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			Introduction


			This fast-moving collection blends fiction with history to illuminate the lives and careers of noted actors, actresses, and directors. Talented but tormented Louise Brooks and Anna May Wong open the show, and major stars Marlene Dietrich, Vivien Leigh, and Bette Davis follow, revealing their experiences or yielding to characters who offer creative comments about them.


			The parade continues with Joan Crawford, a gifted actress who’s difficult on and off the set. Olivia de Havilland becomes a star and then challenges a rigid studio system that locks her into inferior parts and bans her from movies while she fights the moguls in court. Marilyn Monroe is glamorous and gifted but seldom escapes emotional agony. Lupe Velez, The Mexican Spitfire, is similarly doomed.


			Contemporary actresses Meryl Streep, Cate Blanchette, Halle Berry, and Kate Winslet usually have better creative choices and earn more money than their cinematic predecessors but must also deal with challenging screen roles and, on occasion, outrageous co-stars.


			Leading men next step before the cameras. Humphrey Bogart battles his violent third wife while finally moving toward screen immortality. Errol Flynn, a compelling but unstable young man not long removed from sailing the seas around Tasmania and New Guinea, rapidly becomes a star and almost as quickly undermines himself with alcohol, narcotics, and bad decisions. Clark Gable marries two much older women, one teaching him to act and the other showing him how to behave in high society, before he combines polish and charisma to start getting what he wants.


			Laurence Olivier and John Wayne differ stylistically but both dominate the screen and delight moviegoers. Kirk Douglas also proves he’s a star and so does his son Michael, and some creative scenes enliven their stories. Ernest Hemingway arrives, trying to help Burt Lancaster survive his debut in The Killers. In other roles the actor swims through backyard pools on estates in suburban Connecticut and studies birds not at Alcatraz but less scenic Leavenworth. Marlon Brando again fascinates in On the Waterfront, this time making alternative efforts to avoid becoming a bum. The youngest star is Chadwick Boseman, portrayer of Jackie Robinson. Character actors appear next and include Robert DeNiro, Dustin Hoffman, Claude Rains, Edward G. Robinson, Ernest Borgnine and, more recently, Jesse Eisenberg.


			The performers above are guided by directors such as John Huston, Alfred Hitchcock, Billy Wilder, Clint Eastwood, Woody Allen, and Spike Lee. And where do they get their raw material? It emerges from numerous too-little-appreciated screenwriters like Ben Hecht, Budd Schulberg, and Aaron Sorkin as well as directors who write well. Huston, Allen, and Lee are among the finest.


			And these talents coalesce to form fantasy teams about which we confidently state: They Make Movies.
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			Lovely Ladies


		


	

		

			
Anna May Wong


		


	

		

			
Delicate Flower


			The judge evidently thinks I’m a movie mogul rather than a UCLA English professor and awards my hard-shopping wife more than half my estate and my entire Santa Monica home. I rent a couple of places that prove dreary before I diligently study classified ads and drive by what may be a suitable residence. It was once a fine Hollywood house that’s been quartered. The landlord lives in one of the residences and on that door I knock. A middle-aged oriental lady responds.


			“Hello,” I say, examining her.


			She exhales cigarette smoke and says, “Are you going to gawk at me all afternoon.”


			“No, ma’am. I just feel I’ve seen you somewhere.”


			“Is that the most clever line you’ve got?”


			“I’m here in response to your advertisement for a place to rent.”


			“Just a minute,” she says, and shortly returns with a large key chain. “This way.”


			Walking a couple of steps ahead she leads me to a furnished ground-floor apartment of medium size and consisting of a living room, kitchen, bathroom, and one bedroom. I agree to rent the place, sign the contract, and ask to whom I should make out the check.


			“Anna May Wong,” she says.


			“I should’ve known right away.


			“Evidently, I’ve aged to the point I’m unrecognizable.”


			“It’s more likely a matter of my incipient senility,” I say.


			“I doubt it. How old are you?”


			“Fifty-two last month.”


			“You’re only two years older than I.”


			Feeling enthused, I say, “You were great in The Toll of the Sea. First movie I saw in color.”


			“First movie ever made in color, 1922, when I was only seventeen. Maybe the audience didn’t appreciate I gave my child to my white bigamist husband who’d returned to China with his gawky wife. I thought it odd the script dictated my child would somehow be better off with two strange adults in the United States. My decision to enter the sea was also troubling, but poignant. Perhaps these tragedies added to the beauty of the film.


			“I expected my career to blossom but two years later I had to play a decidedly minor part, as a Mongol slave in The Thief of Baghdad. Movie people told me I should be delighted that Douglas Fairbanks had requested me.”


			Looking through layers of time I still sense young Anna May Wong dancing on screen. She was lovely, graceful, exotic.


			“I confess I fell for you in Picadilly. In the way one sometimes fantasizes about movie stars.”


			“Many men did. I hope they weren’t too smitten since I died again. This time my oriental boyfriend shot me because I was in love with another man, a white one. That was expedient since people of different races weren’t allowed to kiss on screen, a rule rather limiting my opportunities to play romantic leads.”


			“I’d like to see more films from that period.”


			“So would I,” she says, “but careless people at the studios have lost about fifteen of my silent movies.”


			Noting her neat but plain dress, I say, “I remember newspaper photos of you always attired in chic outfits.”


			“Someone or other voted me the world’s best-dressed woman one year. Another group judged me the world’s most beautiful Chinese girl, an unusual honor for one born and raised in downtown Los Angeles, albeit in Chinatown.”


			“In the late twenties you went to Europe, made some silent pictures, and acted on stage with Laurence Olivier.”


			“Most people there treated me as a star.”


			“Lots of men must’ve wanted to marry you.”


			Lips curling down, she says, “I’ve always been married to my career. In the play with Olivier, critics excoriated me for having a voice that lacked professional timbre and dignity. I got lots of training to improve and also learned and performed in French and German.”


			“That brings us to your career in motion pictures with sound.”


			“We’ll have to talk about that promising but ultimately tormenting era on another occasion, Mr. James. It’s time for my afternoon libation.”


			“It’s eleven a.m.,” I say.


			“In my lifetime of waiting, that’s late enough.”


			A few days later I move in. At UCLA I frequently mention my new landlord Anna May Wong and, without contrivance, link her to American and European literature. Films, after all, begin as scripts adapted to the screen.


			Entering and leaving my apartment and taking frequent afternoon walks, I hope to see Anna May but don’t and instead notice her drapes are always closed. This frustrates me until I decide to pay my rent a week early. I knock on her door. I knock again. Her car, bearing ten years and losing paint, sits in the driveway. It’s only four p.m. I step to her picture window, tap a bit harder than intended, and say, “Anna May. Are you all right? This is Bob James.”


			In seconds drapes are jerked open, Anna squeezing material in each hand as she frowns. “What the hell do you want?”


			I hold up my check.


			“Come back at the start of the month,” she says.


			Initially, I think I’ve interrupted an afternoon assignation. I then conclude I more likely aggravated her hangover.


			A few days later, a weekday evening, there’s a knock on my door and I’m delighted to see Anna May smiling.


			“May I come in?”


			“Of course. I’ll get your check.”


			“Okay, but that’s not why I’m here. Let’s talk about movies.”


			Motioning to the sofa, I say, “We were moving into the era of sound.”


			“I was ready and in 1931 I starred in Daughter of the Dragon.”


			“I remember. You had the presence of a star.”


			“I also had a Caucasian father painted yellow: Warner Oland from all those Charlie Chan movies. Never has a white man fathered so many pure Chinese. My Chinese boyfriend in this movie was Sessue Hayakawa, a fine actor from Japan. He moved to the United States as a young man and starred in silent films but in talkies he spoke English with such a thick accent it marred all his scenes. At least he proved a good shot, killing me and then dying on my body as our rivals, a white couple, embraced.


			“May I smoke?”


			Ordinarily I’d ask a visitor to do so outside but say, “Certainly. I don’t have an ashtray but I’ll get you an old cup.”


			She inhales deeply and blows dense funnels of smoke illuminated by lamps on each end of the sofa.


			Relaxed in my reading chair, I say, “I wish you had a much larger part in Shanghai Express in 1932 when your beauty and dynamism were at their peak.”


			“Are you suggesting they’ve plummeted?


			“Not at all, Anna May. I’m simply saying that you and Marlene Dietrich, two high class courtesans, were superb in that railroad car encounter with the puritanical old lady. I love how she tells you, “’I’m sure you’re very respectable, Madam.’”


			Anna looks perturbed. “And I say, ‘I must confess, I don’t quite know the standard of respectability that you demand in your boarding house.’ One of the best lines in my career.”


			“Marlene was gorgeous in that scene, teasing as she asks the lady, ‘Don’t you find respectable people terribly dull?’ I’ve read you and Marlene were good friends.”


			She takes a big puff and exhales. “That’s correct. I prefer not to elaborate.”


			“I understand.”


			“Do you have anything to drink, Bob?”


			“Plenty of white wine.”


			“Bring us some, please, because I know what you next want to talk about.”


			“What’s that?”


			“The Good Earth.”


			I pour Anna May a wine glass almost full and she drains it in a few minutes and pushes it forward for a refill.


			“As a scholarly fellow, Bob, you know how much I wanted to play O-Lan, the Chinese slave in northern China before World War I. They started casting in 1935. But they told me I looked too Chinese. So they chose an Austrian, Luise Rainer.”


			“And she won the Oscar for best actress.”


			“I haven’t watched the movie and never will. Have you seen it?”


			“Yes,” I say. “I’d have chosen you.”


			“I’ve been told, perhaps by people who know what I yearn to hear, that Rainer spends much of the movie grimacing and cowering. I’m certain I could’ve played the role with more dignity.”


			I sip my wine.


			“Anna May, I’ve heard two versions about why you didn’t play Lotus, the prostitute.”


			“Did I turn down this secondary part because all the principal roles would be played by whites and I’d be the only Asian and playing a disreputable woman? Or did some chubby producer say I didn’t seem beautiful enough to play the prostitute? It suffices to note they hired another Austrian.”


			“At least that gave you time to visit China,” I say.


			“Sadly, the Chinese government, for whom I had great sympathy in their war with Japan, published many scathing newspaper reviews of my work, accusing me of disgracing China by playing loose and violent women. That was as primitive as Hollywood’s miscegenation laws. I still needed to see my ancestral homeland, especially since my father moved back after my mother was hit and killed by a car in Los Angeles.


			“The people were wonderful. No matter what their station, they treated me as a distinguished actress of whom they were very proud. Meeting them was the most gratifying experience I’ve had. I’m so pleased we filmed a lot of documentary footage.”


			She extends her glass.


			“Are you sure?” I ask.


			“Yes.”


			“After your return from China you starred in a good film, Daughter of Shanghai.”


			“It was a B movie but my best role since they let me lead and have a boyfriend, oriental actor Philip Ayn, and whites were the bad guys.”


			“You must’ve been encouraged,” I say.


			“I was, but a few more B movies followed that weren’t as good. Every actor needs a good script and budget for a first-rate production. You either move up to A pictures or slide into oblivion. By 1942 I was thirty-seven, not young for the screen, and starring in Lady from Chungking. I battled the Japanese whose two top officers were played by Jewish guys from New York. The Japanese executed me at the end and, as imaginary bullets entered me, I knew my chances of being a major star were dead. I didn’t appear in another movie for seven years. Impact. Did you see it?”


			“No,” I say diplomatically about a decent film in which Anna May Wong, aging fast, had a minor role she performed without distinction.


			She finishes another glass and points to it.


			“Please consider what I’m about to suggest. There’s a new organization called Alcoholics Anonymous. Have you heard about it?”


			“No.”


			“They get together and talk about their problems and provide support. A couple of my colleagues at UCLA go to meetings and they’ve quit drinking.”


			Anna May drops her cigarette into the cup and says, “I don’t want to quit drinking. Why would I?”


			“Because you have a problem.”


			She stands and says, “From now on just pay your rent and quit analyzing my life,” and walks out and three months later sells the place and moves into her brother’s home in Santa Monica. Even those on the edges of Hollywood can ask a few questions and learn what’s going on. Anna May Wong’s been depressed for years, maybe all her life, and she sometimes bleeds internally, and a few years later has a stroke but continues smoking and drinking, and at age fifty-six, when she doesn’t wake up, newspapers report she dies of cirrhosis of the liver. Hell of a sad story.


		


	

		

			
Marlene Dietrich


		


	

		

			
Marlene Rides Again


			I first smile then laugh as I discuss The Blue Angel script about a cabaret singer who seduces a stuffy schoolmaster, sending him into a life of degradation and destruction.


			“This isn’t supposed to be quite so funny,” says director Josef von Sternberg.


			“I hope you won’t be jealous, Josef, but this so reminds me of my schoolmaster in Berlin.”


			“You seduced him?”


			“I’m not sure who kissed first but I remember crying when he lost his job.”


			Our film is a hit soon after Josef leaves Germany for Hollywood. In a few months I follow and he gives me a Rolls Royce and Paramount hires Gary Cooper to star with me in Morocco.


			“Gary’s a lovely man but much too tall,” I tell Josef.


			“I’ll fix it so he has to look up to you.”


			Gary protests to studio heads who side with the lanky American.


			“I hope we’re still friends,” I tell him.


			“I barely know you, Miss Dietrich.”


			“Let’s meet for a drink after work.”


			We don’t spend much time in the hotel lounge. We get a room.


			“Goodness, Gary, I confess I’d heard about you.”


			We meet a couple of times a week, more when I can convince Josef to stop asking why I’m getting home late. I also have to beware Gary’s crazy girlfriend Lupe Velez. I know Lupe’s got spies and one tells her where Gary and I will be this evening. She pounds and kicks the hotel door, screaming, “You filthy beetch, I’m gonna tear your eyes out.”


			“Please take care of this, Gary.”


			“I’m staying right here,” he says.


			Fans love exotic Morocco filmed in Los Angeles. I highlight the movie by kissing a surprised lady’s lips in a nightclub. After another picture together, Josef and I collaborate for the fourth time, in Shanghai Express. There’s something sexy about being on a train. Also mysterious and funny. I love working with Anna May Wong. We met a few years earlier at a party in Berlin where I summoned her into a private place. I’m delighted she has a good role as a strong and intelligent courtesan like me. After a Chinese warlord, white Warner Oland, rapes Anna she stabs him and survives. I also get my man and have another critical and box office success.


			I’m proud of all my films with Josef von Sternberg, including the final three, but our professional association loses creative energy as personal relations rupture, and new Paramount production manager Ernst Lubitsch declines to renew his contract. Meanwhile, I’ve got a 1936 date with Gary Cooper in Desire.


			I assure you I never steal jewelry from men but in this picture I tell a psychiatrist and a jeweler that I’m married to the other and ask the jeweler to deliver my pearl necklace to the good doctor who thinks my husband’s a patient and asks him personal questions such as how do you sleep and all my jeweler husband wants is his check for two million francs and while they’re bumbling I take the necklace and drive fast out of Paris toward the Spanish border and don’t mean to splash muddy water on Gary Cooper and only of necessity do I secretly hide my jewels in Gary’s coat pocket at customs and later steal his car. This movie’s much fun to make especially since Gary’s rid of Lupe Velez and we do some shooting in France and Spain far from Gary’s wonderful but rather suspicious wife Rocky. I’ve been married for years to Rudolf Sieber. He understands I enjoy many men and women and approve of, and financially support, his separate life with our daughter and whomever else he chooses.


			I’m honored to become Hollywood’s highest paid actress in 1936, receiving two hundred thousand dollars for Garden of Allah. Cost overruns unrelated to me result in a large loss. Nevertheless, for Knight Without Armour I agree to a quarter million and ten percent of profits that, regrettably, never materialize. Angel also fails to inspire the public and film distributors crudely place me on their Box Office Poison list that also includes Greta Garbo and Katherine Hepburn, and Paramount pays me to let it shred my contract.


			“At least the Germans want you,” says a dim acquaintance.


			“That’s right. Do they want you? Does anyone? I don’t want to be the preeminent star in Nazi Germany. Hitler’s a curse who craves war. I’m ready to fight for the United States. Meanwhile, I’m taking a rest.”


			Visitors flock wherever I’m staying in Hollywood or Europe. I entertain young John F. Kennedy and others. Maybe I’ll sing and dance and be a star without the countless complications of moviemaking. Two years later, in 1939, I’m offered an excellent role for a modest salary.


			“You should take it,” says Josef von Sternberg, still tutoring me on occasion. “You’ll soon be forty. That’s old for male stars and ancient for women.”


			Jimmy Stewart, seven years my junior, thinks I’m nice on set and off in Destry Rides Again. I’m having a great time as queen of the saloon owned by my boyfriend and tough town boss Brian Donlevy. In my place I throw a drink in the face of one smartass and push another down and bump into a man playing high stakes poker and can’t help it he loses his ranch in that hand. The weak old sheriff asks me how card games are turning into land grabs. He should keep his mouth shut and will now that he’s shot dead. The new sheriff’s a drunk and won’t make trouble. We townsfolk don’t know what to think about Jimmy Stewart, playing Tom Destry, the new deputy who refuses to wear a gun.


			I’m always ready for trouble, and scratch, wrestle, and roll with jealous bitch Una Merkel surrounded by excited men in the saloon. If Jimmy doesn’t pour water on us we’d still be fighting. I guess the movie code prudes are too shocked to object. Like people all over, they love my song See What the Boys in the Back Room Will Have. Jimmy whispers he likes the song, too. On screen he borrows a gun and shows how to use it, shooting six knobs off the sign over a store. More serious now, he visits and tells me he knows what kind of stuff I’m involved in and that he needs to find the corpse of the previous sheriff so he can convict the killer. Jimmy’s very smart how he tricks the bad guys into revealing where the dead sheriff lies. I won’t spoil the ending but concede after production ends Jimmy Stewart drops me. I assume he thinks I’m too old. He doesn’t know I’m pregnant and planning an abortion.


			I have a refined eye for handsome men and tell a studio executive, as we talk in the commissary, that I want that big fellow over there for Christmas. He’s John Wayne and, enabled by my success in Destry Rides Again, I get him gift wrapped for three films we make the next two years. My pay is good and our cinematic results decent but everyone sees my still-striking face has entered its forties. I don’t need movies now, anyway. I’m a United States citizen entertaining our troops all over the country in 1942 and 1943. Hundreds of thousands cheer my songs, jokes, and personal style. I’m beating every actress at this game, and really heat up on USO tours as we close in on Hitler in Algeria, Italy, England, France, and, ultimately, Germany where many are calling me a traitor. I think Germans who followed Hitler are the traitors. This nightmare will soon be over. Our troops liberating Europe are led by great generals like George Patton and James Gavin. Both men privately tell me about their adventures.


			After the war I make some movies. A Foreign Affair directed by Billy Wilder and Stage Fright by Alfred Hitchcock are rather good but I feel more heroic on stage. A hotel in Las Vegas pays me thirty thousand a week and I love the applause. Audiences await me in Europe and Australia. Guided by young musical maestro Burt Bacharach, we expand my repertoire and ensure dresses, tuxedos, wigs, makeup, and lighting hide some of the truth.


			Occasionally, I get a wonderful screen role. I hope you have seen Witness for the Prosecution. If so, don’t give away the climax or Billy Wilder and Charles Laughton will rebuke you. Perhaps worse. I think I can tell you this. My much younger husband, Tyrone Power, is accused of murdering a quite old widow who ne’er do well Tyrone is trying to fleece. She changes her will, leaving everything to him, and shortly thereafter is murdered in her home. I’m my husband’s only alibi. But am I legally married to him? I imagine Tyrone on the gallows, and even Laughton’s courtroom skills won’t save him unless I do something decisive. Can I, as a native German, fool people with my Cockney accent? And why would I need to try? You’ll be surprised more than once.


			My best opportunities are on stage but it’s difficult to carry a show in my sixties and overwhelming in my seventies when I fracture a leg and break another and sedate myself with increasing quantities of pills and alcohol. That recalls the line from Just a Gigolo, when I’m seventy-seven and making my final screen appearance: “Dancing, music, champagne, the best way to forget until you find something you want to remember.” I can’t dance the final decade bedridden in my Paris apartment but I read and drink and call people all over the world. I’m still Marlene on the phone. When you want to see the whole woman, watch my movies. You haven’t seen anyone like me.


		


	

		

			
Louise Brooks


		


	

		

			
Dating Louise


			People have been telling me. That’s her. Louise Brooks is selling clothes at Saks Fifth Avenue. I probably would’ve recognized her, though she no longer wears the luminous black helmet hairdo she had when I loved her in the late twenties. I would’ve married her on the first date, if I could’ve gotten one, when she starred in silent classics Pandora’s Box and Diary of a Lost Girl. What a stunning lady. And even around age forty, with long hair, she’s a special presence in our store just after the war.


			“Hello, Miss Brooks, I’m Mr. Dexter, the assistant manager, but please call me Bob.”


			“I would have, Bob. You can call me Louise.”


			“I was shocked when I heard you worked here.”


			“Why? People need to work.”


			“Yes, but since you’re a movie star…”


			“I haven’t made a movie in almost ten years and that was a rotten B western with John Wayne, who got all the good scenes. One producer told me I better get out of Hollywood or I’d end up a hooker.”


			“I’m surprised things didn’t work out.”


			“When talkies came, they claimed my voice wasn’t right.”


			“I like your voice,” I say, and begin figuring how to assign myself sales and inventory tasks in women’s clothes.


			In less than a month, more excited every day, I think Louise may be interested in me, too.


			“Would you like to have dinner tonight?”


			“I’m busy,” she says.


			“What about tomorrow night?”


			“Still busy.”


			“Would you ever have time for me?”


			“Saturday night.”


			“Wonderful.”


			“You married?” she asks.


			“Yes, but it’s over. We sleep in separate bedrooms.”


			“Naturally.”


			I meet Louise at a fine steakhouse in Manhattan, and in our booth I ask, “Do you drink?”


			“I suppose you don’t know much about me.”


			We order martinis and she downs three before I finish my first.


			“Aren’t you drinking a little fast, Louise?”


			“Don’t be a dimwit. I bore easily, even with men far more distinguished than you.”


			“Where are those fellows now that you’re a sales clerk?”


			“Screw you.”


			I motion for the waiter and say, “Please hurry up.”


			We talk little before dinner arrives. I pick at mine while she eats fast. The moment she finishes, I ask, “You full?”


			“Let’s go.”


			We take a taxi to the address she gives and climb three stories to a studio apartment smaller than my kitchen in suburban Connecticut.


			I don’t want a drink but reflexively ask for one.


			“No time for that,” she says, tossing cushions from the sofa she pulls into a bed where she swarms me.


			Afterward, she says, “You’re a soft guy.”


			“I try to be.”


			“They don’t excite me.”


			I’m willing to get a little tougher but she always ignores me when I come to her department. That hurts but soon some of the other sales clerks tell me Louise has started entertaining rich old men. Then she leaves Saks Fifth Avenue and, I assume, becomes a different kind of star.


		


	

		

			
Bette Davis


		


	

		

			
Bette in Bondage


			Bette Davis blows by the cautioning hand of an executive secretary and opens the big door, marching straight to the desk of Jack Warner who glances up and says, “Bette, we don’t have an appointment today.”


			“I just learned you don’t want me to play the lead in Of Human Bondage.”


			Warner places his pen on the desk and says, “I’ve already made the decision to protect your career. RKO knows I won’t loan you for the role of Mildred Rogers.”


			“That’s an outstanding part and will enable me to rise above the creative rut you’ve put me in.”


			Warner stands, motions to a chair, and says, “Please sit down, Bette.”


			“I really must have better roles.”


			“You’re under contract.”


			“I’ll find a way to break it,” she says.


			“Bette, I’m not going to let you destroy your career. Several stars have already refused to play Mildred Rogers because she’d turn the public against them. Will you sit down?”


			She places her purse on his desk before sitting.


			“J.L., I wish those ladies had more ambition.”


			“Actually, Bette, they’ve considered the consequences of playing such a disreputable woman.”


			Poised on the edge of her chair, she says, “They’re competent actresses but lack imagination. This is a great dramatic part.”


			Warner picks up his pen and squeezes before tossing it back onto the desk.


			“She’s a cheap little cockney waitress, Bette. Remember, Philip Carey will be played by Leslie Howard, a man most women adore. They’ll be rooting for him to overcome his clubfoot and rejection as a painter and go on to become a doctor. Let’s look at the script.”


			“I’ve got everyone’s part right here,” Bette says, tapping her forehead.


			J. L. opens a drawer and puts his script on the desk.


			“I can’t stand the broad,” he says. “Philip offers her champagne, hoping it’ll make her ‘more friendly.’ And when he tells her he’ll never see her again if she doesn’t change, she says, ‘Good riddance to bad rubbish.’


			“You’re only twenty-five and starting to be considered glamorous, in your own way, but if you act like that you’ll frighten men and alienate women.”


			Pointing to Warner’s script, Bette says, “Philip’s ‘so in love with her’ he can’t study and fails his medical test. It’s my task to at once be adorable and hateful.”


			“No one will like it when she rejects his proposal so she can marry Emil, a guy who has ‘very good money.’”


			“Remember, J.L., Philip doesn’t treat his new girlfriend Norah well despite her being sincere and loving. The moment Mildred Rogers shows up unannounced, after getting impregnated and dumped by Emil, Philip’s delighted to be with her. And when Norah asks why he hasn’t been to see her, he tells her he doesn’t care for her.”


			“Leslie Howard, a major star playing an admirable character, can get away with behavior that a young actress playing a wretch cannot,” says Warner.


			“There’s wonderful tension when people offer unrequited love.”


			Warner says, “Mildred’s not a star. When she has the baby she turns it over to a nurse for care and runs off with Philip’s friend Harry and tells Philip she doesn’t want him.”


			“That’s how things often develop, J.L. Philip’s no saint. He ignores another lovely girlfriend so he can help Mildred with her ‘hard times.’ That saddens me as does his decision to go to her apartment and bring her and the baby back to his place ‘just to help.’ At least, when Mildred asks what happened to his love for her, he tells her she disgusts him. I can’t wait to deliver Mildred’s response: I hated being kissed by you.”


			“Frankly,” Warner says, pushing the script away, “lots of guys would’ve killed her if she’d torn up their apartment, cut up their paintings, and burned their stocks and bonds before walking out. Maybe that’s what Philip should do. I’ll discuss it with the screenwriters.”


			Bette interlocks hands in her lap. “That’s reasonable, J.L., but if we let Philip murder Mildred, he can’t undergo successful foot surgery or get evicted from his apartment for failure to pay rent.”


			“I think it’s unlikely Philip’s most recent girlfriend would still want him and even less likely her father would invite Philip to live with them and give him a job in a clothes store.”


			“The audience will be happy Philip has help,” says Bette. “And I’m confident they’ll care when Philip learns Mildred is coughing and quite ill and her baby has died.”


			“I confess, I’m happy Mildred’s found dead in her apartment and Philip, having moved forward, plans to marry his very nice girlfriend. That’s the role I’d like you to play.”


			“That’s a supporting role, J.L. I guarantee Mildred Rogers will make me a star, or, rather, I’ll make her one.”


			“If you’re wrong, Bette, you’ll either end up in B movies or acting in obscure plays around the country. Incidentally, Leslie says you need a lot of work on your cockney accent.”


			Notes: Bette Davis received her first best actress Oscar nomination in this movie and many observers were surprised she didn’t win. The following year she received the academy award in Dangerous and another in 1938 in Jezebel. During her career she earned eleven Oscar nominations.


		


	

		

			
Our Integrated Life


			I finish serving lunch to some actors in the Warner Brothers commissary when from another table I hear, “Oh, excuse me.”


			I turn toward a voice that thrills millions, and say, “I’ll get your waiter right away, Miss Davis.”


			“I’ve already eaten. This is business. Please sit down.”


			“I’d love to, but they’d fire me.”


			“Nonsense,” she says, waving at my boss and nodding. He nods back, looking impressed. “What is your name, young man?”


			“Ernest Anderson.”


			“Do you have any acting experience, Ernest?”


			“Yes, Miss Davis, I graduated from Northwestern University’s School of Drama and Speech.”


			“That’s impressive. You’re also very handsome and friendly and would be perfect for a part in the movie we’re making: In This Our Life. I’ve already pointed you out to director John Huston, and he’s agreed to give you a screen test.”


			“That’s wonderful, Miss Davis. Thank you so much.”


			I get the part and am thrilled to be on the set with Bette Davis and Olivia de Havilland and other big stars, watching and learning.


			Just before shooting begins one morning, Davis tells John Huston, “John, I’m not wearing this frumpy dress. And you need to change the lighting. I’m not letting them make me up like this.”


			“We all age, Bette,” he says. “You’re still only thirty-three. I’ll do everything I can to shoot you softly.”


			“I’m too damn old to play bad sister Stanley. I should be playing good sister Roy.”


			“You’re the screen’s most accomplished bad lady, Bette. Olivia’s generally the sweetheart.”


			I can see why Bette Davis is worried. The night before marrying her lawyer boyfriend, George Brent, she runs off with her sister’s husband, Dennis Morgan, a surgeon who soon starts drinking too much while Bette wastes money and tells him she hates him. Morgan kills himself and Davis comes running home for help then has to travel far away because her real husband’s quite ill but studio chief Jack Warner wires her to get back to work. She ignores him and when she does return John Huston’s gone because the Japanese attacked Pearl Harbor and he has public relations duties in the army. Davis hates the new director, Raoul Walsh, and they often yell at each other, and Olivia de Havilland’s probably not happy about Walsh, either, since everyone says she and Huston fell in love before he left. I keep smiling and behaving deferentially but I’m thinking these white folks are as crazy in life as in the movies.


			The final part of the movie is written to unfold this way: Bette Davis wants to get back George Brent, the husband she dumped, and invites him to a bar he wisely avoids. She gets drunk and rushes to her car and speeds away, swerving all over, and hits two people, killing a little girl and injuring her mother. I’ve been working in Brent’s office to pay for law school and am content until Davis tells police she loaned me her car before the accident. I’m arrested right away and you know how that could turn out. Thankfully, de Havilland talks to my mother, Hattie McDaniel, a maid in many movies including Gone with the Wind, and she swears I was home all evening those people were run over. The investigation points to Davis who, sober but agitated, runs to her car and tries to get away from the police but crashes and dies.


			“Damn it, they’ve got to rewrite the end of this,” Davis tells Raoul Walsh. “I’m not going to be the only demon in a movie of angels and suffer a predictable fate.”


			“I’m tired of your damn complaining,” he says.


			“Listen, you one-eyed buzzard,” she says, referring to the patch covering an eye taken out by a jackrabbit that flew through Walsh’s windshield as he drove near Palm Springs years earlier, “either this script changes or I’m going to develop a few weeks of laryngitis.”


			Walsh calls Jack Warner who marches down to the set. In front of everyone he looks at Bette and says, “When I want you to be the good girl you want to be bad. Now it’s the opposite. We’ve already had too many wars, illnesses, and cost overruns. That’s the script.”


			“We haven’t shot the final part yet, J.L.”


			“By tomorrow morning you have one paragraph on my desk telling me what happens and how we can shoot it in the same amount of time currently allotted.”


			At the end of the day Bette Davis walks to me and says, “Ernest, I called one of your professors at Northwestern. He says you’re a fine writer. Will you come over and help me tonight?”


			“Of course, Miss Davis.”


			She greets me alone in her home. Her husband is improving but still hospitalized in another state.


			“Have you eaten, Ernest?”


			“Yes, thank you.”


			“I hope you type faster than my twenty words a minute.”


			“A little,” I say.


			Discussing our ideas as I type, we finish the first draft of the paragraph in about an hour and then revise a little before I retype our ending: “Adventurous Bette Davis invites Ernest Anderson, an employee of her former husband, to her home for dinner. They relax and laugh and that evening begin a romance. They usually meet at her house on Friday and Saturday evenings as Ernest is busy studying other nights. Bette lobbies for marriage or at least living together. Ernest fears this would weaken his opportunity to become a lawyer. His concerns grow when she gets pregnant. Bette’s family disowns her. Ernest’s mother is also distraught. After he’s fired from the law office, Ernest suggests Bette get an abortion. She counters they should move to California where they may have better opportunities to raise a family. After several days consideration, Ernest agrees, and they get married in a private civil ceremony. The movie ends as Ernest drives Bette’s car into a beautiful sunset.”


			In the morning she rushes to Jack Warner’s office and hands him our paper. “I think we’ve done a marvelous job, J.L.”


			While reading, he several times glances up at Bette.


			“You know I can’t accept this, and neither would those bluenoses who enforce the movie codes.”


			“Too bad,” she says. “It would be a helluva movie.”


			“Maybe in fifty years.”


		


	

		

			
Investigating Now, Voyager


			I drive right up to an old Boston mansion and tell the maid, “I’m Detective Sullivan and must speak to the daughter of Gladys Cooper, Bette Davis.”


			No doubt alarmed, she comes to the door and says, “What is it, Detective Sullivan?”


			“I’m quite sorry about the untimely passing of your mother. May I please come in and confirm some of the details?”


			“There really aren’t any details. My mother was quite old and frail and she died of a heart attack.”


			“We’re going to need a copy of the autopsy report.”


			“There was no autopsy.”


			I examine her face a few seconds before saying, “If you’d be more comfortable discussing this at the station, I’d be happy to drive you.”


			“Shall I call my attorney?” she asks.


			“I don’t know, Miss Davis. Do you need one?”


			“Very well, Detective Sullivan, come right in.”


			We walk down a long hall and turn into a large living room where I sit on a sofa and she in a chair.


			“Would you like something to drink?”


			“Never drink on duty, Miss Davis.”


			“I was offering coffee or tea.”


			“No thank you.”


			“This won’t take long, will it, Detective Sullivan? I’m expecting guests for dinner tonight.”


			“Just a few details.”


			I open my notepad, glance at several underlined items, and say, “You don’t look at all like the person in photos from a couple of years ago.”


			“Is that a question?”


			“No, Miss Davis, it’s a compliment.”


			“I’ve lost more than twenty pounds.”


			“You also look more becoming without those glasses.”


			“I agree.”


			“And you’re dressing more stylishly.”


			“Are you going to ask me any questions, Detective Sullivan, or provide commentary for a women’s magazine?”


			“How did you get along with your mother?”


			Miss Davis silently examines me before saying, “I don’t like your insinuation.”


			“Then answer the question.”


			“I gather you already know. She bore three much older brothers whom she adored. I was an accident. She had no love for me, only ridicule. I felt shy and awkward around a mother who treated me like her servant.”


			I start taking notes.


			“Why didn’t you leave home?”


			“I was hardly in demand. But even before I got heavy, my mother insulted me in front of men and drove them away.”


			“Did you hate her?”


			“You’re really quite impudent, Detective Sullivan, but I’ve found talking about painful experiences can be therapeutic.”


			“Have you ever had professional treatment?”


			“You damn well know I have. Claude Rains is a brilliant and compassionate psychiatrist. Spending several weeks in his sanitarium changed my life. I was also delighted to be away from my mother. I blossomed when I went on a cruise and met Paul Henreid. We knew we were in love, but he was married, and we parted not knowing what to do.”


			I flip to another page and say, “Two weeks ago Mr. Henreid’s wife drowned in the river near their home. That confused authorities since she couldn’t swim and never entered natural bodies of water.”


			“That’s not in the script,” she says.


			“Neither is this conversation.”


			Bette Davis stands.


			“You’ll be leaving now, Detective Sullivan.”


			I stand and say, “We’ve talked to various people who confirm that your mother resented your growing independence. Since she controlled the purse strings, she tried to force you to resume being dowdy and weak. You resisted, demanding ‘complete freedom.’ Shortly thereafter, your mother almost died rolling down the long staircase from the second floor to the first. Where were you when she fell, Miss Davis?”


			“I’ve told you to leave.”


			“Did your mother threaten to write you out of her will? Did she say you’d be a spinster with no means of support?”


			“Detective Sullivan, if I had a gun, I’d shoot you.”


			“Did you want to shoot your mother? We’re going to exhume her body to determine if toxic substances caused her death.”


			Making fists at her sides, Miss Davis says, “I’m calling the police to have you arrested for trespassing and harassment.”


			“By now, Miss Davis, we have two squad cars outside. You’ll be going downtown in one of them.”


			“This is insane. You can’t possibly have any evidence.”


			“We have a special witness, and we don’t need to wait for the trial to introduce Olive Higgins Prouty, author of Now, Voyager.”


			Miss Davis dashes to Mrs. Prouty and says, “Olive, thank goodness you’re here. Tell him I didn’t do it.”


			“You didn’t do it in my book, Bette, but I like the detective’s movie ending better. You poison your mother and Paul Henreid wrestles his wife into the river and holds her down.”


			“You can’t let this crazed detective destroy your finest work, Olive.”


			“Don’t worry, Bette, the book won’t change. Just the screenplay.”


		


	

		

			
All About Bette


			I’m already forty-two and you know what Hollywood and most fans think of aging women especially if they make only three movies in four years and all flounder at the box office. A lot of people in this gossipy town would like to send me away, perhaps in a box. I think it’s strange my Oscars aren’t helping me get the role of Margo Channing in All About Eve, the upcoming production everyone’s enthused about.


			I adore director and screenwriter Joseph Mankiewicz and producer Darryl Zanuck but, in better times, would rebuke them for even considering others. As a professional courtesy, I won’t reveal names but two beautiful ladies are entirely too young for the part of an aging actress, two are much less appropriate than I, and of the two others they prefer one is unavailable and the other injured. I say not a disparaging word when Joe, quite belatedly, offers me what I cherish most.


			The day production starts I’m as ever prepared and externally confident but concede my heart seizes when unknown Marilyn Monroe shyly says hello. I’m relieved this gorgeous girl, a generation my junior, has a small part and, so far as I can discern, a correspondingly small talent. In a simple scene she bumbles her lines a dozen times before I say, “You better study the script at night instead of whatever you’re doing that makes you late every day.” She dashes away in tears.


			Anne Baxter worries me. Though less luminous than Marilyn, she’s much prettier than I, fifteen years fresher, and a recent Oscar winner, albeit for supporting actress. Anne wants what I’ve got and, as Eve Harrington, slithers her way into becoming my omnipresent aide and companion quick to praise and serve me while also studying my techniques as the preeminent stage actress on Broadway.


			I hope Anne won’t try to steal Gary Merrill. Rumor is he plans to have an affair with her off screen. I won’t let that happen. I love hairy and handsome men like Gary, especially when they’re several years younger, and overwhelm him with passion while deciding to replace my third husband. Before the cameras Gary is also my boyfriend and rejects the flirtations of scheming Anne. I’m further distraught when theater critic George Sanders tells me Anne’s wonderful when she secretly reads my part and becomes my understudy. I’ll stay sharp and keep her offstage. Renowned playwright Hugh Marlowe and his wife Celeste Holm, the latter of whom I rebuke the first day on set for being too cheery too early, are supposedly my onscreen friends but contrive to make me miss a performance so eager Anne can perform and delight the audience, arousing acerbic George Sanders to praise dynamic Eve and revile me for being an old cow hanging on.


			The rest of the original script is irrelevant because I demand a private meeting with Joseph Mankiewicz and Darryl Zanuck and slam soiled and annotated papers on the producer’s desk and say, “That’s enough. The other players are fine but as usual I’m dominating this movie and insist on the following changes. Anne Baxter as planned lures Hugh Marlowe into leaving his wife, cheery Celeste, but on their way to a seaside wedding they blow a tire and fly off the road into a thicket where their remains won’t be discovered for a fortnight. The dry Mr. Sanders, we discover, has a history of ungentlemanly behavior with women and attempts to disrobe terrified Marilyn Monroe who, thankfully, is able to grasp a wine glass on the coffee table next to the sofa on which she’s pinned and smash the glass against Sanders’ temple prior to thrusting her jagged weapon into his throat. Marilyn thereafter moves to Hollywood to launch a career in pictures. And I marry Gary Merrill and we drink and screw a lot when we aren’t berating and beating hell out of each other.”


			“That’s even better than what I wrote,” says Joseph Mankiewicz.


			“Let’s do it as long as it doesn’t blow the budget,” says Darryl Zanuck.


			“Our efforts will still earn us many academy award nominations and with this script I’ll surely win the Oscar.”


			“We better change the title to All About Margo,” says Mankiewicz.


			“I like it,” says Zanuck.


		


	

		

			
Defending the Dead Ringer


			Deep inside a high security prison the meeting room is small and windowless except for an eye-level square of thick glass in the door. A large guard, accompanied by another, lets me in. I wait for the door to close before stepping to a small table where sits a lady in her fifties. I shake her hand and say, “Good morning, Mrs. DeLorca, I’m Joseph Brady.”


			“Forgive me, Mr. Brady, but I’m no longer sure I want to appeal my sentence.”


			“In that case, you have less than a month to live.”


			I put my briefcase on the floor and sit across from her.


			“This is quite a unique case, Mrs. DeLorca. What we currently know is that you’ve been convicted of using arsenic to murder your wealthy husband Frank. Your lover Tony Collins also would’ve been convicted but your Great Dane attacked and killed him. Didn’t you try to call off the dog to save a man I assume you cared for?”


			She averts her eyes and says, “It was so sudden. I must’ve been in shock.”


			“Mrs. DeLorca, given your circumstances, I’m going to be frank. I’ve interviewed two of your employees and learned the dog hated Margaret until the death of her identical twin sister Edith. At that time Margaret, who hadn’t smoked in years, suddenly began chain smoking. Edith was a heavy smoker, wasn’t she?”


			“I think so. I hadn’t seen Edith for eighteen years prior to Frank’s funeral. Afterward, I invited her to my mansion in Beverly Hills. And that evening I was delighted she called and asked me to come to her apartment above the cocktail lounge she owned. She offered me a cigarette. I still haven’t been able to quit.”


			“Later that night, your sister committed suicide. Did she seem despondent?”


			“Not at all. We enjoyed talking about old times.”


			“What about the present? How was her business, Mrs. DeLorca?”


			“Not very good. She faced eviction.”


			“So, after being estranged almost twenty years, she suddenly felt comfortable asking you to come over and give her some money.”


			“I think she still loved me and knew I’d help. I promised to cover her business expenses.”


			“What was the nature of your estrangement?


			Looking skeptical, she says, “Surely, Mr. Brady, you’ve already looked into that.”


			“Indeed, I have. Frank DeLorca was Edith’s boyfriend until Margaret swept in, won his affection, and told him she was pregnant. Were you pregnant, Mrs. DeLorca?”


			“I certainly was.”


			“I’d like to talk to your doctor.”


			She points to the heavens. “You can’t. He’s dead.”


			“But his records are somewhere still alive.”


			“What’s your point, Mr. Brady?”


			“I’ve talked to some of your friends, those of Margaret DeLorca, that is, and most tell me you aren’t Margaret.”


			“That’s preposterous.”


			“Is it? I have three ladies anxious to come here and ask you questions only Margaret could answer.”


			She says, “I won’t agree to see them. Besides, what’s the difference?”


			“Living and dying…”


			She closes her eyes and rubs them. “It’s all so frustrating. Maybe if you’d defended me, Mr. Brady, I’d have been found innocent.”


			“Not guilty is the correct legal term, and I don’t think that would’ve been the finding of the jury.”


			“I wanted my attorneys to put more blame on my boyfriend Tony Collins.”


			“Collins only procured the arsenic. He had no way to feed it to Frank DeLorca. Only his wife had the opportunity and motive to do that.”


			“What do you recommend, Mr. Brady?”


			“First, we can easily prove you aren’t Margaret DeLorca. Even a Dead Ringer isn’t exact.”


			“But then they’ll know I shot Margaret, wrote a suicide note, and changed her hair to the style I wore.”


			“That’s correct.”


			“What would happen?”


			“No defense attorney can get you off, but with the new trial for the murder of Margaret, and vigorous appeals, we can keep you alive a few more years.”


		


	

		

			
Jeanne Eagels


		


	

		

			
Code of The Letter


			I’m Jeanne Eagels proud to report when I star in The Letter of 1929, before the Motion Picture Production Code lengthens dresses and stifles hearts to promote moral hypocrisy, we ignore melodramatic compromises and tell the truth about passionate, profane, and imperfect human beings, and I pump several shots into my longtime lover Geoffrey because he no longer wants me. He’s fallen for and begun living with a Chinese woman played not by a Caucasian but an oriental, Lady Tsen Mei. She doesn’t stab me, or take any other punitive action, for murdering her husband. As in life, criminals sometimes get away with vile acts. In my case, the reprieve is unappealing since vengeful husband Robert vows to force me to live with him forever. Poor Bette Davis also gets to shoot the same Casanova in a 1940 remake, but The Code won’t permit the decedent’s wife to be Chinese, she must be Eurasian and played by Gale Sondergaard, a decidedly white lady from Minnesota.


			Bette and I might be doomed to the gallows if our attorneys don’t enable us to purchase our letters from the widow. These emotional messages, for which we secretly spend all of Robert’s money, are written in our own hand and urge Geoffrey to come and see us and emphasize our husbands will be away and we’re “desperate” to talk. Indeed, we’re desperate for his love in hot and horrid Malaya where our husbands are more concerned with rubber than romance. Absent the letter, Bette and I testify in court that Geoffrey attacked us and tried to force himself on us, and we survived only by grace of our husband’s revolver in a nearby desk. In my final scene, and Bette’s penultimate, we tell weak husbands still eager to cherish us that we cannot promise the same, for “with all my heart, I love the man that I killed.”


			Bette should not be asked to emote any more, but The Code demands punishment, and this the Eurasian widow delivers with knife strokes to Bette’s gut beneath a full and clear moon suddenly darkened by clouds as a policemen walks by, at least alluding to consequences for the avenger.


			I have another moving story to offer. A beautiful and talented actress marries and has a child who dies, and she breaks down but recovers enough to continue acting on stage and in silent films and marry again and, despite years of alcoholism and abuse of heroin and other drugs and several stays in sanitariums and periodic hallucinations and another divorce, she is poised when motion pictures appear with sound and she stars in a classic. Shortly thereafter she completes another movie, Jealousy, and then spends ten days in a New York hospital following eye surgery, and upon release begins to behave erratically, more so than usual, and goes into convulsions and dies at age thirty-nine. Her last film is lost. The Letter remains. Her life story would make a fine picture. The Code wouldn’t have permitted Bette Davis to faithfully portray me. But someone could do it now.
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