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MARCH 3rd, 1935

She had just poured herself a Death in the Afternoon, just as Hemingway himself had taught her, when a jolly knock sounded on her door.

“Even his knocks are insufferable,” Vivian mumbled to her drink. It was her first drink of the night and as such it did not answer back.

She could picture Rex on the other side of that door. He was probably leaning one hand on the frame, ready to loom over her. The man loved to lean and loom.

The Rex Russells of the world were a dime a dozen or at least they were in California. Clean cut, farm boys with more brawn than brains; they came by the bus-loads searching for their shot on the silver screen. Why, of all these interchangeable young men, the studio executives had chosen Rex to anchor what should be a Vivian Lockhart picture, she would never know. But she was a team player, a real sport and so she had been willing to smile and make fake love to him, until he crossed the line. And now he was at her door.

There was nothing for it but to set him straight. She just wished she had had a little bit more time to form her thoughts. And that she didn’t have to have this conversation in her room.

She fiddled with her bracelet, a reminder that she could put a man in his place no matter how highly he held himself. She was a star. She was the main attraction, even at her age. She did not need to be fretting over some hayseed that could barely memorize his lines.

She looked around the room, it was spacious for a hotel room, but almost everything she owned was currently crammed inside. She set her drink down, and grabbed her robe off the floor and tossed it over a chair.

Another knock, this one a little more forceful.

“Coming!”

A pink negligee was peeking out from under the bed. Using her toe, she pushed it out of sight. It had been a gift from her latest mistake, later, if she remembered where it was stashed, she might just throw it off the balcony or cut it into pieces and send it to his wife.

When she finally got to the door, the man on the other side looked as relaxed as can be, a charming smile on his stupid-handsome face.

Vivian shot him the filthiest look she could and said, “Rex darling, do you want to explain why you are determined to ruin my life?”
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JANUARY 7th, 2019

Della was too much, and she loved it. The reporter did not. They were supposed to be having a comfortable chat so he could litter his puff piece with banter and inane biographical details. He looked around the room; she pretended to do the same, but really her gaze flickered to the giant mirror on the far wall, checking that her outfit and body language looked right.

The photoshoot would be later in the week, but the reporter would doubtlessly devote plenty of space in his article to her looks, probably the usual mix of breathless enthusiasm and derision. Because of the too muchness.

She was wearing printed silk pajamas that were exact reproductions of the ones a certain actress had worn in her first talkie, except in a pale green that matched Della’s eyes. She carefully nudged one of the brushed-out curls on her blonde Carole Lombard style wig.

She always wore a wig when performing or doing publicity. There was nothing wrong with her real hair, it was a dark strawberry blonde that bordered on red, and so sleek it barely held a wave, but she liked the distinction the wigs and costumes made between her work and private life. Except now she had a snide reporter sitting in her home. Not that the ridiculous building felt much like a home even when she was alone.

Built in the twenties as a luxurious little hotel, Prospect Palace was a fixture in Hollywood lore. Any scandal worth its salt had a connection to the place.

It had been renovated into a home a few years prior, but no one had shown much interest in actually living in it. The location was a bit crap, right on a double-decker bus route, between a liquor store and a strip club; it was not where people who could afford a mansion would choose to live. Plus it carried the burden of being the site of a double murder and was reportedly haunted. But that made it perfect for the theme of Della’s new album.

Her previous album had been very seventies leather daddy and she needed to lean into the pivot. Hence buying a haunted hotel and wearing all vintage and re-creation clothes for the prealbum launch press tour.

“Tell me about Prospect Palace? What made you want to live here?”

“Its history.” In prep for the interview, Della had watched hours of old Vivian Lockhart movies and practiced until she could do a passable impression of the late actress’ throaty laugh, it helped that Della naturally had the deep rasp of a chain smoker. All of that was her usual level of commitment to a theme. Buying Prospect Palace was on another level. And now she had to pretend it was her dream to live there. Her red lip stain stretched as she smiled. “I wanted to live with its ghosts.”

“Oh, yes.” The reporter gave her a look that said he knew exactly what Della really thought of the place. “It is rumored to be haunted by two actors—”

“Vivian Lockhart and Rex Russell.”

“They were murdered here. Does that bother you? Living in the same place that those young lovers met their bloody end. Where it is rumored, their ghosts still reside.”

“It’s not just rumors. They’re here,” Della said. “And I bought the Palace so I could live here with them.”

The reporter almost suppressed his smirk; Della had as much success suppressing her irritation.

“I guess I am a skeptic.”

How bold. How interesting. Skepticism like cynicism lets someone stay above everything, looking down at the world and the people who created and loved and felt.

Della lifted one eyebrow. “Hollywood is for magic and belief.”

“What else do you believe in besides ghosts?”

“Myself.” Della leaned over to a box that looked like an old radio but was actually part of the intercom system set up in the last century. She pressed the button that would relay into the kitchen. “A chai nonfat latte and...” Della looked at the reporter.

“Um, yes, chai tea latte. Nonfat. Please.”

“Two chai lattes,” the tinny voice answered. “Right away.”

While they waited, Della answered questions about her past, her breakups, her reputation for being “difficult,” the same shit she had been asked a hundred times before but got asked every time anyway.

Yes, her younger sister had followed her to California seeking her own shot at stardom.

No, they did not speak anymore.

No, she did not want to talk about it.

And then the reporter asked about being a pop elder statesman or godmother, and Della wished she were wearing the thick, leather boots from the previous tour so she could stomp on him. She was only twenty-six, and yes, this would be her fifth album, but that was because she worked constantly and did not spend half the year in rehab or skiing in Sun Valley like her contemporaries. But worst of all, the question was just a lead in for the real one. The big one.

“After the disappointment of your last album, do you feel as if you have something to prove?”

For Della, there was always something to prove. The chip on her shoulder was why she was sitting in a ridiculous mansion talking to a smug reporter. And she didn’t think a gold record was a disappointment, or she tried not to. The world wanted to view her heavy metal album as a failure, and she was putting all of her myth-making abilities to work convincing them otherwise. She was tired of it.

Striking a pensive pose, she said, “Thoughts about charts and reviews stay outside the studio. I create for myself. It is all very personal for me. Luckily, I have the support of my Famely.” Della’s fandom had named themselves after her album Sugar Fame Pop. The moniker led to cutesy headlines whenever Della was spotted with a man and the state of her womb became a topic of interest. If Della had known then what she knew now, she would have named the album Sugar Mind Your Own Fucking Business Pop.

After seven minutes, there was a knock on the open door. Her assistant Porter Gray came in carrying a silver tea tray filled with little sandwiches, and some gluten free mini muffins. The two chai lattes were in the clear glass mugs Della had purloined from a hotel in Germany during her first overseas tour.

Later, she had felt bad about the light robbery. She had sent a check and an autographed headshot to the hotel to make up for it, but the tale of her stealing from hotels, or even trashing them, still dogged her. Maybe if she had actually sent back the mugs it would have made a difference, but the hotel’s owners got more grease from the story and the headshot than they would from a few lousy mugs. And, she thought bitterly, if she were the right type of musician no one would care even if she set the curtains on fire and pissed on the carpet.

Porter set the tray down on the large glass coffee table and then handed the reporter his drink. The man did not even bother to thank him.

When Porter turned to hand Della her drink, he paused with his back to the reporter, making sure she didn’t need anything else. She jerked her chin, dismissing him.

Porter left the room with steps that managed to be completely silent. The reporter’s loafers had squeaked with every step on the marble tile, and she noticed him checking Porter’s shoes as if trying to solve a mystery.

She sipped her tea to hide her smile.

When the reporter busied himself with his own drink, Della helped herself to one tiny cucumber sandwich and carefully popped it in her mouth without touching her painted lips or leaving crumbs.

After giving Porter four minutes to get in position, four tedious minutes of small talk and watching the reporter eat, Della put down her mug and stood. “Would you care for a tour?”
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PORTER WAITED IN THE hidden servant’s passageway. When he heard the voices approaching, he played the recording Della had made. It was short, just a few seconds of laughter, starting deep and trailing off in a sparkling sigh that was so like Vivian Lockhart’s it was a bit creepy.

He kept the sound low enough that someone could ignore it if they were not inclined to believe in ghosts, but loud enough that if someone did believe and were perhaps taking a tour of a reportedly haunted house, they might jump out of their shoes.

“Oh!” The reporter Bradley Peck’s cheap loafers scuffed the floor.

“Problem?” Della asked.

“No. Sorry. You were telling me about...”

Things were going well so far. Bradley Peck had not always been kind about Della’s creative choices, once referring to them as “antics” another time he referenced her red carpet space alien costume as a “tired stunt by an overgrown theater nerd.” Porter had printed that article out, and when Della found it she had had a hundred copies made and then she shredded them and wove them into an Elizabethan collar and wore that and little else down the next red carpet at the Grammys. And so, Porter had been surprised when Della had chosen Bradley Peck for the first of her album tour interviews.

“Della will wow him,” Della had said. Or more like “Lauren” had said, since she had been sans wig and makeup.

Porter did not roll his eyes. He did not. And if he had rolled his eyes, Della would not have noticed because she rarely looked at him. She occasionally looked him up and down, but he was sure then she was only trying to will his clothes into the dumpster.

For work, he had perfected what the dancer Maxwell had called his “librarian in Nebraska” look. Khakis bought on sale, rotating tan, navy, and russet. A simple cardigan or plaid jacket over a dress shirt, all castoffs from Quincy King the designer Della worked with on her tours. The only thing Porter spent any real money on was his shoes. He was running around doing Della’s bidding for up to eighteen hours a day, he was not doing it in trash shoes.

“It will mean more when he becomes a convert,” Della had said of the reporter. “The ones who resist always fall the hardest.”

Porter knew she wasn’t wrong. Della was practically a religion. Her fans, or the Famely, were devoted. DEVOTED. And they followed her from one persona to the next, embracing every pop flavored twist on a genre. Della developed the world of each new album, but her fans were the ones that chose to live there. And to her credit, Della never forgot that.

When Peck and Della had gone out of hearing range, Porter left the passage and went to fetch the tea tray.

He felt like a butler in one of those movies his mom liked. Maybe a footman, he was a little young to be a butler. He glanced at the giant mirror, yup he still looked about fifteen, which happened to also be around the time he had stopped growing. Even with a full beard he looked young and innocent. It was his eyes. They were bright blue and rather owlish.

He took the tray to the kitchen and then went up the wide staircase. Everything in the house was built on a large scale, making every task feel dramatic. If he were a footman, he would be about to be pushed down the stairs by the maid he had impregnated. Or his wicked cousin. But nothing in Porter’s life was that exciting. Hollywood was all props and false walls even when they weren’t. And there were main characters and extras. And Porter was definitely an extra.

While Della was busy with the reporter, Porter was ticking things off his to-do list. Several of the rooms Della wanted to offer as options for the photoshoot had not yet been staged. None of them were rooms Della actually used and so Porter needed to find a few personal pieces to go along with the gold art nouveau decor that the decorator had sourced from estate sales and boutiques.

He was arranging props from Della’s previous tours on a bookshelf when his phone buzzed. He glanced at the screen. Maxwell. An unwelcome name and one that was only showing up on his phone because he was rerouting all of Della’s calls while she was with the reporter.

“She isn’t available,” Porter said.

“She is. Tell her it’s me.”

Maxwell Champion had been a dancer on the last tour and decided Della was his ticket to stardom. She had liked having him around for about a minute and a half; his face had matched the vibe of that album and the relationship had been about as successful.

“No. She is indisposed. If you wish to speak to her, you can leave a message stating the purpose of this call and I will see if she would like to return.”

“You little prick,” Maxwell hissed. “You think just because you follow her around like a pathetic little dog you have some power. But you don’t.”

Porter was a little surprised at the venom in Maxwell’s voice. Porter was used to being the wall between Della and people who wanted too much, but they weren’t usually people that knew Porter. Oh well, it just meant that he knew Maxwell too.

“Oh, poor, poor Max,” Porter said. “You think just because she let you stand next to her in a few photos that you are special. You aren’t. Get over it.”

Maxwell softened his voice, wheedling, “Porter, come on man, just let me talk to her.”

“You’re blocked now. Buh-bye.”

If he had handled the whole thing with a little class, Porter might have felt sorry for Maxwell, but after only a few weeks of clubbing and red carpets, the dancer had started to think of himself as Della’s muse or protege. He refused to accept that Della was her own muse. Or more accurately, Della was Lauren Palmer’s muse and Lauren Palmer was the shadow that Della was running from, and some model-slash-dancer type was never going to factor seriously into that equation. No one was.
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PREDICTABLY, THE REPORTER wanted to see the murder room. As much as Della played up the whole haunted house aspect of the Palace, she never went into the room where it happened unless she had to.

Unlike Porter, Della wore shoes that made plenty of noise on the marble tile. She kept her pace smooth, and her gold kitten heels made a pleasant click-clack like the beat on a disco track. As she started to compose with one part of her mind, she kept up her end of the conversation with the reporter, offering a string of history, details about the building, the rockstars in the seventies that had partied and overdosed there, the famous couples that had stayed in various rooms. But as they neared room 225, she moved the conversation to Vivian and Rex and what the hotel had been like at that time.

Over the years the events of that tragic night had been investigated and debated over and over again.

The unfortunate pair had been making a movie together. For Vivian it would be an attempt at a comeback for the actress that had thrived as a child star, survived the transition to talkies, but was facing her mid-thirties and the scandal of divorce. For Rex it would be his first starring role.

The exact nature of their personal relationship was unknown. The studio had made a fuss about their passionate chemistry, hinting at an equally passionate love affair, but Hollywood scholars were on the fence whether it was spin or not.

A photographer had been the one to discover the body. He claimed it was just coincidence that he had been there, but everyone believed he had received some kind of tip to go to the Palace that night. Though plenty of podcasters and internet sleuths had devoted hours to the question, whether the tip was from the killer or the studio hoping to get some ink for the movie, was still a mystery. As was the killer.

The room number plate was original, and she kept the room key on a hook outside the door for maximum drama. The reporter gave her a wry look as she took the heavy key and unlocked the door, but she heard him take a deep breath as the door swung wide.

“After you,” Della said.

She had spent a lot of time with her design team deciding what to do with the space. It, along with the rest of the hotel, had been remodeled several times since the murders. When converted from a dilapidated hotel to a residence many of the Palace’s walls had been torn out, the in-room kitchens had been removed, so it felt like a modern mansion, except in room 225. Della had returned that room to its original configuration.

Following her six weeks in Reno to obtain a divorce from her second husband, Vivian had been living at Prospect Palace when she died.

Della had studied photographs from the time of the murder and returned the room to how it would have looked that night, complete with Vivian’s luggage stacked in the corner and makeup carefully arranged on the vanity. One of Vivian’s feather-trimmed robes was arranged over the velvet chair in front of the vanity.

The robe had been part of an auction lot that Della had paid way too much for, considering very few people outside of some true crime obsessives seemed to care about Vivian Lockhart anymore. And that was part of her appeal to Della; enough glamor to wear like a costume without too much personality to take on. Vivian was a glittery cipher; a glove waiting for a hand.

Sidling into the room, as if he were some kind of creep, the reporter looked at all the little touches Della had added. It wasn’t exactly like the crime scene photos, there was no negligee peeping out from under the bed or horrifying stains on the floor; Della was not a ghoul.

“Where?” The reporter had stopped in the middle of the room and seemed afraid to move; as if he had never stood where someone had died before, she wondered if she should tell him about the mystery author that had choked to death in the room they had just been chatting in.

“Vivian was found there, by the door.” She shivered and wished she could throw on a cozy cardigan. “And Rex Russell was found over there.”

The reporter pulled out his phone and then gave her a sheepish look. “May I?”

“By all means.” She stepped out of frame and hoped he would not be foolish enough to try and sneak a photo of her. She looked well enough for the interview, but she did not want a shot of her gawking around the murder room like a fan on a bus tour.
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VIVIAN PUT HER HAND to her forehead. Her ruby bracelet dangled across her vision making her literally see red. “I have never been so humiliated in all my life!”

She stormed across the room to fetch her drink. She needed it even more than when she had poured it.

“Please,” Rex said. He had the gall to seem weary, as if she were the problem, as if he were bored of her. “Viv.”

“So help me, I told you not to call me that!” No one called her that. And certainly not some upstart from the sticks that had a head as thick as his thighs. “Oh, you lug! What’s with you? How could you kiss me like that in front of that photographer? It was supposed to be whispers—coy glances—nothing confirmed.”

“It was just Jamie, he’s alright.”

After the divorce, she could not afford another scandal, and the director Herman Hill had promised her the false romance would never go beyond flirting. He had originally wanted a few arranged dates with photographers in tow, but Vivian had refused. A young, handsome man wanting her was harmless fun. But if Vivian, a freshly divorced woman, hit the town with a new man, it would be ring-a-ding-ding, feeding time for every rag in the country. “He may be a great chap, but he is not your friend. He is a set photographer, which makes him at best a tool, at worst, your enemy. Are you determined to
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