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one

When Emily Daggett Weiss boarded the Twentieth Century Lim-
ited in the spring of 1914, bound for a brief sojourn in the 
West, one or two old biddies gave her the hairy eye. 
Woman traveling alone. No better than she should be, as 
her mother used to say about young women of low moral 
standards. Worse than the biddies, a traveling salesman 
winked at her.

Her attire was sober and dignifi ed, a charcoal traveling 
suit and pearl gray kid gloves, auburn hair tucked out of 
sight under a fairly quiet hat, lined in French crepe and 
sparingly trimmed with ostrich pom- poms. She hadn’t 
worked as a chorus girl for a good fi ve years, not since she 
and Adam  were married, not since they became successful 
movie producers. She was the most powerful woman in 
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Fort Lee, New Jersey, fi lm capital of the world, and still 
strangers  were thinking bad things about her because she 
was by herself on a train.

Turning away from them, she opened a newspaper on 
her lap. Between fi ve and ten thousand suffragettes  were 
marching on Washington for women’s rights. The train 
started up with a shudder. Emily would have said she had 
all the rights she would ever need, other than the vote, in a 
brand- new twentieth- century industry where women were 
considered the equals of men. It was she who ran Mel-
pomene Moving Picture Studios, hiring and fi ring, selling 
and purchasing, while Adam, her husband and business 
partner, took care of the creative end of things.

Their partnership had created a multimillion- dollar 
empire whose studio occupied many acres of prime Fort 
Lee real estate. Their business and their marriage  were 
the envy of their fl ighty show- business friends. And yet . . .  

The train emerged from its tunnel into a gray morning, 
rainy and chilly. Emily looked at herself in the rain- 
streaked window, straightened her hat, rearranged the 
pins in her hair, and searched her refl ected face for signs of 
anxiety. Something  wasn’t right.

Adam had set off for Flagstaff, Arizona, the week be-
fore. Someone had told him that Flagstaff was in the des-
ert. His plan was to fi lm an Arabian extravaganza with 
camels and tents. He told Emily he would see about the 
camels when he got there.

Emily was to meet him on location after she tied up a 
few loose ends in Fort Lee. “We’ll only be separated for a 
week,” he said.
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But a cold, clammy feeling of something not right per-
vaded the studios in Fort Lee. The more she explained to 
Melpomene’s employees that it was all the thing nowadays 
to make a moving picture on location, that she and Mr. 
Weiss would be back in no time at all, the more false 
warmth they put into their assent. Of course, Mrs. Weiss, 
don’t give it a thought, naturally Mr. Weiss must go to 
Flagstaff and take his leading actress. As she went out the 
door they shook her hand or hugged her good- bye and 
then looked searchingly into her eyes, as if she  were leav-
ing Fort Lee forever, as if she had a terminal illness and 
had not yet been told. The last one to know.

In Chicago Emily changed trains for the California 
Limited, the pride of the Santa Fe line. She settled her 
head on the embroidered antimacassar of the Pullman 
lounge seat and opened a fresh newspaper to survey the 
latest happenings. While the train was hurtling into the 
West, it seemed that Woodrow Wilson was declaring this 
day to be Mother’s Day, as a sop to the voteless women. 
But national politics was not interesting to her. Her atten-
tion was consumed by a nameless dread. The fl at gray 
countryside fl ew away behind her, scarcely noticed. She 
slept badly in her shaky Pullman berth and picked at her 
food in the rocking, swaying dining car.

Then as the train chugged into Arizona Emily’s mood 
began to lift. The western sun streamed in the windows. 
The world seemed a better place. Flagstaff was mere hours 
away now. In Flagstaff, Adam had told her, the sun shone 
every day, no waiting for favorable weather before you could 
shoot a motion picture. Not like Fort Lee. When at last 
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she joined him at the Weatherford Hotel, the fi nest ac-
commodations to be had in Flagstaff, or so he said, she 
would lose all her feelings of unease in Adam’s warm arms. 
They would go out and look for camels together.

Just over the Arizona border the train slowed and 
stopped in Coronado Junction, with a great hissing of steam, 
shrieking of brakes, and banging together of couplings. 
On the station platform stood a tall man in tweeds and a 
derby hat, carry ing a Gladstone bag. He looked up at the 
window of the train and saw Emily looking back at him. 
At once he recognized her. He beamed with surprise and 
delight; in seconds he was aboard her very car. Holbert 
Bruns.

Holbert Bruns, detective, man of mystery, faintly Great 
Dane–like, whose hooded eyes and pendulous lower lip 
appeared sometimes in Emily’s erotic dreams. Well, you 
 can’t help what you dream. Emily had nothing to reproach 
herself for. She was faithful to Adam in every other re-
spect, and as for the dream about Holbert Bruns in the Paris 
taxicab, she always forgot about it the instant she woke 
up. Bruns as a fl esh-and-blood human being was more un-
settling than erotic, chiefl y because he could not be trusted 
to tell the truth. Nothing he had ever said to her was true. 
She wished he hadn’t boarded this train. Still, she  couldn’t 
quite bring herself to scream at him to go away when he 
sat down next to her on the Pullman seat. For one thing it 
would create an unpleasant scene.

“Mrs. Weiss! What a delightful surprise.”
“Mr. Bruns.”
“What brings you to the West?”
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“Mr. Weiss and I are going to make a moving picture 
together.”

“I see. And does he still force you to climb out and dangle 
on the edge of cliffs for the sake of making pictures?”

“Do you still burn up irreplaceable historical documents 
for the sake of the Pinkertons?”

“I don’t work for the Pinkertons anymore,” Bruns said. 
“Anything I burn, I burn for my own sake.” He took out a 
pipe and fi lled it with fragrant tobacco.

She narrowed her eyes at him.
“It’s true, Mrs. Weiss. I left the Pinkertons last year, and 

since then I have been in business for myself.”
“Are you on a case?”
“Always. Always on a case.” He scratched a match on the 

sole of his boot, held it to the bowl of his pipe, sucked at 
the pipe stem. A cloud of smoke formed around them.

“What sort of case?” she said.
He smiled. “Always confi dential.”
“Won’t you tell me?”
“The current case involves a missing person; that’s all I 

can tell you.”
“But to beguile an idle hour, Mr. Bruns, surely . . .”
He looked her in the eyes and laughed. “You must be 

bored indeed.”
“Yes, I am. I’ve read all the newspapers and magazines 

I bought in Chicago. But on top of that I’m curious about 
the work you do. Perhaps you can tell me, in general terms, 
how one goes about fi nding a missing person, without be-
traying any confi dences.”

He puffed on the straight black stem of his pipe. The 
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bowl— round, brown, gleaming— glowed red inside. Emily 
noticed that Bruns’s thumbnail was clean and well- trimmed 
but not professionally manicured. More clouds of smoke 
enveloped them.

“In general, then, the technique is to discover as much 
as possible about the person who is said to be missing. 
Who says this person is missing? That’s the fi rst question.”

“Presumably, the one who is paying you to fi nd this per-
son says he is missing,” Emily said.

“Quite so. But to himself, he may not be missing, if you 
get my drift.”

“Oh, I do. And of course you would work with local law 
enforcement offi cers.”

He gave her a long stare, perhaps attempting to deter-
mine whether she was trying to be funny. “Not in these 
parts, Mrs. Weiss. There is no law west of the Pecos, at least 
none worthy of the name.”

“I see.”
“So, to continue. I would fi nd out what makes my client 

think the subject is missing. Then I would determine 
what the subject’s habits are, who his friends are, and inci-
dentally whether they, too, believe he is missing. Some-
times this involves a certain amount of surveillance.”

Emily jotted a few words in her pocket notebook. “Spy 
on the man’s friends. Right.”

“Of course. They could be hiding him. Say, are you 
writing a book?”

“I thought I might make a moving picture. Then what?”
“Then I look for the subject’s assets. People have to eat. 

I fi nd out whether he has put money or valuables away, 
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where he might have put them, whether he has touched 
them after he went missing. If he hasn’t— well, then I be-
gin to suspect foul play.”

“Foul play.” She noted it down.
“Yes.”
“So you’re putting a lot of effort into your case right now.”
“It’s keeping me busy. As for you, Mrs. Weiss, I hear 

you’ve been busy yourself, doing good works.”
“Good works?”
“Yes. They say you saved Flo Ziegfeld’s marriage to Bil-

lie Burke last month.”
“That was nothing,” Emily said. “Miss Burke stopped 

by our studio in Fort Lee, and I gave her a bouquet of fl ow-
ers to take to Mr. Ziegfeld on the steamship.”

He smirked, if a Great Dane could be said to smirk. 
“That’s not the way I heard it.”

“Do tell. I wonder where you heard it.”
“Mrs. Weiss, my fi eld of inquiry is the moving picture 

business. I hear many things.”
“People will always be talking.”
“So the story about the steamer trunk . . . ?”
“Just a story.” She shrugged. “I believe in marriage, Mr. 

Bruns. I believe that married couples owe each other fi -
delity.”

“Ah,” he said. Of course Bruns had heard that speech 
from Emily on another occasion, years ago in Fort Lee, 
when he tried to get her to leave Adam and run away 
with him to Nebraska. Still, it was important to her to 
make the point again, especially with him sitting so close 
to her, the warmth of his left leg somehow penetrating her 
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gabardine skirt and two silk petticoats. She moved away 
from him slightly and thought about the incident with 
Billie Burke.

It happened on the second to the last day of shooting 
for Divine Retribution. Agnes Gelert, Melpomene Pictures’ 
only big- name female star, was emoting for the camera 
after her fashion; Emily was working behind her desk in 
her offi ce. The days of anonymous movie actors  were past 
and gone. No more  were the principal actresses in studio 
fi lms known to the moviegoing public only as the Vita-
graph Girl, or the Biograph Girl, not since the lovely Flor-
ence Lawrence left Biograph for Carl Laemmle’s IMP in 
1910 for a chance to have her own name up on the movie 
screen. After that, all the pop u lar actors and actresses de-
manded to be known, and to be well paid for being known. 
And the public demanded to know them, even to know, as 
far as possible, the details of their darlings’ private lives.

Many studios in the modern day employed publicity 
people to invent these details. Melpomene did not, not yet, 
and so when a woman arrived at the studio and identifi ed 
herself as a reporter from Photoplay magazine who wanted 
to do a feature on Agnes Gelert (formerly known as the 
Melpomene Girl), Emily told the receptionist to show her 
into her offi ce.

The Melpomene Girl’s real private life would have hor-
rifi ed most of her fans. Emily herself had made up some 
harmless (if false) details, summarized in a prepared hand-
out, which she forced Miss Gelert to parrot to reporters as 
a condition of continued employment.

The rowdy Miss Gelert was Melpomene’s most valu-
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able star in spite of her off- camera behavior. The camera 
loved her eyes, enormous and haunting, her rosebud lips, 
all freshness, innocence, and fun, and her fi gure, so slim 
and graceful. The silent screen did not reveal her grating 
voice or vulgar utterances to the moviegoing public. Why 
should Emily let them know what she was really like?

The reporter who came into Emily’s offi ce wore a brown 
scratchy- looking tweed walking suit, horribly unbecom-
ing, a dowdy hat, drab kid gloves, wire- rimmed pince- nez 
eyeglasses, and no makeup whatsoever, not a trace. Still, 
there was something remarkably attractive about her face, 
an almost feverish sparkle in her blue eyes that the glasses 
could not conceal.

“Miss Gelert is busy on the set right now,” Emily said to 
her, “but I’m sure she can talk to you as soon as she fi nishes 
fi lming this scene. Meanwhile, perhaps you’d like some 
tea.” She lit the gas ring and put a kettle on to boil. “While 
you wait I can tell you some things about Miss Gelert’s life. 
For example, she was born in the town of Michigan City, 
Indiana, where her father was a Baptist minister. Do sit 
down.” Emily gestured toward the sofa, upholstered in 
plum- colored silk, one of the many touches indicating that 
this was a woman’s offi ce.

“Yes, yes,” the reporter said. “All of that is well known. 
What I want to ask her about today is her liaison with 
Florenz Ziegfeld.” She drew a pencil and a stenographer’s 
notebook from her smart leather handbag. Emily glimpsed 
inside the heavy bag a mother- of- pearl cigarette case. Or, 
it might have been the handle of a pistol.

“Ziegfeld, the impresario?” How had this person heard 
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about Agnes and Ziegfeld? Nobody knew about that. If 
the story came out it would mean ruin, not only for Agnes 
but for Melpomene Studios as well. “There is no liaison. 
Mr. Ziegfeld may have taken a fatherly interest in Miss 
Gelert a few years ago, when she was dancing in his Mid-
night Frolics. Why, Agnes is barely nineteen.” In fact the 
girl was twenty- six, but nineteen was the offi cial studio 
fi gure. “Mr. Ziegfeld must be— oh, I don’t know—”

“Forty- seven,” the reporter murmured.
“And he’s a married man now, married to Miss Billie 

Burke, herself a famous star of the stage.” Emily took two 
porcelain cups and saucers out of her desk drawer.

The reporter’s eyes, blue as sapphires, fl ashed behind 
the pince- nez. “So you are not aware that Miss Gelert and 
Mr. Ziegfeld plan to sail away to Eu rope this eve ning on 
the Mauretania.”

“That  can’t be true,” Emily said. “Miss Gelert has to be 
 here tomorrow to fi nish fi lming Divine Retribution.”

The reporter laughed with scorn, a high, tinkling laugh. 
“Mrs. Weiss, you are naïve to expect Miss Gelert to respect 
any obligations she may have to your studio. It is my un-
derstanding that Miss Gelert fears neither God nor man.” It 
dawned on Emily that this person was Billie Burke her-
self, heavily but not impenetrably disguised. With the fi re-
arm in her handbag she clearly meant to threaten Agnes 
Gelert, or worse.
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