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Prologue

AFTONIAN APARTMENTS, 6230 AFTON PLACE, 
HOLLYWOOD, CALIFORNIA January 23, 1937





“First thing we need to do is shut that dog up so I can think,” Sanderson said. “We’ve got to get him out of there. Filkas, grab that houseboy, will ya?”

Officers LeRoy Sanderson and Joe Filkas had arrived at the Aftonian that morning after dispatch took a phone call from a Mister Jenks, who said he was the building’s landlord.

“One of my tenants is dead,” Jenks said when he met them in the hallway outside apartment 10. “We hadn’t seen her for a while, and her dog, Max, has been barking non-stop for three days. She… well, she drinks a bit. I finally got worried enough that I sent our houseboy to check on her. I don’t know how long she’s been lying there.”

Filkas nodded. He and Sanderson were close to the same age, but Sanderson’s slight bit of seniority put him in charge. He noted the hand-written sign tacked up by the apartment’s door:



Please do not knock on this door more than once. It makes my dog bark. If I am in, I will hear you, as I am not deaf.



Bill Bogle, the colored houseboy, hovered in the hallway, clearly still shaken by his discovery.

“Hey, do you know anything about this dog?” Filkas asked him. “Every time we try to get near her, he snaps at us.”

“Yessuh. Let me try to get him for you. He knows me a lil’ bit.”

Sanderson cracked the door, and the little dachshund instinctively backed up against his owner’s body, barking even more frantically than he had been.

Bogle slipped in and approached slowly, letting Max sniff his hand.

“Sure, tha’s right. You know me, dontcha boy? You’re jes’ a mite scared, ain’t ya? Don’t worry, ole Bill’s not here to hurt you. Ain’t nothin’ to worry about, Mist’ Max.” He petted the velvety ears, and the dog whimpered. “Come on, fella. Let’s let these policemens do their work. I’ll take care of ya. My ma always talkin’ ‘bout gettin’ a dog.”

Max let Bogle pick him up, but he continued to whine for his mistress. “Mist’ Jenks? Ima take this here dog home with me, but can Miz Jenks watch him while I make my rounds? I’ll come back by ‘fore I leave.”

“Sure. Henrietta will like the company.” He opened the door to his own apartment, and Bogle handed the dog to Mrs. Jenks. “Honey, Bill’s going to take Maxie. Keep an eye on him until he heads home, will you?”

“Okay. Come on, Max,” she said. “I’ve got a big ham bone you can gnaw on.”

Mr. Jenks and the houseboy stood outside as Filkas and Sanderson explored.

“What’s the tenant’s name?” Sanderson called through the open door.

“Marie Prevost,” Jenks said, moving into the vestibule of the apartment.

“Marie Prevost?!” Sanderson said, doing a double-take. “Not that Marie Prevost. The actress?!”

“Yes sir, she’s an actress,” Jenks answered.

“Jesus,” Filkas said, looking around the room. A single iron bed dominated the space. The only real decoration were some blue ribbons from what appeared to be dog shows. A few framed photographs of the woman in 1910s and 1920s-era clothing hung on the walls. “I had such a crush on her years ago.”

“Me too,” Sanderson said. “Any sign of the bus yet?”

Filkas peered out the window. “They’re pulling up now.”

The ambulance braked to a stop out front, and two attendants pulled a stretcher out of the back, then hurried up the front walk, followed closely by the staff medical doctor.

When Doc Harris arrived upstairs, they made notes of the scene, while he analyzed the dead woman on the bed.

“I’d say she’s been dead about three days, judging by the body temperature.”

“And look at the scratch marks,” Sanderson said. “Her dog’s been trying to wake her that whole time. Poor little fella.”

“Any idea what it was, Doc?” said Filkas.

“Offhand, I’d say heart attack, but no telling until I get her back to the morgue.”

Filkas took note of the four bottles of Old Crow in the kitchen sink. He shook his head, remembering the beauty with the pretty pout who’d entranced him in Heroes of the Street. It was right before Christmas of 1922 at the Liberty Theater in Lewiston, Idaho. He’d sat in the dark mooning over her and imagining the charmed life she must lead. “Evidently, she’s been celebrating the end of Prohibition a little longer than the rest of us,” he noted, picking up one of the bottles.

“She’s had a run of bad luck the last few years,” Mr. Jenks said. “But I guess none of us knew quite how bad.”

“Looks like Joan Crawford gave her some money recently,” Sanderson said, holding up a receipt of some kind with the actress’s name on it.

“Hard to believe, ain’t it?” said Filkas. “She used to be a goddamned millionaire, didn’t she? I mean… look at this place.”
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Chapter One

GRAND AVENUE, BUNKER HILL NEIGHBORHOOD, 
LOS ANGELES, CALIFORNIA April 1, 1912





NO DOGS, JEWS, OR ACTORS said the sign in the window. It was hand-printed in big block letters.

“Whae de ye think of this one, medears?” Mum said in her Canadian-flavored Scottish burr as we approached the big pink Victorian two-story with gingerbread trim. She knocked on the door, and the older gray-haired woman who answered peered at us through round, wire-frame spectacles.

“Hello,” Mum said. “I’m Hughina Prevost, and these are my daughters, Mary and Peg. We’ve come about yeer room to rent.”

“Oh yes. Please come in,” the woman said, her face brightening with a welcoming smile. “I’m Ellen Taggart. Welcome to my home.” She ushered us into the parlor, which was papered with fading floral wallpaper. A divan of midnight blue velvet dominated the room, surrounded by occasional tables and several elaborately carved armchairs. Crocheted lace antimacassars covered all the upholstery arms and backs.

“Where are you ladies from?” Mrs. Taggart asked.

“Ontario, Canada,” Mum said. “But we’ve lived out west for several years.”

“And your husband? Will he be following later?”

Mum saw Peg ready to open her mouth and beat her to the punch.

“I’m a widow,” Mum said. Peg’s mouth drooped closed and she and I both watched Mum for direction.

“I’m so sorry,” Mrs. Taggart said.

“He was…killed in a mining accident,” Mum said.

Mrs. Taggart clucked sympathetically. What she didn’t know was that my sweet, unassuming mother was determined to erase the existence of my stepfather, Frank, from our lives. Fully and permanently.

To hear Mum tell it, my real father, Teddy Dunn, had been a complete prince—funny, handsome, and a good provider. We lost him when I was only a baby. He’d been a conductor for the Grand Trunk Railroad, and on his shift one cold November night, gas leaked into the St. Clair Tunnel on his #34 eastbound route between Port Huron, Michigan, and Sarnia, Ontario, where we lived. He and the other men never stood a chance.

After Papa’s death, we lived with my grandparents, Angus and Mary McDonald. Other than my mother, my favorite person in the world was my grandmother. I was named after her. No one ever called her Mary. Her entire life, she was Wee Mae. Wee Mae had come from Scotland to Canada with my grandfather after they were married. She was all of four foot ten inches tall, smoked cigars, and had her dram at breakfast.

I was only about two and a half when Frank Prevost came sniffing around. He’d been a friend of my father’s, and he’d gone out west to prospect. It would have taken a far stronger woman than my mother to resist Frank’s dashing good looks, his diamond pinkie ring, his ivory-topped walking stick, and his tales of riches. He proposed and moved us out west to his home in Ouray, Colorado. It was there that my half-sister Marjorie arrived. They called her Peg.

Frank proceeded to move us nearly once a year for the next twelve years, always in search of the next big strike, whether lead, copper, gold, or silver. Mum did this without complaint until August of 1906. Frank had made a respectable sum from a strike, and was headed to Denver to invest it. He had filled our heads with dreams of moving someplace civilized, buying a little house, and having a nice life together. Then, somewhere between the hotel and the bathhouse, the $42,000 disappeared, and so did our fantasy. Frank came home with his tail between his legs, and Mum filed for divorce not long after.

She told us stories of southern California—the ocean, the oranges, and the bright sunshine, and now, here we were in Los Angeles. But Mum’s biggest fear was anyone discovering the divorce and the shame of it. Although I’d loathed Frank and wanted to keep my birth name of Dunn, she insisted I had to be a Prevost to hide it all.

“I’m a widow now. No one need be the wiser, pet,” she’d said.

“The room is my largest one upstairs,” Mrs. Taggart said, bringing me back to the present. “It’s quite spacious, even for the three of you. It has a larger double bed and a Murphy bed too. Plus there’s a bathroom down the hall with a tub. It’s right over the porch, and you get lovely light in the mornings. We all share the dining room, and Eva—she’s my maid—makes a scrumptious breakfast for me every day. I’d love the company. I also have another tenant in my first floor room, Mr. Howe. He’s a salesman, so he’s often out of town. Do you work?”

“I’m looking for employment right now,” Mum said. Realizing her blunder, she corrected herself. “But Ah’ve income from me husband’s estate.” She smiled in that charming way my mother did, and soon, we were moving our things into the large bedroom upstairs. Peg and I shared the large bed, and Mum took the Murphy.

I’d realized years before that Peg would always be my half-sister and never my real sister. In looks and temperament, there seemed to be no Mum in her at all. She was Frank’s daughter, completely—the shiftlessness and the constant excuses when she couldn’t or wouldn’t do something. Not wanting to admit that Peg didn’t take after her at all, Mum made excuses for her. I had grown to resent my sister for many reasons, but mostly for her ability to wrap anyone around her little finger. Peg was allergic to any kind of work, and was perfectly happy to let others do her chores for her. Usually, that ended up being me.

Mum got a job as a cleaning lady to make ends meet, and when September arrived, Peg and I started school. I attended classes at Manual Arts High School. My inconvenient November birthday already put me a year behind my peers, but because of my spotty education, I lagged behind the rest of the class by two whole grades. Peg and I had both gone to school—if you could call the one-room affairs we attended throughout the west and southwest “school”—but I was only too aware that my education had huge gaps, and so was Mum. She was determined that her girls were going to be more educated than she had been, and we were going to make better choices.

The first day, I took a seat halfway to the back of the room in algebra. A pretty blonde in a sailor blouse and long navy skirt plopped down in the seat behind me.

“Do me a favor,” she said. “Lean to your left a little.”

“Why?” I asked, glancing over my shoulder.

“Because this is my morning nap time. The teacher can’t call on you if she can’t see you.”

I turned in my seat. “Don’t you like math?” I said.

“Do you?” She looked at me as if I had two heads.

“Well, no but we should try to learn something while we’re here. Shouldn’t we?”

“Math is boring. My favorite class is lunch. And art. I don’t hate art. What’s your name, Smarty Pants?” she asked.

“Mary Prevost.”

“Mary what?”

“Pree-vost. It’s Swiss.”

She shrugged. “Okay, if you say so. I’m Phyllis. Phyllis O’Haver. Where you from?” She pinched her cheeks and fluffed up her hair as some of the boys filed in.

“How do you know I’m not from here?” I said.

“Your accent. Besides, nobody’s from California. Everybody just moves here. My family moved here from Kansas when I was little.”

“Oh. I’ve lived all over the last few years. Colorado, South Dakota, Utah, Arizona, Nevada. But I was born in Ontario, Canada.”

“I’ve never met a real live Canadian before.”

“Well, you have now,” I said.

Phyllis was flighty, but she was fun. We endured algebra together and shared a table at lunch. Mine was rarely anything more than a hard-boiled egg or a mustard sandwich. For a splurge, we’d sneak off to the Del Mar Café around the corner on Vermont and split a black cow. Phyllis’ stepfather was a demonstrator for John Deere, and he made decent money, so she got an allowance. She treated because she felt bad for me.

We talked about the boys we liked and the teachers we hated and our dreams for the future. I wasn’t sure I had any, other than never marrying a miner. “I want to settle down and have a pretty little house with a garden and a dog. Maybe a couple of dogs,” I said.

“You don’t care about a husband, but you want a dog?”

“I could never have a dog because we’ve moved so much,” I said, sipping the chocolate ice cream soda she’d bought me. After seeing what Mum had gone through with Frank, I was in no hurry to marry. “I want to stay in the same place for a while and be happy. If I find the right fella, that’d be wonderful, but I know dogs are faithful. What about you?”

“I’m going to be a famous actress, like Maude Fealy,” Phyllis said. “She’s so beautiful and graceful. I check plays out of the library and pantomime in front of the mirror at night so I can get the movements right.”

“Really?”

“That was my favorite thing back in Kansas. There’s nothing else to do there but watch the corn grow. Mama and Daddy would take us to tent shows, and I’d go home and try to imitate the ingénues.”

“It would be very glamorous, wouldn’t it?” I said.

“Thrillllling,” she said, enunciating like she was playing Lady Macbeth.

“But no tent shows for me,” I pronounced. “I’m done moving. Done.”

For two years, Phyl and I did everything together…seeing the latest flickers at the Woodley or the Superba downtown and spending hours at the beach in Santa Monica.

The day of graduation, we hugged and promised we’d keep in touch. But Phyl met a boy over the summer, and ended up spending all her time with him. We grew apart, even though I tried to keep our friendship going. When three letters of mine went unanswered, I figured maybe she had married him or moved away.

One of my teachers, Mrs. Horne, had taken me under her wing and told me she thought I’d make a good secretary. She showed me how to use a typewriting machine, and let me practice on the one she had at home. Then she negotiated an interview for me at a law firm, Goodman, MacKenzie, and Blatter on Spring Street, tucked among the big banks. Lucky me, I got the job, with a salary even higher than Mum’s.


Chapter Two

LAW FIRM OF GOODMAN, MACKENZIE, AND BLATTER, 
LOS ANGELES, CALIFORNIA January 1916





“Miss Prevost, I have an errand for you,” Mr. MacKenzie said, pausing beside my desk. “I need you to go to the Keystone lot in Edendale. The address is 1712 Alessandro. You can hop the streetcar to get there. Ask for Mr. Sennett. I’ve marked the pages he needs to sign.”

Mack Sennett was a well-known figure around Los Angeles. His Keystone Kops flickers were good fun and entertained the masses, but their film shoots made a chaotic mess of city streets. No respectable rooming house or café would allow him or his employees inside.

I pushed my chair back from my desk, and Mr. MacKenzie handed me the sheaf of papers. I took them and waited at the streetcar stop until the next one came by. From downtown, the tracks veered north to the studio, past orange groves and looming hills.

The Sennett lot lay on either side of Alessandro at the intersection with Effie Street. It was composed of a series of lightweight sheds and open-air stages in various stages of completion, with lengths of muslin draped over the tops to deflect the sunlight. One roof read “Mack Sennett Studios,” and another, “Comedies Mack Sennett Comedies.” Peeping out at strange angles were a tower and a large number of buildings with false fronts. Catercorner from the main lot, a giant carousel painted with scenery spun behind a group of actors doing a chase scene. I watched them for a few minutes after the streetcar dropped me off, laughing as they performed athletic-looking falls. Caleche dust blew up from the ground as they ran, along with the herbal scent of eucalyptus from the trees across the block. I turned toward the main building and gate, where a striped awning flapped in the breeze and a sign proclaimed:

Keystone Film Company



“Excuse me, could you tell me where I might find Mr. Sennett?” I asked the attendant at the front gate. “I’m from the law firm of Goodman, MacKenzie, and Blatter. I have something that needs his signature.”

“He’s around,” the man said with a shrug. “Probably in the tub. Go on in. Somebody’ll find him for you.”

The tub? At a flicker studio?

I had just passed buildings marked Wardrobe on my right, and Projecting Room on my left when a man dashed up to me. He wore a goatee and a fake mustache, little round glasses, and a crumpled stovepipe hat. His eyes were like agate—dark and intense.

“You!” he said, grabbing my hand.

“Who, me?”

“Yeah, you,” he said, pointing. “When I give you the signal, run to that table over there and sit down in the chair next to it.”

I shook my hand loose. “But I’m not…”

“No time to argue! Hurry! You’ll ruin the shot!”

Reluctantly, I trotted over to the chair and sat down. As soon as I did, it collapsed, tossing me on my caboose. My legs went flying, along with my skirts. Mortified, I gathered them around me and brushed myself off.

“Damned actors and their trick chairs,” I muttered under my breath.

“Perfect! Cut!” A voice called.

I coughed from all the dust I’d kicked up, then seeing the animated gazes of cast and crew members eyeing me in amusement, I summoned all the dignity and gumption I had left.

“I’m here from the law firm of Goodman, MacKenzie and Blatter, and I have some important papers for Mr. Sennett to sign. I’d appreciate being able to do that without starring in any more scenes!” I yelled. “Where is he?”

A funny-looking man with a perfectly square face, prominent nose and cauliflower ears pointed up to the tower with a sheepish grin.

“Thank you,” I said, dusting myself off. The administration building was two floors, and the tower stretched up from one side, like the neck of an awkward giraffe. I climbed the stairs, then opened the door to an office. In one corner was a desk covered with papers and folders. In the opposite corner was a huge marble bathtub with silver fixtures that was in the process of draining.

In the tub! He wasn’t kidding.

On the far side of the room, a long table was set up for a massage. The man on the table was still relatively young—mid-30s, I guessed—but his hair was already white, with only a few streaks of dark still remaining. His eyes were the hard blue-gray of a winter sky in Ouray. Beneath the small towel around his middle, he was nude. Standing over him, a taller, dark-complected Mussulman worked out the knots in his muscles with an earthy-smelling oil.

“Whaddya want?” the white-haired man asked.

“Are you Mr. Sennett?” I asked, averting my eyes.

“Well, I ain’t the gosh-darned Kaiser,” he said.

“I’m sorry, sir. I’m here from the law firm of Goodman, MacKenzie, and Blatter. I’ve brought some paperwork the partners need you to sign, from KB Pictures. Mr. MacKenzie would have come himself, but he has several huge cases on his plate right now.”

“I’m a little busy, Miss…”

“Miss Prevost. I realize that, Mr. Sennett. If you sign, I can leave as quickly as possible, and you can get back to enjoying your massage.”

“All right. Give it here.”

He gestured impatiently at me. I handed him a fountain pen from my bag and lay the pages in front of him. He made an illegible scrawl on the line at the bottom of each where I indicated. I hoped Mr. MacKenzie wouldn’t be too annoyed by the greasy massage oil spots now dotting the page.

“Say,” he said, looking up and meeting my eyes for the first time. He craned his neck over the edge of the table for a better glimpse of me. “Lemme see your knees.”

“My what?” I asked, thinking I’d heard him wrong.

“Pull your skirt up a little so I can see your knees.”

“I beg your pardon!” I said. The absolute cheek of this man! “Good day, Mr. Sennett.”

I stalked away with the signed papers hugged to my chest, shoved them into my bag, and descended the stairs. Although I’d once thought flickers might have been fun, my experiences at the lot had now convinced me otherwise. I’d never been so happy to get back to my typewriter.

The next morning, Mr. MacKenzie called me into his office. I clutched my steno pad, shut his office door behind me and took a seat.

“Miss Prevost, I’m not sure what happened at the Sennett lot yesterday, but whatever it was, you need to get back down to Edendale right away.”

Maybe I got him to sign the wrong line?

“I had Mr. Sennett sign the paperwork, Mr. MacKenzie. That’s all,” I protested, leaving out the part about my big scene and the viewing of my legs.

Is that Sennett fellow trying to get me fired because he couldn’t see my knees?

“He’s insisted that I send the girl with the contract back to the lot. And he’s a very good client of ours. So please give him what he wants.”

Good heavens. I’ve blown it but good. I’m going to lose this job.

Filled with dread, I stepped off the streetcar and approached the man at the front gate again. This time, he directed me into the administrative offices. The dark-haired man from the previous day hovered outside. When he saw me, he ushered me in with an exaggerated bow. Then he closed the door behind us and stood there with a silly grin on his face.

“Hiya, doll. Good to see you again,” said Mr. Sennett from behind the desk. He worked a hunk of tobacco jammed in his cheek, and aimed a wad at the spittoon in the corner.

“Is it?” I asked nervously. I shifted my weight, trying to find a comfortable position.

“Of course it is! You’re the girl from the law firm. The one that Ford there finagled into our scene, right?” The dark-haired man gave me a little wave.

“I…yes, sir,” I said.

“Sorry if I was a little rough on you yesterday.” Mr. Sennett continued. “I liked your look so much I needed to get you back here. Please, sit down.”

This was unexpected. I sat and listened.

“You know what I do here?” Mr. Sennett said.

“Yes, sir. You make flickers.”

“Correction. I make a lot of flickers. And I need a gal like you for some bit parts—when we need a pretty girl to stroll by, minor walk-on roles like maids—that sort of thing. I have an idea for a group I plan to promote here at the lot. Real smick-smack girls in bathing suits. And I want lots of beach photos of them to promote the studio. I’d like you to join us.”

“Thank you for thinking of me, Mr. Sennett, but I’m not interested,” I said. “I have a job I like, and I’ve been there over a year. Soon, I’ll be making ten dollars a week.”

“Ten? Honey, I’m offering you fifteen right off the bat.”

“Fifteen dollars a week? For standing around in a bathing suit?”

“There’s a little more to it than that,” he said, looking offended. “A few stunts here and there, publicity photos, public appearances, maybe a beauty contest or two. Whaddya say? Wanna come work for me?”

“I’m not sure…” I said. I didn’t know how I would explain this to Mum. Or more importantly, to our movie-hating landlady, Mrs. Taggart.

“What’s your name again?” he asked.

“Mary Prevost,” I said.

“Is that a Frog name?”

“It’s Swiss,” I clarified.

“Close enough. We can tell the fans you’re French and call you Marie. Sounds more exotic,” Mr. Sennett said.

“But I love my name…” I began, thinking of the bond I’d always shared with Wee Mae because of it.

“It’s boring. It’s conventional. You’re going to be unconventional!” Mr. Sennett said, ignoring me.

The dark-haired man nodded with enthusiasm for the name change. “Where you from?” he asked.

“I’ve lived all over out west, but I was born in Sarnia, Ontario,” I said.

“You’re Canadian?” Mr. Sennett said, blinking at me in surprise. His face lit up. “Well whaddya know! I’m from Danville, Quebec!”

“Small world,” I said with laugh. At least we had something in common. And the extra cash could sure come in handy.

“Do we have a deal?” he asked. He held out his hand.

After a little more consideration, I shook it and smiled. “All right.”

“Then go quit your job and show up here Monday morning at 8:00 a.m. sharp.” He passed a one-dollar bill across the desk. “Here’s a little advance to get yourself a humdinger of a new suit. Something spare—none of those Old Mother Hubbard things. And buy a new hat or some slippers to go with it. Make it look good.”

I nodded and turned to leave.

“Oh, Miss Prevost!” he called.

“Yes?” I slowly turned back.

“I don’t suppose you know how to swim, do you?”

“Like a mackerel,” I said. All that time in Santa Monica with Phyl appeared to be paying off. I wondered how she was doing.

“Bully! Ford, can I spot ‘em or what? All right, see you Monday, doll.”

I couldn’t stop smiling, until I got back to the office and had to tell Mr. MacKenzie that I was leaving to take another job.

“I thought you might,” he said. “It’s hard to keep good typists around here anymore.”

“I’m sorry, Mr. MacKenzie. You’ve been good to me, and I’m so grateful. But my mother and my sister are depending on me. I know you only gave me that raise a month ago, but he’s promised me five dollars more right away.”

“I wish you’d reconsider. You’re a good worker, and you’ve done well by us. I hate to see you go into flickers because some smooth-talking director says he can pay you a little better. No, change that. I hate to see you go into flickers, period. But I can’t stop you.” He made out my last check and handed it to me.

“Thank you, Mr. MacKenzie, for everything.”

“I hope you’re not making a mistake,” he said.

“Me too, sir.”

That afternoon I found a little two-piece number with a long chemise and short bloomers underneath. It was navy blue with horizontal red stripes across the bust and hem. And I also found a red scarf to wrap turban style around my head with a big bow effect and some hair fluffed out at the sides. My last investment was a pair of smart navy boxing boots. I couldn’t believe Mr. Sennett had given me an entire dollar. Neither Peg nor I had been able to buy anything new for years. Everything was hand sewn, and Peg wore my hand-me-downs.

When I got home that night, I told Mum and Peg of my good fortune and the extra five dollars a week.

“You mean I’ll be able to take a day off now and then?” Mum said as I hugged her.

“At least one a week, Mum!”

“Good,” Peg said, flipping through her copy of Beauty magazine. “I can buy lots of new frocks.”
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On my first day, I stepped off the streetcar and hoisted my bag with my suit, boots, and scarf over my shoulder. As I entered the lot, a fight broke out on the roof of the print shop ahead of me. There were two men—one in shirt sleeves and a navy vest, and the other one in overalls. I watched cautiously as a woman tried separating them.

“C’mon, ya bastid! Throw a punch!” The first one said.

“Gimme yer best shot, ya cake eater!” countered the second.

“Cake eater? Why I oughta…”

The smaller man threw a haymaker, but it put him off balance. The larger one swung, but although I could still hear them yelling, they moved out of my view. Suddenly, as I watched, horrified, the smaller man came tumbling over the edge and landed face down a few feet from me.

Fighting tears, I knelt down beside him, but I knew it had to be too late. No one could survive a fall like that.

“How’s the stiff?” The larger man called down. Then he burst into guffaws and slapped his knee. The woman who’d been trying to break up the fight leaned over and giggled.

The absolute insensitivity of these people!

“I’m going to find a telephone and call an ambulance. And then the police!” I yelled up at them.

“I wouldn’t worry too much if I were you, honey,” the woman said. “Check his collar.”

“What?” I said.

“Look.”

Eyeing them both suspiciously, I reached for the gentleman’s collar, near his hairline. A label advertised: This mannequin belongs to the Keystone Film Company. Return and receive a generous reward.

I touched the rubbery neck and ear, realized they’d been filming a scene, and I now looked like the world’s biggest idiot. The real man in shirtsleeves then peered over the woman’s shoulder with a goofy face.

I could see I’d have to toughen up if I wanted to keep this job.

“I’m not sure who the bigger dummy is here,” I called up to them. “Him or me!”


Chapter Three

MACK SENNETT STUDIOS, EDENDALE, CALIFORNIA
January 1916





“Yeah, sorry about that,” Mr. Sennett said after they’d had their laugh. “Wouldn’t want you to think we’re completely heartless.” He showed me around the lot and introduced me to the actors and crew members. I wouldn’t remember all their names right away, but some were more memorable than others. Roscoe Arbuckle was a huge teddy bear of a man with high waters pants and a twinkle in his eye. Mabel Normand worked with Roscoe on many features. Her dark sad eyes belied her wicked sense of humor and impish wit.

“Hope we didn’t scare you too much up there,” said Chester Conklin, down from the roof for real now. He was the smaller man, only a few inches taller than me and slightly built.

I shook my head. “No. It’s nice to meet you,” I said, then complimented him on his impressive brush mustache. He smiled broadly then yanked it off in one deft motion. Beneath it, he was bare-faced.

“Mustaches are funnier,” Mr. Sennett said by way of explanation. “You’ve already met Ford Sterling.”

The man I’d met on both my previous visits pulled off his false goatee, round glasses, and battered stovepipe. Then he wiggled his eyebrows at me. He was quite handsome underneath. “I hope ya don‘t hold grudges, little lady,” he said. We shook hands and had a chuckle.

The larger man from the roof, Charlie Murray, was born to be a comedian—he had the perfect face. Absolutely square, with ears the size of Idaho potatoes and Dutch chin whiskers. When I shyly stuck my hand out to shake, he shocked me with a hand buzzer.

Louise Fazenda, the lady who’d been refereeing the fight, was about my height, with light brown hair pulled up into matching braided knots on either side of her head, and a winning goofy grin. “Where ya from, kid?” she asked.

“All over,” I said. “You?”

“Lafayette, Indiana. If ya wanna know ‘Hoosier’ best friend on the lot, that’s me!” she joked, elbowing me gently in the ribs. I liked her right away.

After meeting all of them, it was off to a frame building housing the ladies’ dressing room. Outside the door, Mr. Sennett nodded at the intimidating woman with dark hair who stood guard. She wore a black skirt, gray shirtwaist, and sensible black lace-up oxford shoes. She towered over me—all six feet, stern brow, and jutting chin of her.

“Marie, this is Blanche,” he said. “Blanche Payson, Marie Prevost. She’s going to be one of our new Bathing Beauties.”

“Charmed,” Blanche said in an extremely deep voice.

“Nice to meet you,” I said. After we’d passed her, I lowered my voice. “Is she a bathing beauty too?”

“No. Believe it or not, Blanche used to be a policewoman. I hired her to make sure there’s no hanky panky between the comics and you gals. And when I say none, I mean zilch. Zippo. Nada. She’s here to make sure of it. Although I can’t blame the fellas for trying.” He gave a quick rap on the door, then called out. “Everybody decent? Put on some clothes. I’ve got a new addition!”

There was scrambling around inside amid girlish squeals until a sharp feminine voice shouted, “Ready!”

The dressing room looked like a Chinese laundry. Costumes hung on racks that stretched down one whole wall, bulging out of every spare inch of space. Vanities with large mirrors lined the other long wall. They were crammed with greasepaint sticks, wigs on stands, kohl pencils, vials of spirit gum, lipsticks, and huge tubs of powder.

“Ladies, this is Marie Prevost. I want you all to make her feel welcome,” Mr. Sennett said. He presented each one in turn, rattling off their names so quickly I knew it would be hard to remember them all. “That’s Mary Thurman with the black hair in red, Cecille Evans next to her in the aqua plaid, Vera Steadman with the long dark hair in green, Myrtle Lind is there in navy polka dots, and the pixie there in the black stripes holding the pink parasol is Gonda Durand.”

The girls each gave me a wave and a smile when he said their names. They were all pretty, but some were more athletic-looking than others. Some of their bathing suits had ruffles or buttons or flirty little skirts. They wore slippers with ribbons criss-crossing up their calves, or boxing boots with one stocking in place, and the other rolled flirtatiously down a leg. Some wore giant hair bows, and others wore tams or berets tilted over angled bobs or curls. Their lips were all painted in perfect Cupid’s bows with deep brown lipstick, which contrasted with their overly yellow complexions.

“Get settled in,” Mr. Sennett said. “There’s a free dressing table down in the corner next to Vera. The girls can help you.”

He retreated outside, and the girls all clustered around me.

“Lovely to meet you,” said Myrtle. She had dark hair and a nasal Midwestern accent.

“Likewise, I’m sure,” I said. “Where are you from?”

“St. Paul, Minnesota.”

Dark-haired Cecille approached me with a grin. “I’m Cecille. We could be sisters!”

I smiled. “We do look awfully alike, don’t we?”

“Welcome to Custard College,” said the one called Gonda with a grin and a pat on my back.

“Custard?” I said.

“You’ll see what I mean.”

Mary Thurman shook my hand enthusiastically. She was also a brunette, with lovely dimples. “We’re going to have so much fun!” she said. “I’m glad you’re here!”

“Me too,” I said.

“I’m from Richfield, Utah,” she said. “What about you?”

“I spent some time in Salt Lake City and Ogden, but I’ve lived lots of places,” I said.

“How about that! Are you a Saint?” she asked—the native’s way of finding out if I was Mormon.

“No, Presbyterian,” I said. “My mother’s Scottish.”

“Even so, it’s nice to meet someone who knows something about Utah,” she said. “I’m a bit of a fish out of water here.”

“Well, you seem perfectly lovely to me,” I said, giving her a little wink. “Not fishy at all.”

“Thanks! We’ll be great friends, I know it. I’ve been here two weeks, and I’m having the time of my life. I can’t believe they’re paying us to do this.”

“It’s good to meet you,” the one called Vera said, placing a hand on my shoulder. “How long have you been in California?”

“A little over three years. You?”

“All my life,” she laughed. “I’m from Monterey originally. Mr. Sennett took one look at my legs and signed me. I’m a competitive swimmer, but I don’t get to do the contest thing much anymore, what with our shooting schedule.”

“I love California,” I said. “It’s my favorite of all the places we’ve lived.”

“Where have you lived?”

Where hadn’t we lived?

I told her about our constant moves. “I feel like I was born with my bag packed,” I finished.

“Good Lord! Was your father a traveling salesman?”

I shook my head.

“Missionary?”

“No, we just moved a lot.” How I ached to confide in someone about Frank, and about our strange nomadic life and the divorce. But I dared not for Mum’s sake.

“Well, you’re here now. That’s what matters!” she said with a smile.

Over in another corner, Gonda petted a fawn-colored Great Dane with sad eyes and a huge studded collar.

“What an adorable dog!” I said.

“This is Teddy,” she said. “He’s our co-star, and he’s very well trained. Watch this. Teddy, play dead.”

He obediently rolled over and went limp. Then he peeked an eye open.

“Teddy, sit.” He dragged himself from the floor, sat up straight, and wagged his tail politely.

“Good boy!” Gonda said. “Now shake.” He held up his paw and she took it, then slipped him a treat from her pocket.

“Pepper’s around here too,” Cecille said. “Most likely camped out on something soft.”

“Pepper?” I asked.

“Mack’s cat. Another co-star. Yep, here she is.” She pulled back a striped costume to reveal a deep gray cat sleeping on a furry collar of some kind. The cat let out a leisurely yawn, then rose for an extended stretch.

“How do they get a cat to do tricks?” I asked. “Aren’t they very independent?”

“Pepper’s your average cat,” Cecille said, scratching the cat’s head as Pepper preened. “She’ll do anything for tuna fish.”

“And cream,” Gonda added, giving Teddy a hug. He drew his mouth back into a canine smile and panted in her ear.

“We’d better let you get changed,” Vera said. There was a drape strung across a small alcove, and she pulled it open for me. “This is for the new girls. Those of us who’ve been here a while usually do it out here. It’s faster.”

I slipped in, put on my new suit and the boots and wound the scarf through my curls. Then I pinched my cheeks and emerged. The girls cheered.

“Cute suit,” Cecille said.

“Thanks. Swelldom was having a sale.”

“Now we have to make things more proper up top,” Vera said.

“Wouldn’t want the nips standing at attention when we get our suits wet at the beach,” said Myrtle.

“Don’t worry, I’ll show you,” Vera said. “Pull your suit straps down.”

“I couldn’t possibly! I…” My voice faded as my face flamed.

“Don’t be silly. We’re all girls here,” Gonda said. She put an arm around me. “We all had to learn how to do it the first time.”

“Modesty’s great, but yours won’t last long around here,” Myrtle said. “Trust me.”

“Gonda, you had the gauze last. Where is it?” Vera said.

Gonda opened her drawer, pulled out a roll of medical gauze, and tossed it to Vera. They showed me how to use the gauze to “tape up the lollies,” as Mary called it, then Gonda gestured us over to the vanities.

“Now for the fun part,” she said. “Bring her over here, girls!”

Mary and Vera took my hands and pulled me toward the chair at the vanity I’d claimed. I sat down.

“Try to watch in the mirror,” Gonda said. “We have to do our own.” She pulled open the vanity drawer. “First, greasepaint.” She held up a tube-like stick of solid yellow-colored makeup and made streaks of it all over my face. Then she used her hand to blend and smooth it, covering every pore.

“Yellow?” I said. I’d wondered why the girls all had that unhealthy jaundiced pallor.

“Yeah. It’s the film they use. We have to counteract the tint it gives us. Lean forward,” Vera said.

I did, trying to be careful of the gauze now constricting my cleavage and diaphragm. Gonda grabbed a towel off one of the towel racks and wrapped it turban-like around my hair.

“Now, flip back up,” she said.

I raised my head and smiled at all the eager faces surrounding me.

“My turn,” Mary said. She took a powder puff off the vanity and dunked it in a big tub of pink-tinted powder. Then she patted it gently but firmly all over my face until the greasepaint absorbed all the powder. It covered my lips, eyelashes, and brows, making me cough.

“Now, we brush it,” Cecille said. “To get all the excess off.” She took a thick, soft brush and fluffed it into every facial crevice, smoothing as she did. Then, she used a kohl pencil to outline dramatic dark swaths around my eyes and a dark gray crayon to create shadows on the lids. She smudged that with her finger. Finally, she applied the same dark brown lip color the others were wearing.

“Perfect!” they squealed. “Look!”

I glanced in the mirror.

“Looks like my liver gave out last week!” I said with a laugh.
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Sennett’s specialty was shorts—one-reelers with simple stories, or as Mr. Sennett said, “no meat on their bones.”

Mum didn’t care how long they were. She was so proud of my new position. She insisted we go to the Superba to see Better Late Than Never as soon as it was released. And then she squealed when my walk-on as a maid happened. Other mothers might have taken a daughter off to a nunnery before they’d have let her become an actress. Especially in flickers. Not Hughie McDonald Dunn Prevost. She was tickled to tears that she could walk into Tally’s or the Pantages or Clune’s and see me up on the big screen.

With Peg it was a different story. She did her level best to knock my ego down, even though she was enjoying my extra income immensely.

“You’re acting and all, but you’ll never be famous like Mary Pickford or Edna Purviance,” she observed.

“Yeah? Why not? Chaplin started with Mr. Sennett. Why not me? Besides, I’m helping Mum so we can eat and have a roof over our heads. You’re sixteen now. You could start looking for a job too, you know.”

That shut her up.

My walk-on parts got a little larger, and Mr. Sennett gave me more of them, until the other girls and I started getting plenty of fan mail. But since our characters had no names, the letters were addressed to “the blonde girl who fell off the pier” or “the pretty girl chewing gum on the streetcar.”

When I came home from work, Mum would ask me what we’d filmed that day. She’d clap her hands and laugh uproariously as I told her about my new friends on the lot and the constant practical jokes they played on each other. There was the fellow who complained about not getting enough fan mail, so someone had signed him up for oodles of mail order patent medicine companies’ mailing lists. Or the comedian Joe Jackson, who tempted you with candies in his pockets, but instead filled them with garter snakes. Once, when Mr. Sennett dressed down a group of the comedians for an uncoordinated scene, they got their revenge by rigging up a bucket of water above the door to his office. He laughed so hard he couldn’t be angry, although it did take a while for his trousers to dry that day.

The Sennett publicity machine raved about my French Canadian roots, and how I’d been taught to ski as a young girl by my French father, and other tidbits of manufactured malarkey that made me sound oh-so-glamorous. Despite the invented lore, Mum loved it all. I asked Mr. Sennett if she could watch us film, and he allowed it. The merry-go-round covered with scenery was called the cyclorama. As it spun behind Charley Chase and Wayland Trask during a crazy chase scene, Mum’s tinkling laugh could be heard far down Alessandro Street.

But then came the day that we filmed downtown and Mrs. Taggart happened to come out of her dentist’s office on Broadway after having her new dentures fitted.

“Mary Prevost, is that you?” she demanded. “You told me you were working as a secretary. And here you are filming a flicker? How long have you been living under my roof doing this? You and your mother and your sister will collect your things and be out by the end of the week!”

Mum immediately found us another place to rent on South Hampshire.

“Hateful cow. We’re better off,” she said. “Naebody tells mah gu-r-r-ll what she can do for a living.”


[image: ]




Chapter Four

MACK SENNETT STUDIOS, EDENDALE, CALIFORNIA
February 1916




“After enough time here, every comic gets good at falling and throwing pies,” Chester told me. “Falls and pies are our Raisin Dee Etrah. That’s what the French call it. Our ‘reason for being.’ Mack made his name with ‘em. So you gotta learn too.”

It was a bright afternoon, and we sat under the lot’s huge pepper tree. The longer I was there, the more I learned about flickers, about the studio, and about life, so Charlie and Chester had decided to teach me the ins and outs of comedy. And they’d set up a table with some supplies for their exhibit. I nodded eagerly and leaned forward, elbows on knees.

“There are three main types of falls. Observe,” Chester said as Charlie demonstrated. “The first one is the pratfall. Watch Charlie. Somebody knocks him in the puss with a ladder. Here’s what happens.”

Charlie pretended to run into an invisible barrier and fell backward onto his rear until he was lying down. Then he hopped up quickly and spread his arms for a bow. I clapped.

“Next,” Chester continued, “The stiff back. It’s a two-pointer—falling from your feet, when somebody hits you over the head with an anvil or a plank.”

Charlie pretended he’d been knocked for a loop, then fell straight onto his back. I was amazed at the control, and even more amazed that he didn’t end up with a concussion. My spine ached even watching him.

“The last one’s a bit more challenging,” Chester said. “You go all the way up in the air, and make an all-point landing, on your back. Your entire body takes the brunt of the fall. Charlie?”

Charlie walked along, then pretended to slip on a banana peel. His feet went up in the air and as they did so, his body went horizontal and he landed on his back.

“Holy moly,” I said, “He makes it look so easy.”

“It’s called a one-oh-eight,” said Charlie, pulling himself up and massaging his hip. “Hurts like a sonofabitch when you land.”

“Charlie!” Chester cautioned him. “Lady present.”

“Sorry Marie,” Charlie said.

“In addition to falls, Mack loves the pie in the face,” Chester said. “There’s nothing like it for making pompous windbags look ridiculous. We’ve got a couple types we use. Some of ‘em, you want a lot of goo to go everywhere, but others, you want the filling to stick so people gotta peel the cream out of their eyes and off their faces.”

“Exhibit #1, ‘The Mess,’” Charlie said. “I’ll demonstrate.” He filled a pie plate with blackberries from a berry basket, then spooned whipped cream from a bowl into it. “It’s an art, the perfect throw.”

Chester nodded in agreement. “It’s not so much tossing it as pushing it forward into somebody’s face.” He flexed his arm. “It’s all in the follow-through. Del Lord’s got the best arm on the lot.”

“But nobody tops Roscoe,” Charlie said. “He’s one of the all-time greats. Can hit a fly from ten feet away. With either hand. Blindfolded, even.”

“All right, ya got me there,” Chester said. “If we’re talking ‘of all time,’ Arbuckle is the king. It’s true.”

“Exhibit #2,” Charlie said. “‘The Goop.’ For stickability, there’s nothing better.”

“What’s it made of?” I asked.

“Paste,” Charlie said.

“No custard?”

“No body to ‘em. Mack doesn’t like the way they film. Chester, you wanna do the honors, or shall I?”

“Oh, allow me,” Chester said. He picked up ‘The Mess,’ pointing to his arm so I could watch it. “Observe the trajectory.” His arm jutted forward, the pie exploding berries and cream all over Charlie, the table, the benches, and partially, me.

“You were off about half an inch,” Charlie said, his grin breaking through the cream stuck to his face. He licked off the stuff closest to his mouth.

“Says you. That was perfect. Your turn.”

Charlie picked up ‘The Goop,’ pointed to his arm to show me his technique, and landed it square in the center of Chester’s face. It stuck to Chester’s eyes, cheeks, nose and forehead. “See the consistency differences?” Chester spit out, wiping the paste from his eyes.

I nodded. “Perfectly.”

Charlie grabbed a couple of moist towels that he’d set on the bench, used one, and threw the other to Chester. “It’s all for the laughs. Mack wants to make people laugh. It’s what he lives for. But he’s got real definite ideas about how to do it,” he said.

“And he won’t use scenarios,” Chester said. “Doesn’t like ‘em. Tales typed up by guys with Underwoods are too stuffy. He used to get the writers to divide up in twos and run gags by each other, with a little bit of a story to hold everything together. He’d rather see banana peels being slipped on or fellas getting knocked over with ladders like it used to be in Keystone’s early days. But we’ve had to get more organized the last few years. More writers, more actors, more flickers. You get the point.”

“He’s even got a direct line to the fire department,” Charlie said. “They call us when they have a big blaze so we can film it.”

They related hilarious stories of shooting—beds falling through multiple floors, clotheslines pulled up to trip people, and cars skidding on sudsy streets—and Chester told me more about the man in charge. Mr. Sennett had a temper, so he’d sometimes fire even his best directors or cameramen, only to have second thoughts and hire them back the next day. Despite his mercurial moods, the folks who worked there were uninhibited, full of fun, and willing to do almost anything for a laugh. Most of Mr. Sennett’s frustration lately seemed to be because of

















































































































OEBPS/Images/ILoveNameofMary.jpg





OEBPS/Images/NoDepression.jpg





OEBPS/Images/cover.jpg





OEBPS/Images/title.jpg
PATHINS
prAUTY

A NOVEL OF MARIE PREVOST

LAINI GILES





OEBPS/Images/BytheSea.jpg





OEBPS/Images/sep.jpg





