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    Arkham Horror


    It is the height of the Roaring Twenties – a fresh enthusiasm for the arts, science, and exploration of the past have opened doors to a wider world, and beyond…


    And yet, a dark shadow grows over the town of Arkham. Alien entities known as Ancient Ones lurk in the emptiness beyond space and time, writhing at the thresholds between worlds.


    Occult rituals must be stopped and alien creatures destroyed before the Ancient Ones make our world their ruined dominion. 


    Only a handful of brave souls with inquisitive minds and the will to act stand against the horrors threatening to tear this world apart. 


    Will they prevail?
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    Prologue


    Fitzmaurice House, 1823, Arkham, Massachusetts


    Smoke filled the air and confused the senses. He was raging somewhere in the rooms above her head, waving his silly sword about and shouting words that she didn’t understand.


    “Never mind,” she whispered to the children clutching her skirts. “Never mind.”


    The corridor seemed to go on forever. It was the mirrors. She hated those mirrors, having to dust them daily and clean them with soap and water every two weeks. Useless things, mirrors, just showing reflections of a plain New England house and her own plain face. Except when they didn’t. Sometimes, she saw things in the mirrors. Shadows of things that weren’t there. But she never told anyone that. The women in her family had learned to hold their tongues a long time ago. Speaking of shadows brought them closer.


    The children were coughing and crying, wanting their mother. “Never mind,” she said to them. “Never mind. Just follow me.”


    He had brought the long narrow mirrors and all the other fancy furniture to Arkham, wagonloads of the most silly stuff, chairs gilded and sitting on lion’s feet, little useless tables topped with even more useless vases. Just things to dust and no more practical than those endless rows of mirrors.


    The mistress was a sweet gentle lady, soft spoken and shy, often overshadowed by her big shouting husband. But she adored her children. She tried to keep them safe.


    Not like him. Typical of the master of the house to thrust his enormous portrait in her arms and tell her to save it, along with the chest of papers that he shoved into the grasp of the  bewildered little boy now clutching her skirts with one hand and his father’s papers under his other arm. His sister toddled beside her, weeping openly now, frightened by all her blustering father’s curses, the smell of fire, the smoke, and, if one dared to admit, the shadowed figure watching them from every mirror as they passed.


    


    “Never mind,” she said, as much to herself as to the children, “never mind.”


    They ran, burdened by fear as much as the items they carried, to the back of the house, to the kitchen where she had blessedly left the door propped open for a little breeze on a warm midsummer day.


    Out the door they went, the strange trio of weeping children and grim maid, down the steps and into the vegetable garden. With a sigh or perhaps a sob of relief, she dropped the wicked portrait in the radish patch and pulled both the children close to her. The boy still carried his father’s wooden chest of papers. The girl clutched a mirror, almost as large as herself, that her father had foisted on her. How the child had held onto it and still clutched her skirts, Rebecca Baker would never know.


    She turned back to look at the house. The flames were sprouting through the roof now. Smoke poured from every window. Such heat, such fury. She listened for the shattering of glass, the destruction of the other mirrors, but heard nothing. Later when they shifted the ashes and found those six mirrors still intact, she would suggest burying the wicked things. But nobody listened to her. She was, after all, only the maid.


    But she had gotten the children out. As she sat, suddenly exhausted, on the ruins of her radish plants, she gathered both children into her arms and gave them the same awkward comfort that her own mother gave for bruises and scrapes.


    “Never mind,” she said. “Never mind.”


    In the upstairs window, a silver cloaked coldness was outlined by the flames. The shape of a hooded man, a faceless man, who watched her nevertheless without eyes. She pretended that she did not see it. She was good at that. All Baker women were good at ignoring such shadows. It was looking straight at such silvery, shadowy figures that entrapped the soul.


    The crows in the wood were cawing with dissatisfaction. Crows liked dead spirits. They knew that their job was to guide them. The dead that escaped to other starless places glimpsed in the depths of mirrors. Such an unnatural occurrence would confuse and alarm the crows. She knew that, but there wasn’t a single thing that she could do about it. She had no bell, no book, no candle powerful enough to ward off such evil. Still, strange incidents were not uncommon in Arkham. There were others to come that could deal with such events. That much she knew from her dreams.


    “Never mind,” she said to the crows as much to the children. “Never mind.”


    The day was done, the sun was setting, red behind the flames flickering now in every window. Shouts and cries drowned out the fussing of the crows as the neighbors finally roused themselves to come up the long drive and begin the battle to save the house. They would fail. The place would be ash by dawn. Rebecca Baker knew that too from her dreams.


    She waited there, both children now leaning against her, too stunned and exhausted to cry any more, as the flames ate the house and all left within it, all except that which could not burn. Rebecca Baker mourned the mistress, small and kind, who had thrust the children into her arms and told her to run.


    


    As for the master, she cursed him a little, but under her breath so as not to disturb the children.


    The house collapsed completely by midnight. Smoke and sparks swirled up in the air, obscuring the stars and the rare blue-tailed comet that streaked across the solstice night sky.


    The neighbors carried away the children along with the bits and pieces that had been saved from the house. She tried to keep them from taking the mirrors, but failed. They even carried off the master’s fire-blackened sword, after they detached the remains of his hand from the hilt. Why anyone would want that nasty blade, she could not imagine.


    Rebecca Baker sat and waited for the ones who took charge to leave, one hand trailing in the cool green leaves of her garden, threading them back and forth through her fingers. Then the others came up the long drive. The widowed women of the town, the servant girls, the cooks, the laundry ladies, and all the others who worked behind the scenes to keep things orderly. All towns had them, all towns needed them, even a town like Arkham.


    Someone thrust a cup of cool water into her hands. Another draped a shawl around her shoulders. The murmuring of women rose around her as they watched the final sparks of fire to fade and waited for the house to die.


    When the dawn finally came, cool but with the promise of summer heat, she rose very stiffly and walked down to Arkham town proper with that huddle of women. She didn’t look back. She had done what she could.


    “Never mind,” she told herself. “Never mind.” But Rebecca Baker felt a deep sorrow for those who would come to Arkham later. She wished there was a warning that she could leave them.


  




  

    


    Chapter One


    The dreams still come at night. Not as many. Not as fierce. But the shadows are there, tinged with silver and fire. Dreams of a mask that I wish I had never made. I wake far too early in the morning, throw open the windows, and breath the salt air from the Pacific. But in my dreams I smell smoke and something else, something not altogether of this world. The scent of a shadow, a perfume of death, that clings to me even awake. Sometimes, out of the corner of my eye, I even see a shadow on the wall or glimpse a hooded face. But then I turn and face it directly, and there is nothing there.


    Eleanor said that writing our story would make the dreams fade. But in her last letter she spoke of waking still to the visions of Lulu in the coffin. So I am not sure if writing this down will make it better. But I will try. I will always try, for the sake of those who could not escape the mask that I made.


    It started at a party. Most of Sydney’s worst ideas did. Perhaps because we were tired, and I must admit, a little drunk, it sounded like a good idea. Sydney’s proposals often seemed like good ideas until they weren’t. Until people got hurt. Until, in Arkham, people died.


    But, in the beginning, that late May night in California, we were enjoying a “reviews are in” party, the type of party we always held in Renee’s pretty garden apartment. The French doors stood wide open to the courtyard so couples could wander in and out. The open windows also kept the worst of the cigar smoke and whiskey fumes from overpowering the fresh flowers that filled the McCoy vases lining the mantle. For this particular Saturday night, we mingled late orange blossoms with jasmine. People always expected red roses, but Renee hated them. She said red roses were a cliché if you were a dark-haired beauty. She allowed white roses in the winter when we couldn’t get anything else. Later, after Arkham, hothouse flowers smelled too much like funerals and the vases sat empty.


    As usual, Sydney made us wait days before giving the party. He wanted all the reviews to read out loud, even those sent express from New York, Boston, and Chicago. Which meant Max, Sydney’s assistant, had driven down to the train station and bribed a porter or two to turn over the studio’s mail to him. Once Max had collected every possible clipping, and Sydney had read them in secret in his apartment, then the party was allowed to properly begin at Renee’s.


    


    As I recall, it was well past midnight when Sydney began talking about the next film. Max leaned against the oak bookcase behind me. Renee concealed his beloved imported whiskey there. She kept his bottles stashed inside the hollowed-out works of Walter Scott. I was in my leather chair in that corner, neatly tucked in with a sketchpad and an idea for dress that would resemble a shooting star.


    Renee and Sydney had their usual place in the center of the room. Renee reclined across her chaise lounge, the one that we called Marie Antoinette’s fainting couch. We’d found the frame in a sweet little secondhand shop in Pasadena. I’d covered it all in material left over from some French Revolution costumes. Renee hadn’t played the queen, of course, but she received great reviews as the Parisian fortuneteller who cursed Marie and all her court after a royal carriage ran down her only child. Sydney adored Renee in that role. It led to her starring in his first nightmare picture. Renee liked to say that the Queen died for her career. We certainly sacrificed a dress or two for the upholstery.


    While Renee reclined with one shoulder slipping out of the simple little silk dress that I made for her flapper girl appearance in an earlier comedy, Sydney sat straight upright on the other end of the chaise lounge. He had his usual unlit cigarette in an ivory holder clenched in the corner of his mouth. His hair was perfectly pomaded and the shine made the lamplight seem to shimmer around his head. There was always a sense that all lights shone directly on Sydney, even when he was outside of the spotlight and yelling at all of us to “get that scene right.”


    The rest of the actors were busy drinking everything we had, and a few stray bottles that somebody had brought from another party, while the crew wandered in and out of the dining room in search of something substantial to eat. But everyone kept an ear tilted toward Sydney to catch his every remark.


    “Listen to this,” he roared, pulling the cigarette holder out of his mouth and gesturing at the page spread flat on Renee’s coffee table. “‘The Showman’s latest nightmare picture is simply wonderful and probably unfit for public exhibition.’”


    “Is that the Times?” asked Max.


    “No, Variety.” Sydney was obviously pleased. He adored his nickname, “The Showman to Know”, and added to the legend by always wearing his top hat, tails, and crimson-lined cape to openings. Renee often teased him that it made him look like a ringmaster from a seedy circus. To which Sydney retorted, “I wore a red coat in the circus, never black, so they’d follow my every move.”


    Sydney grabbed another newspaper and spread it open. “This is even better,” he said. “Quite the most terrifying thing to be seen on screen so far in 1923.”


    


    “Isn’t that the one when they mention Chaney’s new picture?” said Max, which earned him a terrible frown from Sydney.


    “There might be something at the end. Nobody reads to the end,” Sydney said.


    Max bent over to me and said softly, “It says that Chaney will deliver his most spectacular film yet. Universal is spending nearly a million dollars on the sets, costumes, and hundreds of extras.”


    Sydney, who had the hearing of a bat when someone was talking about the movies, chimed in: “Anyone can make a movie for a million dollars. It’s making quality with far less that shows talent. Why, give me a thousand dollars and I can outshine Wallace Worsley any day.”


    Max smiled a bit and asked: “Should I tell the studio that you’re cutting your fees?”


    “Never!” cried Sydney with an exaggerated shudder. “After all, I need to pay all of you.” He waved his hand at the actors and crew laughing at the exchange. Sydney’s spending on sets, costumes, and extras could be, and often was, far more extravagant than the studio liked. Max was sent to us by the studio a couple of years ago “to keep an eye on Sydney.” He did his best to hold the expenses in check, but in the end Sydney nearly always won. The studio paid because, whether they liked his terror pictures or not, his films certainly sold tickets. By 1923, Max was clearly one of us, rather than a studio flunky, and had even taken to dressing and talking a bit like Sydney. He certainly shared his more expensive tastes for good whiskey, among other things.


    Fred wandered in from the garden, smelling faintly of pipe smoke and engine oil. He dropped onto the floor, leaning back against the arm of my chair to peer at my sketch. “Nice dress,” he said. “Which role?”


    “Sydney is talking about casting Renee as a mesmerist who lures men to their doom. The dream maker, he calls it,” I said. I rolled my knees out of the way so Fred could get a better look. For comfort, I wore my black pajama pants, made out of silk, and an embroidered tunic top to all of Renee’s parties. I hated fussing with garters and stockings. And rolling your stockings down and rouging your knees was even worse. Besides everyone knew I was half Chinese and figured that the outfit was inherited. It wasn’t. I got the tunic from Anna Wong, who had it from some director or other who was trying to impress her. She wasn’t impressed. Rather like being told that you had to like chop suey just because you had black hair and dark eyes. I never did like chop suey. Mostly because it tasted all wrong, a mix of American ingredients trying to look like Chinese food. But I loved the tunic. Not for where the tunic came from or what it represented. But for the gorgeous flower embroidery that started at the shoulder and spiraled down my back. When I wore it, I felt glamorous but not Hollywood. Someone both inside and outside the crowd of flappers in their beaded dresses and the men in their suits. Fred teased me about wearing the same outfit to every party to avoid having to think about clothes. Except I thought about clothes all the time.


    


    Anna traded the tunic in return for my making her a tailored velvet coat with a fur collar. She wanted to impress a director and prove that she could look like a flapper, and didn’t have to play a girl named Lotus Blossom. Didn’t work. They cast her as Lotus Flower in her next film. That’s the trouble with being Chinese-American in Hollywood. They only see you as one type of character if you’re in front of the camera. It’s a bit better behind the camera, even if you do have to work twice as hard to prove yourself. So I worked hard, sketching ideas constantly for movies that we made and movies that we might make.


    “What material will you use?” said Fred as he looked at my sketchbook that night. As our cameraman, he always wanted to know ahead how something might translate to black-and-white film.


    “I’ve got a few bolts of a silver lamé. It will shine in the lights.”


    “As long as it doesn’t reflect Sydney waving his arms.”


    “No more mirrors. I promise you.”


    Our last picture dealt with a cursed circus, which Sydney knew something about, having once been a ringmaster. He read out his own quotes from the newspapers with glee. “‘My time in the circus taught me how spellbinding and terrifying these acts could be. And how an audience can be trained to look where you need them to look. It is a combination of wicked magic and temple ritual, all triggered by the smell of greasepaint and the whistle of the calliope!’” he said. “You know that’s what we should have done for the opening. Had someone blow in the smells of a circus ring. Sawdust, peanuts…”


    “Horse manure,” muttered Fred. “To say nothing of elephants.” He filmed several small circuses as additional footage for the picture. I often went with him for costume and makeup ideas. We’d both been horrified by the poor battered creatures in cages and tiny traveling stalls.


    In our circus picture, which had only one lovely horse on set, Renee played the charming, mysterious performer who rode that white horse round and round the ring, mesmerizing the hapless males in the audience. Mesmerizing was a label that Renee began to despise that year, but it was the way that Sydney wrote her characters, mystery women who lured men to their doom. And, as she often said to me, that was better than being the screaming ingénue victim.


    The doomed circus performer role turned out to be more difficult than usual. Renee hated horses and was furious with me when we found that the mirrors on her costume reflected Sydney directing off camera. That ruined nearly a day’s filming and meant she needed to mount the beautiful but bouncy horse for a second day’s shooting. I smeared all the mirrors with grease before we reshot the entire scene. And then we all suffered through another day of Sydney yelling about Renee’s posture on a horse as the silly creature trotted instead of cantered in all of its scenes, despite being able to do a lovely canter the day before. Which meant even more bouncing about by Renee. And more yelling by Sydney. Perhaps even a little weeping by the trainer who swore that Rex was a wonder horse and should be in pictures. Fred, as always, stayed calm and kept the camera rolling. He even salvaged some of the earlier footage. But afterward, I swore to Renee to never ever let Sydney put her on a horse again.


    


    The whole crew was glad to be done with horses and circuses. I hoped our next picture would be full of sophisticated party scenes. We’d been talking about another hypnotist picture, with elaborately staged sets.


    Fred rested his head against my chair and traced the lines of the dress in my sketchbook with one stubby scarred finger. The man fiddled with engines and anything else that whizzed or whirred, and his hands bore the traces of his work in a network of tiny scars and freshly healed cuts. If I turned my hands over, I could see every callus, every prick, every mark that costuming left there. People always said that we didn’t work, that we just played, when we were making movies. Our hands told a different story.


    “If I adjust the lights, she’ll look like a silver ghost emerging from the shadows. And that head dress!” Fred said, tapping the page. I had drawn a close-fitting cap set with long silver spikes that formed a star-shaped frame for Renee’s head. “That’s finer than a 5th Avenue getup. Good work, China girl.”


    I slapped his hand away before he smudged my drawing. “Not China girl, just plain Oakland, that’s me.”


    Fred grinned up at me. “Hello, Oakland. I’m Brooklyn. Want to dance?”


    “You just like me because I’m the only woman in the room shorter than you.”


    “Nah,” said Fred. “Adore you for that. And your mean game of croquet. The way you’ll play gin rummy when we get a rainy day. Oh, and your costumes. That one is something. Sydney will love it.”


    “I’ll love what?” said Sydney from across the room. Mention his name and he always heard you.


    “Jeany’s new costume for the mesmerist.”


    “Oh, that tired old idea, I’m not making that. It’s too close to Caligari. Even with Renee as the hypnotist.”


    “Well I’m delighted not to play a hypnotist, but I do love Jeany’s idea for the silver dress. Can we use it in the Mask?” Renee said.


    “Oh course. I’m sure it’s exactly what Camilla should wear on the night that she calls for the stranger. Along with a silver mask,” Sydney put his cigarette holder back in his mouth and waited for everyone to catch up with him. The crowd grew quieter and moved a little closer. This was the boss talking about the next job, the one that we all hoped to be part of. “This is my best idea ever.”


    “You want a mask with this dress?” I said. I liked making masks and had built a couple for past pictures. I thought about how the material could be applied to the form. “How much of the face should it hide?”


    Sydney thought for a moment and then slid into his storytelling voice. “I see a woman emerging from the shadows. Her face is covered in a silver mask, so highly polished that she appears to be wearing a mirror or liquid mercury, a mask that reflects our world and distorts it. She pauses on the threshold of light and shadow. The audience grows uncertain. Is she a beauty or a grotesque hiding behind the mask? The audience will be both attracted and repelled. Slowly the mask of silver reflections becomes transparent, revealing the face of a lovely woman, our gorgeous Renee, but then her face in turn changes. She becomes a creature of glamorous horror, a siren both alien and familiar. And the audience will know that is the face of truth.”


    


    I was scribbling as fast as I could on the corners of my sketchbook page. A full mask, with the barest slits for eyes, to give Sydney the blank form that he wanted? Polished silver to make it reflective? But that would create the same problem that any mirrors on a set created. Perhaps a metallic paint that mimicked metal but would not create reflections? With the right lighting, it would give off a luminous shimmer like the dress itself. Fred could film that, stop the filming, Renee would remove the mask, and then Fred could resume filming. We had done a similar dissolve two pictures back, when Sydney turned Renee from a withered ancient corpse to an enchantress who lured the hero to his final doom.


    Fred, like me, was obviously working through the sequence in his head. “So will the siren be a second mask or something else? Makeup like Chaney is doing for his hunchback?”


    “Oh something else entirely,” smirked Sydney. “Something that hasn’t been seen before.”


    Fred and I both sighed. That line normally meant that Sydney hadn’t decided what he wanted and we’d be doing trial after trial of possible combinations of costume and makeup. When we had to make the witch woman turn into a werewolf to avenge her dead husband, Sydney had ranted for days on the combination of furs, wigs, and makeup because everything made Renee look too hideous. We ended up creating the shadow of a wolf on the wall with one of the crew manipulating a puppet head that I built. Then Fred filmed Renee stepping out of the doorway and wiping the blood from her lips with the white cravat of her husband’s supposed killer.


    “So we’re not filming the hypnotist story? But, Sydney, the studio has started on the sets,” said Max. Three lines appeared on his forehead. You can take the guy out of accounting, but you can never quite erase the bookkeeper from the guy. Fred called him “Brooks Brothers down to his second pair of pants.” I told Fred he was just jealous that Max owned a suit that fit him. Also, the girls liked the Harold Lloyd tall and skinny type. Fred tended toward tweed jackets and canvas pants, stuff that was constantly being pulled out of shape by the gadgets stuffed in his pockets. Fred was a Brooklyn tough, who powdered out of Brooklyn as soon as he could talk the army into taking him. He drifted to California after he was invalided home for losing a toe in France. At least, that was Fred’s story. We all had stories that were a little bit true and much more what we wanted people to believe.


    


    “Call them in the morning. Tell the studio that I don’t want their tacky interpretation of a historic haunted house. I’m taking you all to Arkham, Massachusetts. We’ll film where Puritans mixed with witches and Colonial ghosts still ride the lanes.”


    That set up a storm of comments and questions. Sydney sat grinning like the Cheshire Cat in the middle of it all until we stopped. Then, having gained everyone’s attention, he started to tell us his latest, greatest idea. He would make a movie, a wonderful, terrible, frightening movie set in an ordinary little New England town that none of us had ever heard of.


    “But what’s the story?” said Max.


    “Later, Max, just arrange all the necessary bits and bobs for travel,” said Sydney, who could be maddeningly Continental when he felt it made him sound important. “Jeany can start by designing the mask now. That’s key. The rest we can do when we get to Arkham.”


    I nodded, not really listening, because I had an idea. I drew a nearly perfect oval over the face I sketched. Shading it lightly with the pencil, I then extended the shadow behind the woman on the page so another, stranger being stood behind her. The spikes on the crowned headdress took on a more fluid, twisted shape in this shadow image. The points of the shadow’s sleeves also flowed down, like the strangely delicate tentacles of jellyfish, dwindling away. Then, further behind both figures, I drew the hooded man. The last was Sydney’s signature creature, a man dressed in a hooded cape. The character never appeared more than once in a film and never in the same type of scene twice, played by whoever wasn’t already in the scene. Also, oddly, the hooded man never did anything. Never spoke or interacted with any character. He was just there. Watching. Often it was so subtle that many people missed it, but the critics had taken to looking for those appearances and speculating what Sydney meant by it. None of us knew. Sydney liked to say to the reporters that it would all be revealed later. But that movie had not been made yet, despite the topic being raised frequently by Max since he joined our company. Apparently the studio felt a hooded man picture would be the biggest seller yet. Sydney tended to go sly during those discussions, telling Max to mollify the studio for a little while longer. Poor Max, he was stuck between two difficult and very different bosses: the unseen and, for the rest of us, unknown studio heads and Sydney, the driving force in our daily lives.


    “That’s clever,” said Fred as I sketched out the two figures behind the woman in the mask. “We could create the second shape behind her by backlighting a screen. Does it need to move?”


    I looked at my drawing. “I think so,” I said slowly, the idea sparked by Sydney’s words growing inside of me. A terrible, wonderful idea, quite unlike anything we’d done before. “Can we make the shadow reach out from the wall and engulf her? Like ink, or blood, running dark over the mask and revealing the woman beneath for just a second or two. Then they both disappear.”


    


    Fred nodded. “Good idea, Oakland. I predict half the audience faints and the other half leaps out of their seats with a yell.”


    This was why we worked with Sydney. Because with just a few words, he could set a mood that inspired all of us. I knew Fred was right, that we would weave the shadows and reflections into something just as terrifying as anything Chaney could create with a hump and a limp. But Chaney’s specialty was grotesque makeup. Our terrible monster was beautiful, always chillingly beautiful, that glamorous horror that Sydney talked about.


    I added a few more lines to my sketch and then stopped. Too much and it would disappear into a mess of charcoal on the page. Restraint was the most important lesson that I’d learned from Sydney, the most flamboyant showman. The suggestion of a shadow cast by a man in a hood, the merest glimpse of the monster in the mirror, a pallid mask of silvery shadows, those were the things that would terrify the audience. Why we should we want to evoke terror, that was the question that I failed to ask myself that night as Fred and I sat up long after the rest had left.


    Finally Renee came over to our corner. “Go home,” she said to Fred. He rented a tiny house all the way out in Santa Monica and had borrowed a friend’s car to avoid being stranded by the Los Angeles streetcars shutting down in the early hours. With a friendly grumble, he unfolded himself from the floor and wandered out the garden doors into the predawn pallid gloom. I wondered if he’d sleep in the car or drive himself home. Either was possible with Fred.


    “Are you done?” Renee asked me. “Can you get home all right?”


    “I only have an elevator ride of one floor,” I said, as if my only sister didn’t know that. Of course she did, but everyone else only knew that I lived in the building. Our relationship was a closely guarded secret, from the press, from our friends, and, most especially, from the studio where we had been working for the last five years. Because while everyone knew that I was a Chinese-American from Oakland, nobody knew Renee’s true heritage. If the studio knew, she would not be a leading lady. And if Renee was not a star, the rest of us might not work. So while we knew exactly what lies we were telling, the rest didn’t have much reason to ask uncomfortable questions. Everyone understood Renee and I had always worked together in Hollywood, and left it at that.


    I eyed Sydney stretched out on Renee’s chaise, still leafing through the magazines and newspapers that Max had brought. At this point in the night, he was past the reviews and reading about others’ triumphs and failures. He knew how to turn such knowledge to his advantage. He could, and often did, stay up for hours after the rest of us had collapsed. One disgruntled extra conjectured that Sydney didn’t sleep, just rested lightly in a coffin like some creature from one of his films. It wasn’t true. Sydney slept very soundly when he did sleep and not, as some speculated, at Renee’s apartment. He had his own a floor above. She always threw him out before she went to bed herself. Sometimes she used as an excuse the need to put up someone at the party who had too long a journey or had too much to drink. Then that unfortunate soul, quite often me if she had no other sacrifice to avoid Sydney’s snores, slept on her wildly uncomfortable chaise lounge.


    


    “I’d rather sleep in my own bed tonight,” I said, uncurling from the leather seat that I had claimed earlier.


    “Come to lunch,” Renee answered. “I’d like to talk about this costume.” She pointed to my sketch, set aside on the table as Fred and I had gone over possible ways to trick the audience’s eyes into seeing what did not, could not, exist. She glanced at Sydney. “He’ll be gone in a few hours and I want some sleep too. But we’ll order something splendid for lunch, just the two of us.”


    I nodded. When a picture was done, Renee tended to withdraw into luxurious comfort. She tipped generously and had a dozen restaurants nearby ready to deliver whatever she felt like eating. Renee adored her slender candlestick phone and welded it like a fairy godmother’s magic wand to deliver the bounties of the Los Angeles shops and restaurants to us. She called it her “cocoon before the butterfly time.”


    Sydney called it “hiding,” but he was the exact opposite. After a picture was done, he would drive all over town, even up the coast to San Francisco, to talk to people about everything and anything that interested him. With Sydney that could mean visiting the latest airplane demonstration or a strange occult shop hidden down a back alley. The occult was a particular obsession that we all knew about. We even joked that his forays were Sydney researching terrors for his next picture. Séances weren’t quite as popular as they had been a few years before but there were still plenty held around Hollywood. Sydney knew all the tricks and liked to reveal frauds to his friends. Sydney was never fooled by slate writing, spirit pictures, table tipping, or rapping. But he collected odd “safekeeps,” as he called the items that he picked up from people who did not like to tell where their treasures came from. Renee called these artworks ghastly and refused to have any in her apartment.


    “Thank you very much,” Renee said when she clapped the lid on some box or other that Sydney had handed her as a gift. “But it still looks like a bunch of bird bones and feathers to me. Put it in your apartment, please.”


    “But, dearest muse,” Sydney would reply. “What if the spirits take you from me too soon?” For Sydney, spirits were less ghosts of dead ancestors than emissaries from a world that we could not see except out of the corner of our eyes or in the reflections of a mirror. In his best scripts, the ones that he wrote for Renee’s villainesses, Sydney turned hauntings into an “invasion from beyond,” where spirits or supernatural creatures lured humans, usually males, out of the world as we know it and into a twisted landscape besides and beyond our world. The “safekeeps” acted as locks, according to Sydney, to keep shut doors that should not be open. Anything could be a door, even a mirror upon the wall or the reflection in a silver mask.


    


    “It’s casting the right reflection, at the right moment,” Sydney said that night as he discussed the script with Renee and me, while we struggled to stay awake. “The right reflection allows us to control the door and the spirits beyond. The right reflection, at the right time, in the right place. While the mask protects the priestess or the Muse.”


    “But it has to be a silver mask, a reflective mask,” I said, thinking once again about the problems with the mirrors in the last picture.


    “Oh, yes,” said Sydney, “a mask to cast its own reflection back into the mirror.” I shuddered considering all the issues that would cause for Fred in filming such a scene.


    Renee yawned and punched Sydney’s shoulder lightly. “Go work on your script and let us sleep. If we’re going to someplace on the East Coast, we’ll have days of travel to work this all out.”


    That night, when I reached my bedroom, Sydney’s idea of the silver mask consumed me. Even after I climbed into my bed, I continued to sketch variations on my first idea, often surrounded by a circle of mirrors casting reflections back and forth until endless repetitions appeared. In the glow of the electric lamp, the images on the page turned into a chorus of featureless faces, watching me with the empty eye sockets of a drama mask. These fanciful thoughts slid into nightmares, and I woke with an aching head atop the crumpled pages of my notebook.


    At lunch, as I consumed cup after cup of black coffee, Renee described her own nightmares to me.


    “It began after Sydney left,” she said. “I must have been asleep for less than half an hour, but the nightmare felt like it lasted forever.”


    “We all ate and drank too much last night,” I said. “And then Sydney started telling us about his latest horrid idea.”


    “I’m quite sure that you’re right,” said Renee with a sip of her own black coffee. Both of us usually preferred our coffee sweet, with plenty of sugar stirred in, but this morning nothing would do but the bitterest of brews. “I dreamt that the film went in reverse. Rather than the mask dissolving to reveal my face, I was watching my face become the mask, just a silver mask that reflected everything but me. It was as if I was being erased.”


    My nightmares of a lost Renee reflected in a mirror showed me a tangle of hallways, all leading into shadows. Behind the shadows, someone watched us. Sydney? It felt like something older, something more terrible. But I shook off my memory of the dream, and convinced Renee of the source of her fears. “Sydney’s ideas for the mask. I’m sure that prompted your dream.”


    


    “Sydney called me this morning, just to talk more about Arkham,” Renee said.


    I felt relief that he had just telephoned and not come downstairs to share our breakfast. An excited Sydney, planning a new picture, was the worst companion for a headachy morning. “He kept talking about how long it had been since he had been in Arkham but how he was sure that it hadn’t changed. How much he was looking forward to going home.”


    “It’s hard to imagine,” I said. “Sydney as a boy in an idyllic little New England town.”


    Renee smiled. “Yes. I never think of him as anything other than the Sydney Fitzmaurice striding through the world in his silk cravats and stylish hats. Do you suppose he wore short pants and had skinned knees from falling off his bicycle?”


    For some reason that thought doubled us up with laughter. Wiping those cheerful tears from her eyes with some choice words about the impact on her mascara, Renee swore that this would be her last nasty nightmare picture for a while.


    “Sydney’s brilliant,” she said. “But I need to find a lighter script, a romance or a comedy, or I’ll end up playing nothing but murderous women in impossible hats. Remember what Sennett said to me? That I had a flair for comedy.”


    “That’s just because he wanted to stick you in one of his silly bathing suits,” I said. “And those caps are far less fetching than any hat that I designed for you.”


    She shrugged. “Better that than another terror role with a costume that weighs two tons.”


    “My costumes never weigh more than one ton,” I countered and we both giggled again.


    I left Renee’s apartment feeling much more cheerful. She was right. Sydney’s nightmare stories were starting to turn into real nightmares. What we needed was a picture that wouldn’t stay with us in our dreams.


    One trip to Arkham, and a summer trip at that. By the time we returned in July, at worst August, if filming went long, we could look around for the perfect project for the fall. Renee’s contract was with the studio, not Sydney, and they always wanted her to work with other directors. Fairbanks had approached her about an Arabian Nights fantasy that summer, but she disliked the script and especially the character of the girl who betrayed the hero to his enemies. “Not another scheming spy,” she said. “I don’t want to be known only as the beautiful but murderous woman.” But I loved the idea of working on such a picture, with palace scenes and fairytale characters. I discussed it with Fred, who had heard about the flying carpet being built, and he suggested that I go to United Artists with my costume designs and see what was available. It would be easier for me to work outside our studio too. Our studio was less possessive of costumers than they were of their few proven stars like Renee and Sydney.


    


    Chatting with Renee that morning, I asked, “Would you mind if I talked to other studios? Just when you’re not working on a picture.”


    Renee looked a little startled. We’d been together our entire careers in Hollywood, but now it seemed like we might have reached a time to grow more apart.


    “Jeany,” she said, reaching across the table to squeeze my hand, “you should do what you want. As long as you promise to design all my hats when they cast me as the romantic lead!”


    “All your hats and your party dresses,” I promised.


    So I packed for Arkham with far too light a heart. While my sketches of shadows and masks, still scattered across my unmade bed, made my hand tremble a little as I gathered them up, I stuffed the pages with great determination into my portfolio and knotted the ribbon around it twice. Thus I thought that I could contain the nightmares spawned by Sydney’s description of the silver mask.


  




  

    


    Chapter Two


    The first problem with Arkham was that it was in Massachusetts. “Could have been worse,” said Fred. “Could have been Maine.”


    I looked at the map spread across the table in the train’s dining car. Then I checked my timetable. “I think we have to go through Maine to get there,” I said. “Isn’t Boston in Maine? Don’t we change trains there?”


    “Well, ma’am,” said Joseph, the porter, coming to fill our water glasses, “you’ll transfer in Boston but that’s in Massachusetts. And your company paid for all your cars to be switched. So you folks don’t have to do more than sit tight and wait for a little bump.”


    I found the right spot on the map. It still seemed a terrible long distance from California, the only state that I’d ever known. Unlike Joseph, who had worked as a Pullman porter all across the country, I’d never been farther north than Oakland or farther south than Los Angeles.


    “How did Max talk the studio into paying for our own cars all the way to Arkham?” said Fred.


    “Because it was cheaper than the private train that Sydney wanted them to commission. As is, we have four cars, including baggage, on this one,” said Max, shifting a cup so Joseph could see that there was no coffee in it. The porter smiled and took the water carafe away to exchange it for a silver coffee pot. Four private cars, including baggage, meant the studio had bought out first class. The first class dining car was ours throughout the day and night, although we probably didn’t tip as well as the regulars would. The porters were nice about it, and nice about me riding up front with the rest. We were taking a northern route, and Joseph didn’t anticipate any objections, although he warned me to stay away from compartments further down the train. “There’s some folks with no manners at all sitting in second class,” he said. I looked into his warm brown face and wondered what he’d heard over the years.


    “Just tell them that we’re in pictures,” said Fred on the first day, when some conductor or other fussed about the sleeping arrangements and, possibly, a Chinese-American woman riding with the others. Even after nearly five years at the studio, I ran into stupid prejudices despite others like me in Hollywood. There were successful actresses like Anna May Wong, cameramen like James Wong Howe, who started with DeMille in 1917, and more. I wanted to make my own career, my own way, but it was a battle. I owed my early assignments to Renee and later Sydney insisting on my designs. It probably helped that I worked behind the camera and not in front of it. Still, I appreciated that Sydney kept the executives and other busybodies off his sets, insisting on working with his favorite artists in picture after picture. In return, he made the studio a lot of money and they gave him funding for his next picture. And, for the last couple of years, that studio funding came with a Max tied to it. Luckily we liked him.


    


    And, for this trip, Max had persuaded the studio to pay the extra expense of leaving California in style.


    Renee and Sydney each had a private compartment and a sitting room in between in their car. The rest of us, the men and women, were bunking in two open-section sleepers but it was only us, no other passengers allowed. All the bunks had privacy curtains and converted to seats during the day. A furiously contested poker game raged there when people were not sleeping, which is why Fred, Max, and I preferred to work in the dining car.


    Joseph, with his knowledge of train gossip and ready hand with the coffee pot, was another reason to stay there.


    “Oh, everyone working on the train knows you work in the movies, sir,” said Joseph. “Couldn’t miss you all getting aboard at La Grande.” Our parade of luggage and chattering actors had been followed to the steps of the train by an equally large crowd of reporters and fans. Also, Fred made the biggest fuss as we boarded the train in Los Angeles, because they wouldn’t let him sleep with his nearly new Bell and Howell camera. They insisted on stowing all the gear in the baggage car. Fred wanted to move his bed to the baggage car, just to keep close to his equipment. A couple of porters and the stationmaster finally convinced him that the camera was safe enough where it was.


    Now we were east of Chicago, passing by cornfields, and trying to get as much work done as possible in the nearly four-day trip. The dining car turned into our workshop. Joseph kept us well supplied in coffee and ignored the times that Max or Fred tipped a little extra into their cups from their hip flasks. He even brought me a pot of tea on the first morning, but I told him that I preferred coffee with sugar.


    “I still don’t see what Sydney wants in our opening scene,” said Fred. He looked at some notes scrawled in Sydney’s atrocious handwriting. “They enter a house, it is not clearly their house,” he read. “How do we show that?”


    “They carry luggage but nothing too large,” I suggested. “As if they were gone for just a few days. Or it could be that they are new to the house and moving in. The audience decides.”


    


    Max scribbled something in his notebook. Because this was the start of production, his tiny pocket notebook had neat crisp corners and a blank cover. By the end of the shoot, it would be dog-eared, dripping with receipts, and numbers would be scribbled on every corner of the cover. The notebooks were legendary. Rumor stated that each one was specially done for him in a stationer’s shop. Max did have his name stamped in gold inside the front cover of every notebook that I saw, which argued for the truth of the custom-made rumor.


    Max never lost a notebook, no matter how many times he pulled it out and was interrupted by some request by Sydney. His ability to hang onto it, and to turn all the many jotted notes into coherent reports to the studio, was truly magical. What happened to the notebooks after a film was done and the final report filed, I never learned. Fred was of the opinion that they deserved a ceremonial burning, like a Viking funeral, and more than once offered to build a little ship so Max could launch them flaming on the Pacific. As far as I knew, Max never agreed to that.


    “Do you need to buy bags or can you just use ours?” Max said with a pencil poised to jot down that potential expense. “It would make the studio happy if we could keep away from too many purchases on this trip.” Max liked to keep the studio bosses happy, and apparently endless reports on expenses made them very happy indeed. We all suspected that the studio paid Max a bonus whenever he whittled down Sydney’s budget. Which was good, because Max liked buying costly clothes and accessories for himself.


    “Renee can carry her hat box,” I said. “The one with black crocodile trim. She has that white ensemble with the small round hat that would look good with it.” I flipped open my sketchbook, quickly turning past page after page of masks sketched with shadows dripping across them. The nightmares continued on the train. I often found myself awake and drawing to relieve my terror. Joseph had become used to me arriving in the dining car well ahead of everyone else and juggling my breakfast around my propped-open sketchbook.


    “That settles Renee’s costume. What about the other girl?” Max asked.


    “Is she supposed to be the maid or the best friend?” We hadn’t seen a full script from Sydney. Not unusual. He often hid details until he was filming, just to shock the actors and create a stronger reaction from them. At least that’s what Sydney said. Often we felt it was because he didn’t know the end of the story until he was halfway through it. “Is Betsy playing her?” Our usual ingénue, Betsy Baxter, was back in a sleeping car, betting next month’s salary on poker. Betsy most often portrayed girlish servants, the kind who flirted madly in the corner and caught the audience’s eye with her smile and dimples. Betsy always cleaned up in card games, as she looked so sweet and spoke with a bubbly squeak that made the men go mushy and miss that she was counting the cards. Fred refused to play with her after she took twenty dollars off him in one night of gin rummy.


    


    Max checked his cast notes. “Betsy is the maid. Renee is the older sister and Lulu plays the younger.”


    “Renee has a sister?” I drew a belt to add to Renee’s traveling coat so it wouldn’t look so much like what she wore in the last picture. I could borrow a belt from another dress that we probably wouldn’t use. I wondered how we could dress the other actress to make her relationship clear with Renee. It would be a new challenge. Renee usually played the lone temptress. The hero often had family, a kid brother or kid sister, that helped him out. Or mourned him after he died. Sydney could go either way with his stories. “Who is playing her? Maggie stayed behind for that role with Chaplin.” Maggie often played the hero’s kid sister or an innocent friend of the heroine.


    “Maggie is never going to get cast with Chaplin,” said Fred, fiddling with a bit of wire. He had spent the morning checking his hand-cranked Bell and Howell model 2709 (serial number 242, as Fred would tell anyone foolish to ask about the camera) and the rest of the gear still stored in the baggage car. Though he visited his beloved camera regularly to make sure nothing was joggled loose, there wasn’t much else that he could do until we arrived in Arkham. Except drive the engineers crazy by pestering them to let him ride up front and see how all the engine’s levers and switches worked. Actually the engineers liked Fred. He disappeared for several hours each day to return coal-dusted and grinning, his ragged old checked cap further scarred by smuts and stray sparks.


    “Sydney isn’t planning to bring Maggie later, is he? We don’t need two fainters,” asked Max.


    “No, Sydney hated that Maggie stayed behind for that Hollywood film,” I told Max. “Where everyone in the cast is a star playing themselves except the girl who comes to town to become a star. There’s a bit with Chaplin. Maggie wants the role of the flapper who goes off with the tramp.” The film itself was a stunt, a gimmick more than a script with famous actors in dozens of parts. Sydney sneered when he heard about it, and frowned even more when nobody from our company was invited to take part. His nightmare movies might sell well at the box office but we definitely weren’t as famous as some. Even if Maggie got a bit in Hollywood, she wouldn’t be playing herself like Chaplin and the rest. She’d just be a “Flapper” in the credits.


    “Maggie never hits her mark and has two left feet,” said Fred. “Can’t see her making the final cut with Chaplin. So, Max, who is our fainter for this picture?”


    Once Maggie got into place – and Fred was right, she never remembered where she was supposed to walk – she was a champion fainter. Sydney often had her hit the floor just as a shadow crept up the wall or a hand reached around the door. It never failed to make the audience jump. It was hard to imagine a terror picture without a fainter.


    


    “Yes,” I said, “who is going to be terrified by Sydney’s tricks so the audience knows when to gasp? Is he planning to use Renee? She hasn’t played the innocent for a while, but it worked in The Vampire’s Doom.”


    “Lulu McIntyre,” said Max. He flipped a page in his notebook and looked over some information there with the suggestion of a sigh. “She’s driving from New York and meeting us in Arkham. She asked for quite a lot to do this picture.”


    The name sounded familiar but not too familiar. “She’s not in the movies,” I said, and it wasn’t a question.


    Max nodded. “She’s been on Broadway the last few years in those plays by Eleanor Nash. That’s part of the contract. She’s coming with Nash, who will be working on the script with Sydney.”


    “Sydney hates sharing a writing credit,” I said. He generally got first billing as “Written and Directed by Sydney Fitzmaurice,” in letters that filled the screen. Renee had been arguing for the last few pictures that her contributions to the scripts be acknowledged, but so far Sydney had slithered out of that.


    “Oh, he wanted the writer as much as the actress,” said Max. “But it was the headlines about Lulu’s performances that caught his eye.”


    “The Screamer?” said Fred and then I remembered. There was an actress famous for her “haunting wail” starred in something very like The Bat. Except it wasn’t The Bat. Sydney had been obsessed with the reviews for that show, especially about the technical tricks played on the stage to terrify the audience. He kept reading Lulu’s reviews out loud almost as often as his own. Something about her voice driving men mad.


    “What does it matter if she can scream?” I asked. “Nobody will hear her except us.”


    “She can open her mouth,” said Fred, “and the organist can let out the train whistle or something like that. Will there be a score for these films?”


    “There will be a score. You know Sydney. But he doesn’t want the organ tricks,” Max said. “Sydney wants you to try recording her. Something about sending a cylinder with each film for playing.”


    Fred shook his head. “Won’t work. Better to just mark the score and have the organist or piano player make a shrieking noise.”


    Max objected to that. Fred started a long explanation on why recording sound to sync with film was a fascinating idea but not practical for large distribution. Something about microphones, and speakers, and why nobody would bother to convert a movie theater because it would just be too much money. Also everybody was making more money with silents than live theater, so why bother going backwards and adding spoken dialogue to a story. Then he talked about the work being done by DeForest that had been inspired by a Finnish scientist. For a kid from Brooklyn who never quite finished high school, Fred liked to read, only he read the type of articles in magazines that sent the rest of us to sleep. He also went to demonstrations, as many as he could find. Inventors flocked to Hollywood, all convinced that they could make a fortune in pictures. Fred loved to listen to them and discuss their new ideas. He’d been terrifically excited with some radio magazine that had reported a director using a radio to signal directions to large groups of extras in an outdoor scene. He thought it would be much more efficient than Sydney’s megaphone.


    


    “But can we record her scream?” Max finally said. “That’s important according to Sydney’s notes.”


    Fred shrugged. “I can rig up a microphone. If that’s what he wants. Waste of time. Waste of money. We would have to record the scream and then film her screaming.”


    “He wants everyone to hear her scream in the movie.”


    “They’ll hear the clatter of the camera if I record while we are filming,” Fred explained. “Old 242 is the darling of my heart, but noisy as hell. We’ll have to match the sound and picture later. It’s an effect that any big organ can do better.”


    “But can you make it work?” said Max.


    “One theater, one time, might be able to do that.” Fred looked a little more intrigued and asked to borrow some paper from my sketchbook. He started doodling notes with a stub of a pencil that he pulled out of a pocket along with a couple of screws, a toffee wrapped in wax paper, and a ball of string.


    Max looked satisfied with Fred’s promise. Myself, I didn’t like the sound of how this was developing. As if Lulu’s scream was more important than anything else. As if she was taking top billing over Renee. I needed to talk to Renee about this, find out if she knew. We watched each other’s backs, that’s what we always did, because everyone knew that success only lasted until the next picture, the next darling embraced by an increasingly fickle public. If Sydney thought someone else could sell tickets better than Renee, then the studio might think that. And if the studio thought that, so much for roles that needed fantastic hats and fabulous dresses. I excused myself and went forward through the smoky sleeping cars. Betsy waved from her seat where she was holding court with a deck of cards, a pile of matchsticks standing in for chips. Paul and Jim, two other actors who worked in almost all of Sydney’s movies, were about to be parted from their money.


    “Want me to deal you in?” Betsy giggled. “The boys need someone easier to bluff.”


    I shook my head. Walking through the cars, I could still hear Betsy’s usual chatter about the next stop, and whether there would be time to get off and pick up something from the station. An older actress, Pola, was catching a catnap wrapped in her coat, head bobbing a bit with the swaying of the train. Watching cornfields made everyone sleepy after a while. Hal, one of my favorites, was reading a magazine that he’d picked up during an earlier stop.


    “Hey, Jeany,” said Hal, whose rotund shape and balding head made him the perfect judge or doctor in Sydney’s films. “Seen the script yet?”


    


    “Not yet,” I said, steadying myself against the back of his seat as the train creaked and rattled round a curve. “Just some notes on characters and how they are supposed to look.”


    Hal chuckled. “That’s Sydney. Has to be the most mysterious man in Hollywood. Don’t know why we bother working with him.”


    “The reviews?” I said. It was an old joke, shared among the crew and cast.


    “Nope, the cash. Max always makes sure we are paid on time,” said Hal. “Got my eye on a chicken farm in Salinas. That’s the life for me.”


    “What do you know about chickens?”


    “Absolutely nothing! That’s the allure. I know too much about other things to try them.” He waved his farming magazine at me. “There’s always a need for chicken farmers. I’ll just buy some eggs, wait for them to hatch, and then have lots of more eggs.”


    “I am not sure that it works that way,” I said.


    “Everybody needs eggs. Chickens produce eggs. Seems like a sure bet.”


    I wished Hal well with his dream, knowing that by the next picture he would be talking about buying an orange grove in Anaheim. It changed with every picture, but one thing stayed constant. Hal loved acting, and dreaming about not acting, more than anything else.


    After the chatter of our cars, the private salon shared by Sydney and Renee seemed deathly quiet. Neither were in the parlor area but that wasn’t unusual. Sydney had barricaded himself in his room with loud orders that nobody but Max was to disturb him while he wrote.


    I went to Renee’s door and knocked quietly. She called out and I entered. The bed had been converted into a long seat with a small table unfolded beneath the window. Another seat was opposite that. I slid into it.


    Renee was playing solitaire, the red and black cards in a fan pattern taking up the small table.


    “How much longer?” she asked me. She asked the same question every time I visited her, but she rarely came forward to the dining room or mixed with the others in the sleeper car. It was, she once said, part of her mystique. It was easier to maintain in Hollywood, where she could go straight from the apartment to the studio and home again. Nobody ever wondered there why she was always in full makeup or hidden under a hat and veil during daylight trips. On the train it was harder to stay out of the direct light and away from too many close looks. Still I never felt she had to hide. With this crowd, she had established her persona. Sydney’s beautiful muse. But Renee was firm. She kept her distance from everyone except Sydney and me, the two people that she trusted not to betray her secrets. But I was the only one who knew all her secrets. As far as I know, she never told Sydney her real name or where she came from. And, to be fair, he never seemed to care about that. As long as she was willing to be his inspiration, he was happy to accept whatever story she told to the press as her true biography.


    


    “Less than two days until we are in Arkham,” I said. “We switch trains in Boston, and it is just a few hours beyond that.”


    She sighed and flipped another card into a growing pile on the side. “Why did I agree to this? Mile after mile of boredom.”


    “For the reviews?” I said again.


    One eyebrow flew up. I always envied Renee’s ability to do that. She achieved that perfect lift from practicing with her reflection. She used to do it over and over when night turned the windows over the kitchen sink into murky mirrors. We spent a lot of time staring into those windows while washing dishes in the orphanage. From the time she was fifteen, Renee knew exactly what she wanted. She wanted to be famous. She wanted to be rich. She wanted to arch her eyebrow at anyone and everyone who ever called us a dirty name. She wanted to make them feel small. My sister wanted us to be safe from them all.


    I was jealous of her certainty then. Her ambition and her single-minded pursuit of her goals. At twenty-one, I still wasn’t sure exactly what I wanted. Not the way that Renee knew.


    “Has Sydney given you the script yet?” If anyone had seen it, it would be Renee. He generally turned to her first, to sound out his ideas. She said it was because he loved her. I knew it was because she had a flair for adding the details that gave strength to a scene. Renee remembered small gestures that people made, the ways that they picked up and fidgeted with objects when they were angry or sad. Playing a lovely poisoner, she once rearranged a set of combs and brushes on a dressing table in a way that gave her “a chilling authority,” according to one review.


    “I haven’t seen a scenario yet. Why?”


    I picked up the discarded cards, running them through my hands, flipping them over to finish off Renee’s fan.


    “Jeany, what is it?”


    “You have a sister.”


    Renee stopped dealing her own hand of cards. “Are we having this discussion again? You know I cannot tell anyone…”


    “No,” I said. “Not that. In the script. A sister. It’s in Max’s notes about costumes needed.”


    Renee cocked her head, a little intrigued. Sydney never gave her any family in his recent stories. She was always alone. “Is it Betsy?”


    “No, he’s bringing someone from New York. The actress who can scream. Lulu something.”


    Renee placed the ace of spades over the king of hearts. She looked up at me. “Lulu McIntyre. Sydney keeps talking about her. Some review or other caught his eye. And then there’s the divorce stories in the newspapers.”


    “Whose divorce?”


    


    “Hers. She married a banker and he decided that he didn’t want an actress wife. And he named Eleanor Nash as co-respondent.”


    “A woman?” Such affairs were known around town but rarely mentioned in the press. The studios knew that it didn’t sound good in Peoria and worked hard to keep that type of story out of the newspapers. I wondered at Sydney daring to cast Lulu if she was that big of a scandal. With Taylor’s murder last year and Reid’s drug-related death in January all the Hollywood and New York studios and theater chains felt strongly about the morality of their players. At least the public perception of their morality.


    “Sydney thinks the scandal will attract attention. He said that the first director to cast her after the divorce would see even more people flocking into the theaters.”


    That sounded like Sydney. If there was any person more single-minded about becoming famous than Renee, it was Sydney. I thought it was the thing that they truly had in common. Perhaps terror pictures could be a bit more scandalous than love stories or domestic dramas. Certainly our studio wanted to sell tickets more than anything else, if Max’s account of meetings was accurate.


    I finished up the tail of the fan; three of clubs and then two of hearts and then ace of clubs. Six, it added up to six, and that was a lucky number. Maybe this would all work out.


    Renee also counted and sighed. “I was hoping for seven. That’s lucky.”


    “Not for us. Mama always said people got that backwards. That six was luckier.”


    “Maybe for you, little sister,” said Renee, naming the private relationship that we never shared in public. “Maybe six is your lucky number. But I’m not Mama’s daughter any more. Seven is my number now. And this is my seventh movie with Sydney. This is the one that will be lucky for me.”


    “Perhaps. But I feel better with six,” I said. Something about Sydney’s secrecy bothered me. Renee was certain of his loyalty to her, but I had never felt so sure about him. Maybe this was the movie where he would replace Renee with another actress. That was our greatest fear, that someone would find out about Renee and me, that we were sisters, the daughters of a Chinese mother who could never marry our big Swedish immigrant father under the laws of California. All of which would make Renee a less desirable star with the studio’s new drive for toeing the line and conforming to how they thought the world should look.


    “So I have six and you have seven. Maybe Arkham will be lucky for both of us,” I said, trying to quiet my own fears.


    “Or at least not as bad as that circus pony,” Renee said. “I made Sydney swear that the only thing I will ride in this movie will be a motor car. Driven by someone else.”


    “Oh, I’d like to learn to drive,” I said.


    


    “Wasn’t Fred teaching you?” Renee asked.


    “I only drove about ten feet before he decided to do something to the engine. After an hour of waiting for him to come out from under the hood, I left. But it was fun. Next time, he promises to have it tuned up before the lesson.”


    “After we get back, I could buy you a car,” Renee said. “And some driving lessons.”


    “Renee, you can’t. You know you can’t. People would ask questions if you gave me a gift like that.”


    Renee shrugged. Pretending that we were just friends and occasionally admitting that we grew up in the same orphanage when pressed about how we became friends – that had all been Renee’s idea. I looked too obviously like our mother’s daughter for anyone to believe that I was white. But Renee was taller, thinner in the face, and her eyes were almost hazel in certain lights. With wigs, makeup, and later a good hairdresser to bob her hair and give her auburn highlights, she passed. Especially after we made up stories for the press about her descending from the family of a Hungarian princess. After all, Hollywood was all about the make-believe. Nobody really wanted to know that Theda Bara was the daughter of a Jewish tailor named Goodman. They preferred to believe that Bara was the half-French daughter of an Arab sheik or an Italian sculptor. Backgrounds and family histories were fluid in Hollywood, shifting with an actor’s current roles and needs.


    “I may not tell people about who we were,” said Renee. “But I will never forget my responsibilities. I’ll always take care of you, Jeany. You know that.”


    “I know,” I started to shrug too and then stopped. We tried very hard not to have the same gestures. She did take care of me. From her very first picture, she found work for me. Work that I loved, making her costumes and now the costumes for the entire cast. People came to me to tailor clothes or design outfits even when they weren’t connected to one of Renee’s movies. Whatever she had, Renee shared with me. Everything except her name. And why that would bother me now, after so many years in Hollywood, I didn’t know. It wasn’t smart, wanting to tell people, tell someone, anyone, that we were sisters.


    “So, according to Max, what type of person am I? Sydney is being more mysterious than usual about this script.” Renee continued shuffling cards, trying a little too hard to sound calm. Sydney rarely kept secrets from her these days. But he had secrets, we all knew that, and sometimes Max was a more reliable source of information.


    “Max doesn’t seem to know much as usual since Sydney abandoned the mesmerist idea,” I said.


    “I’m glad he dropped that. There’s too many films about hypnotists. I don’t think we could make that truly frightening,” Renee said. “This picture sounds different.”


    “So did Sydney say anything about your role?”


    


    “Only that I am the catalyst of all terror.”


    “He said that about your last two roles. What about the plot?” I asked.


    “That it was terrible in its simplicity and irresistible in its truth.”


    “What does that mean?”


    “Absolutely nothing. At least to me. He probably stole the line. The man is a magpie when it comes to stories. He collects them from everywhere and never remembers where they came from.”


    “Well, as long he remembers that you are the star of the picture.”


    “Oh, I won’t let him forget that. I’m sure Lulu is just a casting stunt and a small part,” said Renee. “After all, what good is a screamer when you can’t hear a thing she says?”


    We both laughed at that. Then, after a long chat about how Renee could show up Lulu in the first scene by carrying her white travel bag with the crocodile trim, we both felt better about what was to come in Arkham.


    We were both wrong.


  




  

    


    Chapter Three


    For those who wonder, our deception began when we ran away from the orphanage in Oakland. Well, I ran away. Renee was eighteen and old enough to leave. I was barely fifteen and the nuns wanted me to stay in school. Since Renee wouldn’t leave without me and they wouldn’t let her take me with her, I climbed over the wall. We walked nearly a mile to the train station with Renee’s cardboard suitcase banging the backs of our legs as we switched off carrying it. The War was just starting for our boys in 1917. Soldiers and sailors filled the train to Los Angeles. Some were on leave, heading home and chatty about what they would do when they got there. Some were heading back to their camp and quick to tell tales of what they’d seen in San Francisco. Only the brand-new recruits were silent, too nervous in shiny crisp uniforms to talk much. We stood up part of the way until two older ladies got off. Then one soldier shoved another soldier in the aisle so Renee and I could sit together.


    Several flirted with Renee. She flirted right back as if she’d been flirting with boys all her life. Watching her, I bet none of the sailors guessed that she spent the last five years of her life in a Catholic girls’ orphanage. Our landlady in Oakland, Mrs Ryan, sent us there after our mother died during an influenza outbreak. Our father had been dead for three years by then. “Better you have an education with the nuns than try to support yourselves,” the apologetic but firm Mrs Ryan said. “When you’re older, you’ll thank me.”


    I’d been sick, same as Mama, and remained frail for weeks afterward. If I hadn’t been so ill, I think Renee would have run off then and there. But she agreed to the orphanage in 1912 and there we were for five bitter years. Bitter for Renee, at least. I never minded the nuns, but Renee disliked all their rules. She hated missing high school and high school dances, and snuck out whenever she could to visit dance halls and practice all the latest steps. That was how we knew about the window that didn’t latch properly and the best tree to climb to get over the wall when it came time for me to run away with her.


    We never wrote to Mrs Ryan. Even after Renee did become famous in the pictures. We probably should have thanked her. Because we learned a lot from the nuns. At least I did. I used my education, especially art with Sister Theodora and sewing with Sister Dorothy Anne. I think Renee actually learned something too. After all, Renee developed her patience, her persistence, and her ability to raise one eyebrow. Without those years of doing dishes after being caught climbing back in the orphanage windows, she would never have gone so far, so fast, in Hollywood.


    


    Of course, Renee’s tenacity started long before the orphanage. Mama always said that mountains should bend out of the way when Renee came marching toward them. If she couldn’t go over, she’d go straight through. But the orphanage sharpened her skills, especially when it came to winning fights with the other girls who tried to bully me.


    I was, from the first, the odd one out. The only one obviously Chinese-American amid a group of girls abandoned by fate to the care of the nuns. Because I was frail due to a bout of influenza, small for my age, and, later proved to be good at school, the nuns made something of a pet of me. Which didn’t help in the dormitory where daughters of Italian, Mexican, and Irish immigrants, tired of being called dirty names outside the convent walls, decided to knock down someone even more obviously other. Many didn’t realize that Renee was my sister until she punched them on the nose or knocked their legs out from under them. Then Renee was disciplined for fighting. I would stay beside her in the kitchen, drying the dishes that she washed, and talking about what we could do when we finally left Oakland.


    “For we are not staying here,” she said. “There’s nothing here for us.”


    “Where will we go? San Francisco?”


    “There’s nothing there either,” said Renee with decision.


    “Tye Leung,” I said, very bravely disagreeing for once with my big sister. “She lives in San Francisco.” My heroine was the first Chinese-American woman to cast a vote in 1912. I carefully cut out all the newspaper stories and pictures of her and pasted them in a scrapbook for us both.


    “New York or Los Angeles, that’s where we should go,” said Renee, whose interest in politics was then and forever minimal compared to her interest in the movies. “Some city where we can be in pictures. That’s what we will do. Become famous. Look at the Gish sisters.”


    “There’s sisters in the movies?” I said.


    “Of course. Dorothy Gish and her sister Lillian. They are renowned beauties of the cinema.” That last sentence I recognized as a quote from one of Renee’s magazines. She had a fearsome memory and could repeat a line days after she read it or remember a dance step after only one try.


    Renee snuck out to the nickelodeon once and loved Dorothy Gish in Little Meena’s Romance. After that she’d bartered and begged for newspapers and magazines about movie stars. She slipped scraps and smiles to the garbageman’s son. He saved things up for her. She never minded if a story was weeks old, as long as she could read it out loud to me and the other girls in the kitchen or in the back of the choir loft. Anywhere that the nuns didn’t hear us. There was as much debate then as now on whether the pictures destroyed a young girl’s morals or improved her knowledge of the world. The nuns, except for Sister Theodora, fell firmly into the camp that cinema was a fearful source of sin. Sister Theodora was known to catch a picture at one of the many nickelodeons in the neighborhood.


    


    “I rather think it does no harm,” she once said to us, quietly after hours when we had finished putting all the dishes away and she was inspecting our handiwork. She ignored the stained movie magazines spread on the clean kitchen table. “To have some place where a body can go, and see something that makes them laugh or makes them cry, and know that everyone around them, no matter where they came from, is feeling just the same. That might be a powerful force for good. For not since the Tower of Babel fell have we all been able to understand each other. It may be that the pictures will be our common language given back to us.”


    Many years later, Sydney expressed the same view but from a quite different motivation than Sister Theodora.


    As soon as she turned eighteen, Renee decided that Hollywood was closer than New York, and easier to reach on the small sum that the nuns had given her upon graduation to purchase clothing for an office job, also arranged by the diocese. Renee spent her money on the two cheapest train tickets possible to carry us out of Oakland. Then she packed what clothes we both had into the cardboard suitcase, walked down the stairs, and said a very cheerful goodbye to the nuns. Many regarded her docility with suspicion. Sister Theodora just shook her hand and winked at me.


    That night I dutifully followed Renee’s directions, climbed the correct tree, and ran off to the train station with everything I cared about, namely my sketchbook and pens, stuffed in a satchel that I had won for good deportment. Years later, when I told Fred some but not all about running away from the orphanage, he asked “But weren’t you scared?” Of course I wasn’t scared. I was with my big sister, who had protected me all my life, even though I just called her my friend when discussing this with Fred. Being without Renee would have frightened me, would have broken my heart, for she was all the family that I had. As for our destination, the whole world was moving to California in pursuit of a fortune in pictures. Hadn’t Fred done just the same once his war was over and the army let him go?


    “But it is different for men,” said Fred, who joined the army the same year that we boarded our train for Hollywood.


    I swatted him with a fabric swatch for that comment. “It wasn’t different for me,” I said. “Hollywood was the place where I could do what I wanted to do. Isn’t that why we all ended up in Sydney’s little troupe? Because he let us be us.”


    


    Fred had to agree.


    In 1917, while being jostled by soldiers of all types in a slow-moving train down the center of California, we made the discovery that made all the rest even easier. Outside the orphanage, much as inside, people did not take us for sisters. “Who’s your shy little friend?” one sailor asked Renee. “Where did she come from? Shanghai or Singapore?”


    I started to say “Oakland”, but Renee pressed down on my foot. I resented the “shy” comment, something so many assumed just because I wore an orphanage dress and walked behind the nuns to church. I was about to tell the sailor that I was as bold as brass, brave as Tye Leung, because I climbed a tree to freedom that very night. I wasn’t shy, but it was hard to get a word out before Renee started talking. Over the years, I developed the habit of letting her speak first. Otherwise she’d kick my ankle in that way that didn’t bruise but definitely smarted. As much as I loved my sister, I knew from age three that it was best to let her do most of the talking.


    “Where do you think that I’m from?” Renee asked, opening her hazel eyes wide and staring straight at the sailor.


    “San Francisco,” chorused several returning soldiers. “All the beauties are from there!”


    “New York,” said another.


    “St Paul,” said a third. “You’ve got cheekbones like a Swede. And you’re tall like the girls I knew there.”


    Renee smiled and then picked a city straight out of our geography lessons. “Providence, Rhode Island,” she said. Then she added the plot of Little Meena, mixed with stories that we had read in the Saturday Evening Post. “But my family was Dutch. I was educated in Paris and all over the world. That is how I met my friend, Miss Jeany Lin. She kindly agreed to accompany me to Hollywood.”


    The soldiers may have hollered and hooted a little at that, but nobody out and out called her a liar. As Renee said later, nobody ever says they come from Providence, Rhode Island, and it did sound pretty grand.


    “But’s what your name, lovely?” asked the first sailor who had forgotten all about me when Renee started talking. That was something else that I was used to having happen and one of the things I noticed first about Fred, when we met him. Fred was friendly with everyone, but he never lost track of me when Renee was in the room. Now he did tend to lose track of everyone when he had a new invention going, but that’s just Fred being Fred. I’m the same when I’m drawing or sewing, said Renee, more than once.


    With a gleam in her eye, my not shy older sister told the entire train car, “Why, I am Renee Love.”


    


    So my sister acquired her new name. Later that night I swore to her that I would never tell what her name was before Renee Love. And I never have.


    It was during that train ride that I took on the role that Renee had cast me in: best friend. After we arrived in Los Angeles and started making the rounds of the studios looking for work, she never told anyone that we were sisters. We shared a room in a boarding house, one run by a Japanese landlord who wasn’t going to make trouble for me but wasn’t too sure about Renee living in the neighborhood.


    Renee started by playing the same parts that every newcomer was cast in: the partygoer, the maid, the hatcheck girl, and so on. But she quickly caught the attention of directors at the studio with her penchant for adding just a little extra to a role. A turn of the head, a way of walking, that wasn’t quite like the other girls. Because she was an extra, she had to supply her own costumes, and that’s where I came in. After her first picture, the other girls started asking me to help fit their dresses or add some trim to make them as noticeable. I did help, but I saved my best ideas for Renee’s characters. Then Renee played the fortune teller who cursed a queen, and Sydney snapped her up to star in his movies. By their third picture in 1919, the movie magazines dubbed them the king and queen of terror. Eventually the studio bowed to both Sydney’s and Renee’s demands for a piece of the box office profits. One night, pooling our money on the worn little table in our shared room, Renee announced, “I’m moving into Alhambra Luxury Apartments and so are you.”


    “Together?” I said. We rarely admitted we lived in the same building, let alone the same apartment. We took different streetcars at different times from the studio to get home and practiced other small deceptions.


    “You’ll have an apartment upstairs. I’ll have a garden apartment downstairs. It’s all arranged.”


    “And what about Sydney?” By then they were tangled in a romance. How deeply, I did not know, and tried hard not to think about it. She was my older sister. I didn’t want to know, mostly because of the one fact that I was certain of. She could not marry Sydney. Not without lies or leaving the state. He was white. She had a Chinese mother. The state of California had laws against such marriages.


    “Sydney’s divorce is final and he’s deeding the house to his wife. He’s taking an apartment at the Alhambra as well,” Renee said. Sydney married an heiress from Pittsburgh at the end of 1918, just before he arrived in Hollywood and met Renee. The heiress financed his first films and built a mansion with a great seashell-shaped saltwater swimming pool. Sydney held exactly one party there for all the cast and crew, but we never met her. As we were leaving, stumbling a little in the early morning light after hours of dancing, swimming, and an impromptu tennis match in the empty ballroom, I’d looked back at the mansion and seen the silhouette of a woman in a lighted room on the second floor. I wondered at the time if that was Sydney’s wife and what she thought of us. What she thought of Sydney became the stuff of legend in the newspaper articles that came out after Arkham. It all added to his reputation. But at the time of the divorce, she remained quiet and faded from view. At least, from our view. I don’t think we ever knew her full name.


    


    “Well, she paid for the house,” I said, a little spitefully. “It is only right that Sydney gives it to her.”


    “He says that no man needs two mansions, and he’d rather keep the one that his family built,” Renee said, ignoring my tone and answering in a way that told me that she understood my unvoiced objections to Sydney all too well. I had my own romances, mostly sweet boy-and-girl stuff like drinking a soda or going to the movies. But after Renee started working with Sydney, and insisted on me making all the costumes for her pictures, I found myself wanting to do even more. I worked with Sydney’s chauffeur turned cameraman, Fred, on how to create ghosts or werewolves for Sydney’s terror pictures. Designing props as well as costumes consumed more of my time, and romances with silly actors seemed a waste of it.


    “Sydney has a family mansion?” I asked that night as we discussed moving out of our boarding house and into separate apartments.


    “Yes, he comes from some town called Arkham.”


    “Well, why doesn’t he live there?” I said, and was instantly a little ashamed of how petty that sounded. I tried hard not to be jealous of Renee’s relationship with Sydney. But I didn’t like the deceit that had to go with it, with Sydney’s marriage and Renee’s heritage. And, of course, I never quite trusted Sydney’s charm. He switched it on so easily, and there was always something rather cold about the way that he’d watch people in a movie theater. Of course, all directors did that. Went to their own pictures to watch not what was on the screen but how the audience reacted. But with Sydney, it seemed more calculating, more considering, as if he was waiting for something other than a scream or a sigh from the collected people in the theater.


    “Sydney is in Hollywood because he needs to make movies starring me,” said Renee with her wicked grin that undercut all the conceit in her statement. That’s why everyone loved her on set. She never acted like a leading lady, even when she had top billing. And that’s why, even after Arkham, people asked after her and wondered how great a star she could have been, if only the shadow had not consumed her.


  




  

    


    Chapter Four


    Sydney’s family home was not what we expected. Although in Arkham proper, it gave off an air of isolation, hidden behind a high hedge and iron gates. But once past those gates, a short drive led to a pleasant country house, weather grayed to a dull silver on the outside. The back of the house revealed an altogether different aspect, with a steep lawn leading down to a tangle of woods.


    The other houses of French Hill were hidden behind the trees or the high hedges that bordered the back lawn as well. There was something about the entire neighborhood that made me feel strangers were not welcome in this part of Arkham. Once we drove up the drive, the high hedges around the Fitzmaurice house effectively cut off all views of the neighbors. It was as if we were alone on an empty island. Empty except for a flock of crows that cawed and wheeled overhead, streaming like a black cloud past the crooked chimneys and sagging roofline of the Fitzmaurice house to destinations unknown.


    “There’s a gate to the woods, and a path leading to a pond,” said Sydney as we climbed out of the cars that brought us and the luggage from the train station. Max paid the drivers, who seemed eager to be away after they dumped our trunks in the drive and on the porch. Sydney ignored this activity, describing instead his ancestral grounds. “We will need to investigate the woods. I have an idea for a scene out there.”


    “But, Sydney, we are not staying here, are we?” asked Renee, looking a bit forlorn surrounded by all her luggage on the front veranda. “Isn’t there a hotel?”


    “We have twenty-two rooms and five baths here,” said Sydney. “And my idea is to film at all hours of the day and night. It will be much easier if we are together in the house.”


    “But what about meals?” said Fred, who would have slept in the barn as long as he knew he would be fed.


    “I telegraphed my old housekeeper, Mrs Mayhew. She’s already arranged all the rooms as well as a cook for the days. There’s Humbert, too, he lives down the road, to handle the outdoor work.”


    


    Inside, the house continued to reveal its divided nature between Colonial antique and country summer house. Obviously some attempts had been made to update it, probably when it was electrified, so the lower floor rooms had been joined together with arches and columns, each room flowing into the next. The electric lights snapped on without any fuss. Fred expressed his satisfaction with the fuse box positioned in the kitchen and even wandered down to the basement to check on the furnace arrangements. With summer heat already making its sticky impact, we were unlikely to need the furnace. Fred just wanted to see what was there and how it worked.


    But the house was odd. A row of long, thin mirrors hung in the downstairs hallway. Although all the same size, each mirror’s narrow frame bore distinctly different hieroglyphics around the edge. With the opening of King Tutankhamen’s tomb the year before and the popularity of Bara’s Cleopatra movie last decade, Egyptian motifs were common in Hollywood. But these mirrors appeared much older than even Bara’s 1917 smash hit. Standing in the center of the hallway, I realized that the mirrors captured the reflections in strange and crooked ways. Walking into the dining room, I had the clearest view of the front door, and the shadows of people moving around on the veranda, even though I had turned a corner from the entry to get to where I was. It felt like I was spying on everyone. Or something else was spying on all of us.


    Beyond that, I felt warned off as I wandered through each downstairs room. Although warm enough inside, shivers coursed through me as I looked at the interiors where we were supposed to film. I sensed that strangers were never welcomed here.


    “Ghost catchers,” said Betsy, looking down the hall lined with mirrors.


    “What?” I said.


    “My mother used to talk about it. How ghosts can be caught in a mirror. How you should cover a mirror during a funeral to keep the ghosts out.”


    “I never heard that.”


    Betsy laughed. “I used to have a Halloween card, one that proclaimed that I could see my fate in a mirror. How did it go? On Halloween look into the glass and your future husband’s face will pass.”


    We both glanced at the mirror. Max’s reflection could be seen as he moved across the veranda to talk to Sydney. For a moment he paused. In the narrow mirror, it appeared as if he stood shoulder to shoulder with Betsy.


    Betsy winked at me. “Do you think it counts if it isn’t Halloween?”


    I laughed, shaking off my depressed reaction to the strange mirrors. My uneasy feelings stemmed from the difficulties of filming in such a location and nothing more, I told myself. Discussing Betsy’s interest in mirrors and marriages was a far more cheerful subject. “Who knows. Maybe your rhyme counts double. We are here for a month or more. Isn’t June the month for weddings? You could honeymoon on the trip back to California.”


    


    Betsy’s pursuit of Max waxed and waned. Sometimes she seemed set on attracting his attention. Other times she talked solely of her career and plans. Betsy was smart and she had an amazing confidence, something that Max, who was often overset by Sydney, didn’t seem to share. “I don’t think he sees himself quite as wonderful as I do,” she told me once. “And some days, I’m not sure if I should wait for him to find out how truly magnificent I am.”


    Upstairs revealed a much more old-fashioned and cheerful warren of tiny bedrooms spread across two floors as well as the five promised bathrooms. Renee immediately claimed a room with double windows that looked out over the front veranda. A four-poster bed, not old enough to be Colonial but trying very hard to look important, dominated the center of the room. It had been made up with a satin quilt and several pillows. All the pillowcases were lushly trimmed with lace.


    My sister eyed with disfavor the oil lamp sitting on the table closest to the bed. “Why is that there?” she said to Sydney, who poked his head into the room to see how she was settling.


    “What where?” he said.


    “That oil lamp. Don’t you have electric lights upstairs?” Renee said.


    “Oh, they turn off the electricity at midnight unless someone has paid to keep it on longer. I’ll have Fred or Max call the plant manager. We’ll want power on the nights that we are filming.”


    “Every night,” said Renee. “I don’t want to be stumbling about in the dark after sunset. Neither do you. You’re usually up until midnight or later working on your papers.”


    “Yes, yes. But for tonight, you might need to use the candles or the lantern. Mrs Mayhew always puts a fresh box of matches in the nightstand,” said Sydney. “It is so wonderful to be back. I can feel my family history inspiring so many ideas, so much that’s never been seen before.”


    Renee sighed and muttered something about a modern hotel, never mind family history.


    I continued to explore, looking for a room to sleep in. Toward the back, I found a place where somebody had added more rooms, building out over the kitchen and the old back porch. The hallway had an odd half-step as I went past the bedrooms to a tiny screened-in sleeping porch. The cot there was made up, just like the four-poster bed in the room that Renee claimed, with a bright crazy quilt and well-worn sheets. Under one window, an old bookcase was filled with battered favorites. I pulled out The Emerald City of Oz, The Window at the White Cat, and The Lightning Conductor to pile on the bed. I’d read all three several times at the orphanage. It felt like discovering old friends at Sydney’s house.


    Renee stepped down onto the sleeping porch while I was re-reading the endings of all three books and trying to decide which one to start from the beginning again. “You always choose the funniest corners,” she said. “It’s like that apartment of yours.”


    


    I loved my efficiency unit on the second floor of Renee’s building, with my east corner windows at the end of the kitchenette. The building super cleared out the table that was there and moved my drafting table into that corner. Since I usually ate downstairs with Renee or at the studio, I kept the kitchen drawers and cupboards filled with my sewing and art supplies. With a Murphy bed that folded up into the wall when I needed more room for pinning costumes together on fidgeting actresses, the apartment suited me. But Renee felt it lacked dignity and, over the last year, kept trying to talk me into a larger apartment on the ground floor near her. She pointed out more than once that she could afford it on the salary that she negotiated with the studio. I reminded her that there was no reason for her to be paying my rent. My apartment looked right for my position at the studio.


    “I like it,” I said to Renee about the screened-in room, stating the obvious as I slid my suitcase beneath the cot. I set my handbag and sketchbook on the table next to the bed. “It will be airy, and I can hear the birds singing in the woods.” At the moment, all we heard was the cawing of crows, but I refused to give up my ideal image of a country house stay, with birds singing at dawn.


    Renee gave an exaggerated shudder. “Birds. Just another reason to regret this idea. Do you remember those seagulls when we filmed The Siren’s Net?”


    One of Sydney’s earliest nightmare films cast Renee as a strange creature who either was the daughter of a mad lighthouse keeper or came from another world beneath the waves. I made Renee a long wig, one that cascaded nearly to her knees. I knotted shells and large fake pearls into her braids. Sydney wanted to suggest that her hair was the net that dragged men under. The press raved about the “blonde siren” who lured men to their watery deaths. One reviewer said, “At first it appeared that the only persons who looked likely to escape drowning by the end of the picture were the director and his cameraman.” And my favorite part of the review: “Miss Love wears such remarkable gowns as she walks along the seaside that all the women patrons in the audience may wish to shop wherever the siren does.”


    What the reviewer didn’t record was that the seagulls, perhaps attracted by the shells in Renee’s wig, or perhaps by Fred’s famously greasy bacon sandwiches, harried us for one memorable afternoon at the beach until even Sydney lost his glossy look and fled wild-eyed back to the cars.


    We didn’t make another picture outdoors for nearly a year. Renee also turned down Mack Sennett’s proposition to be a bathing beauty on the grounds it meant filming near the shore and those malevolent gulls. That didn’t discourage Sennett. He kept sending her flowers and reminding her that he always had room for another beauty in his casts.


    Betsy popped her head in the door. “Are you taking this room? It’s darling.”


    


    I nodded. “Where are you?”


    “One floor up. I’m sharing with Pola. We decided those were the best mattresses. And it’s right next to a bathroom. You know I never mind sharing with her. She’s always so calm and never takes any time at the mirror.” Pola Vasily had worked for years in vaudeville before films. She took every “matron” role that Sydney dreamed up, usually the mother or the housekeeper of the hero. Her favorite parts required her to be murdered early in the plot, so she could spend the rest of her time on the set knitting stockings. She also made endless scarves. We all had a few pieces given to us from Pola’s generous work bag.


    “Max is on this floor, in the room next to Sydney. Jim, Paul, and Hal took a bedroom with an attached sitting room next to us and are going to rotate who sleeps alone on the couch by the strength of who snores the loudest. Fred’s down the hall from them, converting what looks like a broom closet into a workshop with a cot. He liked the shelves,” Betsy crooked a finger at both of us. “I was sent to tell you that Sydney is having a talk downstairs. Before the New Yorkers arrive.”


    Sounded like everyone was settled, although I wondered if there would really be enough bathrooms. We weren’t a large crew but we’d filled the house quickly. Luckily everyone could double up on roles in front or behind the camera. Our films often seemed like we had large casts but we weren’t DeMille or even Sennett. Sydney liked to work with a small hand-picked company and fill in with locals when available. In Los Angeles, with an extra on every corner, it wasn’t so big a deal if we needed additional players. But in Arkham, we might have to do everything ourselves.


    Pola and Betsy, of course, could transform themselves into a range of ladies, from the matron to the flapper. Hal played the wise father or the malevolent uncle, and loved being a butler too. Jim could be made up into young crooks, servants, and men about town. Paul played the older versions of those roles. He helped Fred with the lights and could even double as a cameraman. Paul had been an electrician before the War, according to Fred. I never knew much about Paul. He was one of those men who tended to grunt when you asked him a question.


    “So are you ready to meet the New Yorkers?” Betsy asked us as we made our way down the hall


    “Ah, the New Yorkers,” said Renee. “The screaming Lulu and her partner. I suppose Sydney wants to tell us about them.”


    Betsy giggled. “I think we’re about to be lectured on being professional and all that. Or maybe Sydney just wants to boast some more about this house. Oh, Fred said that he found sandwiches in the kitchen and might be persuaded to share.”


    “For sandwiches,” said Renee, “I’ll come down.”


    I hurried after the pair, realizing that I was also hungry. My morning cup of coffee and bread roll on the train seemed such a long time ago. As I followed Renee, I noticed a small alcove that I’d missed on my earlier exploration. Hidden behind a half-drawn chintz curtain was the landing for a small staircase. It twisted up to the second floor and also went down. I took the downward twist only to find myself in a sizable pantry, well stocked, with one door leading to a side terrace and another, upon opening, into the kitchen. In the kitchen was Fred, balancing a large tray of sandwiches and trying to hook a coffee pot under his arm.


    


    A sour-faced woman, who introduced herself as Mrs Mayhew, and another tiny little lady, who said “Call me Ethel,” were clustered by the stove.


    “It’s a beast, Mrs Mayhew, that stove. Should have been pulled out years ago,” said Ethel.


    “It is indeed, Mrs Roxbury, a beast of a stove,” said Mrs Mayhew. “But I trust you’ll be able to keep it under control. Three meals a day for five dollars a week, I think we agreed. I will be bringing the supplies each morning from the farm and twice a week will come with my girls Maggie and Hilda to sweep out the place.”


    I wondered what Max would make of the cost of the cook, to say nothing of Mrs Mayhew’s supplies and girls, but decided that was the studio’s problem.


    “I’ll take that,” I said to Fred, grabbing the coffee pot


    “Thanks,” replied Fred. “Max took the cups in already.”


    I followed Fred and the sandwiches into the spacious main room. A deep fireplace occupied one whole end. Sydney arranged himself in front of the fireplace, one arm along the mantel in a pose that I recognized from a past photo essay entitled “The Great Showman at Home.” Over the mantel hung an oil painting, very dark, showing a man with Sydney’s features but in a fine uniform tunic with a fur-edged jacket slung over his shoulder like a cape. Both tunic and jacket were adorned with silver braiding and several rows of buttons. Below the portrait hung a curved sword, oddly blackened and burned about the tip.


    “My friends,” said Sydney. “My fellow artists. My most brave adventurers into the wilderness of Arkham.”


    I settled into a cozy chintz chair and took a large bite of chicken sandwich. From the introduction, I expected Sydney to tell us the plot of the movie and exhort us to reach new heights of creativity. The coffee was black and bitter, and strong enough that I guessed Fred had made it or that Ethel had Fred’s attitude towards the liberal use of coffee beans.


    “It is fitting that we gather here, under the gaze of my most revered ancestor, that daring French hussar who brought his little family to Arkham following his own grand adventures with the Emperor Napoleon in Egypt.”


    “I was in a film about Napoleon,” Betsy whispered to me as she settled in the chair next to mine. “Maid to Josephine.”


    Sydney glared at her. Betsy mimed “sorry” to him and the great man continued his speech.


    


    “It was Saturnin Fitzmaurice who battled in the shadow of the mighty pyramids, and later served as part of his emperor’s envoy to the young American Congress. It is his stories that my grandfather so lovingly preserved within our library. It was Saturnin’s discoveries and the descriptions in his journal that inflamed my youthful imagination. From his writings, translated from the tablets unearthed by this very sword,” he flung up a hand to point at the fire-blackened blade, “we will draw our latest script and create a story in silver and shadows to enthrall and terrify audiences around the world.”


    Sydney paused. From long habit, nobody said anything. The pauses were for dramatic effect only. We knew he disliked being interrupted in full flow. Besides, we all wanted to know the plot.


    Gravel crunched beneath tire wheels. A long melodious horn blast sounded outside the windows. The New Yorkers had arrived. Sydney swung around with a wide smile to stride from the room and greet them on the veranda.


    Fred swallowed the last quarter of his sandwich in one enormous bite. “So,” he said to me, “how do you unearth something with a sword?”


    “It looks like somebody used it as a poker,” I said, eyeing the soot stains along the blade. It was thoroughly blackened, and I wondered if the chimney smoked. But I liked the look of the uniform still vaguely visible in the painting over the fireplace. I considered taking such braid and trim, and adding it to the hero’s coat for a continental dash. “Fred,” I said, “who is playing the hero?”


    Fred shook his head. “Max never said.”


    I thought about the actors who had accompanied us. Sydney liked to switch the actors playing his heroes from film to film. Sometimes, instead of a romantic hero, he wrote in a charming but hidden male villain manipulating events until caught.


    Hal wouldn’t do for such roles. He was too short, too round, too bald, and too old to fit the studio’s idea of a romantic lead, good or bad, which was a pity because he had more charm than most.


    Skinny Jim Janson played everything from jewel thieves to rustlers, but again looked too juvenile for a lead. If a villain, Jim was the second villain, the one that was easy to spot in Sydney’s scripts.


    Same for Paul Kopp, who either played an obvious heavy or a detective. He often showed up just for the denouncement in the final act, which was good as he worked best as Fred’s back up for the camera and lights. Fred, after one unbelievably bad scene in Siren, never acted in any picture. He was a genius at capturing emotion on film and a complete bomb at portraying it on film. Besides, he hated having anyone crank the Bell and Howell except himself. Said it took days to get 242 feeling right if Paul or someone else turned the handle. He had an older Pathé that he preferred to give to Paul.


    I never even tried to act. That was Renee’s talent. Mine was to make everyone look good in their clothes and makeup.


    


    My theory, never expressed to Renee, was that Sydney’s constant rotation of leading men was to prevent her from becoming part of a couple for one of the studio’s publicity pitches to the press. She was Sydney’s muse and his alone. Although his marriage and her own reasons for concealment kept them from being an obvious couple around town, much to the distress of more than one publicity agent.


    The men who consistently worked from film to film with Sydney never posed a romantic threat, at least in Sydney’s eyes. As for the women, I suspected he kept with the same ones because they understood his tricks. It wasn’t unusual. All directors had their “regulars” for supporting characters. Working with Betsy, Maggie, and Pola was comfortable for Sydney. He never liked change and insisted on loyalty and even some secrecy on set, to better surprise the public when our terror pictures opened. Maggie leaving us for the Hollywood picture had been a blow to Sydney. I heard him tell Max earlier in the trip that he wouldn’t work with her again. Sydney could, and did, carry grudges.


    Still Renee was his only leading lady once he started directing his own pictures. He always wrote her into the leading role as either femme fatale or ingénue. Although, by 1923, Sydney liked her best as a mystical and deadly otherworldly creature. The press and the public loved her in those roles too. When she played the wolf woman, the studio staged a photo with Renee standing over the bones of her devoured victims. It was a clear copy of a Theda Bara publicity photo. Later we heard that Bara’s studio wasn’t happy that our studio was pushing Renee as a new breed of vamp. Although Bara’s career was nearly over by then.


    Bringing in an outside actress, and a New York stage actress, like Lulu McIntyre, marked something new. I wondered if Sydney was assigning her the hero or villain role that normally went to a male actor. Or, as I feared, Lulu might be meant as a replacement for Renee in the supernatural category. A hidden villainess, perhaps.


    “Maybe our male hero would be another New Yorker?” I said to Fred. “Or would Sydney cast a local as the hero?”


    “Could be.” He turned in his chair and yelled at Max. “Didn’t you say something about a theater in Arkham? Any actors coming from there?”


    Max wandered over, distracted by trying to watch Sydney and the New York ladies through the window. “Yes. Sydney directed something locally, several years ago, before he came to California. But we may not need more actors. Sydney says this script is very focused on just a few characters, the sisters in particular.”


    “Will we need more costumes?” I asked, thinking about what we had shipped from Los Angeles. Most were general items that we used on our regular troupe and fitted for them. Hal’s butler outfit and his dining out suit, Pola’s matron dress and another longer dress for being the wife of a distinguished gentleman, usually Hal, at a party. Various ensembles for Betsy, from the parlor maid to the flapper on the sidewalk. Same for Paul and Jim, outfits that turned them into anything from servants to menacing toughs. And, of course the cape.


    


    “Will we be using the man in the hood?” I said.


    “Can’t have a Sydney Fitzmaurice film without him,” said Fred, and he wasn’t joking.


    The hooded man scene was our signature scene and made a horror film a Fitzmaurice terror picture.


    Sydney loved that cape, which could cover a large man from foot to head, and had a deep hood that hid the wearer’s face. I made it for the very first picture that we ever filmed with him. It was yellow material, lined with gray, and we could turn it inside out, depending on how Fred wanted it to film. Over the years, I draped that one costume over multiple actors to make them look far more mysterious and menacing than they were. Luckily the camera didn’t show how many times I’d hemmed it up or down, depending on who had to wear it. That cowled and caped figure always stood somewhat out of focus in each of Sydney’s pictures. Also the hooded man just watched the scene for a moment or two, and then disappeared. A few enterprising reporters asked Sydney when he was going to reveal all about this recurring character, but he just laughed and told them to come to the next picture.


    My speculations with Fred on leading men and plots were interrupted by the return of Sydney with a lovely blonde clinging to his arm. Her other arm was clutching a pug of particularly unpleasant expression. Ropes of glistening glass beads were entangled with embroidered scarves that floated all around her. Sliding off her bare shoulders was a gorgeous coat trimmed with feathers and fur. The effect was, as intended, quite startling. An elegant brunette followed them into the room. She wore the most beautifully tailored checked suit and dangling earrings that emphasized her long neck and narrow features.


    “My dears,” said Sydney, “my company. Here’s the famed Lulu McIntyre and her writer friend Eleanor Nash.” The blonde Lulu waved at all of us with a great fluttering of scarves and a slight growl from the pug.


    The brunette Eleanor bared her teeth in a smile that radiated even less good humor than Lulu’s dog. “Sydney, it’s been in the headlines for weeks. For goodness sake, call us lovers. That’s what we are. And if any of you gossip to the press about us, just know that I am descended from Salem witches and will curse you from here to California.”


    “Oh, Nell,” said Lulu, “you don’t mean it. We’re just so very, very excited to be in pictures.”


    Renee rose out of her chair and crossed the room to shake hands with Lulu and Eleanor. “We are delighted that you could join us. I hear that you are quite the screamer.”


    Lulu blinked at her. “Oh yes, you’re the one who plays my sister. So fun to have a film actress to work with. I’ve only worked with real actors before. In a legitimate theater.”


    


    At that fatal statement, silence filled the room. Renee ignored it. With a smile just as broad as Eleanor’s and just as deadly, she said, “Yes, Sydney cast you as the younger, sillier sister. So lucky that the camera doesn’t reveal true ages. Mary Pickford is able to carry off young girls even though she’s past thirty now. I’m sure as a real actress that your age won’t set you back at all.”


    Eleanor gave a snort that might have been a laugh. Lulu let out a howl for Sydney, still standing close at her side, that argued for the veracity of the claim that she was the greatest screamer in showbusiness. Renee continued to smile.


    And thus that particular battle began. Later it would seem trivial.


  




  

    


    Chapter Five


    By Friday, Fred and I decided to leave the house, and the warfare within, to find a diner. While the meals served up by Ethel were large, filling, and often even delicious, the ongoing battle between Renee and Lulu over the importance of Camilla, Renee’s role, versus Cassilda, Lulu’s character, continued to engulf the whole company.


    Lulu’s inexperience with movies didn’t help. Her first attempt at makeup proved to be a disaster and delayed filming for a couple of days. She was used to preparing for the stage but almost everything she did was wrong for film. Fred explained, patiently, that red would photograph black, so she couldn’t use her normal lip rouge. She didn’t believe him until he carefully photographed her with a still camera he used for such tests and processed the pictures in the darkroom that he’d created in the basement.


    “We sometimes rouge the cheeks,” I explained as Lulu moaned about how hideous she looked in the photos. “That creates dark shadows and makes your face look hollow. You can put it on your eyelids for the same effect. But light carmen looks best on the lips.”


    Betsy chimed in. “Yes, don’t worry. We all looked terrible at first. Once you’ve got the grease paint and powder on, it’s just finding the right shade for your eyes. Jeany and Fred are a whiz at it.”


    Many older actresses and actors still preferred to do their own makeup, figuring that they knew best how to make themselves look right for their parts. After all, many made their own costumes until just recently. Chaney famously insisted on creating all his creature makeup himself. But as I started to design costumes and props for each of Sydney’s pictures, I’d also taken over the initial design of the makeup for the characters. The greatest emphasis, of course, was on how Renee would appear as the mysterious temptress, but Pola and Betsy were used to my laying out their basic makeup, even though both were quite capable of doing themselves up without my help. Fred added a few more tricks that he learned from cameramen around town, like Howe’s technique of placing black velvet in a large frame around the camera to make somebody’s eyes appear larger and darker.


    


    Of course, the studio, and their proxy Max, loved that I could double up as both costumer and makeup person. Probably if I hadn’t done it, they would have insisted on all the actors continuing to do their own. They definitely didn’t like it when I started buying Factor’s shades, deeming them more expensive than other brands, but his blends were meant for movie work. I had nearly thirty colors by then in my kit and kept them locked up when we weren’t filming. Not that Pola or Renee would ever steal my makeup. But Betsy and Maggie both “borrowed” some when going out on dates. Hence the locked case by the time we went to Arkham.


    “Listen to Jeany,” advised Pola. “The stage is not the same as film. We all must learn this.”


    “I am known for my beauty on stage,” said Lulu. “That’s why all my husbands married me.” Turned out that Lulu’s divorce was her third and, according to Lulu, the only one that gave her any trouble. The others, again according to Lulu, were sweethearts who had been most generous and understanding when she decided that the time had come to part. As she probably was still in her early thirties, it was an impressive history. Later, Eleanor would tell me not to be deceived by the feathers and beads. Like Betsy, Lulu was far sharper than she pretended to be. Although married at a very early age, in part to escape a managing stage mama, she had left her first husband before she turned eighteen. She quickly went from being in the chorus in Chicago to headlining Broadway shows in New York.


    “The important thing was,” said Eleanor, “Lulu really married men for love and the fun of it. The first two were creative but very poor. One was a painter and one was a trumpet player. She still sends them gifts every now and then to help them out. She always sends money to her mother and even lets her visit. Lulu’s biggest mistake, and probably her only one, was marrying a rich man the third time. He was used to owning things. Lulu will never be owned.”


    “And her affair with you?” I said in those days after Arkham when I tried to understand all the motives of the people who Sydney gathered under his roof for his horrific film. “How did that come about?”


    “She rather swept me off my feet,” said Eleanor with an uncharacteristic blush. “I just was looking for the perfect woman to place in peril in my horrid little plays. And there she was, all feathers and pug dog, and as perfect for me as she was for my plays. You saw her at her worst, at the start. She was terrified about going into moving pictures and didn’t want to show it.”


    Finally during that first week of filming, to mollify Lulu’s anguish about how different it all was, Eleanor intervened. With her help, we got Lulu to listen to our advice as we changed her look into something that would work in the movies.


    


    “We can shadow the corners of your eyes with brown,” I told Lulu. “And then outline them. You will look lovely.” Lulu had very light blue eyes. Renee and I had learned various tricks to make Renee’s eyes look rounder and lighter. Looking at the photographs rather than Lulu herself, I could see a different style was called for. Perhaps even a little red near the ears to make Lulu’s face longer and less full.


    “Lulu’s character is supposed to be the frailer of the two sisters,” said Eleanor, looking at notes that Sydney had given her. “Perhaps recovering from an illness. So her older sister has brought her to this house for her convalescence. Can you convey that and not make her look like a walking corpse?”


    I nodded as I showed Lulu how to powder her face properly, a tricky technique until an actor got used to layering the grease paint and film powder for the right effect of flawless skin. “You’ll look very lovely and frail,” I promised her.


    And she did. After a few more experiments, and photographs quickly processed by Fred, we settled on a look for Lulu that made her appear very young and innocent. So much so that Eleanor laughed and asked if she could send a few copies of the photographs to the press that had bothered them so much in New York. “Not that those hounds would care,” she said. “But given all the stories that her husband spread about us, it might make a few of the readers doubt his claims of Sodom and Gomorrah on West 57th Street.”


    Lulu professed herself equally charmed and ready to start her film work. Which led to the next disaster, a simple scene in which Sydney wanted Renee and Lulu to enter the house with “bewilderment and trepidation.”


    Lulu had taken one look at Renee’s ensemble, which I had created by retrimming her traveling coat and hat, and insisted on an entire new costume for herself. Which had to be sent from her apartment in New York, another delay but one that gave us a couple of days to settle the question of her makeup


    After Lulu’s desired coat and hat arrived, and were approved by Sydney, with Max muttering about telegrams and express charges, Lulu then upstaged Renee’s entrance twice. The first time she dropped her bag as they descended from the car. The second time she stepped in front of Renee in an awkward cross that left them both teetering slightly on the stairs.


    Fred sighed and stopped the camera. With the clatter stilled, we all stood in awkward silence.


    “Twelve cents a foot for film,” muttered Max beside me. “And this is only the first scene.” He took the slate in his hand and changed the chalked take number to a three. Max excelled at numbers, was a disaster at acting like Fred, and never could be trusted with anything too mechanical. But from the beginning, when we all wondered what to do with the upright accountant that the studio had sent to keep an eye on Sydney, Max had fallen in love with the slate. Keeping track of the take numbers was an important task. We all knew of productions where somebody forgot to do it, which led to disasters in editing. Max never made a mistake. He always had the right numbers written on the slate and waved it with quiet dignity before the camera lens at the start of every take.


    


    The second time that Lulu ruined Renee’s entrance, Sydney removed his cigarette holder from his mouth and used it to gesture Lulu up the stairs. Renee, recognizing what he was about to do, stood with great tranquility by the open car door. Jim, costumed as their chauffeur and disguised with a large pepper-and-salt mustache so he could play other roles later in the picture, leaned against the hood and napped in an upright position.


    “Lulu, my dear, I fear you may have misunderstood my directions,” Sydney said with the purr that indicated that his voice could grow much louder. “You are not to rush into the house in girlish glee, knocking over your sister on the way.”


    Lulu laughed. The rest of the cast, knowing Sydney, kept quiet. I watched Paul and Hal, neither of whom had any part in this scene, head around a corner of the house with their pipes. We’d put a couple of decrepit willow cane chairs on the back lawn. The gentlemen had turned those seats into their favorite smoking spot.


    “While some directors prefer to film the scenarios willy-nilly, I follow the course of a script as closely as possible,” Sydney continued. “The emotions seen on the face of my actors must remain as true to nature as can be contrived. This is your first encounter with the house, your first trip to Arkham. In this scene we should see a vague fear, the trepidation that some great shadow is about to descend upon you. That is what must show in this scene. Not your petty desire to be first through the door!”


    The latter came out as a roar. Lulu, neither foolish or reticent, stood her ground and stared Sydney straight in the eye. “I have been acting since I was three and my mother placed me in a lion’s cage,” she said. “If there is one thing I know is how to walk into a room so the entire audience notices and cares about my character.”


    Renee now added her bit. “Sydney, be patient. Circuses and vaudeville shows call for exaggerated motions. You can’t expect Lulu to know about your technique of absolute realism. That movie actors must act as naturally as possible. What did you tell me? That our expressions must be no more pronounced than they would be in real life. That the slightest deviation leads to mortifying results on the screen. Petty physical tricks cannot be a crutch for the performance. Unless we are thinking about what we are trying to portray on the screen, the audience will become instantly aware that the emotion is false.”


    Sydney thrust the cigarette holder between his teeth and rushed down the stairs to grasp Renee’s hands. “You are always my bright muse,” he said. “My wise Camilla. That is it exactly. Now, Lulu,” he turned and faced her. “Do you think that you can contain your natural enthusiasm and portray a delicate young lady beset by illness and fear?”


    With a huff, Lulu turned on her heel and marched back to the car. “Of course,” she said. “Shall we begin again? Lead, dear Renee, and I will follow, properly fearful of shadows.”


    


    After that, Lulu behaved, but Sydney struggled to find the angle that he wanted, making Fred circle about and film them from various positions, through a half-open door, looking up the steps, and once halfway down the drive looking back at the house. All of that took time as Fred shifted the black metal camera and its solid wood tripod from place to place. Then he would begin to crank again, smooth and even, and the clatter of 242 would drown out the crows cawing from the trees.


    “Twelve cents a foot,” Max groaned with every change of Fred’s position as he jotted notes in the notebook he carried in his breast pocket. The take number on his slate was erased and rewritten and rewritten again.


    Betsy discovered a croquet set stashed under the veranda and dragged it out. Half the balls were missing. But the iron wickets still bore white chipped paint and very little rust. We set it up on the lawn and played round after round while the filming dragged on. Pola proved particularly wicked at knocking away her opponents’ balls. Even Hal and Paul abandoned their pipes to join the game.


    When the sun finally dipped below the hills and real shadows swamped the veranda, Sydney called a halt for the day. Renee and Lulu trod up the stairs a final time. Both disappeared into the house with strained smiles. Eleanor had pleaded a need to work on the film scenario for the next day’s shooting and had left much earlier.


    Fred stowed his camera and then collapsed on the lawn next to Betsy. He watched me ricochet a ball through two wickets and smack the final stake. “How about dinner in town tonight?” he asked.


    I glanced at the house. If they came to dinner, there was sure to be tension between Lulu and Renee. And Eleanor dropping her own barbed comments to Sydney about the scenario that they were supposed to be scripting together. Although Sydney had hired her to script out the entire film, and seemed to want her talent for creating terrifying scenes as much as he wanted Lulu’s scream, he had decided that he wanted her to write only “the next twenty-four hours of filming” rather than a complete scenario for the movie. It was an unusual choice. His vagueness about what was to happen next had reached new highs with this film and was not to Eleanor’s liking. The rest of the cast and crew tended to tuck their heads down and swallow their dinner without comment. Even voluble Betsy grew uncommonly quiet at the table these days. None of us wanted to be drawn into the warfare raging between Renee and Lulu, and, in a slightly different but equally poisonous manner, Eleanor and Sydney. I would, of course, support my sister, but I found that I quite liked Eleanor and even the vainer Lulu. I think the rest of our small company felt the same. Eleanor and Lulu made us all laugh, when we weren’t wincing at the barbs flying around the table.


    “I think a dinner in town would be splendid,” I said. I hadn’t been past the hedges since we arrived. Max had taken various trips down to the train station and into town to fetch items for Sydney. Fred had gone with him as he waited for filming to begin. I’d been spending most of my time sketching out ideas for Sydney’s silver mask as well as various possible designs for costumes and props. Like Eleanor, I was frustrated by Sydney’s vagueness. I felt more than ready for a night away from the house. “Where do you want to go?”


    


    “Max and I found a diner not far from here. They aren’t fussy. The food’s good and cheap,” said Fred. “We can take the big car.”


    Max had hired an ancient but stately touring car for the arrival of the sisters in the first scene. Sydney loved the double row of leather seats and yellow painted wheels. As soon as he saw it, he told Max to keep the car for future excursions. Max had sighed, made another note in his notebook, and arranged that we would have the car for the rest of our stay in Arkham. “Do you want to ask Max and Betsy to come along?” I said.


    “Still trying to promote that romance?” said Fred with a chuckle.


    “I have no idea what you mean,” I said. “But she’s sweet and better at math than he is. He’d be lucky to have her.”


    “I’m sure you’re right,” Fred said. He turned his cap right way round. It had been pushed backwards so he could peer into the lens without interference. “Let’s grab them and go.”


    I was still wearing my working slacks. “Do I need to change?”


    “It’s just a diner. They’ll think you’re an amazing Oakland doll when they see you.”


    “So none of the other women in this town wear pants?”


    Fred shrugged. “Not that I’ve seen. But they have a university. There’s women students and professors. Bound to have been a few pants wearers among them.”


    In the three years since women got the vote nationally, hemlines had crept up. But pants were still considered fairly scandalous outside of certain cities. I glanced down at my working pants, a pair that I’d styled for myself off the linen trousers favored by many men for the summer. Side-fastened, wide-legged, and with deep pockets, I had more than one actress approach me after a shoot and ask where they could purchase a pair. I’d run up several for the more daring women of Hollywood. But I wasn’t sure that New England was ready for ladies in trousers.


    I said. “I’ll change. Meet you by the car.”


    Fred nodded and ambled over to Betsy to explain our plans. She squealed a little and lit out for the house. No question that Betsy would change into a prettier dress for a dinner with Max. So it appeared her interest in him was on the rise again.


    Neither of us took much time. We both beat Max to the car. Fred finally had to go back to the house to pull him away from changing into a new silk tie for a dinner out. Max and Betsy took the back seat. I rode up front next to Fred so I could get a better look at the gears and pedals. I reminded him that he still owed me a driving lesson.


    


    “The steering’s stiff,” he commented. “But I knew gals who handled worse, driving ambulances in France. Tell you what, let’s take this car and a picnic basket down some farm lane when we get our next break. You can practice then.”


    “You mean when Lulu decides to halt filming for another dress order from New York?” I said with a laugh.


    Max groaned in the back and Betsy giggled.


    Fred just clashed through the change of gears and grinned. “You can drive back and forth while I eat all the sandwiches.”


    As we rolled into the Easttown neighborhood, the houses started to look friendlier and more ordinary. The high hedges, walls, and locked gates that separated the mansions of French Hill were left behind. We all started to laugh and talk about Lulu’s mishaps. It felt like an ordinary day again, with Max complaining about the waste of money to pamper a New York theater actress, Betsy wondering if Sydney would give her a scene dressing Renee and Lulu for a party, and Fred complaining that they didn’t even know if there would be a party scene.


    “Oh, there’s sure to be a party,” said Betsy. “Sydney knows the audience wants to see a crowd all dressed up and looking lovely. Especially for a story set in a big fancy house.”


    “We’ll need to get more extras from town if we do that,” I said. “I wonder what the society types would wear in a town like this.”


    “Perhaps some girls and boys that we can recruit from the university?” said Betsy. “They’d be thrilled to be in a film.”


    Max brightened at that thought. “You’re right. I suspect we could cast students for little or no wages.”


    “Max!” we all cried.


    “Well, we’ll pay something,” he grudgingly said.


    We parked the car right in front of Velma’s Diner and tumbled through the doors a very merry crew, debating the ethics of making extras work for experience and little else. We’d all had that happen to us. It was a common trick.


    “When I think of all the dollars that I’ve spent on my munitions,” said Betsy, “I used to think that it would be cheaper for me to pay the studio to work. I always hated how the studio kept saying we should invest in our look.” Her moan about the money that any actor had to put out for good makeup or clothes was common. Sydney and many bigger directors were starting to want more control over the look of a film. Some were starting to costume their entire casts and outfit makeup artists. But, as Renee also complained, our studio often operated like it was 1913, not 1923, and we were making serials for the nickelodeon crowd.


    We plopped down into the seats nearest the window. A young woman was adding up her tips behind the till. She headed toward us with menus and stopped when she got a clear look at me. Then she said, “We don’t serve chop suey.”


    


    Max and Betsy looked puzzled. Fred, who had been out with me before, started to scowl but switched to his biggest grin. “Well, then, that’s too bad. I love chop suey. But can you cook a steak? Or should we try La Bella Luna instead?” said Fred.


    The girl stood there with her mouth hanging open. It was a common reaction to Fred. A second waitress came up behind her and smacked her shoulder. “Suzie, go on back to the kitchen and help Ted with the dishes.”


    “But I don’t wash dishes, Florie,” said Suzie with an edge of whine in her voice.


    “Now you do,” said the older woman. “I’ll finish up your tables and maybe split the tips with you if you don’t break anything. Go on. Scoot. Or do you want me to tell Velma that you tried to chase away the famous stars of the only movie ever filmed in Arkham.”


    Suzie gulped a little and fled to the kitchen.


    “Not the brightest thing,” said the waitress. “But she’s Velma’s niece. We have to keep her or Velma’s sister raises a ruckus. Now coffee’s on the house, here’s some menus. I recommend the fried chicken myself, but Joe does a nice steak too.”


    I buried my head in the menu. Once Suzie was gone, I thought of several things to say in response to such a cheap and common insult. And a couple more things to say to Fred about how he did not have to play knight errant. I could fight my own battles. But everyone was looking at me and it was easier to read through the whole menu twice. I agreed with Florie that the fried chicken sounded like the best choice.


    “Joe makes the best fluffy mashed potatoes to go with the chicken,” she said. “Now, do tell me that you are from the Fitzmaurice place and are making a movie in Arkham.”


    “Yes, ma’am,” said Fred with a twinkle. “But we are not the stars. Just working stiffs.”


    “Oh, call me Florie, Florie Wilson is my name,” she said. “You’re something new and that makes you newsworthy in this town. The Arkham Advertiser has been writing up stories about Sydney Fitzmaurice coming back to town and making a movie here for months.”


    “Months?” I said. “But Sydney only made this decision weeks ago. Max, didn’t you say that the studio was furious that he changed plans after they’d agreed to the budget for his mesmerist idea.”


    “The studio is always upset,” said Betsy. “That’s why Max is going gray around the edges.” She looked at him expectantly, waiting for Max to respond about how the studio always knew best.


    Max, funnily enough, didn’t trot out his favorite phrase. Instead he just shrugged and asked about the steak, the most expensive item listed. Betsy and Fred picked the chicken.


    


    “Well,” said Florie, tucking her notepad into her apron pocket after getting all our orders. “Mrs Mayhew got a telegram more than three months ago asking her to open up the house and get it ready. Can’t keep a secret in Arkham, that’s for sure. Now, you leave room for pie. We’ve got both apple and cherry tonight.”


    “Sydney might have said something about Arkham earlier,” Max told us after Florie walked away. “He wanted to do a different approach. The studio said that if he filmed here, he had to deliver on all his promises.”


    “His promises?” I said, wondering what that meant.


    Max pursed his lips. “The hooded man.”


    Fred looked up at that. “What about that gimmick?”


    Max fiddled with his napkin and silverware. Betsy glanced at me, but I shrugged. The hooded man got people talking about Sydney’s pictures, but the appearances never seemed to mean much.


    “You know how the fans have been,” Max said. “A big reveal. The power of the hooded man. Sydney said that the mesmerist picture would do that. But then he said that he had to film here. All the right occult signs and so on. It’s been hard to pin Sydney down. You know what he’s like.”


    Betsy patted his hand. “I’m sure that nobody blames you, Max. Everyone knows how hard you work to stop Sydney spending money.”


    Max shook his head. “It’s not the expenses. It’s the other promises Sydney made to the studio. That this picture will be the one. He had better be right this time. The studio knows that I can keep the money under control.”


    Fred and I both laughed at that. Nobody could ever stop Sydney from spending, certainly not gentle Max with his perpetual lines of worry carving his forehead. Most people thought Max had been with us forever, but he was actually the third attempt by the studio to organize Sydney. The first one lasted through two pictures but fainted nearly as much as Maggie at the sight of blood. Real faints too, unlike Maggie, even though the blood had been fake. The second kept trying to get Sydney to sign invoices, usually right when Sydney was in the middle of reading reviews out loud or doing other activities he enjoyed more. Sydney banned him from all sets for all time. Max had been a relief. He never argued with Sydney, and he was even mildly useful during filming with the managing of the slate and his perpetual note taking.


    “Enjoy your dinner,” Fred said to all of us, “and don’t worry about Sydney’s plans. He’ll tell us when he feels like telling us.”


    “Excuse me,” said a woman seated at the next table, “but did you say that you are staying at the Fitzmaurice house?” Dark-haired and closer to Florie’s age than mine, she had a careworn face, with noticeable circles under the eyes, and the slight squint of a woman who spent a lot of time with her nose in a book. But there was something compelling about her gaze as well.


    Since I was sitting closest to her, I answered, “Yes, we’re staying there. We’re making a movie with Sydney Fitzmaurice.”


    


    “Oh, yes,” she said. “I knew Sydney. I was teaching a course at Miskatonic University when he directed a play with an amateur theater troupe. A very odd play. It killed one of my students.”


    I blinked, certain that I had misheard her. The woman swiveled away from me to pour cream in her coffee. She stared into the cup and refused to meet my eyes. I had the distinct feeling that she deliberately ignored me. I turned to Fred to ask if he had overheard what she said, but was interrupted by Florie’s return. She thumped down the plates, distracting me from my contemplation of the stranger at the next table. The fried chicken smelled wonderful. Then she turned to the woman who had spoken to me. “Need anything else, professor? How about a little dessert?”


    “No, nothing,” said the woman, standing up. She collected her handbag and moved toward the cash register. As she passed my chair, she looked straight at me again and said, “Be careful.”


    The others didn’t notice, being busy with a debate about how much they could eat and still have room for pie. Betsy declared that she was willing to leave half her chicken on her plate if it meant she could have cherry pie. Fred, of course, said that he’d eat her dinner and his, and manage two pieces of pie. For a small man, he was perpetually hollow. He claimed it came from too many years of trying to eat inedible army food.


    Their laughter and chatter shook me out of the anxiety caused by the stranger’s remarks. I decided that she surely couldn’t have meant that Sydney actually killed someone. She must have mixed up the man with one of his movie plots. People did that, thinking what they saw on the screen was real.


    “Are you going to eat that?” Fred said, pointing his fork at my pile of mashed potatoes.


    “Every bite,” I declared. And I did.


    When Florie came back to clear our plates and take orders for dessert, I asked her who the woman was.


    “That’s Professor Krosnowski,” said Florie. “She teaches at Miskatonic. Knows all sorts of interesting stories.”


    “What kind of stories?”


    Florie shifted the plates around so they rested on her hip. “All types. Quite a bit about the town and the families who built it. People like my grandmother’s great-something granny. She was supposed to have been a Salem witch.”


    “There’s more than a few of those around,” said Fred, recalling Eleanor’s claim when she first arrived.


    “Reckon it’s true,” said Florie. “Women in my family have some peculiar talents, that’s for sure.”


    “So were the Fitzmaurices one of these founders?” I asked.


    “The Fitzmaurice family? No, latecomers they are. Arrived well after the Revolutionary War. Didn’t even send the British packing in 1812,” said Florie.


    


    I thought about my parents, who hadn’t arrived in Oakland until 1897, and wondered what Florie would call them. “So your family has been in Arkham longer than the Fitzmaurices?”


    “Oh, yes,” she said. “Earliest was Remember Wilson. She arrived in Arkham by the 1770s. Now there’s Wilsons all over New England. Probably isn’t a town within a hundred miles where I couldn’t find some kin, even if it is only names carved on a tombstone.”


    “Really?” said Betsy. “Imagine knowing your history that far back. All I know is that my grandmother worked in a shirt factory and my mother decided that sewing wasn’t for her. So she married a tailor. Said he could do the hemming at work and at home.”


    “Smart woman,” said Florie. “Yeah, there’s many in Arkham that know their family history. Sometimes a little too well, I think. Old grudges have a habit of lingering, if you know what I mean.”


    None of us had a good answer to that, since we all lived in a city where new people arrived daily, so we gave Florie our orders for pie. Three apples and one cherry for Betsy. The pie came out just as a number of people entered the diner. Suzie was released from her exile amid the greasy dishes. Both women bustled around the tables for several minutes.


    Keeping her promise for coffee on the house, Florie returned to refill the cups and, as she put it, take a breath. She plopped the pot on an uncleared table and swung a chair around. “This is my break and if any of you have a cigarette, I’ll thank you kindly for it,” she said. “I’m fresh out.”


    Max handed over his case. Florie “la di dahed” when she saw the gold-plate engraved with Max’s initials. Like his suits, Max’s cigarette case was the best quality. He kept it stocked with Chesterfields. “Very pretty,” she said, knocking out a cigarette with an expert twist. Fred provided the match. “My mother never did approve of ladies smoking,” said Florie, “but then I never claimed to be a lady. I figured with you being theater type folk, you wouldn’t mind.”


    We all assured her that we didn’t. I never liked to smoke but it was common enough around a set. “Now tell me,” said Florie. “What is Sydney doing back in Arkham?”


    “How long has he been gone?” I said.


    “Oh, it’s been a long time,” Florie answered. “He left in 1912, no, it was later than that. Summer of 1913. I remember that because my mother always claimed thirteen was an unlucky number and an unlucky year it was. Also it was right on a hundred years since the Fitzmaurice family built the first house.”


    “The house was built in 1813?” asked Max. “It doesn’t feel that old.”


    “It’s not,” said Florie. “They cleared the land and started building in 1813. The woods and a little house burned down in 1818. Then the big house went in the 1823 fire. It was the second fire that killed the first Fitzmaurice, the one with the funny name who had been a soldier in Napoleon’s army. They were lucky to save his portrait and papers. One of the maids got the children out with a handful of treasures that Fitzmaurice handed her. He went back for his wife and neither made it out. At least that’s how my family remembered it. Took his son right out of the maid’s arms and filled her hands with things, made his children carry his treasures too, so the story goes. Later the son rebuilt the house. Been Fitzmaurices on French Hill ever since.”


    


    “But Fitzmaurice died in the fire?” asked Max, clearly fascinated with all this gossip.


    “Oh yes, he never came out. According to the maid, he went running up the stairs with his sword held high to find his wife.”


    “His sword?” I asked, remembering the blackened blade hanging beneath the portrait.


    “Oh yes. They say that’s all they ever found of him and his wife. Just the sword with his hand clinging to it.”


    “Just the hand?” squealed Betsy.


    Florie nodded. “Everything else was burnt clean away.”


    Fred looked at me. “Didn’t Sydney do that in Winter’s Rags?”


    “He did,” I said. Max looked puzzled. I remembered that the studio sent him to us after that film. Sydney had just banished his second assistant and went a little wild over how he was going to tell a story in a new way. We’d filmed most of it on a stage, but Sydney wanted real snow and insisted on a day long drive into the mountains. Where we found mostly rain and rocks.


    Betsy nodded. “That’s the one where poor Selby broke his leg.”


    “He slipped,” I said to Max, “and fell down a ravine. Fred and Jim pulled him out.”


    “And Jeany held him flat in the truck bed all the way down the mountain,” Fred added.


    That had been a true nightmare, with Selby moaning at every bump and me sure that we’d crippled him for life. He did have a nasty limp after that but found work in cowboy movies doing character parts.


    “Well, my heavens,” said Florie. “I never knew that filming was so dangerous.”


    “It can be,” said Fred. “We try to keep it safe. But Selby was a fool, always just following Sydney’s directions and not thinking about what he was being asked to do. I told him that the rocks were too slippery.”


    Fred worked harder than anyone to keep us safe. Besides being a wizard at figuring out the optical illusions that Sydney wanted, he wasn’t afraid to point out when Sydney’s ideas might cause problems. He nearly quit one time when Sydney wanted to send his hero up in a hot air balloon with no ropes anchoring it to the ground. Given that the actor didn’t have any experience with flying, Fred refused to crank the camera unless a rope was attached or an experienced balloonist added to the scene.


    “It’s odd,” said Betsy, “that Sydney would use something from his own family history, something like a dead hand.”


    


    “Sounds like Sydney to me,” I said. “Renee always calls him a magpie for stories. He picks up pieces everywhere and adds them into his films. It’s part of his extreme realism. Don’t you listen to his lectures?” Of course, Winter’s Rags had been the most extreme of Sydney’s attempts at realism and also one of the few flops that we’d made in the last five years. Renee’s part as the mysterious wife of the lost soldier never made much sense. The audience was confused about the ending too, with the soldier vanishing into a fire while staring at the reflection of a hooded man.


    “By the time Sydney starts talking about the scenario, I’m usually too busy writing down figures to listen to his lectures,” said Max.


    Betsy giggled. “Nobody can listen to Sydney all the way through. Remember the time that he started to lecture us about the daily torture of mediocrity and the lure of mutability. Nobody understood him.”


    “He got that from his grandpa,” said Florie. “I remember him, toward the end. Old Mister Fitzmaurice used to rent a lecture hall and talk about his days in the theater. About how he knew the Booth brothers when he was young and how they were going to change the world. He’d go on and on about some play even greater than Julius Caesar, about something in Egypt.”


    I asked: “Antony and Cleopatra?”


    Florie stood up and shook her head. “That doesn’t sound right. It was two women’s names. You’ll have to ask Professor Krosnowski sometime. She’d remember. It’s the same play that Sydney directed, his last year at the University.”


    “The one that caused a fire,” I said, remembering the woman’s strange comments to me earlier that evening.


    “That’s it,” said Florie, grinding out the last of her cigarette in an abandoned saucer. “Back to work!” She collected all our dishes in a teetering pile. The bell over the door rang, and a young man walked in. Florie shrugged a shoulder at him, her hands being full of dirty plates. “Darrell, it’s been awhile,” she said. “These folks are working on that movie that you were talking about.”


    Darrell came up to us. “Are you with the Fitzmaurice production? Do you know Renee Love?”


    I blinked at his enthusiasm as he pumped the hands of Max and Fred.


    “Darrell Simmons, Arkham Advertiser,” he said. “I’d be thrilled to take a few pictures for our paper. Especially Miss Love. She’s a favorite.” He blushed a little. “Um, I mean she’s a favorite with our readers. Everyone knows that Sydney Fitzmaurice is from Arkham. They always show his movies at the theater. And, of course, Miss Love is a great star. I saw The Net of the Siren seven times. I hear that Nightmare at the Circus is even better.”


    Betsy smiled and pumped his hand right back. “It’s a doozy,” she said. “I played Miss Love’s dresser. There’s this scene where she rides a white horse round and round. Then the hero dreams that his death is riding for him. Everyone comments on that.”


    


    Fred and I exchanged glances. Besides the mishap of the mirrored costume, the actor playing the hero had been terrified of horses. Sydney kept making Renee ride straight at him until the poor man, shaking and sweating in his seat, finally yelled and ran away. None of us had been happy with how Sydney treated poor Rodolfo.


    Once Darrell learned that Betsy was an actress, he ignored the rest of us and peppered her with questions. It was a relief. I never knew quite how to talk about Renee to a stranger like that, and always was afraid that I’d say too much. Or not enough. Betsy loved to “play the baloney card” as she called bantering with reporters. She spun fantastic tales of highly unlikely adventures. Betsy might have been just a bit player in 1923, but she had ambition and she could turn on a glowing smile when it was her turn to shine.


    Betsy agreed to being photographed at the diner so Darrell could have a picture of the movie stars stepping out in Arkham. She beamed and twirled on one of the counter stools while Max, Fred, and I stayed in the background. Darrell even put her behind the counter with Florie, pretending to pour cups of coffee for a bewildered pair of old men trying to eat their dinner. Florie was very pleased with all the attention and reminded Darrell twice to send over copies for her and Velma.


    As we walked out into the cooling night air, Florie had one last snap at Suzie. “See, told you that they’d be good for business,” she said. “Next time, be polite when strangers come through the door. You’ll get better tips, too.”


    Darrell held the car doors for Betsy and me, hanging through the open window to ask if he could take pictures at the Fitzmaurice house. Max told him to come by in a day or so, and he’d see what could be done.


    “Oh, that would be swell,” said Darrell. “My editor is going to love this. She’s always after me for more society pages stuff.”


    “What do you usually do?” I said.


    He paused, an odd look crossing his face that made him suddenly seem much older. “Well, there’s stories in Arkham that not everyone likes to hear.” He lifted his camera up. “Or see. I try to be honest. I think that helps anyone who runs into something that they don’t understand. But my editor keeps saying folks want happy stories too.”


    Betsy reached through the car window. “Well Sydney’s films aren’t always happy, but they do have glamour. Wait until you see us in Jeany’s costumes. We look swell.”


    Darrell blinked at Betsy’s informality and then nodded. “Photos of Miss Love in her new costumes. That will be something.”


    “He better take a few of Lulu too,” said Betsy as we pulled away. “Or we’ll hear shrieking.”


    “I’ll make sure that both of them are wearing something wonderful,” I said. “And, Max, you better let Sydney know. He’ll want his picture to be in the paper too.”


    


    We arrived back at the house to find it plunged into darkness. Going through the door, only a single candle lit the downstairs hallway. The multiple narrow mirrors lining the hall reflected the faint light and made our shadows overlap into a bulbous shape with elongated tentacles.


    A shout from Sydney roused us from where we had paused in the doorway. “Fred!” he bellowed. “Is that you? Did you call the power plant?”


    Fred led the way into the living room where the crew was gathered around a number of oil lamps. In the grate, a smoking fire, lit more for light than warmth, added to the flickering shadows around the wall.


    “What happened?” I asked Renee.


    “Sydney was talking about the script and all the lights went out,” she answered. “We staggered about and found some candles. Paul tried to fix the fuse but failed. Then Hal went upstairs and fetched the oil lamps out of the bedrooms. After that, he, Paul, and Jim went out for a walk. I think they took a flask with them and some cigarettes.”


    “Sounds like those guys,” I said. When things got chaotic, the actors were good at sliding out the door for a long smoke and quick nip. They’d return when things calmed down.


    “Yes,” said Eleanor, from her chair. “All very effective drama, that blackout. But we still haven’t finished the scenario for tomorrow’s filming.”


    “Are we moving past the entrance to the house?” I said.


    “Oh, yes,” Renee answered. “That’s done.”


    I refrained from saying anything more, like, “Thank heavens.” In the kitchen, I could hear Sydney, Fred, and Max mumbling something about fuses. Drawers clashed open and shut. Sydney yelled, “When am I going to have light again? I need light. Eleanor and I need to write. We cannot write in the darkness.”


    “I thought he liked the candles,” I whispered to Renee, who rolled her eyes.


    “Not after he stubbed a toe trying to walk across the room,” she whispered back.


    Lulu looked immensely bored. She teased her pug with the end of her scarf. “Filming seems so slow to me,” she said. “Imagine taking a whole day to walk up a set of stairs.”


    “And there weren’t even very many stairs,” Renee murmured. I pinched her shoulder. Last thing we needed was to start a row again. She shrugged me off.


    Eleanor spread out some notes on the table, shifting the lamp so she could see the pages more clearly. “Now that the doomed sisters Camilla and Cassilda have returned to their ancestral home…” she began.


    “Are they doomed?” said Lulu. “Isn’t one going to escape? The audience does like a happy ending.”


    “According to Sydney’s notes, they are fated to disrupt the cosmos with their doom. That does not sound like a happy ending to me, dear.” Eleanor squinted a bit more at Sydney’s scrawl. “Although it’s not clear that anyone dies.”


    


    Renee offered “Sydney doesn’t necessarily spell out what happens after. He loved The Turn of the Screw. He thinks all endings should fire the imagination the way that James did.”


    “Oh, yes,” Eleanor said. “I saw a copy of Two Magics in the library room. I always thought the governess was the most dreary of creatures. If it had been me, I would have locked both the brats in their room and left the house immediately.”


    “Perhaps she had nowhere else to go,” I said.


    “Any woman of intelligence can find some place else to go,” said Eleanor. “By the time I was seventeen, I had learned enough to pack my bags and take the train to New York. Which must have been a great relief to Leiper’s Fork. My family never knew what to do with me. Of course, they didn’t approve of me reading Henry James or the Brontës. Indecent reading according to my mother. But then I’m sure that there were parts of the Bible that would have widened her eyes if she had ever read them.”


    “You didn’t like Jane Eyre either, darling,” said Lulu. “And you were positively vituperative about Heathcliff. How can anyone not adore Heathcliff?”


    I tried not to show my surprise that Lulu knew English literature or could use “vituperative” in a sentence. With her wavy blonde curls and feathery scarves, I assumed that the Argos was as heavy reading as she ever did. Then I decided that I was no Sherlock Holmes, able to judge people correctly at a glance. I’d need to know more about Lulu to guess at her tastes in literature.


    “I prefer Brontë to James,” said Eleanor to her lover, “but you are right. Give me Louisa May Alcott any day, even though those March girls were damn Yankees.”


    “Little Women,” I said with a smile. “But not as good as Anne of Green Gables.”


    “Interesting choice,” said Eleanor looking at me. “Did you want to be Anne, red hair and all?”


    “No,” I said. “I like my hair. And my eyes.” More than once in the orphanage, I’d been asked if I wanted to look different. Truth is, I never did. I knew who I was when I looked into the mirror, my mother’s daughter.


    Eleanor nodded. “Good for you. Too many women try to batter themselves into a shape that they can never have.”


    More crashing came from the kitchen and then a shout of triumph from Sydney. Someone must have found the fuses.


    “So,” said Eleanor, “Sydney wants a shocking scene that suggests the mansion hides many secrets.”


    “They could be forced to sit in darkness, waiting for the lights to come on,” suggested Renee.


    “That lacks a certain amount of suspense,” said Eleanor. “How about family portraits coming to life? A suggestion of ancient history haunting them?”


    I looked up to the shadowy portrait of the first Fitzmaurice. His face was mostly bare. Jim sported luxuriant mustaches as the chauffeur. With his false whiskers removed and some shadowing on his cheekbones and around his eyes, we could make him into a fair match for the picture. An old coat could be dressed up with some braid and buttons to appear like the uniform jacket.


    


    “I wonder if there’s an attic,” I said. “And trunks of old family clothes. We could use that to mimic the portraits. There’s a couple of women in the other room.”


    “Sydney’s mother and grandmother, I think,” said Eleanor. “I noticed them too. We could move this gentleman into that room. Easier to have all three together.”


    “Betsy can be the younger woman and Pola the older,” I agreed.


    “Now how do we make them ghosts?” Eleanor mused, jotting notes on a blank page.


    “Makeup. Cheesecloth. We stop the film and restart it. Fred can splice it together afterward. We sell the audience on the impression that they’ve seen more than we have shown. Sydney will have Fred concentrate on the reactions of Renee and Lulu,” I said. Nothing new in these techniques but all of it reliable for building a mood of unease in the opening scenes.


    “Yes,” said Renee. “Lulu can scream.”


    “I can faint too,” said Lulu, perking up and looking interested. “That slow crumple that I did for His Bloody Hands. Do you remember, Eleanor?”


    “It made the audience gasp,” said Eleanor. Seeing our skepticism, she added. “It did. Lulu can faint.”


    “Oh, good,” said Betsy. “Our regular fainter Maggie stayed behind.”


    Suddenly it seemed like we could all work together. Even Pola, carefully counting her stitches by the fire, looked interested and cheerful.


    Then the side brackets snapped on and we saw the dead bird.
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