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            SUMMARY

          

        

      

    

    
      Eloise Kolby leaves her hometown of Chicago and arrives in 1950s Hollywood with dreams of becoming a movie star. While waiting for her big break, she falls for charming script-writer Ross Wilson. But when Ross promises her a big surprise, it’s not a ring, but a new project on location in Italy—for him alone. Putting her dreams on hold, she agrees to investigate a house he inherited in a small desert town outside LA.

      Ridgecrest postman Victor Burnham has always wanted to buy the property on Ivy Lane. But from the moment the beautiful, mysterious blonde moves into “his” house, his life becomes complicated. Their daily rendezvous at the mailbox has tongues wagging and Victor longing to share his dream house.

      When Eloise’s long-awaited letter arrives, signaling Ross’s return, she must choose—her new life on Ivy Lane with a steadfast postman and the promise of a family or the allure of fame and Hollywood glamour. Whose heart will be stamped Return to Sender?
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        March 1950

        Los Angeles, California

      

      

      

      Victor leaned back in his chair, blowing out a long breath. His father had been reluctant to sleep, too worried about his wife to close his eyes. They had come to Los Angeles, hoping to find better news. But the physicians had the same message: Heart attack. Bed rest, take it easy, no stress or extreme physical exertion. He watched Pop’s chest rise and fall, the glare of the ceiling lights shining off his bald head, his weathered face slack with exhaustion.

      Pop had been a janitor at the high school since before Victor had been born. He had become the head of maintenance for the school district ten years later. While his work didn’t include much heavy lifting, Mr. Burnham spent long hot days in the summer, preparing the buildings for the next school year. The school board was concerned he might not be able to continue. There had been an offer to bring in extra help, teenage boys needing a summer job, which Pop had refused out of pride.

      

      “What will she do without me?” The pain in Pop’s eyes wrenched Victor’s heart. “I don’t have enough saved yet to take care of her when I’m gone.”

      “Then it looks like you’re stuck here for a while longer, Pop.” Victor squeezed his father’s hand, hoping Mom didn’t walk in on this conversation. “The doctor said with proper care you could be around for years to come.”

      “He also said I could drop dead tomorrow. It was a waste of money to come here.” Mr. Burnham swiped a hand over his weathered face. “More money I can’t leave for your mother.”

      “Pop, I’ll always take care of Mom.” He paused, then added for a bit of comic relief, “If she’ll let me. You know how stubborn and independent she can be.”

      

      “Victor, hun, why don’t you grab a bite at that diner around the corner? You need a break.” His mother’s soft voice roused him. She rubbed his back in little circles as if he were still her little boy. “They have such good blue plate specials.”

      He nodded and stood, then stretched. “Yeah, good idea.” He stood, towering over the petite five-foot frame, and kissed the top of her auburn head.

      Leaving the hospital, the honks and yells of passersby and cab drivers echoing around him, he walked along the crowd toward the corner. He turned left and stopped under the sign Harvey’s Diner. It was midafternoon, so the place wasn’t packed like lunch had been yesterday. He pushed open the door and scanned the red leather booths and speckled table tops. He decided to take a stool at the counter.

      Grabbing a menu, he perused the lunch options. When he looked up to see the daily specials on the board, he found a beautiful blonde waitress smiling at him with a pot of coffee in her hand.

      “What can I get you?” she asked.

      Victor blinked, feeling as if he were falling into the depths of those luminous blue eyes.

      “Coffee?” she asked. “A Coke?”

      He blinked again and read her name tag. Eloise. “Uh, yes, coffee. Please,” he added, a smile curving his own lips. She slipped her order pad back into her apron pocket and flipped over the cup sitting in the saucer before him.

      “Are you hungry?”

      He nodded. “I was just looking at the specials.”

      “I’ll give you a minute, then.”

      Victor watched her walk away, the pale-yellow cotton uniform hugging the woman’s curves, her mid-length flaxen hair pulled back at the nape of a long, slender neck. His reaction to her surprised him. He wasn’t the type of man who felt an attraction to a woman so quickly. Especially a total stranger.

      He watched her taking the order of a couple at one of the booths. Her smile was contagious, her movements graceful, her voice a pitch lower than the usual female octave. She had shapely calves, telling him she was active. Maybe she’d been in track or some kind of sport in high school. He guessed her to be about twenty or a little younger.

      When she returned, he ordered the meatloaf with mashed potatoes. Eloise made chitchat, asking if he was in LA sightseeing.

      “No, my dad’s here seeing a heart specialist,” Victor replied, sipping at his black coffee.

      “Oh, I’m sorry to hear that. I hope it works out okay,” she said, reaching out a ringless left hand to give his wrist a squeeze.

      Her touch was electric. The warmth sizzled up his arm, and he took a breath. She was gorgeous and kind. A pang of regret poked his gut, wishing he’d met her at a diner in Ridgecrest rather than Los Angeles. He would have asked her out.

      “Are you from LA?” he asked.

      She laughed. “Oh, no. I came from Chicago. I want to be an actress.”

      “I bet you could be anything you wanted,” he blurted out.

      She blushed. “Thank you. I’ve been only here a few weeks, so cross your fingers for me.”

      “I will,” he said, meaning it.

      When Victor returned to the hospital, his mother met him at the door. “Your father’s ready to go home.”

      Behind her, Pop said, “If they can’t work any miracles, we might as well get on with life. I want to sleep in my own bed tonight.”
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        August 1950

        Los Angeles, California

      

      

      

      Eloise Kolby wiggled her toes in the sand, the cool, tan grains tickling and scratching the bottom of her feet. Frothy waves lapped rhythmically at her ankles, gently pushing the hem of her skirt back and forth against the pebbly beach as if quietly waltzing on its own. She softly hummed, “You’re Breaking My Heart” and imagined Vic Damone next to her, watching the sun sink into the Pacific Ocean.

      She smiled at the sound of children laughing.  A mother’s reprimand followed, but she soon joined in her children’s laughter. It made Eloise think of Chicago and home and her brother and sisters. Was her father’s new wife taking care of them properly? Was she good to them? Ruth had been kind but reserved. Eloise hadn’t stayed long enough to get to know her.

      A wave of homesickness washed over her. Not for the cramped apartment with three and four children to a bedroom. Not for her father who couldn’t even keep their names straight. Not for the loud neighbors or long hours cleaning, cooking, and sewing for nine siblings. She longed for those rare, quiet moments at the end of an evening when the young ones went to bed, and her father worked late.

      Her mother would sit in the rocker, quietly humming while darning socks or sewing on a button. They would talk about the days before Mama was married and her dreams of becoming an actress. Now, Eloise shared those dreams. Her mind wandered back to one fateful night.

      

      “I’ve got an emergency fund hidden away,” Mama said one night just before the New Year. “When the time is right, we’ll send you to Hollywood. You have talent. The drama teacher told me so after the Christmas play.”

      “I can’t take money away from the family,” she had said without hesitation, though her heart pounded a little faster with the thought. “What if someone gets sick? Daddy would never allow it anyway.”

      “Your father doesn’t know about it, and you won’t tell him.” Never taking her eyes off the sock she was darning, her calloused fingers pushed and pulled the needle and thread through the old material with skill and speed. “He doesn’t understand women and their hopes and desires. He thinks they are just for breeding and keeping his house.”

      “But what if I’m not good enough? What if I waste your savings and never make it?” She heard the excitement mixed with panic in her own voice. Could this even be a possibility? Her hands shook as she finished the button and broke the thread with her teeth. “I couldn’t face you again.”

      “Of course you could. I’m your mother.” Mama’s urgent tone made Eloise look up. “It doesn’t matter if you’re successful or not. The important thing is to chase that dream and have no regrets. Don’t be me. You deserve better.”

      

      One month later, Mama came down with a fever that kept her in bed. Her father had grudgingly called the doctor after a week. Pneumonia. She took her last breath a few days later. Looking around the bedroom at the family crowded close to the bed, Eloise had never felt so alone. The younger children cried; the older ones seemed lost and confused.

      Her three eldest sisters were married with families of their own. Her two older brothers had enlisted, one in the army and one in the navy. Eloise would have to see to the three youngest.

      How could she take Mama’s place?

      Fate stepped in. At the end of February, her father brought home Ruth. Eloise was sure the cool look, when Daddy introduced her as his new wife, had meant to be intimidating. The “how nice to meet you” really meant “I’ll be the woman of the house for now on.” It worked.

      On her eighteenth birthday, she pried up the floorboard inside the kitchen pantry and found Mama’s emergency fund. Three days later, she stepped off a bus in sunny Los Angeles. It had been her first trip outside her neighborhood, let alone the state. And the City of Angels was a paradise compared to her home.

      Even in March, the sun shone every day, although some days through a haze of smog. The only view she’d seen in Chicago was the apartment buildings of the south side. Now, she could take a trolley car or bus and smell the fresh salt air of the Pacific Ocean or see distant mountaintops. She’d never have to worry about darning a winter coat again. The first time she saw the Hollywood sign, her mother’s voice had whispered in her ear, Chase that dream and have no regrets.

      The women at the local YWCA had found her a room at a boarding house.

      “The landlady is strict, but you’ll be safe there. No hanky panky in her establishment, and the breakfast is plentiful. You’ll get at least one good meal a day.”

      They bombarded her with advice before sending her off to Henley’s House for Ladies. She must have carried an invisible sign, advertising: Eager beaver here.

      “Don’t tell a possible employer you’re an actress. They don’t trust movie people to be dependable.”

      “With that blonde hair, blue eyes and those curves, you should be able to find a job. Do remember to smile—men expect it around here—but sweetly, not flirty-like. They’ll get the wrong idea.”

      “If you’re asked to audition in a private office with a couch, run. Don’t be bamboozled.”

      Their voices clanged like fire engine bells in her head. Do this, don’t do that. It scared the applesauce out of her, but they meant well. Some of their instructions had been helpful as she made her way through unfamiliar city streets. Unfortunately, Eloise had not been prepared for the cost of living in California, and her money went quickly. Her savings had been enough to cover two months rent in advance.

      Yesterday, her landlady met her at the door for the September payment.

      “It’s only the end of August,” she had said in a reasonable tone. “I have another week.”

      “Just letting you know where you stand, girlie. If you don’t have it on the first, you better have your bags packed. Or I’ll pack them for you.” Mrs. Henley’s bark was worse than her bite on most matters but not when it came to money. “I’ve been stiffed too many times.”

      The lifeguard’s shrill whistle brought her back to Sunset Pier. Eloise stood and brushed the sand from her legs and flapped her soggy hem, then slid her flats back on her damp feet. Checking her watch, she hurried toward the trolley to catch the next Red car heading back into the city. With one last deep breath of the fresh ocean breeze, she smiled and thought of her upcoming audition.

      Maybe tomorrow will be the day. Maybe tomorrow I’ll get noticed.
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        Los Angeles

        September 1950

      

      

      

      The room spun. Eloise grabbed for the edge of the table as the coffee slipped from her grasp and her knees buckled. Her legs turned to noodles, and she closed her eyes, preparing to meet the unforgiving, cement floor. Instead, strong arms wrapped around her waist and under her knees.

      “Hey there, doll. Looks like you need a little help.” His smoky gray eyes sent rejuvenating warmth through her body. Her skin tingled where it touched his, and her stomach did a flip.

      “I… I think I just need something to eat. Once I get through the next number, I’ll be fine.”

      “Well, trust me. If you faint in the middle of the dance routine, you won’t have to worry about being called back. Extras are a dime a dozen.” The deep rich timbre of his voice soothed her nerves. His breath tickled, his mouth so close to her ear. “Let’s see what I can scrounge up. You weigh about as much as the script I just finished.”

      The dizziness returned as he set her back down, but his arm remained around her waist. She leaned on him for support, embarrassment keeping her gaze on her worn, black tap shoes.

      “And what shall I call my knight in shining armor?” she asked as her eyes strayed to the well-manicured fingers resting on her belt and the unadorned ring finger. “I take it you’re a writer?”

      “Yes, ma’am. Ross Wilson at your service.” He tipped an imaginary hat. “And the princess in distress?”

      “Eloise Kolby.” She took a chance and looked up at her hero. The slate-colored eyes moved from her head to her nylon-clad legs, then very slowly back up to her chest. Her scant costume seemed little protection against his leisurely inspection. The heat began in her neck and rose. “I need this job. The landlady says she takes cash not excuses.”

      “Well, everyone needs a roof over his head. Tell her you’re working on the set of African Queen with Humphrey Bogart and Katharine Hepburn. Maybe she’ll give you a break in the hopes of an autograph.” He gave her a wink, sending her stomach into another tumble.

      “I’ve had a crush on Bogie since I was a little girl.” A giggle erupted at the thought. “Ha! Could you imagine working on the same set as either of them? Unfortunately, Mrs. Henley doesn’t believe you can deposit an autograph in the bank. I had to pay rent or eat this week.”

      A ham sandwich magically appeared in Ross’s free hand. He guided her to a stool, and she sank onto it, accepting the food with thanks. Another crewmember approached with a script in hand. The two men spoke quietly with their heads bent over the paper. She watched her new friend as he gestured, his hands animated with the conversation.

      He was not tall, but his stocky build made him appear as large as the other man. Definitely the artist type with his casual slacks, barely tucked shirt, and longer hair. His ash-blond curls looked as if his fingers raked through them more often than a comb. A deep chuckle made the other man smile. Ross slapped him on the back, then nodded in her direction. They both turned to study her.

      “The blonde?” the man asked. “She’s a looker all right. Sure, I’ll see what I can do. Is she available at night?”

      “Can you work in the evening?”

      “Me?” she asked around a mouthful of sandwich. “Tell me a time and I’ll be there. I mean... what kind of job is it?”

      Maybe the precious money spent on her hair had been worth it. One director had told her to get rid of the long tresses and look more like Marilyn Monroe. She’d compromised with a shoulder-length cut and brightened her sandy brown to a deep blonde.

      “An extra for a Minnelli film. I worked on the script for his last one, Father of the Bride. That’s how I met this wise guy.” Ross thumbed his friend next to him. “The choreographers need to add another number and want the girls to get in some late night practices. We can't fall behind schedule. Jack says he can get you in.”

      Jack opened his mouth as if to argue, then looked at her with a sigh. “Can you sing too?”

      Before Eloise could answer, he held up a hand. “Of course you can. You can do anything a director asks, right?”

      She smiled and wondered how many girls came to Hollywood with stars in their eyes. Hundreds, she supposed. Naïve and hopeful, most of them ended up back home or slinging plates in a shabby L.A. diner. If they were lucky, they got bit parts in a background cast with twenty-five other girls kicking up their legs in unison. If they were really lucky, they got a one-liner and a close-up.

      Eloise had not been so fortunate—yet. Leaving her home in Chicago six months ago, she’d already been a clerk in a department store, a secretary for an overly friendly PI, and still served burgers at a local joint near her apartment. Waitressing worked best because she could trade shifts to accommodate Hollywood’s crazy schedule. It was hard to keep a job when you took off for auditions or played stand-in for a sick extra. Dozens of would-be actresses waited to snatch up anything that was available, and flexibility was key.
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