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      Kathryn Massey let the cardboard box slide out of her arms and onto the mottled linoleum, where it landed with a thud. She turned around and addressed her apple-cheeked pal standing in the doorway. “What the hell was in this?” she asked him. “Bowling balls?”

      The guy dropped his suitcases, walked over to the box, and lifted out a shiny Remington typewriter. “It’s a villa-warming present from Robert Benchley and Dorothy Parker.” He broke out into a giddy grin she hadn’t seen in ages. “I can’t believe either of them are my neighbors now, let alone both of them. Benchley’s in the villa next door, and Dottie’s right below me!”

      Kathryn smiled back at her friend and gazed around the villa. The afternoon sun filtered through the elm tree outside the open window, filling the living room with warmth and the scent of jasmine from across the pool.

      “Well then, Mr. Marcus Adler,” she said, planting her hands on her hips, “let me be the first to officially welcome you to your new home at the Garden of Allah’s villa number twenty-three. I trust you and Mr. Remington will be very happy.”

      “It’s so bright in here!” Marcus said, setting the typewriter on his new dining table. He took a look around. “I can scarcely believe all this space is mine.”

      “No more dark little rooms for you, mister.”

      “Quite frankly, I can scarcely believe anything about my life these days.”

      Kathryn had heard that one hit movie could change a person’s life, but she’d never witnessed it firsthand before now. She’d been sitting next to Marcus at Grauman’s Chinese holding his hand when the credit for Return to Sender, a Marion Davies vehicle, flashed up on the screen: WRITTEN BY ROBERT MCNULTY. He’d let out a raw groan and clamped her hand in his fist hard enough to just about pop her knuckle. It didn’t take Kathryn long to figure out what had happened. McNulty was Marcus’ boss, and the fink had pilfered his credit when he saw what a socko screenplay Marcus had turned in. But to her credit, Marion Davies had squared things off with W.R. Hearst, and Marcus’ salary jumped from seventy-five dollars a month to a hundred and fifty a week. Goodbye, horrible dark little room, hello, sun-drenched villa.

      The place had exactly the same layout as the one Kathryn shared with her roommate Gwendolyn, but the girls’ was painted pale coral and dotted with vases of flowers. Here, the stark white walls, shelves filled with books like Drums Along the Mohawk and Northwest Passage, and that sturdy typewriter already made it feel like Marcus’ place. Kathryn hugged her friend. “I never doubted for a second that you’d succeed.”

      “I got my first new paycheck yesterday,” he said. “Wouldn’t you know it? I start making decent money the same month they introduce the income tax. Maybe Hearst is right. Income tax is a Commie plot and we should all refuse to pay it.”

      “At least y’all earn enough to have to pay income tax.” Gwendolyn Brick appeared in the doorway with a bottle of 7-Up in each hand. The sun shone through her honey-blonde hair and onto her lightly tanned shoulders. How a movie studio hadn’t snapped her up was a mystery to Kathryn. “It ain’t champagne, but it’s all we got.”

      “As long as there are bubbles.” Marcus waved her into his sunny, tiny kitchen. They were clinking tumblers when a theatrical voice filled the place.

      “Vive la villa twenty-three, bébé!”

      The three of them turned to find George Cukor standing in the doorway holding an enormous bottle of Dom Perignon. When he saw Marcus was not alone, he apologized with an endearing blush.

      It had been months since that crazy night Kathryn and Marcus ran all over Los Angeles trying to bail out poor George before the city’s sleazebag journalists started their nightly trawl through the lockups in search of juicy stories. Marcus had never mentioned it again, so Kathryn had decided to behave as though nothing had happened.

      “A housewarming gift!” she exclaimed. “How thoughtful!”

      George looked around at the boxes. “That’s today?”

      “So if the bubbly isn’t a housewarming present . . . ?”

      George’s eyes smiled through his wire-framed spectacles but he said nothing more until Marcus had conjured four champagne flutes. George filled them all and asked everyone to raise their glasses. “At the risk of sounding revoltingly self-serving,” he said with a smile so wide it threatened to split his face in two, “here’s to me!”

      “What’s the occasion?” Gwendolyn asked. She peered at her champagne but didn’t take a sip. Her history with booze wasn’t pretty. Kathryn wondered for a moment if Gwendolyn was going to offend MGM’s best director by not partaking of his deliciously expensive champagne.

      George drew in a deep breath. “Mr. David O. Selznick has just bought the film rights to Gone with the Wind, and he’s asked me to direct.”

      “Holy crapoly!” Marcus exclaimed, clapping a hand on his friend’s shoulder.

      “That’s huge!” Gwendolyn said, and took her first sip. “I read the other day that book will have sold half a million copies by the end of the year.”

      Kathryn leaned toward George and hinted a smile. “So, Mr. Cukor . . . ?”

      George returned her grin. “Yes, Miss Massey . . . ?”

      “Excuse me for being nosy, but, you know, professional curiosity and all that. Care to share with us who you see as Scarlett O’Hara?”

      “You might want to tell your former boss that she’s a front runner.”

      Kathryn bit into her top lip. Anything connected to Gone with the Wind was big news these days, but she could use none of this information in her column. Only one woman in Hollywood could do that: Louella Parsons.

      Louella Parsons ruled the world of Hollywood gossip like a barely-literate Borgia and had managed to engineer for herself an unimaginable coup: forty-eight hours of exclusivity on all scoops. The fact that she wrote for the all-powerful William Randolph Hearst probably had something to do with that. So why then, Kathryn wondered, was George Cukor throwing around this precious information like yesterday’s confetti?

      “Oh!” George snapped his head around to face Kathryn’s doe-eyed roommate. “I’ve just put two and two together. You must be Gwendolyn. The girl with the brooch.”

      Without pawning Gwendolyn’s diamond brooch, a gift from one of her admirers, Marcus and Kathryn would never have made George’s bail that night.

      George blanched. “I never properly thanked you—either of you—for what you did that night. I’ve been terribly remiss.”

      Kathryn gave a discreet shrug. “Some sleeping dogs are better left alone,” she said.

      But she was already mentally writing her headline. “So,” she asked him, “when are you sharing your news with Louella?”

      George’s face soured. “Miss Louella Parsons and I are not currently on speaking terms. This week, she barged onto the set of Camille uninvited and ruined one of Garbo’s most difficult scenes. The whole thing upset Garbo so much that she flung her script at Louella, but it hit an antique lamp and shattered the damn thing. Then Garbo stormed out and went home. A complete waste of an afternoon. I was absolutely furious!”

      Kathryn tried to picture the reserved, composed Greta Garbo erupting like an opera diva. Then George gave her a sly smile and laid a gentle hand on her arm. “My dear, this one is all yours.”

      Kathryn heard her friends softly gasp as she held the director’s unblinking gaze. You can’t possibly mean what I think you mean, she thought. That would be inconceivable.

      She laid her hand on top of his and squeezed it gently. “This one?”

      “Selznick has acquired the rights and signed me on as director. It’s all yours for the next twenty-four hours.”

      Kathryn’s throat went dry. She looked down at her empty glass. “Louella always gets the scoops first.”

      The director’s eyes gleamed. “Apparently not always.”
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      It was well after eleven by the time Kathryn got the night guard to let her into the Hollywood Reporter. The newsroom was deserted; rows of empty desks were lined up in the shadows like tombstones, and she had only the faint glow of the streetlights to guide her. She felt her way to her desk and flicked on her lamp. It lit her silent typewriter in a solitary circle.

      She had until midnight for the morning edition to be put to bed. Everything was supposed to go through the paper’s owner, but Billy Wilkerson hadn’t answered when she called him at home and at the club. The course of history, she decided, would have to change without his approval.

      She slid a fresh sheet of paper into her typewriter.

      Selznick Nabs GWTW Screen Rights, Taps Cukor As Director

      Considering Tallulah Bankhead as Scarlett

      by Kathryn Massey

      Her fingers recoiled from the keys. You can’t do this, she told herself. It was idiotic to think she could get away with breaking the unbreakable rule; Louella would have her guts for garters. And the most powerful man in the world was the last person she wanted as an enemy.

      She reread what she had written, then pulled the sheet of paper out of the typewriter. “You were a nice dream while you lasted,” she told it.

      A crash of glass splintered the silence and Kathryn poked her head into the corridor. The light was now on at the far end.

      “Hello? Anyone there?”

      Wilkerson’s office door was slightly ajar and a slice of light etched the parquet floor. As she drew closer, she could hear heavy breathing. The last thing she wanted to do was walk in on her boss making out with someone—especially if that someone wasn’t his wife. But when she heard Wilkerson yell “JESUS CHRIST!” she decided he was in pain.

      She pushed his office door open and peeked inside. Her elegant boss was sitting cross-legged on the floor with one hand bunched around the other. Blood was seeping out between his fingers.

      “Mr. Wilkerson! Are you all right?”

      He didn’t register surprise that anyone was there. “You got a handkerchief?”

      “In my purse. I’ll go get⁠—”

      “Breast pocket.” He jutted his head toward the suit jacket slung over the back of his chair. Kathryn rounded her boss’ desk and pulled out a linen handkerchief. It wasn’t until she knelt down to tie it around his finger that she smelled the pall of whiskey hanging over him.

      “Careful,” he said. “Broken glass.”

      Thick shards of what had been a bottle of Royal Crest lay scattered around him.

      “Had a bit of an accident?” Kathryn asked, winding Wilkerson’s handkerchief around his index finger, which had a long, nasty gash. “I think this might need stitches.”

      “Forget it,” he mumbled. “I deserve to bleed to death.”

      She helped him stand up. “Bleed to death?” she asked, fashioning the ends of the handkerchief into a knot. “Now you’re just being melodramatic.”

      Wilkerson parked his backside against the edge of his desk and slumped over his bloody finger, nursing it with his other hand. He was stony with silence for a moment or two, then mumbled something that sounded like “Sananee . . .”

      “Sana . . . what?”

      “Say, what are you doing here, anyway?”

      “I came across a big scoop. Or at least I thought so, but it didn’t check out.”

      He raised his head slowly and looked at her for the first time. His eyes were bloodshot and she could tell he hadn’t been listening.

      “Santa Anita,” he said, low and hoarse.

      It took a moment for the meaning of those two words to sink in. “You lost a stack of dough at the racetrack? Can’t have been the first time. If you don’t mind me saying, Mr. Wilkerson, you smell like a whiskey factory. Perhaps you ought to think about going ho⁠—”

      “It wasn’t just a stack o’ dough.” Wilkerson’s eyes shifted away from her. “It was the whole goddamned payroll.”

      Kathryn felt her jaw drop as a volley of questions pelted her mind.

      Gambled the payroll away—the whole thing? Am I the only one who knows? Will he remember this when he sobers up? Should I tell someone? Why is he telling me?

      The urge to slap her boss consumed Kathryn like a brushfire. She crossed her arms and anchored them there. “All of it?”

      Wilkerson’s head hung low. “There’s nothing you can say to me that I ain’t already said a hundred times tonight. I’m a bastard and deserve to be shot. My staff’s gonna walk out on me, and they should. They deserve a boss who’ll look after them. Everything I’ve worked so hard for, everything the Hollywood Reporter stands for will be pfffft.” He looked up at her, creasing his sweaty brow. “What did you say about a scoop?”

      “It’s not important.”

      “It was important enough for you to come into the office at midnight.”

      “I thought it was,” she corrected him. “But on reflection, it’ll cause more complication than it’s worth. So don’t worry about it. You should think about getting to a hospital. That cut⁠—”

      “Tell me.”

      “Really, Mr. Wilkerson, I don’t⁠—”

      “Come on, out with it and let me be the judge.”

      She shifted her weight from one foot to the other as she related the Gone with the Wind news. Wilkerson’s eyes grew to saucers and his smile stretched from ear to ear. “How’s your source?”

      “The horse’s mouth.”

      “Selznick himself?”

      “One of the horses in the stall next door,” she conceded.

      “Oh boy, is that old nag going to be pissed when she reads the morning edition!”

      “We can’t publish this,” Kathryn told him. “You know the rule. We break it at our mortal peril.”

      Wilkerson’s dark eyes narrowed and a crafty smirk played on his face. “You telling me you don’t have the gumption to play with the big boys? Kathryn Massey, I’m surprised at you. I thought you were made of sterner stuff.”

      “Me and my sterner stuff are just fine, thank you very much, but somebody in this room has to be sensible. Let us not forget, you’re down an entire payroll.”

      “William Randolph Hearst can go screw himself. This is what we’ve been waiting for. Why wouldn’t we print this?”

      He started to bunch his hands into fists but it loosened Kathryn’s handiwork and he started to bleed again. When she went to retie the makeshift bandage, he brushed her away. She grabbed his hand anyway and pulled it toward her, tightening the handkerchief while she kept him firmly in her gaze.

      “We’ll be crossing a line here, Mr. Wilkerson. Outscooping Parsons will unleash the four horsemen of the apocalypse, followed by the seven plagues, the hounds of the Baskervilles, and the entire contents of Pandora’s box. There’ll be no going back.”

      Wilkerson drew in a deep breath. “GO!” He pushed her toward the door. “I’ll get the print room to hold the front page. I promised it to DeMille, but he can bite my ass.”

      Kathryn stood at his office door and stared at her boss, willing him to change his mind. He stared back at her. “What now?” he demanded.

      “This is insane. You’re drunk. This cannot possibly end well.”

      He leaned over his desk and jutted out his chin. “I’ve got the guts if you want the glory.”

      It was quite possibly the only thing Billy Wilkerson could have said to make her change her mind. Oh my God, Kathryn thought, he’s actually going to let me do this. He trusts me. He trusts me. She looked at her watch; it was twelve minutes to midnight. “Is there even going to be a Hollywood Reporter tomorrow?”

      He nodded.

      “What are you going to do about the payroll?”

      “If you can dig up a scoop like that, I can dig up three hundred grand.”
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      Gwendolyn stepped inside the marble foyer of the Guarantee Building on Hollywood Boulevard and clicked her purse open for a handkerchief. As she breathed in the cool air and dabbed the July sheen from her forehead, she read the name on the business card in her hand again.

      ELDON LAIRD. Now there was a movie star name. Lord knows, the guy had movie star looks. His thick hair was the color of maple syrup and had just started to grey at the temples. His teeth were white as bread, and he had a jawline you could sharpen scissors on. As the cigarette girl at the Cocoanut Grove nightclub in the Ambassador Hotel, Gwendolyn Brick was used to being around dashing men with movie star looks, but Eldon Laird was far more valuable to an aspiring actress than a movie star would be—he was a talent agent.

      Attracting the guy’s interest, however, had been a challenge. He’d been coming to the Cocoanut Grove for months, usually alone and always casting a cool eye over the rambunctious crowd. He’d never once beckoned her over.

      When Gwendolyn arrived in Hollywood nearly ten years earlier, she came up with a cockamamie scheme to get the whole town talking about her. She traveled the length and breadth of Hollywood stamping every menu, coaster, and cocktail napkin that crossed her path with Gwendolyn Was Here. Nothing ever came of it, and she’d all but forgotten about it until the Grove’s hat check girl pulled a Gwendolyn Was Here coaster out of the pocket of Eldon Laird’s cashmere coat. It gave Gwendolyn the courage to sass him, and he’d responded by handing her his card and asking her to bring his favorite hard-to-find cigarettes to his office.

      Gwendolyn hadn’t counted on his office being on the top floor of a building that had no elevator. If she’d known, she wouldn’t have worn three-inch heels. But they went so well with the new dress she’d made, a white polished cotton dotted with pale yellow sunflowers that matched her hair. Any other pair wouldn’t have looked half as good, and she needed to look good. A guy like Eldon Laird was the ultimate prize for a pretty girl in Hollywood.

      The talent agent’s front office was like nothing she’d ever seen before. The entire place was done out in a glossy white—not just the walls, but the secretary’s desk, the linoleum floor, the filing cabinet, even the ceramic bowl that held a potted fern. The only exceptions were bright emerald-green drapes that framed the window over Hollywood Boulevard and the crimson lamp atop the filing cabinet. Amid the sea of white-on-white, their brash hues packed a wallop.

      The door to the inner office was open. Gwendolyn called out, “Hello?”

      “You can just leave it on the desk, thanks.” The talent agent’s voice was smooth like Italian leather.

      “I don’t think I can do that, Mr. Laird.”

      “For crying out loud, it’s just—oh! It’s you.”

      Eldon Laird had appeared at the door of his office. His shirtsleeves were rolled up to his elbows, and his tie, a dark orange fleur-de-lis pattern stenciled onto a midnight-blue background, was tucked inside his shirt.

      “Your secretary doesn’t appear to be in.”

      “It’s delightful to see you,” he said, gliding toward her. “To what do I owe this inestimable and unexpected pleasure? Gwendolyn, isn’t it?”

      Play this right, Gwendolyn told herself. Girls like you don’t get many chances to impress guys like him.

      She pulled out six packs of cork-tipped Viceroys. “The last time I saw you at the Cocoanut Grove, you asked me to stop by your office with as many as I could get my hands on.”

      A slow-burn smile. “You remembered.”

      “Ask a cigarette girl about cigarettes . . .”

      Who knew these would be so darned hard to locate? Even Bobo couldn’t get them, and he’d been running the Ambassador Hotel’s tobacco stand for years. Eventually she’d tracked them down through a neighbor at the Garden of Allah who worked for Technicolor whose brother-in-law drove a forklift down at the Port of Los Angeles.

      “In New York they’re all but impossible,” Eldon said.

      “There are some things you can only get in L.A.” She let that hint of a smile she’d been practicing in the mirror slip between her lips.

      He smiled, too. “How much do I owe you?”

      “Three fifty-five.”

      “Come on in.”

      She followed Eldon into a much bigger space, also done out in white but for a huge painting behind his desk. Thick daubs of cobalt blue, vermilion, and persimmon filled the canvas, but it didn’t appear to be anything in particular.

      “You like it?” Eldon asked.

      “This?” Gwendolyn pointed to the painting. “What is it?”

      “Do you need to know what something is before you can decide whether or not you like it?”

      Gwendolyn had dealt with her fair share of smooth customers at the Cocoanut Grove, but this cake-eater was the pip. “Not always.”

      “It’s abstract art. You’re free to read into it whatever you wish.”

      “Does it at least have a name?”

      “Doubt. Dread. Desire. It’s a new local artist I like very much. Alistair Dunne. Heard of him?”

      Gwendolyn said that no, she hadn’t, but she rather liked his work—which wasn’t the case at all. She preferred her paintings to be about something a person could actually recognize. As far as she was concerned, artists like this were simply people who couldn’t paint faces or seascapes or castles. She did like the bold colors, though.

      That cobalt blue is divine, she thought. I wonder where I could find that shade in shot silk.

      Eldon Laird pulled a black wallet from a desk drawer and handed her a ten-dollar bill.

      “I don’t know that I can make change for that.”

      “The rest is for your trouble. It’s gotten so that I can’t smoke anything else, so I deeply appreciate the favor.” He stacked the six packs into a neat pile. “I would love to be able to return it,” he added, his eyes still on the stack.

      “You’re an agent, aren’t you?” she asked him.

      “Oh, so you are an actress?”

      Gwendolyn was impressed by the way he attempted to sound genuinely surprised. “Yeah,” she scoffed. “A cigarette girl from a Hollywood nightclub wants to get into the movies. Who ever heard of such a thing?”

      He laughed the laugh of an indulgent parent, but his eyes studied her carefully. “I have to say, I’m surprised Benny Thau over at MGM didn’t hire you on the spot.”

      “Nope.”

      “Minna Wells at Warner Brothers?”

      “Nope.”

      “You registered at Central Casting?”

      “Sure, but nothing ever comes up for me.”

      He let out a long, wolfy whistle. “You telling me that nobody in this town has offered you their casting couch?”

      “I wish.”

      Gwendolyn felt herself blush. Everything had been going exactly as she’d rehearsed all week: playful banter, witty exchanges, sly smiles. But now she’d made herself out to be a whore. “What I mean is that I’d be flattered if they thought me good enough to offer the casting couch.”

      He nodded towards the far wall, where an extra-long sofa in pristine white damask sat under a window. “What do you think of my couch?”

      Her shoulders began to wilt. This is the closest thing to a foot in the door you’ve gotten since you came to Hollywood, she told herself, and you’ll kick yourself if you let this one slip by. If this was what it took, then this was what it took.

      Carefully, deliberately, she crossed the floor and sat down on the edge of the couch. He followed her and sat next to her. Not close enough to touch, but close enough. “You don’t look too comfortable, Miss Gwendolyn Brick.”

      Hearing her full name made Gwendolyn flinch. Her name tag at the Cocoanut Grove only said Miss Gwendolyn. “How do you know my last name?”

      “I’ve been asking around. The guy behind the bar is awfully protective of you.”

      “Chuck? He’s a good guy.”

      “He your boyfriend?”

      “No, just a good pal. The big brother type.”

      “You still don’t look too comfortable.” It struck Gwendolyn how odd it was that he could maintain his smooth, slightly aloof tone, and yet soften the light in his eyes.

      She went to slide back into the couch, but the faces of her friends swam into view. Kathryn had wanted so badly to write for the Hollywood Reporter, and look at her now. Her scoop had let her outmaneuver Louella Parsons. And dear Marcus caught the Red Car to MGM every morning now. Had either of them resorted to sleeping with someone to realize their dreams?

      Gwendolyn stood up abruptly.

      “Go to hell,” she spat out, and started for the door.

      “What’s wrong?” Eldon raised his hands in the air as though she were Ma Barker and this had turned into stick-up.

      She turned back to face him more squarely. He sure was handsome, with his tennis tan and his come-to-bed eyes. If this was a social call, she’d be more than happy to sit back on that white damask sofa and lap up whatever whipped cream he dished out. But this was a business call: ambitious actress and influential talent agent, not pretty little canary and roving Lothario.

      “You!” she said, poking a finger at his face, “and every bottom-feeding heel in this town—you can all go to blazes.”

      She made a dramatic turn on her heels and was halfway into the outer office when he called out, “Hold on, hold on, you got me all wrong.”

      “I really don’t think so.” She was still committed to her dramatic exit, but she slowed her pace.

      “If I’m going to represent someone, I need to know her very well.”

      Gwendolyn hated herself for hesitating, but felt her resistance erode. She faced him again. “What are you saying?”

      “That you’re going to be the guest of honor at a party I’m throwing.” Eldon Laird’s voice was now tender, almost sweet, like the smile in his eyes.

      She counted slowly to five. “When?”

      “When is your day off?”

      “Mondays.”

      “Then it’ll be on a Monday night.”

      Gwendolyn froze while she examined his face for any sign of insincerity. She didn’t see any. “Which Monday night?”

      “I’ll let you know.”

      Gwendolyn thanked him—although she really wasn’t sure why—and walked out of his office. She was almost at the front door when he called her name. He crossed the space between them in six strides and leaned in close enough for her to smell his cologne. It was heavy and smoky, like the inside of a men’s club, she imagined.

      “I can’t let you leave without telling you that I think you’re breathtakingly beautiful. And I want you to know that the talent agent businessman in me is telling the bachelor in me to back off—that this is purely business, and that rules are rules.”

      Gwendolyn knew she shouldn’t—This is business!—but the question popped out anyway.

      “And what does the bachelor have to say?”

      “This.”

      Eldon bent forward and kissed Gwendolyn on the lips more tenderly than anyone had ever kissed her before.
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      “What are you so goddamned tense about?” Alice Moore demanded as Marcus gazed out the train window.

      It was almost midnight; there was nothing to see but night. He kept his eyes on the passing shadows and cursed the gods of fortune. Of all people to be in debt to, did it have to be this five-and-dime chorine?

      “We’re going to the Hearst castle with a lot of important and famous people,” Marcus said. “This is a very big deal.”

      William Randolph Hearst’s sprawling ranch lay near the small coastal town of San Simeon, an evening’s train ride north of Los Angeles. Officially, it was called The Enchanted Hill, but unofficially—and always outside of the owner’s earshot—it was known as Hearst’s Castle. The newspaper magnate had been building it since 1919, and over those seventeen years its luxury had begun to border on the preposterous.

      It boasted over fifty bedrooms, some of them decorated with ceilings lifted whole from sixteenth-century European chapels. A movie theater, an airfield, and a private zoo were set among a hundred acres of gardens. There was no other chunk of real estate to rival it anywhere in the country, and an invitation to spend the weekend up there was the pinnacle of all social invitations.

      “Nah!” Alice stayed slumped against the butter-soft upholstery like a barfly at the end of a long night. “They may be important and they may be famous, but they’re still just people, ain’t they?”

      “I hope you don’t say ain’t in front of Winston Churchill,” Marcus responded.

      “The fat Brit you pointed out to me on the platform?” She nudged his knee with her foot, probably leaving a dirty smudge on his best navy-blue suit, but he didn’t want to look any prissier than he probably already did so he resisted the urge to look.

      “Remind me who he is again,” Alice said.

      “He’s a bigwig in British politics. Some say he’s got his eye on becoming prime minister. Alice, I really need you to be on your best behavior this weekend. Please remember that everything you do and say reflects on me.”

      Alice flicked her home-peroxided hair. “You’re taking it all too seriously, if you ask me.”

      “I’ve been invited up here to meet Hearst for the first time,” Marcus insisted. “I need to make a good impression.”

      “You always make a good impression. You’re that kind of guy. So relax already.” Alice pulled out her nail file and started in on her pinkie.

      It was still sinking in that he was the head writer of anything, let alone of the motion picture company set up by the richest man in America. The day Return to Sender became Cosmopolitan Pictures’ biggest-ever success, Marcus was made head of the writing department and his thieving boss was out on his tush. Heady stuff.

      For the hundredth time, he relived the one-two-three punch to the chest that walloped him when his name wasn’t up on the screen. It was bad enough to realize his boss had pulled a fast one on him, but it meant that when Return to Sender played back home in McKeesport, Pennsylvania, nobody would know that Marcus Adler had written it.

      He hadn’t been home since his father threw him onto the midnight train to Chicago and told him never to come back. That was nine years ago, he thought. So why should I still care?

      Marcus watched the passing blackness on the other side of the glass. He’d spent weeks picturing the look on his father’s face as he stared up with his mouth slightly agape as the screen filled with the words SCREENPLAY BY MARCUS ADLER.

      You threw me out of town like I was a bag of garbage, Marcus thought, and look at me now.

      He was on his way to spend the weekend with Hollywood movie stars, the man poised to become Britain’s next prime minister, and the biggest tycoon in America, but his father would never know it until his name was on a motion picture.

      Meeting the likes of William Randolph Hearst was nerve-racking enough, but Marcus had to wonder: Did Hearst know about his link to Kathryn Massey, who’d out-scooped his prized columnist?

      All Marcus could do was hope that nobody up at the Castle had made the connection. It was bad enough that he had to go with Alice, but he still owed her a favor from the night George was arrested. Two days after the announcement in Kathryn’s column about his promotion, Marcus had received a card from Alice informing him that as soon as he got an invite to San Simeon, there would be hell to pay if she wasn’t his “plus one.” It killed him that amid the most sparkling gathering on the California coast, he was going to be seen with a cheap conniver like Alice.

      The train pulled into San Luis Obispo and everybody—Myrna Loy, Gloria Swanson, even Mr. Churchill himself—grabbed their own luggage and jumped into separate limousines for the hour-long trek to the five-mile driveway up to La Casa Grande, the largest structure on the ranch.  Its elaborate twin bell towers loomed ahead in the moonlight.

      A line of stiff-backed men in green and gold uniforms waited at the front door. Someone assigned Marcus and Alice a valet and he led them through a maze of corridors lined with portraits of long-forgotten dukes and marchionesses from pockets of European turf that had probably been fought over since the day they invented swords.

      They came to a door made of wood so dark it was almost black. On it hung a plaque engraved with the words DELLA ROBIA. It opened onto a suite; two bedrooms divided by a living area, with a private bathroom at the rear.

      Marcus and Alice looked into the bedroom on the left. Its square bed had four heavy posts, each topped with a copper globe. Over the headboard hung a five-foot-tall statue of a pious-looking monk in robes. Alice read out the name carved into its base.

      “St. Anthony of Padua. Bleech! Catholic saints give me the heebie-jeebies. I’ll take my chances with the other bedroom, thank you very much.”

      When Marcus shut the door behind her, it closed with a loud click. The reality of having to meet the richest man in America—possibly even the world—had started to weigh on him like an anvil strapped to his back, and he felt his bravado deserting him. Watching McNulty get the shaft had been gratifying, but now all eyes were on Marcus. What if Return to Sender was just beginner’s luck? What if the next picture he wrote for Marion Davies was a flop? Would he be out on his behind just as quickly as McNulty had been?

      Marcus peered up at the face of the gloomy Franciscan monk hovering over his bed. No, no, no, Marcus thought. He couldn’t live like this. If he was really going to show his bully of a father what a mistake he’d made kicking him out of town, he was going to have to find more stable employment. He had to find a way to get out of Cosmopolitan Pictures and into MGM. In the meantime, he just had to survive this weekend.
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        * * *

      

      “He’s an invert, you know.”

      Katharine Hepburn was standing beside Marcus at the edge of the lawn where Hearst was playing croquet with Charles Laughton, Harpo Marx, Myrna Loy, and Alice. Behind them was the most enormous rose bush Marcus had ever seen; at least eight feet tall. The rosebuds, a gentle shade of pink, were starting to pop open. Their delicate scent reminded him of his Grandma Adler’s prize rose garden.

      He was surprised Hepburn was there at all; she had been on the outs with Hollywood since Sylvia Scarlett, the disastrous picture in which she’d dressed up as a boy. Usually only people at the top of their game got invited up to the Enchanted Hill.

      She was one of the few stars Marcus had met who looked exactly like she did in the movies: firm chin, intelligent eyes, un-fussed-with hair. She was standing like a man, with her feet apart and her clenched hands on her hips. She was dressed in a loose pair of brown linen trousers and an unstarched white Oxford shirt.

      “Who’s an invert?” Marcus asked.

      “Laughton. Queer as a plaid rabbit. I don’t care one way or the other, of course, but that blonde tarty-looking one obviously has no idea. Look at how she’s flirting with him like he’s Gable. Someone really ought to tell her she’s wasting her time.”

      Alice wasn’t playing croquet so much as standing around with a mallet in her hand cooing, “And what is it I’m supposed to do now?” like Betty Boop’s stand-in.

      “She’s with you, isn’t she?” Hepburn asked.

      “Call it repayment of a favor.”

      Katharine kept her eye on the game. “Must have been one hell of a favor. Whatever she does, she’d better keep clear of these bushes. The last thing she needs to do is say the word rosebud.”

      Marcus looked at the actress quizzically and a smirk slid onto Hepburn’s lips.

      “You know what rosebud means around here, don’t you?” she said.

      “I don’t think so.”

      “It’s Hearst’s nickname for Marion’s own little Garden of Eden. I thought everyone knew that.” She thrust out her hand. “We haven’t met formally. I’m Katharine Hepburn.” Marcus introduced himself and they shook hands. She had a firm grip, like a man’s. “George told me to keep an eye out for you,” she said.

      George Cukor had directed Hepburn in Sylvia Scarlett. They were shocked when it bombed; they thought they’d made a pretty good movie. But the experience, George told Marcus, bonded him and Hepburn together. They were determined to make another picture together, a super-successful one to eclipse the sting of their failure.

      “Your first time here can be overwhelming,” Hepburn said. “All this ridiculous opulence is enough to intimidate even the hardiest of souls. The ceiling of my bedroom is from some Basque monastery, mahogany inlaid with silver. The carving is exquisite; it must have taken some poor old sod half his lifetime to sculpt it. And yet, as I’m lying there looking up at it, all I can think is I’d much rather have a plain ceiling painted in some soothing color like a light grey or baby blue than all this blasted tomfoolery.”

      Just then, Harpo Marx thwacked the croquet ball through a difficult hoop and took the lead. Marcus questioned the wisdom of beating the host at his favorite game. Hearst, a horse-faced man in his seventies, didn’t strike Marcus as the type who would lose to a vaudeville comedian very cheerfully.

      “Hear, hear, Marxie! Well played!” a Shakespearean voice boomed down the entire length of the lawn. Marcus followed it to Constance Collier, the British grande dame, who was sitting on the sidelines with Winston Churchill. Marcus wondered if even that was perhaps pushing it.

      “You’re not nervous, then?” Hepburn asked him.

      “Nervous about what?”

      “Sitting next to W.R. at dinner tonight.”

      Marcus’ head snapped around. “I’m what?”

      “Haven’t you seen the seating chart? They leave it on the table in the Assembly Room after lunch.”

      “Which one is that?”

      “The one with the four enormous Belgian tapestries that would feed China for a month if he sold them.”

      Marcus felt the hairs on his arms spring up. Surely Mr. Churchill would be awarded the seat of honor tonight. Or Stan Laurel or Myrna Loy, both of whom Marcus had seen at the breakfast buffet that morning. “Are you sure?”

      “May I make a suggestion?”

      “Make as many as you want.”

      “The man may be richer than King Solomon, but he’s not the world’s greatest conversationalist. If the chitchat lags, find a way to bring up dachshunds. The old bugger adores them and we had one growing up, so once we discovered we had that in common, it was all rainbows.”

      Marcus nodded slowly. “Anything else?”

      “Yes. Hearst is a teetotaler, but enough of a realist to appreciate that others are not. So he allows one—and only one—glass of wine with dinner. But if you need more than that for some Dutch courage, may I suggest a glass or two in your room beforehand?”
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        * * *

      

      After an unusually long and hot shower, Marcus pulled on a fresh white undershirt and stared at St. Anthony of Padua. Keep breathing, he reminded himself. He knew that the whole purpose of his trip was to meet Mr. Hearst. But he’d figured it might be at pre-dinner cocktails, when Hearst would meet everyone who was up for the weekend. Ten minutes of cocktail conversation about the weather and the Botticelli above the fireplace, and Hearst would move on to someone he’d really want to meet. But the hot seat? This was not something Marcus had counted on.

      “You lost something?” Alice asked. She’d changed into a frayed chenille bathrobe to set her hair for dinner.

      “No, why?”

      “Harpo Marx and me got chatting after the game. He really is a bit of a culture vulture. Did you know he plays the harp? Who knew? Anyway, we were doing the whole ‘Which room are you staying in?’ bit and he told me that St. Anthony here is the patron saint of lost things, and you were staring at him, so I just figured⁠—”

      There was a knock on the door. Marcus opened it to find Marion Davies standing in the doorway in the same lilac sundress she’d worn earlier while Myrna Loy and Rosalind Russell slugged it out on the tennis court. Marion was a petite little thing with a slim waist, a mop of curly blonde hair, and kind, lively blue eyes. Like most people in Hollywood, Marcus couldn’t figure out what she saw in an old fuddy-duddy like Hearst, but he liked her nonetheless.

      Marcus pulled the door open wide. “Please, Miss Davies, won’t you come in?”

      She crossed through the doorway and looked around. “You’re comfy here, I take it? The Della Robia is one of my favorite rooms. Some of them are so cluttered!” She rolled her eyes. “Hello there! Alice, isn’t it?”

      Marcus was impressed; Marion had met Alice only briefly, late the night before. She asked Alice if she was enjoying her stay and Alice assured her that she was having the most mahvelous time.

      Marion turned to Marcus. “You got my note?”

      “Your note? I don’t think so.”

      “I popped it under the door early this aftern—oh! There it is.” Marion scooped up a sheet of folded notepaper near the door. It was light puce, almost exactly the color of the carpet. “Never mind. I’m here now. It was just a reminder to have your picture ideas ready when W.R. brings it up at dinner.”

      “Picture ideas?” Marcus said. He rubbed the hairs along his forearm in an attempt to smooth them down.

      “W.R. loved Return to Sender. We all did! Especially the accountants. So W.R. wants to hear your five best story ideas over dinner.”

      Marcus glanced at the gothic-faced grandfather clock next to the stained glass window. It was six thirty-five, which meant fifty-five minutes until dinner. DAMN.

      “That’s why I finagled you into the hot seat. Winston was most relieved and told me to tell you he owes you one. Anyway, I just stopped by to tell you not to write them out on a piece of paper or anything. W.R. won’t like that. He detests anyone with a dull mind. So find some way to remember them. I use word association, myself. I’ll leave you two to continue dressing. See you in the Refectory!”

      Marcus fell into a chair. Five stories in less than an hour?

      “You’re looking a little bit pale,” Alice said.

      “I was expecting a brief hello-how-are-you moment, not a pitch session.”

      “But surely you have a ton of story ideas floating around that noggin of yours.”

      The truth was that ordinarily, Marcus did have a snowstorm of ideas swirling around his head, but the lava ball of panic rising in his chest had evaporated them.

      “What about Return to Sender?” Alice said. “How did you come up with that one?”

      “There was this letter opener sitting on Marion’s table when she asked me to pitch her an idea.”

      “In other words, you did it on the fly and pulled it off like a pro. You’ve seen what the rooms in this joint are like. They’re filled with doohickeys from all over. Use them as your inspiration.”

      “Thanks, Alice, but you don’t know how hard that is.”

      “Ah, baloney. You just need a confidence booster. I’ve got just the thing.”
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        * * *

      

      The great dining hall at San Simeon was Hearst’s favorite room, and Marcus could see why. It was a long, cavernous space whose ceiling came from a four-hundred-year-old Italian cathedral and featured life-sized carvings of saints. Palio banners from Sienna hung along one wall above a pair of enormous Flemish tapestries depicting King Nebuchadnezzar of Babylon. The table running down the middle of the room sat thirty people.

      Marcus had been reluctant to drink anything Alice Moore had in her hip flask, but she’d assured him, “Whenever I take a slug of this before an audition, I nearly always get the job.” She claimed the recipe was from her grandmother, a vaudevillian who’d juggled swords for thirty years and only lost one knuckle—which she blamed on the San Francisco earthquake in ’06, so it didn’t count. There was certainly booze in it, but what sort, Marcus couldn’t discern. He could taste a hint of mint and perhaps some rose water, and anything beyond that was a mystery.

      But it seemed to work all right. By the time Marcus entered the Refectory, he was feeling as confident as a tattooist when the fleet’s in. Boy, it sure was toasty in there. A white marble fireplace—Marcus guessed it was at least a dozen feet across—blazed with a fire hot enough to heat a room twice this size. He’d heard that W.R. liked a well-heated room, but wasn’t this a tad ridiculous?

      They found Alice’s place card—she was wedged between an MGM executive in charge of something-or-other and Miss Loy’s new husband, Arthur Hornblow, Jr., a producer at Paramount—and then Marcus took his seat beside Hearst himself.

      “Pleased to meet you,” Marcus said.

      Hearst nodded. “Not half as much as I am pleased to meet the man behind Return to Sender. The bean counters are still hunched over their adding machines. Terrific job, Adler. Just terrific.”

      America’s most powerful media mogul inexplicably possessed the voice of a kewpie doll. It was an odd counterpoint to the man’s serious, horsey face, his ponderously deep-set eyes, and the clump of grey hair sprouting from the top of his head.

      Marcus dabbed at his forehead with a paper napkin, thinking, The man can decorate a warehouse like a cathedral but insists on paper napkins? It wasn’t even very good quality paper. Marcus looked at his napkin and wondered what sort of story he could get from it. The heiress of a paper baron gets involved with the son of a . . . of a guy who . . . who is against paper because . . . because his family—damn it. Who could possibly have anything against paper?

      The soup was served. Marcus hoped it was one of those new chilled soups they’d started serving in Hollywood lately, but no, it was cream of mushroom served steaming hot. Another server appeared with a bottle of chilled white wine. Oh God, yes, Marcus thought, give me anything cold.

      The mushroom soup was tasty, but it was the chilled wine that hit the spot. He longed to remove his jacket, but Winston Churchill and Lionel Barrymore were keeping theirs on, so he did, too. He could feel the sweat collecting under his arms.

      Marion was nattering on about a story one of the makeup artists had told her—something about Bing Crosby’s recent hands-in-cement ceremony outside Grauman’s Chinese—when Hepburn’s suggestion about Hearst and dachshunds popped into his head. Maybe the paper heiress loses her dachshund when she stops to watch a ceremony at Grauman’s, and the dog runs across the wet cement and ruins the moment. That could be quite funny. Marcus reached for his glass and drained it, wondering just how strict the one glass rule was, then thought about how the dog could run through the cement just as the newspaper photographer snaps the picture, and that’s what ends up on the front page of the newspaper. The movie star would be livid. There would be yelling and screaming⁠—

      Suddenly Marcus was aware that Marion had stopped talking. He looked up to find everyone—Hearst to his right, Marion opposite him, Harpo next to Marion, and Clementine Churchill to Marcus’ immediate left—staring at him. Marcus felt sickeningly lightheaded. His father’s face appeared in front of him.

      See, father? See who’s sitting next to me? Mrs. Winston Churchill.

      “I’m sorry, Mr. Adler.” Mrs. Churchill’s voice was ripe with generations of good breeding. “But did you say somebody was yelling and screaming?”

      Marcus took a deep breath and looked across to Harpo for support. Harpo had lived at the Garden of Allah a couple of years ago, so they knew each other in a hi-how-you-doin’ sort of way. Harpo mimed wiping his paper napkin across his own forehead and pointed to Marcus’. Marcus took his napkin and wiped it across his forehead. It came away soaked. He looked at Marion.

      “I’m so sorry, Miss Davies. I've got this idea for a picture that’s been kicking around my head all morning. You know us writers, once we’re on to an idea it’s hard for us to let it go.”

      “By all means, let’s hear it,” Hearst said in his kewpie-doll voice. This time, Marcus couldn’t suppress the incongruity of this pipsqueak of a voice coming out of such a gargantuan man. He burst out laughing.

      “So it’s a comedy, then?” Hearst smiled hopefully.

      “It sure is,” Marcus said. Like that voice of yours.

      Mrs. Churchill gasped.

      “WHAT DID YOU SAY?” Hearst thundered.

      Everyone at the long table fell into stony silence.

      Marcus looked at Marion Davies. Her face was contorted with disbelief, then his vision blurred as though someone had dropped a pane of frosted glass in front of his face, and just as suddenly pulled it away. For God’s sake, say something, he told himself. He wanted to wipe his forehead again but his napkin had disintegrated.

      “Dachshund!” he exclaimed. “It’s about a dachshund. We could change the breed of dog, I suppose, but, well, I don’t know about you, Mr. Hearst, but I think they’re the cutest darned things I’ve ever seen.”

      The most powerful man in America had awful teeth. They were yellow, stained with brown, and crooked and jagged like crumbling bricks. But when W.R. Hearst smiled, it was a genuine smile, full of all the warmth and humanity that his yellow presses completely lacked. “You’ve got me there, Adler. Damned cute critters.”

      Marion laid a gentle hand on Hearst’s forearm. “What does this dachshund do?”

      “She’s the pet of a paper heiress, and she ruins a ceremony outside Grauman’s by running across the wet cement at the worst possible time.”

      “Oh, that sounds funny, doesn’t it, W.R.?” Marion said, giving Hearst’s arm a squeeze.

      Cute name cute name cute name, quick, think of a cute name.

      Marion’s face disappeared behind the frosted glass again. Marcus gripped the edge of the dining table and took a deep breath as his father’s face reappeared, frowning and pinch-lipped. Marcus mentally wiped it away. Marion wobbled back into focus and the perfect name popped into his mind.

      “It does have a name,” Marcus said. “In fact, the dog’s name is the name of the picture.”

      “Which is . . . ?” Hearst asked.

      “Rosebud.”
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      Kathryn Massey now knew what it was like to be famous. Or infamous. She couldn’t decide which. She knew what it was like to enter a restaurant and watch half the heads turn to look at her while the other half leaned in toward each other to whisper. She knew how it felt to see people raise their eyebrows and mouth, That’s Kathryn Massey? as though they were a thousand yards away and she was blind.

      Her Gone with the Wind scoop was big news everywhere, but the bigger news in Tinseltown was that it hadn’t come from Louella Parsons. Tongues had been wagging for weeks. Kudos to Kathryn Massey of the Hollywood Reporter, they said—sometimes even to her face—for not serving up the story to Parsons like Hollywood’s handmaiden. It was time somebody broke the unbreakable rule. But they had to wonder if Kathryn had a death wish; Louella wasn’t going to take this one lying down.

      “To Louella’s simple mind, what we’ve done amounts to high treason,” Wilkerson told Kathryn the day they broke the news. “Blood, shrapnel, and gin bottles will be flung from one end of Hollywood Boulevard to the other, so we’d better batten down our hatches.”

      But nothing happened.

      Parsons simply announced the news in her column as though she were the first person in the world to know. No recriminations, no outrages, no phone calls, threats, or screaming. And absolutely no sign of flying gin bottles. Kathryn felt like she was standing in the middle of a twister, in the one sweet spot where all was at peace.

      For several weeks, she braced herself for the moment the twister would move on and leave her gripping the handrails. That particular moment arrived in the form of an item in Louella’s column.

      Which dark-haired Tinseltowner is guilty of maternal neglect? According to my source (who is as close to the font of mother’s milk as one can get), she leaves her mother virtually destitute while she hops from parties to nightclubs in pursuit of a high-profile career. Naturally, I’m all for females taking up careers. But at the expense of the loving woman who brought me into the world? To me, no career is worth it, but that sentiment may soon be cast out the window and gone with the wind.

      Kathryn had just read it a second time when Wilkerson buzzed her on the intercom. “My office. Now.”

      None of the usual newspapers—The L.A. Times, The New York Times, Variety, The Wall Street Journal—were strewn across his desk. There was just one: The Examiner.

      “You’ve read this morning’s Parsons, I assume?” he asked. His eyes ached with the possibility that Louella’s accusations were true. “This whisper campaign? Not good.” He grunted. “You need to fix it.”

      “Me?”

      Kathryn could scarcely believe that for all his talk and swagger, Wilkerson was ducking the first pygmy dart Louella blew their way.

      “This isn’t The Examiner versus the Reporter. She’s seen to it that this is Parsons versus Massey. I know I’m asking you to unpop a balloon, but Louella Parsons is not someone you want offside for very long.”

      “But we knew that before we stopped the presses!”

      “All it’d take is a few phone calls, and you’ll find yourself banned from every movie studio in town. And that would be the end of your column. And your job.”

      Kathryn’s hands started to tremble; she clasped them together. “Then why the hell did you agree to run the story?”

      “To give her a scare. To get us some publicity. To get you some credibility. And we’ve done all that, so now it’s time to clean up after ourselves. I don’t care how you do it, as long as it gets done.”

      Her boss’ gruff, clipped tone told her they’d reached the end of the conversation, but she found herself cemented to the carpet. He looked up at her, frowning. She had to say something. “I just wanted to let you know,” she improvised, “that . . . I never got around to thanking you for meeting payroll.”

      Wilkerson dropped his eyes to the large diary laid out in front of him. “It was my impression that we were pretending that part of the night never happened.”

      “I just⁠—”

      “No,” he said, looking up at her now. His tone softened. “I’m the one who owes you a vote of thanks. I never would’ve gone to Howard Hughes for a loan if not for your suggestion. We play cards, we give each other Cubans at Christmas. I only ever saw him as a friend.”

      “Who do you go to when you’re in trouble, if not your friends?”

      “That’s what I’m thanking you for. Making me see that. When you came back to me later and suggested I ask him for a loan, I thought you were nuts. But his only question was ‘How much?’ So . . . thank you.” He straightened up a stack of papers that didn’t need straightening. “Now please go and fix your problem.”

      Wilkerson’s gaze returned to his appointment calendar, to the line he’d written at the bottom of the next day’s page. It wasn’t hard for Kathryn to read, even upside down.

      Hepburn 7.30pm p/u her place.
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        * * *

      

      Kathryn’s mother lived a brisk fifteen-minute walk up Sunset Boulevard from the Garden of Allah to the staff’s quarters of the Chateau Marmont hotel, where she was now head telephone operator. Francine’s hours were long—sometimes twelve hours a day—and like everyone else, she worked six days a week.

      It irked Kathryn to admit (if only to herself) that it had been months since she’d seen her mother. They’d spoken on the telephone of course, but she’d been busy attending all those parties and nightclubs Louella had scoffed at. And anyway, Kathryn told herself as she entered the manicured forecourt of the Chateau Marmont, it’s me who always does the calling. A girl could die of old age waiting for Francine Massey to pick up the telephone. Ironic, really, considering her mom’s job.

      Francine had always been the type of woman who preferred to color and perm her hair at home, thinking that the results looked perfectly fine. But the woman who appeared in the hotel foyer that day was not the same woman Kathryn had grown up with. Her hair was a warm hazelnut brown and set in a semi-permanent wave that framed her face and flattered her positives—decent cheekbones, firm jawline—and veiled her negatives—a very high forehead and ears that stuck out too far. Gone were the strands of grey and hint of a moustache.

      “Mother!” Kathryn exclaimed. “Don’t you look marvelous?”

      Francine stopped short. “I do?”

      “You’ve started going to the beauty parlor, haven’t you?”

      Francine started to fuss with the back of her hair. “Well, I am the head telephone operator here now. I need to set an example.”

      Since when did her mother cut such a striking figure? Was she wearing a girdle now, too? “It’s time and money well spent,” Kathryn declared.

      Kathryn sat with her mother in the tiny garden she shared with the head of housekeeping next door. The woman wasn’t much for sitting outside, so Francine had the garden to herself. Kathryn looked around at the baby pink petunias, the snowy white chrysanthemums, the warm mauve irises and Francine’s favorite: dahlias. “You planted all of these yourself?”

      “I don’t have a lot of spare time, but what I do have, I enjoy spending out here. It’s a tonic after being cooped up in the booth all week.” Francine kept her eyes on the flowers around them. “Are you in trouble?”

      Kathryn braced herself. “Trouble, no, but I am in a difficult position and I’d like to know if you had a hand in it.”

      “Me? What have I done?” Francine’s eyes were wide.

      “Did you read Louella’s column today?”

      “I might have glanced through it on my coffee break.”

      “Did you catch the part where she all but accused me of leaving you destitute while I hopped around nightclubs and parties to further my career?”

      Francine crossed her arms. “Destitute? What an imagination! I said nothing of the sort.”

      The realization that her mother had said something to Louella Parsons hit Kathryn like a backhand. She struggled to keep her voice on an even keel. “What word did you use, Mother?”

      “My goodness, Kathryn. How do you expect me to remember every word of every conversation I’ve ever had with Louella?”

      “I wasn’t aware you’d ever had a conversation with Louella.”

      “I didn’t know her until her invitation arrived in the mail.”

      “Her invitation to what?”

      “She wrote and asked me if I wanted to join a new club she was starting.”

      “What sort of club?”

      “The Association of Hollywood Mothers.”

      What Kathryn really wanted to ask was why this was the first she’d heard of it. “And what do you all do together?”

      “We usually meet at someone’s house or another. Usually it’s just tea and cake, a proper luncheon sometimes, and we just natter away. Hollywood gossip, mainly.” Francine tsked. “It’s a whole group of people, not just Louella and me, if that’s what you’re thinking, and I can see that you are. We have tons of members. Ginger Rogers’ mother, Judy Garland’s, Maureen O’Hara’s. We all get together once a month.”

      It was conversations like this that made Kathryn feel better when Sunset Boulevard separated them. “So when you first met Louella, what did you talk about?”

      “Honestly, Kathryn, it was a year ago. How can you expect me⁠—”

      “Mother! This is important.”

      Francine let out a heavy sigh and pretended to try and recall her first conversation with the most influential woman in Hollywood. “It was a meeting of mothers, so we talked about our daughters. She was hopeful that her daughter, Harriet, would become an actress, but it seems she’s more comfortable behind the scenes. I told her I knew exactly how she felt.” She rolled her eyes. “Well, I did! I had high hopes for you, Kathryn, and
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