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For Wesley—
 My wild child


For Jerry Quartley—
 For reintroducing me to Jack


And for
 Andrew Marshall and Homer Bass—
 Two men who answered the call of the wild. One survived, one did not.
 Both lived.














But above all the voices there rose one sweetest and clearest of all, and going up into heaven, as it seemed, as a lark’s does on a summer morning. He was only a little fellow that sang—a little boy of the Lastra a Signa, poorer than all the rest; with his white frock clean, but very coarse, and a wreath of scarlet poppies on his auburn curls; a very little fellow, ten years old at most, with thin brown limbs and a lean wistful face, and the straight brows of his country, with dark eyes full of dreams beneath them, and naked feet that could be fleet as a hare’s over the dry yellow grass or the crooked sharp stones.


He was always hungry, and never very strong, and certainly simple and poor as a creature could be, and he knew what a beating meant as well as any dog about the farm. He lived with people who thrashed him oftener than they fed him. He was almost always scolded, and bore the burden of others’ faults. He had never had a whole shirt or a pair of shoes in all his life. He kept goats on one of the dusky sweet-scented hillsides above Signa, and bore, like them, the wind and the weather, the scorch and the storm. And yet, by God’s grace and the glory of childhood, he was happy enough as he went over the bridge and through the white dust, chanting his psalm in the rear of the priests, in the ceremonies of the Corpus Domini.


For the music was in his head and in his heart; and the millions of leaves and the glancing water seemed to be singing with him, and he did not feel the flints under his feet, or the heat of them, as he went singing out all his little soul to the river and the sky and the glad June sunshine, and he was quite happy, though he was of no more moment in the great human world than any one of the brown grilli in the wheat, or tufts of rosemary in the quarry-side; and he did not feel the sharpness of the stones underneath his feet or the scorch of them as he went barefoot along the streets, because he was always looking up at the brightness of the sky, and expecting to see it open and to see the faces of the curly-headed winged children peep out from behind the sun-rays as they did in the old pictures in the villa chapels.


The priests told him he would see them for a certainty if he were good; and he had been good, or at least had tried to be, but the heavens never had opened yet.


It is hard work to be good when you are very little and very hungry, and have many sticks to beat you, and no mother’s lips to kiss you.


—OUIDA, SIGNA


 


Because he was alone
 He became the world we see,
 At the root of the earth, there is Kanaloa
 In the earth rocks, there is he,
 Kanaloa, great voice of the ocean


—FRAGMENT FROM A HAWAIIAN MYTH
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Part 1
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CHAPTER ONE






LOS ANGELES WAS FREEZING but Hobart Bosworth was drenched in his own sweat. His undershirt was plastered to his body and droplets ran like spring-fed creeks down his back. He had run down Spring to catch the little Central trolley, which was already trundling away from its most recent stop, nearly certain that Rhea Haines, one of the Famous Player starlets, but more importantly one of Rudisill’s girlfriends, had seen him outside the Alexandria Hotel. As she was across the street and not on guard, as he was, he had spotted her first. The cab he had been hailing was more than a block away, and her motion indicated she was turning and would have seen him before he could escape in it. So he ran. He hadn’t heard his name called out, which made him think that perhaps there was a slim chance he had slipped out of her sight. It was hard to tell. He was one of the tallest men in Hollywood, and he was certainly dressed like the movie star he was, in a tan wool suit. Normally a slender part of his vanity would have been pleased to have been noticed by someone he knew. But these times were extreme and he was desperate.


Gossip. That’s what he was worried about. The path of gossip was like a lit fuse heading toward a keg of TNT. Or a snowball rolling downhill, gathering more snow. Or maybe a snowball made of TNT, he wasn’t sure. Whichever it was, if she had seen him she would certainly gossip about it to Rudisill. Rudisill would tell Garbutt. Garbutt would tell Zukor. And his proverbial dynamite snowball would explode. Garbutt and Zukor, and probably Rudisill, all thought that he was in Arizona. Because that’s what he had told them. When they found out he was still in Los Angeles they might find out where he was really going. Which could destroy everything he had worked to build.


As he reached for the brass rail of the trolley the thought crossed his mind that he should have given Rhea that part in Pretty Mrs. Smith that she wanted. Instead he had cast Fritzi Scheff as the eponymous heroine, after all, she was prettier. Maybe if Rhea had been cast she would have been so grateful that Hobart would fear no malice in her heart that would cause her to gossip about him. His actresses trusted him and he could trust them. There was a bond that formed. He knew how to make them look good and draw great performances from them, make them shine.


Rudisill, Garbutt, Zukor; these were powerful, rich men. More powerful than he even though he was a studio company owner and picture star. They were certainly wealthier. Wealth and power was what mattered to Rhea and other girls like her—the ones who weren’t going to get the big roles and become famous. The girls who were flooding into Los Angeles as if the dam holding back beautiful girls had burst somewhere just outside the town limits. She was looking out for herself the way a pretty girl with not much acting talent had to. That’s how it worked out here in Hollywoodland and he couldn’t blame her. He didn’t have to like it or her. But he couldn’t blame her. And she just hadn’t been right for the part, after all.


His tortured lungs raged against the abuse. He had fought back against the years of tuberculosis with vigorous exercise, and the warm, dry California climate had helped immensely. But for some reason, running turned breathing into an agony akin to inhaling fire. He slid onto an empty bench and sat up against the window, closing his eyes. He focused on slowing his breathing down, the way he had been taught in the sanatorium back in Arizona, by inhaling through his nose and out through his mouth. With any luck the ache would soon recede. His eyes closed, he listened to the sounds of the city: the beeping of the automobiles, the grinding of the streetcar wheels on metal, the clip-clop of a horse-drawn delivery wagon, the murmurs of the other passengers near him. He could smell the city, too—a familiar blend of dust and ocean, laced with a hint of orange. He never grew tired of the smell of Los Angeles. It seemed as if it was the fragrance of promise, and as he considered himself an optimist, whenever he caught a whiff of that particular blend, he always felt a little inward surge of forward momentum, a burst of hope. Even now, with threats of disaster hanging over him, he couldn’t help but feel a little bit better. After all, he had a plan.


When he was finally able to inhale deeply and exhale through his mouth, he opened his eyes. The tall buildings of downtown, the Security Savings Bank, the Grosse Building, the Lankershim Hotel receded as the streetcar came up on the new auto-dealership district. After this, he rode past large tracts of undeveloped land interrupted by periodic eruptions of new small neighborhoods. If it weren’t for the quality of the light, which was much brighter, this terrain could be Ohio, his boyhood home. It was at once attractive and repugnant.


He breathed a healthy-sounding sigh of relief as the streetcar bounced roughly onto the Electric Avenue line. The winter of 1915 had rolled in early and hard, and the orange trees had quickly been stripped of life and reduced to their twisted, gnarled bones. Hobart loosened his necktie and settled back against the rattan seat, letting the cool breeze blowing in from the Pacific dry his damp clothes. The more he pieced together the moments of the encounter—separating it from his emotions—the more confident he became that Rhea had not seen him. But that didn’t change the fact that he still had to hightail it out of Los Angeles.


The trolley crested a hill, and from this vantage point he could see the sharp ribbons of glittering cobalt blue cut into the landscape just above the shoreline. It was a fascinating sight to Hobart. Only in Los Angeles, he thought. Only in a town in which the stock in trade was dreams could a man like Abbot Kinney have realized his vision of recreating the canals of Venice. And only in Los Angeles would anybody have ever thought it was a good idea. On close examination the genuine city of Venice, rising from its azure lagoon, was in and of itself a horrendous idea but at least its inspiration had been grounded in something resembling sense—to provide a natural defense against marauders and easy access to the commerce that traveled by sea. But this California Venice had been built ten years ago as an adventure in speculative real estate development—acres and acres plowed under and dug up, millions of dollars spent, all to create an interesting destination for the trolley. The imaginary made inevitable.


By the time he disembarked at the small station in front of the Lagoon Amphitheater opposite the amusement pier, only his damp collar remained as a reminder of his earlier mad dash. The thrill rides were shuttered for the season, the massive Ferris wheel, the twisting Automobile Races, the Mill Ride, and the Journey through Hades. A few old men dangled fishing lines from the pier into the calm waters beyond the surf. Hobart had never seen one fish caught from a pier in all the time he had spent on waterfronts in his life. But he always admired the optimism of the fisherman.


He turned his collar up and pulled his hat down against the chill wind that was blowing in off the ocean. Overhead a biplane bounced through the bright atmosphere, heading toward or coming from Ince Aviation Field in the distance. Behind him the imported Venetian gondolas tied to posts at the boathouse and grouped together like a log jam on the river thumped hollowly against one another. There were no lovers to ride today, nor gondoliers to serenade them.


Hobart walked east along what the residents referred to as the Grim Canal. The sea pumps that kept the lattice of carved waterways filled appeared to be under repair—their natural state it seemed—and the water was turning brackish with the waste from the settlement. It was one true thing, he noted, that Venice had in common with its namesake. He was grateful for the cool air. When the temperatures rose, so did the open sewer smell. Already there were community voices calling for filling in the canals and paving them under. He passed a flier drifting just below the surface of the water—a call to rally against the Kaiser in the great war raging in Europe. There were always people calling for change of some kind or another—pave Venice under or save Mother Russia—all the same.


He made a left and took the bridge that crossed the canal past the shuttered summer cottages, over another bridge across the Altair Canal, until he reached the small cluster of bungalows on U.S. Island. At the door of one, nearly hidden behind the great ferns in the small front yard, he gave the knocker a few loud taps, then waited for the footsteps. Soon enough the door swung open. Willoughby Hollis blinked and squinted into the sudden sunlight, trying to focus his bloodshot eyes on the figure on his doorstep.


After a long look he nodded, smiled slightly, and said, “Hullo Bosworth.” He took a step back and let Hobart enter. The stuntman smelled of juniper berries and strong pipe tobacco, and so did his small house.


“How have you been, Champ?” The lights were off and the curtains were drawn. Hollis shut the door with his left hand, keeping his right arm tucked tightly against his body.




“Better than ever,” he replied, seemingly unaware of the spastic twitch his head gave as punctuation to his sentence.


“I was just over at the Alexandria looking for you. Allan Dwan’s there rounding up every cowboy he can find for his new Fairbanks picture. The Good Bad Man.”


Hollis shrugged with disinterest.


“Working much?”


“Keepin’ my head up,” he replied, shuffling toward the kitchen. “Want some java? I got some on.”


“Sure.” He sat down in a club chair, recognizing it as one of the pieces he had used a few years ago when he had first started Hobart Bosworth Productions with the film The Sea Wolf. Willoughby had taken them away when the wear and tear began to show on film. Now the leather cover was cracked and the cotton stuffing was leaking out in tufts. Willoughby came back carrying two large clay mugs, more props that Hobart recognized—these from his Canadian stories. Again, Willoughby kept his right arm close, even though it made holding the mug awkward. He handed Bosworth the other mug from his left hand.


“Busted rib?” Hobart gave a slight indication to Willoughby’s right side.


“Ribs,” he said with a groan as he lowered himself into the club chair’s twin on the other side of the small coffee table. “Three of ’em.” His head snapped spastically again and he grinned, revealing the bloody gap between his incisors. “A rough shoot.”


He was lying. Hobart knew that if Willoughby had been injured in a fight scene that he would have heard about it on the grapevine. His old friend’s injuries were not the result of a staged bar fight gone out of control and they weren’t from a fall off a horse. Willoughby had been picking up money at the Friday night fights.


Hobart had met Willoughby in a match in Chicago years earlier when they were both in their early twenties—before Hobart had heard the call of the stage lights. Willoughby was the more experienced of the two, and slightly bigger. But the difference then, as it was now, was that Willoughby seemed to like the punishment of the ring and used it to fuel his combat, whereas Hobart avoided pain at all costs by striking earlier and faster. It was one of the reasons why Hobart’s nose remained straight, and long, and handsome, while Willoughby’s was spread across his face like the flattened mesas in Monument Valley. It was also one of the reasons why he had been, at least at one time, one of the most in-demand stuntmen in town.


In their first meeting, as in their second and third, Hobart had left the bigger man drooling on the canvas and fumbling for his mouthpiece. To Willoughby, the only man he could respect was one who had whupped him, which meant that he respected very few men. To those he did, his loyalty was deep and faithful and always earnestly surprising. When Hobart had succumbed to the lure of the movies, his friend left the fight and rodeo circuits behind to join him. As Bosworth’s star had ascended, so did his need for a stunt double. Willoughby’s physique was enough like his that he could pass on film. Hobart’s hope was that there was still enough of that resemblance now for him to fool another more perceptive and less forgiving audience.


“I’m hoping what brought you out here was some of that money you owed me,” Willoughby said, the missing teeth turning his “s” sounds into sputtering lisps.


“To my recollection we’re all square. The lawyer that kept you from going to jail on a drunk and disorderly didn’t come cheap.”


“I’d have taken my pinch. At least I’d a had some of my life savin’s waitin’ for me when I came out.”


“You made an investment in my company, same as others have.”


“And when’s that gonna start payin’ off for me again exactly?”


“You know, it’s not a sure thing, show business. We’re doing about as well as anybody else. But the houses take their share, and the distributors, and then there’s equipment and the Teamsters.”


“And you haven’t had a hit since Sea Wolf.”


“My pictures do well.”


“But you haven’t had a hit in two years. And hits pay the bills. And pay back investors. So I haven’t got my money back.” He rubbed his left hand over his right side.


“There’s a gig,” Hobart said. “A good one.”


“So. So what’s the gig? I don’t know if you could tell by lookin’ at me, but I ain’t in shape for fallin’ down right now. Or much of anything else.”


“It’s a part,” he replied. “A real part.”


Willoughby laughed. “Acting? I’d rather fall off a roof. You can’t put this mug on film. You’d scare away the audience. We’re trying to make money, remember?”




“It’s a part you can play. I know you’ll be good at it.”


“What is it? The part?”


“Me.”


“Come again?”


“I need you to play me.”


“That’s gonna be some kind of picture.”


“It’s not a picture. I need you to move into my house and pretend you’re me.”


“Over in Westlake? And give up all this? Okay.”


“Listen to me. There’s more to it than that.”


“I said okay.”


“Hang on, Champ. I’ve been putting it out that my tuberculosis is back. I’ve been out to Arizona for some treatment and now I’m shutting myself in to recuperate.”


“You ain’t sick?” Willoughby drew back slightly.


Hobart shook his head. “No. But you were right about needing a hit. In fact, we need a hit real bad. Birth of a Nation big. But without the troubles. One hit will put us in great shape. Hobart Bosworth Productions will be the going concern in town. Bigger than Biograph. Bigger than Famous Players. There are people who know that. People who want a piece.”


“Other investors?”


“Something like that.”


“Jesus, Bosworth. When are you going to realize that you’re just an actor, not a businessman?”


“I have a plan and I need your help. I need for people to think that I’m still in town.”


“Where are you going to be?”


“North.”


“Where?”


“Will you do it or won’t you?”


“Well, hell, brother! I already said I’d do it.”


“So you’ll lay low and let people think it’s me holed up in my home?”


“With this face the way it is right now it’s just as well I stay indoors.”


Hobart stood up and fished for his keys. “You’re the only one who knows. I’ve had to let the servant staff go.” Willoughby, taking the keys, shook his head at the word “servant.” “The larder and bar are fully stocked. There’s everything you need plus five hundred dollars in cash in an envelope in the desk in my study.” He didn’t want to mention that the sum amounted to a little more than half of his overall current worth; the rest he carried on him. If his plan worked as he hoped then the money would be flowing again soon. “If anyone calls you just answer the phone, sound like me sick, and tell them to go away. Don’t let anyone in at the gate. But let yourself be seen by passersby and delivery boys at the head of the path.”


“How long will you be away to the north?”


“Only a week or so, I hope.” He heard the distant buzzing of the biplane again. He hoped his gear had arrived at the airfield safely. He’d had to use a courier service that wouldn’t recognize his name instead of the regular studio messenger. He would know soon enough; a quick glance at his pocket watch showed that he was due to meet his charter in half an hour. “You’ll do it?”


“How many times do I have to say I’ll do it? I’ll do it.”


“Okay. You’ll go today?”


“As soon as I wrap up my affairs.”


“I’m serious.”


“Relax, chum,” Willoughby said with a horrifying grin. “I’m on my way already.”


Hobart opened the door and the brightness startled him. He had grown accustomed to the darkness of Willoughby’s home. He felt Willoughby moving up behind him.


“What’s your big plan for getting a hit? What are you going to do?”


Hobart Bosworth watched the small red plane on the horizon head in for a landing. “I’m going to catch a wolf.”















CHAPTER TWO






THE STOMACH CRAMPS SEIZED Hobart three hours later about a thousand feet above the California coastline. Nerves. He had always had a vaguely nervous stomach and had to be very careful about what he ate, and for breakfast he had taken his usual fresh fruit and farina. But here he was flying through the clouds, squeezing his buttocks together as tightly as he could as the sweat streamed around his leather goggles and the lenses fogged up. He held himself rigidly, breathing in through his nose and out through his clenched teeth. He twisted in his seat, looking back.


“How much longer?” He pointed down toward the ground for added emphasis.


“What?” The Jenny rocked a little as the pilot looked up from his dead-reckoning chart. His own eyes looked like pupils inside the larger lenses of his goggles, making him resemble a strange owl that Hobart would have found hilarious under other circumstances.


“How long?”


“Soon!” Gerald Ruby cried over the wind and the roar of the biplane’s engine. Ruby was not a particularly well educated man, nor would he ever be called clever. Nevertheless he was one of those lucky native-born Californians who became rich selling their parents’ vast and once worthless ranchland to Los Angeles developers and now had the money, time, and passion for expensive hobbies. In this case the three converged around flying. Ruby had purchased one of the first JN-3s off the assembly line, and his offer to take any member of the Los Angeles Golf Club for a flight was a standing one. When he’d heard about Hobart’s destination, he’d leaped at the chance to put his prize to such a test. He’d even refused Hobart’s weak offer to pay for fuel and lodging on the way, and gone so far as to pack a lunch for them both.


Money. That was the cause of Hobart’s nervous stomach today, he thought as he closed his eyes, waiting for the spasm to pass. He was worrying about money all the time now. How much did he have left? How much had he spent on this film or that contract? How long could he go? How much could he borrow? How much could he owe? How much could he lose? How much did he spend yesterday? That much? How? Had dinner cost that much? Why did he have to have that suit? That membership? How deep in shit was he?


A lot, according to his gut.


The money would come, he told himself. It always seemed to. He wouldn’t have made it this far if he hadn’t managed to squeeze blood from a stone. He knew how to be poor if he had to be. There was always a way to rustle up some cash—a poker game, someone interested in investing in motion pictures, a soft touch. He looked back again at Ruby. The man was younger than Hobart’s forty-eight years, in his midthirties Hobart guessed. Hobart also knew that he didn’t look much older than Ruby (“boyishly handsome” had been a recent Variety assessment) though he had started recently feeling his age on cold mornings and once in a while in bed with one starlet or another, he found he’d rather sleep than screw.


“If the wind and fuel hold,” Ruby told him in a loud voice, “we should raise San Francisco by nightfall.”


Hobart nodded.


“Hey,” called the stout man. “I saw The Sea Wolf a couple of months ago at the Egyptian and you weren’t in it. I thought you were Wolf Larsen.”


Hobart sighed. “Yes,” he called back, “I am Wolf Larsen. In the authorized version, which I produced and directed as well,” he added for emphasis. He watched their shadow zooming over the ground below. The airplane ride was as thrilling as he had hoped. “That’s an illegal production made by swindlers who did not have the rights from Jack London, as I did, to make that picture. We fought the Balboa Amusement Company in court over their version and we’ve just been recently vindicated completely. Those pictures are to be confiscated and burned. Thanks to us, you’ll have to own the rights to a book, Jack London’s or any others, to make a picture of it.”


“Well, I thought it was pretty good anyway,” the man said, somewhat defensively. “It’s just a great story.”


“My version was better,” Hobart muttered, loud enough to be heard. “Definitive.”


“Well, I liked your Martin Eden picture,” Ruby shouted. “But I thought the fella that played him, Peyton, seemed a little stiff.”


“I wanted to play the part myself but I just didn’t have time,” Hobart acknowledged.


“You’re a little old for Martin Eden, ain’t you? I mean he’s a young fella.”


“I’m an actor,” he said, feeling a little hurt. “I could have played Martin Eden had I so chosen. Of course, anytime you want to come into the picture business with me, I’d be happy to let you consult on casting decisions like that as soon as your check clears. In fact, we’ve got an interesting project in development.”


“Oh no, no, no.” Ruby waved off that suggestion. “If I’ve told you once I’ve told you a thousand times, pictures are too risky for my blood.”


“Safer than airplanes, though.”


“At least my Jenny only has one pilot.”


The perspective on clouds was like nothing Hobart had ever experienced before. They were mountains of gray spun glass, distant islands to remain ever unexplored, continents of dissipation. In his early twenties, before the boxing, before the vaudeville and the acting, he had gone to sea, working on cargo ships in an effort to put as many miles as possible between him and his father’s horrible little farm in Ohio. The vista now reminded him of those days when his only burden was an uncertain future, as opposed to now when his certain burden was his mishandled past.


“Those fellas with the other Sea Wolf,” Ruby hollered, “they really burned your ass, didn’t they.”


“Not that you’d notice,” Hobart lied loudly and cheerfully. Hobart’s first rule of the picture business was that you never told anyone the truth about the bottom line.




But the losses had been staggering. Although it appeared that his Sea Wolf had been a blockbuster, the money he had spent to defend his ownership of the rights to make the film from the popular book had wiped out any profits that had made their way to him. In fact, the battle to be proven right had driven his entire studio to the brink of failure, and he’d had to mortgage it to the hilt—to Rudisill, Garbutt, and Zukor.


“I bet old Jack London is sure gonna be happy to see you when we get there.”


Hobart watched a single massive thunderhead form far to the east of the Jenny. Its dark edges were trimmed with the slightest highlights of pink. The whole colossal shape appeared to be painted on a backdrop of unimaginable scale.


“Sure.”


“I can’t wait to meet him. He’s my favorite writer.”


“Mine too.” Hobart grinned to himself. It wasn’t just because an airplane would provide the swiftest transport to San Francisco that he had called upon Gerald Ruby. As he’d learned from many years as an actor and director and finally producer, he had a canny, or uncanny, ability to find out what truly motivated people. Gerald Ruby always called the office of Hobart Bosworth Productions for passes to the premiere of a Jack London picture.


“I’ve read all his novels. White Fang. Call of the Wild. Martin Eden. All of them.”


“Really? I lost count after his first dozen.”


“Well, I’ve read a bunch of them, anyway. The story collection, too. You’re positive he won’t mind if I stay at his ranch with you all?” He sounded like a little boy asking his father for permission to get an autograph from a famous ballplayer.


“Are you kidding? Jack and Charmian love company. There are always people from out of town visiting at the ranch. Charmian calls their new mansion the Jack London Traveling Road Show Wolf House; it has over a dozen rooms just for guests. It’s absolutely magnificent. Built of massive native redwoods and stones carved from local quarries. He’s designed it himself. Last time I saw him he showed me the plans and we walked the foundations. It looks as if it has been there for a thousand years. As if Vikings had landed in California ages ago and built a great lodge in Glen Ellen before sailing into history leaving it for Jack London to discover on his Beauty Ranch.”




“How much land does he own now?”


“Well, he’s bought a number of farms and a vineyard over the past decade. I’d guess around two thousand acres.”


“How long have you known him?”


“We went into business about five years ago. I licensed the film rights to some of his books. I’ve made The Sea Wolf, Burning Daylight parts one and two, The Valley of the Moon, Martin Eden, An Odyssey of the North, and John Barleycorn.”


“Sounds like it’s working out well for both of you.”


“Absolutely.” The thundercloud loomed larger. “It’s been great.”


Except for the swindlers.


And Garbutt and Rudisill.


And Adolph Zukor.


And Jack.


 


“My favorite hotel in the world,” Hobart said, jumping from their hired car to the curb in front of the Palace. “As a young sailor on shore leave I used to stand on this spot and dream about staying here. I wanted to slide my hands over the brightwork and polished redwood, to shuffle my feet across the carpet. To rub elbows with the swells.” The remembrance of those days—nearly thirty years past—filled him with a happy sense of warmth. The camaraderie of his waterfront friends, the companionship of the prostitutes, the songs, the liquor, the freedom of being young, that was what San Francisco used to mean to him. “Four years ago when I first came up to meet Jack London I finally got to stay here. It hasn’t changed a bit from my younger days.”


“Oh, yes it has,” Ruby said, struggling with a heavy case bound with leather straps. He refused the driver’s help with a curt, “Get the other things.” He lowered the heavy case to the sidewalk with a grunt. “It was burned to the ground in the fire after the quake. It was rebuilt completely from the ground up. Then there was another fire on the inside in 1909 so they had to rebuild again.”


“I hadn’t heard.”


“Really?”


“I don’t follow the news much. Too busy working.”


“So, this is not the Palace of your youth. Well, one thing they always did right was steak. Let’s go check in and see if they still do.”


“Do you need some help with that?”




“I got it,” he said, hoisting it up to his chest and refusing the bellman.


“What’s inside?”


“Nothing really.” He hoisted the box up on his shoulder and Hobart followed him and his mysterious cargo into the rich, glowing amber warmth of the hotel. The lobby was civilized—the original builder had feverishly pursued the European ideals of taste and service and the management had maintained or even exceeded the original vision. Hobart gestured for the bellman, the same one Ruby had brusquely dismissed moments before, and gave him command over his trunk and bag. He may not have known about airplanes and Ruby may have known more about the city than he did, but he had spent years touring from one theater to another and he knew how to get the best from the best hotels. Like many rich people who had grown up with service, Ruby merely expected it, unlike Hobart, who had learned how to demand it. He guided them both quickly through the process of checking into their separate rooms even though they had no reservations. Then he sent a cable to London at the Beauty Ranch, notifying him of their arrival in San Francisco and letting him know what time they would be arriving at Glen Ellen. The two men then adjourned to their rooms.


From his window, he could see the incredible rebirth of San Francisco. The city skyline was a skeleton of construction and scaffolding. Any building that didn’t look as if it was being built looked new and clean and modern. As darkness settled across the city, Hobart could see strings of Christmas lights coming on, wrapped around numerous houses. It made the city seem alive and glittering in a way that Los Angeles never did.


Before long he had washed and changed into suitable dining clothes. For Hobart this meant a gray worsted suit, the wool from a small ranch nestled deep in the Scottish Highlands, crafted for him by his own studio tailor—the crisp, razor-sharp English style perfectly draping his tall, fit frame. They met under the Maxfield Parrish mural of the Pied Piper leading helpless village children to an uncertain fate, then were shown to their table under the curved arcs of cut glass that swept up to a ceiling that dripped heavy chandeliers in the crystal pavilion of the main dining room.


“I want to hear more about London,” Ruby asked as they were seated. “Is he as strong as they say? I’ve heard he only eats raw beef that he raises himself on his ranch. Does he talk much about his hobo days? Did you ever ask him about the Gold Rush?”


Instead of answering Hobart politely turned his attention to the hovering waiter and began ordering the meal for both of them in a polite and knowing way. Ruby, a man who loved his food as much as the next gourmand, looked stricken at not being consulted. “But I was going to have a steak,” he interrupted as Hobart began to order their third course.


“Trust me about the chateaubriand,” Hobart responded. “The way they make it here, you’ll never suffer a plain steak again.” He turned to the waiter. “Ask the chef to be judicious with the béarnaise sauce, please.”


“Of course,” the waiter replied.


Ruby might have mastered the buying and selling of the earth and the art of flying over it, but when it came to fine living few had made such a study of it as Hobart Bosworth.


It was well known among show folk that Hobart Bosworth was exquisitely enlightened when it came to knowledge about wines. He had realized early on that educating himself about certain aspects of culture would make his ascent up society’s ladder easier. He had quickly learned that wine was one of those areas, like opera, where people acted as if they knew a great deal, when in fact, they did not. So he had applied himself to studying wines with the same vigor with which he had later studied fashion, food, literature, and, ultimately, picture making.


If, in the course of his self-education, Hobart had learned one thing about the rich and the powerful it was that they loved to be told what to do on occasion. It was as if they spent so much time ordering others around, that when the tables were turned and someone took control in a surprising way, they were almost relieved not to have to make another decision. Ruby appeared to be no different—his proud shoulders sagged somewhat at his having ceded control of his food. But it only took a sip of the ’03 Heidsieck Brut before he regained his focus and began asking about London again. Was he really six foot five and had he really celebrated his eighteenth birthday in the Yukon by wrestling a grizzly bear? Did he really have twenty unpublished novels in a vault? Was it true that President Roosevelt had placed a call to the Japanese to have him released from prison? How had Hobart Bosworth come to know him?


Finally a question Hobart could answer. He thoughtfully chewed on a slippery Olympia oyster, swallowed it, cleared his throat, and paused for a long moment. “I wrote him a letter.” He signaled for the maître d’ and then continued as the man headed across the large room. “I had fallen in love with his books—I explained how I shared his love for the greatness of nature and his loathing of the worst aspects of civilization. I, like him, had spent years of my youth on the seas or on the road. I had turned to art, first acting the classics and then directing moving pictures, as he had turned to writing to tell the truth. And I was successful, though by no means as successful as he.”


“Sir?” The maître d’ had arrived in answer to his gesture.


“There should be a message addressed to me. By wire or phone. Would you ask after it at the desk?”


“Absolutely, Mr. Bosworth. I’ll take care of it. How is everything?”


Hobart immediately identified the gentleman’s accent as Romanian. “Everything’s fine, thank you. Oh! Please tell the steward we’re ready for the Château Montrose.”


“Immediately, sir.” The man melted away.


Hobart focused for a moment on the music drifting through the room—a soul-touching melody drawn from a harp, flute, and viola. He loved bringing musicians on set to help set the mood and edited his scenes to music as well. He wished he could attach music to his pictures. It would add so much. Often he would choose an accompaniment for his pictures with cues for the musicians. The results were less than satisfactory. No two theaters ever played it the same way.


“I wanted The Sea-Wolf. Griffith had made a one-reeler of The Call of the Wild and had done so fairly well. But I knew The Sea-Wolf for what it was, London’s masterpiece. I told him how the conflict between the mighty Wolf Larsen and the intellectual Van Weyden was the most perfect illumination of the struggles within human nature itself ever written in America. I knew not even Griffith had the ability to tell such a story on film. I begged him for permission to tell the tale. He wrote me back promptly.”


Ruby looked up from his chateaubriand, which he had attacked with delight. His face had taken on the color of the wine. Hobart’s meal remained mostly untouched; he had ordered it mostly for show. He hated to see it sitting there untouched—it had cost so much—but his stomach was in no condition to accept it. He deducted the cost of the meal from his overall capital and forced himself to take a few bites. With only a few hundred bucks left, food like this would be scarce from now on.


“You know that Jack London receives a tremendous amount of mail from all corners of the world because his works are published everywhere, and he is famous everywhere. He writes his new works in the morning. One thousand words a day, every day. If he misses his target, then he makes up the difference the next day in addition to his daily one thousand. In the afternoon he attends to his correspondence, answering all his letters personally. Whether you’re a comrade socialist seeking encouragement or a young writer seeking advice, if you have written to Mr. Jack London, you will receive a letter in return. And so he wrote me back as well. He knew of my pictures and recognized in my love for nature and beauty that I was a kindred soul. He extended an immediate invitation to visit him and Charmian at the Beauty Ranch. And I caught the Pacific Coast Express up here.


“Beauty Ranch in the Valley of the Moon, well, you’ll see it for yourself tomorrow. It is an astounding experiment in utopian vision. A convict on parole from San Quentin can find a job there, as can any Joe down on his luck. He is pioneering farm sciences from around the world; terracing from the Orient, plowing under crops and letting the fields sit fallow for years as they do in France. He has dammed up a creek to create a lake that provides irrigation for his crops. The design he has created for a hog sty is a model for cleanliness that Sinclair Lewis would admire. He is breeding beef cattle from the finest California stock. He is even attempting to revive the dormant local industry of wine making with his acres of grape vines. All this while still setting the pace for American writers.”


The maître d’ appeared as smoothly as he had recently vanished. “I’m sorry, Mr. Bosworth, but there is no message of any sort for you at this time. However as soon as it comes in I have asked them to let me know.”


A small icicle of anxiety pierced Hobart’s nearly empty stomach. “All right,” he said, dismissing the messenger.


“No word from London?” Ruby asked.


Hobart shook his head. “But I did send the message late. He may not have received it yet, or Nakata, his manservant, may be waiting until the morning to give it to him.” That was the best situation he could hope for, the icicle reminded him. The apple dumpling dessert was draped in a warm brandy hard sauce. He poked the pastry around on the dish and sipped his port.


“Jack London greeted me as a brother. I spent a week on his land, riding horses with him, watching the progress of Wolf House, listening to him read from his latest works at night before he disappeared to research the classics or read the latest from the fields of science or literature or philosophy. By the end of a week in his presence I had decided to form Hobart Bosworth Productions, Inc., in order to go into partnership with him to create a series of pictures based on his works. And over the past three years that’s exactly what I’ve done.”


“So what explains the urgency of our trip today? Why not take the train again?”


“I thought you wanted to meet him.”


“Of course I do!” Ruby was slurring his words. His being seemed to have settled in a place of contentment.


“Well, I’ll tell you what I’m after. I want a Jack London story that’s exclusive to me. I don’t want to be chiseled by the phonies again. Now that we’ve won our copyright battles, it’ll be even harder for them. And they can’t shoot a competing version if I have the original screenplay. An original Jack London story written expressly for the pictures is bound to be as close to a sure-fire hit as one can have in this crazy business. No one can walk into a bookstore and buy a copy of it—they’ll have to see it in the theater. I’m in a hurry because life is short and I want to get Jack excited about this as quickly as possible.”


Ruby’s eyes were bright with enthusiasm. “Jack London writing original moving picture stories,” he whispered.


“Stimulating, isn’t it?” Hobart sat back and watched his companion closely.


“Incredibly.”


“Just think. In a few short hours you’re going to be party to the birth of a new Jack London work—a new chapter in his amazing career. You and I are going to turn Jack London into a picture writer.”


“I can’t believe it.”


“Believe it. It’ll be better and bigger than Birth of a Nation. I guarantee it.”


“What’s the story?”


“I’ll leave that to Jack. He’ll do what he does best, and then I’ll do what I do best.”




Ruby nodded eagerly, and Hobart knew that the hook he had been trying to set all day was in. It was only later, when he was alone in his room, with the chill wind blowing wisps of fog through the open floor-to-ceiling windows that looked out over the bay, as he held the receipt for the massive dinner he had just paid for, that he vomited up the little food he had eaten. But even that hadn’t purged his gut of the growing, digging, twisting icicle.















CHAPTER THREE






HOBART AWOKE JUST AFTER dawn still perturbed by the fact that, too old or not, he should have played Martin Eden, the fictional hero of the story of London’s own rise from poverty to fame. He’d wanted to, but the pressures of adapting the book for the screen, as well as producing and directing, had seemed too much of a burden at the time. He could see himself in the part; worn shoes, holes in every pocket, cigarette burns on the sleeves, a notebook full of story ideas, a handful of rejection letters from publishers in his fist, the writer on the eve of the success that would transform his life. Hobart knew he could transform from that Eden to the one full of weariness, the one who carried the disillusioning sickness with the world and from the world that gnawed at his coiled innards, the dying of his soul preceding the dying of the flesh. Martin Eden became a young man without hope. He was a character for whom suicide was the preferable choice to life and suffering. At least in the final plummet from a ship’s stern, all would be still and dark and bliss.


He sat up and poured a glass of water. Were things so desperate that some part of him was contemplating suicide? He thought not. He had hope. He was an actor at heart, after all. And what was an actor, if not ever hopeful—that there would be another play, another part, another audience? He lived on hope.


He knew how to create characters beyond what was written on the page. During the rehearsals of Hedda Gabler in New York he had had the critical insight that Lövborg, the drunkard intellectual, must stand ramrod straight at all costs and at all times in order to preserve his dignity. It was understood in the theater that drunks must always be played as swaying, loose-limbed wastrels, and the arguments with his director had been epic. But he was so sure he was right and the audiences and critics bore him out. No one had seen the pride of a man crippled by alcoholism so realistically portrayed before. He often found himself praised in the reviews before and above the grand Mrs. Minnie Fiske herself. It was the role that had made him a star.


He set down the empty glass and muttered to himself what he had divined to be the proper interpretation of the dream; I should have played Martin Eden. He swung himself out of bed. Then it would have been a hit.


He bathed while waiting for his breakfast cart to arrive, letting the warm water wash away his stress and the remaining wisps of the dream that still clung to him. He then ate in his robe, sitting on the edge of his bed, watering down his coffee to a weak brew, and dipping the edges of his sourdough toast in the running yolks of the poached eggs. Years of traveling and touring had taught him that you couldn’t poach a rotten egg, and they had the further virtue of being well tolerated by his stomach. Then he dressed, today in a soft brown wool suit, appropriate for both the season and the occasion. He packed up his case, rang the desk for the bellhop. Upon exiting the room he found the copy of Variety he had requested folded neatly by the door. He scanned the headlines, then tucked it under his arm and descended to the lobby to wait for Ruby and his mysterious case to make their way down. When he finally arrived he was cheerful but bleary eyed, indicating the anathema of the idle rich to the early morning hours.


Together they rode in a taxi to the busy waterfront and caught the ferry to Sausalito, then another north to Petaluma at Sonoma Landing. The bay traffic was a riot of massive steamships, the ocean liners and freighters, marching relentlessly out to sea, and the smaller local craft, fishing vessels and merchant craft of that sort, that shot about the larger boats’ shadowy wakes and played before their looming prows like speedy, insolent waterbugs. Upon reaching the small ferry outpost at the point where city began to give way to country, they headed to the station servicing the Southern Pacific Line. Before long the small train left the station and they headed into the low rolling hills of the Sonoma Valley. A light rain began to fall over the farmland.


Hobart opened his Variety. It was the only paper, other than Film Daily, that he read on a regular basis, even though he was far removed from the theater scene of the East Coast and the vaudeville circuit in general. Here was news of his old friend, Lowden Adams, opening tonight in Our American Cousin at the Booth while Grace George’s presence had contributed to the extension of the run of Major Barbara. He had worked with her before and would love to see her in the pictures. But film acting was beneath top stage actresses such as herself in spite of all he had done to prove its worth. Tucked here and there throughout the paper were ads for pictures in circulation, including the ones from Paramount, which distributed the pictures of Hobart Bosworth Productions, Inc. The biggest of these by far was the ad placed by Fox Films for Destruction, starring Theda Bara. Hobart made a mental note to send her a bouquet when he had the chance, and to make sure Paramount bought a bigger ad for his next picture. When. And if.


Ruby sat for a little while with his hands in his lap. He seemed slightly anxious, as if debating whether to ask a question or take an action in the brief times when Hobart stopped reading and began flipping pages. Finally, he stood and opened his case, which he had placed on the rack above the seats. Hobart feigned a lack of interest. Ruby pulled an object out, closed the case, and sat down. Hobart could see that it was a book.


“What are you reading?” he asked innocently, putting down the paper.


“Valley of the Moon,” Ruby replied, holding up the copy for Hobart to examine. “First edition. I, uh, thought this would be a good time to reread it.”


“How many of his books are you carrying?”


Ruby cleared his throat and made a hand gesture of surrender. “All of them,” he said at last.


“All first editions?”


Ruby nodded. “I told you I had all his books.”


“I didn’t know you meant with you.”


Ruby sat down, clutching the book. “I was hoping I could find an opportune moment to have him sign it. Or a few. I went a little overboard probably, didn’t I.”




“I wouldn’t worry about it. I’m sure he’ll be flattered. If I know Jack, he’ll happily sign them all and throw in a few copies of his latest to boot.”


His traveling companion’s face lit up like a child who had been given a full sack of Christensen glass marbles.


“When we arrive,” Hobart told Ruby, “Jack should be waiting for us either on his trap or in one of the Glen Ellen taverns. If he is late then we will hear him coming because of all the bells he’s fixed to his wagon. Then we’ll see something wonderful as the townsfolk turn out to wave as the emperor of Glen Ellen drives his team through town. It’s a sight to behold. I almost hope he’s late so we get to see it. We’ll have several drinks in his favorite tavern, so I hope you’re thirsty. Jack will have his own bottle of whiskey, but he’ll buy for anyone in the saloon. Since the people of Glen Ellen know this they will crowd the bar. Fortunately for Jack, it’s a small town. After much singing and storytelling, hopefully more of the latter and less of the former, we’ll race up the mountain as fast as two horses can and there we’ll be, guests of the Beauty Ranch in the Valley of the Moon.” He took the book from Ruby’s hands. “Shall I read to you some of my favorite passages?”


“Yes, please.” Ruby settled back. And as they rolled toward the knobby hills covered in spruce and oak, Hobart read the romance of Billy and Saxon as they left the hardships of city life behind them for a new life of freedom and love in this very land.


The rain was falling steadily as the train arrived in Glen Ellen just past two o’clock, as scheduled. The deluge had swept the streets clean. There was no one to be seen, and no horse-drawn carriage waiting anywhere along the street as Hobart had expected. Across from the train station were several low-storied buildings, including the post office, a hotel, and the general store. The rest of the buildings, from where the road turned into town to where it turned left and away toward the Valley of the Moon, seemed to be the other outlets of support for the local economy.


“Sure is a drinking town,” Ruby said, stating the obvious. Hobart peered to the end of the road. London had preferred the tavern just at the end of the street on the curve, the Overton, on his last visit. But again, there was no sign of his customary vehicle in front.


Ruby looked at him with raised eyebrows. “Should we wait?”




“I want to check out a few of the bars first. He might be having a drink.”


Ruby took off his coat and wrapped it around his case. “Let’s go!” he cried cheerfully. Hobart grinned. He had chosen his traveling companion well. Off they sped into the downpour, dashing into one saloon and then the next, each time to be greeted only by a dour bartender who had only the shake of a head for them at the mention of London’s name. Finally, breathless and wet, they stood on the porch of the yellow brick hotel.


“Let’s see if they have a phone we can use,” he told Ruby, sweeping the water from his face. Ruby nodded. As they entered the lobby Hobart paused for a moment at the familiar sign that hung over the doors: No Dogs—No Actors. He sighed inwardly. If only John Wilkes Booth had been a lawyer.


He let his eyes adjust to the gloom of the lobby. Old gas lamps and a dying fire in the fireplace provided illumination that barely cut through the murk of deep red rugs and old dark wood. The front desk was empty and there were no other souls in the room. The faint scent of roasting fish hung in the air. Ruby went to the fireplace and stamped his feet, rubbing his hands near the flames to dry and warm them, casting his eyes over the photos framed and placed on the mantle. Hobart approached the front desk and rang the bell. The pathetic chime echoed once and then died a lonely death, unable to rouse anyone. He rang again and the sound followed its predecessor into the darkness.


“Maybe we should just head back over to the Overton,” he said, walking across the lobby to Ruby. He had to appreciate the decor; the furniture was rustic yet expensive, and well chosen. Glen Ellen had the reputation for being a country retreat for the wealthy of San Francisco and Oakland, and the hotel lived up to it.


“Right now? It’s pouring out.” Ruby was right, the downpour had turned torrential, biblical. “I’d just as soon wait here until the rain lets up a little.”


The warmth of the fire was attractive. It pulled the cold dampness from Hobart’s bones.


“I wonder what happened to the third floor?” Ruby was pointing at one of the photos of the hotel. “There’s a third story here, but this building only has two stories now. Wonder what happened?”


“Quake happened.”




The two men spun around from the light of the fire and peered into the dark room. The creaky, laconic voice that had answered Ruby came from somewhere just beyond their vision.


“The 1906 quake flattened out the top floor like a flapjack.”


Now Hobart could see a figure moving toward them. The man was short but still lost in the shadows.


“Lucky any of it stood at all.”


Hobart cleared his throat. “Jack?”


“Excuse me?” The man who stepped into the light of a gas lamp was wizened and brown like one of the countryside’s many Joshua trees.


“I’m sorry,” Hobart said. “I thought you were…I was expecting someone to meet us.”


“Ain’t no one come in here today but us,” the man replied, stepping into enough light that Hobart could see his crooked smile. “You two lookin’ for rooms? Plannin’ on stayin’ with us?” He walked back to the front desk.


“Actually, we just came in to get out of the rain and to use your telephone.”


“Phone’s out,” the innkeeper said, taking up his post behind the desk. “Electricity too. Happens every time it rains. Weather never seems to affect the whale oil, though.” He nodded at the lamp on the desk.


Hobart looked out the window at the street. The train had departed and the small station was deserted. There was no sign of London’s trap anywhere up or down the street, that much he could see at least through the sheets of rain.


“Maybe we should wait down at the tavern?” Ruby suggested, interrupting Hobart’s train of thought.


Hobart held up a finger to him, then turned back to the innkeeper. “My friend and I are on an errand of some urgency,” he said. “Maybe you can help us. Is there anywhere in town I can hire a pair of horses? We can return them tomorrow without a doubt.” A burst of lightning followed by a crash of thunder startled the old man. Hobart could tell because the man blinked, twice. This was a man who liked to believe he had seen it all. “Or an automobile.”


“I can do for you both or one or t’other,” was the drawled reply. “Which one d’ya want?”


“The auto,” Ruby quickly spoke up, as the thunder rumbled again. “Definitely the auto.”




The truck was a Ford Roadster, which was, for all intents and purposes, Mr. Ford’s basic Model T with the back shorn off for light cargo hauling. Even though the innkeeper, Mr. Chauvet, had affixed a tarp to cover the back, Ruby insisted on keeping his heavy case of precious books on his lap as they bounced their way out of the village. Their luggage, on the other hand, he had no problem stowing behind them. Hobart found himself doubting that all of those books, signed by the author and God himself, would be worth as much as the hand-tailored clothes he had packed in his trunk. Because the back of the car was so light, the rear wheels bounced and skittered through the muddy furrows worn deep in the dirt that the road transformed into beyond the limits of the village. Hobart struggled to keep the vehicle from fishtailing out of control as they climbed up the mountain. Low branches hung heavily, drenched with rain, sweeping across the roof with a whispery caress, leaving behind the thick, heady scent of eucalyptus.


“It’d be a real hoot if we ended up having to hike back into town,” Ruby chuckled as Hobart pulled them out of a skid. A short while later he said, “I know we’re moving forward but it seems like we’re moving back. I can’t tell how you can see anything,” he added.


Hobart felt his hands tighten on the wheel and he clamped his jaw shut. Nothing looked familiar. He had been up here on bright summer days. Now the dark gray of the storm was giving way to the darker gray of impending night.


“I wonder how far down it is?” Ruby wondered aloud, looking over the edge just beyond the road.


Hobart was opening his mouth to invite Ruby to find out for himself when he saw something he recognized. The ranch arch, made of redwood, standing over an inviting path, the letters twisted from wood into the single word “Beauty.” He hit the brakes.


“We’re here,” he said. “We’re here.”


He turned the wheel and pointed the flivver up the path. The redwoods lining the road formed a strange gauntlet of silent guardians, stoically holding a verdant roof above the road. Hobart quickly drove to a fork in the road. “The old cottage is up that way, by the lake,” he said, pointing to the right. “But Wolf House is down this way.” He turned the car to the right and headed up another small hill. “It’s set back by the edge of a ridge.” The going was even rougher than it had been on the worst of the road out of town and several times he had to wrestle with the truck’s tendency to wallow helplessly in the mud. Now Ruby braced himself, wild eyed, against the dashboard. At least he was quiet. “Just ahead,” Hobart grunted as they topped the hill and a clearing opened up before them.


The truck skidded to a stop, cutting the engine off, its roar replaced by the low steady drumming of the rain on the roof, the hood, and the tarp behind.


“Jesus Christ!” Ruby said. “What the hell?”


Hobart fumbled for the door latch and it flew open, banging against the front of the truck. He stumbled out, stepping into the mud and the rain. He hadn’t even put on his hat, and the rain spattered down on his bare head, plastering his hair to his skull.


What lay before him was no tribute to man’s desire to live a modern life in concert with nature, no story of London’s writ large across the land, no fruit of any imagination save the damned. Wolf House, the glorious expression of triumph, the cathedral to writing that was to stand a thousand years, was a ruin.


The gorgeous, hand-hewn redwood walls that Hobart had seen being erected with his own eyes were gone, leaving behind a haunted shell. Only the great stones, carved from nearby quarries, were left standing upon one another as they had first been set by the hand of man. Stone fingers, the shattered remainders of supports, reached sky-ward, straining in agony toward the heavens. Even in its gloom, its silence and form told a story of intent, of rooms laid out, of floors once lofted, of massive chimneys rising to the level of the great trees surrounding it. The corpse of the great house still spoke of dreams of home and happiness gone as dark and hollow as the vacant, black fireplaces, as empty as the deep meditation pool that was the centerpiece and the soul of the design.


A sensation gripped Hobart, as if the land he was standing on and surrounded by were swirling around him with the pivot point buried deep in his gut. A low, deep hum, a vibration that rose and fell, tickled at his ears.


“What happened here?” Ruby shouted at him.


A dank air of despair hung in the air over the ruin, dripping from the branches of the eucalyptus trees even as the rain did. Hobart was filled with dismay that something that had promised such beauty had been reduced to such devastation. He could barely hear Ruby over the rushing noise that filled his head.


“I…I don’t know.” He gestured futilely. “I just don’t know.”


“I thought you and Jack were friends! How could you not know about something like”—Ruby threw a wave toward the ruin—“like this?”


Hobart’s world suddenly stopped spinning and he felt very small in it. “Because,” he said, “Jack London stopped speaking to me last year.”


“What?”


He took a few steps toward what was left of Wolf House, stopping when he slid on loose shards of slate roofing tile. “Zukor put it around that I was holding back money owed to him. I wasn’t. But he thought I was chiseling him. I just found out about it a few weeks ago and I was coming up here to clear things up because he wasn’t responding to my letters and cables.”


“Well, obviously, because he’s got other things on his mind! And what the hell is that racket?”


Hobart hadn’t realized that Ruby could hear the strange noise as well. Up until that moment he had thought that only he could hear the sound of his life falling apart. They both turned to look back up the road behind them. Over the hill came a coughing and sputtering truck, older and in much worse shape than theirs. Its engine was creating the sound they heard. It drew to a stop and the air around them grew still; even the rain seemed to fall more quietly. A woman stepped out of the cab. The woman’s simple ranch garments, a faded canvas skirt and vest, cotton blouse, round field hat, hung over her squat form. Her eyes were set in a face so hard that it looked as if it had been molded from cast iron.


“Mr. Bosworth,” the old woman called to him in a voice that sounded like cracking wood, “you’d better come along on back to the house.”















CHAPTER FOUR






WITHOUT SPEAKING A WORD, and with Ruby sitting quietly seething beside him in the passenger seat, Hobart followed the truck back up the road. Eliza Shepard was not a woman to be crossed. Hobart knew her to be stern, hard in the way of a woman who had spent her life in hard, resentful servitude to the classes above her. He also knew she could hold a grudge and was protective of Jack. As the ranch overseer she only had his best interests at heart. As his step-sister, older by more than ten years, she also had his ear. Hobart knew better than to get on her bad side. Only problem was, he couldn’t tell if he was already there. Her sour expression never changed, and the funereal air that surrounded her never seemed to dissipate.


After traveling some way he could see two stone cylinders rising over the trees like defensive towers guarding a medieval fortress. But when the car turned the bend there was no fortress, only a large, modestly styled white ranch house. Hobart parked in the gloomy shadow of the pair of silos—the largest in California, or so Jack had told him when they had been in the planning stages. Hobart noted the other ranch vehicles, a tractor, several wood wagons, and the rig in which he had expected to see Wild Jack make his town appearance. Once handsome with trim, the wood of the wagon’s railings was split in places and the harnesses of silvery bells, which deserved better reward for providing their simple pleasures, had been slung over the bench to rust.




The rain had stopped falling in torrents and become a more reasonable shower. Hobart and Ruby got out of the car and headed across the mud-filled flat toward what was affectionately known as “the cottage.” To the left was Jack’s state-of-the-art concrete pigpen known as the Pig Palace in local parlance, which featured individual rooms and play areas for each sow and her litter. A creature sat on its haunches in one of the pens, swaying gently and making no effort to get out of the rain. At first Hobart thought it was a large pale dog, but as he drew closer he could see that it was an emaciated pig—something he hadn’t even known was possible. Her pink skin pooled in folds around her haunches and her nipples drooped like tired fingers. The pig looked at him through bleary red eyes, sneezed, then turned and wobbled on loose limbs back toward the center building and out of view.


He heard the sound of coarse laughter coming from the stable to the right of Jack’s Pig Palace. The stable, and older buildings behind it, were all that remained of the ranch’s previous incarnation as a failed winery. Several ranch hands were standing under the eaves, smoking cigarettes and telling one another crude jokes in an indolent, ill-mannered way. They grew silent as Eliza mounted the steps to the cottage, glaring at her with heavy-lidded, stubborn expressions. She met their gaze with as much scorn. One of the men spat, and then they turned back and disappeared into the darkness of the barn.


“Jack’s gone, isn’t he?” Hobart said, standing below Eliza on a stone set before the steps up to the porch. For a short woman she towered over him, droplets falling from her prairie hat, brown eyes focused darkly upon him. “He’s not here.”


“That’s right,” she said. “He’s gone away and God himself only knows if he’s coming back. Now why don’t you and your friend come inside before you catch pneumonia like those damn pigs.”


They followed her inside. Hobart’s eyes adjusted to the warm but dim interior.


“Electricity’s out,” she said. “Hang up your wet things and take your shoes off, please.”


As they slipped out of their jackets and hung them on pegs, Hobart introduced Ruby. He set his case of books down on the floor and shook her hand, apologizing for their intrusion. She brushed it away with a flick of her hand.


“Did you get my cable?” Hobart asked.




She shook her head. “One of the hands saw a truck head down over to Wolf House. I thought you might be one of Jack’s readers come to bother him so I went down to fetch you,” she said.


“Eliza,” Hobart said, “what happened to Wolf House?”


“Ain’t it obvious?” She shrugged and shook her head. “Fire. ’Twas in the papers.” She turned and beckoned them to follow. “I’ve got some coffee made and there’s some stew so have a seat.” She swept aside a heavy ornate drape to reveal the dining room. A chandelier made from a ship’s wheel hung from the ceiling over a large square table covered in some kind of tropical cloth or tarp. Lining the opposite wall were dark cabinets full of china, silverware, and enough service settings to entertain a small division of hungry visitors. Several large rocking chairs, composed of wide pieces of a soft light wood, were comfortably placed around the room. A door to the right led to the kitchen, while on their left was a large window that looked out upon the small, algae-covered pond.


“Make yourselves comfortable,” she said. “I’ll be back in a few.”


“May I smoke?” Ruby asked.


“If that’s what it takes to make you comfortable,” she replied, then swept from the room. Ruby lit a cigarette and then strolled to the cabinets, examining the collections. Hobart sat in one of the rockers, which accepted him with a welcoming squeak. He watched the rain make dimples in the pond. A family of ducks searched its surface for food, oblivious to the heavy weather.


“How could you not know that his dream house had burned to the ground?” Ruby asked, without looking at him.


“I don’t follow the news much,” he replied, exasperated at having to repeat something he had already told the man. “I determined a long time ago that most news didn’t have much impact on me, and I didn’t have much on it. So I gave up reading about it.”


“So there’s a war on the horizon and yet you choose not to know about it?”


“Oh, I know about it. I have conversations with people. I hear the latest at parties and on my sets and such. It’s like a book that I choose not to read though many others have.”


“But the war will affect you. Don’t you want to know about that?”


“It hasn’t affected me so far. I’m too old to fight. I have no children to go off and fight. War. People will still need to be entertained, I’ve found—in wartime and in peacetime, in good times and bad. That’s what I do. I provide them with entertainment so they can forget about those things in the news.


“On the other hand,” he continued, “you’re a loyal reader of Jack’s and you follow the news. Had you come across this incident in your papers?”


Ruby finally met his eyes. “No.”


“Well, then,” Hobart said and left it at that.


Eliza entered with a tray holding a carafe of coffee, mugs, cream, and sugar, and set it on the table. The two men took seats and let her pour the dark brew into their cups. “This is Jack’s favorite Kona coffee. He has it sent to us from Hawaii.” The aroma, carried up on wisps of steam, was rich and soothing. “The cream is from our own cows, who only eat the grass we grow here following Jack’s natural techniques and philosophy.” Hobart added some cream and sugar and had a sip. Maybe it was because he was chilled, or perhaps because the flavor was strong enough to draw away his attention from his concerns, but it seemed as if he had never had coffee so good before in all his life. It was, quite simply, the best he had ever tasted.


“Though there’s only three cows left in the herd. All the rest died during the summer.” Eliza stopped speaking and was staring at a spot on the carpet. Hobart followed the path of her eyes but saw nothing other than the pattern on the floor.


“What is it?”


“I was just recalling that on the night that Jack completed White Fang he called us all down, everyone who was on the land. The property was much smaller then, only two hundred acres or so. There might have been fifteen or so guests in all and Charmian and myself. And Jack sat on the floor right there. And everyone sat around him. And he read that story. He read it all night long and no one moved, it was that good. I was just remembering that night. Ten years ago. Only ten years. So much has gone right and so much has gone wrong.”


“Eliza, what happened to Wolf House?”


“Somebody set fire to it. Ain’t it obvious? Took more than two years to build and more money than I ever earned in my entire life. Then, one August night, the night before we were all to move from this house down to there, I heard voices shouting and saw people running and saw the flames rising over the trees and the clouds above turning orange and I ran. I ran over the path in the dark night with men ringing bells and hollering and I ran through the darkness and I got there and Jack was standing silently with tears streaming down his face. Then Charmian turned up and she had to show how it affected her most deeply of all of us. Oh, the weepin’ and carryin’ on.


“Someone had gone through Wolf House with a torch in the middle of the night spreading fire from room to room.”


“Who?”


“Ask her,” she spat.


“Charmian? You’re not saying his own wife burned it down? I don’t believe it.”


She clenched her jaw, the skin like worn, oiled leather drawn taut over wood, and whatever emotion might have been welling up in her was swallowed back. “Sometime you ask her what happened.”


“Poor Jack,” Hobart said, trying to imagine the man’s disappointment.


“Why not rebuild it,” Ruby stated more than asked. “The insurance companies must have paid off royally. Why not rebuild?”


She turned to look at him. “We hadn’t yet insured Wolf House. So much money was going to the house and to the ranch. For all the money Jack earns, we live in debt and on credit, most of the real money spent before the check ever arrives. In the months leading up to the completion of the house there wasn’t a cent to spare for insurance what with all the extra hands, and Jack’s not been selling books as well as he used to, though he can still sell a story to a magazine just by holding it up in the air when he’s done. But we didn’t have a thin dime to spend on insurance, and Jack told me, ‘Eliza, don’t you worry about it now. I’ve designed Wolf House to last for a thousand years. She’ll certainly last a few months until we’re on firmer ground and then we’ll insure every brick, stone, and tile.’” She had a sip of her coffee. “He talks about rebuilding, says it’s not about the money, but his heart’s not in it. His heart’s broken. It was his curse again, and this time, for the last time, he couldn’t overcome it.”


“What curse?” Hobart asked.


She waved her hand as if brushing away a fly. “Plume’s curse,” she said with a bitter chuckle. “Plume. You know, mother was a spiritualist? She was very popular for her séances. People would come all the way across the bay to receive answers from beyond the grave from their loved ones, hear their knockings, feel their cool breath, watch their ectoplasm flowing from mother’s mouth. What they didn’t know was that the knockings were Jack under the table, the whispering breath on their necks was me, and the ectoplasm? Silks soaked in olive oil that mother regurgitated to their horror. I always felt for poor Jack, just a boy, hiding in the darkness listening to mother fill her mouth with the dead. I know he tried hard not to believe, but mother was very good.


“Plume, she told her guests, was the spirit guide who led their loved ones from the lands beyond the grave to our parlor. She claimed he was an old Indian from before the white settlers came to California. I never knew how real mother considered Plume, but I know that when she took his voice, it filled me with dread.


“One time she wouldn’t let Jack buy a book he wanted. He must have been about seven. He chose to sulk under the table during one of her sessions instead of responding to her and the customer left without paying. I knew she was furious. And when she started using Plume’s voice, so did Jack. I never heard her as mad; we needed the money that had just walked out the door. I hid in the pantry, afraid to attract her attention, but that voice followed me. It was the most fearsome thing I’ve ever heard. I can’t imagine how it must have seemed to my brother. She began speaking in tongues like a revival preacher. I almost believed the spirit of an Indian chief had entered our house. No mother could say the things she said to him.


“Plume laid a curse on Jack. A curse of failure. Mother claimed not to remember the curse and it’s a hard thing to believe in. But I know Jack never forgot. He could never forget. I know the curse, whether Plume’s or his own mother’s, still rings in his ears. Somewhere in the back of his mind I believe he blames it for how it ended his first marriage to Bessie and drove his two daughters away from him. It was the curse that nearly ruined his dream boat before she launched on a seven-year voyage that lasted barely a year. It struck him with an illness that laid him out in an Australian hospital for five months. It cheated him of the son he always wanted, killed his third daughter after only three days of life, the only fruit of his second marriage.


“The curse ensured that the market for the first cash crop he would plant here, the twenty thousand eucalyptus trees, would fall out, that the herd of prize cattle would die on the terraced fields, that the pigs would catch pneumonia and die in his scientific piggery, that the peaceful socialistic community he hoped to found on the Beauty Ranch would devolve into brutality and anarchy. And Wolf House would burn. If he were to build it again, it would burn again. And again and again and again.”


“That’s some curse to turn him into the most famous and successful writer in America, if not the world,” Ruby said.


“You mean to say that the fame and the money aren’t part of the curse?” Hobart answered, holding Eliza’s eyes with his own sympathetic ones. He could tell that she knew he understood what she was talking about in a way that Ruby never could. “He has to write now to support this life. He’s like Karen in the fairy tale about the red shoes, the vain girl who couldn’t stop dancing—he couldn’t quit writing now if he wanted to. Isn’t that right? Isn’t that the worst part of the curse?”


She nodded.


He stood up. “And what has the fame brought him but that the eyes of the world are upon him in all matters at all times. Allowing lesser minds to mock him and taunt him about the failures that this curse, Plume’s curse, has laid upon his doorstep. Inviting every Tom, Dick, and Harry with a pencil, paper, and a stamp to write to him asking for advice, a hand, a dollar, an endorsement. No. Fame and fortune can be their own curse. Though I’m sure that Jack would embrace that curse all over again if it meant that otherwise he would never have escaped the poverty and crushing work of his early life.”


She broke her eyes away from his and bowed her head.


He looked out the window again. The heavy clouds had made the dark of night fall quickly over the ranch. “Where has he gone, Eliza?”


“Paradise,” she said with an envious tone.


There was a rustle across the room and they all turned to look as a young Oriental man entered carrying a tray that held an ornamented tureen—Hobart could see mermaids holding the bowl aloft from the base—and a large round loaf of fresh brown bread. Hobart recalled that Jack had had a Japanese manservant, Nakata, but this fellow was younger than that other Asian. He set the tray on the table and went to the cabinets for some china and silverware.


“Thank you, Sekine,” she said to the young man as he went about his tasks. She turned her attention back to her guests. “We have some wonderful beef and pork stew if you’re hungry.”


The smell of the bread in particular made Hobart’s stomach gurgle, and he could see Ruby lick his lips in anticipation. But as he looked at the chunks of roasted meat floating in the rich brown sauce and thought of the dying herd and the sneezing pig, his appetite died away. He tried to caution Ruby away with a subtle gesture, but he only received a quizzical look in reply as his companion allowed himself to be served by Sekine.


“Eliza,” he said, leaving Ruby to his fate, “I’ve written Jack a number of letters over the year and sent him some packages but he hasn’t responded. Do you know if he’s ever received them?”


She rose to her feet and picked up one of the lamps. “Follow me.”


She crossed the room and for the first time, as the light from the lamp fell onto that corner, Hobart noticed a door set between the cabinets on the far wall. He walked after her as she opened it and left the dining room. Behind him, Ruby stood and followed them, bringing his bowl of stew along.


They entered a drafty hallway that led to a heavy wooden door set in a stone wall. “This is the old stone winery,” she told them. “Jack uses it for storage.” She felt inside the door and clicked a switch, but nothing happened. She beckoned them into the darkness and they watched as she drifted into the emptiness. After some fumbling, several lamps were lit and a glow filled the room.


The room was unadorned and had no furniture of any kind. Instead it was filled with crates and boxes.


“This is where we keep the mail and gifts Jack receives after he’s written back or sent a note of thanks.” She went to a wooden case and Hobart recognized it instantly. It was emblazoned with the logo of his own studio. She lifted the lid, but he already knew what was in it.


“Keep that lamp away,” he cautioned. In its illumination he could see two expressions turn identically quizzical. “Silver nitrate film is extremely flammable. Burns up like that!” He snapped his fingers causing both expressions to blink simultaneously.


Inside the crate were the familiar (to him at least) round and flat aluminum tins, about the size of a dinner plate and the thickness of a steak, that contained reels of film. He picked up the top one from the two dozen or so inside. It was marked with his label and identified as “Burning Daylight Reel 1.” The seal on the side of the can was unbroken.


“He never even opened it.” Hobart tossed the can back into the box. “None of them?”




She shook her head.


“I sent another box, too. Is there another…? Ah! Here it is.” He had found another large crate. Its lid had been loosened and he opened it. “I thought for sure he’d love this with the way he feels about progress and technology. This is a feat of engineering.”


Ruby looked into the box with great interest. “What is it?”


“This is the latest invention from Mr. Edison’s magical factory. It’s a transportable motion picture projector.” Inside the crate were several large cases and empty take-up reels.


“It’s transportable if you have a staff, I suppose,” Ruby sniffed.


“Are you kidding me?” Hobart cried. “This contraption weighs only eighty pounds, yet it’s as steady as ones weighing hundreds more.” He felt genuinely sad. “I really had hoped Jack would love it.”


“He’s never recovered from the burning of Wolf House,” Eliza said. “I won’t go so far as to say that it’s broken his spirit because the spirit of Jack London could never be broken. But that someone would burn down Wolf House…” She drew the lid over the crate of film cans. “All of these boxes hold souvenirs of his travels, rewards of his career, which were to be displayed in the rooms of Wolf House. Now he can’t bear to know of them, so they sit here until I decide what to do with them.”


Hobart gazed around the room wondering what treasures could be found in the boxes. He could see crates indicating that they had been shipped from Fiji, Tahiti, Hawaii, Australia, Korea, Japan, London, New York, and Africa. “If only he had written to me. Sent me a letter or a cable. Instead of this passive, white silence.”


She drew herself up imperiously, glaring at him and letting loose the words she seemed to have been holding back all evening. “Your partner indicated that you were chiseling Jack out of money and that was another betrayal he couldn’t face. He trusted you, Mr. Bosworth. Of all the many people he has known he thought of you most of all as a kindred soul. How you could cheat him?”


“Your partner?” Ruby asked.


“Rudisill.” Hobart sat on the edge of the film crate. He was feeling very tired.


“You’re in business with Rudisill?” Ruby exclaimed. “But he’s Frank Garbutt’s man.”


“That’s right. He is. And Garbutt is Zukor’s man. I borrowed some money from Garbutt—in exchange I had to put Rudisill in as my business manager. I didn’t know that behind it all Zukor was brokering the deal.”


“I never knew that Zukor was involved with Hobart Bosworth Productions.”


“That’s why they’re called silent partners.”


“Well,” said Eliza, “I’ve never met a Mr. Rudisill nor Mr. Zukor, but Mr. Garbutt was the one you introduced us to at the Sea Wolf premiere over in San Francisco. And he’s the one who came up here to see Jack just this past fall.”


“He did?” Hobart was surprised.


“Yes. At first he said he came by to talk about the lawsuit against Balboa. But then he told Jack that you were defaulting on your agreement with him, that you were withholding his fifty percent of the profits for yourself. Then he asked Jack’s blessing to try to remove you from the company so that he could clear the way for a new deal.”


Hobart rubbed his hands over his face. “When I first wanted to make Jack’s stories into pictures, I needed money. And Garbutt’s the wealthiest man in Los Angeles.” Ruby acknowledged the truth of this statement with a little bob of his head. “I mortgaged all of the property Adele, my ex-wife, left me, and my studio to Garbutt, through Rudisill, for twenty thousand dollars.”


“Typical of Garbutt to keep his hands clean of a deal.”


“So I received forty-nine shares of my own company. Rudisill acquired another forty-nine, with Garbutt and Zukor each receiving one, thought I didn’t know about Zukor at the time. Once Rudisill had access to my books he was able to say that my movies, and I, have been nothing but failures and that the only way to get Garbutt’s money back is to sell my studio. And Zukor is the buyer waiting in the wings.”


“Those two know how to play both sides against the middle,” muttered Ruby.


“That’s it exactly. Garbutt has a lot of money invested in Zukor and he wants to help Zukor expand his business. He’s already made Rudisill force me to distribute through Pallas and now Paramount. But my pictures have to get in line behind Zukor’s own Famous Players and Jesse Lasky’s Feature Play Company so there’s not many theaters left so my pictures don’t make money. What Rudisill says Garbutt and Zukor will distribute is more Jack London pictures—that’s what the public wants and they’ll clear out the theaters for a new one. But I don’t have the rights to any more London stories. My only hope in coming here was to convince Jack to stand with me—two great artists against the capitalists—the Oligarchs, as Jack would call them. I had a feeling that Garbutt or Rudisill, or even Zukor, had reached out to Jack. But I never expected him to listen to them.”


“It’s hard not to listen when the words are about money,” Eliza said.


“Adolph wants to rule Hollywood. Frank’s tougher than Zukor but not as ambitious,” Ruby said. “I’ve heard a story that at his first studio he wanted to fire an expensive film developer but couldn’t because the man held the secret formula. So Garbutt had his kids sneak into the lab and weigh all the chemicals one night. The next morning he told the man to make him ten pounds of his solution that Garbutt was selling to another studio. Then, while the man was delivering it, Garbutt’s children reweighed all the chemicals, which gave them the exact amounts that the man had used. Garbutt was so quick to fire the developer that the poor man couldn’t even get back into the building when he came back that afternoon.”


Hobart nodded. He’d heard the story, too. From Garbutt. It hadn’t stopped him from getting involved. “So,” he asked Eliza, “what did Garbutt ask from him in the end?”


“He wanted Jack to know that if he ever wanted to make more pictures that he would be better off selling his rights to Famous Players than to you. He wanted Jack to know that he would never see a dime as long as he continued his association with you—that you were a poor businessman and your company would soon go under.”


“And what did Jack say?”


“He said he was disappointed to find that you, of all people, who was most like him of all men, was a plain thief and liar.”






OEBPS/page-template.xpgt
 

   
    
		 
    
  
     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
         
             
             
             
             
             
             
        
    

  

   
     
  





OEBPS/Images/titlepage.jpg
Jack
Lonpon
I
PARADISE

Paul Malmont






OEBPS/Images/colophon.jpg





OEBPS/Images/crlogo.jpg





OEBPS/Images/cover.jpg
JACK
Lonpon
I
PARADISE

Paul Malmont

SIMON & SCHUSTER
New York London Toronto Sydney





