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Chapter One

Present Day

 


“Lift your face just a bit.” Light fingertips tilted
Marion’s face upward to a better angle for Roxanne to do her work.
Marion knew the routine by now. She closed her eyes as cool fingers
smoothed primer into her skin. Taking a deep breath, she tried to
relax into it. Roxanne had been her makeup artist for years,
working with her on film after film, and like tonight, for the
occasional event she couldn’t gracefully avoid. She was one of the
few people Marion would allow into the sanctuary of her home.

“This always feels a bit ridiculous, putting on
evening wear in the afternoon.” Marion sighed, her British accent
contrasting with Roxanne’s flat, Southern Californian one.

“Time zones are a bitch,” Roxanne agreed. “But I
don’t think you’d be able to convince them to start the ceremony
any later.”

“No, I wouldn’t think so.” Marion’s hair was already
up, and her dress hung on the door to her closet, ready to be put
on as soon as her makeup was finished.

Roxanne moved on to her eyes. Eyeshadow and then
eyeliner in quick, efficient strokes. Marion kept her eyes open
after Roxanne finished putting pomade in her eyebrows to keep them
tidy. So much work, so much effort. She might have enjoyed it once,
all the attention, all the care directed entirely on making her
presentable, but the excitement had worn off years ago.

She looked at herself as Roxanne started to apply
various layers of corrector and concealer until she looked like a
better, more perfect version of herself. It was a false promise
though. What would the audiences think if they knew how much she
didn’t want to attend the ceremony tonight? Surely, the Academy
Awards had to be the height of the Hollywood social calendar.
Didn’t everyone want a ticket? Marion wanted nothing more than to
stay home and ignore the awards altogether. She could find out who
won in the next day’s paper.

The doorbell rang.

Marion could hear the front door open, then close
again. A minute later, Barbara, her assistant, entered the room, a
bouquet of violets in her hands. Roxanne paused as Marion
turned.

Marion sucked in a breath.

“One day you’re going to tell me who sends you these
mystery flowers.” Barbara stopped in the doorway. “Where would you
like them?”

Marion should have expected the flower delivery, but
she hadn’t. Handing out an award hardly seemed to warrant the
attention. But they showed up without fail anyway.

“On the vanity is fine.” Marion swallowed against
the thickness in her throat.

“Of course.” Barbara placed the flowers to one side
of the vanity. “Your car should be here in a bit. I’ll let you
know.”

“Thank you.” Marion turned back toward Roxanne as
Barbara left the room.

Following the concealer, Roxanne moved on to
brushing foundation over Marion’s face. Marion closed her eyes
again. She imagined she could feel every bristle of the brush
against her skin, each stroke putting another layer between her and
everyone who would look at her that night. Contour, highlighter,
blush, then powder to set it all. More layers. More distance.

The lips came next. Hers were a bit thin, but you’d
never know it once Roxanne finished with them. Movie magic even
when she wasn’t on the set of a film. Lip liner and lipstick, more
powder, more armor.

“Look up.” Marion lifted her eyes to the ceiling as
Roxanne put mascara on her lower lashes. Her stylist had already
come and gone, trusting her to complete her ensemble to the
required specifications on her own. She would look flawless when
she presented the best actor award later that evening. She would
need to with all of the cameras that would be focused on her. On a
night like tonight, they wouldn’t leave her alone. Her dress, her
jewelry, her makeup, it would all be fair game, and as much as it
annoyed her, she had an image to maintain.

“There you go,” Roxanne said as she put the mascara
wand away and finished putting on her false lashes. “You’re going
to cut a striking figure in all that black.” She nodded toward the
dress.

Marion glanced at herself in the mirror. She
supposed Roxanne was correct. “Yes, well, you know I’m not one for
experimenting. Or winding up on worst
dressed lists.” She reached out for a box
on the vanity and opened it, revealing a diamond necklace. It
sparkled almost to excess, but her stylist had said it was vital to
the ensemble, so Marion would wear it.

“I don’t think you need to worry about that.”
Roxanne started packing her things away. “Is your joke any
good?”

“Hmm?” Marion pulled her gaze away from the
necklace. “Oh, no. It’s dreadful.” She rolled her eyes. “But what
can you expect, really? Jokes written by committee are bound to be
lackluster.” She removed the necklace from the box and fastened it
around her neck. “But I’ll tell it with great gusto and no one will
know how I really feel,” she said as if imparting a secret.

Roxanne chuckled. “I won’t tell.” She winked.

“I appreciate your discretion,” Marion said.

They both looked in the mirror at Marion’s
reflection. For a moment, Marion wondered what Roxanne saw.
Probably just a job well done.

“Well, I’m finished here.” Roxanne put away the last
of her things, picked up her bag, and slung the strap over her
shoulder.

“Thank you.” Marion nodded and Roxanne showed
herself out. Her eyes fell back down onto her reflection, checking
it one more time.

She looked at the bouquet of violets sitting on the
edge of her vanity. She lightly shook her head and focused on her
task for the night.

She would run the gauntlet of press on the red
carpet and put up with insipid comments about her dress. She would
feign interest in the ceremony just in case any of the cameras that
panned across the audience came to rest on her. She would go on
stage, make an ill-thought-out joke that she did not write about
being the most successful spinster in Hollywood, and then she would
present the Best Actor award to an already-anointed pretentious
prick for his work on the latest navel-gazing, bullshit film she
had wanted to walk out of in the first thirty minutes. Once that
was finished, she just had to survive the innumerable parties and
she could put the entire affair behind her for another year.

 


* * *

 


Marion stood at the edge of the stage, envelope
resting lightly in her hands. She resisted the urge to fidget with
it. Someone would want it later as a keepsake and she didn’t want
to bend the edges. A woman stood next to her holding the statuette.
Marion spared her a glance. Young and blandly pretty in her evening
wear. She would blend into the background perfectly. Her only job
requirement. Marion ran through her joke in her head once again.
She wouldn’t want to flub it in front of the world.

She remembered the prior year. Oscar number three
sat in her office at home. It would be collecting dust if she
didn’t have someone to come in and clean on a regular basis. She
didn’t pay it any mind. She cared more about what came next. But
she didn’t have a project planned at the moment, wasn’t sure what
the future would look like. Nothing had seemed appealing lately.
Everything was focus-grouped to death now. No one was taking risks.
Not of the sort she was interested in at this point in her career.
She’d put in her time taking the expected parts, being the grand
doyenne of serious acting for what felt like ages. She wanted to do
new things, things that pushed her, things that took her out of her
comfort zone. Maybe she’d take some time off, go someplace
tropical, or go back to London for a bit.

Marion was pulled from her thoughts as her name was
announced through the theater. She put on a convincing smile and
stepped onto the stage. Time to get this over with.

 


* * *

 


The ceremony was finished, the awards given out, and
Marion’s night was that much closer to being over. Only the parties
remained. This was the second one she had attended that night. She
stared out at the valley below her, a chaotic sea of lights and
palm trees. Nothing interesting. Nothing special. It wasn’t London,
but she had gotten used to it over the years. At some point, it had
even become home. The party flowed on behind her, a cacophony of
sound and movement filled with people celebrating their wins and
commiserating over their losses, all far more inebriated than
Marion cared to be.

Marion heard a shriek and turned to see a young
blond woman, possibly one of the nominees from earlier, throwing
her arms around another bright young thing. They were supposed to
be the future of Hollywood. Marion could barely remember their
names.

She sighed. Her attendance at this particular party
was a necessary evil, born of politics and politeness. Movie stars
and other hangers-on crammed into every corner of the room, but she
didn’t care to interact with any of them. Three Academy Awards and
the parties got no less tedious.

Subtly pulling her phone out of her bag, Marion
checked the time. Three fifteen a.m. She sipped her champagne as
she looked toward the exit. Surely, she had subjected herself to
this torture long enough. She set her glass on a side table and
prepared to leave only to feel a light touch at her elbow.

Turning, Marion found Margaret at her side. Short
and round, Margaret looked nothing like your stereotypical
Hollywood agent. The straitlaced gray bob and mild expression gave
her the appearance of a kindly teacher, but Marion knew appearances
could be deceiving and that a shrewd mind lurked behind
grandmotherly glasses.

“I know you want to be going, so I won’t keep you
for too long.” Margaret’s eyes alighted on the crowd around them
and she looked far more jovial than Marion felt. “But you need to
come by my office tomorrow. Let’s say two o’clock? Gwen’s asking
for a favor and I want to talk it over with you.”

“What’s to talk over? If Gwen needs something, you
know I’m happy to help.” Gwen Harrington had given Marion her first
big break. Marion had a long memory, and if there was any way she
could repay the aging movie star, she would do it.

“You don’t even know what she’s asking for. At least
glance over the script before you agree.” Margaret smiled up at
Marion then looked toward the door. “I know you’re anxious to get
home, so I’ll leave you to it. Just remember: my office, tomorrow
afternoon, two o’clock sharp.” Margaret squeezed Marion’s forearm
and rejoined the crowd.

Marion was still watching Margaret when someone
stumbled into her side. Marion automatically reached out to steady
whoever it was. The shrieking woman from earlier looked up at her
in shock.

“God, I’m so sorry.” She held onto Marion for
another moment as she got her balance. “I—”

“Are you all right?” Marion held her hands out as if
the woman might fall over again.

“I…yeah, I’m—” the woman shook her head as she
looked up at her. Marion could see the moment she was recognized.
“Damn.” There was awe in the woman’s voice. “You…you’re gorgeous. I
mean, I knew that, I just didn’t…know.”

The woman just blinked up at Marion as if processing
her presence. She finally shook herself out of her reverie. “Can I
get you a drink? You need a drink. You don’t have one.” She swayed
on her feet. “Or I could brave the dessert table for you. The tiny
cakes are amazing.”

“That won’t be necessary,” Marion said. Something
about the questions amused her though and she smiled.

“I’d be happy to do it,” the woman said, leaning
into Marion’s personal space.

Marion blinked. She looked down at the woman and
caught the look in her eyes. She had seen that look before. It had
been years and years, but the woman’s eyes looked so familiar.
Familiar enough that Marion automatically wanted to take care of
her. She took a small step back.

“I was just making my way out, but thank you.”
Marion adjusted her grip on her clutch.

“Ah, well.” The woman smiled as she shook her head.
“I had to give it a shot. I’ve had a crush on you since forever.
You’re just amazing. Like, those cheekbones. How did you get those
cheekbones?” She closed her eyes as a blush colored her skin. “And
I shouldn’t have said that. I’m going to regret saying that.”

Marion couldn’t stop herself from laughing. Whatever
part of her had remained guarded crumbled at the sound of the
girl’s impulsive, slurred sincerity. “I’m significantly too old for
you,” she said gently. “But you look like you might need some help
to your car.”

“Yeah, that’d be…” The woman swallowed. “That’d be
awesome.”

That settled it. She would walk the girl to her car,
good deed done for the day, and then go home.

 


* * *

 


Darkness stretched out in front of Marion as she let
herself into her house. She had forgotten to leave on a light, but
she could find her way around in the dark well enough. She slipped
off her heels and pressed her feet onto the cold tile, sighing with
relief. She left them by the door to be collected in the
morning.

She started pulling the pins from her hair as she
walked toward her bedroom, collecting them in one hand as her hair
came to rest around her shoulders. She tossed the pins onto her
vanity then was brought up short by the shadow of the violets still
sitting there. This time, she sighed deeply as she sank into her
chair. She finished taking her hair down and ran her fingers
through it to check for any tangles, then looked at her reflection
again.

Nearly fifty and here she was. There were crow’s
feet around her eyes and lines across her forehead and she refused
to do anything about either. Other actors might be willing to alter
their appearance in a futile attempt to maintain relevance, but she
refused to.

She brushed her fingers over the soft petals of the
flowers. They would be dead in a few days and then the reminder
would be gone. Until then, she’d let the soft perfume fill her
room.

 


* * *

1997

 


Marion sighed. She and Tabitha had already twisted
their way through the house that hosted the party they were
attending that night and now the patio lay in front of them.
Something insipid by the Backstreet Boys pumped through the
speakers. Tabitha’s fingers dug into her arm where she pulled
Marion through the crowd.

She craned her neck to look around the patio.
Tabitha had only recently started letting her come to these
parties, finally convinced that she could trust Marion out of her
sight for more than five minutes. Marion relished her freedom.

“Go mingle, girl,” Tabitha hissed in her ear before
turning her loose. “I have too much to do tonight to babysit you. I
expect you to be on your best behavior. Go look pretty and don’t
offend anyone.”

“Of course.” Marion nodded. Her arm ached, but she
already knew that she wasn’t going to listen to Tabitha’s
instructions. Oh, she supposed she would look pretty enough. That
didn’t involve any active participation on her part, but there was
a bar in the corner and it likely had a decent bottle of scotch.
Avoiding people was the easiest way to not
offend anyone. One night off wouldn’t destroy her
career.

Tabitha gave her a stern look, as if she had read
Marion’s mind. Sometimes Marion wondered whether she could. “If I
catch you fooling around, you won’t like the consequences.”

Marion swallowed but met Tabitha’s eyes. “I
know.”

“Good.” Tabitha held Marion’s eyes for another
moment before she turned around and faded into the crowd. Now that
she was gone, Marion would do her best not to attract Tabitha’s
attention.

She made her way to the bar and slipped onto a
barstool. A quick conversation with the bartender later and she had
a tumbler sitting in front of her.

Keeping Tabitha happy was generally at the top of
Marion’s to-do list. It had been since she was a child. Her parents
had abandoned her to the agent’s care as soon as they’d hired her.
Tabitha had done more to raise her than her parents had, and it was
hard to shrug off her influence and expectations. Tabitha still
treated her like the unruly teen she had never had the luxury of
being, too ensnared by the expectations of producers and directors
and costars, and more importantly, of Tabitha herself. If Tabitha
wanted, she could snap her fingers and Marion’s career would be
over. She would be sent back to London, to her parents, in
disgrace, and never work again. She would have nothing.

Still, Marion was feeling reckless that night.
Something about the oppressive heat made her rebellious. She wanted
to leave. She wanted to take the car and go to the quiet

little coffee shop by her apartment where she could have a cup of
tea and no one would bother her. Never mind that they were likely
closed for the day. Still, she wondered how long her temporary
freedom would last. Probably not as long as she’d like before she
was pressed into a conversation with someone she didn’t care about,
her agent looming over her shoulder to make sure she smiled
prettily and played nice.

She looked up at the patio reflected in the mirror
behind the bar. Someone Marion didn’t recognize was splashing in
the shallow end of the pool with the skirt of her party dress
fisted in her hand to keep it from getting wet. What would it feel
like to jump into a pool in a party dress? She hadn’t the faintest
idea how to be that impulsive.

Other people milled about with their own cocktails
in their hands, making deals and casting movies. She was so caught
up in the spectacle of the woman in the pool that she didn’t notice
the person sliding next to her until she started speaking.

“What are you drinking tonight?” the woman asked.
Marion started, and then rolled her eyes. How original. Half the
men in Hollywood had tried the same line on her and it hadn’t
gotten them anywhere.

“Macallan. Why? Are you the bartender?” Marion
replied. Maybe her curtness would be enough to make the woman go
away. So much for playing nice. She had no interest in polite
conversation. No. She simply wanted to leave. Despite the rising
moon, sweat still beaded on her skin. She hated these parties.

“Not the bartender, no. Just curious. I, myself, am
having a lovely blanc de blanc, but I
could easily be persuaded to switch to scotch.” Marion looked at
the woman through the mirror. Their eyes met. Well then. Jess
Carmichael. The current darling of the pop scene. Layered blond
hair and too much enthusiasm for someone so small—the kind who
would be described as petite and
bubbly by the same tabloids that made
snarky reference to Marion’s gangly and
austere frame.

It was an odd party for Jess to be attending, full
of Hollywood moguls, and not part of LA’s music scene. Why she
wanted to talk to Marion was equally unclear.

“I don’t persuade people to drink. And I don’t
invite people I don’t know to drink with me.” Marion deadened her
tone and attempted to regard her scotch with a bored air. She
didn’t know how to be any more dismissive without outright telling
Jess to leave. She had no desire to be a conversation placeholder
for out-of-place pop stars.

“Jessica. I insist.” Jess thrust her hand out along
the bar in front of Marion. Marion looked at it disdainfully but
took it out of politeness anyway. Tattoos shifted on Jess’s skin as
she moved her muscles. Shapes Marion couldn’t decipher, and words
she couldn’t read, not in the low light. She found herself wanting
to know just what the tattoos said, but there was no polite way to
ask and no way for them to step into the light without Tabitha
noticing them.

“Yes. I know. Your music is…not terrible.”

“Why do I get the feeling that’s high praise coming
from you?” Jess cocked her head to the side as she smiled at
Marion. Marion finally turned to actually look at Jess. It was a
smile that held secrets. Jess signaled the bartender.

“Make of it what you will.” She caught Jess’s eyes.
Jess didn’t look away.

“Then I’ll take the compliment.” Jess really was as
relentlessly positive as her music. The bartender placed two
tumblers of scotch in front of them and Marion automatically
accepted the drink. “The last movie you were in, where you were the
teacher, it wasn’t half bad.”

That got Marion’s attention. Jess might be cheerful,
but she had some bite as well. That performance had won her an
Oscar and had most people falling over themselves to tell her how
wonderful it was, whether or not they had seen the film.

“You’ve made your point.” Marion inclined her head.
She took a sip of her drink and watched Jess do the same. Jess
coughed lightly. Marion wasn’t surprised. Jess didn’t look like a
scotch drinker. Marion raised an eyebrow.

Jess smiled sheepishly. “I’m not used to such strong
drinks anymore. And when I was, I wasn’t drinking anything so
nice.”

“I suppose the cocaine musicians are known for doing
it much smoother.” Marion smirked for just a second.

“Cocaine is so 1980s,” Jess replied. “It’s all MDMA
now. Though you,” Jess looked her up and down and Marion forced
herself not to shiver, “seem more like the opium den type.
Somewhere with silk curtains and fainting couches.”

Marion hadn’t expected Jess to tease her back. Jess
looked up at her through her eyelashes, lips quirked in a crooked
smile. Were they flirting? Marion wasn’t sure. She wasn’t out, and
as far as she knew, there weren’t any rumors going around to that
effect. She’d never heard anything about Jess being interested in
women, but this felt like more than a simple conversation. She
thought hard about her response. She couldn’t say anything overt,
couldn’t say anything that would attract attention. She could make
out Tabitha on the patio, no doubt trying to land her another
ingénue part.

“It’s a rare indulgence.” She took her own time with
a frank appraisal of Jess, subtle enough that no one else would
notice, but hopefully enough to let Jess know she might be
interested. Jess’s smile told her the message had been
received.

“And an expensive one.” Jess reached out and ran a
fingertip down the outside of Marion’s forearm. This time, Marion
did shiver. Jess’s smile turned into a smirk. If this was going
where Marion thought it was, she was ready to move things along.
She needed to move things along if she didn’t want Tabitha to see.
Marion swallowed the rest of her scotch, then took Jess’s and
finished that too. Jess laughed in delight.

Marion leaned into Jess’s space. “I believe this is
the point when you invite me back to your place for the next
drink,” she whispered. It wouldn’t do to be too loud. Marion could
see at least three people willing to sell tidbits about her to the
gossip columns in a heartbeat. If there were any rumors, Tabitha
would be the first to hear them, and she would come down on Marion
with a fury Marion didn’t want to experience. “I, of course, demur,
you charmingly insist, and I acquiesce. Do I have it right or shall
I check my script?”

Jess laughed louder this time. She leaned into
Marion’s space and when she responded, her voice was just as low.
“I don’t know. It seems you’re the one who just did the inviting.”
Well, if that’s how Jess wanted to see it, she wouldn’t object.
Unless she had been wrong about Jess’s intentions after all.

“Perhaps I did,” Marion allowed as she raised an
eyebrow and stood. How would Jess respond now?

Jess licked her lips. “Well, if you did, I would say
I would love to have that drink with you someplace more private,
and if my apartment happens to be closer, I do have a lovely bottle
of rosé I can open.” They were on the same page then.

“We can go out the side gate.” Marion held an arm
out to let Jess precede her.

Jess nodded and started walking toward the gate. If
they could get out quickly, Tabitha would be none the wiser.


Chapter Two

Present Day

 


Marion walked into the glass-walled building that
housed Margaret’s office. Her heels clicked against the marble
floors, cutting through the subdued atmosphere. It seemed the
entire town was suffering the same collective hangover and only
Marion dared disrupt the hush. She reached Margaret’s outer office
and presented herself to Margaret’s assistant at precisely two p.m.
The assistant waved her straight through.

“My presence, as requested,” Marion said as Margaret
looked up from her desk. More floor to ceiling windows stretched
out behind her, tinted to keep out the glare and the heat. She
crossed the office and took a seat in one of the leather guest
chairs that sat in front of the desk. The office was almost as
familiar as her own home in Hollywood after so many years as
Margaret’s client.

“Ah, yes.” Margaret shuffled some papers around on
her cluttered desk and found the script she was looking for. She
held it out for Marion. “Gwen wants you to give it a look and see
if you’re interested. It’s a small studio, and they can’t really
afford you, but I know how you feel about Gwen, and she’s signed on
as an executive producer.” Margaret shrugged. “I told her you’d
give it a look, but I didn’t make any promises.”

Marion raised her eyebrows as she took the script
and started skimming it. “A musical?” Her eyebrows rose even
farther up her forehead. She’d never done a musical, never even
considered doing one. She had said she wanted to do something new.
Singing. Singing would be new.

“An animated adaptation of a series of beloved
children’s books. Petunia’s Potion. Magic
and witches and that sort of thing.”

“Yes, I’ve read them,” Marion broke in. She’d loved
them as a young teenager, loved getting lost in the fantastical
world when the stress placed on her to be the perfect actor got to
be too much. Gwen had been the one who introduced her to the series
to begin with, slipping her each book in succession while they
worked together, along with the occasional piece of chocolate she
could nibble on covertly away from her former agent’s hawkish
gaze.

She had forgotten all about the experience, but now
she remembered it fondly as she skimmed through the parts of the
script that had been tabbed for her.

“Gwen thought the part of the stern headmistress
might suit you. She’s primarily there to put the brakes on the main
character’s antics, keep her from blasting her own head off with
her magic, that sort of thing.” Margaret’s eyes sparkled.

“I remember that from the books. What aren’t you
telling me?” Marion knew there had to be something to put that look
in Margaret’s eyes.

“Well, they’ve added a brief subplot with the
headmistress of a rival school. It’s all subtext, but if you look
at it the right way, the two characters practically fall in love on
screen.”

“Headmistress?” Marion didn’t remember that from the
books.

“Well, like I said, it’s all subtext.” Margaret
smiled knowingly. “But you are the master of subtext. The material
is there if you want to play it that way.”

Marion huffed. “Just because I’m a lesbian doesn’t
mean all of my characters have to be. This is exactly why I keep my
private life private.”

“Marion, dear, none of your characters have been
lesbians. And yet you can’t seem to help yourself. You can’t stop
people from speculating about your private life,” Margaret said,
shaking her head.

“I might not be able to stop them, but that doesn’t
mean I need to encourage them either. I don’t want people
speculating about what I do off screen. I had enough of that when
Tabitha was making me date those horrible, self-serving men in my
twenties. If I never see myself on the cover of a tabloid again, it
will be too soon.” Marion grumbled, glaring at Margaret, who was
giving Marion her patented long-suffering look. “I will not be made
a spectacle of.”

Margaret looked at Marion over the top of her
glasses.

“You know, if you just stopped hiding, you wouldn’t
have to worry so much about whatever covert signals you think you
might be giving off.”

Marion blanched. “We’ve had this discussion before.
We needn’t have it again. My private life is private. Whatever
plans you have for my public coming out, shelve them.” It was a
topic she and Margaret had discussed many times, and each time,
Marion had balked. While in her late twenties, Tabitha had trotted
her out like a show pony, determined to prove Marion’s straightness
to whomever might be speculating otherwise. Tabitha’s obsession and
public pressure had nearly led to what would have been a disaster
of a marriage. Now that Tabitha no longer had a hold on her, ever
since she had been freed to choose how she conducted her own life,
she guarded her privacy fiercely. She wouldn’t be pressured into
giving it up. Not for Margaret, not for her fans’ or the tabloids’
endless desire to know more about her private life, not for
anything.

Margaret shook her head. “All right. I’ll drop it.
And technically, the two headmistresses only have a few

scenes together, and they spend most of them at odds. Richard could
decide on a million different ways to have them interact.”

“Richard?”

“Thompson. He’s signed on to direct.”

Marion knew the name but didn’t know much about the
man beyond that he was British too, by way of Jamaica, slightly
scatterbrained, and generally well liked.

Marion looked down at the script once again, giving
it more careful consideration this time. The room descended into
silence as she turned pages. “It doesn’t look horrible. And it
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