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I see at intervals the glance of a curious sort of bird through the close-set bars of a cage: a vivid, restless, resolute captive is there; were it but free, it would soar cloud-high.

— Charlotte Brontë, Jane Eyre
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Prologue

CHATEAU MARMONT, LOS ANGELES 1957

At 8221 Sunset Boulevard stands a French chateau, as incongruous as an escargot in a burger shack. It watches from its limestone haunches as its rooms fill with unknowns who become well-knowns, with stars who implode as well as those who shine—at least until the next twinkly young thing arrives. Oh, the things it sees! The Chateau Marmont could write the definitive Hollywood novel—except that it keeps secrets the way Alcatraz keeps prisoners. Nothing escapes.

As studio boss Harry Cohn once said, If you must get into trouble, do it at the Marmont.

And perhaps everything would have stayed a secret, but for a brown-haired, green-eyed, almost fourteen-year-old girl who arrives in a cab in September 1957 carrying a blue suitcase that’s thumped purple bruises over her shins. She steps onto the sidewalk and glares so ferociously at the castle turret—as if she knows what’s hiding there—that the Marmont shrinks back and everyone thinks it’s another earthquake when the ground moves sideways beneath their feet.

Then the hotel reminds itself that it’s in charge and it does what it always has to new arrivals—it looks into this girl’s heart to see what has brought her to 8221 Sunset Boulevard and what will take her away in the years to come. And despite having witnessed the arrival of many women over the years, each carrying more tragedies than the complete works of Shakespeare, what it sees this time makes a drop of water splash out of the swimming pool and roll like a tear over the red-brick paving.

Never has it seen one so young as this. Never one who’s here so emphatically against her will.

Just two weeks ago, she was standing beside a window in a Manhattan apartment, chanting with her parents, Star light, star bright, first star I see tonight, I wish I may, I wish I might, have this wish I wish tonight.

Mrs. Jones’s wish had been that her family would always stand hand in hand and make wishes. Mr. Jones’s was that his fledgling photography studio would capture enough smiles that they could afford to vacation out of state once a year. Their daughter Aria’s was …

Nothing. Aria couldn’t imagine being happier than she was right then.

And Aria’s childhood would have continued to be so idyllic that wishes were unnecessary except that her parents stopped for gas on their way home from the Copacabana. At the same time, an elderly gentleman backed his Cadillac into a gas pump. Fuel spilled over the ground.

If only the elderly gentleman hadn’t been smoking.

From the depths of sleep, Aria heard night break apart like a bone. She crept down to the living room and saw Tina the babysitter sobbing on the sofa. The book they’d been reading, Mary Norton’s The Borrowers, about teeny people who lived beneath the floor and could never be seen by humans or else they vanished, lay open beside her.

A man dressed in a policeman’s uniform was saying, “Calm down, miss.”

Tina pulled Aria into her arms. “You poor orphan girl,” Tina wept. “You poor orphan girl.”

While the poor orphan girl—who’s flown by herself from New York to Los Angeles—stands at the foot of this place she’s been delivered to like a piece of junk mail, the Chateau Marmont looks beyond her past to her future. Then it exhales so far down into its ground-floor rooms that the curtains fly out the windows like voile birds. For it sees a life in which every woman Aria meets is either mad or mean or poor or dead. The mad and mean ones are the bad guys, of course. The poor and dead ones are the angels.

But what kind of story is that?

So the Marmont does what it’s never done before. It reassigns the roles.

It nudges a young woman called Flitter and one called Calliope (yes, their names are ridiculous, but they’re actresses, so what do you expect?) into the lobby. It makes Aria wear the kind of vulnerable expression on her face that both Flitter and Calliope once vowed they’d never again wear on theirs. It creates that connection so they can all come together in a story where there are women who are mad and mean and poor and dead—but it’s not quite that simple.

The madwoman deserves more than an attic. The mean ones deserve more than forgiveness. The poor ones deserve more than to say they’re a bird and then to let the net ensnare them anyway. And the dead ones …

You’ll see.




PART I

THE POOR ORPHAN GIRL




One

1957

It takes an hour of waiting for someone to claim her before Aria starts to believe. If you didn’t believe in wishing stars, then your wishes wouldn’t come true. If she didn’t believe that her parents were dead, then they couldn’t have been burned up by fire. She’d step off the airplane and there they’d be and she’d hold them and hold them and hold them—and she’d know to never let them visit a gas station.

But in the small dark cave of the lobby, as disregarded as the fringed-gold lamp beside her, Aria finally understands that nobody will kiss her goodnight again. That to be motherless—parentless—is like being dropped into a void and no matter how much she scrabbles at the air, she’ll never stop falling.

What should I do? she wants to cry out. Just tell me what to do.

But she has nobody to advise her, not anymore. She tries to stop the snotty little sobs that soak her handkerchief and both her sleeves. But she can’t. In the end, she has to wipe her nose on her skirt and for the first time in two weeks she’s glad of something: that her mother can’t see how disgusting she is.

“Holy cow. A kid.”

A young woman, or perhaps an old girl, appears suddenly in front of Aria. She’s chasing beautiful, hasn’t quite caught it yet. Then another girl-woman glides over. She isn’t beautiful either—but this time it’s because that word is wholly inadequate.

“What are you doing here, honey bee?” she says to Aria.

The endearment makes more tears leak from Aria’s eyes. She points to the luggage tag on her suitcase: c/o Miss Devine Rey.

“You’re here for The-Legendary-Miss-Devine-Rey?” The not-quite-beautiful woman runs the words together. “Holy cow,” she repeats.

“You’d better come with us,” her excessively beautiful friend says, leading the way out of the lobby, which contains one witchy-looking chandelier, a baby grand piano and a scattering of ancient chairs, as if only spells, musicians and ghosts ordinarily occupy it. “I’m Calliope Burns,” she says. “And this is Flitter Reeve.”

Aria’s tears pause. Maybe, for the first time ever, her name will help rather than hinder her.

I wanted to add some sparkle to your surname, her mother used to say. Imagine if you were plain old Jane Jones.

Aria loved her mother so much she never said that in a classroom full of Bettys and Marys, she’d much rather have been plain Jane.

Now, desperate to keep talking to anyone kind, but especially to these two, she whispers the name that finally fits in. “People think my name is weird. But yours …”

“They’re our stage names.” Calliope smiles, and Aria has the most peculiar urge to become one of her insignificant possessions, like a pocket perhaps, so she could travel always in the circle of her radiance.

Calliope is blue-eyed and blonde-haired, and her skin looks like soft apricot clouds. She somehow occupies both the space of her body and the space outside herself. Flitter also has a vibration of some kind, juvenile perhaps, but discernible if you pay attention. But she’s too precisely put together—her hair is more white than blonde, her brows are arrowheads, and her nails the startlingly red color of danger signs. Whereas Calliope—her nose is crooked or off-center, and it’s that imperfection that makes Aria keep staring, trying to figure out how nine-tenths extraordinary plus one-tenth flaw equals lightning plus auroras to the power of heaven.

“If I can’t have a face like hers,” Flitter says, indicating Calliope, “then I can at least have a beautiful name.”

“Is my aunt beautiful?” Aria blurts. They’ve stepped outside and into such a parade of gorgeousness that Aria needs to know if her aunt is lovely enough to pay what seems to be the entry price around here for short, brown-haired Aria too.

Calliope says, “Aria, next to your aunt, you are Marian Monti.”

Aria beams. Her father thought Marian Monti was a real looker; he took Aria and her mother downtown to the Rialto Theater last year to watch The Girl Who Married a Millionaire, and Aria’s mother had joked, Perhaps I’ll get a few tips.

Aria’s father replied, There’s more than a million bucks of love for you in my heart, and her mother had kissed him like he was a river and she the desert.

Her tears are back. She’s afraid that Flitter and Calliope will flee, but instead they take her hands. “We’ll give you a tour,” Calliope says. “You can’t disturb your aunt between one and five.”

“Why?”

“You’ll find out soon enough,” Flitter says, words Aria doesn’t pay attention to because the gardens are full of trees with white star-shaped flowers and, lower down, there are star-shaped jasmine flowers too, like she’s surrounded by so many potential wishes.

“Here’s the pool,” Calliope says and look!

Sunshine pours down with abandon, spotlighting cabana chairs. Bikinis color triangles onto the bodies of platinum blondes who look so much like Marian Monti from the back that Aria’s whole body starts to quiver with excitement. But then they turn and their charisma is dull, like silver tarnish. Still, that over there is definitely Judith Crown!

It’s like nothing Aria has ever seen—famous actresses worshipped by everyone in America are now standing right in front of her.

In the center of it all sits a blond man. He’s talking on a telephone whose long cord stretches like gum over the brick paving. His skin is slick and tan and he’s smiling graciously at all the people trying to catch his eye. He beckons them over, shakes hands if they’re a man, drops a charming kiss onto the knuckles if they’re a woman. He juggles the telephone, the hands, his own finger crooking to catch the attention of a delivery boy with an armful of drinks, as well as the conversation he’s having on the phone and the drinks orders he’s eliciting from the people pulling their cabana chairs around him. In between all that, he makes jokes that have the crowd laughing and raising their glasses, chinking them against his.

He’s part cowboy, part gladiator, part man in a suit riding a Vespa through Rome.

“Welcome to Hollywood.” Flitter grins.

The man hangs up the phone, shakes hands with everyone again, blows a kiss or two, then strolls over to the path. “Hello, ladies,” he says to the three of them in a movie-star voice, low and articulated, and Aria feels her posture correct itself like it does when she’s in the presence of a teacher or doctor or other higher being.

Flitter and Calliope chorus, “Hi Bob.”

The woman at his side smirks and says to Calliope and Flitter, “Sorry I stole the part, girls. You need more practice.”

“There’ll be other parts, ladies. I know it,” Bob tells them.

Then he and the woman walk toward a narrow path leading uphill, leaving the scent of riches and Coppertone in their wake.

“Did you hear what he said!” Calliope whispers to Flitter. “Maybe he thought our auditions weren’t half bad.” To Aria, she says, “That’s Bob Ashenhurst. King of Hollywood.”

The king of this castle. It’s the first thing anyone has said that makes sense to Aria. Bob walks as if there’s an invisible crown on his head, heavy with gold and rubies, and he alone has the strength to hold it aloft.

“That’s Lacey Magee with him,” Flitter goes on, not bothering to whisper. “Who hides daggers in her beehive just so she can actually stab you in the back. We went to a casting call yesterday for a part in one of Bob’s movies. She got it.”

“There’ll be other parts for us,” Calliope reiterates with conviction. “But now,” she looks at her watch and says to Aria, “it’s time to meet your aunt.”




Two

Seven Years Later

1964

I’m flying down the stairs from my turret to the fifth floor to babysit Judith Crown’s latest kid when I round a corner and wham!

I crash into him like an accident, strewing bruises and curses over the wooden treads. They’ve been worn to such a high shine by the housemaids’ feet that no matter how much this man wheels his arms and recombines the words damn, god, sons and bitches, he topples backward. Thankfully a landing is only a few steps behind, but the fall is enough to make his ankle turn at an awkward angle.

The Chateau Marmont echoes the man’s curses back at him. He catches me smiling at the reverberating blasphemies and God is damned again.

“Are you going to laugh or help?” he snaps.

A golden-haired dog bounds over, a grin on its face too. I rub his head. “Hello boy. What’s your name?”

“His name is Pilot. His ankles are intact. Whereas mine …” The man tries to step forward and winces. “Dammit.”

In the lamplight of the stairwell, I can’t see much, just that the stranger is exceptionally tall and has black hair, which is a little long and a lot scruffy. His lips are extravagantly pouty, the kind the starlets would kill to have adorning their own faces, or else to have paving the road to hell down their necks. Dark sunglasses cover his eyes, like he’s the wayward friend of the blond lead in the big summer movie—the guy who isn’t handsome exactly, but who you can’t stop looking at all the same.

Yes, after seven years in Hollywood, even I’ve started describing people using movie tropes. Which means it’s definitely time to leave.

“Lean on me. I’m an expert at helping people who are unsteady on their feet,” I say to my injured acquaintance, assuming the sunglasses hide the start of tomorrow’s hangover or this afternoon’s high.

“I’m not under the influence of anything except being used by you as a human skittle,” he says curtly.

So I put him in the latter of the two categories of people at the Marmont: those who swallow liquor like water, and those who are drying out. It’s usually only a few days before they’re soaking wet and wilder than ever.

I offer him my shoulder as a crutch. “It’s ten steps up, then the elevator is close by.”

“You’re half my size.”

He looks around for a better option than an almost 21-year-old Aria Jones, who can only say she’s five foot three if she’s standing on her tiptoes. He must realize that unless he thinks he can ride his dog up the stairs, I’ll have to do. He puts an arm around my shoulders, leaning more of his weight on the wall than on me. The dog patters up behind.

“I’d rather not have the whole hotel see me like this,” he mutters.

“As well as being an excellent crutch, I’m an expert at being invisible.”

I crack open the door to the corridor and spy Chester Meringue, who’s clinging to vaudeville with the same fervor as the Hollywood censors and their rules about three-second screen kisses. He’s juggling two kitchen knives, a pair of panties and a banana, an uncomfortable combination at the best of times. I shut the door, wince for the fate of Chester’s toes when I hear a thunk, and reopen the door when his groan sounds resigned rather than bloodied.

Chester moves away. But now we’re interrupted by gunshots. My companion jumps, jars his ankle, and his curses flow as freely as the Chateau Marmont oddities.

“It was just two shots, so it’s okay,” I tell him.

His eyebrows soar to exhilarating heights. “What exactly is the number of gunshots that would concern you?”

I check my watch. It’s six o’clock. I’m going to be late.

“Too busy to deal with a massacre?” he says acidly. “Ankle-maiming enough for today?”

I make myself smile politely and explain. “The author Paul Rydell is in residence. He has a love-hate relationship with the forty-foot neon showgirl on Sunset Boulevard. Sometimes he shoots her—just with an air rifle—in the ass. Two buttocks equals two shots. Now, the coast is clear. So, let’s go.”

I’ve finally silenced him. We hop along to the elevator, and I pray that it doesn’t break down until we’re out of it. Part of the Marmont’s charm is its careless antique shabbiness, like an aging French courtesan whose couture gown is frayed—but it’s Chanel, so who cares?

“Miss Aria!” Isaiah cries when the doors open. He kisses my cheeks. “You always take the stairs.” Then he sees the man. “Ah, you have cargo.”

My injured companion says, “Seventh floor,” and the elevator lurches upward like an incompetent cat.

“Need a hand?” Isaiah asks when the doors open.

The man shakes his head and I hope it’s because he really is eager to have as few people as possible see him like this rather than because he’s the kind to search for another elevator when they see the color of Isaiah’s skin. If I find it’s the latter, I’ll tell Maisie the housekeeper to short-sheet his bed.

Pilot leads the way, stopping outside the large penthouse, which means my acquaintance is someone important.

“I’ll send the doctor up,” I tell him as he slips his key into the lock.

He nods and closes the door behind him. A second later it cracks open and a gruff, “Thank you,” issues from within.

Then he’s gone, taking his shades and his lips with him, leaving behind the sensation of gentle pressure on my arm as well as a hint of musk and devil-may-care.

I shake my head. Who was that? He isn’t a wannabe actor—dreamers can’t afford penthouses. Perhaps he’s one of the studio-contracted actors who’s done something bad and been put here to hide away until the fuss dies down. But they’re usually the most conspicuous of all, enjoying their notoriety and their free accommodation.

The infamous don’t hide in stairwells. Only the invisibles do, like me.

I check my watch again. It’s that time between martinis and valium that’s the most dangerous of all. I can’t go to Miss Devine Rey’s room to call the doctor. So I hurry down to the lobby, where a guest is banging out an impassioned version of “Les Toreadors” on the baby grand, an apt metaphor: the Marmont is full of posturing bulls and overconfident matadors. As for me, I’m the red flag, the one who gets out of the way just in time.

Not today. No, today I’m rounding another corner, and there beneath the gothic chandelier stands a girl with a suitcase sitting like a forlorn puppy at her feet and I’m flung so violently backward seven years that a sound flies out of my mouth. But she isn’t the ghost of Aria-past. This girl is pretty, for a start. She’s around fifteen, I’d guess, but she’s trying to look older with false lashes and hands-on-hips attitude.

“Can I help you?” I ask. Even though I have a doctor to call, an air rifle to confiscate and a baby to sit, I can’t leave her standing there looking so vulnerable, so lost.

She glares. “My dad just bought this place, so I don’t need help.”

Another gasp escapes me. It’s like this girl is the murder scene in Psycho, put here to scare me silly. “Bought? The Marmont? Your dad?”

I make myself stop bombarding her. I need to tuck her away where she’s safe—and quickly. “Owning probably isn’t the same as knowing. What room do you need?”

“The only thing I know is that I have a headache.”

“Les Toreadors” becomes a chord-heavy version of “The End of the World” and even my temples start to pound. All we need is for the air rifle to go off again.

Thankfully the desk clerk appears. I hand the girl over, then shut myself behind the carved wooden door of the phone booth. “It’s Aria,” I say when Doctor Foster answers.

“What do you have for me today? Judith Crown’s stomach needs pumping? Augusta Hepworth has another black eye?”

“Just a sprained ankle. In the penthouse.”

“I yearn for the days of sprained ankles, Aria. Thank you.”

I laugh and hang up.

Then I frown, remembering what the girl said.

Someone’s bought the Chateau Marmont.

Which could ruin all of my plans.

I run back up the stairs, knock on Paul Rydell’s door and hold out my hand.

He sighs and passes me the air rifle. “Can’t live with her, can’t live without her.”

Over his shoulder, I can see her—the forty-foot giantess in silver boots and a scanty blue leotard who twirls on the edge of a silver dollar, advertising the Hotel Sahara in Vegas. She arrived the same year I did and casts flashing green and red light into Rydell’s room, as well as a smile every five seconds, before presenting him with her rear end. The lights would give me nightmares, but Rydell keeps writing her into his books and only shoots her when the words won’t flow.

“Ask for a different room,” I tell him.

“Then the words might never come,” he says mournfully.

Like everyone here, his need for fame outweighs the pain of earning it.

I take the rifle up to my turret, where there are so many books stacked in piles around the room that it looks like the walls are made of stories. I hide the rifle among the eclectic mix of objects—a lamp whose base is a foot in a high-heeled shoe, a black Art Deco cat that I call F. Scott. Then I barrel down to Judith Crown’s room only fifteen minutes late. Thankfully she must have drunk exactly the right amount of gin and hot water because she just kisses my cheeks and dashes out while I collapse onto the sofa.

“What a day,” I say to the baby, who giggles through pink lips so like her momma’s. Maybe those lips will just smile and sing, like her momma does. Maybe they’ll never taste gin, nor fear; maybe she’ll use them to ask for what she wants rather than to swallow down what she doesn’t.

God, I’m the one who needs a gin and hot water.

“Let’s take a walk.” I carry the baby downstairs in search of Mr. Mason, the manager, who’ll be able to tell me about the Marmont’s new owner. But Mr. Mason’s office is locked.

It’s never been locked before.

I take out the skeleton key I was gifted by the housekeeper on my fourteenth birthday, push open the door and see immediately what’s missing: the photograph that used to sit on Mr. Mason’s desk of himself, his long-dead fiancée, Toni—Bob Ashenhurst’s sister—and Miss Devine Rey.

If the photo’s gone, it means Mr. Mason is too.

No.

The baby grizzles, oblivious to my shock, so I take her upstairs, feed her, bathe her, read her a story, and tuck her into bed. Then I stare out the window at the endless lights of LA.

Fourteen years ago, something happened. I don’t know what. Just that Toni Ashenhurst died and my aunt locked herself in her suite and hasn’t left it since. Yet we somehow keep renting a two-bedroom suite at the Chateau Marmont, when surely the money from my aunt’s career ran out long ago. I’ve always assumed that because of their past friendship, Mr. Mason has been very inventive in the way he accounts for our suite. And I try not to cost my aunt anything: I wear the clothes the stars leave behind—whatever they lose at the Marmont, they never want to see again. My aunt wears the clothes she’s had since she cloistered herself in her suite. But we order everything else from Schwab’s, the pharmacy and diner across the road, which can’t be cheap.

And now the Marmont has a new owner. Which means I have a problem.

When Judith returns, I tuck her into bed too, remind her that she has to get up when the baby cries rather than roll over and go back to sleep. Then I go to my aunt’s suite, where everything is the same as it was seven years ago: chinchilla stoles hang on the coatrack by the door; ambergris incense sticks burn on stands, hiding the stench of decay; and monogrammed luggage sits beside the dressing table as if Miss Devine is always dashing off.

I fetch her a glass of water, hoist her into a sitting position and try not to let it ache too much when she cries.

“Someone’s bought the Marmont,” I say, and that’s enough to rouse her.

“Who?” she whispers.

“I don’t know. I’m trying to find out. But I need to know if you can pay for this room.”

“I can’t,” she weeps before she falls back into the Quaalude sea.

I exhale. Check my watch. It’s two in the morning. But I haul myself back up to my turret and pull War and Peace from the stacks of books. Inside, I’ve cut a rectangle through the pages to hold all the money I’ve earned from babysitting.

$4552. I’m four hundred and forty-eight dollars and three months short of my goal.

For almost seven years I’ve lived here under the guardianship of a woman I hardly know. But on December the first, three months away, I’ll be twenty-one. An adult—no longer the ward of an aunt. My plan has always been to walk out of here with $5000 in one hand and my life in the other, thus fulfilling the promise I made to myself seven years ago—to escape the Marmont and leave poor orphan Aria behind. And I’m so close. I just need three more months and less than five hundred dollars. But now I have to somehow earn enough money to both pay the rent until then and to add to my escape fund too.

Or I need to make miracles happen and convince the new owner to let my aunt and me continue to stay here for free.

I’m living in Hollywood, the land of miracles. Surely there’s one—just one, please God—out there for Aria Jones?

A sharp breeze bullies its way in through the window, demanding, Who’ll look after your aunt after you’ve gone? She kept you when you had no one. You owe her.

I slam the window against wind and guilt. I have enough problems to solve right now and, besides—don’t I owe myself something too?




Three

1957

A sick feeling curdles in Aria’s belly as she follows Calliope and Flitter to the elevator. She tries to make it go away by reminding herself that she just made two friends and has met the King of Hollywood. Perhaps that’s a sign that she isn’t falling through an endless void, but has landed on the solid ground of a place where goodnight kisses are given out by loving aunts. She refuses to acknowledge the rat-a-tat memory of her father’s eyes on the few occasions he spoke of his sister, an expression like the one everyone has directed at Aria over the past fortnight. Not sadness. Something that hurts more than ordinary tears. Like people thought that all Aria had ahead of her was the graveyard of buried hopes that Anne of Green Gables talked of, an idea Aria had struggled to grasp when she’d read the book a few months ago.

The elevator attendant pulls the metal grille shut behind them, jolting Aria back to the present. Flitter and Calliope kiss his cheeks.

“You girls,” he says, his smile so hearty you could warm your hands on it. He bends down to Aria’s level, gloves starkly white in comparison to the dark brown of his cheeks, like his hands don’t really belong to him. “What’s your name, sweetie?”

“Aria Jones.”

“A beautiful name,” he says. “Means ‘air’ in Italian.”

The sick feeling vanishes as Aria marvels at the potency of a name she’s never thought belonged to an ordinary girl like her.

“I’m Isaiah,” the attendant continues. “How old are you, Miss Aria?”

“Thirteen and three-quarters.”

Those extra months are important. She needs Calliope and Flitter to know that she’s bigger than she looks.

“The right age for candy.” Isaiah pulls a bag of Reese’s Pieces from his pocket at the same time as Calliope says, “On the cusp,” and her eyes have a conversation with Flitter that Aria doesn’t understand.

“Cusp of what?” she asks.

“Of when the fairies die,” Flitter says grimly, but Aria’s more interested in what Isaiah’s telling her—that he has a son around her age and will introduce her, meaning that maybe now Aria has four new friends in her life.

“How old are you?” she asks the girls.

“I’m eighteen,” Calliope says. “Flitter’s nineteen. We’ve been best friends forever.”

“We came to LA last year,” Flitter adds.

“We work nights here and we persuaded the manager to rent us a tiny room nobody ever stays in.” Calliope picks up the story. “It fits a bed—”

“Just!” Flitter grins. “You can’t open the door the whole way.”

The elevator pings. The doors open on the fifth floor. Nobody steps out.

Flitter points along a dim corridor with red and black carpet patterned with snakes. “Room 53.”

Room 53, Aria repeats to herself as she drags her suitcase behind her. She taps on the door.

No response.

The snake-carpet writhes beneath her feet. The void opens around her again.

What if Miss Devine Rey doesn’t really exist?

Then a sonorous voice calls, “Enter,” and the intensity of Aria’s relief has her bursting through the door, not knowing that all her hopes are shining like tears in her eyes.

The room is so dark. She slows, puts out a hand to feel her way.

A woman stands on the other side of the room. She’s full-figured, wearing a fitted black dress whose scooped neckline shows off her skin all the way to her breastbone. Her blonde hair is chin-length and her bearing is as majestic as Bob’s, the man from the pool.

Aria inches forward, her suitcase banging against her legs too loudly in this whisper-quiet room.

Miss Devine Rey’s eyes travel from Aria’s brown hair to her green eyes to her hastily purchased black dress to her skinny, bruised calves.

“Plain,” her aunt pronounces. “If your hair was lighter, you might at a pinch have been able to play the role of an orphan in a Dickens adaptation. Have your monthlies begun?”

Aria gapes. The monthly visitor is like a disgraced cousin—something only ever spoken of in whispers.

“Perhaps then you’ll at least grow a bosom.”

Aria’s arms fly up to cover her chest, tears scalding her eyes.

Why, when she’s just one small, unimportant child in the vast scope of the world, is God trying so hard to break Aria Jones’s heart?

So that she doesn’t cry, not in front of this woman, Aria explodes.

“I hate you!” she screams. “I hope that one day you’re standing in a room wishing for one bit of kindness and all your clothes fall off and everyone laughs at you. I curse you right now,” Aria shouts like she’s a sorceress and, by god, she feels like one, like her rage could fire out of her fingers, straight into this woman’s heart. “I curse you with that future!”

“Go to your room!” her aunt shouts, pointing in the direction of a door.

Aria runs to it, lets it crash shut, trapping her in a salmon-colored bedroom where the vomity feeling returns because the walls make her think of the food she used to put out for her cat, Rosie. But now Rosie lives with Aria’s five-year-old neighbor back in Manhattan.

She flings the window open, searches for a drainpipe, imagines climbing down five stories, and never coming back. But in her pockets are only three used tissues and the melted candy Isaiah gave her. She won’t get far with that.

But one day she will. Because for the first time in her life, she has a wish: to escape from this life she’s been put into.

This is not her story.
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The following afternoon, still short of answers to my money problems, I go out into the September sunshine. It’s that glorious time of year when the heat gentles, the wildfires relent, the grapes taste like candy, and you think life will always be this sweet and free from fires. I want to swim before cocktail hour begins, but last night’s parties must have been Prohibition era-themed because instead of napping, everyone’s by the pool.

Wearing a bikini and holding a book she isn’t reading is the girl I saw in the lobby yesterday. Bob Ashenhurst is in the cabana beside hers.

Damn.

“Pete!” he calls to Peter Oldham, a leading man who makes box-office gold.

Peter lopes over and the men shake hands.

“Martini?” Bob asks, holding up a bottle of vermouth.

Peter pulls up a cabana. More cabanas slide over to join them because how can anyone resist the King of Hollywood in conversation with a prince? Bob starts to tell the story of how he found this kid working in the prop shed at the studio and had him do a screen test and, that day, purely by accident and circumstance, Peter Oldham, silver-screen heartthrob, was born.

Everyone’s heard it before. But they all listen because Bob tells it so well, drawing out the moment when he waited with all his fingers crossed to see if the kid looked as good on-screen as he did running skulls back and forth to the set of a horror movie.

Suddenly, everyone’s eyes move left, following the movement of a woman along the path—Calliope Burns in green velvet hot pants.

I fling myself into her arms and beneath the perfume, the hairspray and the cigarettes, I catch the memory of morning breath and pajama parties.

“You’re ungluing my eyelashes,” Calliope says, dabbing her eyes then slipping her arm though mine.

We don’t have to say where we’re going—our bodies lead us to that little room in the Marmont’s rear end, uninhabited now, but lived in by the ghosts of three girls who once lay in a bed together, dreaming. The bed is still there, so we wriggle onto it.

“I’ll order mint juleps from Schwab’s,” Calliope says. “For old time’s sake.”

She picks up the phone and puts on her husky actress voice. “This is Miss Calliope Burns. I’d like two mint juleps and two burgers with fries and extra ketchup brought up to my old room, please.”

Order placed, she turns to me. “I’m dying to know if you’ve seen Theo Winchester.”

“I thought he stayed at the Beverley Hilton?”

Calliope grins. “He bought the Chateau Marmont.”

Holy Mary, Mother of Jesus, I’ve lamed the person whose charity my aunt and I are relying on.

Theo Winchester—or Win, as everyone calls him—is a rock star, that new breed of man whose music makes you feel as if he’s reached into your chest, wrung out your heartache and set it to music. A man who doesn’t just stand on a stage and sing; he tosses guitar chords into the crowd like they’re filthy invitations.

He has dark hair. Pouty lips. He’s the man from the stairwell. And I doubt he’s the kind of guy who’ll let a penniless former star who hasn’t paid rent for years, and her niece as well, stay at his hotel for free.

“I need a job.” I flop despairingly onto my back. “Babysitting isn’t enough.”

“Do you want me to get you an audition?”

“God no! For what part anyway? The duckling with no hope of ever being a swan?”

“That’s not true,” Calliope scolds. Then she frowns. “Besides acting, what other jobs are there for an LA girl? Or any girl, for that matter.” She ticks them off, doesn’t even need a whole hand of fingers. “Secretary. Maid. Waitress. Salesclerk. You’re too smart for those. And you need to go to college to be a nurse or teacher. What else?”

We sit there, unable to come up with anything.

“Well,” I say, trying to smile, “at least now they’ve passed the Equal Pay Act, I’d get paid the same as a man if I could come up with something.”

“But men aren’t maids at the Marmont or salesclerks at Bullock’s. So equal pay is just another lie. As if anyone would ever pay me as much as Peter Oldham when we’re in a movie together.” Calliope flops onto her back too. “It’s like what that book said—the Betty Friedan one you made me read. The women are trapped in their husbands’ homes, mopping floors. Which is why they need movies. You know, I thought maybe—and in some ways I hate thinking it—that after Marian died, the era when all you could be was a wife who believed that if she got her Sunday roast and her hair just right, her husband wouldn’t cheat on her is over. Marian was the poodle-skirted, tiny-waisted, cleavage-powered 50s. But I hoped that with Win’s music and The Monolith’s music, with tights and no garters, with equal pay and the pill, a new era’s arrived. But,” she sighs, “here we are. Poor Marian.”

The overdose death of screen queen Marian Monti last year hit everyone, but especially the women of Hollywood, who believed it was deliberate rather than accidental. That she didn’t want to be the figurehead of vapid blondes. No, Marian wanted a quiet place where she could paint the sky. “It’s always different,” she told me when I asked her why all her watercolors were of the sky.

Now she lives up there, destined to be forgotten in a few years’ time.

Calliope opens her purse, takes two pills out of it, pops them in her mouth, and swallows. “I have a headache,” she assures me when I frown.

Headache. I remember the girl in the lobby. “Does Theo Winchester have a daughter?”

“Well,” Calliope leans in. “Whether she’s really his daughter isn’t certain, but a woman he dated as a teenager died in a car accident a few months back and she left him a fourteen-year-old in her will, claiming she was his.”

“Another orphan.”

“Who the gossip columnists say has been kicked out of Hollywood High for bad behavior. Meaning she most likely is Win’s daughter. Have you seen him yet? I can’t tell whether he’s devastatingly sexy or quite ugly. He has one of those faces. Like an eagle—all gothic and stern, but your eye just wants to stare anyway. Stormy thoughts and brooding brows. Don’t you think?”

A knock interrupts my laughter. The boy from Schwab’s gapes at Calliope like he’s just seen his first Playboy centerfold. After he deposits the food and drinks on the dresser, she signs a napkin for him and he runs off looking like he’s going to need a moment to himself in the phone booth before he can return to work.

Calliope and I only stop giggling to stuff the burgers in our mouths. We chew contentedly, then I ask what she’s been up to.

“Debating how many fractions of an inch of areola should be permitted on screen in a millisecond most people will miss.” Calliope flicks her cigarette lighter with irritation. “When I sat up in bed after my fake lovemaking, an unscripted rim of pink could apparently be seen. It delighted the director, but the producer is scared of the censors, the pearl-clutchers, and the husbands of the pearl-clutchers, who’ll question my morals in mixed company but jerk off to the memory in the shower. I told him that if he was so concerned about nipples, he should have given me something to cover them under the sheet. If you’re going to play the game, at least own up to the fact that you’re playing it.”

She swallows half her mint julep. “It’s so hard to see that it couldn’t possibly contravene the Production Code. But nobody’s sure if barely visible areolas will pull in the crowds or deter them. For a town where sex will get you more than a thousand dollar bill, there’s a hell of a lot of pretending nobody gets screwed. The thing that irks me is that it’s a damn good film. And I’m damn good in it. But my areola will forevermore be the subject of attention.”

The Production Code, otherwise known as known as the Hays Code, is a set of rules drawn up thirty years ago by a priest, of all people—a priest in Hollywood, an idea that stretches the imagination more than a movie about male virgins. The Code sets out what is and isn’t allowed on screen, its goal to ensure that movies don’t corrupt anyone.

But on the first floor of the Chateau Marmont, there’s a library that could tell you a different story.

“Do you ever get tired of it?” I ask, putting my burger down and studying her face, which is even more hyper-beautiful than it was seven years ago.

“I’m so tired I could sleep for one hundred years.”

It’s the reference to a fairytale that does it. Makes me remember the other trope we spoke about a few minutes ago: the orphan.

I jump up, collect my fries and Calliope’s, which I know she won’t eat. “I have an idea that might earn me some money.”

I lead the way to the small penthouse on the sixth floor, which people have started calling “Calliope’s Room”—having your moniker attached to a Chateau Marmont room is a surer sign of celebrity than a star on the Walk of Fame. Once there, Calliope reaches into the nightstand and takes out three more pills.

“I’ll call the doctor,” I tell her.

“I’m fine.” She shines her famous smile. “I’ll stay in bed and read scripts. I need something to change my bio from Academy Award nominee to Academy Award winner.”

“You know that everyone loves you.”

“They love to look at me. But do they love me?”

I can’t believe that Calliope Burns could ever lose faith in herself. Before I can remind her what she said to me on our first sleepover, she says, “Enough about me. Tell me what you’re up to.”

I fill her in, then point to her wardrobe. “To pull this off, I need to borrow a shirt. Everything I have is too plain or too bright. Nobody ever leaves in-between colors behind.”

“Go to a shop. You don’t have to wear everyone’s leavings.”

“Those leavings cost more than I can afford. I’m happy to shop in the Marmont’s checked-out rooms.” I pull out a deep blue, short-sleeve knit top.

Calliope won’t let the conversation go. “Have you still not gone further than Schwab’s?”

Last time she was here, I promised her I’d jump on a bus and go at least as far as Hollywood and Vine, dip a toe into the city I look out at from the turret, familiar to my eyes, foreign to my feet.

“Aria,” she presses. “There’s a whole world beyond this.”

“That’s what I’m saving up for.”

“Experience some of it now. Otherwise I’m worried that …” She inhales cigarette smoke, breathes out sparkling diamonds. “This has been your home for seven years. A home is as necessary to a person who’s found herself homeless as air is to a lung. If you try to leave it behind in small pieces, it might be easier.”

I tamp down the memory of the first time I stood at a bus stop on Sunset Boulevard, the day of the nineteenth birthday party we didn’t have for Calliope. I’d realized that if something happened to me, nobody would come looking for me. The sheer aloneness of thirteen-year-old Aria has caged me here ever since. But on December 1, the adulthood I’ll step into will give me the courage to walk out of this place I’ve lived in for seven years, but that hasn’t been my home.

I haven’t found home yet.

I hold the blue top up against my black capri pants, which I found last year in Augusta Hepworth’s room. You keep them, Aria, she’d cooed when I’d called to let her know she’d forgotten them. It’s my thankyou.

She didn’t say what she was thanking me for. But I knew.

“Look how green your eyes are with that top,” Calliope says. “You’ve always suited that hairstyle better than anyone.”

Years ago, after what I did to Bob Ashenhurst, I’d paid Judith Crown’s hairdresser most of my babysitting money to chop my hair off into a pixie cut. I’d wanted to be invisible and had no idea it was fashionable. Back then, the cut did nothing for me. But now I see that I’ve grown into it—and I’m momentarily disconcerted.

“You look demure and wise,” Calliope says. “Don’t be afraid to show him that you’re funny and bright and kind too.”

I kiss her cheeks, leave the room, melt into the walls, emerge on the ground floor, and knock on the door of Theo Winchester’s office.

No answer.

I push open the door, go inside, sit down and wait.

“Christ!”

I don’t hear him come in, even though I hear everything at the Marmont. He’s either stealthier than I am or I’ve let my guard down for the first time since 1957.

“Mr. Winchester.” I offer my hand. “I hope your ankle is better. I’m Aria Jones.”

“Aria Jones, who makes a habit of wiping out people in stairwells and lurking in offices. Do you have a vendetta against me or has someone paid you to kill me?”

It seems that Theo Winchester will fit right into the Marmont with that tendency to create a drama out of everything. In five seconds I’ve gone from causing a tumble to being an assassin.

He opens a drawer, pulls out a pack of Lucky Strikes and a lighter in the shape of a golden guitar. He’s sans sunglasses today, so I can see his eyes, which are as dark as his hair. He’s wearing a collared gray sweater, dark jeans and a black square-cut onyx ring on his left pinkie finger. His hair is unkempt, his face just as Calliope described—Win is obviously a man who celebrates midnights and loathes middays.

Now I’m being melodramatic. I smile.

“Is my face amusing?” he asks.

“Not at all,” I reply truthfully and he barks out a laugh.

“Why are you here, Aria Jones? I can’t find a fifty-thousand-dollar guitar that was supposed to be brought to my room. And I haven’t had breakfast yet.”

“Your guitar is most likely in bungalow three. The guys from The Windows are staying there and they pick up every instrument that comes in the doors. But the reason I’m here,” I press on, ignoring the eyebrows quirked up at me, “is because I’m offering you the chance to employ me as your daughter’s tutor. Like a governess, but without the nineteenth-century dress.” I attempt a joke to get his eyebrows to relax.

It doesn’t work.

“You’re offering me the chance to employ you,” he repeats incredulously. “How old are you? And who says I need a governess, if they even exist, for Adele?”

“I’ll tackle those in order,” I say, trying to sound like the governesses the Brontës and Thackeray served up in their novels. “I’m almost twenty-one. I’m the most intelligent person in this building and possibly in the city. If Adele was expelled, she’s rebelling against something. Sending her to another school means she’ll rebel all over again. Then she’ll be left to wander around the Marmont unsupervised. You can’t—”

I cut myself off, my fists tightening into hard balls of memory.

I try another approach. “What do you know about teenage girls?” I ask, thinking to prove my expertise. After all, until recently, I was one. Then my mouth says, “Scratch that. You’re a rock star. I don’t want to know what you know about teenage girls.”

God, this is a horror movie only Hitchcock would be proud of. Indeed, Win’s face is a riot of expressions, like I promised him a symphony but howled like a wolf instead.

I try to fix it with a more concise summary. “That came out wrong. What I mean is that you bought a hotel in a city of earthquakes and wildfires. So you need to be careful.”

He stabs his cigarette into the ashtray and walks over to the window, limping a little. From here, the Marmont looks glorious—the bird-of-paradise flowers ornament Eden with licks of shimmering flame. He rests his hips against the windowsill and says, a challenge in his voice, “All right. You said you’re the most intelligent person here. Prove it. Tell me something I don’t know.”

This is almost too easy. Someone schooled by encyclopedias knows more obscure facts than anyone. The key is choosing one that interests him, and quickly, because he’s tapping the window frame like he’s either taken too many dexies, has discovered the bass line of his next hit song—or is dying to kick me out.

“Most people think that only male birds sing. But Margaret Morse Nice wrote a chapter about female birdsong in her book Studies in the Life History of the Song Sparrow. She thinks female birds have evolved to be the quietest for survival reasons. So while you might think they never sing, it’s just that most people don’t listen.” I can’t resist adding, “I wonder if there’s a parallel between that finding and the reason her research is mostly unknown?”

A surprised laugh escapes him and it’s like watching an eagle stretch out its wings and your breath catches because you weren’t expecting such grace from something so fierce.

Then he says, like he just can’t help but turn back into a regular man, “Is that true? You could make anything up.”

“That would mean assuming you’re stupid, which I guess you’re not if you’ve made enough money to buy the Marmont.” I should stop there, but the fact that he hasn’t made a pass and I’m enjoying the conversation makes me say, “Do you think a thing is only true if you’ve heard it before?”

“You’re feistier than you look.” Win returns to the desk and takes out another cigarette, looking amused, like he’s just found a new toy to play with, or break.

But Theo Winchester isn’t the first and nor will he be the last man who looks at me and sees something plain and ordinary. To everyone, I’m a wisp of black, like smoke or midnight. A dull piece of background you just don’t see. Which is how I like it.

So I don’t know why I retaliate. “Are beautiful people always kind? Ugly people always mean? Small people always worth overlooking?”

“It would seem not.” He rubs a hand over his forehead as if he has a headache, which are an epidemic at the Marmont. “Do you always ask so many questions?”

I’m guessing he doesn’t want to hear that the answer to that is a solid yes.

But I need this job. Need to make rent and add to my War and Peace savings account so I can finally make my wish come true.

I need to save his daughter in a way that I didn’t save Calliope.

I shove that thought away with both hands.

“Please let me help your daughter.”

Silence.

Then, “What are your terms?” he asks.

“Fifty dollars a week. I don’t need vacations. I’m happy to work day and night.”

Unfortunately, he proves himself as un-stupid as I’d suspected by saying, “And? You must want something else if you’re asking for so little.”

I come out with it. “There’s a tiny room on the first floor. A closet really, beside the restrooms. It’s been unoccupied for years. You’d never get any money for it. I want that room for myself, rent-free. And my aunt, Miss Devine Rey, lives in a suite on the fifth floor. She needs to stay there. But she can
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