







GAL AS A GUMSHOE …

I opened the center drawer. There was nothing I wouldn’t have expected to find: a writing tablet, whose sheets however did not match the note Maritski had sent me, a bottle of ink, a roll of stamps, some pencils, a checkbook, and a bankbook. I flipped through them. There were no large deposits. Winslow had about four thousand in his savings account. In the right-hand drawer were a box of stationery, a new typewriter ribbon, a bank-wrapped stack of new one-dollar bills, and a long white envelope. I picked it up. Inside were a dozen negatives the size of those for amateur photographs, each about three by two inches.

I took one out, holding it by the corner. I raised it to the window, but I couldn’t make out anything. I switched on the desk lamp and held it close to the shade.

“Hello,” said a voice behind me.

I cried out and spun around. The negatives flew out of my hand. He didn’t look at them. He was looking at me. Very hard. I was looking at the gun….
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Chapter 1

Sunday, June 23, 1946

I was having a wonderful dream. Then I woke up.

I was in the hospital. I didn’t remember how I got there.

It was a private room. That much I could make out. But somewhere off to my right, an enormous window was letting in entirely too much light. I rolled away from it, flinching and groaning—making the sounds a person makes when her head is pounding and her stomach is lurching. I buried my face in the pillow and reached for the nurse call button.

While I was still groping for it, the nurse came in.

“You’re awake,” she said cheerfully. It seemed like the best news she’d had in a week. “Good morning.”

“Not so far.”

She chuckled indulgently as she passed the foot of the bed, a brisk blur of white to my one exposed eye. I heard her snap the window shade down. The room got a bit darker.

“Thanks,” I said.

“How are you feeling?”

“My head hurts, and I think I might be sick.”

She pulled a bedpan out of the bedside cabinet and set it on top beside the water carafe. “Use this if you need to. When the doctor comes, we can give you something for the pain.”

I made a few more groaning noises to indicate that I thought that would be a good idea.

“Now that you’re awake,” she said, “I’ll go call the police.”

I brought my other eye out of the pillow. “What?”

“Don’t you remember what happened last night?”

“I couldn’t have been hit by anything smaller than a truck.”

She chuckled again. “I heard you were a movie writer.”

“I think I’m usually funnier. What time is it?”

“About seven-thirty. A Mrs. Ross called and said she’d come by later to pick you up.” She started for the door.

“Nurse, this might sound like a strange question, but where am I?”

“At County,” she said proudly. “Now try to get some rest.”

There was something else I wanted to ask her. Or was it a hundred things? I couldn’t remember what any of them were, so I let her go and concentrated on my groaning.

After a while, though, I got tired of it and rolled over and looked around. The window turned out to be only regulation size. Beneath it was a silver radiator and a wide-planked, dark-varnished wooden floor, well scrubbed and hard-used. Almost everything else—the walls, the chairs, the bedside cabinet—was the same unfortunate shade of yellow, somewhere between mustard and jaundice. It was just the sort of color the government liked to paint the insides of public buildings, the sort of color no actual member of the public would be caught dead with in his own home. Now that the war was over, and we could get paint again easily, the hospital was apparently repainting with a vengeance.

Even a good color would not have helped much: the room would still look as if it had lived through too many years with too little money. The enamel on the slats at the end of the bed was chipped. On the ceiling, there was a faint veining of cracks spreading from the corners and from the edges of the white metal fan. As the breeze lifted the window shade, I could see that the screen was sagging and patched.

County. What was I doing at County? Why had I been brought all the way back into Los Angeles? Surely there had been a hospital closer. Maybe the thieves had taken my identification, and County was the only hospital that would accept what might be a charity case. I wondered who had found me all the way out there in Topanga Canyon. I would like to say thank you.

I lifted the sheet and examined my body. There were assorted bruises on my forearms, a half dozen stitches across my knee, and a nasty scrape on my hip where I’d fallen in the gravel. On the whole, I thought it would have been simpler if the bastards had just pulled guns. Of course, if they had, they might have shot me before they robbed me. There was that to consider. I could imagine the story in the papers—on the front page, of course, because of Franklin—STAR’S WIFE FOUND DEAD IN DITCH. A couple of men standing in line to see The Blue Dahlia would read it.

“Hey, you see this about Frank Atwill’s wife?”

“What she do?”

“Found her dead out in Topanga.”

“No kidding. What happened?”

“Don’t know. Says she was shot.”

“That her? Huh. Thought he’d have a better-looking wife than that.”

“Says she used to write movies. Lauren Atwill. Ever heard of her?”

“Nope. Which ones?”

“Some of the Phil Marsh mysteries, says here.”

“Yeah? I liked them okay.”

A shrug. A grunt. The line starts to move.

My epitaph. Here lies a hack. Maybe a dozen people would care. I wasn’t depressed. No, not me.

I went back to my groaning. It seemed more useful than thinking.

The doctor came in twenty minutes later, making as much noise as a person can make wearing soft-soled shoes and not dragging any chains. He was a dapper little man with a crisp, energetic moustache and a bony nose. He set a tiny paper cup with two tiny white pills in it on the bedside cabinet.

“I understand you have a headache this morning.”

“Yes. Thanks.”

He snapped my chart out of the rack at the foot of the bed and read it. I took the pills.

“You’re very lucky,” he pronounced rather loudly when he’d finished reading. “They gave you a few stitches last night, but otherwise, you’re fine.” He dropped the chart back into the rack with more clatter than I thought was absolutely necessary, then raised his eyebrows and gave me a reproving look. “You’re very lucky.”

I didn’t need a lecture on how women should never drive alone at night. “How long does chloroform last?” I asked.

He blinked at me a couple of times. “I beg your pardon?”

“When I was robbed last night, I was chloroformed.”

He raised his eyebrows again, this time in skepticism.

I said, “It only lasts a few minutes, doesn’t it? Unless you continue to administer it?”

“Yes,” he agreed cautiously.

“I thought so.” I had researched it once for a script. In the early days. Before I realized that Hollywood wasn’t much interested in accuracy. “Would you look at these?” I raised the droopy sleeve of my hospital gown to show him the two tiny red dots on my upper arm. “Did they give me any shots last night?”

“There’s no mention of shots on your chart. These could be insect bites.”

“I’ve been unconscious for six hours. How do you explain that?”

He raised those skeptical brows again. “I believe, Mrs. Atwill, that there was some alcohol involved.”

“What?” I said so loudly that my head started pounding again.

“I understand from the emergency room staff that you were drinking last night.”

“I was not drunk. I have not been unconscious for six hours because I was drunk. I was robbed and drugged.”

He looked at me. If he raised those eyebrows one more time, I was going to hit him with the bedpan.

“Did they do a blood test?” I asked.

“They would have drawn blood from the vein.”

“I know that. Did they do one?”

“Yes. The results aren’t back yet. It is Sunday, you know.”

“I was not drunk.”

He stretched the skin around on my upper arm and examined the dots. “Hmmm,” he said.

“I need to ask you something else. Last night … Did anything happen to me that … that I should know about?”

He let go of my arm and stared at me, then he swallowed so hard that his Adam’s apple bobbed up like a fishing cork. “I … uh. I understand that, well, of course, under the circumstances, you were examined. You would be. Of course. Under the circumstances.”

“And?”

“There are ways to tell if, well, if …”

“And?”

“You were not.”

“They were sure?”

“Yes. You don’t feel that …?”

“No. Not at all. I just wanted to make sure.”

“Yes. Well, then. Yes. I think you can go home as soon as you’re feeling up to it.” He turned and hurried out.

When he had gone, I punched the pillow around and snarled at the door. He—and apparently everybody else at the hospital—thought that I was pie-eyed last night and probably picked up some hitchhiker, who lifted my purse and my car after I passed out. And no one would ever tell them the truth, even after the blood test came back.

Despite what he had said about the thoroughness of last night’s examination, I lay there for a while, running over and over what I remembered of the dream I’d been having when I woke up, looking for any detail that would indicate that it was not a dream. I didn’t find one. There was a soft bed, not a car seat or the choking dust of a canyon road. There was no fear, only pleasure. The face of the dark-haired man was vague and blurred, as faces so often are in dreams, but the sensation was still warm. The smooth, bare skin of a tall, strong body. I rolled onto my side and snuggled into the pillow and closed my eyes. I slept, but the dream did not come back.

About ten, while I was moving a spoon around in some Cream of Wheat, my best friend, Helen Ross, showed up.

“Well, you look like hell,” she said amiably as she tossed a garment bag across the foot of the bed. She, however, looked nearly perfect, as she always did. Her pink two-piece linen day dress was smooth and crisp, despite the car ride. Her carefully dyed blond hair was pinned up flawlessly beneath her straw picture hat. Once she had been a Ziegfeld Girl, and—now past forty—she still looked thirty-five. From ten feet away. Closer, the powder was maybe a little too thick, the rouge a little too heavy, and the China Cherry Blossom lipstick a little too vivid. She set the bedpan on the floor and dropped her bag, gloves, and a small pearl-colored overnight case on the bedside cabinet. “You okay?”

“Oh, yeah, I’m fine. I landed on my head.”

“Anything left of your clothes?” Before I could answer, she opened the closet door. “God, it smells like a brewery in here.” She pulled out my white satin evening gown and examined the dribbling booze stains down the front.

I said, “Now I know why everyone around here thinks I was drunk.”

“Well, this is ruined. It’s just as well. I don’t think either one of us looked all that great in white.” She rolled the gown into a ball and tossed it into the trash can. “Where’s your wrap?”

“Gone with the car, I guess.”

“Did they hurt you?”

“Not much.”

“You know what I mean.”

“No.”

“Well, thank God for that. Do you mind if I smoke?”

“Go ahead.”

She slipped a slim, silver case out of her envelope bag and took out a cigarette. “Juanita called me last night about three, just after I got in. She said you weren’t home yet and wanted to know if you were with me. The first thing I did was call all the hospitals, then all the police departments. They didn’t pay any attention to me. Apparently, Saturday nights are full of women who don’t come home when they’re supposed to.”

She lit the cigarette with an engraved silver lighter and turned her head away from me to exhale. She scooted the trash can over beside the chair with her foot and sat down. “Then about five, the L.A. police called and asked if my friend was a tall blonde with long hair and a white dress. So I drove over here as fast as I could, and there you were on one of those—what do they call them, the stretchers with wheels?”

“Gurneys.”

“You were laying there, unconscious, all scraped up, and the policeman started asking me how much you’d had to drink. I told him that, the last time I saw you, you had a car, a necklace, and an evening bag, all of which were now gone and that never, in the whole time I’d known you, had I ever seen you drunk. Of course, he didn’t believe me. The police are idiots.”

There was a knock on the door, and the police came in.

First, there was a young patrolman, who was wearing his hat pushed back on his head and was working hard on a hard look. He wasn’t having much luck with it. He had a round, boyish face with red cheeks and pale lashes. There was a rash on the side of his neck from shaving—or trying to. Behind him, chewing on a wooden matchstick, was the man who was probably teaching him the hard look. He was about fifty and wearing a suit over plenty of bulk, but plenty of that bulk was still muscle. He had thick, unruly eyebrows and stormy jowls, but when he removed his hat, his matchstick, and his sneer, he looked more like a big, furry uncle. “Mrs. Atwill?” he asked.

“Yes.”

“Sergeant Barty. This is Officer McHugh.”

“How do you do?”

“Are you really married to Frank Atwill?” McHugh asked, trying to keep his eyes from getting too big.

“Yes, I am. And this is Mrs. Samuel Ross. You might have heard of her husband. He’s a producer at Marathon. He’s producing my husband’s new movie.”

“Oh, yeah, sure,” he said politely. If he was going to make it as a cop, he was going to have to work on his lying.

Barty said, “I only brought him along because he doesn’t get to see many Hollywood people. The report said you’re a screenwriter.”

“Yes.”

“Which movies did you write?” McHugh asked eagerly.

“Summer Eagle, That Girl Next Door, The Brantley Case.” He looked blank. “Some of the Phil Marsh mysteries.”

“I love those. Especially The Candlestick Murders. The way the candle was always burned down after one of them got killed.”

“I’m glad.”

Barty concentrated on the matchstick in his hand, but I could see him roll his eyes. I didn’t blame him. He sat down in the other chair and hung his hat on his knee. He took a notebook out of the inside pocket of his well-used suit. “What can you tell me about last night?”

“She was not drunk,” said Helen.

“That’s why I’m here, Mrs. Ross. To get the story.”

“Just so you understand that.”

“Why don’t you tell me what happened, Mrs. Atwill?”

I told him everything I could remember. I had driven out to Ramon Elizondo’s nightclub up in Topanga Canyon. Usually my escort drove me, but he’d fallen ill the day before, so I went alone. I met Helen there and a small group of friends. About one o’clock, I left. Coruna, the road that runs between the club and Topanga Canyon Road, was almost deserted. After I’d gone about a mile, I came across two sawhorses in the middle of the road with an official-looking sign hung between them that said, TEMPORARY DETOUR. I turned off onto a road barely wide enough for two cars. At the first bend, there was a car stopped diagonally in the road. The driver’s door was open. In its interior light, I could see someone slumped over the wheel. I got out and went over to help. Then I could see that it wasn’t a person at all, but a dummy.

I told Barty about the dummy, but I didn’t tell him what that moment of cold horror had felt like as I stood there, struggling to make sense of it, all the time knowing that something terrible was about to happen. A man grabbed me from behind. I fought, but he was too strong. We slipped in the gravel and fell, then I smelled chloroform.

I showed Barty the needle marks. “I only woke up about seven. They must have shot me full of dope and poured booze on me. I don’t know why.”

“And all this happened way out in Topanga?”

“Yes.”

“So how’d you get back downtown? That’s got to be twenty miles from where they found you.”

“What?”

“A couple of our guys found you laid out in an alley off Broadway. You don’t remember anything after the chloroform?”

“Not a thing.”

He chewed on the matchstick a while, then he asked about the thieves’ car. Dark. Coupe. A tall grille. I didn’t remember any of the license number.

“What about the man who grabbed you?”

“He was wearing a mask. Actually, a hood. He was tall. Over six feet. That’s all I know.”

“Did you see anyone else?”

“No, but I’ve been thinking.” I sat forward. “There had to be more than one. There had to be at least three. One to grab me. Another to move the phony detour sign out of the road quickly. And there had to be a lookout somewhere to make sure there weren’t any cars following me.”

He grinned around his matchstick at my efforts at deduction.

“Would it be very hard to find detour signs?” I asked.

“Not with all the roadwork going on these days.”

“Still, it seems like a lot of trouble to go to. They would have needed a radio.”

“That road, that time of night, their chances of getting a high roller with a nice car were pretty good. And there are plenty of army surplus radios around these days. How much did they get?”

“Not much money. But there was a necklace and some earrings. Emeralds and diamonds. I can give you pictures. I had them taken for the insurance. And my wedding ring.”

“I’m sorry,” he said, and meant it.

“Thank you,” I said. “Is there any hope for my car?”

He consulted his notebook. “Forty-one, white, Lincoln Continental cabriolet. Aren’t many of those around.”

“No, they didn’t make very many before Pearl Harbor.”

“During the war, a thief could get five, six thousand for one of them. Some folks in Mexico’d probably still pay that much.”

“Maybe that’s why they drugged me. So I wouldn’t wake up and get help before they could get the car over the border. And they poured booze on me so, if I did wake up, no one would take me seriously.”

“Why didn’t they leave you up in Topanga? That’d make more sense.”

I couldn’t argue with that.

He stood up. “I’ll run this past the county boys. See if anything else like this has happened.” He handed me a card with the address and telephone number of Central Division.

“I’ll bring you the photographs of the jewelry.”

“Anytime tomorrow’ll be fine. Just ask for me.”

“Thank you.” We shook hands. Barty’s face didn’t give much away. I couldn’t tell if he’d believed one word I’d said.

When they’d gone, Helen said, “Don’t worry about a thing. Sam’ll take care of it.”

“Of what?”

She slid a copy of the Examiner out from under the garment bag and tossed it into my lap. “It made the second edition.”

“Jesus.” I stared at the headline.

STAR’S WIFE FOUND UNCONSCIOUS NEAR SOLDIERS’ BAR

“Jesus.” I scanned the short article. “ ‘According to police, Mrs. Atwill, who had apparently been drinking …’ Jesus.”

“I know. I’m sorry.”

“ ‘At press time, Mrs. Atwill had not been able to explain why …’ How could I explain? I was unconscious! It doesn’t even mention that I was robbed.”

“It does. But on the next page.”

“ ‘Frank Atwill separated from his wife last year …’ Jesus. It makes it sound like he walked out on a drunk. Are all the papers like this?”

“I’m afraid so.”

“Jesus.”

“Sam’ll take care of it. He’s already got Morty Engler making calls. Come on. Let’s get you out of here.”

I lived in Pasadena, where a lot of Old Money and millionaire tourists from back East had barricaded themselves when the movie colony sprang up almost forty years ago. The house had been part of my inheritance from my maternal uncle, Bennett Lauren, who had made a fortune in oil and in selling land to those same movie people.

During the war, Pasadena had been a military headquarters: it was a quiet town, with big houses and hotels that had never filled back up after the Depression, and the Arroyo Seco—I couldn’t get used to calling it the Pasadena Parkway—made it easy to get back and forth to Los Angeles.

When Franklin and I separated, the general who had been living in my house had just moved out, so I had moved in. It was a nice house, a dark brick with a green tile roof. But it looked rather dull next to its Arts and Crafts mansion neighbors. Only Juanita and I lived there. She looked after me, did the cooking, and oversaw the maids and the gardeners who came in. The house was too big for just us, but I didn’t have the energy to look for anything else in the chronic housing shortage that was the result of the population boom of the last few years. And the isolation of Pasadena suited my state of mind.

There were a half dozen reporters parked in front of the house. Helen pulled quickly past them to the end of the drive, so I could hop out and dash in through the back door before they were out of their cars. Then she walked casually back down to meet them and told them that her husband’s office would have a full statement. They could go over to Marathon and get all the details or they could wait in their cars and get nothing because Mrs. Atwill needed to rest.

Inside, Juanita let me phone my insurance agent, then she took me upstairs, calling the thieves and reporters everything I wanted to—and in two languages. I told her to have the locks changed. She said she’d already called the locksmith. She had already turned down the bed, too, and closed the drapes. She gave me two aspirin and tucked me into the cool darkness.

I slept through the afternoon.

Franklin showed up in the evening.

We met seven years ago when he was the star of a movie I wrote called The Brantley Case. It was full of snappy chatter and proved he could be more than a pretty face. He asked me out, and we became lovers. I fell like a ton of bricks. When we married, I was absolutely, unbelievably happy. And incredibly naive.

Eventually, I discovered that he was having regular flings with his costars. Not to mention the starlets, extra-girls, script assistants, secretaries, and waitresses in the studio cafeteria. When I confronted him, it went the predictable way. He was sorry. They didn’t mean anything to him. He loved me.

I assumed that meant he wouldn’t do it again.

I cut back on my work to devote more time to being his wife. And trying to have a baby. For the next few years, the assignments I accepted were mostly rewrites. I didn’t have trouble getting the work with so many writers being drafted. And it turned out that I was very good at it. I became known as a great script doctor. Some people said it was a waste.

I like to think he tried to change, but it’s just too damn easy to stray in Hollywood, where marriages dissolve on schedule, and adultery—even promiscuity—is almost expected, especially of the men. There were beautiful, available women around him every day, and his career depended on his being attractive to women, and his confidence depended on his knowing that he was. To his credit, he never once even implied that I was in any way to blame for his behavior, but finally, I couldn’t take it anymore. I asked him to leave—and I didn’t throw more than a dozen pairs of his shoes into the pool while I was doing it.

Juanita tells me I have a temper.

I left Marathon and moved out to Pasadena to write a novel. So far, that wasn’t working out either.

I was sitting in the study in my dressing gown, reading, the pile of script paper beside the typewriter reminding me how little writing I’d done lately, when he came in. He was wearing crisply pleated cocoa-colored linen slacks and a starched white shirt open at the neck and rolled up over his forearms. His skin was glowing with a fresh tan, and a lock of his black wavy hair had settled roguishly on his forehead. He was breathtaking.

I stood up and, over his shoulder, saw Juanita make a face before she went out.

He put his arms around me and kissed my hair. “Are you all right?”

“I’m fine.”

“I was out sailing. When I got back, there were reporters all over the marina.”

“Don’t say one word about the newspaper stories.”

“I called Sam. He said he was taking care of it.”

“Helen said Morty Engler was on it.”

“It’ll be all right. Come on, sit down. Let me get you something to drink.” He went off to the dining room and came back with a brandy for me and a Scotch and soda on the rocks for himself. He sat down on the other end of the sofa. “What the hell happened?”

I told him the story. “I think the detective believed me. Maybe. I don’t know. Parts of it don’t make any sense.”

“Here, why don’t you lay down?”

“Why?” I asked suspiciously.

“I’m going to rub your feet for you. You know it always makes you feel better.” He reached down, took hold of my ankles, and put my feet in his lap. My dressing gown fell open. I smoothed it back over my legs.

“I promise not to look. Unless you want me to,” he said, a bit hopefully.

I didn’t know what to say, so I didn’t say anything. When I didn’t, he smiled briefly, then he took off my slippers and dropped them on the carpet. He started on the heels and worked his way up the arch with a firm, familiar pressure. I sank back into the cushions with a long sigh.

After several pleasurable minutes, I asked, “How are rehearsals going?”

He shrugged. “The script needs help. Don asked me if I thought you’d take a look.”

“How bad is it?”

“Bad enough.”

“Has he told Joan and Newly that he might call me in?”

“I don’t know. Would working on their script bother you?”

I repositioned my dressing gown even though it hadn’t moved. “Why should it?”

“No reason. I just wondered.”

“Tell Don to give me a call.”

“I wouldn’t ask if it weren’t important.”

“You didn’t ask. Don did. Why didn’t you?”

“I thought you’d tell me to go jump in the lake.”

“Why would I do that?”

He shrugged again and took another sip of Scotch.

“Franklin, is there something you want to tell me?”

“What do you mean?”

“Are you in love with her?”

“Are you sure you want to talk about this?”

“I think I should know before I read in Louella’s column that you’re going to marry Alex Harris.”

“There’s not much sense holding on. You don’t want me back.”

“I couldn’t go through that again,” I said, but gently. I took my feet out of his lap and sat up Indian-style to face him. “Then you’re going to marry her?”

“I’ve thought about it. You know I like being married.” I laughed, and after a moment, so did he. “I didn’t say I was any good at it. I just like it. I’m no good on my own.”

I looked down at my feet. At how the veins were beginning to show behind the ankle bones. Suddenly, I felt very old. “What is it? Six weeks in Reno?”

“Something like that.” He took another pull on his Scotch, then swirled the liquid, watching the ice cubes melting.

“Is there something else?” I asked.

“We can discuss it some other time.”

“Dammit, Franklin, what is it?”

“All right. Look, the Harrises aren’t Hollywood. They’re very old-line, very old-fashioned. They don’t approve of divorce. At all. Ever.”

“I’m not going to die so you can be a widower.”

He smiled faintly. “Old man Harris is a real bastard. It’s a long story, but I think he always favored Christina. You remember? Alex’s sister? The one who committed suicide? I was thinking, since you’re working on your book, you might want to go back East. New York’s a great place for writers.”

“So the press releases can say you tried to patch it up, but I ran off. And you can charge me with desertion.”

“It would only be for appearances.”

“How can you ask me to take the blame?”

“Nobody’s blaming you.”

“I’m not leaving town so you can protect your spotless reputation.”

“Okay. There’s no need to lose your temper.”

“Why should I get upset? I got married to have a husband. You got married so your girlfriends wouldn’t get serious. Does Alex know what she’s got to look forward to?”

“Are you going to tell her?”

“Half the women in Hollywood could tell her.”

“Dammit, I didn’t come here to fight. But if you want to start talking about who was sleeping with who, we can talk about you and Forrest Barlowe. You want to talk about that?”

I stared at him. I just stared at him.

He went on. “Did you think I didn’t know what was going on? The whole time you were writing that spy movie, whatever the hell it was called. And who knows how long before that. And after. You even put him in your goddam will!”

“How dare you go through my things! You knew about Forrest, and you still asked me to fix Joan’s script?”

“She doesn’t know what happened.”

“She most certainly does. They were married at the time. But that would have made it all right? If she didn’t know, and I didn’t know that you knew, then it would be okay?”

“This is a stupid argument. You do what you want.” He stalked to the door and threw it open. “If you want to work on the movie, fine. I don’t care. It was Don’s idea, not mine.” He stormed across the foyer and out the front door, slamming it after him.

I wanted to throw something. I wanted to cry. I waited until I heard his car start up in the drive before I did both.


Chapter 2

Don Deegan, the director of Franklin’s movie, called me the next morning full of concern and good humor about the robbery. “Honey, looks like we’re gonna have to find you somethin’ to do to keep you off the streets at night.”

“Such as working on a script?” I asked.

“Well, now, that’s an idea.”

“Franklin mentioned something about it.”

“He said you two’d had a fight, and you might not be feelin’ too kindly toward him today. If you work on this, I’ll keep him away from you.”

“Would you shoot him for me?”

“Aw, hell. You know Frank can’t see shit without his glasses. Wouldn’t be any challenge.”

I laughed. Don had been born Donald Geisenberg and grown up in Coney Island. I wasn’t sure how he had acquired his Southern drawl. I’d heard that, when he was playing The Young Stranger in Magnolia on Broadway, he had fallen in love with the style and imagery of the South and never left the role. I could see how it would appeal to his flamboyant nature. And he certainly wouldn’t be the first person to come to Hollywood with a different name and accent.

“Wha’d you two fight about?” he asked.

“Nothing important.”

“Nothin’ to do with Joan, then?”

“What?”

“Well, now, let’s see,” he mused happily. “Joan wrote the script. Joan used to be married to Forrest Barlowe—”

“Good Lord! Does everybody know?”

“Don’t worry, honey. I only know ’cause I was workin’ with her at the time. She got crocked one night, an’ it sorta slipped out. I don’t reckon she told too many other folks that ole Forrest—the man she used to call the Dry Stick—had got himself a sweet young babe. An’ you know I don’t talk outta school.”

“The hell you don’t.”

He chuckled. “I don’t gossip. I just like to share a good story when I hear it. Joan’s workin’ on a script for Stan-wyck over at Paramount. She doesn’t give a rat’s ass about this one. Will you do it?”

“When can I see a script?”

“Come see me later today, after lunch, ’bout two?”

“Don, can I ask you something? Was it your idea to ask me, or Franklin’s?”

“Does it matter? We both want you.” He hung up before I could tell him to answer the question.

I waited until I’d had a few cups of strong coffee before I opened the Times. Marathon’s publicity staff had done a good job.

POLICE SEARCH FOR GANG OF THIEVES IN ATWILL CASE

According to the paper, earlier reports that Mrs. Frank Atwill, the wife of the Marathon Studios star, had been drunk were apparently erroneous. The article didn’t mention that the Times had published those reports. It did mention that I’d been drugged and that the police believed that the thieves had probably used the time to get my car over the Mexican border. There was a quote from the assistant police chief promising to find the culprits and make sure nothing like this happened to any other women in Los Angeles.

I called Franklin’s tobacconist and had two dozen Cuban cigars sent over to Sam Ross.

A few reporters called. I told Juanita to say that I was still resting. If they wanted to know if Franklin had been over, tell them, yes, of course, he’d been very kind and to call his agent if they wanted to get any more information.

There might be some energetic reporters out there who wanted more than a quote delivered through the housekeeper, who were curious about why thieves would dump me where I would be easier to find, but their editors weren’t going to let them waste effort on someone as unimportant as I was. Especially when their publishers said to kill the story.

I’d probably avoided scandal, but I didn’t have the truth. Why was I dumped downtown?

Helen picked me up about eleven in her Lincoln, which made me miss mine even more. She’d liked mine so much, she’d bought one, too, only in a creamy pale yellow. She was excited about my going back to work.

“I think it’s great. You’ve been living too damn much alone.”

I changed the subject before she could tell me once again how much I needed a man in my life.

It took about a half hour to get me a new driver’s license, then Helen drove me over to a car dealer on Colorado, who had told me over the phone that he had several quality cars that could be made available for long-term lease. What he had not said was that “several” meant eight, and that he wanted a small fortune for six of them. Rather than be robbed again, I ended up with a choice between a gray ’41 Pontiac Torpedo with a scuffed interior and a navy blue ’41 Hudson with nothing visibly wrong with it. I took the Hudson. In the fall, I would join the rest of America looking at new cars for the first time in almost five years. If Detroit didn’t change the body designs too much, maybe I could get my Lincoln back.

We had lunch at my house. I wasn’t up to facing any gossipy glances.

Afterward, I drove my new Hudson into Los Angeles to the Central Police Station, where I found Sergeant Barty on the second floor in a cramped, airless office that he shared with three other detectives. He’d talked to the other city police divisions and to the L.A. and Ventura County sheriffs. There had been no robberies like mine during the last year. I gave him the insurance pictures and read over my statement; I didn’t have anything new to add to it. I still couldn’t tell if he believed my story.

I took Beverly out to Vine, then drove north past the country club up to Melrose and on out to the studio.

I pulled up to Marathon’s gate and gave the guard my name. He consulted his list and told me where the visitors’ lot was. He gave me a small visitor’s button to wear. I didn’t know him, and if he’d ever heard of me, he hid it well.

Inside, the road ran back between the soundstages. Fifty yards along it, sitting alone on a few acres of landscaped lawn, was the Ice House—a square, modern, ugly, white stucco office building that was cut down the center by a wall of glass. Through it, I could see the white marble lobby, the white marble staircase, and the white oleander in the building’s white marble interior garden. I drove past and pulled into the visitors’ lot.

The last time I’d parked there, I’d been fresh from college—lanky, awkward, and intense—trading on my uncle Bennett’s connections to get a job in Hollywood. But what the studio let me do could hardly be called exciting. In the early thirties, Hollywood was full of famous playwrights and novelists who had chosen between staying East and earning maybe four thousand a year or coming to Hollywood, writing for the new talking pictures, and earning four thousand a month.

I started at forty dollars a week.

First, I cranked out story lines for pictures that were never made, then I wrote first drafts from little-known books and plays the studio had bought, drafts that—if the producers liked them—would be turned over to the top-line writers. Later, I was tossed a few script assignments, but never for big stars.

If it hadn’t been for Don Deegan, I don’t know what I might have ended up doing. One night, while he was holding court at the Avalon Café, the restaurant he had once owned—and mired in debt—he had, in a brutal analysis of writing talent at the various studios, declared that there was only one person at Marathon who could write comic dialogue, and that was “that Tanner gal.” As luck would have it, eavesdropping at the next table was Walt Weinhaus, who had been in charge of production at Marathon before the war. That screwy, backhanded compliment gave me the chance to write The Brantley Case.

Don had come out to Hollywood after making his reputation as the producer-writer-director and general boy wonder of a New York theater group. He took the cameras from their static, predictable angles and gave them a point of view that was sometimes wonderfully original and sometimes merely eccentric, but he put his stamp on a picture and always drew out top-notch performances. He had no patience with studio executives, calling them “artistic frauds,” sometimes to their faces, but they tolerated his abuse because his films were successful. Within a five-year period, he had directed three of the most critically successful films ever made: Turn of the Century, The Traveler, and Some Kind of Luck. And unlike most critical triumphs, his movies had been box-office hits as well.

But he became too enamored of his own skewed view of the world and squandered money on pictures that were simply awful. He set up a small, independent studio, but he didn’t have the money or the business sense to see projects through properly. It had failed. Now he worked at Marathon, turning out tidy pictures from mostly uninspired scripts. But actors still loved to work with him despite his prickly, sometimes snappish, temper. It was hard to tell where it came from, and it would disappear as quickly as it came. Then Don would once again be his charming, disarming self.

At the rear of the Ice House, there was a line of golf carts with eager young men standing beside them, waiting—hoping—to drive people more important than I was. During the war, the drivers had all been young women in short skirts and white gloves. They’d all been fired after V-J Day, their jobs given to returning veterans.

The farther your bungalow was from the Ice House, the lower you were on the ladder. Don’s wasn’t quite halfway to the back of the lot, in a row of identical salmon-colored bungalows with red tile roofs and steep wooden steps. There was just enough space between them for one bushy oleander and behind each of them for a patio with one lime tree. Over their back fences, there was a nice view of the side of a soundstage.

His secretary brought in coffee and cake, and we scattered crumbs across his cluttered desk while we read through the script.

Don was a large, soft man whose pale, freckled, New York complexion had defied years of California sun. His wiry, carroty hair was going prematurely white, and since he had a habit of running a hand through it, shoots of it usually sat up like little Hydras. He tossed his copy of the script on top of a nearby pile and leaned back in his chair. He took off his wire-edged glasses, letting them dangle on his Hawaiian shirt by their beaded chain. “Shit, huh?”

I grunted. The Final Line was trite, to be sure. A bright, brash attorney is led to the edge of disaster by a crooked politician and his sultry daughter. In the end, he’s saved by his scruples and the love of a good woman.

“I get some real shit nowadays.” He didn’t sound particularly depressed by it. “So, what can you do with it?”

“Well, I don’t buy that he’d sell his soul for a beautiful woman. Unless you can get Hayworth. Let’s dirty him up a little. Give him some ambitions that would drive him over the edge. And let’s make the girls sisters. That should complicate things nicely. And I don’t think he should get off scot-free. He’s finally done the right thing, but he’s going to have to pay for it—maybe even jail. In the end, I see him and the good girl. He says he’ll call. She says he better not wait too long. And she means it. Maybe he’ll get her, maybe he won’t. Let’s leave it up in the air.”

“What the hell made you want to write a book? This is what you’re good at.”

“Rewriting other people’s work?”

“I direct it. What’s the difference? What can you give me by next Monday?”

“Not all of it.”

“We have to start shootin’ right after the Fourth. There’s a thirty-day truce with the union, but when that’s over, who knows? Sorrell could pull the stagehands out.”

“I can give you half.”

“Good enough.” He stood up and lobbed a fresh copy of the script across the desk to me. “Now get the hell outta here. I gotta work.” He came around and took my hand. “Always a pleasure, Laurie.” He bowed over my hand and kissed it, then he said, “Don’t let Sam Ross dick you around.”

Sam’s office was on the fifth floor of the Ice House, one floor below the studio heads. The office was paneled in mahogany, carpeted in Persian, and had a full bar built into one corner. But its view wasn’t much better than Don’s.

Sam was short and broad-chested; his expensive suit was cut to help conceal the breadth of his stomach. His hair was coarse, tightly curled, and thinning rapidly from the crown, but it was thick on his face, giving him a near-perpetual five o’clock shadow. Behind round horn-rimmed glasses, he had gentle eyes.

He greeted me, as he always did, with the aggressive bonhomie of a man who’s used to managing people and who’s not entirely comfortable when he’s not.

“Good to see you. You look great. How are you? You okay?”

“Much better, thanks. I appreciate what you did.”

“Hey, no problem, glad to help. Those were nice cigars you sent. Can I get you something to drink?”

“No, thanks.”

“Sit down, sit down.” He waved me into a leather chair and went back to his desk, which sat on a six-inch riser so his visitors always had to look up to him. He dropped into his chair and let out a short bark of laughter. “Should’ve heard Morty Engler working the cops. When he was through, there was a gang of dope fiends out there just waiting to pounce on every virgin daughter in the county.”

“How much did you have to give up?”

“A few premiere parties. The chief, assistant chief, the wives. Anybody they owe.”

“And what about publishers?”

“Bunch of bloodsuckers. Cops come a lot cheaper. Always have.”

“I appreciate it.”

“Glad to help. Glad to do it. So what do you think of the script? What do you want to do with this?”

“Why don’t we settle the money first?”

“I got to know what we’re talking about. Fix a little dialogue, or start all over?”

“Somewhere in between.”

“What are you thinking?”

“Five thousand.”

“Five grand! That’s nuts. I got actors not making five.”

“Not in the leads.”

“No way I can do that.”

“Your script’s a mess, Sam, and you’ve got to start shooting. You can make that back in five minutes if it’s a hit. It won’t be, the way it is now.”

“I can’t justify that upstairs. No way. I can do twenty-five. Maybe.”

“I’m grateful, but I’m not working for free. I’ll give you a good script within two weeks and all the rewrites you need during shooting.”

“What if we don’t need rewrites?”

“Then I’m definitely worth five grand.”

“We’ll go over budget with Don. Always do.”

“Five, Sam.”

“I got a lot full of writers out there making three hundred a week.”

“Then let them take a crack at it. Five.”

“Three.”

“Forty-five.”

“Thirty-five.”

“Forty-two.”

“Four.”

“Done.”

“I can’t believe I’m doing this. Don’t you tell anyone I gave you four grand.”

“Not a word.”

“And no screen credit. I don’t want any trouble with Joan and Newly.”

“Fine.”

He made a few grumping noises and picked up a copy of the script. “Police find anything yet?”

“I don’t think they will. The car’s probably in Mexico.”

“Who the hell were you with, let you leave by yourself?”

“Bill Linden was—”

“That daisy, no wonder.”

“He was supposed to come, but he was sick with that summer flu that’s going around, so Jerry Vick escorted me and Helen.”

“Not much better, still lives with his mother.”

“You know, you could come with us more often.”

“Clubs bore the hell out of me. Who else was there?”

“The usual crowd. Millie and Tad Elliot, Slim and Dal Crandall.”

“That Elizondo come around?”

“No.”

“I got the idea from Helen that he was hanging around.”

“We didn’t see him.”

“Hmm.” He bent the script open and creased the cover back. He kept his eyes on the page. “Grant Cummings’s kid, what’s his name?”

“Dean?”

“Yeah. I’m thinking about using him, next picture. What do you think? What’s he like?”

“I hardly know him.”

“I remember, last few times we were there, he came around the table.”

“I’m sure it was to see you. I must seem ancient to him and his friends. Take a look at page ten. I think this is where we need to start. Do you have Morty Engler’s address? I’d like to send him some cigars, too.”

“Don’t send him too many. Make him think he deserves a raise. I can’t afford it, what I’m paying writers.”

When we were finished, I walked back to the visitors’ lot and scanned for my Lincoln before I remembered that it was gone. Then I heard someone call my name. The man came toward me at a half run—lean, elegant, silver-haired, and dressed in an admiral’s uniform.

“Forrest!”

He put his arms around me and held me tightly to him. It felt great.

“I saw the papers,” he said. “Are you all right?”

“I’m fine.”

“I was out of town this weekend. I didn’t know. I would have called.”

“I sort of wondered why you hadn’t.”

“What happened?”

While I told him, he pulled my arm through his, and we strolled into an alley that ran between two sound-stages, dodging groups of wide-skirted, high-breasted Louis XIV courtesans who were headed back to Wardrobe, scratching their wigs and chewing gum.

Forrest had made his career as the fourth or fifth featured man, mostly playing politicians, executives, and military leaders. He had been famous, for about six months, back in the thirties, after playing Ambassador Ellison in The Little Ambassador with Shirley Temple. An orphan “adopted” a lonely ambassador, who was estranged from his own daughter.

When I met him, however, he was playing the flustered father of the bride in a mindless little comedy that I was supposed to provide with fresh laughs. Both our marriages weren’t working. Joan loved hard drinking, hard partying, and hard gossip. Forrest liked solitude, music, and books. She thought he was weak and dull. I thought he was wonderful. But he was of another generation; he was looking for someone to share his later years. There was too much I still wanted to do. And I was still in love with my husband.

“What are you doing at Marathon?” he asked when I finished my story. I told him. The line between his brows deepened. “You’re not doing this for Frank, are you?”

“No.”

He cocked his head to one side.

“All right,” I said. “But it won’t hurt me any. The book’s stalled, and I’ve been leading a pretty dull life lately. Barring the occasional robbery.”

He took me onto the set of Gates of Glory, and I watched him stand and stand and stand while a new star who was playing the young commander blew line after line even though they were written on the map directly in front of him. Finally, Forrest groaned off the set and took me to dinner at MacKenzie’s, where people went when they got tired of the people at Musso and Frank’s—or the people at Musso and Frank’s got tired of them.

I was grazed by a few raised eyebrows, but not many.

We took a booth in the rear and ordered steaks.

“Tell me,” Forrest said with his clear, beautiful diction as he poured me some wine, “when are you going to get over The Jerk?”

“Soon. He’s getting married.”

“Not to the Harris girl?”

“Yes.”

“No moss grows on our Frank. She’s the only heir now, isn’t she, since her sister died?”

“I think so.” I changed the subject. “How are Lizzie and Tim?”

“Great. Doing great.” He gave me a smile, but there was a brief spasm of pain beneath it. Lizzie and Tim were his grandchildren from his daughter, Stella. From everything I knew, he had doted on her. Briefly, she had tried acting, then gave it up happily for marriage to a wonderful young man, who had dropped dead of a heart attack at thirty-five. She had tried to start up her career again. Then, just before Pearl Harbor, she had been killed in a car wreck. Their children lived with the husband’s parents—who were retired schoolteachers—but Forrest saw them every chance he had.

He went on. “I was lucky with the shooting schedule, so I’ll be able to take them down to the house in La Jolla over the Fourth. They love it down there. So do I, of course. No papers, no radio, no phone.”

“I remember. It’s beautiful.”

He picked up his wineglass. His hand was shaking ever so slightly. I concentrated on my baked potato until he had set the glass back down. The skin at his temples was more transparent than I remembered; around his eyes, it was more crepelike and shadowed. He didn’t seem in any way ill, but I wondered how much longer he would be able to keep working at the pace demanded of character actors by a studio. Although he’d had a long career, he had never commanded a star’s salary. He was still supporting a far-distant first wife (Stella’s mother) and a widowed sister. He was more than generous with his grandchildren. And there was the second home in La Jolla. I wondered how much he had put away for the day the studio would not renew his contract.

He insisted on following me home. He had an early call, so I didn’t ask him in. It was just as well. I was feeling a little relaxed from the wine, and I might have asked him to stay. He might have. It would have been a mistake.

The next morning, glad to be rid of my relentlessly boring hero, I dumped my novel into a deep drawer and rolled fresh paper into the typewriter. In fact, so glad was I to be doing something else, the ideas flowed. I had to admit that, on closer inspection, the script had more punch than I’d thought. Feeling as I did about Joan, I’d sold her short.

I buried myself in the study and worked happily through the week. The newspapers seemed to have forgotten all about me. My bruises faded, my scrapes healed, and my doctor stopped by on his way to a tennis match to remove the stitches from my knee. By Sunday, after I sent the new pages to the studio to be typed and mimeographed, I was ready for a break. I did fifty laps in the pool, then collapsed on a lounge chair and listened to the recorded broadcast of the Yankees/Philadelphia Athletics game on KLAC. Most of the other stations were broadcasting live reports of the A-bomb test off Bikini Island. I didn’t want to listen. I was in too good a mood.

On Monday afternoon, we had our first read-through—after we congratulated each other on still being alive. Despite some predictions, no freak chain reaction from the bomb had caused the end of the world.

The actors did a cold reading through the first half of the script, and I took some notes as they went. Then I told them where the rest would be going. Franklin sat across the table from me and kept winking in approval.
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