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        April 18, 1953

        Winter Falls, New York

      

      

      Vera Pulaski shivered in the cold, the late season snow falling in flakes around her as she walked through the slush. She was tired of the cold and tired of snow. Her feet were freezing in her shoes, her galoshes forgotten in the mud room at home.

      Holding her purse close to her body, she hurried home. She was excited despite the dreary weather and the falling temperatures. Navigating the last two blocks, she paid close attention to every slick patch. She did not want to risk slipping and spraining her ankle, not now. She was far too close to making her dreams come true for them to be derailed by patch of ice.

      The late afternoon light was fading as she carefully walked up the stairs and turned the door knob. She entered the house with a cheerful announcement, “I’m home!”

      “Vera, honey, shut the door, don’t let the cold in,” said her mother from the kitchen.

      “Mother, I am shutting the door.”

      “Dinner is almost ready. Be a dear, and tell your brother.”

      “Yes, Mother,” answered Vera, as she hung her coat, scarf, and hat on the hook by the back door. Slipping her wet shoes off, she raced upstairs to her room and locked the door.

      The cheerful sound of music could be heard coming through the wall from her younger brother’s room as she sat on the bed and opened her purse. Carefully pulling out her wallet, she opened it and dumped the contents into the bed. A pile of cash fell onto the faded pink bedspread. The money represented her life savings.

      Holding the money in her hand made her feel accomplished. For two years, she had worked at Grant’s Five and Dime part time for 75 cents an hour. She had managed to save as much money as she could. Her parents thought she would have to go to beauty school or secretarial college, but she had a different plan in mind.

      Since she graduated from Winter Falls High back in ’51, she had been saving every penny to make her dreams come true. Reaching for the copy of Screen magazine on her bedside, she flipped through the pages with a smile on her face. The glamorous pictures she saw in the magazine were her favorite stars. She knew every one of them by heart. She could talk about Hollywood stars the way some people could talk about baseball. She knew all the stats, what the stars liked to eat, when their movies premiered and even who their favorite singers were. Opening the magazine to a full-page ad for face cream, she ran her hand over the image of the porcelain-skinned star advertising a marvelous new face cream. Soon, she was going to be that girl, the elegant movie star with the dazzling smile and the perfect skin.

      At the age of twenty, she was old enough to know what she wanted, and she wanted one thing with her whole heart; to be a movie star. This afternoon after work, she closed her bank account and withdrew all her money. Carefully folding the money, she slid the cash back into her wallet and deposited her wallet into her purse.

      Closing the magazine, she walked across the rag rug on the floor, shivering from the draft whistling under window. The temperatures were frigidly cold in upstate New York, and she froze for almost seven months out of the year. She couldn’t wait to arrive in sunny Hollywood, where the temperatures were always warm, and the weather was perfect.

      Knocking on her brother’s door, she yelled “Dinner’s ready.”

      She heard as he switched the radio off, and her brother Ralph emerged, his hair disheveled and his jeans rolled up above his ankles.

      “Pop’s not going to like what you have done to your jeans. Better roll them down if you don’t want to hear about it at dinner,” she said.

      “What does he know? He’s old.” Ralph said as shrugged his shoulders.

      “If you won’t do it for him, how about for me? I would like to have a quiet dinner for once, no arguments.”

      “Come on, Sis, it wouldn’t be the Pulaski house if there weren’t some yelling going on. It’s how Pops and I communicate,” he said with a grin as he leaned down and unrolled his jeans.

      “Thanks, Ralph. You are a dear, the best brother a girl like me could hope for.”

      “I’m the only brother you got so that makes me the best.” He said with a smirk.

      Vera smiled at Ralph as he ran his hands through his hair in a valiant effort to look presentable. She fought back the urge to throw her arms around her brother and hug him, but that would lead to a lot of questions she didn’t want to answer just yet. She knew that he would be all for her plan to head west to Hollywood. The only problem was that she was certain he would want to go with her. They both had one big goal in common. They wanted to escape the small town of Winter Falls.

      Looking at her brother, she was tempted to tell him to pack his bags and come with her, but at sixteen, he still had two more years of school. Thinking of the money in her purse, she wasn’t sure she could afford to support them both. Smiling, she thought about the day when she would become a star. She would send him a telegram, inviting him to join her. He would understand why he had to wait, and he wouldn’t be mad at all.

      One day, she was going to be a movie star, her name in lights and on the cover of magazines. Thinking about her glamorous future made leaving a little easier. That night, her mother served meatloaf, and Vera ate every bite, asking for seconds. Her brother was on good behavior and didn’t fight with her father. It was bittersweet, but she was leaving the following morning after Ralph went to school and her father went to work.

      “Pass the potatoes, would you, Sis?”

      Vera handed the bowl of mashed potatoes to her brother as she tried to think of a way to tell her parents she was leaving.

      “Vera, how was work today? Was Grant’s busy?”

      Vera had given her notice weeks ago, and that afternoon was her last day working at the five and dime. “It was good for my last day,” she said.

      “That’s nice dear,” answered her mother absentmindedly as she buttered a slice of bread.

      Vera’s father looked at her with a quizzical look on his face. From his expression, she knew he had heard what she said, every word. “What’s this last day business? You didn’t get fired, did you?”

      Vera wasn’t surprised by her father’s assumption. He didn’t believe women should work, and he never thought Vera would amount to much except marriage. She answered, “No sir, I didn’t. They were sorry to see me go.”

      “See you go, where are you going? Are you going to secretarial school? You would be a good secretary. You might even meet a husband that way,” said her mother optimistically, with a wide smile.

      “No, Mother. I will not be attending secretarial school. I am going to pursue a career in acting,” Vera said the line she had practiced in her mind for months.

      “Acting? You want to be an actress?” asked Ralph. “You would make a better secretary.”

      “Thanks, I will remember that when I become a star,” she said as she glared at him.

      Vera’s father threw his napkin down on the table and stared at her in a way that usually signaled she was in trouble. “Do you mean to sit here at this table and ruin everyone’s meal with this nonsense?”

      “It’s not nonsense. It’s what I want to do,” she replied.

      “It was bad enough that you wanted to work after you graduated high school. I put up with that, but I’ll be darned if a daughter of mine is going to ruin herself with a bunch of acting. Do you have any idea what actresses do to get famous? It’s disgraceful is what it is, to think you would lower yourself to that.”

      Vera knew her father was not going to take the news of her leaving for Hollywood well, but she didn’t understand what he was implying, “What do you mean?”

      “You are twenty years old. If you don’t know how the world works by now, you are dumber than I thought. You need to find a man and settle down. Forget that nonsense about acting. No respectable woman would pursue it.”

      “Vera, what is all this?  I thought you were going to be a secretary or go to beauty school. Your father is right. You need to find a husband before you get too old, but in the right career you could find a nice man,” her mother replied.

      “I am not going to be a secretary. I am going to California, and I am going to be an actress,” Vera proclaimed.

      “My sister, the famous actress? That will be the day!” Ralph said with a derisive snort.

      “See what you have done? You’ve disrupted dinner with this talk! I will not hear another word of this tonight or ever, do you hear me young lady? Not while you are living under my roof! No daughter of mine is going to sell herself for money just to get a break in pictures!” her father said as his face turned bright red, and he shoved his dinner plate across the table.

      “Vera, look at what you have done. You have upset your father!” her mother said.

      “I won’t be living under your roof. I am leaving tomorrow.”

      “You will do no such thing!” her father bellowed.

      “Yes, I will. I am an adult, and you can’t stop me,” she answered as she jumped from her chair and raced upstairs to her room.

      Tears fell down her face as she closed the door. She knew her announcement to her parents was not going to go well, but she did not anticipate getting into a heated argument with her father at the last dinner she would have in their house. Opening the closet door, she reached for the suit case and pulled it down as she sobbed.

      Vera packed her clothes, wishing that her last night at home didn’t have to be like this, that her father didn’t have to be so old fashioned. Folding her favorite pink cardigan, she heard a knock at her bedroom door.

      “Come in,” she called, her voice strained form crying.

      Ralph slowly walked in, shutting the door behind him. He plopped down on the bed and watched Vera pack her clothes before speaking, “Me and Pops get into it all the time, but I never thought you could give it to the old man as good as me.”

      “He may argue with you, but at least he has never told you were dumb or you needed to get married,” she answered as she closed the suitcase.

      “No, he doesn’t tell me that, but he thinks I am lazy and good for nothing, not like him and his pals,” Ralph said.

      “After I leave, it’s just going to be you here. It will be like I was never born,” Vera said as she wiped away the tears from her face.

      “Not for me. I was joking about you being a secretary. I’m proud of you, Sis.  You are the gutsiest person I know.”

      “Are you joking?”

      “Not this time. Remember me when you become rich and famous.”

      “How could I forget a brother like you?”

      “You can’t. Maybe if you get famous, you can buy me a car?” he asked with a smirk. “A Mercury would be nice.”

      “When I get famous, you can have any car you want,” she answered.

      “You promise?”

      “I promise, you can even come visit me.”

      “Hurry up and get famous, because I don’t know how much longer I can stand living here. With you gone, Pops won’t have anyone else to yell at but me.”

      “Study hard and be good, and Pops won’t be so hard on you.”

      “If you become a famous movie star, I won’t have to study hard.”

      “Ralph, I am going to miss you. Promise you will write?”

      “Don’t be getting sappy on me,” he said as he sniffed. For a moment, Vera thought she saw his chin tremble as though he might cry. He quickly stood up and wished her good night, closing the door behind him.
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* * *

      
        May 1, 1953

        Hollywood, California

      

      

      “You must be new to Hollywood,” the blonde girl said as she took a drag from a cigarette.

      “What makes you say that?” asked Vera as she glanced at the fading wallpaper of the small living room as a radio played the latest tunes form the Hit Parade.

      “Your name, that’s what. Who has a name like Pulaski out here?”

      Vera didn’t have an answer as she sat on the couch and bit her lip. She was trying to be a glamorous movie star and already this woman, who didn’t seem to be much older than herself, saw through her. “I like my name,” she answered.

      “Uh-huh, you can like it all you want but no studio is going to give you the time of day with a name like that. You need a name that looks good in lights and that sounds like you could be from anywhere. With your name and the way that you talk, I bet you five dollars you’re from somewhere back east, probably up north.”

      “I’m impressed. How did you know I’m from up north and want to get into pictures?  I didn’t think I had an accent.”

      “You don’t have much of one. And if you stay out here long enough, you will get to know the ropes. You are young, not bad looking, and you came here without a husband. You must want to be a movie star. After you’ve been living here a while, you can spot a new kid like you in less than a minute.”

      Cigarette smoke curled around the woman’s face as Vera looked at her in astonishment.

      “Take me, for instance. My name is Joni Davis. Sounds good, doesn’t it?” said the blonde as she smiled. “I thought of it myself.”

      “That’s not your real name?” asked Vera.

      “Heavens, no. If we become friends, I may even tell you what my name was when I got here. No Hollywood star keeps their real name, not one.”

      “Can I see the rest of the apartment?” asked Vera as she watched a roach scamper across the floor by the front door.

      “There isn’t much to see, but come on. I’ll give you the grand tour.”

      The girl calling herself Joni Davis showed Vera the tiny apartment. There were two bedrooms and a cramped bathroom with a broken tile floor. The kitchen had the smallest stove she had ever seen and could have fit into her closet back home. The apartment was on the second floor of old mission-style building that once may have been nice, but now was tired, dingy, and run down.

      “It’s not much, but it’s cheap, close to the studios, and you would enjoy a semi-private suite, bunking with me,” Joni said as she snuffed out the cigarette in the ashtray on the rickety coffee table. “This place is furnished, which is better than most places I’ve stayed in. And there is a five and dime and green grocer down the street.”

      Vera noticed that when Joni spoke, she could detect a slight southern drawl. She wondered how long Joni had been in Hollywood and how long it had taken for her to lose her accent. Vera tried not to stare, but she found herself staring at Joni’s hair and questioning if it were truly blonde. She saw a glimpse of dark roots around the woman’s forehead.  Impulsively, reaching for her dark brown curls, she thought about her own hair. Would she have to dye it a different color and change her name to become a star?

      The apartment wasn’t ideal, but it was in her budget. If she chose to move in, she could stretch her savings, which would give her longer to look for work as an actress. “I saw two bedrooms, but you said I would be sharing a room with you. How many other girls live here?”

      “It’s just me and Maddie. We had two more roommates, but they both gave up their dreams of fame and fortune.”

      “Does that happen a lot out here, people giving up and going home?”

      “Every day, doll. Don’t believe all those stories about pretty girls getting discovered at a lunch counter or signed for a movie contract because a Hollywood producer noticed them at the five and dime. Fame and fortune takes hard work, dedication, and luck. You’ve got to be lucky.”

      “What about talent, doesn’t that help? Or looks?”

      “A little, but that isn’t what these studios are looking for. They are looking for the next big star. There are thousands of pretty girls like you, all trying to break into pictures. Talent helps, but it doesn’t matter if you have the right quality these producers are looking for. They can forget that you don’t have any real talent.”

      Vera looked around the living room. There was no denying the truth. The apartment, like the building, had seen better days. She opened a window and looked outside. Palm trees swayed in the warm breeze, and she could see a studio sign a few blocks away.

      “I see that you’ve noticed the studio. That is the real beauty of this place. You don’t have to waste money on bus fare. You can just stroll the few blocks to the casting calls. You want to be first in line because sometimes the casting agents only want to see the first hundred girls.”

      Joni wasn’t asking for very much rent each month, and she seemed to know her way around Hollywood. For a girl who looked so young, Joni had a world weariness and maturity that made her seem much older. Vera needed help, a fact she was loathing to admit, and this girl with her short blond hair and no-nonsense attitude seemed to know her way around. If what she said was true about the casting calls, then this dingy apartment was in a prime location.

      “This place looks perfect. When can I move in?” asked Vera with a smile.

      “As soon as you want to. Me and Maddie could use someone to split the rent with us. Is tomorrow too soon?”
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* * *

      
        May 3, 1953

        Hollywood, California

      

      

      Vera sat on the chair in the lobby, trying not to fidget. A quick glance around the room only served to increase her rising anxiety. There were a lot of other girls, holding large manila envelopes and dressed in their best dresses, waiting to be seen. Looking down at her lap, she didn’t have an envelope, all she had was her purse.

      The girls didn’t say a word to one another. Vera took a deep breath. Back home, she was often called pretty, a compliment she didn’t think much about. As she sat in the lobby of the casting director of a movie studio, she realized that she was not the prettiest girl in the room. That title fell to a glamorous buxom brunette with deep blue eyes who sat across from her. The woman’s hair was set in curls like a movie star. Three blondes, four brunettes, and several red-headed girls rounded out the ensemble of hopefuls.

      Vera’s eyes settled on the clock on the wall. She had been waiting for over hour, and her nerves were not settling. Biting her lip, a habit she was trying to break, she tried to force her legs not to shake or pick at her freshly manicured nails.

      A sudden jab to her arm broke her out of her nervous stupor. She turned to look at the source of the elbow jab -- a redhead who could have been Rita Hayworth’s younger sister.

      “Don’t bite your lip, it will ruin your lipstick,” the redhead whispered.

      Rubbing her arm, Vera replied, “Thanks.”

      A woman in a blue dress with perfectly coiffed hair walked into the lobby. A clip board in her hand, she cleared her throat and read, “Vera Pulaski.”

      “Good luck, honey,” the redhead whispered as Vera stood, her legs cramped from sitting. Smoothing her dress, she answered, “I’m Vera Pulaski.”

      “Come with me,” said the woman.

      Vera followed the woman down a narrow hallway to a small office.

      “I’m Miss DeVry. I am the assistant to the casting director. Please have a seat.”

      “Yes ma’am, thank you,” said Vera trying to keep her voice steady and calm.

      “Did you bring your head shots?” asked the woman as she sat down behind her desk.

      “Head shots? What are they? Is that what the other girls were carrying?” Vera asked, her heart beat racing. She felt like she was in school and didn’t study for a test.

      “Head shots, pictures for the studio’s files. You are going to need those. Mr. Finch cannot see you without them. I’m sorry.”

      Vera wanted to cry. She had spent money getting her hair done and her nails manicured. Her dress was freshly laundered, and she wasn’t even going to be seen by the casting director, “Can I come back?”

      “You can, but your name will go to the bottom of the list. Have a good day.”

      Vera sighed as she stood. “Thank you. I will be back. You can bet on it.”

      “Until then, have a good day,” the secretary said. “Oh, and Miss Pulaski, a word of advice, your last name is a mouthful to say and spell.”

      Vera nodded, “I should change it?”

      “Just a piece of friendly advice, sweetie. Please close the door on your way out.”

      Vera closed the door quietly. Fighting back the urge to cry, she felt naïve. She had wasted a lot of money trying to look her best, and she couldn’t even get in to see the casting director. As she walked past the girls in the lobby, she thought about the head shots and stopped in her tracks. Maybe her money didn’t have to be wasted after all. Walking back to where the friendly redhead sat, she pointed at the envelope and whispered, “Your head shots, where did you get yours made?”

      “At Sanford’s.”

      “Where is that? I’m new here.”

      “It’s around the corner from the Brown Derby.”

      “Thank you. Good luck,” said Vera as she left the lobby.

      Vera walked out of the casting office and into the bright sunlight of a warm California day. Her stomach grumbled. She hadn’t eaten breakfast or lunch, but she didn’t have time to stop, not until she had head shots like the other girls. She made her way through the gate and to the sidewalk. A bus stopped across the street leaving several pretty girls behind, each one carrying a purse and an envelope.

      Shaking, she looked both ways as she crossed the street and found a place on the bench at the bus stop. She dug into her purse for a copy of the bus schedule and fare. The temperature was abnormally warm for this time of the year, and she worried about her hair turning frizzy and her make-up melting.

      Fanning herself with the bus schedule, she tried not to cry when she thought of how many days it had taken to be seen by the casting director, and now she had to start all over again. The #10 bus pulled up to the stop and deposited a fresh group of young women as she waited her turn to board. Paying her fare, she watched the girls cross the street to the studio and wondered if any of them were going to get signed today, a thought that didn’t bring her any comfort as the bus pulled away from the curb and headed for downtown.
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* * *

      The sign on the brick store front read “Sanford’s Petagray.” Vera stood in front of it and gazed at the pictures of stars and glamorous women posed in swimsuits and sun dresses. “I must be in the right place,” she whispered to herself as she opened the door.

      “May I help you?” asked a woman behind a desk.

      “Yes, I am here to see someone about some head shots,” said Vera as she looked around the lobby, a room filled with other young girls like herself.

      “You are going to have to come back, Mr. Sanford is booked.”

      “Booked? For how long, can I make an appointment?”

      The woman behind the desk glared at her as she reached for a large notebook. “Yes, you can make an appointment, but it won’t be any time soon. Mr. Sanford is very busy with other clients, famous clients.”

      Vera shook her head, the money she spent on hair and manicure were going to go to waste after all, “When can he see me?”

      “Two weeks from now at the earliest. Can you do Tuesday the 16th after lunch?”

      Vera was about to answer when a short, older man came bustling down a hallway, heading for the front desk. “There is no coffee. I thought I told you to keep the coffee made or else I would replace with you with a girl who knew how to take care of me.”

      The receptionist blushed and answered, “Yes, Mr. Sanford. Right away, I was just making an appointment,” the receptionist said as she left her desk.

      “An appointment?” he asked as he looked at Vera. She could feel his gaze lingering on her body in a way that made her feel slightly uncomfortable.

      “You’re a real looker, what’s your name?”

      “Vera,” she answered.

      “Vera, were you trying to make an appointment to see me?”

      “Yes sir, but you can’t see me for two weeks.”

      “Two weeks?” he asked as his eyes fell on the appointment book open on the desk. “I am booked for the rest of the afternoon and the rest of the week, but for you I might be able to make an exception.”

      She could feel the color rise to her cheeks as his eyes fell to her chest, “Thank you, sir.”

      “Don’t worry about the appointment. Be here at five, and I will see you then.”

      Vera nodded her head, “Thank you, I really appreciate it.”

      “Don’t mention it,” he said as he winked at her.

      Vera looked at her watch. She had a couple of hours until Mr. Sanford would be ready to see her. Walking past the other girls, she left the photography studio and headed down the street to the Brown Derby. The Brown Derby was a place she had seen in magazines ever since she could remember. Clark Gable had proposed to Carole Lombard there, and now she, Vera Pulaski, stood in front of the iconic restaurant.

      Thinking about all the famous stars who had dined inside the hallowed halls of the Brown Derby made her feel better. Every one of them had come to Hollywood just like her, all of them unknown and from someplace else.

      Standing on the sidewalk, she thought about the way Mr. Sanford stared at her. Back home, she had caught men looking at her before but never in a way that suggested that her father may have been right all along. As she walked past the Brown Derby, she had some time to think about all the pretty girls she had seen at the studio that afternoon. In this town, pretty girls were a dime a dozen, all of them trying to get famous. Shuddering, she tried not to dwell on what a man like Mr. Sanford was thinking. With so many young women around, he could probably get away with worse than a simple lecherous stare.

      Vera spotted a diner on the corner of the block and walked towards it, her stomach growling from hunger. She didn’t want to waste any money, but she was beginning to feel lightheaded. Given the day that she was having, she decided to treat herself. A chocolate milkshake would make all her troubles go away, she thought as she opened the door to the shiny chrome building.

      After the milkshake, she ordered a grilled cheese sandwich and a glass of cherry cola. Removing a letter from her purse, she read Ralph’s short scribbled note, a reminder that she had to be successful. She could not go back home and face her family if she failed. She could not bear to hear her father tell her that he had told her so or her mother complaining that she should be married by now.

      Her brother wrote about school being boring and asked when she was going to be in her first movie. Sighing as she sipped the cherry cola, she didn’t know what to write to him. She didn’t want to lie to him, but she didn’t want to tell him that she had been in Hollywood for weeks and still hadn’t been discovered. She was beginning to think that Joni was right; it was hard work, luck, and sheer perseverance.

      Finishing the soda, she folded Ralph’s letter and carefully placed it inside her purse. Mr. Sanford seemed like a dirty old man, but she had to face reality. Hollywood was probably filled with men just like him and with girls who were desperate to be famous. Sooner or later, she thought to herself, she was going to have to decide how far she was willing to go. Would she lower herself to do the unthinkable as her father had warned?

      Paying her tab, she left the diner. She needed those head shots before any studio casting director would see her. If Mr. Sanford wanted to leer at her while he was taking them, then so be it, she thought. As long as he didn’t get fresh, she could handle a few looks.

      Returning to the studio, she looked at the photographs framed on the wall. All of them were of girls her age, with many posed on beaches or in the studio, smiling and happy. If she wanted to be a star, she was going to need to look past the men like Mr. Sanford and smile.

      Vera waited patiently for Mr. Sanford. At five o’clock, his receptionist reached for her purse and headed for the front door. At quarter after five, an attractive brunette walked down the hallway, her arms folded around herself, her eyes on the floor as she quickly left the building, leaving Vera waiting by herself in the lobby.

      The sound of footsteps grew louder as Vera tried to remain calm.

      “There you are! You did come back, good. Let’s get started, right this way,” he said as he leered at her, “Second door on the left; you lead, and I’ll watch,” he said as he let her walk-in front of him.

      Vera could feel his eyes on her as she walked down the dimly lit hallway. Opening the door, she walked into a large room. Inside, there was a camera on a tripod and a curtain hanging on a wall at one end and a couch, table, and chair at the other.

      “Why don’t you have a seat, so we can talk before we begin? I want to know what you want,” he said in a husky voice.

      Vera sat on the chair as Mr. Sanford sat down in the couch, “You can sit beside me, get comfortable,” he said with a smile that made her uneasy.

      “I’m fine right here,” she said. “Mr. Sanford, I came to see you today because I need head shots. How much do you charge?”

      “That depends, for a pretty girl like you, I might not charge anything,” he replied as he patted the couch beside him.

      “Thank you for your offer, but I have money to pay you,” she answered.

      “Suit yourself, but you are going to need more than head shots if you want a studio to sign you. What they want is to see how you look, not just your face.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “What I mean is you are going to have to show some skin.”

      Vera blushed, “I don’t know what you mean by that,” she said.

      “I mean, put on a bathing suit and give them a reason to hire you. Show them your assets,” he said with a smile that made her skin crawl.

      “I don’t have a bathing suit with me,” she said as she crossed her arms.

      “Loosen up and relax. I got one in the dressing room you can wear.”

      “What about my head shots?” she asked, her voice wavering.

      “We’ll get to them. If you want me to do these pictures for you, you better smile and relax,” he said. “Hurry up, we don’t have all day. The dressing room is down the hall to the right.”

      Vera left the studio and headed for the dressing room. She was nervous, her body trembling in fear. There was something unsettling about the photographer. She was acutely aware that she was alone in the building with him. Sliding her dress over her head, she was hesitant about getting undressed, but she needed those pictures.

      Standing in the room naked, she grabbed a two-piece bathing suit from the rack on the wall. She didn’t care which one she chose. She just wanted this to be over. Wriggling into the bathing suit, she was alarmed by the amount of cleavage she was going to be showing, especially around Mr. Sanford.

      Crossing her arms in front of herself, she returned to the studio, self-conscious about her nearly naked body.

      Mr. Sanford licked his lips as he spoke to her. “You are a dish. Put those arms down and let me see you. Turn around slowly so I can get find the best angle.”

      Vera did as he commanded and turned around, always aware that his eyes were on her.

      “Good, that’s good, stick that chest out, let me see what you are working with. Not bad, not bad at all. Go sit on the stool in front of the camera.”

      Vera sat in front of the camera, biting her lip. Mr. Sanford walked towards her, shaking his head, “You need to learn how to pose. Let me help you,” he said. “Stretch those long legs out, and lean back, put one arm behind your head and one on your hip.”

      Vera followed his instructions, balancing precariously on the bar stool.

      “That’s not right,” he said as he walked towards her. “Do it like this,” he said as his hands touched the bare skin of her legs, then her naked arms, then grazing her breast, “That’s better. Smile like you are having fun, or this is going to be a waste of my time.”

      Vera forced herself to smile as he walked towards his camera, “Stick that chest out, like I told you. I want to see your breasts,” he said as she blushed.

      “That’s better” he replied as she heard the camera clicking, “Change position, be Betty Grable, let me see your ass,” he ordered.

      Vera climbed off the bar stool and tried to emulate the famous pin up, looking over her shoulder and smiling. She didn’t feel like smiling. His language and the way he touched her made her feel nauseated, but if that were the worst he was going to do to her, she would try to forget he was there. Thinking about being a movie star, she smiled and winked.

      “That’s good, oh baby, that’s good. You are a looker! If you ever want to make some real money, I could take some pictures of you that would make a lot of men happy.”  He continued. “Change position again. Now lean over the bar stool, give me a good shot of those big breasts of yours,” he said as she leaned over the stool, her breasts nearly falling out of her bathing suit top. “Like this,” he said as he approached her. A shiver of fear washed over her as he drew closer, his fat fingers on the bathing suit top.

      “Slide it down like this, I want to see as much of you as I can,” he said as he slid her bathing suit straps down her shoulders, “Lets pull this down,” his hands were on her bathing suit top, pulling the material down to expose more of her chest, “Anytime you want work, come see me,” he breathed as his fingers skimmed her naked skin.

      Vera tried not to recoil in disgust as he walked back to the camera. She could hear the camera clicking as she leaned over, her breasts barely covered, a smile on her face.

      “That’s good. You got talent! The camera loves you. You could make some money if you weren’t so uptight. But that will change, it always does,” he replied. “Go get changed into the dress on the back of the dressing room door, and we’ll take those head shots. Fix your hair and make-up and hurry.”

      Vera returned several minutes later, wearing a red dress. She felt less exposed, and she relaxed as she positioned herself in front of the lecherous photographer. With a few clicks if the camera, he finished taking the pictures. His breathing was still heavy, and his voice was deep and ominous as he spoke to her in a way that made her count the seconds until she could be free of him.

      “What did you say your last name was? So, I can print your name on the head shots?”

      “My last name?” she hadn’t given the subject much thought. As she considered her stage name, she thought about her life, how she grew up quick in this studio, finding out first hand that the world was scarier than she thought. It was a new page in her life, so she decided on her name right then and there, “Paige, my name is Vera Paige, with an i,” she answered.

      “Vera Paige, got it. Your pictures will be ready Friday unless you want to have a drink with me. Then they can be ready tomorrow,” he said with a wink.

      “Friday is good. How much do I owe you?”

      “Unless you want to stay for that drink, the full amount, twenty dollars.”

      “Twenty dollars?” she asked, “That’s a lot,” she said as she quickly calculated that it was more than she made in week at Grant’s Five and Dime in Winter Falls.

      “You don’t have to pay me in cash, I am sure we can work out an arrangement. You could make a good living if you let me take the right kind of pictures,” he said with an evil smile.

      “Twenty dollars is fine. I can afford that.”

      “Suit yourself,” he said, “Get dressed. I got another appointment waiting.”

      Vera rushed out of the studio and into the dressing room. She felt like she needed a hot bath. She had a suspicion what Mr. Sanford was offering, but she was sure she wasn’t that kind of girl. She wanted to be a star, but she was not willing to go that far, and she hoped she never would.
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* * *

      
        May 5, 1953

        Hollywood, California

      

      

      “These pictures make you look like a movie star,” said Maddie Gorney, Vera’s other roommate. “Who took them?”

      “Sanford,” said Vera as she shuddered just saying his name.

      “That guy? He’s horrible. Your pictures are beautiful, but what did you have to do to get them?” asked Joni. “I’ve heard rumors about that guy. He’s good at what he does but can’t keep his hands or anything else to himself unless you are a big-name star.”

      “Not what you’re thinking. I paid for them in cash,” answered Vera, “Although he did offer to do them in exchange for…” she couldn’t bring herself to finish the sentence.

      “In exchange for what? Can’t say it, can you? Honey, you better get used to it, that’s the way things are out here. Tell her, Maddie,” Joni said as she lit a cigarette.

      Maddie nodded her head, “Joni is right. When I first came here, I was offered a part in a movie by a casting director. I thought I was the luckiest girl in the world until he invited me to a hotel to discuss the details of my contract. I refused to go, so I guess some other girl wasn’t as proud as me and got the part.”

      “That is how things work? You have to do…that…with these men to get ahead?” asked Vera.

      “Sometimes. It’s not always like that but it seems that way. That’s why me and Maddie aren’t big-time stars yet. We are still holding onto our morals. One of our previous roommates, a sweet girl from Tuscaloosa named Maisie, wasn’t so lucky. She went home carrying more than she came here with, more than just her luggage,” said Joni.

      “I don’t understand, more than her luggage?” asked Vera, confused.

      Maddie rolled her eyes, “Sweetheart, you are going to have to stop being so innocent in this town. The girl went home pregnant, probably disgraced for the rest of her life. She was trying to become a star. She let some man talk her into it, and she agreed, probably thought it would help her career.”

      Vera gasped, “Pregnant! You mean you have to let these men do that to get ahead? Pops was right!” she said.

      Joni offered Vera a cigarette, “Is Pops your daddy? Yes ma’am, he was right. If you try to be a good girl like us, it’s going to be a lot tougher for you. But at least you won’t be picking out baby names on your train ride back to the little town you came from. That Sanford is lecher, but he sure can make anyone look good. These pictures were worth whatever you had to put up with. What’s this name, Vera Paige, is that you?” asked Joni.

      “It sure is, I took your advice and the advice of Miss DeVry at Paramount. What do you think?”

      “Vera Paige. I like it. It’s catchy,” Maddie replied, “It makes you sound stylish.”

      Joni nodded her head in agreement, “Not bad for a greenhorn. I suppose it will do. It has to. It’s on all your head shots!”

      As Vera examined her pictures closely, she was pleased with the results. She no longer looked like a girl fresh off the train from upstate New York. She looked like a glamorous woman, almost a movie star.

      “If those pictures don’t work, you may have to get an agent. I have one, and he gets me decent work from time to time. Nothing big yet, but I have played in a few bit parts in some musicals,” Maddie replied.

      “An agent? Will that help?” asked Vera.

      “Yes ma’am! You can keep making the rounds like you are doing, hoping for a break without having to do the deed with one of those guys in the casting office, or you can get an agent. I would recommend an agent. They are expensive until you start making money, then they take a cut off the top of your earnings,” said Joni.

      “I have to pay an agent?” asked Vera.

      Maddie answered, “You sure do. They don’t work for free, you know. No one in Hollywood does. They can be pricey, but if you have the money, they can help you get work in pictures. But you have to be careful, sometimes agents can get you work, but it isn’t the kind of work you want to do, at least not until you are flat broke.”

      Vera thought about her rapidly dwindling savings account. Mr. Sanford had offered her work if she wanted to make some money, but she didn’t want to consider it. As she looked at her pictures spread out in front of her, she noticed the ones of her nearly naked body in a bathing suit first. She hoped she would get a break before she had to consider doing anything more degrading. Thinking about her experience in Grant’s Five and Dime, she made a decision. She would do anything for money as long as she could keep her clothes on. She didn’t have to do that with anyone.

      “An agent? Maybe I should get one. Who so you suggest?” asked Vera.

      “Arthur Barzman. He’s a lot like Sanford. He’s lecherous, but he will find work for you,” Joni answered.

      “Another lecher? What should I wear when I meet with him?” asked Vera.

      “I’ve got the perfect dress for you. It shows the right amount of cleavage without going too far. And with your curves, he should sign you on the spot,” Maddie answered. “But be careful, he likes to take his own pictures, if you know what I mean. Try to keep as many of your clothes on as you can.”

      Vera shook her head and thought about her dreams of movie stardom, “Did every movie star have to go through this?” she asked.

      Joni blew smoke as she snuffed out her cigarette, “The women, yes. This and worse. Those glamorous Hollywood actresses you see at the pictures, you don’t want to think about how some of them got their big break. I’m not saying all of them, but some
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        July 15, 1953

        Hollywood, California

      

      

      Vera carried her armful of groceries to the front of the store. There was a small wedge of cheese, a loaf of bread, and several cans of soup. As she paid for her food, she thought about her savings. She still had money in the bank, money that she was saving for a rainy day. Trying to stretch her meager earnings, she vowed not to touch the savings account unless she had no other choice. Paying the cashier, she had a sobering thought that the small amount of money in her savings account was all that separated her from returning to Winter Falls as a failure.

      Holding her bag of groceries, she walked the three blocks to her apartment building. It had been two months since she had engaged the services of the agent Maddie recommended, Arthur Barzman. He was lecherous and leered at her, but he was dependable. He managed to find her a few small jobs at the studios that kept her afloat.

      He also recommended that she consider working for him on the side, a suggestion that she had tried once and did not share with her roommates. He claimed to run an entertainment company that catered private parties held by the executives of the studios. These parties, he explained, were fun and glamorous and needed pretty girls to mingle with the guests.

      Vera had been naïve enough to attend one of these parties in the Hollywood Hills. It was held at a swanky address, a mansion that boasted an indoor swimming pool, an outdoor swimming pool, and a tennis court. She had never been inside a house so huge or luxurious. She remembered the evening and cringed as she walked up the stairs to her apartment.

      The guests were all executives and male movie stars. The house was crawling with men, all drinking, and in some cases, drunk. Naked women splashed in the pools and served drinks. She managed to stay dressed but not before being propositioned by a tipsy Jack Kilian. At first, she was flattered that a movie star as handsome as Jack was paying attention to her. She remembered being tongue-tied around him, a man she had seen in magazines and in her favorite movies. He had been so charming, and she was so nervous as he moved in closer, until he finally suggested they go upstairs to be alone.

      Vera recalled telling him a lie about needing to powder her nose. She left quickly after that, escaping through the kitchen and down the driveway. Mr. Barzman paid her for her attendance, but she had turned down every other invitation to attend parties since, a decision made harder by the fact that he paid her very well for that one appearance, better than any salary she received for her bit parts in movies.

      Opening the door of the apartment, she dropped the bag of groceries on the counter. She picked the groceries up and realized she was all alone, her roommates still gone for the day. Breathing a sigh of relief, she rushed to the bedroom and took off her clothes. July in Hollywood was hot. She had never felt summer heat so stifling in her life. Running cold water in the bath tub, she slid into the claw-footed tub carefully. She did not want to get her hair wet.

      Leaning back, she relaxed in the cool water. She considered sleeping in the bath tub until the phone rang in the living room. Startled by the sudden intrusion of noise into her world of quiet relaxation, she grabbed a towel and carefully stepped out of the tub. She had to answer the phone because it could be a studio, her agent, or even a break for Maddie or Joni.

      Reaching for the phone, she answered it, praying that whomever was on the other end of the line was still there. “Hello?” she said.

      “Is this Vera Paige?” asked a familiar voice.

      “It is. You are speaking to her.”

      “This is your agent speaking. How are you?” he asked cheerfully.

      “Very well, sir, and you?”

      “Even better, I have an opportunity I want to discuss with you, a fantastic opportunity one that could lead to big things for you.”

      Vera didn’t want to sound ungrateful, but she was suspicious when Mr. Barzman promised her big things. That was how he described that party he asked her to attend, the one that she fled from, “Yes, sir. I am listening. You said you wanted to discuss an opportunity?”

      “I do if you are interested. Can you meet with Mr. Finch at Paramount tomorrow morning at ten?”

      “I can. What is this about? Is it a part, is he going to sign me?” she asked her pulse racing.

      “I believe he has a unique opportunity that is perfect for you. Be sure to carry your head shots, and don’t forget to dress nice. Something that shows off those curves of yours would be lovely. He liked girls shaped like you. Smile, and I think you will be pleasantly surprised.”

      “Thank you, Mr. Barzman,” she said as she hung up the phone. She was afraid to be happy, to get her hopes up. A meeting with Mr. Finch was better than she could have wished for. He had the power to sign her on a contract, to make her a movie star.

      Sliding back into the tub of cold water, she looked at her hands. She needed a manicure before she met with a man as important as Mr. Finch. Reaching for her wash cloth, she thought about talking to Joni and Maddie about her appointment the next day. She was almost certain that it was going to be good news that she would want to share with them and then scream it from the top of the apartment building.

      As happy as she was, she was suddenly brought back to reality. She remembered Mr. Barzman convincing her that attending a party that quickly disintegrated into a drunken den of carnal pleasure was a good opportunity. Laying back the tub, she decided not to say a world until she knew what Mr. Finch wanted from her. In this town, she was learning the hard way that she couldn’t trust anyone, especially in the movie industry.
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* * *

      
        July 16, 1953

        Hollywood, California

      

      

      Sitting in the lobby of the casting office, Vera tried to hide her anxiety. On her lap was a manila envelope and her purse. She was prepared this time, she thought to herself, as she watched the pretty girls sitting in the lobby around her. Everyone was hoping to break into pictures and to be offered a contract by a studio, and Vera hoped that today would be her day.

      Miss DeVry walked into the lobby, her clipboard in hand as she said, “Vera Paige, is there a Vera Paige here?”

      “Yes ma’am,” said Vera as she stood up, “I’m here.”

      “Please follow me,” she said without a glimmer of recognition. It had been over two months since Vera sat in that office without her head shots and with a different last name. She was certain that Miss DeVry had spoken to thousands of girls since then and probably didn’t recall meeting her.

      Vera slowed down as they approached the small office that belonged to Miss DeVry and was surprised that Miss DeVry walked past it and continued down the hall and up a flight of stairs. “Right this way,” she said.

      Miss DeVry led Vera to a waiting room that was luxuriously decorated, the walls paneled in light wood with gilded frames of Paramount stars staring at her as she walked past. A secretary sat behind a matching light wood desk, the secretary as beautiful as any movie star that smiled from the walls.

      “Miss Vera Paige to see Mr. Finch,” Miss DeVry said to the secretary before turning to leave.

      “I will let him know you are here,” said the pretty girl behind the desk with a dazzling smile.

      Vera waited nervously as she stared at the pictures on the wall. She knew the names of every star that smiled from the pictures, and she definitely recognized the cocky good looks of Jack Kilian. Even if she went back home as a failure, she could always tell people about the time she was propositioned by the most handsome man in Hollywood.

      “Miss Paige, Mr. Finch will see you now,” said the secretary, “Please go right in He’s expecting you.”

      Vera swallowed hard. She didn’t know what Mr. Finch wanted, but she was nervous that she was going to faint if she weren’t careful. Trying to calm her racing heartbeat, she thought about Jack Kilian and reminded herself that these people may be rich and powerful, but they were people just like her, and she could honestly say that she had turned down a movie star.

      A set of polished, light wood doors were the barrier between Vera and Mr. Finch’s office. Her hand wrapped around a round door knob as she glanced at the name on the right-side door, “Mr. George Finch, Casting Director.” This was it, Vera thought. This was the moment when her life was about to change. Turning the door knob, she opened the door and walked inside.

      The office she entered looked like a movie set. It was enormous with tall windows that lined an entire wall. A Persian carpet lay on the floor with a living room suite, a conference table, and a massive desk at one end. Behind the desk, a diminutive man who did not appear to be much taller than Vera sat in a chair that was far too big for him.

      “Miss Paige, come on in,” he said as he beckoned for her to join him at his desk.

      Vera walked with her shoulders back, her head held high. She tried to be graceful and to walk with poise as she strode across the priceless carpet towards the man who would decide her future.

      “Won’t you have a seat?” He motioned for her to be seated in one of a pair of matching leather chairs in front of his gigantic desk.

      “Thank you, Mr. Finch,” she said, her voice shaky from anxiety.

      “I see you have some head shots for me? Is that right?” he asked as he reached out his hand.

      Vera handed her manila envelope to him, hoping he would like what he saw. Watching him open the envelope, she expected that he would take a few minutes to linger over each one. Instead, he rifled through the pictures quickly, his attention held only by the Betty Grable pose before he stacked the pictures on his desk and sat back in his chair.

      Taking a breath, Vera tried to calm herself down. In addition to her habit of biting her lip, she had a habit of rambling when she was nervous. As she sat in the office, waiting for Mr. Finch to speak, she came to the realization that she bit her lip to stop herself form rambling. Impulsively, she but her lip and waited.

      “Miss Paige, your pictures are good. You have probably been told this before, but you are very attractive. I like the Betty Grable one the best, but I have always been a man that appreciates the female form.”

      “Yes sir. Thank you sir.”

      “I had a conversation with your agent, Mr. Barzman, and he spoke very highly of you.”

      “I hope he did, sir, he is my agent,” she said, surprising herself with her candor.

      Mr. Finch smiled, “He said you were different from the other girls, and he wasn’t wrong, was he?”

      “I suppose it depends on how I am different from the other girls,” answered Vera.

      “To be blunt, he told me that you were not the most cooperative woman he had ever met. He mentioned offering you high-paying work for entertaining studio executives? Is that true?”

      “It is, sir. I won’t lie. Some of those parties he asked me to attend are a bit wild,” she answered.

      “Indeed, it’s one of my favorite parts of my job, drinking and enjoying the company of sweet girls like you. Fresh off the bus and innocent is my favorite. Mr. Barzman tells me you aren’t that kind of girl, is that right?”

      Vera felt disappointed. This conversation was not going how she imagined, not at all, “Sir, I’m not that kind of girl. If that is going to cost me a chance at being a movie star, I can’t do anything to change that.”

      Mr. Finch slid the picture of her leaning over the stool, her breasts barely covered. Whistling, he said, “I sure wish you were that kind of girl. You’ve got the right body for it. I could make you a good offer if you spent a few minutes with me, but that is not what I wanted to discuss with you, not today.”

      “What did you want to discuss? If you don’t have a part for me in a movie or an offer, what am I doing here?”

      “You, Miss Paige, are a rare bird in this town. You aren’t willing to sleep your way to the top. I heard from Mr. Barzman that you left a party rather than have relations with one of my top stars. Not many girls have that kind of willpower in a town that trades sex for work. It’s a currency here, one that you will have to get used to if you want to make it in this business.”

      Vera blushed at the mention of the word “sex.” “You haven’t told me what this about.”

      “I’m getting to it, because of your refusal to lie on your back for a part, you are uniquely qualified for a role that I need to cast. This is a role that requires a reliable, level-headed woman and not a flighty girl who is going to hop into bed to get a chance to be a star. I need someone smart who can do a little typing, maybe take a few notes. Can you do that, Miss Paige can you type?”

      Vera could type. She learned how to type in school, but she wasn’t very proficient at it. Thinking of the way that Mr. Finch spoke casually about preying on girls like herself, she quickly lied. “I was studying to be a secretary before I came to Hollywood.”

      “You can type. That is just what I need. The fact that you are as prudish as a nun is a bonus. I have an offer for you. From what Mr. Barzman has told me, you are familiar with my biggest star, Jack Kilian. He is the same one you rejected, so I am sure you know to whom I am refereeing.”

      “Yes sir, I know who he is.”

      “Mr. Kilian needs an assistant, a secretary. He could have hired a girl from the outside, but that’s not how we do things here. We are in charge of the details of his life, including hiring his staff, precisely because he is the studio’s biggest star. I can’t allow some random woman to fall under his spell and get pregnant. That would be a scandal. I have a hard-enough time keeping a lid on his activities already. His image is clean and wholesome, and I need it to stay that way. Therefore, you are perfectly qualified for this job.”

      “Sir, I thought this was for an acting role.”

      “If you do a good job, I will be in a position to offer you a contract. The pay is eighty dollars a week, which is more than most of our starlets get. That is a lot of money, more than the guards out front are paid. However, I expect a lot from you. You have to forget everything you see and hear, and you can’t share any details with anyone. Jack’s image is carefully crafted and protected, and I don’t need a leak to the press to ruin that. He is Hollywood royalty, and he is going to stay that way. With the amount of money that I am offering you, you should be able to refuse any offers from the press, is that understood?”

      “Yes sir. You want me to be his secretary and forget everything he does or says, is that correct?”

      “It is. You can start tomorrow. My secretary has the address. He wanted a pretty girl, someone he would enjoy looking at. You have already turned him down once, and for the money I am paying you, you better keep turning him down.”

      “Won’t that make him angry that you have hired me?”

      “No, because you are going to apologize and tell him you had a sudden emergency, took ill, or some other story. You are going to protect his ego and his image. Do a good job, and you will be well-paid and rewarded with a contract. If I am not happy with your work or hear any negative reports, you will never work in this town again unless you want to walk the streets.”

      As Vera sat in the office, she considered Mr. Finch’s offer. If she did a good job, he would offer her a contract. She had no way of knowing if he was telling the truth, but he was offering her a good job. Eighty dollars a week was a lot of money, enough to buy her some time in Hollywood. With that kind of money, she could afford to stay in Hollywood for months.

      “Mr. Finch, thank you for this opportunity. I will do my best,” she said.

      “I know you will. You have to if you want to be in pictures,” he said with a smile.

      An hour later, Vera walked through the door of her apartment. Joni and Maddie were in the cramped kitchen making their favorite cheap dinner, beans and toast. Thinking about the address written in cursive on a card inside her purse, she decided to tell her roommates about her new job, “Girls, I have some news,” Vera said as she pulled a small bottle of champagne from a paper bag under her arm.

      Maddie smiled, “Oh, look at that, champagne! I can’t remember the last time I had champagne.”

      “I’m not sure if I’ve ever had it, but I felt like celebrating,” answered Vera as she put the bottle on the counter.

      “Doesn’t it have to be chilled? Should we put in the ice box?” Maddie asked.

      Vera shrugged as Joni answered, “Probably, but I need a drink now. I had another casting director want me to come sit on his couch with him, to discuss my future. That gets old after a while.”

      “Joni, I’m proud of you, I know it’s hard, but you make me feel better that we are in this together,” Maddie said as she wrapped her arm around the blond.

      Joni shrugged as she said, “Enough about me. Vera, what is your news?”

      Vera reached for three glasses in the cabinet, “Ladies, we don’t have to starve anymore or eat beans and toast.”

      “But I like beans and toast,” Maddie said.

      “I got a job today, a good-paying job.” Vera said as she struggled to open the champagne bottle.

      Joni took the bottle out of her hands and said, “Here, let me do that before you break something. I have seen this done in movies.”

      With a pop, the cork hit the ceiling and champagne poured out of the bottle. Joni filled the mismatched glasses as quickly as she could. Handing the glasses to Vera and Maddie, she held hers up and asked, “What are we toasting to? Did you get signed to a contract?” she asked Vera.

      “No, but I do have steady work. I am going to be Jack Kilian’s secretary.”

      “A secretary? You came all the way to California to be someone’s secretary?”  Joni asked with a quizzical look on her face.

      Vera laughed. “It’s ironic, my mother would be so proud. She was hoping that I would become a secretary so I could meet my future husband.”

      “But a secretary for Jack Kilian? You are one lucky girl to be able to be around that gorgeous man every day. I would do that job for free,” Maddie replied.

      “I’m glad to say it’s not for free. They are going to pay me very well. It’s more money than any secretary back home makes, that’s for sure,” answered Vera. “That would make me a successful secretary.”

      “Have you ever worked in an office, been a secretary?” asked Joni as she sipped the warm champagne.

      Vera didn’t ordinarily drink, and the champagne went to her head. She admitted the truth to her roommates, “That’s just it, I haven’t worked in an office. I worked in a five and dime. But I know I can learn, how hard can it be? Answer a few phone calls, type some letters, sit at a desk?”

      “You still have a lot to learn about this world, don’t you? You aren’t going to be sitting at a desk, you are about to become Mr. Kilian’s personal servant. He could have you toting drinks or answering fan mail. I don’t think you are going to be stuck behind a desk. All I can say is you better have some comfortable shoes, because he will have you doing everything for him, and by everything, I mean everything,” Joni said with a wink.

      Vera shook her head, “Oh no, not that. I have no intentions of doing that with him just because I work for him and he is a famous move star.”

      Maddie rolled her eyes, “Uh huh, you say that now, but wait until you get close to him, the man with sultry eyes and that smile. He isn’t a sleazy casting director or photographer. This man is dreamy.”

      “He can be dreamy, but that won’t change my decision not to go home in disgrace,” said Vera with conviction.

      Joni nudged Vera as she said, “Come on Vera, you can’t tell us that you don’t have a crush on Jack Kilian same as all of us other girls. He is so handsome. Girls swoon in theaters just watching him, and you are going to be working for him?”

      “Joni’s right, you have to be around him every day, I don’t know how you are going to keep from fainting or falling into his bed. I know I would be tempted to do anything with him, and I’m not that kind of girl,” Maddie replied.

      Vera felt her cheeks turning red. She did not tell her roommates that she had already turned down Jack at a party. She didn’t want them to know that she had ever attended one of those lurid evenings. Knowing that she had had the strength and resolve to reject Jack Kilian once, she prayed that she would have the resolve to do that every day she worked for him.
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* * *

      
        July 17, 1953

        Hollywood, California

      

      

      Vera stepped off the bus in front of a driveway and a tall gate. Palm trees lined the street and swayed in the breeze. A large tree shaded the driveway and the wrought iron gate that towered over her. The gate was manned by a guard who stood in front of a stucco wall, his eyes following her as she walked towards him.

      Looking down at the card in her hand, she checked the address. It matched the number on a placard on the wall. “Is this the Kilian residence?” she asked the guard.

      “Move along, Miss, get back on the next bus,” he said without smiling.

      “I’m here to see Mr. Kilian. I am expected,” She said.

      “Sure, you are, if I had a dollar every time one of you starry-eyed girls came here with that story. Now go about your business,” he answered.

      Vera sighed and handed him the card, Mr. Finch’s name was on one side, the address scribbled on the back, “Mr. Finch sent me, from the studio.”

      “Mr. Finch? What is your name? If you are not expected, I will call the police and have you arrested for trespassing, do you understand?” he asked.

      “I am expected. I am the new secretary,” she answered.

      The guard reached into his pocket and pulled out a folded piece of paper. Scanning the document, he looked at Vera and said, “What is your name, Miss?”

      “Miss Vera Paige” she answered, “I am expected, just like I told you.”

      “Seems you are,” he said as he pushed a button and the gate opened.

      The guard did not apologize as Vera walked past him but said, “Go to the kitchen. Mrs. Strauss will meet you there.”

      Vera looked at the sprawling house in front of her. The exterior was stucco that matched the walls at the gate. Red clay shingles and red brick accents gave the enormous residence a passing resemblance to a Spanish mission or hacienda. Wrought iron balconies and enormous yucca and agave plants completed the illusion that the house was set in Mexico and not in Hollywood.

      Breathing the sweet scent of bright cactus blooms, Vera felt as though she had died and gone to heaven. The house and the grounds were beautiful, the most beautiful place she had ever seen. Approaching the dark wood front door, she remembered the guard’s instructions to go to the kitchen. Following a red tile path, she nodded at gardeners who were hard at work as she rounded the side of the house.

      Knocking at the kitchen door, she smoothed her dress and impulsively patted her hair. The heat in Hollywood was making her hair frizz, and she hoped it wasn’t a mess as the door opened to reveal a tall, slender woman wearing a plain black dress and a frown.

      “Good Lord, look at you dressed like you are going to a photo shoot. Who are you, and what do you want?” asked the tall woman.

      “Mr. Finch sent me. I’m the new secretary,” Vera answered.

      “You, a secretary? You don’t look like a secretary. You aren’t one of those flighty girls trying to be a movie star, are you? I don’t need someone who can’t do the job, not in my staff.”

      Vera didn’t know how to answer the woman’s question. It felt like an accusation and less of a question.  She tried to think of what to say as she stood in awkward silence, the tall woman glaring at her, “Me, a movie star? I’m not that kind of girl,” answered Vera.

      “Glad to hear that. We don’t need that kind in this house. I’m Betty Strauss, the housekeeper.”

      “Vera Paige. Pleased to meet you.”

      “Don’t just stand there, come in. I will show you around but only after you meet Mr. Kilian. He is very picky about who works here. If he likes you, you can stay.”

      Vera nodded her head and followed Mrs. Straus through the kitchen, down a hallway and into an enormous foyer. Her heels made a pleasant clicking sound on the red tile floor as she tried to keep up with the older woman’s fast pace, “It’s early for Mr. Kilian, but he should be able to see you. He likes to take his meals by the pool this time of year. He should be having his breakfast.”

      “Yes, ma’am,” answered Vera as Mrs. Strauss opened a glass door leading to the back of the house. Vera walked outside to a world that she had once imagined. The sunlight sparkled through palm trees and shimmered on blue water in a gigantic swimming pool. Lounge chairs and tables lined the pool, and a Spanish style pool house sat at the opposite end. It was the ideal setting for glamorous parties. She wondered how many stars had stood on the red tiles she was walking across.

      “Mr. Kilian is in the pool house. Come this way,” Mrs. Strauss replied.

      Vera followed the woman around the corner of the pool, the cold sparkling water tempting Vera to jump in. If she owned a swimming pool, she thought to herself, she would go swimming every day. Thinking of swimming temporarily distracted her from the reality that Mr. Jack Kilian might recognize her and demand she leave. If he refused to keep her as his secretary, she wondered if Mr. Finch would make good on his threat that she would never work in Hollywood again.

      Mrs. Strauss pulled back the fluttering sheer white curtains of the pool house as Vera walked inside the cool interior if the small building. She was not prepared for the view that awaited her inside the cool interior.

      Jack Kilian was wearing a pair of swim trunks and nothing else. He was reclining on a chaise lounge, a pair of sunglasses covering his eyes. He appeared to be asleep or dead, she wasn’t sure which. Glancing at his muscular, naked chest, she watched as it rose and fell with his breathing and determined that he must be asleep.

      “Mr. Kilian, the new girl is here, frim Mr. Finch’s office,” Mrs. Strauss spoke in a low, soothing tone as she leaned over her employer.

      Jack Kilian lay on the chaise lounge unmoving as Mrs. Strauss stared at him.

      “Maybe I should wait inside until he wakes up?” whispered Vera as she tried not to stare at the nearly naked man only a few feet away from her. He was so close, she could almost touch his golden, naked skin. Imagining how his skin would feel sent shivers of excitement through her body.

      “Maybe that is best. Come with me,” Mrs. Strauss replied.

      Vera was astonished that seeing Jack Kilian’s bare chest and ruggedly handsome face caused an immediate physical reaction. At the party, she rejected him without a second thought, but she told herself, he was fully clothed, and she was disgusted by being in a den of sin and lust. Under different circumstances, she wondered how she would have reacted to the advances of this man.

      “Are you coming, Miss Paige?” asked the housekeeper as Vera became aware that she was staring at Jack Kilian in the same way that the dirty old men of Hollywood stared at her. Feeling her cheeks redden, she turned to walk out of the pool house.

      “I heard you, Mrs. Strauss. This is the new girl, my new secretary?” He asked in a languid voice, a voice Vera remembered asking her to go upstairs, to go to bed with him.

      “Yes sir, this is Vera Paige,” Mrs. Strauss answered.

      “Leave us, I want to speak with Miss Paige,” he said as he removed his sunglasses and stared at Vera, his jaw set in a frown.

      Mrs. Strauss nodded her head as she turned to leave. The silence between Vera and Jack Kilian made Vera nervous. He was frowning. She was afraid that he remembered her.

      “Miss Paige, I see a lot of girls, a lot of girls want to spend time with me, even consider it a privilege,” he said.

      “Yes sir, Mr. Kilian. It is a privilege to be here, to be offered this job,” she answered.

      “Is it? Miss Paige, I wonder if you truly consider it a privilege, if you know how fortunate you are. There are a million beautiful women, many far more beautiful than you, who would give anything to be standing where you are. Are you aware of that?”

      Vera could tell by the sour expression on his face and his comments that he knew who she was. It was the moment she dreaded. “Mr. Kilian, I do consider myself to be lucky.”

      “Just not lucky enough to say yes. I’m not used to being turned down, not by a no-name girl like yourself,” he said as he glared at her.

      “Sir, you don’t understand, let me explain. I didn’t turn you down, or should I say I didn’t intend to.”

      “You were at a party as entertainment. I assumed you were there to entertain people like me,” he said.

      “I didn’t know what I was getting myself into that night,” she answered, “Do you want to know the truth? I was scared, I’m not used to parties where everyone gets naked. I’m not entertainment, if that’s what you call it,” she said as she blushed.

      “No?” he asked, “You can tell me you aren’t like every other pretty girl in this town?”

      “I’m not like the rest of them. I’m sorry, but I don’t just do that sort of thing. I was supposed to tell you a lie about why I ran away that night, but since you are going to reject me as your secretary, I might as well tell the truth.”

      Jack Kilian’s blue eyes sparkled as he gazed at her. She looked into his eyes and could feel her pulse quicken. “If you want to know how I would feel in a different set of circumstances, I’m not sure I could have run away.”

      Jack slowly rose from the chaise lounge and stepped towards her. She could smell the faint aroma of cologne and after shave. As he approached her, she could feel the warmth radiating from his skin as she looked up into his handsome face.

      “Miss Paige, honesty is not a trait that I find very often in anyone. As a movie star, it is everyone’s job to keep me happy, to tell me what I want to hear and to do my bidding. My father is George Kilian. I’m sure you have heard of him. He was Hollywood’s first big name, and I am his son. This town would fold and go bankrupt if it weren’t for us, do you understand?”

      Vera bit her lip as Jack stepped closer. Despite her resolve, she wanted to run her fingers lightly over his naked chest, to feel his skin, and to lean closer to him, to kiss his lips. Fearing that her resolve was already being tested inside of ten minutes, she swore to fight the temptation, but only after a few more minutes of pleasant fantasies. “Yes sir,” she whispered, lost in her daydreams.

      “While I appreciate your honesty, that’s not what you are being paid for. You may stay, but only if you stay in my good graces. You are going to be my secretary, which means you do exactly what I tell you, say what I tell you to say, and keep me happy, is that clear?” he said he ran his hand under her chin.

      “It is,” she answered as he tilted her head up, his lips close to hers. Vera closed her eyes, her heart racing. One kiss couldn’t be that bad, she thought.

      “Don’t flatter yourself, I prefer blondes,” he said as his lips were only an inch away from hers.

      Vera’s eyes opened in a flash as she stared into his eyes, his face contorted into a smirk. Stepping back, she knew that she was blushing and regretted falling so easily under his spell. Fighting the impulse to slap him and leave, she raised an eyebrow and asked, “Do I have the job or not? Are you through playing with me?”

      “Yes, Miss Paige, you have the job unless I find a girl I like better. You would do well to remember that. Go see Mrs. Strauss about your office or whatever details matter to you. I’m sure there is some work that needs to be done,” he said as he lay back on the chaise linage, “Tell her I need more coffee.”

      “Yes sir,” Vera answered as tears came to her eyes. She did not want him to see that he had hurt her feelings so badly that he had made her cry. She had never been rejected before, and she was not accustomed to the sting of being turned down. As she walked along the side of the swimming pool, she wished she could keep walking and never look back, but if she did that, she might as well keep going all the way back home.
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* * *

      
        July 30, 1953

        Hollywood, California

      

      

      Being insulted by Jack Kilian and rejected in such a theatrical fashion made Vera cringe every time she looked at him. His handsome face, a face she once wanted to spend hours gazing at, she now wanted to forget. She had seen his dazzling smile transform into a smirk and even a scowl in the two weeks since she had begun working for him. She discovered that in the short time she had been employed, that he was temperamental, spoiled, and arrogant, three personality flaws that she found unattractive.

      The requests that he made of her seemed to be unnecessarily difficult. He was aloof and cold and would change his mind on a whim. He was impossible to satisfy and often made her redo her work or stay late. He would leave out important details and become angry that she failed to include them. Every time he made her angry, she had to remind herself that if she managed to keep working and to show up every day, there was a movie contract waiting for her.

      In the back of her mind, Vera was all too aware that Mr. Finch was probably lying, but she needed to believe that working for Hollywood’s most handsome jerk was worth it. As she endured his biting criticism, his insults, and his condescension, she developed a humorous name for Jack Kilian. She privately referred to her employer as a direct comparison to a donkey that went very well with his name.

      Jack’s treatment of her was so terrible that even the sour Mrs. Strauss seemed surprised by it. Mrs. Strauss, who had treated Vera with contempt her first week on the job, softened. Vera was astonished when the older woman began smiling at her or asking how her day was. It seemed to Vera that it was the housekeeper’s way of being nice. Mrs. Strauss would sneak fresh coffee to Vera when she was working late, and more than once she told her to that she was doing a god job. It was an unexpected turn of events and one that led Vera to question if Jack treated all his staff the same way or reserved his bad behavior just for her.

      At night, when she went home to her apartment, her roommates clamored for details. They wanted to know all about the handsome Jack Kilian. Vera neglected to mention to them that working for a dashing movie star was hard, and that she spent her days at his palatial home fighting back tears.

      After two weeks of working for Jack Kilian, Vera decided that she deserved a treat. She was making good money and decided to go shopping for a new dress. She awoke early on Saturday morning, made coffee and enjoyed a few minutes of peace and quiet. Her roommates were still asleep as Vera poured her first cup of coffee. Today she didn’t have to think about Jack Kilian or see him. She could enjoy a day on the town by herself, and she was excited. She finished the coffee and dressed quietly in the bathroom. Grabbing her purse, she left the apartment and headed downstairs.

      The temperature was still cool in the morning, but she knew that would not last. By noon, the heat would be nearly unbearable, and the sun would blaze overhead. Thinking about the frigid weather back in Winter Falls, she smiled at how different her life and Hollywood were from where she came from.

      Her mind drifted back to the winter, the ice, and the snow as she walked into a dress shop. Vera looked at the beautiful dresses and skirts on display, all of them expensive. She wanted to purchase a new outfit, but she didn’t want to spend all her money. Thanking the sales lady, she left the shop and crossed the street to a department store.

      As she walked across the street, she noticed a handsome man standing on the sidewalk smoking a cigarette. He looked clean and debonair in a pressed suit. He was wearing a hat that was cocked rakishly to one side. Trying not to stare at him, she slowly walked into the store turning back to see if he was still there.

      Half an hour later, she emerged from the department store, a new dress wrapped carefully in tissue paper in a bag. Looking down at her bag, she neglected to see the handsome man in the suit standing in her way until she bumped into him on the sidewalk.

      “Pardon me,” she said, “I wasn’t paying attention to where I was walking.”

      He tipped his hat to her. “It’s not your fault, Miss, the blame is all mine,” he said with a smile that she found captivating, “Warm day, isn’t it?” he asked.

      “Yes, it is,” she answered as she noticed his blue eyes, a different shade of blue than Jack’s. This handsome stranger’s eyes were lighter, reminding her of ice.

      “Miss, I don’t mean to be forward, but would you have a few minutes to have a root beer float or soda with me?”

      Vera was flattered at his invitation but was unsure what this man had in mind. She remembered seeing him on the sidewalk before she entered the store and ran into him on her way out. She wondered why he was standing out front of the store for over half an hour. His behavior didn’t make sense, and she wasn’t sure she felt comfortable going anywhere with him. “I am busy this afternoon. I am sorry. Maybe another time,”

      “Miss, I understand, but this isn’t a request,” he said as he reached into his jacket pocket and pulled out a badge.

      Vera’s gaze fell on the letters FBI on the badge, and she was immediately confused. Looking up, she asked, “What do you want to see me about?”

      “I will explain, but let’s go somewhere we can talk, I was sincere about that root beer float, it’s nearly ninety degrees, and I could use something col. Come with me. There’s a diner on the corner.”

      “Do I have a choice? Am I in trouble?” she asked, her perfect afternoon turning into a nightmare.

      “You do have to come with me, but you aren’t in any trouble,” he explained.

      “Very well. I’m a nervous wreck, but a root beer float might help to calm my nerves,” she said.

      Vera walked beside the FBI agent and into the diner. He invited her to sit with him at a booth in the back corner, away from the other customers. The waitress took their orders as Vera bit her lip and stared at the man seated across from her.

      “I am agent Greene of the Bureau. I know that you are Vera Pulaski, but you are working as Vera Paige, is that correct?” he said with a warm smile.

      “Agent Greene, am I in trouble? I haven’t done anything that I am aware of,” she replied.

      “No, Miss Pulaski, you are not in any trouble, I just need to speak with you,” he answered as the waitress brought their root beer floats. Agent Greene waited until she left to continue.

      Vera watched him, carefully examining his actions. He did not act like she imagined an FBI agent would, nor did he look like one. He was young and attractive. His light blue eyes were complemented by his golden blond hair. His face was tan, and his build was slender, but not lanky. He was a handsome man, and she wondered why he wanted to speak with her. “Go ahead, Agent Greene, I will try to answer your questions.”

      “Are you aware, Miss Pulaski that we are involved in a war here at home, that communists threaten our way of life, that we live in a world that isn’t as peaceful as it appears? The red menace is all around us whether we know it or not,” he explained as he sipped his root beer float.

      “I have read about the communists, but I don’t understand what that has to do with me. I’m not a communist.”

      “You are correct. You check out fine, but your employer does not. I need to ask you some questions about Jack Kilian.”

      “Jack Kilian? I can’t talk about him with anyone. I will lose my job.”

      “Miss Pulaski, I do not represent a tabloid paper, I am a law enforcement officer of the United States Government. I don’t care about how many women he beds or how much he likes to drink. I need to know about his activities and his politics. I need someone close to him, and that someone is you.”

      Vera but her lip. She didn’t know what Agent Greene wanted, but she needed to find out. “What do you want from me? Just to answer a few questions?”

      “Not exactly. I do need you to answer my questions, but I need someone on the inside. Your country needs you, Miss Pulaski. Can you do that? Can you be my person on the inside?”

      “You want me to spy?” she asked, “This doesn’t seem real.”

      “It is real, our country faces a threat like we have never known before, and every citizen needs to do their part. That means you. Your country needs you to observe Jack Kilian and report what you see.”

      “If my country needs me, how can I say no?” she asked.

      As Agent Greene explained what she needed to do to assist the FBI, Vera thought of how terrible Jack Killian treated her and smiled. He may be Hollywood royalty, but this no-name girl from Winter Falls was going to do her patriotic duty and spy on him. She wasn’t his type, she reminded herself as she agreed to report every movement of Jack Kilian’s to the FBI.
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        August 15, 1953

        Hollywood, California

      

      

      “Maddie, get dressed, I’m in the mood to go dancing!” Vera said as she turned on the light in the bedside table.

      “Vera, it’s late, and I need my beauty sleep,” The red-haired woman grumbled from her bed as she rolled over and reached for the lamp.

      “Oh no, you don’t. Get up. It will be my treat.”

      “Your treat? What are we celebrating? Did someone get a contract? Was it you? Joni?”

      “Nobody got a contract, but I got paid, and I want to have fun!”

      “Got paid? I hope so, you spend so much time at work I was beginning to wonder if you still lived here,” Maddie said as she sat up.

      Vera rolled her eyes, “You are right, it’s ridiculous how much time I spend at Jack’s. I was there nearly twelve hours today. I have been planning some big party for this evening, and it put me in the mood to go dancing.”

      “Is she up? Come on, Maddie, we can’t go out without you,” Joni said from the doorway.

      “Look at you, are you Joni, our roommate or a movie star?” asked Vera with a smile.

      “Very funny, do you have a dress to wear?” Joni asked Vera as Maddie tried to lie down again.

      “Maddie, come on, it will be fun, I promise!” pleaded Vera as she pulled Maddie’s arm.

      “Fun? It better be. Hand me the blue dress out of the closet, and I will consider coming with you.”

      Vera opened the door to the tiny closet and reached for the blue dress. She saw a beautiful black dress hanging beside it and asked, “Can I borrow that black cocktail dress?”

      “I suppose, just be careful, that’s my best one,” Maddie answered as she yawned.

      “I promise, I’ll take extra good care of it.”

      Maddie stood to her feet and touched her hair, “I just set these pin curls! This better be fun!”

      “It will! You can count on it!” Vera said as danced out of Maddie’s room with the black cocktail dress in her hand.

      Vera left her blouse and skirt on the floor of the bedroom she shared with Joni, and slid on the dress she had borrowed from Maddie. The black satiny material was cut in a sheath and hugged her curves. It was a good fit and only a little tight in the bust. It wasn’t an ideal dress for dancing, but she loved how it made her feel. For the first time in weeks, she felt like she could be movie star.

      Reaching for her dress pumps, she thought about the party that Jack was going to be throwing that evening. The guest list included every big-name star at the studio. She regretted not thinking of a way to be there to see all the glamorous movie stars. Slipping the pumps on, she knew that if she had stayed for one minute longer, he would have devised a way to make her work, maybe as a waitress or a hat check girl.

      Vera freshened up her make-up in the bathroom mirror as Maddie finished unpinning her red curls and Joni smoked a cigarette listening to the radio. Vera decided that she would rather be with her roommates going out dancing than to have to put up with one more minute of Jack Kilian.

      “Shall I call a cab? We are dressed too nice for the city bus,” Joni asked form the living room of their small apartment.

      “Sure, I’m paying!” Vera said as she put a fresh coat of bright red lipstick on her lips and made a pout.

      “You bet you are, because we sure can’t afford it. By the way, where are we going?” Maddie asked.

      Vera realized that she didn’t have any idea where they were going, she had never been dancing in Hollywood before, “I don’t know, any ideas?”

      “If it’s dancing you want, we better go to The Peacock Room,” Joni stated.

      “The Peacock Room. It sounds nice. Is it?” Vera asked.

      “It sure is, we may even see some stars there,” Maddie replied.

      “Stars? Is there anywhere in this town where there aren’t stars?” Vera asked as she reached for her clutch.

      “This apartment and maybe the police station.” Joni said as she ground out her cigarette in the ashtray.

      “The police station? You mean that stars don’t do anything wrong or that they don’t get caught?” asked Maddie.

      Joni answered, “If they get caught, it’s because they have done something too big for the studios to cover up. This is Hollywood, and we all know who runs this town – the studios.”

      Vera considered Joni to be world-weary and cynical, but she knew her roommate was telling the truth. The studios controlled everything in Hollywood right down to the lives of the three women in this apartment who were trying to get their break. It was a sobering thought, and which Vera did not want to dwell on. “Enough talk about movie stars and studios. I want to go out and have fun. I want to hear music, have a drink, and maybe dance with a nice fellow.”

      “A nice fellow, what is that? I haven’t seen one of those since I left home,” Maddie said with a smirk.

      “Honey, if you’re looking for one of those, you better go back east where you came from, because out here all the men are just alike,” Joni added.

      “Maybe not every man,” said Vera as she thought about Agent Greene, His cool blue eyes and charm created a combination she found difficult to ignore. Of all the men she had met since she came to Hollywood, he was the only man she didn’t think was trying to have his way with her.

      “You are still just as green as you were when you got here. Remember that every man in this town has a contact at the studio and will make you a star if you forget your morals for a few minutes,” Joni said with a laugh.

      “Looks like our cab is here,” Maddie announced as she looked out the window.

      Vera was about to tell Joni that she knew a man, different from anyone she had ever met before, but then she would have some explaining to do, and she wasn’t ready to do that.
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* * *

      The Peacock Room had everything Vera wanted on a night out in Hollywood. Limousines and cabs stopped under the golden awning. A red carpet stretched from the door to the curb. Two doormen stood by the entrance, and throngs of people stood beyond velvet ropes trying to get a glimpse of movie stars and famous personalities. The press stood with their cameras waiting for a picture of celebrities out on the town.

      Vera stood on the red carpet with Joni and Maddie, her heart racing. Whispering to Joni, she asked “You didn’t say this place was so ritzy! How are we going to get in?”

      “Leave it to me. Smile, hold your head up, and act like a movie star,” Joni whispered as she raised her head and confidently strolled to the entrance.

      A doorman met her and glanced at the three women before asking, “And just where do you think you are going, Missy?”

      “I believe you will find us on the guest list.”

      “Likely story, but I’ll bite. Who are you?”

      “We are guests of Mr. Barzman’s. We are in his party,” Joni answered in a smug voice as she examined her manicure.

      “And who is that supposed to be? Hmm?” The doorman answered with a smile.

      Joni expressed shock and looked at the doorman as though he deserved pity, “You work here, and you don’t know Mr. Arthur Barzman? The Arthur Barzman, the agent? When I see him. I will have to tell him about you. What is your name so I can infirm him that guests of his were given a hassle at the door of his favorite club.”

      “Miss, I’m sorry, please let me get the door for you,” The doorman stammered.

      “I will forget about this for your sake, but don’t let it happen again. Mr. Barzman hates to be kept waiting, and we were supposed to have drinks with him ten minutes ago.”

      “Right this way,” the doorman said as he gripped the golden handle of a stained-glass door.

      Vera had never seen a door as ornately decorated. The door was made of cut glass designed to look like a large, brilliantly blue peacock. Trying not to look like a tourist, she forced herself to stop acting like she had never seen anything as stunning as the peacock door. Following Joni’s lead, she affected a bored look on her face and tried to appear to be world weary.

      Inside the Peacock Room, Vera could not stop herself from staring at everything in awe. Enormous palm trees inside cobalt blue planters lined the walls, the floor was covered in deep blue carpet, and the dance floor was wood parquet. A band played from the stage at one end of an enormous room. Tables were arranged around the dance floor. The tablecloths were crisp white linen. In every direction, glamorous people laughed, danced and drank to the music of the band.

      A host met them at the door and escorted them to a table, As Vera sat down she thought she saw Victor Rigby out of the corner of her eye, “Maddie, is that Victor Rigby over there, the English actor?”

      “It is, and look who is with,” Maddie answered.

      Vera tried not to be obvious as she gazed towards the dashing actor. He was with a stunningly beautiful blonde.

      “Looks like he is with Ann Raymond. I wonder if her divorce is final.” Maddie asked.

      “I don’t know, but the way she is eyeing him, I would say it better be soon,” Vera giggled.

      “You two stop ogling the stars, we don’t want anyone to think we are a bunch of small-town tourists, do we?” Joni lectured.

      “But we are from small towns. Joni, how did you know Mr. Barzman would be here tonight?” Vera asked as she tried to stop staring at Victor and Ann.

      “I didn’t. It was just a lucky guess. This is one of his favorite clubs.” Looking around, she said, “I don’t see him. Fortunately for us, that doorman wasn’t too smart.”

      “Good call, that was a brilliant piece of acting the way you had that doorman sweating in fear,” said Maddie.

      Joni tilted her head up and said with pride, “It was one of my best performances. It deserved an academy award.”

      “Yes, it most certainly did, but since I don’t have an award, maybe I can buy you a drink. What are you having?” asked Vera as a waitress wearing a black shirt dress, white apron, and white cap stopped at the table to take their order.

      “A gin and tonic for me,” answered Joni.

      “I’ll have one too, please,” Maddie said with a smile.

      “I think I want a martini,” answered Vera.

      “Coming right up,” the waitress answered with a smile as she left.

      “A martini? I didn’t think you were a martini kind of girl,” Joni said as she lit a cigarette.

      “I don’t know if I am. I have always seen those drinks in movies. Since I am here, I thought I might as well try one,” Vera answered with a shrug.

      “Vera, I worry about you sometimes, a girl as green as you are would be in so much trouble if it weren’t for me and Maddie,” Joni replied.

      “You are probably right. What would I do without you two?” Vera asked.

      “In a town like this, I shudder to think what would happen to a wide-eyed, small-town girl like you,” Joni answered.

      “You aren’t the only one,” Vera answered as the waitress brought their drinks. Holding up the martini Vera said, “I propose a toast, to all of us. May we find what we are looking for.”

      “I second that toast. May we all see our names in lights,” Maddie said as she raised her glass.

      “And not in the gossip columns,” Joni replied as she held her glass up.

      “To us, and every other girl trying to make it out here,” Vera finished her toast. The martini was not what she was expecting, it was beautiful in the glass and bitter to drink. Just like Hollywood, she thought as she sat the glass down on the table. She vowed to never order another martini ever again.

      As Vera was swearing off martinis, she heard Maddie say, “Girls, you ought to see what is coming this way,”

      Joni replied, “I sure hope he is coming to this table because he looks dreamy.”

      Vera turned her head to see the handsome Agent Greene walking towards her. Her heart raced as she wondered what she should do. Should she greet him like she knew him? If she did that, then she would have to explain to her roommates who he was. Should she act like they had never met? Taking a sip of the bitter drink for courage, she tried to act normal as Charles Greene stopped at their table.

      “Ladies, good evening,” he said as he greeted Maddie and Joni and stood in front of Vera, “Miss, may I have this dance?” he asked.

      “Yes, you may,” she said as she placed her hand in his. She felt delicious tremors of nervous anticipation from his touch and tried to act as though she had never seen him before. She could feel the eyes of her roommates on her as she walked with Agent Green to the dance floor.

      He put his hand on her waist and held her hand in his as the music began playing. The band played a slow song, and their bodies swayed to the music as naturally as though they had always danced together. Vera let herself be carried by the music in the arms of the handsome FBI agent until she could no longer fight back her curiosity.

      “What brings you dancing this evening? I can’t believe that it is a coincidence that I am seeing you here tonight,” she said.

      “And why couldn’t it be a coincidence? Do you think agents like myself don’t know how to have a good time?” he answered.

      “I must have had you figured you all wrong,” she said as she gazed into his eyes.

      “How is that?”

      “Maybe it’s the badge,” she said.

      “The badge? Miss Paige do you think that I can’t have fun?”

      Vera didn’t have an answer. As she danced with the agent, she thought about his strong arms and the clean scent of his skin and she couldn’t think of a witty comeback.

      “From your silence, I am going to assume that you have no further questions for me at this time? Is that, right?” he teased.

      “It is. Did it sound like I was interrogating you?” she asked as she impulsively bit her lip.

      “Just a little, but I would say your instincts are good. You would have made a good detective. I have a confession though.  I am here on business. I needed to speak with you.”

      “But how did you find me? And what would your business be?”

      “Finding you wasn’t difficult. And the business is about that party up at Kilian’s tonight. I am going need to a copy of that guest list.”

      “I typed it up, I can almost remember every name on it,” she said.

      “Almost wont quite cut it, I need all the names, especially the ones you wouldn’t remember so easily.”

      “I can get that for you, was that all?”

      “No, that’s not all,” he said as he held her close, “The next time he throws a party, I need you to be there. I don’t care how you do it, just manage to be a part of everything he does.”

      “Agent Greene, this may come as a shock to you, but Jack Kilian is not likely to invite me to any of his social gatherings.”

      “Miss Paige, as pretty as you are, I doubt that.”

      “It’s true, I’m afraid. I can watch him, and make reports of what he is doing. I can take a few notes and tell you about the people I see him with, but I don’t think he will ever want me at his parties. You see, he doesn’t like me very much. No wait, that’s not entirely true, he doesn’t like me at all.”

      “Doesn’t like you at all? I hardly believe that is possible. A girl like you with your good looks and personality seems like just the type of girl he is looking for.”

      “No, he likes blondes, he told me so.”

      “Blondes? That doesn’t seem right, all of our surveillance has him with brunettes or redheads.”

      “Maybe so, but that is what he told me. He threatens to have me fired every day I work for him.”

      “Have you fired? That’s right, you don’t work for him, do you? You work for the studio.”

      “I do, and everything I am doing for you and the FBI is jeopardizing my future. I don’t mind doing my patriotic duty, but if I get caught, I will never work in this town again. What you are asking me to do is going to be harder than taking notes.”

      “Miss Paige, your country appreciates everything you are doing and the risk you are taking. If you can manage to get into his good graces and start giving us first-hand reporting about his parties, I can arrange that we pay you for your efforts. You have been doing a fine job, but we need to know what goes on at his parties, who he spends his time with. Can you help with that?”

      “I will do my best, but he doesn’t like me, and I don’t know what to do about that,” Vera admitted.

      “You are a smart girl. I’m sure you will think of something. Maybe you could dye your hair blonde? I’ll pay for it,” Agent Greene said as he leaned in close and whispered in her ear, “Although I prefer you with dark hair. It makes you look more mysterious.”

      Vera could feel Agent Greene’s lips graze her earlobe. She shivered involuntarily. She was certain that he must have felt her response as he held her close to him. “Agent Greene,” she said with a sigh.

      “Yes, Miss Paige?”

      “You said you came here to discuss business, is that the only reason?” she surprised herself by asking a blunt question.

      “That is one of my favorite things about you. Did you know that? You are not afraid to say what’s on your mind, to take a risk.”

      “You haven’t answered my question.”

      “You are not only honest, you are persistent. Miss Paige, I am not going to tell you that I haven’t enjoyed dancing with you, but you are an informant and nothing more,” he replied.

      “An informant, is this how you treat all of your informants? Dancing two songs in row while holding them in your arms?”

      “Has it been two songs?” he asked.

      “It has, do all your informants make you lose track of time?”

      “Miss Paige, I will have to give it to you, you are the first.”

      “Then maybe I’m not just an informant,” she said a she gazed up at to Agent Greene.

      “You are beautiful, but I can’t, Miss Paige.”

      “You can’t, or you won’t?” asked Vera as she smiled, “Agent Greene, you really are the nicest man I’ve met since I came to Hollywood. Even when I flirt with you, you still keep your distance.”

      “I have to. My job depends on it,” he said.

      “As does mine. What should I tell my roommates? They have been watching us, and I know that they are going to have questions about the mysterious handsome man I have been dancing with all evening.”

      “Handsome, that is a complement. Tell them anything you like. If you must give a cover story, I am a talent agent, and the name is Shepherd. You didn’t get my first name.”

      “Mr. Shepherd, do you think I have a future in pictures?” she asked, playfully.

      “That depends entirely on you. Dye your hair blonde, and get Jack Kilian to think of you as more than a secretary, and we shall see.”

      “Mr. Shepherd or Agent Greene, is that an order?”

      “You bet it is, but don’t worry I will make it worth your while,” he said as he kissed her cheek.

      “Spoken like a true agent,” she answered as the music ended, “But you can forget about me ever dying my hair blonde.”

      “It would look good on you! Give you a whole new look and maybe be a way into Jack’s heart,” he said as he slowly escorted her back to her table. Maddie was sitting by herself when Agent Greene bid Vera goodbye. As Vera watched him walk away, she touched her cheek where he kissed her and questioned whether he did think of her as just another informant.

      “Who was he? He was handsome,” Maddie asked.

      “Oh him? He’s an agent scouting for new talent.”

      “What did he want?”

      Vera acted world-weary as she answered, “He told me I needed to dye my hair blonde.”

      “You would look good as a blonde, it might mean a contract if you have a fresh new look. Blondes are very popular at the moment, but what did he want?”

      “What they all want. Joni was right about the men in this town, every single one of them. There are no good men in Hollywood, every man wants something.”
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* * *

      
        August 16, 1953

        Hollywood, California

      

      

      Saturday afternoon, Vera, Joni, and Maddie sat side by side in the movie theater. The temperature outside was in the 90s, and their apartment was stifling in the late summer heat. The movie theater was dark and cool, and they welcomed the chance to get a few hours’ relief from the heat while they watched their favorite movie stars.

      Vera was glad for the distractions for her roommates. She needed time to think about what Agent Greene asked her to do. Could she change Jack Kilian’s opinion of her? What would it take to do that? Her mind was focused on her dilemma as the news reel began to play.

      She enjoyed the first part of the news reel, baseball was the subject and her favorite team, the New York Yankees were having a great year. After sports there was celebrity news, and then she watched a short report on the spread of communism in the world. After three years of war in Korea, she knew the threat was real, but it wasn’t a subject she knew a lot about. She knew about the Soviets, but she was beginning to understand that she didn’t know a lot about communists.

      It was scary that she was working for a man that the FBI were watching, and she didn’t know anything about the extent of the threat he posed. Jack was a big name in Hollywood, and he was beloved of fans all over the country. Was it possible that he was a dangerous agent for the Soviets? Could he be a communist? Was he spreading propaganda?

      All these questions crowded her mind as the news reel came to an end and the movie started. She barely paid any attention to the film as she considered her next move. It was true that she had agreed to help the FBI because Jack Kilian had insulted her and was the rudest man she had ever encountered, but she never believed him to be a communist. After the news reel, she wasn’t so sure. He could be a communist and so could his friends, and who would ever know about it?

      It was dangerous to try to get closer to Jack. If he suspected that she was an informant, it would be the end of her dreams. Was discovering the truth about him worth the price she would have to pay? Vera knew that something had to be done to stop the communists from infiltrating the country, but was her contribution going to make a difference? Then she thought about all the soldiers in Korea who had died to stop communism, and she knew she had her answer.

      She stopped thinking about communism and turned her attention to the movie. She was fascinated by the lead actress, who was wearing her hair in shoulder length blonde waves that made her look like an angel. Vera liked her dark hair, but Maddie said blonde would look good on her. Maybe she needed to make a change, not because Agent Greene told her to, and not because Jack Kilian claimed to prefer blondes. She began to think about dying her hair, because blonde looked more Hollywood. Thinking of her upstate New York upbringing and the way she dressed and wore her hair, she decided that she needed to look like the actress on the screen.

      She had told Agent Greene that she would not be dying her hair, but a dramatic change in hair color might make her look glamorous. If she looked glamorous and less like a no-name girl, it might give her a slight advantage when it came to deal with Jack. Vera hated to admit that she was on the verge of changing her stance on her hair color. As the credits rolled on screen, she had come to the conclusion that she might have to give a lighter color a try.

      The movie was a double feature and Vera enjoyed the second movie, too. It was a horror flick about giant atomic ants. It was not the best acting she had ever seen, but the theater was cool, and the movie held her attention. As the credits rolled, Joni was noticeably upset, “Did you see that? Did you see who was in the movie?”

      “Besides the giant atomic ants?” asked Vera.

      “Besides them, did you see the girl playing the lead?” asked Joni.

      “I did, what about her?” Maddie replied.

      “Maddie, do you remember that girl that used to live at the apartment when you moved in? She only stayed for a few months and then left because she started making enough money to afford her own place.”

      “Alice Wilson?” asked Maddie.

      “It looks like she changed her name, she is now Lorna Wells, didn’t you see her?” asked Joni.

      “No, I didn’t, are you sure she was playing the lead?” Maddie asked.

      “I didn’t say she was playing the lead, she was playing the lead’s younger sister.”

      “I might have seen her. She wasn’t in the picture very long, and she didn’t have any speaking lines,” Maddie replied.

      “That doesn’t matter. She’s on her way! First, they give you the bit parts, then you get a little something better, and the next thing you know you are a big star.”

      Vera shook her head, saying, “I don’t know, Joni, I think I would prefer to go work every day as a secretary, than play the cousin of the lead in the atomic ants’ picture.”

      Joni looked at Vera like she had gone out of her mind, “Vera, how can you say that? Being in a movie means she’s made it, that she is going to be somebody.”

      “Maybe so, but I’ll thank my lucky stars if I die unknown rather than being remembered as first victim of gigantic atomic ants,” Vera said with a smile.

      “Joni, she has a point, can you imagine what that poor girl had to do go get that stupid two-bit part? She wasn’t even on the marquee,” Maddie added.

      “I guess you are both right. It just doesn’t seem fair that a no-talent girl like Alice is making movies, and we aren’t,” Joni pouted.

      Vera put her arm around Joni as she said, “Come on, let’s spend some money and get milk shakes before we head back to that furnace we call home.”

      “It just makes me mad,” Joni said quietly.

      “Don’t be mad. At least you can sleep at night knowing that your name isn’t forever immortalized in such a ridiculous movie.”

      Maddie replied, “She’s right, I doubt she will win an Oscar for that performance. The ants might, but she won’t.”

      Joni laughed at her friends’ attempts to cheer her up. Vera wondered, like Maddie, what that poor girl in the movie had to do to get such a stupid part. As she walked out of the theater, she wondered what it would take to become a star. Maybe a simple change of hair color and a little bit of luck would change her fortunes.

      “I am thinking about changing my hair color, Joni. What do you think?” Vera asked as she changed the subject. Joni was happy to weigh in on the matter with her opinion as they walked across the street to the soda fountain at Bengman’s Drug Store.
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        August 25, 1953

        Hollywood, California

      

      

      “Miss Paige, what a change you have made!” said Mrs. Strauss as she greeted Vera early on Monday morning.

      Vera self-consciously touched her curls. Her hair was light and shorter. She now sported shoulder length waves in a golden hue, just like the actress she saw in the movie. “Yes, I have been growing tired of my brown, I thought I might do with a lighter color.”

      “It looks nice. I am glad you are here. The weekends are so long when you’re gone,” confided the older woman.

      “Mrs. Strauss, you have been so good to me, I am certain that you are the only one in this household who misses me when I am not working.”

      “I don’t know about that. Mr. Kilian seems to be far more temperamental without you here to soothe him,” whispered the housekeeper.

      “Me, soothe him? You make him sound like a monster,” Vera giggled.

      “He is not a monster, but he can be especially moody, and that makes him difficult to be around. His moods can be dark, but you know this already. I have spoken out of turn, and I do apologize,” Mrs. Strauss said as she changed the subject, “There is coffee if you would care to have a cup before you begin work for the day.”

      “Thank you, Mrs. Strauss, I might take you up on that. I could use a good, strong cup before facing another day of threats and fits of temper.”

      “When you aren’t here, his ill behavior grows worse. I shouldn’t be telling you that about our employer,” Mrs. Strauss apologized. “Please forgive me. You prefer cream and two sugars in your coffee, is that correct?”

      “You know me well, and there is no need to apologize, I won’t tell a soul what you have said.”

      “I know, and I am glad you have proven to be trustworthy. Other girls in your position have not been that way. A few dollars, and they are ready to sell lies to the gossip columns or climb into bed with Mr. Kilian. You are the first secretary to conduct yourself like a lady.”

      Vera felt a slight twinge of guilt when Mrs. Strauss commended her on being trustworthy. Changing the subject, Vera asked about the weekend, “How was the party?”

      Mrs. Strauss shook her head slowly and sighed, “I don’t know how these people can drink so much and not wind up dead. I wanted the party to be over by midnight, but his guests were still drinking when the sun rose the next morning.”

      “Sounds like a really crazy scene,” Vera teased, “I almost hate that I missed it.”

      “If you say so. I have had a headache since Saturday night with all that loud music. I could have used more help. My staff can only do so much against overwhelming odds like that. The next time he throws one of his cocktail parties, maybe you could earn some extra money and help out?”

      Maybe Jack Kilian wasn’t the person she needed to convince to stay for the parties. The housekeeper seemed at her wit’s end. Vera wondered if Mrs. Strauss was sincere and quickly answered, “Mrs. Strauss, you do seem tired this morning. If I could help you, it would be good for me, too. I would love to earn a little extra money. Everything out here is so expensive. Rent, clothes, hair, it all costs more than back home.”

      “It’s a deal, I am too old to be staying up all night while his guests drank themselves silly.”

      Vera finished the cup of coffee as Mrs. Strauss continued her tirade about the decadent lives of the movie stars that Jack Kilian called friends. She didn’t have the heart to tell the older woman that Jack was no angel. She had seen him drunk, and he was no better than the people Mrs. Strauss was berating.

      Taking a deep breath, Vera glanced at the clock on the wall above the stove. It was time to go to work. She cringed thinking about what vitriolic mood Jack would be in that morning. “Wish me luck,” she said to the housekeeper as she walked out of the kitchen.

      “I do, and I’m glad you are here,” Mrs. Strauss replied.

      Vera left the safety of the kitchen and walked through the foyer to her office. A pile of unopened fan mail sat on the corner of her desk, teetering dangerously on the verge of collapse. Scribbled notes in Jack’s frenzied handwriting were left haphazardly all over her desk. Opening the bottom drawer, she dropped her purse in the desk drawer and closed it as the pile of fan mail lost its war with gravity.

      With a rush, the mail slid gracefully onto the floor. Vera watched the mail spread across the red tiles in slow motion and could do nothing to stop it.

      “Great,” she said to herself as she crawled to the cold floor to retrieve the letters.

      “There you are. I was wondering if you were going to come to work today,” Jack Kilian said from the doorway, “Did you get my note?”

      Vera looked up from her task, her hands were filled with the perfumed missives of love struck fans, and she was fighting the urge to sneeze as she answered, “No sir, not yet.”

      “What have you been doing?” he asked.

      “Not very much obviously,” she answered without thinking as she piled the mail on her desk. “What was your note about, is it urgent?”

      “I think it is, I want to talk to you about this arrangement, when you have time,” he said sarcastically.

      “How about now? I have all the time in the world for you,” she replied without a hint of a smile.

      Vera could feel his eyes on her hair, and she suddenly felt foolish. He was arrogant and impossible. Since she had dyed her hair blonde, he would think she had done it just for him. As good as she thought the new color looked, she was beginning to regret her decision until she thought about the news reel about communism. If he was a threat, then dying her hair and enduring his arrogance was a small price to pay.

      Vera waited for his comment, for him to say something rude and insulting about her hair, but he didn’t. He raised an eyebrow and said, “I don’t want to discuss this here, not in this cramped office. Come with me to the pool. I prefer to talk while I have my breakfast.”

      “Yes sir,” said Vera as she reached for a pad and pen, “Right away.”

      “That’s more like it,” he said as he left the doorway. Vera could feel her face turning red, she was blushing, a common response she had around Jack. It was embarrassing that he had the ability to make her blush at the least little things, like when he was inconsiderate and insulting or when she felt his eyes on her new hairstyle.

      Following him to the pool, she knew her day would be filled with answering his fan mail. For a moment, she considered answering each letter with the truth. She imagined writing to each fan that he was a superficial jerk that didn’t deserve their devotion. Smiling as she thought of taking an action she would never have the guts to do in real life, she hurried to catch up with Jack as he walked briskly to the pool house.
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* * *

      Vera sat in the shade of the pool house, the bright sparkling waters of the swimming pool tempted her as they always did. She wanted to dive into the water and lounge by the pool, an exotic tropical drink in her hand. Looking at her employer, the frown on his handsome face, she wondered if she might have the chance to jump in the water this morning after he notified her that she was no longer employed.

      Jack Kilian’s insistence that they discuss the arrangement did not seem like a good start to the week. Just as she was finding a way to attend the parties and report on them for Agent Greene, Vera was convinced that Jack was about to give her walking papers. If he asked the studio to replace her, she was as good as done in Hollywood. All hope she had for a movie career would be through.

      As a maid served Jack his breakfast, Vera thought about the unopened letter from her brother in her purse and the money she had in savings. She thought about her options. If she didn’t make it in films, maybe she could head back East. There was always Broadway, she thought to herself as she waited for Jack to drink his coffee and eat his scrambled eggs.

      Fighting the urge to bite her lip, she sat quietly while he ate. The warm breeze blew the gossamer curtains into the pool house, as Vera anxiously waited. Time seemed to slow down as she counted the minutes until she would know her fate. If he was going to dismiss her, she wished that he would hurry up and get it over with.

      “Miss Paige,” he began as he dropped his plate on the table with a thud. “We need to discuss this situation that we find ourselves in.”

      “Situation?” asked Vera, “And what would that be?”

      Jack sat back in his lounge chair, his hands folded across his stomach, a scowl across his face, “You know perfectly well what I’m talking about.”

      Vera’s mind raced as she thought about Agent Greene. Could Jack have discovered that she was more than just a secretary, that she was also an informant? Thinking about the train ticket back east, she went along with the conversation, “Do I, sir? You have me at a disadvantage.”

      Jack snorted, “I find that unlikely. Miss Paige, you are a smart girl. Can you think of no reason why I would find this arrangement intolerable?”

      Vera’s first impulse was to admit that she was an informant. However, she thought better of it, so she answered the obvious reason, “Because you dislike me and you have found someone you would prefer to take my place? You would rather have a girl who doesn’t speak her mind and tells you what you want to hear?”

      Jack’s eyes widened at her candor. If she was about to be fired, she knew she had nothing left to lose so she spoke freely. From his shocked expression, it would appear that she had spoken too freely. He answered, “While that is true, that I would prefer a girl who is less troublesome in her opinions and wouldn’t challenge me, I don’t dislike you.”

      “When did that change?” she asked.

      “I am not going to have this conversation with you. You are my secretary,” he said.

      “You mean that I am your secretary until you fire me, or should I say, until you have Mr. Finch dismiss me, isn’t that what you are getting at? If you don’t want me here any longer, can you get to the point, or are you drawing out my discomfort on purpose?”

      “Miss Paige, I wasn’t considering dismissing you, but if you persist with this tone, I might consider it.”

      Vera shut her mouth, she had gone too far. All the weeks of enduring his nasty remarks and his rotten attitude had been too much for her. She detested how he treated her and wanted to tell him. However, she just picked a poor time to finally lose control.

      “Sorry sir, I apologize. I didn’t get much rest last night, I must not be feeling well,” she lied.

      “If you don’t feel well, you should go home. Now back to this arrangement.”

      “Yes sir,” she said as she looked down.

      “You work five days a week, morning until dinner.”

      Vera wanted to add that she often worked later than dinner but chose to stay silent until he finished saying what was on his mind. She nodded her head as he continued.

      “This is what I am talking about, you are not always available. When I need you after dinner or on the weekends, you are nowhere to be found. Your schedule forces me to rely on the housekeeper and the maids, none of whom can hold a candle to you.”

      Vera was surprised that he was nearly complementing her. She ventured a question, “Sir, are telling me that you need me to be available all the time, all hours of the day or night and on weekends?”

      “That is exactly what I am telling you.”

      “What about any time off, what about my salary? If I am going to be at your beck and call, I would need a substantial raise.”

      “And you would get it. As to your time off, we can work that out, but currently you are not here when I need you the most, and this is unacceptable.”

      “But sir, I live in Hollywood. You would expect me to stay after dinner and still go home late at night isn’t that dangerous?”

      “Why couldn’t you stay here? There are members of my staff who stay on the property. I have a big house and several guest houses, I’m certain Mrs. Strauss could arrange to find you a room of your own, although I would prefer you in the house. I don’t want to have to walk far to get you of I need you.”

      Vera knew that if she agreed to Jack’s demands, she would be lucky to ever have any time away from him ever again. She didn’t know if she could survive working for him without a break. Living on his property would practically guarantee that she would have to endure more insults and temper tantrums thrown by the star.

      “Would I be staying here rent-free? What about my meals?” she asked as she considered his suggestion. If she agreed, she would have access to every party and be able to report every detail about his life. She would no longer have any freedom, but she would be a better informant.

      Jack seemed exasperated with her questions, “Rent-free? Of course! As to your meals, don’t you already eat here several times a week? What would have to change?”

      Vera considered the advantages of agreeing to his terms. His grand house was air-conditioned. She would never have to sweat through another night again.  If she lived there, she could save up even more money by not having to pay for rent or meals.

      “About my salary, if I am to be on call every day and night, I would hope my salary would reflect that.”

      Jack’s eyes narrowed as he leaned closer to her, “If you don’t agree to come and stay on this property, I will have to ask Mr. Finch to find me a girl that would be thrilled at the chance.”

      Vera found the courage to stand her ground, “Be reasonable. You are asking me to give up a lot just to be your secretary whenever you need one.”

      “Whatever Finch is paying you, I will double that. There, are you satisfied?” Jack asked in a huff.

      Double the salary she was making and not having to pay for food and rent was a very good deal. Vera knew it and smiled at Jack, a genuine smile that she didn’t have to force, “Yes sir, I am satisfied, thank you. When should I make arrangements with Mrs. Strauss?”

      “Today, the sooner the better. One more thing, I expect you to travel with me when I go on location.”

      Vera wanted to tell him he was being too demanding, but after he had doubled her salary, she decided that she had better not say another word. She never agreed to be Jack Kilian’s personal secretary for the rest of her life or be an informant for the FBI. All she wanted to do was go to Hollywood and become a movie star, a dream that seemed to be getting farther away.

      “Is there a problem with that?” he asked as he sat back in his chair.

      “No sir. That will be fine. Unless you need me for anything else right now, I will speak to Mrs. Strauss about my accommodations.”

      “Good, you do that. One more thing,” he said.

      Vera held her breathe, waiting for another demand to be issued form his lips, “Yes sir, what is that?”

      “Your hair, I liked you better as a brunette.”
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* * *

      
        August 28, 1953

        Hollywood, California

      

      

      Joni and Maddie were thrilled that she would be sharing a house with a movie star. Joni was envious that she would be partying with producers and directors, but Vera assured her that would not be the case. She was a member of the staff and nothing more. Her job was not glamorous, and she doubted she would be discovered by anyone as long as she was on Mr. Finch’s payroll.

      The last night in the apartment was bittersweet. Vera was going to miss her roommates, but not the stifling heat, or the cramped, dingy rooms they all shared. She felt bad to be leaving them without a paying roommate and insisted that they take an extra month’s rent before she left.

      Tears fell as she realized that Joni and Maddie were more than roommates, they were friends. Promising to come and see them every chance she could, she left for work early the next day, carrying her suitcases.

      Mrs. Strauss had a room prepared for Vera that was nicer than any room she had ever slept in. It was a small guest room on the opposite wing of the house from Mr. Kilian’s personal rooms. The room was decorated in the Spanish style, with red tile floors, a stucco fireplace and an ornately carved dark wood bed. A chaise lounge and a desk sat by a window. Double doors opened onto a balcony. A private bathroom and a large closet made Vera happy beyond words. She confessed to the housekeeper that all her life, she had never known the joy of a private bathroom. She thanked Mrs. Strauss as she set about the task of unpacking.

      It didn’t take long for Vera to unpack all her belongings. She had come to California with a suitcase in each hand. When she left the apartment, she carried the same two suitcases, just heavier with her new clothes and shoes.

      In less than an hour, Vera finished putting away all her clothes. The few books she carried with her were piled on the desk by the window. A phone sat on the bedside table, reminding her that she had not spoken to Agent Greene in over a week. She wasn’t sure how he would contact her since she no longer lived at the apartment. Smiling, she remembered his propensity for appearing when she least expected him and surmised that he knew about the move before she did.

      Vera was thankful that she had such a nice room to call her own. Maybe she could endure Jack’s bad behavior and being on call like a doctor if it meant keeping her own bathroom. Mrs. Strauss seemed to be glad that Vera was staying. She assumed that this meant she no longer had to bear the brunt of Jack’s mood swings alone. As Vera came downstairs to her office, she was shocked by the conversation she could hear echoing loudly from the morning room.

      “What do you mean, she’s staying here with you?” A woman demanded in a high-pitched voice.

      “Frankie, she is my secretary. I don’t tell you how to run your house and your life, do I?” Jack answered.

      Vera stood still. She didn’t want to eavesdrop, but Jack was clearly talking about her to a woman, a woman by the name of Frankie. Vera recalled what she knew about the woman yelling at Jack. Frankie Levine was a red-haired bombshell. She was the sexiest woman in Hollywood and a big star at the studio. She was also engaged to Jack.

      Up until that moment, Vera had never seen her in person. From the snippets of Jack’s correspondence and phone calls, she determined that Frankie had been on location in New York shooting a picture. From the sound of her voice, she had returned and was not thrilled about Jack’s staffing arrangements.

      “I saw her with her suitcases this morning, I watched with my own eyes how you moved that blonde trollop in here. What is she, a mistress of yours?” screeched the woman.

      Vera was shocked to be called a trollop and oddly gratified that the most attractive woman in movies would think that she was Jack’s mistress.

      “Frankie, come on, she’s not my type. She is too smart and too sassy. She doesn’t know when to shut up.”

      “Then why is she here? It’s because you are having an affair with her, isn’t it?”

      “No, not at all. What man would cheat on you? She is only here because she is darn good at her job and she doesn’t throw herself at me.”

      “You promise, Jack? You mean it? You aren’t sleeping with her or anyone else?”

      “No, I’m not sleeping with any other girl. I’m faithful. I would be a fool not to be. Every man in America wishes they were me, and I know that,” he lied.

      Frankie didn’t know Jack was lying, but Vera did. Jack was convincing and from the silence that followed, Frankie must have believed it. Vera continued walking to her office, glad that Jack had said the right words to quiet Frankie. She had only seen Frankie in a couple of movies, her voice had always been high-pitched and childlike, but Vera didn’t know that in real life, Frankie’s voice was nearly intolerable.

      With Jack’s attention on Frankie, Vera was free to spend her morning catching up on correspondence and tackling the daily pile of fan mail. Opening the fan mail, she had grown accustomed to seeing the letters written by the love-sick women who flocked to Jack’s films. As she opened a plain white envelope, she was surprised by the letter that fell onto the desk.

      It was addressed to Jack, but it was not a written by a fan. It was written by a man who was running for office. Scanning the letter, she saw the name at the bottom signed as Stanley Eckhart. Making a mental note of the name and what he wanted, she stuffed the letter into the envelope and set it aside for Jack to read.

      Stanley Eckhart was a name she didn’t recognize, and she wondered if Agent Greene would be interested in the correspondence. He asked her to be on the lookout for any political associations or groups that seemed out of character for a man like Jack. Jack didn’t seem to be political, or much of anything besides vain, decadent, and spoiled. He liked to drink, spend time in the company of glamorous women, and attend lavish parties. Occasionally, he made a movie. That was his life. Vera had never seen him read a book or carry on a conversation that didn’t revolve around himself or the movie industry.

      The letter may have been a politician asking for an endorsement from a wealthy star, or it could have some other darker significance. Filing the facts away in her mind, she kept working through the morning as Jack and Frankie swam in the pool and drank cocktails.
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* * *

      Vera stayed busy in her office as Frankie stayed by Jack’s side for the remainder of the day. It was late in the afternoon when the gorgeous movie star kissed Jack goodbye and left to meet with her agent. To Vera, it seemed as though the entire house breathed a collective sigh of relief when Frankie’s bright yellow convertible drove out of the gate.

      Finishing the last of the correspondence, Vera was looking forward to a few hours alone on her balcony. The balcony had a beautiful view. It overlooked the garden and the back lawn. A red tile roof provided shade, and a table and chair were a perfect place to read a novel. She could hardly wait to enjoy her first night alone with a good book when Jack came barging in the office, his face red with rage.

      “That’s it, I can’t take any more of this. I am done!” he fumed as he slumped in a chair in the corner.

      “Sir?” asked Vera.

      “That woman! She’s a harpy! Her voice cuts through my brain like a knife! Her jealousy does her no credit. For a woman that sexy, she just lies in bed like a block of ice. I can’t do this anymore. I am going to go crazy,” he said as he put his face in his hands.

      Vera didn’t know what he was talking about, but he seemed to be describing Frankie Levine, his glamorous fiancée. She wondered how much he had been drinking, and then she realized there wasn’t a day that went by that he didn’t have a cocktail in his hand.

      “Sir, what can I do for you?” she asked. She was hoping that he wouldn’t need anything too time consuming. A good book and the balcony were waiting for her, and she wanted to go upstairs and relax.

      “You can start by ordering the guards to stop letting that women in every time she shows up,” Jack said sternly. Then you can tell Finch and the other fine gentlemen at the studio that I have had it. If you can do that and arrange for a plane ticket to an island far away from that woman, somewhere she is guaranteed never to find me, I would give you any amount of money you asked for.”

      “I can do all of that. I will take $10,000 dollars in small, unmarked bills,” she answered with a perfectly straight face.

      Jack Kilian stared at Vera, a vein in his handsome forehead throbbing, his face red. She wasn’t sure if she should have answered his question as the clock ticked and the tension in the room grew.

      “Only $10,000? That’s a bargain to be rid of that woman. You’re my secretary. Write the check, and I will sign it!” he said with a sigh.

      “Mr. Kilian?”

      “Miss Paige, cancel the part about the guards and the plane ticket, but I do require your assistance. I need to write a letter to Finch.”

      “Sir, if I may suggest, why don’t you call him?”

      “I can’t talk to him at the moment, I’m afraid of what I will say, but if you help me write a letter and deliver it to him tomorrow, I think I can get my point across without adversely affecting my career.”

      “I will do what I can,” she answered as she reached for her pad and pen, “Go ahead, sir whenever you are ready.”

      Jack abruptly stood to his feet and looked around the office, “How do you think in here? It’s so small, it feels like the walls are closing in. Is that the time?” he asked as he looked at the clock on the wall, “I am starved, let’s have dinner, and we can work on the letter over a bite to eat.”

      Vera swallowed hard as she asked, “But sir, dinner? Are you certain?”

      “I am, we can work and at eat the same time. Tell Mrs. Strauss to make something good, none of that French food, I want steak and potatoes with a red wine, can you do that?”

      “Yes sir, I can.”

      “Good, I will see you in the dining room in twenty minutes. The break will give me a chance to think about what I want to say.”

      Vera watched Jack Kilian leave her office. She had only been living in his house for less than ten hours and already he was requiring that she work through dinner. Thinking about the extra money in her paycheck, she decided that he was going to make her earn every penny of it. As she picked up the pad and pen, she walked to the kitchen. Steak and potatoes would be delicious, maybe working late wouldn’t be so bad if she was paid for it and fed this well every night.

      “Steak and potatoes? In twenty minutes?” Mrs. Strauss said as the cook looked at Vera with a deepening scowl.

      “Yes ma’am, that’s what he said. We have to work through dinner so that would be steak and potatoes for two,” Vera added as the cook’s narrowed her eyes.

      “That’s impossible, we need time to prepare the meal. We have already prepared a salmon mousse with a green salad for starters.

      “Maybe we could start with the salad and the salmon mouse, as the first two courses, then the steak and potatoes could be the main course?”

      “That might work. It would give us some extra time. Do you think he would be satisfied with that?” asked Mrs. Strauss as she stared at the cook.

      “I will tell him something. Hopefully he will be content. Bring him a cocktail, and I will try to keep him occupied.” Vera suggested.

      Vera left Mrs. Strauss and the cook scrambling to prepare the main course as she made her way to the dining room of the stately home. She had never been inside the dining room before Jack’s invitation.  She was all alone as she admired the grandeur of the room. A long, dark wood table ran the length of the room. By her estimation, it probably seated nearly thirty people. Wrought iron chandeliers hung from the ceiling, a stucco fireplace was on one wall and dark wooden buffets lined the other. A tapestry was displayed over the mantle.

      Vera was admiring the muted colors of the tapestry when Jack entered the dining room, “You are still wearing your working dress, why didn’t you change for dinner?

      “No sir. I thought since I was working as your secretary that there was no need to change.”

      “Not this time, but in the future, when I ask you to dine, please dress for the occasion.”

      “Yes sir,” she said as she joined him at the table, “Where should I sit?”

      “Beside me,” he said as he held the chair for her. Vera dropped the pad and pen on the table and sat down in the upholstered chair. “Thank you,” she said.

      Jack sat in an enormous, carved wood chair at the head of the table. He rang a bell and a maid rushed in carrying a tray. The maid set a cocktail in front of Jack. She then poured white wine into Jack and Vera’s glasses. Salads were presented as Jack frowned at the white wine in his glass.

      “What’s this? I specifically asked for steak and potatoes with red wine. White wine does not go with steak and potatoes,” he declared as he glared at the maid.

      “Sir, I will explain, start with your drink,” Vera suggested.

      Jack nodded, and the maid quickly left the dining room. His eyes turned to Vera as he demanded, “Explain, why were my orders not followed?”

      “But sir, they are being followed. Steak and potatoes with a complementary wine is being prepared as the main course as we speak. This is only the first course.”

      “I don’t care for all these courses,” he said.

      “It takes time to prepare the steak and potatoes to your liking, we can work on that letter while we enjoy the first courses, and by the time we have steak, you can enjoy it without having to worry about the letter to Mr. Finch,” Vera said as she tried to soothe him.

      “Since you put it like that, perhaps you are right we can finish the letter. Good thinking.”

      Vera breathed a sigh of relief as she reached for the glass of wine. Taking a sip, she set it down and picked up her pad and pen, “Whenever you are ready.”

      “Take this down. Before you send to Finch, I want to see the final draft after you have made it suitable to send to the man, understand?”

      “Yes sir, go ahead,” she said.

      “Finch, Jack Kilian here, I can no longer carry on with this charade, this sham that you have me living. It has become intolerable,” he said as he drank his cocktail.

      “What sir, for clarity’s sake what has become intolerable?”

      “This engagement between that harpy and myself.”

      “I am not understanding what this has to do with the studio or Mr. Finch? If you want to break it off with her, can’t you tell her?”

      “You don’t know how this town works, do you? This engagement with Frankie Levine, it’s a publicity stunt, at least it was. It should have been over a long time ago. She was supposed to break up with me and we would go our separate ways.”

      “A publicity stunt? Is that why you are referring to it as a charade?” Vera asked as she reached for glass of wine.

      “That is all it is, there is nothing else to it. Look, Frankie is beautiful, she is prettiest woman I have ever laid eyes on. However, her voice, her personality, and her lack of enthusiasm regarding certain activities makes this a situation I can no longer tolerate not for another second.”

      “Why haven’t you broken it off with her? If this was a publicity stunt and she was supposed to break up with you, then what’s the difference?”

      “There is a big difference. If I break up with America’s reigning screen queen, I will harm my career. My fans adore me because I am a gentleman, a good guy, and I have to keep it that way.”

      Vera tried not to laugh as she took a bite of the salad, “A good guy? What you mean is that a good guy doesn’t break the heart of everyone’s favorite screen actress.”

      “I can’t do it, it would be box office suicide for any of my pictures from here until the studio cancels my contract.”

      “I don’t understand. You told me that she was supposed to break up with you. Why didn’t she do that?”

      “She claims she is in love with me, that it began for the publicity it gave to both us. Think about it, we are America’s favorite couple. By ourselves, we are big name stars, our pictures do well. Together as a couple, we’re the biggest thing since sliced bread, and our pictures make a fortune.”

      “Sir, it’s none of my business, but she seems to be jealous. I didn’t mean to overhear the conversation this morning, but my office is right down the hallway from the morning room.”

      “You heard that? I’m glad someone can attest to what she is like. She claims she is in love with me, but I am not so sure that isn’t part of her own publicity she is running. She can’t be married to just anyone, not with her reputation and ego.”

      “What are you going to do? Do you think Mr. Finch can convince her to break up with you?”

      “I don’t know, he hasn’t been big on the idea, I think he is milking this travesty for all it’s worth. Between you and me, I have to do something and soon. While she was in New York filming, she was photographed shopping for gowns!”

      The maid brought the salmon mousse as Jack fumed and Vera tried to think of what to say in the letter he wanted her to compose, “Mr. Kilian, when I first came to work for you told me that you were Hollywood royalty, that your family built this town, why is every part of your life controlled by the studio? Your staff, your fiancée, your image, is there anything that belongs to you, that you control?”

      “This house, my cars, and my yacht are mine. I never thought about it, it’s how business is done here. I can do something crazy, and the studio makes sure I never get charged or see a day in jail.”

      “Yes sir, but they have a say in who you hire for your own staff and who you marry?”

      “You don’t understand, Miss Paige. When you act in your first movie and become a star, then you will understand how the studio system truly works.”

      “I doubt I will ever get the chance,” she said as she sampled the salmon mousse, “Working here gives me a steady paycheck, and I appreciate that, but that’s all I have gotten from Mr. Finch, aside from a proposition.”

      “You will make it in movies one day. You are pretty, smart, and you seem to be charismatic. You managed to charm Mr. Finch into this job. And about Finch, he does that to all the girls, it’s just part of the business.  Besides, I don’t see you working here as my secretary for long, do you?” Jack said with a smirk.

      “I don’t think he just propositions girls, if you understand what I am trying to say, sir. But I didn’t mean to talk about him. I apologize. He did give me this job. You told me I don’t know much about the studio and how they can control your life, but that is where you are wrong, I do. I have already experienced being on the bottom of that ladder and it can be hard for a woman like me who doesn’t sleep around.”

      “Miss Paige, what women in this town don’t sleep around?”

      “Me, sir. I don’t.”

      “When you leave my house, you may have to change your mind about that, Hollywood is built on sex, money, and power. You have to play the one you got. You will find out after our arrangement has come to an end.”

      “I am here as long as you need me, sir,” she answered.

      Vera finished the salmon mousse as Jack drank the white wine. She looked at the handsome man seated beside her and knew that a million women would relish the opportunity to live in his house and eat dinner with him. She just wanted to work for Jack Kilian long enough to prove to Mr. Finch that she deserved a movie contract without having to sleep around.
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* * *

      
        August 29, 1953

        Hollywood, California

      

      

      “You tell him to call me when you see him, do you hear me? Who does he think he is? He can’t tell me what he will and won’t do! He may be box office gold, but without me, without the studio, he might as well be the shoeshine boy!” bellowed Mr. Finch as Vera sat quietly in the chair across from his desk.

      “Yes sir, I will do that. I will tell him to give you a call,” said Vera as she stood to leave. The letter she delivered to Mr. Finch wasn’t terrible. She had composed it and had taken time to make sure that she worded Jack’s request as politely as possible. Judging from Mr. Finch’s reaction, he didn’t seem to care how polite the language was, he was not agreeing to any part of it.

      “Sit down, Miss Paige, I am not finished. I am dealing with a very distraught star; do you know that? I can’t have that. Miss Frankie Levine is upset, and do you know why?”

      “I have an idea, sir. She is upset about me, isn’t she?”

      “Upset? She is despondent and claims she can’t work as long as her fiancée has a blonde living in his house.”

      “Sir, that is ridiculous. Her accusations are crazy.”

      “They may be crazy, but she believes them. We have doubled your salary, and you live with Jack Kilian. You are craftier than I thought. How did you get him to do that for you? What did you do, jump in the sack with him?”

      “Sir, I don’t have to listen to this, I have told you before that I am not that kind of girl, especially not with Jack Kilian. Furthermore, Frankie is right that he is cheating on her, but it’s not with me.”

      “I know that. Do you think I would be where I am today if I didn’t know these things? Tell it to me straight, are you sleeping with him or not? I don’t care, but if you plan to blackmail him or get knocked up, I need to know so I can pay you not to do it.”

      “Mr. Finch, to get “knocked up” as you so delicately put it, I would have to be sleeping with him, and I refuse to entertain that thought. If I have to move back out, I will if that will keep Frankie happy, but I am not nor have I ever been sleeping with that man. I find his conduct morally reprehensible and his behavior boorish.”

      She could feel Mr. Finch sizing her up as he stared at her, “No, I don’t believe you are sleeping with him. You don’t even like him, do you?”

      “Sir, I can’t say that, I work for him.”

      “I would prefer it that way. If I send another girl to him, God only knows what will happen.”

      “Do you want me to leave? It’s not my fault. I did everything I could to do a good job for him and for you,” she said.

      “I didn’t tell you to leave, did I? I will have a talk with Frankie, tell her something to calm her down. If she wasn’t a top star, I wouldn’t have to hold her hand on everything. You just leave it to me.”

      “And the letter? Tell him to call you?”

      “Yes, this isn’t going to happen. He can forget it,” said Mr. Finch as he balled the letter up and threw it into the trash. “Tell him to call me. Good day, Miss Paige.”

      “Good day, Mr. Finch” she answered as she left his office.

      Vera was glad to be out of the office and have a few minutes away from Jack’s house. She considered stopping by the apartment to see if Joni and Maddie were in. As she stood on the street, trying to decide what to do with an hour of freedom, she was approached by a familiar man.

      “Miss,” Agent Greene said as he reached in his jacket for a pack of cigarettes, “Take one,” he said under his breath.

      Vera did as she as told and reached for the cigarette. Holding it to her mouth, she allowed him to light it, as he whispered, “Meet me at the drugstore on the next corner.”

      He walked away leaving her with a burning cigarette in her hand, she took a drag and pretended to smoke it as she looked at her watch. She didn’t even like cigarettes and quickly snuffed it out. She walked towards the drugstore with questions, the cigarette ploy one of them.

      As she walked through the door and into the drugstore, she spotted Agent Greene at the soda fountain. She sat beside him and waited for him to speak.

      “Miss Paige,”

      “Mr. Shepherd or is it Greene?”

      “Shepherd will do,” he said. “Good to see you, I almost didn’t recognize you with the light hair.”

      “You owe me. You said you would pay for it.”

      “I did, you are right, and I will. What would you like, a malted, a cheery soda, you just name it? It will be my treat.”

      “A milkshake, chocolate,” Vera said with a smile.

      “Two milkshakes, heavy on the chocolate,” said Agent Greene to the man behind the counter.

      “Coming right up, sir.” The counterman said with a smile.

      “Miss Paige, I must commend you, you are resourceful, I ask you to become indispensable to your employer, and you manage to do it in a few days. If you decide to give up this girlish dream of yours to be a movie star, you would make a darn fine agent. We can’t take you at the Bureau, but there are other departments that are looking for women willing to do dangerous work behind the lines.”

      “I don’t think your profession is a dream,” she said. What did you want to be when you grew up? A police officer, a G-man, or did you want to catch mobsters?

      “Your wit, Miss Paige, it makes these meetings less like work and more like a real date.”

      “You told me you that you can’t date an informant.”

      “I know, and that is how I see you, but you are my favorite.”

      The counterman brought their milkshakes. Much to Vera’s delight, the cool ice cream drink was a welcome treat after the ordeal she had gone through in Mr. Finch’s office.

      “Mr. Shepherd, about my hair, you did say you would pay for it and any other information I can get to you about his social gatherings. Is that still correct?”

      “It is. Now that you live in the residence, I will be expecting more information and good leads I can use,” Agent Green reached into his jacket and pulled out a small envelope. He slid it on the counter towards her as he said, “There is a key to a secure box at the train station. Any correspondence, notes, or guest lists, leave them in the box. If I need to contact you I will leave you a note or call, using the direct line to your bedroom. I will call only if it’s an emergency, do you understand?”

      “I do, what if I need you in an emergency?”

      “You won’t. If there are expenses that I owe to you such as for your hair and additional information you have provided me, I will leave the cash in an envelope in the box, is that clear?”

      “Yes sir, but I have a few questions. What was going in with that cigarette a few blocks from here? I don’t smoke.”

      Agent Greene answered, “We were standing directly in front of the studio, we can’t be too careful who sees us together.”

      “Also, does the name Stanley Eckhart mean anything to you?”

      Agent Greene did not react as he replied, “What about him?”

      “Jack received a letter from him recently. It ended up in the fan mail pile, which is how I saw it. It looked like he was asking for money or an endorsement.”

      “Interesting, my advice is to stay away from him. He plays rough. If he comes to the house, observe and report but keep your distance. Good work on discovering his interest in Jack. Is there anything else?”

      “Frankie Levine. What can you tell me about her angle? Is she in love with Jack?”

      “Why does that interest you? Is there a rivalry between you two girls for the affections of the debonair Mr. Jack Kilian?”

      “Not even close, but Frankie is making my job difficult. She is jealous of me.”

      “Miss Paige, I am impressed. You have managed to make the most beloved female star of our time jealous. You aren’t sleeping with him, are you?” he whispered.

      “You are the second person to ask me that today. Do I look like that kind of girl?”

      “No, you don’t. But the blonde hair makes you look, how can I say this, it looks good. You look like a starlet and less like a schoolmarm in that color.”

      “I thought you said you liked me as a brunette.”

      “I did, but the blonde changes you, and I will leave it at that.”

      “About Frankie? “

      “I don’t know a lot about her, but I can tell you this. She has an addiction to pills of all kinds, and they can affect how she behaves. She is also a closet alcoholic and unstable. She may be in love with Jack, it’s hard to tell. She is rarely entirely sober.”

      “Thank for the information. She is convinced that I am Jack’s mistress, and if she has her way, I could lose my job, and you could lose me as an informant.”

      “Don’t worry about that, it won’t happen. In the meantime, try not to attract any unnecessary attention. Keep a low profile.”

      Vera drank the milkshake and tried not to dwell on Agent Greene’s warnings. Moving into Jack’s house seemed like a great way to spy on him, but it also put her in the path of unstable and rough people. Vera finished the milkshake and enjoyed the few minutes she had in the presence of the only decent man she knew in Hollywood. During their meeting, it felt good to talk to someone who understood her, who acted like a friend and not just as a law enforcement officer. Remembering that he thought of her only as an informant, she stopped smiling and finished the milkshake.
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* * *

      
        September 5, 1953

        Hollywood, California

      

      

      “My attorney is supposed to be calling. I will be by the pool. Make sure I am awake and answer the phone,” Jack said as he stormed out of his house.

      Jack was always prone to fits of temper and bad behavior, but since she returned to the studio bearing bad news, he had been inconsolable. His mood had darkened, and he spent his days drinking heavily and insulting anyone who came near him.

      Vera tried to avoid him at all costs, but living in the same house with the man made keeping her distance next to impossible. As she finished sorting through the correspondence, she found another letter from Stanley Eckhart. She didn’t know how those letters kept ending up on her desk. Private correspondence was supposed to be placed on Jack’s desk in his study, a place he rarely visited.

      Opening the letter, she read the contents, Mr. Eckhart wanted an endorsement, and through a series of mutual friends, he also wanted to meet with Jack at his earliest convenience. Folding the letter and placing it back in the envelope, she decided to lie to Jack about why it was opened.  Like last time, she would tell him it appeared to be no more than fan mail.

      The phone on her desk rang, and she picked it up after one ring, “Kilian residence,” she answered.

      It was Jack’s attorney, Mr. Baldwin. Vera placed him on hold and raced out of the office and down the corridor towards the pool. She found Jack asleep on a lounge chair in his pool house his favorite place to be.

      “Sir, please wake up. It’s your attorney. He is on the phone for you.”

      “Go away, I don’t care,” he said.

      “Yes, you do care. Wake up and answer the telephone. He is on hold.”

      Jack Kilian sat up and glared at her. His face looked angry and his expression was ferocious. Vera stepped back, as though he might be inclined to hit her.

      “Hand me the phone,” he hissed.

      Vera reached for the phone on the table beside him and handed the receiver to him. She tried to walk away, but he signaled for her to wait.

      After several minutes of silence, punctuated by Jack repeating the word yes ever so often, his expression changed. It was already dangerous, but now he looked ferocious as his face turned bright red. “Do you mean to tell me that there is nothing you or anyone else in that town can do? I can marry that woman or kiss my career goodbye? Is that it?”

      Vera was not the kind of girl who normally shrank away from people. She had always considered herself brave, but there was something about Jack’s demeanor that gave her reason to fear. His hands were shaking as he held the telephone, and his jaw was clenched. The vein in his forehead was throbbing.

      “Who do you work for? Me or Finch?” he screamed, “Never mind, you don’t work for me anymore. Do you hear me? Just try to send me a bill! I won’t pay you a dime for the useless legal advice you gave me! Do you hear me?”

      Jack thrust the receiver at Vera. Vera slowly placed it back on the cradle and tried to exit the pool house.

      “Where do you think you are going?” he asked, his tone low and menacing.

      She didn’t try to answer, she stood still and waited to see what he was going to do.

      Jack seethed quietly as Vera waited for his instructions. She wanted to be as far away from his as possible, but that wasn’t likely. If she moved she was afraid of what he would do.

      “That was my attorney, but not anymore. Do you know what he just told me?”

      “I don’t know sir,” she whispered.

      “He just informed me that since the publicity stunt is not a legally binding contract. He told me that there is no paperwork that enforces it or defines it, that there is nothing that can be done to get that women to honor her part of the bargain. He further informed me that if I persist with ignoring her or it appears that I have abandoned her, it will leak to the press and make me look bad. Therefore, it would make the studio look bad, they could lose millions of dollars on me, and then they would be within their rights to cancel my contract.”

      Vera didn’t know what to say to him, as she murmured, “Yes sir. I am here. What would you like me to do?”

      “Miss Paige, you are a smart girl, what would you do if you were in my current situation?”

      “That’s simple, you can’t leave town because that would look like abandonment, and you can’t break up with her because you would look heartless. You need to give her a reason to honor her part of the deal and break it off with you. But you can’t end up in the papers for it, so you can’t just start dating girls and taking them out to dinner.”

      “You might be on to something, I was thinking about what I could do to get her to break up with me, and you have given me an idea. I am going to throw a party this Saturday, a wild one. You know the sort I am talking about. Get Barzman on the phone. Put together a guest list of my contacts and other stars. Once you have that completed, come and see me and I will approve the final guest list.  We are going to need a band. Tell Mrs. Strauss to order several cases of liquor for the bar. Talk to her about having it catered or the staff can fix the food. Either way, I don’t care. Be sure that Frankie Levine’s name is on the list. I can’t afford to have her miss this, not for the world.”

      “Yes sir, right away.”

      “Be sure to include yourself on the guest list, I want you to look glamorous that night. Call one of the shops in Beverly Hills. Tell them to bring a selection of gowns, and I will choose the one I want you to wear. Send Miss Levine five dozen roses with a note apologizing for my absence. Blame it on poor health or something.”

      “Sir, about my gown. The last time I was in Mr. Finch’s office, the day I delivered the letter, I nearly lost my job because of Frankie Levine. She told him that she thought we were lovers,” she admitted as her face turned red.

      “Lovers?” he asked, then he said, “She told him that you and I were lovers? Why would she tell him that?”

      “To get rid of me. She believes it, she told him that she couldn’t work because I was living in your house.”

      “If that’s what it will take to rid myself of her, then I better find a sexy gown for you.”

      “Sir, I don’t mean to disagree with you, but I don’t know if I need to look sexy, not if you are trying to get her to break up with you.”

      “Miss Paige, that woman is crazy. It won’t matter what you are wearing. You could be dressed in a flour sack, and she is going to accuse you of being my lover.”

      “Sir, what if I didn’t attend this party?”

      “As my secretary, I demand that you attend and dress the way I tell you for this party. I need every woman on the guest list to be wearing a risqué gown or to be in the nude. I want Frankie to see what she has to look forward to if she marries me. It’s either this, or I will have to retire from pictures at an early age. That would be embarrassing, and I am not going to let her do that to me. She is not going to win this fight, and I refuse to marry her.”

      “Sir, what about your father? He is Hollywood royalty. Is there anything he can do? Does he have any connections?”

      “He has connections, but the studio is going to do everything they can not to lose money, and Frankie and I are making them rich.”

      “Yes sir. I will see to the arrangements and the guest list. Also there is a letter in my office for you.” Vera wasn’t sure that this was the best time to tell him about Eckhart’s letter, but if it were important and she neglected to mention it, he could be angry with her.

      “A letter? I don’t have time to worry about a letter. Who is it from? Anyone important?”

      “Mr. Stanley Eckhart.”

      “Stanley Eckhart. That man is running for office. He is dirty, corrupt, and sleazy.”

      “I will throw it away,” said Vera as she turned to leave.

      “Don’t do that. Bring me the letter, and I will read it. Mr. Eckhart and his ilk make me glad not to be in politics, but one can never have too many friends, especially the corrupt ones.”

      Vera walked away from the pool house quickly before Jack could bark anymore orders at her. She had a party to plan, and she was going to need all the time she could get. Jack was not interested in a glamorous social gathering, he wanted a sin-filled evening of debauchery. As she called her agent Arthur Barzman to order entertainment for the event, she shuddered when she thought about the poor girls who would be lounging around Jack Kilian’s house and pool in the nude.

      Calling her old agent wasn’t the only thing that made her shudder. The casual way that Jack said he might need a friend like Eckhart made her skin crawl. She didn’t know what Jack had in mind, but she was afraid it wasn’t just a party.

      Thinking of the way he talked about his fiancée and his hatred of her, Vera felt a cold shiver run up her spine. She wished she had never accepted the job at Jack’s. She regretted not turning the offer down and packing her belongings. Speaking to Arthur Barzman, she was nauseated. She should have returned to Winter Falls rather then get mixed up in the sordid affairs of this town. As she hung up the telephone, she knew that it was too late for that. Just because she had managed to hold on to her virtue didn’t change the fact that she was a pawn of the studios and the movie stars just like everyone else in Hollywood.
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      Vera was afraid to leave her room. She knew she was being silly, that nothing would happen to her, but she was still nervous. Staring at her reflection in the mirror, she was embarrassed and amazed. She barely recognized the girl staring back. The reflection looked like a glamorous, sexy, movie star with perfectly curled blonde hair, red lipstick, and wearing a slinky red gown.

      Looking down at the amount of cleavage she was showing, Vera was convinced that she did not want to leave her bedroom dressed like that. The satin red material hugged her curves and exposed nearly all of her assets.

      “This is the last time I let Jack pick out a dress for me,” she said to the reflection.

      The reflection was silent as Vera tried to pull the top of the dress as high it would go, but she soon realized that it would not cover any more skin. Rushing to the closet, she wondered if she had anything she could wear with the gown to protect her modesty. There was nothing to be found. She had to face the fact that she was going to be attending a glamorous Hollywood party dressed like a woman of easy virtue.

      She wondered if Jack would notice her absence from the party as she turned in the mirror once more, trying to find the courage to go downstairs. The band had been playing for over an hour. From the open door of the balcony, she could hear the sound of laughter, a sure indicator that the party was already well on its way to becoming raucously out of control.

      A knock on the door announced the arrival of Patty, a maid from Mrs. Strauss’s staff.

      “Miss Paige, are you ready?” the frail young woman asked as she absentmindedly straightened a pillow on the sofa.

      “Oh dear. Did Mr. Kilian send you?”

      “Yes ma’am, he did. He ordered me to come find you.”

      “You have done your job,” answered Vera with a sigh, “I will be right down.”

      “He told me to tell you to hurry, he has a job for you.”

      As Vera tugged at the plunging neckline of the dress, she replied, “I have no doubt of that, although I can’t imagine what he expects me to do in this dress. I can barely breathe, and sitting down is practically out of the question.”

      The maid suppressed her amusement as she nodded her head, “Yes ma’am. It is a lovely gown.”

      “On someone else,” Vera answered, exasperated. “Think he would mind if I wore a coat over it?”

      Patty looked at Vera quizzically, as though she was unsure how to answer the question.

      “I know the answer already. I just have to walk downstairs and hope that this dress stays in place!”

      “Yes ma’am. Try not to lean over either.”

      “Thanks, Patty. That is great advice. Is it too late to lie and tell him I am sick?”

      “You could try, but Mr. Kilian doesn’t like to be told no or to be kept waiting.”

      “How well I know that,” Vera answered, “I promise. I will be right down.”

      “Thank you, Miss Paige. My night is going to be bad enough. All those drunk people making crazy demands and expecting me to deliver them. The last time he had a party, I had to hide from a man who insisted I bring him a real daquiri from Havana.”

      “That doesn’t sound so bad. Did you have the bartender make him one?”

      “I couldn’t. He wanted me to have a bartender from the Flamingo hotel in Havana flown in just to make him a drink. It was nuts. That is how it always is, but it can get much worse. You will see.”

      “I am not sure I like how you said that.”

      “If it weren’t for the good pay, I would have left a long time ago,” Patty admitted. “Sorry I said that. You won’t tell anyone, will you?”

      Vera assured the maid that she would never speak a word of her confession. “I give you my word, not a word to a living soul.”

      “Thanks, be careful out there. These parties are full of wolves.”

      “And I feel like a well-dressed sheep.”

      Patty left Vera all alone in her room. She was poured into the red dress that made her look like anything but a nice girl.  There was no escape. Jack Kilian expected her to be at his party, and if she wanted to keep him happy, she did not have a choice. Resigned to her fate, she closed the door of her bedroom, prayed that she could make an appearance, do whatever job he wanted, and be in her bed in an hour.

      As she descended the stairs, she thought of her girlish fantasies of glamorous parties at Hollywood mansions. This was the moment that she should have been thrilled to be a part of, a girl like her from a small town in New York, drinking champagne with big stars. Instead, she shuddered to think of spending even a minute at the party wearing the outlandish dress that Jack had chosen for her.

      Holding onto the rail, she thought about running back upstairs and closing the door, but it was far too late for that. She had been spotted by Mr. Finch.

      “What a looker,” he whistled as he approached Vera.

      Vera felt her cheeks turn bright red as she greeted the studio executive. His eyes were on her ample cleavage and not on her face. “Mr. Finch, how good to see you.”

      “Good to see me? The pleasure is all mine,” he said as he leaned close to her.

      Vera could smell the aroma of scotch on his breath as he whispered, “I would like to see more of you. Miss Paige, you look ravishing in that dress. I thought you told me you were a nice girl?”

      Vera replied, “I am. Mr. Kilian picked out this dress for me.”

      A lascivious grin spread across Mr. Finch’s face as he leered at her bosom and said, “I am sure he did. No wonder Frankie is jealous of you. I may have to insist you dress like this every time you pay me a visit now that I know you are up for it. But you wouldn’t be wearing it for long in my office.”

      Vera wanted to slap the smile off Mr. Finch’s face. She couldn’t because he paid her salary, “Mr. Finch…”

      “You don’t have to say a word. I will be seeing you, all of you, Miss Paige,” he said as he reached around and patted her behind. “Yes indeed. All of you, just remember that.”

      Vera stood in stunned silence as she watched Mr. Finch walk away from her. She felt cheap after the way he talked to her and touched her. Shuddering, she dreaded to think that he would be expecting more of her the next time he saw her. Watching him finish his drink as he stood in the company of a starlet, Vera prayed that he would forget seeing her that night.

      Taking a deep breath, she knew that she had only two choices: forget that Mr. Finch had touched her and join Jack at his party or rush back upstairs, or pack and be on the first train to New York by morning. As she contemplated her options, her decision was made for her as Patty came running up to her, “Miss Paige, Mr. Kilian says you have to come at once!”

      “Do I?”

      “You do! If I don’t bring you to him at once he said he would get rid of me! Please come with me! I need this job!”

      “Lead the way,” said Vera as she followed Patty through the leering men and the tipsy women. The music played, and for one moment, Vera wished she had never left Winter Falls.

      [image: ]
* * *

      “There you are! Where have you been?” demanded Jack Kilian. His dark hair was perfectly styled, every strand in place, his blue eyes sparkled as his eyebrows furrowed, and his mouth turned to a frown. He stood in the pool house, alone in the middle of his own party.

      Vera stammered, “I was delayed by Mr. Finch.”

      Jack complained, “I am sure you were, I have been waiting for an hour.”

      “Yes sir,” Vera said as she tried to change the subject, “Patty told me you have job for me?”

      “I do. When Mr. Eckhart arrives, I want you to entertain him.”

      Vera swallowed as she repeated the words, “Entertain him? I’m not sure I understand what you mean.”

      “Stick close to him, keep his drinks cold, and make sure he has what he wants.”

      “I am not that kind of girl.”

      “I know that. I just don’t want him to bore my guests with his talk of politics, not tonight. We have a much more important task at hand this evening.”

      “I thought you didn’t mind having Mr. Eckhart as a friend?” Vera dared to reply.

      Jack gave her a sour look as he answered, “Make no mistake. He is not my friend, but he may be useful.”

      “I thought my job tonight was to make sure Frankie wanted to end her engagement to you, not entertain your guests. That is why we have the girls here that Mr. Barzman sent over.”

      “Your job, Miss Paige, since I have to remind you, is to do whatever I say that makes me happy, do you understand? If that means keep one of my guests entertained, than you better do it.”

      Vera wanted to scream at Jack and to slap his handsome face. She decided to go with the screaming. “You’re too much! First you have me dress as a… I can’t say it, but you know very well how I am dressed! Then you want me to fling myself at a man who is corrupt and sleazy! What else do you want from me, to take him back to my room?”

      Jack’s eyes narrowed as he stepped close to Vera and whispered, “I suggest you shut your trap! I never told you to take him back to your room, but if you think that would work, then you better do just that.”

      “Why don’t you ask one of Mr. Barzman’s girls to take care of your guest? I am sure they would be much more enthusiastic.”

      “They aren’t you, and you are too smart to let a man into your bed. I want you to keep an eye on him and make sure he behaves. He is my guest. I want him to have a good time, but not at anyone else’s expense.”

      “Except for mine. Is that all?” she dared to ask.

      “That is all. In the meantime, I want you to have a drink with me.”

      Vera’s green eyes widened in surprise as she asked, “A drink with you?”

      “Yes, my darling fiancée should be arriving at any moment, and I want her to get the wrong impression.”

      “You must really dislike me. You know that Mr. Finch has threatened to fire me because of your fiancée. If she sees us to together, she is going to demand it.”

      “Let her, it won’t matter much after tonight.”

      “Maybe not for you, but for me, it means that I will never work in this town again.”

      “Yes, you will. Stop believing everything Finch tells you.”

      “He pays my salary. What choice do I have?”

      Jack’s frown turned into a screen-worthy smile as Patty walked into the pool house carrying a tray of champagne in tall fluted glasses. Jack reached for two crystal flutes as he said, “Maybe more than you know. If you would calm down and have a drink, we could discuss it.”

      Jack handed a glass to Vera. Vera wasn’t sure she wanted to have a drink with him, tonight or ever. Thinking about the task that lay ahead, the job of entertaining a sleazy politician, she sipped the champagne, hoping to calm her nerves.

      “What do you want to discuss? You sound like an agent,” she surprised herself with her candor.

      “Don’t be insubordinate. Tonight, can’t you just remember that you are my secretary and act like it? Smile! Act like you are glad to be working for me!” he said.

      “You mean act? I would, sir, I did come to Hollywood to be an actor, but since I am a secretary, I don’t think I am getting paid for my ability to act.”

      “Do you ever relax and have fun, or are you like this all the time?”

      “You tell me. I am here all the time. Do you think I relax?”

      “Only when you think I’m not around,” he said with a smile. A smile that was so warm and charming that Vera thought it was a genuine. She did not have time to ponder what he meant by his enigmatic statement because they were joined by an expected guest.

      A white curtain brushed aside, and Frankie Levine stood in the pool house, a hand on her hip and a dark look on her face. “Just like I thought! I have caught you in the act!”

      Jack stepped closer to Vera, his hand suddenly on her waist, “Frankie, I didn’t think you would be able to make it,” he lied.

      “Not make it? You are having a party. How can you have a party without me?” the stunningly beautiful actress asked with a practiced toss of her auburn waves. “What are you doing with her?”

      Vera was aware of Jack’s hand on her waist, his body close to hers. His expensive cologne mixed with the masculine scent of his skin. Vera tried not to think about how handsome Jack was and how delicious he smelled as Frankie glared at her.

      “With her? This is my secretary, Miss Paige. I thought you knew that,” Jack said as he pulled Vera closer to him.

      “Secretary? That is a nice word to call it,” Frankie said in a high-pitched voice, as she wobbled towards Vera.

      Vera tried to wriggle out of Jack’s grip, but he held her in place, “Be nice to Miss Paige, my dear. Jealousy doesn’t look good on you,” Jack said with a smirk.

      Frankie snorted as she said, “Jealous, of what? This blonde bimbo?”

      Vera managed to wriggle away from Jack and said, “Wait just one minute! Who are you calling a bimbo?” she gestured wildly with the champagne glass.

      “You have a better name for what you are? He is my fiancé, and I don’t appreciate you hanging all over him,” Frankie said as she pointed a finger at Vera.

      “That is rich, coming from you,” Vera answered.

      “What do you mean by that?” Frankie said as she teetered toward Vera.

      “You know what I mean. He’s no more your fiancé then I am a movie star!” Vera exclaimed as she pushed past Frankie.

      Frankie followed her out of the pool house as she spat, “Girls like you are a dime a dozen. You can do whatever you like with Jack, but he is going to be my husband. And you are going to be back in the gutter if I have my way about it.”

      “Suits me fine. At least the gutter isn’t filled with people like you!” Vera said as she became aware that she was no longer having this conversation in the privacy of the pool house. The music was still playing, but an uneasy silence had grown among the partygoers.

      Jack came out of the pool house, a smile on his face, “Ladies, ladies, there is no reason for this behavior. You forget yourselves. There is plenty of me to go around!”

      Vera heard laughter and giggles all around her as the guests enjoyed this live entertainment.

      “I’m sorry, Jack,” Frankie said as she kissed Jack’s cheek, her face in a petulant expression like a child caught in the act of stealing cookies.

      The flash of a camera going off only a few feet away brought Vera to her senses. She could feel the heat rising to her cheeks. She felt the audience of celebrities, executives, and producers staring at her, waiting for her to do or say something. Hollywood’s hottest couple was having a spat, and she knew that she looked like the cause of it.

      Looking down at the skintight red dress, she understood in a second the job Jack had for her. He wanted her to look like a Jezebel. She had been set up. She was the reason for the breakup that she was betting would happen later. She doubted that he wanted her to entertain Mr. Eckhart. He just wanted to keep her off balance so that he could be found with her alone in the pool house.

      “You lying snake,” Vera hissed.

      Jack met her condemnation with a smirk. “Miss Paige, that will be all for now.”

      “That will be all for longer than that!” Vera said.

      She was tired of being treated like she meant nothing. She had kept quiet long enough. Embarrassed and standing in front of a party filled with people who would always be more successful than her, she finally snapped.

      “You set me up! This whole thing!” Vera replied. “That is why there are photographers’ conveniently located at the pool.”

      “You better be nice to my fiancé. He is the only reason you have a job,” Frankie said as she slurred the word, job.

      “Fiancé, what a load of baloney,” Vera answered as she heard whispers drift through the crowd, “We all know what a lie that is.”

      “Miss Paige, you are dismissed. Return to your room,” Jack said as his smile slipped, revealing a scowl.

      “No, I don’t care. This isn’t worth it, none of it. You are not worth it! There was a time when I wanted to be a movie star, but I don’t care anymore. I have had it with the sleaze and humiliation.”

      “If you don’t leave right now, you won’t ever be one. You have my word!”

      “I don’t care anymore. Don’t you get it? Tomorrow my name and face will be splashed over a thousand gossip columns. I am going to be ridiculed as the girl who caused the biggest breakup in Hollywood! What have I got to lose? I will never be a star! Not now and not ever! And it’s all your fault, Jack Kilian. I hope you get what’s coming to you.”

      “Breakup?” asked Frankie. “What breakup? Who is breaking up?” She looked at Jack as she gripped his arm to retain her balance.

      Vera stood defiant, “You might as well tell her, Jack. Tell her your big plan to get rid of her!”

      “Vera! That is enough!” Jack hissed.

      Vera declared, without wavering, “Furthermore, you have my resignation. If that isn’t good enough, I will find Mr. Finch and tell him myself.”

      “Big plan? Jack, am I part of a big plan?” asked Frankie.

      “You better believe it. I hope you didn’t waste any money on a wedding dress yet, because you won’t be needing it. Now if you will excuse me,” Vera said as she left Jack and Frankie. Slamming the champagne glass down on the nearest table, she turned to face Jack and Frankie. She said, “I hope you enjoy this party, because tomorrow when you both have ruined my name, I intend on ruining yours. I am sure the press will be interested in everything I have to say. Look for your names in the gossip column right beside mine if you even think you can use me like this!”
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* * *

      It was over. Her dream of becoming a movie star was over in an instant. Her tears fell as she ran up the stairs to her room. She was never going to see her name in lights, never act in front of the camera. It was over for her, and she didn’t know what to do.

      Slamming the door of her bedroom, she threw herself across the bed. This would be the last night she spent in Jack Kilian’s mansion and probably the last night she would not be notorious... If what she suspected was correct, Frankie was going to break up with Jack because of Vera, or at least she was supposed to.

      She thought of how quickly Frankie had changed her tune from angry to fawning and wondered if she intended to leave Jack after all. The music from the party drifted into Vera’s bedroom as she thought about Jack’s plan. If Frankie broke up with him and Vera ended up being blamed in the press, she would make good on her threat to sell her story to every paper that would buy it. If Frankie didn’t break up with Jack, then what would she do? She had just resigned in front of a crowd of Hollywood elites for nothing.

      No matter what the outcome was, she knew she couldn’t stay at Jack’s. If she ever saw his face again, she was not entirely sure that she wouldn’t hit him. It was all his fault; him and his publicity stunt were the cause of her dreams turning to dust. She looked at the telephone on her bedside table and thought of Agent Greene.

      When she left Hollywood, she would have no reason to see the handsome FBI agent, since she would no longer be an informant. She wondered if he would be permitted to date an ex-informant, even one who managed to get herself in the gossip columns. Thinking of Agent Greene, she smiled. Even if she never saw him again, he showed her kindness without expecting anything immoral in return. Because of him, she knew what kind of man she wanted one day in the future.

      The future. It was open to her in a way it had never been before. Vera didn’t know what her new life was going to be like. All her life, she had only wanted to be a movie star. Her future looked uncertain, but she did know one thing about it; she would begin her new life by taking off that horrible red dress.

      She threw the dress in the trash and changed into a nightgown. Packing could wait until tomorrow morning. Walking across the room, she shut the balcony doors and crawled into bed. This was her last night spent in a mansion, and her last night as Vera Paige. Tomorrow she would be Vera Pulaski once again. She ran a blonde tress through her fingers. The light color, like the name Paige, could go, and she wouldn’t miss it.

      Tossing and turning all night, Vera had too much on her mind to sleep well. As she drifted into a fitful sleep, she was awakened by a loud knocking on her door. She sat upright in the bed, terrified of what could be causing the nose that woke her from her slumber. Turning on the light, she heard the knocking on her door, this time more forceful than before.

      “I don’t care who you are, you better go away!” she yelled.

      “Vera, is that anyway to treat me?” she heard a man’s voice on the other side of the door. The voice sounded like Jack’s, except his words were slurred.

      Vera jumped out of bed, and carefully crept to the door. She put her hand on the door knob, checking to make sure it was locked, “Go away! I don’t work for you anymore!”

      “Sure, you do! Come on, honey. Stop being this way.”

      “If you don’t go away, I’m going to call the cops.”

      “It’s my house,” he answered.

      Vera stood by the door, her heart racing. She did not want to see Jack Kilian ever again. He had ruined her life, and she was in no mood for his drunken shenanigans. Standing by the door, she waited for him to leave.

      As the minutes clicked by on the clock on her bedside table, she grew impatient. It was nearly two in the morning. She desperately needed rest. Unlocking the door, she was ready to demand that he leave her alone. As she peered into the hallway, she found her employer slumped on the floor. He looked dead, but his deep breathing proved otherwise.

      “Jack, get up, you can’t sleep here,” she whispered.

      He snored as he rolled over on his back. America’s favorite movie star was passed out cold only steps from her bedroom. She had to move him before someone saw him there. The pictures from the party and the gossip were bad enough, but to have proof that he was at her bedroom door late at night would be hard to explain.

      Vera did not see anyone in the hallway as she walked towards Jack, nudging him with her foot, “Wake up! You have got to go!”

      Jack mumbled something unintelligible as she leaned down and tried to shake him. He was not budging, no matter what she did. After an unsuccessful attempt to drag him, she knew that she needed help. Vera did not know what she could do. If she left her room and found another bedroom to sleep in, that would not alter where the staff was going to find Jack the following morning.

      As she pondered her next move, she could hear laughter and music coming from outside. The party was still going on despite the late hour. Stepping inside her bedroom, she slipped on her robe and tied the sash. She hoped to find the one person who could help despite the hour.

      Vera was careful not to be seen as she made her way downstairs and to the kitchen. She was relieved to see Mrs. Strauss leaned against the counter, her eyes red as she stifled a yawn. The cook sat on a bench, finishing the last of a tray of canapes for the guests who were still by the pool. Patty looked at Vera but didn’t say a word, just stared at her with wide eyes.

      “Mrs. Strauss, I am so glad to find you still awake at his hour,” Vera said as she rushed to the woman’s side.

      “Is it true you gave your notice?” The older woman asked.

      “It is. I am leaving as soon as I can, but I need your help tonight,” Vera said in a whisper.

      Mrs. Strauss answered, “Why are you whispering? I am disappointed to see you go. You were a dependable secretary.”

      “Thank you. I need you to come with me, please. I need help,” said Vera. “It’s important.”

      “Important? I don’t know what you have going on, but I can come take a look. Is it an emergency, has someone been hurt? With all these drunk people, there is always a fight or a twisted ankle. Never fails.”

      “No ma’am. You will see, just come this way.”

      “Very well. I still think you ought to stay. It’s going to be hard to fill your shoes.”

      Once Vera and Mrs. Strauss were out of the kitchen, Vera explained her dilemma to the housekeeper. “It’s Jack that I need help with. I didn’t have anyone else I could trust.”

      Mrs. Strauss narrowed her eyes as she said, “What about Mr. Kilian? What’s wrong?”

      “You will see. He’s passed out cold.”

      Mrs. Strauss answered, “That is nothing new. Just leave him where he is, and we will look after tomorrow when he wakes up.”

      “You don’t understand. I can’t leave him where he is. It doesn’t look good.”

      “It doesn’t look good? Miss Paige, I wish you would stop talking in riddles and just tell me where he is.”

      They rounded the corner of the upstairs hallway as Vera pointed to the unmoving body of a person on the floor. “Right there. He’s right in front of my room.”

      “How did he get there?”

      “He came up here pounding on my door. I was asleep and wouldn’t let him in. I found him like this.”

      “And he wasn’t in your bedroom?” Mrs. Strauss accused, “Up until now you have been a good girl. I haven’t seen any sign of, well, any sign that you weren’t good. But there had to be a reason he passed out almost inside your bedroom.”

      “There must be, but I don’t know what it is,” declared Vera.

      Mrs. Strauss walked inside Vera’s bedroom and glanced around the room. “It doesn’t look like you shared your bed with anyone. You are telling the truth, aren’t you?”

      “I am. Why do you think I came to find you? I didn’t want anyone getting ideas.”

      Mrs. Strauss leaned close to Jack as she said, “He looks dead, but he is snoring. We have to wake him up or call one of the valets or the butler for help.”

      “We can’t do that! The whole staff will be talking. I know I am leaving, but I don’t want anyone to have that impression of me.”

      Mrs. Strauss opened the door across the hall and turned on the light. “This isn’t perfect, but it will have to do. If you help me drag him then we won’t have to wake him up.”

      The women dragged Jack across the floor, grunting and straining from the effort. “He weighs more than he looks,” said Vera as she tugged on his arm.

      After a considerable effort, they managed to get him inside the room, leaving him on the carpet by the sofa. Mrs. Strauss shrugged her shoulders as she said, “This will have to do, I don’t think there is any way we can lift him without help.”

      “Mrs. Strauss, how can I thank you for your kindness?” Vera asked as they left Jack Kilian on the rug of a guest room.

      “Don’t leave,” The woman said.

      “If only it were that easy. Jack set me up. If he has his way, my name and picture are going to be all over the papers.”

      Mrs. Strauss’s eyes opened wide as she said, “Set you up? Why would he do that?”

      “To get rid of Frankie! He has tried everything, and she won’t leave him alone. He can’t stand her, and he would do anything to be free of her, including ruining my life.”

      “You poor dear! Maybe it won’t seem so bad tomorrow morning, I won’t be getting any sleep tonight, not with his guests’ content to drink themselves into comas before dawn. You are welcome to stay in my room, if you like.”

      “That would be lovely, thank you for everything, Mrs. Strauss. I am going to miss you.”

      The older woman smiled at her as she shook her head and said, “I just wish there was something that could be done to keep you here.  I don’t want to see you go, and I don’t think Mr. Kilian does either. You have been the best secretary we have ever had.”
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        September 11, 1953

        Hollywood, California

      

      

      Mrs. Strauss got her wish, thought Vera as she stared out the window at the line of police cars in the driveway. She would not be going anywhere for a while, not while there were police officers insisting that everyone remain in the house.

      Vera returned to the kitchen table, shaking her head, “I can’t believe it! You say it happened last night?”

      Mrs. Strauss poured coffee in a row of white porcelain cups, “Patty, run these out to the officers, will you?”

      She poured the last of the fresh coffee in Vera’s cup as she answered, “That is what I have heard, mind you. It may be wrong.”

      “Frankie Levine dead in the swimming pool at Jack Kilian’s party! This is going to be a scandal,” Vera replied as she sipped the coffee. “Do you remember seeing anything?”

      “Not a thing. I was in the kitchen most of the night except when you needed help.”

      “I don’t know how I slept through the commotion. I must have been tired,” Vera said as she yawned.

      “Poor Mr. Kilian woke up to this great mess; a tragedy on his doorstep. His own bride-to-be, dead in his swimming pool.”

      Vera tried not to think of Jack’s insistence that he would be rid of Frankie before the night was through, how much he detested the woman, and how convenient that she ended up dead. As the grieving fiancé, he was in the clear, and his fame and contract were assured. It was perfect timing for Jack, Vera realized as a shiver ran along her spine.

      “My dear Miss Paige, are you unwell? You look pale as a ghost. Is it the shock of Miss Levine’s death?” asked Mrs. Strauss.

      “Yes, you could say that. It has been quite a shock.”

      “Shock?” the housekeeper lowered her voice, “Not for me. That woman drank like a fish. I don’t mean to speak ill of the dead, but she needed help. If you ask me, Mr. Kilian was a saint to tolerate her.”

      “Mr. Kilian a saint?” Vera asked as she watched the door to the kitchen swing open and Jack walk through the door.

      Jack’s hair was disheveled and his face ashen. His eyes were red from drinking or crying, Vera could not tell which. He frantically looked around the room before resting his gaze on her.

      “Vera, I mean Miss Paige, you are the person I need to see. Everyone else give us a minute,” he ordered as he walked towards her.

      Mrs. Strauss, the cook, and her assistant left Vera and Jack alone in the enormous kitchen. Vera knew that she could be staring into the face of a killer as she tried to think of a reason that she couldn’t stay.

      “Jack, I must be going,” she said as she quickly stood to her feet.

      “No!” he said as he reached out and grabbed her arm.

      “Don’t touch me!” ‘

      “I’m sorry! You have to stay. I need your help.”

      “My help? You were content to set me up last night, to ruin my life for your own selfish benefit. I’ll be darned if you will get any help from me,” she hissed as she walked away from him.

      “I know. I am sorry. I had to get away from her.”

      “By destroying my hopes and dreams? That’s right. I am a nobody from a little town that you don’t even know the name of. Who cares if you ruin my life as long as you are free and clear of your fiancée?!”

      Jack’s face turned red, his hand over Vera’s mouth. “Shhh! Don’t say that, not right now, and not so loudly. They already think it was a murder.”

      Vera slapped his hand away, “They are probably right!”

      “Stop saying that! I didn’t kill Frankie! You must believe me!”

      “I don’t have to believe you! I don’t work for you anymore! I will be lucky to work anywhere else when those pictures are published.”

      “They won’t be published. I bought the film last night. All of it.”

      “You are lying. You would say anything to get what you wanted.”

      “You are right, I would, but not this time. That detective wants to pin this on me, and you knew where I was last night.”

      “You could have been acting, for all I know.”

      “Acting? You let me pass out cold in the hallway. I woke up in the guest bedroom to the sound of sirens.”

      “Jack, I can’t trust you, and I don’t even like you. You would say anything to me, anything at all to make me think you needed me to get you off the hook.”

      Jack sighed. “Vera, I know what I did to you was rotten. I should never have done it. I felt bad about it, which is why I bought the film. I was going to give it to you as a present to ask for your forgiveness, but you wouldn’t let me in.”

      “Liar. I don’t have to tell the police anything. Do you hear me?”

      “Here, I can prove it. Look,” he said as he pulled two rolls of film from his pants pocket, dumping them on the kitchen table.

      “How do I know you didn’t kill Frankie? It was convenient that she died, leaving you the grieving fiancé.”

      “I loathed her, that is true, but I am not a murderer. You know where I was last night before I passed out. You are my alibi.”

      “If I choose to be. You were going to ruin my life. You didn’t care about me last night.”

      Jack put his hands on her shoulders, a desperate look in his eyes, “Vera, please don’t do this. You’re not that kind of girl.”

      “Aren’t I? You told me that this town was built on sex and that I better get used to it. Well, I can tell you something else it’s built on, and that’s power. Right now, your power doesn’t matter, and it’s the studio that has the power to clear your name. But not without my help, is that right?”

      “Yes, I need you, and the studio needs you.”

      “I will think about it,” she said as she reached for the rolls of film and slid them into her pocket, “If you will excuse me,” she said as she walked out of the kitchen.
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* * *

      
        September 13, 1953

        Hollywood, California

      

      

      “Miss Paige, I am glad you could see your way clear to have this meeting with me.”

      Vera sat on the opposite side of the desk from Mr. Finch. She was dressed in a modest blue dress with a Peter Pan collar and a full skirt. A dress that was much more to her taste, she thought as she smoothed the material over her knees. Looking up at Mr. Finch, she replied, “Do you remember our last meeting, at Jack’s party?”

      “I do, Miss Paige. I may have spoken out of turn that evening.”

      “Spoken out of turn? You touched me and made lewd comments! Do you remember that?”

      “I do. All in fun, I assure you,” he answered without a trace of remorse in his voice.

      “You have no intention of apologizing, do you?”

      “No, I don’t. You are a big girl, and you know full well what I want from you. Why should I apologize? Now to the matter at hand.”

      “And what matter is that? Jack’s alibi?”

      “Your statement and sworn testimony. We have Mrs. Strauss’s, but yours is the one we really want.”

      “Why do you care about mine so much?”

      “Unless you are dumb as a brick, we both know why yours is the one that matters. According to the police, my beautiful Frankie was smothered in the pool house and then dumped into the pool to make it look like an accident. Jack was upstairs with you when she was being smothered. Without your testimony, he looks like he could be guilty.”

      “What about the other guests?”

      “You aren’t suggesting that I or anyone at the party had anything to do with this senseless tragedy, are you? I assure you that we saw nothing of interest to the police. Mr. Kilian’s house and grounds are quite large. It must have been the random act of an unseen intruder or disgruntled servant.”

      “I have already spoken to the police,” Vera answered. “I could have used this tragedy to my advantage, but I am not that kind of girl.”

      The corners of Mr. Finch’s mouth turned up in an evil smile, “No, you’re not that kind of girl, and I am relying on you to stand by your testimony and even testify to that affect if it becomes necessary. Can you do that?”

      “Testify? I no longer work for Mr. Kilian or you. I want to be through with this business. I have no intention of staying in Hollywood to testify and ruin my reputation. If I have to, I will tell the detective that I was mistaken.”

      “Perhaps we can change that. What if I offered you a contract to stay where you are? Your name and reputation would become property of the studio. We need you to stay squeaky clean. That would mean your reputation would be protected.”

      “What do I have to do?” asked Vera as she eyed Mr. Finch warily.

      “Nothing my dear, nothing at all except stay at Jack’s and keep being his secretary until the investigation is over.”

      “A contract? You would offer me a contract for my testimony?”

      “Yes, I can get Barzman on the phone now. You can start working in pictures as soon as Jack is cleared of all wrongdoing. Would that be enough to entice you to stand by your statements to the police?”

      Vera told the truth to the police about what happened that night. She gave Jack an alibi, not because she wanted anything, but because it was the right thing to do. After her statement, she was through with Hollywood. She wanted to get on a train and head back east. The murder of Frankie Levine was shocking and proved to her that no one in Hollywood was safe, not even a big-named star.

      Her mind was made up. She was leaving as soon as she could until Mr. Finch said the one word that made her reconsider everything. He said the word that every girl hopes to hear. He said contract. “And I don’t have to do anything else. Just stand by my statement and testify if I have to?”

      “For appearances sake, keep being Jack’s secretary. No strings attached, of course.”

      “No strings attached, Mr. Finch. I am not as naïve as I appear to be. I have learned that in this town, there are always strings attached.”

      “Not in this case. You are an exception. Shall I call Mr. Barzman?”

      Vera knew that if she had any common sense, she would refuse Mr. Finch’s offer and pack her bags. She would take her money, leave Hollywood, and never look back. She bit her lip as she thought about the contract. This may be her only chance to fulfill her dreams. Could she be strong enough to walk away from it?

      Too many thoughts filled her mind. She could feel Mr. Finch’s gaze on her face as he waited for her to make up her mind. She had to make a decision. She thought of Agent Greene, the murder of Frankie Levine, and her dream of becoming a movie star. Should she stay in Hollywood or leave it all behind? This was the moment she had longed for since she was a little girl. Her own contract with a big-name studio. But she was hesitating. Taking a deep breath, she decided to take the risk in a step she hoped she would not regret.

      “Mr. Finch, I have made a decision. Call Mr. Barzman, and let’s get this contract signed.”
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* * *

      
        September 15, 1953

        Hollywood, California

      

      

      Vera sat in a diner on a busy street in Hollywood. In the booth across from her sat Agent Greene, handsome in his double-breasted jacket and crisp, white shirt.  She stared at the handsome FBI agent as she waited for her grilled cheese sandwich and fries to be served. A chocolate milkshake sat half-empty on the table as she tried not to fidget. He was the one man she wanted to impress, the one man who’s opinion of her mattered.

      “A contract? Finch offered you a contract for your testimony?”

      The contract was signed, sealed, and done, but she still could not bring herself to believe it. She didn’t trust Finch or her agent, Mr. Barzman. Keeping the news to herself, she did not share it with her former roommates or her brother back home in Winter Falls. She shared her good fortune with Agent Greene for reasons she did not want to admit; to impress him and to listen to him offer her reassurances that it was real. The FBI agent didn’t offer her reassurance, but rather he scolded her for accepting a payment for what he explained was her civic duty.

      “It sounds terrible, but I already gave my statement to the police, so he didn’t buy me or my testimony.”

      “But he did, in a way. You could have refused his offer.”

      Vera bristled at the Agent’s words. He didn’t know what it was like to be a woman in this town. “It must be easy for you, to be a man in this world, to be able to do anything you choose. You didn’t have to do anything you would be ashamed of to become an agent, did you?”

      “It was not my intention to offend you. To me the law is black and white.”

      “The law? That’s not all that is black and white. Out here, so is everything else. Do you know what I would have had to do for a contract, the awful things I refused to do? If I told you what Finch wanted me to do, would you blame me for signing this contract? A contract that didn’t have all those terrible strings attached?”

      Agent Greene reached across the table and patted Vera’s hand. “I don’t know what that kind of treatment is like, but it doesn’t mean you should be part of this corruption or be paid for your testimony.”

      “Paid? To you, I should have agreed to lie on my back on his couch. Would that have been more honorable?”

      “No, that is not what I meant. Let’s not worry about the contract. I am glad that things are working out for you just like you dreamed they would. If you are certain that the contract didn’t change the outcome of your statement or testimony, then who I am to judge?”

      “It didn’t,” Vera lied as the waitress brought the food to the table.

      “I know a few details of the investigation that might interest you. I am not permitted to share important details, but I wanted to meet with you to tell you to be careful.”

      “Careful? Why, am I in any danger?” asked Vera as she slowly put the grilled cheese sandwich back on the plate.

      “With the studio trying to cover up any shred of damaging evidence to their stars, I doubt it will be solved.”

      “Do you think it was a murder, like the police have said? Could it have been an accident?”

      Agent Greene lowered his voice, “No chance. She was dead before she hit the water. Someone was hoping the police wouldn’t look too carefully at the body. That may have been what cops did years ago, but not anymore. The detective that is overseeing the case is a real hard-boiled cop if I ever saw one.”

      Vera nervously looked around the diner as she asked, “Who do you think did it? Could it have been Jack?”

      “It’s possible. No one saw anything, but there were too many people around to make that believable. That is why I wanted to meet with you today, to tell you to be careful and to keep your eyes open. Even if Jack Kilian is innocent, he could still be in trouble because he owes someone a favor.”

      “I never thought of it like that.”

      “Frankie didn’t end up smothering herself and flinging her body into a swimming pool. Someone killed her. If I had my way, I would move you out of the residence immediately. It’s not safe for you or anyone that is involved in this business.”

      “I want to move, to get as far away as I can, but I can’t. I have to stay put and keep everything looking normal until it’s all over.”

      “That man who’s looking into this case is not the type of man to let a case this high-profile go unsolved. It will be in his best interest to solve it, which means he may leave no stone unturned. If he can bring to justice the person who killed the most popular actress of the last ten years, he could ride his fame all the way to a Senate seat or a Judge’s chair.”

      Vera ate the fries one after another trying to calm her growing sense of unease. “You don’t think the studio can fix this for Jack? Make it all go away?”

      “I may be wrong, but there is something more to this than just a convenient exit for Jack. Frankie was addicted to her drink and her pills, but America loved her. Someone took a risk killing her. To someone, the risk was worth the price.”

      The price?”

      “That part, I don’t know. It will be dangerous, and I prefer that you not be involved with this whole affair. But since you are, can I count on you to keep your eyes open? I don’t want you to take any risks, but you might see or hear something that may prove useful. If Jack is innocent, he owes someone a huge favor. I want to see who that someone is and what is going to happen next.”

      “Can I say no? Whoever killed Frankie won’t hesitate to kill a girl like me. I’m not famous, and no one would miss me.”

      “I would miss you,” Agent Greene said as he ran his hand through his hair in a gesture Vera found enduring.

      “Would you?”

      “Does that surprise you?”

      “I thought that I was just another informant.”

      “Vera, you are my favorite.”

      Vera searched his face for any indication of how he felt about her. “What happens when I am not an informant anymore? When I am no longer working for Jack, what then?”

      “Under contract, you could still do a world of good for your country. You will meet new people, be exposed to producers and executives in a way that could help this investigation.”

      “I often wonder if any of it has been worth it. I don’t know a lot about communism, but Jack seems too drunk and in love with himself to care about anything intellectual or political.”

      “That may be true, but he likes to drink and enjoy the company of Hollywood’s elites. That means that he has more connections than you know.”

      “You haven’t answered my question. What happens if I stop being your informant, what happens then?”

      “I know what you are asking, and I don’t know how to answer it. What I want and what my country needs are not the same. I trust you know me well enough to understand where my loyalty lies.”

      Vera was not content to let Agent Greene hide behind his patriotic duty, “That is the agent talking, but what about the man? You can’t be on duty all the time. Are you telling me that one little dinner date would destroy the country and your investigation?”

      “It could jeopardize the integrity of my investigation, yes.”

      “What if I quit as an informant for you? Would a date with a woman you met in Hollywood jeopardize your investigation?”

      “No, but it would weaken it. Vera, I need you to stay where you are, to help me by keeping tabs on Jack and anyone who comes into contact with him. I know you don’t fully understand why he is important, but he is. I can’t tell you any more than that, I just need you to trust me.”

      “Trust? You want me to risk everything because I trust you?”

      “No, I want you to do it because you trust me to do what is right for your country. Don’t trust me the man. Trust the agent.”

      “To me, you are the same. I wish it weren’t true, but it is. I want you to give me a reason that I can relate to, a reason that I can see and touch. If you want me to keep spying for the FBI, shouldn’t you be trying to woo me or convince me that you have feelings for me, just like they do on the movies?”

      “Vera, we aren’t in the movies, and if I admitted to having feelings for you, that would change everything between us.”

      “How would that be bad? If I promise not to share our secret with a single soul.”

      “In this town, there are no secrets. Nothing stays hidden for long. It gets dug up and reburied.”

      Vera wanted to ask Agent Greene what he meant by that last statement, but he looked at his watch and claimed he was overdue for a meeting. Vera was left in the diner with a half-eaten basket of fries and an empty plate. She had more questions for the handsome FBI agent, but she doubted if she would ever have the opportunity to ask them.

      He made it clear that his loyalty for his country was more important than his personal feelings for her. Vera ate the french fries in silence, wishing that there was something she could do to change his mind. Deep in her heart, she knew the answer. Agent Greene was never going to let her get close, and there was nothing she could do about it.
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* * *

      
        September 21, 1953

        Hollywood, California

      

      

      Jack Kilian was furious. He paced around the pool, a drink in his hand, his face red, and his jaw clenched. Vera wanted to be anywhere but there, but she was being paid to keep up appearances. So she sat at the poolside, trying desperately not to stare at the deep end where Frankie was found floating.

      “All my plans are ruined, all of them!” Jack bellowed.

      “What plans? You aren’t making any sense like this,” Vera replied.

      Being by the pool with her former employer was strange to her. He might be a murderer. Gazing at the ice blue water in the swimming pool, Vera hoped that she was right to assume that Jack was not a killer. Maybe he was, but her gut instinct was telling her otherwise.

      “The plans I was working on before Frankie got herself killed, those plans.”

      Vera was exasperated, “You aren’t helping me here. Stop pacing, and tell me what you are talking about!”

      “Vera, do you remember the night of the party before Frankie arrived?”

      “Yes, I remember. How could I forget? Why?”

      “I told you that there was nothing to be worry about and that you didn’t have to listen to Finch anymore. Do you remember that?”

      “Vaguely. It was a terrible night. You were going to set me up to take the blame for your breakup if I remember correctly.”

      “But I didn’t set you up. I changed my mind. Getting back to what I was saying, I had big plans in the works, plans that didn’t involve Finch or the studio.”

      Vera’s interest was piqued, “You never told me about these plans. Why are you telling me about them now?”

      “You saved my bacon. I feel like I can trust you.”

      “Jack, you have been a jerk to me since I first met you. I didn’t save your bacon as a personal favor to you.”

      “I know that, but that’s not important. You are still here, and I bet you a week’s salary that you hate Finch and the studio as much as I do.”

      “Whose salary? Mine or yours? What makes you think I hate Finch?”

      “If you don’t, you must be as dumb as the starlets who take turns on his couch. He bragged how he talked to you after you left that night. He swore that he would finally claim his prize when he saw you again. I may be a womanizer, but that man is lecherous. If you don’t hate him, I have made a mistake.”

      “My opinion of Finch is not important,” Vera answered. It was true that she despised Finch, but she was not going to admit it to Jack. “I didn’t know you hated Finch.”

      “After that sham of a publicity stunt and now this, why wouldn’t I hate him?”

      “You haven’t told me what’s happened to your big plans. Was it Finch?”

      “Yes, it was Finch. Since he has protected me, kept my name in the clear, he is throwing a wrench in my plans to start my own studio.”

      Vera could hardly believe her own ears, “Start your own studio? Are you insane?”

      “Maybe so, but with Frankie dead and the police breathing down my neck, Finch and his army of attorneys are the only thing keeping me out of jail. No one is going to invest a dollar in damaged goods. With this case still open, I am damaged goods.”

      “I thought Frankie was your biggest problem.”

      “She was when she was alive, but now I owe her a debt I can never repay. How is that for ironic? If it weren’t for her and the bum deal I was getting from the studio and my attorney, I never would have thought about striking out on my own.”

      Vera rubbed her temples. Her head was hurting as she listened to Jack Kilian. “And these investors, they won’t touch you because you might be a murderer? Is that it?”

      “That’s it. But it’s more complicated than that. Finch is throwing the full weight of the studio behind me, and that makes it hard to walk away. If I leave the studio, he stops protecting me, leaving me out there to hang.”

      A pile of newspapers sat on the table by a chaise lounge. Frankie’s death and the investigation were splashed across the front page of each one. Vera reached for the afternoon edition and saw a picture of Jack just under the headline that read, Grieving Fiancé Heartbroken as Case Remains Unsolved. The picture of Jack was from the funeral. It was appropriately solemn. Vera wondered if he felt heartbroken about Frankie or about the loss of his business venture.

      Dropping the paper back on the stack, Vera replied, “If you are innocent, then you don’t need Finch to help you.”

      Jack stopped pacing to answer her accusation, “I am innocent, and we both know that. Innocent or not, no investor is going to want to put their money into a company run by a man who may never make a profitable picture again. If the public believes that I’m guilty, it won’t matter what the police say about it, although it would help if my name were cleared.”

      “Jack, does Finch know about your efforts to start your own company?”

      “Yes…no… I don’t know what he knows. Maybe. You can never be sure about that man. He has his finger on the pulse of every deal in this town. If he knows about my plans, then so be it.”

      “If he knows about your plans, he may be using Frankie’s death to keep you at the studio.”

      I just know that he is making my life difficult.”

      “By keeping you out of jail?”

      “Yes, by keeping me out of jail. I don’t want to owe him a debt of any kind.”

      “It’s a little late for that,” Vera said as she thought about Finch, “Suppose he did know about your plans to strike out on your own, as you call it. What better way to keep his biggest star and make a fortune on the publicity for a dead celebrity than to take care of Frankie for you?”

      Jack opened his mouth and slowly closed it. “What are you saying? That Finch had a hand in Frankie’s death? That is absurd. He’s not the type of man to get his hands dirty.”

      “He seemed like the type, looks a like a real hands-on type of guy, if you ask me. I can speak about that from personal experience.  Jack, before you came upstairs to see me, was Frankie still alive?”

      “What are you, the police? Sure, she was still alive, we had a drink together. She passed out but she was fine. She’s always passed out at my parties.”

      “Your plan to convince her to break up with you didn’t work?”

      “No, it didn’t work. She didn’t care how many women I flirted with or who I kissed in front of her. You were the only one she was mad about.”

      Vera knew that she could be talking to the murderer. Jack Kilian wasn’t just handsome, he was also a widely respected actor. This whole drunk and passed-out number that he played on the night of the party could have been a ruse, a well-played act. But killing Frankie created more problems than it solved for Jack. Unless there was a reason that Vera could not understand, she didn’t think it made sense for him to murder a woman who would destroy his chances at creating his own movie company.

      Going on the possibility that he was telling the truth, she asked him the most important question. “If you are sure she was still alive, maybe you can remember who was left downstairs by the pool with her?”

      Jack resumed his pacing, “How am I supposed to know that? I’m not proud to say it, but I was three sheets to the wind. I knew that Frankie was passed out and would be until morning, and that left me free to go upstairs and see you.”

      “That doesn’t bother you that you can’t remember who was downstairs with Frankie? That you can’t remember who may have killed her?”

      “It bothers me, but I am not going to lie about it. This may come as a surprise to you, but Frankie Levine was not well-liked in Hollywood. She may have won the hearts of America, but here she was nobody’s favorite. She was difficult to work with; spoiled, demanding, and unreliable.”

      “That sounds a lot like you.”

      “What do you know? You have never seen me working. On the set, I take my acting seriously.”

      “Do you have a twin brother whom I don’t know about? Because I can’t see you taking anything seriously,” Vera replied. “Except for chasing women and drinking.”

      “So I like to have fun. Is that a crime?”

      “In this case it might be. Someone killed Frankie Levine beside this pool and dumped her in it. That someone was a person that you invited to your party, a person that you knew. For all you can remember about that night, it could have been you that did it.”

      “That is ridiculous! If I smothered my fiancé and threw her body in the pool, there would have been a dozen witnesses.”

      “A dozen. Were there that many people left when you came upstairs?”

      “I don’t know.  I told you that already. I am just guessing. For a woman who wants to get into pictures, you are interrogating me like a cop.”

      “I am not interrogating you, I am trying to get to the bottom of this. Don’t you want to know what happened to Frankie? Who among your friends killed her?”

      “What will that matter? She is dead, and I am off that hook and stuck on a new one. Don’t you remember?”

      “I do, but it’s getting late.”

      “We have work to do.”

      “Not anymore. Mr. Finch told me to look like I was your secretary, not be one anymore. It’s late, and I am tired.”

      “Tomorrow morning, can you do more than act like my secretary? I have some correspondence that needs your attention.”

      “It needs your attention. I don’t work for you, remember?”

      “I would be grateful if you would help with it.”

      “Grateful. Is that anything like saying thank you?”

      “It is. Thank you, Vera, for your help and for any work you may do for me while you are still under this roof, acting as my secretary.”

      “Since you put it like that, I will consider it. Until tomorrow morning, goodnight.”

      “Goodnight, Vera. Until I see you again, have a pleasant night.”
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* * *

      
        September 23, 1953

        Hollywood, California

      

      

      Vera did not feel like a guest, nor did she feel like an employee of Jack Kilian’s. She was living in a place in between, and she wasn’t sure what she should do. During the day, she went to her office and occasionally did a few meaningless secretarial tasks just to keep up appearances. To the staff, nothing had changed. She was still Jack’s secretary. But she could sense a change in the relationship she had with Jack.

      She didn’t know what had caused the change. Maybe it was the alibi she provided to the police or that she was a contract player for the studio. However, she could feel the difference in the way he spoke to her. It was a mystery to her, but somewhere along the way, she had stopped being a no-name girl that he tried to set up.

      She had become his friend.

      Friend. Jack talked to her about his plans and his frustration without the bluster and the arrogance. This Jack that she knew since the untimely death of his fiancé was charming, warm, and uncharacteristically nice to her. As she sat in her office opening Jack’s mail, she tried not to dwell on his sudden change of behavior. She wanted to keep him in the box she had made for him; the box that included people that she did not like, like Mr. Finch.

      Since the death of Frankie, the amount of fan mail that Jack was receiving had tripled. The pile of perfumed letters did not fit into neat stacks in the inbox on the desk, but now sat in boxes all over her office. It was apparent that he needed an army of secretaries just to handle the enormous quantity of sympathetic missives that were stacked in every available nook.

      Reading the fan mail, Vera was struck by the outpouring of grief of his fans. He was right. America loved Frankie. What they loved seeing even more was her with him. To the legions of loyal moviegoers across the nation, Frankie and Jack were Hollywood royalty, a prince and princess in real life.

      Vera thought of her own obsession with the stars of the silver screen and wrote the fans short letters filled with grace and humility. It was all make believe, but that was what Hollywood was all about, make believe to entertain millions of people in America. Working hard into the afternoon, she didn’t answer the letters for Jack or the studio but for the girls like herself who wanted desperately to believe in the dream that Jack and Frankie had manufactured. For many of these girls, a letter signed by Jack Kilian was the closest thing to fame and stardom they would ever see in their small-town lives. Vera signed Jack’s name with a flourish and sealed each letter with a wish of good luck to the girl who would find it in her mail box in the coming days.

      “You are going to miss it, aren’t you?” Jack said from the door, “You can stay if you like. I won’t mind.”

      Vera finished signing his name, stuffing the letter inside, and addressing the envelope to an unknown woman in West Virginia. “Yes, I suppose I am. This is my favorite part of being your secretary,” she said wistfully.

      Jack raised an eyebrow and teased, “Answering my fan mail is your favorite part? Those girls who send me love letters would disagree with you.”

      “Those girls were like me and have never met the real Jack Kilian.”

      “Well said, but since you have met the real me, aren’t I better than the man you saw in the movies?”

      “And more arrogant.”

      “Arrogant, me? I am confident, and there is a difference. I brought you this. Can you call and arrange a meeting with him tomorrow at lunch?” Jack asked as he handed a letter to her.

      “You do realize that I am not your secretary,” Vera relied as she reached for the letter, “Who is it from?”

      “That politician Eckhart. He insists that he needs to see me. I have been dodging his calls, but I can’t seem to shake him. Can you call for me? I would appreciate it.”

      Vera looked at the letter and agreed to make the call. If there was anything interesting to report to Agent Greene, she would need Jack to trust her, and that meant being nice to him, “Yes, I’ll call him. What time?”

      “Any time will do,” Jack said.

      “Eckhart? He was at the party that night that Frankie died. Do you think he is involved?”

      “A politician who does anything besides ask for donations and favors, I doubt it.”

      Vera raised her eyebrows and said, “Never can tell. Someone had to have killed Frankie. Are the police any closer to finding a suspect?”

      “You tell me. You know as much about it as I do, although you are doing a heck of a good job investigating. Why do you care so much?”

      “I don’t know. I guess I just want to know who did it so I can stop feeling guilty that I have become friends with a murderer.”

      “A murderer? You mean me?”

      Vera admitted the uncomfortable truth, “No, I don’t think you did it, but I don’t know, and that scares me.”

      “Me being a murderer, or you becoming friends with me? Which scares you more?”

      “Both. As your secretary, I knew where I stood with you. At the bottom. Most of the time of your shoe.”

      Jack snorted, “You aren’t very smart, are you?”

      “I don’t know what you mean.”

      “Don’t play coy with me. You know what I mean. I treated you like dirt, that is true, but you rejected me, if I recall.”

      “What does that have to do with anything?”

      “Vera, if you have to ask that question, I stand by my original statement: You aren’t very smart. Let’s start over. What do you say you have dinner with me tonight?”

      Vera was not expecting a dinner invitation barely two weeks after Frankie’s death. “Jack, it isn’t right. Frankie just died.”

      “I know, but this dinner will just be between friends, you and me. I am lonely, and I need some company.”

      “I could call one of your friends to come see you,” Vera suggested.

      “Not tonight, I don’t want to have to be anyone but me, and with you I can be myself. What do you say? You can’t say no to a man in grief, can you?”

      “You aren’t in grief. Don’t even act like it.”

      “I am, in my own way. It’s true that I was not fond of Frankie and I hated her company, but I never wanted anything to happen to her. I grieve that she never found a man to love her like she imagined that I did.”

      Vera was touched by his sentiment and felt her heart soften towards the man she had spent weeks loathing. “At least she died thinking that you did.”

      “That is a mercy,” he said quietly before returning to his cheerful self. “Dinner? Here, at seven o’clock?”

      Vera could not think of a reason to say no. “Can I wear what I want? You aren’t going to make me dress for it, are you?”

      Jack smiled and shook his head, “Not this time. Tell the cook I want something light.”

      “I’ll see what I can do. It’s late in the day. It may be a risky venture to change the menu.”

      “On second thought, whatever the cook is already preparing for this evening will be fine,” Jack answered as he turned to leave the room.

      Vera was left in stunned silence. The demanding egotistical man that she thought she knew was gone. In his place was a man who was considerate, funny, and kind. Jack Kilian was a brilliant actor, and she wondered how much of what she was seeing was who he really was or who he wanted her to see.
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* * *

      Sitting beside Jack Kilian in the elegant dining room was a dream come true, this time. The first time she had dinner with him, he was rude, boorish, and demanding. The second and third times were the same. He barked orders as she worked, frantically taking notes and trying to keep up with his demands between bites of dinner.

      Tonight, all that changed. Vera wore a casual dress of dark blue with white trim. It wasn’t a cocktail gown or a dinner dress, but she liked it, and the color complimented her current shade of blonde hair. She sipped white wine and looked around the room as though she was seeing it from a different perspective.

      “You were raised to be a movie star. You’ve never lived in a normal house, have you?” she asked Jack as she focused on his handsome face.

      “Normal? You ought to see how I live on location. I shot a western last year in Arizona. I stayed in a motel that had cockroaches the size of cats. True story.”

      “But you always knew you could come home to this. It’s not the same.”

      “I’ve played a lot of normal people in my career.”

      “That’s still not the same. Do you have any idea how lucky you are to have all of this?”

      “I guess I never thought about it. Why?”

      Vera gazed at the enormous dining room as she said, “The apartment that I shared with two other girls before I moved in here would fit inside this room. It’s going to be hard going back to that after I’ve lived in your house.”

      “You really are leaving, aren’t you? It doesn’t seem right to think of this house without you in your office, typing away each day.”

      Vera laughed, “I like that; that you only think of me as your secretary. You won’t miss me, just what I do for you. Don’t worry, there are thousands of girls who would volunteer to be your secretary. I have their letters on my desk if you would like to read them.”

      “I do from time to time.”

      “Do what?”

      “Read their letters.”

      “When? I’ve never seen it. The ones that I have been opening since Frankie’s death have been real tearjerkers. Girls pouring out their hearts to you and for you. They love you and are praying for you.”

      “I know they are. If it weren’t for them, I would be a nobody.”

      “They believe in you,” Vera said quietly. “They really do. I know because I was like them once upon a time.”

      She could feel Jack’s gaze. The way he looked at her made her feel like he could see inside her and know her innermost secrets.

      “Vera, you don’t strike me as the kind of girl that ever wrote fan mail. Personally, I don’t know why you want to get into this racket. You are smart, funny, and better than this.”

      “Better than what, living a life like this?” she gestured to the room. “What you are trying to tell me is that I should have stayed home and become a nurse or worked in an office maybe.”

      “No, that is not what I meant. The girls whom I have known in this business are lookers like you, but they aren’t very smart, except for one or two, but they are the exception. Most of the girls are dumb as doornails but look great on screen. You’re better than that.”

      “But what if I told you that all I wanted was to be an actress, to be on screen, to have all of it? Would you think of me as dumb?”

      “Not dumb. I could never think of you as dumb, although you miss a few details.”

      “Like what details have I missed?”

      Vera had never seen this side of Jack. He was shy, honest, and he didn’t act like an arrogant, spoiled Hollywood star. This Jack was disarmingly attractive and not what she expected.

      “Are you going to make me say it?” he asked as a maid brought in the first course and topped off the glasses.

      “Yes, I am.”

      The maid left the dining room as Jack looked down at his plate, silent. “You turned me down, do you remember that?”

      The sun was beginning its long descent towards sunset as the shadows in the dining room grew. The light from the candles illuminated Jack’s face as he spoke, leaving Vera captivated by him. This Jack Kilian who sat at her side could have wooed any leading lady in Hollywood. His eyes sparkled in the light, his smile was rakish, and the jacket he wore hugged his broad shoulders, making him look strong and manly. Vera fought the desire to reach out and stroke the smooth material of his dinner jacket or touch his face, to see if he was real.

      Her gaze fell to the uneaten salad on her plate as she answered, “I remember that. I explained to you what happened that night. I was frightened out of my wits. I’ve already apologized for it.”

      “You did apologize, but I am not accustomed to being turned down by attractive women. It left an impression on me.”

      Vera stared into his blue eyes, mesmerized by them as she answered, “And you have hated me ever since, until I became useful to you, is that what you were going to tell me?”

      Jack leaned close to her, his voice low as he said, “I don’t hate you. I never have. That’s why Frankie was jealous of you and only you. She knew what I was trying to hide.”

      Vera could barely speak as she asked, “What were you trying to hide?”

      Jack looked into her eyes.  He hesitated a moment before he said, “My feelings for you, Vera. Frankie did not want to break up with me like everyone wanted her to because she had fallen in love with me. She told me the night she was murdered. In our last conversation, she was drunk, but she swore to me that if I married her, I could do whatever I wanted. I could have as many mistresses as I chose just as long as I stayed with her. She swore that she would not stand in the way of what made me happy. The very idea that I killed her is ridiculous. How could I murder someone who was willing to sacrifice their own happiness for mine?”

      “I don’t know what to say.”

      “There isn’t anything to say. She loved me, or thought she did. I knew that night that I would hate myself, but I could have married her if I had to. Do you know she even apologized for getting mad about you and treating you as she did? I think she suspected the truth.”

      “What truth is that?”

      “Vera, don’t act like that. Don’t make me say it. For weeks, I have kept you as far away from me as I could and treated you poorly in hopes that you would leave. I need you out of my system. I can’t afford to fall for anyone, especially you. I can’t have feelings for a woman who thinks I am beneath her.”

      Vera stared at Jack as she slowly sipped the wine from a crystal glass. This night was a dream come true. A wealthy, handsome, movie star confessing that he had feelings for her. It was impossible for her to accept that this was happening to her, plain Vera Pulaski from Winter Falls.

      “Jack,” Vera stammered, “This is all too much for me. You are an actor, a good one, or you wouldn’t be where you are today. How am I supposed to believe you? Mr. Finch gave me a contract, and now you are telling me that you have feelings for me? It’s hard for me to believe that this is happening. How do I know this isn’t some ploy to keep me happy with you and Mr. Finch until the case is closed?”

      Jack stroked her hand. “You don’t know. What Mr. Finch did was offer you a contract that should have been yours weeks ago. Anyone can see that you have what it takes to be a big star one day, even though I think you deserve better. Look what fame did to Frankie. Pills and alcohol. Is that what you want?”

      “And what about you? How am I supposed to buy what you are selling? You treated me horribly for weeks, insulted me at every opportunity, tried to set me up, and now you admit that you did it because I hurt your pride, because I told you no.”

      “Vera. Be reasonable. I am not accustomed to having my pride hurt, and you did just that. You rejected me. You only worked in this house because Finch paid you to do it. Every time I looked at you and wanted to say something nice to you, you stared at me like you hated me, and I deserved that. Why do you think I was mad at you and made your life impossible? I had never felt the sting of rejection before you, and I wanted to be rid of you.”

      “What changed? Was it the alibi I supplied for you? Was that it? I come to your rescue, and you suddenly want to confess your love to me? You must think I’m terribly gullible. I may have come from a small town, but that doesn’t mean I think that way,” Vera said as she threw down her napkin and stood to her feet.

      Jack stood beside her, reaching for her as he said, “I didn’t just start to have feelings for you. I have all along. If you must know, and you will hate me for saying this, but that night when you and Frankie fought over me, when I slid my hand around your waist, I could feel you trembling, like this,” he said as he pulled her close to him, “just as you are tonight.”

      “Jack, I don’t trust you, and I don’t trust how I feel about you. If you must know the truth, when I don’t loathe you, I think about you and wish you were more like other men I know. Men who treat me like a lady.”

      “You want to be treated like a lady? I can do that, but what about something real, something here and now, what about feelings that you don’t want to talk about, that you are afraid to let yourself feel, what about those?”

      Vera remembered a night like this when she first arrived at his house, when he told her not to flatter herself. “What are you going to do? Toss me aside like you did before?” she whispered breathlessly.

      “Not tonight. This is wrong, but I want you,” he breathed, as he pressed his lips against hers, wrapping his arms around her. She knew it was wrong to be kissing him, to let herself fall under his spell, but she could not stop herself from wanting more. Her arms around his broad shoulders, she passionately returned his kiss.

      Lost in his embrace, she only came back to her senses when a wine glass and plate crashed to the floor below. Sliding back into their seats as the maid rushed to the dining room, Jack made an excuse as Vera looked away, unable to meet his gaze. She didn’t know what had come over her, only that she was sitting beside Jack Kilian, trembling, unsure of what the future would hold for her.
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* * *

      
        September 26, 1953

        Hollywood, California

      

      

      Vera felt guilty and confused. Sitting in the diner with Agent Greene was usually an outing that she enjoyed. Having lunch with the handsome FBI agent gave her something to look forward to during the endless days of insults flung at her by Jack Kilian. When she sat with Agent Greene, she could daydream that it was a date, that he had feelings for her. As she sat in silence, unable to meet Agent Greene’s gaze, she knew that was all it was with the agent, a girlish daydream.

      His blamed his sense of duty for his distance and his inability to admit his feelings for her, but she suspected that he said those things to be a gentleman about the fact that he only saw her as an informant. He was too honorable to woo her, but she doubted if his honor extended to casual flirting and harmless white lies. The root beer shake barely touched in her glass, the french fries cold in their basket, Vera stared at Agent Greene as though she was seeing him for the first time.

      “You are quiet today. That’s unusual for you. Is everything alright?” he asked with his disarmingly charming smile.

      “Everything is alright,” she answered as she looked at him, thinking about her situation, about the risk she was taking. “I’m not in any trouble, am I?”

      Agent Greene answered, “No, you have done nothing to be in trouble for. What kind of a question is that?”

      “I watched a movie that had an informant. It was during the war, and the informant was really a spy. She didn’t have a choice because unless she cooperated and agreed to spy for the allies, she was going to be in big trouble. This isn’t like that, is it?”

      “It’s not like that, and let’s get back to why we met today. I have a report that Eckhart was at Jack’s house by himself for a meeting. Is that true?”

      Vera did not want to answer any more questions about Jack’s guests or his friends. She was sick of being a pawn of Agent Greene’s and she suspected of Jack’s.

      “Eckhart was there. I wasn’t there for the meeting, but I heard that it was important. Eckhart wants Jack to endorse him just like he has been wanting since I got there. Big deal.”

      Agent Greene stared at Vera with a quizzical expression on his face, his handsome brow furrowed and his mouth in a tight line. “Vera, I want to thank you personally for what you are doing,” he said. “Every piece of evidence you give me helps to fight against the spread of communism. You must know that’s important. We have lost countless good men in Korea in the fight to stop communism.”

      “I know, and I feel guilty about that, about their loss. Why do you have to make me feel like that?”

      “I am not making you feel anything.”

      “I know, and that is the problem. You flirt with me and lead me on every time we meet,” she said, exasperated, her voice growing louder with each word. “For what, so I will do your bidding?”

      Agent Greene glanced around the diner before speaking to her. “Vera, I don’t know what is wrong with you, but I need you to lower your voice. If you are upset with me, that’s fine, but don’t let it jeopardize what we have accomplished here.”

      Vera leaned across the table, sliding the drink and the food out of her way as she whispered, “What we have accomplished here? And just what, may I ask, is that? You want me to risk my career and my future to tell you secrets about the only man who has shown any interest in me and who acts like he wants me. Is that what we have accomplished?”

      “What? Did Jack tell you what you wanted to hear, show you a little love and affection, and make you feel like you were the only girl in his life?”

      “It’s not like that. We have become…” Vera was unsure of what she was saying or why she was saying it. “…friends, we have become friends, and I don’t know how I feel about this anymore.”

      “Friends. That’s not how it sounds to me. What did he do, take you into his arms and whisper sweet nothings to you in the moonlight? Did you fall for it? You are his alibi, and until the case is closed, you’re the one chance he has out of this mess. I know the housekeeper helped you when he was passed out, but her testimony is meaningless, because he was with you at the estimated time of Frankie’s death. You are his ticket, Vera. He would tell you anything. I just can’t believe you fell for it.”

      Vera could feel her cheeks turning red with indignation. “How dare you say that!” she hissed as she grabbed her purse and stormed out of the diner. Agent Greene pulled his wallet out of his pocket and left a ten-dollar bill on the table. He caught up with her a block down the street.

      “Vera, wait. Stop and listen to me. I didn’t mean what I said back there.”

      Vera wiped away a tear from her eye as she glared at the agent. “Are you sure you didn’t?”

      “No, not a word. I can’t tell you how I feel about you. I can’t tell you what I think about you. If I did, I would jeopardize this investigation and my career.”

      “How do you feel? Tell me, or I will walk away forever, and you can get someone else to help you.”

      “I love you, don’t you see that?! I am not supposed to. It violates my principles and my training, but I just can’t keep silent about it anymore. I don’t care if you ever tell me another one of Jack’s secrets again, I love you. There, I have said it. It doesn’t change a thing. I am still an agent, and you are still an informant. Even if you quit, you will always be tied to this case and off-limits to me.”

      “Kiss me, just once. Show me that this is real.”

      Agent Greene stepped close to her and looked deep into her eyes. “I can’t. I want to hold you in my arms so bad that it hurts, but I can’t kiss you. Please understand.”

      “I can’t understand. If you love me, that is all that should matter.”

      “For you, maybe, but I have a mission that I cannot fail. Leave the information about Eckhart in the envelope at the bus station and then you never have to see me again”

      “Wait. Please don’t let it end like this,” she pleaded.

      He reached for her hand and kissed it as he said, “How else can it end?”

      Tears filled her eyes as Vera watched Agent Greene walk away.
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        September 26, 1953

        Hollywood, California

      

      

      Vera was afraid to move, to breathe as she lay across her bed in Jack Kilian’s mansion. From the open door to the balcony, the faint strains of music drifted from a radio by the pool. Jack was home and in residence in his favorite place, on a chaise lounge with a drink in his hand.

      Jack. As she lay motionless on the bed, her arms wrapped around a pillow, tears streaming down her face, she thought of him and of Agent Greene. What was happening to her? One minute she was kissing Jack, locked in his embraced like an actress in a movie, and the next moment, she was on the street begging Agent Greene not to walk away. She had never been so confused in her life. Staring at the telephone on her bedside table, she knew that there was no one, no one at all she could talk to about her dilemma.

      Her old roommates would be wowed by the kiss and the conversation with Jack. They would be impressed that a real Hollywood star swept Vera into his arms and kissed her, telling her how he wanted her and that all his childish behavior had been the result of his unrequited feelings for her. She could see the scene play out in her head, Joni and Maddie would swoon, wanting every little delicious detail as though they were reading a gossip column.

      Vera’s eyes opened wide, a sick feeling in the bottom of her stomach. She had not considered the consequences to her fledgling career if the events in the dining room got out. If it became known that she, a secretary and Jack Kilian’s alibi, was seen in Jack’s arms two weeks after the murder of his fiancée. The consequences could be catastrophic. The public loved Frankie and Vera knew that news of her involvement with Jack would destroy any hopes she had of ever seeing her names in lights.

      In the back of her mind, a terrible realization was forming. It didn’t matter if it were today or six months from now, if the millions of loyal Frankie Levine fans found out that she and Jack were dating, it could spell disaster, not only for her career, but also for Jack and herself.  Bad publicity would kill her movie career before it ever had a chance to begin. But it was more than that. How would an illicit relationship with her boss look to the police detective charged with investigating the crime? How would it look to Jack’s fans, who wanted to believe the fairy tale that Jack and Frankie were in love?

      Vera knew the awful truth, that she and Jack were doomed for as long as the public cared about Frankie. In their adoring eyes, Vera would be branded as the woman who stole Jack from honoring the memory of his dear, departed Frankie. Vera would be vilified, condemned to be the secretary who thought she could ensnare Jack with her evil designs two weeks after the death of their screen goddess. The truth wouldn’t matter. Vera knew that she would be the femme fatale in this movie. Her romance with Jack would make the public and possibly the police wonder as to her own involvement, her own interest in the death of Frankie Levine.

      As terrible as those uncomfortable facts were, Vera had more to think about than just her fledgling romance with the handsome Jack Kilian. She could not let Agent Greene go, try as she might. She kept replaying the conversation they had had on the street over and over in her head, when it was not interrupted by flashes of her future as a film star going up in flames. Agent Greene admitted, confessed under her interrogation, that he loved her, and yet he walked away, leaving her alone and terribly confused.

      She remembered begging the FBI agent to hold her in his arms and kiss her to show her that his feelings for her were real. He stood behind his honor and his duty as he shattered any hope she had of a future with him. Shaking her head, she didn’t know why that mattered so much to her, why she cried as he left her. Suspecting him of flirting with her for information was one thing, but the real Agent Greene, the man known as Charles, told her the truth, that he loved her and then left her.

      And she begged him, pleaded with him to stop treating her like an informant. She just wasn’t prepared for the moment when he did, when he started treating as a woman. He destroyed any faint hope she had that she could stop being his informant and start being something more to him. He loved her, but he believed in his work. She could see his conviction as he spoke to her on the street. He was a man who was torn, and she had succeeded in breaking through his carefully constructed façade. The confidant FBI agent folded under questioning, his emotions too powerful to be contained. Vera knew that, and she could feel the intensity of his feeling in the way he looked at her, his blue eyes staring into her soul before he ended it.

      Why did Agent Greene mean so much to her? Why did she beg him? She wondered as she lay on the bed. Would she have begged Jack? Vera needed advice and counsel, but there was not a person in Hollywood who could be trusted, not a single person she could turn to. The loneliness of her dilemma overwhelmed her. She was going to have to figure this out alone.

      It was all too much for one person, she thought as she closed her eyes. The handsome Jack Kilian who she admitted she felt something for, the dashing FBI Agent who she begged not to leave. Was she going crazy? Was it possible to be mixed up about her feelings for two men, neither of whom she could ever have?

      Vera decided that it came down to the inescapable truth that she was torn and had no hope of relief from it. She was torn between two men for different reasons. Jack was the film star who declared his love for her, but she knew she could not trust him. Even if she did, their romance could destroy her career. But, she mused, there was the FBI agent who loved her and would not stay to watch his feelings for her destroy his work, his love for his country stronger than any emotion he felt for her. Finally, thought Vera, there was herself, the woman caught in a situation she never asked for, who wanted to be film star and find true love along the way. What about that dream?

      As Vera drifted into an uneasy sleep, she tried to make sense of her feelings, of the mixed-up, crazy emotions, and she discovered that she could not. All the emotions, her fears, the worry for her future was too raw, the edges too jagged. The music drifted in like smoke from a fire as she went to sleep, dreaming of being lost, trapped in the darkness with no one coming to save her.
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* * *

      
        October 3, 1953

        Hollywood, California

      

      

      “You have a visitor,” said the maid as she stood in the doorway of Vera’s office.

      Vera looked up from the stack of fan mail spread on her desk, a letter in her hand, the scent of cheap perfume wafting up from the paper. “A visitor? That’s odd. Who managed to get past the guard?”

      “It’s Detective Linley,” said the woman, as she looked down at the tile floor. “He wants to see you. Shall I show him in?”

      Vera could feel her stomach tighten into a knot. She had so much to hide; her contract with the studio, her clandestine connection to the FBI, and of course, her current unnamed situation with Jack Kilian. She wasn’t sure which of those three secrets she was the most terrified of the detective digging out of her.

      Trying to keep her voice steady, she asked, “He wants to see me, whatever for? Did he say?”

      “No ma’am, he didn’t. He’s waiting.”

      As far as Vera was concerned, he could wait all day before she let him into her office. The death of Frankie Levine should have been solved. The investigation had dragged on for weeks, keeping her life on hold and hanging over the Kilian house like a dark, ugly cloud. Vera didn’t think Jack had anything to do with the murder, but as long as the case was open, she couldn’t rest easy at night, knowing that there was still the slight possibility that Jack or someone she knew was the killer.

      Glancing at the tall window overlooking the garden, she briefly considered jumping out and running away. However, her purse was upstairs, and she wouldn’t get far in Hollywood without any money, she mused with a smile. “Send him in,” she said in a voice that was confident, expressing a feeling that was a lie like everything else about her life from her so-called job as a secretary to the unnatural color of her hair.

      Vera took a deep breath. She was nervous. She could feel it. Biting her lip, she promised herself not to talk more than was necessary. She wanted to be an actress, and this, she decided, was an opportunity to act, to play the innocent secretary in the house of a murder suspect. When she thought about it like a movie, she realized that she was the femme fatale, the small-town innocent girl who was secretly guilty and mixed-up in a crime. Vera was not guilty, but in the movie of her life, she knew that if the detective knew all her secrets, she would look like she was guilty. The sound of his footsteps, in a cadence like a march, grew louder, as Vera prayed the detective was not a fan of mystery movies.

      Vera resisted the urge to tidy her desk, an impulse she was certain reflected her nervousness. Taking another deep breath, she stuffed the perfume laden letter back into the envelope as she heard the footsteps stop.

      “Miss Paige, thank you for seeing me on short notice. May I speak with you, if it’s convenient?”

      Vera willed herself to act like an innocent secretary as her gaze fell on the man standing in front of her. Detective Linley was short in stature, but his broad shoulders and chest gave him an appearance not unlike a Bulldog. She had spoken to the detective on several other occasions, but this was the first time he came to see her, personally. His eyes were dark, his warm greeting, sincere. It was just his way of making her feel comfortable, she imagined, as the man who was shaped like a Bulldog was about to bite.

      Vera silently chided herself for reading too many detective novels and spending too much time at the movies as she returned his greeting with a smile she hoped appeared to be sincere. “Detective Linley, please sit down. I can have tea or coffee brought in for you. Which would you prefer?”

      The detective closed the office door and sat down on the chair on the other side of the desk. Vera knew her office was small and cramped compared to the spacious rooms of the rest of the house. She was never more aware of that uncomfortable fact than now, as she was trapped inside her own office with a man who was clearly there on business.

      She resisted the urge to ask why he had closed the door, a move she suspected was either to keep their conversation private or to intimidate her. Either way, she refused to show the slightest reaction.

      “I prefer neither. I am a whisky on the rocks kind of guy, and I’m on duty, so that is out of the question,” he answered.

      Vera tried not to second-guess his motive for telling her that, except to shock her. If she were the innocent girl from a small town, she knew she better look surprised by his statement. Fighting the urge to make a funny remark about his drink preference, she cleared her throat and looked away, acting her part.

      “I am sorry, Miss Paige. I did not intend to upset you by my remark. I just assumed that living here, with all the debauchery that happens in this house, you would be accustomed to far worse.”

      “Detective Linley, I work here, and I do not pay attention to what happens outside of my duties.”

      “That is not how I understood it,” he said with a smirk.

      Vera did not expect the Bulldog of man to show his teeth so early. He was either impatient or confident bordering on arrogant, and he was going to have to do better than that. She had too many real secrets to let him rattle her into revealing them.

      Vera said politely, “Detective?”

      “Come now, look at you. A pretty girl like you, with your bleach blonde hair and curves that could stop a clock, you are just like the rest of the girls in this town. I bet underneath that proper blue dress, you’ve had more men than I have had hot lunches.”

      Vera wanted to stand up and slap that smirk off his face, but that would be taking the bait. Suppressing her revulsion at his offensive remark, she said, “If you have business with me then I suggest you state it. Otherwise you may leave. I have nothing to say to you.”

      “Yes, you do, I bet you’ll have lots to say to me when I tell you that I know all about you and your lover all cozy in this little love nest.”

      “Detective,” she said as she stood, “If you won’t leave, then I will. Unless you want to arrest me, charge me, or subpoena me, I will not listen to any more of your lewd insinuations.”

      The detective joined her by the door, his gaze meeting hers, “Lewd? This is Hollywood. Everyone has their price, and you have yours. I have information about you that is making me rethink this investigation. Unless you want me to go any further with that, I would appreciate it if you cooperated with me and this investigation.”

      “A price. You won’t get anywhere with me with insults and threats. This may be Hollywood, but that’s not who I am. Rethink whatever you want, I am innocent. The statement I gave to you to is true, and I have nothing to hide.”

      The detective stepped closer to her, his face so close, she could smell his after shave and the scent of the coffee he drank before he came to see her. “Let’s drop the pretense. You and Jack were seen cuddled up together. That makes Miss Levine’s death look like it’s one step closer to getting solved.”

      Vera remembered what Agent Greene told her about this man that was trying to intimidate her, “You would like that, wouldn’t you, Detective? Hang the murder on someone, anyone, just so you can say you solved it. What would that do for you? Buy you a one-way shot to a promotion, maybe open a door into politics?”

      He smiled. His smile was worse than the bite he delivered. It was cruel and nasty. His eyes twinkled as he answered, “You are going to be the girl to give me that shot. You don’t want anyone finding about you and the grieving fiancé, do you? That might make him look guilty, and you look like an accomplice.”

      Vera felt the knot in her stomach grow together as cold fear raced through her body, she had nothing to do with the death of Frankie. She refused to let this man win, to see her afraid, as she answered, “Is that the best you can come up with? Try to come in here and scare me?”

      Vera shocked herself with her sassy reply, a clear sign that she needed to lay off the movies for a while. She was channeling her inner Lauren Bacall and Barbara Stanwyck as she glared at the detective.

      “I am impressed, Miss Paige, or should I say Miss Pulaski. You are either the most stubborn woman I have ever met, or you don’t realize the trouble I can make for you. I don’t want to charge you, I want you to tell me what I need to hear, that Jack Kilian was not with you when Frankie died, that you are lying for him. If you don’t give me that statement, I may not be able to keep that hot story about you two love birds quiet much longer.”

      “He was with me and the housekeeper, Mrs. Strauss. That is the truth. I would swear to it on a stack of bibles if I must. About the hot story, as you call it, how lonely you must be if you have to make up such lies about Jack, a man living the kind of life you wish you had.”

      His smirk sank into a frown, his brow furrowed as his eyes narrowed, “You are no one in this town, no one, just another pair of boobs with a nice ass and a pretty face. What the hell do you know? But I can tell you this, you will give me what I want. You will tell me what I need to hear to close this case or else you will find yourself in a jail cell so fast that your pretty blonde head will be spinning.”

      “The next time I speak with you, Detective, I won’t be alone. I hope you enjoyed this little visit because it will be our last,” Vera said as she wrapped her hand around the door knob. “I trust you know the way out.”

      “You don’t believe that will work, do you? I am leaving for now, but I expect your full cooperation. I am not going to let some cheap goods like you ruin my career.”

      Vera opened the door as she said, “That’s where you are wrong, Detective Linley. I am not some cheap goods, and someone like you on your measly salary could never afford me.”

      Detective Linley stormed out of Vera’s office as she closed the door behind him. She was trembling, her hands shaking as she locked the door. She didn’t know how she had managed to stay calm during that nightmare. Detective Linley was leaving no stone unturned, just like Agent Greene warned her he would do. She shook in fear as she thought about being charged as an accomplice, a possibility that had never occurred to her. Reaching into the drawer, she pulled out a notepad. She quickly penned a desperate note, her handwriting barely legible, her hand trembling as she wrote every word.

      Sliding the note into an envelope and quickly addressing it, she hoped it would find the one man that could help her out of this mess, the one man who she was terrified she would never see again. Rushing out the door of her office and up the stairs to her bedroom, she needed to get the note delivered as soon as possible. There was not a moment to lose. Calling a cab from the phone at her bedside table, she hoped that the detective had left the Kilian residence, his business concluded for the day. She did not want him or anyone else knowing that she was headed for the train station.
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* * *

      
        October 5, 1953

        Hollywood, California

      

      

      Vera was frantic. For two days she lived in fear, terrified that Detective Linley would return and make good on his threat to arrest her as an accomplice to the most publicized murder in Hollywood. The newspapers kept the story as front-page news three weeks later. The case was unsolved and everyone had a theory. As long as the murderer remained at large, Vera knew that she was going to feel the heat until Detective Linley had a suspect he could charge.

      Detective Linley was not the only troubling person that was occupying her mind. Someone in the house had snitched on her and Jack. As discreet as they had tried to be, someone saw them together and not just in a conversation. The way the detective described it, she and Jack were engaged in more than a kiss. Vera and Jack had never taken their physical attraction further than a steamy embrace because there was not an opportunity. Jack was rarely home these days. He had started a new picture right after Frankie’s death, and when he wasn’t at the studio, he was out on the town with Stanley Eckhart.

      After losing sleep for the second night, Vera reluctantly approached Jack. She didn’t want to tell him about the conversation with the Detective. She was not certain how she was going to resolve that problem, and it would do no good to upset him. If he knew that Detective Linley was trying to scare Vera into changing her statement and turning against him, it could change everything. It could change how Jack treated her and threaten the slim chance she had of Mr. Finch honoring her contract.

      Jack was eating dinner by himself, a newspaper open on the table beside his half empty plate. Vera knocked on the door as she stood silently waiting for him to notice her. Without looking up, his face tilted down, his eyes fixed on the newspaper, he said in an absent-minded tone of voice, “Come in.”

      “Jack, I am sorry to disturb you.”

      Holding up the paper, he handed it to her, “Look at this, it’s been another fantastic quarter for the studio, and that was before the death of their biggest star. This quarter’s numbers are going to go through the roof after her untimely death and news gets out about my latest picture.”

      Vera did not see that article. She neatly folded the paper and placed it on the table. She could not see the headline, but a picture of Frankie smiling from the front page stared at her. Turning the paper over, she sat down in the empty chair beside Jack, painfully aware that he had not invited her to dine with him.

      “Jack, we need to talk,” she began as the same maid that brought Detective Linley in to her see her quietly joined them, a plate of fruit salad in her hand.

      Vera watched as the maid took away the dinner plate and replaced it, lingering by the table as silence fell over the room.

      “Would you look at this? Fruit salad for dessert. The things I go through for the studio,” he complained as he stabbed a grape with his fork, the maid slowly walking out of the room. “They want me to lose a few pounds. They claim I have been getting soggy around the middle. What do they know?”

      Vera stared at the maid as she left and realized that she did not have to look far for the snitch in the Kilian household. It could be, was probably in fact, one of the staff. It could be the same maid that had just left the dining room. Jumping up, Vera closed the double doors behind the maid, making sure that the woman was not in the hallway waiting to eavesdrop through the cracks in the door.

      “Vera, what is going on? First you say that you need to talk to me, then you run around slamming doors,” Jack said as he looked at the fruit on his plate, an expression of boredom and disinterest on his face as he selected a piece of apple.

      Vera sat down. Leaning close to him, she whispered, “Jack, we have a snitch in the house, a tattle-tale.”

      Jack smiled as he leaned in close to her, “Why are you whispering, we are all alone. Do you have a secret you don’t want to share with anyone but me?”

      Vera had plenty of secrets, but none of them she wanted to share. “No, Jack, I don’t, but someone in this house thinks we do, that you and I have been, how can I say this, that we have been,” Vera blushed. She did not want to finish the sentence, but she forced herself to say the word, “That we are lovers.”

      “Lovers, I don’t see anything wrong with that,” he said as he raised an eyebrow and smiled in a way that would have normally sent shivers down Vera’s spine.

      Vera was aware of Jack, the sound of his voice, the way he said her name, the look in his eyes when her gaze met his. There was something powerfully physical between them, an attraction that she could not deny. However, with the threat of being arrested in her future and the presence of a snitch, she would not allow herself to be swept away by her need to feel his lips pressed on hers.

      Keeping her voice low, she said, “Jack, we have a snitch. There is someone in this house who has seen us together.”

      Jack’s expression did not change. He did not look disturbed by her revelation. She waited for him to react, to recoil in anger and disbelief, but he remained calm as he leaned back and returned to his fruit salad. “Vera, I think you are worrying too much. We kissed a few times. We talked about it, remember?”

      Vera remembered how Jack admitted that he treated her terribly because she had deigned to reject him. She also had known that Frankie’s jealousy was growing because she had watched Jack was falling for Vera. Yes, Vera remembered a conversation that took place back in September, a kiss that happened in the dining room, in the same place they were sitting as they discussed it.

      Looking at the dishes on the table, she remembered they had knocked a plate and a glass from the table onto the floor in their passionate embrace. A maid had come in, the sound of the breaking dishes drawing her attention. Vera realized that the maid who came into the dining room was the same one who had just left the dining room. She was the only one Vera could recall who may have seen Jack and her together, their kisses, their moments spent alone, rare these days.

      “Jack, this could be serious. If we are suspected of being lovers, think of how it could look.”

      Jack looked at Vera, his expression no longer amused by her and bored by his dessert. “Vera, I don’t know why you are worried about this. No one has seen us, and we haven’t done anything to be seen. I am spending all my time at the studio. I wanted to be free to make my own movies, produce the kinds of films I wanted, but that will probably never happen. I am under contract, trapped into making the movies the studio thinks will make them a fortune. That is my concern. I don’t have time to worry about what anyone has seen in this house.”

      Vera wanted to cry. She could feel the exhaustion and the anxiety she had been suffering from in silence welling up and taking over as he dismissed her fears. For a man who was supposed to have feelings for her, he had a strange way of showing it. Maybe Jack Kilian was handsome, dashing, and insanely attractive when he wanted to be, but he was so consumed by his own problems that he didn’t have time for her.

      Vera said as the tears began to fall down her cheeks, “I thought we were friends. Isn’t that what you said, that you and I were friends? Was your kiss like everything else with you, an act? And that speech you gave me, the one that you claimed to be falling for me, was that also part of your show? Jack, you are a fantastic actor, but I feel your talents are wasted on me. You should save it all for the big screen, for your legions of adoring fans.”

      Rising to her feet, she walked out of the dining room. She rushed upstairs before she let herself feel the hurt and pain in her chest, the sound of her own sobs echoing in the hall way as she slammed the door. How could she have been so foolish to believe that Jack Kilian, the Jack Kilian, the Hollywood legend and notorious bachelor, could have felt anything for her other than pathos?

      That was it. She was pathetic. It was obvious to her. Jack told her what she needed to hear so that she would play along with Mr. Finch and Jack, keeping the star out of jail so he could honor his obligation to the studio. For a man who said he hated the studio, here he was, again making a movie for that same studio. He was still cooperating, doing their bidding. He may be complaining about it, but he was still part of the system, a system that was protecting him, or so he thought.

      Walking across the bedroom floor, Vera headed to the balcony as she cried. She needed to breathe in fresh air, to take in the cool night-time breezes found outside the house.

      Jack was not alarmed that they had a snitch. He didn’t even seem shocked. In contrast to the calm demeanor of Jack, Vera was terrified. She was the only thing standing in the way of Jack Kilian being arrested for the murder of Frankie Levine. Jack didn’t know that or didn’t seem to care about the consequences of the bad publicity of a romantic connection between them.

      Taking in the night air, she cried for more reasons than exhaustion. She didn’t know what to do about the Detective. She couldn’t change her story because changing it would be a lie. It would be a lie that would let her off the hook with the police, but it would ruin her future. Her future. What future would she have if word got out that she and Jack were lovers? It was a nightmare come to life. The public would hate her, Mr. Finch would rip up her contract. Wherever she went, no one would hire her, and she could kiss Broadway and Hollywood goodbye.
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* * *

      
        October 6, 1953

        Hollywood, California

      

      

      The phone rang on her bedside table as Vera opened her eyes. The ringing was incessant, the harsh sound of it waking her from the only sleep she had had in days. Reaching for the phone, she struggled to wake up. The few hours of sleep she had had the night before was anything but restful. It was just that exhaustion had finally won over her need to lie awake and worry, allowing her a few fitful hours of dreams involving jail and a return trip back to New York, her father laughing at her, calling her a failure.

      “Hello,” she said into the receiver.

      “Miss Pulaski.”

      Vera was suddenly wide awake, the voice on the other end of the phone familiar to her, it was a voice she never thought she would hear again.

      “Yes,” she answered, “This is Vera Pulaski.”

      Vera was careful not to say his name, even in her state somewhere between sleep and awake, she did not trust the phone lines or anyone in the house. If there was a snitch, there could also be someone else on the line listening to her conversation.

      “Meet me at ten o’clock,”

      “Where?”

      “Our first date.”

      The phone went dead in her hand. She mouthed the words to herself, first date. It was slightly cryptic, but it could mean only one place. The diner by her favorite department store. Glancing at the clock, Vera was not surprised to discover that it six in the morning. Agent Greene was either an early riser, or he was like Vera, paranoid that her phone line was not private.

      Rolling over, Vera smiled as she pulled the covers over her head. It was not an ideal circumstance, but Agent Greene was going to see her again at ten. She had not seen or spoken to him since that day he told her that he loved her and then left her alone on the street. She was nervous when she thought about their upcoming meeting, but the sound of his voice on the phone and the promise of seeing him in a few hours eased the vice-like grip that her worries had on her heart and her mind. For the first time in days, she was able to rest for two hours, and this time she didn’t have nightmares.

      Later that morning, Vera stood in front of the diner. Vera glanced at the watch on her wrist. The time was quarter to ten. As she walked inside, she knew Agent Greene was there, waiting for her in the booth in the back corner. She could feel his presence before she saw him. She could feel the weight of his gaze on her face. Sliding into the booth across from the man she begged not to leave her at their last meeting, she wasn’t sure quite what to say. The direct way he stared at her made her feel vulnerable.

      “You must have received my letter,” Vera said as she searched his face for any sign of emotion, of feeling that might accompany seeing her after his declaration of love for her.

      “I did. I warned you about that cop. I just didn’t think he would get this desperate.”

      “Desperate? I didn’t write what he said because I didn’t know who would see the note or if you would ever read it. I wanted to slap him for what he said to me. I have never been talked to like that.”

      “I know all about him, he has a background as a beat cop, probably spent a lot of time rounding up drunks, prostitutes, and petty criminal lowlifes.”

      Vera felt relieved to finally be able to talk about what happened in her office that day. To share her experience felt good. That it was Agent Greene was even better.

      Vera answered, “That would explain a lot. That was how he talked to me, like I was a, a woman that he would have arrested when he was on the beat.”

      Agent Greene narrowed his eyes. “He spoke to you like that? What did he say to you?”

      Vera’s cheeks turned crimson as she remembered what Detective Linley said to her and the terrible way he talked to her. She wanted to tell Agent Greene, but she couldn’t find a way to repeat it. “I can write it down. I have some paper and a pen in my purse, but I don’t think I can say it. It was bad, it really was. I don’t know how I didn’t slap him.”

      “It’s probably better for him if I don’t know what he said verbatim. I believe I get the gist of it. Your note looked like it was written in a hurry. I didn’t come here to chat. Let’s get down to what happened in that meeting with him to make you take this risk to contact me after I told you that I could not meet with you.”

      Vera was taken aback by his detachment from her, his reminder that anything she imagined between them was over. However, she refused to let that dampen her relief at seeing him, talking to him, and sharing her dilemma with him.

      “I know my note was not clear. I didn’t want to write too much and have it fall into the wrong hands, she said. “I am in trouble big trouble, and I need your help.”

      “Big trouble? Vera, this is not your attempt to see me, to plead your case that I should give up my investigation for you, is it?”

      The sting Vera felt from his blunt remark was dulled by her fear of what Detective Linley could do. She wanted to yell at Agent Greene, to scream at him to stop being so cold, to let her into his heart for a few minutes.  She needed someone to hold her and tell her that everything was going to be fine. However, she knew she would not get very far with sentimental pleas with him.

      Sticking to the cold, hard facts, she answered his question. “He is threatening me. He says he has a witness who saw something at Jack’s. He said that he would go to the papers with the story and use it to paint me as an accomplice to a murder. He intends to bring Jack up on charges and me along with it unless I change my testimony.”

      Vera was hesitant to go into detail about what the snitch saw. She was sitting across from a man that she could have real feelings for, that wasn’t an arrogant Hollywood actor. Agent Greene was a man with principles and conviction, who loved her enough to never see her again if it meant saving his investigation. She didn’t want to tell him what she was being accused of, to go into the truth about the physical side of her working relationship with Jack Kilian.

      “Desperate. Just as I suspected. I think I am starting to get a picture of what happened. He came to see you, talked to you like you were a dog, threatened you, and tried to do everything in his power to intimidate you. Is that how it played out?”

      Vera breathed a sigh of relief. “Yes. What am I going to do? I can’t go to jail, but I can’t change my testimony either. That would be lying.”

      “It would be lying, but I don’t think Linley cares about that at this point. He tried to strong-arm you. The only thing he didn’t do was hit you and rough you up.”

      “Do you think he would do something like that?”

      An older waitress came to the table, a notepad in her hand, a pencil in the other, “What will you folks be having this morning?”

      “Just coffee,” Agent Greene answered, his tone clipped.

      “Coffee for me, thanks,” Vera said with a feeble smile. The days of root beer shakes and laughter were over. She could feel the tension between them as they sat across the table from each other, Agent Greene frowning and Vera trying to make sense of her feelings.

      The waitress brought two cups of coffee and put them on the table. There, they sat untouched. Agent Greene asked the question she feared he would ask, “What did Detective Linley say he had on you?”

      Vera did not want to answer this question, but she had no choice. She needed help and he was the only person she could turn to. “He told me that someone saw me and Jack together.”

      “Together, do you mean together like lovers?” Agent Greene asked.

      “That was what he implied, although he didn’t say it like that.”

      “Is there any truth in it?” he asked as his eyes narrowed. “I don’t want to ask this question, but I must know. Are you and Jack Kilian lovers?”

      “No! Jack and I are not lovers! Not in the least!” answered Vera as her cheeks burned red.

      “But there is something there, something you aren’t telling me, isn’t there?”

      “No, there isn’t.”

      “I can’t help you if you don’t tell me the truth. It doesn’t matter what you do or who you are involved with, you are not my informant anymore. You have been assigned to a different agent at the bureau.”

      “Why are you here if I am not your responsibility anymore?”

      “You sent me a letter begging for my help. I needed to know what was happening inside of this case, and I knew you could tell me. If you are honest, I might be able to take the heat off of you.”

      “That was your only reason for helping me? Because you needed to know what was going on? You know everything else about Frankie’s murder. You don’t need me to spill my guts to you.”

      “Yes, I do, what Linley did to you in that office was not witnessed by anyone. If you didn’t tell me about it, I would not know what he is planning. Linley and his actions are critical because this case threatens my investigation and all the years of hard work I have put into it. I told you that I would protect you as much as I could, and I intend to do that. Now start slowly, and tell me the truth. All of it.”

      Vera sipped her coffee. It was strong and bitter, just like the dose of reality she was getting from by Agent Greene. He wasn’t helping her because of any devotion to her. He was concerned about the love of his life: his investigation. Vera started slowly and other than editing the part about her feelings for Jack and a good portion of their conversations, she told Agent Greene the truth, even about the kiss in the dining room.

      “You told Jack about the conversation with Linley?” asked Agent Greene, as she finished her story. He looked at her, his expression stern and unreadable.

      “Not all of it. I just told him about the snitch.”

      “Ah yes, the snitch,” he said as he nodded his head. “You are convinced it’s a maid?”

      “Yes, I am. There is one in particular. She’s sneaky, and I think she listens to conversations. She’s the same one who came in the night that Jack and I, that we were in the dining room.”

      “What maid doesn’t listen to conversations? You don’t think Linley could be bluffing? He is playing the tough guy part, but he could be lying, based on his instincts about the case.”

      “But I am not an accomplice to the murder of Frankie Levine, what have I gained from it?”

      “A movie contract and Jack Kilian,” Agent Greene answered with a frown.

      “But how was I supposed to know that? No one promised me a contract before she died. Jack tried to frame me, to use me as a convenient excuse for the break up. Why would I help him? I hated him.”

      “Hated, but not anymore, right? Do you make a habit of kissing men that you hate?”

      “No, but that was before he changed.”

      “Don’t be a fool. Jack hasn’t changed. It’s you who’s done all the changing. That was why Linley treated you like he did, with your movie star good looks and your living arrangements at Jack’s, he pegged you as Jack’s mistress.”

      “But I’m not, I never was, and my living arrangements aren’t that unusual. I am a member of his staff.”

      “A convenient cover-up for an illicit affair.”

      “I am not having an affair.”

      “That may be true, but to Linley, if he could get a grand jury to think otherwise, he would have this case in the bag. His career would be made in one arrest. His name and his face would be remembered forever as the man who arrested Jack Kilian and his lover for the murder of America’s sweetheart, Frankie Levine. The press and the public would eat it up.”

      Vera slumped into the booth sighing, “I am in so much trouble. There isn’t anything I can do, is there?” she asked quietly. “Even though I am innocent, it’s not going to matter, is it?”

      “I am not going to lie to you. You are in big trouble. This is a high-profile case, the biggest murder investigation of the decade here in Los Angeles, possibly in the state.”

      Vera looked around at the people in the diner, some of them were laughing, and others were talking together over coffee and a late-morning breakfast. A Frank Sinatra song played on the jukebox in the corner. She was trying to get her bearings, to think of what to do now that her life was over.

      “Vera,” Agent Greene said, his voice soft, “Vera, look at me.”

      She turned to face him. She was fighting the urge to panic. She said, “I don’t know what to do.”

      “You don’t have to worry about it.”

      “I don’t? Are you instructing me to agree to Detective Linley’s threat, change my testimony, and avoid going to jail?”

      “Not at all. I just meant that although this is a high profile case, and it’s in all the papers coast to coast, there is more going on in this world than this case. Linley may think he’s a big fish, but he’s in my pond. I am the bigger fish, and I was here before he ever traded in his beat shoes for a desk. This investigation is a federal matter. What we are a part of, what we are trying to do is important, vital to national security. I don’t believe for a second that Jack killed Frankie, and I don’t believe that you had anything to do with it. Linley needs a lesson in priorities, and his career is not a priority as far as Uncle Sam in concerned.”

      Vera stared at Agent Greene in disbelief, “You are going to help me?”

      “I am going to help this investigation. If that helps you, all the better. Vera, let me tell you why I will not let Linley destroy my work. This murder is a crime, and it needs to be solved. But strange things are going on around it. There’s someone in the house who doesn’t work for me, and I don’t think is an agent for the studio. You have a snitch, as you call it. I call it a plant. Be careful, the maid or whoever it is, is working for a third party, feeding information to Linley for a reason I don’t know.”

      Vera was in disbelief. He was going to help her. It didn’t matter to her why, as she voiced her gratitude, “Thank you for your help. I have been so scared, I have been losing sleep.”

      “You don’t have to worry about it anymore. Just be careful of the plant. Someone in that house is not what he or she seems.”

      “Do you think this person, this plant, killed Frankie?”

      “I don’t know, just be careful. Lock your door at night, stay on your toes.”

      “What else is strange? I can think of two developments that struck me as odd.”

      “Eckhart, Stanley Eckhart is one, isn’t he?” Agent Greene said with a knowing smile.

      “You must have seen Jack and that politician painting the town red. I remember how you like to go out dancing.”

      “It’s not dancing. It’s work,” he answered. “What else have you noticed?”

      “Jack. He is working on a movie. He hates it, but he’s doing it. He was going to start his own movie company before Frankie died. But all that changed when she was killed, so he is back at the studio.”

      “What is so strange about that?”

      “He was furious after she died. I thought he was going to break everything in sight. That was how much he wanted to be free of Finch. But now he is right back to work. I rarely see him.”

      “It sounds like we have an escalating situation. Eckhart is bad news. Be careful, find out what you can, but only if it’s safe.”

      “And what about you?” Vera was hesitant to ask, but she needed to know the truth. “Will I ever see you again? Do I have to work with a different agent?”

      “It would be better for the investigation if you did.”

      “For the investigation or for you?”

      “You know the answer to that.”

      “I do. I want you to know that I respect you for what you are doing. I don’t understand it, but I respect your convictions.”

      “You would disagree if you knew how far I went for the sake of our country. Linley is a man with his own moral compass. He doesn’t mind breaking a few eggs to get what he wants. On some level, he thinks Jack is guilty. His methods aren’t so different than my own, I am ashamed to say.”

      “I don’t believe you. You are saying that so I will stop thinking about you.”

      “You have Jack Kilian to keep you from thinking about me. Listen, this is important. Just be careful, promise me.”

      Vera dug into her purse for her wallet, but Agent Greene would not allow her to pay. Standing up, she leaned over the table and whispered, “I promise to be careful. but I refuse to work with anyone else,” she said as she gave him a quick peck on the cheek. Rushing out the door, she did not look back.
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        October 6, 1953

        Hollywood, California

      

      

      “Where have you been?” demanded Jack as he met her at the door.

      To say that Vera was caught off guard was an understatement. Putting her boxes down on the side table in the foyer of the stately house, she put her purse down and faced a clearly upset Jack Kilian.

      He was standing with his arms crossed. He was tapping his left foot and pursing his lips. He was agitated.

      Vera did not volunteer that she had coffee with an FBI agent. But she told Jack the other places she had been that day. “Shopping. I also stopped by the old apartment to see my roommates.”

      “We have a crisis,” he replied.

      His attitude had changed sharply since the previous evening. He didn’t apologize to her for his callous behavior or his selfish insistence that having a snitch in the house was unimportant.

      Vera returned the favor and remained aloof and cavalier about his distress, “We? What do you mean, “We have a crisis?” I don’t have one, but you seem to be upset.”

      His jaw dropped as he stood in the foyer, a shocked and angry look on his face, “What does that mean?”

      “You are a smart man. You figure it out.”

      “Vera, we have a problem. Do I have to spell it out for you?”

      She felt like a pawn in a game she didn’t understand, and she was too tired to care about much aside from going upstairs and taking a bath and a nap. The FBI, Detective Linley, the snitch, the murder, Jack, Charles, and her future movie career, all of those things had filled her mind for days. Vera was tired and did not want to talk anymore or think about anything for several hours.

      “What?” she asked, she was tempted to lower her voice, but if there was a plant in the house who was listening, Vera didn’t care, not on that afternoon, “For a man who claims to be falling for me, you have hardly shown it. Remember last night? I came to you upset about Detective Linley breathing down my throat, and all you could do was talk about your fruit salad and the movie you are making. I cried myself to sleep again, and where were you?”

      “You are mad about last night?”

      “You are either a brilliant actor or you really are the most self-centered man I have ever met. Jack, let me help you with this, stop acting. Can the unrequited love act.”

      He looked astonished, but he seemed to still be angry, “Vera, I don’t know nor do I care what the devil has gotten into you, but we have problem. Look at this!”

      Jack pointed to the newspaper on the side table, the one peeking out from under the boxes containing Vera’s new clothes. Sliding the boxes over, she picked it up. The headline was nothing new. The investigation continued, there was something about politics, but that was all. Looking up from the paper, she asked. “What is it that is so important?”

      “That,” he said as he pointed to the article on the front page. “Read it.”

      Vera was in no mood to read anything about Frankie Levine, but she dutifully read the article. Since Detective Linley did not have a suspect in custody, the newspapers were reporting their speculations about the case, many of them without an ounce of evidence.  From what Vera read, this newspaper had a source and circumstantial evidence.

      The article detailed a new theory that Jack was the murderer. There was speculation based on an anonymous eye witness, that he had a lover who helped him get away with the deed. The lover that was not yet named, according to the witness.  It was the story that Linley threatened to leak to the press. Vera read the article all the way through, looking for her name. She did not see it. She knew that Detective Linley intended to make good on his threat. The next article, Vera was sure, would include her name and all the sordid details unless Agent Greene could stop Linley before Vera’s name made it into print.

      As Jack stood at her side, reading the article over her shoulder, Vera thought about Agent Greene. He told her not to worry about this situation. She trusted him and prayed that her trust in him was not misplaced. Handing the newspaper to Jack, she waited for him to comment.

      “Did you see that? They are printing lies about me, blaming me for Frankie’s murder, naming me as the suspect. The part about the lover, that’s you.”

      “I don’t know why you are upset about this today. I told you about this last night, and you didn’t care. You had more important things to think about. So do I. If you will excuse me, I have a nap to take.”

      “You can’t take a nap. We have to figure out what to do about this. There is someone in this house or someone we know who we can’t trust.”

      Vera leaned close to him and smiled. She could feel herself returning to the animosity she felt for him before Frankie’s murder changed everything. If he were acting, she would find out soon enough. But if he cared about her, she was not going to be content to let him speak about it in flowery well-scripted words. He was going to have to do more than kiss her on occasion. Gazing deep into his eyes, she felt the physical attraction between them like electricity. She refused to give into it as she said, “Jack, there are lots of people in this house I can’t trust. The snitch just happens to be one of them.”

      “I am calling Finch. He will know what to do.”

      “I have no doubt about that. You might want to tell him that Linley is out to get you. That should make him motivated to help his favorite star.”

      “What, he’s out to get me? I thought he was here to talk to you?”

      Jack’s ability to focus on himself at the expense of her never ceased to amaze her. “He was here to see me. I didn’t tell you, did I? He is going after you.”

      Any composure that Jack had was gone, “You didn’t tell me. You just said that he said something about a snitch and that there was a witness.”

      “I must have forgotten to tell you about the rest of the lovely conversation I had with him when I left you in the dining room.”

      “Get Finch on the phone and my attorney,” Jack ordered as he turned to walk away.

      “Get them yourself. I don’t work for you anymore,.” Vera said as she picked up her boxes and her purse and left him in the foyer, his mouth gaping, a surprised look on his face.
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* * *

      
        October 8, 1953

        Hollywood, California

      

      

      Vera sat in Mr. Finch’s office. She was wearing a new dress, which made her feel good. It was a deep red color that reminded her of candy apples at the county fair back home in Winter Falls. As she looked down at the rich red material, she thought of home. She missed her mother and her brother. She felt good about the letter she had sent them last week. The letter and her new dress were the only things making her feel good at the present, as Mr. Finch seethed behind his desk. His anger was barely contained as he stared at her, his teeth gritted.

      “Why didn’t you call me? I should have been informed of Detective Linley’s actions immediately,” Mr. Finch demanded as he glared at Vera.

      “What was I supposed to do? He threatened me. If I changed my testimony, I would lose my contract, but I also wanted to avoid jail.”

      “Do you have any idea what kind of damage he has done in just a few days?”

      “Yes sir,” she said as she tried not to think about it. “I am aware.”

      “In two days, that detective has given interviews to the papers. He spread malicious, slanderous garbage about my star.”

      “What about me? What about the lies he told about me?”

      “You? You haven’t made your first picture yet, and already your name has been dragged through the mud.”

      Vera glared back at the man and said, “I could have changed my testimony to save my own skin. I still can. Don’t forget that.”

      “And you will never let me forget it. Don’t you worry, Miss Paige. Detective Linley is off the case, and the newspapers have printed heartfelt apologies.”

      Vera was speechless, “What? He’s off the case? How did that happen?”

      “Never you mind how it happened. The fact is, he’s out. The new detective is someone I know very well, so we should have no more of these loose cannon antics.”

      Vera smiled as she asked, “The papers, they have printed articles clearing up the gossip?”

      “Yes, they have, but I am afraid the damage may already be done. Frankie Levine was loved by one and all. The public didn’t need any hint that her fiancé may have been unfaithful with his secretary.”

      “But it wasn’t true, not a word of it.”

      “Frankie thought it was true while she was alive. There is always that risk that someone she knew could corroborate the story.”

      “What does this mean for my career?” Vera asked, as she tried to remain calm, her future hanging by a thread.

      “You still have a contract, but I am going to have to do something I never thought I would do. I am going to destroy Frankie’s legacy to this studio and replace her with someone. And that someone, Miss Paige, has to be you. To save Jack’s reputation, I need to make you a golden angel at his side, the friend and the confidant he never had in Frankie. I am going to destroy her, so that I can create you.”

      Vera felt faint. She didn’t know how to respond, “But sir, what does any of that mean?”

      “It means, Miss Paige, that as long as you are thought to be a homewrecker, it makes Jack look bad. I can’t have that. If I make you look like saint, then Jack is safe, the public has a new star to love, and I have a good year.”

      “Sir, I know Frankie had her problems, but what are you going to do?”

      “That is none of your business. She’s dead. What does she care what gets said about her now?”

      “And me, you called me in here to see you. Was it about the Detective?”

      “No, I called you in here to get you whipped into shape. I have only a few weeks to transform you from small-town girl to elegant star. Meet with my secretary, Miss DeVry. She will handle the details of your schedule.”

      Vera could barely breathe. It was finally happening, the dream she had wanted for so long was finally coming true. “Should I move out of Jack’s house?”

      “Not yet. I need you two to keep up appearances for just a little longer, until the case is closed. While you are in his house, be careful. If the press gets wind that you and he are a couple, it will ruin all my plans. Act like his secretary and nothing more. Do you understand? In the meantime, you will have a full schedule of photo shoots and classes, and oh, yes, your diet. You have to lose twenty pounds.”

      Mr. Finch threw information at Vera at such a high rate of speed that it made her feel dizzy. She had questions, a great many of them. She didn’t know where to begin. He seemed impatient to be rid of her. His anger was evident in his clipped tone and his refusal to smile in the sleazy way that normally accompanied these meetings.

      “That part about being Jack’s friend and confidant, does that mean that you are going to make us a couple, but you don’t want us acting like one?”

      “Miss Paige, unless you are an idiot, which I know you not to be, yes, that is what I said. Until this case is closed, stay away from Jack. You are an actress. Act like his secretary. Don’t make love to him. When I get done with the publicity, you and Jack will be a couple, the public will eat it up, and then you two can do whatever you want. See my secretary about your schedule. Good day.”

      Vera was not ready to leave until she understood what was happening, “My schedule of classes and everything else, won’t that interfere with my job of being Jack’s secretary?”

      “Yes, and why is that important?”

      “I think we have someone inside the house who is leaking information to the police and to the press. Do you know anything about that?”

      “The staff in that house was carefully screened. I don’t know what you and Jack are worried about. Do what I say, and we won’t have a problem. Do you understand?”

      “We are both worried because Frankie’s death is not solved, and someone close to us has been feeding Detective Linley’s assumptions about Jack being the killer.”

      “Unless I fire the entire staff and start over with all new people, there is no way to know if there is even a person inside the house who cares about you and Jack. You both sound paranoid. I would suggest seeing a doctor, but I don’t want the public thinking I have a couple of stars who are screwy in the head. I have enough bad publicity to clean up you two as it is.”

      “What about Frankie’s murderer? Isn’t it dangerous with that person still at large?” asked Vera, feeling slightly uncomfortable.

      She didn’t know who killed Frankie, but she had her own theory that Mr. Finch might know, a theory that gave her chills as she sat across from him in his office, with the doors closed and no witnesses to see anything that might happen.

      “Miss Paige, Frankie’s death was tragic, but it in no way points to a murderer in the house. This is not a scary picture. This is real life. There is no one spying on you. You are not making me feel good about investing in your future. Frankie may have had her problems, but she wasn’t scared of shadows and monsters under the bed.”

      “Yes sir,” Vera was getting nowhere with Mr. Finch. There was a snitch in Jack’s house, but Mr. Finch seemed unconcerned. “About those twenty pounds – there isn’t anything wrong with my weight.”

      “The camera adds twenty pounds so you need to lose weight. You are curvier than Frankie was. I need the public to fall in love with you to replace her. They loved Frankie Levine, everything about her, and you, my dear Miss Paige, must fill those shoes. Unless you have any other irritating questions for me, I have a busy day planned that doesn’t include you sitting in my office.”

      Vera knew she was being dismissed. On this auspicious day, the day her dreams were coming true, Mr. Finch was one step from throwing her out of his office. She was coming to the uncomfortable conclusion that the studio via Mr. Finch was setting her up to be the other half of their latest celebrity couple. She and Jack Kilian were going to be on the covers of magazines, at dinner and parties and seen everywhere together.

      “Thank you, Mr. Finch,” Vera wasn’t sure why she was thanking the man who had propositioned her and generally treated her as a property of the studio and not as a real person.

      Walking out of Mr. Finch’s enormous office, Vera glanced at the seating area, the infamous couch she dreaded. She was thankful she never had to take her turn on the couch, but she was concerned about his plans to make her the new Frankie Levine. She didn’t know how she felt about that part, the part where she was just told by the studio who she could be seen dating. Jack was failing to convince her that his feelings for her were anything more than an act. She dreaded being stuck with a man who didn’t love her, especially when she considered what happened to the last woman he didn’t love.

      The day she signed her contract was an important day, but it didn’t seem to make the dream real for Vera as much as the strained conversation with Mr. Finch just did. He wanted to groom her to be a star. This was happening to her, but as she stood at Miss DeVry’s desk, it wasn’t the way she imagined it.

      Becoming Jack’s new love interest was not the acting job she dreamed of getting for her first role. Back home in Winter Falls, she imagined she would be the smart girl in a mystery or the romantic, tragic heroine. Staring out the enormous windows that faced the bustling, hectic studio, Vera realized that she did get her wish. In this movie, the one she was living, she was the tragic heroine. As she thought of Jack and Charles, she was just left to wonder where all the romance was.
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* * *

      
        October 12, 1953

        Hollywood, California

      

      

      Vera sat in her small office, a cup of tea balanced on a stack of files, and fully concentrating on the schedule typed for her by Miss DeVry. Tomorrow promised to be a full day. There were appointments with a dietician, a beautician, and a voice coach. After lunch, she was scheduled to meet with a dance instructor, and Mrs. Edmundson, who taught the starlets how to stand with books balanced on their heads.

      Being a star was exhausting. Vera had not acted in a single scene yet, and already she was fatigued from her appointment schedule. She didn’t know how she was supposed to act the part of secretary when she was too busy being molded into an elegant, glamorous version of herself.

      The phone on her desk rang, nearly knocking over the cup of tea. She answered it as she slid her schedule into the desk drawer.

      “Hello?”

      “Vera, how does it feel to be famous?”

      “Joni!” Vera exclaimed. “I am not famous, infamous maybe, but not famous.”

      “Humility, Miss Paige, will never get you anywhere in this town.”

      “I mean it. I am just sitting here at my desk surrounded by work that will take days to catch up on,” Vera answered truthfully. Her desk, like the floor of her office, was covered in unopened fan mail, correspondence that needed responses, and files that were starting to collect dust. Since she began playing the role of a secretary, she could no longer deny that Jack needed a secretary for his secretary.

      “Not for much longer, according to the latest gossips columns. Word has it your star is on the rise.”

      Vera was relieved to hear the good news. She had not read a newspaper in the last few days, afraid of any stories that alluded to her connection with Frankie’s death. “I assure you that my star is not on the rise.”

      “You don’t get out much, do you? I have been trying to call you ever since that story about you and Jack came out. The reporters have been camping outside our apartment. They want to interview me and Maddie. They want the scoop on what you like, who you are, and the story about you and Jack Kilian.”

      Vera trusted her roommates, a trust she had never tested by divulging any facts about her life or the secrets she kept. “Joni, how did the press find out I used to live there?”

      “I don’t know, but this town has no secrets. Some of the papers are offering to pay me and Maddie pretty good for a few facts about you.”

      “Joni, your loyalty to me as your friend means so much. You didn’t have to call me about this. You could have just agreed to do the interviews.”

      “I know, but even if you get famous or end up on trial for the murder of the century, you are still my friend.”

      Vera wanted to reach out and hug her old roommate. Joni was a true friend through and through. Vera vowed that one day when she became famous, she would find a way to help her old friends. “Are they offering to pay you a decent amount of money?”

      “They are, but I won’t talk to them and neither will Maddie if you don’t want us to. Money isn’t everything, you know.”

      “I know, but I say, you ask for double what they are offering. Put a little money in your pocket. I don’t mind.”

      “Vera, are you sure? I won’t talk to them unless it’s okay with you.”

      “Go ahead, and send me the article when it comes out. I can’t wait to read how I snored all night or ate all the chocolate ice cream.”

      “I promise to give them all the juicy details of your boring life. I may even have to make things up. Until you got involved with a murder, you were just another boring kid from nowhere.”

      “I still am a boring kid, I just happen to dress better than I used to. I have to get going. Maybe we can catch up this Sunday. Lunch, my treat?”

      “Are you trying to bribe me, Miss Paige, with an offer of lunch to keep my mouth shut?” Joni laughed.

      “Don’t forget to ask for double on those offers. If the newspapers want a story bad enough, they will pay whatever you want.”

      “Yes ma’am! This is going to be fun. See you Sunday!”

      “Give Maddie a big hug for me! Bye!”

      Vera hung the receiver back on the cradle. Her two closest friends were being offered money for their stories. She didn’t mind, but she wondered what else was happening in the world that she was missing. As she reached for the tea, now cold, she had an unexpected visitor. Jack Kilian walked into her office without knocking. She should have been mad, but he did own the house, which included the office, and knocking was not his style.

      “All day I’ve needed to talk to you. Where were you?”

      “Jack, this is starting to get old. I don’t work for you anymore. It’s just a show, you know? This is all an act. You are an actor, you play my employer, but that’s it.”

      “You are supposed to be playing the part of my secretary, and I thought you were my friend, but what has gotten into you?”

      Vera wanted to answer him truthfully, that Agent Greene had confirmed her suspicions that she was being used by Jack and the studio as a pawn in their efforts to save Jack’s career and by extension, the studio’s reputation. A movie star being strangled to death by their other biggest star could sink the studio and everyone employed there. Vera was an important part of the rescue operation to save Jack from drowning in bad publicity or worse. Since she came to the realization, that they, Jack and the studio, needed her to be happy in her role as Jack’s alibi and his new romance, she found herself doubting that his feelings for her were nothing more than an act. Jack had done little to prove her wrong.

      “If you must ask me that question, you are more self-centered than I thought.”

      Jack looked exasperated as he sat in the chair across from her desk. “Can we start over? I don’t know what is wrong with you, but you have been treating me like I don’t matter, and I was under the impression that I did.”

      Vera wanted to laugh at him. His behavior was so typically Jack, thinking only of himself, “You matter to your adoring public, the evidence of their adoration is spread all over my office,” she said before she realized what she was doing.

      Jack was right. She was treating him differently, and her patience with him and his act was wearing thin. As she thought about Agent Greene, she knew that she was never going to help his investigation unless she did a better job of being nice to Jack, a role she was going to be doomed to play soon enough.

      “I am sorry,” Vera said sweetly. “With everything that’s been going on lately, I haven’t been myself. I haven’t been much of a friend to you. You’re right. Let’s start over.”

      Jack perked up at her apology, “I forgive you. Not many people live like we do, at the mercy of the newspapers and our fans.”

      Vera thought the image of Jack sitting in the middle of piles of his unopened fan mail would he made a great portrait. He was oblivious to the people like her who kept his fans and his career going.

      “Vera, I want to thank you for what you did with Linley. I heard you refused to play ball with him, that he threatened you.”

      “It was nothing. I could never let you go to jail for a crime you didn’t commit.”

      “Vera, it was more than that, I know it was. You were protecting me. That must mean that you care for me despite how you’ve been acting lately.”

      There was so much that Vera wanted to say to him, but all of that could wait. She could sense that he came into her office for a reason, not to make small talk about the state of their friendship. Switching gears, Vera asked, “You’ve been looking for me all day. What do you need?”

      “I need your help. Stan wants me to host a party for some of his friends, maybe invite some of my costars, and other people from the business. I don’t know where to start. This is more your line of work, not mine.”

      “When you say Stan, you are referring to Stanley Eckhart, am I right?”

      Vera watched as Jack shuddered, as though he was discussing something distasteful, “Who else could I be referring to?”

      “Jack. Let me get this straight. You could have asked Mrs. Strauss to help you, but you waited all day until I got back from the studio to ask for my help to plan a party for your new friend? That is flattering, but why do you need my help?”

      “Mrs. Strauss is great, she is, this house would fall apart without her, but she isn’t you. You are smart, you know what regular people like to do.”

      “What kind of friends is he bringing, do you have a guest list? I would like to send out invitations and the guard at the gate will need a list. We have to keep the press out.”

      “You’re right. Call his office, I can get you the number.”

      “Do I need to call Mr. Barzman, will you be needing any entertainment?”  Vera asked as she winced, thinking about the scantily clad girls that Mr. Barzman provided for his clients.

      “Not this time. It’s going to be a lot of intellectuals, politicians, people like that. Plan whatever you think they will enjoy, but just make it glamorous. I have a reputation to uphold.”

      “I will see what I can do. Politicians and professors? That’s not your usual crowd, Jack. Why are you hosting a party full of boring intellectuals at your house?”

      “It’s hard to explain,” he answered.

      “Or you don’t want to. Jack, I am your friend. We are in this together, you and I, ever since Frankie died. What aren’t you telling me? What is going on with Eckhart?”

      “Nothing is going on with the man, nothing at all.”

      “I wish you would be honest with me. It’s what friends do.”

      “Just help me with this party. That is what I need from you as a friend,” Jack said as he stood up. “Can I count on your help?”

      “Yes, I will handle all the details. Just give me the date and one other thing,”

      “What is it? Just name it.”

      “This time, I get to choose my own dress.”

      “What a pity. You looked good in the one I chose,” he answered as he left her office.

      Vera knew he was hiding something. She could see it in the way he talked about Stanley Eckhart. Jack didn’t like the man, not at all. However, he was spending his free time socializing with him, and now he was throwing a party for him. It didn’t make sense unless Eckhart and Jack had an arrangement. Eckhart, according to Jack, was a good man to know if you needed to get something done in this town. Jack had said that before Frankie was murdered. As Vera promised to take care of the arrangements for the party, she thought about Jack’s sudden interest in politics. Was there more to his new friendship with the sleazy politician? Did Jack owe the man a debt?

      Vera forced all the speculation out of her mind. She knew there was something there, but she didn’t know what. Vowing to find out, she flipped through the address book after digging it out of the pile of mail on her desk. As she dialed the numbers on the phone, she thought about the snitch. Somewhere in the house was a person who might know more about Jack and Eckhart’s connection than she did. She wished she were friends with the snitch. She needed to find out the truth so that she could share it with Agent Greene. And Vera was willing to bet that the snitch knew every detail about Jack that she didn’t.
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* * *

      
        October 17, 1953

        Hollywood, California

      

      

      Unlike the last party she attended at Jack’s mansion, Vera was not embarrassed to be seen downstairs in an evening gown. The dress she chose for herself was less revealing, not nearly as flashy, and was cut to her tastes. The neckline showed only a hint of her cleavage, the skirt fell past her knees, and there was a noticeable absence of slits in the design.

      Staring at her reflection in the mirror in her room, she was happy with what she saw. Her hair was curled and pinned back on one side and cut a few inches shorter in a new style that the studio preferred. The black satin sheath was complemented by black ankle strap pumps and long black gloves. Vera really liked how she looked like this, dressed far better than the version that Jack seemed to prefer.

      As she walked downstairs, she glanced around the room. All the guests had arrived, dressed in crisp suits and elegant gowns. Their laughter and conversation was vastly different than the last party. The wait staff made the rounds of the rooms as the band played in the garden outside. The entire house and the grounds were lit up, stars mingling with elite members of academia. Politicians conversed with directors, and the mood of the evening was glamorous, just like Jack wanted.

      Vera reached for a glass of champagne from a silver tray as a waiter passed on his way to the drawing room. She made a mental note of the guests as she walked from room to room. She had left a copy of the guest list for Agent Greene in the locker at the train station, but she wanted to make a full report tomorrow morning. There was something about this party that was different than the last one. It was more than the mood. It was the snippets of conversation she overheard as she walked through the mansion.

      The guests were discussing a variety of subjects from the latest industry gossip to the works of playwrights and authors. Jack was right. Intellectually, these guests were her kind of people. She longed to join their conversations, to share her opinions, but she had a job to do, an unofficial one. She wanted to get to the bottom of Jack’s connection to Eckhart.

      Approaching Jack, she was astonished to find him surrounded by a distinguished crowd. She recognized Eckhart immediately and was impressed to see a famous New York author, and two Broadway stars. There was also a man she recognized at once, but only from his publicity pictures; Jack’s father, George Kilian.

      Vera stood on the edge of the conversation. She had the perfect excuse for her presence. She had planned the party, and she wanted to make sure the evening was going smoothly. Standing beside the group of people she longed to meet, she sipped the champagne and tried to calm her nerves. Jack was nodding his head as this group surrounding him was discussing the current political state of the world. It was a fascinating discussion, but Jack had to be bored out of his mind. She watched as he smiled and spoke with authority on the subject. This Jack was smart, well-read, and savvy. Or so he appeared to be.

      Vera wondered if he was acting the part or if she had managed to stumble on the real Jack Kilian, a man she had never met.

      “Vera, there you are. I was beginning to worry,” Jack exclaimed as he turned his attention to her.

      Jack was dressed in a black, double-breasted suit that showed his broad shoulders and trim waist to its best advantage. His hair was perfectly styled. He was charming, warm, and the epitome of a gracious host and star. “Everyone, I know most of you have not had the pleasure of this introduction, but I would like you to meet Vera Paige. You have her to think for his little soiree.”

      The group murmured their greetings as Vera nodded her head, trying not to blush from the attention. “I hope everyone is having a good time.”

      “Yes, Miss Paige, we certainly are,” Stanley Eckhart answered with a smile.

      Vera returned his smile as her gaze fell on his face. He was undoubtedly handsome. His German accent and his athletic build gave him an advantage over other politicians. He was attractive, his smile charming, and his manners debonair and disarming. From his conversation, Vera knew him to be educated, and from his deportment, she concluded that he must have been a Baron or a Count back in the old country before the war. As his sparkling blue eyes fell on her face, she thought of Agent Greene’s warning that this man was dangerous.  Vera did not know how a politician with German roots came by the name Stanley, but that question was at the bottom of her list of things she wanted to know about him.

      “The choice of music is splendid. Very well done,” George Kilian held a glass up to Vera. As if on cue, the band began to play a classic Glenn Miller ballad. Stanley Eckhart bowed in front of her and said, “Miss Paige, I would be pleased if you would do me the honor of this dance.”

      “It would be my pleasure,” she answered as she set the empty champagne glass on a waiter’s tray as they made their way to the patio.

      On the dance floor of the red tile patio, Stanley Eckhart held her body close to his, her face tilted up to look at the man that had become part of Jack Kilian’s life under mysterious circumstances. His sandy brown hair had a touch of grey around the temples, and his eyes at close range were the color of glaciers, blue and cold.

      “Miss Paige, what a delight it is to dance with you. Jack is a lucky man to have you working so closely with him.”

      Vera read the unmistakable innuendo in his voice but chose to ignore it, “Thank you Mr. Eckhart. You are too kind.”

      “Not at all. I am a politician. I must speak in codes and generalities for the voting public. I rarely enjoy the freedom to speak my mind. Tonight, I am enjoying that rare privilege.”

      “Politics? I must admit I have not given the subject much thought,” Vera said, hoping to draw out any information he was willing to volunteer.

      “And, why should you? You are beautiful. The world is at your feet.”

      “I don’t know if it’s at my feet. I’ve been working since I left school.”

      “I thought you to be an educated woman from a historic alma mater.”

      “There you go, flattering me again. I thought you were only going to speak your mind,” Vera said with a smile.

      She didn’t want to smile at this man. There was something about him that made her skin crawl, some unknown trigger of a revulsion she could not explain, although she suspected that Frankie’s death had something to do with it.

      “Miss Paige, I am speaking my mind. You are exquisite. I would enjoy the honor of taking you to dinner one night if Jack can spare you.”

      Vera did not know what to say. She couldn’t be sure if he was sincere in his offer or trying to ascertain her relationship with Jack. She thought of the studio and knew that accepting a dinner invitation as Mr. Finch was sculpting her image was quite impossible.  She was glad she had grounds to refuse, but she wanted to find out about this man and Jack. It was a difficult position.

      “You are being quiet. Did you not like my invitation? Was I too forward?”

      “On the contrary, not at all,” she answered. Agent Greene told her not to take chances, but she knew that Jack was hiding a secret about this man. If she could find it, she might be able to help Agent Greene discover what really happened to Frankie Levine. “I wish I was at liberty to accept your invitation.”

      “What about Jack?”

      “I doubt that he would object, but the studio on the other hand…” she said and left the sentence unfinished, hoping Eckhart would draw his own conclusions.

      “They must be grooming you for the big screen,” he whispered in her ear. “I can see why. You are going to be a household name one day.”

      Vera wanted to run away from him, but she stayed where she was, in his arms, “And what about you? Why would a politician want to associate with a bunch of Hollywood types?”

      “The exposure. Their endorsements buy a lot of clout and voters. There are more reasons than that, but I don’t want to bore you.”

      “Mr. Eckhart, you could never bore me,” she said with a smile.

      “And you told me you don’t like politics,” he said as the song came to an end.

      As the song ended, Vera noticed the glint of gold in the lantern light. Stanley Eckhart was married. He was just as she imagined him to be, sleazy.

      The remainder of the evening passed without incident. The guests enjoyed their talk of politics and current events, books, and philosophy. The band played ballads and love songs, and the champagne never ran out. It was a success as far as Vera was concerned, but she discovered as the last guest left that Jack Kilian did not share her assessment of the evening.

      The band was packing up, and the wait staff were gathering all the empty glasses as Vera bid Jack a good night.

      Frowning, he said, “Stay away from Eckhart.”

      “Jack, what’s wrong? I just danced with him. He was your guest.”

      “Danced, was that all that was? I saw how he looked at you.”

      “Jack Kilian, are you jealous?” she asked. “You have no reason to be.”

      “Jealous? I am not the jealous type.”

      “Then what is it? Why are you angry?”

      “Vera,” he said her name as he lowered his voice. Grabbing her arm, he pulled her close to him, “I can’t tell you why, but it’s not jealousy. I know our situation is unresolved. It’s more than that.”

      “Jack, what is it? I was only being nice to him. I hope you understand that.”

      “I do, but listen to me, you have to stay away from him. I know that it’s hard to do when he comes here as my guest, but he is not what he seems.”

      “What is he? Why are you friends with him?”

      “I can’t talk about it. All I can say is that I owe him a few favors, and he is not the kind of man I want to see you alone with. Do you understand?”

      “I would understand if you told me what is going on,”

      “I can’t. Trust me, be careful around him. He’s dangerous.”

      Vera watched Jack walk upstairs, leaving her alone with more questions than answers. Jack did not like Stanley Eckhart, yet he just threw a party for the man. A man that he warned her was dangerous, the same words that Agent Greene had said. Vera didn’t know why Jack was friends with Eckhart and what made him so dangerous, but she vowed that she was going to find out.
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        October 19, 1953

        Hollywood, California

      

      

      Vera sat in the hairdresser’s chair at her first appointment of the day at the studio.  She read the headline of the newspaper as she waited for the stylist to finish curling her hair. The Secret Life of Frankie Levine was printed on the front page. The article detailed Frankie’s alcohol and pill addiction and hinted that she had had several affairs with men including her chauffeur, a bodyguard, and a few men she met on the set of her latest movie. The article painted a picture of the actress as an out-of-control star, drunk and disloyal to her fiancé Jack Kilian.

      “Did you see this?” she wanted to ask the hair dresser, but she thought better of it. Mr. Finch was beginning his smear campaign against the deceased actress, setting the stage for her own rise to stardom.

      “Miss Paige, we’re ready for you now,” said a young woman with a clipboard in her hand and a serious expression on her face. Cindy Mulligan was the assistant assigned to Vera Paige. Cindy was a thin, tall woman with mousy-brown hair styled close to her head, a long chin, and a prominent forehead. She was not conventionally attractive, nor was she outgoing. Her talents lay in other places. She excelled at efficiency and organization.

      Vera replied, “Almost done. What is it today? A swimsuit, a beach scene? More cheesecake?”

      “Not today, ma’am. It will be an evening gown shoot.”

      “That sounds fun. How tight is the gown and how much cleavage?”

      The woman shagged her shoulders as a response.

      Vera knew from her limited experience with her new assistant that a silent response was not a good answer, “Good thing I didn’t eat breakfast this morning if the gown is going to be that tight and show that much of my assets.”

      The hairdresser sprayed Vera’s new updo in place and pronounced her hair was done with a single word, “Voila!”

      Vera was impressed. After the make-up artist and this woman were finished, she was no longer plain old Vera Pulaski from Winter Falls. She looked like the glamorous Vera Paige, a woman who belonged on Jack Kilian’s arm.

      “I wish you did my hair every day,” Vera said as she rose to her feet.

      “Maybe one day I will,” The woman answered with a smile.

      “Miss Paige, right this way,” Cindy said, urging Vera to follow her.

      Vera did as her assistant prompted and was led to wardrobe where two wardrobe assistants stood at the ready with an evening gown and its matching high fashion accessories. The gown was couture, a new design by a French fashion house. Vera was dressed in a sheath of beaded ivory that was carefully zipped and pinned onto her body. A strap of black silk crossed over her ample cleavage and across her right shoulder, the silk cascading down her back in a water fall.

      The dress was so tight that she could hardly breathe. She was urged by the wardrobe assistants not to sit down if she could help it. Long ivory gloves, sparkly bracelets, and chandelier earrings completed the look of French elegance as she slowly slid the ivory stiletto heels onto her feet.

      “Miss Paige, be careful with this gown. It’s a one of a kind design,” a wardrobe assistant warned as she arranged the silk waterfall down the back of the gown.

      “Be careful?” Vera asked as she held her breath. “I’m afraid I’m going to bust the seams in this thing. Who was it designed for? Certainly no one shaped like me.”

      “Just be careful, please, don’t eat or drink anything while you are wearing it and no smoking,” the assistant replied.

      “Eat or drink? There isn’t room to do either. And I couldn’t move to light up a cigarette if the world was coming to an end.”

      “Miss Paige, we have a schedule,” Cindy reminded the assistants and Vera.

      “Yes, we do. Cindy, tell the photographer he has five minutes to take pictures because that is all I can promise before I pass out. You might want to call for a doctor and just be prepared.”

      “Yes, Miss Paige. Right this way.”

      “Cindy, you are going to have to give me a few minutes. I can’t really walk in this dress. It’s too tight.”

      Cindy looked disappointed that Vera was not going to keep to the tight schedule. She asked a question that seemed to Vera like retaliation. “Yes, Miss Paige. And how is that diet coming along?”

      “Not you, too. Who put you up to that? Finch?”

      “I am your assistant. It’s my job to see to all the details of your schedule and your life, and yes, I do report directly to Mr. Finch’s office.”

      “I know you do, Cindy,” Vera said as they arrived at the set, “And yes, I’ve been eating nothing but lettuce and fruit for days.”

      The photographer looked annoyed at the lateness of Vera’s arrival but kept his mouth closed about it, a stroke of luck that Vera assumed was because she was being groomed to be star. As she stood in poses looking vacant, and stared at the camera as the photographer took picture after picture, she tried to enjoy the moment.

      This was her first real session with a studio photographer who wasn’t interested in capturing her body for cheesecake. Unlike the first pictures she had made when she arrived in Hollywood, this man did not make her feel sleazy. As she stood straight, her chest out and a faraway look on her face, she wondered if she looked like a star.

      As the photographer positioned her in sultry poses and Cindy adjusted her gown between pictures, Vera was certain that Mr. Finch would make sure that these people would make her look not only like a star but also like the elegant replacement for Frankie Levine. By the time the studio was through, she was going to look like a million dollars. That’s what the studio would be expecting back from her movies, whenever she got around to making them.
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* * *

      Vera returned to the mansion she called home that she shared with Jack Kilian, but only as his secretary, a ruse that she hoped would soon be coming to an end. After a day of posing for pictures, having voice lessons and more poise instruction with Mrs. Edmundson, her hair and make-up were the only evidence that she had been somewhere other than shopping.

      Patty, a maid and an ally on Jack’s staff, greeted Vera as she walked into the kitchen, “Miss Paige, what brings you into the kitchen? Don’t you normally use the front door?”

      “I can’t get anything past you, can I?”

      “No ma’am. I’m a maid, so I hear and see all,” she whispered to Vera.

      “Patty, I have a dress that needs a repair. Can you come with me upstairs?” Vera said for the benefit of Mrs. Strauss and the cook.

      “Yes ma’am,” Patty said as she followed Vera.

      “Mrs. Strauss, how are you?” Vera asked as she walked past the housekeeper.

      “The same. Nothing has changed, but I can’t say the same about you,” the older woman said as Vera nodded her head. She could not disagree.

      As Vera and Patty climbed the stairs, Vera told Patty the truth. “I don’t really have a repair. I needed an excuse to speak to you in private.”

      “In private?” Patty asked, “Are you in trouble? I heard you had a rough time with that police detective, and no one has been arrested for Miss Levine’s murder. I have been locking my door every night. I hope you have too.”

      “I have been locking my door. I promise you that,” Vera said as they walked into her bedroom. Closing the door, Vera disclosed the real reason she wanted to talk to Patty.

      “Patty, sit down and talk with me,” Vera said as she sat on the desk chair by the fireplace. “You have been nice to me since I arrived, and I feel like I can trust you.”

      “Yes ma’am,” said the maid as she sat on the chaise lounge across from Vera. “You can.”

      “Good, I need to ask you something. This might seem like a strange question, but it’s an important one.”

      “Miss Paige, you can ask me anything.”

      “I thought so. Patty, have you noticed anyone on the staff acting strange?”

      “Acting strange?”

      “I don’t know how to say this any other way, so I am going to come on out and say it. Is anyone working here that you know of who is working for the newspaper or someone else? I am not asking you to rat our any of your friends. I just think we have a person on our staff who is not here for Jack Kilian.”

      “Miss Paige, do you think someone on the staff is the killer? I have been so scared that I’ve thought about quitting,” whispered the maid. “It’s been hard, living in a house with cops going in and out and a woman killed by the pool. I get a lot of money to do this job. Its’s the only thing keeping me here.”

      Vera patted the woman’s hand, it was trembling. “Patty, I didn’t mean to frighten you. I meant someone that may be selling gossip to the papers.”

      Patty was scared, there was no doubt about it, and Vera knew she was smart to be worried. A killer was on the loose, but hopefully the murderer was not working for Jack Kilian.

      “Oh!” Patty said with a wide-eyed expression, “You must think I am loony, all this talk of killers and locking my door, and you want to know if I think someone on the staff is a rat?”

      “Well, do we have a rat on the staff?” asked Vera.

      “I can’t say for certain. I don’t really know, but there is one girl, you may have seen her, acts curious, kind of nosy? She serves dinner most nights.”

      “I think I know the girl you’re talking about. Dark-haired, doesn’t smile? That one?”

      “That’s the one. She acts strange, but I can’t say she is a rat. It would be wrong of me to rat her out if she weren’t the rat. Do you know what I mean?” Patty said.

      “I do. Don’t misunderstand me, I don’t want anyone to get in trouble that doesn’t deserve to be. I don’t have any evidence, just a suspicion. It seems that you and I suspect the same person. There may be something to that, but I won’t take it any farther than this room. I hope you don’t mind me asking you about the rest of the staff. You work with the other girls. I wondered if you might know something I didn’t.”

      “I don’t have a lot to tell you. I do my work and don’t socialize with the rest of the staff, but that doesn’t mean you aren’t right. If you think we have someone here that shouldn’t be working for Mr. Kilian, what should we do about it? I don’t know anything else, but I will let you know if I find out anything.”

      “Thanks Patty, I knew I could count on you, I don’t know what to do about it, maybe nothing. Patty, promise me you won’t say a word about this to anyone.”

      “I promise,” said the maid.

      “Thanks, I better let you get back to work,” Vera said as she walked to her closet and pulled out the dress Jack had selected for her to wear the night Frankie was murdered, “Take this downstairs with you, for appearances.”

      “Yes ma’am. Don’t want anyone to get suspicious, do we?”

      “No Patty, we don’t.”

      Patty left with the hideous dress draped over her arm. As Vera sat on the desk chair, she knew that she was taking a chance trusting Patty. There was a very real but unlikely possibility that Patty was the plant, but somehow, Vera doubted it. If Patty were the plant, she would know that Vera was on to her, and that might make her quit. If Patty was innocent and not the plant, then Vera didn’t care if she told the other maids or not. She wanted to find out who was the person responsible for selling out to the press. She also wanted to let that person know that Vera was no dumb bunny, and that from now on, it was going to be harder to get any dirt on her or Jack.

      Vera looked at the door. The glint of the metallic lock caught her eye. What if the plant wasn’t just a rat selling gossip to the papers and information to the police? What if the plant were dangerous, capable of murder, or working for the person responsible for Frankie’s death? When Vera thought of that angle, she jumped up and locked the door, her heart beating rapidly. She had taken a terrible gamble that the plant was just a rat, but what if the plant were the killer? Glancing at the telephone, she considered calling Joni and Maddie to see if she could move back in immediately.
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* * *

      Vera did not have long to think about being scared or any dangerous missteps she may have taken. A knock at the locked bedroom door brought Mrs. Strauss and a message.

      “You were in such a rush when you were downstairs that I didn’t have the opportunity to tell you that Mr. Kilian left a message for you. He will be entertaining this evening and requests your attendance.”

      “Mrs. Strauss, why didn’t he tell me himself?”

      “He hasn’t arrived home from the studio yet.”

      “Was it a request or a demand?” asked Vera.

      “Whatever it is, it’s at eight, so dress for dinner.”

      “Thank you.”

      Mrs. Strauss turned to leave the Vera’s room as Vera stopped her, “Wait, you said downstairs that I have changed. You’re right, I know I have.”

      “Miss Paige, I didn’t mean any harm by that. You have done a lot of good in your time here.”

      “That is kind of you to say, but I feel like I owe you an apology.”

      The older woman was taken aback. “An apology? You don’t owe me an apology. You haven’t done anything wrong.”

      “I have. I know I have as of late, or should I say, it’s what I haven’t done. I haven’t been a very good secretary. The extra work load must be falling to you.”

      “You have been a great secretary, but you and I work for Mr. Finch, and he has something else in mind for you other than a typewriter and a desk.”

      “Thank you for understanding. I thought I would be here longer.”

      “Me too. With any luck, he won’t send anyone to replace you that’s as dumb as dirt.”

      “Mrs. Strauss, it has been a pleasure.”

      “Likewise,” she smiled. “Look at the time! I better be getting back to the kitchen.”

      Watching Mrs. Strauss leave, Vera thought about the mysterious message Jack left. If it were just dinner with him at his house, he wouldn’t have left a message with his housekeeper. Vera wondered what he had in mind as she looked in the mirror. The make-up she was wearing was flawless but much too garish outside of a studio. Carefully pulling the fake eyelashes off, she decided to keep her make-up simple, like the dress she would wear tonight. Nothing skin tight, that was certain. Tonight, she wanted to relax a bit. She was curious what Jack had in mind, a question she knew would be settled soon.

      An hour later, Vera went downstairs to her old office. There was still half an hour before Jack would be looking for her. She needed a few minutes by herself, surrounded by the fan mail, to put her new life in perspective. She was drawn to the letters, as always. She kept coming back to them. Sitting at her desk, she glanced at the growing piles of unanswered letters, every one of them addressed to Jack, every one representing a woman or young girl who wished for a letter back, a post card, or a token from her idol.

      Vera promised herself that she would never be oblivious to her fans if she was fortunate enough to become a big star. She thought of Frankie and Jack; how they were rich and beautiful, everything these girls wanted to be, girls like she used to be and still was. She didn’t know if she was going to be a big star, but if she were, she would always take time to sign autographs, write as many letters as she could, and thank the fans who put her on top.

      “I knew I would find you in here.”

      Vera turned to see Jack, looking as dashing as ever, his expensive suit tailored to fit his broad shoulders, his eyes sparkling in the light of the desk lamp.

      “I must be predictable.”

      “No, you strike me as the sentimental type.”

      “Maybe I am. I feel like I know these girls, and I don’t want to ever lose that, that sense of wonder that I, a normal person, could ever become a star.”

      “And you will, if Finch has anything to do with it,”

      “Jack, why did you need me tonight? Is it dinner, me and you?” Vera asked as she stood to her feet, smoothing her dress, the pale pink satin soft under her fingers.

      “You look beautiful, do you know that? That dress suits you, I should tell you to go upstairs and change, but there isn’t time.”

      “There isn’t? Jack, what are we doing tonight?” asked Vera. We can’t go out on the town. We can’t be seen together.”

      Jack’s cheerful demeanor changed as he answered, “I have been trying to forget about this all day, but here we are, and there isn’t anything I can do about it. We are having dinner with Stan and a few other people tonight.”

      “Stan? Eckhart? You warned me about him, didn’t you?”

      “I did, and I meant what I said, but I didn’t have to be so melodramatic about it. I was being jealous. I just didn’t want to see you alone or dancing with another man.”

      Vera stood close to Jack. Peering into his eyes, she said, “Jack, you didn’t sound jealous, you sounded afraid for me. You said he was dangerous, don’t you remember?”

      “Jealous, that’s me. He is dangerous, but not like you thought I meant. He likes the ladies. That’s all I was trying to tell you.”

      Vera wanted to look Jack in the eye and tell him he was a liar, that she knew perfectly well what he meant when he said Stanley Eckhart was a dangerous man. Yet she held back. Something had happened to change Jack’s opinion or convince him to offer her up as bait.

      “It doesn’t matter who else is coming for dinner, does it? He wants to see you and me.”

      Jack looked away, “That’s right, just us.”

      “I can say no. I can go upstairs right now,” Vera said in a calm voice.

      “I know that, but I would prefer it if you stayed. Promise me. I need you to stay, it’s very important.”

      “Only if you will tell me what is going in with you and Eckhart.”

      Jack sighed, “You know I can’t tell you that.”

      “Then have a good evening with your friends,” Vera said as she turned to walk away.

      “Fine. How about if I tell you what I can?” he asked, a desperate tone in his voice.

      Vera wanted to call his bluff, but she realized that she would be satisfied with any information she could get, anything she learned may help Agent Greene in his investigation.

      “Jack if you don’t tell me the truth, I will never trust you again, regardless of my feelings for you.”

      “You have my word, I will tell you what I can. Just please don’t ask me to tell you anything else. Please understand, I can’t.”

      Vera was faced with a tough choice. She had been warned by Agent Greene and Jack about Eckhart, that he was dangerous, not like the charming man he appeared to be in public. Jack didn’t like him, but he was suddenly doing favors for him, mixing and mingling with the politician, inviting him to his house, socializing with him out on the town. Vera knew it would be dangerous, but if she could find out what was going on between Eckhart and Jack, she could answer a lot of questions, starting with the biggest one of all, who killed Frankie Levine.

      Looking at Jack, she was stuck with yet another dilemma. She could never be sure when she was in the presence of the great Jack Kilian the actor or Jack the man she saw glimpses of under the façade of the actor. This man in front of her, the one trying to convince her that he would tell her the truth was Jack the actor, a man she couldn’t trust, and she knew it. Smiling, she nodded her head and put her own acting skills to work. “Jack, I do understand. I just want to help you.”

      Jack seemed placated by her casual lie. “I know you do, and I don’t deserve you.”

      “No, you don’t,” she teased “I will stay for dinner with you and Eckhart and anyone you choose. But be warned. I don’t work for you anymore, and I will leave if I want to. Understand?”

      Jack held out his hand, “Do we have a deal?”

      Vera slipped her small hand into his large masculine one. She said, “We do, but you better keep your promise.”

      “Oh, I will, you can bet on it” he said as he flashed his famous smile at her.

      She knew Jack well enough to know that his smile and his word meant something in Hollywood, but to her it was like making a deal with the devil. She hoped he would stick to his half of the bargain, but she doubted it. Jack Kilian was one of the highest paid actors in the business, and she suspected that he was doing just that, acting.

      Thinking about Agent Greene, she knew that anything she found out could help his investigation and that made dealing with the devilishly handsome Jack Kilian worth the price of her trust and her heart.
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* * *

      
        October 20, 1953

        Hollywood, California

      

      

      The dinner party was small. Only ten guests attended the occasion, but the attendees made the dinner far more exciting than any party Vera had ever attended. Behind the closed doors of the dining room, the writers, a director, and a producer discussed the one subject Vera did not expect, politics.

      All throughout dinner, Vera did not contribute much to the conversation around her, but she listened. As the night wore on, she suspected that she was only there because Eckhart wanted her to be, as a pretty dinner companion and for that reason alone. He did not consider her presence a threat, as he and the other guests spoke freely. The subject of conversation wasn’t confined to democracy but ventured into other political topics that she had a suspicion Agent Greene would want to know about.

      By the desert course, Vera was convinced that Jack must be indebted to Stanley Eckhart far worse than she could have imagined for his house to become Eckhart’s private club with the famous Jack Kilian stuck playing the host. By after dinner drinks in the drawing room, Jack no longer appeared upset that Eckhart hovered over Vera like an ominous storm cloud, shadowing her every move.

      At the end of the evening, Vera fought the temptation to run upstairs to write everything down. She didn’t dare risk it this time, not with information this important. She would wait until she was at the train station to write the details and the names for Agent Greene. That was her final thought as she went to sleep and her first thought as she opened her eyes.

      Vera awoke the next morning with a mission. She needed to get the message to Agent Greene before breakfast. The dinner she attended was interesting but not in the way she had anticipated. Jack, true to form, had revealed nothing about his friendship with Eckhart, a person he secretly despised. Eckhart leered at her all evening but in a classy, charming way. Neither of these men were valuable sources of information at dinner, but their guests and the conversation was an entirely different story.

      The phone rang as she was getting dressed. From the early hour, Vera knew it could only be one person. Reaching for the receiver, she was worried that someone may be in the hall listening in or on the line. She was beginning to feel like Patty, scared.

      “Hello?” Vera whispered.

      “Meet me at the 10th Street Park at six tonight.”

      The phone went dead. It had been Agent Greene.

      Vera stared at the phone in her hand and thought about the man she was going to meet, his commitment to his cause, and the tangled web of feelings they had for one another. She was not entirely sure she could trust Agent Greene, but he did care about her, that much she knew was true. On the other hand, she wasn’t sure where she stood with Jack Kilian. Was he romancing her because he had to, or did he actually care about her?

      Lying back on the bed, she thought of Winter Falls and wondered what her life would have been like if she had stayed home. Would she be dating a man who didn’t have an agenda? Would she have been married by now? She may have found love, but her life would have been utterly normal; marriage, kids, a house. Was love worth giving up her dreams of stardom? It was a question she knew she would never be able to answer. She had made the choice to leave that life behind when she said goodbye to Winter Falls and hello to Hollywood.

      Staring at the clock beside the bed, her plans to stop by the train station canceled, she closed her eyes, and drifted back to sleep. Her day at the studio was going to be hectic, and she could hear Cindy Mulligan’s voice in her head, reminding of her tight schedule. She didn’t know what was planned for the day, but she did know that at six, she was going to see Agent Greene.

      After her nap, Vera ate a quick breakfast of black coffee and fruit and headed to the studio for a day filled with classes on everything a young actress needed in her set of skills, from singing to acting to dance. Lunch was tuna salad and water, hardly the fuel for such a grueling schedule, thought Vera as she danced, sang, and acted her way through the day under the watchful eye of her assistant. By five, Cindy reminded her that she had one more appointment, but Vera lied and blamed a horrible headache for her reason to leave the studio early.

      Cindy reluctantly arranged for cab as Vera thanked her and promised to be better the next day. As she left the studio, she felt guilty about lying to Cindy, but it could not be helped. Agent Greene had called and wanted to see her. Something important must have prompted his early morning call.

      The cab driver had strict instructions to take her home, but Vera explained that her assistant was mistaken about the destination. He dropped her off two blocks away from the park, in a busy part of Old Town, boasting a pharmacy and a deli in buildings that reflected the Spanish mission style. The neighborhood was a perfect foil should the driver happen to report back to the studio. Vera waited for him to leave before she headed towards the park.

      As she made her way to the meeting with Agent Greene, she noticed that occasionally, people who passed her on the street would look at her in a strange way, a glimmer of recognition on their faces. It didn’t happen often, but when it did, she could see their inquisitive stares were more than just idle curiosity. At first, she dismissed it as a figment of her imagination, but it was beginning to happen with more regularity. She wondered how much longer she would be able to take cabs and walk down the street or go shopping without being recognized. It was a part of stardom she had never considered until now. She wondered if she would ever get used to it.

      The park was a piece of history confined to a few city blocks. Trees older than all the buildings around them shaded red brick-lined paths. A fountain featuring a Spanish explorer stood in the middle of the park. She found Agent Greene on a stone bench facing the fountain, his hat rakishly tilted over his face in a devil-may-care attitude that she didn’t know he possessed. He was dashing and off-limits, a fact she knew all too well.

      As she approached him, she found her thoughts filled with the tantalizing question of “what if.” What if she weren’t his informant, but a girl he knew from back home? Would she have been content to play the part of his little wife, content to keep his house and raise his children? He caught her eye and smiled. Vera felt her heart skip a beat. For a man like Agent Greene, she could answer her own question. She would almost give up stardom for him. Almost.

      Getting right to the point with the biggest question she had for him, she asked, “You called?”

      “I did. I heard about the dinner party last night.”

      Vera sat down beside him as she answered, “I was on my way to the train station with the details when you called this morning. I don’t know what the connection is between Jack and Eckhart, but I do know it must be far more serious than just a political endorsement. Eckhart is using Jack for his connections and his influence.”

      “I wouldn’t be so sure about that. I don’t think Jack is being used. He seems to be a willing participant, unless Eckhart is blackmailing him or providing him with something he wants. Vera, I don’t want to alarm you, but we haven’t got much time. Tell me everything you know.”

      Vera wanted to ask what he meant by the statement, but chose to ignore it for now. “Here, I wrote down a list of names and a short description of the conversation,” she said as she opened her purse, withdrawing a small white envelope, “I don’t think anyone suspected me of having any interest in their talk. I was there as a pretty face.”

      Agent Greene looked down at the envelope as she gave it to him. “What did they talk about? It must have been important, if you were heading to the train station.”

      “It was, or at least I thought so. They talked about politics, the usual stuff, about what the President was doing and the Congress. However, then it changed, and they began discussing the direction of the country and the world, that more needed to be done.”

      “More needed to be done about what?”

      “About the mood of the country, to change the hostile image of communism, and that the American workers were being fed capitalist propaganda. The time was coming to change that.”

      “Vera, do you know what you are telling me? You sat in on a meeting of Hollywood types discussing their agenda.”

      “Did I? They talked about everything from movies to politics. I wrote down what I could.”

      “I shouldn’t be telling you this, but I need to say it. My bosses at the Bureau want me to round up anyone that might be a communist, to find anyone with ties to the old countries, to socialists, to anarchists. It doesn’t matter to some of the fellows back in Washington about guilt, just that we get results. I don’t buy into that. I never have. I want to go after the real communists, the real threat to our way of life. What you witnessed at dinner last night, that was real, and those names are real. Thank you.”

      “Anything for you, and for our country,” she answered.

      “And Jack, how involved was he in this conversation?”

      “I don’t know, he spoke occasionally, but like me, he did a lot more listening. Eckhart was the real host of the dinner.”

      “Eckhart, you have to be careful around him.”

      “I know. He seems to have taken an interest in me, but he gives me the creeps,” Vera admitted. “That is why I was there last night. He wanted me to be there.”

      “That is very disturbing to say the least. We don’t have much time. I don’t want to scare you, but you are being followed,” Agent Green said as he stood up. “Walk with me.”

      Vera was stunned, “Followed? Me?”

      “Yes, it’s not all the time, just occasionally. I doubt you were followed today. I watched as you approached me, and I have been checking our surroundings. You seem to be safe at the present. But you are not safe to roam the streets of Hollywood anymore or take city transportation. Take cabs or arrange for a car. Just be careful.”

      Vera walked alongside Agent Greene feeling safe beside him, “Who is following me?”

      “I don’t have any details. It may be the press. After all, you did make the papers in connection to the murder, and your former roommates spoke to the papers about you.”

      “I know. I gave them permission.”

      “Or it could be someone else, someone who suspects you.”

      “Suspects me of what?”

      “Anything is possible, it could be the police or Eckhart’s people. I don’t know, but for right now, contact me only if you have to. You may have been compromised, and that could blow the whole operation.”

      Vera stopped walking as tears filled her eyes. “Charles,” she said, using his first name. “Stop walking, and look at me.”

      He came to her and faced her. As she looked up into his blue eyes, she wanted to get lost in them and to stay with him forever, “I don’t want to jeopardize your investigation. I know what this means. If I am compromised, we can’t see each other, can we?”

      “That is exactly what that means. This may be out last meeting for a long time, maybe forever.”

      “How can you say that? I have worked so hard to find out the truth for you.”

      He reached his hand up, hesitating before resting it on her shoulder, “Don’t you think I know that? I know what this means. You have given me an important piece of information today, and I know there is more to come, but that’s not all this is about. I have talked tough and tried to push you away, but I can’t do that anymore. I don’t want to you tell this is over, that I can’t see you anymore. I didn’t want to tell you that day I left you on the street. But this is bigger than me and you. This is important.”

      “I know it is. I admire you, and I hate you for loving your work more than me.”

      “Vera,” he said as he drew closer to her, “I will keep you safe even if it’s from far away. You are being followed, and the killer of Frankie Levine is still on the loose. But I won’t let anything happen to you. You can count on it. I promise you.”

      “I am not worried about me. I just don’t want to go through my life never seeing you again. How am I supposed to do that?” she asked as tears fell down her cheeks.

      “The same way I am. It’s for the good of our country.”

      “That won’t replace you, Charles.”

      “No, it won’t. Patriotism makes a cold bedfellow, but what choice do we have?”

      “We do have a choice, but it wouldn’t be the right one,” she said as she leaned closer to him, the knowledge that she might never see him again making her bolder, braver. Without warning, she leaned up and kissed him, pressing her lips to his. She could feel his arms wrap around her, holding her so close to him that she was no longer sure where she ended and he began.

      “Vera,” he whispered in her ear, “We can’t do this. We can’t. I must go.”

      “Will I ever see you again?” she asked, her voice strained as she sobbed.

      “I don’t know. Be careful and brave. Contact me only if you have to. It’s too dangerous to be seen together anymore.”

      “Charles, you can’t leave me like this, not now!”

      Charles eyes peered into hers. He wiped the tears from her cheek as he said, “I will never love another woman the way I love you, but I have to leave you.”

      “Not this time. I can’t watch you walk away from me again. I love you, Charles Greene,” she said as she kissed his cheek and left him standing by the fountain in the park.

      [image: ]
* * *

      
        October 31, 1953

        Hollywood, California

      

      

      “There’s going to be big party at the Hollywood Ballroom, tonight. You should come,” Joni said with a hint of excitement in her voice. “It’s a costume party. No one would even know you were there.”

      “Joni, I wish I could go, but I have a dinner tonight, and I can’t get out of it.”

      “Your loss, doll, maybe next time.”

      “Count me in, I would rather be with you and Maddie than anywhere else in the world tonight.”

      “Have fun. You know we will.”

      “I know. Have a drink or two for me. We’ll catch up soon.”

      Vera hung up the phone feeling slightly envious of the freedom Joni and Maddie enjoyed. They were going to hear bands play, dance with handsome young men, and come home just before dawn. It sounded like a night to remember, but she was going to miss it. The fear of being followed curtailed her activities these days, and Mr. Finch wanted to meet with her and Jack over dinner.

      “Of all the nights he could have chosen, it had to be Halloween,” she said to herself as she thought about how much her life had changed. Only a few months ago, she would have done anything. She would have jumped at the chance to have dinner with the biggest star in Hollywood and Mr. Finch, a studio executive. Tonight, she wished for a few nights off, to be Vera Pulaski for a few days and not Vera Paige.

      Reminding herself that everything had a price and it wasn’t always paid on the casting couch, she walked to the bathroom and turned on the shower. If she were going be ready in time, she would have to hurry. Tucking her hair under a shower cap, she stepped into the shower as she forced Agent Greene from her thoughts.

      Vera didn’t know why it had taken her so long to realize that she was in love with the FBI Agent, but she doubted that knowing about it earlier would have changed the outcome. Jack Kilian had clouded her judgment with his sophistication and his charm, but it was Agent Greene who had showed her what love and loyalty meant. She hated to admit that he was far more loyal to his country than to her.

      By the time she was dressed for dinner, she had come to grips with the painful truth. She and Agent Greene might love each other, but there was nothing else between them; no relationship, no vows, and no promises for the future. Holding back the tears, she walked downstairs and into the drawing room of Jack Kilian’s mansion. Jack was waiting for her, dashing and handsome as always. But for Vera, it didn’t matter who she was paired with either on or off a movie set. She had a suspicion that she was going to be married to her career since true love eluded her.

      Vera had never been to Mr. Finch’s residence, a change from the usual routine of dinner at Jack’s house. Jack’s limousine carried her and the star to a section of Hollywood she had never seen, of palatial houses and estates that made Jack’s mansion look small by comparison. As the limousine driver steered the car past the guards and the gate of Mr. Finch’s house, she stared out the window, unable to believe what she was seeing.

      Trees lined a paved avenue leading to the biggest house she had ever seen. House was not the right word, she decided. It looked like the White House, only bigger. Enormous columns supported a balcony and a roof. A massive fountain was the prominent feature of a paved courtyard. The house itself wrapped around the courtyard in a half-circle. A footman opened the door of the limousine when the car came to a stop.

      “Jack, this is incredible,” she said as she stepped out of the limousine.

      “This is Hollywood,” answered Jack as they walked up the marble steps leading to the entrance.

      To Vera, the house was a whirlwind of dark wood paneling, priceless rugs, antique furnishings, and cavernous fireplaces. The house resembled the set of a movie, too expensive and incredible to be real. She was assured by Jack that one man owned this palace and called it home, and that one man, Mr. Finch, was waiting for them in the study.

      “Jack, Vera, so glad you make it,” Mr., Finch said as he shook Jack’s hand and hugged Vera. “I took the liberty of meeting you in here. The smaller room seems suited to our little gathering.”

      “This is lovely, sir. Thank you.” Vera said as she glanced around the study. Leather-bound books lined the shelves along the walls, a carved oak desk sat in the corner, and chairs and couches, upholstered in velvet and leather, filled the space in front of a fire set inside a gigantic stone fireplace. Mr. Finch invited them to be seated, and a butler silently entered the study, a tray of cocktails in his hand.

      “This may sound corny and old fashioned,” the executive said after the butler left the room, but we have much to celebrate and discuss tonight. I could have met with you both at the studio but an occasion like this calls for more ceremony. If you would both raise your glasses.”

      Vera raised her glass. She didn’t know to what she was toasting, but she didn’t want to appear to be rude.

      Mr. Finch’s beady eyes glistened in the firelight as he said, “To you, Jack and Vera, my newest stars. I wish you long life and prosperity for yourselves and for the studio.”

      Vera drank the cocktail and wondered when Mr. Finch was going to get around to the real reason he invited them to dinner. She doubted his true intentions had anything with her or Jack’s success.

      Jack did not seem impatient to get to the heart of the reason they were spending Halloween night in an enormous creepy mansion with one of the wealthiest men in Hollywood. He slowly sipped his drink as Vera was doing everything she could not to ask direct questions. Following Jack’s lead, she sat back on the couch and drank the cocktail as she tried to calm her growing sense of curiosity.

      “Jack, I understand from your director that your new picture is going well. What would you say about it?” Mr. Finch asked as twirled his drink glass in lazy circles, the ice cubes swirling in the glass.

      Jack answered, “I can’t disagree with him.  We should have it wrapped up on schedule.”

      “Splendid, but I do have an important change to the cast, a minor inconvenience. You may have to shoot a few scenes over but no matter, it will be worth it,” replied Mr. Finch as though he was announcing a change in a dinner menu and not proposing an impossible task to Jack.

      “A casting change? At this late date?” Jack asked, his demeanor no longer calm and patient.

      “Yes, I have spoken with the director, and he assures me that with the full cooperation of the cast and crew, the picture will still come in on time. And by cast, I mean you Jack. If you set the tone, the rest of the actors will follow your lead.”

      “Wait a minute. You want us to work extra hours and break our necks for a last-minute casting change? Somebody better be dead if you expect me to be willing to cooperate,” declared Jack as he slammed the empty glass on the nearest table and stood to his feet. He walked away from Mr. Finch and Vera, his back turned to them as he fumed.

      Vera knew Jack had a temper, but she did not think he would show it to the executive who controlled every detail of his life and was ultimately responsible for his financial well-being.

      Mr. Finch winked at Vera, as though he read her thoughts on her face. “He gets like this. I have no doubt you have seen worse.”

      Vera was not sure what to say. “I am confused. If you brought Jack here to discuss his present movie, why am I here?”

      The older man beamed, a grin spreading across his face, “My dear, the change in the casting is you. Don’t you get it? This movie will give the public a chance to see you two together and to announce your debut. It’s going to be a hit, and you want your first movie to be a success.”

      Jack turned around, “What? You are casting her opposite me? She has no acting experience, never made a movie in her life, are you trying to make me a laughing stock?”

      Vera was stunned, then hurt by Jack’s immediate concerns for his own self-interest. He didn’t say “congratulations,” “well done,” ‘let’s celebrate,” nothing. He was afraid she was going to make him look bad. It was a moment of truth, one that confirmed her suspicions about his feelings for her, his real feelings, which did not include love.

      Mr. Finch answered his concerns, “Jack, what are you worried about? Vera is lovely, a fresh face, and her acting coaches tell me she is quite talented.”

      Vera glared at Jack as the men discussed her as though she weren’t in the room.

      “Vera is prettier than the actress cast as my love interest, that’s true, but at least she can act. This one,” he said as he gestured to Vera, “what can she do, what has she done, acted in a school play? We will waste half our days spoon-feeding her lines to her and the other, trying to shoot the movie without her.”

      Vera was furious and excited, she had never had a screen test and she was going to be cast in a movie opposite Jack Kilian. It was a dream come true.  Before she could be excited, however, she was angry. She could no longer be silent. “Jack, I am sitting right here, I can hear every word you are saying, every single one.”

      “I want you to hear me,” he said.

      Vera was on her feet, her glass on the table beside Jack’s. “You won’t have to spoon-feed me anything, no words, no lines, and no help, I would rather ask anyone for help other than you. And to think that I saved you.  You would be in jail if it weren’t for me.”

      Mr. Finch remained unflustered, “Both of you sit down. Jack, you worked with Frankie. She couldn’t remember a line, and she had a terrible drinking problem. So can it, will you?  Vera, my dear, don’t worry. You won’t have to tolerate his behavior for much longer at home, just on the set. If this picture is successful, I have plans to feature you in a role Frankie was set to play.”

      Vera sat down, her knees weak as the magnitude of what Mr. Finch was offering her sank in. “You want me to star opposite Jack, then star in a movie that was written for Frankie?”

      “Yes, I do. I think you are going to be a big star.”

      “She may be a big star one day, but what has she done?” Jack asked.

      “Jack, give it rest, will you?” Mr. Finch said in a tone that sounded to Vera like he was losing patience with his star’s temper tantrum.

      “If you want me to act in a picture, does that mean I don’t have to play his secretary anymore?” Vera asked as she glared at the man sitting beside her.

      “The case, regrettably, is not closed, but I have been assured by the new detective heading up the investigation that neither of you has anything to worry about. Whoever killed our Frankie must have been a crazed fan or a gate crasher, maybe even a staff member. The press will be grow tired of this obsession with solving the case and it will be quietly filed away, never to rear its ugly head again unless some new dramatic evidence comes to light. With the case all but forgotten and your names cleared, you no longer have to act like his secretary.”

      “When can I move out?” she asked Mr. Finch.

      “Tomorrow if you like. You are free to find your own place to live in the future, but for now, I would prefer you to stay in a property owned by the studio. It will be easier for your transition from secretary to movie star if we can insure your safety and the privacy.”

      Vera understood what he was saying between his platitudes and assurances of concern for her welfare. He wanted her to live in a house that he controlled, staffed by people loyal to him, and her every move monitored by the studio to ensure that she did not embarrass them. She would rather find her own place to live, but if this arrangement freed her from having to live under Jack’s roof, she was willing to accept it, with one regret.

      Agent Greene was worried that she was compromised, and she might very well be. She was all too aware that she would be unable to report on Jack’s social life and contacts if she lived anywhere else but his house. In her quest for stardom, she knew she couldn’t stay at Jack’s house forever. It would look odd to have two Hollywood stars sharing the same residence if they were unmarried. The public would consider it scandalous, and the bad publicity would ruin her image. Moving out was inevitable, but that wasn’t the only reason.

      Jack was unwilling to support her in her first major step as an actress, all he could think of was himself at the announcement.  She knew she didn’t want to be under his roof anymore, at his beck and call, an attractive woman he could parade for his men friends like Eckhart.

      “Mr. Finch, tomorrow would be perfect, I have very few things that belong to me at Jack’s. I can be packed any time you say the word.”

      “Wait, wait, you are leaving?” Jack turned to Vera, asking a question that confused her as much as it did Mr. Finch.

      “Jack, what did you expect? She has her own career to think of, she is not your secretary anymore,” Mr. Finch answered. “Don’t worry, my boy, I will get you another one.”

      Vera felt an enormous weight being lifted from her shoulders as she confronted Jack, “Yes Jack, I am leaving. Get that through that selfish head or yours. You won’t have me around anymore. You will have to entertain your friends all alone. I’m glad I finally saw who you really are. You are a liar, and you have played me for a fool, but not anymore.”

      “Vera,” he pleaded, but Mr. Finch cut him off.

      “Jack, I pay your salary. I decide who gets the parts in the pictures that are going make us a lot of money. You have been a gold mine to the studio, but don’t forget, there are a hundred young men clamoring for your spot. I can break you, don’t forget that, and I don’t care what your last name is.”

      Jack Kilian stared at Mr. Finch as he rose to his feet once more, “I will do as you ask, star in whatever role you tell me to, but I am not sticking around here, not tonight.”

      Jack walked out of the study and left Vera alone with Mr. Finch, her jaw open in shock as she gasped.

      Mr. Finch was unfazed by Jack’s behavior, “Vera, my car will drive you home, tomorrow will be a perfect day for you to move into your new house. I have arranged for a press release of more unfortunate details of Frankie’s regrettable activities and juicier details of her life. The public will need a new star to love and that will be you. About your house, it is a modern bungalow, with a pool and a wall, ideal for an upcoming star. I will arrange a publicity shoot in the coming week with you in your residence. The public will love it.”

      Vera asked, “The house sounds lovely, but what about Jack? If I am to star opposite of Jack, and you have created this image of me as Jack’s girlfriend, what am I supposed to do? He won’t even consider acting with me on set much less off it.”

      “He will come around, nothing to worry about. He may have done a lot for the studio, but don’t forget the studio has, like you, saved him from prison. Never you worry about it, he will play ball.”

      “What about me? Do I have to date him, or can I see other people?” Vera asked, finally finding the courage to corner Mr. Finch on the question that would decide her future happiness off camera.

      Mr. Finch answered in a way that made her blood run cold, “My dear Vera, you are going to be a star because our Frankie died. You will replace her in every way that counts. I believe you understand what that entails.”

      “You want me to be seen in public with only Jack Kilian?”

      “I always knew you were a smart girl, willing to do what was necessary to get ahead. I told you that everyone has a price, and it seems that I have found yours. Jack Kilian is your love interest, if that means you have to act that part, then I am sure you will have no trouble putting on a convincing performance in exchange for your name in lights. From what I have heard from the staff, you two already do a very convincing love scene.”

      Vera looked down at the couch she was sitting on and back at Mr. Finch. He was sleazy and made her skin scrawl as much as Eckhart. She wondered if she shouldn’t have agreed to sacrifice her virtue and her dignity instead of her future. Either way, she realized that it made her feel dirty. Mr. Finch was right. Nothing in Hollywood was free, not fame, or fortune, or Vera discovered, her.
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        November 5, 1953

        Phoenix, Arizona

      

      

      It all happened so fast, Vera’s head was spinning from all the changes. True to her word, the next day, she packed her clothes and books, said goodbye to Mrs. Strauss and Patty, and left Jack Kilian’s mansion in a long black limousine provided by the studio. Her new home wasn’t grand or enormous, but it was bigger than her parents place back in Winter Falls. A single story bungalow of new construction, it boasted all the modern conveniences and her own swimming pool. Her bedroom looked out onto the patio, and she had a small but cheerful staff of her own.

      Vera would have liked to settle into her new home, but that was not part of the studio’s plan. The following day, she was in wardrobe, getting the costumes for her role, which had been fitted to another actress, altered to Vera’s shape. As the wardrobe assistants pinned and buzzed around her, she wondered about the other actress. Was she paid for her work or just simply fired?

      Vera didn’t have a chance to ask anyone, not with her assistant ordered to make Vera ready for filming in just a few days’ time. Cindy Mulligan rehearsed Vera’s lines over and over with her as Vera stood still, the wardrobe assistants hard at work around her.

      The role that Cindy worked hard to drill into Vera’s brain was in a western. Vera played the daughter of a rancher in trouble with a local cattle baron. She was supposed to be madly in love with Jack, who played the sheriff and saves the day. There were several scenes that were steamy, one in a barn and one in the jail. Vera remembered how Jack treated her at Mr. Finch’s and wondered how she was supposed to act like he was the love of her life. When she thought of Jack, she would rather be kissing a stranger.

      By the fifth of November, Vera and Cindy landed at the airport in Phoenix and were driven to the set without a rest. Mr. Finch was not lying about the hours the cast, including Vera, would have to work to reshoot the scenes to stay on schedule for the premiere of the film. When Vera arrived, the staff was nice but distant, as was the cast. She didn’t need anyone to tell her why because she already knew the reason. The hours, the additional work, loyalty to one of their own who was fired to make way for her, and Jack Kilian.

      Vera sat in a chair in the make-up department, two women working feverishly on her hair and make-up as she stared at her reflection in the mirror. In a few minutes, she would be acting in her first role in a movie. This day should have been the best day of her life, but it wasn’t. Someone else should have been sitting in the chair, not her. Her leading man despised her, and no one welcomed her.

      This was a day to celebrate, but if any celebrating was going to be done, Vera knew it would be her alone, by herself, with a bottle of champagne. Joni and Maddie promised to celebrate with her, but they were in California. Vera was on top, an actress in a big budget picture, and she never felt more alone or less like celebrating in her life.

      Cindy looked at her wrist watch and announced, “Miss Paige, we have to get you to wardrobe and the set, we can’t keep anyone waiting.”

      Vera nodded her head as she thought of Charles Greene. He would be happy for her, she knew that. She had managed to succeed in Hollywood without sacrificing her virtue, but at what cost? She was being followed by someone, the studio monitored her every move, and she couldn’t escape Jack Kilian. She would never see the man she loved again, and in a few minutes, she would have to act her heart out to convince everyone who would see the movie that her character, that she was madly in love with Jack.

      After a whirlwind of activity in wardrobe, Vera was dressed in a long, corseted outfit that weighed nearly twenty pounds. Walking to the set of the first scene she was ever going to star in was a mixture of agony nerves and excitement. The corset she was wearing was real, squeezing in her waist. Her breathing was short, from fear or the corset, she wasn’t sure. She concentrated on every step, on not tripping over the lace trim of the costume, and on not fainting in front of a film crew, that like Jack, probably didn’t think she should be there.

      Approaching the set, she felt self-conscious. All the eyes of the crew were on her. This was the first time any of the crew had ever seen her. They craned their necks to get a look at the woman who would one day grace magazine covers and attend premieres. Holding up the skirt of the dress was Cindy. Vera tried to concentrate on where she was going and what she had to do, not on impressing anyone who worked for the studio.

      “The man coming towards you… that’s Sal Wright, the director. Smile,” Cindy whispered.

      Vera smiled at the man who was to be her boss while she on set. Sal, the director, had the ability to make this experience easy for her or to send her back to California in tears. His smile seemed genuine, his build portly, and his face was tan. He resembled a movie version of a sweet, charitable father, a resemblance she hoped was not in error.

      “Miss Paige, I am Salvatore Wright, but my friends call me Sal.”

      “Vera Paige, but you already know that,” she answered as she held out her hand.

      He gripped her hand in his as he replied, “You can call me Sal. Finch has told me good things about you.”

      “He is too kind. I am a hard worker and will do whatever you tell me,” she said.

      “That is a relief. I am used to stars who think they ought to be directors. If you keep that excellent attitude, you and I will work together just fine. This change to include you in our cast was sudden. Do you know your lines?”

      “I do. Cindy has been drilling them into my head since the script landed in my hand.”

      “Well done! It looks like you are all ready to go. If you know your lines as well as you say you do, let’s get started.”

      “Yes sir, I am ready. Tell me what to do.”

      “Good girl,” he said with a wink.

      Vera was lucky. Her first scene was not with Jack. She was supposed to be going to church in this scene when the cattle baron threatened her after services. It was a short scene, but one she managed to get in only three takes despite her heart pounding in her chest and her voice shaky for the first take.

      The director seemed pleased as he moved on to the next scene, in front of the general store, and the next one after that at home with her father. It was day of costume changes, acting, and more costume changes. By the end of the day, she could feel the staff and crew relax around her, a sign that maybe she had performed better than they expected.

      After the final scene of the day, the director asked to see her alone. Vera took a deep breath, convinced that this was the part where he told her how badly she had messed up her scenes, but to her surprise, just the opposite occurred.

      “Vera,” he said, “have a drink with me tonight.”

      Vera’s eyes opened wide at his request. She knew that being nice to the director would make her life much easier, but she was not prepared to be nice in any other way than professionally.

      “A drink?” she repeated.

      “Look at your face, you are white as a sheet. Yes, just a drink. Nothing more. I am not that type of guy. If you are offering any more than that, I won’t say no. How could I? You are a gorgeous girl, but I am sincerely offering you a drink. It will give us a chance to get to know one another.”

      Vera was embarrassed that he could read her effortlessly. “Sal, she said, I’m sorry. I think you are a terrific guy, but I have never done that,” she turned pink as she finished her sentence, “Almost every man I have met in Hollywood has that on their minds.”

      Sal chuckled, “I bet they do. Look at you! You’ve got a body made for sin, my dear, but I am not like that myself. I only accept offers, I never make them.”

      “Thank you, Sal, I would be delighted to have that drink with you.”

      “Meet me at my suite at the hotel, say around nine?”

      “See you at nine, and Sal, thank you for today.”

      “Don’t thank me, thank yourself. You are a natural, I can see why Finch snapped you up to play this role.”
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* * *

      Vera made it back to her room in time to change before she was due to meet Sal for drinks. A bouquet of roses waited for her. The card was from Finch. A nice touch, she thought, from a sleazy Hollywood executive. As Cindy discussed the next day’s schedule, Vera made a mad dash for her closet and found a simple black dress with a Peter Pan collar. It was elegant enough for drinks with a director but modest enough not to suggest anything but conversation would be on the menu.

      “Miss Paige?” Cindy looked up from the clipboard, “Where are you going?”

      “Drinks. I am meeting Sal in ten minutes.”

      “You have to be in make-up by six tomorrow morning. You can’t look tired or be late!” Cindy said in alarm.

      “I don’t intend to be either. I will be back in half an hour, promise.”

      “Miss Paige?” Cindy asked as Vera slid into a pair of low heels, and ran her fingers through her hair in front of the mirror.

      “Cindy, go to your room, and don’t worry about me.”

      Cindy opened her mouth to speak when a loud knocking in the door startled them both. Cindy opened the door, and in walked Jack Kilian, much to Vera’s surprise.

      “Vera, I’m not interrupting something, am I?” he asked as he watched her open a tube of lipstick and apply the cherry color to her lips.

      She hadn’t seen or spoken to him since that night he stormed out of dinner at Mr. Finch’s. Vera did not want to speak to him. She had nothing to say to him except on set.  She tried to make that sentiment abundantly clear. “What do you want Jack? I am busy, I have plans.”

      “I can see that. I came to talk.”

      “Cindy, that will be all. Goodnight,” Vera said as she dismissed her assistant.

      Cindy’s gaze fell on the handsome Jack Kilian. The look of longing was unmistakable in her eyes as she slipped past him and left Vera alone with him.

      “Jack,” Vera began, “I do not have time for this. You made your feelings known at Finch’s. I can tell from the way the staff has treated me today that you probably did the same here as well. Get out of my room, I don’t want to see you or talk to you until I have to.”

      Jack returned her anger with his own. “I see. You got what you wanted and made your way into pictures. What were you doing, using me to get where you wanted to be? You act innocent, like you are above all the sex and underhanded deals that go in the film business, but I see you for what you are. You wrapped Finch around your finger, and now what are you doing, going out to do the same to someone else?”

      Vera stood in front of Jack, her finger in his chest, “You self-centered, spoiled, Hollywood brat! You used me, if I remember. You lied to me, told me you cared about me, and that Frankie was jealous of me because she knew you cared for me. What a load of malarkey. You can’t care for me or anyone else because you are in love with yourself.”

      “I do care about you, Vera. You can’t hold what I said at Finch’s against me.”

      “Why can’t I?” Vera demanded.

      “You have to understand, Finch threw that at me with no warning. This picture is going to be big. It may be my only chance to make enough money to get out of the business. It must be right, and there can’t be any mistakes. The actress you replaced, she and I had chemistry on screen, and the public loved her. Adding you to this project could ruin everything.”

      “You think I am going to ruin everything, is that how you feel about me? And what’s this about you getting out of the business? That’s a laugh or a lie, I can’t tell which one. I would tell you to leave, but you can stay here as long as you like. I am leaving.”

      “Vera, please wait. I can explain everything,” he pleaded.

      “Nice bit of acting but save it for the set, I no longer care what your excuses are. You don’t care about me, and I don’t care about you or what you are mixed up in anymore,” Vera said as she pushed past Jack and through the door.

      Making her way to Sal’s suite, all she could think of was Finch. He must have gotten through to Jack that he had to play nice. Although, that line about this being his last picture made her stop in her tracks. If this was his picture, what would happen to her? She was only being groomed for stardom to replace Frankie.

      She thought about Jack and his ability to lie on command, to manipulate her, and make her feel any way he wanted. Who knows how long he had practiced the delivery of that line, hoping to get a response from her. Knocking on the door of Sal’s suite, she decided to push Jack’s words out of her mind and forget all about them. They probably weren’t worth the paper that script was written on.

      “Vera, come in. Make yourself at home,” Sal said as he stood at a fully stocked bar in a suite with a view of the enormous rocks that surrounded the city.

      “Great view, you have here. The desert, it’s beautiful, isn’t it?” Vera said as stared through the window.

      “It is. It’s one of the reasons I film a lot of westerns. What will you have? I am the bartender this evening.”

      “My assistant tells me we have an early morning tomorrow. Maybe just club soda for me.”

      “That doesn’t sound like any fun, but one club soda on the rocks, coming right up.”

      Sal mixed himself a drink that was more than club soda as he joined her in the living room of the suite. He looked at her and said, “Vera, come on over and have seat. You will be much more comfortable.”

      Vera did not have a bad feeling about Sal the way she did about most of the men she had met in Hollywood. She couldn’t explain it, but she trusted him. Only time would tell if that trust was misplaced.

      “Finch tells me you are going places, that he has big plans for you.”

      “He has told me the same thing,” Vera answered.

      “And yet you haven’t done any work in any other pictures besides this one.”

      “Sal, I know you have questions. How I got here is not simple. It’s complicated and getting more so all the time, but I am glad I am here working on this picture.”

      “Complicated, hmmm. That sounds like more than just a casting couch story.”

      Vera laughed, “You better believe it.”

      “And Jack?” Sal asked, his eye brows raised, “If I get too personal with these questions, say the word. I have been a director for many years, and I find this whole situation highly unusual. You must forgive my curiosity.”

      “You find it highly unusual? So do I, and I am in the middle of it!”

      “What about Jack? Frankie just died.”

      “What about him?”

      “He is your co-star, or what? More than that? He seems fixated on causing problems for you on set. That’s not how a co-star acts unless there is a good reason, bad blood, or a nasty break-up. I have worked with a lot of stars, and he is acting like a jilted lover.”

      “Lover? Sal, in this business, I don’t know whom I can trust, but I will let you in on a secret. Jack Kilian is not my lover, nor has he ever been.”

      “But rumor has it you lived with him while Frankie was alive,” Sal said with a quizzical look on his face. “That does sound like the making of a good scandal. Are you sure there wasn’t anything going on?”

      “I was his secretary. I worked for him and lived at his residence.”

      “Is that where he fell in love with you? At work? The classic tale of the rich man and his secretary?” Sal said with a glint in his eye.

      “It sounds like a good story, I admit that. But he is not in love with me. He can’t be. He is in love with himself.”

      Sal finished his drink in one long sip and returned to the bar to make another as he laughed. “You and Jack, I have never seen you two together, but one thing is obvious. You two have a love/hate thing going on. I can’t wait to get you two on film. The chemistry is going to be on fire. He makes trouble for you, you complain about him, and yet here you both are in the desert filming love scenes.”

      “Love scenes, that’s right. I forget about how I have to do that with him. Sal, promise to make it quick,” Vera teased.

      “Not on your life. If you two love each other half as much as your words and actions claim the opposite, this movie may be too scandalous to get past the censors. And one more thing, my parents had the same fiery love you two have, and they had thirteen kids. You tell me I don’t know what I am talking about.”

      “Sal, I am not your mother. Jack may be my lover on screen, but that’s it.”

      “Keep telling yourself that. Cheer up, if you two are as hot as I think you are, no one is going to come to see this movie for the story, but they are going to flock to see you two burning up the screen. Oh yes, you can count on it.”
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* * *

      
        November 8, 1953

        Phoenix, Arizona

      

      

      Vera sat on a chair on the set, her costume neatly folded around her ankles, a fan blowing on her face to keep her make-up from melting as she waited for Sal to call her name. Any minute now, she was going to be playing opposite of Jack for the first time. It had been three days since she last spoke to him. The memory of their argument was fresh in her mind, as were the words of Sal.

      How could she have chemistry with a man she loathed, then she had feelings for, then she loathed again? She was in love with Charles Greene, an honorable man. She could never want Jack Kilian, a selfish Hollywood star. A make-up artist touched up her blush and eyes as she waited for the moment when she would have to do her best acting. The scene was in the barn. Her character and Jack’s were supposed to sneak into the hayloft to kiss and shower each other with declarations of love. The scene on paper was romantic, steamy, and passionate, but all Vera could think about was how fast she could do this scene and get on to the next one.

      At least that was her plan, until Jack Kilian joined her on set. Jack was dressed in cowboy boots, pants, a gun belt slung around his hip and a button down western shirt that was tailored to fit his broad shoulders, muscular arms, and chest. A cowboy hat was perched on his head. He looked convincing as a sheriff, making him look the part of a rugged man of the law.

      He did not acknowledge Vera, and she chose to ignore him until Sal made a gesture, and his assistants beckoned for them to get into their places in front of the camera. Vera was laced into her corset so tightly that her breathing was shallow, and her chest was pushed up, a hint of cleavage showing. She felt faint from the corset, a discomfort she intended to use to her advantage. Her character was supposed to be breathless in this hayloft with Jack, as tight as her corset was laced. There would be little need to act that part of the scene.

      Standing close to Jack, she could no longer ignore him. They were forced to look at each other, to work together, an inescapable truth that Vera would have to live with if she hoped to be a star. As the camera started rolling, Jack’s face softened. He appeared to be a man genuinely in love with her as he wrapped his arms around her and declared his unending love for her.

      As Vera gazed into his eyes, she thought she saw a flicker of the emotion he was portraying there in the way he looked at her. Closing her eyes, she felt his lips against her, her arms wrapping around him as she was suddenly transported to the first time he kissed her, a memory she tried to forget.

      “Cut!” Sal yelled as Jack hesitated before stepping away from Vera.

      “Let’s do another take, Places everyone,” Sal’s assistant yelled as Jack and Vera stared at each other. She didn’t know what he was thinking, but inside, she was seething. She did not want to spend all day in the arms of a man she despised. Yet there was a part of her, the physical part, which felt alive. Jack’s kiss had awakened something deep within.

      “Action.”

      Jack spoke his lines, this time with more conviction, as Vera promised her love to him. When he took her in his arms, they met each other in a kiss that lasted long past the point the director yelled “Cut.”

      As they played each take of the scene, Vera had to fight the urge to faint, either from her corset being laced too tight or from the constant state of passion Jack’s kisses ignited within her. As their eyes met, she vowed to loathe him, to remember how selfish she was, but she had to admit Sal was right. There was a chemistry between them that was strong, a passion fueled by their anger.

      As the day wore on, Vera tried to catch Sal’s eye, but he turned away every time. Was it possible that he was purposely making them re-take scene after scene because he enjoyed seeing two people who hated each other light up the set? As the day wore on, she thought she could hear Sal chuckle every time he called Cut.

      In the last take, in the hayloft as she lay in Jack’s arms, she could feel Jack’s heart next to hers. It beat strong and fast. The chemistry between them seemed to be much more than an act. Vera lay back in the hay and enjoyed the intense feeling of Jack’s lips on hers. In his arms, she gave herself over to the physical sensations he brought out in her body every time their lips met.

      She knew she should hate herself, but she was an actress, and this was acting, wasn’t it? As the last take of the scene came to an end, Jack and Vera lay in each other’s arms. They forgot the crew and staff that surrounded them as they disappeared into their own little world, a feeling that Vera swore not to enjoy, but she realized much too late that she had lied to herself. Jack was a self-centered lying snake of a man, but the physical attraction between them was stronger than the good sense that should have been enough to stop her from enjoying being in his arms.

      “Can I see you tonight, can we talk?” he whispered after the cameras stopped rolling.

      To her surprise, Vera caught herself nodding her head and agreeing. While her heart and mind protested, her body was under the spell of the Jack Kilian. He stood to his feet and reached for her hand, helping her stand. She pulled her hand away from his, remembering her dislike and distrust for the man, as she brushed the hay off her costume.

      She wanted to tell him to forget it, not to come by her room because she wouldn’t let him in, but she never had the chance, He walked off set as Cindy raced to Vera, clipboard in one hand, already fixated on the next day’s shooting schedule. As Vera was being disrobed by wardrobe assistants, the corset loosened and removed from her aching body, she tried to clear her thoughts of Jack.

      Jack Kilian filled her mind. She was confused and unsure what to do about him. She loathed him for many good reasons. He lied to her, he was involved with Eckhart, he accused her of sleeping her way to the top and planning to ruin his movie with her bad acting, and that was just the beginning of slights he had committed. There was nothing about Jack that was redeemable, nothing about him that her mind or her heart could believe. But her body… her physical response to him was real, and that was the part of her that she didn’t trust.

      Vera suggested that Cindy make an early night of it as she walked back to her hotel room alone. She saw how Cindy looked at Jack, a look that was one part lust and one part adoration. The last thing she needed was a jealous assistant that would do Jack’s bidding on a whim. The less Cindy saw or heard the better. Tonight, she was going to be alone with Jack, and she hoped her mind and heart would win over the physical reaction he caused.

      For the first time since she met Jack Kilian, Vera was nervous. She tried to read a book while she waited for him, but she could not concentrate on the words. She turned on the radio, but the music reminded her only of the heartbreak caused by Agent Greene or the confusion brought by the chemistry she had with Jack. She loved Charles, there was no doubt about it. She had chemistry with Charles, but he never gave it a chance to grow. He didn’t do anything to fan those flames. Jack was everything Charles wasn’t. He wasn’t reliable or truthful, he would say or do whatever was necessary to get what he wanted. But he kissed her like he meant it, a feeling that was impossible to forget.

      Vera nearly jumped when the knock on the door signaled Jack’s arrival. Opening the door, she was surprised to see him standing in the hallway, a dozen red roses in his hand.

      “I brought you these. Can I come in and talk to you?”

      “Come in. Thank you for the flowers. What brought this on?”

      “The flowers? Isn’t it customary when men and women have a fight for the man to come crawling back with flowers?”

      Vera couldn’t disagree, but she put her guard up. He was being charming, a sign that he wanted something from her.

      “Vera, the flowers are more than just a token of my apology for fighting. I want to start over with you. I don’t know what’s happened to us. If it were Eckhart, or me, or my terrible behavior to you, but I owe you an apology.”

      Vera sat on the sofa beside Jack. He was so close that she could smell his aftershave and the dash of expensive cologne he favored. She needed to talk to him. That was true. And there was only one way she was going to find out what was going on with him, who he really was, and that was honesty. Real, unvarnished candor.

      “Jack, stop playing the role of the lovesick paramour. You are a great actor, and I know when I am being patronized and lied to.”

      “What makes you so sure I am lying?” he said as he leaned close to her.

      Vera could feel her pulse race as she thought about kissing his lips, a feeling she overcame by jumping to her feet and walking away, “That is what I am talking about. That feeling? Does it happen to you?”

      “Vera, are you joking? I feel it too. Today wasn’t acting, and I didn’t mind Sal making us do all those takes.”

      “But it’s not love. You have never loved me. You were grateful that my testimony was your alibi, you were grateful I helped you with Eckhart, or did a hundred other small things, but you don’t love me.”

      “How do you know I don’t?”

      “Because you don’t act like you do. You keep telling me what I want to hear, what you think will make me happy. You placate me, but I see the truth. You only think about yourself, you worry about your own future. You don’t care about me.”

      “Vera, I do care about you. I have never been in love before, not romantic love like the kind I play in the movies. But I know I feel soothing inside for you, something strong. I think about you, I look for you, I miss you, doesn’t that count?”

      “It could be anything. You have tried to set me up with the press. You did all you could to ruin my chance at this role, and you did precious little to make me feel like you cared about me, that I mattered to you in any way except what I could do for you.”

      “And you think you have been any different? You are nice to me, you act like you care for me, but then you turn cold, and I don’t know what I have done. I may be an actor, but you are the one who has been acting all this time. I needed you, needed you to be the one person I could trust.”

      “You can trust me,” she said, “But that doesn’t stop you from lying to me. Tell me the truth. Do you love me?”

      “As much as I can,” Jack said as he rose to his feet.

      “What does that mean?” Vera wanted to know. She knew she was getting to the truth because the words were painful to hear.

      “It means that I may not love you like we make believe in the movies, but I love you as much as I have ever loved anyone. But you don’t understand what I have been through, what has happened to me, the real reason I can’t think about anything as trivial as love.”

      “Love is not trivial,” Vera said as she watched him walk slowly towards her, her heart beating wildly.

      “It shouldn’t be, but I can’t dwell on you and how I might feel for you if we lived in a different world. I am in a lot of trouble, and I can’t think about wedding bells and picket fences right now,” Jack said.

      “I never asked you for wedding bells. That was Frankie,” responded Vera.

      “She may have asked for wedding bells, but you are the only one who makes me think of them when I am not preoccupied.”

      “Jack, you’re lying again, telling me what I want to hear. Tell me the truth, what are you afraid of, why are you in trouble?”

      “That doesn’t matter. Vera come here. Let me hold you in my arms and kiss you. Just forget about everything else.”

      “Like what, Eckhart?”

      “He is back in Hollywood, I don’t want to think about him.”

      “Jack, you want me to trust you. Tell me what is going in with him.”

      “I can’t. All I can say is that I owe him.”

      “Money?” Vera asked as Jack stood in front of her.

      “No, more than that. I will be forever indebted to him, but let’s not talk about him or anything else.”

      Jack leaned close to her and kissed her. As her body melted into his embrace, her mind was racing. Eckhart. Jack owed him for something big, but what? As Jack wrapped his arms around her, she could feel the protests of her heart and the chaos in her mind being drowned out by the overpowering sensations in her body. She wanted more of Jack Kilian, a decision she knew was going to regret. Promising herself to pull away from him after this kiss, she pressed her lips to his and pulled him close.
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        December 21, 1953

        Hollywood, California

      

      

      Vera Paige was exhausted. She had lost five pounds without trying, there were dark circles around her eyes, and she badly wanted to sleep for several days. As Cindy yammered on about her upcoming schedule, a jam-packed calendar right up until Christmas Day, Vera yawned and fought the urge to close her eyes.

      “Miss Paige, are you listening?” asked Cindy in her monotone voice.

      Vera opened her eyes and said, “Cindy, I am trying to listen. Can you give me a few minutes to take a nap?”

      “We don’t have time for that. You are due at the studio for a publicity shoot and a photo shoot for the movie.”

      Vera glanced at the clock on the wall of her living room. It was nearly noon and already she had sat through interviews with reporters from two newspapers and a magazine. Her brain was beginning to shut down. Filming wrapped up in Arizona a week ago, but her schedule at the studio did not allow for a much-needed break. According to her assistant, she needed to finish interior shots and continue the required instruction in dance, acting, and singing.

      “Cindy, if I don’t get a few minutes of sleep, they are going to have prop me up with a stick to get pictures. Just give me fifteen – no, make that twenty minutes, and I will be as good as new. I will go to the studio and do anything you have listed on that clipboard of yours.”

      Sighing, Cindy said, “Very well, but you will miss your lunch.”

      “I don’t care about eating. I need sleep,” Vera said as she lay her head on a pillow and stretched her body out on the coach.

      “I will wake you in twenty minutes, and then we must go to the studio,” Cindy replied with a hint of frustration in her voice.

      Vera was already asleep by the time her head touched the decorative pillow.

      To Vera, the short nap was not nearly enough sleep to make a dent in the massive amount of rest she was missing. Cindy woke her after what seemed like mere seconds had passed and found Vera sluggish and cranky. Yet the assistant persevered, enticing Vera out of the front door and to the waiting car, a sandwich in her hand and a thermos of coffee at the ready.

      For all of Cindy’s faults, her devotion to efficacy and her almost total lack of personality, Vera did appreciate the tireless devotion the woman expressed in the little things she did to keep Vera going, such as the sandwich and coffee. As Vera ate the ham and cheese on rye, she felt pleased with her assistant but not naïve. Cindy was devoted to her job to ensure that Vera arrived where she was supposed to and always looked her best. She kept Vera on a short leash, but Vera knew the reason why. Cindy was not devoted to her, but to the generous paycheck supplied by the studio, a realization that did not change the delicious taste of the sandwich.

      As the blocks of Hollywood passed by outside the window of the car, Vera thought about the photo shoot for the movie. This would be the first time she would see Jack since they left Arizona. When she thought of her conduct on and off the set with the handsome Jack Kilian, her cheeks turned pink. He was still the man she knew him to be, a self-centered product of the star system and Hollywood royalty. However, she had allowed her physical attraction to him to override her good sense and her heart.

      Although nothing drastic had occurred, she could not believe that she allowed herself to see him, to spend time alone with him, and to feel his arms around her as much as she did. When her thoughts turned to Jack, she could feel his lips on hers, a memory she could not escape. In her heart, she loved Charles Greene, a man that was off limits to her. However, she could not escape the fact that Jack, for all her loathing of him as a person, aroused a passion deep inside her that was hard to contain.

      Vera wished there was someone she could confide in, a person to whom she could tell all her secrets and who would not betray her to the press or to Finch. She needed help sorting out the confusing feelings that occupied her thoughts. There was always her friends, Joni and Maddie. She knew she could trust them, but they were outside the studio, and telling them the truth about Jack would be revealing too much to anyone. Her mother and brother were too far away in Winter Falls, and her assistant, her staff, and anyone else worked for Finch. To her surprise, she could only think of one person to turn to, an unlikely source of friendship, but a person who already knew the truth about her and Jack and understood the studio way of thinking better than she did.

      “Cindy, did you send the Christmas presents to my family in Winter Falls?”

      “Yes ma’am. They went last week, and they should arrive in time for the holiday.”

      “Good work. While I am the photo shoot today, contact Sal and arrange a brief meeting with him.”

      “A meeting with your director?” Cindy asked. “You just finished the movie. That is unusual. And what may I tell his office this meeting will be regarding?”

      Vera could tell from Cindy’s expression that her request would be reported to Mr. Finch unless she could allay any suspicion or curiosity in her assistant’s mind. “I know this request is odd, but I want to thank him personally for all the help he gave me on my first picture. Arrange that if you would.”

      “Yes, Miss Paige. I can do that, although I should inform you that it is still unusual.”

      “I am aware of that, Cindy, but you must understand that my first film is my introduction to the public. His advice and guidance meant a lot.”

      “I see. Yes, that does make sense,” Cindy said as she scribbled something on her clipboard.

      “Also, I would like a Christmas tree and decorations at my house this evening, and invitations sent to my friends Joni and Maddie for Christmas. I will give you their address.”

      Cindy wrote more notes on her clipboard as Vera sat back in the seat of the limousine. This would be the first Christmas she away from her family and her home. The green grass and tall palm trees that passed outside of her window as the car sped towards the studio were a stark reminder that she was not back home. There would be no snow for Christmas this year and no fireplace roaring at her parents’ house. Pouring the hot coffee from the thermos into the cup, the aroma filled the car. If she closed her eyes, she could imagine she was home, the snow a foot deep outside and a ham in the oven. The aroma of coffee reminded her of her mother’s own hand-ground brew, served with homemade spice cookies, a family tradition.

      “Cindy, add this to your list. Find Polish spice cookies by Christmas.”

      “Polish spice cookies?”

      “Yes Cindy. It just isn’t Christmas without them.”

      “Yes, Miss Paige,” Cindy answered. The car slowed down, and a guard waved it into the studio. Cookies were a poor substitute for a real Winter Falls Christmas, but to Vera, they would be a good reminder of how far she had come since last Christmas. Then, the Hollywood life she was presently living was only a dream.
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* * *

      Losing five pounds allowed the corset to fit better, but it didn’t do anything for her flagging spirits. Jack was standing across the set from her, dressed in his sheriff costume, looking as dashing as ever. Her pulse raced, and her heartbeat sped up at the sight of him, a reaction she wished she could control.

      Her body betrayed her once again as she burned with longing for him, longing to have him but not to keep him or marry him. He was an itch she could not scratch, although she desperately wanted to. Her breathing became shallow, not helped by the constriction of her lungs and her ribs in the tightly laced corset of her costume. She wished that he didn’t have the effect on her of igniting an intense desire to kiss him. Looking at him, she wanted to remove his shirt and run her hands along a chest she had seen bare at his pool while she was his secretary.

      She loved Charles, but she wanted Jack. She faced a dilemma that could not be easily solved. Set up by the studio to be Frankie’s replacement as Jack’s love interest in real life, she could not escape photo shoots with him, kissing him in public for the cameras, appearing at his side for premieres and dinners. She hoped that Cindy would arrange a meeting with Sal and soon. For right now, Vera would have to fight her own reaction to Jack since she could feel her body tingling with excitement at the mere thought of standing beside him.

      “Miss Paige, they are ready for you,” Cindy said as she brushed Vera’s costume, “Are you sick? You look flushed.”

      “Sick? No Cindy, I am fine. It’s just the corset and the heat from the lights, that’s all,” Vera lied.

      “If you don’t look better by this evening, I will arrange an appointment with the doctor.”

      “No need for that. I am and will continue to be fine,” Vera said with confidence. She was sure of this, because after this photo shoot, she was certain Jack would retreat to his life of drinking and socializing with Eckhart, and she would go to her house, where with any luck, Christmas decorations would be waiting.

      Jack smiled warmly as Vera walked towards him. From the welcoming expression on his face, she knew that he felt the same stirrings of passion that consumed her, or at least she thought he did. He was a brilliant actor, but she didn’t think he could be faking his physical attraction to her all the time.

      “Vera, good to see you. Why haven’t you returned my calls?”

      “You tried to call? Cindy didn’t mention anything about it,” Vera answered.

      Was Jack lying, or did Cindy have a reason for not telling her? After this photo shoot, she would get to the bottom of it.

      “It doesn’t matter. We are here together for this shoot. We can talk afterwards.”

      “Talk? Is that what you have in mind?” Vera asked as the photographer approached them.

      The photographer called to Vera and Jack. The set was designed to look like the inside of the barn from the movie, a departure from what Vera was expecting. “I thought we were shooting pictures for the movie posters.”

      The photographer answered, “You are, Miss Paige. The director has decided to go with the hayloft scene as the backdrop instead of the usual western montage.”

      “The hayloft scene?” Vera asked as she stared at the photographer. “You must be joking.”

      “I am not joking. Now if I can have you and Mr. Kilian stand together,” he said as he began arranging the two stars in an embrace. Jack’s shirt was unbuttoned as far as the censors would allow, a detail not missed by Vera as she eyed the naked patch of Jack’s tanned skin hungrily while the photographer stepped back to his camera.

      “That’s it. Now look into each other’s eyes and give me love, lust, passion!” the photographer yelled as he stood behind his camera.

      “Passion, we can give him that, can’t we?” Jack whispered as he winked at Vera.

      Vera could feel the heat from his skin, his lips only inches away from her own. She could feel her body trembling in his arms as he leaned closer to her.

      “Jack,” she whispered as the photographer yelled, “Good, good, yes, just like that, now Jack, lean her back in your arms and stare into her eyes as though she was the only woman in the world.”

      Vera felt Jack’s strong arms wrap around her body as he leaned her backwards, gazing into her eyes. Her head was swimming, her temperature rising as she wanted to fall back onto the hay, bringing Jack with her.

      “Good, good,” the photographer said as the camera clicked with each picture.

      After ten minutes in Jack’s embrace, the photographer directed them to lie down together in the hay as he shifted the angle of the camera. Jack lay next to Vera, so close she could smell his scent. It was an enticing aroma that drove her wild as he whispered into her ear, “We need to talk. When can I see you?”

      Vera was afraid that Jack would try his charm on her when she was at her most vulnerable. Trying to fight the urge to kiss him, to wrap her arms around him and draw him to her, to say yes that he could see her, she found an answer; “Jack, we can’t.”

      “Why not?” He asked, his eyes searching hers.

      “Because, you know what to do to me. This attraction between us is dangerous for me. I can’t trust myself around you.”

      “I know, that’s why I want to see more of you,” he said as his voice caressed the words in a deep purr that weakened Vera’s resolve to resist him.

      “Jack. I never know if you are lying or telling me the truth. You aren’t good for me.”

      “It doesn’t matter, does it? The studio wants us to be together, and after this movie, the public will agree. You and I are fated to be together, Vera.  Why fight it? Come on Vera, its Christmas. Have a little holiday spirit and have dinner with me at my house.”

      Vera was about to answer his invitation as the photographer interrupted her train of thought. “Jack, lean in closer. Move your elbow so I can get a good shot of her chest. Now Vera, look at him as though he were the man of your dreams.”

      “That shouldn’t be hard to do,” Jack said as he gazed into her eyes. “I am the man of your dreams. You just don’t know it yet.”

      “Jack, you know that isn’t true,” she said.

      “You are the only one fighting this. Not me. Why fight it, Vera?”

      “Both of you stop talking, I need to get this shot!” bellowed the man behind the camera as Vera was left wondering why she was fighting her attraction to Jack. Charles made it clear that there could be nothing between them. Her love for him was futile, and she knew it. This man beside her in the hay was dashing and strong. Her body responded to his lightest touch, yet she knew that she could never trust him. She was in a dilemma that Jack was only too happy to exploit. As Vera posed for the camera beside the man that drove her crazy, infuriated her, and made her want to forget all her morals, she was all too aware that she desperately needed a friend, now more than ever.
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* * *

      
        December 22, 1953

        Hollywood, California

      

      

      Salvatore Wright’s office was almost as impressive (but much more inviting) than the office belonging to Mr. Finch, a place she knew all too well. Framed posters of movies directed by him were displayed in the lobby and along the walls inside the rough-hewn door. The door led into a western sanctuary decorated for a man who clearly loved the West. He once told Vera that he enjoyed filming westerns, and from the posters on display, she had no doubt that he had told her the truth.

      His office was decorated in an inviting combination of red tile and accents that gave the room the appearance of a study inside a hacienda. Cactuses lined the patio, visible through glass doors. Leather furniture was arranged around a fireplace, and awards lined shelves and display cases on the walls.

      As Sal’s secretary showed her in, Vera did not feel nervous or apprehensive about Sal’s motives or the large couch positioned beside a stocked bar.

      Sal stood to greet Vera as his secretary closed the door. “Vera, what a delight! I know you asked for a short meeting, but if you have a few minutes to spare I have arranged for us to enjoy drinks on the patio.”

      “Sal, I won’t turn you down today. A drink would be delicious, and this time there better be more in it than club soda and ice.”

      “That’s the spirit! Come on out to the patio and make yourself right at home. I regret that the view here at the studio is not as ideal as our one back in the Arizona desert, but I think you will find the grounds to be well-kept and pleasant for our purposes.”

      “As long as I am with a good friend like you, the view is not important.”

      Sal teased as he manned the bar, “Well said. You must want something, am I right? A part in my next picture, a role worthy of an academy award?”

      “Nothing that grand,” she remarked as the glint of a row of academy awards caught her eye. Their metallic hue was hard to miss as they were presently displayed on a shelf behind Sal. Vera continued, “I do need something, and what I need is your advice.”

      “Advice? From a sleazy old director like myself? You pretty young actress, what are you prepared to do for that advice?”

      “Have a drink with you,” she smiled at his good-natured teasing.

      “Darn it, you know my rules. I never offer, but anytime you decide to stop walking the straight and narrow, to finally give up on that boring old virtue of yours, you know who to call.”

      Sal mixed two drinks and added mint and lime to the tall glasses as he handed one to Vera. Vera sipped the cocktail and was pleasantly surprised that she couldn’t taste any alcohol, “Sal, I told you to make me a real drink today.”

      “Oh, I did! This is a recipe I learned in Havana. There is more alcohol in there than you think! My first piece of advice for you is to sip it slowly, or who knows what kind of trouble your morally upstanding self may suggest.”

      “Sal, I promise that if I decide to become a fallen woman, you will be the first to know.”

      “Very well, I will pray that you abandon your convictions. I hope you like Cuban food. I had my cook make us a little tray of delights to go with these drinks. Have a seat, and let’s talk. From those circles around your pretty eyes that you are trying to hide with make-up, I say it’s a safe bet to assume you haven’t been sleeping. One more guess will lead to the reason why. A certain costar of yours?”

      “Sal, you are wise, my friend. I know you are busy. I can’t tell you how happy I am that you agreed to see me.”

      “Busy? You mean editing, sound, promotion, or shooting minor scenes and all that? I am busy, but never too busy for my new favorite star.”

      Vera blushed as she sat down with Sal on the patio. The green lawn of the back lot was landscaped in this part of the studio to look like a park. It was beautiful, but failed to hold Vera’s interest in the presence of Sal.

      “Sal, I know I can trust you. You have been genuine and sincere with me since I met you.”

      “You poor thing, trusting me, an old Hollywood director, who works for the studio? What, you don’t have any friends you can turn to, or have you learned the hard way that trust is a limited commodity in this town?”

      “I have other friends, but none of them like you,” Vera answered as she drank the cocktail.

      “Flattery, my dear, well, you know all about that. Now tell me what brings you to my office?”

      “It’s about Jack. You know the truth about us, don’t you?  I hate him, but I can’t stop feeling something for him when he’s around.”

      “That something you are describing is why I changed the format for the posters. You two are dynamite together. You have chemistry that belongs in a stag film.”

      “I know, and that is my problem. I don’t love Jack. I am in love with someone else.”

      “Please tell me it’s me,” Sal said with a wink.

      “I could never fall in love with you, Sal. I would have too many beautiful women to compete with, and I would be the jealous type.”

      “A man can dream, can’t he? About this other man, is he in the business? Anyone I would know?”

      “I doubt it, and no he’s not in the business,” Vera said as she decided to tell Sal as little as possible about Charles without giving away his name or his position. “He told me that he loves me, and I’m sure that I love him, but we can’t be together. He is the kind of man a girl marries, honest, hardworking, and loyal.”

      “Is he married? Is that the problem?”

      “No, Sal, he’s not but he might as well be. You could say that he is unavailable.”

      “Unavailable and in love with you. Sounds mysterious.”

      “He is handsome, respectable, and the exact opposite of Jack Kilian in every way that counts, except one. Jack is with me on set and wants to see me. We have this chemistry and… and…I don’t know what to do. I am so confused.”

      “My dear, you are so young and naïve. I don’t mean that as an insult, just that the answer is obvious to an old codger like me.”

      “It is? If that’s true, you can call me anything you want, naïve, anything, just tell me I am not a bad person. I am in love with a man I can’t be with, but I can’t get away from a man that I know is wrong for me.”

      “You said it. Jack is wrong for you, and he trouble. There is a reason he is popular with the ladies. He has charisma, and I don’t mean to be indelicate, but he is downright sexy to you women.”

      “Is that it?” asked Vera. “It’s a simple matter of his appeal?”

      “Yes and no. You are more susceptible to him because you are together for the movie, for publicity. This other man, the one you love but can’t see, he isn’t available, and he can’t kiss you and hold you like Jack can. The answer, my dear, is simple. You don’t love Jack, but you can’t deny the anger and frustration you feel with him, and this situation make him appealing to you. He represents everything the man you can’t have is not, but he is here, and he tells you what you want to hear, what you wish the other fellow would say.”

      Vera nodded, “Yes, you understand my problem.”

      “That and Jack’s public image may be finely crafted to be a fine fellow, good, honest, and loyal, but as you have discovered, that is a role. He is self-centered, boorish, and is as unavailable emotionally to you as is he is with any other woman he has ever known. You know you can’t have him, and you can never change his ways. But it’s fun to try, isn’t it?”

      “Sal, you missed your calling. You should have been a doctor or something. You know what my sickness is, my weakness. Now what is the cure?”

      “That depends. It’s entirely up to you. He is not good for you, and you know that. However, he can be very charming, which is why he is box office gold. You have to make a decision to leave Jack alone when you aren’t working or appearing for publicity and try to find a man that you can love who isn’t like this mystery man of yours. You need a man that is available, a person you can date, one you can see when you want to.”

      “You’re right. I just wish the other one, the one I love, was available. I would never be tempted by Jack Kilian if I had my other guy to kiss and hold.”

      “Vera, I am not so sure. If anything can entirely cure you of the illness that is Jack, I believe it would be a real-life, flesh and blood man who adores you and isn’t held back for any strange, mysterious reason. I think he might help.”

      Vera thought about Sal’s words. She had found a real-life man who loved her, but it was his decision to be unavailable, not hers. She knew Jack was bad for her, that she did not have a future with him. However, Sal was right. Jack told her what she wanted to hear and he was incredibly attractive, a dangerous combination.

      “Sal, what if I did find someone or my mystery man became available, what then? I couldn’t see anyone else but Jack. The studio wants me to take Frankie’s place at his side.”

      “I would say that anyone else would have a problem, but not you. If you found a man to love, who loved you back, I am certain you would find a way to see him. My advice is to become a big enough star without Jack Kilian so that the studio can’t deny you the freedom to choose whom you love.”

      “And just how do I do that, become a big star?”

      “From the looks of the picture we just finished, I’d say that you are well on your way.”

      Vera hoped he was telling her the truth and not just what she wanted to hear. With anyone else in Hollywood, she would have considered those words to be empty compliments, but she knew Sal was honest, a trait that was rare in her line of work. Become a big star. It sounded simple enough, but she needed more than that. She needed to find a way to convince Charles that he wouldn’t be comprising his investigation by loving her, a feat she knew to be impossible.
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* * *

      “Cindy, has Jack’s new secretary or anyone else from his staff called since we came back from Arizona?”

      Without hesitation, Cindy answered, “No Miss Paige. If they have called, they haven’t spoken to me. I will check with the staff at your home.”

      “Any calls from Jack, personally, that you may have forgotten to tell me about?” Vera asked her as the limousine carrying her home turned into the driveway of her one-story home.

      “No, not that I am aware of.”

      “Let me guess. You will check with the staff, is that right?”

      Cindy nodded as she answered, “That’s right. About the Christmas tree and the decorations, I didn’t know what you wanted, so I took the liberty of having the latest in holiday decorations sent over from Gilman’s, the department store downtown.

      “And the tree?” Vera asked excited by the prospect of decorating her first home for the holiday, “Did you choose a big, bushy one?”

      Her assistant looked more uncomfortable than she did while Vera was interrogating her about Jack’s alleged phone calls. “Like I said, I didn’t know what you wanted and with all the photographers in and out of your house, I thought a smaller tree would fit in the living room and make less mess.”

      “A smaller tree?” Vera asked.

      “Smaller,” Cindy said as the car came to a stop.

      Vera walked inside her house and headed for her living room. To her surprise, a tree that could only be described as slender, not bushy, stood by the fireplace. To Cindy’s credit, the tree was unobtrusive as a Christmas tree could be, ideal for size of the room, but not Vera’s dreams of Christmas. Vera considered the paltry tree to be a poor excuse for the enormous trees from her memory, but she could not be angry with Cindy.

      Hiding her disappointment, she decided that she would decorate it and make the best of it, “With a few lights and some tinsel, this tree will be fine,” Vera lied as the phone rang.

      “Miss Paige, you have a call from a Mrs. Strauss. Do you want to take it?”

      Vera thought it was odd that Jack’s housekeeper should be calling her, but she agreed to take the call. Overcome by curiosity, she forgot about her disappointing Christmas tree as she answered, “Mrs. Strauss, to what do I owe the pleasure of this call?”

      “Vera, we need you. Mr. Kilian needs you,” Mrs. Strauss replied in a rush of words.

      “I’m sorry, I don’t understand,” Vera answered.

      Vera refused to give a straight answer to Jack’s invitation to see him, refused to commit herself to be being alone with him. She was not expecting him to resort to ridiculous antics to force her to his house.

      “It’s Mr. Kilian. He is worse than normal, and I am afraid he might try, well it’s not my place to say, but you were the only one who could soothe him.”

      Vera sighed. “He’s been drinking again, hasn’t he?”

      “Yes, but this time it’s worse. I can’t remember seeing him this melancholy in a long time. Please, Miss Paige. I wouldn’t be asking, but I am worried about him. I know he isn’t an angel, and you and he parted on less than good terms, but I am scared out of my wits.”

      Mrs. Strauss was practical, not prone to emotional outbursts. For her to confess that she was scared, unnerved Vera. Against her better judgment, she reassured the woman, “Try to keep calm. I will be right over.”

      “Thank you, Miss Paige.”

      Vera hung up the phone and looked at Cindy. “The tree, I think it will look good decorated. Good job Cindy. Be a dear, and call for a car.”

      “Yes, Miss Paige, right away. Where are you going? You have a full schedule tomorrow, and there is nothing on the calendar for tonight.”

      “You mean nothing on the calendar approved by the studio. In this case, I think Finch will make an exception. I am going to Mr. Kilian’s residence,” Vera answered as she looked at the boxes of decoration piled on the coffee table and the straggly tree by the fireplace. She rolled her eyes.

      She doubted Jack Kilian called her as he claimed he did. He lied to her the same as he always did, and now this. He was drunk and scaring his loyal housekeeper, a ploy that Vera was certain was just another show of dramatics. Jack Kilian loved himself far too much to harm himself, regardless of what Mrs. Strauss suggested.

      As Vera waited for the car, a bright shiny glass ornament in her hand, she knew the truth. Sal was right. Jack was not the man for her. She would never love him any more than he would ever love her. She was going to Jack’s house not for her concern for him, but for the sake of Mrs. Strauss. The woman worked hard enough trying to run Jack’s house and his life. She didn’t need any more headaches, thought Vera. Jack’s housekeeper, like herself, had already had enough.

      The car arrived as Vera rushed out the door, but not before being stopped by her intrepid assistant. “Wait, Miss Paige, what time will you be back? You can’t be out late! How will it look?”

      Vera thought about Agent Greene’s warning that she was being followed and wondered if that was what Cindy was trying to warn her about, that the press or the studio was keeping tabs on her. “Cindy, I won’t be gone long. In the meantime, be a dear and decorate the tree, will you? Do everything, but leave the tinsel for me, it’s my favorite part.”

      As Vera dashed out the door, she turned to see her assistant standing in the foyer, a confused expression on her face. As Vera climbed into the back of the limousine, she thought about Jack. She hoped he had already passed out cold, but she was not betting on her luck being that good. Jack may be charming, but it was in moments like these that she knew in her heart he could never be the one for her.

      With Christmas only a few days away, her thoughts left Jack and drifted to Charles and the pitiful Christmas tree in her living room. If she could see him for the holiday, she would be content with a skimpy tree, a holiday without snow, and any other drastic departures from the Christmases of her youth. Charles would be enough for her to have a delightful holiday, but she knew that he was probably spending it working. His devotion to his job and to his country was stronger than his feelings for her, a terrible fact she was going to have to face.

      Arriving at Jack’s house, Vera was met by Mrs. Strauss at the front door. “Vera, I am so grateful you came. Please come in.”

      “Mrs. Strauss, I’m here because you called. I couldn’t leave you alone with Jack being unreasonable, could I? In a way, it feels like old times. What seems to be going on?”

      “Jack, he came home early today and has been drinking in his study ever since. He only leaves the room to wander around the pool. I am terrified that he’s going to fall in or hurt himself.”

      Vera worded her response to Mrs. Strauss’s fears delicately, “I would never worry about Jack being the type to harm himself, but falling into his own pool? I can see that as a real possibility. Ironic if you think about what happened to Frankie.”

      “Yes,” Mrs. Strauss shuddered, “Ironic. I will put on a fresh pot of coffee. From the state of Mr. Kilian, you are going to need it.”

      Vera nodded her head and walked through the house she knew so well. The familiar hallway leading past her office filled her with a nostalgia for her work but not the man who delighted in treating her terribly most of the days she was employed in his residence.

      Opening the door to the study, she found the room empty. According to Mrs. Strauss, Jack could be found outside beside the pool, a dangerous place for a man that had been drinking.

      Just as Mrs. Strauss said, Jack was sitting by the pool, a drink in his hand, his feet dangling in the water as Vera approached him. “Jack?” she asked as he turned his head.

      “Vera Paige, what a vision you are,” he answered, his words not as slurred as she was expecting.

      To Vera, Jack looked fine. He wasn’t terribly intoxicated, and the likelihood for him to fall into his own pool and drown was not as great as Mrs. Strauss feared. Yet, Vera admitted quietly to herself, that she would feel so much better if he weren’t sitting on the edge of the deep end of his swimming pool.

      “Jack, Mrs. Strauss called me to come and see you. She is worried about you.”

      “She is? What a darling woman she is, just like a mother to me. I am angry at you, my sweet. You didn’t agree to my invitation, but I have had a few drinks. My housekeeper calls and you are over here in a flash. Extraordinary.”

      “No Jack, there isn’t anything extraordinary about it. Despite our differences, I care about you. Not like you think I do, but as a friend, and I care about Mrs. Strauss. She was always good to me while I worked for you.”

      “Come sit with me, and have a drink. You care about me as a friend? Come, my dear Miss Paige, you care for me more than that. You can’t deny your true feelings for me.”

      Vera ignored his suggestion regarding her feelings as she urged him to come inside. “Jack, why don’t we go inside? We can light a fire and sit beside it. What do you say?”

      “I don’t want to go back inside. I want to sit here,” he said as he turned towards the water.

      “Jack, we can do that, but why don’t you and I sit in your pool house together? It’s much nicer in there, and we can talk.”

      “Talk? What is there to talk about? Right here where I am sitting is where Frankie died.”

      Vera knew that in his distraught state, reminding him that his fiancée was dead before she was thrown into the pool was probably not a good idea. “What has you so worked up over Frankie? It’s been over two months since that happened.”

      “You know her murder was never solved. Finch had that detective replaced, but that doesn’t matter. Do you know what that means? The case is open.”

      “Jack, Finch assured me, and I am sure he told you the same thing, that you and I have nothing to worry about. You aren’t guilty. The case can remain open, but that fact won’t change.”

      Jack pointed at Vera as he narrowed his eyes and said, “You have nothing to worry about, nothing at all. Frankie’s death was the best thing to happen to you. You are going to be a big star, but I am going to jail if I don’t make good on promises that I don’t want to keep.”

      Vera sat down beside Jack, keeping well away from the water. The night was a bit chilly for her to think about swimming. “Jack, I understand why Mrs. Strauss called. You aren’t making sense. Yes, it’s true that I did benefit from Frankie’s death, but so did you. You weren’t stuck marrying her.”

      “Marrying her. If only it was that simple. She died, and I am a slave to the studio. I wish that was all.”

      “You said promises. Who have you made promises to?” asked Vera. “Finch, Eckhart? Someone I don’t know?”

      “You are smart. I always liked that about you. How about this?” He said as he began to slur his words, “All of them, Finch, that disgusting pig Eckhart, and someone I don’t think you know.”

      “Who is that?”

      “I’m not supposed to say, but since you have been good enough to keep me out of prison, I can tell you this. He is a G-Man, just like in the movies. I played one once.”

      Vera was jolted out of her confusion. Thinking she had not heard Jack correctly, she asked, “A G-Man, Jack? What are you taking about?”

      “You look at me, and you see a joke, don’t you? A man who has everything; fame, money, and good looks. But what if I told you that I was a phony, not to you but to everyone else, the studio, the people Eckhart knowns, everyone.”

      Vera wanted Jack to get back to the subject of the G-Man, but she settled in to listen to his alcohol-induced rantings.

      Vera asked, “How are you a phony? Do you mean to the people like Finch, Eckhart, and this G-man you’ve made promises to?”

      “You guessed it, but I didn’t have a choice. I didn’t mean to be a phony. I didn’t used to be, but that was before Frankie died. Finch promised to keep me out of trouble, so I promised him I wouldn’t leave the studio. Eckhart told me the truth about that terrible night Frankie died. Do you know that it was me who did it? That I killed Frankie? I don’t remember a lot about that night, I don’t like to think about it, but it is possible I may have snapped and killed her. I don’t know, so I promised him a lot of things, and then there is this G-Man who started nosing around.”

      Vera was not expecting Jack to suggest he killed Frankie. It was an unsettling thought she had long ago convinced herself was impossible. As she sat beside Jack at the pool, she felt a chill climb up her spine. Could he really have been the culprit?

      “Jack, you have had a lot to drink tonight. Why don’t you leave all of this for another day, and let me take you inside?”

      “Eckhart, I told you about him. He is real piece of crap.”

      “Oh, I know,” Vera answered.

      “No, you think you do, but he is worse than even I thought he could be, Miss Paige.”

      “What do you mean?” Vera asked as Mrs. Strauss walked out of the house, a tray in her hand, two coffee cups, and a plate of sandwiches balanced as she walked quietly.

      “Mrs. Strauss, you are a dear. I haven’t had a bite for dinner. Coffee and a sandwich is perfect. You can leave the tray on the table,” Vera said as she winked at the housekeeper.

      “Bring me another round. Be a dear, there’s a good woman,” Jack said as he thrust his empty glass towards his housekeeper.

      “Jack, if you want me to stay and talk with you, then drink a cup of coffee with me. Maybe later I will have a drink with you,” Vera said as she touched his arm.

      “Have it your way,” he answered as he dropped the cut crystal glass, which was caught by Vera before it hit the concrete and brick.  Vera said, “Mrs. Strauss, if you will do something with this.”

      “Yes, Miss Paige. I will be in the kitchen if you need me. I have menu planning to do for the remainder of the month.”

      Vera suspected the housekeeper was lying, that she was going to be awake until Jack’s latest crises was over. “Thank you again, but we should be fine with the coffee.”

      Vera watched Mrs. Strauss return to the house as she stood to her feet and walked to the table. Pouring two cups of strong black coffee, she handed one to Jack, “Be careful, it’s hot, but you need to drink it all, you hear me?”

      “I do. What kind of sandwiches did she whip up for us?”

      “Looks like chicken salad, my favorite,” Vera replied as she carried the plate to the pool side, “You want one?”

      “Why not? You finally came over for dinner. I better enjoy this,” Jack said with a smile.

      Vera swallowed a bite of the sandwich before asking, “About Eckhart, you promised a long time ago to tell me what was is going on. He told you that it was you who was responsible for Frankie’s death. Think Jack, this is important. Did you hurt her, maybe went too far?”

      “I don’t know, that’s the problem. Don’t you understand? I don’t think I did. I may be a jerk and hard to get along with, but I am not a violent man. If I knew what happened, I could tell him to buzz off, but until I find out for sure, I am stuck trying to make good on everything he wants.”

      “What does he want?”

      “That’s just it, he wants a lot, but he is willing to give me what I want in return if I play ball. Do you know what I mean?”

      “I think I do, but not in Eckhart’s case. You are being blackmailed by him, aren’t you?”

      “You can say that again. He’s a real sleaze. He wants me to introduce him around Hollywood, help his friends become friends with the people I know, the directors and producers, people like that, but that’s not all,” Jack said as he finished a sandwich in three bites. “If I stick to my end of the bargain, he wants to help me to start my own movie studio. He has friends with money to invest. All I’ve got to do is play nice.”

      “If you knew you were innocent, you wouldn’t have to worry about him, would you?”

      “No, I wouldn’t, but I could use the help to open my own studio.  Vera, I have a confession. I have been lying to you for a long time. The reason I have been so short with you, so hard to get along with, is because I have been forced to lie to Finch, to Stan, and to you. I can’t leave the studio or Finch will throw me to the wolves, I can’t tell Stan to scram, or he will call the police.”

      “And the G-man?” Vera asked, trying to make her question appear innocent.

      “About that, he has a deal he wants me to accept. He is no better than anyone else in this town. He says he can make sure I don’t get in trouble because of Stan’s friends, who are my friends now. Looks like the people Stan knows are bad news, and knowing them is enough to ruin my career. The only person I know who isn’t blackmailing me or trying to get something from me is you. That’s why I know I can trust you.”

      “I know how you feel, Jack. Hollywood doesn’t make it easy to trust anyone.”

      “No, it doesn’t. Vera, I need to ask you something. It’s important to me.”

      “Jack, you know you can ask me anything,” she answered.

      “That night Frankie died, what happened? Are you on Finch’s payroll? Are your and Mrs. Strauss’s testimonies real?”

      “You want to know if I think you murdered Frankie? If I know that you did?”

      “I have to know. I can’t sleep unless I know.”

      “Jack,” Vera began as she gazed into the eyes of a man who was vulnerable and afraid, a man she didn’t think was acting. “I don’t think you killed Frankie. Do you remember what you told me that you were on the verge of leaving the studio to start your own company, that her death was the worst thing to happen to you?”

      “I remember I said that, but I need to know if your testimony is real. Tell me the truth.”

      “Yes Jack, my testimony is true, every single word. And so is the testimony given by Mrs. Strauss. You can count on it.”

      “I want to believe you, Vera, but Stan swears to me that he has evidence, a witness that saw me with Frankie.”

      “You may have been with her before she died, but that doesn’t make you a killer.”

      “Thank you, Vera. I may not be a killer, but if he has something on me, what am I going to do?”

      “I don’t know Jack. That is a problem that is harder to solve. About this G-man who has made you an offer, if he is what he claims to be, he can get you out of trouble.”

      “It sounds you know what you’re talking about. Have you ever met one before, a government agent?”

      Vera quickly lied as she said, “My cousin, Peter, became an agent. I must have heard it from him.”

      As Jack drank his coffee and ate a second sandwich, Vera was pleased that he seemed to be sobering up and his mood improving. Drinking the cup of coffee, she thought about the G-man and his offer to Jack. She didn’t know the agent’s name and couldn’t ask without appearing suspicious even to a slightly inebriated Jack Kilian. She convinced herself that it could have only been one man investigating Jack Kilian, and that was Agent Greene. If Agent Greene was offering Jack a deal, did that mean that his investigation was drawing to a close?

      Smiling, she reached for a second sandwich as she stared at the stars twinkling in the winter sky. If that were true, that the investigation was nearly over, she might get her Christmas wish. It might have to wait, but Vera was patient. If she had waited this long for the right man, what harm was there in waiting a little more? Jack brushed his hair out of his face and turned to Vera, his eyes glittering in the moonlight reflected from the water in the pool. Giving her a smile that was enough to warm the coldest of hearts, she didn’t have to ask twice what harm waiting could do, as she vowed to avoid the temptation of Jack Kilian, a promise she knew he was going to test at every chance.
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* * *

      
        December 25, 1953

        Hollywood, California

      

      

      Vera slid the small turkey into the oven as Christmas music played on the radio from the living room. She had given her staff the day off for the holiday, leaving her to do the cooking and tidying for her guests, her former roommates, Joni and Maddie.

      “Do you have any more egg nog left? Maddie drank the last cup,” Joni said as she joined Vera in the kitchen, an empty punch bowl in her hand.

      “In the refrigerator. I made it myself, so be careful. It’s my mother’s recipe, and she was never stingy about the nog, if you know what I mean.”

      “You bet I do. I can’t thank you enough for inviting us. Seems like old times, doesn’t it? None of us had the money or the time to go home but now, here we are, all of us together in your new house. I have to say Vera, you have done well for yourself.”

      Vera followed Joni as she carried the punch bowl back to the living room, the bowl filled with the last of the egg nog. “This house doesn’t belong to me, it belongs to the studio. If it were up to me, I would like a house that isn’t so new and modern, but rather something old-fashioned.”

      “That sounds like you, old-fashioned!” Joni teased as she set the punch bowl down on the coffee table.

      “I saw your interview in the paper. What a difference from April. Who would have ever guessed that in less than a year you would have maids and a house with a pool and be starring in a real movie with Jack Kilian?”

      Vera reached for a spice cookie from a tin positioned conveniently by the egg nog as she answered, “I won’t lie to say that it hasn’t been exciting, but it’s more work than I thought it would be.”

      “I wouldn’t mind working hard if it meant living like this,” Maddie said as she turned up the music on the radio and Christmas carols echoed through the living room. “Or kissing Jack Kilian. He is so dreamy.”

      Vera tried to forget what Jack’s lips felt like as she ate the cookie. Although she could not be certain that he was referring to the FBI when he said G-man, she was convinced that there was no one else who would have offered him a deal. With a jolt, she realized that if Agent Greene was working directly with Jack, there was no longer any reason for the handsome FBI agent to get in contact with her to be his informant. He blamed his reason for being unable to see her again on the excuse that she was compromised or that she was being followed. The truth was that he did not need her any more.

      As Joni and Maddie sang along with the radio, Vera tried to think of anything but Charles Greene. It was impossible. As her friends belted out the carols, her mind was racing. She needed to see Charles to hear him tell her the real reason he couldn’t see her anymore. If her intuition was right, he was just as bad as anyone else in this town, telling her what she wanted to hear, keeping her strung along by her heart strings, and then cutting her loose when he no longer had any use for her.

      Reaching for another cookie, Vera tried to distract herself from the growing sense of disillusionment she felt. There was the box at the train station, but she wondered if he would even read anything she left in there anymore if he no longer needed her. The spice cookie reminded her of home, far away on the opposite side of the country. In Winter Falls, she wasn’t a star. But in her hometown, people were genuine, as she thought Charles was. But now, she wasn’t so sure about anything or anyone.

      Was she overreacting? She didn’t know if Agent Greene was the G-Man Jack was referring to. She didn’t know why she was so quick to assume the worst about him. Maybe, she thought that because he wasn’t around to tell her anything different, to reassure her and to love her. Looking at her friends singing and drinking egg nog, she decided that she was not going to waste any more time on Christmas day thinking about Agent Greene. Downing a glass of egg nog in one quick swallow, she joined her friends as they sang about Christmas cheer and peace on earth.

      The remainder of the holiday was spent eating a dinner that turned out far better than Vera expected, and exchanging gifts. She purchased outfits for her friends including handbags, shoes, and hats from her favorite department store. Joni and Maddie pitched in and had one of Vera’s interviews framed, a fitting addition to her living room décor, according to Maddie. For Vera, spending Christmas with her friends was a nearly perfect day, the egg nog flowed freely, and everyone ate too much and enjoyed being together.

      As she said goodbye to her friends later that afternoon, waving as the cab carrying them back to their apartment drove away, she decided that if she ever made it big, she would find some way to help their careers. She didn’t know what she was going to do, but she would think of something. Closing the inside door, she was confronted by a house that felt as cold and alone as the feelings she had been trying to hide all day. Standing in her foyer, she let the tears fall, tears she had fought back earlier.

      It didn’t seem fair. She finally had a house of her own, was making movies and had money to spend, but what she didn’t have was love. What good was all the wealth and fame in the world if she didn’t have anyone who loved her for the person she really was and not for the star she was becoming?

      Vera wasn’t sure how much time passed as she cried. Walking to the living room, she realized she was being ridiculous. The twinkling lights of the Christmas tree lit up a room filled with designer furniture, a house that cost a small fortune, and a swimming pool of her own. She didn’t live in a mansion like Jack, but her current situation was far better than anything she could have dreamed of. There were girls all over Hollywood who would have given up anything (and many of them did), just to have a piece of what she was enjoying.

      Love? She thought to herself, what was that? Was is something she could live without? Did she need love to make her happy when she had everything else? She had money, a career, and one day if she was lucky, adoring fans. She thought of Jack and his drinking, of Frankie and her drug habit. Was fame enough to take the place of sharing her life with someone? She doubted it, but she didn’t have much of a choice. Jack was in love with himself, and Charles was committed to his duty to his country, leaving no room for her.

      Vera carried the punch bowl into the kitchen and looked at the pile of dishes in the sink from dinner. She could wash them, but it was Christmas night, and she was alone. Doing dishes was far too depressing. Then breaking the silence, the phone on the wall of the kitchen suddenly rang, stealing her attention away from the dishes.

      Picking up the phone, she answered it with a cheerful Merry Christmas, expecting to hear her mother’s or brother’s voice on the line.

      “A taxi will be arriving in ten minutes if you want to see me.”

      Vera knew the voice. It was Charles. She tried not to yell, “Yes I do, more than anything!”

      “Ten minutes,” he said as he hung up.

      Vera’s mood changed rapidly from despair to elation. It was Christmas, and Charles had managed to find a way to see her. Did that mean he still loved her? As she rushed into the bathroom to check her hair and make-up, she had a sobering thought that put a damper on her mood. What if he wanted to discuss Jack Kilian and the case? What if he needed information from her, and that was all this was about?
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        December 25, 1953

        Hollywood, California

      

      

      The taxi driver was silent as he drove through Hollywood towards Bel Air. He switched lanes, took long scenic routes, and changed directions on a whim as he drove. From his silence and his erratic manner of driving, it didn’t take long for Vera to figure out that the man behind the wheel was not just a driver, but rather an agent.

      The taxi finally came to a stop outside a modest but tidy Tudor-style home in a neighborhood that reminded Vera of the one she had lived in all her life. Wreathes decorated every door, Christmas trees lit up nearly every living room window. Vera didn’t know what she should anticipate from Agent Greene, but this was turning out to be a Christmas she knew she would remember.

      The taxi sped off as she climbed the steps of the front porch. Raising her hand to knock on the door, she tried to take control of her runaway emotions. It had been weeks since she had last laid eyes on the FBI agent. In those weeks, much had happened, and there was a lot to discuss. She just hoped she would have the opportunity to put her fears to rest and find out the truth.

      Charles opened the door, inviting her inside. The aroma of cinnamon and apples greeted her. From the narrow hallway, she could see the lights from a neatly decorated tree on a table in the living room.

      “Let me take you coat and hat,” he said as he helped her with the sky-blue coat she had chosen to wear on this occasion.

      “Charles,” she said as she turned to face him, “I can’t tell you how much this means to me.”

      “Vera, this is highly irregular, and I do have some questions for you, but I want to talk with you, just talk for the few minutes we have together this evening.”

      “The man who just drove away, he was an agent, wasn’t he?”

      “Yes, he is. If you were being followed by the press or anyone else, I didn’t want to risk it.”

      “I was surprised that you called, especially after Jack told me about your arrangement.”

      “Vera, we will get to that. We do have to talk about the investigation. You don’t think I would use the resources of the Bureau for my own personal gain, do you?”

      “Not you, Charles, never you. Merry Christmas,” she said as she kissed him.

      Charles returned her kiss with a passion that shocked her. Within seconds his arms were around her, pulling her close to him, his mouth on hers, his tongue slipping past her lips as he hungrily moved from her lips to her neck.  Then he was grazing her skin with his teeth as she moaned in passion, leaning her back against a table, as she returned his passion with her own, whispering his name in his ear, “Charles,” she moaned, weak from the feelings he ignited inside her, stronger and more powerful than a jolt of electricity.

      “Merry Christmas,” he said as he disentangled himself from her, leaving her quivering for more than a kiss. Straightening his tie and his shirt, he exhaled as he said, “Forgive me, I don’t know what came over me.”

      Vera gripped the table as though it was the only thing keeping her from falling, which at that moment, it was. Her face flushed, her breath shallow, she looked at the reserved FBI agent. It suddenly had become apparent that she had grossly underestimated the man she thought was stoic and dispassionate, the man who she had formed the chain reaction of tingles in her body. The wave of passion unleashed from a single kiss from Charles Greene supplanted all memories of the flashy Jack Kilian.

      “Charles, you can’t leave me like this. What have you done?” she pleaded as she reached for him, pulling him back into her arms with a whimper. She kissed him, unleashing all the longing she felt for him, all the uncertainty and the love she had kept hidden from the world. She could feel her body being taken over by physical sensations that were new to her, strong forces that were unlike any she had ever known.

      Charles picked her up, carrying her into the living room, his lips on hers as he carried her to the couch. She was only vaguely aware that she was reaching for his shirt, pulling it out of his pants, his hands on the buttons of her dress, before Charles, as abruptly as he had before, stopped the madness from going any further.

      “Vera, if this continues, we will end up doing something that you might regret,” Charles said as he stood up. “I am going to straighten myself up and bring us both a good cup of coffee. I think we could use it.”

      She could feel her heart beating wildly, threatening to jump out of her chest. “Please forgive me, Charles. I don’t know what came over me. Not seeing you for so long, wanting you. You have awakened feelings inside me that I have never known.”

      “You are a good girl, Vera Pulaski. I know you aren’t the type who does this with everyone you meet. The bathroom is down the hall if you want to freshen up,” he said with a smile as he turned to head down a darkened hallway.

      Vera left the couch and did as he suggested. Inside the small bathroom, she laughed at her own reflection. The upstanding FBI agent had surreptitiously unbuttoned several of the buttons on her dress, leaving her filmy white slip and bra exposed. For a man committed to doing what was right, he certainly knew what he was doing in the sin department.

      Running her fingers through her blonde locks, she removed the remainder of her smudged lipstick with a tissue and finished buttoning her dress before she left the bathroom. Back in the living room, two cups of coffee, slices of apple pie, and Charles Greene waited for her.

      “I hope you like apple. One of my neighbors makes pies every holiday and brings me one. She is convinced that a bachelor like myself must be on the verge of starving.”

      “Apple pie is perfect. Charles, I am sorry about how I acted on the coach, sorry I let things get out of hand, but I am not sorry for my feelings for you.”

      Charles looked up at her in a way that made her pulse race, as he said with a smile, “My conduct was not that of a gentleman, and I should be the one to apologize, not you. You have me under some kind of spell. Take a look at us right now. It’s Christmas. I am a sentimental fool when it comes to you. I could have waited to see you to have a meeting in a week or two, but I knew you would be less likely to be under tight supervision by your studio today. It was a chance I was willing to take to see you, to spend time with you.”

      “It is best Christmas present I’ve ever received,” Vera said as she joined him on the couch.

      “No Vera, having a few hours alone with you, that is more than a lonely agent like me who is committed to my job could ever hope for. I don’t deserve your love, but you seem determined to love me even though it has been difficult to see each other.”

      “Difficult?” Vera laughed, “Try downright impossible.”

      Charles laughed, “Impossible, that’s better.”

      “Charles, I know this had to be a big risk for you, to send an agent to pick me up, to drive to your house, knowing I could be compromised.”

      “It is a big risk. You are not the only one who is compromised. I am emotionally compromised by you, but you know that. I brought you here to tell you something. I have news that was too important to share any other way than in person.”

      “And what is that?” Vera asked as she tried to keep the growing anxiety out of her voice. If Charles had risked everything to bring her to his house, she shuddered to think what he might say.

      Charles announced his news as casually and calmly as if he were asking if she wanted a second cup of coffee. “I’m leaving the Bureau.”
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* * *

      “You’re leaving the Bureau, when? Does this mean you are leaving Hollywood? And what happens to the investigation?” Vera asked as questions bubbled to her mind faster than she could ask them.

      “Hold on, I will explain everything. Do you understand why this news couldn’t be told in a note or on the telephone?”

      Vera could feel her heart pounding. “Charles, what does this mean, for you, for us? Is there an ‘us’?”

      He placed his hand on her mouth gently and with a quick kiss and a smile, he said, “You have my word, I will explain everything.”

      Vera searched his eyes, as they twinkled in the light of the Christmas tree and the lamps in the modest living room. A fire burned in the fireplace, creating a romantic setting, ideal for two people who wanted to spend a quiet evening together. However, all she could think about was what Charles had to say, the news that had the power to affect the rest of her life.

      “Go on, Charles, I’m listening.”

      “I know you are,” he said warmly. “I must commend you on finding out about the deal I made with Jack. Like I’ve always said, you would have made a fine agent.”

      “That was no trick. He trusts me, and he was drinking. I used to be his secretary, remember?” Vera said with a shrug.

      “About that deal, information has recently come to light about Frankie’s death. I can’t go into a lot of the details, but the new man on the job, the detective who replaced Linley, has done a terrible job of securing the files of the investigation or keeping his officers from spilling their guts to the right people.”

      “I suppose those people would be agents like yourself?”

      “Yes ma’am, as you have discovered, we can be very persuasive,” he said with a wink.

      Vera was sitting on the edge of the couch listening to Charles, her attention focused on everything he was saying. “This is terrible, you have to tell me what you found out. Can you tell me or is it top secret or something?”

      “There is a reason your friend Jack started playing host to the likes of Eckhart and his crowd. The man is bad news, but he is also one of the biggest supporters and financiers of the communist cause on the West coast. His connections to the criminal elements of Hollywood and his hobnobbing with stars and movie producers, not to mention his political pull, made him a pivotal person, the key person of this investigation. I can’t tell you any more than that because it’s classified, but you already know all of this about Eckhart, or I believe you have come to that conclusion after witnessing his behavior at Jack’s.”

      “Why was Jack so important to Eckhart? There are dozens of other stars in Hollywood that have connections, not just Jack.”

      “True, but how many of those stars were itching to strike out on their own and start their own companies? Communism isn’t just spread by books and people, the ideals of it are spread in a way that your average person doesn’t see as dangerous. It’s spread in plays, radio programs, and movies. If the communists could sway the American people to sympathize with them, to see the world as they do, it could have an effect on everything from the politicians that are voted into office to the laws that are passed. It could even effect which side the United States picks in a fight. That is why the work I have been doing here is so important. I know some communists carry guns and cause a lot of problems, but it’s the ones wielding scripts and taking over the movie screens that can cause the real damage.”

      “You mean that Eckhart targeted Jack because of Jack’s idea to run his own company, that the communists wanted Jack to make movies that spread their views?”

      “Yes ma’am. Propaganda is the most effective weapon in the cold war. Look at Germany during the war, look at the powerful effect propaganda had on that nation, and the millions of people who died because of it.”

      “But what about Frankie’s murder? You said you have information about that. How does that tie into it?”

      “That new detective is not only sloppy, but he is also loyal to Finch, or rather loyal to Finch’s money. He would do anything to protect Finch including lying and covering up important evidence for Finch, to protect the interests of the studio.”

      “I don’t understand. was Finch involved in the murder of Frankie Levine?”

      “My dear, just about everyone was in on it but you and Jack. Finch isn’t dumb. He is one of the savviest executives in the film business. He keeps his hand in every pot in this town. He heard that Jack wanted to leave the studio. He could hardly afford to let that happen. And Frankie, with her tragic drug addiction and drinking problem, was becoming a liability. She was unreliable, hard to work with, and she was no longer the fresh-faced beauty she once was. Frankie’s days were numbered. She just didn’t know it.”

      Vera gasped, “Did Finch kill Frankie?”

      “No, but he was planning on it. If someone hadn’t got there first, he was going to take matters into his own hands to keep Jack, his biggest star.”

      “I didn’t think a man like Finch would be mixed up in anything like that. He certainly is sleazy, but a murderer?”

      “He wasn’t planning on killing her. He had a willing volunteer inside Jack’s own house, a woman that had helped raise Jack, who worked for the Kilians for years, a woman who would do anything to make Jack happy and who thought Frankie wasn’t good enough for her Jack.”

      “Who? Who are you talking about?” Vera asked but she had a sneaky suspicion she already knew the answer.

      “Mrs. Strauss! She was poised ready to kill Frankie with drugs or some other means, but not for the same reason Finch wanted the star dead.   Finch wanted Frankie out of the way so Jack would be trapped forever to the studio that saved him, and Mrs. Strauss wanted Frankie dead because she hated the woman who was forcing her Jack in to a marriage he didn’t want.”

      Vera shuddered, “I’m glad Mrs. Strauss liked me. I never would have thought she was capable of murder.”

      “Well, she never had the chance to find out because someone beat her to it.”

      “And that someone was Eckhart?”

      “I was astounded that a man with as many henchmen and underworld types would take care of anything like this himself, but I suppose he wanted it done right. With stakes this high, he couldn’t afford to make a mistake.”

      “How did he make Jack think that he owed him anything?”

      “That argument between you and Frankie was just the excuse Eckhart was looking for. It made Jack and Frankie’s relationship seem volatile. In a public way, it showed that Frankie and Jack were not the perfect couple everyone had been led to believe. Honestly, Frankie Levine died that night because she proved to be a target of opportunity. She was drunk, and so was Jack. People saw them together all evening. Eckhart must have killed Frankie while Jack was nearly passed out in the pool house not more than a few feet away from him. Jack was too drunk to have seen anything or remembered the incident. Then, after Jack stumbled inside, Eckhart disposed of the body in the pool.”

      “What about the evidence that Eckhart has on Jack?”

      “There was a photographer working the party that night. He was supposed to be on Jack’s payroll, but Eckhart paid him more. There were pictures of Jack with Frankie, of them fighting, and then later of her body in a chair beside him. I won’t go into the details, but I think you understand.”

      “He set Jack up?”

      “He did, but I haven’t told you craziest part. According to the coroner, Frankie Levine had enough sedatives in her system in pills and drink that she was probably on her way out anyway. The coroner didn’t make this public, but she was overdosing that night.”

      Vera’s head was spinning, “Let me understand this. Eckhart killed Frankie to blackmail Jack. Finch used the power of the studio to keep Jack out of trouble. Is that right?”

      “Right. And to top it all off, Frankie was nearly dead when Eckhart killed her.”

      “How did you know about Mrs. Strauss?”

      “I don’t want to name our operative, but we had someone on the inside of Jack’s residence to keep you safe and keep an eye on things. She proved very useful, and I have put in a request for her to receive an accommodation.”

      Vera did not have to guess who that was. She remembered the nice maid who treated her like a friend, and she realized she would never know her true name. “And what about the spy inside the house and whoever is following me?”

      “Eckhart had an agent inside the house who wanted as much dirt on Jack as he could get to pressure Jack to leave the studio, and Finch has someone following you. He didn’t want to see you fall into the same addictions that Frankie did, so he had you under surveillance.”

      Vera sat in silence for a few moments, trying to understand it all. “Where does this leave you? You said you were leaving the Bureau?”

      Charles stood and walked to the fireplace, leaning against the mantle as he turned to Vera and said, “I am leaving. The Bureau has changed since I first joined it. The dedication to doing what was right is getting lost under the pressure to produce results the public can read about in their morning papers. I have done my part, and so have you. This investigation is in the hands of the Bureau now. Jack is cooperating and is off the hook. All he has to do is testify if he chooses to do so. Eckhart was the one we wanted, and with your help and Jack’s cooperation, Eckhart has agreed to give up his contacts in exchange for immunity. There may be a few more details to clean up, but everything I can do for the investigation has been done.”

      “What will you do now?” Vera asked, “If you are leaving the Bureau, what happens next?”

      “I have been recruited by the CIA. It has long hours, and I will be out of the country a lot, but I can’t say much more about my new job than that. I will have an opportunity to serve my country in a way I couldn’t at the Bureau.”

      “Will you be staying here? You won’t, I can tell,” Vera said as she looked down.

      “Vera, come here,” He said gently.

      Vera joined him by the mantle. He softly touched her face, he lifted her chin as he said, “I will have to move to Washington, but you are no longer my informant. I don’t know where our future is going to take us, me on one coast and always gone and you with your career, but I am free to love you.”

      “Charles, is that true?”

      “Yes, as soon as my duties are done at the Bureau, you and I can have a future together. The next few months may be trying on us both. We won’t be able to see each other, or speak to each other until I have moved to my new job. However, I promise you, Vera, that if you are willing to be patient, to wait for me, I will love you all the days of your life.”

      “I will wait for you, Charles. I have waited this long, and I can wait as long as you want me to if it means that you and I can be together.”

      “Merry Christmas, Vera Pulaski,” Charles said as he gazed into her eyes.

      “Merry Christmas, Agent Greene,” Vera answered as his lips met hers in a kiss that Vera knew would not be their last.
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        October 21, 1954

        Hollywood, California

      

      

      The limousine parked outside of the glitziest club in Hollywood. Vera smiled at the heartbreakingly handsome man at her side, “How do I look?”

      “Too good to let you out of this car,” he said as he kissed her on the cheek. “I should give you a real kiss and ruin that perfect makeup of yours.”

      “Don’t you dare. This is the premiere party! The press will be there, and I have to look my best,” Vera said as she flashed a smile at him.

      “I know, the press and your fans have to see you at your best.”

      “They do, but later, after the party, you can mess my make-up all you want, is that deal?”

      “Deal. I am only in town for a few weeks, and we have a lot of catching up to do. I plan on messing up more than your make-up,” her companion said as she gave him a quick peck and stepped out of the car onto the red carpet.

      The sound of applause and her name being cried out from the crowds gathered behind the velvet rope made Vera feel as though her real life was better than she could ever have imagined.

      Standing outside the limousine. She posed for pictures and waved to the crowds. Her companion, Charles Greene, climbed out of the car and stood beside her, his movie star good looks eliciting gasps of surprise and cheers from the crowd. As they walked hand in hand towards the club, Vera paused and turned to the crowd.

      Fans of all ages rushed towards the ropes thrusting autograph books at her and smiling. Their compliments were met with heartfelt words of thanks as she signed book after book. The press immediately seized on the opportunity to pepper her with questions as she spoke to her fans.

      “Miss Paige, who’s the mystery man?”

      “Miss Paige, where is Jack Kilian?”

      “Tell us, who is your date?”

      Vera thanked her fans and rejoined Charles on the red carpet as she spoke to reporters, “This is my date, Charles Greene,” she said as she beamed at the well-dressed man at her side. And then she kissed him in front of a lightning storm of cameras, clicking and flashing, immortalizing the moment for the papers.

      A car rolled up behind her and out came Jack Kilian, on his arm a brunette, one of a string of ladies he had been seen with since he formed his own film company.

      Jack Kilian and his pretty date joined Vera and Charles, as they stood, smiling and posing for cameras, the press hungry for answers.

      “Jack, tell us about your new company.”

      “Jack, how did the premiere go? Is this new film going to be box office gold like your last two films?”

      Jack answered as he winked at Vera, “I do expect this film, the latest starring me and the lovely Miss Paige, to be the kind of movie that our fans will want to see. That we have made a movie that represents the hopes and dreams of the people who go see our films, people who stand in line waiting to purchase tickets every weekend. At Kilian Productions, we want to make quality movies that people of all walks of life can relate to, that they can enjoy, and we want to tell stories that are worth telling.”

      “Miss Paige, are you happy that you gave up working with the big-name studios to sign a contract with Kilian Productions?”

      Vera smiled at Jack, “I sure am. Jack and I have been friends since I arrived in Hollywood. At Kilian Productions, I feel right at home. My fellow stars and directors and I who came to the new studio feel the same way. Jack has given us an opportunity to express ourselves, to be creative. Our fans enjoy that, and so do we.”

      “Jack, Vera, let’s have a shot of you two together, the stars of this latest picture,” said a reporter from New York.

      Jack and Vera stood side by side, his hand on her waist. The fans cheered and clapped, showing their enthusiasm for their two favorite stars. For fun, Vera kissed Jack on the cheek, as the cameras clicked and the flashes popped. The public loved it, and so did the press.

      “Vera, is it true that you and Jack dated?”

      “Come on, Jack, what about the rumors you two used to live together?”

      Jack smiled and with his good-natured laugh, and brushed aside the questions as easily as ever. “That sounds like a great story. Maybe we will make it into a movie one day. Keep watching.”

      Vera rejoined Charles and slipped her arm into his as they walked inside the club. They were met with a thunder of applause from actors, actresses, directors, and producers. The band immediately stopped playing as the couples on the dance floor broke out into cheers. Then the band began playing the theme song from the last big movie Jack and Vera starred in together.

      “Vera, Jack! My stars are finally here!” Salvatore Wright exclaimed as he joined them. “You have to join the cast. We have an enormous table right by the dance floor. Everyone is here waiting for you and your dates,” he said as he held out his hand to Charles who immediately shook it and smiled. The brunette on Jack’s arms received a hug and kiss from one of Hollywood’s famous directors and newest defectors to Jack’s company.

      Sal whispered in Vera’s ear as he gave her a quick kiss on the cheek, “There is rumor this film may garner you a nomination for an Oscar.”

      Vera stared at Sal, mouthing the word “Oscar?” as Charles, held out a chair for her.

      “Vera! There you are, you silly thing, keeping us waiting!” Joni said as she nudged Maddie in the ribs.

      “Yeah, we have a bone to pick with you. Why is Joni’s name ahead of mine in the credits?”

      “Ladies, Joni’s last name begins with a D, you know, Davis. Its alphabetical order, but I promise that the next film you are both in together, I will change that. Is that acceptable to my darling stars?” Jack said to Vera’s former roommates.

      Joni rolled her eyes but smiled as Maddie beamed. They were content in their own way, still bickering as old roommates even though they were both up-and-coming stars at Jack’s company.

      The band played a slow song, an older song that Vera loved as Charles leaned close and whispered, “Care to dance, Miss Paige?”

      “Are we allowed to? I mean, people might see us.”

      “I know, and that’s fine by me. The case is closed, it’s out of my hands. Enough about work, it has been far too long since we danced,” Charles said as he held out his hand to Vera.

      Vera stood up and followed him to the dance floor. Tonight, she was a big star, the movie that premiered was going to be a hit, and everyone could feel it. Her closest friends were in it, an addition to the stars, Jack and Vera. Together, they had created a film they could be proud of, presenting the movie with Jack’s company logo emblazoned on the screen. The onset chemistry as volatile ever, as Sal said, it was why the movies they were in always made money, people liked to see them together.

      Tonight, she may have been in a hit movie with Jack Kilian, but she was in Charles’s arms as the music played. His work at the CIA kept him away while she filmed movies, but on nights like this, when they were together, when he was staring into her eyes, she knew that the chemistry they had was real and powerful. No movie camera would ever capture what they shared. It was the love and romance she shared with Charles that Vera brought to her roles on screen. This man with the movie star good looks and the high ideals was her muse.

      “Charles, for Christmas this year, I am thinking about heading home to Winter Falls. What do you think?”

      “I think that sounds like a town that won’t know what to think of their Vera Pulaski coming home a big star.”

      “I know, but that’s not the reason. I miss the snow and my mother’s cooking.”

      “Yes, I can see that. There isn’t any snow in Hollywood.”

      “But Charles, that isn’t the only reason. I want you to meet my family.”

      “Vera, are you saying what I think you are?”

      “Yes Charles, I am. We may live crazy lives, our history reads like a script to a movie, but I want our future to be normal. I want to have a normal life with you, and I think that starts with you meeting my family.”

      “Vera, you are a big star, and your career is just getting started. I have taken a job with a new agency. How are we going to lead a normal life? I don’t think a white picket fence and a little white house are in our cards.”

      “You are probably right. We won’t have a predictable life like anyone else, but it doesn’t mean that I don’t love you and you don’t love me. For us, a normal life may not be in our cards, normal for anywhere in America but here. Who said we can’t have a normal Hollywood life, filled with interviews, fan mail, and our work?”

      “It would mean you would have to come see me in Washington sometimes,” Charles said as he held her close.

      “What’s wrong with that? Maybe in Washington we could have that picket fence and that cottage and could live like a normal couple.”

      “And out here live like glamorous stars? That sounds like a movie not real life.”

      “It does,” said Vera, “and that’s why I think for us it just might work, after all our life together, how we met, everything we have been through has Hollywood at the heart of it. I never would have met you if I hadn’t come to Hollywood to pursue my dream.”

      “I never would have met you if I hadn’t been assigned to investigate Communists infiltrating Hollywood.”

      “If Jack didn’t lose his fiancée or Jack hadn’t gotten mixed up with Eckhart, none of this, and by that, I mean you and me, we never would have met and ended up here tonight in each other’s arms.”

      “It’s settled then. The movie star and the Agent, in love and married, living separate lives as different as night and day?” Charles said as he held her, staring into her eyes.

      “Yes Charles, but you better not let Jack or Sal here you say that. They will be begging to buy the movie rights.”

      “That may not be such a bad idea. You could play you, but what handsome devil would play me?” Charles asked with a sparkle in his eye.

      “Charles, there could not be anyone in Hollywood to play you. Who knows? If you keep talking like this, you may find yourself a big star one day.”

      “I would rather be in love with a big star then be one. No Vera, I will always be content to be your biggest fan. I can say I knew you before you were the famous Vera Paige, and you will know that I love you for you are but also who you were, Vera Pulaski from Winter Falls New York, a pretty girl with a dream.”

      “Don’t you know that all my dreams have come true, all but one?”

      “And which one is that?” he teased as he held her close as the music played.

      “The dream I am living right now, the dream to be in your arms and to one day play the most important role of my career, to be your wife.”

      “If you wanted to be cast in that role, you may certainly have it. I can think of no other woman I would rather have as my wife than you.”

      Charles wrapped Vera in his arms and kissed her as the song came to an end. As they walked back to the table filled with Hollywood’s biggest names and brightest up-and-coming celebrities, Vera beamed at her future husband. That night, she discovered that it was possible to exceed her dreams, that with a little luck, hard work, and dedication, she could have fortune, fame, and the one thing she knew she would never have to be without, love. If her life were a movie, Vera knew, as she looked at the handsome Charles Greene, that she had found her happy ending.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Afterword

          

        

      

    

    
      Thank you so much for  reading my book. I hope you enjoyed this Hollywood mystery romance story.

      If you have time and would like to leave a reader’s review, please do so where you purchased the book. I always love getting feedback on my books and appreciate tremendously your effort.

      If you would like to be the first to know about my new releases, promotions and giveaways, please sign up for my mailing list on my my Facebook page, Victoria Hart author.

      For comments or questions about my books, please contact me at victoria@maplewoodpublishing.com.
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