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his is Millicent’s story, then, rather than
the extent that I've preserved what she’ en — jotted down,
anxiously — in a tall, black, box-calf journa ntury earlier.
I've preserved and, where I could, ela ertatic narrative

. Is mine only to

scrap of hearsay, every unverified,
the presence of that elusive an ifiable creature, Molly
ays ‘elsewhere’. She was

1de of anything that might possibly

e was the essence of myth itself, a

&. Avd, in turn, the more consumed, or — in the
hallucinated Millicent became.

Millicent recofded this ‘blaze’, this fever, assiduously. Her journal, in
fact, might be redd as an attempt to control or, at least, contour her own
feelings with a kind of breathless verbiage; to shape, through any available
image, any scavenged detail, the edgelessness of her own predicament.
An earring would do. Or a description of one of Molly’s thick, tortoise-
shell combs, studded with a burst of blue rhinestones and stuck, at what
Millicent might call ‘a savage angle’, into Molly’s high, piled, and now
coroneted hair. This, at least, according to Millicent, could be described.
This, as least, could be said.

Or occasionally shed glean a phrase, a quote, some cherished
utterance of the vanished icon herself. These, immediately, took on all
the properties, densities of artefact. They'd emanated out of conversations
(heard and overheard), or interviews, or — increasingly out of those very
earliest feature articles in magazines such as Modern Screen and Photoplay
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devoted to Molly’s ‘rapidly rising star’. Hadnt she been quoted, for
instance, as saying: ‘’'m not altogether certain that being in Hollywood
isnt exactly like being anywhere else. I haven't yet noticed differences,
essential differences, that is.”

Or, when asked by an interviewer what she most sought in life,
hadn’t she replied — without hesitation — ‘exits’.

This, then, was the kind of ephemera that Millicent fed on. These were
her morsels, her tidbits. Yet, meagre as they might appear, they provided
her with the running, albeit sporadic, substance of her journal. They
were, ultimately, what Millicent ‘possessed’. They represented everything
about Molly shed managed to gather, and hold, and shore, in a tight
menagerie of images, against the sustained and wordlessjminensity of her
own unfettered adulation.

Early on, Millicent’s husband, Sidney (perh ation
that Millicent already considered foregone, eve d said, as
if in passing, that the whole aura, the wholg myster ing Molly —
what she cast about her as nonchalant ragged behind

latilize, with one
; better than anyone,
a single, perfectly observant,
e air. Could bring Molly

single, well-written paragraph’.
could write that paragraph. Th

it, one might imagine pildriey, now, talking about the day’s ‘takes™ at
the Studio, or the problems of ‘fabricating palms’ for an upcoming
extravaganza. Or closer, more immediate, one might picture him tending
to his wife in any number of small, solicitous ways. Hadn't he said — and
repeatedly — that he was happiest in moments like that: mixing her some
tall, tropical concoction, or massaging the long, slender tendons — the
‘pampered wings’ — of Millicent’s shoulders.

‘One single, well-written paragraph, Millicent repeated, entered into
her journal on almost certainly that very same day. As 7, she went on,
there were words for that rush, that flutter, that immensity. As if one could
verbalize on light itself, could nwist it into so many sharp, incisive syllables.”

Then, probably in a quick, impetuous scribble, and in a paragraph of
its own (as brief, punctual, as a cloudburst), shed added: ‘Reduce her to a
phrase? If only I could.”
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This, then, is Millicent’s story: what Millicent wrote about Molly in
1939, and kept — covetously — in the tall, black, box-calf journal. The
journal, however, went on to lead a curious and somewhat autonomous
existence of its own. A number of years later, in 1959, acting on some still
obscure motive, Millicent decided to publish its entire contents in a very
private, very limited edition. She must have quite deliberately chosen to
print twenty-five copies, that being the minimum number necessary for
securing a copyright. As a title, Millicent had the initials ‘M.L.” printed
on both the title-page and — foil-stamped — on the binding’s blue spine.
The book itself, hand-set in Bembo and run off on thick Fabriano stock,
was printed by a small vanity press on the outskirts of Santa Barbara. On
the same day as its publication (the same day, ¢
work was delivered and, upon delivery, paid

§, the commissioned
ash), two of the

shipped, registered mail, to the Library ©

a month later, and on the very my mng

N.T., into her living room.
she proceeded to burn — ce — not only the original

t all except one of the twenty-three

No one would doubt, today, that this wasnt Millicent’s doing, that one
of the Studio’s innumerable agents hadn’t simply ‘lifted” the two slender
volumes and hand-delivered them, a day later and on the opposite coast,
to their author. Nor would anyone doubt that the two copies, in the
witnessing presence of Miss N.T., didn't suffer the same obliterating fate
as their predecessors. A few curls of smoke, catching in a Santa Ana, and
the copies were gone, absolved in the dry, ambulant, late-summer light.
Remained, now, the last and unique copy, the copy-elect, the one for
which all others had been deliberately sacrificed. This was the one, clearly,
that mattered, the copy patently intended (and still legally protected) for
the sake of a single, exclusively privileged reader. Because Millicent, it
seemed, was putting ‘her affairs in order’, preparing her estate (from her
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own considerable holdings down to her least scarf and platinum stickpin)
against what could still be called ‘all eventuality’. A cancer, diagnosed
half a year earlier, had begun spreading its pale, pestilent fire — a bit
quicker with each week — throughout her lower intestines, and Millicent
was labouring, but without desperation, to stay on the far side of that
particular interval which, with each day, could only diminish, contract.
Few, aside from those treating her, knew of her condition, and Sidney,
whom shed been separated from for a number of years now, had no idea
whatsoever. One can only imagine him, in such circumstances, rushing
to his wife, whatever differences they may have had. He, however, wasn
informed. Millicent preferred managing things in a kind of refined

Angeles bank.

A month after her death, in t
seals were broken, and the box ape ontained, aside from
a bit of jewellery and a cop \ a quite sizeable fortune in

brought to her marriagy tlier), and, of course, the single

QX years e
remaining copy, bound nt sapphire, of her journal, M.L.
Theentire Ay

of Millicent’s Li

us, included) was leftin the trusteeship
yyers for the sole benefit of her own rightful
heir: a certain Luis deSaunjetez. His address, as indicated in the will (‘care
of General Delivery, Post Office, Tallahassee, Florida'), did little to
dispel the suspicions that immediately gathered — like so many shadows —
about the quick, piston-like sibilations of the beneficiary’s name. No one,
in fact, had ever heard of Luis deSaumerez, and those closest to Millicent
were the first to express a kind of suspended incredulity. Then, too, there
were those quick to interpret, to offer their own gratuitous assumptions.
Gossip, for at least several months, was — as they say — ‘rampant’. Most
of the stories, naturally enough, suggested some kind of erotic liaison,
a ‘late flowering’ in Millicent’s life, even though everything inherent in
her character — a certain puritanical rigour, and a marked penchant for
solitude — indicated otherwise. Much of the gossip, certainly, was fuelled
by the name alone, by everything ‘Luis deSaumerez’ suggested of crescent
moons and maracas, of glass dance floors and gardenias floating on the
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placid surface of finger-bowls. The rumours, by extension, grew more
and more explicit. Every kind of ‘arrangement’ was evoked, as were so
many nights and so many long, torrid weekends at ‘such and such places’
along the coast, and all in exchange for a slender envelope or a dangling
pair of ming, glistening car-keys.

The rumours, though, as rumours will, began to subside, dissipate,
after a certain number of months, victims themselves, perhaps, of their
own fabulations. Other rumours — in a second wave of whispers, muted
attributions — considerably more intricate, complex, and certainly more
plausible, replaced them. But, being less sensational, they foundered, in
turn, all the quicker. They seemed to dissolve, ipso facto, into the very air
in which, a few weeks earlier, they'd been so eagg even triumphantly
— released.

Finally, with time, nothing outwardly,

y, Millicent’s trust
month, month after
month, year after year, a che, ade rectangle with three
of its four edges as finely sg i high-frequency oscillation)

was sent to whatever Gendra address Luis deSaumerez had last
happened to indicaté would seem, kept changing. From
Tallahassee (after to Panafna City (for three); then, justas slowly,

100, not OQ

didhidQwn addresses keep changing, and continuously, but
early on, in 1964,

at of the lawyers did, as well. Millicent’s law firm,
¢ of respected, respectable practice, closed and passed
on its entire clientele to a new, heterogeneous organization which, almost
immediately, acquired a somewhat ruthless reputation for its immensely
subtle — and immensely successful — deformation of basic statute.

None of this, however, kept the cheques (the monthly ‘distributions’)
from coming, month after month; nor, year after year, Luis deSaumerez
(presumably with the one copy of Millicent’s journal somewhere among
his trundled belongings) from his slow, tellurian migration, westward.

after so many ye
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I should add, at this point, that almost all the foregoing material has
been drawn from the archives of the Studio where Sidney (Millicent’s
husband) was once an associate producer. The archives, sometimes
referred to as ‘the bone heap’, not only contain the entire history of fifty
years of Studio production, but anything touching upon those who —
even vaguely, inadvertently — contributed to that production. Nothing,
it's said, ever escapes ‘the bone heap’, not even the slightest shred of
seemingly inconsequential material. So that, along with all the documents
one might readily expect (all the treatments and proposals, all the scripts
in various states of completion, revision, or utter abandonment, all the
‘glossies’ and inventories and heated, hour-by-hour, inter-office memos),
along with all of this comes an entire world, an un
substratum composed of pure minutiae. Here,

once rested, one comes at last
managers, the cancelled che

fabulously grow
Here, in fact, resid¢

s Veverything one might possibly need to
f-century later — the daily lives of particular
actors or actresses, both in their professional activities and — by an astute
reading of their files, marked ‘strictly confidential’ — then- personal lives,
as well. One simply needed to receive permission, a ‘visitor’s pass’. Once
within (or, more exactly, once under, for one didn’t enter the archives: one
delved, one plummeted), it wasn't so much an act of scholarship that was
called for, as that, precisely, of an exhumation.

It was here, naturally enough, that I'd first come with my small,
budding collection of memorabilia. I was, as they say, ‘specialising’,
collecting everything I could on the life and work of that very actress
who was still, so many years after her death, referred to at the archives as
‘Miss Lamanna’. This, in itself, was a significant tribute, a title of sorts,
what collectors would call an ‘evidence’. I'd telephoned the archives (it

reconstitute — even §
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was some time last September) and requested an appointment. After
several secretarial ‘screenings’, I was connected with the Curator, the Dis,
the Pluto of those regions, a certain Mr Jasper May. His tone, over the
telephone, was tart, condescending, predicatory.

‘I only authenticate at lunchtime,” he snapped, ‘and even then only
by rendezvous. Shall we say twelve-fifteen, Wednesday? Youre perfectly
prompt, I assume?” His question, clearly enough, was rhetorical: it called
for no answer.

‘Furthermore, he went on in a steady, imperturbable staccato, ‘I
should forewarn you, I don’t deal in artefacts. I don’t speculate. I dont
appraise, either, do you understand? I certify. I say “yes” or “no” as to the

authent1c1ty of the article in question The art

course, must have

only authenticate what's ours.” As he spQ
of those errant dignitaries, papal delegates, & ith the verification

ca itself) invested with the
te, to tag or untag, as the case may

reflecting, or touching upon the radiance of their elected and — almost
inevitably — extfrigdished ‘stars’ only the modern vulgate for those earlier,
holier acquisitions? Those cups? Those severed skulls? Those femurs slick
as water and gone — with age — a lacquered, nicotine yellow? Wasn't the
modern rose, plucked out of black satin, or — quivering with light —
the ‘mystic metal’ of some aluminium button (the unwelded scrap of
a wrecked racing car), weren’t these our cherished counterparts? Our
contemporary equivalents? Weren't they exactly what we'd chosen, driven
as we are by some vestigial impulse to produce — and relentlessly — more
vestige? To make, out of so much cast-off matter, so many derelict
accessories, the very tokens of a late — and fading — mystery?

Jasper May’s knowledge, or should I say ‘memory’, was encyclopedic.
His mind seemed to move like an uninterrupted tape, a living inventory
in which every treasure in his custody was meticulously noted. His
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somewhat supercilious manner gave way — and quickly enough — the very
moment he recognized me as a genuine votary, an adept of those exact
same chimeras — with their vaporous blacks, silvers and myriad greys — as
he himself. His hands moved rapidly as he spoke. Theyd dart, exultant,
to an affirmation, swoon to a doubt, collapse in perplexity. His bow-tie,
with its four floppy petals, rose and fell, mimicking his every gesture like
a tiny, cajoling dwarf. I watched him now as he made his way through
the small pile of ‘glossies’ I'd brought, all allegedly of the ambivalent ‘Miss
Lamanna’. Most of them showed her in all her heavy-haired splendour at
various nightspots, or ‘taking the pose” at a seaside pier, or decked out in
flying togs, scarf blowing from the open cockpit of a floatplane. Slipping

one picture under another, smooth as playing cards, Mjs hands moving

the authenticity of — perhaps — only one of the en\thasgne was
subject to doubt.

‘Pure Hollywood,” he sighed, and
his collar, the facetious midget, as if . “You see,” he
continued, ‘the instant a star emer:
its double, its dark echo. You pa
with this his arm stretched si

of counter-star, and
nothing, really, but its own

‘Exactly like the
negative spaces and all 4 A a, but in darkness. In utter obscurity.

“Well, withj i
twelve-month &Q
should I say: she materi
Central Casting, penrdps. Or, more likely, out of some beauty salon
(“parlour”, she'd call it) in Spokane or Duluth. Or even likelier yet, some
backwater luncheonette with a backwater news-stand just big enough to
handle a magazine like Phoroplay. And there, just then, in the September
1938 issue, I believe, she'd discover a large, glamorous spread — photos,
interview and all — of that very person whod become, maybe that very
instant, the model, the prototype for her every borrowed gesture, the
mannequin for her own, floating, indeterminate identity.

‘Granted, there were certain basic similarities. Vivien Voigt, for that
was her name, had the same facial proportions: that perfect, perfectly
raised oval with its high forehead, its brows like the spread wings of a
long, languorous “Y” or a Greek “upsilon” that joined invisibly over the

A the Studio, she appeared. Her “other”. Or

ped, conjured up out of heaven knows where.

nose, then traced a fine line downwards into an exquisite pair of scarcely
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flaring nostrils. What a face, or, should I say: what faces. And yes, the
eyes, if not the exact expression: the eyes, themselves, grey, immensely
grey, and tapering either side to two, slightly pendant, slightly dolorous
points. In that, one must admit, both these ladies were nearly identical.
‘But look, look closer.” And here, Jasper May leaned over one of the
photographs and, with a lead pencil, pointed to Vivien Voigt’s cheeks,
first one, then the other. The picture, catching the reflection of an
overhanging lamp, flashed — for an instant — like tin. ‘Look carefully,
he said, and pointed to a tiny dimple, a minuscule crease, half-buried in
each of those lustrous cheeks. It would be a first distinguishing feature,
a subtle mark that would forever differentiate Vivien Voigt from Molly
Lamanna, no matter what efforts the former mjghy Yesort to. ‘And here,
over here, as well.” The tip of Jasper May’s d smoothly over
the grey, opalescent landscape of the pho

is, as well, would
separate the two women; woul scarcely discernible
traits, their separate, physicalg
n mowe’obscure and certainly more
intriguing point of di 1l asper May, clearly enough, was

saving it for last. F i oigt’s right cheek floated — like

a mysterious pugGdy — an eXquisitely situated birthmark, a dark,
irradiant star. ‘HereX\dx ed the omniscient Jasper May, ‘here, the
young la i

burnt in

was one of Sam Haskill’s professional secrets) in a floor-to-ceiling mirror?
That Haskill often posed his female figures gazing into the eyes of the
most absorbing, transcendent of subjects: that of themselves? How could
she know? How could she possibly have been aware of this when she
had that tiny nevus burnt into her all-too-ambitious flesh? That she was
copying an inverted image? A kind of white negative? That her star had
just been branded, but on the wrong side?’

‘But Molly — Miss Lamanna — what was her attitude?” I asked,
irritated by my own intrusion, by the necessity to intrude. ‘How did
she take to the arrival of that mock double, that sham twin, coming as
you put it — out of some backwater, and landing in the midst of all this
glitter?’
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‘Oh, she loved it,” Jasper May exuded, letting the slick photographs
fan across the glass surface of his table, then leaning back into the lavender
recesses of his armchair. ‘First of all, she must have felt terrifically flattered
having a “stand-in” already, an “understudy”, and she scarcely more than
a starlet herself. Can you imagine it, at age twenty-four, twenty-five?
Having a salaried look-alike? And she certainly loved (as much as she
loved anything, that is) appearing in public with Vivien Voigt, going to
parties together, or the beach; loved being puzzled over, being the subject
— or is it the object — of a reversible identity.

‘She, who had so very little use for herself, who remembered, or
cared to remember, so little, must have taken an intense pleasure letting

in being “found”, “recognized”, and “investe
the true icon herself.

‘So, she cultivated Vivien Voig
herself be cultivated, exploited, dg

May remarked,
he picked up several of t
a century later — of thafreversible identity’, of Molly Lamanna’s casually
organized masquerades. For Molly wasn't to be ‘collected” altogether that
easily. Even at this distance, at this late date, she still perplexed, troubled,
laid a kind of labyrinth in the way of anyone whod approach her, whod
attempt to touch her existence, or the rumours that constituted — for the
most part — that existence. Of anyone, that is, who got ‘too close’.

“There are articles and interviews, of course, and passages from
quite a number of biographies.” And here, Jasper May proved to be
immeasurably generous with his knowledge, his recorder-like memory,
his punctilious hold over the archival ‘bone heap’. ‘But,” he went on, ‘she
entirely escapes us, and quite unlike anybody else. She escapes us not so
much from what she didn’ leave (in the way of memories, memoirs, all
the so-called surviving evidence), as from what she did. All that mask, those
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mock appearances and feigned realities, all that deliberate, deliberately
trumped-up fiction that — under the least scrutiny — simply dissolves.
Clearly, she used whatever disguises, whatever ruses were available to
preserve her own privacy. But even more, and more meaningfully, Miss
Lamanna employed every conceivable subterfuge, 'm convinced, for
the sake of making her escape — her own meticulously prepared flight,
outward — all the more effective. She took the very best of herself with
her, and left — left what? Luminous peelings. An exquisite shell.

‘Still, still, he continued, ‘we havent abandoned all hope. We never
do, really. For eventually every bit of evidence comes our way. All the
dark, jealously guarded secrets of our most glittering figures, all, all of
it, I can assure you, ends up in our files; comes
these carefully ventilated catacombs. Even,” hé

close, eventually, in
‘that somewhat

se cellars, these humidified
t, 'm perfectly certain.’

a few penny postcards, signed ‘Molly Lamanna’ (all of which Mr May
deemed, without hesitation, counterfeit); a raspberry red necktie she
was reputed to have worn in her second film, A Glance Away (which
the Curator regarded as more than dubious); and finally a medium-size,
heart-shaped mirror that had also appeared in that very same film. In
one of its few memorable moments, Molly is seen as if swimming into
the mirror, her face and hair filling the hand-carved heart in what could
only be called, in itself, a ‘cameo appearance’. This piece, at least, Jasper
May esteemed ‘undoubtedly genuine’. It had been expressly ordered by
the Studio in January 1939. A local silversmith (his invoice and all the
related correspondence were duly consulted) had carved, out of a silver
plaque, the dark hollow of a heart. He'd then inserted, just under this
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hollow, in a pair of carefully prepared furrows, the thin sheet of a mirror,
of a shimmering, heart-shaped reflection. This, this ‘artefact’, received the
Studio’s ‘tags’ with Jasper May’s signature — his blessings — neatly affixed.

In leaving, I was given a quick glance at the newly installed wardrobe
collection. Again, it was the good work of the Curator himself: his
suggestions, his designs, his execution. None of the Studios historic
costumes remained now on clothes-hangers. The whole collection had
been laid flat in specially conceived drawers, long as coffins and narrow
as attache cases. The drawers rolled open with the pale roar of exhausted
thunder; rolled closed with a sharp, irrecusable click.

Here, I was given a very rapid peek at one of Molly Lamanna’s evening

I imagined, too, the rasp — the dense,
must have made as she moved. The

out, had suffered ‘all the indigniti
many years — decades, even — gma

-hangs#some of the weighty
edded free from their thin
Noheer this gradual degradation
LamaMna’s many posthumous devices,
ave employed for effacing her traces,

dramatically litde

Before I left, I ran the)pilm of my hand over that shimmering mass,
catching, as I did, theZin clicking of its glass cylinders. Limply, the
beads rolled over, like so many stranded seashells, caught now in an inter-
tidal wash, and subject to the whim of the curious, or simply that of the
happenstantial.





