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  I dedicate this book to all those who have suffered fear, humiliation, and violence for the crime of being themselves.


  All the world loves a hero. We worship fame and accomplishment, and reward with our devotion and reverence those who rise to the rarified heights of success. We marvel at the virtuosity of prodigies, admire the radiance of the beautiful, and applaud the gifts of the talented. With open hearts, we heap praise and affection on those remarkable individuals. And why? Without even knowing them, we accept an inexplicable shared acknowledgement that these people are our betters. Perhaps we are more generous than we believe ourselves to be. Or perhaps, well aware of our own shortcomings, we revel in the thrill of glimpsing a perfection that we will never approach in our own lives. Perhaps. But idolatry bestows its adoration only for as long as it will. It exists barely a hair’s breadth away from envy and animus. And from there, it passes to judgment and resentment in the blink of an eye. A hero walks a fickle path. And woe to him should he misstep. All the world loves to see a hero fall.


  CHAPTER ONE


  MONDAY, FEBRUARY 5, 1962


  Sitting at the head of runway 31R at Idlewild, the jet hummed patiently, its four turbines spinning, almost whining. The captain’s voice crackled over the public-address system to inform us that we were next in line for takeoff. I’d noticed him earlier leaning against the doorframe of the cockpit, greeting passengers as we boarded the plane. He’d given me a thorough once-over—a hungry leer I know all too well—and I averted my gaze like the good girl that I’m not.


  “Welcome aboard, miss,” he’d said, compelling me to look him in the eye. He winked and flashed me a bright smile. “I hope to give you a comfortable ride.”


  I surely blushed.


  Now, just moments after the handsome pilot had assured us of our imminent departure, the engines roared to life, and the aircraft lurched forward from its standstill. Juddering at first as it began to move, the plane rumbled down the runway, gathering speed as it barreled toward takeoff. I craned my neck to see better through the window, holding my breath as I gripped the armrest of my seat and grinned like a fool. I sensed the man seated next to me was rolling his eyes, but I didn’t care. Of course I’d flown before—a regional flight from LaGuardia to Albany on Mohawk Airlines, and a couple of quick hops in a single-engine Cessna with a man who was trying to impress me with his derring-do. Alas, his derring-didn’t. But this was my first-ever flight on a jet plane.


  Just forty-eight hours earlier, I’d had no travel plans at all, let alone a transcontinental trip to Los Angeles aboard a TWA 707 Jetliner. Late Saturday night, I’d been sitting as usual at the counter at Fiorello’s Home of the Hot Fudge, swiveling back and forth on the stool, as I chatted with Fadge Fiorello, my dearest friend in the world. The evening crush of teenagers had subsided, and things were quiet. Fadge was staring at the floor. I could almost hear the pitched battle raging in his head: to sweep or not to sweep? I usually could tell what he was thinking, at least when work, food, or sex was on his mind. Work, put it off. Food, shovel it in. And sex, if only. Once he’d decided the floor could wait another day to be swept, he asked where I’d like to go for our late-night pizza, Tedesco’s or Scafitti’s? I said it didn’t matter as long as there was something strong to wash it down. Then the front door jingled, and my editor, Charlie Reese, stepped inside.


  “Hiya, pops,” I said.


  Charlie removed his hat and gloves. Then, pulling off his overcoat, he frowned at me. He didn’t like me calling him “pops.” Made him feel old. He motioned to an empty booth in the back. I slid off the stool and led the way.


  “How soon can you be ready to leave for Los Angeles?” he asked without preamble once we were seated across from each other.


  I cocked my head. “Are you inviting me or sending me?” That surely made him feel young. He smiled.


  “Sending.”


  “When do you need me to go?”


  “Tomorrow.”


  I sat up straight in my seat. “Tomorrow? Wait a minute. Is this the Tony Eberle story? I thought Georgie Porgie was all set to leave tomorrow. What happened?”


  Charlie drew a deep breath and looked away. He rubbed his arthritic left pinky finger as he sometimes did when searching for the right words. And other times when it was paining him.


  “George can’t go.”


  “Why not? This is his big chance to go to Hollywood and get discovered at Schwab’s.”


  Though he didn’t approve, Charlie knew I enjoyed a good chuckle at my colleague George Walsh’s expense whenever the opportunity presented itself, which was often. If Charlie’s discomfort was any indication, the reason for George’s change in plans was a doozy.


  Georgie Porgie fancied himself the top reporter at the New Holland Republic, on an equal footing with the likes of Edward R. Murrow. But in reality, he was ill-suited to working at a newspaper. Folding one into a tricorne hat, perhaps, but not writing for one. He thought Eisenhower’s warning about the rise of the military-industrial complex referred to an army factory that was being built outside Washington, DC. But since his father-in-law, Artie Short, was the publisher, George Walsh always landed the best assignments, all the jobs that were deemed too important for a “girl reporter.” Artie Short hated me anyway and would probably have preferred it if I walked into a propeller. For my part, I made a habit of beating his son-in-law to the punch on the biggest stories, including a couple of recent high-profile murders in town. But the Tony Eberle story was the juiciest assignment to come down the pike in a long time: a chance to travel all expenses paid to California to interview the young New Holland native on the set of his first Hollywood movie.


  “What happened?” I repeated. “Why can’t Georgie Porgie go?”


  Charlie frowned and warned me not to laugh, which only succeeded in eliciting a ticklish smile on my lips. He warned me again, and I tamped down the urge.


  “His wife had a dream,” he said finally. “A dream that the plane crashed. She’s a superstitious sort. Believes in that kind of thing. She told George he couldn’t go.”


  “What did Artie say?” I asked, now grinning ear to ear. “Surely he doesn’t believe such nonsense.”


  Charlie shrugged. “He told me his daughter has always had an uncanny knack for premonitions.”


  “So Artie doesn’t care if the plane goes down with me aboard?” I asked, summoning some indignation despite the absurdity of his daughter’s dream.


  Charlie dismissed my concerns, assuring me that nothing bad was going to happen to the plane. As the editor in chief, he didn’t often write news stories anymore, except for those he enjoyed, specifically scientific pieces. And so, sitting in a booth in the back of Fiorello’s on a frigid Saturday night, he treated me to a catalogue of statistics on the safety of modern air travel. I wasn’t listening. I was already planning my wardrobe for the trip.


  “You’ll take the train down to New York tomorrow, then fly from Idlewild Monday. We’ve booked you a hotel in Hollywood. Artie says it’s a nice place. He stayed there a couple of nights during the war before he shipped out to the Pacific.”


  “I thought the Battle of the Bulge was in Europe.”


  Charlie stared me down. He didn’t need to say anything. Artie Short had seen action in the navy in the Pacific, and I shouldn’t have mocked his service. Still, he was carrying a spare tire around his waist, which had inspired my little joke.


  “Why doesn’t Artie just send George by train?” I asked, steering my derision back to the nebbish. “It’ll take a couple of days longer, but that’ll give him time to memorize the alphabet.”


  Charlie ignored my crack. “No time for a train. Artie’s worried that the Gazette is going to send someone out to Los Angeles to scoop us on this. They’ve been eating into our circulation for the past year and a half. Artie’s become obsessed with them.”


  “Who are they going to send, Harvey Dunnolt?” I asked. “He doesn’t even get out of his car to cover city council meetings. Barely rolls down the window as he drives by.”


  “Look, Ellie. Do you want this assignment or not?”


  I smiled sweetly at my boss. “Sure, pops. I’ll bail you out on this one.”


  Against all odds and George Walsh’s wife’s dream of a fiery plane crash, TWA Flight 7 arrived without incident at Los Angeles Airport at 2:50 p.m. on Monday, February 5. In fact, it was an incredibly pleasant experience, with fine food, plenty of drink, and smooth sailing. As I disembarked, the friendly captain smiled at me again.


  “Welcome home, miss,” he said, his gaze darting from my eyes to linger on my bust before he remembered himself and his good manners.


  “I’m not from Los Angeles.”


  He arched a brow and cocked his head just so as if to flirt. “Perhaps I could show you around town,” he said. “Where are you staying?”


  It took no small measure of self-control, but I managed to keep the name of my hotel to myself. I thanked him for a fine flight and stepped through the door and down the airstairs.


  On the ground, I was greeted by a cool, gray day. About sixty degrees. It was still an improvement over the cold New York winter I’d left behind. I retrieved my luggage and made my way to the taxi stand. My driver, a chatty fellow who kept pulling off his cap to scratch his balding head, called me “sweetie” for the forty minutes it took to reach Hollywood. As we motored up La Brea Avenue, he pointed out various landmarks and places of interest, including the Perry Mason Studio near Sunset Boulevard. I nearly squealed with delight and asked him if he’d ever seen William Hopper around town. I’d had a big crush on “Paul Drake” for years. Something about that shock of white hair and the checked jackets he wore.


  “Never seen him,” said the driver. “But I dropped Raymond Burr at Musso and Frank once about a year ago.” He performed a feathery hand gesture as he pronounced the name, presumably an indication of the actor’s predilections. Was he suggesting that Perry Mason was queer? I said nothing for fear of coming off as a rube unfamiliar with what seemed to be common knowledge.


  We drove to my hotel on McCadden Place, just north of Hollywood Boulevard. Before the brakes had even stopped squeaking, I asked the cabbie if he hadn’t perhaps made a mistake. Peering out the window, I saw a dingy brick building with a torn awning and a faded sign announcing the McCadden Hotel. Two shady-looking men were pitching pennies against the stoop. One of them was the bellhop.


  “I’m afraid this is it, sweetie,” said the driver.


  “But my boss assured me this was a nice hotel. He stayed here during the war.”


  “Which war?”


  I paid the fare and climbed out of the cab. The driver fetched my bag from the trunk and wished me luck. Upon seeing me, the bellhop reluctantly tore himself away from his game, but not before his opponent had gathered up his winnings. The bellhop frowned, undoubtedly mourning the loss of his penny. Then, putting on a brave face, he straightened the little drummer-boy cap on his head, welcomed me to the McCadden, and grabbed my suitcase. I followed him up the stairs and into the dark lobby.


  The McCadden had been built when heavy velvet curtains, oriental rugs, and flocked wallpaper were all the rage. Probably before 1920. And no one had thought to remodel since. Or clean. The odor of cigar ashes gave the place much of its dry-cough charm, and you could scarcely ignore the vague smell of sulfur lurking underneath. I figured the dusty old gentleman manning the reception desk had recently polished off a luncheon of hard-boiled eggs.


  “Your room’s been paid up for the week,” he said, straining to read from a note he’d retrieved from a cubbyhole behind the desk.


  He handed the key to the bellhop, who by now must have considered himself my friend because he introduced himself as Marty. He lugged my bag up the stairs to a room on the second floor. Once inside, he gave me the grand tour, pointing out the bed, a Philco radio on the scratched desk, and the radiator valve against the wall. Finally, he threw open the curtains to present the view: a brick wall painted over with faded letters spelling out “Selma Hardware.”


  I considered my new friend, Marty, in the quiet of my room. He looked to be in his late twenties, tall and lanky, and in need of a shave. His uniform was a sea of wrinkles, except where the fabric showed shiny patches, the result of too many scalding ironings. The sleeves of his jacket fell three inches short of the finish line of his bony wrists. I could see now that his hat had lost most of its shape, as a sweaty pillow might during a particularly hot spell, and I figured he’d probably slept or sat on it one too many times. Marty told me it was going to rain.


  “I heard it was always sunny in California,” I said, feeling cheated on my first trip to Los Angeles.


  “When it rains it pours. And the weatherman is calling for ‘pours’ day after tomorrow and all week after that. I’ll leave a newspaper for you in the mornings so you can check the forecast.”


  Looking around the grim room, I wondered where I might find better accommodations. I tipped Marty a quarter. That ought to keep him in pennies for a while.
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  TUESDAY, FEBRUARY 6, 1962


  I managed to sleep through the night none the worse for wear, with no bites from bedbugs. And the door to my room had dispatched its duties, keeping any and all marauders, junkies, and thieves on the other side. At 6:00 a.m. I was wide awake, thanks to the time difference and my excitement at the prospect of meeting Tony Eberle on the set of his movie. The bathtub proved to be a pleasant surprise, dispensing plenty of hot water and good pressure. By seven, I was ready for the day.


  Having skipped dinner the night before, I felt hollow and needed something to eat. The McCadden provided no food service, but the same dusty desk clerk from the previous day steered me to Hody’s Coffee Shop a couple of blocks away on the corner of Hollywood and Vine. I almost gave it a miss when I saw the giant creepy clown on the sign atop the roof. I swear the eyes were following me. But my appetite won out. Inside, a friendly waitress poured me a cup of piping hot coffee before I’d had the chance to ask, and the vulcanized eggs were edible if rubbery. The English muffin was perfectly charred, and the butter soft. I studied my notes as I picked over the remains of my breakfast.


  Tony Eberle had grown up on Clizbe Avenue in the Rockton district of New Holland. His mother, Louise, a Hagaman girl, kept house for her family, which included a daughter three years older than Tony. Joe Eberle, Tony’s father, had delivered milk and eggs for Stadler’s Dairy for more than twenty years.


  From what I could gather, Tony was the most talented actor to come out of New Holland in recent memory. He’d starred in every drama club musical production during his years at New Holland’s Walter T. Finch High School. From Forty-Second Street to Show Boat to Kiss Me Kate, Tony Eberle had set the standard for local theater. According to the newspaper clippings my assistant, Norma Geary, had prepared for me, he could sing and dance as well as act. One review, written by none other than George Walsh in 1956, predicted great things for the high schooler after his stunning success as Curly in Oklahoma!


  “A modern-day Thespis, a Barrymore on the Mohawk, young Eberle steals the show, his voice ringing through the hall like the clarion call of a distant trumpet on a heroic battlefield. His gay dancing delights old and young as he glides light-footed, even in cowboy boots, across the stage.”


  That—believe it—was from George’s notice. And, yes, that was how he wrote his stories: odd turns of phrase weighed down by healthy doses of hyperbole, which he slathered atop his inadvertent double entendres as if with a trowel. His mangled metaphors lay bleeding on the page, begging to be put out of their misery. His sports stories were even worse, but that’s a topic for another day. In a codicil to his review, George declared the show a success, but he lamented the bad grammar and low moral values of some of the characters, Ado Annie and Aunt Eller in particular.


  Norma had also managed to secure a copy of Tony’s high school yearbook for my research, and I retrieved it from my bag. His portrait showed a tall, well-built young man with straight teeth and handsome features. But, ultimately, he lacked any of the charm I’d expected. I chalked that up to the photographer, not the good-looking Tony Eberle. Studying the portrait, I sensed that somewhere in his deep dark eyes lurked fear and loneliness, perhaps even self-doubt. His only activities involved the drama club and the marching band, where he’d served for three years as the drum major. I was sure he’d taken some lumps for that from the other boys in school.


  As far as I could tell, Tony hadn’t gone to college. Probably a luxury his family couldn’t afford on a milkman’s salary. I wished I’d had the opportunity to interview his parents and sister for the story before leaving for Hollywood, but, of course, the assignment had come as a last-minute surprise. I resolved to follow up with the family upon my return to New Holland.


  I read on. Tony had spent a couple of years in Massachusetts and Vermont doing summer stock. O’Neill, Chekhov, Tennessee Williams, Strindberg, and Shakespeare. And now he was about to make the leap from the boards to the world of Hollywood stardom as the beach bum best friend of a teenaged Casanova on a surfboard—to wit, the ageless Bobby Renfro, who had to be thirty-five years old if he was a day.


  I took a bite of my English muffin and drew a sip of hot coffee. It was exciting to be in California for the first time, about to meet a real movie actor at a major film studio. Not even Marty’s prediction of the impending deluge dampened my enthusiasm. The waitress dropped my bill on the table and asked what was so interesting that I was reading. I told her it was a fairy tale.


  Outside, temperatures had risen only into the upper fifties—chilly, I was told, for Los Angeles—but no rain yet. I raised my collar to the wind and hailed a cab. Soon I was cruising down Highland Avenue toward Paramount Studios. My driver treated me to endless tidbits about the movie business, starting with the stars who’d attended Hollywood High, which we’d just passed. He catalogued a list of alumni that included Lon Chaney Jr., Gloria Grahame, John Huston, Joel McCrea, Mickey Rooney, and Judy Garland. Oh, and James Garner. I kind of had a thing for him.


  The cabbie dropped me at the studio’s Bronson Gate, where I’d been instructed to check in. I approached the guard booth with no small measure of trepidation. This was a storied movie studio, after all, and I felt like a starstruck small-town hick. I drew a deep breath as I arrived at the arch with its wrought-iron gate and majestic columns. Norma Desmond had driven through the very same portal in Sunset Boulevard.


  “I have an appointment to see Tony Eberle,” I told the uniformed man on duty. “He’s shooting Twistin’ on the Beach today.”


  The officious guard checked my name against a list on his clipboard. Then he double-checked, an operation aided by scratching his chin. Finally, satisfied that the only Eleonora Stone on the list must be me, he handed me a pass and dispensed directions to soundstage 5.


  “Go straight on Avenue P then turn left on Seventh Street. Keep quiet on set, please. Welcome to Paramount Studios, Miss Stone.”


  I walked briskly along the narrow alleys that ran between the soundstages, bungalows, and offices. The studio lot was a city in miniature. It reminded me of those O Gauge train sets; everything looked quite real only smaller. The world was an illusion inside the gates of the studio. This was Hollywood, after all.


  It was nearly eight, and I didn’t want to be late for my interview with hometown hero Tony Eberle. He was about to embark on what everyone back in New Holland hoped would be a long, successful career as a movie star. The news that Tony had landed a big role in a real Hollywood movie had generated a swell of pride throughout the city, as if all the frustrations and disappointments of a mill town in decline could be put right by the accomplishments of one favorite son. Tony Eberle provided an answer to the snide whispers and condescending mockery of neighboring cities, particularly Schenectady, which looked on New Holland as the punch line to a joke. People laughed at the schools, where students excelled more in wood and metal shop than in math. They mocked the elected officials, who, they maintained, wouldn’t qualify for dogcatcher anywhere else. And they ridiculed New Holland’s ethnic mix, dubbing the city New San Juanland, after the Puerto Ricans who now populated the city’s East End. The hopes and dreams of New Holland rested on young Tony Eberle’s shoulders. And, thanks to George Walsh’s wife, I got to travel across the country to document his success for the world to see. In effect, to rub New Holland’s neighbors’ noses in our hometown boy’s triumph.


  Following the guard’s instructions to the letter, I rounded the corner of Avenue P and joined Seventh Street. Ahead I could see a host of people, perhaps thirty or so, milling about. A line of long tables loaded with Danish and coffee and fruit on one side, audio and camera gear and a couple of equipment trucks on the other. And in the middle of it all, a tall, thin man of about fifty was screaming, seemingly at everyone in general and no one in particular. He tore the newsboy cap off his bald head—red and wet with perspiration despite the cool air—and threw it at a young man holding a clipboard. Then he overturned one of the catering tables, sending a percolator crashing to the pavement where it vomited its contents in a hissing, brown wave that crested over the shoes of two slow-to-react crew members. They hopped and swore and glared at the guy who’d doused them with scalding coffee.


  “What’s going on?” I asked a stocky man who was leaning on the fender of one of the trucks.


  “That’s the director, Archie Stemple,” he said in a drone, eyes half-shut as if from boredom. “He does this kind of thing all the time.”


  “What’s got him riled up today?”


  “One of the actors didn’t show. Stemple’s got a foul temper and hates actors to boot.”


  A smartly dressed woman in her forties appeared and took charge of the situation. She managed to stop Stemple from smashing a spotlight he’d grabbed from an equipment truck, but he continued to seethe. She led him gently by the elbow off to one side where she spoke to him alone. At length her words calmed him. He wasn’t quite serene, but at least he wasn’t hurling tables or dumping coffee on unsuspecting Teamsters.


  “I swear to God, Dorothy, that kid will never work on this picture,” said Stemple loud enough for me to hear. “Or any other of my pictures!”


  The woman, whose back was turned to me, nodded and answered in a low voice that I couldn’t make out. That seemed to mollify the director, and the worst appeared to have passed. The young man with the clipboard—the one who’d been on the receiving end of Stemple’s flying cap—approached him tentatively with, of all things, a mug of steaming coffee. The director huffed, wiped his brow, and accepted the peace offering.


  “So who’s the poor sap who didn’t show up for work today?” I asked my world-weary friend.


  The man looked straight ahead, eyes still at half-mast. “Some kid named Tony Eberle.”


  CHAPTER TWO


  To say that Tony Eberle’s disappearance put a wrinkle in my day would be to understate the case. I had traveled across the continent at great expense to my publisher in order to interview the rising star. And though I’d had nothing to do with his disappearance, I was certain Artie Short would find some way to blame it on me. Or, at the very least, the debacle would forever be associated with my name. Furthermore, I had spent a couple of hours on the plane dreaming of how much sand to kick in George Walsh’s face once I had my big story. And finally, the assignment truly interested me and would make for a fine feather in my cap. But now, standing in the chill on the lot at Paramount Studios, with no subject to interview and no idea how to find him, I wondered if it was already too late to salvage my assignment, not to mention young Tony’s acting career. Because, if he was, in fact, finished, so too was my story.


  “Do you know where this Tony Eberle lives?” I asked the man who’d been leaning on the truck.


  He was lighting a cigarette and looking up at the gray sky as if searching for patience or perhaps a revelation. Smoke oozed from his nose as he considered his response.


  “Sorry,” he said. “I never even seen the guy. But why don’t you ask Dorothy over there? She’ll know. She handles everything.”


  With the absence of the second lead and with an apoplectic director, shooting was scrubbed for the day, a delay that surely would cost the studio a bundle. In a matter of minutes, the throng of production assistants, union gorillas, and various crew had all decamped. I chased after Dorothy as she hurried down Seventh Street in her navy wool jacket and matching skirt. She was probably off to defuse another bomb somewhere on the lot. I called out to her. She stopped, turned, and looked me up and down as if trying to place me. I introduced myself, but my name meant nothing to her. Still, she was polite enough to ask how she might help me.


  “I’m looking for Tony Eberle,” I said.


  Dorothy scoffed. “Aren’t we all?”


  “I was scheduled to interview him this morning for my paper. Do you have any idea where he is?”


  “I do not. And at this point, I’m afraid I no longer care. He’s been fired from the picture. I’ve got to get someone else in so that we can resume shooting tomorrow. If you’ll excuse me.”


  She gazed expectantly at me, as if waiting for me to grant her leave. I wasn’t about to slink away empty-handed, not after I’d come so far. I must have looked determined since she didn’t move.


  “Tell you what, Miss Stone,” she said finally. “Come with me, and I’ll see if we can’t find a telephone number or an address for your Mr. Eberle.”


  Dorothy Fetterman, as I learned her name was, led me through the narrow lanes to a bungalow on the corner of Avenue L and Twelfth Street. We climbed the stairs to the second floor, where she let me into her office.


  “What exactly do you do here at the studio?” I asked as she removed her jacket and hung it carefully on a stand near the door.


  “My official position is advisor to Mr. Balaban.”


  “Who’s Mr. Balaban?”


  She blinked. “He’s the president of Paramount Studios.”


  I’m pretty sure I blushed. “You say ‘official’ as if it’s actually something else that you do.”


  “I fix things,” she said, taking a seat on the corner of her desk.


  She retrieved a cigarette from a silver case and slipped it between her lips. In one motion, she grabbed a lighter from the desk and lit her cigarette. Her thick, ruby-red lipstick had the shiny, hardened look of a brand-new crayon. Perfectly drawn, even, without a smudge or a flake. Not like when I rolled on my lipstick. Closer to Emmett Kelly than to Grace.


  “Where are my manners?” she said. “Would you like one?”


  “Your job sounds interesting.” I took the cigarette she’d offered and thanked her, wishing I could question her more closely about her work. But I was there to find Tony Eberle.


  “It is,” she said. “But there’s a lot of babysitting and hand-holding. And soothing of bruised egos. Mostly male egos, though there are some actresses I’d like to strangle.”


  “So how do you fix a problem like Archie Stemple?”


  “Archie’s problem is easy. This Tony Eberle is a nobody. We’ll simply replace him and continue shooting the picture tomorrow.”


  “That rather ruins my story,” I said.


  “Does it? Now you’ve got a mystery. Or a tragedy. You can always sell newspapers with that.”


  “That won’t do.”


  “I suppose not. But it can’t be helped. He should have shown up for work.”


  I had no answer to that.


  “Let me see if I have his number or an address,” she said, resting her cigarette in the ashtray on her desk. She leaned back and opened a drawer on the opposite side to retrieve a file. “Eberle was the producer’s choice, I think. Said he was perfect for the role. Our casting director didn’t know him.”


  “Who’s the producer?” I asked. “Perhaps he’ll know where to find Tony.”


  “Bertram Wallis. Now there’s a man a little harder to satisfy than Archie Stemple.”


  “How so?”


  “He’s difficult. But I don’t have time to go into that. I have to fix Mr. Stemple’s problem, and your Tony Eberle is standing in the way of my doing that.”


  She held a pair of glasses in front of her eyes with one hand while turning pages in a folder with the other. “Here it is,” she announced, extracting an eight-by-ten headshot and handing it to me. She folded the glasses neatly and slipped them into her purse.


  I set my cigarette down in the ashtray and examined the photograph. It was Tony Eberle, looking relaxed and casual in a cardigan sweater and open-collar shirt. His teeth shone bright white from a half smile, and his hair was silky brown, a little long on the top to give him that youthful boy-next-door look. His eyes sparkled at the camera, and I thought he was terrifically handsome. What a difference a decent photographer makes. Tony had the look of a star, all right. I just wondered if he’d ever get a second chance now that he’d blown his first. Reading from the back of the photograph, I scribbled his address and telephone number in my pad. Then I jotted down his agent’s contact information: Irving Greenberg, with a Sunset Boulevard address.


  “Is there any chance you’d give me Mr. Wallis’s number?” I asked, sure I was pushing my luck.


  Dorothy regarded me for a long moment. Hers was a stern but attractive face. Not a beauty, but stylish and impeccably turned out. She picked up her cigarette and took a short drag.


  “Why do you want Mr. Wallis’s number?”


  I smiled sheepishly. “I thought I might prevail upon him to give Tony Eberle his job back. Assuming I can find him, of course.”


  “I’m afraid not, Miss Stone,” said Dorothy, and I felt a chill from my hostess. “Mr. Eberle is finished here. And we do not give out producers’ telephone numbers to reporters.”


  [image: ]


  Settled into a phone booth just outside the studio, I swallowed hard and made a person-to-person collect call to Charlie Reese back in New Holland. I was sure my news would be as welcome as a pimple on prom night. I’d only just arrived, after all, and already I was spending company money to phone home with bad tidings. Charlie was surprised to hear from me so soon.


  “How’s your first day going?” he asked over the crackly line.


  I struggled with how to answer that. I could lie and say that Tony had been busy and couldn’t accommodate me. Or I might say that the shooting had been canceled due to bad weather. But those lies would only put off the inevitable. Better to tell the truth, I thought. And maybe to put a humorous spin on it to lighten the mood.


  “I had a good breakfast,” I said. Silence down the line. “And I was punctual.” Perhaps humor wasn’t the right tack.


  “What aren’t you telling me, Ellie?” he asked after an uncomfortable pause.


  I chewed my lip. “Tony Eberle is AWOL.”


  “AWOL? In what sense AWOL?”


  “AWOL. He’s not here. No one knows where he is.”


  More silence from Charlie. This was going worse than I’d anticipated. Finally he cleared his throat.


  “Tell me the whole story.”


  I gave Charlie the abridged version. In truth, there really was no long version to tell. I explained how my morning had been ruined by the missing actor, who’d been summarily fired from the picture by the director.


  “Things aren’t looking good for Tony Eberle’s Hollywood career,” I said in summation.


  “Damn it,” muttered Charlie down the line from three thousand miles away. “What’s your plan, Ellie?”


  “I’ve already tried to phone him at home and got no answer. Then I tried his agent, but the line was busy. He’s probably fielding enraged calls from the studio as we speak. I’ll chase him down after I hang up with you.”


  “Good. At the very least, we still might have a story here. Not sure if we’ll end up running it, though. It all depends on what actually happened to our hometown hero.”


  I nodded in agreement even though Charlie couldn’t see me. “Yeah, if he’s on a bender, there’s no story.” I recalled Dorothy Fetterman’s advice. “But if something bad has happened . . . Well, there are lots of newspapers to be sold.”


  “Precisely. You know what you’ve got to do. In the meantime, do you need anything from me?”


  I had some notes. I asked him to contact Tony’s family to find out if they knew anything.


  “How do they feel about Tony’s choice of career? Have they spoken to him recently? That kind of stuff. And does he still have friends in New Holland? Maybe he’s in touch with them.”


  Charlie said he’d take care of it and signed off with an admonition to keep him informed of my progress.
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  Irving Greenberg’s office was on the top floor of a three-story, plain-brick building on the corner of Sunset and Hayworth. A most unimpressive-looking place. For some reason I had expected one of those shiny new high rises like you see in New York, all glass and steel, with pretty secretaries and powerful men making big deals. Instead, the air smelled close and dusty when I reached the landing. I considered the wooden door and its frosted glass. The words “Greenberg Talent Agency” stretched across the window in black letters. I could hear typing through the open transom above.


  I knocked, dislodging some flakes of paint from the door. A voice called out for me to enter. Inside I was greeted by a middle-aged woman at a desk in the dark reception area. Her hands rested on an old typewriter. A simple black phone sat on the desk next to a nameplate that read Mrs. Zelda Weitz.


  “Yes?” she asked, looking me up and down.


  “I called earlier. I’m here to see Mr. Greenberg.”


  She pursed her lips and continued to study me top to bottom. “Sweetheart, you’re a pretty girl,” she said at length, shaking her head. “But you’re not Hollywood pretty.”


  “I-I beg your pardon?”


  She assumed a softer expression. “It’s tough to make it in this town. A girl’s got to have something really special to catch the eye of a casting director or a producer. You’re cute, no doubt. But you’ve got to manage your expectations, dear.”


  I must have looked crestfallen. As a point of fact, I was insulted.


  “Now don’t despair. You seem like a nice girl,” she continued. “You might be good for a plain-Jane secretary. A school teacher, perhaps. Or the mousy best friend. Maybe Mr. Greenberg can find something for you.”


  I finally found the breath to explain that I wasn’t an actress, that I was a reporter wanting to speak to Mr. Greenberg about Tony Eberle.


  “Well, thank God for that,” she said, a little too relieved for my taste. “I was afraid you were going to have your heart broken and dreams shattered.”


  “Nice of you to let me down easy,” I said. “Now, is Mr. Greenberg free?”
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  “I’m afraid I can’t help you, miss,” said Irving Greenberg from behind a huge, cluttered mahogany desk.


  His inner office had two sash windows for light and air, but they did little to brighten the general atmosphere of sadness and decay that blanketed the room. Framed clippings on the wall proclaimed successes, hits, deals, and even some weddings. All had been torn from the trades or Life magazine or one of the Los Angeles papers, and few bore names or movies that I recognized. The same was true for the dozens of headshots that shared space on the wall with the clippings. They were decades old, and the only stars I knew were Janet Gaynor, Ramon Navarro, a very young Judy Garland, and Louise Brooks.


  I couldn’t say for sure how old Irving Greenberg was, but if he had ten years left in the tank, he was playing with house money. He sat low in his chair, a little lopsided too, making him appear shorter than he was. He spoke in a voice that was a mite too loud for the close confines of his office, probably due to his failing hearing. That, along with his poor eyesight, gave the impression of decrepitude. He insisted that I call him Irv.


  “Hedy Lamar called me Irv,” he said. “And Dick Powell and little Judy Garland. I once represented them, you know. Before they made it big.”


  “I didn’t know that.”


  “So you can call me Irv, too, young lady.”


  “Thank you,” I said. “And you can call me Ellie.”


  In truth, I don’t believe he heard me or gave a hang what I wanted him to call me. He stuck with “miss” and “young lady” for the balance of our interview.


  “As I was saying before,” he continued, “I can’t help you find Tony because I don’t know where he is myself.”


  “But isn’t it strange that he would disappear just as he landed his first break?”


  He cupped a hand to his ear, and I repeated the question louder. Then a third time, louder still.


  Irv nodded. “Very strange. He always seemed like a nice boy. He was going to go places. I was sure he could help me with my comeback.”


  “So what do you think happened?” (Practically yelling.)


  He shrugged. “Who knows? I got a call this morning at seven thirty from a production assistant at Paramount asking where he was. Then some secretary a few minutes later. I was in the toilet.” He huffed his indignation. “Ten minutes after that, the director, Archie Stemple, was screaming at me over the phone. I told them I didn’t have any idea where Tony was. But I said I had an actor who could fill in for him if they needed someone.”


  “And what did he say?”


  “I can’t repeat it in polite company, young lady. That Archie Stemple is an unpleasant man. You’d think I was the one who didn’t show up.”


  “Did you try to reach Tony?”


  “Of course. But there was no answer at his place.”


  “It’s too bad,” I said, thinking of my story and Tony’s career.


  Irv agreed. He shook his head in woe. “He was perfect for the role, too. So perfect the producer himself wanted him for the part.”


  “Bertram Wallis?”


  “His name is Bertram Wallis,” said Irv, who’d clearly not heard me despite my best efforts. “A real kelev she-beklovim, pardon my French.”


  I asked how Wallis had come to know Tony. Irv wasn’t sure.


  “I’ve met him a few times,” he said. “A schmuck. And a pervert. People want to give him a free pass because he’s British and has a posh accent. I’ve got an accent, and no one thinks I’m fancy. They say he’s some kind of genius. But I can tell you that he’s never made anything but rotten beach pictures and lightweight teenage opfal. A genius, my foot. Yech!”


  “Did you negotiate the contract with Wallis?”


  Irv waved a hand. “He sent over the contract. No negotiations. Said he’d find someone else if we didn’t take it as is. To tell the truth, I was just glad to get the commission. Things have been a little slow recently.”


  “Has Mr. Wallis contacted you since Tony disappeared?”


  “No. And I won’t take his call if he does. Let him try to get his money back.” He laughed himself into a coughing fit.


  I asked him for Bertram Wallis’s phone number and address, and he bellowed to Mrs. Weitz in the next room to look up the information for me.


  “What else can you tell me about Tony Eberle?” I boomed.


  “Like I said, a nice boy,” he muttered, his drooping face and hunched shoulders betraying a crushing disappointment. “He reminded me of our Shabbos goy when I was a kid in Brooklyn.” He allowed himself a moment of fond recollection before returning to the subject at hand. “Tony was going to go far. But now? Feh! He’s finished.”


  CHAPTER THREE


  The cab rolled to a stop opposite 1859 North Wilton. It was a modest, five-story apartment building with a fire-escape ladder zigzagging down the front, ending just above the entrance to the underground garage. In the doorway, a sign advertised a bachelor apartment for rent. This was the address on the back of the headshot that Dorothy Fetterman had given me. This was Tony Eberle’s apartment.


  I asked the cabbie to wait. He leaned against the steering wheel, puffing on his cigarette, and nodded. I retrieved my Leica from my purse and snapped three shots of the exterior of the building before crossing the street and approaching the door. Scanning the directory in the entrance, I located Eberle/Harper in apartment 101 on the ground floor. A roommate. Maybe this Harper person could tell me where to find Tony.


  The front door was ajar, so I let myself in. Apartment 101 was the first door on the right. I knocked three times to no effect. Then the door to apartment 102 cracked open, and a woman peered into the corridor. Somewhere in her mid-thirties, she was decked out in a pair of what looked like men’s wool trousers and an Arrow shirt unbuttoned at the neck. A cigarette, fastened to the end of a long ebony holder, dangled from her right hand. Her hair was dyed black and cut short in a bob, the way Louise Brooks used to wear it back in the twenties.


  “They’re not home,” she said, eyeing me with suspicion. Or perhaps with interest.


  I cleared my throat and asked if she knew where they’d gone. She shook her head.


  “Have you seen Mr. Eberle recently? Tony Eberle?”


  “Who wants to know?”


  I showed her my press card from a few feet away and explained that I was a reporter from New Holland, New York. She said she couldn’t see it without her eyeglasses. When I offered to bring it closer, she waved me off, saying she’d take my word on it.


  “I don’t suppose anyone would lie about being a reporter from New Belgium, New York,” she said.


  “New Holland.”


  She took a drag of her cigarette and, clenching the end of the holder between her teeth in a playful manner, told me she was just having some fun with me. “You should get yourself a sense of humor, angel.”


  She introduced herself as the super, Evelyn Maynard, and offered her hand for me to shake. The formalities concluded, she said that her two neighbors seemed like nice, quiet boys. She didn’t know them well enough to give a character reference, but she volunteered that they were often behind in the rent. In fact, Mickey Harper had just paid up six weeks’ of arrears a day earlier. I wondered why she was telling me this. She seemed to like to talk.


  “They’ve been late before, but they always manage to come up with the money. That’s the way it is for these young actors. They all have big dreams and empty pocketbooks. It’s a constant struggle to make ends meet.”


  “Have you seen Tony Eberle recently?” I repeated.


  She tapped her ash onto the floor in the hallway. I must have made a face of some kind because she told me not to worry; she’d sweep it up later.


  “I saw him yesterday morning as he was heading out somewhere. Told me he had a part in a movie with Bobby Renfro. Bobby Renfro, if you can believe it.” She shook her head and grunted a short laugh. “I thought he was dead.”


  “What about the other fellow? Harper.”


  “He’s quiet. Pretty much keeps to himself. Not sure where he got the money for the rent. Some of these actors work as waiters. Or figure models.”


  “Is Harper an actor too?”


  Evelyn Maynard shrugged and took another drag of her cigarette. “I assume so.”


  I churned through my purse, looking for a calling card. I scribbled the address and phone number of the McCadden Hotel on the back.


  “If you see either one of them, please give me a call. I’m in room two-F,” I said, handing it to her.


  She stashed it in the breast pocket of her shirt and considered me from the corner of her eye.


  “If I didn’t know better,” she said, “and I do—I’d swear you were making a pass at me.”


  I suppose I should have suspected something like that, but I’d become quite provincial in New Belgium, unable to recognize sarcasm when it smacked me on the forehead or a lesbian when she was flirting with me. I stammered an inadequate response.


  “Don’t sweat it, angel. I won’t bite.” She paused, studying my face as I tried to hide my discomfort. “Unless you want me to.”


  “That won’t be necessary,” I said.


  I can’t know for certain what reaction my face betrayed, but it must have crushed her. There was no other explanation for the sudden gloom that enveloped her. She attempted one last smile, but it collapsed before it had a chance to shine. Her heart was no longer in it. She excused herself, disappeared inside, and closed the door softly behind her.


  I drifted back out to the street where, disquieted, I reflected on what had just happened. Of course I knew there were people like Evelyn Maynard in the world. A girl in my study group at Barnard had been that way. But I hadn’t had much direct contact with any lesbians since. And I couldn’t recall a woman ever having flirted with me. The situation left me feeling uncomfortable. Sophisticate that I considered myself to be, I wanted to brush it off, flick it off my sleeve like a piece of lint. But somehow I couldn’t let it go. I wasn’t one to cast stones for what people did behind closed doors—my own behavior in that regard wouldn’t have won me any comportment prizes—but the idea of turning sex on its head, questioning every urge I’d ever felt for a man, every impulse that had ever caused me to lust or love, struck me as queer. Yes, queer. Perhaps that’s where the term had originated. But at the same time, I felt like a fake, all too aware of my own hypocrisy and close-mindedness. I had always prided myself on my enlightened, generous views of the world. Try as I might to push it out of my mind, the image of Evelyn Maynard’s embarrassment wouldn’t leave me. I’d seen pain in her eyes, and I was the one who’d provoked it.


  My cab driver was still waiting across the street. He’d thrown his head back and looked to be snoring while the meter ran. As I paced on the stoop, smoking a bitter cigarette, I considered my options and debated whether to go back inside and knock on 102 to apologize. But before I could make up my mind, a small young man in a lightweight jacket, checked shirt, and brown trousers approached the building at a brisk pace. He clutched a green paper bag of groceries under his left arm and a folded umbrella in his right hand. Nose to the ground, he made straight for the front door, lifting his eyes to regard me only after he’d seen my shoes—and by extension me—blocking the way. His eyes caught mine, and I stepped aside, muttering an apology.


  He was a striking creature, truly remarkable-looking. Not handsome. Not even cute, as an adolescent might be. This young man was pretty. No mistaking him for a girl, of course, but he was attractive in the way girls are. Fine features, graceful lines, and delicate, hairless hands. Nothing rugged or coarse in his face, no beard or lantern jaw. Barely an Adam’s apple visible above his open collar. With his long eyelashes, smooth skin, and soft black hair, he looked fresh out of high school. He stepped around me, diverted his eyes again, and let himself into the building. I watched him through the glass as he fumbled for his keys just inside the door. Then he opened 101. Harper.


  I tossed my cigarette, pushed my way into the lobby, and called out to him before he could close the apartment door. Startled, he turned to face me. I could see now that his right cheek showed a bluish bruise under the eye. His upper lip, too, betrayed the barest hint of swelling and a scratch that he’d tried to conceal with makeup or pimple cream.


  “Excuse me. I’m looking for Tony Eberle.”


  “He’s not here,” he said. “I haven’t seen him since yesterday. What do you want with him anyway?”


  “Are you Mr. Harper?” I asked, avoiding his question for the moment.


  He hesitated, probably wary of strangers approaching him and asking for his name, even innocent-looking young women like me. I might have been there to serve a summons, after all. Maybe I was a religious nut or a fresh-faced thief with a gun in my purse. At length he must have concluded I posed no threat because he nodded and said he was Mickey Harper. Then he asked again what I wanted with Tony.


  “My name is Eleonora Stone. Ellie Stone,” I explained. Why did I insist on introducing myself as Eleonora in such situations? I hated that name. “I’m a reporter from Tony’s hometown newspaper,” I continued. “I was supposed to interview him this morning at the studio, but he never showed up. Do you have any idea where I might find him?”


  He shook his head. “I told you I haven’t seen him since yesterday. I was at a party with friends last night. I didn’t get home until after one. He must have been asleep. Or out.”


  I could see over Mickey Harper’s shoulder. The apartment looked like a bachelor to me, what we called a studio in New York, and I doubted there were any bedrooms.


  “So you’re not sure if he was here or not when you got in last night?”


  “Might have been. I didn’t see him.”


  Still holding his bag of groceries tight to his chest, Mickey gazed at me with deep, brown, inscrutable eyes. No more than five feet three, slim and timid, he was—as already noted—a beautiful boy. And, standing before me, he was shrinking with each passing moment. I didn’t quite tower over him, but in my heels, I had an inch or two advantage.


  I had loads of questions for him, including how he and Tony had met. Were they close friends now? I certainly hadn’t formed that impression from speaking to Mickey. And why didn’t he seem concerned that his roommate was missing? I also wondered if he was an actor like Tony. Not many roles for men his size, no matter how beautiful. Perhaps he could play a part in one of Bertram Wallis’s teenage movies. The ones Irv Greenberg had disparaged as opfal.


  “If I may say, you don’t seem surprised that Tony’s missing.”


  “He’s a big boy. He can take care of himself.”


  “He lost his role in the picture they’re shooting. Any reaction to that?”


  He shrugged. “He’ll find another, I guess.”


  “I suppose you two aren’t that close,” I offered, trying to get some kind of rise out of him.
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