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Praise for





A GOLDEN LIFE


“In this captivating novel, a young woman becomes the confidante to both the powerful and powerless of Old Hollywood—all while trying to outrun her own painful past. Ginny Kubitz Moyer beautifully renders an entire cast of complex and tender characters who remind us just how precarious and precious life can be. You’ll love it.”


—KATHERINE A. SHERBROOKE, author of The Hidden Life of Aster Kelly


“Once I started Ginny Kubitz Moyer’s A Golden Life, I couldn’t put it down. A story about confronting the past and owning one’s story, this novel is filled with enchanting period details, memorable characters, and an ending you won’t see coming. Five gold stars for this truly entertaining read!”


—SUSIE ORMAN SCHNALL, author of Anna Bright Is Hiding Something and We Came Here to Shine


“Step into the lavish world of 1930s Hollywood in Ginny Kubitz Moyer’s A Golden Life. A vibrant, captivating, and entertaining read!”


—ASHLEY E. SWEENEY, author of Eliza Waite


“A Golden Life is a story of human connection that spans generations; a love story; a story of family, secrets, and facing our truths. Like me, you’ll fall in love with the characters that populate the pages of this exceptional novel.”


—SUSEN EDWARDS, author of What a Trip: A Novel


“Ginny Kubitz Moyer weaves a tapestry of fascinating characters destiny appears to have brought together. Though they lived close to a century ago—which Moyer captures in minute and believable detail—their concerns and challenges will speak to contemporary readers. A well-written, lively, and engaging read!”


—JUDE BERMAN, author of The Die and The Vow


“A Golden Life masterfully captures the Golden Age of Hollywood. The prose glimmers with tension and mystery, revealing the raw ambition and resilience that define a young, headstrong woman’s journey through early adulthood. It’s a luminous tale that lingers, like the echo of applause after the final curtain falls.”


—JOANNE HOWARD, author of Sleeping in the Sun


“Step into the late 1930s epicenter of Hollywood’s Golden Age. . . . Moyer touches on larger life issues, including women’s limited choices and stereotypes and how society came to expect relationships to emulate the glittery romance Hollywood cinema created. Unputdownable!”


—FRANCINE FALK-ALLEN, author of A Wolff in the Family and Not a Poster Child
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1938





Frances Healey was not in the habit of buying movie magazines. National Geographic or Life magazine, yes; Modern Screen or Motion Picture, no. But that morning in March, when she saw a glossy issue of MovieFone at the newsagent in the train station, she didn’t think twice before passing a dime across the counter. And twenty minutes later, as the train began its steady southward progress through Santa Barbara County, she took the magazine out of her pocketbook, pausing briefly to study the blonde starlet on the cover. Like a college girl settling down with a textbook, she turned deliberately to the first article, recrossed her legs into a more comfortable position, and began to read.


BELINDA VAIL: THE GOLDEN GIRL NEXT DOOR MY INTERVIEW WITH A STAR ON THE RISE!


BY LOIS MONTGOMERY




I’m sitting in the palm-fringed atrium of an exclusive Hollywood restaurant on a late Tuesday morning. Sadly, the service is lackluster at best. It takes ten minutes for a waiter to come to my table; when he does, he is so distracted by something in the distance that he nearly clips my ear while handing me the menu.


I’m about to say something caustic when I realize what has caught his eye: a vision in a powder-blue suit and hat, just coming into the restaurant. It’s Belinda Vail, here for our interview.


“I’m so sorry to be late!” she effuses. “I overslept. So many late nights filming Mississippi Spring!”


She’s smaller than she seems on the screen, no more than five foot three. Her hair is a rich blonde, and her eyes are frankly and appealingly blue. She has the sort of beauty you don’t often see here in Hollywood, fresh and artless; no sophisticated airs for Miss Vail! She orders a coffee, and it appears at the table promptly, served with a courtly flourish.


“So you’ve had a busy schedule,” I say. Mississippi Spring, co-starring John Garfield, is one of the most highly anticipated pictures of the coming season.


“Oh, so busy!” she exclaims. “We’re working like mad on this film. When it’s all done, I want to go somewhere and sleep for a week!”


I ask where she’d like to go. Palm Springs, I expect her to say, or a dude ranch in the San Fernando Hills . . .


“I’d love to go back home to Plover, Nebraska,” she says wistfully, folding her hands on the table. “If only I had the time.”


I look surprised, and she smiles. “It’s a far cry from Hollywood, I know. But it’s different there, in a small town, where people are real and kind. Not that they aren’t here,” she says, with an apologetic wave in my direction. “It’s just—it’s the Midwest, and it made me who I am.”


I nod with sudden understanding. Of course! Her two biggest roles so far—the childhood friend who blossoms before Dick Powell’s eyes in Glory Street, and the shy English maiden who charms cavalier Errol Flynn in Heaven for the King—well, they have something in common.


“You’ve had great success as the ingenue,” I say. “As the girl next door.”


“Even when the girl lives in a castle,” she laughs.


“Do those parts have their roots in your childhood? In small-town America, where people are real and kind?”


She pauses, her lips pursed. Deep in thought, she’s a charming picture, and I am glad my husband did not accompany me to this interview (he did ask, as any red-blooded man would do!).


“You know,” she says, “I believe you’re right. That’s what I know best, the life of a small town. I’ve only been in Hollywood for a few years. Perhaps the glamour hasn’t quite changed me.”


“What’s the hardest thing you’ve had to do in the pictures?”


“Speak in an English accent,” she says, “for Heaven for the King. I felt like such a dunce! It was so hard to learn.”


“But you did it beautifully,” I say, and she thanks me.


As we eat I mention the rumors about her and Tyrone Power. Is it true there’s a little flame burning between them?


“Oh, no, not at all,” she says candidly. “He’s a dear friend. But he’s not where my heart lies.”


It’s an opening that a journalist can’t pass up. “Where does your heart lie?”


She looks down, fiddles with the fork. “With someone else,” she says almost reluctantly. “Someone who is not in front of the cameras.”


“But someone in Hollywood?”


A pause. “Yes.”


Well! A mystery! And who could it be? A director, producer, screenwriter? Whoever it is, he is one lucky man.


I say so, and she shakes her head. “No, I’m the lucky one. To get to make these pictures: it’s everything I ever wanted. I don’t know what I did to deserve it.”


A look at her wristwatch; she is apologetic. It’s time for her to return to the studio, to be transformed into the southern maiden who captures a Union officer’s heart. “You should see me trying to walk in those crinolines!” she laughs. “Thank goodness fashions have changed since the Civil War.”


I have one last question for her. “So if you could play any part,” I ask, “any part at all, what would it be?”


She surprises me by answering immediately. “Lady Macbeth,” she says, her eyes lighting up. “I’ve always longed to play her. Which actress wouldn’t?”


As she hurries out with a smile and a final wave, I ponder her answer. I can’t think of anyone less fitting to play the Scottish termagant than this Midwestern girl, the very picture of sugar and spice and all that is nice. But inspired by the immortal bard, a question rises to my mind: “Is this Hollywood’s next big star I see before me?”


Most emphatically: Yes.





Frances closed the magazine, putting it on the seat beside her. She turned to look out the train window, watching the treeless hills roll past under an overcast sky.


That last question, about the role Belinda Vail would most like to play: that was when the interview really began to get interesting. Right at the very end. She took off her glasses, polished them, settled them back on her nose. In her limited experience with movie magazines, she’d found that the interviewers rarely asked the stars about anything of substance. Maybe they thought their readers only wanted breezy, predictable interviews about inconsequential things. Or maybe the stars themselves balked at any question that was too revealing, that might jeopardize the careful image they presented to the world.


That, she thought with wry recognition as she watched a hawk circling in the sky, was something she could understand.


“Excuse me,” said a voice. “Could you tell me if my hat’s on straight?”


Frances turned to the woman in the seat facing her. She had a round face, a cheap traveling dress of turquoise wool (how warm for today, Frances thought with sympathy), and a small hat, which, in spite of numerous hairpins, was listing to one side.


“Not quite,” said Frances. “Shall I fix it?”


“Please,” said the woman.


Frances leaned over and gently repinned the hat. It was several years out of fashion and smelled faintly of mothballs.


“Thank you,” said the woman. “You’re a peach. I was sleeping, and anytime I do that my hat slides all to heck.” She surveyed Frances in a friendly way. “Did you get on at Santa Barbara?”


“I did, yes.”


The woman reached into her pocketbook and took out a small paper bag. “Ginger drops. I always have them on the train.” She held the bag out to Frances. “Do you want one?”


Frances didn’t, but the woman was so obviously eager to repay her for the millinery favor that she smiled and took one. It had been years since she’d had a ginger drop. Its spicy bite was instantly, aggressively familiar; for a moment it took her breath away.


The woman sighed, flexing her small feet inside highly polished shoes. “I always think I’m going to like taking the train, and then I don’t. I guess I’m so used to having my children around I get bored on my own.”


“Where are you headed?”


“To Oxnard, to help out my sister. She’s just had a baby, her first. Do you have children?”


“No.”


“Married?”


“No.”


The woman nodded. “You look like you aren’t. I mean,” she said, indicating Frances’s stylish navy suit and hat, “you look like a working girl. A career girl. That’s a good thing to be,” she added, as if afraid she had caused offense.


Frances laughed. “I think so too. Most of the time, anyhow.” The ginger drop was now small enough that she could swallow it, so she did. “So how is your sister doing? My name is Frances, by the way.”


“Enid,” said the woman. “Enid Sturbridge. Nice to meet you. It’s her first baby, and it was a real rough birth. Her husband is—well, let’s just say he’s not used to being told no. In a certain room of the house, that is.” She raised an eyebrow significantly. “But the doctor told her to wait three months. Her husband’s being a real stinker about it, pouting and complaining. And the baby’s colicky, so she’s worried sick, and it’s causing problems with her milk.


“Sorry,” she said after a moment. “I shouldn’t be so frank. I guess I’m used to being around my married friends.”


“It’s quite all right,” said Frances. “I’m sorry she’s having such a hard time.”


“Me too. Anyway, when I’m there I can cook and clean and let her rest. She’s a sweetheart, Gloria, a real sweetheart. She deserves a break.”


“She’s lucky to have you,” said Frances earnestly.


Enid looked surprised, then pleased. “It’s the least I can do. Sorry, I’m talking your ear off. I should let you read in peace.”


“No, not at all,” said Frances. “I’d always rather talk than read a magazine.”


Enid reached for another ginger drop. She offered the bag to Frances, who lifted her hand in refusal. “Well, you’re easy to talk to somehow.” She looked at Frances speculatively, taking in the brown hair, the glasses, the subtle makeup. “Are you a teacher, or something?”


“No. I’m a secretary.”


“Who for?”


“No one at the moment. I’m on my way to interview for a new job. In Hollywood.”


Enid’s eyes widened. “In the movies?”


“Yes.” Frances’s innate discretion would normally keep her from saying more, but since Enid would be bowing out of her life once the train reached Oxnard, likely never to return, she added, “I have an interview tomorrow morning. For secretary to a producer at VistaGlen Studios.”


“Gosh, that’s exciting.” Enid indicated the magazine on the seat. “You’ll see all those stars in real life.”


Frances felt a little thrill shoot along her veins: the thrill of the fresh start, of the possible. “It’ll be different, that’s for sure.”


“How do you get a job like that?”


“Well, you have to give a good interview.” She pressed the nail of her index finger gently against the base of her thumb, then did the same with the other three fingers in turn, an old habit of hers. “Hopefully, I will. But it’s mainly because of my last employer, in Santa Barbara. He used to be a costume designer for the studio, and he gave me a recommendation.”


“You must be good at what you do.”


“I’ve always liked things to be organized. That’s important for a secretary.”


“Sure,” said Enid thoughtfully. “But you’re also good with people. Believe it or not, I wouldn’t run on like this with just anyone. There’s something about you that makes me feel . . .”—she wiggled one foot, looking for the word—“well, that makes me feel safe. I’m probably not making any sense.”


Frances looked at her frank and open face and felt a tightening in her chest. “Thank you, Enid,” she said. “That’s nice to hear.”


“It’s the truth.” Her gaze fell on the magazine by Frances’s side. “You know what you should do in Hollywood?” she said thoughtfully. “Work for the magazines. Interview the movie stars. I bet they’d tell you things they wouldn’t tell anyone else. Better than that Lois what’s-her-name that writes the columns.”


Frances smiled and gestured toward the crown of Enid’s head. “Your hat is slipping again, I’m afraid.”


“Darn the thing,” said Enid. She held still as Frances repinned it. “That’s what I get for trying to be fashionable. Anyhow,” she said as Frances sat back down, “that’s my two cents’ worth. I bet you’ll meet lots of interesting people at the studio.”


“I hope so,” said Frances. “Although I think almost everyone is interesting, if you get to know them.”


“Well, you’ve certainly made me feel interesting,” said Enid. “It’s a nice change.”


Time passed quickly until Oxnard. “I’m sorry, Frances,” said Enid as she gathered her things. “We talked so much about me, I hardly asked about you. Mother would ask where my manners were.”


“Don’t apologize. I enjoyed our conversation. And I hope things go well for your sister.”


She watched Enid cross the platform, then greet a lanky man with a sullen expression who kissed her cheek reluctantly. The brother-in-law, she thought with interest, watching him take Enid’s suitcase. Enid turned back to the train, made a cartoonish grimace behind his back for Frances’s benefit, then lifted her hand in a wave.


Frances grinned and waved back, sorry to see her go. She’d enjoyed Enid’s stories of domestic life, especially the one about trying to find homes for the puppies that the family dog had inconveniently produced. (“That’s what we get for letting her out of the yard when she was in heat. We must have rocks for brains.”) Enid had a ready sense of humor and the ability to laugh at herself: two qualities that Frances herself possessed, and that she recognized and valued in others.


Seven years before, when Frances had been preparing to leave for college, her prospective roommate had written to ask what she liked to do. Frances had written back a list of her favorite things—dancing, eating lemon meringue pie, walking on rainy days, laughing—but hadn’t known how to explain what she really enjoyed doing. She’d thought of writing, “I love watching people,” but that sounded like something one would do with binoculars; “studying people” wasn’t right, either, for it sounded too detached and academic. In the end, she’d finally written, “I love getting to know people and learning who they really are.” Even that, she decided as she sealed the envelope, didn’t quite capture it.


For her interest wasn’t one-sided, nor did she regard others merely as subjects for study. Innately compassionate, she might chuckle at a ridiculous character in a book, but she would never laugh at a person confiding in her. Enid hadn’t been the first to say she felt safe with Frances.


Her gaze rested on the magazine cover featuring Belinda Vail’s lovely face. What would she have asked the starlet, given the chance? For a moment she imagined herself with a steno pad and pencil, not taking dictation as a secretary but listening, asking questions, and understanding, truly understanding, another person. She opened her pocketbook, took out a small pad and pencil, and wrote three questions in her neat script.


What do you hope people will remember about you, fifty years from now?


Tell me something you loved to do when you were a child.


Five years ago, would you have been able to imagine your life as it is today?


She pressed her fingernails into her thumb again mechanically as she stared out the window. A memory had risen out of the past, a memory of the first steno pad she’d ever owned. She was nine, and she and her father had just seen an accident on El Camino Real, two cars colliding near the Episcopal church. No one was hurt, but a crowd gathered and a newspaper man had asked her father for what he’d seen, scribbling his answers with lightning-fast speed in a notebook. “I’d like to do that,” Frances had said as they walked home. “I’d like to have a notebook and ask people questions.”


He looked down at her and smiled. “You’d be good at that, kitten.” And the very next day, she found a small notebook and perfectly sharpened pencil on her dresser. She picked it up, smelled the fresh paper, and tested the needle-sharp point of the pencil against the pad of her thumb. He could not have given her anything that would have delighted her more.


That was who her father had been: quiet, encouraging, and kind. Perhaps he still was.


Frances closed her eyes, resisting the pull of memory. With effort she focused on the implacable chug-chug of the train. It was taking her farther from home than she had been at any time in the past five years. They have no idea where I am, she thought; they won’t know until I write to give them my address. They won’t know unless I write to give them my address.


Opening her eyes, she watched houses and backyards flash past, laundry fluttering on clotheslines behind low fences. Yes, she would write to tell them where she was. Even with all that had happened, she would write. But she would do it later rather than sooner.


She sat up straight, closing the steno pad with the brisk efficiency that kept the past at bay. She stowed the pad and pencil in her handbag and snapped the clasp shut. Then she picked up the magazine, opened it to the next article—“Handsome, Strong, and Able: The Many Charms of Clark Gable!”—and read until the conductor announced her stop.
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As the taxi drove through downtown Hollywood the next morning, Frances looked around with interest. At first glance she saw storefronts, offices, restaurants, and people walking down the street as they would in any other town. There were women with smart pocketbooks and elegant hats and women in less elegant hats with shopping baskets over their arms; there were men in suits scanning newspaper headlines as they walked, two burly deliverymen unloading crates by the curb, a policeman directing traffic briskly through an intersection. Then as they drove up Vine Street, she caught sight of the hat-shaped sign for the Brown Derby restaurant perched high against the sky, and it was suddenly no longer any other town, but Hollywood.


The trees she saw were mostly palms and citrus, as she’d expected, but occasionally she spied a eucalyptus or a pepper tree with its long, feathery leaves. They drove down a residential street lined with Mediterranean-style stucco houses, small and trim, with the occasional mock Tudor or older shingled Craftsman with a deep porch. The browning hills in the distance were a reminder of the region’s dry climate, but the houses all had lush lawns, neat rectangles of green not only in front of the house but even in the strip between sidewalk and street. Magenta bougainvillea grew in luxurious abundance along fences and walls, and when the taxi paused at an intersection, Frances caught the sweetly irresistible smell of lemon blossoms from a nearby tree. She breathed deeply, as much to savor the fragrance as to calm her slight nervousness.


She had expected VistaGlen Studios to be far on the outskirts of town, but in fact it was just a few minutes away from Hollywood Boulevard, its white walls and ornate entrance gate seeming to rise straight out of the sidewalk. “Here we are,” said the taxi driver, tilting back his cap. “Whatever you’re here for, miss, I hope it goes well.”


The uniformed guard at the gatehouse was similarly friendly. “Interviewing with Mr. Merrill, are you?” he said when Frances identified her errand. He verified her name on a typed list, then pointed to the two-story Colonial-style building sprawling behind a wide green lawn bordered with dark pink oleanders. “Check in with the first-floor receptionist.” He smiled encouragingly. “Best of luck to you, Miss Healey.”


Just before the front entrance, Frances paused to survey herself in the mirror of her compact. Her dark hair, with its natural wave, was tidy; her lipstick was neat and unsmudged; and thanks to the iron at the YWCA, her blouse was crisp and neat. She checked on the angle of her navy-blue hat and grinned, remembering Enid. It was impossible to check the seams of her stockings; she’d have to trust they were straight.


Here we go, she thought to herself, fighting a sudden wave of nervousness. She took a deep breath and remembered Cyril Flike’s white hair and fine-boned face, last seen in the shade of the oak trees of Santa Barbara. “You’ll be perfect for Lawrence Merrill,” he had said as he got slowly into the back of the big car that was taking him to the train station. “He’ll be lucky to have you.”


Was he right? She was about to find out.


Mr. Merrill’s office was on the far end of the second floor, down a lushly carpeted hallway. In the bright anteroom, his secretary rose from her desk, holding out her hand. “Miss Healey? I’m Dina Ramos. Nice to meet you.” She indicated the closed door. “Mr. Merrill is finishing a phone call. Have a seat, why don’t you. He’ll just be a few minutes.”


“Thank you.” Frances sat down on the small sofa facing the desk as Dina resumed her work. She was a petite brunette in a red dress with, Frances noticed, a round collar similar to the one she herself was wearing; that little detail felt obscurely comforting. She was opening mail with graceful efficiency as a diamond winked on her left hand.


“You’ve just come from Santa Barbara, haven’t you?” Dina asked.


“Yes, I arrived here yesterday.”


Dina smiled. “We’re changing places, you and I. My fiancé is from Santa Barbara. We’re getting married there in two weeks.”


“Oh, congratulations. How exciting.”


“It is. I’ll miss working, though.” She looked toward the door, which was still closed. “He’s fairly particular about who he hires,” she said in an undertone. “Mr. Flike’s recommendation went a long way.” She unfolded a paper, scanned it, placed it in a pile to her left.


“How long have you worked here, Miss Ramos?”


“Call me Dina, please. In this job, a year and a half. I was at another studio for two years before that.” She froze suddenly, an envelope held in the air, tilting her head toward the office, then turned back to Frances. “He’s off the phone,” she said in a low voice.


Frances sat as straight as possible, beating back another quick flutter of nerves. The door to the inner office opened, revealing a man in a dark gray suit and navy tie. He gave a brief, impersonal smile.


“Miss Healey? I’m Lawrence Merrill.”


She stood up and shook his outstretched hand. He held open the door. “Please, come in.”





It was a large office, with windows on both sides. He indicated a seat in front of the huge desk and then seated himself in the leather swivel chair behind it. His hair was brown, lighter than her own, with a hint of gray at the temples. He was tall, over six feet, and had a rather narrow face with brown eyes. He was younger than she had expected: late thirties, perhaps.


“It’s nice to meet you,” he said. “You had a good trip from Santa Barbara? No problems with the train, I hope.”


“No,” she said. “It was an easy trip, thank you.”


Even sitting, he appeared tall. He sat like a successful man, his shoulders straight. “A man who slouches looks like a man who doesn’t care,” she heard Mother Florence say.


He tapped a paper on his desk. “I don’t normally hire secretaries who are new to Hollywood. But you got a glowing recommendation from Cyril. And he’s a difficult man to impress.”


“He was very good to work for. I learned a great deal.”


“You didn’t want to go to Paris with him?”


“I’d have liked that, but he didn’t take a secretary.”


“Probably hiring one there.” He picked the paper up, smiling briefly at it as if picturing Cyril’s face. “I haven’t seen him in years. I’ll have to visit him when he’s back in the States.”


She waited, her hands folded in her lap. He put the paper back on the desk, opened a carved wooden box, took out a cigarette, and lit it. He looked at her as he settled back in his chair.


“So why did you decide to become a secretary, Miss Healey? Instead of”—he waved a half circle with his cigarette—“a nurse, say?”


The question surprised her, but she respected it, and him for asking it. It reached beyond the tidy outline of her professional experiences to something more essential and revealing.


“I like working with people,” she said. “Working closely, that is. I like getting to know one person well instead of many people superficially.” His eyes were fixed on her, his expression unreadable. “I’ve always been organized too. I don’t care for loose ends. I make sure things are wrapped up neatly.


“Also,” she added after a moment, “I tend to faint at the sight of blood.”


He laughed, which made him look years younger. She smiled too, relieved that her bit of levity had been appreciated. “Well,” he said, “this office has seen a lot, but we haven’t had bloodshed. Yet.” He tapped some ash into the ashtray. “You worked in a law office, too, before working for Cyril.”


“Yes. Bennett, Ingram and Bennett, in San Luis Obispo. I was there for about three years.”


He scanned a paper on his desk. “They also gave you an excellent reference. What made you leave?”


There was a pause, long enough that he glanced up at her. She said, “I was ready for something new. Something different.”


She expected him to inquire further and was glad when he merely nodded. “Well,” he said, “I’ve no doubt that Cyril provided that.” He leaned back in his chair. “I’m willing to give it a go, Miss Healey. You should know that occasionally I’ll need you to work evenings or weekends, sometimes with no advance notice.”


“That’s quite all right.”


“You have a place to stay?”


“I’m at the YWCA at the moment.”


“Ask Miss Ramos. She might know of a girl looking for a roommate.” He leaned forward, bringing his hands together on the desk, the right one still holding the cigarette. His tone became serious. “Another thing, and it’s critical. Cyril made a point of praising your discretion. You’re new to Hollywood, Miss Healey, but gossip is the lifeblood of this town. You’ll be privy to some information that will need to be kept confidential. About projects in the works, or the personal lives of our actors and actresses. I need to have absolute faith in my secretary.”


“I’m not one to gossip, Mr. Merrill. I never have been.”


“Good.” As he stubbed out the cigarette, she took the opportunity to study him. His face was more handsome in profile than it was head-on; he was no matinee idol, but there was a line to his cheek and a downward curve to his mouth that was somehow appealing. It was disconcerting to discover this. She would much rather work for an ugly man.


He looked up and she looked down, embarrassed by her thoughts. He seemed not to notice.


“Let’s do a two-week trial then, Miss Healey,” he said. “If it’s satisfactory to both of us, we’ll make it permanent. All right?”


She was elated but hid it behind a professional smile. “Yes, thank you, Mr. Merrill.”


“Good.” He stood up, and so did she. “Miss Ramos will show you the ropes. She’ll stay on a few more days, just to get you acquainted with the office. So I’ll see you here tomorrow morning, eight o’clock. Be ready for some dictation.”


“I will, Mr. Merrill. Thank you.”


He nodded, giving the same impersonal smile. “Goodbye, Miss Healey.” He had already turned to the pile of papers on his desk, absorbed in the next task.


In the outer room, Dina glanced up from her typing as Frances closed the door behind her. She smiled. “Two-week trial starting tomorrow?”


“Yes.”


“Good. With those references, I’m not surprised. Something tells me you’ll fit in just fine.” She typed quickly, clearly finishing her letter, then cranked the paper out of the machine. “In fact, we can go over some of the basics right now, if you’d like. Or would you rather enjoy your last day of freedom before the job begins?”


“No, I’d love to get started.”


Dina grinned. “Like I said: You’ll fit in just fine.” The phone rang and she picked it up, her voice brisk. “Mr. Merrill’s office.” A pause. “Yes, Mr. Hirschberg.” She sat looking at Frances for a moment as a male voice droned faintly on the end of the line, then she held the phone in place with her shoulder as she reached for a notepad, scribbled something, turned the pad around and pushed it across the desk. Take a walk and come back in ten, it said in shorthand.


Frances smiled and left.


She went downstairs to the reception hall, but this time she took the doors that led into the studio. Soon she was walking across a large grassy quadrangle bisected by a cement path, beyond which were paved streets and huge buildings in all directions. The quadrangle reminded her somewhat of a school campus, even to the flagpole at its center, but there the resemblance stopped.


She took one of the streets and walked slowly, passing a small charming bungalow with a white picket fence, then a Spanish-style office building with a red tiled roof, then a huge rectangular building with SOUNDSTAGE ELEVEN printed above the door. And moving in every direction, like busy ants, were fascinating people: an executive in a blue suit; two young women who looked like secretaries; a grayhaired woman with a tape measure around her neck, carrying a hatbox in each hand; a man in a chef’s hat and apron pushing a trolley of cakes and a silver coffee urn; and what must have been extras for a period movie, three men in Renaissance hose and doublets and large hats with feathers, walking toward her and talking about baseball. She laughed aloud at the incongruity of it, and one of them looked at her, startled, then appeared to realize the reason for her amusement. “Those Yankees are errant knaves,” he said with a grin, and she smiled back, delighted with him and the vibrant new world around her.


It would be a challenge, working in the pressure-filled environment of a studio instead of Cyril’s peaceful home, but she was hungry for it. She wondered if he had known even before she did that she was ready to move to a larger, more active stage. It would be like him, she thought with sudden affection, to have intuited that.


As she turned back toward the administration building, she caught sight of a young man by the soundstage. He was in shirtsleeves and suspenders and he was walking by himself, his hands in his pockets, smiling broadly off into the distance. Frances had always loved it when a person was walking alone and smiling with no visible reason to do so, and she paused on the sidewalk to watch him. He continued along, grinning to himself as if some secret delight powered him from within, as if he had just heard some news so good he could not possibly keep it inside.


Normally, she would enjoy speculating about what was making him smile, but she had an appointment to keep. So she quickened her pace, her heels clicking on the sidewalk, as she made her way briskly back to Mr. Merrill’s office.
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As predicted, Dina was helpful in the search for lodgings. Within twenty-four hours, she had connected Frances with Audrey Gifford, a secretary at Warner Brothers who was looking for a roommate for a two-bedroom flat. Like many buildings in Hollywood, the apartment house was a modern architect’s fantasy of old Spain, with decorative iron balconies and colorful tiles on the front steps and foyer floor. Honeysuckle bloomed by the entrance, and the flat had its own telephone line. “No more talking to a fellow in the boardinghouse hall, where anyone can hear,” said Audrey. “Once you’ve had your own line, there’s no going back.”


Audrey was from upstate New York and had been in Hollywood for three years. She was the secretary for Harold Dersh, a unit producer at Warner Brothers, the parallel to Frances’s job. Tall and curvy, she had auburn hair and eyes so blue they were almost startling. “Back home, nearly all the girls I went to school with are married,” she said, sitting on the edge of the twin bed as Frances unpacked her trunk. “Raising their second or third baby. That’s fine someday. But I’m going to live while I’m young.” She was a mix of small-town frankness and sophisticated cynicism, friendly and unpretentious.


“So where are you from, Frances?” she asked.


“Near San Francisco.” Frances unwrapped a framed print of the Italian countryside and set it carefully on the bureau. “South of the city.”


“That’s a pretty picture.”


“It’s somewhere outside Tuscany, I think,” said Frances. “It was a gift. Someday I’d love to go there in person.”


“I’m just dying to go to Europe. My friend Mitzi and I used to talk about visiting her cousins in Vienna, but we never did.” She grimaced. “She must be worried about them, these days. Her uncle is a rabbi, see. I hope they’re okay.”


“Gosh, I hope so,” said Frances soberly. Since the annexation of Austria by Germany just weeks before, newspapers had been reporting stories of harassment and violence against the Viennese Jewish community. It was horrifying to read the stories, to imagine how quickly one’s world could become unrecognizable and unsafe. “Has she had any news from them?”


“I haven’t written to her in a while. I’ll ask next time I do.” Audrey walked over to a box of books. “Want me to unpack those?”


“Sure. I was going to put them on the desk.”


Audrey studied the first book. “Pride and Prejudice. Can you believe I’ve never read it?”


“Oh, you can borrow it anytime. It’s wonderful.”


“Walden. We were supposed to read it in school, but I never did. Little Women: that’s a good one.”


“My favorite. I always wanted to be Jo.”


“I liked Amy, at least until she married Laurie.” She picked up the next book and grinned. “Sons and Lovers. That’s NOT one we read in school. Oh, and The Book of Common Prayer.” She raised an eyebrow at Frances. “Promise not to preach at me if I come home late.”


“Don’t worry,” promised Frances, shaking out a green dress and putting it on a hanger. “Preaching isn’t my style.”


“That’s a relief. And of course, Standard Handbook for Secretaries.” She set it down with a flourish as Frances closed the closet door. “There. Library is now open.”


“Thanks for your help.”


“Sure.” Audrey nodded at the bureau, where the framed print of Tuscany sat alone. “So that’s it? No family photos, or handsome young men for me to covet?”


Frances laughed. She liked Audrey’s easy nature and unapologetic prying.


“No, there’s no man in my life,” she said. “And . . .”—she paused, threading the delicate balance between honesty and privacy—“my family isn’t in my life either.” She buckled the trunk. “It’s a long story.”


“I’m sorry.”


“No, it’s fine. Just don’t be surprised if you don’t hear me talk about them.”


Audrey looked at Frances speculatively but not unkindly. It was clear that she was curious, but she would respect the boundaries her roommate had set; that made Frances want to say more. “I’m not a fugitive from the law, or anything,” she explained. “Just ready for a fresh start.”


“Well, Hollywood is full of girls who want to get away from something,” said Audrey kindly. “A small town, a bad marriage, whatever.” She adjusted the bureau scarf, pulling it clear of the drawers. “You’ll fit right in.”


“That’s good to hear,” said Frances, grateful for the support. She glanced out the open window at the soft blue of the evening sky, against which a tall palm tree stood like an exclamation point. “I just need to get through the two-week trial period.”


“Oh, it’s a piece of cake. Get to work five minutes early, stay late without complaining, keep your steno pad handy, don’t share studio secrets. That’s basically it.”


“I can do that.”


“And make your boss think he’s brilliant, no matter how ridiculous he is.” Audrey grinned. “It’s not just the movie stars who act in this town, Frances. Everyone does.”





Frances settled into the studio almost as easily as she settled into her apartment. It was part of her nature to adapt readily to new surroundings, and it helped that Dina was there for the first few days to explain the intricacies of the job.


She quickly grew to love the ritual of arriving each day, unlocking the office, which was always refreshingly cool no matter how warm it was outside, opening the blinds, and watching the morning sunlight flood in through the window. It was a pleasure to use the expensive typewriter, which was so new that the smooth keys offered no resistance to her touch. There was a large mahogany desk and file cabinet and a potted plant with leaves so shiny she sometimes wondered if they were polished by the cleaning lady who came in every evening.


Mr. Merrill’s office, naturally, was more impressively furnished than her own. He had a fireplace—it appeared never to have been used—and there was a large couch with an end table, as well as chairs that could be pulled closer to his desk for meetings. A closet held a small bar, well stocked with bottles (he rarely drank, though many of his visitors did). The teakettle was kept in her office, and if any visitor requested coffee, a quick ring to the commissary would produce it within minutes. There was one small framed photo far back on his desk, showing a girl about five years old sitting on a pony while Mr. Merrill held the reins. “He’s a widower,” said Dina when Frances asked if he was married. She paused in her filing, as if about to say more, then Mr. Merrill buzzed and the conversation was never resumed.


Frances soon learned that the administration building housed the offices of all the unit producers and other executives, including Irving Glennon, the head of the studio and the only one to outrank Mr. Merrill. It was the building where decisions were made, projects approved or axed, and budgets signed: the governing body of the studio, Dina explained. But it was only one piece of a fascinating world, and Frances was eager to see the rest. On her lunch breaks she ate quickly, then used the remaining time to wander the studio, absorbing the sights and sounds of a place unlike any she’d ever seen.


There was the commissary, where Romans in togas and Victorian ladies in crinolines ate lunch with cameramen in shirtsleeves. There were the small white bungalow dressing rooms for the studio’s largest stars, charming houses with picket fences that looked like they had been accidentally dropped in among the massive soundstages. The studio had a research department, and a long, low office building for the screenwriters, as well as a gymnasium and an infirmary and even a barbershop. There was a schoolroom for the studio’s child stars and stand-ins; once Frances had to run an errand there, and it had been a jolt to see the curly head of Jimmy Buttons, the young boy who played a precocious street urchin in a popular series of pictures, bent over a page of sums like any other ten-year-old in America. And it was fascinating to wander through the back lots. The turn-of-the-century New York street used in Jimmy Buttons’s pictures ran for a long block, then abruptly became a quaint English village with half-timbered buildings and thatched roofs. There was a Western town, a Paris boulevard, and a colonial village, used to great effect in Drums of Revolution. And it all happened under the Hollywood sky, which was invariably blue and beautiful. Frances had heard that some Broadway actors scorned the movies, insisting that the only real acting happened on the stage, but even they could not deny that it took a great deal of imagination to stand under a 75-degree sky and pretend to shiver in a New England winter.


As expected, the job was far more complex than working for Cyril. As the studio’s top unit producer, Mr. Merrill was involved in the creation of what seemed to be a staggering number of films, so the office was visited by a constant parade of contract stars, directors, studio publicists, and screenwriters who came in clutching bulky folders of typescript. Frances attended many of these meetings, sitting to the side in a leather-covered chair with metal studs, scribbling notes in shorthand. Other meetings happened in secret behind the closed door, meetings for which she was asked to procure coffee or, for the urbane director Neville Stevenson, black tea steeped for precisely four minutes, with two lumps of sugar. He requested it that way her second day on the job, and she noted his preference in her personal steno pad. The following week, when he came for another meeting, she had the tea ready and waiting. He accepted the cup absently and took a sip, then paused, delighted. “Exactly the way I like it,” he said. He nodded to Mr. Merrill. “This girl is a prize, Lawrence.”


Mr. Merrill looked directly at Frances, which was a change; when he gave dictation, he usually stared off in the middle distance or leaned back in his chair and gazed at the ceiling. But now he regarded her with a faint smile, though his comment was directed to Neville. “Don’t you dare try to poach her,” he said. “She’s just started.”


And after the meeting was over, he paused by her desk. “It’s not been the full two weeks, Miss Healey, but I don’t see any need to prolong the trial period. The job is officially yours.”


Her heart soared; she’d been confident in the work she was doing, but nothing was certain until it was certain. “Thank you so much, Mr. Merrill.” Then she added impulsively, “Was it the tea?”


He looked surprised, then his face relaxed into a smile.


“Neville’s a temperamental fellow,” he said, “and he’s been unhappy with the casting of this picture. Everything helps. Even a cup of tea.”


Audrey, who was painting her nails at the table when Frances returned home, squealed upon hearing the news. “Congratulations! I’d jump up and hug you if I could.”


“Thanks. It was a nice surprise.”


“Too bad we don’t have any champagne,” said Audrey. She moved the nail polish so Frances could sit down. “Sorry, I know this smells awful. But I’ve got a date tonight. He’s a screenwriter at the studio.”


“Someone you like?”


“Well enough to get dinner out of it.” She glanced up. “Want to come? I’m sure Sid has a friend he could call. We could celebrate your good news.”


“No, thanks. I’ll have a quiet night in with a book.”


“The Book of Common Prayer?”


“Sure,” Frances deadpanned. “I’ll pray for the success of your date.”


“Don’t pray too much. I don’t want to get married yet.” Audrey applied some polish carefully to her left index finger. “Sure I can’t tempt you?”


“I’m sure. My dates will be a novel and a cup of tea.” Frances surveyed the living room, with its wing chair and walnut rocker and braided rug. “If only we had a sofa,” she said. “That would be cozy, wouldn’t it? Maybe right under the window.”


“Mmm.” Audrey frowned at her nails.


“Mr. Merrill is getting a new one for his office. I wonder what’s happening to the old one. If I weren’t so new there, maybe I’d ask discreetly.”


Audrey laughed. “I wouldn’t want any producer’s couch in my house, thank you very much.”


“Why not?”


Audrey looked up, surprised. “Casting couch, of course. How do you think most of these new starlets get their roles?”


“Oh.” Frances, not expecting that, blinked. “Oh. I see.”


“Sorry. I feel like I just destroyed your innocence.”


“No,” said Frances. “It’s—no, you didn’t. That just hadn’t occurred to me.”


“Well, that’s how the executives are. And they don’t just go after actresses. I had a terrible time with Mr. Dersh the first few weeks I worked for him.” Audrey regarded her fingernails critically. “He did his damnedest to back me into every corner he could find.”


“What did you do?”


“I’m quicker than he is. I always managed to slip away. Finally, I said, ‘You remind me so much of my grandfather, Mr. Dersh.’ That put an end to it.” She grinned. “I also invented a boyfriend who was a boxer. So remember that, if you ever need it.”


Frances took a tangerine from the fruit bowl and began to peel it, the sharply sweet fragrance masking the smell of the nail polish. It was fascinating and, on another level, disturbing that Audrey could speak so lightly of such an unpleasant experience. Perhaps working in Hollywood caused a girl to develop a certain kind of armor. “Mr. Merrill hasn’t tried anything with me,” she said. “I don’t think he’s likely to either. That’s the good part about being a plain Jane with glasses.”


“Plain nothing,” said Audrey. “I’d kill for your legs. And your cheekbones.” She waved her hand back and forth. “No, if he’s left you alone, it’s because he’s otherwise engaged.”


“Engaged? Dina didn’t mention that.”


“Not that kind of engaged. Not marriage. I mean I’m pretty sure he’s seeing someone.” She pressed her lips together as she looked at Frances. “I’d say more, except once I start it it’s going to be hard to stop. And there are certain things I can’t talk about publicly yet.”


“That’s intriguing.”


“Studio secrets. Don’t tempt me.”


“I won’t. I don’t want you to get in trouble with your boss.”


“Thanks,” said Audrey. “He’s a randy old goat, but it’s still a job I want to keep. But you’ll find out about it soon.” Her eyes were alight with intrigue. “And I hope I’m the one to tell you.”
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When she had taken the job, Frances knew that she would be working with some of Hollywood’s biggest stars. Even so, it was always a shock when the office door opened and an actor she had seen only in black and white walked into the room, in person and in color.


She concealed her awe and found that even the most glamorous stars responded well to her friendly efficiency. Occasionally, the interactions were negative; Evelyn Deane, the studio’s most popular screwball comedy actress, proved to be surprisingly cold and aloof, and once Frances had to call studio security to help with Sampson Oliver, a rugged leading man with a notorious noontime drinking habit who stumbled into the hat rack and knocked over a lamp. But most of the time the stars were amiable and refreshingly real.


“So how are you finding Hollywood?” asked Loretta DeWitt, a raven-haired stunner known for her role in The Three Musketeers. She sat in glamorous state on the sofa, waiting for a meeting with Mr. Merrill, the spicy scent of Tabu perfume discernible even several feet away.


“It’s fascinating, Miss DeWitt,” said Frances. “It’s like a world of its own.”


“You bet it is,” said Loretta. She spoke with a Texas twang, one never heard on the screen. “Nothing prepares you for this place.” She pulled out a compact. “I came here when I was nineteen, and I couldn’t believe I was in Hollywood. Still can’t, some days.” She held the compact out at eye level, moved it an inch to the left while turning her head in the opposite direction, then snapped it shut. “That makeup man is worth his weight in gold,” she said with satisfaction.


“Is it strange,” Frances asked, “to see yourself in a movie?”


“Oh, the first time was awful. You think you look one way, and then you see the movie and you look totally different. It’s . . .”—she gestured with the hand holding the compact, looking for the right word—“bizarre. Just bizarre.”


“It must be.”


“Especially,” said Loretta, raising a penciled eyebrow, “the first time you see yourself in a love scene. Oh Lord, I blushed and blushed. But then I got used to it. Mama never has, though. There are some films of mine she still won’t see.” She grinned, putting away the compact. “It’s funny, you know? I learned how to kiss from the movies. In that theater in Plano, Texas. Fifteen-year-old me, never had a beau, learning what to do.”


“I learned how to kiss from the movies too,” said Frances. She had never consciously realized that before; it was an almost startling discovery. She had a vivid memory of Jerry Kelleher, her first high school boyfriend, leaning toward her on the darkened front porch, his face intent and eager just before she closed her eyes.


“We all did, I bet.”


“Goodness,” said Frances. “What on earth did people do before Hollywood?”


“Fumble around like idiots, I guess,” said Loretta. “And now I’m the one doing the teaching.” She laughed. “Sweet Jesus, the responsibility. I’d better do a damn good job.”


Occasionally, as Frances leaned over the sofa in Mr. Merrill’s office to open or close the window, she remembered the conversation about the casting couch. It was an uncomfortable thing to recall. She was not naive, but the thought that sex could be used in so coldly transactional a way, and that the practice was apparently so common in Hollywood, was disconcerting.


As the weeks passed, however, she saw no evidence that Mr. Merrill cast his films that way. Beautiful women often came to his office, but he usually kept the door open. If it had to be closed, it never stayed so for long, and the women always departed calmly, their hairstyles and makeup still intact.
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