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 Once in a dream I saw a man

With haggard face and tangled hair

And eyes that nursed as wild a care

As gaunt starvation ever can;

And in his hand he held a wand

Whose magic touch gave life and
thought

Unto a form his fancy wrought

And robed with coloring so grand

It seemed a reflex of some child

Of heaven, fair and undefiled-

A face of purity and love-

To woo him into worlds above:

And as I gazed with dazzled eyes,

A gleaming smile lit up his lips

As his bright soul from its eclipse

Went flashing into Paradise.

Then tardy Fame came through the door

And found a picture

Nothing
more.



– James
Whitcomb Riley

 



 


 


 PROLOGUE

 


The whole place seemed to
have been stricken with a kind of creeping
paralysis––out of beat with the rest of the world,
crumbling apart in slow motion.

— William Holden as JOE
GILLIS, Sunset Boulevard (1951)

 


On his new Triumph
motorcycle, Aidan Evans peeled onto the grounds of the abandoned
renaissance-style Getty mansion on South Irving Boulevard, entering
the romantic ruins of a past world: sunken gardens, waterless
fountains, stone balustrades, and rococo candelabra. The low rumble
of his bike echoed off the courtyard, the only sign of life among
the desolate land aside from himself. Though, in his opinion, the
latter was questionable.

It was nighttime, when man
and the universe were most resonant. Aidan had fled his rented
Hollywood apartment at midnight in a desperate attempt to keep
awake. His first stop was Googie’s Coffee Shop. Then he took a
hasty journey along Mulholland Drive, presiding over a twinkling
town he would never call home. Not that he had any family in the
true sense of the word, or anyone who loved him elsewhere. He just
knew where he didn’t belong.

For reasons unknown, he
ended up here.

Stopping on a patch of
wilted grass, he cut the engine and dismounted. The air felt
charged and still, accompanied by humidity that lingered from the
day and cast an eerie fog throughout the property.

He removed his navy blue
windbreaker and hung it on the handlebar of his motorcycle,
revealing the white T-shirt he wore underneath. His short brown
hair was tousled, a product of his wild ride and a natural
inclination for nonconformity; his worn blue jeans met with scuffed
leather boots.

On a path cut by the
full moon, he sauntered across cracked concrete and mosaic tile to
the empty swimming pool, in which, just two years prior, at the
conclusion of the film Sunset
Boulevard, the bloody body of Joe
Gillis drifted. Now, it was nothing but dust and
rubble.

Mr. Gillis was a
down-on-his-luck scriptwriter who some believed fell victim to
fate. Others realized the truth: He was done in by the choices he
made in an effort to stay afloat in an environment poisoned by the
decline of a studio system and the desperation of faded stars to
reclaim past glory.

With the dark abyss at his
feet, Aidan fished his crumpled package of Winstons out of the back
pocket of his jeans and drew a cigarette to his lips. As he bowed
his head to light up, the solitary flame of his match fought
valiantly to eliminate the stubborn shadow draped across his face.
With a flick of his hand, the fire was extinguished, and the match
tossed to the ground.

Enveloped in smoke and
seclusion, he savored the drag from his cigarette. His current
position at the edge of the empty pool was very fitting. In life,
he felt as if he stood at a precipice. Filming commenced on his
first motion picture in four weeks. He didn’t know what to expect
in the coming months, or how he would fare emotionally throughout
the process. In fact, he regretted his decision to accept the role
in the first place.

Although he arrived in Los
Angeles only three days ago, he was already planning his escape
back to New York City upon completion of the film. Back to live
theater and television, to the Actors Studio. He fit the cadence
better in Manhattan and preferred to entertain his misery and
demons in the absence of constant sunlight and palm
trees.

As a Method actor,
Aidan felt motion pictures seemed so … permanent. He could tackle
multiple takes of one scene differently, but in the end the
audience only saw one performance. He was used to the stage, where
every time the curtain rose he could play his part with the
emotions he felt at that particular moment without the safety of
knowing someone would call cut if his performance was less
than satisfactory. It made the show all the more real and forced
actors to strive for perfection with every line, every action.
Indolence was unacceptable, and diligence and passion reigned
supreme.

Live television was also a
one-shot deal, but at least he had the satisfaction of knowing that
his performance was delivered straight to the viewers unfiltered,
without other people deciding what stayed and what ended up on the
cutting room floor. He favored being the master of his
performances, but out here in Hollywood he knew he would meet a lot
of resistance. Unfortunately for Starlight Motion Pictures Studios,
he would quit the film before he ever compromised on his methods,
regardless of the legal repercussions, lost wages, or the
brilliance of his lead role.

While he considered himself an actor,
his was not a shallow existence pursued by vanity and greed. He
chased art and solitude, an outlet for his pain and guilt, and,
though highly unattainable for someone like him,
redemption.

Exhaling the remaining
smoke from his lungs, he pitched his cigarette into the vacant pool
and looked to the inky sky, bathed in dim light and disenchantment.
Predictions had already been made that he was marked for success.
Whether he was also marked for happiness was another question
entirely.

 



 


 


Life can be
beautiful.

– William Holden as JOE
GILLIS, Sunset Boulevard (1951)


 


 Chapter One

 


The bells above the front door chimed
as Marie Bates entered Schwab’s Pharmacy for her regular Thursday
shift. At the counter to her right, the breakfast crowd had settled
in for bagels, caffeine, and morning gossip. It was nearly nine
o’clock. She had gone to bed late the night before and felt too
tired to serve patrons for the next eight hours. The drugstore did
have its exciting moments every now and then, though, and her
salary covered her monthly bills, so she couldn’t really complain.
Also, the reality was that if she ever wanted to afford teachers’
college, she needed the money from this job badly.

Schwab’s Pharmacy was one of the most
popular spots in Los Angeles for famous people, regular folk, and
regular folk who wished they were famous. It was also common
knowledge that many people wanted to work there in hopes of a being
discovered.

The rumor was that legendary
blonde-bombshell, Lana Turner, was discovered at Schwab’s while she
sipped a malt at the counter. As with most things in Hollywood, the
story was entirely false. It was actually the Top Hat Café at
McCadden and Sunset, and she was drinking a Coke, not a milkshake.
However, when Schwab’s employees were asked if the tale was true,
they always smiled and insisted it was. After all, a story like
that was good for business.

After placing her purse and coat in
her locker in the employee’s lounge, Marie stopped by the mirror
and secured her dark brown ponytail. The light blue scarf tied at
the base completed her simple ’do. Although curly hair was the
trend, she found that particular style too much
maintenance.

Marie squinted at her reflection. In
Hollywood, the hub of glitz and glamour, her look was nothing
special. Her skin was too pale, her long hair too straight and
uncooperative, and her wardrobe was more economical than stylish.
She was often complimented on her large brown eyes and high
cheekbones but she still felt her appearance was plain, especially
compared to her co-workers.

Not only was Marie’s style different
from all of the other Schwab’s employees, but she wasn’t interested
in getting into show business like they were. She moved to Los
Angeles, California from Clarkson, Oregon because she grew tired of
the constant rain and small town living. Furthermore, there were
very few career possibilities in Clarkson, and Santa Monica College
offered a prestigious teaching program.

Marie’s father, John Bates, was the
local shoe repairman, a job that earned him just enough to raise a
family in a small town comfortably. Her mother, Barbara, was a
homemaker. Barbara was not an ambitious woman. She remained in
Clarkson, her hometown, and happily settled into the role of wife
and mother.

Marie, the only child in the Bates
household, had different aspirations. Being a housewife and
stay-at-home mother didn’t appeal to her. She wanted to explore the
country and all of what life had to offer. Consequently, when she
turned eighteen eight months ago in October 1952, she knew it was
now or never. She made the bold move to California with her meager
life savings and three suitcases, despite the fact that in
Clarkson, it was uncommon and frowned upon for a young woman to do
so.

Although Marie initially felt
intimidated by the move and wondered if she had made a mistake,
after she found her roommate, Olivia Weston, the transition from
small town to big city living became easier. Olivia was a peppy,
fearless optimist, who attended the Fashion Design program at Santa
Monica College.

A few days after Marie’s arrival in
Los Angeles, she met Olivia on campus. On her hunt for the
admissions office to obtain additional information on the college,
she became lost and Olivia approached and offered to escort her to
the correct building. During their walk, Marie discovered Olivia
was from Portland, Oregon, and like her, eighteen years old and new
to Los Angeles.

Olivia was in her first year at the
college and in desperate need of a roommate. She rented a room at a
motel, which was becoming much too costly for her, while Marie had
taken up temporary residency at a women’s lodging run by a local
church. Since they were both in need of a more practical, permanent
dwelling, they exchanged contact information. Within a week, they
were rooming together

It was a wonderful stroke of luck that
Marie and Olivia crossed paths that day. They became fast friends
and their living situation worked out perfectly. They rented a
two-bedroom apartment on Luxor Avenue, just off Sunset Boulevard.
Although the space was small, they made do just fine. Marie missed
her childhood friend from Clarkson and was glad she found a new
friend in Los Angeles.

Marie applied for a job at Schwab’s
Pharmacy simply because it was within walking distance from their
rented apartment. She didn’t have a car so having a job close to
home was ideal. At the time, she hadn’t heard the Lana Turner
rumor, nor was she aware that Schwab’s was an in-demand
employer.

When she walked into Schwab’s to pass
off her resume, wearing a gray pencil skirt and white blouse, she
thought she had dressed up for the occasion. She quickly realized
how wrong she was. The staff put her to shame, dressed in their
trendy fashions. The women wore enough makeup to make Betty Grable
jealous and the men were as neatly coiffed as Cary Grant. She was
shocked with the manager’s decision to hire her on the spot after
only a brief interview.

Later, Marie learned from another
employee that the last counter girl, Linda, whom Marie had
replaced, left abruptly in the middle of her shift after a customer
told her he could help her get into motion pictures. As a result,
the owner was in a jam and Marie just happened to come along at the
right time. Unfortunately, the customer actually held no such
connections, and Linda lost her job as well as her dream of
becoming a movie star, all in one afternoon.

It was only when Marie returned to the
apartment following her interview and told Olivia all about her new
job that she learned how special Schwab’s was. Marie thought
Olivia would pass out from excitement. Even after learning the
truth about her new employer, she didn’t share her friend’s
enthusiasm, though. After all, a job was a job.

Although Marie’s reason for working at
Schwab’s varied drastically from the other employees, she still
made friends with her co-workers quickly. Ultimately, she believed
her disinterest in the entertainment industry worked to her
advantage. While everyone else allowed their celebrity aspirations
to influence how they dressed and acted in public, she was able to
relax and be herself, without worrying about trying to impress
anyone.

Before leaving the back room, Marie
tied her white Schwab’s apron around her slim frame and smoothed it
down over her black pedal pushers and white blouse. Unlike her
female co-workers, comfortable black flats completed her outfit.
High heels didn’t appeal to her since she always spent her entire
shift on her feet.

“So, Miss Bates, are you
ready for another exciting day at the office?” Diane Merritt
greeted with a roll of her eyes.

Marie giggled and joined her co-worker
behind the counter.

Diane was twenty-one years old and
worked at Schwab’s in hopes of being discovered. That fact
was evident in her glamorous attire, hair, and makeup. Today, her
auburn locks were set in large curls, modeled after her favorite
actress, Ava Gardner. She wore red lipstick, black high heels, and
her dark eyeliner, false eyelashes, and gold eye shadow accentuated
her hazel irises, giving her a wide-eyed and innocent look.
Although from the stories she told Marie, she was far from
innocent. Marie wasn’t surprised. This was Hollywood. Nothing was
as it seemed.

Diane’s black skirt and light pink
wool sweater showed off her curves, especially her ample
bosom—something Marie wasn’t blessed with. Even in her apron, Diane
looked too classy for the establishment. Then again, every staff
member except Marie looked too classy for the establishment, so
maybe she was the one who wasn’t right for Schwab’s Pharmacy in the
end.

Watching Diane at work was always
entertaining. If a customer entered Schwab’s who had the
possibility of being someone important, she became a
completely new person. Gone was the girl from Bucks, Pennsylvania,
and in her place, a charming vixen.

Diane flashed her best Gardner smirk
and leaned over the counter to say, “Why, hello, what can I get for
you?”

Marie got a kick out of Diane’s
transformation, and just for fun, they often scanned the drugstore
and picked out patrons, whom they jokingly referred to as her next
“victims.” Diane was a sweet girl and very dedicated to her movie
star goal. Marie really hoped one day soon she would achieve her
dream.

Diane lifted her manicured eyebrows.
“Did you hear who came in here yesterday evening around seven
o’clock?”

“Who?” Marie replied,
pretending she was interested.

“Tyrone Power!” Diane
tossed her hands up for the full effect. “Oh, you should have seen
this gorgeous specimen. I mean, okay, I know he is, like, totally
older than me, and married, but to see him up close, buying
Chesterfields here, where I work, was just
heavenly.”

Marie smiled. If dramatics was
everything, then Diane really did have what it took to become an
actress. She loved to tell her celebrity encounter stories and
spoke with such enthusiasm it was as though she’d never met a
famous person before.

“That’s pretty keen,”
Marie said, playing along. She was about to ask Diane for more
details, but by this point, her co-worker was staring off into the
distance, most likely daydreaming of bedding Tyrone
Power.

“Excuse me, Miss. I need
some cigarettes. Today, if you don’t mind.”

Marie focused her attention on the
balding, middle-aged man standing on the other side of the counter,
anxiously awaiting her service. His brown tweed suit struggled to
contain his wide girth and he patted his forehead with a
handkerchief.

She smiled. “I’m terribly sorry about
the wait. What kind would you like?”

“A carton of Chesterfield
Lights,” he said sharply.

Diane murmured something about Tyrone
Power and Chesterfields as Marie retrieved the customer’s carton
from one of the dark wooden shelves that ran along the wall. As she
turned to face the counter again, the carton slipped from her hand.
She tried to catch it in mid-air, but with no success. It fell to
the floor with a smack and memories of her first shift at Schwab’s
came rushing back to her. At least it wasn’t a soda this
time.

Marie did her best curtsy, attempting
to retrieve the carton as gracefully as possible, and then rang up
the man’s purchase at the register.

“That will be one dollar
and twenty-five cents, sir.”

The customer threw his money onto the
counter, snatched his carton, and bolted toward the
door.

The remainder of Marie’s shift
consisted of more cigarettes, milkshakes, and sodas, and alas, no
Tyrone Power. By the time she entered the employee lounge just
after five o’clock, her attempt at a mid-afternoon bun had come
loose and her hair looked frizzy. The lip gloss she put on in the
morning was long gone, and her cheeks flushed from the bright
lights and continuous onslaught of customers.

As Marie hung her apron inside her
locker, Diane asked her to come out that evening to Leo’s, a
popular, nearby diner. During lunch, Diane had flirted with some
assistant to an assistant of an assistant of some script editor,
who ended up inviting her out with him and his friends for dinner.
Diane wanted Marie to come along so she would have a friend in the
group.

While Diane rarely turned down an
invitation to a good social outing, Marie was more interested in
retiring to her apartment, getting off her feet after her long day,
and listening to a radio program. After politely declining Diane’s
offer, she put on her camel trapeze coat and headed
home.

 



Chapter Two

 


The apartment complex Marie lived in
with Olivia consisted of four floors. It was an older structure
with a cracked, yellow concrete exterior, red tiled roof, and a
central, outdoor rectangular swimming pool, which was available to
all tenants. Marie and Olivia resided on the second level in a two
bedroom, one bathroom unit. The small dwelling wasn’t the Beverly
Hills Hotel, but it was cheap, in a central location, and it did
not have any pest problems.

Marie unlocked the door to their
apartment and was greeted by the familiar smell of stale air. She
dropped her coat, keys, and purse onto the table in the foyer and
walked into the living room, where she took a seat on one of the
two floral couches Olivia found on the curb in front of a house in
Bel Air.

Olivia had convinced some young men
from campus to transport the couches over to their apartment. Upon
their arrival, she insisted to Marie that even though they couldn’t
afford high class items that didn’t mean they couldn’t have high
class ambitions.

They didn’t own a television, but
Marie had brought her radio with her from Clarkson, which she
perched on top of the telephone table in the corner of the living
room. Unfortunately, record players were also out of their budget,
so their in-house entertainment came solely from that small radio.
Marie enjoyed listening to music or radio programs when Olivia had
late classes or an evening shift at work because the apartment
seemed too quiet without her.

“Liv!” Marie
called.

Olivia bounded out of her bedroom.
“I’m sorry. I didn’t hear you come in. I was looking over one of my
sketches.” She clasped her hands to her chest, her gray eyes
twinkling. “One day, everyone in Hollywood will be wearing my
unique designs, I swear.”

Marie smiled. Unique was right,
especially Olivia’s daring, vivid color combinations. Tonight, she
wore pink pedal pushers and a bright yellow wool sweater,
complemented by her short, raven-black hair, which accentuated her
heart-shaped face and flawless, creamy complexion.

While Diane put a lot of effort into
her Ava Gardner look, Olivia did a much better job of pulling off a
movie star appearance without even trying. She possessed a natural
talent for putting together outfits, styling hair, and makeup
application. It made sense she was taking fashion design in
school.

Olivia took a seat next to Marie on
the couch. “So, any celebrity sightings at work today?”

Marie laughed. Olivia asked the same
question every day.

“No, not today. The
brother of Gary Cooper’s driver came in, but that’s it. Although,
apparently, Tyrone Power came in yesterday.”

“Whoopee, Tyrone Power.”
Olivia circled her forefinger in the air unenthusiastically. “He’s
too old. What about Marlon Brando or Cornel Wilde?” Her
pink-painted lips formed a pout. “Or heck, even Van
Johnson.”

Marie shook her head, smiling. “Nope,
sorry. Maybe tomorrow.”

“Marie, you have to find
us movie star husbands at Schwab’s so we can get out of this
place.” Olivia’s eyebrows drew together. “But wait, that wouldn’t
work because then I would miss you as my roommate.”

Marie rolled her eyes. “Oh, please, if
Marlon Brando asked you to run away with him, you would leave me in
a second.”

Olivia gaped in mock surprise. “I most
certainly would not.”

Marie giggled.

“I would ask you to move
in as my maid or something,” Olivia added in jest.

Marie grabbed a small pillow off the
couch and tossed it at her friend in playful protest. “Thanks, Liv.
You’re such a great friend.”

Olivia stood up and extended her hand
in greeting to an imaginary acquaintance. “Hi, I’m Olivia
Brando.” She collapsed back onto the couch in a fit of
giggles. “It has a nice ring to it!”

Marie joined in her friend’s
laughter.

The two of them spent the remainder of
the evening talking about the latest Hollywood gossip, Olivia’s
newest designs for school, and all of the handsome young men she
came across on campus that day. They flipped through the current
issues of Look and Photoplay, and then decided to hit
the hay. Marie retired to her bedroom at ten o’clock and fell
asleep as soon as her head hit the pillow.

 



 


 Chapter Three

 


On Fridays, Marie’s shift always
started at eleven o’clock because the manager needed her to work
until seven and cover the dinner crowd. As she stepped behind the
counter, she almost ran right smack into Diane. Her co-worker’s
eyes danced with excitement, which only meant one thing.

“You missed Debbie
Reynolds this morning! Goodness, she is such a sweetheart. She’s
shorter in real life than I thought, even prettier than she looks
on screen, and she was just a dear to all the staff and customers.
She came in to have a soda before heading to the studio. Did you
know she’s making another movie with Donald O’Connor? Gee, I just
loved her in Singin’ in the Rain…”

Marie listened patiently as Diane
shared all of the details of the encounter. She smiled at her
co-worker and nodded when applicable until the bells above the
doors chimed, drawing her attention over Diane’s
shoulder.

Recognizing their new visitor straight
away, Marie knew Diane was about to focus her energy away from
Debbie Reynolds. If there was one thing Diane liked more than
famous actresses, it was famous actors, and one of the most famous
of them all had just entered Schwab’s Pharmacy.

Robert Mitchum.

Murmurs erupted throughout the
drugstore as the patrons recognized the actor. When Diane spotted
him, she stopped in mid-sentence and gaped. Generally, Marie didn’t
get excited when movie stars came into Schwab’s. She tried to avoid
them and let Diane or one of the other employees serve them. After
all, her co-workers were the ones who wanted to break into the
movie business, so it made sense for them to hobnob with
Hollywood’s elite. Besides, Marie didn’t feel she fit in with the
studio types, anyway.

Dressed in a dark gray suit, matching
fedora, and a crisp white shirt, Mr. Mitchum made his way through
the lunch crowd, shaking hands and shouting greetings across the
busy room. Unfortunately, he tossed his fedora onto the counter and
sat down on the empty stool right in front of Marie, ignoring
Diane’s eager smile.

“Hey there, kid,” he said
in his husky leading man voice.

Marie stared into Mr. Mitchum’s
seductive hazel eyes. Then she glanced at the trademark dimple in
his chin.

Mr. Mitchum cleared his throat.
“Kid?”

He placed his forefinger under her
chin and lifted her head so she met his gaze again. Marie’s cheeks
turned red as she came to her senses.

“Yes, sir. Uh, Mr.
Mitchum, sir.” Her stammer was out of character for her in the
presence of movie stars.

“Relax, kid, I’m only here
for a Coke.” He folded his arms on the countertop, his eyes shining
with amusement. “What a cute kid you are, all nervous. A Coke,
that’s all I want. Can you get that for me?”

Marie nodded, embarrassed that
everyone in the establishment had focused on her and Mr. Mitchum.
Well, most likely Mr. Mitchum, but she was sure her red complexion
earned her a few stares, too.

Diane nudged Marie in the ribs and
handed over a bottle of Coke. Grateful for the help, Marie slid the
drink along the counter to her famous customer.

“That will be, uh, ten
cents, Mr. Mitchum, uh, sir.” She cringed inwardly at how
ridiculous she sounded.

Mr. Mitchum nodded. “Sure thing,
kid.”

He flipped a dime off his thumbnail.
It landed on the counter and spun wildly before coming to rest in
front of her. She grabbed the money and walked to the register to
ring up his purchase.

“And kid…”

Marie faced Mr. Mitchum again, fearing
the worst.

He flashed a charming grin. “It’s Bob.
None of this Mr. Mitchum, sir, stuff, okay?”

Marie forced a smile. “Uh, yes, Mr.
Mitch––uh, Bob.” Her cheeks flamed. She wished that she could
disappear.

Mr. Mitchum stood, Coke bottle in
hand. The crowd parted for him as he made his way toward the door,
saying his goodbyes. The bells above the front door chimed and then
he was gone.

Diane gripped Marie’s elbow and led
her along the counter, out of earshot of the customers.

“He said you could call
him Bob!” she whispered excitedly

Marie didn’t know what had come over
her. Normally, she handled every customer just fine, but Robert
Mitchum entered Schwab’s and she completely lost her ability to do
a simple thing like get him a Coke.

She sighed. “I acted
ridiculously.”

Diane waved her off. “You just need
more practice, that’s all. You can’t avoid the celebrity customers
all the time like you usually do because when something unexpected
like this comes up, you don’t know how to operate. I, on the other
hand, am used to serving movie stars here, so for me, it was
nothing, really.”

Marie held back a laugh. Diane’s mouth
had hung open just as much as hers did. Regardless, her co-worker
was right. She was going to have to learn how to interact with
celebrities if she expected to stay at Schwab’s a while longer. She
couldn’t avoid them forever because more situations like this one
might arise, where she must serve them.

“Girls, it’s peak lunch
time,” Wade Henley called from the other end of the counter. “Can
you please help me serve some customers?”

Wade was another employee at Schwab’s,
a seasoned pro with six years behind the counter. He was hired at
the age of seventeen with hopes of breaking into the movie
business, but after countless run-ins with celebrities without any
luck, he told Marie perhaps he wasn’t destined for stardom, after
all.

Marie couldn’t understand why someone
hadn’t discovered Wade yet. Not only was he conventionally handsome
with his five-foot ten, slim frame, tanned skin, round,
honey-colored eyes, and black pompadour-styled hair, he was
outgoing and friendly as well, which made him a Schwab’s customer
favorite. He also took acting lessons several nights a week with
the utmost dedication, continuously working on perfecting his
craft.

Marie smiled. “Sorry,
Wade.”

A grin spread across his face. “I know
you were busy making friends with Bob Mitchum, but now that he’s
gone, I really could use some assistance.”

A few customers seated along the
counter snickered and Marie’s face heated up again. With a sigh,
she walked toward Wade to serve more patrons, well aware she would
never live the Mitchum incident down.

A lean gentleman with a sun-kissed
complexion, blond hair, and almond-shaped blue eyes sat on the
stool Mr. Mitchum occupied earlier. He looked to be in his early
twenties. He was very handsome in a clean-cut way, but dressed
casually in a dark green button-down shirt with the sleeves rolled
up to his elbows, and no tie. His dark gray fedora rested on the
counter in front of him.

Marie frowned as she caught the young
man’s narrowed gaze. She was about to ask him if he wanted anything
when he abruptly stood, grabbed his hat, and walked to the
telephone booth near the front of the establishment.

The perplexing way he stared at Marie
before retreating unnerved her, even with the new distance between
them. She assumed the young man had witnessed her Mr. Mitchum
fiasco and was trying to figure out how a girl like her ever got a
job here in the first place.

As Marie served a tuna sandwich to an
older gentleman, her eyes wandered over to the telephone booth. The
young blond-haired man stared directly at her as he talked on the
telephone.

She blanched and dropped her gaze to
the counter, hoping he wasn’t from some gossip rag and thinking of
writing one of those celebrity encounter stories that were popular
nowadays. She could just see the headline now:

Mousey Schwab’s Counter
Girl Fails To Get Coke For Heartthrob Robert Mitchum

After wiping up a small spill on the
counter, Marie was startled to discover the blond gentleman seated
right in front of her again. He continued staring, and this time,
she gathered the courage to speak up.

“Good morning, sir. Can I
get you something?”

“Hello, ma’am,” he
replied. “I witnessed your encounter with Bob Mitchum and was
intrigued by the way you handled him.”

Marie arched her eyebrows, unimpressed
with the young man’s approach.

“Well, Bob and I are old
friends.” Her voice dripped with sarcasm.

“Have you ever thought
about getting into motion pictures?” The young man’s expression was
serious, despite the ridiculousness of his question.

Marie’s first thought was he was
trying to trick her and make her a victim like the poor counter
girl before her, Linda.

“No, I want to become a
schoolteacher. I moved to Los Angeles last fall and I’m trying to
save up money for school.” She cringed as she concluded her
explanation. She didn’t even know him, and here she was,
practically giving him her life story.

The young man shrugged. “That’s too
bad, Marie, because I think that beyond your ponytail and smock
there’s a June Allyson waiting to emerge.”

Marie panicked, wondering how he knew
her name. Then she remembered the nametag on her apron.

He smiled and extended his hand. Marie
hesitated before accepting his firm shake.

“My name is Nathan
Taggart,” he said with a mega-watt grin that seemed sincere. “I
work for Mr. Luther J. Mertz at Starlight Motion Pictures Studios
and we’re always looking for fresh young women to come in and film
screen tests.”

Marie’s jaw dropped. “Starlight
Studios. As in the Starlight Studios?”

Mr. Taggart nodded. “The one and
only.”

Starlight Studios was the biggest
motion picture studio in the world. The studio founder and boss,
Luther Mertz, had all of the top stars signed under contract.
Marie’s excitement vanished when she realized Mr. Taggart’s offer
was obviously a joke. Moreover, she had no interest in becoming a
film star.

“Well, Mr. Taggart, that
sounds interesting,” she said dryly. “What are you, the third
cousin twice removed from one of the janitors at Starlight
Studios?”

At the appearance of Mr. Taggart’s
frown, Marie felt guilty.

“Oh, gee, Mr. Taggart. I’m
sorry,” she hastened to add, hoping to redeem herself. “But, you
see, I just find it hard to believe a major motion picture studio
would want to test me. I mean, look at me. I’m plain and shy, and
well, quite frankly, there are many other girls in this town that
would be better suited for your studio.”

Mr. Taggart raised his hand, desiring
to interrupt her.

She persisted. “Anyway, I want to be a
teacher, not a movie star. I wouldn’t want to waste your time,
which is what will happen after you realize I’m nothing
special—”

 

“Please, Marie, may I say
something?”

She nodded.

“First of all, a screen
test doesn’t mean you’ll become a famous movie star,” he explained.
“It just means that we style you up a little bit and determine if
the camera likes you. If it does, then we begin by placing you in
bit parts and see what happens from there. Many people don’t make
it further than that.”

Marie gulped. “Oh, I see.”

“I’m not usually the one
scouting future stars for Mr. Mertz,” Mr. Taggart continued, “but
every so often I come across someone with potential and simply
cannot ignore my gut feeling. I believe there is more to you than
just a counter girl, and that you might very well be a great asset
to the studio. Now, I could be wrong, and I’m not promising
anything, but I must say my instincts are usually
spot-on.”

Marie blushed. Of course a screen test
didn’t mean she would become a major motion picture star. Mr. Mertz
probably had scouts searching for new talent all the time,
delivering the same pitch to several women each day. The studio
could get men like Mr. Taggart to bring in a bunch of young women
for screen tests on a weekly basis, and if just one of them showed
potential and worked out—even if only for a few films—it was a
win-win situation for the studio.

“I’ll give you my
telephone number.” Mr. Taggart reached into the breast pocket of
his dress shirt and pulled out a white business card. “Please call
me if you’re interested and I’ll set up something for
you.”

Marie took the card and read the
inscription.

Mr. Nathan
Taggart

Executive Assistant to Mr.
Luther J. Mertz

Starlight Motion Pictures
Studios

“Have a good day, ma’am.”
Mr. Taggart stood and placed his fedora on his head, tipping it
before walking away. Marie stared at him as he departed. The bells
above the door chimed and then he was gone.

Marie was flattered by Mr. Taggart’s
offer, but it was also quite the stretch. Then there was the fact
she had schoolteacher ambitions, not acting. Plus, she had
absolutely no training. She didn’t think she could act. She knew
she couldn’t sing, and she certainly couldn’t dance. And weren’t
those triple threat performers all the rage these days?

Diane approached her, wiping down the
counter with a rag. Marie noticed most of the lunch crowd had
disappeared and only a few people remained.

“What were you talking to
Nathan Taggart about?” Diane asked, not so casually.

Marie looked at her in surprise. “How
do you know Mr. Taggart?”

Diane tossed the rag over her
shoulder. “Everybody knows who Nathan Taggart is. If studio
employees besides directors, actors, and actresses could be
considered famous, then Nathan Taggart would be the second most
famous of them all. After Mr. Mertz, himself, of course. Nathan is,
like, Mr. Mertz’s go-to-guy. He has connections to everyone and
everything, and people respect him. He’s a true gentleman, in every
sense, and I’m sure you noticed he’s also gorgeous.”

Marie raised her eyebrows. Mr. Taggart
had mentioned he was an important studio employee, but if she
believed Diane—and she had no reason not to—he was even more
important than she imagined. And as Diane said, he was friendly,
all right; very attractive, too, even though Marie usually didn’t
go for his type.

Before she got too excited, she
reminded herself this was Hollywood. No matter what, she should
proceed with caution.

“So what were you and
Nathan discussing?” Diane repeated.

Marie waved her hand dismissively. “He
wants to set up a screen test for me at Starlight Studios to see if
the camera likes me or something.”

Diane shrieked as though Rock Hudson
had just asked her to marry him. It seemed like Olivia had a rival
for the title of peppiest woman in Hollywood.

“Oh my goodness, Marie,
you’re so lucky. This is what I dreamed about happening to me all
of these years. Do you know what this means? You could be a movie
star!”

“Yes, but …” Marie
frowned. “I don’t think I’m going to call him.”

Diane scoffed. “Don’t be ridiculous,
you must call him. Hey, maybe you can mention my name, too, but
only if you want to. I mean, I would never ask you to help me out,
but—”

“I wouldn’t mind
mentioning you to Mr. Taggart,” Marie said, “but I’m just not
convinced acting is for me.”

“That’s absurd. You will
call Nathan and set up a screen test, and that’s final. You’d be
amazed at what the studio can do for a woman like you. They can
make anyone look beautiful.” Diane’s eyes widened. “Oh, Marie, I
didn’t mean that like it sounded, I just meant—”

“It’s all right, I’m not
offended,” Marie said. “I’m plain, I know that. I just suppose for
every Marilyn Monroe, there must be a Shelley Winters,
right?”

Diane nodded sheepishly.

Despite her initial hesitancy, after
talking to Diane, Marie now toyed with the idea of calling Mr.
Taggart, just for the experience. She hardly ever took risks, and
the first big risk she did take, moving to Los Angeles, had turned
out all right so far. In fact, the more she thought it over, the
more she realized she had nothing to lose by filming a screen
test.

After all, acting wasn’t a dream of
hers, so if the studio rejected her, she could return to her
original plan of becoming a teacher. Classes at the college didn’t
start until September, anyway. Plus, she could still work at
Schwab’s while filming bit parts, so if things didn’t work out
beyond that, as Mr. Taggart said was usually the case, she’d have
another job to fall back on. And if she was dropped, any money
she’d earned could be put toward her education …

After careful consideration, it seemed
taking Mr. Taggart up on his offer was a win-win situation for her
as well, not just for the studio.

“All right,” Marie said.
“I’ll call Mr. Taggart tomorrow and tell him I’ll film a screen
test.”

“I’m so excited for you!”
Diane replied. “You must tell me exactly what filming a screen test
is like and if you see any celebrities on the lot and …”

Diane prattled on, but by that point,
Marie’s focus was solely on Mr. Taggart’s business card cradled in
her palm. She certainly had an interesting story to tell Olivia
tonight, and if Diane was any indication of how Olivia would
respond, then Marie knew she had to brace herself for the reaction
of a lifetime.

 



 


 Chapter Four

 


With her hands covering her ears,
Marie stood before Olivia in the living room of their apartment.
She’d just finished sharing what happened earlier at Schwab’s with
Robert Mitchum and Mr. Taggart, as well as the details regarding
her Starlight Studios screen test offer.

At first, Olivia stared at Marie in
silence, her mouth hanging open in a very unladylike manner. Once
she processed the information, madness ensued. Diane had nothing on
Olivia.

“Marie, this is the most
wonderful news in the world!” Olivia squealed, hopping up and down.
“You’re going to be a movie star. We have to get an outfit together
for you for your screen test. I can help you do your hair and
makeup and—oh my gosh—Bel Air. We could live in Bel Air. No, wait,
Beverly Hills! That way we can be neighbors with Clark Gable,
Elizabeth Taylor, and—”

“Liv, relax.” Marie placed
her hands on Olivia’s shoulders to stop her from jumping. “Mr.
Taggart said a screen test doesn’t guarantee anything. The studio
will probably test a lot of girls on the same day, so there isn’t a
good chance of me standing out, anyway.”

Olivia nodded, but from the hypnotic
expression on her face and the wild look in her eyes, Marie knew
she wasn’t really listening.

“You’re going to blow
those studio people away,” Olivia said. “You’re a true beauty.
Sure, you need to jazz up your style a bit, but all that stuff is
just the details. They can be worked on and perfected. The element
people can’t change is what’s inside, and lucky for you, you have a
wonderful personality. Mr. Mertz’s people will see that and you’ll
be a shoo-in as the next big star.”

Marie smiled. Although she wasn’t
convinced she had what it took to succeed in Hollywood, Olivia’s
optimism was most appreciated. After Mr. Taggart departed Schwab’s,
she had agonized over her decision to take a chance and shoot a
screen test. She’d also opened her mind up to the possibility of
earning a living as an actress as opposed to a schoolteacher, which
she’d chosen because it was the safest option. Ultimately, Mr.
Taggart’s unexpected confidence in her gave her the impetus she
needed to walk into Starlight Studios with a level head, give the
screen test her all, and see what happened. She owed it to herself
to try.

“You should call this
Nathan guy right now,” Olivia said. “I can’t believe you even let
him get off his stool without saying yes first.”

“First of all, I was
shocked by his offer and didn’t know if he was serious or not,”
Marie replied. “Secondly, I didn’t even know if I wanted to film a
screen test. Anyway, I can’t call him right now. It’s eight o’clock
on a Friday night. He’s probably at home with his family. I promise
I’ll call him tomorrow on my lunch hour.”

Marie then realized that the next day
was Saturday. She had no idea if executive assistants worked on the
weekends, or if the studio was even open. Refusing to burst
Olivia’s bubble, she didn’t bring it up. She decided to call Mr.
Taggart tomorrow. If he wasn’t in, she’d call him again on
Monday.

“All right, but make sure
you do call him on your lunch hour tomorrow because the suspense is
killing me!” Olivia declared dramatically. “I don’t have school or
work, so all I’ll be doing while you’re at Schwab’s is sitting
around here, waiting for you to come home and deliver some
news.”

Marie laughed. Olivia never just sat
around the house and did nothing, especially on the weekend. When
she wasn’t working as a sales clerk at the Elite Clothing Boutique
on Santa Monica Boulevard, she was sketching, shopping, lounging by
the pool, running errands, something, anything, but hanging
out in their small, stuffy apartment.

“I’m sure you’ll survive
somehow,” Marie replied.

They spent the rest of the evening
talking about Starlight Studios and Mr. Mertz’s contract stars.
Marie played along as Olivia asked which famous stars and directors
she wanted to work with once she was a rich and famous movie queen.
Marie also talked about Mr. Taggart and his charm, which left
Olivia with a very favorable impression of him.

 



 


 Chapter Five

 


On Saturday afternoon, during her
lunch hour, Marie huddled in the telephone booth at Schwab’s,
anticipating her conversation with Mr. Taggart. Although, since it
was the weekend, she doubted very much that she’d reach
him.

“Hello, operator, can you
please connect me with Hollywood 29189?”

The operator connected the call
successfully.

A woman with a pleasant voice
answered. “Nathan Taggart’s office, this is Caroline. How may I
help you?”

“Uh, yes. I, uh—my name is
Marie Bates,” Marie said into the receiver. “Mr. Taggart gave me
his card yesterday and told me to call him about a screen
test—”

“One moment, please.” The
secretary put her on hold.

Soon after, Marie was connected with
Mr. Taggart, much to her surprise.

“Miss Marie Bates, hello!
I wasn’t sure if you were going to call and take me up on my offer,
so I’m pleasantly surprised to hear from you this afternoon. I’m
not incorrect, am I, to assume you’re calling to set up a screen
test?”

“Yes, I mean, no, Mr.
Taggart, you’re not incorrect,” she answered quickly. “I am
calling to set up a screen test.”

He chuckled. “That’s swell, Marie. Now
let’s discuss your timetable. There are only a few screen test
slots available for this week. Usually, I’m not present during
these tests, but because I consider you my personal find, I want to
make sure I’m there to give you the best direction and
encouragement possible.”

Marie frowned. The available time
slots obviously filled up quickly, which meant there were several
other people coming in for screen tests next week, as she feared.
Mr. Taggart was making sure he was there personally, though, so she
felt that had to count for something.

“Marie, are you still
there?”

Blushing, she focused back on their
conversation. “Yes, Mr. Taggart, I am. As for my work schedule, I
have Sundays and Mondays off. They’re the only days I’m available
to come in for a test.”

“Well, screen tests don’t
take place on the weekend, but on Monday, there’s a slot available
at ten o’clock in the morning. Does that work for you?”

“Sure, Monday at ten is
fine, thank you.” Truthfully, she wished she had more than two days
to prepare. Not that she knew the first thing about preparing for a
screen test.

“Wonderful,” Mr. Taggart
replied. She heard the sound of shuffling paper on his end. “Now,
do you know where the studio is located?”

Of course, Marie knew where Starlight
Studios was located. It was one of the most popular tourist
attractions in Los Angeles, and an important staple in the
community, since the town practically centered on movie
making.

“Yes, I do,” she
responded.

“Okay, then, please be at
studio fourteen, soundstage two, dressing room one at nine fifteen
on Monday. It’s best to arrive a few minutes early because it may
take you some time to find your way once you enter the studio
backlot.”

Mr. Taggart continued with his
instructions. “When you drive up, tell the guard at the gate you
have a personal appointment with me and proceed straight through.
Make a right after the second building and then pass three
buildings on your left. Make a left after the third building, and
then you’ll see the studio fourteen area.

“Soundstage two will be
labeled clearly on the outside, so you shouldn’t have any trouble
finding it. Tell Clarence, the security man at the door, that you
would like to be escorted to dressing room one, and I’ll meet you
there. It’s a lot of information to take in, so I’ll leave it at
that for now. The rest I’ll explain when I see you.”

Marie did her best to memorize Mr.
Taggart’s directions so she could write them down after she hung up
the telephone. She figured if she remembered studio fourteen,
soundstage two, dressing room one, at the very least, she could ask
people on the lot for additional directions should she get
lost.

“Thank you, Mr. Taggart,”
she said. “I look forward to seeing you on Monday, at a quarter
after nine.”

“Enjoy your weekend,
Marie.” Mr. Taggart hung up and the operator disconnected their
call.

Marie replaced the receiver on the
cradle. She still couldn’t believe this was really happening. And
so soon! Noting the time, she exited the telephone booth and rushed
to her locker to write down the information Mr. Taggart provided
before returning to work behind the counter with an extra skip in
her step.

 


***

 


Marie and Olivia had Sunday free, so
they headed to the pool in the morning. Even on a nice spring day
in Marie’s hometown of Clarkson, an outdoor swim was out of the
question, because it was still too cool at that time of year.
Regardless, none of the homes had swimming pools because they were
expensive to maintain and impractical. There was only one communal
outdoor pool at the local recreational center, but even that looked
grimy from lack of use.

In contrast, almost every home in L.A.
had a swimming pool. Not just the houses of wealthy individuals,
but even basic apartment structures like the one where Marie and
Olivia resided. Today, even on the last day of May, the weather was
more than warm enough for a swim.

Following breakfast, they changed into
their bathing suits and collected their bathing caps, towels, and a
few movie magazines, looking forward to their day of leisure.
Marie’s bathing suit was a conservative, royal blue one-piece with
a high neckline and shorts for the bottom portion, while Olivia
chose a daring light blue two-piece.

The swimming pool was vacant, so they
had the whole patio to themselves. After putting on their swim caps
and draping their towels over two lounge chairs, they dipped into
the sparkling water.

Last night, Marie had relayed the
information of her appointment at the studio to Olivia, who was so
thrilled that she kept Marie up until midnight, gushing about how
wonderful working for Mr. Mertz must be, as well as all of her
favorite costumes from his previous motion pictures. Surprisingly,
she hadn’t brought up the screen test once today. Considering how
nervous Marie felt, she appreciated the reprieve.

Floating on her back, Marie gazed up
at the vibrant blue sky. Bathed in sunlight, she closed her eyes
and listened to the birds chirping in the distance until notes to a
song she didn’t recognize drifted in the air above her. With a lazy
smile, she looked over at Olivia. Her friend stood in the shallow
end of the pool, humming a pleasant tune as she spun slowly, her
arms stretched out at her sides, skimming the surface of the water.
Her eyes were closed, her peaceful face lifted toward the
sun.

A flock of sparrows flew above them,
darting from a nearby palm tree to the roof of their apartment
complex. They landed only briefly before soaring up into the sky
again. Marie envied their ability to fly away at their
leisure.

She swam to the side of the pool and
lifted herself out of the water as Olivia continued to float in the
shallow end. After drying off, she picked up a recent issue of
Modern Screen magazine with Rita Hayworth on the cover and
sat down on the lounge chair she reserved.

Marie thought Ms. Hayworth was a true
goddess in the movie industry. She sang, danced, and dazzled men
with her sultry, exotic look while always remaining a classy
act.

A frown played upon Marie’s lips at
the realization that she could never compete with Ms. Hayworth. She
didn’t possess sex appeal or even an ounce of her talent. She
wondered what Mr. Taggart saw in her.

Drops of cool water fell onto Marie’s
legs. She glanced up to discover Olivia standing over her,
partially shielding her from the sun. Olivia scanned the magazine’s
cover with a wistful smile, her steely gray eyes taking in every
detail.

“One day that will be you,
Marie.” With that, she grabbed her towel and lay down on the
adjacent lounge chair.

Marie looked down at Ms. Hayworth
again, this time, with a smile. Olivia’s comment was most
encouraging. Marie just hoped Mr. Taggart and others at Starlight
Studios agreed with her.

 



Chapter Six

 


On Monday morning, the first day of
June, Marie awoke before her alarm went off at seven o’clock. She
even heard Olivia leave for school at six thirty, when normally her
friend snuck out quietly without her noticing. Marie had tossed and
turned all night, anticipating her screen test at Starlight Studios
at ten, and hoped her lack of sleep wouldn’t reflect poorly on her
appearance.

Although Olivia offered to skip school
to help her get ready, Marie insisted she’d watched enough movies
to successfully style her hair and apply makeup all on her own.
Olivia finally conceded after Marie offered a compromise. She
agreed Olivia could place her hair in curlers the night before. The
only instruction Olivia gave her for the morning was to remove them
carefully and spray her entire head with hairspray.

Last night, Olivia had searched
through Marie’s wardrobe for the perfect outfit. Marie’s closet was
almost picked clean by the time Olivia found something she deemed
suitable for the screen test. They settled on a yellow summer dress
with a white floral print and halter-top design. The bodice was
form-fitting and the skirt flared out below the waist, landing just
above Marie’s knees. She completed the outfit with white gloves and
pumps.

Just after seven, Marie stood before
the mirror in her bedroom, attempting to remove the tightly wrapped
curlers from her hair. She tossed the last one aside, muttering
never again, and met her reflection with a wince. The result
of her painful extraction was a bird’s nest of frizz; definitely
not the look she was going for.

In the bathroom, she turned on the tap
and ran her hands under the faucet. She tried to tame the chaotic
style, but it ended up looking worse than before. All she could do
to fix her hair was to pull it back into her usual ponytail. There
was no time for anything else.

Marie noticed in films that actresses
usually wore dramatic eye makeup and richly colored lipstick. If
she was ever going to compete with all of the other young women
filming screen tests this week, she felt she had to make drastic
alterations to her appearance. She opted to use a pair of Olivia’s
false eyelashes, dark brown eyeliner, and bright red lipstick in
order to achieve a mature look, and topped off her transformation
by adding rouge to her cheeks, even though she normally never used
it.

After changing into her dress, Marie
dabbed Olivia’s dime-store fragrance onto each wrist and behind her
ears, instead of using her usual vanilla perfume. Then she grabbed
her white clutch purse off her dresser and headed out the
door.

Initially, she was going to ride her
bike to her screen test. The studio wasn’t too far along Sunset
Boulevard from where she lived and the weather was beautiful.
Olivia, however, insisted she take the motorbus just in case her
dress tangled in the pedals of the bicycle and scuffed, or a car
blew exhaust fumes at her so she smelled undesirable.

Marie made her way down Luxor
Boulevard toward Sunset, her dress and ponytail fluttering in the
warm breeze. Her shoes felt uncomfortable and her legs wobbled
unsteadily. As she reached Sunset, her bus arrived. She picked up
the pace, careful not to stumble, and boarded just in time. She
deposited five cents and took her seat at the front.

Throughout the trip, she fidgeted,
crossing and uncrossing her legs, and toying with her purse in her
lap. Her anxiety increased as the journey progressed. Desperate for
a distraction, she looked out the window and focused on the palm
trees, the various restaurants and hotels lining the road, and the
sharply dressed citizens rushing to their nine-to-five
jobs.

As her stop approached, Marie stood
and excused herself past the elderly woman occupying the seat next
to her. It didn’t take her long to locate her destination once she
stepped off the bus. Towering in front of her, about twenty feet
back from the sidewalk, were the black wrought-iron main gates
belonging to Starlight Studios.

She walked up to the entrance and
stopped before a speaker box mounted on a cement pole. Leaning
toward the speaker, she cleared her throat softly.

“Hello?”

The voice transmitted from the speaker
box was barely audible. “Starlight Studios security. How may I help
you?”

“My name is Marie Bates. I
have an appointment with Mr. Nathan Taggart at ten o’clock
today.”

Another muffled reply came from the
speaker box and then the gates creaked open. Marie focused ahead. A
security hut with an automatic wooden arm was situated in the
distance. She recalled Mr. Taggart’s words from their telephone
conversation the other day:

When you drive up, tell
the guard at the gate you have a personal appointment with
me.

When you drive up …

Marie wasn’t in a vehicle and she wore
shoes with a heel height that felt foreign to her, which meant her
journey to studio fourteen, soundstage two, dressing room one, was
going to be more difficult than she originally thought.

Exhaling deeply, she began her long
trek to the security hut. Her shoes echoed off the pavement below
and the concrete walls on either side of her. The driveway was wide
enough for at least six cars and here she was, petite at only
five-foot four inches tall, walking sheepishly along the middle.
The intimidation she felt was almost enough to make her turn around
and head home.

Upon Marie’s arrival at the security
hut, she knocked on the small window. An elderly man with deep
wrinkles and gray hair appeared on the other side. He presented a
welcoming smile and slid the window open.

“Hello, young lady. So
you’re here to see Nathan Taggart?”

“Yes, sir, my name is
Marie Bates and I’m supposed to go to—” Marie blanched. She
couldn’t remember her directions, even after all of her practice.
Embarrassed, she fumbled with the clasp of her purse and pulled out
a piece of folded Schwab’s stationary. She unfolded the paper
clumsily and read her scribbled instructions.

“I’m supposed to go to …”
She squinted at the note. “Studio fourteen … soundstage two …
dressing room one.”

“Ah, you’re here for a
screen test.”

She placed her directions back in her
purse. “Yes, sir.”

“Please, Ms. Bates, call
me Charlie.”

She extended her hand through the
small window. “Well then, Charlie, please call me
Marie.”

“It’s a pleasure to meet
you, Marie.” He shook her hand firmly. “Now let’s get you to your
destination, shall we?” His eyebrows furrowed. “Most folks arrive
at the studio in a vehicle of some sort, not on foot. It’s a long
walk to where you want to go from here. Would you like me to call
up a company car to drive you?”

Marie felt ridiculous requesting
Charlie to summon a studio car just for her.

“Oh, gosh, no,” she said
with a wave of her hand. “I don’t mind walking. I walk all the
time.”

Just not in high heels, she
added to herself.

Charlie chuckled. “Well, you sure are
a determined woman, I’ll give you that. Okay, now listen carefully
because this place is like its own city within a city, if you get
what I mean. Now, to get to the studio fourteen area, drive—I mean,
walk—straight ahead and make a right after the second building.” He
poked his head out of the window and pointed in the direction in
which she had to travel. “When you pass that second building, make
a right. Are you following me so far, Marie?”

She nodded.

“After you make that
right, continue walking straight ahead until you pass three
buildings on your left. Once you pass that third building, turn
left. Now, after you make that left turn, just look up. You will
see that each building is labeled with large black numbers. You
want building number two. You can’t miss it.”

Marie nodded again.

“Approach the unmarked
door at the side of soundstage two and knock. Clarence—he’s the
security man there—will answer. Tell him you want dressing room
one, and he’ll escort you. Can you remember all that?”

Another nod.

“Good girl, you’ll be just
fine.” Charlie grinned. “Have fun and good luck.”

He slid the window shut, leaving Marie
on her own. She looked around. It seemed like she was the only
person on the lot. There were no voices, no cars, and no
commotion—nothing but silence. She straightened her posture and
took a step forward. The automatic arm rose before her like it
would for a vehicle. She could have walked around, but instead she
passed under it and continued onward.

She counted the buildings as she
passed them.

One …

Two …

Her feet ached by the time she reached
the third building.

As she rounded the corner, her jaw
dropped. She felt like she had been transported into another world.
Men and women hurriedly carried props in and out of the buildings
lining the road, which was now cluttered with cables, generators,
tripods, and spotlights. Several people wheeled wardrobes full of
costumes from one location to another. Others wore headphones and
barked out orders. The hum of saws, the smell of freshly cut
timber, a dusty cowboy talking to an American Indian in full tribal
attire; a Salome drinking from a paper cup in the shade of a
prairie schooner. She couldn’t for the life of her have predicted
such scene when she first began her trek.

Marie clutched her purse in front of
her and excused herself as she walked through the crowd. She soon
realized she was so busy focusing on the commotion around her that
she didn’t count the number of buildings she had passed since she
made her last turn.

She glanced over her shoulder to count
when a plump woman carrying colorful costume hats brushed by her,
shoving feathers in her face. Marie gasped and sputtered as she
frantically waved them away. The woman continued on her way without
even acknowledging Marie, let alone offering an apology.

Marie looked up and saw the number
two written on a building to her right. She figured
this was the right place and walked to the unmarked door. A
gentleman wearing a sheriff costume, as identified by his badge,
exited as she approached. Marie grabbed the door just before it
closed and stepped inside the building.

The vast room that greeted her on the
other side seemed deserted. The silence was a stark contrast to the
loud noises outside. Most perplexing was that the security guard
who was supposed to welcome her at the door was absent.

Marie’s eyes widened as she ventured
further inside and realized that she was on a film set. She
wondered if this was where she was going to film her screen test.
Several cameras surrounded what looked like a scene from the Wild
West. The mural painted on the back wall imitated the outside of a
saloon, large spotlights hung from the ceiling, and haystacks,
lassos, and black cables scattered across the floor.

Mindful of the debris, she walked
along the dusty ground, which was the makeshift road for the
western town. She stepped up onto the wooden planks that made up
the boardwalk and headed to the wall serving as the front of the
saloon.

“What do you think you’re
doing, little lady?”

Marie wheeled around and met the broad
chest of a man wearing a blue plaid shirt and tan leather vest. As
she looked down, she took in his cowboy boots, blue jeans, and a
thick leather belt with a metal bull’s face for the
buckle.

Tentatively, she lifted her
head.

Higher …

Higher …

She gasped as she met the familiar
face of actor, John Wayne.

Mr. Wayne’s expression was grim. “I
asked you a question. What are you doing here, little
lady?”

Marie tried to remain calm. “Mr.
Wayne, I’m so sorry. I was looking for Clarence, the security
guard. I have a screen test today and I got lost and—”

“Who are you calling Mr.
Wayne, little lady?” He took a step forward. “My name is Hondo Lane
and you’re trespassing on my territory.”

Marie shrank away from him.
“Hondo?”

He pointed his forefinger between her
eyes. “Yes, ma’am.”

Marie gulped and glanced down at the
bulky item nestled in the leather holster that hung on the side of
his hip.

A gun!

The blood drained from her face. She
backed up but didn’t get far. She had hit the wall. Frantically,
she looked to her left and right, trying to plan her escape. She
quickly realized there was no way out.

To Marie’s surprise, Hondo laughed.
“Oh, gee, Miss, I’m sorry. I just thought I’d have a little fun.
I’ve been filming my latest motion picture, Hondo, and I
thought I’d approach you in character. We are on one of the sets,
after all.”

Marie’s trembling didn’t cease even
after his clarification.

Mr. Wayne’s eyes softened. “I really
didn’t mean to scare you.”

Marie glanced down at the gun again.
Dizziness washed over her and she stumbled.

Mr. Wayne gripped her arms, steadying
her. “Whoa there, little lady, I think you better sit down.” He led
her away from the set and plopped her down onto a wooden
chair.

Marie fanned her face with her hand.
“Thank you, Mr. Wayne. I suppose it wasn’t smart of me to skip
breakfast this morning. I’m feeling quite faint.”

“Well, just sit down and
relax for a moment. It should pass.”

She placed her palm over her rapidly
beating heart. “That was quite the performance. You sure startled
me!”

“I really didn’t know you
were going to react like that, ma’am. I guess I underestimated my
acting talent,” he joked.

Marie giggled. Then she remembered why
she came here in the first place. She leapt to her feet and
discovered her balance was still shaky. Mr. Wayne grabbed her
shoulder to help steady her again.

“Oh no. What time is it?”
She scanned the soundstage for a clock.

Mr. Wayne pulled out a pocket watch.
Marie was surprised that it was real since he was in
costume.

He noted her confusion. “It’s a prop,
but it works.”

Her eyes darted to the gun on his
hip.

Mr. Wayne smiled. “That’s a prop, too,
but it doesn’t actually work.” He replaced the pocket watch.
“It’s nearly nine thirty.”

“Oh goodness, I’m late.
You see, I was supposed to be at … drat!” She yanked open her purse
and pulled out her instructions. “Studio fourteen, soundstage two,
dressing room one,” she finished quickly, tucking the paper away
again.

Mr. Wayne frowned. “Yes, you sure are
lost. This is studio thirteen, soundstage two. Lucky for
you, I was just leaving for the other side of the lot to film
another scene. My driver is outside waiting for me right now. I can
have him drop you off.”

This time Marie didn’t hesitate in
accepting a ride to her destination. If she had agreed to Charlie’s
offer of a studio car earlier, she wouldn’t have been running late
right now.

“Thank you, Hondo.” She
enveloped him in a hug.

Mr. Wayne’s chest echoed with
laughter. “You’re welcome, little lady.”

Marie followed him out the door she
came in. A black limousine was parked alongside the building. She
walked toward the front passenger’s side.

Mr. Wayne gripped her
elbow.

“No, we sit in the back.”
He guided her in the correct direction.

An older gentleman dressed in a black
suit and hat held the back door open for her. Marie climbed inside
the vehicle and he shut the door. The opposite door opened and Mr.
Wayne sat down beside her. Once they settled, the dividing window
rolled down, revealing the chauffeur sitting behind the
wheel.

“Where to,
Duke?”

“Studio fourteen,
soundstage two. Thanks, Dave.”

Marie’s face flushed. Mr. Wayne
remembered the instructions and he’d only heard them
once.

The driver nodded and turned his
attention to the front. Marie gazed out of the nearest tinted
window. This was her first time in a limousine, but given her
concern over making her appointment punctually, she couldn’t enjoy
the ride.

Within no time, they were parked
again. The driver exited the vehicle and opened Marie’s door. She
turned to Mr. Wayne.

“Hondo,” she said, using
her new nickname for him. “If it wasn’t for you …”

He laughed. “If it wasn’t for me you
wouldn’t have almost fainted.”

“If it wasn’t for you, I
wouldn’t have found the correct address and made my appointment at
all,” she corrected. “Thank you.”

“No problem, kid,” he
replied. “Hey, you must be testing for that new circus comedy
Luther Mertz is starting next month. You sure look the part in that
get-up, so I bet you’ll get the job.”

Marie didn’t have time to inquire into
Mr. Wayne’s peculiar comments. She forced a smile and shook his
hand, thanking him again for helping her. After exiting the
vehicle, she looked up. The number two was painted on the
side of the building in front of her. Finally, she was in the right
place.

She knocked on the closest, unmarked
steel door and an older looking gentleman in a dark blue security
uniform answered. His nametag read, Clarence.

“You must be Marie,” he
said. “I was starting to think you weren’t going to show up. Mr.
Taggart is waiting for you. I’ll take you to him.”

He gestured for her to step inside and
she followed him down a poorly lit hallway.

They stopped before a door marked
one and Clarence knocked. Marie waited behind him. The door
flung open, revealing Mr. Taggart on the other side.

He focused on Clarence with cheerful
blue eyes. “So, she found us.”

Clarence chuckled. “Yes, she
did.”

Mr. Taggart pushed the sleeves of his
button-down shirt above his elbows. “Marie, I’m glad you’re here. I
was beginning to think you’d changed your mind.”

Clarence took off down the
corridor.

Marie dropped her gaze to the floor.
“I’m sorry I’m late. I got lost, you see. Then I ran into Hondo, I
mean, John Wayne, and he dropped me off in his
limousine.”

She lifted her head and was shocked to
find Mr. Taggart’s eyes no longer shone as he scanned her from head
to toe.

Panic overwhelmed her.

“Marie!” he said. “What
the heck happened to the girl behind the counter?”

 



 


 Chapter Seven

 


“What do you mean?”
Marie’s voice shook. “It’s me, Marie Bates, from
Schwab’s.”

Mr. Taggart ran his hand through his
coiffed blond hair. “What did you do to yourself?”

“What do you mean, what
did I do?”

He motioned to her. “This!”

“I thought this is what
you wanted,” she replied. “You said you wanted me to film a screen
test and I figured since my normal appearance is so plain, I had to
do something to look more like a movie star.”

Mr. Taggart shook his head. “Marie,
that’s why I asked you to meet me here. Specific hair, makeup, and
wardrobe techniques are used to offset issues created by the camera
and lighting. Victoria and Francois, two of Luther Mertz’s top
stylists are inside this dressing room. They will assist you
today.”

Marie’s cheeks flamed. She knew this
whole screen test/movie star business wasn’t for her. Her mistake
just confirmed it.

“Hey, listen to me,” Mr.
Taggart said softly. “Your dress is very pretty. It’s your hair and
makeup that are the problem. Don’t feel discouraged. I asked you to
film a screen test because I liked what I saw that day in Schwab’s.
All of this,” he gestured to her face, “isn’t you, is
it?”

Marie shook her head.

Mr. Taggart grinned. “Follow me and
we’ll get back to basics, all right?”

Tentatively, Marie entered the
dressing room behind him and looked around. A mirror stretched
across the far wall surrounded by exposed light bulbs. Along the
counter below the mirror was a collection of makeup, hair dryers,
wigs, brushes, and everything else needed to transform someone like
her into a Hollywood starlet. Wardrobes lined up side-to-side and
end-to-end on her right, each rack jam-packed with clothes, and two
tan couches sat on her left with a coffee table between them
covered in magazines.

A middle-aged man and woman stood
toward the back. Marie assumed they were Francois and
Victoria.

Mr. Taggart gestured toward the
stylists. “Marie, please have a seat and we’ll begin with the
introductions.”

Marie walked across the room and sat
down on one of the chairs in front of the mirror. She grimaced at
her reflection. The bright lights of the room emphasized her poor
makeup application, unlike the deceiving low lights in her
apartment. She looked like a cartoon character. Now, she realized
what John Wayne meant with his comment in the limousine.

Marie blushed as Victoria approached,
surveying her with a critical eye. She wore a black dress and
flawless exotic makeup.

“Hello, Marie, my name is
Victoria. I look forward to working with you today.”

Francois stepped forward and
introduced himself in a charming French accent. He had a tanned
complexion and his black hair was coiffed in the popular pompadour
style. He wore a black dress shirt, no tie, dark gray slacks, and a
shiny black belt. The first few top buttons of the shirt were
unfastened, exposing some dark chest hair.

Marie shifted nervously in her chair
under their watchful stares.

“Don’t fret, my dear, the
mistakes you’ve made with your hair and makeup are common with
beginners,” Victoria said. “Proper makeup application is an art. At
this studio, you’ll learn that less is more when out in public, and
that in front of the camera, your look has to be more
dramatic.”

Marie removed her white gloves and
tucked them inside her purse.

“But nothing resembling
clown makeup,” Victoria added with a giggle.

Marie placed her purse on the counter
and joined in her laughter. Victoria seemed very friendly. She
trusted the woman to steer her in the right direction.

“Normally, if you’re
filming a motion picture, you’ll have many people working on you.
It is quite a lengthy process to prepare someone for the camera,”
Victoria explained. “But today, because you’re only shooting a
screen test, Francois and I can create the look you need all on our
own and in a short amount of time.”

Victoria swiveled the chair so Marie
faced away from the mirror. Francois looked on while Mr. Taggart
sat on one of the couches, rifling through an appointment book.
Victoria draped a plastic cover over Marie’s body and secured the
ties around her neck to hold it in place. She removed Marie’s false
eyelashes and applied a cold cloth to her face, vigorously removing
her makeup before patting her skin dry. After loosening Marie’s
ponytail, she picked up a blow dryer and brush from the
counter.

“We must get rid of the
frizz before we curl your hair,” she said, putting the brush to
good use. “Since your natural hair is long and thick, we won’t need
to add extensions or put a wig on you today.”

Once Victoria was satisfied Marie was
frizz-free, she rolled a small cart beside her. On the top of the
cart sat a plastic case containing a set of large curlers. After
their insertion, Victoria sat Marie under a blow dryer for half an
hour.

Makeup followed. Victoria applied
foundation, powder, eye shadow and liner, rouge, pale pink
lipstick, and false eyelashes, a routine similar to the one Marie
had completed this morning. However, she knew the results of
Victoria’s labor would be much better than her own attempt. Next,
Victoria removed the curlers and added hairspray. Marie felt no
pain at all. Victoria gave her a good once-over and set down her
equipment. “All done.”

Victoria spun her around to face the
mirror. Marie gasped at her reflection. The stylist did a wonderful
job enhancing her natural features. Her curled hair fell to just
below her ears, looking polished and not at all frizzy. Victoria
had layered the foundation and powder on heavily, but explained
that was to offset the harsh lights of the soundstage. On film, it
was important for skin not to look shiny or uneven.

Marie turned toward the couches to
show Mr. Taggart her new look. He was no longer in the
room.

“When you were under the
dryer, Nathan left to talk to the director,” Victoria said. “He’ll
be back. But first, Francois must select an outfit to go with your
new look.”

Francois’ face lit up as he looked
Marie over. “Darling, you look fabulous. Très bien. Now
come, stand up, and let me take a look at your outfit
properly.”

Marie did as she was told.

“The dress you have on is
lovely,” he said, “but the style doesn’t complement the set for
your screen test. We need something more elegant today.”

Marie followed him to the wardrobes.
He moved various items aside on the rack. “Non, non, non,”
he said, rejecting outfit after outfit. He was on the final
wardrobe when he stopped halfway through the selection and declared
a triumphant, “Oui!”

Francois flung a dark blue sequined
number off the rack. “Now, Marie, this is exactly the look you
need.” He held up the dress. “Viens ici.”

She looked at him
questioningly.

“Come here,” he repeated
in English.

She stepped toward him.

“Put this on.” He handed
her the outfit. “Everything we brought in today should be your
size. Mr. Taggart gave us an estimate from when he saw you at
Schwab’s.”

Francois led Marie to a black curtain,
which hung from the ceiling on a circular rod, providing a
makeshift private changing area. He pulled the curtain around her,
affording her privacy. She took off her shoes first.

“What size are your feet,
Marie?” Francois called as she removed her sundress.

“Seven.” She heard some
rustling in the corner of the room.

Carefully, she stepped into the dress,
noting how soft the fabric felt against her skin. The dress was
v-necked and ankle length, with a slit that ran up her right leg.
Fabric gathered at her right hip, secured with a large diamond
brooch, as well as around her waist, creating a belted
accent.

She pulled back the curtain nervously.
Francois looked pleased as he zipped up the dress and led her to
the far wall. Marie looked over her shoulder and into the mirror to
view the back of the dress. The sequins sparkled, as did the
diamond brooch. Francois approached with a pair of strappy black
sandals dangling from his hand. The shoes made her legs look
longer, as emphasized by the slit up the side of the
dress.

Francois handed her a pair of black
gloves and Victoria presented her with a diamond bracelet and
matching earrings. Marie straightened her posture and looked at the
result in the mirror with a smile. She thought about her Thursday
shift at Schwab’s when she stood next to Diane, feeling plain. Now
here she was, four days later, in a dressing room at Starlight
Studios, looking like a sophisticated Hollywood film star and
feeling more confident than ever.

Mr. Taggart entered the dressing room.
He grinned as he looked over her transformation. “This is exactly
what I pictured when I saw you behind the counter at Schwab’s. You
look glamorous without being too over-the-top.”
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