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			For Kyle

		

	
		
			PART I

		

	
		
			Chapter 1

			june 1913 - healdsburg, california

			“Everybody wants to come to California,” Mabel said, stubbing her cigarette out on a china plate. Emma—for she was called Emma then and not Sandra—looked up.

			“When I first moved here,” Mabel went on, “there was nothing from these porch steps all the way to that mountain. Now look at it.”

			Obediently, Emma, who was about to turn seven, gazed through the screened-in porch where they were sitting. Across the lane, the neighbor’s vineyard stretched in grasshopper-green rows to the foot of Fitch Mountain.

			“We looked into buying that land once,” Mabel said. “Back when we owned the prune empire, we considered that property for a possible expansion. Now the neighbors own that land and we live in a hovel.”

			Emma glared at the vineyard. It seemed unfair that the neighbors prospered while she and Mabel lived in a house with crooked floors and bug problems. Her family was destined for better. Mabel’s parents, Vira and Elmer Sanborn, came to California during the Gold Rush. They knew a good thing when they saw it.

			“Your real father, Arthur Beard, would never have let us get this close to destitution,” Mabel said. “If he’d lived, things would be different.”

			“What happened to him?” Emma said, wondering if this time Mabel would answer the question.

			But Mabel didn’t seem to hear her. She lit another cigarette and held it between her fingers so that a trail of smoke followed her every move. It drew attention to her fingertips as they skipped along the pin curls on her head. Like butterflies lighting, Emma thought, remembering the way they flitted from leaf to leaf, never quite coming to a full stop. It was almost as if Mabel herself was a butterfly and one wrong move would frighten her away.

			“You can’t believe what people say, Emma,” Mabel said. “Most people are liars. They destroy others out of jealousy or just plain meanness.” And Emma wanted to ask who had tried to destroy them, but as she struggled for a way to phrase the question, Mabel reached with the hand holding the cigarette and cupped the child’s chin.

			“But don’t you worry,” she said. “Your Mama will always tell you the truth.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			september 1932 - hollywood, california

			The orange juice factory was empty. The only things in sight were immense containers of juice that hung from the ceiling like giant bladders. A crowd of women stood in a knot in the middle of the factory floor. Each wore a short dress with matching tights the color of a tangerine. Over the costume was a sandwich board that read:

			RAYO SUNSHINE
FRESH SQUEEZED ORANGE JUICE
Have a glass of sunshine on us!

			A man wearing a straw hat with a blue-and-white ribbon around it stood before the girls, studying a list. Every time he called a name, his face disappeared underneath the hat brim. “Sandra Sanborn,” he said.

			“Here,” Sandra answered from the crowd of girls. She liked how her new name sounded in the man’s mouth. Sandra Sanborn was better than Sandra Guess, which was Billy’s last name, and far better than Emma Jones, the name her mother had given her. Emma Jones sounded like a migrant picker’s stepdaughter. Sandra Sanborn sounded like a movie star.

			“Your position is the corner of Romaine and Vine streets,” the man said.

			Sandra suppressed a smile. Paramount Pictures was only a few blocks from there. “Yes, sir,” she said.

			When the man finished calling out names, he yanked up the factory door to reveal a pickup truck parked by a dumpster. The girls climbed into the back of the truck, clutching the signs and avoiding each other’s eyes as the man handed out stacks of coupons that said, “Good for one free glass of orange juice at Rayo Sunshine’s Hollywood kiosk.”

			“As you hand out the coupons, say our slogan, ‘Have a glass of sunshine on us,’ ” the man said. “During your shift, we ask that you stay put. Don’t leave your stations. We’ll drop you off and pick you up from your post.”

			Sandra shot him a look. The whole point of this job was to get close to a movie studio. Wherever the orange juice people stationed her to hand out coupons, she planned to adjust her position so that she was in front of a studio or casting office. That way she was upping her chances of being discovered and getting paid for it at the same time.

			Now this man—what was his name? Sandra wanted to say it began with an “H”—was saying she couldn’t do that. But he wouldn’t know what she did as long as she was at her post when he dropped her off and picked her up. And what did he care anyway, as long as the coupons got handed out?

			Resolved, Sandra settled back as the truck zoomed through Los Angeles. The broad streets were lined with purple jacarandas and seemed to extend to the ocean. On either side of the road, movie theaters rose like art deco castles between construction projects. It was heartening to see signs of prosperity after the soup lines of San Francisco. She’d been smart to move here. Los Angeles really did seem to be the one place in the country that was, as the studios kept saying, “Depression proof.”

			At Vine Street, Sandra climbed onto the sidewalk. As the truck pulled away, a guy with a mustache came toward her, his eyes trained on her body. She remembered the skimpiness of the dress, which was shorter than some of her slips, and pulled the sign over her head before thrusting a coupon at the man. “Have a glass of sunshine on us,” she said.

			He tipped his hat and moved on. Sandra adjusted the sign and took in her surroundings. Although the four-lane road was jammed with traffic, the buildings around her were empty. The only thing to look at was a pharmacy across the street, which had an ad for gum in the window. A woman with gypsy-like hair was hugging a basket of oranges and pineapples. Behind her, miniature fruit trees stretched into a cinematic sunset.

			“The taste of California in a gum,” it said.

			Sandra made a face and turned her back to the ad. As if that was any kind of advertisement for a California product. The state needed to move beyond such provincial images. She certainly intended to put such things behind her for good.

			Now that Sandra was in Hollywood, she would shed her old selves—Emma Jones the migrant picker’s stepdaughter, Sandra Guess the wife of a local bandleader—and become the person she was truly meant to be: a movie star. There was no doubt in Sandra’s mind that she had “It,” that illusive star quality the magazines were always talking about. Success was in her blood. She came from a long line of prosperous people, including her father, Arthur Beard, who headed an agricultural empire selling prunes across the nation.

			On top of that, she had a plan to achieve her goals:

			
					Get discovered by a director, producer, or other powerful studio man.

					Get a contract with a studio.

					Become a movie star through hard work and determination.

			

			That last part was important. It wouldn’t be easy to become a star, but if she worked hard, success would follow. Sandra knew it. And right now, it was time to go to the studio. Plastering a smile on her face, she moved backward down the street, handing out coupons to everyone she saw and chirping, “Have a glass of sunshine on us.”

			She knew from a map she’d memorized that Paramount Pictures was four blocks away, but she’d underestimated how long the blocks were. Each one took at least ten minutes to walk. Once Sandra was off the main road, she gave up handing out coupons and hurried as fast as she could toward the studio with the sign clapping against her legs. To pass the time, she thought about what she would say if Rayo Sunshine discovered she’d left her post. She could always say, “I thought I was allowed to leave for breaks.” Or even better, “I had to use the restroom for female troubles.” It was unlikely they would refuse to pay her because of female troubles.

			By the time Paramount Pictures came in sight, Sandra’s forehead was shiny with sweat. She stood near the base of a tree, fanning herself and studying the view.

			The studio was a fortress of yellow stucco and red-shingled roofs set back from the road and surrounded by spindly palm trees that looked like upside-down mops. The way in was through a lacy wrought iron gate. A guard at a window opened and closed a panel for people to pass through. Above it all, water towers teetered on metal tripods, like sentinels watching over the scene.

			You can do this, Sandra thought. It’s just handing out a piece of paper.

			As she crossed the street, she saw three women standing by the gate. They were roughly the same size and wore chintz dresses and matching white shoes. Only their hair color differed—one blond, one chestnut, and one dark brown. As Sandra approached, they burst out in a chord, their voices vibrating like buzzing bees. Then they launched into a three-part rendition of “I Got Rhythm.”

			
				
					I got rhythm, I got music, I got my man

					Who could ask for anything more?

				

			

			Sandra smiled at them as she passed. Without breaking a note, the singers’ heads snapped around, their eyes as narrow as slots in a penny arcade, shocking Sandra so much she almost jumped. She dropped her gaze and walked down the sidewalk until the singing was muffled by traffic. When she looked up again, a crowd was forming around the group. Despite this, the blond was still watching Sandra with the same hard expression.

			Clearly they didn’t want another woman around the studio attracting attention. They saw her as competition. Well, they were right. She was. Besides, Sandra had more of a right to be here than they did—she had a job to do. Adjusting the sign, she got a coupon at the ready.

			“Hello,” she said to the first man who came by. “Have a glass of sunshine on me.”

			The man blinked at Sandra and took the coupon. “Thanks.”

			As he walked away, he glanced back at Sandra’s legs in the orange tights, which she took as a promising sign. Maybe it was good that the dress was so short. Already, another man was emerging from the gate. She eyed him in what she hoped was a sensual way.

			“Would you like a glass of sunshine?” she said. “On me?”

			He took the coupon, looked at it, and then at her. “Thank you, miss,” he said, tipping his hat.

			This was working! Sandra straightened her shoulders and smiled in a way that would have flashed her dimples, if she had them. She considered herself the Greta Garbo type—sophisticated and elegant, yet relatable to the average woman—but that wasn’t appropriate right then, what with the sandwich board and all, so she would be the gay comedienne instead. She’d be the singing telegram girl who wisecracks with Groucho Marx. She’d be the bright-eyed, all-American dancer waving a flag at the end of the Ziegfeld number.

			More people came by, and Sandra handed out coupons, paying extra attention to the men. In between, she waved at the cars, looking for movie stars. Once a Rolls-Royce went through the studio gate, but she couldn’t see who was in the backseat. The chauffeur did all the talking to the guard.

			As the singers finished a song, there was a smattering of applause from the tourists. They launched into “Dream A Little Dream,” their voices drifting underneath the traffic. “But in your dreams, whatever they be, dream a little dream of me.”

			Whenever Sandra glanced at the group, one of the girls glared at her in that same fierce way. It was making Sandra angry. Since coming to Hollywood, women were always giving her unfriendly looks. Of course they were all in competition for the men’s attention, but that didn’t mean the other girls had to be such pills all the time. It was exhausting.

			A Ford pulled up to the curb and a woman dressed in a delivery outfit climbed from the passenger side. She was wearing a bellhop uniform with a square hat on her head. From the trunk of the car, she pulled out a gigantic flower arrangement and tottered over to the gate.

			“Hey,” someone said to Sandra.

			She turned to see a boy of about eleven years old holding one of the coupons.

			“Where is this place that I can get my free glass of orange juice?” he said.

			Sandra glanced back at the delivery girl. “Doesn’t it say on the coupon?”

			“It says Sunset Boulevard. Where on it, though?”

			“I don’t know. Can’t you look it up? The phone book?”

			“I don’t got a phone book.”

			Now the delivery girl was arguing with the guard at the gate, her tone sharp as she threw words over the top of the flower arrangement. Sandra strained, trying to grasp what the conflict was about.

			“Hey, miss?” the kid said. He stared up with accusing eyes.

			She sighed. “It’s a building shaped like a giant orange. You can’t miss it.”

			“But Sunset Boulevard is long. Am I supposed to walk the whole thing looking for a big orange?”

			The delivery girl was staring at the guard in some kind of standoff. Suddenly she hurled the flowers down and stomped back to the Ford. Throwing open the passenger door, she said, “Let’s go.” The flower basket rolled on its side, the florist sponge sliding to the sidewalk.

			As the Ford jerked around the corner, a man came out of the studio gate, stepped over the flowers, and stopped with his hands in his pockets. His eyes landed on Sandra, and the way he met her gaze made her heart thump in her ears. This wasn’t a man going to lunch or taking a stroll. He was looking for Sandra. He didn’t even glance at the girl group when they started singing “Happy Days Are Here Again” in his direction.

			“Well?” the kid said.

			“Go away,” she hissed. “Where’s your mother?”

			“Please, miss? I want to know the address, that’s all. I want my orange juice.”

			“Okay. The address is 10042 Sunset Boulevard.”

			The kid looked relieved. “Why didn’t you say so in the first place?”

			“Shoo, shoo,” Sandra said, pushing him away before he realized she made the address up.

			The man gestured for Sandra to come over to him. She put her hand on her chest, and mouthed, “Me?” He nodded and she headed toward him, clutching the stack of coupons. Now? He was going to discover her now? But she wasn’t ready to be discovered. Was she? Did she even want to be an actress? Of course. Of course she did. That was a silly thing to think.

			As she approached, she pulled out a coupon. “Hello,” she said in her most sultry voice. “Have a glass a sunshine on me.”

			The man was big, with a beard cupping his chin. He took the coupon. “Thanks. What’s your name?”

			“Sandra Sanborn.”

			The singers were watching with their arms crossed. It filled Sandra with cool delight that they should witness this moment.

			“Miss Sanborn, I’m sick of Rayo Sunshine sending you girls over here. We’ve had several talks with them about it, and they keep promising they won’t send anymore. And yet, here you are.”

			Sandra’s mouth fell open. So that was why Rayo Sunshine insisted their employees stay at their posts—other girls had done this too. So many had done it, in fact, that Paramount had asked Rayo Sunshine to stop it from happening.

			“Oh,” she said. “I wouldn’t dream of bothering the studio, but—”

			“But you are, Miss Sanborn. You’re the fourth girl from Rayo Sunshine this month. And I’ll tell you what I told each of them: There’s no soliciting in front of the studio.”

			The sound of traffic filled Sandra’s ears. Out of the corner of her eye, she saw the brunette whispering in the blond’s ear.

			“What about them?” she said, pointing at the singers. “Aren’t they soliciting?”

			He glanced over his shoulder. “They have permission to be here, but you don’t. Look, I’m going to call this employer of yours. He can explain to me why you’re here.”

			“What?” Sandra said, and then smiled. “You don’t have to do that. I can just leave. It’ll be like you never saw me.”

			He turned the coupon over, ignoring her. Desperately she tried to think how to turn this situation to her favor. She imagined saying something that would make the man soften to her, and soon they’d be laughing together. He’d say, “I’m sorry I was so rough about your being here. You seem like a nice kid.” And she would nod understandingly and say that he was just doing his job and that she would leave now. No need to call anyone.

			The man put a stubby finger on the phone number at the bottom of the coupon. “Wait here. I’m calling your boss.”

			Before she could reply, he headed toward the studio and disappeared behind a door in the guard station. Stunned, she stared through the gate at a yellow building with the words stage 4 painted on it. Then she whirled around and hurried down the street, the sign beating against her legs. She had to get away from here before he came back.

			At the intersection, she ducked behind a family of overweight tourists until the light changed, then rushed across the street. That was when she heard laughing underneath the traffic. By the gate, the singers were cackling and pointing at her. Sandra held herself erect, like Mabel had always taught her, and walked with as much dignity as she could muster until she turned the corner.

			When she was out of sight, she heaved the sign off and stood in full view in the scanty dress, rubbing her shoulders. It felt wonderful, like removing a girdle after a night of dancing. She couldn’t go back to the factory and get the dress and hat she’d worn to the job. By now, Rayo Sunshine would know what she’d done. She didn’t have the money to throw away perfectly good clothes, but she felt too humiliated to face them. All she wanted to do was go home and hide.

			With a sigh, Sandra headed toward the bus stop. Let Rayo Sunshine keep her dress, she decided. The cuffs on the sleeves were fraying anyway.

		

	
		
			Chapter 3

			september 1932 - hollywood, california

			The next day, Sandra and her neighbor Casey dragged lawn chairs around the front of Mrs. Pickler’s boarding house, where they lived, and sat sunning themselves on the walkway. Casey had lived in the boarding house six months longer than Sandra. It was a shabby Victorian moored on an island of concrete and surrounded by factories. Sandra thought there must have been a meadow here once, full of sheep and chaparral with this house in the center of the scene, but now it just looked destined for a wrecking ball. Still, the rent was cheap and she didn’t have to have a roommate.

			As Sandra explained what had happened at Paramount Pictures, Casey lay with her freckled eyelids shut to the sun, her thin hair splayed around her head. She was bony and slender, and her girlishness was emphasized by her tendency to wear childish things, like ribbons in her hair or puffed sleeves. For the most part, Sandra was honest about what happened at Paramount, except she implied that Rayo Sunshine put her in front of the studio instead of going there by herself. That way she could complain about the situation without sounding like she’d done anything wrong.

			The problem was that Casey kept bringing the conversation back to that very point, insisting that it was Rayo Sunshine’s fault for sending Sandra to the studio in the first place. “I mean, to put you in that position,” Casey said. “Especially since the studio asked them not to send any more girls.”

			“Yeah,” Sandra said. “And when I asked the security guard why the singers could stay there when I had to leave, he said they weren’t soliciting. So I said—”

			“And you wouldn’t have been soliciting either if Rayo Sunshine hadn’t put you there. What did your supervisor say when you went back to the factory?”

			“Nothing. I never went back. I just came home.”

			“Oh, you didn’t, Sandra.”

			“Well, I was embarrassed.”

			“You poor thing. But you shouldn’t let them get away with treating you like that.”

			“You’re probably right. I mean, when I think about the way those singers were glaring at me, like I was taking away their business, if you know what I mean. So I said to the security guard—”

			“You should complain, that’s what you should do,” Casey said, sitting up in her chair. “You should go down to this Rayo Sunshine Corporation and file a grievance for public embarrassment. I’ll go with you if you like.”

			Sandra was starting to regret bringing the topic up. Casey looked as if she were about to drag her to the car this very minute. Of course, that was out of the question.

			“That’s okay,” she said. “Maybe I’ll stop by tomorrow when I go downtown.”

			“You’d better,” Casey said, leaning back. “Honestly. The nerve of some people.”

			Sandra inhaled the cigarette she and Casey were sharing, thinking that so far things weren’t working out in Hollywood the way she’d expected. She’d been here for three months and hadn’t even auditioned for anything yet.

			“I expected it to be hard to get into pictures, but I didn’t think it would be this hard,” she said. “With all the competition, how can you get noticed?”

			Casey shrugged. “Beats me. Date a producer?”

			Although Casey was joking, Sandra considered this point seriously. While a producer might be difficult to access at this point, surely Sandra could date someone connected to the studios.

			Of course, it would be easier to meet eligible men if she didn’t live in a flophouse in an obscure part of town. When Sandra had more money, she would move to the Hollywood Studio Club where the starlets lived. According to the magazines, producers and directors were always visiting the club to play tennis or swim with the ingénues. Those were the kind of people Sandra should be meeting. She’d wasted so much time already, thanks to Billy. At twenty-six, she was almost too old to be starting out in Hollywood. Luckily, she looked much younger than she was. She could pass for twenty-two—maybe even twenty-one.

			“I guess I’ll try to go to Central Casting tomorrow,” she said. “If it worked for you, it can work for me too.”

			“That reminds me,” Casey said. “I got you something. Wait here.” Jumping up, she ran into the house, her knobby arms bent at right angles. The studios used Central Casting to hire non-contract players for bit parts. When Casey first moved to Hollywood, Central got her a job in a mob scene for a film called The Guardsman. Along with twenty other extras, she’d stormed a castle wall. Since then, Casey called Central every morning, said her name to an operator, and listened while they checked if there was a part for her. There never was. To make ends meet, Casey washed dishes at a diner, which made Sandra want to gag. She couldn’t imagine anything worse than wiping down greasy dishes with people’s spit all over them. It was much better to get a job as a secretary or a babysitter—if you had to get a job, which Sandra didn’t, yet.

			On the street, a Buick was rattling up to the boarding house and Sandra recognized her landlady, Mrs. Pickler, inside the car. She ground out her cigarette on the sidewalk and flicked it under the chair. The boarding house had strict policies against smoking, one of many rules Sandra ignored.

			Mrs. Pickler, wearing an outdated squirrel coat, slammed the car door and shuffled toward the house. Sandra fixed the old woman with a smile as she approached. A white lozenge of a face gazed back at her. “What are you doing out here, Sanborn?”

			“Getting some sun.”

			The old woman wrinkled her nose. “Do I smell cigarette smoke?”

			“I don’t think so,” Sandra said in a mystified voice. “Maybe someone was walking by with one.”

			Mrs. Pickler put her hands on her hips. “Because if one of my tenants were to be caught with a cigarette, she’d be fined five dollars. We wouldn’t want that, now would we, Miss Sanborn?”

			“No we wouldn’t, Mrs. Pickler.”

			“Good. Rent is due next week, you know.”

			“I’ll have it.”

			Mrs. Pickler seemed satisfied and resumed her struggle up the walk. As she fumbled with her keys, the door flew inward and Casey barreled out, nearly knocking her over.

			“Goodness!” Casey said. “Are you all right?”

			There was a pause, during which Mrs. Pickler seemed to be trying to remember how to breathe. Her shoulders were raised like a startled cat’s, and Sandra stifled an urge to laugh.

			Slowly, Mrs. Pickler turned to Sandra as if Casey hadn’t spoken. “Sanborn, please put those chairs back when you’re done.”

			“I will.”

			Gripping her purse, Mrs. Pickler passed Casey and shut the door behind her with a firm click.

			“That old bat,” Casey said. “Rushing in for her afternoon gin, I suppose. Here, I picked this up for you at Central.”

			She handed Sandra a pamphlet titled, Pay Rates for Women Players. It had per diem rates for different categories of women registered with Central Casting. There were three groups based on looks, class, and wardrobe. A “Dress Extra” was paid fifteen dollars for parts including “society women and royalty.” A “Character Woman” was paid ten dollars for “college girls, secretaries, and governesses.” A “Woman” was paid seven dollars for “maids, nurses, and peasants.”

			She fingered the page, thinking that she would be a good Dress Extra. “Which category are you?” she asked Casey.

			“Woman, mostly on account of my wardrobe. They want higher-paid extras to have furs and gowns so the studio doesn’t have to provide costumes.”

			Sandra frowned. She didn’t own any furs and her gowns were getting a little weathered. “Seven dollars isn’t much pay for a whole day’s work,” she said.

			“Yeah, but there’s other ways to make money. A speaking part pays twenty-five dollars. And there are death scenes, which can go up to fifty dollars if the way you die is dangerous. Just lying there like you’re dead is only three dollars though.”

			“For a day’s work?”

			“Yes. But think about it: three dollars for lying down all day. Where else can you get a job like that? And then there’s being a screamer, which pays ten dollars.”

			“What does that mean, a screamer?”

			“Screaming in fear, you know. Like this.” Casey froze, focusing on something behind them. Sandra turned, but nothing was there except Mrs. Pickler’s car. Slowly, Casey’s hands rose to her face, her fingers curling like a baby’s as she watched something approach her chair. She whimpered and tossed her head from side to side, eyes shut as if she didn’t have the strength to keep them open. Just when the invisible thing reached her, she let out a theatrical scream and fell back in a faint. Sandra burst out laughing.

			The door flew open and Mrs. Pickler stuck out her head. “What are you two doing?”

			Casey sat up, choking with laughter. “I’m sorry, Mrs. Pickler. We’re practicing for auditions.”

			“Well, stop it. Sanborn, you have mail. You two had better come in now.”

			Sandra and Casey exchanged glances. Neither of them liked that Mrs. Pickler was talking to them as though they were children. Still, Sandra was curious about the package Mrs. Pickler was holding, which looked like a shoebox wrapped in brown paper. When she took it, along with the rest of her mail, she saw that it was from Billy Guess.

			“I have to attend to this,” she said to Casey, and hurried past Mrs. Pickler into the house.

			

			[image: ]

			In her room, Sandra was confronted with a mess. Clothes lay on the floor and orange peels piled by the bed gave the room a pungent stink. On the bureau was a bag of groceries that she hadn’t put away yet.

			The clutter looked out of place next to Mrs. Pickler’s feminine touches: organdy curtains, dusty silk flowers, a ruffled bedspread. The back of the door had a sign that said:

			HOUSE RULES
$5 PENALTY

			
					No men allowed.

					No musical instruments.

					No smoking or drinking alcohol.

					The owner reserves the right to inspect room at any time.

			

			Sandra sat on the bed with the package on her lap, feeling shaky. She hadn’t heard from her husband Billy since she drove away in their car three months ago. Now he was finally sending her something. Maybe candy or a gift, with a letter begging her to come back.

			Or money. God knew she needed it.

			She unwrapped the box. On top was a jar of cold cream that she’d left behind and wished for many times. Underneath was a card of bobby pins, a mostly empty box of talcum powder, a coin purse, her Chinese-red lipstick—another thing she’d missed—and an old sketchbook. Below that were several letters.

			That was it. No note begging her to come back. No divorce papers. Nothing more than forgotten things shoved in a box.

			Billy wasn’t coming after her.

			Sandra let out her breath. Well. What did she expect?

			The sketchbook was full of drawings from high school. She flipped past pictures of her feet, a cow chewing grass, a bunch of grapes in a bowl. It brought her back to those empty summers before she went to the junior college, when she decided to be an artist like Amy from Little Women. Like Amy, Sandra was always at a want for drawing pencils, and she liked how the novel made that sound romantic, as if being poor were honorable and not boring and awful.

			All summer, whenever Sandra’s stepfather wasn’t making her pick prunes, she lounged around in her nightgown or wandered the back roads of Healdsburg, stealing figs and persimmons from people’s yards. Always, there was a sketchbook by her side, and it struck her odd now that this was the only one she still owned.

			She turned to the envelopes that were in the shoebox. They were addressed to “Emma Jones c/o Billy Guess.” One was thicker than the other. The return address was from someone named John Hollingsworth. The name wasn’t familiar.

			Dear Mr. Guess,

			My name is John Hollingsworth. I’m trying to track down my daughter, Emma Jones, who I heard was living with you in Santa Rosa.

			I’m coming up on 60 years old and would like to meet her while I can. I’m living in Petaluma at the Parson’s House on Kentucky Street. I’m a painter, and I have a studio that I’d like to show Emma. If you’d be so kind as to tell her about me and ask if she’d like to meet me, I’d apresiate it.

			You can write me back at this address.

			Respectfully,
John Hollingsworth

			Sandra frowned at the letter. She’d never heard of this man. And what did he mean by his daughter? She was Arthur Beard’s daughter. And her father certainly would know how to spell the word appreciate.

			The second envelope was also from John Hollingsworth, dated a month later.

			Dear Mr. Guess,

			Thank you for writing me back. I’m proud to hear that Emma is such a success, first going to college and now making a go of it in Hollywood. It’s exciting to think there might be an actress in the family.

			You’re mistaken to believe that Arthur Beard was Emma’s father. I met Mabel in the ‘90s and knew her until the 1906 earthquake, when her husband Arthur Beard died. A romance blossomed, from which Emma came. I left when she was a baby.

			I’m sorry to hear that your marriage to Emma is over. If you hear from her, I hope you’ll be so kind as to tell her about me and ask her to please write.

			Sincerely, 
John Hollingsworth

			Sandra reread the line, “your marriage to Emma is over.” So that was Billy’s response to this creep spreading lies about her: My marriage is over. Sandra isn’t my problem anymore. I’ll just pop these letters in a box and move on with my life.

			With a huff, Sandra tossed the letters in the trash. She’d only been in Hollywood a few months and already nuts were coming out of the woodwork. Mabel had warned her that people would lie to her, and here it was—a man claiming to be her father. Ridiculous. It had always been a fact: Sandra’s father was Arthur Beard. He’d died in the San Francisco earthquake when Mabel was pregnant and she’d been forced to marry Daddy Jones, a migrant farmer who promised to take care of them, but didn’t.

			Sandra put the cold cream, lipstick, talcum powder, and bobby pins beside her makeup on the bureau, then unpacked the groceries: cigarettes in the drawer in case Mrs. Pickler came by, peanut butter on the windowsill to keep it cool, bread and apples wrapped tightly on the dresser. Then she hung her clothes in the closet, threw out the orange peels, and made the bed.

			The room clean, she decided to do her exercises. Turning to the mirror, Sandra tilted her head to the right and tipped it so that her cheekbones were highlighted. Biting the inside of her cheeks, she held the pose, memorizing how it felt so she could reproduce it for photographers. She tried to do this once a day as practice, like a singer running scales. Around the mirror she’d pinned pictures of actresses from magazines for inspiration: Joan Crawford lazing on a sofa; Greta Garbo thrusting her jawbone at the camera; Jean Harlow gazing over her shoulder, her chin and nose rounded like a rubber doll’s.

			In the reflection, Sandra could see John Hollingsworth’s letters on top of the trash and jerked her gaze away. She resented the suggestion that she was a person of illegitimate origins. She was the heiress of an empire—or would have been if her real father had lived.

			Beside her on the bureau was the rest of her mail, which she’d forgotten about. The new issue of Photoplay had the headline, is marlene dietrich through? Sandra picked up the magazine, curious whether Dietrich was quitting Hollywood like they were saying. Underneath was another letter, this one from her mother.

			When Sandra left for LA, she’d sent Mabel a breezy note saying that she was divorcing Billy and going to Hollywood to become a star. Since then she’d sent several equally breezy notes that said things like, “All’s well! I’ve moved to a lovely apartment. LA is beautiful.” She hadn’t gotten a reply until now.

			Hesitantly she opened the envelope and pulled out a sheet of thick stationery.

			Dear Emma,

			This was typical. Mabel refused to call her Sandra, even though she’d been going by the name since college.

			I thought I’d write since I haven’t heard from you in weeks. It’s getting hard to explain to people. All I know, I tell them, is that she left her husband and moved to Hollywood. She doesn’t keep me informed.

			That wasn’t true. Sandra had sent her mother postcards. Yes, they could have been longer, but it wasn’t as though Sandra was ignoring Mabel. She was putting off correspondence until she had something to say about breaking into movies.

			I’m shocked by your decision to leave Billy to chase a dream of becoming “a star.” I didn’t raise you to have a string of failed marriages.

			Oh, that was rich. One failed marriage was hardly a “string.”

			Since your Daddy Jones passed away last year, money has been tighter than usual.

			Ugh! Ezekiel Jones was not her daddy. He was her stepfather. Sandra hated when her mother said this.

			I’ll get by, however. I always do. Don’t worry about your mother. Although it would be nice if you would write, if for no other reason than to spare me the humiliation of having to explain to people that I don’t know where my daughter is, or what she’s doing.

			Your loving mother,
Mabel

			Sandra tossed the letter on the floor. Her mother had no right to criticize the divorce. Mabel’s marriage to Daddy Jones had been one long fight about money. Sandra had been teased all through school for secondhand dresses and lunches of bread and prunes that Daddy Jones got for free from his picking jobs.

			The image of her mother in her raggedy tea gowns and Gibson hairdo floated in Sandra’s mind like a sunspot. There was so much Sandra didn’t know. Why had her mother left San Francisco in the first place? Her grandparents had died, but Sandra didn’t know the details. And how had Arthur Beard died? Yes, there was an earthquake, but she didn’t know the cause of death.

			And why had Sandra never inherited any money? Where did it all go?

			She retrieved the letters from John Hollingsworth from the trash, intending to reread them, and noticed heaviness in one of the envelopes that she’d missed before. Inside was a gray cardboard frame. She pulled up the cover to reveal a picture of Mabel.

			Sandra’s mouth fell open. In the photo, Mabel was younger than Sandra had ever seen her. She was turned toward the camera, her face at three-quarters profile. Her thick brown hair was swept under a hat and she wore a fur shoulder piece that emphasized a tiny, corseted waist. Even in her confusion, Sandra felt a tickling of pride to see her mother in all her beauty and wealth.

			On the back was a date stamp: 1904. Two years before Sandra was born.

			She hated how this was making her feel. She didn’t want to think about any of it. Tomorrow she was going to Central Casting, and she should be focusing on that. This was all a distraction from her plan.

			Standing, she went to the closet and pulled an orange hatbox from the shelf. It was empty because the hat that was supposed to go in it was still on the costume rack at Rayo Sunshine, along with the dress she’d worn that day. Sandra dropped the letters into the box and shut the lid, thinking that she would ask Mabel about John Hollingsworth later. She didn’t have time right now—she had to get ready for Central Casting—but soon she would find out more.

			The next time Sandra wrote her mother, she promised herself, she would bring the letters up.

		

	
		
			Chapter 4

			august 1851 - portland, maine

			Excerpt from Chapter VI, page 7 from Medical Oddities and Other Horrors by Oliver Goldhammer, MD, PhD (Walter J. Black, Inc., Copyright 1947):

			. . . Incan murals dating as far back as the fifteenth century give accounts of men who glowed “azul” before the “finger of god” knocked them down, suggesting ancient cases of this phenomenon. More recently in 1927, witnesses claimed that a New Jersey man named Alvin Elah turned periwinkle before his tie started zigging back and forth like a metronome. In 1941, an unnamed Indiana man not only turned “cobalt blue,” according to The Indiana Tribune, but his socks flew out of the laundry basket and into the garden, where they proceeded to cling to him.

			Yet these incidents might be dismissed if it weren’t for Vira Webb. Her case is unusual in that unlike with Elah or the Indiana man, the event occurred at a society ball in Portland, Maine in 1851. There was an extraordinary amount of coverage at the time, including an article on the front page of The Portland Heralder with the headline: young lady escapes in electrical storm spectacle. Webb, unique among her fellow afflicted, is the only person to have survived the phenomenon to tell about it. Indeed, she went on to marry and her daughter, Mabel Sanborn, survives her.

			It’s a recorded fact that the Sanborn ball was held during thunderstorm season. While the weather might have been enough to cancel an ordinary party, this ball was much anticipated by Maine society because the respected judge, Luke Sanborn, was expected to announce the engagement of his son, James Sanborn, to Melissa Fletcher. On top of that, the judge had converted the attic of his three-story home into a ballroom.

			When the guests arrived, they were directed up two flights of stairs to the third story, where the new ballroom spanned the length of the house. The maple floor gleamed, chrysanthemum bouquets hung on the walls, and refreshments were laid out beside a barrel of Mr. Sanborn’s famous apple jack. At one end of the room, a small orchestra was setting up. At the other, a balcony overlooked a field. Someone in reckless spirits had thrown open the balcony doors and an energized breeze blew through the room. Every so often, lightning struck the field, and each time the guests exclaimed, “Oooh!”

			Only Elmer Sanborn, James’s cousin, remained unmoved. He had more important things to think about than lightning. In less than a month, he was planning to leave for the California Gold Rush.

			His family was against the plan. They’d pleaded with Elmer to give up what they saw as a dangerous and foolhardy journey, and when that didn’t work, they insisted he come to the ball, hoping that a young lady would distract him from his goals. But they could never understand how dull the twirling dancers seemed to Elmer. Compared to the sparkling promise of California gold, Maine society women were as colorless as wrens. As everyone danced, he stood by the wall with his hands behind his back, measuring the cost of the journey against the riches he expected to make in California.

			The newspaper said that a man could net over $1,500 a day in the Gold Rush. That was more than Elmer could expect as a yearly salary after a lifetime of working at his father’s bank. And that was just one figure. It was possible to make ten times that if you were lucky. Men were said to be able to stroll down the American River and scoop gold out of the water. A Frenchman had moved a stump on his land and found $15,000 in gold lying underneath it. Given this, Elmer couldn’t understand why every man at this ball wasn’t leaving for California this instant.

			Take his cousin James, whose engagement to Melissa Fletcher this ball was celebrating. Everyone said James was going to be a great lawyer like his father, but Elmer could only pity him. James would spend every day rearranging papers in an office while Elmer would be living an autonomous life of wealth and adventure. Elmer had asked his cousin to come with him to California, laying out how easy it would be to get rich, but James had proposed to Melissa instead. To do something like that when there was a gold rush going on! Elmer couldn’t fathom it.

			Near the balcony, James was standing beside Melissa, who was patting the bottom of her ringlets so that they bounced upward. Elmer had seen her do this several times, once while talking to another lady at a concert and a second time while in line at a picnic. Each time, the gesture struck Elmer as vain. Now Melissa was talking to someone else, a woman. Who was that? Elmer could only see the side of her head. He strained forward, squinting through the dancers that separated him from the balcony until he recognized the girl. It was the piano player from church. Her name was Vira Webb.

			Here Elmer tried to go back to thinking about the Gold Rush, but he kept trailing off to watch Vira. There was something arresting about her. It wasn’t that she was prettier than the other girls here. Elmer wouldn’t even have noticed her if she didn’t get up in front of the congregation to play hymns every Sunday. No, something else was drawing Elmer’s attention to Vira as she stood on the balcony with the evening sky streaked purple and gray behind her. He blinked to clear his vision.

			Yes, it was still there.

			Vira Webb was glowing blue.

			It wasn’t so much that Vira herself was blue as the blue was hovering over her skin, encircling her face and neck, and fading into her clothes. It was a soft blue, the color of forget-me-nots, but noticeable enough that Elmer could see it from across the room.

			The feet of the dancers pounded to the rhythm of the Virginia reel as another gust of wind blasted the women’s skirts. As if hypnotized, Elmer pushed through the dance floor to get closer to Vira. The blue outlined her body in a fuzzy radiance, like halos Elmer had seen in pictures of saints. She even looked a bit like a saint just then, smiling at Melissa with her hands clasped in front of her.

			Then, as Elmer watched, one of Vira’s blond curls rose off her forehead and stood straight in the air, as if someone was holding it there. She was laughing and the curl moved with her as she leaned forward and touched Melissa’s arm with her icy blue hand.

			If nothing else, Elmer was a man of action. Without knowing why, he dove across the room and tackled Vira, pulling her into the ballroom. The dancers stopped in collective shock, but there was no time for outrage. As Vira’s shoes cleared the balcony, there was a violent crack, like monstrous billiard balls slamming together. Lightning struck where Vira had been standing, hitting Luke Sanborn’s balcony in a fierce stab as red and hot as a fireplace poker. Flames began to lick the balcony.

			Before anyone could stop him, James Sanborn grabbed the barrel of apple jack and emptied it onto the fire. It was the wrong thing to do. Smoke billowed everywhere as the flames reacted to Mr. Sanborn’s carefully attended liquor and traveled closer to the dancers. Women began to scream all over the room.

			“Everyone, to the stables! The stables!” Luke Sanborn shouted.

			The guests rushed toward the stairs. Though the newly hewn doorframe was wide enough for a man and woman to enter the ballroom in grand style, it wasn’t wide enough for the minister’s wife and two portly widows to shove through at once. For a moment the women were stuck like caterpillars caught in the beak of a bird. Then they burst into the hallway, their petticoats flying up in all directions.

			While this was going on, Vira lay in Elmer’s grasp, apparently having fainted. Undaunted, and rather enjoying himself, Elmer picked Vira up and carried her through the stampeding guests to the stables, where she regained consciousness in time to be laid in a carriage. For a moment she met Elmer Sanborn’s hazel eyes with her own. He grinned and galloped off to help with the fire.

			“That’s a very brave young man,” said a friend, watching Vira closely.

			“Yes,” she said.

			She might have said something else then, but as the word left her mouth, rain began to pour down in a torrent. The balcony was doused and smoke rose to the sky. People hurried to their carriages, ball gowns slick like wet rose petals. The air was filled with the smell of burnt apples.

			As the women gathered around Vira, her blue eyes followed the men rushing to keep the weakening fire from spreading. Onlookers noted how she watched one man in particular as he darted through the rain. Some later said she caused the fire by standing where lightning could hit her.

		

	
		
			Chapter 5

			september 1932 - hollywood, california

			The next day, Sandra stepped out of the car near Central Casting. The sky was a long way up and blocked by buildings. She was wearing her best daytime ensemble: a black silk skirt, white blouse, and jacket with cape sleeves. She knew she looked smart. Her one regret was the lack of fur trimming on the jacket. It was important to appear rich and elegant if she wanted to be a Dress Extra. At least she had the car from Billy. Most extras had to take the bus.

			The building in front of her used to be a department store. Giant windows, which once displayed goods for sale, were now empty holes waiting to be filled. Some two dozen men were scattered on the sidewalk in front of the windows. Every one of them had a bushy beard and was wearing a checkered or plaid shirt. It looked like a busload of lumberjacks had been let out in front of the building.

			Ignoring their curious glances, Sandra tried the Central Casting door. It was locked. A man with a brown beard smiled at her. “Too bad for you,” he said in a German accent. “It’s a men’s day today.”

			Sandra didn’t know what that meant. According to Casey, Central would take her information, register her in a database, and match her to the roles. No one had said anything about men’s or women’s days. Before she could ask if she should come back later, a clock chimed eleven o’clock and the men moved toward the building. Someone had appeared inside the display window, but even though Sandra was tall for a woman, she couldn’t see over the men, most of whom were big with broad shoulders.

			“Who’s that?” she said to the man who’d spoken to her.

			“You are green, aren’t you? That’s the casting director, Vachel Montgomery. He is about to pick someone for the call. Excuse me.” He sprinted away and pushed toward the window.

			Sandra walked around the crowd until she had a better view of Vachel Montgomery. He was bald and wearing a white coat like a dentist, and was standing in the center of the window, watching the men. This must be the person in charge of who got parts in movies. Sandra would have to get to know him. Not in the “casting couch” way, of course. She’d heard about women who did that sort of thing, but she was a lady. She drew the line at flirting. Or maybe dinner.

			Vachel turned over a piece of cardboard that said:

			
				
					Part: cowhand
Movie: riders of destiny
man, age 25–30. long beard. 6 feet tall

				

			

			There was grumbling among the men. “Damn it,” someone said. “Only one part?”

			“There’s no work these days,” said another.

			Vachel Montgomery paced back and forth in the window, his eyes never leaving the men on the other side of the glass. Finally he pointed to one with a strawberry-blond beard and twirled his finger in the air so that the man turned like a watch in a Neiman Marcus display case. Vachel studied him carefully, as though taking in every detail of his appearance. Nodding, he shifted his eyes back to the group, scanning the faces that tilted toward him like daisies to the sun. He pointed to a guy with a triangular goatee that looked like a devil’s beard. He, too, stepped forward and rotated.

			Now Vachel tapped the sign, indicating he was making his choice. There was an expectant silence, during which Sandra found herself rooting for the strawberry-blond, who was the handsomer of the two. A half minute passed as Vachel stared at the two men while gripping his chin, his pupils darting back and forth between them. Then he pointed to devil’s beard, who triumphantly shot his arms into the air. There was good-natured razzing and patting on shoulders as he made his way through the crowd. The door to Central Casting opened and a woman in a polka-dotted dress stepped aside for him to enter. They disappeared inside.

			Sandra turned back to the window, intending to catch Vachel’s eye, but he was already gone. The rest of the men were dispersing down the block and she was alone as the heavy door swung toward the latch. Just before it shut, she caught the handle and slipped inside Central Casting.

			The room she stepped into was loud. Telephones were ringing and operators were repeating, “Central?” “Central?” “Central?” into receivers. Sandra stood behind devil’s beard as he talked to the woman in the polka-dotted dress, who was sitting at a small desk. Behind her, operators lined two long tables and shouted into telephones. Central Casting looked more like a polling outfit than anything to do with Hollywood.

			As the man with the devil’s beard finished up and hurried onto the street, she found herself face-to-face with the secretary, who leaned back in her chair, regarding Sandra.

			“It’s a men’s day,” she said coldly.

			“I know,” Sandra said, although she still didn’t know what that meant. “I’m here to register. Should I come back on a women’s day?”

			“No, sorry. We aren’t registering anyone through the end of the year.”

			Sandra wasn’t sure how to respond to this. It hadn’t occurred to her that Central might reject her outright. After all, they’d registered Casey.

			For a moment it seemed there was nothing to do except leave. But on the drive over, Sandra had recited every motto she remembered about persistence. “The squeaky wheel gets the grease.” “You have not because you ask not.” “There is nothing impossible to him who will try.”

			She leveled a commanding gaze at the girl. “I’d like to discuss this with your supervisor.”

			“You’re a riot,” the girl said, pushing off the desk and heading toward the back of the room. “I’ll get Mrs. Mel.”

			It struck Sandra that she’d seen nothing but girls since coming to Hollywood. This was a woman walking toward her now, with a round face and pearl earrings and a bosom like a shelf underneath a pink suit. Mrs. Mel stopped in front of Sandra and folded her hands. “What may I do for you?”

			Sandra smiled brightly. “Hello. My name is Sandra Sanborn and I’m here to register for work.”

			At this, several operators looked up from their phones. Their faces were unreadable.

			“I believe you were informed we’re not registering anyone at this time,” Mrs. Mel said.

			“Yes, but can’t you make an exception? I have a great deal of experience. I can sing, dance, do accents, drive—”

			The woman shut her eyes. “I cannot and I will not. No. We have five hundred calls a month and seventeen thousand registered actors. Even if I registered you, there would be no work for a year, and then it would be a crowd scene that pays three dollars for a day’s work.” She recited this speech as if she’d said it many times.

			“What am I supposed to do then?” Sandra said. “Everyone knows Central Casting is how people break into pictures.”

			Mrs. Mel sniffed. “My advice is to think over your life, decide what you do best, and go home and do it. Hollywood doesn’t need or want you.”

			Sandra’s mouth popped open. All her arguments about why she should be registered felt weak against this woman’s thorough dismissal of her. The girl in the polka-dotted dress dropped her eyes to her manicure and smirked. Meekly, Sandra turned to leave.

			No one was around outside. The shadows from the building made Sandra shiver, so she leaned against her car, soaking in the warmth from the engine. She hadn’t been here long enough for it to cool down.

			Hollywood doesn’t need you or want you. The words rattled in her head.

			Maybe that woman was right. Maybe Sandra was just an ordinary person, not special or beautiful or talented. Just ordinary.

			And if that were the case, what should she do? She was almost out of money. There weren’t many jobs she could do as a woman that appealed to her. She didn’t want to be a teacher or a nurse. She certainly didn’t want to be someone’s maid, or a waitress, or a shop girl. She wouldn’t go back to Mabel in Healdsburg—she’d promised herself that she would never do that. While she liked to draw and paint, that wasn’t a practical way to make money. The only other option was to become a secretary. She’d taken shorthand and typing in college. Secretaries in San Francisco made fifty dollars a week.

			But Sandra had left Billy to become a movie star. It didn’t count if she became a secretary instead.

			“What kind of car is that?” said a voice. It was the guy with the German accent who’d spoken to her before. He bent to inspect her tires, although Sandra didn’t know what there was to see down there.

			“Oh,” she said, distractedly. “It’s a Ford.”

			He looked sympathetic. “What’s wrong?”

			“Central won’t register me,” she said, before she thought better of telling a stranger her problems. “This awful woman told me that they aren’t registering anyone and that I should go home and that Hollywood doesn’t need me.”

			She clapped her mouth shut. If she kept talking, she’d be sobbing all over this man’s neck in a minute.

			He leaned beside her with his elbow resting on her car. “Was this an older woman who said that to you?”

			“Yes. Mrs. Mel.”

			“Ah. Marion Mel. She says that to everyone. Central wants extras to think of themselves as hobbyists so the studios can pay them low wages. I’m afraid you’re the latest victim.”

			Sandra considered this. The woman’s speech did sound rehearsed. Maybe Mrs. Mel was paid to discourage hopeful actors and destroy their dreams. If so, Sandra would be foolish to listen to her.

			“But most of the studios use Central,” she said. “You have to be registered if you want to break in as an extra, don’t you?”

			“You can get around that. Get an assistant director to call Central and ask them to add you to the registration. You’re a pretty girl. Someone will do it for you.”

			Sandra nodded. This man was right. She wouldn’t give up. This was just the part of the story where she struggled before achieving success. Many stars started out as extras—Norma Shearer, Mary Pickford, Clark Gable. There was no reason why Sandra couldn’t do it too. She’d been silly to listen to that woman’s speech that she used to destroy people, probably out of jealousy.

			“Thank you,” she said.

			He extended his hand. “My name is Frederick Bauer.”

			“Sandra Sanborn.”

			“Well, Miss Sanborn, I was going to get on a bus to go to the DeMille Studio. I understand they’re casting for cowboy pictures and I don’t want to let this beard go to waste. You could give me a ride and talk to them yourself. They don’t use Central Casting for bit parts.”

			So, that was why he was so interested in her car. This guy was looking for a ride. People in Hollywood never did anything to be nice, she supposed.

			But if it was true that DeMille didn’t use Central Casting, she might be able to skip getting registered altogether. And if that didn’t work, maybe she could meet an assistant director and have him call Central for her, like Frederick suggested. There was no harm in trying.

			“Get in,” she said, opening the car door.

			

			[image: ]

			The Cecil B. DeMille Studio was a Southern-style mansion with green shutters on the windows. A plaque said it had been built in 1926. Two Black men in purple livery costumes held open the doors for Sandra and Frederick as they entered a room with tile floors and large vases of horsetail ferns. A sign informed them that casting was located out back, so they turned on their heels and went through the doors again.

			If the studio had been a real plantation, the casting department would have been in the tool shed. Inside the cramped room, more men in beards were clamoring toward a glassed-in counter. Sandra thought she recognized some of them from outside Central Casting—they must have had the same idea as Frederick. A young man wearing a visor was yelling at them through the glass. “I’ll pay you extras off, but the rest of you get out of here. There’s nothing doing today. There won’t be anything doing today. Get out!”

			Frederick stroked his beard. “Nothing doing, the man informs us.”

			Sandra scanned the room and noticed a young woman in their midst, the only other girl in the room. She wasn’t leaving, and Sandra felt that she shouldn’t either, so she waved Frederick away. “I’ll meet you outside.” Following the girl’s lead, Sandra got in line behind her. The girl was young, about sixteen years old. As the men pressed around them, her hair gave off the scent of violets. It was alluring. Sandra made a mental note to invest in violet perfume.

			When the harried young man noticed the girl, his expression relaxed. “Oh, hello,” he said in a different tone.

			The girl had meek eyes. She smiled up at the man. “Hello, yourself. Do you think he’ll see me?”

			“Come on through.” He opened the glass box and the girl disappeared inside the casting director’s office. Sandra stepped boldly forward to speak to the man—would the casting director see her?—but he looked through her as if she weren’t there. “The rest of you, get out,” he said.

			Defeated, she followed the men outside and stood underneath a fir tree that was dripping with Spanish moss.

			Immediately, Frederick was beside her. “He wasn’t very nice,” he said.

			“No, he wasn’t,” she said, thinking that she had two cigarettes left and if she smoked one in front of this vagabond, he’d expect her to share.

			“And so,” Frederick said. “Shall we go to Capitol Films?”

			“Capitol Films? I never said I’d take you there.”

			“No, but they’re also making Westerns, and they also don’t use Central Casting. Therefore, I believe our partnership should continue.”

			Sandra sighed. Her feet were starting to hurt. These shoes weren’t meant for all this walking around. “Where’s Capitol Films?”

			“Burbank.”

			“Burbank! That’s at least a half hour away.”

			“More like twenty minutes by car. Come on, schatzi. You could use my help. Admit it. This is no life for a girl on her own.”

			That did it. Sandra turned and walked away. “No, thank you. I’ve had enough help for one day.”

			To facilitate her escape, she chose the shortest route to the car, which was to cross the lawn instead of going around it. Halfway there, her heels started to sink into the dirt. The lawn had been watered recently and was still wet in the center. Her shoes were covered in mud, but at this point, it was farther to walk back to the pathway and around to her car than it was to continue across the grass. She shifted her weight to her toes and took another wobbly step.

			Frederick fell in stride beside her, his hands sunk in his pockets as if taking a stroll. He didn’t seem to notice the mud, or her difficulty managing it.

			“You know, a friend of mine is an assistant director at MGM,” he said. “I could introduce you if you like.”

			Sandra took another step. “If you know an assistant director, why doesn’t he get you a part in an MGM picture?”

			He shrugged. “MGM isn’t making Westerns.”

			“But they’re making other pictures.”

			“No, no, schatzi. I only care about Westerns.”

			“What kind of actor only cares about one kind of movie?”

			“Who said I’m an actor?”

			Sandra stopped in her tracks so that they were both standing in the middle of the lawn. She could feel the grass blades poking into her silk shoes. “If you’re not an actor, what are you then?”

			Frederick shrugged. “I’m a photographer.”

			She shut her eyes. Why couldn’t she ever meet a serious person? “If you’re a photographer, why are you auditioning for movies?” she said in a deliberate tone.

			“They’re making a lot of Westerns right now, but they only cast you if you have a beard, so I grew one. It has always been my dream to be a cowboy.”

			“Now I’ve seen everything: an aspiring German cowboy.”

			He put his hand to his chest. “How did you know I was German?”

			“Just your thick accent is all.”

			“I tell you what,” Frederick said. “If you take me to Capitol Films, I’ll carry you out of this muck.”

			It was a nervy thing to say. Sandra lifted her foot, and the mud made an alarming sucking noise. “No, thank you,” she said.

			“All right. Then perhaps I can offer my arm. I don’t want you to fall down in that pretty suit.”

			He held out the arm, clad as it was in a flannel shirt. She had to admit he was right. She would never get mud out of this skirt if she fell. Her shoes were probably done for.

			When Sandra reached to hold onto Frederick’s arm, he swung it away with a smile.
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