get you somewhere.”

      He went to stand, but Gwendolyn caught him by the elbow. The tweed felt cheap and scratchy—a sad step down for one of the best haberdashers in California.

      “What if I do? What should I say to him?”

      “If I were you, Miss Brick, I’d say, ‘I want my money back.’”

      “I meant what should I say about you?”

      He thought for a moment, disappointment seeping from his eyes. “In that unlikely event, I’m sure you’ll find something kind to say.”
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      Kathryn set a plate of fileted salmon on rainbow rye next to Bertie Kreuger’s mock pâté de foie gras. Even though everybody had agreed to make something from scratch for Robert Benchley’s wake, Kathryn suspected Bertie’s contribution came from Schwab’s, and she’d just mushed it up to make it look homemade. Bertie lived in Alla Nazimova’s old bedroom suite up in the main building. Unlike the villas, it lacked a kitchen, which was fine because Bertie had never cooked a thing in her life.

      Dorothy Parker appeared at Kathryn’s side holding a platter of celery sticks stuffed with crabmeat. Her drawn face looked as though all the life had been sucked out of it. Dottie wasn’t the hugging type, so Kathryn just kissed her lightly on the temple. Her hair smelled of cigarette ash and dog food. “How you doing?”

      Dottie’s eyes were rimmed in red. “I’m annoyed because he got there before I did.”

      It was one of her typical barbed lines, snapped off with practiced indifference, but Kathryn saw through it. Her closest friend in the world had died, and there was no replacing him. Kathryn imagined losing Marcus and she knew how Dorothy felt.

      Dottie grunted. “I hope every last pigeon on Nantucket is shitting all over his family plot.” Benchley was famous for his hatred of pigeons. “Oh well,” she said bitterly. “You know what rhymes with Nantucket.” She slid her platter next to Bertie’s pâté. “Have you seen Lillian? She said she was bringing Edna.”

      “Ferber?” Kathryn asked. “She’s in town?”

      “For the premiere of Saratoga Trunk. I haven’t seen her since Medusa was in pigtails. She’ll be a sight for these bleary old eyes. Point those harpies in my direction when you see them.” She headed for the booze table Kay Thompson and her husband had set up. “Martini!” she barked at Bill. “Double! Three olives!”

      “She’s going to miss Bench more than any of us.” Marcus was by her side with the cake he perfected during the war. Although the one-egg-a-week ration was a thing of the past, Gardenites had come to expect him to bring his dense, moist, no-butter-no-eggs-no-milk Marcus Cake. He deposited it onto the table along with a bowl of popcorn.

      “Weren’t you doing deviled eggs, too?” Kathryn asked.

      Marcus pouted. “You remember that special plate I had? The light blue one with the individual scoops to place the eggs in? I can’t find it. So I thought, Screw it, and made popcorn instead.” He ran a fingertip down her arm. “Who’d have guessed we’d lose him at fifty-six?”

      Harpo Marx arrived with Humphrey Bogart—an odd pairing by Hollywood’s standards, but not at the Garden of Allah. They’d both been residents at one point or another, as well as recipients of Benchley’s boundless hospitality.

      Robert Benchley had been the Garden’s social hub. His door was always open and his bar perpetually stocked with every conceivable variety of hooch. A man of infinite kindness and genuine warmth, he’d had few equals in Hollywood.

      Kathryn gazed across the crowd clustered around the pool. Its haze of cheerlessness reminded Kathryn of the day everyone assembled at the radio to listen to Roosevelt’s funeral procession.

      Don Stewart, a screenwriter Marcus worked with at MGM who was an usher at Benchley’s wedding, sat on the diving board chatting somberly with Bertie on one side of him and Oliver on the other. Kay Thompson and her husband, Bill Spier, were huddled with Bogie. Kathryn hoped Bill wasn’t trying to interest Bogie in his new radio show, The Adventures of Sam Spade. This was a gathering to remember their dear friend, not a chance to talk shop.

      Marcus pressed his head against Kathryn’s. “After a few drinks, I bet the stories will come tumbling out.”

      “It’s like you can read my mind,” she told him.

      “I am your husband.”

      They looked at each other for a long moment, then started to giggle. “It’s still so strange to hear,” she said.

      “That you have a husband, or that your husband is me?”

      “Both! I never thought I’d get married.”

      He frowned at her in genuine surprise. “Never?”

      “My romantic track record is hardly inspiration for the next Hollywood happy ending. Still, the marriage has done wonders for our social life. All those dinners and bridge parties we get invited to now. I feel so damned respectable.”

      Marcus took off his glasses and polished them on his tie. “I don’t know how much longer it’ll last. Have you finished reading that book?”

      Reds in the Beds had consumed Hollywood like a Santa Ana forest fire. The inside flap proclaimed that it “told the story of an imaginary Hollywood infiltrated with treacherous Communists and their Pinko sympathizers.” Anyone who read it—which now seemed like everyone Kathryn knew from the Pacific shore to the Nevada border—could see the hateful book was a roman à clef veiled in the sheerest possible gauze of fiction. The only game played around Hollywood now was guessing who was really who in Reds in the Beds.

      This was especially true at the Garden of Allah. Much of the book’s action took place in the Divine Oasis, a residential hotel just off the Sunset Strip filled with fellow travelers who worked to sneak the Communist creed into every movie they wrote, directed, produced, or acted in. The Garden’s residents had taken to referring to their home as “the simply divine oasis” in an attempt to deflect the poisoned arrows. However, Kathryn sensed a hardened shell of “Don’t look at me!” defensiveness every time it came up. And it was starting to come up a lot.

      Instead of Twentieth Century-Fox there was New Century-Wolf, instead of Paramount Pictures there was Tantamount Films, and instead of MGM, there was NJN. The head of NJN’s writing department was an especially devious conniver married to a gossip columnist for the Hollywood Correspondent newspaper. The hateful novel devoted many pages to describing the marriage between Eugene Markham and Beatrice Kahn as a loveless union of convenience arranged to help ingratiate the pair into Hollywood’s social merry-go-round.

      “I have finished it, and—” Kathryn blew a wet raspberry. “Whoever this Julian Caesar cretin is, I hope there’s a special circle of hell reserved just for him.”

      “You know that couple is supposed to be us, don’t you?” Marcus asked.

      The wave of nausea that kicked Kathryn in the stomach when she read that chapter rolled forth again. “Helen Keller could tell it’s us. Has Mayer read it yet?”

      “Nobody’s mentioned anything. What about Wilkerson?”

      Kathryn let fly an apprehensive laugh. “I never thought I’d be thankful for his obsession with that grand folly of his.”

      Kathryn’s disapproval of her boss’ plan to build a luxury casino in the middle of the Nevada desert had been a source of considerable friction around the office. Like so many of Hollywood’s high rollers, Wilkerson was reckless with his money, often gambling more in one afternoon at Santa Anita than most people earned in a year. Kathryn felt that putting a chronic gambler in charge of a casino was like locking a ten-year-old inside a chocolate store.

      “He’s going ahead with it?”

      “I’ve given up asking.”

      Bogart’s voice fired across the crowd. “Well, if it ain’t the fifth Warner brother!”

      Bette Davis strode out of the main building swathed in a silver-tipped fox fur to ward off the November chill. “Hello, everyone!” She approached the subdued crowd with all the confidence of the characters she played on the screen. As far as Kathryn knew, Bette had never been to the Garden before, and she certainly wasn’t part of the Algonquin Round Table contingent, like Edna Ferber and Lillian Hellman.

      “Goodness gracious!” she exclaimed. “When I heard there was a wake going on for Robert Benchley at the Garden of Allah, I thought to myself, Now that’s a wake I want to be a part of. I’m sure there are a number of people here who knew Bench better than I, but I have no doubt he’d want his sendoff to be a much gayer affair than this!”

      “Bette!” Kathryn greeted the star with a kiss to the cheek. “You knew Benchley?”

      “He volunteered at the Canteen at least once a week. He’d often help me close up for the night. We spent a number of evenings afterhours chatting on that office sofa about life, work, Hollywood—and especially death.”

      Dottie Parker appeared. “Whose?”

      “He seemed haunted by the possibility that he’d somehow failed to live up to his potential.”

      A glimmer of knowing flickered in Dottie’s eyes. “I’m familiar with that conversation.” She smiled halfheartedly, then lifted her martini glass as though in toast, failing to notice it was empty. “Welcome to the wake of our dearest lost comrade.”

      Bette accepted a highball from Harpo, and barked out a laugh. “Comrade? I’m surprised anybody would dare use a word like that here at the—what does that dreadful book call this place? The Divine . . . Sanctuary?”

      Bette’s comment flipped a switch, rallying the mourners into a madly chattering congress, eager to chirp their own pet theories over who had written Reds in the Beds, who he’d based his characters on, and his motives for publishing such a salacious piece of trash.

      Dottie thought Louella Parsons wrote it. Bogie declared that the whole thing stunk of Louella’s boss, William Randolph Hearst—a theory that garnered widespread appeal until Don Stewart pointed out that Hedda Hopper’s LA Times column was inching further and further to the right.

      While the scotch and bourbon, gin and champagne poured like Prohibition was about to return, names of other likely suspects were bandied about. Kay Thompson suspected it was Joseph Breen, head censor of the Hays Office. Her husband suggested it could be someone connected with the right-wing Motion Picture Alliance for the Preservation of American Ideals, which was increasingly vocal in its criticism of Hollywood’s liberal leanings. In the middle of this uproar, Lillian Hellman arrived with Edna Ferber, who immediately pointed out that until her recent success with The Fountainhead, Ayn Rand had been a script reader for the studios.

      As the sun began to set, the crowd lit the dozens of candles Kathryn passed around until the Garden glowed with a light as gentle as Robert Benchley’s nature. Around midnight, Bette grabbed Kathryn’s elbow and led her over to the edge of the patio.

      “I’ve been thinking about you,” Bette said, pulling her fur closer around her against the night air. “That malarkey you told me about the FBI.”

      A wave of panic reeled through Kathryn. They were more frequent lately and were starting to take their toll on her sleep. She kept jumping to wild conclusions, like maybe it was someone at the Garden who’d written Reds, someone they’d all snubbed who was intent on revenge. “You didn’t mention it to anybody, did you?”

      “Of course not.” Bette’s smile bordered on demure. “I think you’re a straight-shooter like me, and a career gal. Marriage and men and lovers are all very well, but they’re not what stoke my furnace. Nor yours, I suspect.” Bette pulled out a cigarette. “Hollywood is really just a giant game. Learn the rules, when to play by them, and when to break them.” She offered her pack to Kathryn.

      Kathryn lit one with Bette’s struck match. “Are you referring to my marriage?”

      “Among other things.”

      “Such as?”

      “Jack Warner and I are constantly at loggerheads, but we both want the same thing: what’s best for the studio. I hear that you and your boss don’t agree about this Flamingo Club he’s building.”

      “A reckless gambler building a casino is my definition of insanity.”

      “I know all about difficult bosses and can sympathize entirely.” She paused for a moment, her gimlet eyes trained on Kathryn. “Now, about your FBI situation. Have you considered asking Howard Hughes?”

      “No.” But it’s interesting that you did. Bette had an affair with Hughes before the war, while she was rebounding from an intense relationship with her Jezebel director, William Wyler. “Have you seen him recently?”

      “He sent me a telegram after the wedding, and it got me thinking. Howard has connections you and I can barely dream of.”

      And a grudge against Hoyt. A couple of months before the war ended, Wilkerson drafted Kathryn into a lunch with him and Hughes. While Wilkerson was away from the table glad-handing the newly married Judy Garland and Vincente Minnelli, Hughes admitted to a situation back in the days of Prohibition when Hoyt got the better of him.

      Bette smiled. “I see a light going on.”

      Kathryn killed her cigarette. “Let’s get back before they start accusing us of writing Reds in the Beds.”
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      With a coffee pot in one hand, a paper tablet and pencils in the other, and her purse jammed under her arm, Gwendolyn shouldered the door to the Garden of Allah’s bar and held the door open for Marcus as he headed toward the nearest table with a platter of sliced fruitcake.

      He stopped short when he saw every light ablaze. “How come it’s so blinding in here?”

      The Sahara Room was infamously dark. Its miniature table lamps typically cloaked the Sunset Strip’s extramarital encounters in muddy shadows, but not today. An amber stain in the gray carpet caught Gwendolyn’s eye. It wasn’t the only blotch of booze she could see—just the biggest.

      “I want people to take this meeting seriously,” she said, “so I told management to turn on every light in the joint.”

      Oliver walked in, loaded down with plates and dessert forks. “I could run over to Schwab’s for some beer?”

      “Not at eleven o’clock in the morning,” Gwendolyn said. “I want people sober. Help me push these tables together. I need everybody gathered in one spot, not scattered all over the bar.”

      Everyone was on guard after a string of petty thefts at the Garden. First it was Marcus’ missing deviled eggs platter. Then shortly after, New York columnist Lucius Beebe checked into the Garden with his lover, Charles. Gwendolyn liked having Lucius around. He had the well-fed look of a prosperous man-about-town and lent an air of sophistication to the Garden. He could match wits with even the Algonquin contingent. But then a set of tea towels had vanished from the clothesline in their courtyard, and Gwendolyn could tell they were wondering if they’d chosen the right place to call home.

      That same week, Trevor Bergin and Melody Hope moved in. Everybody knew the MGM stars had been asked to leave their Garden Court apartment on Hollywood Boulevard, and now that Bogie had divorced his third wife and settled down with Lauren Bacall, Trevor and Melody were Hollywood’s rowdiest couple. On their fourth night, Melody threw all of Trevor’s cufflinks out the window in a pique of fury; the next morning, all but one pair were recovered.

      But it was a missing silk scarf that prompted Gwendolyn to call this meeting. It had been a present from Madame Nazimova to Gwendolyn’s neighbor, Bertie Kreuger, a beer heiress who’d moved in during the war.

      Oliver pushed a table against the one at the center of the room, which skidded across the carpet and banged into its neighbor, knocking Gwendolyn’s handbag to the floor. Oliver dropped to his knees and collected the scattered contents before standing up with Linc’s picture postcard in his hand.

      “What is this?”

      Gwendolyn looked up. “Mr. Tattler gave it to me. The writing on the back is Linc’s; it might be a clue to his whereabouts.”

      “El faro,” Oliver said pensively. “That means ‘lighthouse.’”

      “You speak Spanish?”

      Oliver jutted his head from side to side. “I think I’ve seen this lighthouse before.”

      “You have?!”

      “Maybe when I was doing missionary work.”

      “Excuse me?” Marcus butted in. “You did missionary work?”

      “When I was in junior high, my father and his buddy took a sabbatical to do missionary work for a year. My mother refused to be left behind, so both families hit the road. We spent four months apiece in Mexico, Guatemala, and Cuba.” Oliver jiggled the postcard in his hand. “Much of that trip is a blur, but one of the sons from the other family was a good ten years older than me⁠—”

      “Do you know where he is?”

      “Cincinnati. He’s high up at the Catholic Legion of Decency. Perhaps if I took a photograph of this and sent it to him?”

      “Could you?” Gwendolyn said, feeling a glimmer of hope. It’s a slim chance, but it’s all you’ve got.

      “Of course.” He slipped Linc’s postcard into his jacket pocket.

      Kathryn and Bertie appeared in the doorway. “Good God!” Kathryn cried out, shielding her eyes with her hands. “Are you trying to blind us?

      Gwendolyn was thanking them for showing up early when Trevor and Melody walked in with John Carradine and his wife, Sonia. He’d just hit it big in Captain Kidd and was hoping to make the leap to meatier roles.

      As everyone pushed the rest of the tables together, Frances Goodrich and Albert Hackett walked in. They lived at the Garden when they were penning Thin Man movies before the war, but they’d decamped back to New York, where they felt more welcome, until Frank Capra lured them westward again to write his next movie, It’s a Wonderful Life. Friends were reuniting among a flurry of introductions when Gwendolyn took her place at the head of the tables.

      “Thank you, everyone, for coming.”

      “And thank you for calling this meeting,” Bertie said. “A couple of tchotchkes going missing is one thing, but it’s been one after another.”

      “I must say,” Lucius pouted, “if I’d known that we were moving into a den of thieves⁠—”

      “Please don’t think that,” Gwendolyn said. “Some of us have been here since the Garden opened, and we’ve never seen anything like this.”

      “Don’t mind Lucius,” Charles said. “He loves a touch of mystery.”

      “You wouldn’t say that if they were your favorite cufflinks,” Trevor said.

      Melody elbowed him in the ribs.

      “If it was just some random stranger on a pilfering spree, all those things would have vanished on the same night,” Gwendolyn insisted. “But this has been going on for a while now.”

      “It sounds like you suspect one of the residents.” Sonia Carradine said. “And if this is a new problem, are you saying it must be one of the new residents?”

      The door swung open and Kay Thompson, a vision in a white pantsuit and matching nails, burst into the Sahara Room, her arms raised like Christ on the cross. She cut a stark contrast to the shadowy foyer behind her. “Sorry we’re so late! Last-minute do-overs on Harvey Girls kept me until the wee hours.” She spun around, scanning the room. “What happened to Bill?” She flicked her wrists and a throng of silver bangles jangled like wind chimes. “Ah! Coffee!” She poured a cup and fell onto the nearest chair, then reached for cake. “Now, what were we talking about?”

      “I’m not sure if you’re aware, but the Garden of Allah seems to have a thief,” Gwendolyn said, “so we’re here to see if we can prevent further pilfering or identify the culprit.”

      “Well,” Kay sniffed, “apparently all you have to do is read Reds in the Beds.

      “In that case, let’s start with you,” Melody said, pointing to Kay. “I think we can all assume you’re NJN’s choir mistress, Dee-Dee Grifter. And we all know what a grifter is, don’t we?”

      “What the hell do you know, you low-rent Garland?” Kay’s husband said from the doorway.

      The gathering gasped in unison, as though on cue. Bill Spier was usually the reserved, circumspect half of the Spier-Thompson marriage, so an outburst like this caught everybody in the room by surprise. They all knew Melody campaigned for Judy’s role in The Harvey Girls, even after Judy had it and was habitually showing up late. In the end, Judy got it together and Melody’s machinations were revealed. All eyes were now on her.

      Melody poked her husband in the arm. “Are you going to let him talk to me like that?”

      Trevor remained inert. “Pipe down, Nellie Burch.”

      Melody had risen to fame in The Pistol from Pittsburgh, a biopic of nineteenth-century journalist Nellie Bly. In Reds in the Beds, Nellie Burch was a tart-tongued harridan movie star, hooked on dope and drinking her way into obscurity.

      “You son of a bitch!” Melody snatched up a slice of cake and pitched it at Trevor, then sneered at everyone around her. “I don’t know who’s stealing your crappy shit, but as far as I’m concerned, you all deserve it.”

      “That’s ironic,” Bertie said, “because all this time, my money’s been on YOU!”

      Melody threw another slice at Bertie, but she caught it and hurled it back, catching Melody on the ear. Bertie leaned her fleshy elbows on the table. “You know the scene where Nellie Burch has a fit on the set of Versailles and ends up throwing all of Marie Antoinette’s cakes at the director?” She made a sweeping gesture at Marcus’ cake platter. “Is this art imitating life, or life imitating art? Sometimes the line gets so blurred.”

      “I hate to say this,” Lucius sniffed, “but that title really is quite clever.”

      “How do you figure?” Melody demanded.

      He raised a shoulder. “All the tabloids have us thinking ‘Reds under the bed!’ but this book ratchets it all up a notch by telling us the Reds aren’t under the bed at all—they’re in bed with us, screwing us nine ways to Sunday. Whoever this Julian Caesar is, he’s made sure that if we weren’t paranoid about Communism before, we sure are now.”

      “Please, everyone!” Gwendolyn clapped her hands. “Can we talk about the thefts? Management thinks we should get a house detective.”

      “We came back to the Garden specifically because it’s one of the few hotels without a detective,” Frances said. “The minute one appears is the minute Albert and I check out.”

      “We all feel the same way.” Gwendolyn said.

      “Yeah,” Melody snorted. “Name one person in this room who doesn’t have a secret.”

      “Please, Miss Hope,” Albert Hackett said. “If you can’t contribute something positive to this discussion, perhaps it might be better if you just stayed quiet.”

      Melody snatched up another slice of Marcus’ fruitcake and lobbed it at Albert. It caught him square in the face, knocking his glasses askew.

      “ALL RIGHT, MELODY! THAT’S ENOUGH!” Trevor shouted.

      “Shut up, August Vail,” Melody hissed. August Vail was the biggest action hero in Caesar’s fictional Tantamount Films—and a secret kleptomaniac called Pinky the Pinko for his fondness for pretty lace panties.

      Trevor’s wife leapt to her feet. “Okay, a few things have gone missing. Big whoop! That pile of trash is making us all out to be Commies and subversives and criminals, and Washington is starting to take it seriously. So shouldn’t we, too? If you all think some egg platter is more important than our reputations, you’re all screwed up.” She bolted from the room.

      “I hate to admit it, but she’s right,” Oliver said. “When I first read that damned book, I thought it’d be a tempest in a teacup, but the New York Times said yesterday it was mentioned in Congress. Something to do with the House Un-American Activities Committee.”

      “Aren’t they just concerned with rooting out Nazis?”

      “Not any longer.” He picked up Gwendolyn’s postcard and studied the picture. They need a new boogieman, or they have nothing to attack.”
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      By February 1946, Marcus had been in charge for six months and was enjoying guiding his writers through the troughs of apprehension and around potholes of doubt more than he’d expected to. But nothing revved his engine more than coming up with an idea and knowing how to make it work.

      The previous weekend, George Cukor invited him and Kathryn to his house for a screening of old silent shorts by one of Hollywood’s great silent-era directors. George was talking it up as a celebration of D.W. Griffith’s work, but it was obviously a charity fundraiser for someone who’d failed to keep up with the times and was now living at the Knickerbocker Hotel off Hollywood Boulevard. Still, the industry owed a debt to the innovations Griffith introduced, so the crowd of directors, producers, and technicians were happy to pony up.

      By contemporary standards, many of Griffith’s films were clunky and choppy, the storytelling heavy-handed, the acting overwrought, and the pathos laid on thicker than glue. But a few gems gleamed from the dreck. The final film George screened that evening made Marcus sit up straight.

      New York Hat starred Mary Pickford as a girl whose dying mother bequeaths some money to buy a fancy hat more elegant than her miserly father would allow. The whole story was over in sixteen minutes, but not before Marcus grasped its potential as a full-length musical—and not just a musical, but one starring an up-and-comer whose charms had attracted the eye of Louis B. Mayer.

      An ambitious hoofer named Ann Miller had set her sights on becoming MGM’s next musical leading lady, and to that end, she wasn’t opposed to ingratiating herself with Mayer. Nor was Mayer resistant to her sway. The girl could tap like a machine gunner jacked up on a fistful of bennies, but she was under contract at Columbia. It wasn’t unheard of for one studio to buy out a rival’s contract, but negotiations were smoother if the new studio had a movie lined up. Mayer had sent out word that he wanted a project for Miss Miller. Before New York Hat’s credits hit George’s screen, Marcus knew he had the perfect idea. He begged Kathryn to leave early so he could get it down on paper before it evaporated.

      Ideas for scenes, characters, plot twists, and musical numbers tumbled out of him, and he was up until two filling page after page. The next day he got to work early, his briefcase jammed with scribbled notes, and started banging away at his typewriter before anyone else arrived. Some time later, Dierdre opened his office door with a goofy grin splitting her freckled face. “It’s not every day we turn forty!”

      He sat back in his chair and pressed his lips into a smile. He was now the same age his father was when he ran Marcus out of town. Adler senior was always so fully in control of his life that Marcus longed to feel that same way. As he sat at his desk with his receptionist smiling at him and his notes for New York Hat spread out across his desk, Marcus suspected maybe he finally did.

      “How’d you know today was my birthday?”

      “I’m pals with Mannix’s secretary. She told me he asked her to call personnel and check.”

      “Why would he check that?”

      Dierdre’s sly grin returned. “You know about the tradition, don’t you?” She took in his blank face. “Oh my! You are in for a surprise!”
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      The back seat of Eddie Mannix’s silver limousine was already filled with expensive Cuban cigar smoke when Marcus climbed in a couple of minutes past six. Mannix, a craggy-faced ex-bouncer who’d made good and was now Louis B. Mayer’s right-hand man—the second most powerful guy at MGM—offered up a knowing smile along with a Romeo y Julieta cigar. He leaned back on his soft black leather upholstery and breathed out a pungent cloud.

      “It almost makes turning forty worthwhile, doesn’t it, Adler?”

      Marcus wasn’t much of a cigar man; they made him dizzy and a little on the nauseous side. He knocked back Mannix’s offer and breathed lightly.

      As the car headed east on Washington, he glanced back at the five identical vehicles trailing behind them. Wherever they were going, he hoped they’d be done well before eight. Kathryn and Gwendolyn had put a lot of work into the party they were throwing for him back at the Garden.

      “There’s only one rule,” Mannix said. “The bastard who’s turning forty gets first pick.” He spat a flake of tobacco on the carpet between them.

      As the chauffeur reached La Cienega and headed north, Marcus ran through the list of possible destinations. Restaurant? Casino? Nightclub? Where the hell were they going, and how come he didn’t know? It wasn’t until they turned off the Strip and started cruising up the steeper inclines of the Hollywood Hills that Marcus’ stomach grew heavy with dread.

      “I appreciate the gesture and all,” Marcus’ tongue was sandpaper, “but I’m recently married.”

      “So?”

      “Going to a brothel, it just doesn’t sit right with me.” Marcus longed for a stiff belt of bourbon. “How about you let me out at the next corner? I can leg it home from here. But you guys go on, have a great time, enjoy yourselves.”

      The car pulled to a stop in front of an unremarkable two-story house that was painted two different shades of brown. It had a semicircular front porch and a bay window on each side, both upstairs and down, a big shady elm tree, and a row of daisies along the low brick fence that jutted up against the sidewalk.

      This is what they look like? Marcus thought.

      “You’re one of us now, Adler. Think of it as a rite
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