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			Prologue

			Cape Cod—1999

			“Closed for the Season” signs slam against weathered clapboard. Clam rakes, secured to metal baskets, jiggle against sea shanties awaiting quahog season. A winter sun struggles to stay alive past 4 p.m., and the beach is so deserted you feel marooned. 

			A lone swooping seagull gives us a bird’s eye view of someone…

			A woman. 

			It seems everything about this place was designed to draw us to her. 

			Down at the shoreline, she tiptoes barefoot as if bitter January was made for someone else. You might guess her age is a playful late sixties. Could be early seventies. 

			She lowers her heels now, crisscrossing her feet like the wet sand is a catwalk. Her relaxed rhythm almost seduces nature, as if everything bends to her. The wind tickles the seagrass. The sea salt licks at the frozen beach plums. She locks her arms in her white fleece jacket, running her fingertips through her wind-blown platinum-white bangs, tucking them under her hood. 

			Isolated, sure, but she seems content in being alone—it’s not the same as being lonely. With hands on hips, she faces the tide, inhaling its mightiness like some raw energy force that feeds her. 

			There’s certainly one good thing about a fishing village compared to Hollywood. No agenda. The locals aren’t looking to track her down or expose her. She doesn’t need to run anymore because there’s no one left to run from. They’re pretty much all dead. 

			The sun cracks through a cloud, a ray of light on her face, weathered with age, but somehow stunningly gorgeous. The woman bends to scoop an empty razor clam into her palm before skimming it across the waves.

			Contentment. 

			After all these years, she did it! She got away! The world thinks they took her image, her body and her heart, but they could never, would never, take her soul. 

			She moves up the dunes now, clapping her flipflops together to brush away the sand. Sliding them on her feet, she heads up the beach path lined with frozen rosa rugosa. Yet, you’d think she was walking a red carpet, her sexy sway still apparent. 

			She’s no longer Marilyn Monroe. Now she’s just Marie Morton, mom to Grace and grandmother to Nell. Oh, Nell! Pure joy! The light of her life and a carbon copy of the innocent woman that Marilyn once was when youth and beauty were at her fingertips. Now as Marie, her only hope is that the world will be kinder to her granddaughter than it ever was to her. 

			She glances at her wristwatch. It’s getting late! Time to get home to pop that seafood pie into the oven—the one with her super-secret bisque sauce ladled over its shrimp, lobster, and potato base. The one that her man loves. She’ll grab a bottle of Sauvignon Blanc from the liquor store too. It’s her husband’s birthday, after all. And I know what you’re thinking… 

			No, her husband is not JFK or even RFK. Sadly, they didn’t get a second chance. And besides, that would be some crazy conspiracy theory. 

			No, she’s married to her sweet James. The love of her life…

			Until death, really until death, do they part.

		


		
			Chapter One

			Cape Cod—2019

			Nell runs her fingers across the book spines on her grandmother Marie’s shelves. 

			Fiction, nonfiction, all alphabetized by author. She lands on Erica Jong’s Fear of Flying. Nell pauses, hesitates, twists her lips in a pucker before plucking it from its spot. The shelves are in need of a proper dusting. She spreads the book’s fifty-year-old pages, marked with once-visible yellow highlights now looking anemic. Nell plops on the overstuffed armchair, longing to learn about controversy in the second wave of feminism. 

			A Polaroid slips from the pages, cracked and oxidized with age. Nell’s brow crinkles. She reads the ten-digit date on the back with the year: 1979. Flipping it back over, a gradual smile crosses her lips. It’s a photo of her grandparents. Her grandmother would’ve been about fifty in the picture based on the year, her mischievous bangs slipping from a red gingham kerchief. 

			If pictures tell a story, then this one suggests that Nell’s grandmother always seemed so carefree, smiling her big toothy smile with a bursting satisfaction while gazing at James. His long, sturdy fingers grasped her shoulder, but not in a possessive way…more protective. Mocha skin and gentle features, James could have put John Legend to shame if only John were alive back in the day. 

			The snapshot captures their expression…one that practically screams to Nell that her grandmother, “Nan” as she calls her, didn’t know that type of love existed. That that was the version of herself that was utterly whole when she and James were together—the version of themselves that always prompted her grandmother to declare years later, “James is the love of my life.”

			In the background of the worn photograph is a band performing at The Beachcomber, a shack where perspiration practically rises off the plank floor. 

			How many times as a young girl had Nell frequented the famous hot spot in Wellfleet for an early supper? Nell remembers those afternoons—the baking sun carving through the walls like a crystalline abstract; sharing hotdogs, clam rolls, and coca colas with Nan; and wearing thick sunglasses. Her grandmother recited historical facts that she’d repeat again and again, almost like a mantra, in that familiar breathless voice: “You know, my Nelly, back in August 1961, President Kennedy created this national seashore. Right here, honey bunny, in Wellfleet.” And then she’d spread her arm across its 43,500 acres of ponds and woods and beachfront. “In that nature was a mere twelve-square-mile town. But some ‘grandfather’ clause allowed this Beachcomber to remain a commercial property. It’s the only oceanfront restaurant on the entire Atlantic side!” She’d exhale, like she was looking at heaven. “Aren’t we lucky? We get to eat here with this delicious view!” Then she’d dab the ketchup from her lips. “And we have President Kennedy to thank for that, my sweet pea.” 

			Nell seems to remember that her grandmother, Nan, had that dead president to thank for a lot of things…

			Nell rises from the easy chair, placing the photograph in front of a crystal-cut vase of Nikko Blue hydrangeas. The kind only found on Cape Cod in July. The kind of fluffy blue beauty deserving of a beach wedding…like the makeshift one Grandmother had with James. Nell was all but five, walking with perfect posture on the sand. She tip-toed with caution through the dunes, balancing that white satin pillow that held their silver bands of eternity. Nell’s tiny feet had landed in front of Grandmother’s unpainted summer toes on the shore. 

			Nell was happy for her grandmother. She had always liked James, who taught her to ride “a big-girl bicycle without training wheels,” as her grandmother said. 

			Nell’s grandmother had been afraid of men before that. 

			For decades, Grandmother’s fridge door had a magnet securing a handwritten note. It read: “There is a road that leads upward and a road that leads downward. If only they understood that they are one in the same.” Nell realized that the they were men. Mean men. Hurtful men…

			Just then, Nell’s cell phone startles her back to reality with a text from Frederick, Nell’s gallery assistant. “WTF? Are we going over financials?”

			Oh, no! Shit! Nell scrambles to find her purse and her keys. She’s late. Exhale. Onward…

		


		
			Chapter Two 

			Los Angeles—2019

			Tom Hogan attempts to fit in at a Hollywood auction, though his rented tux doesn’t. The jacket is large and loose in the shoulders, but the pants are too snug, bulging in the crotch. His tie is a clip-on. The rental agreement was $89 for the weekend—pick it up Thursday night and return it Sunday, dry cleaning negotiable. But Tom hopes he can drop it off early and get a credit, because he had to hire an Uber after paying the tow guy when his Hyundai didn’t start. At 196,000 miles on the odometer, what did you expect?

			Tom’s eyes scan the joint, coming to terms with the fact that this is nothing like Antiques Roadshow in a New Hampshire barn—the type of auction his grandfather used to drag him to with tchotchkes and sea captain collectibles. No, not at all. This is a big Beverly Hills affair. A formal ballroom where Bentleys, billionaires, and Botox abound. There’s Hollywood royalty too. De Niro, Pacino, Beatty, and Bening in glamorous attire; men in Armani and women wearing pearls, Bulgari and Harry Winston flash at every turn. Baccarat crystal and twenty pieces of fine cutlery at every place setting. The waitstaff has cleared a first course of foie gras torchon with vanilla roasted pineapple. Guests are now dining on the main course of Dover sole meunière.

			Tom taps a paddle on his knee as the guests hang on the auctioneer’s next bid. A supermodel assistant holds a white satin pillow which offsets a very familiar pair of red shoes. Behind her a banner reads City of Hope Hospital: The Hollywood Auction. 

			“And now, ladies and gentlemen, one of the evening’s main attractions. We present easily the most famous pair of shoes in Hollywood history. With apologies to Fred Astaire,” the auctioneer proclaims. The crowd chuckles in delight. The supermodel gently places Dorothy’s ruby reds on a revolving platform. 

			Tom’s photographer colleague, Becca Busa, leans in. “It’s better than the last bid,” she whispers. “Who the heck wants Tony Danza’s baseball uniform from Angels in the Outfield?” 

			“At least its laundered,” says Tom. 

			“Yeah, obviously…but who was Tony Danza?”

			“Is,” Tom clarifies. “He’s still alive. An old dude from sitcoms.” 

			“Gotcha,” Becca giggles with an infallible burst of energy, her youth transparent.

			“Zach Galifianakis’s man-bag satchel from The Hangover was amusing,” says Tom, glancing at the auction list. “And James Cameron’s fusion camera from Avatar was a worthy bid.” 

			“C’mon! This is far from headline stuff.” Becca yawns. “However, Leo’s pants from Titanic? I’d have bid on those if only I didn’t have so many school loans.”

			“Yes, indeed, ladies and gentlemen,” says the auctioneer, admiring the red slippers. “From The Wizard of Oz. And tonight, some lucky little munchkin will take these beauties home. Assuming no wicked witches fly in to upset the proceedings.” The crowd chuckles some more. “We’ll start the bidding for this astounding chunk of Hollywood history at a mere five hundred thousand dollars.”

			A woman at Tom and Becca’s table nonchalantly raises her paddle. Her uber-carat diamond is so large, she could hide a drug cartel and their cocaine stash in her ring finger. 

			“I’d rather have brains than money,” whispers Becca to Tom while observing the woman. “I mean…these women think just because they married money that it automatically elevates them to smart.” 

			Tom hisses in agreement, studying the room. A lot of older men with younger women. “This might be a stupid assignment, but there is a bright side.”

			“There is?” she asks.

			“Yeah, I mean, it’s refreshing to see so many fathers taking out their daughters.”

			“Oh, Tommy. You’re funny,” says Becca. “They’re not daughters. They’re dates!” 

			“Really?” says Tom, the look on his face horrified. “All of them?”

			She shrugs. “You’re such a sweet boy from New Hampshire,” she says, admiring his innocence. 

			“Technically Orlando, but yeah, originally New Hampshire.”

			Becca nudges him to pay attention…

			“I have ten million!” says the auctioneer. “Do I hear eleven to go to Kansas?” And suddenly the room is abuzz. The price is climbing, soaring upward to twenty million.

			“This is incredible!” says Tom. “Twenty million is a lifetime. It’s a hundred lifetimes!” 

			“Omg, it’s up to twenty-five million! For a pair of shoes!” adds Becca. 

			Tom eyes the front table, where an incredibly beautiful redhead bounces up and down in her seat. She sits next to a man who looks familiar—like that lawyer Tom has seen on MSNBC. The one who likes his women tall, thin, and mute. He even represented that hooker from a big political scandal. The redhead squeezes the attorney’s bicep. Wait a second! That is the hooker. She’s sleeping with her lawyer! 

			Tom leans into Becca. “You see those two in the front?”

			“Sort of,” says Becca, craning her neck to glimpse between tables. “Is that who you think it is?” She starts fiddling with her camera.

			“Go get some shots.” 

			“I can’t right now,” she says, glancing down at her camera, “it will be too obvious.” She looks to Tom. “Oh, what’s wrong, you big baby? I said I’ll go, but give it five…”

			“God, this is so cliché,” whines Tom, slumping in his seat. “Another pathetic political scandal.”

			“Yeah, I know, but sleeping with her lawyer gives it a twist,” she asserts. “So, what’s wrong with that?”

			“Everything,” says Tom. “I should have listened to my grandfather. I’d be a combat journalist in Syria right now instead of…this…this…” 

			“Snobs, snubs, and pretenses?” Becca teases. “Tabloid shit?” 

			“Sold!” says the auctioneer, slamming his gavel. “For a record twenty-eight million dollars!” The auctioneer wipes his brow. “Dorothy’s ruby slippers! History in the making, good people! History in the making.”

			“Wow,” says Tom. “That’s gotta shatter all previous auction records for movie memorabilia, no?”

			“Yah think?” 

			Becca discreetly edges her way to the front of the room where the staff stands behind a wall. In this moment of history-making chaos, the crowd’s shattering applause, Becca has the perfect opportunity to very efficiently poke a long lens through a tropical plant to get a tight shot of the hooker with her hands close to the lawyer’s cummerbund. 

			“So whatcha thinking now?” asks Becca when she returns to the table.

			“I’m thinking big story,” says Tom. Going viral, big.” Tom sits back, gaining some unexpected confidence, and sipping his Kluge Estate sparkling rosé. He’s the shit! At least in this moment. Maybe his dad would have been proud of him. Maybe not. His dad who died fighting in the Gulf War. Code name: Desert Shield. And here is Tom playing paparazzi. Code name: Desert Disgusting. But hey, this will pay the Hyundai loan and land him one set of tickets to the Lakers. 

			“Before we wrap up the evening,” says the auctioneer, “one last curiosity, which we are pleased to present as a matter of small interest…” The assistant uncovers a painting. It’s a landscape. Could almost be an Andrew Wyeth if it had tawny and gray tones. It has a similarly haunting appeal, but with vivid colors of stark red, white, and blue. Tom stares at it intently. It’s talking to him. Telling him it might be an elevated addition to his Ikea-furnished living room. It’s all-American. Like Tom’s father was. 

			“This painting was reputed to have hung in Marilyn Monroe’s trailer during the filming of her last movie, The Misfits,” says the auctioneer. “That is all we know about the provenance of this particular piece.” The room is quiet…on the verge of uninterested. “And we offer it to you tonight, with the caveat that we cannot really prove much, if anything about it. We’ll start the bidding at four hundred and fifty dollars.” 

			Dead silence from the audience. Nobody moves a muscle, let alone a paddle. Even the gilded high ceiling reverberates utter silence. Tom’s mind wanders to something his grandfather once challenged him to answer about integrity. “What is a true philanthropist? Is it someone who genuinely wants to give back to the community or somebody who attends fundraisers for their own reasons…to wear sequin gowns and have photo ops in next week’s society pages?” Tom’s grandfather taught him that old money is still better than loud and new money. This coming from a grandfather who didn’t have any money but was a hard-working American at a hardware store before he bought a small farm. Spent his off-hours volunteering with veterans. Of course, Tom’s not sure what the balance is in this room—old versus new money—but there’s certainly a lot of it. And, his grandfather worshipped Marilyn Monroe, so…maybe, just maybe, he should bid. 

			“Come now, ladies and gents,” says the auctioneer. “In the spirit of the evening, four hundred and fifty dollars…it’s no Thomas Cole or even an Edwin Church, but it’s only a measly four hundred and fifty dollars.” Silence still. Tom stares at the painting. “Ladies and gentlemen,” says the auctioneer. “I don’t think I can overstate the fact that if this painting did indeed hang in Marilyn’s dressing room, surely it’s a bargain at under five hundred dollars.” 

			“Six hundred dollars!” shouts Tom, with no idea he was going speak until the words left his mouth. 

			The entire crowd turns to stare at him…the lone man waving a paddle. The auctioneer sighs in relief. “I think it’s safe to say ‘sold’ to the gentleman for six hundred dollars! And thank you, sir, on behalf of the City of Hope.” 

			“Really, Tommy?” says Becca, tight-lipped to conceal a giggle. She rolls her eyes. 

			Tom falls back into his chair and unclips his tie. The look on his face says he’ll have to cut back on Netflix and cancel his subscription to Field & Stream for the next year, but hey, the painting is for a good cause. Grandpa would be proud. 

		


		
			Chapter Three

			Los Angeles

			A dilapidated and abandoned warehouse has been home to The Hollywood Record for five decades. Once a flagship to a bustling block, now the letter H is missing from the illuminated letters that only read ollywood. Lush landscaping and ample parking have since fallen to the wayside. A For Sale sign highlights the dandelions that pop through the asphalt’s cracks. 

			This is journalism circa 2019. In one word: Dead. 

			Inside, the once-robust newsroom teeming with storyboard ideas and typewriters ablaze has dwindled to a handful of employees. Oxidized from time, a row of black acrylic framed yellowed articles remain in the hallway. “MAGIC HIV POSITIVE!” “O.J. VERDICT: The Juice Found Innocent.” “FATAL VOYAGE: Natalie Wood Found Dead.” 

			The editor in chief, Glenn Ritter, has been employed at The Hollywood Record for over two decades, and certainly long before #FakeNews destroyed the press’s integrity. Ritter, on the older end of the baby boomers, holds onto his job as if it’s his only identity. It is. He’s lucky to be one of the last men standing…and have a pension. 

			With multiple layoffs, that leaves Editor Ritter constantly complaining about how he’s stuck with these fresh-out-of-college “Chippies,” as he calls them. According to Ritter, they spend all their time with noses buried in their iPhones instead of doing research. 

			Prime example: Sid Spooner III, a rich kid appropriately named for being born with a silver spoon up his ass. He’s late for his third editorial meeting this week. When Spooner’s around, there’s no air to breathe. He occupies it all. Strolling through the office with a sense of entitlement—albeit charm—Spooner stops at every cubicle as if he’s running for Congress. “You look great! You losing weight? Keep up the good work.” Next, Spooner bypasses Becca and winks. “Hi Betsy.” 

			“It’s Becca,” she corrects him. Not that he’s listening. 

			It’s hard for Tom to not feel bitter. He’s always at his desk on time. He landed the scholarship to UCLA by working his ass off. He stayed out west after graduating to work for the Record. And Tom has never been late for an editorial meeting, nor has he ever so much as glanced at his phone while Ritter is speaking.

			Spooner finally enters the meeting room, sporting remnants of a black eye and a swollen nose. Tom shares a look with Ritter, which Spooner catches and comments. “You should’ve seen the other guy…”

			Ritter shakes his head. “Christ, Spooner! The assignment was to infiltrate the salacious doings of the Asian Dragon Spa…not sleep with the masseuses!” 

			“It was research.” Spooner flops, defeated, into a chair next to Tom. Acts like he might cry. 

			Tom and Spooner stare a look, rather than share one. One that begs, Why is it that Tom slaves away at long working hours and Spooner can just stroll in part time?

			The answer might be that Spooner’s billionaire daddy was Ritter’s Cornell roommate. Sidney Spooner Sr. studied economics. Glenn Ritter studied journalism. Spooner Sr. made a fortune on Wall Street. Ritter ended up a reporter turned dinosaur editor. 

			Young Spooner doesn’t need to work, but his father demanded that his son experience urgency or at the very least…integrity. Evidently, journalism seemed ideal. All those deadlines for the sake of true news. 

			Ritter looks around at the group gathered for the editorial meeting. “In our day, we reported news. We didn’t finesse it. And we used these.” He glances around, patting the desk. “Why can’t I find any steno pads in the supply room?” Ritter shakes his head. “The institution of investigative journalism is close to dead.” 

			“It is dead,” says Spooner, cocky, never looking up from his iPhone. 

			“Why is that?” asks Ritter, looking instead to Tom Hogan. “Why is journalism dead?”

			Tom shrugs, knowing he’s next in line for job cuts. 

			“Google, boss. We all google,” chirps Spooner, now scrolling his Tinder feed. 

			“Then you should’ve googled this,” says Ritter, sarcastically slapping some pages on the table and leaning into Tom’s face now. “See this Hogan…” Ritter’s fingerprint crushes the lawyer’s photo face on one of the pictures he’d printed out. “That’s the twin brother of the lawyer who sent that guy to prison for embezzlement. And this…” he points to the supposed hooker’s photo, “this is the twin brother’s redheaded wife from the Hollywood auction.” Ritter smudges his finger back and forth on the two photos. 

			“But I thought…” says Tom. 

			Ritter turns into Tom’s breathing space. “Get me a fucking retraction, fuckwit!” 

			“With all due respect, Mr. Ritter,” says Tom, “We don’t issue retractions. We’re online. We just take it down.”

			“Then take it down!” screams Ritter. “This nonsense is why we’re going under!!”

			“That’s not why we’re going under, sir,” chirps Tom. 

			“Your old business model—advertising and numbers—stopped working,” explains Spooner, feeling compelled to speak up. “News is free now. Free and manipulated by the Russians.” 

			“BuzzFeed and HuffPost,” adds Tom.

			Ritter leans forward. “It’s like you two little shits speak another language. You and all your twitface!”

			“Twitter,” Tom corrects. 

			“Next you’ll tell me you each have your own peapod!” blasts Ritter. 

			“Podcast,” says Spooner. 

			“You sassin’ me?” asks Ritter. 

			“No, boss,” says Tom, leaning in. “Getting back to my lawyer story…I thought I checked everything, sir. I guess—well, I guess I made a mistake. I’m truly sorry.”

			“I know you made a mistake. That’s what I’m worried about,” says Ritter. “Well, here’s what I think…I think you don’t know the first thing about reporting. I think hiring you was the biggest mistake I made since Spooner’s father tried to tout me on this little stock called Microsoft, but I saw a picture of the guy who started the company and I thought, ‘Nah, this guy’s too much of a geek to ever amount to anything.’ So, call it karma. I hired you because I wanted to make good on the Microsoft geek. So actually, no, you didn’t make a mistake. I made the mistake, Hogan! I’m the one who’s sorry!”

			 Tom stares out the window like an indoor cat. Sad. Punished. “I tried, sir.” 

			The group is rivetted by what Ritter might say next. Instead, Ritter glances out of the conference room to his glass office just a few carpeted feet away. “Hogan?” he asks. “What does that sign say out there on that office door?” 

			Tom glances up and looks out to read it. “Um, it says, ‘Glenn Ritter. Editor.’” 

			“And what does your office door say?”

			“I don’t have an office door.”

			“Ah-huh!” 

			Tom wants to die. Right here on the spot in front of all his colleagues. 

			Ritter glances outside the conference room, knitting a brow. A couple of burly men carry boxes into his office. 

			“What the?” asks Ritter, leaning forward. 

			“I meant to tell you, Mr. Ritter,” says a quiet boy from accounting sitting at the other end of the conference room table. “The real estate company from up the street is renting from us. They’re taking over your office space.” 

			Now the look on Ritter’s face is one of total defeat. It’s as if he’s witnessing locusts coming through and clearing out everything he’s ever believed in. Ritter looks down to his lap, trying not to sulk. The conference table of reporters sulk for him. Except Spooner. He could care less. He’s comparing prices on Expedia for plane tickets to Amsterdam. 

			After a few moments of rearranging his dignity, Ritter speaks again. This time softening. “All right Hogan. I’m giving you one more chance.” 

			Tom sits up, hopeful. “Yes, sir. Anything!” 

			“And stop calling me ‘sir.’ This isn’t boot camp, though God knows it feels like it.”

			“Yes, sir, I mean, Mr. Ritter.”

			Ritter points under Tom’s nose. “I’m only doing this because I didn’t believe you when your school resume said that you got that tip on Bruce Jenner becoming Caitlyn…so now we’re even.” 

			“I’m happy to do whatever you—”

			“I want you to shut up. Totally. Super glue shut up! And understand that the only reason I’m not firing you is that I’m three reporters short. You’re back on general assignment. Forest Bend Nursing Home in Brentwood. Tomorrow. I want a piece on all the has-been and never-were movie actors living out there.”

			Tom nods with delight. “For the Weekend Arts section?” 

			“You do well,” says Ritter, “and maybe you’ll still have a bright future in journalism.”

			“There is no future in journalism,” says Spooner, chuckling at something on his iPhone. 

			“Meeting adjourned,” says Ritter, who’s clearly had enough. The group clears out. 

			Becca approaches Tom to give him a hug of reassurance. “I’m partly responsible too, you know.” 

			“Thanks, Bec. Care to discuss it over an early dinner?” asks Tom, hopeful. 

			“I can’t,” says Becca. “I’m kind of spoken for.” She looks over the conference table to where Spooner is chuckling, his eyes glued to a Korean soap opera he’s downloaded onto his phone. “Sorry, Tom,” she says, “maybe another time…”

			“Him? Really?” says Tom. “But he calls you ‘Betsy…’” 

			“I know, but it’s not too far off from ‘Becca.’”

			“You deserve better than that.”  

			“I’m right here, numbnuts,” says Spooner. “I can hear you.” 

			A knock at the conference room door startles them. A courier is carrying a large, flat package wrapped in bubble wrap with brown paper. He glances to the invoice. “They said I could find Mister Thomas Hogan here?” says the Courier.

			“I’m Tom Hogan,” he says, excited to get a gift before realizing it’s that stupid painting he bid on. Could the day get any worse?

			“I’ll need your autograph,” says the courier, tapping on his electronic device to the signature box as he drops the painting haphazardly to the floor. 

		


		
			Chapter Four

			Cape Cod

			The gallery is up in Wellfleet, Massachusetts—in the outer Cape between Eastham and Truro, just short of Provincetown and best known for its Wellfleet oysters. A winding sand-shouldered road leads to a charming town with a thrift store, a pizza shop, a news dealer (a.k.a. Wellfleet Marketplace because let’s face it, there’s not much news this time of year), and a package store—or “packie” in New England, slang for a liquor store—because one really needs alcohol in the off season. 

			Nell scurries past the church just down from Winslow’s Tavern, towards Bank Steet, her arms overloaded with art catalogs and a power shake. 

			“Morning!” She calls out while pushing her backside against the door to enter the gallery. 

			“Don’t you mean, afternoon?” asks Frederick, standing at the counter. Nell’s assistant is a hipster dressed more Manhattan Lululemon than Cape Cod khaki. “So glad you could finally join us.” 

			“Sorry, so very sorry,” says Nell, panting, and making her way to him. “Can you help me with these?” He doesn’t. 

			She slams down the pile of catalogues onto her desk, dropping her cell phone on top. 

			Frederick rolls his eyes, imitating her with a sing-song tone, “Sorry I’m late! Sorry I’m late!”

			“You know I am,” she says, offering Frederick a sip of her shake. 

			He pushes it away. “Honey, as the saying goes…”

			“Oh, you just behave. I will not be late for my own funeral. You won’t let me be.”

			“Well, whatever. But change of subject,” says Frederick, “you just missed a very interesting woman. Claimed to be the distant cousin of Edward Hopper. Said she had some of his work that she wanted to offer for a retrospect and blah, blah, blah.” He flits his hands.

			“What do you mean, ‘and blah, blah, blah’? That’s huge!” 

			“I know,” he adds, “but you weren’t here.” 

			“Omg,” says Nell, her crystal-blue eyes practically popping out of the socket. “Hopper’s ‘Cape Cod Morning’ is one of my favorite paintings! The one with the woman gazing out the window? Love it!” Nell moves about the gallery, her hands forming theatrical moves. “And my gosh, what of the classic? ‘Nighthawks’!”

			“The famous diner scene with three people sitting at the 
counter?”

			“Yes,” she says, moving to the counter and getting in Frederick’s face. “Please tell me you got her contact info?” 

			“Yes,” he says. He dangles a business card, unable to resist Nell’s bohemian beauty. 

			Nell snaps it from his hand, studying the gray embossed lettering before narrowing her eyes. “Wait a second, this isn’t Edward Hopper, it’s Edwin Hooper.”

			Frederick plucks the card back. “Oh dear, my bad. I thought she said “Hopper.” Frederick moves to the computer monitor, firing it up. “Well, whatever, but we have to come up with a new financial plan. If we don’t, by next year, this gallery,” he circles his pointer finger in the air, “is going to be a jewelry accessory shop. Because here’s what I know…” Frederick enlarges an Excel spreadsheet, spinning the screen around to Nell. “Numbers are down from this season, hon.” Nell pouts. “Nellie, you really must reconsider doing a retrospect of your grandmother’s paintings. People love that touristy stuff…”

			“I know, and we will. I really want to show Nan’s paintings,” says Nell, moving to a backroom wall and fingering through some of Nan’s canvases with red, white, and blue flags. “I just think the showing has to be in the summer. They’re so all-American. But the patrons always want to meet the artist and I’m not sure if—” 

			A phone rings. “I’m not here,” says Frederick, panicked. 

			“You’re not?” asks Nell. 

			“No. If it’s the stalker from The Vault, I’m not here.” 

			“You were up in Provincetown last night?” she asks. “Ooh la la. What’s his name?” 

			“Just answer the phone!” 

			Moving to the receiver, she adds, “Um, shouldn’t you be picking up the phone. It’s what I pay you to do.” She winks. 

			“Just answer already!” he says, ducking behind the desk. 

			Nell giggles and then changes her voice to work mode, her voice sing-songy: “Good afternoon, Gallery!”

			Frederick rises from the desk and saunters to the paintings against the wall. He begins analyzing and then separating them to various spots. 

			Nell hangs up. “It wasn’t the stalker guy from The Vault. It was Mayor Bisbee. Though you do owe me juicy details.”

			“What does he want?”

			“Just asking if I figured out my costume for the party. But we have loads of time.” Nell moves to the docking station to download some music. “Okay, I think we really must convince Edith Vonnegut to do a retrospect of all her paintings. She lives near me in Barnstable. It would be amazing!” 

			“Kurt Vonnegut’s daughter?” he asks, scrolling Instagram. “Sure. Maybe.” 

			“Are you kidding?” says Nell, hands on hips. “Whose gallery is this anyway?”

			“Yours,” he says with a bored tone. 

			“Frederick, are you listening to me? Edie would be the most incredible show!” Nell moves about with a natural sway in her hips, even though she’s somehow completely oblivious to her stunning beauty. She’d much prefer to be thought of as cerebral. “Seriously, Edie exhibited in galleries all over the country, and her book Domestic Goddesses is everything I believe in!” Nell moves to center of the room as if it were center stage. Again. Her arms move overhead with excitement. “She portrays women in these heroic terms because if you think back through history and even Biblical times—and if you think of say, a Rubens-esque painting of a woman—they’re always just naked showpieces sprawled out helpless on a canvas. But Edie well, c’mon, she captures them in daily situations…the way essential workers or even housewives should be recognized.” 

			“Okay, I’m convinced,” says Frederick, craning his neck to the window at the postman. “Nice biceps! Is he new in town?”

		


		
			Chapter Five

			Los Angeles

			With a quiet push of the glass door, Tom enters Forest Bend Nursing Home. 

			Heavenly sunbeams stream across the polished tile floor of a long hallway, giving him pause. Like that saying, “at death’s door…” This is most certainly it. A strange custodial scent pierces Tom’s nose. If this were a movie set, the scene would be called “Lysol.” Tom takes in the wallpaper. Multiple shades of greige. He shakes his head. He can’t believe the boss gave him this assignment. 

			Just ahead, “Wheeeel. Of. Fortuuuuune!” can be heard echoing white noise to old folks gathered around the television. Some of the younger at heart are hopeful, dressed in their best attire, waiting to attend the Academy Awards of their minds. Gazing out the window to the parking lot, a woman longs for a limousine that will never arrive.

			At each turn of the corridor, it’s like a cast of characters. And in the corner, a couple dances an arthritic tango. 

			Tom’s chest forms an automatic clutch…reminded of his grandmother. One of the last things she said on her deathbed was that it was hard to watch all her other friends die. She was the last to go. Technically, Tom’s grandfather will be the last to go, for now still hanging in there up on Lake Winnipesaukee, New Hampshire. Grandpa’s still active in the rotary club, with the veterans, and tending to Grandma’s prize-winning rose garden. On Sunday, he still prepares her traditional pot roast dinner, just like she did…with parsnips and all the fixings. As far as Grandpa’s concerned, his wife might be in heaven, but they’ll always be married. 

			Tom moves inconspicuously through a second set of automatic doors, poking his head around the room to spy inside a small library. Classic MGM videos line the shelves. A cat puzzle sits unfinished on a card table next to a chess game with knights and kings to strategize. 

			A displaced frail woman with a yesteryear-elegance approaches. She’s dressed in blue pastel with a vintage cloche hat, an heirloom diamond brooch on its band. Her look is vague, haunted. Tom attempts to intervene. “Hi there,” he says, but she says nothing, instead staring right through him as if he’s the ghost. “I bet you’re an actress,” he adds. 

			“Of course, I am!” she snaps, coming out of her trance. “Don’t you recognize me? All the boys wanted me. I used to be very beautiful. Did you see my pictures?”

			“All of them,” says Tom, a white lie and an earnest grin. “Every single one.” 

			Pleased, she smiles stretched wrinkles, batting her lashes—well, what’s left of them. A note of recognition crosses her face. “Why don’t you come to see me more often?” she flirts.

			“This is the first time I could get away,” he says. 

			“I understand,” she sighs, clasping both of his hands in hers, transparent skin with delicate veins. Her lips tremble, “The war is over. Paris has been liberated.” She pouts. “Have you forgotten Paris like you forgot about me?” 

			“I remember every detail,” says Tom, searching his tenth grade history class memory for an answer. “The Germans wore gray. You wore blue, right? There was a café?” 

			She gently places her hand on his cheek, then rubs it with remorse. Tom allows her the privilege. Their eyes gently lock. He feels sad for her. Aging isn’t a fun thing. Not at all. 

			“It’s nice seeing you again…” he says softly, very sincerely. “You haven’t changed a bit.” She continues stroking his cheek. Her mind gone elsewhere—Paris, probably—to that café and afternoons lingering over a noisette and croque monsieur. “But…I just have to leave you for a moment,” explains Tom. Ever so cautiously, he places her hand back to her side. Like a dutiful boy, he gives her a gentle peck on the cheek. 

			She watches him go, but he doesn’t turn back. Instead, Tom’s suddenly drawn to the voice of a hearty male, the first sign of someone in this place that’s actually having a lucid conversation with another person. Five steps from the voice’s door, Tom hears him say, “What do you think…I don’t know medicine? Thirty years in the coroner’s office, for Christ’s sake!” Tom peeks in the doorway to find a technician adjusting the IV in a man’s arm. 

			“It was infiltrated, Lolly,” says the tech, shaking his head before turning to go. He bypasses Tom in the doorway with a warning. “Don’t let him bite.”

			“I heard that, you putz!” Lolly shakes his head before his eyes scan Tom’s. “And who the hell are you, little piss-ant?” 

			Tom smiles, stepping forward with caution, extending a hand. “Hello, sir, I’m Tom. 

			Tom of The Hollywood Record.” 

			Lolly ignores the handshake. “I don’t speak to reporters.”

			“I’m guessing there’s lots coming around.” 

			“More than you might think, wise guy.” 

			“I’m doing a story on movie people who reside here.” 

			“You mean fading stars and starlets who come here to die, don’t you?” says Lolly. “So, say so.” Tom’s eyes lower to the floor. Lolly now extends a hand. “Wagner Lutz. Only call me Lolly.” 

			Tom shakes his hand. “Why Lolly?” 

			“Because I told you so.” 

			Tom thinks of his editor. Maybe the idea of a pen and paper for an interview isn’t so dead after all. He flips the cardstock cover to the first page, clicking the back of his pen to the pad. “So, tell me…how many films were you in? I heard you say you played a coroner—”

			Lolly hisses. “I didn’t play a coroner. I was a coroner. Assistant coroner of Los Angeles County. Autopsied Janis Joplin, RFK, Natalie Wood…all the big ones!”

			“When?” 

			“Fifty-nine to eighty-nine,” says Lolly. 

			“Oh, so you worked for that famous coroner…?” 

			“Noguchi?” says Lolly. “Yeah…I worked. Noguchi did TV shows. I worked. Noguchi did book tours. That bastard didn’t want to do autopsies unless it was somebody famous. ‘Coroner to the Stars,’ they called him. Which made me Assistant Coroner to the Stars.”

			“Was that a bad thing?” 

			“The difference is I never got fired for sensationalizing celebrity deaths. Like the deaths in this town need sensationalizing.” Lolly huffs, attempting to get out of bed and juggling his IV pole. Tom goes to steady him by the arm. Lolly pulls back. “Whadya think? I’m a frail old man?” says Lolly.

			There’s something about Lolly. Reminds him of his grandfather’s moral complexity, his persistence to be heard, his longing for the respect once conquered and now dismissed. Today, sadly, his life’s work and contributions mean absolutely nothing.

			“So,” says Tom, “how come you get to come to a motion picture old age home?”

			“Please!” says Lolly. “Cinematic Senior Center. Jesus, kid, try not to make my life sound so terminal.” Lolly grasps the arms of his wheelchair and plops in like he’s done this a few times. “I was the technical advisor on Quincy,” says Lolly. “You’re probably too young to know that the actor, Jack Klugman, played a medical examiner. It was before your time.” 

			“I know the show. I’ve watched reruns on Amazon with my grandfather.”

			“Amazon?” asks Lolly. “The shipping company?”

			“They do TV now too. Streaming,” says Tom. “So…you were the one who taught Klugman to be so ornery.” Tom’s eyes land on a framed black-and-white picture on Lolly’s nightstand. A small group of people, all in black, at a wall of crypts in a cemetery. “That’s a cheery photo to look at every night,” says Tom, pointing at one of the people. “Who’s that guy?”

			“Joe DiMaggio.”

			“The ballplayer? Why do you have this?”

			“I could tell you, but I’d have to kill you.”

			Just like Quincy might do, Tom darts his eyes up, down, and all around. There’s an empty cigar box on a desk. 

			“You like cigars, Mr. Lolly?” asks Tom. 

			“Love ’em. But can’t have ’em in here. Bad for my emphysema.” 

			Tom turns to look up at the wall by the door, and his eyes snag on a painting. A landscape. Red, white, and blue. If it could jump off the wall, it would be an earthquake. It’s easily a nearly identical sister painting to the one Tom bought at the auction.

			“Whoa,” says Tom. “Where did you get that?” 

			“It’s not what you think.”

			“What was I thinking?” asks Tom. 

			“Why are you interested?” 

			“Who’s interviewing who?”

			“For a dozen Havanas, I’ll tell you.” Tom raises a brow. “Fine,” says Lolly. “If you must know, Marilyn Monroe gave it to me in ’64 after she ‘died.’” Lolly makes quotation marks in the air with his fingers for died.

			“Huh?” Tom is taken aback. “What? Was she reincarnated?”

			“No.” Lolly picks up the photo on his bedside table. “This is her funeral. Like I told ya, that’s DiMaggio, her second husband. The kid in the marine uniform is his son. That there’s Lee Strasberg, the acting coach. Gave one hell of a fake eulogy for Marilyn.” Lolly spins his wheelchair toward the painting. “Keeps me company. She painted it for me. For keeping her secret safe. For helping her escape.” 

			“Wait a second,” says Tom. “So, you’re saying Marilyn Monroe didn’t die?”

			“Yup, that’s what I’m saying,” says Lolly, staring intently at Tom, seemingly joyful for his line of questions. This might be the best fun Lolly’s had in years. 

			“C’mon… This is some sort of joke. How could you keep something like this a secret?” Tom can tell that Lolly sees him as an ambitious opportunist, and that Tom sees him as some lonely old guy looking for a little attention. “You realize if what you’re saying is the truth, then it’s the biggest story of your life! And probably mine, too!”

			“Sure is,” confirms Lolly. “Defies everything the world thinks they know.”

			Tom guffaws, drops his notepad to his thigh. His narrative energy increases. “You’re telling me that the coroners, the morgue guys, the cops, her friends…somebody would have blown the lid off this casket by now to some tabloid piece of crap!” 

			“Like The Hollywood Record?” asks Lolly, almost un-
apologetically.

			“Well, yeah, I mean, heck yeah! Somebody would have paid you guys big bucks to leak to our newspaper!”

			“There was only a few of us to pay off,” says Lolly, his tone changing from untamable to serious. Lolly stares into the distance as if it’s all coming back to him like a movie reel moving in a picture show. A tear forms in the corner of his eye. 

			“May I?” asks Tom, sitting on the edge of his bed. 

			Lolly nods. “Sure, kid, sit.” Silence for a moment before Lolly exhales like a lifelong burden has been lifted. “God, this feels good. It’s time…” Lolly’s voice lowers, almost crackles now. “It wasn’t the tabloids that would have slipped us some money. Sure, somebody slipped us a couple hundred G’s but to keep quiet, not to talk…”

			“Who?”

			“I can’t say. I told you I was paid,” says Lolly, deadpan. “But let’s just say we were petrified of the mob, if you catch my drift. Hoffa, Giancana’s people…even Monroe’s ex-husband, DiMaggio, hung out at Toots Shor’s, a joint financed by the mafia. They were all interlaced.” He sighs. “I’m an old man now. Look at me—I’m dying. The mobsters are probably already dead. And you’re the first person who’s ever walked in here and asked me about that painting after all these years.” 

			“Okay, but two hundred thousand? That’s not very much.”

			“In 1962,” explains Lolly, “that was a lifetime. Inflation. Who knew?” 

			Tom stares at the painting. Like his painting from the auction, it’s talking to him. “This is just crazy!” he says.

			Lolly wheels to the top side of his mattress. Pulls out a flask from underneath it. “Only two people ever saw her ‘dead.’” Lolly forms air-quotations again. “Eunice Murray, the housekeeper who found her…she was the first. She protected Marilyn. The second one was Dr. Ralph Greenson, who loved her like a daughter. When Marilyn was depressed, which was a lot of the time, she used to stay at the Greenson home for slumber parties…as if she was Doctor and Mrs. Greenson’s daughter. They were the only two to really love and protect her…Murray and Greenson…” Lolly shakes his head. “That Greenson. He was another one. Never mind Noguchi being hailed ‘Coroner to the Stars,’ Greenson was the crackpot shrink to the stars. Vivien Leigh, Tony Curtis…”

			“Before my time…”  

			“Frank Sinatra!” shouts Lolly.

			“Okay, okay, I’ve heard of him, and I can certainly hear you.” says Tom, nervously shaking his ankle on the edge of the bed frame. This can’t be. Can it?

			“I’ve been dying to tell the truth.” Lolly nurses from the flask, wiping his lips. “I remember around November of ’82…twenty years after her death…the district attorney was still harping on us about Marilyn’s murder. They focused on the overdose, the acute barbiturate poisoning, the murder that wasn’t, the suicide that was, what she ate, what she didn’t eat, and why the FBI files on Monroe had been so heavily censored. But the most important fact is that from the time Marilyn’s body was found by Eunice to the time the police were called, hours went by. What was Marilyn doing all those hours? I’ll tell you what she was doing…she was planning her escape.”

			“But to where? This is fricking incredible!” Tom looks over his shoulder wondering if anybody else is entering the room to overhear. Maybe that technician is going to return. 

			“Yeah, well, you heard it here first, off the record…” says Lolly. “She was a phenomenon,” Lolly sighs with a shit-eating grin. “You know Adlai Stevenson?” Tom shakes his head. Lolly chuckles. “Well, Stevenson said that the dress she wore the night she sang ‘Happy Birthday’ to Kennedy was just skin and beads.” He smirks. “Those torpedo breasts and silk stockings. Marilyn was one hot dish to be had.”

			“So where did she go?” asks Tom, as if he can feel Marilyn calling him from her grave. 

			“Where did she go?” asks Lolly. “Good question. That’s for you to figure out, Clouseau.” 

			Tom nods, moves closer to inspect the painting corner to corner. 
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