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      When Kathryn Massey stepped out of the limousine in front of the Pantages Theatre, flashbulbs exploded along the sidewalk. She closed her eyes and turned her head before she realized how crummy she’d look in the papers the next day. She turned back around, but the photographers had moved on to the next car, from which Fred Astaire was unfolding his lean frame. He waved to the fans and they roared with excitement.

      Fred greeted Kathryn with a kiss to the cheek.

      “Nervous?” she asked.

      He kept his smile wide. “Piece of cake.”

      “Since when is hosting the Academy Awards a piece of cake?”

      “Since the day I realized they were never going to give me one. You won’t see me sweating through my tux.”

      Kathryn’s date, Leo Presnell, emerged from the limo behind her. She introduced him to Fred, and together with Fred’s wife, Phyllis, they bustled past a tight core of press photographers and into the theater’s foyer.

      It was Kathryn who felt nervous. Her friend Bette Davis was the odds-on favorite for All About Eve tonight, but she had stiff competition from Gloria Swanson and Sunset Boulevard. Kathryn feared that Bette and her costar Anne Baxter might split their votes and hand the Oscar to Gloria.

      Bette had telephoned Kathryn that morning, wailing, “What if they don’t call my name? What if it goes to Gloria instead? How many more Margo Channings am I likely to get a crack at?”

      Kathryn had no good answers, but she proposed a fortifying pre-show whiskey at the Frolic Room next door to the Pantages. But then Leo was late picking her up at the Garden of Allah, and they became ensnarled in the traffic clogging Hollywood and Vine. They arrived with only forty-five minutes to showtime. Surely Bette was already running the gamut of press, fans, and well-wishers.

      “Do you see her?”

      “No,” Leo said, “but I need to use the john. If you find her, blame everything on me.”

      “I fully intend to.”

      Leo’s afternoon meeting with NBC hadn’t unfolded the way he expected. He worked for Sunbeam Mixmaster, who cosponsored Kathryn’s radio show with Betty Crocker. It was supposed to be a casual get-together with the network brass, which Kathryn assumed meant a three-martini lunch at Perino’s. Instead, they’d lowered the boom that Window on Hollywood had cratered to number twenty-two in the ratings—not great news for a show that had once nudged the top five.

      Leo melted away, pointing to the knot of people besieging Ava Gardner and Frank Sinatra. Rumors were swirling that Ava had moved in with Frank. Not that Hollywood cared much about a glamour couple living in sin, but the vast expanse between Los Angeles and New York did. Kathryn knew if she could pull a wedding date out of them, it would keep the NBC hounds at bay for a while.

      As she elbowed her way toward them, she spotted Bette posing on the mezzanine steps, backlit by a spotlight suspended from the second-floor balcony. “Bette! BETTE!” But the din bouncing off the Art Deco angles swallowed her voice.

      Marilyn Monroe angled the right shoulder of a gauzy concoction Gwendolyn Brick had made for her, and sliced through the tightening crowd toward Bette. She arrived at the bottom step just as Bette kissed George Sanders goodbye.

      Marilyn waved, tilted onto her toes, and called to Bette, who doused her with a critical once-over, then turned her back, leaving Marilyn in her shadow.

      A pocket of space opened up in front of Kathryn. She went to raise her hand again, but someone yanked it down—Arlene Curtis, a neighbor at the Garden of Allah.

      “Thank God I found you—I just got accosted by Walter Winchell!”

      “Is he drunk?” Walter Winchell drunk and handsy at the Oscars? Now THAT is a great story.

      Arlene pulled a face. “No, but he was full of questions about Mayer.”

      Louis B. Mayer was to be honored tonight for “distinguished service to the motion picture industry.” It wasn’t as exciting as the award in Bette’s crosshairs, but a gleaming Oscar perched on a mantelpiece was nothing to sneer at.

      Arlene drew in closer. “I’m not supposed to say anything, but my boss has been reviewing Mayer’s contract.” Arlene was chief legal secretary for MGM’s principal attorney.

      “Reviewing it for what?”

      “Loopholes. They want to cancel it three years early.”

      “That’s outrageous! He’s L.B.! He is Hollywood! Are they forgetting that King Solomon’s Mines made nearly ten million?”

      “Not too long ago, we would’ve dominated the top ten. I get the feeling Mr. Schenck feels it’s time for a change.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “Who do you think’s been typing the memos to New York?” Arlene knotted her fingers. “A year or so ago, I ran into Mr. Mayer at the commissary. I could tell he recognized me from—you know.” Arlene was working in a brothel above the Sunset Strip when Kathryn’s friend met her at an MGM management party. “We swapped an I-know-who-you-are look. Would you believe he actually came up to me and said it was nice to see me doing so well for myself? He never said a word to anyone about my past. What they’re doing is real rotten. Mr. Mayer deserves better.”

      “Do you think Winchell’s caught wind of this?”

      “With Walter Winchell, it’s safest to err on the side of probably.”

      The lights dimmed for a moment, and a deep voice announced that the ceremony for the twenty-third Academy Awards would commence in ten minutes.

      Kathryn thanked Arlene and made her way to her seat in the twelfth row next to Leo, five rows behind Bette and several behind Marilyn.

      The news about Mayer consumed her thoughts as All About Eve won six Oscars, Judy Holliday won for Born Yesterday, Dean Martin and Jerry Lewis sang “Bibbidi-Bobbidi-Boo” from the new Disney cartoon, and Edith Head picked up two Best Costume Designs for All About Eve and Samson and Delilah.

      By the time Darryl Zanuck was accepting his Thalberg Award, Kathryn was wondering how best to tip off Mayer. Did he even need to be tipped off? If there was a groundswell brewing, surely his stoolies had already told him.

      When Charles Brackett presented Mayer with his honorary Oscar, Kathryn was struck by the self-effacing way Mayer approached the podium. All finagling flew out of her head when Mayer gave his unexpectedly brief speech.

      “This is truly a thrilling experience,” he said, looking at nobody in particular. “I’ve been very fortunate in being honored in many ways, but this stands out above all because it’s from the men and women in the industry I love and have worked so hard in. And it fills me with humility and a great sense of responsibility to the future years to come.”

      By the time he shook hands with Brackett and made his way out of the spotlight, Kathryn felt like a rat. He’s been good to you, she castigated herself. He’s given you scoops over Louella and Hedda and Sheilah, made you the envy of the dance floor, and found work for Marcus when he was blacklisted. No, she decided, at the very least, I need to make sure he knows what’s going on.

      After the ceremony, as the theater rustled with silk, organza, chiffon, and congratulations—sincere or otherwise—Kathryn found Bette and her indomitable mother, Ruthie. They both wore faces bleaker than a Massachusetts ice storm. Bette met Kathryn with a jaundiced eye.

      “Don’t worry,” Bette said, “I possess no sharp objects. Everyone’s jugular will survive the night intact.”

      “Are you terribly disappointed?” Kathryn asked.

      “I’m ropeable! This was my last shot. It’s all grandmothers and character parts from here on out.”

      “You don’t know that.”

      “Just you watch. I’ll be the go-to dame for the Crazy Spinster Neighbor and Grandma with Dementia roles.” Bette’s disdainful gaze landed on Marilyn as she chatted with Bill Holden and Joe Mankiewicz. “She’s what they want now. Pretty, blonde, and dumb as dirt. Just look at who they gave Best Actress to this evening.”

      “Neither Judy Holliday nor Marilyn Monroe is dumb as dirt,” Kathryn interjected. “If that’s the way you’re going to be, I’ll leave you to stew in your own juices.”

      “Please don’t,” Bette conceded. “You’re right. Let’s go find a drink before anybody else wants to bury me in their heartfelt sympathies.”

      “I just want to give Mayer my best wishes. I’ll meet you out front. Leo’s there somewhere with a limo big enough for the LA Rams.”

      Kathryn picked her way backstage, where Edith Head buttonholed her. “I’d forgotten how heavy these little golden guys are!”

      Kathryn doubted that. Edith’s first Oscar, just last year for The Heiress, stood on a prominent shelf in her office. Still, two Oscars in one night was a significant achievement.

      As she embraced Edith, Kathryn spotted Mayer slipping out the stage door. She made her excuses and followed him into the service lane behind the theater, mildly surprised to find it vacant except for Mayer staring at his award.

      As she drew closer, she caught his contemptuous look.

      Mayer lifted his Oscar so that it caught the light of a street lamp at the end of the alley. “I just heard someone calling this my Kiss of Death Award.”

      “That’s awfully mean-spirited.”

      “In other words, the Thanks for Everything But Your Best Work Is Behind You So Please Get Lost Award.”

      “If you don’t want it, I’m sure Bette Davis would love to⁠—”

      “I meant what I said tonight.”

      “I could tell.”

      Mayer lowered the trophy. “That comment left a bitter taste in my mouth, but I’m not going to let it spoil a memorable night, so thank you for seeking me out. I appreciate that.”

      Kathryn fought the urge to fidget with her clutch purse as Mayer raised a wary eyebrow. “I came to offer you my congratulations, but also to see if you know what’s going on with your contract.”

      “How do you mean?”

      He’s not as well connected as I assumed. Maybe that’s the problem. “You need to know that Nick Schenck and your head of legal have been combing it for something that will allow them to cancel it early.”

      Mayer tried to keep his face immobile. “I don’t believe you.” His voice had turned acerbic.

      “My source is pretty good.”

      “Tell me who told you.”

      “I can’t, but she is on your side.”

      “You’re playing with my career, my legacy, on the word of some girl?”

      Kathryn started to wish she’d kept her trap shut. “It appears Winchell’s caught a whiff of it, although I’m not sure how much he knows. The point is, someone’s looking to sink your career⁠—”

      “No, Miss Massey. The point is tonight was to be a career highlight.”

      Don’t shoot the messenger, Bucko. “When did I get demoted from Kathryn to Miss Massey?”

      “When you decided to shove rumors of my demise in my face.”

      “I came out here to warn you. If I’d known I was going to get accused of⁠—”

      “Of what? Fishing for one of your precious scoops? I’ve always considered you a cut above Louella and Hedda. But now I have to wonder if I’ve been wrong about you this entire time.”

      Kathryn dropped her gaze to his Oscar. He gripped it between two fingers, dangling it by its head like a stale cigar.

      They were suddenly drenched in the headlights of Mayer’s roaring limo. She stepped back as it pulled up. Mayer got in and slammed the door, leaving Kathryn to choke on the exhaust and wish she were more like Louella and Hedda. They wouldn’t hesitate for a second to announce this betrayal to the world.
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      Gwendolyn Brick sat behind the counter of her store on the Sunset Strip and stared at her telephone. She’d refreshed her front-window mannequins, finished the final touches on a dress she’d made for James Stewart’s wife, and banished every dust mote in sight.

      Kathryn always phoned her the morning after the Academy Awards to fill her in on who won what, who wore what, and who flirted with whom. But it was coming up to one o’clock in the afternoon, and still no call. Had it been a calamity? Had Kathryn gotten blitzed and fought with Leo again? Gwendolyn hoped it wasn’t at some post-ceremony party in front of half of Hollywood.

      Gwendolyn had had her doubts when Kathryn became romantically involved with her radio program’s sponsor, but in the past year Leo had been nothing but a gentleman.

      She decided to give it until one o’clock before she called.

      The second hand on Gwendolyn’s watch was ticking toward twelve when the bell above her front door tinkled and in walked one of her most loyal customers, Marilyn Monroe, accompanied by a stylishly dressed man in his early thirties.

      Gwendolyn rushed forward to greet her. “So? How did it go? Were you nervous?”

      “Are you kidding?” Marilyn brushed a lock of blond hair out of her eyes. “I was nervous as all get-out. Fred Astaire gave me a kiss for good luck, but that just made me worse. I kept thinking, Fred Astaire just kissed me. Me! How did I get to be so lucky?”

      “Oh, I don’t know. Looks? Charm? Broad appeal, perhaps? And did you see Bette?”

      Marilyn pursed her lips. “I tried to play nice, honest I did. How your pal Kathryn can be friendly with her, I just don’t know.”

      “So you weren’t too upset for Bette when she lost?”

      Marilyn permitted herself a sly smirk. “When they announced Judy’s name, Bette looked like Medea who’d just overdosed on Dexamyl.”

      “And what about the dress?”

      Marilyn’s handsome companion gave a quiet yip. “Our girl here looked thoroughly enchanting in your dress.” He had a friendly face and thick, dark hair, and an unassuming way about him. Gwendolyn wondered if this was the latest beau. Marilyn hooked him by the arm. “This is Billy. Billy, this is Gwendolyn.”

      He smiled an impish grin. “Marilyn tells me you’re the Gwendolyn of the infamous Ruby Courtland cards.”

      Gwendolyn maintained her professional smile but inwardly sighed.

      “Yes!” Marilyn exclaimed. “The dress was utter perfection, but now I need something new. Something real memorable.”

      “Everything you wear is memorable.”

      “But I don’t want it to be all flashy and ‘Look at me trying hard to catch your attention.’ I need . . .” Marilyn’s eyes drifted as she struggled to articulate what she had in mind.

      Billy had wandered away to inspect a display along the eastern wall. Gwendolyn watched him finger an emerald green suit with a peplum skirt that she’d just put out this morning.

      “How about you tell me where you plan on wearing it,” Gwendolyn suggested.

      “Well!” she said breathlessly, “Billy told me that there are whispers doing the rounds at the studio that Zanuck’s considering upping my six-month contract to a full seven years!”

      “Jackpot!” Gwendolyn grabbed her hands. “Finally, you’re getting your due.”

      “Not yet I haven’t. But I want to make a good impression on the first day of Love Nest. We start on the twenty-first of next month, and Zanuck will be there for the first read-through, so I want him to see me and think, She’s got it together.”

      “So we want flattering but sensible, memorable but understated.”

      “But not too understated.”

      “Noteworthy but not desperate.”

      “That’s it exactly!”

      “This is perfect!” Billy held up a conventional shirtdress of gray worsted with a matching sewn-in belt, three-quarter sleeves, and a contrasting collar. It wasn’t what Gwendolyn normally stocked, but she got them for cheap from a bankrupted wholesaler and planned on adding sparkle to them later.

      “No!” Gwendolyn exclaimed. “That won’t do at all!”

      Marilyn giggled. “He doesn’t mean for me.”

      Billy brought the dress to the counter. “Sorry for the subterfuge, but if I didn’t find anything I liked, I figured I could sneak away undetected.”

      “Subterfuge?”

      “Billy usually goes by his last name: Travilla.”

      Gwendolyn couldn’t help the double take she shot toward Billy. Edith Head had mentioned this costume designer to Gwendolyn a number of times, usually in glowing terms, and Edith wasn’t the type to hand out praise like boxes of See’s candies.

      “You’re at Warners, right?” Gwendolyn asked.

      “Was,” Marilyn said. “He’s at Fox now. And if Zanuck gives me that seven-year contract, Billy here will be designing my costumes. He’s an absolute whiz.”

      “I don’t know about that,” he conceded. “I appear to have bitten off more than I can chew. I’ve been so busy doing Betty Grable for Meet Me After the Show, and Gene Tierney for On The Riviera that I’ve fallen behind. Patricia Neal is about to start some science fiction picture called The Day the Earth Stood Still. She only wears two outfits on screen—thank God—but I clean forgot!”

      “Surely Fox’s wardrobe department⁠—”

      “You’d think so, but nope. Then Marilyn mentioned she was coming here and said you might come to my rescue.” He faced the store. “You’ve got some nice stuff here. Real impressive. Lives up to its reputation.”

      Gwendolyn said she was glad he thought so, but she cringed to know that of all the smart and pretty creations she had on display, she was selling Billy Travilla the dullest outfit in her store.

      “Are these all your designs?” he asked.

      “Fifty-fifty.” She pointed to the eveningwear, hoping he might see something better than the gray shirtwaist. “Most of those are mine.”

      “Have you designed for the screen? These are very screen-ready.”

      “I’m friendly with Edith Head, so perhaps I’ve been influenced by her style.”

      “Her lines are clean, whereas yours are soft, more feminine. I like it very much.” He returned to the counter. “If you could wrap this up, I ought to be getting back to the studio.”

      It wasn’t until after the two of them left that Gwendolyn realized Kathryn still hadn’t called. She picked up the phone and dialed the Hollywood Reporter. The switchboard operator was putting her through when Billy Travilla walked back in. She slammed the phone down.

      “I’ve just had a thought,” he said. “I know the wardrobe guy on Dragnet. He’s in over his head, so I was wondering if he could call on you?”

      “Dragnet?” Gwendolyn frowned. “That’s all cops in suits. What help could I be?”

      “It’s the women’s roles. He hasn’t got a clue and is getting no help. It might be anything from the sort of shirtdress I just bought to more elegant eveningwear. Can I give him your number?”

      “If you think I could help, sure.”

      She was redialing Kathryn’s number when she wondered what she’d just said yes to.
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      The sign at 720 Wilshire Boulevard featured a circus clown lugging a bass drum with a hole punched into one side. The neon blinked on and off: The Broken Drum—you can’t beat it!

      Of all places, Kathryn wondered why Mayer wanted to meet her at a burger joint eight blocks from Santa Monica Beach, and on a Tuesday afternoon, no less.

      The location wasn’t the only puzzle piece. Mayer’s invitation arrived in the hands of an old guy with grizzled white hair and pale eyes, rheumy with fatigue. He shuffled up to her desk last week, handed her a sealed envelope, and waited there for her reply.

      The last time Kathryn saw Mayer, he accused her of fishing for scoops. It wasn’t the accusation that stung as much as his venomous tone.

      She let her resentment fester as she wrote a thinly veiled blind item that she nearly sent to print, but at the last minute swapped with the announcement that Frank Sinatra and Ava Gardner planned to marry in November. For the next few weeks, she flayed herself for being weak.

      When the wheezing go-between appeared in front of her like the Ghost of Oscars Past, curiosity replaced her umbrage.

      She pushed open the Broken Drum’s weathered door and walked inside. It was a typical beach-town diner: booths on the right, a counter along the left, and a checkerboard of tables in between.

      A waitress with dyed-black hair told her, “Anywhere you like, hon. I’ll be with you in two shakes.”

      A lone figure in a homburg sat in the booth at the far end. He beckoned her to join him.

      Mayer wore a sleek navy blue suit that probably cost more than the waitress made in a year. His shirt was regulation white and his necktie was charcoal, but he hadn’t tied it well. Its cockeyed angle looked foreign on someone who always took great pains to dress immaculately.

      She slid into the booth. “Come here often?”

      He picked up his menu. “When the grandkids were young, yes. They loved the double cheeseburgers.”

      The waitress took their orders—chili for him, tuna salad for her. Kathryn waited until they were alone again before she spoke.

      “I assume this is a conversation you don’t want anyone to overhear.”

      He unfolded a meager paper napkin that was bound to disintegrate within minutes and placed it on his lap. “I owe you an apology. My behavior after the Oscars, it was unconscionable.”

      “It wasn’t easy for me to tell you,” she said, “but I imagine it must have been harder for you to hear. Especially with that Distinguished Service Oscar weighing you down. I hoped my source was wrong.”

      He looked like he’d been shoved through a meat grinder. “She wasn’t.”

      “How long have you helmed MGM?”

      “Twenty-seven years.”

      “And this is how they treat you?”

      “It appears so.”

      “Not that they’ll get away with it.”

      The waitress arrived with their lunch. The plates were chipped and the cutlery battered, but the food smelled as good as anything at the Bullocks Wilshire Tea Room.

      “Thank you for saying that. I’ve found myself questioning the loyalty of everyone around me.”

      Kathryn thought about the scores of actors, directors, writers, and union leaders Mayer had screwed over in the name of greater company profits.

      He shoved his aluminum spoon deep into the chili. “My attorney says that loophole is pretty solid, so I don’t know if I can head them off at the pass. But it won’t be for lack of trying, I can promise you.”

      Kathryn was glad he still had some fight in him. His hair—what was left of it—was all silver now. Surely he’d reached the age when most men coasted gently into retirement. “Good for you.”

      “If you hadn’t tipped me off, this coup—and that’s what this is, you know, a goddamned coup—it might have slipped past without me being any the wiser. So I want to thank you, and return the favor.”

      Kathryn had told Gwennie weeks ago that if Mayer apologized, she wanted Gene Kelly and Leslie Caron, MGM’s new French discovery, to be guests on her show. The two were about to start filming the ballet sequence for An American in Paris, and Kathryn sensed that it would be the studio’s hit of the year.

      Kathryn sat up, ready to make her request, when Mayer said, “How about I come onto your show?”

      A chunk of tuna salad sent her into a coughing fit that she barely managed to quell by swallowing half her iced tea, but it gave her a chance to collect her thoughts.

      “I was going to shoot for Gene Kelly, but if you want to come onto my show, that would be spectacular!”

      “I was thinking perhaps a retrospective of MGM’s history, highlighting the films I’ve helped pilot to the screen.”

      Kathryn shook her head. “Rather than look back on past glories, maybe you could talk about the exciting projects your studio has lined up, like this American in Paris picture. And Quo Vadis—you could talk about that, too.” His eyes darkened. “Or we could go with a retrospective⁠—”

      “No, no. Looking ahead. That’s a wonderful idea. There’s another matter I wish to talk to you about. It involves Quo Vadis, in a way.”

      A rowdy bunch of teenagers burst into the diner, taking up most of the counter. They fired their orders at the waitress, who told them all to pipe down and quit making so much noise.

      “Do you know where Marcus Adler is?” Mayer asked.

      When the Hollywood blacklist blocked every one of Marcus’ career paths, he’d been forced to pursue work in Europe. He’d been gone five months, and Kathryn missed him like mad.

      “I got a letter from him last week. Quo Vadis has finished shooting, but he’s still in Rome.”

      “You need to convince him to come back.”

      “Personally, I’d love nothing better, but the last time I looked, the blacklist was still in effect.”

      Mayer lowered his voice, not that anybody was nearby. “A couple of weeks ago, I met with Winchell. I let him talk about himself for a while before I started dropping vague hints about this rumor of my possible coup.”

      “I’m sure he knew what you were up to.”

      “Probably. At any rate, I think he didn’t know as much as he let on to your source—who I assume was Arlene from our legal department?”

      Kathryn was impressed. Schenck and his cronies were sure going to have a fight on their hands. “You think Winchell was just fishing?”

      “I do, but then he started talking about Senator McCarthy.”

      Kathryn pushed away the remnants of her tuna salad. “I thought J. Parnell Thomas was bad, but that guy’s a rabid dog with a rotted bone.”

      “According to Winchell, McCarthy’s decided that Red hunting has gotten everyone about as far as they will go, so he’s brewing a new campaign. He believes the homos working inside the government are a huge security risk.”

      “How does he figure that?”

      “Because they’re open for blackmail.”

      “So what’s his plan?”

      “To treat homos the way HUAC treated Commies.”

      Kathryn wondered what any of this had to do with bringing Marcus home.

      “Winchell and McCarthy are cut from the same cloth,” Mayer said. “Neither of them cares who their sacrificial lamb is. Winchell brought up your marriage to Adler. He must have said the words ‘lavender marriage’ and ‘lavender scare’ five or six times.”

      Whether or not Hollywood was truly awash with Commies was debatable, but Hollywood was undeniably nipple deep in queers.

      Kathryn said, “You know as well as I do that lavender marriages are as common as false eyelashes here. So why should I convince Marcus to come back to Hollywood if the likes of Walter Winchell and Joe McCarthy are planning on⁠—”

      “I got the impression that Winchell plans to use your marriage to Marcus as an example by which all marriages in Hollywood should be judged. He talked about how Marcus has gone on the lam⁠—”

      “He’s hardly on the lam!” Kathryn protested. “If anything, he was painted into a corner and pushed out the window.”

      “Do you think that’s how Winchell’s going to put it?”

      Kathryn suddenly felt like she’d been cornered, too. “What do you have in mind?”

      “I can help get Marcus off the blacklist.”

      “You can?”

      “But only as far as the graylist.”

      “Wait! What? There’s a graylist?”

      Mayer shifted uneasily in his seat. “There is.”

      “Who’s on it?”

      “People who have been accused of being Commies, or at least fellow travelers, but without much proof.”

      “It must be a hell of a long list.”

      “These people haven’t been blackballed outright, but just branded ‘Hire with caution.’ I can get him on it, but he’ll have to get himself off it under his own steam. And he can’t do that from Italy.”

      Kathryn let out a long breath. Like any good columnist, she maintained a network of contacts and tipsters that spiderwebbed across Los Angeles. She figured that if she had never heard of this graylist, it must be more classified than the Manhattan Project.

      Mayer said, “I don’t know if I’ll be able to scuttle these plans to get rid of me. However, if Schenck is successful, Quo Vadis might be the final movie I approve. Therefore, it’s important to me that it’s a huge hit. I want to send you to Rome.”

      “Send me? All the way to . . . Italy?”

      “I want you to write a big article heralding a new era in filmmaking. Hollywood is partnering with postwar Europe. European talent and sensibilities plus the Hollywood money that’s stuck over there. It’s a whole new world of moviemaking and MGM is at the forefront, and Quo Vadis is the vanguard. I even have the title: ‘Hollywood on the Tiber.’ How does that sound?”

      Kathryn could only nod. I’m going to Italy! To see Marcus! I’ll get him back home if I have to gag him with spaghetti and throw him into a steamer trunk.
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      Marcus Adler had never seen Cinecittà’s reconstructed Roman Forum entirely deserted. For months, he’d meandered through hordes of extras griping about scratchy togas and helmets that dug into their scalps. But today, he had the back lot to himself.

      With production on Quo Vadis completed, the cast and crew had packed up their costumes, makeup kits, scripts, and cameras, and boarded their Pan Am Stratocruisers, leaving him alone for the first time since November.

      The four Corinthian columns outside the emperor’s palace stood fifty feet high. Marcus didn’t know what the palace itself would look like—the special effects team in Hollywood would insert it later—but he imagined it would dwarf everything. On each side rose thirty-foot statues on plinths of heavy timber painted like gold and jade. Even close up, the crew had done a first-rate job.

      In the center lay the forecourt where priestesses in white and purple had danced in praise of Roman gods. Marcus wasn’t convinced that any of it was authentic to Nero’s Rome, but he had no doubt that the crane shots that took hours to orchestrate would look spectacular on screen.

      It had been cloudy all morning, but as Marcus leaned against a copper urn, the sun broke through and shone directly onto Minerva, the goddess of wisdom and war; her golden head glowed as though Jupiter himself had adorned her. Marcus peered through his camera’s viewfinder and waited for the sun to shift just a fraction and light up her stern face.

      “FRIENDS! ROMANS! COUNTRYMEN! LEND ME YOUR QUEERS!”

      He knew the voice as well as he knew his own. But it was supposed to be six thousand miles away reporting on the grosses for Royal Wedding and which star shoved what body part into wet cement out front of Grauman’s.

      He lowered his camera. “I hear it but I don’t believe it.”

      “Some lazy Roman soldier left his spear thingy behind. If you don’t turn around this instant, I’m going to skewer you with it.”

      Marcus drank in the sight of Kathryn standing ten feet away, wearing a smile as wide as the Appian Way. A glisten of tears filled her smoky brown eyes.

      “Come here, you big lug!” She dropped the spear and threw herself into his arms.

      Her hair smelled of roses and vanilla. He’d forgotten how soft it was, like eiderdown.

      They hugged each other until their muscles gave out.

      “What are you doing here?” he gasped. “And why didn’t you tell me you were coming? I could have met you at the airport.”

      Kathryn pulled a white handkerchief from her sleeve and dabbed at her eyes. “Before I left LA, I sent a telegram to the production office.”

      “They closed it down a week and a half ago.”

      “I figured as much, so I went to your pensione, where I met your landlady.”

      “Ah! The redoubtable Signora Scatena.”

      “She’s a force of nature.”

      “That’s what it takes to survive Mussolini, the Blackshirts, and the allied invasion.”

      “I tried to ask her where you were, but she kept wanting to feed me.”

      “You should’ve let her. She takes zucchini flowers, fills them with mozzarella cheese and anchovies, dips them in batter, and throws them into the deep fry. You’ll think you’ve gone to heaven.”

      “So then she starts hollering ‘Cinecittà! Cinecittà!’ I flagged down a taxi and yelled ‘Cinecittà! Cinecittà!’ and here we are.”

      “Gosh, but it’s good to see you. I thought I’d be okay after the cast and crew left, but my plaster pals here” —Marcus waved his hand toward the enormous golden gods— “aren’t the conversationalists I hoped they’d be.”

      She wrapped an arm around his waist and lay her head on his shoulder. “I’m so glad to be here.”

      “Why are you here?”

      “I come at the behest of L.B. Mayer. Officially, it’s for a story on the new Hollywood. Coproductions with Europe, that sort of thing. He wants me to call it ‘Hollywood on the Tiber.’”

      “That’s got a certain ring to it.”

      “Assuming my readers know where or what the Tiber is.”

      The Roman sun had started to burn through the morning haze, heating up the painted concrete. Marcus knew from experience that if they didn’t find some shade, they’d start sweating like a pair of centurions. He led her up the stairs to a shady bench behind the columns where Robert Taylor and Peter Ustinov sat between takes.

      She took his hands in hers. Her gloves were made of silky kid leather.

      “I’ve come to bring you home.”

      His face shot up. “To LA?”

      “To LA, to Hollywood, and to the Garden of Allah, where you belong.”

      “This is Italy,” he told her gently. “No HUAC, no Red baiting, no jostling for the next prestige picture. In addition to which, the exchange rate is fantastic, so is the Chianti, and did I mention the zucchini flowers?” She didn’t even smile. “Of course I miss you, and Gwennie, and Doris, and Bertie, and everyone, but honestly, the prospect of going back to that rat race . . .”

      He watched her earnest face soften as she shifted gears. “How’s Oliver? He must be doing better now.”

      Marcus dropped her hands, got to his feet, and leaned against the column. He’d become used to experiencing the Forum so full and alive; it was jarring to see it empty. “I’ve lost him.”

      “WHAT? You don’t mean—? Oliver is⁠—?”

      He felt her beside him, her hand on his arm. “I could have phrased that better,” he admitted. “What I meant was that I’ve lost him to the Church.”

      “What church?”

      He poked her in the ribs. “You’re in Rome now, remember? There’s only one Church.”

      Kathryn pulled her eyebrows together. “Oh, honey, I’ve been awake for nine thousand hours. You need to spell things out for me.”

      Marcus knew he’d have to explain what had happened to Kathryn and Gwendolyn sooner or later, but he hadn’t figured on doing it in person. He sat her back down on the bench.

      “Moving over here gave us a whole fresh start. It drew us together again, and removed him from those dope pushers and their temptations. Stitching together the Quo Vadis script turned out to be an all-consuming beast, but once that was done, Mervyn asked me to be the on-set photographer. This has been a monumental undertaking and he wanted it chronicled. Turns out I’ve got quite a feel for it. Between the script and the photography, I was very preoccupied.”

      “Where did that leave Oliver?”

      “He needed to keep busy, so he decided to learn Italian. I was around it all the time so I managed to pick it up, almost by osmosis. But he wanted to learn it properly, so he enrolled in a language school run by the Jesuits to teach Italian and Latin to Catholics who are coming to the Vatican.”

      “If you’re going to learn Latin, learn it from the Jesuits.”

      “That’s what I thought. I was busy with my work on set, so I was happy he found something that absorbed him so much, especially after everything he’d been through. As production went on, I started taking on extra duties that Mervyn’s assistant director couldn’t tackle. I got so busy that I just didn’t notice what was going on with him.” Marcus let out a muted groan. “He had a religious awakening. Leastways, that’s how he described it in the letter he wrote telling me that he’d enrolled to become a novice.”

      “A novice what?”

      “That’s the word for people who want to join the Jesuit order.”

      “HE’S A PRIEST?!”

      Kathryn’s voice echoed off the concrete, startling a pair of doves nesting atop a gigantic column. They squawked as they shot into the sky.

      “Not yet. Technically, I think he’s a postulant. Or is that just for nuns? You wouldn’t believe how complex Church hierarchy is. At any rate, he’ll soon be taking the Jesuit vows of poverty and obedience to Christ and the Pope. In there somewhere is also a vow of chastity, so that lets me out.”

      “Jesus!”

      “Literally.”

      “Did you try and talk him out of it?”

      “He didn’t give me the chance. I came home from work one night real late, so I snuck around in the dark, trying not to wake him, until I realized he wasn’t even there. He’d left a letter on the table saying how he’d had a powerful epiphany and that he was joining the Church.”

      “He ran off to join a monastery and told you about it in a note?”

      “He’d been trying to find a time to tell me, but I left for the studio before dawn and rarely got home before ten.”

      “You’re not blaming yourself, are you?”

      “Looking back, there were signs that I could have picked up on. He said the path he’d chosen was free of indecision and brought him a depth of serenity he hadn’t felt for a long time—if ever. Besides, getting the news over a glass of Chianti or in a Dear John letter, does it really matter in the long run?”

      “I think it does.”

      “Not when you’re competing with God.”

      That shut her up.

      They sat in silence, listening to the wind whip around the statues dotting the piazza. She squeezed his hand. “I hate that you had to go through that alone.”

      Marcus had kept Oliver’s letter for a week, rereading it several times a day, until it became too painful and he set his cigarette lighter to it in the bathtub. “I’ve had better weeks.”

      “So he’s reverted to form.”

      “How do you mean?”

      “Isn’t his father some sort of preacher? And his granddad, too?”

      Marcus stared vacantly at the pagan gods and marveled at how he could have forgotten that Oliver came from a long line of Bible thumpers. Since the Quo Vadis company departed Rome, he’d come to regard the statues as his companions and confidants, but now he saw them for what they were: plaster and wood parading as marble and gold.

      “I’ve been moping around here like such a sad sack, but you’re right,” he told Kathryn. “It’s in his blood.”

      “So there’s nothing to keep you here?” Kathryn asked.

      “There’s plenty to keep me here.”

      “Like?”

      Marcus counted off his reasons, one finger at a time. “Spaghetti alla carbonara, fettuccine alfredo, saltimbocca alla Romana, bruschetta, limoncello, and I’m telling you, Signora Scatena’s zucchini flowers!”

      “I’m serious.” She whacked him on the arm. “I had a meeting with Mayer. He told me to bring you back.”

      “But what did he say, exactly?”

      “That you were one of his few writers capable of seeing a script through from start to finish. Most screenwriters are specialists, good with structure, or dialogue, or endings, but you can do it all. He said, ‘A chap like that is precious to the industry. We can’t afford to lose him. Especially now.’”

      Praise from Caesar is praise indeed. “What did he mean, ‘especially now’?”

      Kathryn got to her feet, pulling Marcus up with her. Hooking her arm through his, she told him to take her on a tour of the Roman Forum. She felt woozy, and someone had told her if she could stay awake until sundown, she’d recover faster.

      He led her down the palace steps and around temples and through piazzas as she related Nick Schenck’s conspiracy to bring Mayer down, and how Senator McCarthy was hatching a Lavender Scare to lasso all the homos who hadn’t already been branded Commies.

      Kathryn was finishing up her speech when they strolled into a gargantuan colosseum. Or at least half of one—the half needed for shooting. Even a partial colosseum with thirty rows of seats for thousands of extras was an impressive sight.

      “Do you know what we filmed here?” Marcus asked.

      “Chariot race?”

      “It’s Quo Vadis, not Ben-Hur. This is where Nero throws the Christians to the lions.”

      “Did they use real lions during filming?”

      “Lots, and boy were they hungry.”

      “Sounds horrible.”

      “Not as horrible as being thrown to McCarthy, Winchell, Hoover, and Breen.”

      “I know,” Kathryn conceded, “it’s just that⁠—”

      Marcus dug the edge of his wingtip into the floor of the stadium where a fist-sized stain of fake blood tinged the dirt. “It was bad enough being branded Red, but lavender too? No thanks.”

      “But you see⁠—”

      “So I come back to LA . . . and do what? I’m still blacklisted, so I hardly see the point of⁠—”

      “Will you let me speak?”

      Marcus made a gesture: The colosseum is yours.

      “Mayer can get you off the blacklist.”

      “How? Wave a wand?”

      “There’s a catch.”

      “It wouldn’t be Hollywood without one.”

      As Kathryn explained what the graylist was, it began to dawn on Marcus that maybe the landscape back home really had changed.

      “So how do I get off this so-called graylist?” he asked.

      “We have to figure that out ourselves. But you can’t do it from all the way over here.” She stuck out that determined little chin he’d missed so much. “Gwennie’s last words to me were ‘If you come home alone, I’ll kill you both.’ And you know how she is with scissors.”

      He glided a hand around her shoulders. “I need to think about this.”

      “I know.” She paused. “Meanwhile, how’s about you show me Rome?”

      “Sure. But first we need to stop at la pensione della Scatena.”

      “What for?”

      “Did I not mention the zucchini flowers?”
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      It was coming up on closing time on Friday night—nine o’clock—when the telephone rang at Chez Gwendolyn. It wasn’t unusual for someone to call so late. Gwendolyn figured it must be Kathryn or Marcus with last-minute dinner plans. Al Levy’s Tavern, Bit of Sweden, the Cock’n Bull, Little Hungary, Bublichki’s—they’d been to nearly all their old haunts since Kathryn fetched Marcus back from Italy.

      The only places they avoided were the Italian joints. “Once you’ve had Mama Scatena’s,” Marcus declared, “it’s hard to go back.”

      Gwendolyn picked up the phone and heard a high-pitched, breathy giggle that could only belong to one person.

      “Marilyn?”

      The giggle became a squeal. “He did it! That son of a bitch actually put his money where his mouth is.”

      Gwendolyn clenched the receiver. “Zanuck?”

      “Full contract. Seven years. Annual pay increases. It’s everything I’ve ever hoped for. I can scarcely believe it!”

      “Tell me you’ve signed the contract and it’s a done deal.”

      From what Gwendolyn had seen over the years, contracts were works in progress that changed according to box office receipts, gossip-column innuendo, and the physical charms of the focus-pulling chorine third from the end.

      “At four o’clock this afternoon. Photographers from the Times, the Examiner, and Life were there. The guy from Life even said he might be able to swing me a cover. Can you imagine? Me? On the cover of Life?”

      Gwendolyn thought of the snowy gown sprinkled with diamantes that she’d just finished. “I don’t find that so hard to imagine.” Even if—or when—Marilyn got that cover, she’d probably wear a Travilla original. But if not, what a coup that would be.

      “Listen, the reason why I’m calling,” Marilyn said, “is that a bunch of us are going out to celebrate and I want you to join us.”

      “Just tell me when and where.”

      “Ten o’clock at the Crescendo. But don’t be late—Louis Armstrong is playing at eleven, so it’ll be packed.”

      The Crescendo was a pocket-sized nightclub next to Mocambo, which would give her time to cherry-pick a sensational dress before dashing home to the Garden to freshen up.

      “I’ll meet you at the bar.”

      She was pulling out a knee-length chiffon cocktail number in deep apricot—not quite right for a late-night club, but the low neckline more than made up for it—when the phone rang again.

      “Sorry, Marcus,” she said into the receiver, “but you’re too late.”

      A worried voice she didn’t recognize made a grunting sound. “I was told you’re open till nine. It’s only ten to.”

      Gwendolyn laid the apricot number across her counter. “Sorry, I was expecting—never mind. How can I help you?”

      “This is Raymond Bourke.” The guy said his name as though Gwendolyn should recognize it.

      “Have we met, Mr. Bourke?”

      “Billy Travilla said I could call on you if need be. I do wardrobe for Dragnet, and I’m in trouble.”

      “Of course! How may I help?”

      “We’re about to start shooting a new episode and the murdered secretary got re-cast twenty minutes ago. Republic’s wardrobe is mostly moth-eaten cowgirls and Wild West hookers. Can I send this girl over?”

      “You mean right now?”

      “Call is at seven a.m. She’s a secretary so it don’t gotta be nothing fancy. I’m working with a real tight budget here, Miss Brick. I can afford twenty bucks and not a penny more. You got anything to fit the bill?”

      Gwendolyn pulled her apricot dress off the counter and told the guy yes, she had several things that should work.

      “Great, because she’s on her way. Her name’s Hannah. Mail me the receipt.”

      Six minutes later, a plump, middle-aged woman with a henna rinse and a grim frown burst through the door. She slapped her generously curved sides. “Never in all my days have I witnessed such a collection of amateurs as that Dragnet bunch. Have you been over there? Don’t bother, not if you prefer your sanity intact. Jumpin’ Jehosaphat on a pogo stick, it’s like the Keystone Kops.” She held up a meaty index finger. “They didn’t have anything bigger than a size twelve. Now, of course, I’m the first to admit that I’m no size six, but I ask you!”

      Gwendolyn rattled through a quick mental stock. “What size would you say you are?”

      “Sixteen on a good day. Otherwise, eighteen.”

      That usually meant twenty, which narrowed the options considerably. Gwendolyn’s usual clientele were ex-model types who subsisted largely on pep pills to get through arduous days of shopping and art galleries.

      Hannah opened her purse and pulled out a ragged twenty. “That Bourke schlemiel said as long as this covers the bill, tax included, I can pick whatever I want.”

      Gwendolyn glanced at the clock. “Is this your first job?”

      “I’ve been a radio actress for years, but of course appearance is less of an issue. This is my first television role, so I’m hoping it’ll open the door to new kinds of work.” Hannah picked out a dress that was at least two sizes too small for her. “How much is this?”

      “Twenty-four ninety-five.”

      “Pity.”

      In the end, she picked a brown suit with dark blue lapels that was a little snug across the back, but a fortified corset would fix that.

      Two minutes after ten, Gwendolyn saw the woman through the door.

      Fortunately the apricot number wasn’t tricky to get into—side zippers were dress designers’ gift to the single woman. Gwendolyn pulled a brush through her hair and touched up her makeup, then hurried to the nightclub.

      Like most of the joints that dotted LA’s social scene, the Crescendo featured a pretty hat check girl inside the front door and a maître d’ podium where a tuxedoed gent stood with a ready smile. The walls of the Crescendo’s squarish interior were swathed in deep purple drapes. A pall of cigarette smoke already shrouded the improvisational jazz trio in the corner.

      Marilyn’s eight-top table had one empty seat. “There you are!” She was radiant in shimmering blue.

      “I had a last-minute customer.”

      Marilyn rattled off a bunch of names as she introduced the table. Gwendolyn caught only the last two on the end. “That’s Ben Nye, my makeup maestro on Love Nest. What this man can’t do with foundation and blush just isn’t worth knowing. And next to him is Jack Paar. He’s an actor, but don’t hold that against him.” She pointed at the empty seat next to Jack. “That’s yours, honey. And of course you know Billy.”

      An unattached hand waved away a dense cloud of cigar smoke, revealing Billy Travilla. “Nice to see you again.” His eyes ran down Gwendolyn’s dress; approval hoisted an eyebrow. “If that color looks as good on you in the daytime as it does under this dim lighting, you should wear it more often.”

      She thanked him and slid onto the seat.

      Marilyn heaved a magnum out of a chrome ice bucket and announced, “We have champagne!”

      “No, sweetie,” Ben told her, “I think you’ll find that one’s empty.”

      Marilyn flipped it and pouted when only a few drips trickled out. “We’ve finished two already?”

      “We’re a thirsty bunch.” Billy faced Gwendolyn. “It’s been quite a day, as you can imagine.”

      The maître d’ arrived with a fresh bottle, lined up eight flutes, and filled them in a well-practiced swoop twelve inches above the table.

      Gwendolyn grabbed her glass and took a deep swig.

      “Quite a day for you, too?” Billy asked.

      “I have you to thank. Or blame. I’m not sure which.”

      The jazz trio launched into a meandering interpretation of “Heebie Jeebies,” an early hit for Louis Armstrong from back in his Hot Five days that Gwendolyn knew because Tallulah Bankhead insisted on playing it at every Garden party she crashed.

      “I got an SOS from your Dragnet pal,” Gwendolyn told him.

      “Raymond still has that job?”

      “He called me ten minutes before closing, all worked up into a lather because he had to costume an actress for an episode tomorrow and they had nothing for her.”

      “You were able to help him out?”

      “And for less than twenty bucks.”

      He leaned back and rubbed a finger along his jawline thoughtfully.

      “What?” she asked.

      “You just impressed the right person.”

      “I hardly think he’s the right man for that job.”

      “God, no. He shouldn’t be there at all, but he’s the producer’s brother-in-law. Michael Meshekoff is quite the big cheese over at Republic because of that show. My guess is you just made your mark on a nice chunk of Gouda.”

      A smooth voice came over the speakers. “Ladies and gentlemen, the Crescendo is proud to welcome the incomparable Mr. Louis Armstrong.”

      The house lights dimmed and footlights rimming the stage glowed as the most skilled trumpeter in America stepped forward. Marilyn released a howl and her costar, Jack, let out a two-fingered whistle.

      From the corner of her eye, Gwendolyn could see Billy Travilla sizing her up. It wasn’t sexual—she knew when a come-on was looming—but she wasn’t sure what he had on his mind. All she knew was that Armstrong was nearly halfway through “C’est Si Bon” before Travilla took his eyes off her.
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      Marcus read the sign at Villa Nova. “Here?”

      “We’re sick of everything else,” Kathryn told him.

      “And I miss the osso buco,” Gwendolyn added.

      “And the crepe suzettes,” Doris put in.

      “Crepe suzettes are French,” Marcus said. “Signora Scatena wouldn’t serve⁠—”

      Kathryn prodded him in his shoulder, right at the soft part where she knew it would hurt. “But most of all, we’re sick of hearing about Signora Scatena. You don’t give up wine just because you can no longer drink Chateau Lafitte.”

      Marcus was aware that he’d become a bit of a snob about Italian food, and that he viewed his time in Europe through golden lenses that made California feel like a pallid imitation. Everything back there was infused with centuries of tradition: food, wine, architecture, churches. LA felt as flimsy as the MGM back lot now.

      It had only recently dawned on him that he was bound to return to the States eventually, and the longer he stayed over there, the harder it would have been to readjust. Although he’d been back for nearly four weeks now, he was still easing himself into a pace he’d once taken for granted. In the time he was away, even his barber had gone out of business. Was nothing forever in this town?

      Marcus relented and held the door open for his friends. It was Friday night, but well after nine thirty, so Gwendolyn could close the store; the evening rush had passed and the room was busy but not packed. They were seated near the rear and opened their oversized menus. As the others debated the merits of the piccione and the baccala, or maybe the bistecca rusticana, Marcus began to see that, sweet though it was, his time wandering Cinecittà’s Roman Forum photographing farmers’ sons in scratchy togas wasn’t real life. Nobody picks up and moves to Europe any more than they pick up and move into a storybook. It was time to get his life back on track.

      He’d have to determine what this graylist was so he could figure out how to get off it. He kept asking around, but so far had nothing.

      Kathryn closed her menu. “I need fortification after that preview this afternoon. Just the title alone should have given me a clue: The Thing from Another World. Ugh!”

      This was another development during Marcus’ absence: the semi-underground genre of science fiction had wormed its way onto the screen. “I wouldn’t have thought that was your kind of movie,” he said.

      “It’s not, but word around town is that Howard Hawks directed it.”

      Marcus couldn’t imagine that someone who guided His Girl Friday, To Have and Have Not, and Bringing Up Baby to the screen would bother with a story about a plant-based alien found frozen in the Arctic.

      A waiter swept past with four plates of chicken cacciatore loaded with garlic, and Marcus remembered the little place down at the end of Via Giuseppe Salvioli whose chicken cacciatora surpassed even the culinary wizardry of Signora Scatena. It was where he went pretty much every night after he found Oliver’s letter. Two days before he left Rome, he dropped a note at the seminary telling Oliver of his plans, but heard nothing back. He wished now he’d left his address with the signora, just in case.

      “I’m glad you chose this place,” he announced. “That chicken cacciatora smelled good; I think I’ll order it.”

      Kathryn followed the progress of a couple heading toward the back corner. “Don’t look now, but L.B. and Lorena Mayer just appeared.”

      “Is that so strange?”

      “Since those rumors started, I never see him anywhere.” She drummed her fingernails on the tabletop. “I wonder what this means.”

      “That he’s hungry?” Doris suggested.

      “He’s more of a Romanoff’s kind of guy. And look at the way they’ve buried themselves behind their menus, acting like a couple of Garbos.”

      The waiter arrived. Marcus watched the Mayers as they placed their orders. As soon as the waiter departed, he told the girls to whistle when his chicken cacciatora arrived.

      He was only halfway around the thicket of tables when Mayer caught sight of him. He looked like a mallard on opening day. His second wife, a pleasant woman in her mid-forties, lay a placating hand on her husband’s forearm.

      “Hello, L.B.,” Marcus said as he approached their table. “I just wanted to give you my appreciation for what you did.”

      Mayer nodded silently, keeping his eyes on the glass ashtray in front of him.

      “You’re Marcus Adler, aren’t you?” Lorena asked. “Why don’t you join us?”

      Mayer’s flash of anger at his wife was hard to miss.

      “No, no,” Marcus said. “I only wanted to make a quick stop to say thank you.”

      “Nonsense,” Lorena said. “Please join us. If only for a moment.”

      Marcus sat down slowly.

      “You’re just back from Italy, aren’t you?”

      Marcus had never seen Lorena up close before, and he was surprised to find her a younger, prettier, more appealing version of Louella Parsons. She was also nobody’s fool if she knew who Marcus was and where he’d been.

      “I am,” Marcus said.

      She sipped her rosé. “I’ve heard Rome is still recovering from the war.”

      “There’s lots of building and restoration going on, which gives it a real vitality. You can almost taste the liveliness in the air. And they’re mad about movies. Cinecittà must be seen to be believed. My whole time there was quite an experience, and I have your husband to thank for it.”

      The three of them sat in awkward silence until Marcus couldn’t stand it any longer.

      “So this graylist. Nobody’s got any advice for me. About how to get off it, I mean.”

      “It’s only the top brass who know about it,” Mayer replied.

      “I’ve got a few ideas for movies and thought perhaps I could pitch them around town.”

      Mayer shook his head as though he couldn’t bear to hear another word. “You’ll have to find some other way.” He drained his whiskey and motioned the waiter for a refill. “I got you onto the graylist, but you’re still blacklisted as a writer. You need to acquire a new skill.”

      “Is a job at MGM out of the question? Perhaps I could learn a new trade, such as lighting, or⁠—”

      Lorena stiffened.

      Mayer picked up a book of Villa Nova matches and started turning it over and over. “You want my advice, Adler? Here it is: Trust nobody. They’re all bastards and will pick you over like vultures first chance they get. HUAC and their supporters have crushed the Commies, so they need a new boogieman. They know it, and this McCarthy bastard knows it, too. Do not underestimate him.”

      “I hear he’s intent on creating a Lavender Scare. Seeing as how HUAC has practically decimated the creative side of the industry, perhaps you and your counterparts⁠—”

      “I don’t have any counterparts,” Mayer snapped. “Or at least won’t, soon enough.”

      “I’m not sure I follow.”

      Mayer set his mouth to a surly frown. “I’m being forced to resign.”

      “But MGM without you is unimaginable. Surely they⁠—”

      “They’ve got him right where they want him,” Lorena said. “Louis is right, Mr. Adler. Trust nobody.”

      “They’re trying to control how the news gets out. Well, screw that, and screw them.” Mayer lit a Havana and pointed it toward Kathryn. “Tell her I’ll be in touch. Real soon. Meanwhile, good luck to you, Adler. From here on in, you’re on your own.”
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      Kathryn burst through the front doors of the Zephyr Room, pulling off her gloves like she was plucking a chicken, each finger marking a fresh irritation.

      That little shit!

      No, he’s a big shit!

      What a nerve!

      After sixteen years!

      And HE questions MY loyalty?

      With its all-white décor and intricately sculpted ornamentation around the curved bar, the Zephyr Room was a picture of understated elegance. But Kathryn could have been at some grimy dive down the seedy end of Sunset for all she cared.

      She found Leo at a corner table.

      “I ordered you a manhattan,” he said, “although maybe I ought to have made it a double.”

      “Wait till you hear this!” She sank into her chair as the bartender delivered a pair of manhattans. “Give us five minutes,” she told the guy, “then bring over another round.”

      Leo clinked his glass against Kathryn’s. “What’s happened?”

      A pianist started tinkling a Rosemary Clooney tune in the opposite corner. It was the first quiet moment she’d had all afternoon. “I’m sure you had a busy day, too. Dealing with bosses and their unmitigating egos, and how they question your loyalty after sixteen years.”

      “As a matter of fact, I had a pretty good day.”

      Leo was a decent guy, good-looking, great taste, successful, and hot stuff in the sack. He didn’t deserve to sit through a long-winded rant, but if she didn’t get this off her chest, it would smolder.

      “Get this: Wilkerson’s wife is pregnant. At sixty-one, he’s going to have a kid. You know what he told me? The day the kid pops out, he’s going to give up gambling. Said he had an epiphany.” She raised her empty cocktail glass and jiggled it to catch the bartender’s attention. “I’ll believe that when I see it.”

      “Seeing is believing.”

      “So he calls me in. Tells me about the baby. Goo-goo, ga-ga, baby-baby-baby, blah-blah, fine. Then he says, ‘I’ve got a bone to pick with you.’ ‘About what?’ I ask him. Suddenly, he’s all beady little raccoon eyes. ‘About the big announcement on your show last Friday,’ he says.”

      The morning after that evening at the Villa Nova, Kathryn got a five-star telegram at the Garden of Allah requesting her presence at the Mayers’ home in the canyons behind the Hotel Bel-Air. She drove through the deserted Sunday streets and pulled into the driveway on St. Cloud Road with clammy palms.

      Lorena served coffee and sweet rolls in their sunny living room, where a radio played wispy minuets and nimble waltzes. Kathryn was tempted to blow the whistle on the blatant stagecraft, but she could see how tough it was for this man who’d plowed every waking moment into keeping his dominion at the forefront of American culture. If he wanted to pretend that he was perfectly at ease with being dethroned, she could play along—especially if it meant she would walk out with the biggest scoop of her career.

      Which she did.

      By some sort of miracle, the news remained locked up until days later when she stood in front of the NBC mike and tried to steady the papers shaking in her hand. Her announcement sent shockwaves through the industry, prompting a landslide of phone calls, notes, and telegrams. She was still riding high when Wilkerson’s secretary announced that she’d been summoned.

      All job-well-done expectations flew from her mind when Wilkerson planted his palms on the mahogany desk, his face pale with fury. “EXPLAIN YOURSELF!”

      “I thought you’d be pleased.” She sat down in one of the chairs facing his desk, hoping he’d do the same. He didn’t. “I’ve been hearing from people all over the country. We scooped Louella, Hedda, Winchell, and Variety.”

      Wilkerson thumped the desk. “You didn’t even tell me! That story belonged on a two-inch banner headline in the Hollywood Reporter.”

      “But you got your headline.”

      “A day later!”

      “It wasn’t even twelve hours between my show and us going to print.”

      “The point is you didn’t confide in me. Remember that time you learned Vivien Leigh got Scarlett? Who was the first person you came running to?”

      That was hardly the same situation. At the time, Kathryn was miserable working at Life magazine and used the news as leverage to return to the Reporter. But Wilkerson was in no mood for logic.

      “Mayer gave me
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