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Praise for


THE TUMBLING TURNER SISTERS


“This novel of love, grit, and the everlasting strength of family perfectly encapsulates the social mores and pressures of the early twentieth century. The Turner sisters dare to dream big—don’t miss this page-turner!”


—Sara Gruen, #1 New York Times bestselling author of Water for Elephants


“Filled with energetic prose and colorful characters—you won’t soon forget the Turner girls!”


—Christina Baker Kline, #1 New York Times bestselling author of Orphan Train


“Juliette Fay delivers the history, mystery, and prejudice of vaudeville in a story that is ultimately about the possibility of practice making something perfect (or perfect enough, anyway), the benefits of humor and ambition, and the redemptive power of love.”


—Meg Waite Clayton, New York Times bestselling author of The Race for Paris


“Like the fabulous days of vaudeville itself, at once funny and poignant and memorable. These four sisters are endearing and entertaining, and book clubs are going to lap this one up—as will readers of historical fiction everywhere.”


—M. J. Rose, New York Times bestselling author of The Secret Language of Stones


“A great piece of historical fiction that rings true one hundred years later.”


—B. A. Shapiro, New York Times bestselling author of The Muralist and The Art Forger


“With humor, affection, ambition, and a talent for weaving in history, Fay brings the world of 1910s vaudeville vividly to life through the travails of the tenacious Turner family.”


—Publishers Weekly
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For Megan Lucier and Cathy McCue, who’ve read every scrap I’ve ever written, and whose friendship means the world to me.




The silent film era spanned from the 1890s through the 1920s. Early filmmakers were mostly clustered on the East Coast, but when the Nestor Film Company set up shop in a little California farming village called Hollywood in 1911, many soon followed.


There were two main reasons for this: Thomas Edison and light. In an effort to gain control of the growing industry and enforce his patents, Edison set up a trust of companies and hired thugs to break the cameras of smaller, nontrust studios. It was easier to evade Edison’s pursuit three thousand miles away on the West Coast. As for light, Southern California enjoys almost three hundred days of sunshine annually, and it’s a lot harder to make movies in the rain.


As films grew from shorts to feature length, they began to compete with vaudeville as America’s favorite form of entertainment. Opulent movie theaters—or “dream palaces”—were built across the nation.


Silent movies were never actually silent. There were always musical scores to enhance the mood, just as in contemporary films. No one referred to them as “silent” until “talkies” became all the rage. The first nationally distributed movie with synchronized sound was The Jazz Singer in 1927, starring Al Jolson.


An estimated 75 to 90 percent of all silent films ever made have been lost to history. When the era ended, they were considered to be of no entertainment (and thus financial) value, and many were junked by the studios. Nitrate film is highly flammable, so fires caused the destruction of many more. Fortunately, efforts by film lovers such as director Martin Scorsese have saved and preserved those we still have. As a result silent films have enjoyed a renaissance, with local festivals and televised screenings cropping up like never before.





PART 1
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Hollywood was built by women and Jews—those were people not allowed in respectable professions. It was not taken seriously as a business, so women and Jews could get into it.


Cari Beauchamp, Hollywood historian


Blood raced through Irene’s veins like a brushfire, thrumming in her ears as she sat in the train car waiting for just the right moment. The window to her new life—or newest life—would open only briefly before it shut with a defeated thump.


She rubbed the spot on her hip where the awful flag costume had dug in. Mr. Chandler always ordered their costumes a size too small because “burlesque patrons like them tight.” The Fourth of July had been a week ago, and the irony of seven days wearing the stars and stripes, symbol of freedom, strapped around her like a titillating little straitjacket was not lost on Irene.


Independence Day, she thought anxiously. Better a week late than never.


“Now?” whispered Millie, her fingers inching along the leather bench seat toward Irene’s thigh, as if Irene were some sort of rabbit’s foot to rub for good luck. Irene nudged them away.


Henry’s eyes were on them, his gaze boring into Irene from his rear-facing seat, through the dust motes swirling between them in the merciless southwest sunlight. He cocked his head almost imperceptibly, a what’s-going-on look.


Irene shrugged, willing her face to relax into some facsimile of composure.


Barney’s massive frame suddenly filled the aisle beside them. “Ladies,” he said, reptilian eyes scanning the landscape of their bodies. “And gentleman.” His gaze went dull as it took in Henry, the lowest paid among them. Irene knew it was more than that; it was jealousy. Henry’s good looks were made for photographs—thick dark hair and large brown eyes set off by pale unblemished skin, a study in contrasts. All the girls loved Henry, their well-mannered rascal.


None of them loved Barney, Mr. Chandler’s right-hand man, as he liked to say. Right-hand hatchet man, they whispered privately. Irene had seen him take a girl by the hair and hit her till she dropped like a sack of laundry.


“Why’re your bags under the seat?” he demanded. “Oughta be in the baggage car.”


Irene sighed, feigning mild annoyance. “No room.”


“We don’t mind,” said Millie. “Makes it easier to put our feet up.” She set the heel of her t-strap pump onto the protruding case and crossed the other leg over, her dress slipping up above her knee. Her blue eyes went coy as she tugged the thin cotton fabric of her dress down a little, the lacy edge of her slip still perfectly visible. Barney’s eyes took in that distant shoreline, a scurvy sailor hungry for a decent meal.


“Tickets?” said Irene.


“Now, don’t go and lose them.” Barney tugged them out of the pocket of his vest, spotted with whatever meal he’d last eaten. Something with gravy, it looked like. When Millie reached for hers, he pulled his hand back. “You gonna lose it?” he said. “ ’Course you are. Ain’t got the sense God give a goat.”


Irene froze. If he held Millie’s ticket, what would they do? She couldn’t leave Millie behind, now that she’d promised to take her. Gone soft already, she chided herself, and she was barely twenty-one. Uncharacteristically, she’d felt a strange need for company.


Well, you’ll have company now, won’t you? All the way to hell.


Millie tittered stupidly, even for Millie. “Give it to Irene to hold for me, then,” she said. “She never lost a thing in her life.”


Barney handed over the tickets, and Irene had to keep her fingers from gripping them too tightly. Before moving on to the next row of young girls in his herd, the huge man tossed another ticket at Henry, who had to snatch it from the air before it fell to his feet.


He was still eyeing Irene, and she gave him a sharp look. He glanced away, sufficiently cowed, and fiddled with the strap of his rucksack, which she knew held only a few personal items and a tattered notebook of jokes—mostly bad ones, if his comedy act was any indication.


There it was, the faint shushing sound Irene had been dreaming of and fretting about for weeks. The engine ground into gear, and she counted, just as she had at the last stop and the one before that, to get the timing down. Timing was everything in life. She’d learned that early on.


Thirteen . . . fourteen . . . fifteen.


As the engine strained to move countless tons of steel, the red sandstone of the Flagstaff, Arizona, train depot seemed to shudder in her view. The conductor stood at the other end of the car, scolding the porter. Irene could barely hear him over the groaning of the engine. “ . . . under their seats! . . . supposed to be in baggage! . . .” He was shrunken and white haired with a mustache that trailed down off his jowls like curtain pulls. He glared up at the young black man, who shook his head—in truthful innocence, Irene knew. She herself had told him the baggage porter said the car was full, and they should stow their suitcases beneath them. The conductor poked the young man’s chest now and motioned for him to get the cases.


The wheels hadn’t begun to turn yet. Something was holding up the train, and if they left too soon, Mr. Chandler would send Barney after them.


The young porter wasn’t moving though. She could see the anger flashing in his eyes. Things were changing. The younger Negroes who’d fought in the Great War didn’t come home to be pushed around as they had been before.


Fight back, Irene silently urged the porter. Refuse him.


But before her thoughts could find their mark, the young man was making his way toward them. There was a screeching sound, metal on metal, and the car lurched forward.


“Now!” said Irene, and Millie began tugging at her case.


“It’s stuck!” cried Millie.


“Damn thing’s overstuffed,” Irene muttered as her case swung wildly in her grip. “For godsake, pull harder!”


“Where are you—” started Henry.


“Quitting!” Irene hissed under her breath at Henry as the train began to roll, slowly picking up speed.


“Please!” Millie begged the porter who’d made his way to them. “We’ve got to get out!”


The young man shot a look over his shoulder at the conductor now barreling down the aisle toward them. He turned back and gave Millie’s suitcase a hard yank. “You go on now,” he said, handing it to her. “And good luck to you. All the luck in the world.” He stepped back into the aisle, effectively blocking the conductor.


Irene ran in the opposite direction, case banging against her knees and the elbows of passengers as she flew by them. “Hey now!” they cried out. “Watch it!” Through the dust-speckled windows, the landscape was moving, low buildings giving way to fields and distant pines. She nearly collapsed into the door of the car, grabbing the long metal handle and tugging upward. The door flew sideways with a clank just as Millie fell into her. They staggered a moment and headed down the steps. The train was moving faster now, and Irene felt herself hesitate. If she broke her legs, then where would she be?


A sudden shove from behind and she was flying through the air. She collapsed in the hog-mown brush by the train tracks, stiff shafts of weeds poking into her knees and hands. There was a shriek, and Irene looked up in time to see Millie tumble down the railroad bed ahead of her. In another moment, a black mop of hair bobbed up out of the weeds, and Millie let out a whoop. “Ireeeeene!” she howled. “We did it!”


They watched the train recede into the landscape, and Irene felt the warm piney air fill her lungs, as if it were the first full breath she’d taken in years.


Just as the horizon had nearly swallowed the train whole, something else jumped off, a large, dark-colored blob that flopped to the ground and rolled into the brush.


Barney!


“Run!” Irene screamed. “Millie, run!”


They bolted, cases forgotten in the jeopardy of the moment. They knew what happened to girls who tried to leave before Mr. Chandler was ready to let them go. He set Barney on them with strict instructions to leave no visible marks. Mr. Chandler said bruises were a distraction to the men in the audience and encouraged the girls to comport themselves with care. The only place Barney was allowed to hit them was their heads, where hair would cover any lumps or bruises.


Irene and Millie skittered to a stand of pines, chests heaving as they gasped for breath, and hid behind a thick tree trunk. Irene peered out to see how close behind them he was but saw only the golden crowns of waist-high weeds gently swaying in the noon sunlight.


“Think he’s dead?” Millie wheezed from behind her.


“Maybe just knocked out.”


“Long enough for us to go back and get the bags?”


Who knew? Either way they needed those suitcases. They wouldn’t get far wearing the same clothes day after day. Irene looked around. There was a dead branch on the ground, about three feet long and thick enough to do some damage.


“You get the bags,” she said, hefting it as they crept forward. “I’ll keep an eye out.”


Millie grinned. “They sure don’t teach this kind of thing in finishing school.”


“I didn’t go to finishing school.”


“And you can thank your lucky stars for that!”


They inched through the grass and came upon Irene’s suitcase first. Her uncle had bought it in some Podunk town in the middle of nowhere. That’s where she and her sister had performed, mostly, though they had made it to Portland, Oregon, once and played at the Pantages. Vaudeville had its seamy side, but Irene had soon learned it was a much kinder business than burlesque.


“Mine’s up a ways.” Millie headed down the track, closer to where Barney had fallen.


“Let’s leave it,” said Irene. “We can share clothes.”


“It’s not just clothes,” Millie said, hunching a little lower as she inched toward her case.


“What do you mean, ‘not just clothes’?”


“I mean there are other things, too.”


“What other things?”


“Things a girl needs, Irene.”


Irene shook her head. These were the kinds of conversations they had, Irene trying to get to the point, Millie saying whatever came into her head, whether it was germane or not. Nevertheless there was something about Millie that made Irene want to line up next to her as they waited to go onstage or room with her when they arrived at a new town. She had something the other girls lacked, and it had taken a while for Irene to put her finger on it. But one day, as Millie leaned her chin on Irene’s shoulder, pointed to a picture of Hawaii in the magazine Irene was reading, and said they should save up the money to go, Irene had figured it out: hope for the future.


The future can seem like a shadow, nothing but a trick of the light, when you’re caught in a situation with virtually no escape. Irene often warned herself against daydreaming. Things had gone so unbearably wrong for her that hope seemed like a radical proposition. But it was like that picture of Hawaii, with its crystalline sand and turquoise waters: you told yourself to look away, but you found yourself peeking at it all the same. And then there was Millie, who seemed to have hope enough for both of them.


Chandler’s Follies was a thing with no future, only the leaden now. He rigged it so you could never make any real dough. After he’d paid you, then taken back what you owed him for the hotel room and the meals, the scant costume he rented you, and the fees he charged for even the smallest sundries like shampoo or a hairbrush, you were lucky to break even.


“I take care of everything to keep you safe,” he’d say as he detailed the evils of the world, which generally began and ended with prostitution. There was a perplexing elegance to him that lulled you into believing the most nonsensical things. He drank tea every morning from a silver tea set that he claimed had been brought from England by his grandfather, a younger son of a viscount. A man like that seemed to make sense simply by virtue of his noble bearing.


He might require you to strip naked every night and shake your what-have-yous in front of strangers, but he would protect you from the degradation of having your body violated. For many girls, whose prospects had dwindled to one or the other, this seemed like a fair bargain. You would give up all control of your life in order to remain safe from the ultimate sin.


It was a strange thing because little by little you came to realize there was nothing safe about Chandler. If you challenged him or stepped out of line in any way—came in late for curfew, flirted with the customers, or implied you might like to try a different line of work—an example would be made of you in front of the other girls, who were forced to watch as Barney grabbed a fistful of your hair and punched you in the head any number of times. And as you stood there in front of them with Barney’s knuckles cracking against your skull, you wanted nothing more than to apologize for subjecting them to the sight of it.


“We can’t chance it!” Irene hissed as Millie crept farther up the tracks.


“Trust me, it’s worth the risk,” Millie whispered over her shoulder.


This only served to unnerve Irene even more. What in God’s name could it be? Because none of them owned a thing. Chandler made sure of that. Whatever little memento or jewelry you came with, he took “for safekeeping.”


The suitcase was only a few feet away when they heard a groan like the sound of a wounded buffalo. The girls froze. Irene grabbed Millie’s arm to pull her away, but Millie wrenched free and lurched forward, diving for the case. Irene raised the branch.


The figure sat up. Not Barney. Not by a long shot.


“Henry, what on earth!” Irene said and flung the branch to the dirt.


“What on earth, yourself,” he muttered, rubbing the back of his head. “You jump off a moving train and you don’t even warn me?”


“You scared us half to death!” said Millie as they strode through the bramble toward him.


“Well, you’ll pardon me if I’m not sorry.” He got up onto his knees and searched for his rucksack. “And don’t worry, you won’t have to spend one more minute with me. I’m heading out on my own.” He located it and hiked a strap over his shoulder.


“Well, of course you’re not. You’re coming with us!” Millie said.


“I am not. Not after what you did.”


Irene put her hands on her hips. “And what’s that?”


“Left me without so much as a fare-thee-well!”


“We couldn’t tell you, don’t you see? If even a word of it got back to Chandler—”


Henry threw his arms into the air. “Oh, yes and I would just saunter up to that old bastard and say, ‘So I hear we’ll be bidding adieu to your two prettiest girls!’ ”


Millie’s face went coy at the compliment. “Henry, that’s sweet.”


“No, it is not sweet!” he said. “It’s awful!”


“Henry,” said Irene, the bruises and cuts on her leg and hands starting to ache. “I couldn’t take the chance. I wasn’t even going to bring Millie—”


Millie’s face fell. “You weren’t?”


“Then why did you?”


“She’s . . . we’re just . . .”


“Friends,” said Millie.


Yes, I suppose we are, thought Irene, though she hadn’t had a friend in years. She didn’t even know that much about Millie—the normal things like where she’d grown up or how she’d ended up stripping. Nevertheless they’d just jumped off a moving train together; if Irene wanted to deny there was a bond between them, that case had just gotten much harder to make.


As for Henry, Irene wouldn’t have characterized them as friends exactly, but there was an unspoken affinity between them that mostly showed itself in the crossword puzzles they helped each other with between shows and the way their eyes seemed to find each other when Chandler was giving one of his many warnings about impertinence. They didn’t talk about anything more lofty or personal than whether they’d been to a particular town before or how lumpy the mattresses were in their rooms. But they’d laughed together—he did have a great sense of humor. She was the one he always came to when trying out a new joke.


And he was kind. There had been far too little of that in her life these last three years.


“I should have told you,” she said to him now. “We’re friends, too.”
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I just want to live long enough to see how it all turns out.


Adela Rogers St. Johns, writer, actress, Hollywood journalist


The three of them straggled toward the train depot, the dry wind blowing red-brown grit that clung to their eyelashes and the cuts on their hands and shins. Irene tried not to limp, but one of her knees had begun to swell, and the pounding fear of being caught by Barney had now twisted itself into the dull dread of being nowhere, with nothing. Maybe Chandler was right. Maybe for a girl like her, the choice was between stripping and prostitution, and she had just crossed stripping off the list.


“Gimme that.” Henry tugged her suitcase away. He was still angry, of course.


“I love the smell of this place, don’t you, Irene?” Millie paused to spit dust out of her mouth. Irene didn’t smell anything but her own dread at having led this failing expedition.


“It just smells like dirt,” Henry grumbled. “Dirt and pine trees.”


“Pine,” said Millie. “That’s the part I like.”


The Flagstaff railroad depot was a long rectangular building made of chiseled red stone blocks, not an inch bigger or a detail grander than it needed to be. The man behind the bars of the ticket window gave Irene an up-and-down look from beneath the stiff brim of his clerk’s cap.


Irene raked her dusty fingers through the loose tendrils of her hair, and produced the two tickets she’d been grasping like the keys to her jail cell. “I’d like to turn these in please.”


The clerk squinted at the dirty, sweat-stained tickets. “Change your mind?”


“Yes, I want to go to Los Angeles instead.” Someone on the platform behind her let out a loud cough, and she flinched. “I’m in a hurry, so if you wouldn’t mind—”


“Los Angeles. Got your heart set on being an actress, I expect. Wouldn’t be the first.” He gave his head a worldly shake and peered back down at the tickets. “Say, you got two here.”


Millie nudged into view. “The other one’s for me.”


His cap slid back on his head a little at the sight of her. Even scraped and dusty, with locks of black hair sticking to her dirt-speckled cheeks, Millie had that effect on people. He shook his head again. “You girls oughtn’t to travel alone, now. There’s an awful lot of—”


“I’m going, too.” Henry stepped up and snaked his arm between them to deposit his own ticket on the counter.


Irene felt the pulsing edges of her anxiety begin to thrum a little slower. When she’d first considered leaving, she had planned to go alone, but then there’d been Millie, and she’d felt responsible for her somehow, as if she were a flighty sister who required a guiding hand instead of a girl Irene had met only a couple of months ago. There was no real logic to it, since Irene’s own sister had been anything but flighty, but Millie had a way of growing on you.


Like a barnacle, Irene thought ruefully.


Henry, though. With his agile mind, he could be a real help.


“Yes, it’s the three of us,” she said, “all going to Los Angeles.”
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“What’s in Los Angeles?” Henry asked as they headed across Railroad Avenue to the row of storefronts that comprised the majority of Flagstaff. The westbound train wasn’t due until eight-forty-two that evening, and Irene had decided it was best to stay out of sight until then.


“Hollywood!” said Millie with a grin. “Irene says there are lots of opportunities for girls there, and you don’t have to be a nurse or a teacher or just marry any old fella who’ll have you. We’re going to try and make it as actresses. It’s going to be so much fun!”


Fun? thought Irene. She wasn’t so sure about that. It would be a lot of scraping by until they could get a toe in a studio door somewhere. It would be a huge improvement over stripping for Chandler, but it wasn’t likely to be cocktails and caviar anytime soon.


Henry’s gaze was still trained on Irene. “Do you know anyone there?”


“Not really.” There were people she’d known from her days in vaudeville who’d gone out there—or said they were going—but she had no idea if she could find them, and if she did, whether they could be of any help.


“So, not at all,” muttered Henry.


She turned on him then. “I made a plan and carried it out, which is more than I can say for you. If you don’t like it, you can march right down to that depot and head for Albuquerque. Maybe Chandler’ll take you back, and you can go on telling stale jokes and earning no money and looking over your shoulder every minute of the day and night.”


He stared at her, dumbstruck. Millie leaned a hip into him and slid her hand into the crook of his arm. “Be nice, Irene,” she murmured.


“That’s just it,” Irene hissed. “I’m not nice!”


Millie gave that coy little smile of hers. “Are, too. Isn’t she, Henry?”


“She is when she feels like it,” he muttered.


“A person can ask a question, Irene,” said Millie gently. “You’re still the boss.”


“I don’t want to be anyone’s boss! I just want to get to California!” Irene turned and stalked up the uneven boards of the sidewalk. Sweat trickled through the dust on her neck, and her knee felt like it might explode at any moment. She needed to get out of the July sun, off that knee, away from Henry’s questions—and out of sight.


“Oh, now,” Millie murmured and slid an arm around Irene’s waist. “Put your weight on me instead of that leg.” She held out her suitcase to Henry. “Can you carry this one, too?”


Henry groaned as he took it from her. “What’s in here?”


“Never you mind. Let’s just go on back to the Weatherford and get a glass of something cool to drink.”


Chandler’s Follies had stayed at the Weatherford Hotel while they’d played the Orpheum Theatre next door. “Won’t the Weatherford be the first place he’ll look?” Irene asked.


“Honestly, Irene, I don’t know why you think he’s coming for us. He can find two more dancers in Albuquerque, easy as you please. Girls on hard times are a dime a dozen.”


That was true enough. Chandler would be furious, no doubt, but he was not a man to run a fool’s errand. Yes, they had absconded with their train tickets, and rightly they should have been returned to him. But it was only a few dollars, not worth the time and money it would cost to send Barney back to get them.


They ordered sarsaparillas at the hotel restaurant, and Irene put her sore leg up on a chair. It was one o’clock, so they had almost eight hours to wait.


“I’m awful hungry,” said Millie. “I want a sandwich.”


“How much money do you have?” asked Irene.


“Eight dollars and fourteen cents.”


“That can’t be right—you told me you’d saved almost twelve dollars just two days ago.”


“Oh, I did,” said Millie. “But then I bought a few things, so now it’s about eight.”


“Millie, what on earth could have cost you four whole dollars?”


Millie unbuckled the straps on her suitcase and tugged out a misshapen black hat, then quickly closed up the suitcase again. “Well, I couldn’t go to Hollywood and be a movie star without a new hat, now could I?” she said, reshaping the crushed felt. “It’s 1921, and all my hats are from 1920. There was another item . . . but that doesn’t matter now. It was just something I needed to get what I wanted.”


It took every ounce of restraint Irene had not to say something distinctly unfriendly.


Henry pushed his chair back and stood up. “Okay, Millie, let’s take a walk and see if we can find you something to nosh on that’s cheaper than this place. Irene, you keep an eye on the bags, and we’ll be back in a little while.”


It was a relief to be alone, and not merely for the absence of Millie’s nonsensical yammering. Irene didn’t like being seen like this. Desperate. At the mercy of the strange twists of fate that had dragged her so far down in the world. Not that she had ever lived high on the hog. She’d grown up in a two-bedroom house in a little town in Ohio, with her twin sister, aunt, and uncle. They’d often struggled to make ends meet. But they’d had each other.


And she’d had ideas. Dreams really, if she allowed herself to be so fanciful as to call them that. She’d hoped to work as a reporter for a local newspaper, as she’d done for her high school gazette. Or maybe even one of the movie magazines she loved to thumb through.


She wished she had a book or a magazine now. In burlesque reading had become a drug of sorts, a magic elixir to transport her from the self-disgust of peeling off her undergarments in public night after night and pretending to enjoy it.


A gust of wind blew Millie’s hat off the table and onto the floor—the 1921 hat, which was so terribly important that the little ninny had spent four whole dollars on it, but couldn’t remember to actually put it on her head. And look at it. Black felt with black silk netting for the brim, which of course was useless for keeping the sun off your nose.


“What am I going to do with her,” Irene muttered as she bent over to retrieve it. It was just out of reach, and as she stretched her hand out farther to try to grasp it, a shadow fell across the floor. Irene looked up from her precarious position down by the table leg and saw him through the window.


Barney.
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The hardest years in life are those between ten and seventy.


Helen Hayes, actress


“Don’t pay her any attention,” Millie said, slipping her hand into Henry’s as they made their way down the street. “She’s just worried, and her knee hurts.”


Henry glanced down at Millie’s small white fingers now encased in his large tan ones, and Millie slipped them out again. She had only meant to reassure him, to put something soft between him and Irene’s sharpness. Well, she had to admit that wasn’t the only reason. She liked his hands—strong and well cared for. No jagged nails or bitten cuticles. Not that she minded that either. Gus, the assistant stable master back home, had so many calluses it looked like they belonged to someone on a prison chain gang. She liked his hands, too.


She liked hands, period. Or just touching, really. Once, years ago when her mother had found her curled up in only her slip with one of the housemaids like kittens in a basket, the two of them having gotten a little silly with Father’s brandy, and then fallen asleep in each other’s arms. “There’s nothing bad in it!” she had yelled at her mother. “I just like being close!”


Mother had fired the housemaid, a lonely girl with no home to go back to, who’d been eager for the uncomplicated affection Millie was happy to provide. Millie had slipped a twenty-dollar bill into her hand and whispered, “You’re lovable. Don’t ever forget that.”


Her mother’s disgust hadn’t really surprised her. Mother had never been the type to caress a cheek or pat a hand, much less wrap her in an embrace, even when Millie was terrified by a nightmare or bleeding from a bad scrape. Mother didn’t touch. Millie wondered if she’d ever been held by either of her parents, even as a baby.


She’d gotten better at hiding her need for affection—but not that much better. When she and Willis Carrington were caught hugging behind the buggy shed, she thought her father might beat them both with his crop. The fact that Willis was shirtless, and Millie had wiggled her arms out of the top of her dress might have played some role in his fury.


“If we have to move away because of you, I’ll lose all my customers!” he’d hissed as he’d marched her back to the house. “I’d marry you off tomorrow if you weren’t fourteen!”


Millie’s parents didn’t seem to particularly like each other, either, though they were so much alike, she thought it a wonder they didn’t recognize the cold kindred-ness of their souls and band together. Her father spent all day and most evenings at his equestrian supplies business, and her mother rarely left the house. At night they didn’t sleep in the same room, much less the same bed.


Her parents never touched each other or anyone else as far as Millie could tell. Mother had had a dog she liked well enough in her own way, quietly chastising it for any small infringement while holding it on her lap. It snapped its tiny teeth at Millie when she came near, and she thought of it as a rat dressed up in a mink coat. She couldn’t remember its name. Anyway, it didn’t matter. That dog was dead now.
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As they searched for someplace to eat cheaply, Henry grumbled about Irene’s temper and that she should learn to hold it a little better when she had only two friends in the world, and no prospects, and . . .


“Oh, now,” Millie chided teasingly, patting his arm, “Irene’s just . . . Irene. That’s how she is. But she’s a good person, we both know that.”


“How exactly do we know that?”


“Well, we followed her to the middle of nowhere, didn’t we? Are we foolish?”


Henry conceded her point with a little chuckle. “Maybe we are.”


Millie laughed and took his hand again. “We just might be!”


The clerk at Cicero’s Drugstore agreed to throw in a bag of day-old biscuits for the price of their minced ham sandwiches, and their spirits rose with the fullness of their bellies. As they passed the Orpheum Theatre, where they’d performed the night before, a man and a woman in stage makeup straggled out of the stage door. The man wore a long white cotton jacket and a little round mirror attached to a band around his head. It reflected light in jagged flashes as he rushed toward them down the alley. A woman in a white nurse’s uniform, her oversize starched cap askew, followed him at a trot. The top buttons of her uniform were undone, and her fleshy bosoms jounced upward, as if trying to leap to freedom.


“Where we going?” asked the woman breathily as they hustled by Millie and Henry.


“Where’d you think? The train station, dumb Dora.” He grabbed her by the arm to hurry her, and she tripped, barely catching herself from falling.


The stage door opened again and Millie recognized Clarence, the assistant stage manager. “Miss!” he called after the bouncing nurse. “Your purse!”


She turned, but the doctor yanked her back toward him. She twisted free and hissed, “I need that!” She took the purse and paused for only a second to smile wearily at Clarence. “Sweet of you,” she murmured and then was off at a clip to catch up as he gazed after her.


“What happened?” Henry asked.


“Ah, their bit was too blue,” said Clarence. “Manager gave them a warning first show, but next show it was all the same. Her with her costume open like that, arching her back to strain the buttons. The guy making ungentlemanly comments.” Clarence grinned and cut his eyes toward Henry. “You know what I mean.”


Henry chuckled. “Sure I do.”


“Manager’s fit to be tied because now we’re down an act, and the bill will run short. Hard to get a disappointment act—you know, a replacement—at this late hour.”


“What’s the pay?” asked Millie.


“Those two were getting four hundred for the week.”


Millie smiled sweetly and widened her blue eyes slightly, shining them like incandescent lights in a dim room. It was her utility expression, the one she employed until she could figure out what to do next. It never failed to buy her a few moments. “Well, we can certainly sympathize with the pickle you’re in.”


Clarence grinned back at her like a baby looking at his first balloon. Henry’s smile was more of the what-are-you-up-to variety. Millie slid her hand into his and squeezed.


“I suppose my sister and I could help out for the next show till you can get a disappointment act in here. We’re actresses. There’s a short play we do, a really adorable skit that everyone just loves, and we’d only charge . . . fifty dollars.”
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The greatest art in the world is the art of storytelling.


Cecil B. DeMille, director, producer, writer, editor


“Sweet Jesus, where’ve you two been?”


“What’s with the getup?” asked Henry. He’d never known Irene to be particularly fussy about what she wore, but the netted hat and the blanket encasing her from the neck down were an odd combination, even for her.


“Just get in here,” she hissed. “Barney’s in town.”


A prickle of fear ran up his neck, a memory of the beatings he’d taken before he’d grown tall enough, with shoulders wide enough, and a veneer of take-no-guff-ness that he’d practiced even more carefully than his comedy act. He’d learned to fight, kept in shape with daily push-ups and sit-ups, and could throw a good punch. But that overgrown grizzly Barney was a formidable match for any man.


When he’d first gotten hired a couple of months before, Henry had been under the mistaken impression that Chandler’s troop was a step up from his previous jobs. It certainly was the least chaotic show he’d ever been a part of. No one drank too much or got into fistfights. The girls weren’t running loose or sleeping with the customers. He got paid on time. The last show he’d been on was like a rolling Roman bacchanal on train wheels. He’d gotten fired from the one before that because the owner told him he was too pretty. The girls were so homely and unkempt; Henry made them look bad.


He kept trying though. He’d worked plenty of construction jobs in between gigs, mostly laying bricks like his father, but his goal had always been to make it to a real, legitimate vaudeville circuit, like his uncle Benny. The man had certainly been more of a father to him than his actual father, and Henry had wanted nothing more than to be like him, and share the noble task of inserting some happy laughter into the forced march of people’s lives.


But he’d been starting to have some doubts about that. It had been years of trying and he’d never made it very far. And now, this Chandler . . . Henry was starting to see there might be a price to all the order. The girls were reasonably pretty, and as far as he knew they didn’t drink too much or do drugs or run around. But as time went on, Henry had begun to suspect this was less about a sense of propriety and more about hopelessness. Some of them weren’t just demur; they seemed half dead. He’d heard whispers about Barney getting rough with the girls, but Chandler had always kept him on the periphery, so he hadn’t been sure.


Irene never said much, and she’d been there for almost a year. But unlike most of the other girls, he could see a spark in her. She was smart—she almost always beat him to the answer when they did the crossword puzzles together. And that Millie. She clearly hadn’t read the part of the instruction manual that said she was supposed to be cowed and depressed.


Irene explained that she’d booked a hotel room for them to hide out in while they waited for the train. Then she’d cobbled together a hasty disguise using Millie’s hat and a wool blanket off the back of a sofa in the lobby so she could wait for them and bring them to safety.


Irene tossed the wool blanket back onto the sofa and led them up to the room she’d rented. It had two full-size beds with slightly worn bedspreads patterned with oversize flowers. This combined with an abundance of pillows and the smell of rosewater that had obviously been sprinkled about to mask any lingering odors from previous guests, made the room seem aggressively romantic. Henry chuckled inwardly about the irony of being trapped in such a room with two lovely girls, knowing the promise of romance would not be kept.


And they were certainly lovely by anyone’s standards. Millie’s looks were showy; with her thick dark curls and big blue eyes she always turned heads, though most of the time she seemed not to notice. Irene’s beauty was more subtle: her light brown hair fell in soft waves to her shoulders, hazel eyes framed in pale lashes. She was taller and less curvy than Millie, and her straight posture and lithe limbs gave her a kind of ethereal grace.


But Henry always said he had a strict policy about the showgirls he worked with, which amounted to: absolutely not. Best to keep complications to a minimum. While he didn’t technically work with Millie and Irene anymore, that policy seemed just as wise as it always had. Maybe even more so.


“We’ll stay in here until just before the train to Los Angeles is due,” Irene was saying, “and hope to heaven he’s not waiting at the station.”


Millie sank down onto one of the two beds and slid catlike into a lounging position with one arm propping up her head. “Well, there’s another option.” Clarence had spoken to the theater manager and brokered a deal of thirty-five dollars for one performance of a twelve-minute skit. “The show’s at eight. We’ll have just enough time to make it to the train. Think of it, Irene! Thirty-five dollars for only twelve minutes of work!”


It certainly was tempting. If they were thrifty, thirty-five dollars would give them an extra few weeks of food and lodging while they looked for jobs in Hollywood.


“What skit?” asked Irene.


“Oh, I don’t know,” said Millie, running a finger around an enormous fabric flower. “I figured we’d come up with something.”


“You mean Henry and I would come up with something.”


Millie glanced up, her sapphire eyes settling on Irene with exasperated affection. “Well, yes. That’s what you’re good at.”


Irene looked at Henry, and he nodded. “That’s what we’re good at, Irene. Just like Millie can sell sawdust to a lumberjack. Thirty-five bucks,” he reminded her. “That’s a boodle right about now.”


He tugged his little notebook of jokes out of his rucksack, along with a pencil and a jackknife to sharpen it with, and turned to an empty page.


“We don’t even have costumes,” Irene said, but her resignation was clear. She slumped down next to him on the bed. “I suppose we could crib a story from a magazine . . .”


They racked their brains for stories they’d read or heard that could be captured in twelve minutes with a recognizable beginning, middle, and end. Then Irene came up with an idea about a runaway bride and a fortune-telling gypsy, but she snorted in frustration. “It’ll never work!”


“Are you kidding? It’s fantastic. It’ll lay them out in the aisles!”


“We have no costumes, Henry. You can’t expect an audience to buy a bride wearing a cotton day dress and black pumps.” She stuck out her foot to indicate her scuffed shoes. “Or a gypsy with no crystal ball.”


Millie sat up. “There’s a pawn shop down the street. It had fancy clothes on a rack along the wall; I saw them through the window. I’m going to go trade some things.”


“You can’t risk running into Barney,” said Irene.


Millie stood and put her hat on, tugging the net down over her face. “I’ll follow your lead and grab that blanket on my way out.”


“You’ll have to trade everything you own to get a wedding dress, Millie,” said Henry. “You’ll end up wearing it on the train to Los Angeles.”


“Won’t that get me some attention!”
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As it turned out, Pick of the Pile Pawn Shop had several wedding gowns complete with veiled headpieces for Millie to choose from. She’d also found a bulbous glass vase that looked vaguely like a crystal ball when it was turned upside down and a high-necked, long-sleeved black dress for Irene to wear. Because of course Millie would be the one in the wedding gown.


“Widow’s weeds,” explained Millie. “The pawnbroker told me the owner married a new guy only two days after the last one passed, so the dress was barely used.” She’d also found a colorful handkerchief for Irene to wrap around her head and some cheap clip-on hoop earrings.


The Gypsy and the Runaway Bride was mostly Irene’s creation, though Henry contributed jokes and physical humor—notably the bride getting tangled in the train of the gown and falling flat before the gypsy’s table as her entrance. The dialogue revolved around the gypsy repeatedly changing her predictions based on the woman’s ongoing tale of her calamitous courtship.


Irene decided that Henry would enter at the last minute as the groom who’d been left at the altar. The gypsy takes one look at his handsome face and broad shoulders and changes her prophecy one last time: “Marry him and you’ll be happy with the view for the rest of your days!”


This made Henry distinctly uncomfortable. “What kind of a swelled head do you think I have!” he said.


“Henry, it’s not you. It’s the character. And I’m sorry to break the bad news, but you do happen to be devastatingly handsome. Just think of that thirty-five bucks and simmer like Rudolph Valentino, okay?”


Devastatingly handsome. Henry furrowed his brows to hide the fact that he liked the sound of it. Irene had glanced at him for an extra moment as she said it, and he wondered if her matter-of-fact-ness hid a feeling or two that she didn’t want him to know about. He only hoped things wouldn’t become complicated. In the uncertain days ahead, they would both need a friend they could count on.


They dressed in their costumes in the hotel room, in hopes that if Barney crossed their path, he wouldn’t recognize them. Millie pinned up her hair and pulled the white veil over her face, and Henry tucked his hat down over his eyes. He would walk with her to the Orpheum Theatre, and Irene would leave a few minutes later. Barney would be looking for a man and two women, and they hoped this, too, would throw him off.


The theater manager had assigned them the second spot on the bill, which would give them just enough time to get to the depot and catch the eight-forty-two to Los Angeles. They had practiced it over and over and knew their lines—but just barely. Henry would stand in the wings with his little notebook and prompt them if they needed a reminder. The skit took thirteen minutes—“lucky thirteen!” Millie had said. That was almost three dollars a minute, a princely sum by anyone’s standards. They knew they would need every penny of it in Hollywood.
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We never make sport of religion, politics, race, or mothers. A mother never gets hit with a custard pie. Mothers-in-law, yes. But mothers, never.


Mack Sennett, actor, writer, director, producer


The backstage area of the Orpheum Theatre was dusty and dark like all theaters, in Irene’s experience. The lobby and front of the house where the audience sat were generally neat as your granny’s corset drawer, while the backstage was allowed to grow dust balls the size of bear cubs. But it was familiar and somehow reassuring to Irene. She’d spent a good deal of her adolescence traipsing from one small-time theater to the next, in places like Correctionville, Iowa, and Big Timber, Montana. Occasionally, if the theater was big enough to have dressing rooms (the Idle Hour in Correctionville had one, the Auditorium Theatre in Big Timber had four), and you were the headliner (or at least not opener or closer), you might get to relax and put your feet up between shows without risk of being mowed down by a busy stagehand. Irene and her sister had loved the luxury of having a room to themselves, where they could play cards or tell each other stories between performances without anyone shushing them backstage.


Don’t get sappy, she told herself as she felt her throat tighten at the memory. Besides, the Orpheum had only two dressing rooms, and she wouldn’t be there long enough even to peek at them.


Irene had limped hurriedly from the hotel to the theater, and now, swimming in black fabric, she sank down on an overturned crate and fanned herself with a copy of Photoplay magazine that someone had left on the floor. It had a lovely, fresh-faced Clara Bow on the cover, at whom Irene glared enviously for a moment before putting that face to service.


Henry and Millie were standing by one of the huge rope-hung cleats, going over Millie’s lines. From all appearances it was not going well, Henry prompting every other sentence, and Irene wondered why they hadn’t come up with some sort of dance routine instead. Millie was a wonderful dancer, though she did improvise quite a bit, which had always annoyed the other girls in the burlesque show. Irene had fewer lines, so it really was Millie’s show . . .


We are going to flop, thought Irene.


She knew she shouldn’t care—it honestly didn’t matter if they were booed right off the stage as long as they got paid. But Irene felt a strange sense of pride in that story, and it had been a long time since she’d done anything to be proud of.


“Two minutes,” whispered Clarence, and Irene felt her heart accelerate, just as it always had when she and her sister got the two-minute warning for their song-and-dance act. Her pulse never sped up for burlesque; in fact she often felt it might slow to the point of catatonia.


“Oh . . .” Millie whined. “I don’t know about this . . .”


It started well, at least. The curtain rose to reveal Irene sitting behind a table, gazing intently into the overturned vase. After a beat, she lifted her eyes to the audience and intoned in a vaguely foreign accent, “I predict a snowstorm!”


This was Millie’s cue, and she galloped onstage in the voluminous white gown, then turned midstride to see if anyone was following her, the train wrapping around her ankles like a lasso. Arms windmilling wildly for balance, she went sprawling with a thump onto the boards.


Irene smiled Cheshire Cat–like at the audience and said, “Right again!”


That snowstorm bit was her idea, and when the audience let out a howl of approval, it was all she could do not to grin with pride. When the guffawing crested and broke, Irene said to Millie, “You are fleeing for your life!”


Millie slowly pulled herself up onto her knees, batting comically at the veil, and said with wonder, “How ever did you know?”


Irene widened her eyes, looked left and right, then gestured to the crystal ball, as if to say Isn’t it obvious? More gales of laughter as Irene held the pose, milking it for every last drop of applause.


“Why, I could use your help,” said Millie, standing. “I believe I may almost have married the wrong man!”


Irene ran her hands around the vase, then gazed into it intently and said, “You most certainly have.”


“He’s charming and handsome and owns his own railroad.”


“You most certainly have . . . made a mistake in running away!” Irene corrected herself.


“But he insists that his mother live with us,” Millie pouted, “and she likes nothing better than to criticize every single thing I do all day long.”


“You most certainly have made a mistake in running away . . . because you didn’t run far enough!”


The bit went on like this, with Millie offering new information and Irene controverting herself at every turn. It was going so well until Millie found one of the jokes just a little too funny and couldn’t keep a straight face. She sucked in her lips and bit down hard to keep her smile from spreading. Irene repeated her line to give Millie a moment to compose herself, but it had the opposite effect, and she broke into a giggle.


The audience began to titter, too, and this only fueled Millie’s laughter.


“He always eats a raw onion before bed,” whispered Henry. Millie shook her head and put her hand up to cover her mouth. Henry repeated, “He always eats a raw onion before bed!”


“He always . . .” Millie tittered. “He eats . . .”


Small islands of chuckling from the audience now built into a continent of laughter.


“Raw onions!” hissed Henry.


“Raw . . . onions . . . That’s disgusting!” At this Millie completely fell apart, gasping in hilarity. The veil fell into her face, and she tugged at it till the headpiece hung limply from the back of her head. Her black hair came unpinned and tumbled out.


Irene knew there was only one thing to do: end it.


She beckoned desperately for Henry to join them onstage, and when he finally did, she stood up, threw her arms into the air, and yelled her line above the raucous laughter: “Marry him and you’ll be happy with the view for the rest of your days!”


One of her hands accidentally hit the side of the handkerchief wrapped around her head, and it unraveled and fell to the ground, exposing her light brown hair.


A large man stood up in the balcony and glared directly into her eyes.
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It is not so difficult, your language. But your slang is impossible. Never can I understand the American humor.


Alla Nazimova, actress, producer, writer


“Barney!” hissed Irene, and it took a second for Millie’s brain to register the meaning of it. One minute she was laughing harder than she had in months—years maybe!—and the utter joy of it shimmied through her as if she were being tickled. The next minute, the worst possible thing was about to happen. It was confusing.


Her senses convulsed and her vision clouded as joy and terror slammed into each other. There was noise, lots of it, though it seemed strangely far away, like a mob riot down the street.


“Go! Go!” she heard Irene yelling very close to her ear. The curtain was falling, and Henry had her by the arm, escorting—or more precisely hauling—her offstage.


“The money!” said Henry.


“No time for that! Get the bags and go!”


Henry let go of Millie, and she felt herself start to sink . . .


“Goddammit, Millie, stand up!” Irene commanded. And then they were running, out the door beside the stage, not toward the street but to the back of the theater property. They crossed an alley and skittered between two stores out to Railroad Avenue. Millie gripped the hem of that stupid wedding dress and pulled it up around her knees, the train swinging back and forth like a serpent’s tale behind her.


“One more block!” yelled Henry ahead of them, rucksack bobbing on his back, a suitcase in each hand, maneuvering around unsuspecting pedestrians as he careened down the boardwalk. Irene was just a few steps behind him, and her loose dress billowed out like a black sail.


They scrambled across the street, weaving through traffic, horns honking in annoyance, or possibly just at the strange sight of them—a bride chasing after a woman in widow’s weeds, both running after a man with two suitcases. A runaway groom! thought Millie as she gulped for air and dodged a Chevy Royal Mail roadster.


The eight-forty-two was in the station, snorting steam from its barrel-shaped smokestack, and they made straight for the first open car. Henry waited for the two women to climb up the metal steps first, his worried gaze scanning the train yard. Millie missed a step, and he caught her, boosting her bottom with both hands.


“Sorry,” he muttered, at the same time she said, “Thanks!”


“Get on, get on!” urged Irene, and with Henry at the rear, the three of them clamored down the aisle. The last bench was empty, and they collapsed into it.


“Lie down,” murmured Henry. “The two of you stick out like goats at a garden party.”


Millie laid her upper body across the seat obediently, and Irene stretched across her with her head on Millie’s hip. Henry tugged his hat low over his eyebrows and looked down, as if he were reading something in his lap. From the corner of her eye, Millie could see him glancing out the window toward Railroad Avenue.


The smokestack let out an enormous huff, the wheels ground to life, and for the second time that day, Millie thought she might go completely insane waiting for a train to get moving. I may never ride the rails again, she thought.


“Damn!” Henry said suddenly, his gaze locking onto something out the train windows.


“What?” demanded Irene.


“He’s out there,” muttered Henry. “Heading toward us . . . looks winded . . .”


“Jesus!” said Irene.


“He’s looking in the windows.” Henry slumped down lower. “Ah, dammit to hell!”


“He saw you!” hissed Irene and popped her head up to look.


Millie sat up, too, and watched in horror as the ungainly man lunged toward the steps of the rolling train car . . .


 . . . and then down he went, his large belly slapping into the dust beside the tracks.


As the train left Barney behind, Henry stood up, pointed out the window, and yelled, “Gai kukken afen yam, you putz!”


There were gasps. Millie glanced around. The train car had filled while she lay across the seat, and suddenly all faces were turned toward the three of them—the disheveled bride, the wide-eyed widow, and the man screaming in a foreign language.


“Henry, what in the world?” demanded Irene.


Henry’s cheeks colored, and he looked away. “It’s just something my zayde—my grandfather—used to say. It’s not very nice. Let’s leave it at that.”


Millie grinned. “Tell us!”


“It means . . .” He laughed and shook his head. “It means go do something . . . unhygienic . . . in the ocean.”


Irene said, “Henry!” And then she laughed. A real laugh! Millie wanted to put her hands on those smooth rounded cheeks. She wanted to feel Irene’s laugh.


But she didn’t. She just squeezed Irene’s hand and said, “Sorry, Henry, but I’m pretty sure there’s no ocean around here.”
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A man usually falls in love with a woman who asks the kinds of questions he is able to answer.


Ronald Colman, actor, producer


They had done it. Escaped with life and limb intact, now bound for Hollywood. As the train barreled through the darkened desert toward the full-color world that awaited them, Irene felt as if she were headed in the right direction for the first time in years.


For a moment, she allowed herself the luxury of daydreaming. It’ll be hard at first, (a weak attempt to corral the fantasy toward some semblance of realism)  . . . but then it will be glorious! We’ll wear beautiful clothes and meet fascinating people. We’ll sleep in soft beds, and eat whenever we’re hungry. I’ll collect books, and Millie will collect . . . whatever it is she likes. Henry will buy a car—a convertible!—and we’ll all drive around in the sunshine. People will recognize us and tell us how good, how really downright astonishing we were in our latest movies. We’ll be so happy!
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