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For Alice


I was loved.

 —Mary Pickford
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*
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*
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*

Serial: The Winking Idol

*
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*
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Newsreel for

November 12, 1916

A Day’s Pleasure

*  *  *

It was quite a large war. It was stupendously big and very distant. The public really was not inclined to pay much attention to it . . . We had grown used to the shouting. This perfectly understandable and honest public attitude was reflected more accurately and frankly in the motion picture than in any other institution.

—Terry Ramsaye
film historian and publicist (1925)

*  *  *
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At its northernmost limit, the California coastline suffered a winter of brutal winds pitched against iron-clad fog, and roiling seas whose whiplash could scar a man’s cheek as quickly as a cat-o’-nine-tails. Since the Gold Rush, mariners had run aground, and those who survived the splintering impact were often pulped when the tides tore them across the terrible strata of the volcanic landscape. For protection, the State had erected a score of lighthouses staffed with teams of three or four families who rotated duties that lasted into the day and into the night. The changing of the guard, as it were, was especially treacherous in some locations, such as Crescent City, accessible only by a tombolo that was flooded in high tide, or Point Bonita, whose wooden walkway, even after the mildest storm, tended to faint dead away from the loose soil of its mountaintop and tumble into the sea.

Until the advent of navigational radio, communication with the mainland was spotty. God help the man who broke his leg on the Farallon Islands between the weekly supply-ship visits. But the peril of the European War had meant Crosley crystal-receiver radio sets and quenched spark systems with an eight-hundred-mile range for all who lived and worked on the coastlines, and so, on Sunday, November 12, 1916, just below the Oregon border, at the St George Reef Lighthouse, eight miles off the California coast, there began an explosion of radio, telephone, and telegraph operations unprecedented in American history.

At high tide, roughly five o’clock in the morning, it was over an hour before dawn. The sweeping eighty-thousand-candlepower light from the third-order lens cast the frothing sea from shore to horizon into the high contrast of white against black for some moments, then back into full pitch-darkness. Two strong men in caps and slickers rowed the station boat toward the crown of stone upon which the lighthouse stood. Their passenger, her corpulent form bundled beneath a treated canvas sail, her arms crossed around her morning pitcher of coffee, was the Second Assistant Keeper, Emily Wheeler. As the light rotated, there was a stroboscopic effect which illuminated her progress cutting across the sea foam that lay like frosting above the crags and crevasses of the ancient reef.

Emily Wheeler, in the third generation of a family of California lighthouse keepers, was a difficult woman, but, as with all difficult women who could demand such isolated work, her desire was immediately granted. Of course, send her to a rock miles off the coastline, go with the governor’s blessings.

But, unlike other such women, she had thought to make her own uniform. She wore it under the sail and her layers of slickers and inflatable vests. It was navy wool, with simple gold braid at the throat, and there was a smart, matching cap under which she tucked the foundry-steel braid of her hair. After considerable thought about stripes – she didn’t want to seem conceited, yet she also wanted to acknowledge her duties – she had given herself the rank of sergeant.

Her lighthouse was the world’s most expensive, nine years in the making, a cylindrical housing hewn from living granite, a 115-foot caisson tower as sturdy as a medieval fortress, its imposing skin interrupted only by the balistrariac slits of loophole windows. And at the very top, capped with iron painted a brilliant red, was its lantern room, in which rotated the Fresnel lens, as faceted as a sultana’s engagement diamond, and which, like the eye of Argus, was chambered myriad ways, as close to omniscience as technology could dare. There was no better light in America.

To be the sergeant sharing charge of such a great beast was an honor and a responsibility to which Emily Wheeler was equal, and to be a woman superior to men was a life she made no secret of enjoying. In fact, to gain their confidence, she was known to pander to their prejudices, in effect putting her own gender up for sale. (‘Gentlemen,’ she said on her first day, ‘I do not give the orders. The sea gives the orders, and we are at the mercy of her unpredictable ways.’)

She was clearheaded in a crisis, and had organized the rescue of many a wayward sailor. However, it was her habit in the boring hours to engineer small crises herself. A twitching filament on the reserve lantern was occasion for much shouting; cleaning the fog signal’s air compressor meant at least three separate fits of panic. It was thus the curse of her men to wish on every shift for an actual disaster.

Since no one could live comfortably at the station for more than a week, the four keeper families passed much of their lives in cottage-style duplexes on the coast, on the dunes just above the shoreline. Husbands and wives and children were eternally, twice a day, with the waxing and waning tides, handing off hot meals and kissing each other goodbye.

Eight miles from shore, the station boat now settled into place on the leeward side of the lighthouse, which made a wedge-shaped windscreen, a small pool of calm. The men in the boat flashed their tiny lantern, and in response there was a groan from the crane housing overhead, and a winch dropped down a cargo net, into which Sergeant Wheeler stepped. Another exchange of lights, and then the crane withdrew, bringing her aloft. It was during the long moments when she swung in the wind, and the spray of the sea managed to slap at her face and neck, that she most enjoyed her job at the very edge of the map. ‘I am the westernmost woman in the country’ – an idea she extinguished when the cargo net placed her on granite. Trouble.

Leland, her assistant, helped her unbuckle the harness and step out of the cargo net. ‘We have a problem, Mom.’

Leland was always on duty at the same time she was, less a personal choice than a request of the other families. He was twenty-four years old, talk at the lighthouse had deemed him ‘unfairly handsome,’ and he had wrecked two surreys on the dunes near the cottages while impressing girls. Further, he had a propensity for mail-ordering sheet music from San Francisco, jazz rags, which he insisted on playing on the clarinet most afternoons, and he was known to visit the picture show three consecutive days to memorize the details of photoplays rather than stay at home and help his grandmother, who had the vapors. It was hoped Sergeant Wheeler would provide discipline.

‘What’s wrong?’

‘Craft adrift. About a mile west-northwest.’

‘Anyone on it?’

Leland hesitated. He was generally quick with a quip, which melted Emily’s heart too much and prevented any actual discipline from occurring. So now she looked at him not just as a sergeant, but as a worried mother. Finally, he said, ‘You should come see.’

They passed through the portico into the engine room and took the elevator to the cramped observation chamber just below the lantern room. It shared common glass with the lightbox one story above. There were two men already present, a father and a son of the Field family, pushing each other away from their only telescope worth a damn, the Alvan Clark with a two-inch lens. While Emily removed her slicker, and polished the wet from her glasses, two more assistants came into the room, having heard excitement was brewing.

‘Where’s the craft?’ Emily asked.

‘It’s ten o’clock, a mile out,’ answered the elder Field.

‘And it’s manned?’

Field looked to his son, who looked to Leland, who nodded.

‘Is it the invasion?’ For this had been a topic of discussion, at first hypothetically and of late a grim certainty.

‘No, it’s just one man. Alone.’

Frowning, Emily pulled the phone from the wall and called to the lantern room, asking them to fix the lens so that it shone at ten o’clock, and to send up the code flags, prepare for a series of two-flag signals, and notify all surrounding vessels via radio telephony that a rescue was in progress.

The engine ground down with the easing of a clock spring, and the white light went steady upon the churning seas. The fog, which most days was a woolen overcoat, this morning was but a beaded mist easily torn through, and even without the telescope, Emily could see a small boat bobbing in the swells.

‘Lord! It’s just a skiff, an open skiff,’ she whispered. She made fluttering gestures to push back the group around the Alvan Clark, and they exchanged glances of anticipation. This was either a real crisis or one about to be shouted into existence. Emily applied her eye to the eyepiece, blinked, and ran her fingers along the reeded focus knob, making a blur, and then, in a perfectly circular iris, she saw, with a clarity that made her gasp, Charlie Chaplin.

She jolted a step backward, looking to the window without the aid of magnification, as if the telescope might have somehow fabricated this vision. She could see the boat, now rocking on the crests of ever-increasing waves as it came closer, and there was indeed a solitary figure aboard. He was dressed in baggy black trousers, a tight morning coat. He had a mustache. A cane. A derby.

‘Is that . . .’ She swallowed.

‘We were thinking it looks like Charlie Chaplin,’ Leland said, with the shame of a boy caught believing in fairies.

Emily gulped coffee, searching for it to kick like gin, and then she looked again through the telescope. The lighthouse provided a brilliant spotlight that swept away all color in the flood of illumination, casting its view into glowing white or penumbral mystery; there was no missing the open skiff, its single sail patched and sagging, its occupant shuffling from stem to stern, toes out, gingerly leaping over each oarlock’s thwart. He was rubbing his chin, and waggling his mustache as if itched by a puzzling thought, and in the several seconds Emily watched speechlessly, a gust of wind swung the ruined sail so that it hit him in his rear end, causing him to jump in place. He realized what had hit him, he tipped his hat as if he and the sail were engaged in polite social discourse, and he returned to his bowlegged pacing.

‘We have to rescue him,’ Leland finally said.

‘Yes,’ Emily whispered.

‘Could it be someone dressed as Charlie Chaplin?’ asked the elder Field, who always saw the blank physics of a situation, but even his voice had doubts. Each assistant took turns looking at the little fellow in the skiff, and each had to agree, one could certainly dress like Chaplin, and even act like Chaplin – there were contests and so on – but in the view of their telescope’s eye, there were no hesitations, no awkward attempts to remain graceful. This man was not pretending or attempting to convince them of his identity. Further, they were battling against logic with their desire to believe it was true. In the end, what was right before their eyes won.

‘Well,’ Leland said, helplessly showing off what he knew from the magazines, ‘that is definitely Charles Spencer Chaplin.’ Then he whispered, ‘Son of a gun. There’s a hole in the hull.’

He knew this because Chaplin was now using a tin cup to bail out water. As the boat drifted closer to the rocks, waves dumped over the bow, so the bailing was useless and frantic. Chaplin removed his hat to use it as a ladle, and now both his arms became pistons flinging water away as the sea drew his boat closer and closer to its doom.

Emily’s hand went to her mouth. ‘There’s a hole in his derby, too!’

‘Perhaps he’s making a movie here,’ suggested Field.

‘I’m going,’ Leland said. Before his mother had a chance to object, he had shot to the exit, and his boots made the authoritative peal of cathedral bells as he sprinted down the circular metal staircase.

‘Leland, come back,’ she cried, as mothers have always called to their children who in turn were called to the brutal seas, but in truth she hardly wanted to stop him. To stop him smacked of that phantom discipline she could not muster. Moreover, he was going to aid a helpless sailor, an act that throbbed with responsibility.

For his own part, Leland could not have been dissuaded, because the chance to rescue Charlie Chaplin would never come again. On the porch where the launch boats hung, he slipped into his flotation vest and jumped into the rowboat behind Johnson, who always wore a cameo of the Blessed Virgin on the outside of his protective clothing. With Johnson in first position, Leland took second position in the oarlocks, and signaled to the crane house to drop them to the sea.

For long minutes, two pairs of youthful arms rowed in splendid unison, threading the boat between spires and jags until it faced the open sea. Leland spotted the skiff ahead; it was drifting toward la pared de la muerte. Many points along the coast were known as the Wall of Death; this one had reasons for the name so convincing that the antediluvian Tolowa fishermen had described it thusly, and centuries later the Russian otter-hunters had agreed – stayna greebel, of course – for, no matter the tide, a wicked current drew anything in its grip magnetically shoreward, with unexpected speed. When you were still in the swells a quarter mile away from the obvious rocks, in the sickening drop of a trough, the half-submerged wall would be thrown erect before you, and there was a vortex into which all boats would be sucked down, then spat up against it, dashing what remained into bits.

Sergeant Emily Wheeler watched with pride and fear as her boy’s rescue boat rose and fell with the ocean, oars moving it foot by foot toward Chaplin’s skiff. She was anticipating the outcome – the shoreline, sunrise, seagulls chasing the spindrift, Chaplin on a driftwood log with a blanket draped over his shoulders, sipping coffee laced with brandy, and shaking from the fear and pleasure of having been rescued.

At the same time, arms fatigued and cold, Leland was staring through his partner, Johnson, considering the shape that the gratitude of Mr Charlie Chaplin might take. He imagined lecturing Chaplin; he had read Motion Picture Weekly, and he knew the difference between pretending to be on a dinghy in the movies, and testing your luck on such spirited seas as those near St George Reef. ‘But you know, Mr Chaplin,’ he would say, ‘this does make quite a scenario, don’t you think?’ And how else could Charlie respond but to stand from his log, place one arm up on Wheeler’s solid shoulder, pump his hand, and say, ‘I hadn’t considered it, Leland Wheeler, but you’re right,’ and ‘Leland Wheeler is a splendid kind of name. Come to the studio – we need strong arms and strong jawlines,’ and Leland constructed and reconstructed these statements with different kinds of English accents, from Ascot-races lordly to cockney chauffeur, since he wasn’t quite sure what Chaplin sounded like, eventually settling on the accent he’d heard a slapstick comedian use at the Redding Music Hall, British with a Jewish or Gypsy tint, he didn’t really know the specifics; but such speculation swirled in its own vortices, and he concluded first that this rescue might be his own salvation, then: might there be a filmed re-enactment, but this time with bathing beauties?

It is the nature of wishes and their potential fulfillment to travel faster than anything shackled to earth, especially a rowboat straining against a current that all but groaned in its desire to blow into la pared de la muerte. So Leland Wheeler’s mind could travel from sea to shore to the road leading seven hundred miles south to the bare ankles of the engaging backlot sirens who fluttered and yawned at the Mutual Studios of Los Angeles, in the approximate time it took Chaplin’s boat to be sucked into the whirlpool and begin an awful, irresistible spin.

Leland was calling out to Johnson, who called back; Leland could hear just the harder consonants of a prayer. Chaplin noticed them – he visibly perked up, stood, and leaned forward until the boat tipped, and he was forced, hands on hat, to lean back. He smiled, recognizing not the danger but the rescue, and he again tipped his hat, face breaking into the smile of one about to be saved. But his boat was already turning, turning slowly, turning almost gently, in obedience to Coriolis, and the men in the rowboat were shouting themselves hoarse, and Chaplin, in order to keep them in sight, began to march in place, counterclockwise. He was in effect stationary, even as the boat was beginning to spin under his feet. Leland shouted, ‘No!’

Chaplin cocked his ear as if trying to listen, holding to his temple his useless tin cup as if it were an ear trumpet, and, with the boat’s rotation increasing, he stepped up his own counterrotations until he was all but a blur.

The swells drew back. The boat stopped, Chaplin continuing to spin until he toppled over. With acrobatic momentum, the tumble carried him upright, and he stood, arms in fists at his sides, looking as if he had just triumphed over the sea. He did not see what loomed behind. With the weight of a mudslide, a wave crashed down upon the boat, and Charlie Chaplin was blown below the surface.

Pressure mounting against it like the thumb and forefinger of Uranus, the hull of the skiff rocketed out of the depths, sailed six feet over the waves, and crashed into shards like a wine bottle against the Wall of Death.

The sun was beginning to rise; there wasn’t yet its actual glow or warmth, but instead the gray promise of daylight. The lighthouse beam was thus fading in comparison with natural light, and the many colors of the sea were being restored: the olive bulbs of kelp atop the rich obsidian rocks, the emerald nightmare that was the sea, the lapis of the dawn skies. Leland and his companion rowed in place. They had lost their spirit. How terrible it was that God had created in humans the urge for compassion, a sensation that nature itself withheld.

The simplest pairs of code flags rode up the station’s monkey pole, the blue-and-white ‘A’ and yellow ‘Q,’ then the powder flag and St George’s Cross: boat lost, man overboard. An emotionless message, all was lost, all was lost. The St George Reef telegraph operator, weeping, began to tap out a note to the naval station to the south, and to all the ships at sea, a spotty and impressionistic account whose clarity was far outweighed by its emotional devastation. And yet, at the same time, he was receiving something that was not a response, that made no sense, a message of dots and dashes from the east.

From la pared de la muerte there was a quick bubbling, and Leland pointed, just as his mother, eyes red and wet with tears, swung the telescope to see what he witnessed: surfacing, dome up, the battered black derby, with a single strand of seaweed, like a rose upon a coffin.

Then rained down the next wave, and the hat was lost forever.
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Three thousand four hundred miles eastward, it was nine o’clock in the morning. The autumn sun stretched thinly over Manhattan, and yet, as per local legend, it had still arranged itself so that 350 Fifth Avenue, the Waldorf=Astoria, did not fall into shadow.

At the Waldorf, breakfast was served. In its block-long kitchens, steam rose from copper kettles, Florida oranges rolled down pipe shafts to be cleaved for the juicer, the alchemical preparations for champagne truffles brought gourmet Pierre Revel from his usual tufted seat in the Hamilton Lounge into the kitchen for consultations on proper mincing of the negretto, a platoon of mushroom-hatted chefs from Brussels frowned as they tasted hollandaise sauce puddled on greenbrier-wood ladles, and a legion of metal whisks fluffed up sauces for the orders of eggs Benedict that Park Avenue doctors now prescribed as a morning antidote for the social side of the night before.

Then there was the sound of three chimes.

Cups froze, suspended in the air. A single chime meant a message for a guest in a room the size of a suite or smaller. Two chimes meant the message was for a guest in the Maidenhead Suite or even one of the penthouses. Conversations now began to dissolve like honey in warm water, for no one could quite remember having heard three chimes before.

A pageboy in white chinoise-silk gloves again struck the soft rubber mallet against his three-note glockenspiel. He called out, ‘Mr Chaplin. Paging Charlie Chaplin.’ Which, in an instant, caused a ripple. Heads craned, and then, upon realizing what their owners had done, cheeks reddened.

And then the pageboy was gone, down the speckled Bidjar runner and into the lobby, where he again struck his three tones, and called out the name of Mr Chaplin.

In the Colorado Rockies, at the Grand Imperial Hotel, which had indeed looked imperial in its mining days, the manager uncorked the intercom tube that, in theory, addressed all public areas – in practice, it worked about as well as stretching two tin cans along a length of string – and called, in a voice whose transposition along the ether made it shimmer like a mirage, ‘Will Charlie Chaplin please come to the lobby?’

And in the Alexandria Hotel of Los Angeles, California, a boy in a red pillbox hat cupped his hand to his jaw and cried, ‘Paging Charlie Chaplin. Charlie Chaplin, please report to the concierge desk.’ In a boarding house on the slopes of Butte, Montana, a landlady gingerly knocked on the door of the large bunk room, and cleared her throat so that the men in every dank cot could hear. ‘Is there a Charlie Chaplin here this morning?’

From the languid playpens of the Florida Gables to the great clapboard Outer Bank inns, from the flophouses of the Bowery to the pilgrims’ resorts near the Great Salt Lake, there were pages for Mr Charlie Chaplin. According to the Boston Globe, Chaplin was sought that morning in over eight hundred hotels.
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Also that morning, on iron tracks through which sifted the East Texas dust, a sturdy 4-6-2 steam locomotive chugged eastward at forty miles per hour, towing its coal tender, four passenger cars, and caboose on the main route of the Beaumont, Sour Lake and Western Railway line. This was nicknamed among those who knew it best the Belch, Slow Leak and Wheeze. Constructed during a flurry of interest in connecting the Midwest to the Gulf (the morning the line opened, its Missouri station was proclaimed ‘The Port of Kansas City’), it had been bought and sold and gone into receivership so often that the workers now demanded to be paid in cash. Still, service was mostly friendly, a ‘what the hey’ camaraderie which accepted as a noble truth that, should you have business aboard the Belch, Slow Leak and Wheeze, you deserved commiseration.

On the train today were a handful of passengers, an engineer, his assistant, a conductor, two soused brakemen, an indolent fireman, and a seething porter who continually flipped a coin to determine if his sweetheart had been faithless.

In the very rear, facing the receding horizon, alone, feet dangling through the iron rails of the caboose, eyes disconsolate and ill-focused, moped one Hugo Black. He was twenty-three years old. He wore the brown-and-elephant-gray overalls of the Beaumont, Sour Lake and Western Railway junior engineering staff as if they were prisoner’s stripes.

Below a pencil-thin mustache, his mouth was moving; one schooled in the art of lip-reading would find that Hugo was silently pronouncing villainous curses upon the world. In café French. His mastery of the idiom was astonishing, especially in that he had never been to France. He was mourning how moments ago the ill-glued spine of his Flaubert had caught in the wind. As the train rattled past Batson, pages of Madame Bovary scattered behind, fluttering into brambles as if brilliant French literature were simply a by-product of steam locomotion.

Hugo no longer had business on this train. He was the son of a professor at the University of Michigan. Hugo Black père was a scholar of mechanics, specializing in the design of railway trains. ‘I am an engineer of engineers,’ he had said, often, with the eternal hope that he might be found witty, and his son, after cringing through many summers of local railway work, had upon his graduation from college spread his wings as far from home as adventure allowed, seeking at first distant colleagues of his father’s on the Chicago, Milwaukee & St Paul, then the Lehigh Valley, and even two weeks on the Sinnemahoning tending to the needs of a splendid Mikado locomo-tive. But he consistently found his services were no longer required.

Between jobs, he returned to Michigan for cotillion season, tall and striking in a dinner jacket, with or without vents, executing flashy scarlet waltzes or Viennese rumbas. His family lived not quite in Grosse Pointe, or even quite on Jefferson Avenue, but two blocks away from the Immortals, in a house not quite as fine as the rest. This left his mother eternally vigilant as to class, grace, and aesthetic choices.

Hugo was unsure exactly when he lost his fellow employees on the Belch, Slow Leak and Wheeze, though no one had appreciated the wreath of prairie roses he had braided himself and hung over the staff lockers. Even after he had explained they were created in accordance with William Morris’s principles of workplace ablative motifs, his fellow workers could not be said to embrace him. He understood and he tried to be patient, for he wanted to be helpful. But when he volunteered to while away the hours by reading aloud from John Ruskin, they asked that he no longer assist with the boiler, the wheel maintenance, the loading and unloading of baggage, but sit in the back and please be quiet. It was the ‘please’ that killed. His rejection so complete it inspired politeness.

There, on the lonely caboose, with the last of the pages gone, and the book binding empty as a corn husk, Hugo considered whether he could at least announce he’d been reading Flaubert in the original French. He had no one to say it to, and so, instead, he let his heels smack against the car’s empty coupling until he felt the vibrations ping up his shins, and he slumped while the train found the final slow curve along the Neches River, into the disaster awaiting them at Beaumont.

If the train cut through any particular atmosphere, it was the same suspended tension throughout the forty-eight states, an indrawn breath not yet expelled. The last week’s presidential election had been fraught. There were recounts and challenges, and long days later, Woodrow Wilson was declared the winner, and the relief was palpable. America was still at peace.

But when there was a long-enough lull – all it took was another day or so, news from Europe drifting onto the front pages again – it wasn’t really silent anymore. Wayward winds blew to shore the terrible sounds of mortar fire, cries of wounded men, the lacquer tang of poison gas. America was on edge, everywhere, as if every man were glancing toward his rifle and then toward the neighboring barn, hearing cries of pain at sunset, and knowing that before morning came he was charged with the responsibility of shooting the family horse. One day – but when? – America would have to put old Europe out of its misery.

In the meantime, today, Sunday, the surprise guest, the picnic – this came as not just a respite but a blessing for the citizens of Beaumont, Texas. At the Beaumont train station, the burbling crowd drowned out the purple mourning doves cooing on the statues to Progress and Industry. Church bells were swinging as ineffectively as if the clappers had been stolen, for no one was at church.

There was a crow’s nest fifty feet west of the station, and in it was a twelve-year-old girl who had courage and a spyglass. She wore exceptionally clean overalls and boots that had never known mud, and she had wind-burned skin, a brown-eyed stare pegged to eternity, and black hair that went easily into pigtails, and this was the single obedient part of her.

Her name was Rebecca Golod, and her fertile kin, all of them industrious, energetic, and argumentative, had come to Texas from the steppes of Russia ten years before, with stops in Toronto (not very friendly), Detroit (the same), Chicago (too many other Jews – it was like Russia all over again), and Biloxi (who wanted to live in Biloxi?). The Golods owned an entire block of Beaumont stores now, with cousins and nieces and nephews who flowed through the Russia-to-Texas pipeline as efficiently as any light sweet crude. Had there been a family crest, it would have shown two rampant hawks with beaks pinching each other’s necks.

Roughly half of the family was crooked. The shady half was perpetually blackmailing the noble half to pay off gambling debts, drinking bills, schemes to open opium dens. Rebecca’s spyglass was the only keepsake her grandfather had successfully smuggled out of Russia, having lost even the family samovar to guards at the Austrian border. She had determined that, among the screaming and shouting, she could distinguish herself, and still induce the kind of rage that seemed to mean that your parents truly loved you, by becoming the quietest, most humble, and most honest of all Golods. The type of girl who had organized her dolls by height (then, as she assigned them personalities, in order of their self-discipline), she decided she could be entrusted with delicate things, and so the spyglass was freed from Grandfather’s closet and now comfortably dangled on a chain around her neck.

As one relative, then another spotted her in the crow’s nest, each wailed as if hit in the foot with a mallet, looked for someone else in the family to blame, then called for her to come down and hand the spyglass back to Grandfather, but Rebecca put her finger to her lips, looked piqued, as if they were embarrassing her, and returned to looking for the 8:16 train.

On the platform, the Marine Band rehearsed ‘When the Saints Go Marching In’ and its tricky segue to the ‘Spindletop Fight Song’ near a table covered with checked cotton cloth, and on it chicken salad, baked beans, and, finally, their surfaces domed and ready to burst like volcanoes, perhaps a quarter acre of freshly baked pies. The finest people in town, those who had built their homes in The Oaks, lingered by their chauffeur-driven automobiles, for they had their own plans to spirit the guest toward private luncheons with blue-etched china plates shipped from Dresden and on them the amazing fact of tiny, round sandwiches that had no crusts.

Beaumont was home to the Spindletop gusher, whose eruption in 1901 had spilled a million barrels of oil even before it was capped. This was exciting to everyone, from the local boys who had found that dancing in the geyser was a fantastic method of causing their mothers to faint, to the petroleum companies – Humble, Gulf, Texas – who had generated wealth beyond reason.

‘Thus,’ Mayor Knight whispered, rehearsing, finger in the air as if slicing through prevailing winds, bringing insight and prosperity, ‘were Texas a giant, you could lay her upon the bosom of Europe. And, with her head in repose upon the mountains of Norway, with London resting in one palm and Warsaw in the other, she could easily bathe her ponderous feet in the blue waters of the Mediterranean Sea. So, on behalf of the people of Beaumont, proud home of the Spindletop gusher’ – he considered the delightful morning he’d had at the Pine Tree Café – ‘and home to the tastiest flapjacks in Jefferson County, we invite you, Charlie Chaplin, to take light refreshment and a morning drink with us.’

‘TRAIN’S COMING!’ The yell came up from a fleet of boys running down the track. Rebecca frowned. With the naked eye, she could clearly see the steam from the smokebox chimney that floated over a locomotive shimmering in the distance, and yet she hadn’t been able to see it through the spyglass. And then she saw that the lens was host to a wicked, spidery crack. She was tempted to shout down that the family heirloom was a piece of junk. Instead, she capped the lens, wondering with increasing anger how long her grandfather had kept its obsolescence from them; how betrayed she felt, what a farbrekher he was; then, lowering the spyglass into its protective leather satchel, she was chilled. Wasn’t there a moment, climbing up, when she’d felt it strike the lodgepole-pine stand? Hard?

Since she was always so careful, she decided that this hadn’t actually happened.

The band assembled into neat rows flanking the strongest boy in the twelfth grade, who wore a bass drum strapped to his belly, and who beat on it with a joyous rhythm from the heart of East Texas. There were last-minute panicked repinnings of bunting that had diabolically chosen this moment to sag, and all the town spilled onto the platform in a mass, from the patients at the Ralston Confederate Retirement Home in their wicker-strap wheelchairs to the girls who had turned out in their best dresses, dresses so fine that when the newspaper accounts described the catastrophe to come, they still spent inches serenading local color (‘Miss Kate Ogden, pink albatross and white velvet; Miss Fannie Stewart, pink velvet; Miss Hattie Chapman, pale-lavender teatime dress’), and all the girls, no matter how much they hated the others’ high-handed ways, stood linking arms so that – hang your light refreshment and a morning drink – they would be the most inviting sight for Chaplin’s eye.

The 8:16 eased into the station with a belch and slow leak of steam, and then, as promised, a wheeze of ancient brakes. The conductor stood at the exit door, watch heavy in his hand, as if his weighing the correct time might explain this massive crowd.

Rebecca threaded her way between adults until she was in sight of the caboose, where there stood a young man with a razor’s-edge mustache and a baroque nose. He put his hands on his hips and fixed the crowd with an angry, disappointed look. Rebecca almost gasped. She thought he had the condemning weight of storybook nobility, a landowner ashamed of his serfs. She wondered if Charlie Chaplin traveled with, among his many friends, royalty.

The band launched into ‘Over There,’ which annoyed Mayor Knight: there had been discussion of why exactly Chaplin hadn’t enlisted, and he wanted to extend the feeling of welcome rather than guilt. ‘Play something else! Anything!’ he yelled.

‘There he is!’ The cry came from the throat of a sensible man, Dr Franklin, and the crowd pressed forward, and a figure appeared at the head of a passenger car. That it was Eugenia Burkhardt in her daisy poke-bonnet, returning from her trip to Houston, in no way diminished Beaumont’s enthusiasm. Eugenia, who had never thought much of Beaumont, ignored the hands pulling at her, and the questions of where Chaplin was, until she finally rapped her umbrella against Bethyl Taylor, who was trying to hug her.

By the caboose, Rebecca tentatively waved at her elegant stranger, who was of course Hugo Black, in the hope he might wave back. She had a hunch, which had crept up on her as hunches did for children in folktales who listened to the advice given by magic mirrors or voices whispering from wells: the multitudes around her were missing an actual prince in their midst.

‘That’s him!’ This time the cry came from many places. Nonetheless, the person leaving the train was only mournful Joe Nailer, in his only good suit, who waved glumly, as if crowds greeted him every day of his life.

Whenever there was motion inside the train, ripples went through the crowds on the platform, and Rebecca was jostled, which required her to give narrow looks to many of her neighbors. A conductor in a sharp black cap yelled at her prince, who snapped to attention as no prince ever would.

From here, it was a small leap for her to suspect that Charlie Chaplin wasn’t really on the train.

When the porter opened the baggage compartment, a half dozen people fell over, trying to see inside, as if Chaplin – of course! – were traveling under the train like a railway rat, perhaps to surprise them in costume.

‘Folks! Folks, stand back from the train!’ This was obeyed easily enough – they had to give him some room, that was understandable. Still, it took some time, and the conductor continued, ‘The train cannot leave the station until there is room, so please stand back.’

The crowd did not stand back: they were here to see Chaplin, who was here to see them.

‘Where’s Charlie?’ a girlish voice cried. It was Rebecca Golod. The question took seed. ‘Where’s Charlie?’ It was an easy name to join in on, two syllables, and it seemed so friendly at first, ‘Char-lie, Char-lie, Char-lie.’

The conductor consulted with the engineer, and two redcaps stepped up to see what was the matter. Rebecca noticed her young man join them. Within moments, the uniformed men had finally found a use for their imperious-looking college-educated charge, Hugo Black: it was his job to disperse the crowd.

This Hugo took to with vigor, fluttering the backs of his hands at the crowd as if shooing an insistent hobo’s dog away from a freshly glazed ham. The chant of ‘Char-lie, Char-lie, Char-lie’ went darker.

The engineer blew the steam whistle, readying the train to go. Farmhands lifted their friends onto their shoulders, and they beat against the train, drumming their palms on the sheet metal in an apoplectic dissonance that caused Hugo to wince. Bravely, he began to lecture from the iron steps of the passenger car, adapting freely from a Ladies’ Home Journal essay he’d read by Mrs Alfred Astor about how easily sidewalk etiquette was achieved on Park Avenue, and he explained into the din how those simple lessons of common courtesy dictated that the crowd should disperse. Remembering the impact of the word, he added, ‘Please!’

He saw just one person looking his way: a little girl. He cocked his head and raised his eyebrows, and he smiled. Humbly, he thought. Her own eyebrows went south, eyes narrowing as if squeezing the last of daylight from them.

Hugo then saw what was around her neck. It was so incongruous his voice spoke on its own accord. ‘Good grief! Is that a Zeiss Optical spyglass?’

His heartbeat, which had been hammering in nervousness, mellowed. To see this in Texas made the rest of the world oblique; he felt suspended in a bubble outside of which all was blurred and vague. A Zeiss Optical spyglass was the pride of European technology, a salute to Old World charm and warmth, a slender fluted slide with a reeded edge calibrated for sensitive fingers. His father had one, calling it ‘too sweet for the workaday,’ and they had used it on weekends together, looking for birds. He remembered his father’s hand on his shoulder. ‘Pardon,’ he asked, for the girl had said something.

‘It’s my grandfather’s,’ she whispered again. He could just barely hear her voice, though she had tiptoed closer, two strides away from his stairs.

‘I’m sure it is, but—’ He broke off, for his own voice was submerged by the tuba player of the band, who had let out an emotive blat of frustration. Hugo swallowed. ‘I have one, too. At home. I’ll be careful.’

Hugo had been forgotten by everyone, save Rebecca. Somewhere behind her, someone dropped a bottle, which caused her to look over her shoulder to see one of the hoodlum children, an enormous sixth-grader who was rumored to be twenty-two years old, picking up a hank of broken railway tie and testing for tensile strength by whacking it against one of his callused palms.

As Rebecca approached, Hugo glanced toward the exits, since it was apparent people were walking away. He thought his lecture had worked. But there were actually two distressing developments. First, people were linking arms on the track ahead (putting down blankets so they could sit without dirtying themselves), and, second, the departing Beaumont citizens were only walking as far as the brickyard, where the proprietor, jangling his ring of keys, waved them in.

Hugo, innocent of this view, whispered to Rebecca, ‘May I hold your Zeiss Optical spyglass?’

There was no reason to let this man touch such a valuable object, but Rebecca realized with a merciless crackle up her spine that such thinking did not become a Golod. Wordlessly, she removed the spyglass from its case, and then took the chain from around her neck, like slipping off a bridle.

Rebecca felt as light and generous as if supported by angels, and Hugo reached for it, cupping his hand as Rebecca confidently, with a determination beyond her years, dropped the spyglass, lens first, onto the concrete platform.

It rolled in a semicircle.

Rebecca found her voice. It was a low, almost subsonic moan that ascended in volume and timbre until it sounded as epic and awful as the misery of a garroted winter wolf.

‘You – broke – my – spyglass!’

She was aware, without turning, of the shadow behind her, the way any animal could sense the presence of kin. It was the shadow of someone huge. Hugo was so transfixed by the squalling girl that he went dimwitted. He caught a blur: a left hand that had, on the bitter spring mornings on the steppes of Drohitchen, during troubled whelpings, pulled calves from their mothers’ wombs with a single tug, found Hugo’s shirt collar. It yanked him forward and off the train.

This was excellent news, briefly, in that the first brick hurtling through the air missed Hugo. It thudded against the train cab stairs just as Hugo’s entire field of vision filled with a permafrost of impenetrable white beard surrounding a pit of angry teeth that had known only Russian frontier dentists. This was Abraham Golod, Rebecca’s grandfather, owner of the spyglass, and as his left fist continued to reel in Hugo by the collar, his right fist, black as an ironmonger’s mallet, punched him in the face. Hugo’s head snapped back, his legs buckled under his weight as if they were blades of grass, he heard warbling birds and gamboling children, and he wanted to tell them hello, but he was already unconscious.

Rebecca stood wide-eyed, nostrils flaring and mouth open as if every sense were eager to take in all available wisdom from this moment. Had she actually blamed her tarnished prince for the spyglass? How awful of her! Had that resulted in her slithering out of trouble? How not-quite-awful. Her grandfather grabbed her by the arm. When she resisted, he threw her over his shoulder and strode through the crowd toward their Ford flatbed truck, his shattered spyglass now in one fist.

‘Today you ride in the back!’

‘But, Grandpa—’

‘With the vegetables. In the back!’

Their discussion went unnoticed, the air already gone dusty red, a convocation of bricks soaring in parabolas, colliding with the train, bouncing off sheet metal, cracking windows.

‘Char-lie! Char-lie! Char-lie!’

While ranchers clambered in through the window frames, wildcat workers fanned into a passenger car, coughing the name like bloodhounds treeing a fugitive. Luggage compartments were thrown open, and each successive valise, portmanteau, and Dutch satchel that was discovered not to be Charlie Chaplin was heaved out the window, until the skies over the platform were heavy with the rain of neckties, trousers, crêpe de chine smocks. Travelers and train workers were marched down the aisles and to the platform, where the crowds demanded, ‘Where is he?’ and did not listen to the answers.

The portmanteaux and satchels were thrown back first, and, in a savage response to the man who had so terribly dismissed their hospitality, came the light refreshments and pitchers of beer. And then a single pie. It half disintegrated on the way, crust and filling slapping against the train like an upsplash of mud.

Hugo, who could not account for several recent minutes, was crawling, bloody as an anchorite, from the train and toward daylight at the edge of the mob. He arose near the picnic tables. His face felt as if he’d slept on a clothes iron.

He watched the crowd swarm over the train: passenger-car seats were ripped open, their straw stuffing used as kindling, and then, with a careful sprinkle of the God-given, plentiful, and rich local gasoline, the train was set afire.

The rest of the assault – pipes beating on the train, bricks, harassment of passengers – came to a halt, for the spectacle of the burning train was impressive. Hugo had never actually seen a mob before, but this certainly confirmed all he had heard about them. There was a stiff crackle, and he flinched before a sound like rivets popping, the fire finding a cache of ammunition in someone’s suitcase.

But passenger cars made poor targets for arson; once the seats and wallpaper were consumed, there was just a no-longer-exciting trickle of smoke going skyward. By then, word had passed through the crowd that perhaps they had made a mistake and it would be best to go home.

When a horde lost its purpose, it was like the sun disappearing in a fog bank. The entire town brushed past Hugo, finding fascinating objects in the middle of the lowlands to stare at. He looked to the picnic tables, where there still sat the quarter acre of pies. His eye was swelling shut, his nose was clotting with blood, there was a bruise that throbbed from his jaw to his cheekbone, and he was running his tongue from tooth to tooth, testing them all for number and fixity.

And yet the pies smelled delicious. The nearest was sweating, its vents swollen with a deep-blueberry ooze. Hugo wondered how a person decided to throw a pie. And why was that supposed to be funny?

With a flick of his eyes, he grabbed a pie in each hand. He limped with determination to a pillar draped with bunting, where he carefully sat with a groan, cross-legged. The pies were slightly warm, and the smell of strawberries and rhubarb was overwhelming. He excavated a palmful of custard filling. The taste was glorious, tempered only by the trouble he had working his jaw. Then he took another pawful of the sticky fruit and crust, and closed his eyes. Heaven.

The train had been destroyed, but he laughed, for he had hated everyone on the train. He glanced toward the station-agent cottage, alive with telegraph activity. As soon as they were done reporting the damages to the company, he would need to wire his father. He put a sticky fist under his chin. He realized, with a shudder, that he needed another goddamned job.

Meanwhile, in the station-agent cottage, the telegraph operator was taking notes with confusion while men all around gave combative monologues punctuated with foul gestures. Beyond the current emergency was something far larger. The engineer, cheek smeared with soot, was telephoning other train operators down the line. On railways across the country that did not link to East Texas, Chaplin had also been expected!

Further, the railways were not the only places people had gathered and been disappointed. There were riots on the docks of the Gulf of Mexico, and in Rye, New York, at an airstrip, a mob had tipped over an airplane he was supposed to be on, snapping off the propeller and rolling it down a muddy hillside.

The next week’s Beaumont Sentinel ran a full account with photos of the unfortunate event. After a chronology of the riot, Beaumont’s first, was a statement from Mayor French admitting they had been confused. ‘What we are trying to ascertain is why we all thought Chaplin was coming. I would swear the Widow Candless said so, but she says she heard it from me.’

So Beaumont, in the course of a few hours, had gone from prosperity and the prospect of fame, to being the home of a burnt-out shell of a passenger train. The cars sat on the siding with occasional wisps of smoke and ash rising into the air, and when the winds carried toward town, people would stiffen in embarrassment, then continue on their way.

They were not alone. The next day, the Kansas City Star asked in its headline, ‘HAD YOU THE CHAPLIN-ITIS?’ There was an account of his being paged in over eight hundred hotels, the failed rescue at sea off the California coast, his anticipated arrival at train stations, and below was an artist’s conception of that day’s commotion in Kansas City, when Chaplin had been seen wreaking havoc at the baseball field, knocking down an outfielder as he dove for a fly ball. He stumbled through a church picnic in Knoxville, and in New York City, at 31st and Sixth Avenue, he tied up traffic during a manic boxing match with a hotheaded bruiser of a cop. He was seen clutching the mane of a horse galloping across a field in West Virginia, and falling into a vat of offal in a Chicago stockyard. And then he was gone.

*  *  *

Such is the nature of the inexplicable that, as long as it does not involve money, it can be ignored. Within several weeks, the Chaplin-itis was forgotten, except for one small report.

A circular was issued by the American Society for Psychical Research, a group founded in 1885 in Boston by curious men, including, as they never failed to mention, William James, dean of skeptical inquiry and father of America psychology. After his death, it had become much more satisfying for the remaining founders to believe than to evaluate, and currently the Society was tilting toward defense of the ethereal world. The circular on Chaplin was written by a Professor Bamfylde Moore Carew (‘the Bohemian rhapsodist,’ as he was known).

Charlie Chaplin, Professor Carew wrote,

has become an American obsession, and among young and active minds, Chaplin is a subject of constantly recurrent thought. We find beyond peradventure that on Nov. 12 there existed a Chaplin impulse, which extended the length and breadth of the continent.

After several expository paragraphs (including a rhetorical blackjack taken to the knees of his enemies in physics, psychology, and Scientific American), Carew concluded:

There is a new medium which we do not yet understand the psychology behind, the filmed photoplay. For the first time, our ‘hero’ has fame not predicated on his presence before us, but upon a technology that renders him both real and imaginary. Not since the days of the prophets have we all so swiftly agreed that a single entity, one suffering many of life’s mishaps, can answer so many of our needs. We needed Charlie Chaplin to be our alter ego – or perhaps simply our ego itself – and so he came to us. Psychologists, those alarmists, call it mass hysteria. I call it a shared dream, a fairy tale, the birth of a myth. Today is a new beginning.

There Professor Carew’s argument finished, never to be examined or expanded. He did not indicate what exactly was beginning. No one seems to have inquired. Instead, the moment was over, and the world and all its inhabitants could move on.

Unless, of course, you happened to be one particular person.

4

His start was rocky. In his first films, age twenty-four, 1914, Keystone Studios, he ambles into shots as if thrown from the wings and unsure where his audience is hiding. His gaze is distant and calculating, that of a boxer sizing up opponents whose looming shadows no one can quite see.

Only a year later, already making $1,250 a week, he is a different man. Footage of his first day of work at Essanay, Chicago, January 1915, survives. In front of his new cast, crew, and bosses, in a shabby but honest suit of welterweight dark wool, he performs a ninety-second clog dance, hands on hips in mock concentration, gathering speed and flinging off flop sweat as if terrified he isn’t dazzling enough. Then he jumps in place like a drunk in a barroom dodging the bullets of savage cowboys, executing each recoil with such expertise you can almost see splinters and the shock of sawdust from six-guns firing into the floor. And then, miming rescue, he radiates bounteous joy by loping like a fawn in the woods. He finishes by tossing daisies (where did he find daisies in the Chicago winter?) to the assemblage; in just three seconds, he shifts his shoulders, goes en pointe, performs a curtsy, and falls flat on his behind.

The last moment is almost but not quite a blur: he springs back into position with the shy grin of an undersized youth at his first day of work, and then, eyes flicking darkly to each and every person, awaits their terrible judgment; he gives a start of realization, his finger goes across his throat for the cameraman, and the rest of the entr’acte is unrecorded.

A year after that, twenty-six months after his first film, he is earning over ten thousand dollars a week, making him the highest-paid man in America (the president of United States Steel, upon learning this, was said to have gone to the foundry, reviewed his empire of cooling girders, and mused that the continent was built on more things than he yet understood).

The interviews with Photoplay and Motion Picture Weekly and Footlights began to contain moral instruction. He wished to be known no longer just as a comedian but also as an expert tennis player, composer, pugilist, a clever dancer, golfer, motorist (though never at excessive speeds), and, most of all, ‘a stickler for poetry.’ He visited the chiropodist, spent hours reading fan mail, and was in bed nightly by ten p.m. ‘after a cool shower,’ a code clear to anyone: he was a man who lived the cleanest of lives. Shockingly, there was not a single lie in it (he never claimed, for instance, to answer his fan mail).

He assured the National Board of Review that his dramatics would no longer be vulgar: ‘I shall steer clear of the Elizabethan style and strive toward the more subtle and the fine. Not all films must end with a climactic pie fight.’ At a Hippodrome Theatre benefit for the wounded of Belgium, he eschewed comedy, conducting instead a piece of music he had composed, ‘The Peace Patrol,’ which he introduced as a celebration of the dove. The reception was so frosty – the audience had expected a knuckle-dusting march of revenge – he reluctantly churned the air with a baton-as-cane, turned out his toes, and did ‘the walk’ until, as he later said, ‘they no longer wanted to kill me.’

The dreary performance, a sodden winter rain, caused questions to spring up like dandelions. Did he not support the Allies, including his own native country of England? Did he mean to enlist? And why wasn’t he funny that evening?

He was driven to explain himself in Photoplay. ‘I was born in a hotel in Fontainebleau, where my parents were performing. My father was Spanish, and I never knew him before he passed on. But my mother was a saint, it must be said. Wherever we lived around Lambeth, no matter how poor we were, even if she had to break us from the workhouse to do it, she used to sit me down in Kennington Park and have me watch the people. “What are they thinking? What are they like? How do they act?” We never had money, so we had to make our own entertainment, and she was the best mimic I have known. Her death . . .’ And here he left the table, choking back tears reported as ‘dragged forth by a gravity previously unsuspected in the buoyant man who makes a million others laugh.’ Who is to say an ocean of laughs did not seep from a secret source, a font of tears?

Fifty million eyes welled up. Every ditchdigger knew a happy drunk whose life was misery, every soldier in France had death branded on his own still-beating heart, every critic remembered his Versio Vulgata, Medice, cura te ipsum, and who was the Little Tramp’s master but the physic of laughter who could never heal himself?

As of November 12, 1916, there were fifty-seven films, each one a cry from a broken heart. And here was the irony: for everyone on earth, everyone excluding him, every film was tonic for the soul beset by life’s frustrations writ small, by its disasters gone epic, and, of course, by the distant thunder, the lightning over the hill, of the European War.
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The Los Angeles Athletic Club boasted a waiting list of every bachelor in the city who could afford its well-tended rooms. It sported the finest gymnasium, boxing ring, wrestlers’ mats, spa, and Olympic pool. For socializing, there was a chummy English clubroom whose dark oak walls positively groaned with baleful-looking game animals gazing upon a snooker table that was said to be from Windsor Castle, though it was likely that royalty’s snooker tables wouldn’t divot so easily, and anyone indisposed enough to spend time beneath it would see grease pencil noting its retirement from the Triangle Studios. Still, it was agreed upon not to discuss too harshly the charms of the snooker table.

The Athletic Club’s suites on the third floor were designed for escape, rest, and meditation. They were airy and well insulated. No music was allowed, though a recent exception had been made for violin. It was a concession on behalf of one particular bachelor, in Suite E. His violin playing was agreed upon by management and fellow boarders to be on a par with Mischa Elman, perhaps – the violinist himself despaired as much – in the same vein as their agreement about the origins of the snooker table. He was a courteous fellow, batting away compliments, preferring instead to compare golf swings or uppercuts, to speculate about marlin fishing, or risk a vague but sophisticated comment about the exquisite quality of local women. But then, always, at ten o’clock, hours before the rest had settled down, he vanished to his suite.

And in the conversations that followed, prompted by the young men who filled the game room after eleven o’clock, the questions would begin. ‘But what’s he like?’

‘He’s nice’ was the universal response, universally found wanting. ‘Nice’ was hardly even an adjective. The round-robin comments (Is he funny? Is he conceited? Who’s his sweetheart? Has he done anything funny? I know the man who told him to make a crêpe mustache. He’s not that funny) echoed out of the game room and up the mezzanine to the second flight of stairs, where, long after he said he’d gone to bed, a small figure sat at the head of the stairs with a violin across his lap, plucking at the strings, reversed for a left-handed player, and debating with himself about whether just to go down these two flights of stairs and join everyone. He never joined everyone.

His suite had piles of books borrowed from the library downstairs, and exposure to the distant ocean, and, at its opposite exposure, the chaparral of the local hills. At night, you could see signs of tiny settlements poking up among the orange groves, the distant lights of Hollywood like a diamond bar pin, and the nearer lights, those of all downtown Los Angeles, the thriving center of culture, commerce, and transportation, were an unimpressive haul of jewels, not quite as many as could be purchased by looting the treasury of any prairie town. Los Angeles had not yet found its own identity, though its supporters were sure that day was coming; as of yet, it had the soul of the Midwest. Since it hadn’t cultivated any morals of its own, it borrowed those of the Midwest, too. There were few dinner parties, no frenzies in the street about the local movie stars (Los Angeles was unsure if it wanted to be known for either frenzy or movies); no bookstores sold Harper’s or other upsetting magazines, clergy ate for free at cafés that otherwise discouraged dawdling over coffee and pie, and the beds at the Club were single bunks. Everyone seemed to know and care about one another’s business.

When the winds were blowing properly, the bachelor in Suite E, blessed with exposures on both sides, could put down his violin and his books and lie awake for hours, listening to the songs of coyotes among the smells of sage and orange blossoms. Dawn came accompanied by gulls and the tang of sea spray. But he rarely slept through the night, staying awake instead and thinking that if Los Angeles were a village, then, by definition, he was the village idiot.

Nine blocks away, on a side street whose name no married man could quite recall when asked, was the Engstrom, the ladies’ hotel. Its manager, its owner, and its detectives were recent émigrés with talent not just for hospitality but also for tact and continental decorum. Once, a newly hired night manager had turned from a woman who had just signed the register to the man escorting her, and said, ‘It’s amazing, Miss Jones, how much your uncle looks like Adolph Zukor,’ and he was promptly sacked, driven to the railway station, and never heard from again.

It was a quiet place. Thus it was without precedent that at dawn on Sunday morning, November 12, 1916, a woman ran screaming through the lobby, and, still screaming, to the street. That it was Edna Purviance, an actress with something of a reputation to keep, made it even more surprising.

She ran, one hand to her mouth, the other holding shut her wrapper, which she had thrown on over an explosion of whatever had come to hand first – men’s wool trousers from the Mutual wardrobe department, a pajama top, boots.

At the corner of 3rd and Figueroa, she paused to catch her breath. Tears ran down her face; she sniffled and attempted to hold them back. She then proceeded to walk at a steady clip. She was rarely like this. Normally, Edna strolled through life with a faint smile on her face, as if she had heard a terrific joke, and would repeat it if you wanted, and even though she might get the details confused, and the punch line inverted, the two of you would be laughing so hard by then it hardly mattered. She had an orphan child’s expressive eyes that were as warm and round as pancakes, and a Junoesque body whose curves seemed seductive in a cabaret scene, comic if dunked under water, and matronly in the fadeout, when she had romanced the hero.

Although not a great beauty by local standards, which were rising by the day, she was known as a good sport. She was never the first to suggest a day at the lake, but she did keep a swimsuit by her makeup table. Levelheaded, unambitious, in no hurry to marry, a fine actress in the two-reelers, she had only one character flaw – a propensity to, when ignored at parties, faint dead away into the arms of the closest handsome man.

She had been acting for two years, neither rising nor falling in stature, but consistent in that her only leading man had been Charlie Chaplin. Whose death in a skiff off St George Reef had just been reported to her by telephone.

So now she rocked on the heels of her worn leather boots at the corner of 6th and Olive, a block away from the Athletic Club. The wide avenues were deserted, built for crowds who hadn’t yet arrived. Los Angeles barely had Saturday nights, and Sunday mornings, unless you were a farmer, were equally desolate. It was too early for church or the fish market. The trolley cars were still in their barn. The sky was brightening and throwing shadows so deep they seemed to carry their own echoes. The architecture of the lumpen four-story Federal-style buildings – banks, offices, city departments – was safe, borrowed from other cities, as if the locals were still looking for permission actually to build here.

Edna thought this was the least picturesque corner in all of Los Angeles. Not a single girl in the whole of the United States would see this corner in a film and decide to throw off Atlanta or Omaha or Rochester. Nor, Edna thought, would she have come, not today, from Lovelock, Nevada. She clutched at her wrap as a brief, shockingly cold November wind harassed its edges. Three weeks before, she had turned twenty-one years old.

She returned to walking, step by step, on the recently poured sidewalk. The Athletic Club was right before her, flags of the world undulating above its four concrete pillars. But this was awful – she couldn’t go through the lobby, the receptionist would stop her. ‘Let me through – I know he’s dead’ – it sounded like a line some girl would use to see him.

When they were apart for more than a week, she would send him a note that read, ‘Be good, and if you can’t be good, be careful.’ After the first time, he’d just held up the old note, to show he’d kept it. And when he’d returned to her the next time, he held up a subtitle card he’d written himself. On a black background, wreathed by the Mutual Studios wheat-sheathing, it just read, ‘Good.’ She lived in mild fear of the reunion when he would hold up a card that read, ‘Careful.’

Edna walked to the alleyway that ran behind the Club, and found the white linens-truck that was always parked in a tactically advantageous place in the early morning (she wasn’t the first person in the history of the Club who might need to use a discreet entrance). Tossing the wrapper to the ground, she stepped up to the truck cab, and from there was able to grasp the lowest rung of the fire escape.

Her boots caused the slats on the ladder to ring like a pitchfork, until she learned how to muffle her step. It was quick work, up two switchbacks, and then she was outside Charlie’s window. There was his work desk, with the neatly tied piles of correspondence that he had never answered. Stacks of books on the dustless floor. There was his standing wardrobe. His upright piano, which he had moved in after the violin had been approved. And there was his bed, empty.

She held her fist to her mouth, teeth biting into her knuckles. The windowpane was beginning to glow pink, then orange with the sun. She could hear pigeons. And, on streets far away, the clomping of horses’ hooves, and an impatient car horn. She squinted harshly toward the sounds – how could the world go on if Charlie was gone?

‘We’re like a couple of lost dogs who like each other,’ he’d said on a picnic, down on the deserted beach near Balboa. He had tried to braid her a necklace of kelp; she had saved a single bead of it and meant to keep it, but she lost it almost immediately, when they were still kissing. When he was about to go before the camera, she would call out, ‘Go on, be cute,’ which punctured his balloon quite nicely, and thinking of it now made her stomach clench into a knot, and she wept. ‘Oh, Charlie,’ she whispered, looking again into his window.

She wiped her large eyes with the back of her wrist. For she noticed two things: First, the bed had been made, quickly, not in any professional manner. And, second, the pigeons were not just cooing; there was an excited mass of fluttering wings nearby. The roof.

She ascended the fire escape, which jutted over the crowning cornice. Hand over hand, step by step upward, until her watering eyes were level with the tarpaper and composite, which was beginning to warm and glitter.

The distant orange hills made a cradle behind the Club’s sparkling roof, where the caps of many airshafts made flamboyant spires, and among them were eccentric weathervanes hewn from copper gone green – ships, roosters, nude women, and witches on brooms – squawking as the wind turned them.

The pigeon coop in the center of the roof, its already faded and chipped paint a mural of bizarre abstract winged figures, was a gift from the same man who’d made the weathervanes, Pablo Picasso of Paris, France, a man in love with las palomas, fantail pigeons. In a letter sent to the Mutual Studios, he had compared how he felt when observing their motion in flight to how he felt when watching a Charlie Chaplin film.

As Edna could see, the coop was bursting with excitement, the rock doves of gray and white, the racing banded blue checks and blue bars, all crying and wings beating furiously, for there were cats everywhere.

The Athletic Club had three expert mousers, and they were here, but there were a half dozen more, orange and white and tabby, come from God-knew-where, circling a solitary half-broken Queen Anne chair before the pigeon coop. They were rubbing up against its chipped legs, clawing at the stuffing that escaped from its torn velvet arms. Sitting in the chair was Charlie.

He slouched in his orange bathrobe, hair a nest of black, slept-on curls. Two cats sat in his lap, grooming themselves, and another was taking tentative steps across his shoulders.

Edna could not speak. She climbed over the railing and trotted clumsily across the roof, and there, bathed in light already so bright that the sun and Los Angeles could see every move, her excitement scattering cats and causing a ruckus in the pigeon house, she fell on him and smothered him with kisses.

She plunked down into his lap, which jarred the chair to its limits, but it held, and she laughed, mauling his hair and pecking at his forehead. He seemed a wreck. He was holding a telegram, and even when he finally began to smile in confusion and pleasure, saying, ‘Now, now, you’ll turn my head, gal,’ he did not let go of it.

‘You’re all right?’

‘Shouldn’t I be?’

‘I don’t know,’ she said. ‘I heard the most remarkable thing . . .’ She looked to the telegram.

He shrugged. ‘It’s nothing. What’s wrong, Lovelock?’

‘I heard you drowned.’

‘Pardon me?’

‘At sea.’

He laughed. He hugged her. They were just about the only people in the country who weren’t involved in the rest, and so their rooftop was a little Shangri-La, in its way. For a few more minutes, while it was still quiet.

‘I keep thinking’ – she swallowed – ‘you’re about to leave.’ She kissed him again. ‘And I’ll find you gone.’

‘I’m not going anywhere.’

‘If you have to go, be careful.’

‘I’m very careful. And good – you know that.’

She nodded, but vaguely, for he knew how to act like a man who was sincere. ‘What’s in the telegram?’

‘My mother is coming to America,’ he said.

‘Your mother?’ She searched his eyes in confusion. ‘I thought she died, years ago.’

‘Yes. I said that.’ And he looked at her in a way not formerly in their lovers’ repertoire. His shoulders were stiff, and he was remote – that had happened before – but it was as if he were on a ship, as if he were about to call out in a foreign language and hope the natives ashore spoke it, too. ‘She’s alive. And coming here.’

‘That’s wonderful?’

He shifted his weight under hers. He began to accept her caresses, and leaned his head against her side. It had hardly been the right thing to say, she realized, but the rising inflection at the end had kept it from being entirely wrong. He reached between the buttons of her flannel pajama top to touch her skin. With the other hand, he folded and refolded the telegram perfectly, edges lining up as sharply as a knife blade.

He smiled. ‘I like that you never wear a corset.’

She wondered who he knew that wore a corset, but instead she asked, ‘Why are you up here?’

He had come because, an hour earlier, his valet had handed him the telegram that announced his mother was coming. Churning with it, pacing, he had come to the roof. And so had missed the other news of the day, his visitations. He had scratched an ever-changing troupe of cats behind the ears and calmed down. Just because his mother was coming didn’t mean she would bring chaos with her.

Right now, Chaplin was at peace. Because he was not answering his phone, because the operator at the Club did not know where he was, there were others besides Edna on their way. Soon there would be a rush up the street, soon the sidewalk would be overflowing with his brother, his newly hired secretary, his newly hired publicist, his technical directors, financiers, friends, starlets who knew him, starlets who didn’t. They would be on the sidewalk, they would mount the fire escape as if they were ants climbing over one another, heads would pop out of every window on the street. And when he appeared, standing on the roof’s edge and looking down on the street to give a pleasant wave and to pretend to fall off, to recover, they would laugh with relief, and then they would stare at him for a moment longer in a way different from ever before. And he would notice this. But not yet. These were the last moments when Chaplin could still think of himself in a certain way.

‘What are you thinking, Charlie?’ Edna kissed his hand.

He ran a finger down her top and flicked open a button like picking a rose. He whispered, ‘I’m thinking about love,’ and Edna looked left and right to see if she and Charlie could be seen by anyone; they couldn’t, and so she smiled, and, with the rising street noise, the shouts of paper boys and grocers and movie folk below them, Chaplin thought and rethought, as if practicing the same four measures on his violin, that the only way to keep a person’s love was to be unworthy of it, and he watched how the lovely local light caught Edna’s eyes before they closed for him.
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