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      Nell Davenport peeked over the balustrade of the Warner Bros. pirate ship. She watched the white beam from the security guard’s flashlight whisk across Stage Sixteen and didn’t draw another breath until the murky shadows had swallowed him whole.

      Finally, she was alone.

      Wartime audiences searching for escape and romance ensured that studios were raking it in, which meant Warners was releasing film after film after film. And there had been no tranquility at Nell’s boardinghouse after the Office of War Information had asked landlords to jam two lodgers into each room. Or three, if space permitted. Thankfully, Nell had to contend with only one extra girl hanging damp stockings over her coral-pink lampshade. But now there was twice the competition for the morning bathroom.

      The cacophony never stopped. The crowding never stopped. The everything never stopped. Sometimes a girl needed a restful nook to recover her wits—like a cozy bunk on a fake pirate ship after everybody else had bolted for the next streetcar or nearest bar.

      Something soft and furry ran along Nell’s arm.

      She shrank from her unexpected intruder. The tiny photo in her right hand slipped through her fingers and fluttered over the wooden railing and onto the asphalt.

      “Dammit, Bucky!” She menaced the studio’s ginger tabby cat with her sternest frown. “Of all the pirate ships in all the world, did you have to sneak onto mine?”

      Bucky gazed at her. If the Arabella is anybody’s, he seemed to say, it’s Luke Valenti’s.

      He had a point. If Luke hadn’t been hiding out here last month, Nell wouldn’t have thought of his bunk as the ideal place to sink into a soft mattress and wonder when she might get a letter from him. She could relive his lips on hers, his fingertips stroking her skin, his breath warming the base of her throat. God, how she loved that. And oh, how she missed it.

      “I’ve got one photo of him,” she upbraided Bucky. “If it disappears, I’ll be on the warpath.”

      Bucky remained unperturbed. He had seen it all: royal courts, New York slums, Maine cottages, clever sleuths and empty-headed chorines, voodoo doctors and murderous nurses. What could one little script girl do?

      Nell clambered down the gangplank and pounced on the snapshot, then tilted it toward the three-quarter moon rising over the Burbank hills.

      The day before Luke had left Los Angeles, the two of them had piled into a photo booth because only nitwits kiss their boyfriends goodbye without a snapshot.

      She stared at his face in the moonlight’s milky glow. Did the Navy give him toothpaste? Was the food bearable? Was he warm enough at night? Until she received the letter he promised, all she had were questions.

      She would be happy with a hastily scribbled postcard. Everything’s fine! Thinking of you! Or maybe she should be patient. He had only been gone a couple of weeks. He was still probably getting settled into the rigors and routines of Navy life while packing his head chock-full of training and information and procedures. But still. He had to know she was missing him something awful.

      Fidgety, that’s what she was. Maybe a stroll around the studio would help pacify the ants in her pants.

      She headed up Viennese Street to Brownstone Street. They didn’t have brownstones back in her hometown of South Bend, Indiana, but had they reminded Luke of Brooklyn? Maybe one day he’d take her there and point out his favorite haunts. The last block of Argyle Road, where he’d lift his feet off his bicycle pedals and coast along under oaks and elms. The Bay Ridge Candy Shop, where he’d take her for an egg cream. Then on to Bobo’s Bakery at 13th and 54th for the best babka and pumpernickel east of the Battery.

      “Yes,” she told Luke’s photo, “I was listening.”

      Nobody in his life had paid him the least bit of attention before he had landed in California with fifty-one bucks, three days’ worth of clothes, and no way to get home. But he would have caught her eye, even if he hadn’t been yelling at Humphrey Bogart. Oh, but that second time, when she’d spotted him at Schwab’s, his eyes round as fishbowls . . .

      Was it any wonder I plopped myself onto the stool next to you, she thought dreamily, practically cracking the glass counter with my chocolate malted? That way you looked at me, as though you’d fallen overboard and I was the Coast Guard holding the last life preserver.

      Overhead, a pair of ducks quacked, their wings silhouetted against the moon, as they headed for the manmade lake where buccaneers fought it out with the King’s Navy, ocean liners plied the Atlantic, and brave sailors took on Nazi U-boats.

      She turned left at the lake, then left again at Editing, and headed into the two-story office block near the water tower. Warner Bros.’ PR department was the length of a football field. It held three rows of identical desks: dark wood, each with its signature green banker’s lamp and battered typewriter, and each one strewn with pencils and wax crayons, chewing gum wrappers and overflowing ashtrays.

      Nell loved how this place reeked of ink and crayon. Newsprint and burned matches. The sweat of meeting a last-minute deadline. She could almost hear someone shouting, “I’ve got it!” when he came up with the perfect slogan to sell the latest movie.

      It’s still the guy with guts and a gun who wins the war: Gary Cooper in SERGEANT YORK

      The five most shocking words ever hurled from the screen: CONFESSIONS OF A NAZI SPY

      From a girl aglow with the rapture of her first kiss to a woman fighting for love: Bette Davis in NOW, VOYAGER

      Nell wondered if she was more of an oddball than she cared to admit. Untold thousands of outfits crowded the costume warehouse. Props had billiard tables and Maltese falcons she could play with. But where did her restless feet point her? To the publicity department, with its drafted posters and newspaper advertising mockups, its address books with the names and telephone numbers of every columnist, magazine editor, talent agent, private eye, and bookmaker in town. And probably a few hookers, too.

      Being a script continuity girl had been an interesting job at first, but she had been doing it for three years. Frankly, she was bored. Did it really matter if Jimmy Cagney said, “These tommy guns” or “Those tommy guns”? Who cared if Ann Sheridan announced, “I’ll wait until you’re out of Sing Sing” or “I’ll wait till you get out of Sing Sing”? Filming on Bogie’s new picture, Action in the North Atlantic, was thundering along, but it was hardly holding her interest.

      Casablanca. Now, there was a magnificent picture. It hadn’t been released yet, but it was plain to Nell that it had all the telltale signs of a hit: doomed romance, exotic location, mystery, suspense. Meanwhile, Action in the North Atlantic had a lot of guns and submarines and water, but that was about it. Yawn.

      Nell wanted a new job and fresh challenges. With so many fellas away at war, right now was the best time for a gal with a pinch of gumption to get ahead.

      She sat at the third desk on the left whose trash can was always filled to overflowing. There was no telling what interesting nugget she might find among the discards. She scooped up the topmost ball of paper and flattened a Western Union telegram.

      
        
        NOT HAPPY STOP

        LEGS LIKE DANCING SPIDER MIRROR STOP

        TOMORROW DAWNS BUT NOT WITH KONG KING STOP

        WHISKEY FRISKY RISKY STOP

        GEORGE

      

      

      The only way the cable made sense was if this George guy was drunk—and the Western Union clerk, too. No wonder it had ended up in the trash.

      Was it George Raft? He’d been bitter since he’d turned down Sam Spade and Rick Blaine. What a stupid ass.

      She picked up the telephone and pretended to dial a number. “It’s Davenport from Warners PR. I got another one of Raft’s nutty rants. Made about as much sense as that Salvador Dali kook. Yeah, that’s right. Drunk. Again.” She slung her feet on top of the desk. “Your client needs to stop sending these cockamamie telegrams when he’s stinko. Okay? Okay!”

      Nell slammed down the telephone receiver onto its cradle like the people who crowded this room probably did. She’d bet ten bucks this place hummed all day with jangling telephones, typewriter keys pounding at a gallop, and voices calling out, “What’s another word for ‘tremendous’ that we haven’t used on Flynn since Dive Bomber?”

      She left PR and headed past Duplication to the Recording building. Should she? Could she? Dare she?

      No, she shouldn’t.

      Nell retracted her hand from the door handle as though it were an electric iron. Look what happened the last time you opened your mouth to sing. The entire family had come home early from church and caught you belting a high C. Oh brother, the martyred looks and stern lectures.

      She stepped away from the door. On the other side lay forbidden territory.

      But still. But still.

      Nobody was around. Nobody was watching. A peaceful silence blanketed the studio like a snowfall.

      Screw it. This isn’t Indiana.

      A long corridor lay past the small foyer with its stiff-backed chairs and potted ficus. Nell tried the first door and peeked inside.

      Jackpot.

      The recording studio was square, around fifty feet by fifty feet. Next to an upright piano, a thick pile of papers rested on a music stand.

      

      
        
        Complete score for

        SHINE ON, HARVEST MOON

        Producer: William Jacobs

        Director: David Butler

        Musical Director: Leo F. Forbstein

        Orchestrator: Frank Perkins

      

      

      

      Nell flipped to the first song.

      

      
        
        “Shine On, Harvest Moon”

        Sung by Dennis Morgan and Ann Sheridan

        (singing voice to be dubbed by Lynn Martin)

      

      

      

      She lifted the sheet music, walked past the empty wooden chairs of the horn section, and stepped inside the booth. The microphone was about the size of her fist, with horizontal bars across the front and vertical ones at each end. It smelled faintly of a floral perfume she couldn’t place. Whoever had last stood here sure had poured it on thick.

      She dug her fingernails into the palms of her hands. Why so jittery? There’s nobody here to disapprove.

      “The chorus,” she murmured to herself. “Four lines, then take off before your nerve deserts you.”

      She opened her mouth, filled her lungs and sang:

      “Shine on, shine on, harvest moon up in the sky,

      I ain’t had no lovin’ since January, February, June or July.

      Snow time ain’t no time to stay outdoors and spoon,

      So shine on, shine on, harvest moon, for me and my ga-a-a-a-a-al.”

      How different she sounded. So clear! So strong! Not at all like the voice in the living room when everyone was at Sunday morning Mass, thinking she had succumbed to a fever.

      Reluctantly, she gathered up the sheet music again. She’d pushed her luck far enough. Anyone might come through that door and demand to know what the heck was going on. She hurried down the corridor and through the foyer. As she stepped outside, a loud clatter echoed off the soundstage walls to her right. Nell froze, choking off the gasp that threatened to fly from her.

      Why hadn’t she stayed safe and cozy in Luke’s bunk on the Arabella where security guards wouldn’t think of looking? She was a script girl who had no legitimate reason to be romping around the recording studio at midnight on a Wednesday. This was wartime. Spies and saboteurs could lurk in any dim corner.

      A grinding sound followed, then a harsh CLANG!

      Panic crushed her chest; all she heard was the pounding in her ears and her breath coming in short, strangled huffs. She listened through the crack, but heard no footsteps or tuneless whistling. No flashlight zig-zagged across Stage Ten’s ventilator shaft.

      Meow. Meow.

      The ginger tabby crouched in front of an upended trash can and sniffed at the contents spilled across the lane. “That’s the second time tonight you’ve scared the cranberries out of me.”

      He strolled over and rubbed the length of his body against her shin.

      She knelt down and stroked his soft fur. “Did you hear me sing? That long note at the end? Pretty hot stuff, huh? Mother and Father wouldn’t approve. Even ‘Shine On, Harvest Moon’ is the devil’s music to them. I couldn’t win, could I, Bucky-boy?”

      The cat meowed loudly, which Nell took to mean, “Not in a million years. You did the right thing. Isn’t it time for bed now?”

      She straightened and turned to the mess the cat had made. Lying among the newspapers, chicken legs, and drinking straws, was a handbill with two large words across the top: HOLLYWOOOD CANTEEN.

      It was a reference to the pet project of Bette Davis and John Garfield, a canteen where servicemen on shore leave could stop by to get some refreshment, meet glamour girls, and maybe even dance with a movie star. It was opening in a week’s time and Davis was recruiting volunteers. Join us! it cajoled at the bottom. Won’t you do your bit for our boys and for the noble cause we’re all fighting for?

      She folded it up and slid it into her pocket. “Come on, Bucky. It’s about time you and I got some shut-eye.”
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      Humphrey Bogart took the chair next to Nell and grimaced as he pulled at the spongy collar of his life jacket.

      “You look like a monk tied into a hair shirt,” she told him.

      “It’s giving me a rash.”

      “I have some hand cream.” She reached into her handbag, which was hanging from the armrest. “Might soothe the friction.” The twenty-cent cream Nell had bought at J.J. Newberry featured a watercolor sprig of lavender tied with a pink ribbon. She held it up for him to see. “You could end up smelling like Aunt Hortense at her Pasadena pinochle club. Raymond Massey won’t be your greatest fan during this scene you’re about to film.”

      Bogie loosened the canvas straps. “Screw Raymond Massey.”

      She rounded the back of his chair and knocked his dark blue Navy cap into his lap, revealing his balding noodle as crewmembers prepped Bogie’s next scene at the helm of the Liberty ship his character served on.

      He sniffed at the air. “Ugh. You weren’t kidding.”

      “Your neck looks awfully red, so this’ll probably help. But won’t your wife take issue with you reeking of pretty little flowers?”

      “Let’s not talk about Madam unless we absolutely have to.”

      “Then let’s not⁠—”

      “Last night she cooked up a dinner of fried chicken legs—and then threw them at me, yelling out brands of whiskey.”

      “What a terrible waste of meat.”

      “We’re a terrible waste of everything.” He stayed silent for a moment or two. “How’s our boy doing?”

      Nell rubbed Bogie’s neck a little harder than she needed to. “I haven’t heard from him yet.”

      “I assume you ignored his instruction to not write first and have composed how many letters?”

      She replaced the lid on the lavender cream and dropped into her chair. “Eight,” she said grudgingly.

      He flicked the straps on his jacket. “You know how they say the eye of a hurricane is quiet and still? That’s how I saw him.”

      Nell had worked on six of Bogie’s movies, but he’d never confided in her like this. She’d been so caught up in how much she missed Luke that she hadn’t considered the hole he might have left behind in anyone else’s life. “Am I the hurricane in this scenario?”

      He looked at her as though he hadn’t seen her in a long time. “What I’m saying is Luke’s the type of guy I could turn to when everything got screwy.”

      “I know what you mean.” Nell’s response leaked out so quietly she wasn’t sure he heard her.

      “Even now, weeks later, I keep expecting the little son of a gun to walk into my dressing room or pull into the driveway. Don’t get me wrong—nothing pleased me more than to hear he’d been accepted into the Navy.”

      Nell nodded. Proud enough to bust apart at the seams, Luke hadn’t been able to stop smiling the morning she’d waved him off at Union Station. She’d been proud, too—of how she had held back the tears until after his train had chugged away from the platform.

      Bogie gave her a look. “Listen to me jaw about missing him. It must be ten times harder for you.”

      “He’ll write when he can.” She dabbed at the corner of her eye. “Meanwhile, we’re both allowed to miss him.”

      Bogie pulled his cap back on. “Have you seen those Hollywood Canteen fliers Bette’s been plastering all over?”

      “All those GIs and jarheads and flyboys will get a kick out of being served cake or coffee by the great Warner Brothers motion picture star, Humphrey Bogart. I guarantee none of them will catapult chicken legs at you.”

      He threw her a jaded fisheye. “I should volunteer.”

      “You and me both. It’ll give you a reason to get out of the house that Mayo can’t argue with,” she said, referring to Bogie’s wife. “And it’ll distract me from thinking about Luke.”

      The words I need a favor from you were on the tip of her tongue, but before she could spit them out, he said, “The Thank Your Lucky Stars script for my two-hander with Cuddles Sakall arrived this morning. I’m behaving like every hoodlum I’ve played in the movies, and Cuddles does his schtick harrumphing and waffling and mangling the English language. It’s a fun bit, but it’s chock-full of rat-a-tat-tat delivery, so I’ll need to be word perfect. Can you help me run lines?”

      “I’d be happy to.” Nell smiled as she saw the opportunity she’d been hoping for. “As a matter of fact, I have a favor to ask.” She looked around quickly; the key lights filled the bridge set with murky shadows dovetailing with the North Atlantic dawn. They’d be ready to shoot again soon. She clamped her fidgety fingers onto each armrest. Bogart was astute at reading people, and she didn’t want to come across like a timid ladybug. “Lately I’ve been feeling a little . . .”

      “Lovelorn?”

      “No. Well, yes, but no. I need a job that’s more stimulating than—” she swept a hand toward the Liberty ship’s bridge “—this.”

      He rubbed his chin like she had seen him do in every one of his movies. “Got any bright ideas about where⁠—”

      It was easier to say the words in a single burst. “ThePRdepartment.”

      Now that she had said it out loud, the idea didn’t sound nearly so preposterous. “I’m capable of more than spending all day noting slight changes in dialogue. With half the menfolk gone, if I am ever going to make a change, it should be now.”

      An assistant approached them. Before the war, the assistants had all been teenaged boys. But this one was a young woman, dressed in a moss-green cashmere sweater and pearls that made her look like a small liberal arts college literature professor who knew more about the Brontë sisters than anyone else in New England. “They’ll be ready for you in ten minutes, Mr. Bogart.”

      Bogie thanked her, then turned back to Nell. “I’m impressed by your get-up-and-go, young lady, but that production assistant, and all the women like her, will be shunted out the door PDQ when the Lukes of this world come home. Whereas,” he held up a finger, “we’ll always need script continuity girls.”

      Nell felt like a fool for not having considered that the men would reclaim their jobs. She’d been too focused on how to score a better-paying job. Her father wasn’t the type to forgive the two thousand dollars she owed him for the wedding that had never happened, and paying him five dollars a month meant squaring her debt would take another thirty-three years.

      Twelve of the sixteen boardinghouse girls worked at the war factories. Over the communal dinner table, they shared stories of riveting bolts into aircrafts and ships, inserting propellers into torpedoes, and mounting artillery onto turrets. They so-so enjoyed the work, but they loved proving that women could do as good a job as the men. That was all well and good, but Nell didn’t relish the prospect of coming home with matted hair, filthy nails, and scraped skin. Stinking of grease and oil wouldn’t be so bad, but two of her fellow boarders had been badly injured in unrelated but serious accidents. One of them, a hardy farm girl from Nebraska, might have permanently lost the use of her left hand.

      And even if she did take a job like that, when the war ended, pfffft! They’d all be out on their tushes. Then where would she be?

      At Warners, though, she could build a career. That’s what it all came down to, wasn’t it? What careers were open to her in South Bend? Supervising the typing pool at Studebaker or Notre Dame? No, thanks.

      “What favor did you have in mind?” Bogie asked.

      “Put in a good word for me with Robert Taplinger.”

      “The head of PR?”

      “You and he met with Jack Warner the day before yesterday.”

      “You do keep your eyes and ears open.”

      “I try.” Nell had sourced her intel by seeking out Margie, a wardrobe assistant who was sleeping with Rob, the mechanic who worked on the studio’s fleet of cars and trucks, whose roommate was dating Estelle, a front-office secretary.

      “Nell, honey, I’d love to help out. Really, I would.” Bogie eyed the cameraman, who was returning to his position. “Some issues came up over Casablanca’s New York premiere in a few weeks. They want me to attend, so I told them they’d have to pay me for the full week it takes to get there and back on the train. Jack argued that I’d be working on behalf of the studio. I reminded him ‘working’ means ‘actively filming a movie,’ not smiling for the newspaper cameras.”

      “How did they take it?”

      “The word ‘livid’ pretty much covers it. They told me I was stymying Casablanca’s chances of hitting it big, which will enhance my career. Yeah, and their bank account, which is all they really care about. So I dug in my heels. You can’t let anyone treat you like you’re a pawn in their game of chess.”

      “Did you get your way?”

      “Taplinger stormed out, but only because he beat me to the punch. So you see, I’m in the doghouse—make that the basement of the doghouse. I’m not in any position to ask either of those putzes a favor. I feel real bad about not being able to give you a leg up, but you’ll have to figure out a way in that doesn’t involve their least favorite person in the world.”
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      Nell laid out a sheet of notepaper and matching envelope on Captain Blood’s dining table. Until the setting sun sank behind Stage Eighteen, she’d have plenty of late-afternoon light to see by, but then she’d need the hurricane lamp she had borrowed from Props.

      She uncapped her pewter fountain pen and wrote

      

      October 3rd, 1942

      My darling Luke,

      

      She was going to add “wherever you are” but thought better of it. Why sound so churlish? He’d only been gone a couple of weeks, but she already felt like an untethered buoy drifting in an ocean whose shore she could no longer see.

      So she comforted herself by writing to Luke, pouring out her thoughts, her hopes, and her fears. Her first handful had been terribly earnest, filled with declarations of undying love and unconditional promises that she would wait for him no matter what, no matter how long. Even she had to admit they were hard to plow through.

      So now she leavened them with studio gossip. How well The Man Who Came to Dinner had performed at the box office, despite Bette Davis’s misery during the making of the movie. How Errol Flynn was rumored to be juggling three different girlfriends when filming Edge of Darkness. “Where does that man find the energy?” How, despite sixteen girls toiling seven days a week, the boardinghouse’s victory garden was a dismal patch of insipid tomatoes, undernourished bell peppers, and mealy cucumbers. And how everybody was frantic at the prospect of coffee rationing.

      

      My stratagem to finagle my way into the PR department has floundered. There I was thinking myself so darned clever for knowing about Bogie’s meeting with Taplinger and Warner. As the head of PR, Taplinger is the one I need to impress⁠—

      

      “Don’t you walk away from me!” The shrieking voice pierced the evening air.

      “Who’s walking away?” The second voice sounded like Jack Warner. “I’m merely taking a stroll around my private property. You’re only still here because I haven’t thrown you out.”

      Yep, that was Mr. Warner, all right. But who was he yelling at?

      “But I’ll be damned if I leave here empty-handed.”

      “Here’s a scoop for you: That hat is ridiculous. All your hats are ridiculous. You are ridiculous.”

      Good God! Was Warner yelling at Hedda Hopper?

      Nell scrambled to the circular porthole facing Stage Eighteen. Twenty feet away, Warner stood with his feet planted apart, shaking his right hand at one of the most powerful newspaperwomen in America like she was the maid who scrubbed his kitchen floor.

      Hedda’s hat was an absurd concoction of heliotrope-dyed egret feathers fastened with what looked like barbed wire to a Mexican sombrero that looked as though it had shrunk in the wash. “Tell me what I came here for,” she snapped. “You know what it is.”

      “Not everything that happens in this town is your business, you snooping old biddy.”

      “Who was the one who called you after that party on Flynn’s yacht?” Hopper swung her snakeskin purse off her arm as though she were aiming to shot-put it at his head. “I warned you the authorities were going after him. I even gave you the names of Hansen and Satterlee. I warned they were about to dump ten tons of grief on you.”

      “I’m not⁠—”

      “And who told you to hire Geisler because he’s the only defense lawyer who’ll get Flynn off those rape charges?” Nell gasped softly. Errol was going to be charged with rape? “It sure as hell wasn’t the goddamned tooth fairy.”

      “I already told you how much I appreciated⁠—”

      “And now it’s payback time.”

      “The situations aren’t related.”

      Hopper threw her hands out like one of Macbeth’s witches. “It’s a simple question: Is Bogart ditching that drunken shrew? Those two public sluggers are poison to each other, and that reflects badly on your studio. So give me the scoop on when they’re splitting so that we can make it official.”

      “Bogart’s marriage is none of your business.” A stilted pause punctuated the air between them before Warner added, “Or mine.” But it was a halfhearted, unconvincing afterthought.

      “Look who’s being ridiculous now,” Hopper bit back.

      She’s got a point, Nell thought.

      Hedda had thirty-five million readers who wanted to learn who movie stars were sleeping with, which ones were tying the knot, and who was dumping whom. It was all part of the studio publicity machine’s way of keeping their stars circulating in the minds of moviegoers.

      Warner crushed his hands into fists. “I know what’s going on here!” he bellowed. Good for you, Nell thought. Go down fighting. “You’re still pissed about the Dies Committee.”

      “If he’s not leaving Mayo, then he’s stepping out with someone. My money’s on Julie Bishop.”

      “Why? Because she’s the only dame in that picture?”

      “Or possibly Ingrid Bergman.”

      “You’re grasping at soggy straws, Hedda.”

      To her credit, Hopper didn’t flinch. “Word around town is that you’ve got a swell picture on your hands with Casablanca. I can scuttle it with a little plant here, a little squib there, a blind item or two. For instance, ‘Is Humphrey Bogart not traveling to New York for the Casablanca premiere because he knows it’s a dud?’”

      “These are peoples’ lives and careers, and you’re playing with them like they’re kiddie toys.”

      “All you have to do is tell me⁠—”

      “NO WITHERED OLD CROW LIKE YOU IS GOING TO SHAKE ME DOWN!” Warner’s voice smacked Nell in the face. “I’ll be more than happy to throw every scoop to Louella from now on.”

      “You wouldn’t dare.”

      “Don’t push your luck, Hedda.”

      “And don’t threaten me, you tin-pot Napoleon. And furthermore⁠—”

      “And furthermore, this discussion is over.”

      “No, it isn’t!”

      “It is when I tell you to go fuck yourself. And brace your girdle, Hedda, ’cause here it comes: GO! FUCK! YOUR! SELF!”
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        * * *

      

      Warner’s words were still reverberating in Nell’s ears as she walked onto the Action on the North Atlantic set the next morning. The picture’s director, Lloyd Bacon, clapped his hands to capture the crew’s attention.

      “Mr. Bogart has called to say he had trouble getting out of bed.”

      A ripple of knowing laughter burbled through the gathering: Bogart had woken up very, very hungover.

      What lousy timing. Did he have to be late today, of all days? After Warner and Hopper had stormed off in opposite directions the day before, Nell had rushed to the pay phone outside the Electrical shop. Nobody had answered any of her six attempts to get through to Bogie, so she had given up.

      “While we wait,” Bacon continued, “we’ll get reaction shots from Hale and Massey. Spray the set with water. We start shooting in ten.”

      Reaction shots didn’t need a script girl, so Nell stationed herself at the elephant door.

      Few people in Hollywood had the steel-plated gonads to stand up to Hedda Hopper, but Mr. Warner hadn’t hesitated. Okay, so maybe he had his own agenda that had nothing to do with looking out for Bogie’s best interests. Even so, Bogie needed to know that Hopper was on one of her high-handed warpaths.

      “Can you tell me where Nell Davenport is?”

      The question came from a front-office messenger.

      “You’ve found her.”

      “I’m here to take you to see Mr. Warner.”

      Nell’s bottom lip dropped open. “Me?”

      The kid raised a hand toward the main administration building, where Warner had a panoramic window that took in his kingly domain. “Right now.”
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        * * *

      

      Nell had imagined Mr. Warner’s office to be a vast space with shiny marble walls, sparkling crystal chandeliers, and plush Persian carpets thick enough to trap a girl’s heel. In reality, though, it wasn’t much bigger than Nell’s boardinghouse dining room. His desk was the usual size, filled with the standard executive accoutrements: pen holder, desk blotter, banker’s lamp, and several telephones. Photographs and certificates blanketed two of the four walls, but that was about it.

      He looked up from the papers on his desk as she approached. “Miss Davenport.”

      It was neither a question nor an invitation to speak. She clasped her hands together like a novitiate preparing to take her vows.

      “The next time you eavesdrop, I suggest you make sure nobody sees you.”

      Nell swallowed. Hard. The captain’s porthole had been at least ten feet above their heads. It hadn’t occurred to her that he or Hopper had the slightest idea she had been there. A clammy heat bloomed across her chest as a silent What have you got to say for yourself? frown etched into his tanned face.

      “If I could have slipped quietly away, I would have. But the only escape was the gangplank.”

      “If I won’t stand for Hedda Hopper interfering with my plans, I’m sure as hell not going to stand for a nosy little script girl.”

      “You were shouting so loudly that I couldn’t help but overhear.”

      “You’re working on Action in the North Atlantic at the moment.”

      The man had done his homework. “Yes, sir, I am.”

      “I absolutely forbid you to say anything about this to Bogart. Not a word, a syllable, or even a whisper. If you do—” he jutted out his chin “—I’ll see to it you never get a job anywhere in Los Angeles ever again. That includes the war factories. And I’ve got the contacts to ensure that happens.”

      Nell’s knees weakened, and she wished he’d invited her to sit down. But this wasn’t a “Make yourself comfortable” type of meeting. It felt more like a subpoena. “I’m sure you have, sir.”

      “I want you to keep an eye out for Bogie.” His softened tone made her blink. “Watch what he’s doing and how he’s doing it. Look out for his moods, take note of the things he talks about. His wife. His next picture. What he says about his director.”

      “You want me to spy on him?” If Nell hadn’t been so startled, she might have been able to gather enough of her wits to frame her question more diplomatically.

      “I wouldn’t put it that way.” Warner turned away for a moment and interlaced his fingers. When he looked back at her, a softer, more kindly light filled his eyes. Was it genuine, or was he putting on a performance to ensure he got what he wanted? The safest route out of this situation, Nell decided, was to play along. “If you see trouble coming, try to steer him away from it.”

      “By ‘trouble,’ do you mean Mayo Methot?”

      He drummed his manicured fingertips on the blotter. “Hedda’s right. Mayo is a drunken shrew, and that marriage is bound to fall apart. In Casablanca, Bogie has proven himself to be a better actor with a wider range than I ever gave him credit for.” The drumming fingers stopped. “Tell anyone that and I’ll deny it.”

      “Your secret is safe with me, Mr. Warner.”

      “He’s become a valuable asset,” Warner continued as though Nell hadn’t spoken. “Hollywood divorces don’t have to be scandalous. If handled skillfully, Bogie wins, I win, the studio wins. And seeing as how you’ve worked on Bogie’s six last pictures, you win, too, because that means you’ll get to work on his next six.”

      Which would be fine if I wanted to work on Bogart’s next six pictures. But I’m just a girl. Why would it even enter my head to aim higher? “They’re probably wondering where I am back on Stage Five.”

      Warner flicked his left hand at the exit. Nell bolted past the secretary, past the secretary’s secretary, and didn’t stop until she could feel the sun on her face and the warm late-summer breeze blowing through her hair.
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      Nell tapped a pen on her North Atlantic script, relieved that it was Bogie’s day off. She’d managed to avoid him after coming back from yesterday’s—what had happened in Mr. Warner’s office? Meeting? Warning? Threat? He could deny it all he wanted to, but “keep an eye out for Bogie” meant “spy on him.” Who did he think she was, Benedict Arnold?

      A bell rang out across the stage. “Sam, Dane, Peter, boost the pace with a little more gas,” Lloyd instructed. “This is the big scene for all three of you. Make it count.”

      As the sound guy lowered the microphone into place, Bobby from the mailroom handed her a telegram.

      She had always assumed Luke’s first communication would be a long letter written in his orderly penmanship. But if all he could manage was Western Union’s ten-word maximum, then she’d take it.

      She ripped open the envelope and pulled out its contents.

      

      
        
        MEET ME FOR A DRINK STOP

        NICKODELL ON MELROSE SEVEN TONIGHT STOP

        HEDDA HOPPER

      

      

      

      Nell’s teeth clamped down on her lower lip as Lloyd Bacon yelled, “Action!”
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        * * *

      

      She could tell at a glance that movie people from nearby RKO and Paramount filled the bar. Their faces were a little bit more animated, their smiles wider, their laughter a touch louder, and their hands often a blur of motion.

      Hedda’s fascinator looked like a flat-topped derby crossed with a beret. It wasn’t the worst disaster Nell had seen on Hopper’s head, and it was a darn sight better than the frightful mess she’d been sporting the night of her screaming match with Jack Warner. Which, Nell assumed, was what this summons was all about. She weaved her way through the maze of cocktail tables. Believe nothing she says. Not a word. Not a syllable.

      Hopper looked up from her notebook and gave a little wave using only her fingertips. “Have a seat, dear.” She picked up a yellow-orange cocktail sitting in the middle of the table. “I ordered Sidecars. You like them, don’t you?”

      Nell slid onto the tall chair and took a long sip. The nip of Cognac braced her tongue, along with lime juice and . . . she couldn’t make out the third ingredient.

      “It’s Cointreau,” Hopper said.

      It was Nell’s first Sidecar. Yowzer, they were delicious!

      “Yes.” The word slipped out of Hopper like a purr. “I figured you for a Sidecar girl. My legman, Jaik, put me onto them.”

      “Tell me, Miss Hopper, why⁠—”

      “Call me Hedda.” There was that purr again. A little too smooth. Too rehearsed. “We’re here because I didn’t want you to assume that you went unnoticed on the Warner lot while Jack and I were playing out our little drama.”

      Okay, so Mata Hari I ain’t. “If that’s what you call a ‘little drama,’ I’d hate to think what a big one sounded like.”

      “Trust me!” The laugh that bubbled out of Hopper seemed spontaneous, but the woman had been an actress before she got into the assassinating reputations game. “I know it looked as though we were playing to kill, but we joust like medieval knights at least twice a year. What you saw, why, that was nothing special.”

      Nell didn’t know how to respond, so she took another sip. This Sidecar really was scrumptious—but her head already felt as though it were filling with helium. But not so fast that she hadn’t noticed how the movie folk surrounding them were sneaking questioning squints in their direction.

      “You saw me peeking out of the porthole?” Nell asked.

      “Well, I did.” Hopper drained her glass. “Jack Warner walks around wearing blinders half the time. He’d never have noticed you in a thousand years.”

      Hopper winked. Nell didn’t like it, nor did she trust it. “How do you know who I am?”

      “It’s my job to know who everybody is.”

      “But I’m only a⁠—”

      “Continuity girl.” Hopper tilted her chin downward and looked at Nell with unblinking eyes as though to say, Oh, you naïve little simpleton. “Do you recall my visiting the Casablanca set a couple of months ago?”

      “For Michael Curtiz’s fifteenth anniversary party. Yes, sure.”

      Although Nell wasn’t halfway through her drink yet, Hopper signaled the bartender for another round. If the woman planned to get what she wanted by plying Nell with booze, she would be walking away disappointed. “I could tell that the entire cast and crew were under orders to attend. Some of them weren’t happy to be there, but you flitted about making conversation, handing out cake, jollying everything along. You’re one of those people who likes everyone and whom everyone likes. You had a certain . . . glow about you.”

      Of course she’d had a glow about her that day! The previous night, she and Luke had gone to bed for the first time. Not only the first time with each other, but their very-first-time first time. She had treasured the shocked look on Luke’s face when she’d shucked off her clothes before he had unbuttoned his shirt, and had then had to explain how modesty had no place in a household of five sisters.

      How tentative he’d been that first time he’d entered her. He barely knew what he was doing—not that she’d had any more experience than him. Back in South Bend, she and Hank Elliott had never progressed beyond a timid smooch on the lips. She saw later, as she looked back on that moment with Luke, that their shared naivete helped bond them together more deeply than she ever imagined.

      “And so,” Hopper continued, “I made it my business to discover who you are.”

      “I’m flattered, but why am I here?”

      “I don’t know about you, Nell, dear, but I find it hard to stay in business, especially in an industry dominated by men.”

      “Don’t they run all industries?”

      “It wouldn’t be so bad if the ones running the movie industry were smart and intelligent and classy. But look around us.” She waggled a hand in the smoky air. “These slobs might order their bespoke suits at Silverwoods, but they’re still slobs underneath. Out for what they can get. Protecting their asses and screw everybody else.”

      The waiter arrived at their table with fresh Sidecars. It gave Nell a chance to mull over Hopper’s declaration. She wasn’t sure it was true for all men, but she wasn’t wholly wrong, either.

      Hopper pulled a pack of Marlboros from her patent leather purse. “I fight for what I believe in. It’s how I’m built. I suspect you’re the same way, though we differ in a number of ways, I’m sure. But we women know that the world is more complicated than the strictly black-or-white approach men have. It wouldn’t occur to them that two women like us could share other qualities.”

      Nell read “Hedda Hopper’s Hollywood” every morning in the L.A. Times, and disagreed with nearly every viewpoint the woman expressed. Nell had never taken the pro-isolationist stance, and she saw FDR as a bulwark standing between the Nazi onslaught and American democracy. What could she possibly have in common with this odious gossipmonger?

      Hopper offered a cigarette; Nell declined. “What qualities do you believe we share?”

      “Ambition.” Hopper underscored her statement by striking a match with an arching flourish. “Can you imagine being a librarian, or a teacher, or standing behind the makeup counter at the local department store all day long?”

      Inwardly, Nell grimaced; the woman had recited most of the reasons Nell had jumped on the first Greyhound heading out of town the morning of her wedding. On the other hand, Hopper had also described most of the women who had answered California’s clarion call. Nell inspected her cocktail; it was nearly gone already. She swigged the remaining dregs and reached for its replacement. Not that she would drink it. Not all of it, anyway. “I can’t.”

      “A smart young woman like you is capable of being more than a script girl.” Hopper took a shallow drag of her cigarette. “Ever considered getting into the PR game?”

      Nell fought to keep herself from gaping. She had only shared her idea with Bogie. He avoided gossip columnists at every opportunity, which left Nell with only one explanation: Hedda Hopper had made an uncannily accurate assessment of her.

      Hopper let out a shrill sound, rather like a rooster being choked at dawn. “I’m terribly skilled at reading people. One has to be when one’s livelihood depends on one’s powers of observation. I’ve hit the bull’s-eye, haven’t I?”

      “I must admit you have.”

      “It took me an inordinate amount of time to realize that being underestimated is an advantage, and we should always play to our advantages.” She crushed the remains of her Marlboro into the white ceramic ashtray with the green Nickodell logo. “I made out a list.” She slid her notebook over to Nell. “See if you can tell me what they have in common.”

      Casablanca

      Dark Victory

      The Adventures of Robin Hood

      The Maltese Falcon

      Sergeant York

      Now, Voyager

      “They’re all Warner pictures,” Nell said.

      “And?”

      They had different stars, different directors, different screenwriters. Nell had worked on some of them, but not all of them. “I give up.”

      “All produced by Hal Wallis.”

      Nell ran her eyes down the list again. By golly, she was right. Wallis didn’t stride around the studio lot like Napoleon Bonaparte; his modus operandi was stealthier than that.

      “Practically every movie he produces is a hit.” Hopper retrieved her notebook. “His track record is almost as good as Thalberg’s—and that shrimp was a genius.”

      Nearby, a trio of studio types now leaned toward Hopper. Nell didn’t blame them; she was as curious as they were to see where all of this was leading.

      “Why are we talking about Mr. Wallis?”

      “Because Hal got his start in PR. Way before your time, of course. But it shows where it can lead a person.” Nell studied the smile playing on Hopper’s lips—it was more like a smirk, by way of a leer. “If you ever get bored with taking notes, you could do a whole lot worse than the publicity department.”

      Nell wished Bogie was sitting at a neighboring table. She could ask him, “Don’t snakes like her always have a secret agenda? Surely, she’s not here to give me a leg up with no strings attached?”

      “People who work in a studio publicity department are a certain breed.” Hopper canted her head to one side. “As a continuity girl, you’ve had terrific training to spot when a film is heading off the rails. You can see why, and possibly how it can be fixed, as well as how marketing can hide the obvious flaws. Nobody on the set, oftentimes not even the director, is in a better position to comprehend that.”

      This was exactly what Nell had thought many times, but had never expressed out loud. Keeping track of the script, she had developed a sense of knowing if new lines worked. Despite its chaotic production, several of Casablanca’s scenes had been shot on the fly, which was why she was sure the picture was going to be a knockout. It was like snapping together pieces in a jigsaw puzzle.

      But nobody had thought to ask her, so she had kept her thoughts to herself, and yet here was Hedda Hopper, whom Nell neither liked nor trusted, saying those very words.

      Hopper snapped her purse shut. “I’m volunteering at the Hollywood Canteen tonight. Apparently, Abbott and Costello need a stooge and I’m it. Thank goodness I’m known for my sense of humor because heaven only knows what mayhem I’m in for. Have you signed up yet?”

      “I’ve been meaning to, but⁠—”

      “When those boys see Hedy and Marlene and Judy, the looks on their faces will be worth the aching feet.” She plucked a business card out of her breast pocket and dropped it on the table. “In case you’d like to call me. Or drop by. I’m in the Guaranty Building on Hollywood Boulevard, corner of Ivar. Office seven-oh-two. Must dash. Bye now.”

      Nell stared at Hopper as she zigzagged through the thicket of crowded tables, leaving her with a vaguely unsettling feeling.

      What the heck just happened?
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      Nell waited until Bogie had turned onto Sunset Boulevard before she asked, “Did anyone tell you that the FBI vets Hollywood Canteen volunteers? We all go through a background check. Even famous ones, like you.”

      “They can’t be too careful these days. Loose lips sink ships, and all that.” He flicked cigarette ash out his window. “Are they going to find some corpse socked away in your closet?”

      They were passing Hollywood High now. The main building didn’t look too different from her old high school. “In South Bend? Hardly. What about your closet, though?”

      “Oh, sure. I’ve got a whole gang of freshly desiccated corpses in mine.”

      Nell was glad that the fast-approaching dusk masked the heat blooming across her cheeks. “I was thinking along the lines of the Dies Committee.”

      Bogie’s foot slipped off the gas pedal; they lurched forward as his Buick lost momentum. “Where did that question come from?”

      “I was in the commissary the other day. I overheard a couple of guys⁠—”

      “Who?” His sardonic tone had evaporated.

      Oh, boy, whatever the Dies Committee was, it sure made him touchy. “Just a couple o’ schmoes,” she hedged. “Nobody I knew.”

      Silence, heavy as a sledgehammer, filled the car. Just when Nell thought maybe she had pushed her luck, Bogie said, “Accusations are like wet lollipops: they stick to everything.”

      As they pulled up at the Cahuenga Boulevard corner, the lights turned green and Bogie swung his car south. A broad sign announced HOLLYWOOD CANTEEN in flowing letters made from rope. Servicemen had already lined up, three men deep, along the wooden fence out front. Bogie drove past it and into the employee parking lot. Another sign, similar to the first one, hung over the doublewide doors: VOLUNTEER HELP ENTRANCE.

      Inside, Nell and Bogie found a woman in her sixties, her hair pulled back in a makeshift bun, seated behind a desk strewn with papers and cards. She looked up at them beseechingly. “Please tell me you’ve come to volunteer, Mr. Bogart.”

      “I have.” He flashed her one of his movie-star grins designed to disarm and bewitch. “As has my colleague, Miss Davenport.”

      “I can’t begin to tell you how grateful we are to have you aboard. Normally there’d be paperwork to be filled out, but we’ve grossly underestimated how many people it takes to keep this place going. You can fill out the form at some point, but for now, you’ll find a stack of coffee cups and sandwich plates six feet high in the kitchen. Get Jack Benny to show you where the fresh aprons are.” She pointed to her left. “All the way to the end. You can’t miss it.”

      As Bogie hurried away, the woman brushed away a lock of hair. “And as for you, Bette’s instructions were, and I quote, ‘Send me the first able-bodied female who doesn’t come across like a delicate hothouse orchid.’”

      Nell had seen Bette Davis around the studio lot tons of times, but had probably only spoken a scant handful of words to her. And now this woman was telling her to approach Bette like she was the neighbor down the hall?

      The woman flicked a fingernail at a pair of swing doors over Nell’s left shoulder. “The main room is through there. She could be at any of the food stations or at the entrance greeting the boys. Brace yourself. It’s pandemonium. But in a good way. Or not,” she added with a laugh. “You take your chances, dearie.”

      “The servicemen,” Nell swallowed hard, “are they—bold? With taking liberties?”

      “If only!”

      The deep, gravelly voice that boomed in Nell’s ear could only belong to one person. Tallulah Bankhead wasn’t as tall as Nell would have guessed. She was willowy slim, though, and had added height by piling her dark hair on top of her head.

      “Didn’t mean to shock you, darling.” She grabbed Nell’s arm. “Good lord, but it’s a veritable beefcake buffet in there. If I don’t watch out, Emmeline here will have to check me into LA General for whiplash.”

      “Did you finish stacking all the coffee?” Emmeline asked her.

      “Yes, ma’am. As well as the flour, and the sugar, which—” she threw out a hand to cut Emmeline off “—I did not steal for personal use.” She squeezed Nell’s arm tighter. “Isn’t sugar rationing the absolute worst, darling?”

      “Compared with what those boys will be facing soon?” Emmeline asked.

      “Heavens, no!” Tallulah released her grip. “I didn’t mean that. It’s just that now we’re all watching every sugar crystal and there’s hardly any in the stores and it’s—it’s—someone please shut me up.”

      “Make yourself useful,” Emmeline said. “Take our newest recruit inside and help her find Bette.”

      Tallulah hauled Nell toward the swing doors. “You might want to gird your loins. It’s a lot.” She heaved open the right-hand swing door with her shoulder and tugged Nell through it.

      A wall of laughter mixed with whooping and hollering hit Nell square in the face.

      Around the edge of the dance floor, GIs and sailors clapped along as their lucky pals paired with pretty girls dancing to Kay Kyser’s energetic version of “Ma, He’s Making Eyes at Me.” Food stations lined the right-hand wall, each one crowded with men. At the table nearest to Nell, Constance Bennett was handing out cups of coffee. Next to her, Ann Sothern was distributing sandwiches and smiles. And at the next table along, Loretta Young was doing her best to keep up with requests for slices of chocolate cake and autographs. The whole place reeked of shoe polish, coffee, and sweat.

      These men, so many of them fresh off the farm and small-town Main Streets, all wore the same glassy-eyed determination to have a high time. They were soon heading into God-only-knew what depths of hell. But today, there was cake to be eaten, stars to be met, and maybe, if luck held out, a cutie-pie to dance with.

      “Bette’s usually doing a million different things at once,” Tallulah yelled into Nell’s ear. “Where she finds the energy, I have no idea, but she does, bless that determined little chin of hers. I’m due to relieve Ann Sothern and her sandwiches, so I suggest you do a lap of the room. If you don’t see her, try the wall of photographs near the entrance. Good luck!”

      Nell obediently set off. The main room looked like a barn. Thick wooden beams crisscrossed the ceiling. Broad lengths of red-, white-, and blue-striped material hung in deep loops. A wagon wheel dangled from every other beam, each with five hurricane lamps suspended from its rim.

      Nell jostled her way through the raucous crowd of brawny palookas, skinny Jewish boys, and a sprinkling of Negroes. Not long before, Bette had caused a fit of indignation from bigots recoiling from her announcement that “the Blacks get the same bullets as the whites and should have the same treatment.” No nightclub in America allowed Blacks to mingle freely with whites, the Cassandras insisted. Full integration was out of the question, and that’s all there was to it. But those fearmongers hadn’t dealt with the formidable Miss Davis.

      Near the gallery of studio portraits of the Canteen’s more famous volunteers, Nell spotted Bette in a plaid blouse with the sleeves rolled up, and her hair tied back with a red bandanna. She stood shoulder to shoulder with a women twenty years her senior, who nodded as Bette appeared to bark out instructions. The woman departed toward the rear as Nell approached.

      “Emmeline said you needed an able-bodied female.”

      “Thank God! Follow me.”

      Bette threw out “Hiya, fellas!” and “Welcome!” as she shouldered through the throng, leading Nell to a door marked PRIVATE. Beyond it lay a small, empty room, twenty feet by twenty feet, and filled with the scent of freshly sawn wood. The wall facing the main room had a large glass window cut into it.

      “What is this?” Nell asked.

      “Well, you see, I wanted the Canteen to cater strictly to enlisted men. When we win this war, it’ll be on the backs of those boys out there, so I aim to give them a night they’ll remember forever.”

      “And you’re doing it.”

      “Thank you, but I hadn’t counted on military politics. I’ve started to field requests to accommodate some of the snootier officers. I don’t want the fellas out there to be intimidated by the uniform of anyone higher than a sergeant. So I came up with this room as a lounge where officers could witness the goings-on, but not jeopardize the good time those precious enlisted men are enjoying.”

      The room could be made quite comfortable with a bit of smartening up, Nell thought. “You might need to think about installing a bar. I know you have a ‘No Booze’ policy, but officers aren’t going to be satisfied with a bottle of soda pop and a plate of Saltine cra—” She cut herself off when a puzzled frown creased Bette’s brow. “What?”

      “You work at Warners, right?”

      “I do, yes.”

      “What’s your name?”

      “Nell Davenport.”

      “Well, Nell Davenport, your suggestion of installing a bar is right on the money.” Bette hurried off, motioning for Nell to follow. They exited the room through a door on the opposite wall. It led to an alley where a dozen discarded wooden crates had been piled against a rough brick wall. “Let’s stack these into the shape of a bar to see if it takes up too much room. If it does, I’ll have to bring in drinks from the kitchen, which is all the way on the other side.”

      They took two boxes apiece, carried them back into the room, and stacked them diagonally in one corner.

      “You’ll need to leave room for a bartender,” Nell pointed out.

      Bette tapped her chin in time to Kyser’s rendition of “(I’ve Got a Gal in) Kalamazoo,” which bled through the window overlooking the dance floor. “It’ll need to be narrower than these boxes.”

      “It’s awfully warm in here,” she went on, “so you’ll need someone steadily fetching fresh ice.”

      Bette swung around to face her more squarely. “What do you do at Warners?”

      “I’m just a script continuity girl. In fact, we’ll be working together very soon. I’ve been assigned to Old Acquaintance⁠—”

      “Don’t say that you’re ‘just’ anything. A continuity girl’s job is not an easy one, but it is vital. Don’t dismiss what you do nor how well you do it. Unless, of course, your ambitions lie elsewhere.”

      “I’ve tried getting in to see Mr. Taplinger about a job in PR, but he always gives me the brush-off.”

      Bette nodded sagely. “As with most of life’s situations, it’s not what you know but who.”

      The glass in the window vibrated as the throng swarming the dance floor stomped its feet to Kyser’s brass section.

      “Someone has offered to help grease the wheels.”

      “And?”

      “It’s not someone I trust, so I didn’t take it any further.”

      “Smart move,” Bette said. “Stick to people who won’t knife you in the back. My relationship with Robert Taplinger with runs hot and cold, too.”

      “How is it at the moment?”

      “Fine—although that may change with Old Acquaintance. Miss Miriam Hopkins, and all that that implies, so best I strike while the iron is⁠—”

      A roar filled the main room like a zeppelin. Bette and Nell rushed to the window in time to see Tallulah Bankhead hoisted over the crowd. She had swiped some poor sailor’s white cap and wore it tilted on her head at a steep angle. Throwing her arms out wide, she asked the crowd a question that Nell couldn’t hear through the glass, but it garnered a booming cheer.

      “I suspected she might be trouble,” Bette muttered, “but we need all the help we can get.” She rushed out the door without saying another word.
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      Nell rested against the bow of the Sea Witch movie set and watched Bogie knock back a celebratory whiskey with Alan Hale and Raymond Massey. Hale was telling his long-winded story about making The Four Horsemen of the Apocalypse with Valentino. It was the third time Nell had heard it. Not that she blamed him. If she had a Valentino story, she’d drag it out every chance she got, too.

      As Bogie listened to Hale’s anecdote, he downed his sixth whiskey—and they’d only finished North Atlantic’s final shot forty-five minutes before. At this rate, he was going to be tanked before the end-of-production party was half over.

      He had mentioned several times to Nell how much he’d enjoyed making this picture, with its action and explosions and yelling. Sure, he’d rather be an actual Merchant Marine than play one in the movies, but if he inspired guys to sign up, it might help to compensate for not being able to serve. But still, if he had been so happy, then why was he slamming down those whiskey shots like a condemned man?

      Tristan Bannister sidled up to her.

      He worked under the studio’s costumer, Orry-Kelly, whose forte was glamorous gowns. This being a straight-out war picture, he’d fobbed it off to Tristan, who had torn and stained and shredded dozens of military costumes. Tall and slender with alabaster skin and a genteelly exotic air, he had reminded Nell of a calla lily the night Luke had taken her home to meet his boardinghouse “family.” Ever since Luke had joined the Navy, Tristan had helped to keep the loneliness at bay.

      “How come you’re staring at Bogart?”

      “Am I?” She tried to feign innocence, but spending years facing audiences who weren’t entirely comfortable watching a female impersonator had sharpened Tristan’s powers of observation.

      “Like Lady Macbeth.”

      Nell wasn’t a fan of whiskey, but she’d found it induced a rather pleasant, floating afterglow. “That bad, huh?”

      “I’m surprised Bogie doesn’t have holes in his head from where you’ve been drilling him from afar.”

      “He’s been knocking them back awfully fast.”

      “Wouldn’t you drink if you had to go home and face that gorgon?”

      “What if he gets behind the wheel?”

      “Oh, Mama Bear, he’s been driving home half-loaded for years.” Tristan draped his arm around her shoulder. “I have some rather fabulous news. We’re going to be working together!”

      Bogie was now on his eighth shot. His head wavered as though he were standing in a stiff breeze.

      “We are?”

      “I’m going to be Orry-Kelly’s right-hand man on Old Acquaintance. I was thinking that with you sitting so close to Miriam battling it out with Bette, there’s bound to be so many fireworks I should make you an asbestos suit for protection.”

      Strident clashes made Nell’s job ten times harder. Antagonistic co-stars were more likely to deviate from the script with a spiteful tirade. Sometimes the venomous rant would be better than what the screenwriters had come up with, and Nell would have to scramble to get it all down verbatim. No simple task when an articulate actress like Bette Davis could deliver her barbed improvisation with a speed that would leave Jesse Owens trailing in her dust.

      “Alert!” Tristan whispered out the side of his mouth. “Incoming eyeful heading straight for us.”

      With his sun-bleached hair and tennis tan, the approaching guy looked nothing like Luke. He did, however, have Luke’s earnest air.

      “I have a letter for a Miss Davenport.”

      Nell handed her empty tumbler to Tristan. “You’ve found her.”

      “I’m from Zippy Bee Couriers.” He opened the battered leather satchel slung from his shoulder and retrieved an envelope. “It’s addressed to Luke Valenti.” Nell’s heart sank. “The security guard was pretty sure you’d sign for it.”

      The envelope was made from thick, textured paper. The real fancy kind. The return address was a firm called Bell, Amiss, and White, on Sixth Avenue in New York. Nell scribbled her signature on the courier’s pad and thanked him. She stared at the envelope as he sauntered away.

      “Aren’t you going to open it?” Tristan asked.

      “You think I should?”

      “Luke might be gone for years.” He eyed the envelope again. “Whoever Bell, Amiss, and White are, they sent it by courier. What does that tell you?”

      She steered him out of the elephant doors and into the wan November sunshine, then to the end of Fifth Street, where the masts of the Arabella reached into the sky like wooden searchlights.

      Pulling Tristan down next to her, she sat on Luke’s bunk as she tore open the envelope and pulled out a single sheet. “‘Dear Mr. Valenti,’” she read out loud, “‘my name is Horace Bell, and I am a senior partner at the law firm of Bell, Amiss, and White. I am the attorney in charge of the estate of Boris Osterhaus. Upon Mr. Osterhaus’s recent passing’—oh! He died!”

      “Who?” Tristan asked.

      “Luke’s grandfather.” She returned to the letter. “‘It’s my duty to execute the terms of his will. The Osterhaus estate is extensive and complex, and I felt it unnecessary to burden you with a full copy, although I can furnish you with one should you wish. The relevant portion is the third paragraph of page seventy-three.’”

      “This guy’s will went on for seventy-three pages?” Tristan whistled. “Who the hell was he? A founding father?”

      Nell breathed in to quell the pounding of her heart against her ribcage. Whatever was coming, she sensed it was no trivial matter. “‘Mr. Osterhaus bequeathed to you a portfolio of stocks and shares.’”

      Tristan clamped both hands around Nell’s left elbow. “Is our little Lukey rich, rich, rich?”

      The page now shook in Nell’s grip. “‘Because of the war and the doubt as
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