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            Chapter One

            1952

         

         Movies always begin with a panorama.

         A skyline. A beach. A cactus-dotted desert. Paris, Rome, Honolulu, New York City.

         This one opens in Los Angeles.

         It’s 1952, and the city doesn’t have much of a skyline. Low buildings squat in front of the Santa Monica Mountains. A few are recognizable. The uninspired bulk of the United Artists Theater. The turquoise-stuccoed Eastern Columbia Building. The highest, the gold-spired City Hall, silhouetted almost alone against the dark mountains.

         We zoom in. If not for that opening panorama, it could be any city in mid-December. The cafés, the hotels, the cinemas, the self-important office buildings. The shopwindows decorated with tinsel and artificial snow. It could be New York or Chicago. It could be a studio’s back-lot set. Beautiful and busy people hurry down the streets. They hail taxis, they step from streetcars, they push in and out of buildings. They balance shopping bags and gift boxes. They drop pocket change in red Salvation Army kettles. Everyone has a purpose, guided by an inner stage direction. Businessmen with trilby hats and folded newspapers. Young women with lipstick and slim dresses. Older women with handbags dangling from the crooks of their arms. It could almost be stock footage of Christmas in the city.

         But then we see palm trees and sunshine between the garlands and strings of lights. We see lighted signs outside the theaters – the Pantages, the Paramount, the distinctive Egyptian and Chinese. We see the Knickerbocker Hotel and the Garden of Allah, the towered Crossroads of the World, the nine giant white letters so stark against the distant hillside and we know: This isn’t stock footage. This is Hollywood.

         A woman enters left.

         Already we know she must be our leading lady. She stands out among the generic businessmen and lipsticked women. She doesn’t swing her hips or smile at the passing men. She doesn’t check her reflection in shopwindows. She’s not pretty, if we’re being honest. Striking, maybe. She doesn’t have the lushness of a Lana Turner or Rita Hayworth or the fresh-faced prettiness of a Doris Day. But, eyes forward, shoulders back, she walks with a certainty that is infinitely more attractive.

         She’s dressed neatly, in a crisp white blouse and navy suit. The skirt isn’t too short or too long. The jacket is feminine without being fussy. Beneath the turned-up collar of the jacket, she wears a thin scarf the color of daffodils, smoothed down and tied in a square knot. It suggests a man’s necktie. She might have intended that.

         Perhaps she’s a businesswoman, straight from a meeting. Perhaps a saleswoman, fresh from landing a big contract. She carries a soft brown briefcase, creased in the corners with use. Even without knowing what she does, we know she’s a woman used to navigating her way through a man’s world.

         Her stride is deliberate, forceful, confident – that is, until she approaches an intersection. Here she pauses and looks in each of the four directions. She closes her eyes beneath a streetlamp topped with a decorative metal Christmas tree briefly, as if comparing these two crossed streets against a mental map. With a nod of satisfaction, she continues on her journey.

         Eventually she turns off the main street. The sidewalks are less crowded here. All white stucco and red tile, it’s a residential area. This isn’t a neighborhood of mansions, of movie stars and cigar-wielding producers. It’s not marked on any “Homes of the Stars” maps. Its streets are lined with quiet apartments and modest hotels.

         After a few blocks, she stops in front of a building painted a brilliant blue and tucked away behind a shady green courtyard. It’s an apartment building, unofficially called the “Blaue Engel,” though Dietrich never lived there. Construction finished the day the movie came out. It’s not as fashionable an address as the El Greco or Hollywood Tower, but its apartments never sit empty for long.

         Setting her briefcase on the sidewalk in front of the Blaue Engel, she opens her wide leather handbag and conducts a search. A man with a shopping bag edges around her, as does a woman with a small, furiously yipping dog. The man stares back over his shoulder but, engrossed with the contents of her purse, she doesn’t notice. She finally extracts a lace-bordered handkerchief and dabs at her forehead. It’s not especially warm out. Perhaps she’s dabbing away a headache or a bad day. She refolds the damp handkerchief and glances at a little gold wristwatch. It’s a Longines, slim and coppery. The way she turns her wrist and shakes away her sleeve in a practiced movement, it’s clear she’s a woman with a schedule. Right now she frowns down at the watch. Dropping the handkerchief back into her bag and retrieving the worn briefcase, she heads for the arched courtyard doorway.

         The courtyard is leafy and dripping with bougainvillea. It’s a bright, wild backdrop for this woman, in her serious suit and neck scarf. A man in a rumpled black jacket looks up from a potted geranium.

         “Louise Wilde,” she says, before he can ask.

         The jacketed man dusts off his hands. He eyes her, but there’s no recognition.

         She’s been in films since ’39. Two dozen of them, to be exact, nearly two a year. But surely they aren’t his kind of films. This old man, with potting soil under his fingernails, doesn’t go in for frothy pictures about showgirls and romance. The Betsey Barnes series, Tap-Dance to Heaven, Red-Blooded Rita, that new high society picture. All featuring “a small-town girl with big-city dreams,” as the studio is fond of saying, all with a grand makeover scene, all with a husband won successfully by the end. He hasn’t seen them, she’s sure.

         The man in the black jacket still waits by his geranium.

         “I’m meeting Mr French,” she adds.

         He taps his head. “The lawyer fellow? He didn’t say he was expecting a gal.”

         She tightens the grip on her black handbag.

         “Well, he’s upstairs.” He pushes open a gate and indicates a set of metal stairs. “Number twelve.”

         Louise walks up the stairs by herself. The man has already gone back to his geranium. She finds the door marked “12,” hung with a scrawny wreath. Of course, the door is blue.

         For just a moment, she pauses in front of that blue-painted door. It’s been a day and she’d rather be back at home in her bathrobe than here. All morning she’d been at the studio, arguing the new script. Fruitlessly. They’d nodded, smiled, and told her to be on set Monday or else. And then she finds a stack of messages in her dressing room from a lawyer with instructions to meet him at the Blaue Engel. Her fingers twitch for a Manhattan.

         Before she can decide whether or not to knock, the door swings open.

         Mr French looks exactly like a lawyer, with a three-piece wool suit and unnaturally white teeth. His hair is dyed and Brylcreemed to within an inch of its life. He’s probably fifty, sixty years old, despite what the pancake makeup under his eyes wants you to think. He’s more Hollywood than she is.

         “Mrs Wilde?”

         Her back straightens. “Miss.” Every ounce of that earlier confidence is back. “Miss Wilde.”

         “You’re a hard girl to get a hold of.” He peers over her shoulder. “Did your husband come with you?”

         “Was he named in the will as well?”

         “Ha!” Mr French flashes another toothy smile. “Of course not. But I just thought—”

         “I had many reasons for marrying him. His legal expertise was not one of them.” She draws her heels together. “Shall we get to our business?”

         He stares a moment, as though trying to decide whether he’s been insulted or not. “Of course. Yes. Will you come in, please?”

         The apartment is small and tidy, with pale yellow walls and a scrubbed tile floor. A tiny Christmas tree, dripping with tinsel, perches on a bookcase in the corner, the only concession to the season. Stepping in, she slips off her gloves. “This is all very surprising. I’m still not quite sure how I merited a mention in Miss Daniels’ will. As I said on the phone, I scarcely knew her.”

         “Are you sure?” Mr French shuts the door behind Louise and goes to the tiny dining table, where he’s left a sheaf of papers and a pair of horn-rimmed reading glasses. “I assumed she was a family friend.”

         Louise had grown up in Newark, New Jersey, with a widowed father and far too many games of checkers. The most she could hope for were visits from Uncle Hank, a balding man with a perpetually spotted tie who owned the butcher shop with her father. He came for dinner most Sundays, always with a meringue-topped pie. No other visitors. No family friends, and certainly none as exciting as a Hollywood screenwriter.

         “I didn’t know her before I moved out here.” Louise sets her white gloves and handbag on the table. Her briefcase she tucks under the dining chair. “But, really, I didn’t know her much even after. I met her a handful of times at parties. Once at the Brown Derby. And half a dozen nods passing in the hallway at MGM. I didn’t even know that she lived here at the Blaue Engel until today.”

         He’s brought three paper cups of coffee. Obviously he really had expected Arnie to come. And why wouldn’t he? Movieland once described her as the “effervescent muse to Arnold Bates’s genius” and Modern Screen said she brought the “pop and sparkle” into his screenplays. As though she were the pretty and the fun to Arnie’s wisdom. As though their careers were intertwined from the moment they exchanged vows. She’s never effervesced outside of the klieg lights’ glare, but Mr French doesn’t know that. After all, if you can’t believe the Hollywood rags, what can you believe?

         One cup is half-empty, the other two covered with cardboard lids. She wonders how he carried them all from the diner down the street. He opens both until he finds one pale with milk. Clearly that one is for her. He untwists a paper napkin holding two sugar cubes, but she saves him a step and reaches for the other cup.

         He raises thick eyebrows. “You drink it black?”

         The coffee is tepid and bitter, but she doesn’t relent. “Who doesn’t?”

         She sits and crosses her feet at the ankles. It’s the blocking this scene calls for. The leading man, with his important papers and his important news, is the center of this scene. The leading lady – she minimizes, crossing her legs, lowering her shoulders, looking down at her fingers laced around the paper cup. The coffee is awful, but it’s something to hold on to.

         Mr French plays the part of the scene’s hero well. Of course he does, with his artfully arranged hair. “As I mentioned on the phone, I’m Florence Daniels’ executor. You’ve been named in the will.”

         Louise hadn’t seen the obituary at first, but she’d looked it up after Mr French’s phone call. It was brief and effective.

         
            DANIELS, Florence, passed away December 13, 1952, at Mount Sinai Hospital. She was born June 12, 1898, in Orange, New Jersey. In lieu of flowers, contributions may be sent to the Screen Writers Guild. Services will be held at Blessed Sacrament.

         

         “May I ask, how did Miss Daniels pass away?”

         “Cancer, I think it was.” He unfolds his reading glasses. “When she made the appointment to draw up the will, she said it was the second time she had imminent death on the schedule and maybe this time she’d just go ahead and do it.”

         Louise can’t help it – half of a laugh sneaks out. Mr French looks suitably shocked. So much for not effervescing.

         “She wrote the will herself. Near the end, she wasn’t able to do much, but it’s in her own hand.” He slips on his glasses. “ ‘I, Florence Jane Daniels, being of sound mind and reasonably intact body (minus a wholly unnecessary appendix and twelve teeth), do write my last will and testament, the final act to the screenplay of my life.’ ”

         This will is better than most of the scripts Louise is given. “I may not have known her personally, but her sense of humor was famous,” she says.

         Mr French sets down the paper. “The reason I called you here to Miss Daniels’ apartment instead of to my office … Well, you aren’t just named in the will, Mrs Wilde.” He leans back and rests his hands on his knees. “With the exception of a few small bequests, you are Florence Daniels’ sole beneficiary.”

         With a slosh, Louise spills lukewarm coffee down the back of her hand.

         He has the good sense to jump up and move the will out of the way, but a trail of coffee runs across the table to her white gloves. He goes in search of a paper towel, continuing to talk to her from the kitchen. “I’ve started probate proceedings. But there should be no contest. That means—”

         “I know what that means.”

         “Right.” He emerges with a handful of paper napkins, which he passes across the table. “Like I said, there should be no contest. She has no living parents or siblings. And, as you can see, no husband or children. Spent too much time at the studio for either, I imagine.”

         She mops at her hand and the table and her sodden gloves. She’s still trying to process his announcement. A woman she’d admired but barely exchanged two dozen words with had just left everything to her.

         “Just a few things to distribute, and then the remainder of the property is yours. The apartment here and its contents, her savings, a Schwinn kept down in the gardener’s shed.” He takes a gulp of coffee, scratches his chin, and picks up the will again. “She left a grand to the Hollywood Studio Club. One hundred dollars each to Blessed Sacrament Church, the Entertainment Industry Foundation, the Los Angeles Public Library, and the proprietor of Chen’s Dragon Café. Twenty-six years’ worth of Variety back issues to one Howard Frink. She also left three dollars and …” He squints and straightens his glasses. “Three dollars and an orange sombrero to Miss Anita Loos, ‘to thank her for that rhumba.’ ”

         “I was introduced to Miss Loos once. I think it was when she was working on When Ladies Meet.” She takes another sip of whatever coffee is left in her cup and makes a face.

         “Coffee that bad?” he asks.

         It is, but she doesn’t want to be rude. “It’s not that. This is just all so strange.”

         Mr French takes off the glasses with one hand and rubs the bridge of his nose. “You might not have known her, but she knew you, and must have thought well of you. Howard Frink was her neighbor for seventeen years, and all he got was a stack of old magazines.”

         As she picks up her coffee again, she sees it has left a ring on the table. Though technically the table now belongs to her, she feels guilty. When Mr French turns back to his stacks of paper, she rubs out the ring with her thumb.

         “I think I read something about your husband recently.”

         She hopes he isn’t talking about the American Legion Magazine piece. Something about Hollywood screenwriters and their “red” pens. Mr French looks just like the American Legion type. “It must have been something about Korea.” She remembers to smile. “He just came home, you see.”

         “That must have been it.” He talks without glancing up from his reading and initialing. “Well, I bet he’s glad to be back. Home cooking sure beats anything army mess serves up. Or was he navy?”

         “Neither. He went over as a journalist.”

         “Is that so? Well, sounds better than trudging through a jungle, that’s for sure. The whole time I was in the Philippines, I thought about coming home to my wife’s custard pie. Do you make pie?”

         “Not often.”

         He looks up then and gives a wink. “Maybe now would be a good time to start.”

         She can’t think of a response, so just keeps the smile pasted on.

         “I have to sort through the things that won’t be staying.” He glances around the room. “Also, I have to find an orange sombrero.”

         “I could help you look for it.”

         Really, she wants an excuse to peek around, to see the life she’s inherited.

         He nods. He seems relieved.

         She takes the coffee cup to the narrow kitchen and empties it into the sink. A lone saucepan sits upside down on a dish towel. Judging by the pantry, Miss Daniels had subsisted on saltine crackers and peanut butter, raisins, and can after can of tomato soup. A whole shelf of the pantry holds nothing but red and white Campbell’s cans. The fridge doesn’t offer much more:  club soda, half a jar of pickled onions, and a paper-wrapped slice of chocolate cake with all of the icing scraped off.

         Maybe that’s all Miss Daniels really ate. A Hollywood diet, straight from the pages of Pageant or Photoplay. Louise understands. She’s been on one for the past decade and a half. Shaken egg yolks for breakfast. Single scoops of tuna salad for lunch, poised on a curve of a lettuce leaf. Veal for dinner.

         Or maybe Miss Daniels was simply an indifferent cook. Louise can’t see more than salt and pepper in the cabinets. Nothing to suggest culinary brilliance. All she sees in the way of cookbooks is a single typewritten recipe for chicken croquettes tacked inside the cupboard door.

         The main room looks more lived-in than the kitchen. Near to the door is the little dining table with two chairs. The lawyer’s papers cover nearly the whole thing. A low sofa strewn with velveteen pillows faces a row of bookshelves and a framed lobby poster for The Temptress. Louise wonders if it was a favorite film or if Miss Daniels had worked on it. She’d made her name in the twenties, after all, working her way up from scenario girl to screenwriter.

         Above the sofa is a small, framed painting, done in oranges and aquas and moss greens. In front of a pueblo, two women sit, one combing the other’s hair. It’s a quiet little watercolor, nothing particularly noteworthy. It’s done right on paper with faint hints of pencil lines behind the paint. Somehow, though, it suits this unpretentious apartment.

         A small and meaningfully cluttered desk is tucked in the corner, by the window. It’s dominated by an Underwood Champion and scattered stacks of white paper. A few framed photos are propped here and there on the papers. There’s no television or radio in the apartment, but there’s an old crank record player and a modest stack of albums. Mostly old jazz, like Bessie Smith and Ethel Waters.

         Louise runs an index finger along the bookshelves. There are few novels, though Miss Daniels seems to have had everything by Elinor Glyn and Radclyffe Hall. Face-out on a shelf is a crisp new copy of The Price of Salt, with a bookmark tucked in halfway through.

         Most of the shelves are taken up, unsurprisingly, with black-bound screenplays. One by one, Louise pulls the manuscripts from the shelves and flips through them. She recognizes a few. There, Miss Daniels’ adaptation of Miss Ogilvy Finds Herself. That was the first film that brought her acclaim. And her screenplays for Wild Winds and Such Is Love. Louise remembers seeing Wild Winds one rainy afternoon as a girl and passionately vowing to set off on an adventure of her own one day. Her adventure wasn’t to Africa, but Hollywood felt far enough away to an eighteen-year-old girl with thirty dollars and a whole lot more determination.

         Others on the shelves are unfamiliar. Florence Daniels was known for her adaptations of women’s stories, the sorts of films that Cukor or Goulding directed and women flocked to see. But not all of the manuscripts are her well-known adaptations.

         Louise takes down original screenplays, unfamiliar, unpublished, unproduced screenplays. She scans the titles, opens the pages, so white they were likely never read. No rings from coffee mugs or smudged fingerprints. These manuscripts hadn’t made the rounds.

         They’re stories about women. Women strong and successful, leaving their marks on a world determined to forget them. Women not all too different from Louise and Florence Daniels herself. One is about an actress carrying her performance throughout a tentative marriage. Another about a young mother struggling to hold tight to an almost forgotten girlhood passion. One about two friends dying of, yet living despite, radium poisoning. They’re the kinds of stories Louise longs to see on the screen. Already, she’s casting the screenplays in her head, picturing the blocking, the gestures, the inflections, the sweep of the camera. This one she could see Gene Tierney in. Maybe Constance Bennett. That one, Pier Angeli, with her delicacy and strength. And this one, she decides, could only be Lauren Bacall.

         The papers on the desk are scraps of more screenplays, ideas waiting for the rest of their stories. She rifles through the pages, but it’s the framed photographs that catch her eye. Miss Daniels at a premiere with Anderson Lawler. At a costume party with Sonya Levien, both dressed imperiously as biblical queens. Sitting poolside in a group at George Cukor’s in wide flowered pants and a sun hat. Miss Daniels had been an attractive woman.

         But one photo doesn’t have other Hollywood notables in it. It doesn’t even include Florence Daniels herself. It’s a little older than the rest, somewhat fuzzy, as though it had been taken with an old cardboard Brownie. The snapshot is of a young woman posed by a desert rock, squinting at the sun. Dark bobbed hair whips out from beneath the scarf tied around her head. She’s pale, either from the sun’s shining straight on her face, the film processing, or the weariness of travel, but she’s smiling. Whatever rock in whatever desert she leans against, she’s happy to be there.

         Louise recognizes the woman, though she’s not famous. She recognizes her from another photo, a stiff studio portrait that she knows well. And she should. The portrait, of a couple in modest wedding finery, has sat for the past thirty-two years on her father’s piano.

         A thousand thoughts flood her mind, but the first is a wash of relief. There’s the connection. Florence Daniels knew her mother.

         Maybe it isn’t too surprising. Dad always said that Mom went to California. Drove all the way across the country, only to die somewhere between here and there. Maybe she reached Los Angeles. Maybe, in her last days, she met a young screenwriter.

         She knows she’s wrong the moment she opens the desk drawer. Inside the desk is a large, heavy envelope, and inside that there are more photos.

         She spreads them out, straight over the typewriter and the stacked manuscripts. Her mother, forever young in her memory, is in them, but so is a young Florence Daniels. The two women, with arms around one another, are posed against trees, mountains, lakes, and a battered Model T in snapshots of a long-ago adventure. Even without reading the smudged captions on the backs of the photos, Louise knows they are a record of her mother’s final trip.

         The last two items to slip out of the envelope confirm this.

         One is a lined notebook, like the ones schoolgirls use for compositions. It’s filled with penciled script, sometimes neat and flowing, sometimes cramped with emotion. A makeshift travel journal, dated 1926. She flips pages to see how far it goes. Journal entries fill about a third of it and a sketched-out screenplay fills another third. It’s titled When She Was King, the same as one of the screenplays on the shelf. At the very back of the notebook, past dozens of blank pages, is the single, lonely line, “Holding your hand, I suddenly wasn’t as scared.”

         The other volume is a small cardboard-bound book, the kind given out for free as a promotion or advertisement. A little family accounts ledger. This one says “Feldman’s Pharmacy –  Sellers of Vit-A-Milk” and has preprinted pages to keep track of weekly budgets and expenses for the year. In the columns are indeed household items, printed in rows of tiny letters: groceries, expenses, planned meals. Sometimes, in the corners of the pages, little sketches in ink, of trees and cars, of a little girl’s face, of windmills and cacti.

         But, as she flips through it, she sees more than lists and plans. There are personal notes, notes that stretch and push beyond the succinctness of a household record. Sometimes only a sentence, sometimes a crisp paragraph, they’re little glimpses of the woman behind the housewife.

         The lists of groceries, the mundane details about cans of tomatoes and fryer chickens, are written in the same hand as Louise’s birth date in the front of the family Bible. Unexpected tears spring to her eyes.

         “Is everything fine?” Mr French comes out from the bedroom with an orange-dyed sombrero in his hands.

         Louise blinks and starts catching up the scattered photographs. She’d forgotten she wasn’t alone in the apartment. An actress is always on camera. “Yes.” She shakes her head to clear it. “Are you almost finished?”

         “I’ve found all of those Variety issues. I’m going to see if the caretaker has a box or two.”

         “Fine.” She turns the envelope over to slide the photos back inside. She hadn’t noticed before, but it’s addressed to her, in those same small inked letters. Addressed, but never mailed. “For AL, who has many journeys ahead of her” is written across the unsealed flap.

         Apart from the wedding photograph and the early death, Louise never knew much about her mother. This envelope, with its photographs and makeshift diary, hidden in a stranger’s apartment, holds more of her mother’s story than she’s ever had before.

         While she waits for Mr French to return, she pours a glass of club soda; she doesn’t find any gin. With glass in hand, she sits at the table and opens her briefcase. The script inside she extracts with two fingers. The Princess of Las Vegas Boulevard. She’d only flipped through it earlier at the meeting. It’s so gaudy and girly she’s surprised the front cover isn’t sequin-studded. She opens to the first page and wishes she hadn’t. Stilted dialogue, right from the start.

         She abandons both script and drink and wanders back to the bookcase.

         What she wouldn’t give to star in a script like one of these. Stories about smart, daring, resourceful women, doing more than blushing and sighing up at their leading men. She wants one of these roles so bad she can taste it like sugar at the back of her tongue. Drawn by the title When She Was King, Louise takes the screenplay from the shelf. She loves the contradiction and the complete absence of the word “princess” in the title.

         Right away, she’s impressed.

         The writing is crisp, the dialogue playful. The characters are so real she can almost shake their hands. From the snippets she reads, it’s about two women rekindling a friendship on a drive across the country. There are campgrounds and card games and a very resilient Model T. There are tears and regrets, and also yearnings held tight to the chest. She wonders if her mother’s last trip was like this. She wonders if that’s why Florence Daniels started writing it in the back of her travel journal.

         She hears Mr French’s voice outside and slips the script into her empty briefcase. On impulse she takes another from the bookcase, and then another. She stuffs them in the briefcase until it’s full.

         Those few pages of When She Was King had brought up a surge of defiance so sharp she can almost taste it. Two women driving across the country with the same stubbornness that had brought Louise out to Hollywood all those years ago. Back then she’d had a determination that she’d almost forgotten until this moment. “Just like your mother,” Dad had always said. It had taken guts to set off on a journey with nothing but a Model T between you and the unpaved United States.

         Mr French comes in with a cardboard box and Louise latches shut the briefcase. Though it’s all hers, she’s sure she’s not allowed to take anything yet; lawyers thrive on red tape and paperwork. She doesn’t even know why she’s trying to sneak the briefcase full of screenplays out. Maybe because, reading this one, she’s been reminded of Mom and her courage. Maybe it’s because she wants the same courage, through the dialogue of the script and in real life.

         She retrieves her coffee-spotted gloves and handbag and says all the right things to Mr French, hoping he won’t notice that her briefcase has grown in size, hoping he won’t notice the gaping holes in the bookcase. He doesn’t.

         It’s not until she’s back out on the sidewalk that she remembers she left the two diaries sitting in the envelope on the desk.

      

   


   
      
         

            Chapter Two

            1952

         

         It’s started raining.

         She takes a taxi. With her overstuffed briefcase, she feels almost like she’s setting off on a trip. The cabbie even asks if she’s headed to Los Angeles International Airport. She sets her purse on the seat, brushes rain from the sleeves of her jacket, and gives him an address on Rodeo Drive.

         Lights are starting to go on around the city. Hollywood Boulevard is lined in neon signs and electric lights. Every lamppost holds a metal tree blazing with colored bulbs. Strung across the street are bells, wreaths, and incandescent stars. Louise rests her head against the window.

          The crowds of umbrellas hurrying home thin as the taxi turns onto Rodeo Drive. The bright glitter of the theaters is replaced by the yellow glow of porch lights. White felt “snow” and strings of Christmas lights skirt the edges of roofs. She loves Rodeo Drive, with its quiet bungalows and old bridle path running straight down the middle of the road. Framed in squares of lighted windows, aproned women stand at ranges, children bend over schoolbooks, and men pour themselves whiskeys.

         “Home late for supper, aren’t you?” the cabbie asks, and for a moment she wishes she could give him a different address. That she could point to one of these warmly lit houses and go in to a supper of pork chops or hot pot or whatever was on the stove.

         But she doesn’t answer him. The whitewashed bungalow they pull up to is dark. No Christmas lights. No tree framed in the window. It used to have evening primrose and bright yellow geraniums planted in front. Even in the dusk, she knows the porch is in need of a coat of paint. The cabbie turns and seems about to make another comment, but she pays him quickly and exits the taxi.

         The house is quiet. She sets the briefcase on the rug inside the front door and steps out of her heels. In her stockinged feet, she walks to the kitchen, leaving rainwater like breadcrumbs behind her. She unpins her white hat – the soaked buckram has gone soft – and tosses it along with her purse and navy jacket onto a kitchen chair. Goosebumps fleck her arms. Only then does she switch on the kitchen lights.

         It’s just as she left it that morning. Curtains flap wetly against the open window; her breakfast bowl, still on the counter, is speckled with rain. A saucepan with congealed Cream of Wheat sits on the stove. She swears under her breath, one of those muttered, self-conscious swears her father always uttered. She scrapes the cereal into the trash can and sets the pan in the sink to soak. As she reaches across the sink to shut the window, her knotted scarf dips into the stream of water from the faucet. She steps back and brushes drops from the front of her blouse, and a red light catches her eye. The percolator is still plugged in. She yanks out the cord and burns her hand on the side of the coffeepot. With a dish towel, she pulls off the lid. The coffee is sludge now. Suddenly she wants to cry.

         “Where have you been?”

         She doesn’t turn around, but dumps the overwarmed coffee into the sink. “I could ask you the same.” She swivels the faucet and watches coffee swirl down the drain. “Why are all the lights off?”

         “I didn’t notice it had gotten dark.”

         She wishes it were because he’d been writing or typing or even just sitting and reading the newspaper.

         “Are you hungry?” she asks, shutting off the water and reaching for the dish towel. “I was just going to …”

         But she’s turned and seen Arnie in the doorway. Six in the evening and he’s still in his pajamas.

         “You haven’t even gotten dressed today?” She throws the dish towel back onto the counter. “You didn’t eat the breakfast I left, you didn’t shut the window, you didn’t even get dressed.”

         He doesn’t answer, just looks away.

         She’s spent the day arguing with men who called her “sweetheart” and assured her they had a great role for her involving a ukulele and bikini. What had Arnie done? His pajama shirt is spattered with brown. “I see at least you got out of bed long enough to find the coffee.”

         For an instant, she thinks she sees a flash of hurt in his eyes. A flash of anger. But just as quickly, it’s gone, and his face is blank. When he retreats to the bedroom, she sags against the sink.

         She shouldn’t have said that. She knows better.

         The day before Arnie arrived back home, her neighbor Pauline had brought over a ham loaf. Pauline was married to a B-list actor, a man who gave up Westerns for the army. Louise wasn’t the sort for neighborly potlucks and bridge games, but Pauline was young and lonely and determined to be nice.

         “When Bert came home from Korea, he was different for a while,” she told Louise. They stood on the porch with the towel-covered loaf pan between them. “It wasn’t just losing his hearing. He wasn’t the same man who left.”

         Louise could see him over Pauline’s shoulder walking to his car. He’d been back a few months now. He didn’t look any different. You’d never know he was deaf in one ear if he didn’t tell you.

         “Oh, everything’s fine now,” Pauline said, maybe a bit too brightly. “Just fine.”

         “I’m glad.”

         “So, be patient with Arnie.” She passed over the ham loaf. It was still warm. “You might not know him right away. But he’s there, deep inside.”

         Be patient. Louise repeated it the whole drive to the airport. Repeated it throughout that first awkward dinner, with slices of ham loaf, thin tomato gravy, and boiled potatoes. Repeated it that first night lying side by side in bed, both holding their breaths, both pretending to be asleep. Be patient.

         She tells it to herself now, leaning against the sink in the cold kitchen. Patience. Even though it’s been weeks since he got home. She’s lost ten pounds, which the studio loves, and gained circles under her eyes, which they don’t. She’s been careful around Arnie, so careful about what she says. But all it takes is one long day and she’s forgotten Pauline’s advice.

         She takes a deep breath. Putting her hand against her chest, she counts to ten to the rhythm of her heartbeats, the way her dad taught her when she was young and stubborn and prone to foot-stamping tantrums.

         Deep breath. She heads to the squat liquor cabinet in the living room. This is her favorite room, sleek and modern. A low sofa, curved like a wave and the color of the Pacific. Two round orange chairs like upturned buckets. A wide glass-topped coffee table with two carefully arranged white vases and a book of Jackson Pollock paintings. Walls that used to be pale brown now painted something called “Columbia Green.” She redecorated the entire room, made it all fresh and smelling of paint for Arnie’s arrival home. She even bought him a silver Googie ashtray, shaped like a flying saucer, though she’d always hated when he smoked in the house. And yet, since he’s been home, he’s hardly spent an hour in the living room.

         Though it’s less than two weeks until Christmas, she hasn’t gotten out any decorations. None of her strings of bubble lights or ropes of plastic holly. No bowl of artful glass ornaments. No mistletoe. She hasn’t put on a single holiday record. She’s been throwing away Christmas cards unopened. The Ebenezer Scrooge of Rodeo Drive. These days, she doesn’t know if she cares.

         She turns on the lamp, the one that looks like a flower sprouting straight up from the floor. She finds the whiskey, the sweet vermouth, the bitters, and measures out a Manhattan. On the way back to the kitchen she drinks enough to make room for the two ice cubes she’ll twist from the metal tray. The bedroom door is shut, but lamplight shines from underneath.

         The Manhattan does its job, and she starts to relax. Warmth spreads out along her shoulders and down her goosebumped arms. She turns on the little green radio in the kitchen and adjusts the dial until she hears Jo Stafford’s voice. She takes another sip. From the pantry and the Coldspot, she pulls tins and packages and bottles. Rain rattles against the window. She melts butter, slices onions and dried beef, pours far too much milk. The electric toaster pops. By the time she finishes her drink, she’s made two plates of creamed chipped beef on toast. Diet be damned.

         She makes another Manhattan and fortifies herself with a healthy swallow before picking up one of the plates and heading for the bedroom. She starts to knock, but changes her mind. It’s her bedroom too. “Arnie, I brought you something to eat.” She pushes open the door.

         He’s next to the dresser in his wheelchair, pajama shirt caught halfway over his head. He’s swearing in Latin.

         “Oh, Arn.” She hurries into the room and sets the plate on the dresser. “Here.”

         She reaches for where the shirt twists across his chest, but he flinches as though she’s touched him with an iron. She bites the inside of her cheek. Careful not to let fingers brush skin, she eases it over his shoulders.

         He takes the shirt right from her hands. “I could’ve done it.”

         Time was Arnie could run to Roxbury Park and back without breaking a sweat. Now he sits in the wheelchair, hunched over a crumpled pajama shirt, out of breath.

         Silhouetted against the gray window, the curve of his ribs is clear against his chest. Since the accident, he’s subsisted on little more than black coffee and saltines straight from the tin. Though she isn’t much of a cook, she borrows Pauline’s cookbooks and makes bowls of farina, pots of custard and of oyster soup, plates piled with liver and onions or fried pork chops. All the things the doctor recommends. As tired as she is after a day on the set, ignoring leers and dodging pinches, she comes home and pretends to be a cook. She plays the role of a regular housewife just taking care of her husband. She wishes she’d been better about doing that all along.

         But he ignores whatever she puts on the table. She even bought a TV tray to put in the bedroom, so that he doesn’t even have to get out of bed, but he ignores it. Sits in his chair at the bedroom window until she gives in and brings out the cracker tin. He’s as skinny as a street mutt.

         “Do you want me to …” she starts, with a gesture to his waist, but he shakes his head, far too quickly.

         “My pants are fine.” He tosses the pajama shirt onto the bed.

         “You haven’t changed them in days.”

         She knows it’s because he can’t bear to be touched, at least by her. Those times when he let her help him into the bathtub, when he first came home, he made her dim the bathroom lights. Now he has a bar attached to the tile wall. He does it alone.

         “I said they’re fine,” he snaps. “Why can’t you leave me alone?”

         If I did, then who else would take care of you? she wants to ask. Who would want to? On the back of her tongue, she tastes whiskey and swallowed bitterness.

         He turns his head. “Is there more coffee?”

         “No, but I have supper for you. Over on the dresser.”

         “I told you …”

         “Arn, you have to eat.”

         “I’m not hungry.” He wheels next to the bed. With one hand on the bed and one on the wheelchair, he heaves himself up onto the wrinkled blanket.

         “Do you want me to …”

         Lying down, he turns his face to the wall. “Why can’t you leave me alone?” he says again.

         She tries. She goes to the studio earlier each day, even before her call. She’s waiting in the makeup chair with a glass of tomato juice and the script before the artists get there at six-thirty to lay out their brushes and sponges. She stays late, changing into slacks and a sweater, going over the next day’s lines, taking off each and every smear of makeup before the car arrives to take her home. Every day, she lives a little more away from home.

         But she can’t do that anymore. “They threatened me with suspension.”

         He freezes at this. His head turns, just a fraction, enough to let her know that he’s listening.

         She picks up his plate of food, now cold. “Merry Christmas, Louise.” And she leaves the room.

         By the time he follows, she’s seated on the floor of the living room, back against the wall. She’s taking off her blue skirt and stockings, and is eating the creamed chipped beef on toast with the plate resting against her bare knees. She should be starting to read The Princess of Las Vegas Boulevard, but When She Was King is open in front of her. A third Manhattan sits on the book of Pollock paintings.

         “The soldiers call that ‘SOS,’” he says, and picks up a cardboard book of matches from the ashtray. “‘Shit-on-a-shingle.’”

         Louise looks up in surprise. Not because of the language, but because this is the first time he’s mentioned the war.

         She swallows the bite of gravy and toast. “I know.”

         Now it’s his turn to look surprised.

         “I read that article of yours,” she says. “The one about the food soldiers miss from home.”

         “Bah.” He throws the matchbook back into the ashtray. “I wrote what they told me to write. The kinds of things the folks at home want to hear. The kinds of things a good American would say. You think any of that was real?”

         In the past thirteen years, she’s played showgirls and coeds and secretaries and debutantes. She’s been a princess and the girl-next-door. She understands pretend. But if “real” wasn’t the articles he wired home from Korea, if it wasn’t the soldiers eating chipped beef and missing their wives, then what was? Arnie’s jeep on the road to Taegu, the land mine, the hours he spent pinned under the vehicle waiting for someone to find him. The three coffins that came home on his airplane. She knows that’s real.

         But he doesn’t talk about it. All she knows is what she’s read in his articles.

         “Do you want to eat yours?” she asks, suddenly ravenous.

         He shakes his head no, and she slides his plate toward her.

         As she eats, he sits quietly, maybe waiting to talk, maybe waiting for her to. It’s odd, this. He doesn’t much come out from the bedroom. When he does, it’s never to the living room. And it’s never this expectant bit of waiting. She bends her head to her plate and keeps her mouth full. She doesn’t know how to start the conversation.

         When he finally says something, it’s “What did you do with Klimt?”

         The art book that used to be on their coffee table was all gold-tinted Klimt paintings. Strength and myth. She isn’t sure she even likes Jackson Pollock, but the designer had assured her that he was as modern as the room.

         “In the attic.”

         “We bought that in London.” He doesn’t look at her as he says it. “Remember?”

         “It was Ireland.”

         “London.”

         She’d been in Europe that summer of ’44 with the USO. All the soldiers wanted to see Betsey Barnes, and so she obliged with Betsey’s signature giggle and flutter and rendition of “A Polka in my Pocket.” Arnie was on assignment for the Associated Press, stuck farther from the front lines than he would’ve liked to be. Louise didn’t care –  he was in Plymouth to meet her boat. They called it a belated honeymoon.

         That’s where he bought her the Longines. The watch was already a few years out of fashion and plain next to the jewel-studded Cartier watches and sleek Omegas popular then. It felt wildly indulgent to shop for a luxury watch in the middle of wartime London, but back at home they lived on hot dogs and cheap beer and far too many kisses. It was wildly indulgent. Arnie called it a wedding present, so that she’d always make it to the set on time.

         “It could have been either,” she says. “Either London or Dublin.” And, with the cocktails making her head swirl, it could have been. “We were all over those two months.”

         “Where did you say it was?”

         “The attic.” She puts the plate down on the coffee table. “Want me to go get it?”

         “No.” He shakes his head. “Don’t.”

         She doesn’t know why he brought it up just then. But she doesn’t have the words to ask him.

         It didn’t use to be this. Time was they’d stay up all night talking over pots of coffee and candlelight. Not Hollywood gossip or anything like that, but books, politics, philosophy. That was when neither was working much. Enough to pay the rent and keep the pantry stocked with peanut butter and Ritz crackers, the fridge with hot dogs. That was just before the first Betsey Barnes came out. Before both of them had been sucked into the Hollywood vortex.

         Even then, they talked. She’d come home as soon as filming was over for the day. He’d close up the typewriter and flick off the desk lamp the moment he heard her key in the lock. They’d do the crossword puzzle together over dinner. They were young, smart, and mad for each other.

         But, somehow, between there and here, all those words had disappeared.

         He clears his throat and shifts in his wheelchair. In one hand he shakes something, and she knows it’s a pill. Bottles line his nightstand. Some nights, by the light of the hallway, she eyes the row of bottles and wonders if he has something there for her.

         She scoots up on her knees to reach for her drink. It’s left a wet ring on the picture book and she tries to rub it out with the cuff of her blouse.

         Arnie clears his throat again. “Got another of those?”

         He hasn’t touched a drop since getting back. She’d figured that would be a thing. Returning from war halfway to being a drunk. She wouldn’t have blamed him. But not Arn.

         “Sure.” She jumps to her feet, sways a moment. “Do you want this one?” By the third glass, it was mostly whiskey.

         “I can wait,” he says.

         It’s what she feels like she’s been doing for weeks.

         “Let me get some more ice.”

         She brings the ice bucket into the kitchen and takes her time. The radio is still on, now playing Rosemary Clooney. She rinses the dinner plates and wipes them down with a towel before pulling out the ice cube tray. There are only four cubes left. Arnie was always the one to remember to refill it before they ran out.

         She puts her hand on her chest and counts to ten again, one for each heartbeat. She turns the radio up before leaving the kitchen.

         When she gets back, he’s just where she left him. She hadn’t noticed before, but he’d put on fresh pajamas. White, with a thread of a red stripe running up and down. At the liquor cabinet, she mixes his drink and wonders if he’s watching her, standing there in just her white blouse and underwear. But when she turns, he’s looking down at his hands.

         She hands him the drink. He hesitates, then says quietly, “Thank you.” As Rosemary sings, Arnie shakes the pill in his hand into his mouth and chases it with his Manhattan.

         She sinks back onto the floor, her back against the Columbia Green wall. She’s added fresh ice to her glass, and it sweats against her palms.

         “When did you get suspended?” he finally asks. The question he’s put on pajamas for. The question he’s finally come out of the bedroom for.

         “Monday.”

         “What do you mean, Monday?”

         One, two, three, four … She breathes. “I went to the studio today to read the latest script.” Five, six, seven … “I’m tired of these scripts. I’m tired of these roles. Charlie came along with me. He’s going to insist on script approval with my next contract.” She drinks and wipes her mouth indelicately with the back of her hand. “I even wore my lucky scarf.”

         “The yellow one?”

         She nods. “They all but patted me on the head. Said that they knew what was best for me. That they had the perfect part lined up.” She stares at her drink. “A cabbie’s daughter who becomes the toast of Las Vegas.”

         “Of course.”

         “Of course.”

         He’s already weaving in his chair. “So you said no.”

         She nods. “I thought I’d show them I could say no.” She licks her lips. “They just ignored me. Told me the filming starts on Monday in Vegas. Said to get myself to Nevada and be on set or else.”

         “You’re going with the ‘or else.’ ”

         “Yes.” She sighs. “Yes. No. I don’t know.” She drains the rest of the Manhattan. “It’s just a suspension if I don’t show up. Maybe I’ll get the contract I want.” She looks into her empty glass and snorts. “Maybe.”

         For a moment, the only sounds are from the radio and the ice in their glasses. “Could be it’s not a bad part. Who’s writing?”

         “Rachmann.”

         He takes a gulp of his drink. His eyelids are starting to droop. “Could be it’s not a bad part,” he murmurs again.

         She pulls herself to her feet. She sets her glass up on the liquor cabinet, where she’s set the bottles and dripping ice bucket. Finding her balance, she stumbles across to where she’s left her briefcase by the front door. It’s suddenly heavier than it was earlier, but she heaves it over.

         “What’s that?”

         “Not a bad part.” She opens it over the coffee table. Bound manuscripts clatter across the table. The ashtray falls to the carpet. Arnie drops his glass with a splash but she’s too drunk to care.

         He doesn’t make a move toward any of the scripts, even though once they’d been his livelihood. Once he would’ve been unable to leave off sifting through the pages. Today he just stares at them, as though they’re snakes raining down in his living room. Maybe he can’t reach them there on the table, or maybe he doesn’t want to. She’s still feeling furious over today’s meeting and his casual dismissal of her anger. Furious at these scripts, sitting quietly forgotten on Florence Daniels’ bookcase. Furious at Arnie and their dark bedroom, his coffee-stained pajama shirt, the gleaming and unused Googie ashtray.

         She picks up one of the manuscripts and thrusts it at him, daring him not to take it. “These are the parts I should be trying for.” She picks up another and pushes it at him. “These are the scripts you should be working on.” And another. “These are the characters who should be on the screen. I know you’ll agree.”

         Bewildered, he juggles the books in his hand. “Where did you get these from?” He squints down at the white tag on the front of one. “Florence Daniels?”

         “She gave them to me.” She doesn’t feel like explaining, not yet.

         “And you brought them all home … Why? You don’t get to pick your scripts.” His voice is getting back that edge of irritation.

         “Not yet I don’t.”

         “Then what are you doing with them?”

         “I wanted to read them. To be prepared.” She picks up two more and adds them to the stack in his arms. “I wanted us to read them.” The combination of liquor and anger makes her bold. She looks him straight in the eyes. “Remember when we used to do that, Arn?”

         Once the Betsey Barnes series hit it big and he was given an MGM contract, he wrote less and less for the newspapers and magazines. She loved that he was on the lot each day to eat lunch with her. He loved that he could slip in to watch her on set every now and again.

         She hadn’t been able to argue about what scripts she was given. But she could bring them home and pore over them with Arnie, their empty dinner dishes pushed aside. He’d help her suss out the story, find the lines to hold on to. With Arnie reading by her side, she’d understood the character even before the first day of filming.

         For a moment, his eyes soften. Maybe it’s the drink, maybe it’s the pill, or maybe, just maybe, he remembers too.

         “If you read them, you could go talk to the studio. They’ll listen to you.” Because he’s a man, she tells herself, because he’s a writer, because he’s a broken remnant of a war nobody notices. Because, this time, he got closer to the front lines. “They’re good stories, Arn. The sorts of things we always wanted to work on together. Just read them and see.” She piles more in his arms, until they stack up almost to his chin. She scoops up loose manuscript pages and adds them, all in a jumble. “With me acting and you writing, it’ll be like the good old days.”

         He’s out of bed. He’s drinking a Manhattan. For the first time in weeks, they’re actually talking. And, from the kitchen, Eddie Fisher is singing “That’s What Christmas Means to Me.” For an instant, it’s like everything is back to normal.

         But he says, “Stop,” and the instant is past. “Louise, you’re drunk.”

         She is, but she doesn’t know what that has to do with anything. Most evenings she’s drunk. It doesn’t mean she’s done. It doesn’t mean she’s ready to stop acting.

         She picks up the last manuscript from the floor, the one she was reading over her creamed chipped beef. “But you need a project. If you just—”

         “Stop,” he says again, and leans forward to put the stack of manuscripts on the coffee table. But with the pill, the whiskey, the towering pile of screenplays, he leans too far forward and loses his balance. With paper raining down around him, he falls from the wheelchair and onto the floor.

         She jumps forward, though it’s too late to catch him. He’s on the carpet, stretched out, looking helpless.

         “Arn.”

         She reaches down to him, but he smacks her hand away. “Leave me alone.” That phrase, the one she’s heard so many times since he’s been back, comes out as a snarl.

         She creeps back against the wall. She swallows.

         He pushes himself up on his hands, slowly, painfully. By the time he gets himself into a sitting position, leaning against the coffee table, he’s panting.

         “Arn,” she says, and steps forward again, uncertain.

         “It’s no good.” He swipes a hand down his face. “Don’t you see I can’t?”

         She stumbles to the bathroom. She trips over his toilet bench, bumps against the low shelf with his unused shaving supplies, catches herself on the metal bar above the bathtub. All the little reminders that he can’t. Hand to her chest, she counts to ten as she turns on the faucet. It’s ice cold. The tears wait until she’s in the shower. She turns her face up to the water streaming down, and she cries.

         
             

         

         Louise wakes on the aqua-blue sofa. She doesn’t remember turning off the lamp or falling asleep here.

         Resting open across her chest is the script. She remembers coming out of the shower and making another sloppy Manhattan. After the shower, she’d been wide awake. She didn’t want to stumble into the dark bedroom and the too-quiet bed. She wanted to get lost in the mountains of Pennsylvania, the flat prairies of the Middle West. She wanted to change a tire and play cards in a tent and take pictures of the sun rising over the desert. And so she propped up her feet and let herself fall asleep reading When She Was King.

         She’s wrapped in only a bathrobe. Outside, it’s still dark. The glow from the streetlamps pushes from between the curtains. She checks the clock on the wall, the one that always makes her think of outer space, of planets orbiting around the hour. It’s morning. Just barely.

         Her tongue feels thick and her head stuffed with yarn. She flexes her calves before getting up. She’d rather be still asleep, but nights are never as long as they ought to be. The kitchen floor is cold. She automatically measures coffee from the blue tin, fills the percolator with water, and plugs it in.

         As the percolator bubbles, she washes her face in the bathroom, wiping away the last streaks of mascara. She runs her wet hands through her hair. It’s dried in waves from last night’s washing. She rubs in curl cream and combs, twists, and pins her hair until it’s all up in loose, pinned curls. It isn’t perfect, but it’s better than looking like she’s slept on the sofa.

         While her hair sets, she remakes her face. Not all the way, but enough that she can go out of the house without feeling half-naked. She smooths on some powder, fills in her eyebrows, rubs on some pale pink gloss. She begins the transformation back into “actress.”

         She steps on Arnie’s shaving brush. She vaguely remembers knocking over his little shelf the night before and bends to collect everything that’s rolled under the sink. His toothbrush and tube of Pepsodent. His comb. His Old Spice shaving mug, soap, razor, unopened package of Gillette blades, shaving mirror, now cracked in half. She arranges everything back on the shelf, everything except the mirror, which she pushes to the bottom of the Lucite trash can.

         She automatically straightens his toilet bench, pats down the bubbles in the rubber bath mat, refolds the towel on his low rack. It’s bone-dry.

         Once the coffee’s made she drinks a whole cup leaning against the kitchen sink. She can’t stomach any breakfast. She can barely stomach being awake. The bathroom mirror agrees. Her face is icy white with circles dark-smudged like bruises beneath each eye. She dabs on more powder before unpinning and brushing her curls.

         Arnie used to drive her in every morning. One hand on the wheel, he’d drink his second cup of coffee in the car. He always drove as slow as honey; he never spilled. She could drive herself, if she wanted to. She has a car in the garage, a bullet-nose Studebaker Champion convertible. Deep red and as shiny as a new apple. Arnie bought it for her the day before he left. But she’s never driven the Champ by herself, not in all those months he was gone. It makes her nervous, being behind the wheel. Besides, it just isn’t the same.

         So the studio sends a car. She checks the clock again, this time the one on the kitchen wall, as round and sunny as an over-easy egg. Five minutes. She’s still naked under a satin bathrobe.

         The bedroom is dark, but she knows her way around it by the glow of the hall light. Underthings in the top drawer, stockings beneath that. A stiff, folded girdle. She opens the narrow closet and feels for the silky touch of rayon, the crispness of linen, the soft caress of jersey. She picks a fir-green dress, with long narrow sleeves and white turned-back cuffs. She’d bought it for a funeral once where she couldn’t bear to wear black. She ties the white ribbons at the collar. She slips into alligator pumps and, last, as always, fastens on her gold watch.

         It’s only when Arnie rolls over and murmurs, “Where are you going?” that she remembers.

         There’s no car coming. No makeup artist waiting. No one expecting her at MGM.

         “Are you going to Las Vegas?” Even half-asleep, he’s remembered the night before. She’d drunk enough to forget.

         Last night she’d been angry. Her talk about risking suspension, about thumbing her nose at the studio’s threat – it was Manhattan-fueled. She can’t really. If she doesn’t show up, if she’s suspended, if she’s let go, who buys the cans of coffee? The chipped beef and toast? The Googie ashtrays? It’s been too long since Arnie’s drawn a paycheck. She has to go to Vegas.

         A good actress. It’s all she’s tried to be for the past year.

         “I don’t have a choice,” she says, and steps backward toward the hallway.

         In Arnie’s office, she switches on the desk lamp. It’s been ages since she’s been in here. Arnie too, apparently. The desk is gray with dust. She blows on the typewriter cover and sends up a cloud. It’s exactly as he left it when he flew out to Korea. The green blotter. The covered Remington in the center. Three sharpened Ticonderoga pencils and a single red pen in a souvenir mug from the Golden Gate Exposition. His pipe stand and the black telephone. Along the edge of the blotter, she traces “Lou was here” in the dust with a finger, then wipes it out with the side of her hand.

         She should have made travel arrangements yesterday, before leaving the studio. But after the meeting and the phone call from that lawyer, she hadn’t even thought of it. Now it’s Saturday. She’s on her own.

         The phone book is in the upper-right-hand desk drawer. She doesn’t know which airline flies to Las Vegas, but starts with Trans World. It’s what she flew on that single transcontinental trip all those years ago, when she stopped to see Dad before heading to Europe with the USO. Eight years is a long time for nothing but phone calls. Maybe after this picture wraps. New Jersey isn’t going anywhere, but she misses Dad.

         The Trans World agent is far too chirpy for this hour of the morning. They do fly to Vegas, yes. Would madame like to make a reservation?

         She takes a pencil from the cup and opens the drawer where Arnie keeps notepaper. The paper’s there, but also a folded pink sheet. She sees “House of Representatives” and “Committee on Un-American Activities” and hangs up the phone without replying.

         She stalks into the bedroom holding the subpoena between her fingertips. Arnie’s still in bed, but she knows he’s not sleeping.

         “When did this arrive?” she asks. She’s simmering. She’s steaming.

         He doesn’t answer.

         “I know you’re awake. When did this arrive?”

         She doesn’t specify what “this” is, but he knows. The covers shift. A shrug. “I don’t know. A week ago.”

         “And you were just going to ignore it? Shut it up in a drawer and pretend it never came?”

         “Maybe.” Another infinitesimal shrug. “Maybe they’ll forget about me.”

         “They haven’t in nine months. These aren’t the kind of people who forget. Arnie, this is a congressional subpoena.”

         The light from the hall throws a splash of yellow across the bedspread. Arnie doesn’t stir, and he doesn’t reply again.

         She goes to the kitchen and pours another cup of coffee, but doesn’t drink it. She paces from the table to the pantry, from the sink to the refrigerator. When she sets the still-full mug on the counter, it’s with decisiveness.

         “We’ll set up an appointment with Dr Keller,” she says, coming back into the bedroom. “You’re scheduled to be in DC next month.” She unbuttons her cuffs. “I know you haven’t been doing your exercises. You aren’t in any shape yet to stand in front of the committee.”

         He rolls over. “Stand?”

         She flushes, and is glad it’s dark. “You know what I mean.”

         “Yeah, I do.” He pushes himself up on one elbow. “You mean that I need to polish myself up so that I can go in front of the House Un-American Activities Committee and make nice. Just what you didn’t want me to do back in March.”

         Back in March a subpoena would’ve been an interruption to a writing career going at full tilt. These days there’s nothing to interrupt. She throws the subpoena on top of the dresser. “Make nice. Tell them to get lost. Something. Anything.”

         He lies back down. “Maybe anything is exactly what I don’t want to do.”

         She’s tired of the dusty, unused typewriter and the laundry basket full of nothing but pajamas. She’s tired of cracker crumbs in the bed. She’s tired of him not making an effort, at a single thing. Not at eating, at doing his exercises, at starting to work again. Not even at fighting for the things he believes in. She wonders if he believes in anything anymore.

         She’s tired too. Exhausted. Deliberately long hours at the studio. Solitary dinners. Quiet nights. But she does them. She does the laundry too.

         She wants him to do something. Give in or fight, it doesn’t make a difference. Giving in would keep them safe, but fighting, well, that would be a flash of the old Arnie. The one who – yes, don’t tell a soul – might have been to a rally or two in his day.

         “You always tell me not to back down,” she says. “You used to say you’d be right behind me to push me back up.”

         He’s facing away from her. “In case you haven’t noticed,” he says to the wall, “these days I can’t even push myself back up.”

         She gets down on her knees and reaches under the bed for a suitcase. She has a matching set – white, monogrammed, with gold clasps – that she bought in a splurge before her USO trip, but that’s not what she reaches for. The suitcase she pulls out is ancient. She hasn’t used it in ages. It’s a battered old thing that she brought with her on that bus ride from Jersey fourteen years ago. Faded wicker, lined with purple-pink fabric, something excessively flowered and ugly. It was Mom’s. It’s hers now, and it’s perfect.

         She goes to the living room and drops the suitcase on the coffee table, right on top of the scattered manuscripts, then returns to the bedroom. Gray dawn starts to seep in at the edges of the curtains. She throws open the closet, slides open the dresser drawers. “I’m leaving.”

         Arnie’s awake. He pulls himself up to a sit. “What do you mean, leaving?”

         “For Vegas.” She’s yanking clothes out haphazardly. Skirts, blouses, sweaters, shawls. Dresses and pajamas. One pair of twill shorts. Stockings, underpants, girdles, brassieres. A silky slip of a scarf. “It’ll take me a day or two to get there.” A black stocking slithers from her arms. “I don’t want to be late.”

         She carries the clothes out to the living room and drops them on the sofa. She folds them with suddenly sure hands and packs them into the wicker suitcase, one by one, stacked and wedged. The suitcase is enormous. There’s room enough for weeks’ worth of clothes. Maybe if she’d planned ahead, laying outfits on the bed, checking items against a list, folding them between sheets of tissue paper, she’d have been able to fit that much. As it is, she hasn’t packed half that.

         She ducks back into the bedroom and into the shoe closet. Gray heels, shiny black slingbacks, a neat pair of red flats. Her favorite sandals, with straps that twine around her ankles. One pair of pristine white Keds, in case she chances upon anything athletic. They never told her how long they’d be shooting. A girl must always be prepared for tennis.

         “How are you getting there?” Arnie is at the edge of the bed.

         She thinks of the journals, of the envelope of photos. Of the two women alone with their Model T. “Maybe I’ll just drive myself,” she says suddenly.

         It’s not that ridiculous. Though she’s never driven the Champ by herself, she knows how. Before he left for Korea, Arnie took her and the car out, introduced them to one another. She drove even slower than he did, but she didn’t hit a single thing.

         He doesn’t reply, doesn’t offer to drive her the way he would’ve once upon a time. He shifts, moves first one leg, then the other, over the side of the bed. Of course he doesn’t offer.

         “I can do it,” she says. Insists.

         “But you don’t have to. There’s probably a train—”

         “I said I can do it. Leave me alone,” she snaps, unthinkingly throwing his own phrase back at him. “I don’t need a train. I don’t need your help.”

         “The studio should—”

         “If we’re listing the things the studio ‘should’ do, we can start with ‘listen’ and ‘respect’ and ‘treat me like an adult.’ For the rest of the list, we’d be here all morning.”

         “Why are you so defensive?” He runs a hand through his hair. He needs a trim and a shave.

         “Why don’t you think I can take care of myself?” In the studio she holds her head up, despite everything at home. A good actress. “What do you think I’ve been doing all these months?”

         “I didn’t say that. I only asked about your drive to Vegas. I’ll …”

         He doesn’t finish the sentence. She waits. Worry. Wait. Miss you. So many things he could end it with. Even manage without you she’d accept, because that would mean getting out of bed and eating more than saltines.

         But “I’ll leave you alone” is what he says, before adding, “Fine.”

         It’s a pin to her heart. She pulls her shoulders back so she doesn’t deflate. “It’s what we do best.” She spins and leaves the room.

         Though driving to Vegas in the red Champion started as a whim, it’s solidified. It’s independence, it’s escape, it’s proof. Of what, she doesn’t know. But she needs to do it. She can picture it now, a shot on the screen in Technicolor. The red car, the brown desert, the dark-haired actress running away from it all with her wicker suitcase.

         She digs for spare corners in the suitcase where she can tuck the shoes. She adds a satin bag with earrings, a pearl necklace, a silver bracelet studded with turquoise. In the bathroom she gathers her curlers and pins, her Aqua Net, her cold creams, her makeup. She finds her old blue vanity case on the closet shelf, the one she used to carry back and forth to the studio when she was still unimportant enough to do her own makeup, and she packs her toiletries. She adds a bottle of Four Roses. In the bedroom, she fills a cardboard hatbox.

         Arnie finds her out in the living room, kneeling in front of the suitcase and vanity case, snapping them shut. He rests his hands on the wheels of his chair.

         “You’re really leaving now?”

         “I don’t get to spend all day in bed. I don’t get to live on pills and coffee and complaints. I don’t get to hide from the HUAC, pretending that everything is okay. Someone has to make decisions. Someone has to go out and work. Someone has to hold the house together.”

         “But you said the script was crap. That they patted you on the head and didn’t listen to a word you said.”

         “What do you want me to say, Arn?” The clasp on the vanity case is jammed. She smacks it with the heel of her hand. “That I’ll put on my lucky scarf and try again?”

         “Anything’s better than giving up.”

         It’s what she’d wanted him to say last night. It’s what she’d wanted him to say when she confronted him with the pink subpoena. Words that sounded like the old Arnie, when it was them against the world. Words that made her feel like it was worth it.

         She stands, tall in her alligator pumps, and looks down at him. “It may not be the career I want, but it’s something. One of us has to have something.”

         The two glasses from last night’s Manhattans are still there, his empty on the floor, hers up on the liquor cabinet, sticky and half-full with melted ice. She takes them to the kitchen. He won’t clean them up while she’s gone. Before setting them in the sink, she drains her glass. She tastes the ghost of whiskey in the water.

         Arnie’s still in the hallway, hunched in his chair.

         She pins on a curve of a white hat with a pouf of netting. She takes her coat from the closet. Mink, lined in scarlet. Like she’s leaving for a premiere, she holds it out to Arnie.

         “Lou,” he says, and hesitates. “When will you come back?”

         Tomorrow, she wants to say. Never. She doesn’t know what the answer is. “I don’t know.”

         He takes the coat and a deep breath. He unbuttons it and shakes it out. Sitting in his chair, he holds it as high as he can.

         She bends backward and slips into the coat.

         Turning, she holds it tight against her neck, as though to leave it open would leave her heart open. Arnie stares at her tightly clasped hands. “Last night you said you didn’t want to go,” he says. “That you wanted the suspension. You wanted the fight.”

         “Arn,” she says, picking up her luggage. “I don’t know what’s worth fighting for anymore.”
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