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This one’s for the booksellers


and for


Ray Harryhausen


whose magic enchants us still




THE LAST EMBRACE






CHAPTER 1

Hollywood—October 7, 1949




It felt like she’d been running for days. With each step, a searing pain shot through her ankle. Her pace was jagged and she wanted to bend down and shuck off the other shoe, but there was no time, he was closing in, his breathing heavy and excited.

She’d screamed when the man lunged out from between storefronts. The street was well lit, that’s why she’d taken this route home. Just a bunch of tidy little shops, the occasional night owl walking a dog.

But the shopkeepers had already locked up and no one was out tonight. He’d grabbed her, and she’d wobbled and twisted her heel. His fingers had slid off her padded shoulder.

Staggering free, she’d balanced on her good foot and kicked. The strap broke as her shoe flew through the air and connected with his groin. The man doubled over with a grunt.

Then time had slowed to one of those black-and-white movie stills she plastered on her bedroom walls. She’d felt herself floating above her body, seeing everything from a great distance. Her attacker staggering, clutching himself while she wobbled on one heel, torn between shrieking and sprinting away. In the way of nightmares, she could only do one.

The man had straightened, an acrid, black-rubber smell rising from him. Then instinct had kicked in and she’d started running.

She had to get back to the Boulevard. It was late, but there might be someone on the sidewalk, cars on the road. Laughter and jazz drifting out of supper clubs. While here there was only the wind roaring in her ears.

A hand reached for her arm. She twisted and her jacket tore, buttons of carved bone popping along her front. She swung her purse, heard a satisfying crack, felt droplets splatter her cheeks.

The Boulevard was closer now, but her ankle throbbed and weakened with every step. A car horn shattered the silence and suddenly she was there, the headlights and neon dancing behind her eyes. If she dashed into the street, a car might hit her. She turned, skittering over the embedded sidewalk stars. The man put on a burst of speed and made a last desperate swipe, his fingers sliding through her hair.

“Help!” she screamed, spying two well-dressed men in a twilit doorway.

Startled, they moved apart. The red neon sign above their heads read THE CROW’S NEST.

“Help, oh God, help me.”

“Sirs, please!” came a man’s voice behind her. “It’s my wife. She’s been drinking again…must get her safely home.”

The voice dropped, grew wheedling and reproachful. “Come back, dearest. You know no one’s going to hurt you.”

“He’s not my husband,” she screamed. “Oh, someone, please help me!”

The men in front of the Crow’s Nest slunk away and disappeared. She ran to the door and yanked, but it was locked. From inside, she heard music and laughter. She pounded, crying “Help!” but took off running as the slap of feet drew near.

Up ahead, a car slowed for a red light.

“Wassamatter, miss?” called a voice from the open window.

It was a black Studebaker, the driver leaning over, holding something aloft that reflected off the streetlight.

A shout went up behind her. “Sir! Grab her, please. She’s not well.”

The man in the car cruised alongside. He was alone. Without thinking further, she reached for the door handle and hauled herself into the backseat, slamming home the lock.

Ahead, the light turned green. With a screech of tires, the car took off. Braced against the leather upholstery, she tried to catch her breath. The car’s backseat was bigger than the Murphy bed in her apartment.

“Oh, thank you.”

In the gloom of the car, she saw only the outline of her rescuer’s head. The streetlights flickered past, making a jerky magic lantern inside the car. She saw a hat, checked jacket, square-cut jaw. Smelled cigars and leather.

“Well, well,” the man said, “Do you always tumble so spontaneously into strangers’ cars?”

She gave a wet hiccuping cry. Her ankle was swelling and throbbing in excruciating rhythm with her heart.

“A m-man chased me down the street,” she stammered. “He wanted to…”—she squirmed at the memory—“to do me harm.”

The man’s voice cut across the music on the car radio. “Good thing I came along.”

“Who are you?”

He tossed back the thing he’d flashed from the car. She caught it, ran her thumb along the embossed surface. A badge. Was it real, or a studio prop? Its very curves, the cold metal in her hand, unnerved her.

He passed back a silver flask. “Calm your nerves.”

His hand was large. A man’s ring, set with a stone and a crest, adorned his middle finger.

She took a slug, confused about how close she’d come to being killed. No young woman in Los Angeles could forget Betty Short’s murder two years earlier. The one the press had nicknamed the Black Dahlia. For every girl who’d ever walked home to an empty apartment, accepted a date with a man she didn’t know well, waited at a bus stop after dark, the fear still lurked, stronger at times, dimmer at others, but always the same refrain: It could have been me. It could have been so many young women I know. And they never did catch him.

She had her own reasons to be wary.

“You’re some kind of detective,” she said, putting together the badge, the unmarked car, the plainclothes. She still hadn’t gotten a good look at his face. “You should arrest that animal before he attacks another girl.”

The man snorted. “You’ve just blown my stakeout sky-high. I should blow my cover too?”

“That’s what cops do, isn’t it?” she said thickly. If they were honest. If they listened to what a gal told them and did their job. “That man would have killed me. I could tell.”

He appraised her in the rearview, in that clinical way cops did. There was something about his eyes, she wondered where she’d seen him before. On the studio lot? At a nightclub? The Hollywood Police Station?

Self-conscious, she scrubbed at her cheeks. Glancing down, she saw the popped buttons and covered herself. She felt queasy, but she could handle it, only a few more days.

“…a damsel in distress,” the driver was saying. “Aren’t I lucky.”

There was a gloating, hungry tone to his voice.

The big car turned smoothly to the right. She felt suddenly that she was on a tilt-a-wheel and wanted to get off.

“If you could drop me at the nearest police station, I’d appreciate it,” she said. “Hollywood. Is that where you’re based?”

“No.”

She angled the badge, trying to read it, but the streetlamps did not cooperate.

“Then what are you doing here? I intend to make a full report, you know.”

“Do you really think that’s wise?”

Alarmed, she scooted over on the plush leather, snicked up the lock button.

“Oh, all right, police station it is,” the driver said, his voice mocking. “I hate to disappoint a pretty girl.”

Instead the car turned again, pulled to the curb, and stopped.

The man slung his arm across the seat and turned. For the first time, she saw his fleshy, handsome face. Again, it triggered some memory.

“Why are we stopping?” she asked, her hand sliding to the door handle.

Her senses thrummed with distrust. But after all, he had rescued her.

The man held up an empty pack of cigarettes. “I’m all out of smokes,” he said, crumpling the paper in his big hand.

She scanned for a newsstand or a liquor store but saw only dark, shuttered buildings, a restaurant at the far end of the block with taxis lined up.

She looked back at the driver, not liking the look that was spreading like a grease stain over his face. Her fingers tightened around the handle, about to fling it wide. And then she must have done so, because the door swung out. As she steeled her body to flee again, a figure loomed outside and she smelled the acrid odor of black rubber.

The man climbed in, shoving her across the length of the backseat. She hit the far door and began groping blindly for the handle.

“Sorry about that,” the newcomer said. “The little minx isn’t getting away this time.”

There. She’d found it. She pressed with all her weight and the door flew open. She tumbled from the moving car, ready to hit the ground and run again. “Help!” she screamed into the night. “Save me!”









CHAPTER 2

October 11, 1949




Lily Kessler stood at the open window and breathed in the tart green oils riding the breeze. The desert had given way to citrus groves when the train hit Riverside. The glass was warm to the touch, the sky an azure dome with only a few tattered clouds. All of it bathed in a pure intoxicating white light. Lily had forgotten about the quality of the light in Southern California, how it illuminated the landscape. She hadn’t seen this kind of brilliance for five years in Europe, except on the Greek islands, where the sun reflected off the glittering Aegean.

But the Santa Fe Super Chief was still two hours inland, miles to go before pulling into Union Station downtown, and Lily knew that the Pacific Ocean tossing in restless slumber off the coast reflected only vast cold depths. Images of her hometown washed over her. Los Angeles. With its sugar-white beaches, pastel bungalows with red tile roofs, hillsides already parched and brown by early autumn. Lily had never intended to return—the place held ghosts and shadows that no amount of sunshine could dispel. And yet here she was.

It was all because of Joseph. She’d met U.S. Army Major Joseph Croggan while working at the OSS London office during the Blitz and they’d started a torrid affair, aware that each night might end in flames, each morning might mean good-bye. Following the German surrender, they’d tracked down Nazi spies and collaborators across the Continent, then stayed on with the new Central Intelligence Agency and made plans to marry. Instead, Joseph was dead, killed eight months ago in a freak car accident in Budapest. Reckless and reeling with grief, Lily had begged for a new mission. Instead, she found herself exiled to a desk job. Lady spies weren’t needed anymore, thank you very much. With Hitler vanquished, the Old Boys were reasserting control.

By the summer of 1949, Lily knew she had to go home. She saw Joseph’s silhouette on every street corner, envisioned a dreary career filing the reports of less experienced male spies. So she’d quit. Arriving back in the United States only a week ago, her first stop had been the cornfields of Champaign, Illinois, where she’d delivered Joseph’s effects to his widowed mother. Lily had planned to stay three days, then take the train to New York City, where a former OSS colleague had offered a couch and a job lead.

Then her plans had crumbled to dust once more.

The train rushed forward, beating a conga line of syncopation in her head. Lily let it envelop her, swaying to its rhythms, hurtling through space while she pondered the mission bringing her back to Los Angeles. She imagined the rails stuttering Doreen Croggan, Doreen Croggan, Doreen Croggan. A girl she’d never met who would have become her sister-in-law. A girl who’d come to Hollywood dreaming of stardom in 1944, around the same time Lily had fled in the opposite direction. A girl who’d graduated from walk-on roles to a studio contract, changed her name to Kitty Hayden, and seemed awash with prospects, right up until last week when she’d disappeared into the L.A. air.



After five years of living in bombed-out Europe, the midwestern tranquillity of Illinois had seemed like another planet. Lily found it hard to stop looking over her shoulder as she and Mrs. Croggan walked to the cemetery to lay flowers on Joseph’s grave. On the way home, Lily examined people on the street for hidden weapons while Mrs. Croggan pointed out landmarks: the quarry where Joseph and his kid sister, Doreen, swam each summer, the hill where Joseph crashed his bike and chipped his front tooth, the market that sold the coldest pop and creamiest strawberry ice cream.

After dinner, Mrs. Croggan brought out a pitcher of lemonade and they flipped through photo albums. Joseph had been a serious child. Doreen was a leggy, pigtailed tomboy with a mischievous smile who could shimmy up trees like a monkey and outrun all the boys. Here she was with an oriole perched on her shoulder. Lily recognized the photo—Joseph had carried a dog-eared copy in his wallet.

“You’re going to love my sister,” he’d said, pulling it out one night in a Vienna coffeehouse and giving her that earnest, crooked smile. “I can’t wait for you to meet her. You remind me of her, she’s absolutely fearless, and she hates like hell to see people get pushed around. This little bird.” Joseph stroked the photo, chuckling. “God, I remember him. Orville the Oriole. She found him half-dead in the yard, being stalked by the neighbor’s cat, and nursed him back to health. He’d perch on her shoulder and when he finally died, she made us dress up and hold a funeral. I played ‘Taps’ on my trumpet and Doreen recited a poem by Emily Dickinson. She threw flowers on the grave.”

Joseph had already been overseas when Doreen had blossomed into the sloe-eyed beauty who was voted Miss Champaign 1944, and his tomboy stories bore little resemblance to the glossy head shots Mrs. Croggan now brought out, the soft studio lighting accentuating Doreen’s cheekbones, her almond-tilted eyes, her glossy waved hair. She’d been in seven movies already, including The Bandit of Sherwood Forest with Cornel Wilde, Mrs. Croggan said with pride.

By her third day in Illinois, Lily itched to book her ticket to New York. From the big easy chair in the parlor where she sat flipping through a magazine, she watched a rabbit hop across the lawn. The aroma of pot roast drifted in from the kitchen. Soon dusk would fall and fireflies would appear. Half-asleep, Lily barely noticed the car parking out front, the man getting out. Later, she’d call up her training and remember he’d worn a uniform and held a letter and rang the bell.

She must have dozed off. She heard Mrs. Croggan talking on the phone in the kitchen, but she didn’t fully awaken until the older woman was standing before her, saying something awful had happened.

“The telegram said she’s been missing for three days,” Mrs. Croggan said with a glassy calm, cooling herself with an ivory fan that Joseph had sent her from Florence.

Lily tried not to sound alarmed. “Did you call the police? What did they say?”

“That it’s not unusual for starlets to take trips with gentlemen friends. I didn’t like the insinuation in his voice. I told him Doreen was raised to know the difference between right and wrong.”

“And what did he say about that?” Lily asked, slipping into the interrogative rhythms of her previous life.

“He made a filthy comment about a long audition. Then I called Doreen’s roommate, the one who sent the cable, and she sounded more worried. She wondered whether Doreen had some kind of breakdown and came home without telling anyone.”

Mrs. Croggan unfolded the telegram and read the block letters aloud.

KITTY MISSING SINCE OCT 7 STOP CONCERN MOUNTING STOP PLEASE ADVISE BY PHONE TR-75041 STOP SIGNED LOUISE DOBBS STOP WILCOX BOARDINGHOUSE FOR YOUNG LADIES STOP HOLLYWOOD


Joseph’s mother looked suddenly fragile, and much older. She placed the telegram on the coffee table and smoothed it with shaking fingers.

“After Joseph, I couldn’t bear…Dear God, let her be okay. It would be too much…” Eyes brimming with pain and bewilderment, she shook her head. “I just don’t understand. Doreen told one roommate she had a date that night. She told another girl she had a film shoot.”

“A date with whom?”

“Nobody knew.”

“What picture was she filming? Where was the shoot?”

“I don’t know.”

Lily leaned back in her chair and sighed. “What studio was it?”

“I forgot to ask. I wasn’t thinking right.” Mrs. Croggan shuddered. “Oh, why did I ever let her go? She has no idea what people can be like. She’s too trusting. It’s not like she’s crisscrossed the world and seen the depravities that people are capable of.” Mrs. Croggan clasped a dish towel in her hand, twisting until her fingers turned white.

“Not like you, Lily,” she said. “You have been out in the world.”

Lily wanted to point out that Doreen had been out in the world for five years.

“You grew up in Los Angeles and know your way around,” Mrs. Croggan said thoughtfully. “You could track her down. Joseph always said how smart you were. How clever at your job.”

“Please, Mrs. Croggan. I was a file clerk.”

Back in 1944, when she’d joined the Office of Strategic Services, Lily had been warned that her work was classified top secret. She was not to speak of it. Ever. She was to take the stories to her grave. “OSS is an undercover organization authorized by the Joint Chiefs of Staff,” a steely-eyed lieutenant in Washington had told her. “We are anonymous. If people ask what you do here, tell ’em you’re a file clerk. Nobody’s interested enough in file clerks to ask questions.”

Mrs. Croggan’s lower lip trembled. “You loved my son, Lily, and this is his sister. He’d want you to do this. Besides, Joseph once suggested…he gave me the impression…” Mrs. Croggan’s voice dropped and she glanced nervously behind her. “Joseph said the two of you had ways to find things out. Special training and such.”

Lily hid her surprise. She’d taken an oath and intended to keep it. Clearly Joseph hadn’t felt the same.

“Maybe he did, but I just filed and typed,” Lily said, falling back on her cover story. “Do you really think they’d let girls parachute behind enemy lines? Carry secret messages and do surveillance?”

Mrs. Croggan gave her an odd look and Lily realized she’d said too much.

“Joseph loved you,” the older woman said stubbornly, “and that’s enough for me.”

Lily’s heart went out to this widow, who’d already lost one child. She wanted to ask why Mrs. Croggan didn’t go herself, but she knew. Joseph’s mother was a small-town homemaker wary of big cities—she’d once gotten hopelessly lost in Wichita. She was cowed by authority, suspicious of strangers, and yet ultimately too trusting. In a big chaotic city like Los Angeles, she’d be taken advantage of and lose her bearings and her nerve. And if real trouble had befallen Doreen…

“I do worry about you getting sucked into all that intrigue and danger,” Mrs. Croggan said. “You’ll have to stay away from Errol Flynn. I’ve read all about his wicked ways in Confidential magazine.”

Lily laughed. Hollywood was a playground compared to what she’d been through. She’d had so many aliases that sometimes she’d forgotten who the real Lily was. But the thought of going back to L.A. made her uneasy. She hadn’t kept in touch with any of her school friends, was estranged from what distant family remained. There was nothing there for her.

“I can handle myself,” she said.

“I know you can. And I’d be ever so grateful if you’d check on Doreen.”

Joseph’s words echoed in her head. You’re going to love my sister. I can’t wait for you to meet her. And in her mind, she saw not glamour-puss grown-up Kitty, but a fierce kid of twelve, nursing a wounded bird.

“I’ll go for a couple of days, Mrs. Croggan. But then I really have to get to New York.”

“Oh, Lily, thank you,” Mrs. Croggan said, clasping her in a hug. “I know you’ll find her.”

She left the next day.



Lily made her way back to her train cabin and sat down. Brown smog lay like a shroud over the San Gabriel Valley. Signs sprouting from bare fields where farms had recently stood signaled the new westward expansion: MOVE IN WITH NO MONEY DOWN; ALL MOD CONS; PERFECT FOR YOUR GROWING FAMILY.

In Pasadena, a number of people got off and the train entered the final leg. When Lily saw the old East Side neighborhood of Boyle Heights, she thought she was back in Europe. Entire city blocks had been reduced to rubble. Along the alluvial plains east of downtown where vineyards planted by European immigrants had once sprawled, bulldozers were grading highways of dirt. Concrete pillars soared into the sky, steel rods protruding like carrot tops. From them hung Lilliputian figures that hammered, building the new American autobahns. At least the tall white spire of City Hall still stood—L.A.’s fusty dowager, the tallest game in town, surrounded by her constellation of courthouses, movie palaces, and department stores.

With a jerk and a hiss, the train arrived at Union Station. A porter got her luggage and Lily marveled at the cacophony of voices echoing in the huge vaulted rooms—the staccato of Brooklyn, the twang of Oklahoma, the broad vowels of the Upper Midwest, the singsong of Spanish. She noticed the watchful silence of others—gaunt émigrés clad in rough black clothes; an Asian family carrying parcels wrapped in twine, marching single file.

There were babies and toddlers everywhere, sleeping in prams, holding tight to their mothers’ hands, riding like General MacArthur astride luggage carts. Lily felt a tightness in her chest. Joseph had wanted a family. She felt his absence most acutely at times like this, alone amid the crush of rejoicing relatives.

“Will it be a taxi for you, miss?” the porter asked. He was old and black, smart in his livery, and spoke with the liquid warmth of the South.

Lily nodded. She had $150 in crumpled bills that Mrs. Croggan had given her plus the $290 she’d cashed from her paychecks. She could afford to splurge.

Another train pulled in and an ash-blond creature in dangly earrings and a satin gown got off, clutching the arm of a man dressed for a night at the Mocambo. People crowded around. Lily saw a flash, heard cameras pop as newsmen shouted. Wincing, she ducked. That was the last thing she needed right now, to show up in a newspaper photo. She wasn’t anxious to broadcast her return to prying eyes, had hoped to slip in and out unnoticed. The last five years had taught her that these tiniest unforeseen details could scupper an entire operation.

The couple swept into a limousine. Well, if she was going to track down a missing starlet, she might as well get used to the local fauna. As fans dispersed, Lily asked a schoolgirl who the woman was.

The girl presented her autograph book. To Betsy, the scrawled signature read, with love from Gene Tierney.

Unfazed, the porter carried her suitcase past the jacarandas and palms to a waiting taxi. Lily tipped him, wondering if fifty cents was too much. She had no idea anymore.

“Where to, miss?” said the driver, a small wiry man.

Lily wanted to find a hotel and freshen up. With any luck, Doreen had come home and Lily could get right back on the train to New York.

But what if Doreen was still missing? Lily imagined tracking Joseph’s sister down to some producer’s yacht or Beverly Hills hideaway. Maybe she didn’t want to be found. Lily thrust away darker possibilities. This was L.A., her childhood home, not some bombed-out European city teeming with war criminals, political intrigue, and refugees.

Suddenly Lily felt a keen desire to see the house where she’d grown up.

“Please take me to Mar Vista,” she told the cabbie.

The driver adjusted his hat and they took off.



Los Angeles was clean and prosperous, bristling with brawny energy and determination. Its downtown streets bore no signs of bombs or bullets. The people were tall and well fed, everyone driving big shiny cars. Many wore dark shades like movie stars to ward off sunlight so bright it hurt her eyes.

“Your first visit?” the cabbie asked.

“I grew up here.”

The cabbie had his elbow out the window, his arm tanned a chestnut brown.

“It’s just that you have a foreign look about you.”

Lily gave a rueful smile. “I’ve been living in Europe for five years.”

“We’re letting too many of those people in, you ask me. The war’s over now, they should all go back home.”

Lily wondered if Los Angeles had become more provincial in her absence or if she had grown more cosmopolitan.

The cab passed Echo Park Lake. Lily knew he was taking her the long way, but she didn’t care. The rows of palm trees saluting the sky, the fountains jetting up, the merrymakers in paddleboats making a circuit as the sun reflected off the water—she’d missed this. A tent was pitched on the grass. Lily saw a man carrying a plate of food duck inside the flap. Two more tents sprang into view, then a cluster.

“Is that a Boy Scout campout?”

The cabbie laughed. “You have been gone awhile. Those are servicemen. Waiting for housing the government promised.”

“They live in the park?” Lily was horrified.

The cabbie gave a dismissive wave. “Just for a coupla days. It’s a protest. But there’re thousands like ’em in Quonset huts and trailers, even tents on the beach.”

“Goodness.”

Lily was relieved to see that the Art Deco observatory still nestled into the hills of Griffith Park, a familiar white landmark amid the sun-scorched brush. Then the Hollywood sign came into view. Lily felt a rush of dismay. The H had collapsed and the last four letters that used to lean drunkenly were gone altogether, a discarded relic in a city where history was as malleable as movie sets.

The cab turned south, then west onto Wilshire. Above her, a billboard for Sunbeam electric mixers showed a mother serving cookies to her children in a sparkly kitchen. Lily felt she’d emerged from a drab black-and-white world into Technicolor where everything was both familiar and oddly foreign.

Soon they were in Hancock Park, the bastion of old moneyed Los Angeles where her wealthy relatives lived. The Ainsworths. She’d never met them. Her grandfather Clement Ainsworth had disowned his beautiful daughter for marrying an immigrant musician instead of one of the society boys he’d handpicked for her.

A year later, Lily’s mother had died giving birth to her and her father’s grief had only hardened the estrangement. Lily didn’t care; she was devoted to her gentle, cultured father, who spoke five languages and eked out a living with piano lessons and odd studio jobs. When he developed heart disease twelve years later, it might have gone badly for Lily if her mother’s sister Sylvia Ainsworth hadn’t materialized on their doorstep. After living in Europe most of her life, she’d returned home as Hitler consolidated power and promised Lily’s dying father to provide her with a home.

Lily clung like a limpet to her sophisticated new aunt, embracing her exuberance, sense of humor, and conviction that anything was possible if one aimed high and wore good shoes. After high school, Lily enrolled at Vassar College because it was Sylvia’s alma mater. Then, when she was nineteen, her beloved aunt had died. Desperate to stay in school—the only home she had left—Lily used Aunt Sylvia’s inheritance to finish college and keep pace with a clique of privileged new friends. When the money ran out, she learned stenography and worked secretarial jobs, spinning elaborate lies about a hectic social life to mask the true state of her finances. It couldn’t have gone on indefinitely, but already Lily was cultivating a gift for dissembling.

By that time, World War II was raging. When a Vassar professor learned she could take dictation at two hundred words a minute and spoke French and German, he recommended her to the new Office of Strategic Services. The OSS recruiter was delighted to learn she had no family and could go anywhere the job required. Soon after graduation in 1944, she made a final trip to Los Angeles to close out accounts, then took the train to Washington and reported for duty.

To her surprise, Lily enjoyed learning how to shadow people, use firearms, steam open letters, and crack safes. She took to the rough-and-tumble of OSS life, the tours of duty in Athens, Berlin, and Berne, even meeting the great spymaster Allen Dulles himself. There was a swashbuckling feel to the work that she thrilled to, a Great Cause to sacrifice for, and she grew used to bivouacking in a crumbling castle outside Cologne one month, a requisitioned apartment in Marburg the next. She was good at getting people to confide in her, knew when to shut up and listen, could ferret out sensitive information with a smile. She thrived on the male attention, swore and told jokes and blew smoke rings with the best of her colleagues, and no one ever suspected that she occasionally locked herself in the women’s room and sobbed, overwhelmed by all that she’d seen. In time, Lily learned to anesthetize her fears with booze and calm her night terrors in the arms of Joseph Croggan. In his unassailable midwestern decency, thousands of miles and an ocean from home, she thought she’d found a refuge and a new life. Instead, here she was, alone, adrift, and feeling ancient in her bones at twenty-six, back in L.A., a place she thought she’d left behind forever.

At Centinela, the cab turned and Lily gripped the seat and cried out. Her old block was gone. A bulldozer lumbered, grading the dirt where houses had once stood. At the edge of the lima bean fields where farmers had planted a windbreak of eucalyptus trees fifty years earlier, men with chain saws were hard at work. The denuded trunks lay like piles of bones.

Lily swallowed hard.

“I’ve changed my mind,” she said, pulling out Doreen’s address. “Hollywood, please.”








CHAPTER 3



The taxi pulled up to a two-story Spanish-style house set back from the street. The architect had supplied whimsical touches—leaded-glass windows, balconies, a high turret. Above the front door, an ornamental iron sign read WILCOX BOARDINGHOUSE FOR YOUNG LADIES.

In the big unkempt garden, Lily saw fruit trees, bougainvilleas, giant birds-of-paradise with prehistoric orange and blue beaks, a pink hibiscus that had grown into a tree. Ivy wound around sycamore trunks like garlands and velvety blue morning glory vines climbed a trellis. Accustomed to the grays of northern Europe, where winter had already taken hold, Lily found the color intoxicating.

“Here we are.”

The cabbie turned, revealing a scar from mouth to ear. Lily blanched and he grinned, making the dead purple flesh pucker unpleasantly. “Okinawa,” he said, catching her stare. “But at least I made it home, which is more than some of my buddies.”

“Y-yes,” Lily stuttered, and tipped him a dollar.

“Bring young ladies here from time to time,” he said, depositing her suitcase. “Actresses, every one. But it’s an okay joint. Unlike some a them.” He tipped his hat. “Good luck in Hollywood,” he said, getting back into his car. “I’ll look for you on the silver screen.”

Don’t bother, she wanted to call, annoyed that the cabbie had mistaken her for another starlet in the making. But he was already gone.

Lily walked up the flagstone steps, feeling the grounds stir, rustling and twittering in welcome. The familiar odor of sage hit her, perfumed and almost smoky. The smell of hiking trails and chaparral lashing her bare legs, the hot sun of her childhood.

Lily rapped the iron knocker three times against the heavy oak door. With a creak it swung open, revealing a middle-aged woman with hair pulled into a bun. She was rangy and long-limbed, with an unruly bosom that strained the seams of her pale yellow dress. A smell of perspiration and bleach came from her.

“What can I do for you?” the woman said, the grit of Oklahoma thick on her tongue. Her eyes dropped to Kitty’s feet, spied the suitcase. “We don’t have any rooms to let right now, though we…” Wiping her hands on her apron, the woman tilted her head. “We may have an opening at the end of the month.”

“Oh,” said Lily. “That’s not why…I mean…I’m a friend of the Croggan family. From Illinois…My name’s Lily Kessler. I’ve come to…” Lily’s eyes darted away. “So does that mean Doreen’s still missing?”

The woman stood, silhouetted in the doorway. Lily wondered why she didn’t invite her in. Her mind was clogged with cobwebs, sticky and sluggish after her long journey, and it troubled her that she couldn’t make out the woman’s face in the house’s shadows, where dim rooms receded into dusk, though it was high noon outside.

The woman pursed her lips. “You mean Kitty.”

Relieved, Lily nodded and launched into how Mrs. Croggan had sent her out to check on Doreen and make sure she was okay.

“Kitty isn’t here.”

“But has she come back?”

“No, she hasn’t.” The woman’s voice was flat, without inflection.

Lily felt a growing anxiety. The longer Doreen stayed missing, the worse the odds grew.

“In that case, perhaps I might speak with you and the boarders?”

The woman studied her.

“Her mother sent me,” Lily repeated. “I’ve come all the way from Illinois.”

The woman shifted, the floorboards creaking beneath her.

“The police…” Lily began, and the words appeared to have a magical effect.

“I suppose you might.” The woman opened the door wider. “I’m Mrs. Potter, the landlady. Won’t you come inside?”

She led Lily into the front parlor. Lily put her suitcase down and sat at the edge of a red sofa. A battered Steinway covered in knickknacks stood against the far wall. The coffee table held a Sears Roebuck catalogue, two well-thumbed Movie Screen magazines, and a chipped ceramic ashtray pilfered from Earl Carroll’s nightclub.

Mrs. Potter lowered herself into a caned chair. A sleek black cat padded into the room and crouched by her feet, tail twitching.

“Well, Miss Kessler, what would you like to know?”

Feminine laughter drifted from the back of the house, then a blast of song from a tinny radio. Mrs. Potter’s eyes flickered and her lips curved in annoyance. Lily smelled coffee and the tantalizing aroma of angel food cake. In Illinois, she would have been offered a meal by now. Surely something to drink.

“Please, Mrs. Potter. Couldn’t I talk to you and the boarders together? I’d like to meet them. I’m sure they’ve got some ideas of where Dor—er, Kitty might be.”

Mrs. Potter stared at her clenched white hands. “Very well. I’ll ask them into the parlor.”

She left the room, the cat trailing after her. Lily jumped up and followed.

“Maybe you could take me to where they are. I don’t want to disturb their coffee klatch.”

Lily wanted them to feel comfortable. It wasn’t a police interrogation, after all.

Mrs. Potter grabbed her arm. “Miss Kessler,” she said, “I run a respectable house.”

The cat brushed against her stockings and Lily felt the prickle of static electricity. Something angular jabbed the back of her neck. She turned and saw an iron wall sconce casting a thin watery light into the hallway.

Mrs. Potter’s eyes glinted. “We don’t have a curfew here, like some of the other places. I know what the studios expect of these girls, and it’s the devil’s own bargain. So long as they don’t bring it home, it’s none of my business.”

“I see,” said Lily, who wasn’t sure she did at all.

“If Kitty’s off somewhere improving her chances, it’s nobody’s business but her own.”

Mrs. Potter gave Lily’s arm an emphatic shake. “She’s an ambitious girl, our Miss Kitty. No bad habits. Never any money trouble. Rent’s paid up through the thirty-first. She’s not one of those as pays by the week.”

“Please let go of me,” Lily said.

Mrs. Potter’s hand fell to her side. She gave a simpering laugh. “Sometimes I get carried away. These girls get to be like daughters to me.”

Oh, so you’d prostitute your daughters for a Hollywood role?

There was an awkward silence and Lily feared she’d spoken out loud. Then Mrs. Potter said, “I suppose you’ll want to see her room.”

She started up the stairs, leaving Lily no choice but to follow. In the winding upstairs hallway, Lily heard a Victrola playing swing jazz. There were closed doors on either side. They walked along a faded carpet runner patterned in cabbage roses.

At the last door, Mrs. Potter paused.

“Kitty had the turret room,” she said. “I have a hard time letting it, the girls say it’s haunted. That’s nonsense, of course.”

Mrs. Potter’s eyes narrowed. “Now, before I open this door, do you have any proof you’re who you say you are? We can’t be too careful and there’s already been people snooping around, asking questions that are none of their business.”

“Who?”

“I don’t rightly know. I run them off when they don’t explain themselves. The only one I let in besides the police was the man from the studio, and he was polite and showed me ID.”

“What was his name?”

“Clarence Fletcher.”

“Did he take anything?”

“Not that I saw. And I only left him alone a minute when I went down to pay the dry cleaner’s.”

Ample time to shove a diary down his shirt, Lily thought.

“So the studio’s worried too?” she said.

Mrs. Potter spoke through gritted teeth. “Maybe the studio don’t know everything. Maybe she’s passing time with someone from another studio. So how about it?” She held out a hand.

Lily brought out a letter from Mrs. Croggan and her passport. The landlady examined the letter and flipped through the passport, absorbed in the colorful entry stamps of foreign nations.

“You been in a lot of Communist places.” She eyed Lily with sly interest.

“I was a government file clerk in the war.”

“Those stamps’re more recent than that. You sure you’re not a Red spy?”

No, I was a spy for our side.

“They kept me on after the German surrender. The Marshall Plan…I just got my discharge papers.”

The landlady dug a ring of keys out of her pocket. “I been up here once to make sure she wasn’t in bed, too sick to call out. And the police, they was here all of two minutes. Found no sign of foul play and left, not before the young one asked Louise to go out dancing.”

She turned the key and pushed. They entered.

The small room had curving walls and a coved ceiling. The hot still air smelled of newsprint, cigarettes, talc, and stale perfume. Photos of movie stars adorned every wall. The only furniture was a plump armchair, a tall skinny bookcase, and a dressing table on which sat a large bottle of Arpège. Lily wondered if Doreen had a wealthy admirer.

Mrs. Potter pointed out the radiator, where stockings, silk panties, and a lace brassiere had been left to dry. “Does this look like the room of a girl who isn’t coming back? Or that?” She indicated the dressing table, where cold creams and potions lay next to a tortoiseshell brush.

“Well, that about covers it.” Mrs. Potter began herding Lily out.

“Please,” Lily said. “I’d like to stay here until I find Kitty. I’m new to the city and—”

Mrs. Potter crossed her arms. “I don’t think that’s a good idea.”

“But I’m a family friend. And you said the rent’s paid through the month.”

Mrs. Potter said nothing. She wants me to offer her money, Lily realized.

“What did Kitty pay you?” she asked.

“Twe—eh, excuse me, thirty-five dollars a month.”

She’s just bumped the price up fifteen dollars, Lily fumed. But she reached for her wallet, realizing that Kitty’s room was the perfect headquarters for her mission. The landlady counted the bills, then folded and tucked them inside her brassiere.

“Where did she sleep?” Lily said, looking around.

Mrs. Potter gave a short bark. “Ain’t you never seen a Murphy bed before?”

She walked to the far wall and threw open a cupboard door, revealing an upright bed. With one tug, it unfolded into the room. The sheets were crisp and bluish white, covered with a clean wool blanket. Mrs. Potter pulled a pillow from the closet and tossed it onto the bed.

“There you go, fit as a fiddle. Maybe you’d like to have a little rest before coming downstairs. Bathroom’s at the other end of the hall.”

“No, actually I…”

But Mrs. Potter was already closing the door behind her.

Lily figured she’d wash her face, then fetch her suitcase and change into fresh clothes before meeting Kitty’s roommates. She wanted to make a good first impression.

She walked to the narrow bed and sat down. Up close, the blanket was thin, its satin trim fraying. The box springs groaned in a metallic woe-is-me. The throw rug over the hardwood floor was worn where many hopeful girls had trod a path from the bed to the vanity table.

The room’s genteel poverty contrasted sharply with Mrs. Croggan’s boasts about her daughter taking Hollywood by storm. Kitty had written home of screen tests, drama workshops, and star-studded premieres. Of dancing at the Cocoanut Grove, wearing designer gowns loaned by Adrian. Of the studio contract that kept her too busy for a visit home. Of how she’d lightened her hair, learned how to shape her brows, saunter across a room, paint her eyes. Of the casting director who’d raised one bored eyebrow at her name and christened her Kitty Hayden.

So this was the reality.

The hum of the radio downstairs, the distant voices, the roof over her head after two days of travel, produced a strange lethargy. Lily knew she should call Mrs. Croggan to tell her Doreen still hadn’t turned up. Instead, she kicked off her heels, stretched out, and was asleep before she knew it.



Lily woke up sweaty and hot, drool crusting the side of her mouth, her suit creased. Pushing herself up on one elbow, she saw that the light outside the window was different now, velvety at the edges. The purple mountains rose in silhouette against the hills like a landscape on a Japanese screen. Something intoxicating bloomed below. Jasmine? Honeysuckle? It made her swoony, like she’d ingested some of Coleridge’s opium. She opened the door and almost tripped over her suitcase.

After washing up with a bar of Lifebuoy, Lily hung her clothes on spare hangers. She tossed her heels into the closet, then decided to wear them downstairs. Prodding shoe boxes with a bare foot, she found one right away. Then her toes brushed against something soft and furry. Lily felt it move.

She screamed and jumped back, expecting a rodent to run out. When nothing came, she peered cautiously into the closet and saw a toy ape. She pulled it out. It was about eighteen inches tall, covered with coarse fur, and wearing a remarkably lifelike expression. Lily examined its glassy doll eyes.

“I could have sworn it moved,” she murmured.

Gingerly, she touched the ape’s arm, recoiling as its elbow bent. So it had moved! This was no child’s toy, it was jointed in all the places a real ape’s body would be. Was it a studio prop? A zoological model? Its eyes seemed to follow her as she put on slacks and a blouse.

Lily went downstairs, following the voices to a kitchen where five girls sat around a Formica-topped table, smoking and drinking coffee as a phonograph crooned “Goodnight Irene.”

“We heard you scream,” said a girl with red curly hair pinned atop her head and a white blouse tucked into slim black pants. “We thought maybe you’d stumbled across Kitty’s body.”

A nervous titter went around the room.

“That’s horrible, Red,” scolded a brunette with soft features and little-girl hair who was dismantling a radio.

The girl named Red sauntered over to Lily, hand on hip.

“Mrs. Potter said we should be nice to you because you’re Kitty’s friend from Illinois and you’re tired from your trip. Is everything okay?”

“Yes,” Lily muttered, annoyed at herself. “Just banged my foot.”

Red gave her a practiced once-over. “Welcome to Hollywood,” she said. “You’re especially welcome if you steer clear of my auditions. The casting directors are always looking for fresh faces and I don’t need any more competition.”

“I’m not interested in Hollywood. I’m here to find Kitty. As soon as she turns up, I’ll be on the train to New York City.”

“Well, la-di-da,” said Red.

The brunette put down her screwdriver, got a cup of coffee and a piece of cake, and placed them in front of Lily.

“Don’t mind Red,” she said, glancing sternly at the brassy girl. “She’s not a bad egg. This business makes us forget our manners. I’m Beverly. I’ll help you with anything I can.”

“Thank you,” Lily said.

The other girls introduced themselves. There was Fumiko, a lithe, slender girl with Asian features and glossy black hair that hung down her back. Jinx was tall and sylphlike, with long legs and a swan neck. Jeanne, who was eating a gooey green sandwich, was elfin, with porcelain skin, blue eyes, and curly blond hair. Louise, the one who’d sent Mrs. Croggan the cable, was working late.

“We all came out to Hollywood to get into the movies,” Beverly said. “Except for Fumiko. She was born here, though you wouldn’t guess by looking at her.”

Fumiko’s black eyes glittered. “The word is Nisei, Beverly. It means a second generation—I was born in America to Japanese immigrants.”

“Nigh-say,” Beverly said, butchering it. “Fumiko had a hard time of it during the war, didn’t you, dear? Whew, aren’t we glad that’s over.”

“Not me. I wish the Hollywood Canteen was still open.” Jinx rubbed her calf dreamily. “Dancing with all those gorgeous doomed boys…”

Fumiko said nothing. Lily recalled the December day in 1941 when Keiko, the Japanese girl down the street, hadn’t shown for the school bus. Their teacher Mrs. Pollard telling the class in hushed tones about the deportations, the internment in remote desert camps. Shifting uncomfortably, Lily asked Jeanne what she was eating.

“Avocado sandwich.” Jeanne gestured to a Fiestaware bowl piled high with the bumpy-skinned black fruit. “Tree’s out back. Mash ’em with a little salt and pepper, squirt of lemon, and it tides you over between paychecks.”

Lily’s mouth watered. She’d grown up on the creamy fruit but hadn’t eaten one in years.

“What made Louise decide to cable Dor—uh, Kitty’s mother?” she asked the room.

“Ever since the Dahlia murder,” Jeanne said, eyes darting, “we girls had an agreement. If one of us was spending the night away from home, we’d let the others know.”

“And Dor—er, Kitty didn’t?”

“No. And she missed an early call the next morning, which wasn’t like her, as I’m sure you know.”

“Actually, I didn’t.” Lily proceeded to explain about Joseph and the room fell silent in sympathy.

“My fiancé got blown up by a mine in the Loire,” Red said. “Just think. I could have had three squalling brats and a house in Burbank by now.”

“We girls may compete for parts and even boyfriends, but we all want Kitty back safe and sound,” Beverly said, her eyes lingering on Red, as if daring her to contradict her.

“Mrs. Potter thinks Kitty may be on some romantic rendezvous,” Lily said.

Jeanne wiped her mouth on a napkin. “It’s possible,” she said. “The night she disappeared, Kitty mentioned she had a date but wouldn’t give me any details.”

“She told me she was going on a night shoot,” Jinx broke in. “She was wearing her best suit. And new heels. When I complimented her, she said I could borrow them anytime. That’s the type of girl she was.”

“Mrs. Croggan couldn’t remember the name of the picture or where was it filming.”

Beverly glanced away. “We checked. The studio didn’t have anything that night.”

“Maybe she was moonlighting for another studio?”

“She was on contract at RKO. They’d fired her.”

Could that be why she was so secretive? Lily wondered.

The colors outside ebbed to a dusky blue. Beverly went around, snipping on the lights. The room filled with a comfy air of a home, even though Lily was sure the girls viewed it as a way station they’d happily trade in for something more permanent.

They told her about a drugstore lunch counter on the Boulevard that offered a five-course meal, with spaghetti, fish, salad, a fruit cup, and coffee, for sixty-five cents. They also explained that the rooms off the kitchen door were Mrs. Potter’s domain and boarders were to keep out.

Lily learned that Kitty had been in dozens of movies, including small parts in They Live by Night, The Farmer’s Daughter, and Blood on the Moon. Since landing at RKO, she’d worked on The Set-Up and The Window, two B noir films.

Lily wandered to the window, where two giant searchlights swept the sky. Tugging on gloves and pinning hats atop their heads, Fumiko and Jeanne got ready to leave for a premiere of a movie in which Fumiko had a small role.

“I give a very nuanced performance as a Shanghai barmaid,” she said.

“But it’s great that she got a role, right?” Lily asked after they left.

“I’ve seen her do Shakespeare in Little Tokyo and bring a drama class to tears with an Ibsen monologue,” Red said. “She even started a theater troupe in Manzanar. It makes her crazy that the studios will only cast her as a maid or a prostitute.”

“Jinx and Kitty are the only ones with studio contracts,” Beverly explained. “The rest of us run around auditioning like crazy for the privilege of busting tail and making scale.”

“The camera loves Kitty,” said Jinx. “Even if she’s only on screen for five minutes, you see the vulnerability, the nakedness. It’s like you can gaze through her eyes and see her soul.”

“But Hollywood is a monster,” Red said. “If you were naked in the last film, they want you skinned in the next one.”

“That’s awful.”

Red gave the others a meaningful look. “I’m even thinking of hiking up to the Hollywood sign.”

“Why?” asked Lily.

“Kitty used to say that if everything fell through, she’d pull a Peg Entwistle rather than go home in defeat,” Red said.

“Who?”

“Peg was a blond bombshell who came out here in ’32, dreaming of stardom. Sound familiar, anyone? She landed a contract with RKO, but her picture bombed and the studio didn’t renew her contract. She couldn’t afford her rent and had to move out of her boardinghouse.” Red paused for dramatic effect. “One night soon after that, she hiked up Mount Lee, folded her coat neatly at the base of the Hollywood sign, climbed the maintenance ladder, and jumped off the H. Fell three stories.”

“Did she die?”

Lily imagined how such a cautionary tale could slip into Hollywood lore, along with which producers had wandering hands and which drugstores offered all-you-can-eat specials.

“She landed in a patch of cactus, and the spines pierced her organs. Took her several days to expire. Two days later, a letter arrived from the Beverly Hills Playhouse, offering Peg the lead in a play. It was about a woman who commits suicide.”

Lily was aghast. “That’s too horrible. You don’t think Kitty…?”

“We all want to hit it big,” Red said. “All it takes is one break, so we try to keep our spirits up. We go on auditions until the soles fall off our shoes. But sometimes it’s so darn hard.”

Lily examined their pretty, wholesome faces. Most of them wouldn’t make it. They’d hang around the edges of Hollywood, wasting their youth, losing hope, their beauty receding until their faces took on a wizened simian—

“Tell me,” Lily said. “Why did Kitty keep a little ape in the back of her closet?”

“Ape?” Red and Beverly chorused.

“I’ll show you.”

Lily bounded up the stairs, grabbed the ape, and ran back down brandishing it.

Squeals came from the girls.

“How perfectly hideous!”

“Max must have given it to her.”

“No wonder she threw it in the back of her closet.”

“Poor fellow, he’s got no idea of the way to a gal’s heart.”

“What is this creature?” Lily asked. “And who’s Max?”

“Max Vranizan is a special effects guy for the studios,” Red said when they finally stopped tittering. “And that”—she pointed—“is Mighty Joe Young.”

“Mighty Joe Young?”

“Didn’t they have picture palaces where you were stationed?” Red asked with exasperation.

“Of course they did. Maybe it wasn’t out in Europe yet.”

“It’s been out here since July. It’s about a pet gorilla named Joe that’s brought from Africa to Hollywood and exploited by a shady promoter.” Red fitted a cigarette into a holder and lit it. “I know it’s hard to believe.” She blew out smoke. “A shady Hollywood promoter.”

“Why did Max give her the gorilla from his picture?” Lily asked.

“Because he’s sweet on her.”

This was the first useful thing Lily had heard. “Was he Kitty’s boyfriend?”

“Not hardly,” Red said.

“He’s not a nice guy?”

“Oh, he’s as sweet as a puppy dog,” Beverly said. “And just as slobbery.”

“I think those special effects guys are weird,” Jinx said. “They’re like mad scientists, locked up in their workshops, slaving over their dinosaurs and apes and monsters.”

“Could he have gotten angry that she spurned his advances?”

“We’ve wondered about that. She went to premieres with him, but they’re just friends. You see him, you’ll understand.”

“He’s no Cary Grant?”

“Not even William Demarest.”

“What studio does he work at?”

“Those guys move around. Sometimes the producers put him on a small retainer while they go hunt down the money. He’s at RKO now, getting ready for a werewolf picture.”

Lily wanted to talk to Max. Glancing at her watch, she saw it was too late to reach him at RKO. Which reminded her…she still hadn’t called Kitty’s mother.

“I’m afraid I don’t have any news yet,” she said several minutes later when Mrs. Croggan’s eager voice came on the line. Then she recapped her day and explained that she’d moved into Kitty’s room.

Hanging up, she noticed an evening paper in the hallway nook and was surprised to see a photo in the Society pages of Gene Tierney disembarking at Union Station.

Lily pulled it closer. Off to the side stood a smart-looking girl, simply dressed but elegant. With shock Lily recognized herself. She frowned. After so long in the covert life, it made her uneasy. She didn’t want her return broadcast in the evening news for estranged relatives and long-abandoned friends to see. Let the past stay buried.

When the phone rang a moment later, Lily jumped, then told herself to calm down. No one except Mrs. Croggan knew where she was staying.

Red answered, then squealed with excitement.

“I’ve got some swelligant news,” she said, hanging up. “Frank’s rehearsing tonight.”

The girls burst into excited chatter, prompting Lily to ask who Frank was.

Red said, “You’re kidding, right? Frank is only the dreamiest singer and lover boy in the whole universe. Frank Si-na-tra. Ever heard of him, Europe?”

Since when had Angelenos been on a first-name basis with stars they’d never even met?

“Do you want to come with us?” Red asked.

“They’re going to let us in?” Lily asked dubiously.

“Of course. That was my friend Lynette. She’s the receptionist.”

The offer was tantalizing. Lily had danced to “The Voice” in canteens throughout Europe. But what if they got caught? she asked.

“Don’t be silly. We’re invited. Frank likes an audience.” Red pirouetted. “How’s that for your first night in Hollywood?”








CHAPTER 4



At eleven-thirty p.m., Lily joined Red, Jinx, and Beverly as they trooped down to Sunset Boulevard. The cobalt sky draped impossibly huge over the desert air. Clouds moved overhead like some great oceanic migration, but the night was mild, gusts of warm wind plucking at their waved hair.

“Ooh, I hate these Santa Anas,” Beverly said as they passed an empty lot, the wind sending a beer bottle clanging over gravel. “They make my skin itch and my blood boil.”

The hair along Lily’s nape stood up and static crackled her dress. She thought the winds made the nightscape dramatic, as if anything might happen. She’d come to L.A. to find Kitty, not to have fun. But as she’d changed into her cornflower-blue dress and her sable-trimmed wool coat, she realized she’d learn more going out with the girls tonight than sitting alone in her room.

When they arrived, Red checked with her friend. Sinatra was running late, so they waited in a huddle on the gusty boulevard, smoking cigarettes and telling jokes, shivering like excited puppies, the winds whipping up dried leaves and the odd, stray cigarette pack. Waiting for Frank.

At one in the morning a black Cadillac pulled up and there he was, hat pulled low over those brilliant blue eyes, emerging from the backseat, surrounded by unsmiling men in dark suits. Red and Beverly called, “Yoo-hoo, we love you, Frank!” and he looked up and his face creased into that million-watt smile and he waved back.

“C’mon in, girls,” he said. “I hope you like ice cream.”

They shrieked and Lily found herself shrieking too, some indescribable primal release that left her throat and spiraled up to the constellations.

A small, slick-looking man with reddish-brown hair appeared behind Sinatra’s entourage. Lily saw him scanning her roommates with feral intensity.

“Where’s Kitty tonight?” he asked at last.

Jinx snapped her gum. “We thought you might know.”

The little man looked like he wanted to deck her. He would have needed to climb a ladder.

Jinx’s bravado crumpled. “She hasn’t been home in four days. You think she went back to the desert?”

The man’s eyes narrowed. “She should stay away from there.”

“Why?” Lily said, stepping up.

The man regarded her like a wolf sizing up a rabbit.

“Who’s the looker?” he asked.

“Li—” Beverly began.

“Linda,” Lily interjected, not wanting the predatory little man to know her real name. “Linda Desmond. Pleased to meet you. And you are?”

From inside came the excited squeal of female voices, then the tootle of a horn warming up. “Showtime,” the man said, hurrying inside.

Lily tried to follow, but two girls in tight sweaters rushed past, blocking her path. Lily turned back to Kitty’s roommates. “Who was that creepy man?”

“I don’t know his name,” Jinx said. “He was here the last time Frank played, flirting madly with Kitty.” She lowered her voice. “I think he may be a gangster.”

“Did she go out with him?”

Red clucked her tongue. “She could have. Kitty didn’t tell us everything.”

“If she thought we wouldn’t approve,” added Jinx.

“Now, now, ladies,” said peacemaker Beverly, holding the door. “Let’s go inside before we miss the show.”

They trooped in. The musicians were yawning and drinking coffee and smoking Chesterfields as they warmed up. They all had day jobs and were beat, but no one turned down an opportunity to work with Sinatra.

Jinx waved at a guitarist she knew named Al Viola, natty in a white suit and mustache. Two college boys uncorked a bottle of champagne they’d smuggled in, sending it fizzing to the floor. The smell reminded Lily of Wiesbaden, Germany, where she’d helped set up files for an OSS office in a champagne factory. The year was 1945, and there weren’t many buildings left standing, so they’d made the best of it, working amid pungent winey fumes that left everyone light-headed.

Lily scanned the studio for the unpleasant man and found him on the sidelines, deep in conversation with a larger man who kept mopping his forehead with a handkerchief. Then Sinatra got up and everything went quiet. With his sheet music on the stand, he began to sing, the orchestra backing him all the way.

Lily gave a languid sigh and tried to surrender to the music, vowing to find the little man at the break. It was a waking dream to be here, something she’d tell her grandchildren one day. So what if he’d lost the bobbysoxer crowd and the papers said he was washed up. He’d always have her heart. She swayed with pleasure, losing herself in the melody, mesmerized by the slim, handsome man crooning at the mike, the swoop and dip of his voice, that unique phrasing that made her go all funny inside. Between songs, he joked with them and others who slipped in as the night wore on, solemn as churchgoers, heads bowed before a deity. Lily felt how their presence energized Sinatra, the exhilaration flowing back and forth across the stage. He fed off their adoration, needed it as much as they needed him. He was singing to them, and, if she wanted to fantasize, directly to her, Lily Kessler from the farmlands of Mar Vista.

Lily imagined Kitty coming to Hollywood and getting a taste of this life, the hunger it would awaken in a naïve midwestern girl. Had Joseph’s sister met a gangster on a night like tonight and started seeing him? Had something happened? But just as Lily got hold of a theory, it escaped down the maze of her mind, twisting out of reach as Sinatra hit a particularly sweet note.

Finally the spell broke and Sinatra called a break. Lily saw the little man making his way through the crowd. With a murmur about needing the powder room, she slipped after him. She was about to hail him when he turned into a hallway, following the larger fellow, who gripped a third, frightened-looking man by the arm. The big guy stopped, opened a door into what looked like the back alley, and jerked his captive so violently that his hat fell off. With a sharp intake of breath, Lily drew back into the shadows. The little man gave a low chuckle, stooped to pick up the hat, then followed the pair outside. The pneumatic door sighed shut.

Behind her, two men came up, jostling her elbow. Lily jumped, then saw with relief that they were musicians. “Whoa, there, little lady, you all right?” one of them asked, seeing her frozen face.

“Fine,” Lily said, nodding. “It’s just that…” She searched for words.

“Frank has that effect on the ladies,” one said, misconstruing her speechlessness. He clapped his pal on the back. Laughing uproariously, they moved down the hall.

Lily got hold of herself. What would you have done in your old life? She looked around. Beyond the bathroom was a sign that said STAIRS. Lily ran over, threw open the door, and tiptoed up, making sure her heels didn’t clang on the metal steps. On the third landing, she opened the door and stepped into an office, deserted and eerie in the reflected neon light of Sunset Boulevard. She found the emergency exit, opened it soundlessly, and climbed onto the fire escape above the alley. She was three floors up, but sound carried. Crouching, she looked down. The little man was punching the man who’d been dragged outside while the big thug held his arms pinioned back. The little man grunted softly as he landed blows, but the victim made no sound at all, which seemed deeply sinister to Lily. Why didn’t he call for help?

Then it was over. The little man took out a handkerchief and wiped his hand clean of blood and mucus.

“When you gonna have it, Jimmy?” the little man said. “The boss is tired of your worthless promises.”

Jimmy sagged against the big thug, then fell to the ground and crouched on all fours like an animal.

“I swear, you’ll get it next week,” he wheezed.

“By next week you’ll owe double.”

“No.” The man on the asphalt writhed. “I can’t…It’s too…Don’t,” he pleaded, as the big thug aimed a kick at his kidneys. “I’ll tell ya…I saw…something you might…About that star…”

“I’ll make you see stars,” the big man vowed.

The little thug tugged on his partner’s shoulder. “Ease up, will ya, Monty? Let’s hear what he has to say.”

The beaten man scrambled to his feet. “It’s about that missing actress you been asking about.”

“Fer chrissakes, keep it down,” the little man said, glancing about the alley in alarm. Lily shrank back into the building’s shadows, but the thugs, intent on their business, never looked up.

There followed a whispered conversation that Lily, despite ears sharpened by years of surveillance, could not quite overhear.

Letting the door snick quietly shut behind her, she ran down the stairs and made her way past the audience. She slipped through the lobby, hurrying down the street and around to the alley, where she flattened herself against the brick wall and peered around. Except for two drunks approaching from a block away, singing at the top of their lungs, the alley was empty. They must have scared off her quarry. Lily swore, then walked back inside, scanning the crowd, who were drifting back to their seats. But Jimmy, Monty, and the little thug had disappeared.

“There you are,” said Beverly, her big eyes tight with concern. “We thought you’d gone AWOL.”

She clasped Lily’s arm in a friendly manner and the other girls crowded around, giddy and giggly from flirting with the musicians and eating ice cream. Jinx still clutched a silver dish of orange sherbet. Lily blinked, transported from the brutal world of the alley to one of sugared breath and sweet perfume. Part of her wanted to blurt out what she’d seen. Then her training took over. She needed to learn what the girls knew about Kitty’s romantic entanglements.

“I took a walk to clear my head,” she said.

Just then Frank strolled back up to the mike and a collective intake of breath rippled through the audience. Uneasy, Lily gave up and surrendered to Sinatra’s magic. Wherever Joseph’s sister was, there was nothing more she could do tonight.



They tore themselves reluctantly away at dawn, yawning and stretching, humming snatches of song, their bellies full of vanilla-chocolate-strawberry-pistachio ice cream and sloshing with hot coffee, the bushy fronds of the palm trees along Sunset Boulevard sweeping the ashy night from the sky.

Lily wondered if she’d hallucinated the scene in the alley. In the gray light of dawn, as birds trilled and the first rays of sun rose to illuminate the Hollywood sign, it seemed like a nightmare born of sleep deprivation. Yet the fear that still pulsed in her nerve endings seemed very real.

The buses were filled with commuters, and Lily rejoiced privately that she didn’t have a job to go to. All day Red and Beverly and Jinx would slump sleepily at work, trying to catch an hour on their lunch breaks, but they swore that no matter what, it was worth it, because Frank was a dreamboat and he’d joked with them and sung just to them, that’s the kind of town it was. Lily wanted to grab a bite of breakfast before the evening’s high wore off, then tumble into Kitty’s bed and sleep for several hours. She’d start her search right after that.
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