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Echoes at Moonlight Hall


When a shy young teacher accepts a mysterious invitation to a masquerade wake in the Hollywood Hills, she steps into a night of glittering masks and dangerous secrets.
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ALETTA VAN BURGEN NEVER imagined she’d receive an invitation to Moonlight Hall—let alone for the masquerade wake of Roscoe Lawrence Marshall, a legendary actor she’d never even heard of. But curiosity proves irresistible, and before long she finds herself among masked strangers in a secluded mansion high above Hollywood, cut off by a raging storm and steeped in secrets.

When the night takes a deadly turn, Aletta is pulled into a web of whispered betrayals and long-buried grudges. At the center of it all is Triton Lawrence, Roscoe’s enigmatic protégé.
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ALETTA VAN BURGEN’S shoes always collected bits of playground mulch, pencil shavings, and existential dread. The mulch and shavings she’d leave behind in the building’s cracked vestibule. The elevator doors juddered open to floor 3B with a croak of protest that matched her own as she heaved the canvas tote bag, bristling with glitter-glued Good Job! folders, over her shoulder and walked down the dimly lit hallway.

As rituals went, Aletta preferred hers stripped to the essentials. Unlock the door, deadbolt it, her shoes off, kettle on, collapse, and blink. But today, the universe’s assistant stage manager had blocked her entrance with something new.

A thick envelope squatted on her doormat like a glammed-up toad, not quite at home among the junk mail and pizza coupons. Aletta’s name, ALETTA VAN BURGEN, had been calligraphed across the front in inky flourishes too elegant for a bill collector. The envelope’s color, cream, not white, tipped her off that this wasn’t a piece of the city’s daily paper avalanche.

She bent, scooped it up, and nearly dropped it from the unexpected weight.

On the back was a gold wax seal, embossed with what looked like a family crest, if your family was minor European nobility or a main boss in a Castlevania game. Beneath the crest, in spidery Roman capitals, the word MARSHALL.

Aletta’s hands were always steady, even after six hours of crafts and finger paints, but the envelope made her fingers twitch. She flipped it, then shook it. No ticking. No return address, just her name, apartment number, the building’s street number, and Los Angeles, CA. The zip code looked hand-penned, too. She weighed it against her palm. It was heavier than a wedding invitation, lighter than a summons.

She let herself in and locked the deadbolt, two out of three in the ritual complete, and set the envelope on her kitchen table, where it looked entirely out of place next to a bag of day-old bagels and a novelty mug shaped like a hedgehog.

She stared at the envelope.

It stared back.

“I’m not opening you until I’ve eaten a bagel,” she informed it. It didn’t offer a rebuttal.

Three and a half minutes later, sesame seeds in her teeth and existential dread traded for mild carbohydrate torpor, she slit the seal carefully with a paring knife.

Inside was a sheet of heavy cardstock, black with gold trim and lettering. There was a matching RSVP card and a glossy map to somewhere called Moonlight Hall. Aletta fanned them out like she was holding a flush.

She read the main invitation twice before her brain caught up.

You are cordially invited to a Masquerade Wake

Celebrating the life of Roscoe Lawrence Marshall

January 6, 1950 – April 18, 2027

Moonlight Hall, Los Angeles

Formal Attire & Mask Required

Friday, April 11, 8:00 PM until Dawn

She read it a third time, then checked the envelope again.

Roscoe Marshall? Not on her teaching roster. Not an ex, not a dentist, not anyone she’d ever met. The only Roscoes she’d ever known were a cartoon hound dog and a cocktail from her university’s one dive bar.

She read it again, slower.

Masquerade Wake. Mask required. Friday, 8:00 PM until Dawn. 

She checked the date. Two weeks out. She checked her pulse. Elevated but within normal parameters.

She turned the card over and read the next line.

It would have greatly pleased Roscoe Marshall to have your company as he takes his final bow.

That was a new one.

Aletta had been invited to two weddings, four baby showers, one anniversary celebration, and zero masquerade wakes. The RSVP card’s deadline was the following week, and the other card, a smaller, glossier square, was a parking pass. Printed in gold ink, of course. The map traced a route up Mulholland and along a private drive. Her battered Toyota would be the least expensive thing in a two-mile radius.

She held the invitation to the light, wondering if there was a secret message she’d missed. Maybe some invisible ink, or, knowing Los Angeles, an edible component.

“You got the wrong girl,” she told the card. “I’m the human equivalent of a lunchbox, and this looks like a caviar crowd.”

The card didn’t reply.

She stared at the name, Roscoe Lawrence Marshall, and tried to conjure a face, but came up empty, unless she counted the hound dog. She considered the possibility that the invitation was a marketing gimmick. Or a cult recruitment, or the start of an alternate reality game. Stranger things had landed in her mailbox. Last year, someone addressed an envelope to A. VON BARGAIN, offering her free teeth whitening in exchange for Instagram posts promoting the procedure. She’d considered it. For a second.

She slid the invitation, RSVP card, and parking pass back into the envelope, then set the whole bundle on top of the refrigerator, a liminal zone reserved for junk mail she wasn’t emotionally ready to commit to throwing out.

She’d almost finished prepping for the next day’s lesson, primary colors, with a backup lesson on inside voices, before the mystery started to itch at her again. She googled Roscoe Lawrence Marshall. The autofill suggested actor, Hollywood, and scandal.

The search results were a tsunami of glamour shots of a handsome man with a strong jawline and a brooding stare, sometimes in a tuxedo, sometimes shirtless, always staged like the man had never encountered an unflattering angle. A Wikipedia entry confirmed it.

American stage and movie actor. Nominated for three Academy Awards...never won. Referred to as The Silver Fox of Sunset Boulevard by the press. Outspoken philanthropist, patron of the arts, and notorious recluse.

Not exactly the sort of person who would invite an underpaid kindergarten teacher from North Hollywood to his afterparty. She scrolled further, passing headlines about wives, ex-wives, lawsuits, and a scuffle with a paparazzo involving a roll of quarters and an unfortunate Chihuahua.

She found a video interview on a talk show. Roscoe’s hair was already silvering at the temples, making him look distinguished, his voice deep enough to rattle glass. He spoke in pronouncements, every sentence weighted like he’d spent his life rehearsing the eulogy for mankind.

“So far, I’ve outlived most of my critics,” he told the host, in a tone that made it clear he planned to outlive the host, too. “And many of my friends. If I should haunt anyone, let it be the living.” The audience laughed on cue.

Aletta didn’t.

She clicked out of the browser, but Roscoe’s words echoed anyway.

If I should haunt anyone, let it be the living.

She ran a mental inventory. Had she ever written a letter to a star? Not unless you counted a third-grade essay about wanting to be the next Julie Andrews. Had her mother years ago secretly been a Hollywood producer? No, her mother had trouble operating the Netflix menu.
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THE NEXT DAY AT SCHOOL, Aletta found herself scrutinizing the names on her classroom roster as if a kindergartner named Roscoe, Jr. might leap out at her. There wasn’t even a Marsh or a Hall in her class, let alone a Moonlight. At nap time, she googled Roscoe Marshall, teacher connection, and got nothing but movie trivia.

At dismissal, one of the parents, Ms. Connor, a walking avocado toast who treated the parking lot like a TED stage, noticed Aletta’s frown. “Rough day?” she asked, her voice dripping sympathy.

“No more than usual,” Aletta said. “Just got a weird party invitation, that’s all.”

Ms. Connor’s eyebrows performed a synchronized jump. “Ooh, secret admirer?”

“Not unless he’s got a thing for kindergarten teachers.”

Ms. Connor snorted. “Sounds very L.A. Is it one of those pyramid scheme things? Or maybe a cult?”

“Masquerade wake. For a Hollywood legend. I’m not even sure I’m the right Aletta.”

“That’s the best kind of party.” Ms. Connor leaned in. “You have to go, obviously.”

Aletta couldn’t think of a less obvious obligation, but she nodded. “I’ll consider it.”
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WHEN SHE RETURNED HOME that afternoon, the envelope was still on top of the fridge, lurking like a small, well-dressed ghost.

She took it down and ran her finger over the wax seal. She peeled it open, this time more gently, and held the card to her nose. It smelled faintly of sandalwood. She imagined that, somewhere, the people on the invitation list were arranging for custom masks, hiring drivers, and plotting witty toasts. They would all know each other, or at least know of each other.

She wrote RSVP in her planner on Sunday, then drew a small, anxious hedgehog next to it. I’ll decide by then, she told herself. Probably.

She set the invitation on her kitchen table, next to the mug. The mug was still her favorite, but the invitation was growing on her.

Maybe she’d frame it.

Aletta waited until dusk to call her mother. If she called at dinner time, she’d get three voices bellowing into the receiver. Jason, a stray teenager her mother had taken in who lived with her, sometimes even her mother’s semi-domesticated Labrador, barking in the background like a distant air raid siren, and finally her mother. But at dusk, her mother tended to occupy the back porch alone, her phone cupped to her ear and a glass of midrange chardonnay in her hand, swaddled in the sunset colors of suburban California.

Aletta dialed, listening for the double-ring that meant her mother was on speaker and not hiding in the pantry for privacy.

“Alleetje?” Her mother’s voice still had a Dutch lilt that years in Reseda had only sharpened, never sanded down, and she still called her by her little Dutch nickname. “What’s wrong?”

There was no greeting, not even the perfunctory Hello, honey. In Van Burgen’s household logic, a child’s call meant a crisis, even if the last one had been about Aletta’s car insurance and the one before about a particularly aggressive house centipede.

“Nothing’s wrong,” Aletta said, which set off the expected pause on the other end, a heavy, silent preparation for the real conversation.

She toyed with the envelope, running her thumb along the edge of the gold wax. “Did you ever hear of a Roscoe Lawrence Marshall?”

A beat. A clink of glass. “Why do you ask?”

Aletta grinned. Her mother’s micro-pauses were as good as a lie detector. “I got an invitation to his...I guess it’s a funeral? On the invite, it calls it a masquerade wake. It’s black-tie, and you have to wear a mask.”

Silence. Not the usual I’m listening kind. More, I’ve dropped my phone and am frantically searching for it with a mouth full of chardonnay.

“Mom? You there?”

“Oh, I’m here.” The chardonnay set down with a crystal clunk. “Roscoe Marshall. He was an actor. Once. You know this?”

“I googled. He looked like every before photo in a Botox commercial.”

Her mother’s voice grew sharp. “He was very handsome. And very talented. What does the invitation say?”

Aletta read the highlights, skipping the RSVP deadline because she hadn’t yet decided if RSVPing would curse her with a virus or bring a black car to her door.

Her mother made a thoughtful noise. “He always was one for drama. Strange. I didn’t hear of his death. Then again, he became a recluse. Forgotten...”

“Did you know him? He was seventy-seven when he died.”

The pause stretched longer this time. “Not really. I met him a very long time ago. When I was working at that bakery on Sunset, remember I told you about my brief stint as a baker’s apprentice? I was sixteen.”

Aletta didn’t, but she let it slide.

“He came in for a Sacher Torte every Friday. Always with a different woman. Sometimes actresses, sometimes very expensive escorts, I think. He called me Miss Holland. He thought it was charming.”

“I bet you corrected him.”

“Roscoe lived in his own story.” There was a soft exhalation. “But why would they invite you? I’m sure you don’t know anyone of his type of crowd.”

Aletta shrugged, forgetting that the gesture couldn’t travel through the phone. “Maybe they want me to teach a room full of orphaned grandchildren about colors and shapes? Or maybe it’s a prank. If I show up in a cheap mask, they’ll have me arrested for fashion crimes.”

Her mother’s laughter crackled with static and then fell quiet. “You shouldn’t go.”

That landed with the weight of a parental edict, but Aletta had learned to spot the difference between casual advice and genuine, marrow-deep alarm.

“Why not?” she pressed, her voice deliberately light.

“Those people, they’re... How do I say? They eat their own. There will be movie stars, producers, directors, and the press. You don’t belong there, honey. And they’ll know it. It won’t be fun for you.”

“I could pass for set dressing, if they need a fern.” Aletta tried to keep the joke airborne, but her mother wasn’t having it.

“Promise me you won’t go,” her mother said. “Promise.”

Aletta hesitated. The urge to defy, small, bright, and stupid, scraped up her spine. It wasn’t that she wanted to go, but her mother’s warning made her feel, for once, like she could be the kind of person who did. Who put on a mask and went to a dead man’s party, just to see what kind of story started when the lights went out.

She said, “Okay,” but it came out with a squirm of question marks at the end.

Her mother exhaled, long and tired. “It’s just...these parties...they’re not for us. They’re for the ones who already know how to pretend. You don’t like to pretend, Alleetje.”

Aletta picked at the wax seal, as if it might tell her anything about her own capacity for artifice.

“Maybe I could pretend for one night.”

“Maybe.” Her mother’s tone softened, then sharpened again. “But you wouldn’t be happy in that crowd.”

They talked for a few more minutes, the conversation drifting into safer waters, how the neighbor was hopeless with plants, how the dog had eaten an entire rotisserie chicken and survived, and how spring in the valley made everyone’s allergies so bad you couldn’t tell if a runny nose was from pollen or a cold.

When they hung up, the sun was nearly down, and Aletta’s kitchen glowed with the sickly light of a flickering bulb.

She stared at the invitation again, its black-and-gold drama almost absurd against the Formica countertop and thrift-store dish rack.

She looked up Roscoe Marshall’s obituary this time. It ran four paragraphs and made him sound like a combination of Yoda, Don Juan, and the inventor of cinema itself. Apparently, he was survived by no one, though the list of close companions rivaled the population of a small town.

She wondered what it meant to be famous and so alone that your party list reached out to strangers. Well, not that famous...because she’d never heard of the man.

Aletta tried to picture her mother’s life before her father, before her birth. She couldn’t. Her mother’s past was a locked cabinet, and she’d learned long ago not to go searching for the key.

But the questions lingered, like the taste of bagels after the cream cheese ran out.

She put the invitation on her fridge with a magnet, right next to a takeout menu and the last Christmas card from a friend she’d already lost touch with. She could ignore it for a few days, she reasoned.

But she already knew she wouldn’t.

Chapter Two
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ALETTA DIDN’T PACE her apartment so much as orbit it, in tight, elliptical loops that always pulled her back to the kitchen counter. It was the gravitational center of her universe. Formica, chipped along the edge, home to the stacked bagels and her favorite hedgehog mug, and now, the cream-and-gold envelope, which glared at her in the dusk.

Her phone rested beside it, the screen blank, as if it, too, had decided to play dead rather than confront the question. She nudged the invitation with her knuckle, then circled the tiny living room, pretending she had laundry to fold or emails to answer. After lap three, she succumbed, plucking the envelope off the fridge and weighing it in her palm. She tried to imagine its contents mutating, but the cardstock never got heavier, just more radioactive.

She held the invitation up to the light. If it contained a secret message, it must have been written in the ink of existential panic.

She checked her phone. Nothing. No texts, no voicemails, not even a promotional email from the discount travel site she’d used once and spent the next three years regretting.

She flipped the envelope over and pressed the gold seal. Maybe she was missing the decoder ring. Maybe she needed to call in a professional, like a therapist or a bomb squad.

Or her mother again.

The idea landed with the force of a root canal. Her mother lived for drama, especially the secondhand variety. She could unearth scandal from an EKG readout or an IKEA assembly manual. On the other hand, she had a sixth sense for weird invitations. Aletta thumbed in the number, then hovered a moment before pressing call.

Her mother answered after the third ring, her voice brisk and direct. “Alleetje? Are you okay? We just talked.”

“Hi, Mom. I’m not in the hospital or jail, if that’s what you’re asking.”

A sigh of relief, as if Aletta had preempted a full cardiac event. “You don’t call unless you are one or the other. Or out of coffee.”

“Or if I receive an invitation to a masquerade wake for a man I’ve never met.”

Dead silence. On the scale of maternal reactions, this was a minor seismic event.

“Roscoe Marshall?” Her mother’s accent spiked. The stress on the first syllable, as if she’d stubbed her toe on it.

“Yes, exactly. I didn’t RSVP yet. What should I say? Should I put, Yes, please seat me at the child’s table?”

Her mother didn’t laugh. Not even a snort. “I already warned you. That’s not a party you should attend.”

Aletta balanced the phone between her shoulder and ear, freeing both hands to tug at the wax seal. “Tell me again, why not?”

“Because those people eat the living,” her mother said. “You know the saying, Hollywood never forgets? It’s true. But it only remembers the worst parts.”

Aletta licked her finger and spun the envelope. “I didn’t think you were so superstitious. He’s not going to crawl out of the casket for an encore, is he?”

Her mother made a sound like a creaking floorboard. “Funny. You should be a comedian.”

“I’ll send my resume to the Tonight Show. But seriously, why would they invite me? A total stranger? Maybe a mistake?” Aletta glanced at the RSVP card, as if the answer might be hidden beneath the foil stamp.

Her mother hesitated, a breathless gap that Aletta recognized as the prelude to a sidestep. “There are lists, sometimes. Charity lists, alumni lists. Maybe you donated to one of his causes?”

“I don’t think he ran a Save the Hedgehogs Foundation, Mom.” Aletta reached for her mug and realized it was empty, then filled it with tap water, just to have something to do with her hands. “You told me you met him, didn’t you?”

A pause. “Yes.”

Aletta blinked. “That was easy. Usually, it takes you at least two rounds of denial before you admit to having said something.”

“Don’t be clever, it doesn’t suit you,” her mother snapped. But the edge dulled, replaced by a kind of distant fondness. “I’ll explain again. He came into the bakery where I worked. He was always...polite. Too polite. Like a magician who’s always distracting you from the real trick.”

“Did you ever see the real trick?” Aletta asked.

Another pause, longer this time. “No. No one did. Except maybe his wives. Or his lawyers.”

“So why the cloak-and-dagger with the invite list?”

“Roscoe had a very large shadow,” her mother said. “He made everyone feel like they were standing in the sun, but it was only because he was blocking out the rest of the sky.”

Aletta doodled a sun on her notepad, then drew an enormous black rectangle over it. “That’s poetic. Did you just make that up?”

“I borrowed it from your father,” her mother replied. “He hated Roscoe.”

Aletta tried to remember her mother telling her if her father ever hated anyone, but according to her, his only strong opinions concerned football teams and the superiority of Dutch cheese. “I don’t know much about the man. He was just a customer. A movie star customer, but a customer.”

“Okay,” Aletta said. “But if I go to the wake, will I end up as the feature in a Where Are They Now episode? Or just as a garnish on a Hollywood sushi platter?”

A snort, finally. “If you insist on going, wear comfortable shoes and don’t let anyone hand you a drink.”

“I never do,” Aletta said, but she didn’t mean it. “So, you’re still saying I should stay home?”

“You’ll go anyway. You’re stubborn,” her mother said. “That’s the Van Burgen way. Just don’t come crying to me if someone mistakes you for a party favor.”

Aletta grinned. “You’ll be the first person I call. I just thought of something, maybe the invitation was meant for you. If he didn’t know your address...

“My name is Clarissa. Big difference from Aletta. And in that case, the envelope would have been addressed to me, care of you.”

“I’m still trying to figure out why a complete stranger would be invited to his wake. It doesn’t make sense.”

“And that’s why you should listen to me, and you shouldn’t go. It was a mistake. Just toss it in the garbage.”

“I guess I’ll just RSVP a no thank you.”

“I’m hanging up now,” her mother said, but lingered a moment longer. “You know I love you, right?”

Aletta let the silence stretch, just long enough for a real answer to fit inside it. “I know. Love you, too.”

The line went dead.

She set the phone down and stared at the envelope. It looked no less ominous. She picked it up, tucked it under her arm, and began another orbit of the apartment, this time with a little more velocity.

She could always throw it out. She could RSVP no. But that would mean letting the universe win, in this case, her mother...and Aletta had always preferred to lose on her own terms.

She flicked the gold seal with her thumb, feeling a pulse of anticipation that was not, this time, entirely unpleasant.

She had two weeks to find a mask and maybe, if she was lucky, her own trick up the sleeve.

She carried the invitation from room to room for the rest of the night, only setting it down when she absolutely had to, brushing her teeth, washing her hands, and scrolling the internet for funeral etiquette. But no matter what, it found its way back into her hands, a silent dare with every touch.

By midnight, she’d already started searching for masks.

Aletta’s first search, predictably, was Hollywood mask etiquette. She got a Buzzfeed listicle, a photo of Stanley Kubrick at a costume party, and an ad for novelty mustaches. After two more links, she realized the algorithm was trolling her.

She pivoted to Roscoe Marshall mask, and the rabbit hole didn’t disappoint. There was a treasure trove of images, grayscale headshots, film stills, and a couple of grainy pictures where Roscoe glowered at the camera, dressed in Venetian regalia. The man could sell a cheap Halloween mask like it was a presidential campaign poster.

Her apartment had gone gray with dusk, and Aletta’s screen cast the only real light. She cross-legged herself onto the couch, balanced the laptop on her knees, and queued up The Silver Fox, which, according to several blogs, was the movie that made Roscoe immortal. The streaming platform offered up an old restoration.

She hit play.

Roscoe Marshall didn’t appear until eight minutes in, but when he did, he took up all the oxygen. His hair was Brylcreemed to a mirror shine, and his eyes were sharklike, glittering with secrets. He delivered his first line with a half-smile that seemed to wink at the camera. Aletta’s first thought, If this man had ever been my teacher, I would have staged a rebellion. Strange, he reminds me of someone...but I’d know if I’d met him. I didn’t even know about the guy until the invitation...

She watched the movie in thirty-minute increments, pausing and rewinding whenever Roscoe did something interesting with his hands, like twirling a pen, folding a napkin, brushing a speck of dust off a rival’s sleeve like he was pinning a target. Each gesture looked accidental, but there was a choreography to it. A performance.

She took notes. Not because she thought she’d be quizzed, but because the act of writing anchored her to the present. Bullet points stacked up on a legal pad.

Between movies, she refilled her tea and microwaved a leftover bagel, splitting it with surgical precision and topping it with the dregs of cream cheese. She pulled up Midnight Confession, which the reviews described as a haunting, subtle meditation on regret and desire, but which Aletta summarized in her notes as gaslighting the musical.

She watched with the sound muted for a while, just to study the faces. Roscoe, even in a close-up, looked as if he was listening to a secret earpiece, waiting for someone offscreen to feed him a better line. When he laughed, it was never quite at the joke. When he smiled, his eyes betrayed nothing.

She let herself be pulled along by the performance, absorbing each micro expression. When a female co-star delivered a tearful monologue, Roscoe’s face didn’t change at all, but somehow he still made it about himself. Aletta found herself wanting to throw popcorn at the screen. She took another note. Emotional judo.

At 1:42 a.m., she abandoned his movies for interviews. There were talk shows and award ceremony clips, all digitized and uploaded by fans with too much time on their hands. In a 1997 interview, Roscoe squared off against a host whose hair screamed Reagan era. The actor delivered each answer as if reading it off a tombstone.

“Do you have regrets?” the host asked, his voice rising on the last syllable.

“Regret is for those who believe they had another option.”

Aletta made a face. He spoke like he was being charged by the word, and every syllable cost a hundred dollars.

Another clip, this one more recent. Roscoe, in his mid-seventies, his hair now a silver waterfall, his face lined with years of squinting at camera flashes, but still utterly striking. He talked about legacy and authenticity, and how he mentored select young talents who could appreciate what he called the cost of loyalty. The phrasing struck Aletta as odd, but she couldn’t put her finger on why.

She googled Roscoe Marshall protégé, and the name Triton Lawrence came up. She scribbled it in the margin of her legal pad and underlined it twice. She’d investigate him later.

Around 3 a.m., she started to nod off, only to jerk awake when her chin hit her chest. The laptop was sliding off her knees. She steadied it and blinked at the playlist. Next up was Roscoe’s infamous press conference meltdown, a debacle that led to his decade-long blacklisting.

In the clip, Roscoe faced a semicircle of journalists. His posture was pure threat display...leaning back, his arms crossed, his smile fixed like a challenge coin. The journalists asked about a lawsuit, about certain off-screen incidents. He answered with sarcasm, then silence, then, finally, a single phrase. “You’re all vultures. You peck at the living and leave the bones for the next generation to trip over.”

Aletta found herself grinning. The man had a way with enemies and with words.

She closed her laptop, but the blue afterglow lingered on her skin, a tattoo of the night’s obsession. She looked at her notes, the half-eaten bagel, the row of tea mugs now lined up like empty chess pieces.

She still didn’t know why she’d been invited. But someone wanted her there. Maybe not Roscoe himself, but someone in his orbit, the protégé, his widow, a fellow scavenger, but the main question was, why? And how did they know her name and address?

She stretched out on the couch, pulled the blanket over her knees, and stared at the ceiling until the first blush of sunrise crept in. She didn’t feel tired. She felt charged, like a pawn being nudged across the board by an unseen hand.

Later on that morning, she’d teach her kindergartners about the color gold, and maybe, if there was time, about masks.
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THE NEXT AFTERNOON, Aletta stood in the entryway of Dani’s apartment, her best friend, staring at a plastic flamingo wearing a feather boa. Dani’s taste in home decor was garage sale drag brunch, and her closet, in particular, had all the subtlety of a fireworks factory.

Dani greeted Aletta with a bear hug and a can of orange soda. “You look like you lost a bet to a spreadsheet,” Dani said, gesturing at Aletta’s habitual navy skirt, white blouse, and sensible flats.

Aletta accepted the soda, knowing better than to refuse a peace offering in Dani’s domain. “I received an invite to a masquerade wake, and I need your help,” she said, “but not in the criminal way.”

“Pity. Those are the most fun. Who died?”

“Roscoe Lawrence Marshall.”

“Who the hell is that?”

“Some old movie star.”

“And you knew him?”

“Nah...total stranger. Don’t know why I got the invitation. Maybe it was a mistake, but since I got it...I’m going. Could be interesting.”

Dani grimaced. “Wish I could go with you. Please tell me it says plus one?”

Aletta shook her head. “Afraid not. I’d love it if you could go with. Anyway, what have you got for me to wear? I’m not about to go and spend a boatload of money on clothes I’ll never wear again, especially not for a crowd of strangers.”

Dani pulled her into the bedroom, which had more sequins per square inch than the entire Las Vegas Strip. The closet doors were hung with masquerade masks, tinsel wigs, and a trench coat lined with artificial peacock eyes.

“You’re really going to a Hollywood wake?” Dani asked, yanking open the closet and beginning her rapid-fire triage. “Is there a theme? Will you get murdered if you pick the wrong mask?”

Aletta sipped her soda and surveyed the battlefield. “Just formal and masked. I’d like to avoid making TMZ, if possible.”

Dani cackled. “Honey, you’d have to streak the red carpet to make TMZ. But I get it. No meat dress, no sparkles, nothing that could be mistaken for a weapon.” She flipped through the hangers with mechanical efficiency, pulling out options and slinging rejects over her shoulder. “This one’s cute, but too many ruffles. This one’s less elegant funeral and more evening at the Batcave. Ooh, how about a pantsuit?”

“Do I look like I’m running for office?” Aletta asked, which, judging by her reflection, was not impossible.

Dani snorted, then held up a sleek black dress with delicate beading around the neckline. “Classic. Safe. Hints at cleavage without a full confession.”

Aletta regarded it with suspicion, but Dani was relentless. “Try it. I’ll be your mirror and your therapist.”

Dani left her to change, though not before providing backup options, a slinky merlot slip, a gold lamé minidress, and something with so many cutouts it resembled negative space more than fabric.

Aletta struggled out of her work clothes and into the black dress, fighting the unfamiliarity of thin straps and an almost invisible side zipper. When she emerged, Dani beamed. “See? You could pass for a Bond girl at a wake.”

Aletta rotated in front of the mirror, skeptical. The dress was simple, but it fit. The beading caught the light in a way that suggested, rather than screaming, I have arrived. Her arms felt exposed, but she squared her shoulders anyway.

Dani found a pair of black heels with just enough threat to them and handed them over. “You’re the same size as me. Wear those, you don’t take prisoners.”

Aletta grinned. “Thanks. I’ll try not to break my neck.”

“Let me know if you need a mask. I have a cat woman mask that makes everyone look mysterious, or a lace thing if you want to go goth lite.”

“I’ll manage,” Aletta said, suddenly grateful for the lifeline. “Thank Heavens for a friend who’s an upcoming famous actress!”

Dani walked her to the door. “If you meet any famous people, don’t act impressed. They love it. Also, if anyone offers you a business card, fake a nosebleed and run.”

“Is there an afterlife for people who spill drinks at a wake?”

“There is, and it’s my living room.” Dani grinned. “Go knock ‘em dead, Van Burgen. And take pictures, lots of them.”

*
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BACK AT HER OWN PLACE, Aletta set the dress on her bed and spent half an hour convincing herself she hadn’t just joined a cult. She tried on the dress again, staring at her reflection in the mirror for a while. Was it too clingy? Was she showing too much cleavage? She shrugged. Many of the younger actresses would probably be wearing near-naked dresses showing off ample cleavage and curves. She practiced walking in the heels, then sat at her vanity, applying eyeliner with the focus of a bomb-disposal expert.

Her hands trembled, so she used a pencil instead of liquid. She remembered to breathe, though the reflection in the mirror was someone she barely recognized...a person who might actually RSVP yes to the oddest wake in LA.

Chapter Three

––––––––
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ALETTA GATHERED THE invitation and the gold-foiled parking pass, tucking them into a small clutch with her phone and a lipstick.

At her front door, she hesitated, the dress swishing around her knees, the shoes clicking on the marble tiles in the kitchen. She could hear her mother’s warning, the echo of they eat their own, but something less parental and more primal shoved her out the door.

She locked up, squared her shoulders, and stepped into the elevator. She could hear her buzzer before the doors slid shut. The taxi driver was getting impatient... She’d opted for a taxi rather than arriving in her little beater.

*
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THE TAXI COUGHED HER out onto the bottom rung of a winding drive, then spun off, leaving Aletta Van Burgen with nothing but a borrowed dress, a funeral mask, and the distinctly European feeling that she’d just arrived at Versailles in a Honda Civic. She quickly opened her umbrella before her expensive hairdo got soaked. Overhead, the Hollywood Hills massed clouds in bruise colors, the kind that made you wish you’d opted for waterproof mascara. At the top of the rise, Moonlight Hall leered over the city, its windows blazing gold in the gloom, rain streaking its stone like mascara on a tragic ingenue. The effect was...unmissable.

She clung to her clutch and her courage, such as it was, and watched as a fleet of town cars and glossy black SUVs shed their passengers onto the circular drive. The guests emerged in constellations of tuxedos, spangles, and couture that could have financed a small country’s education system. Even the umbrellas looked expensive, matte black, some bearing the Marshall crest in discreet embroidery. The first guest to pass her wore a midnight suit and a mask of twisted silver mesh that made his entire face look digitized. Behind him, two women in matching pearl flapper dresses glided up the flagstone path, their headpieces bristling with many white feathers.

A raindrop plinked her on the nose. Another caught the tip of her shoe. The forecast had said a thirty percent chance of showers, but LA’s meteorological thirty percent was just code for, you, personally, will get wet.

She hesitated under the mansion’s portico, fiddling with the half-mask she’d settled on...black satin, understated, as if it too felt unqualified for the evening. Aletta had ordered it from Etsy, lured by the tagline, Elegant. Mysterious. Won’t upstage the guest of honor. She’d paired it with Dani’s slinky black dress and her own battered sense of self-preservation. Even with the heels, she hovered just at average height, and the mask did nothing to make her appear less like an elementary school teacher and more like a debutante of darkness. Everyone else swept past with the effortless confidence of sharks at a feeding, undulating up the steps in waves of sequins and cologne.

The doors to Moonlight Hall were wide open, throwing spangled light across the stones. Inside, the entry blazed with crystal and marble, the foyer almost as wide as her entire apartment building. Aletta caught a glimpse of herself in one of the mirrored panels and almost didn’t recognize her reflection, chin up, lips pressed into a neutral line, her hands knuckle-white on the clutch. She looked like a woman waiting to be chosen for dodgeball.

A doorman in a military-precision uniform and a gold half-mask nodded at her. He pronounced her name perfectly, no hesitation. “Ms. Van Burgen,” he said, consulting the guest list clipped to his forearm like a prescription pad. “Welcome. If you’ll follow the lanterns to the check-in desk?”

She did, feeling like a sheep being guided to the world’s most lavish petting zoo. The entry hall spilled into an antechamber where guests hovered in threes and fours, greeting each other with the brittle warmth of people who regularly appear in Page Six but don’t dare eat carbs. Aletta edged past a cluster of men whose tuxedos looked as if they’d been genetically tailored, their voices muffled by the velvet and masks.

“—knew he’d never make it to a hundred, like he claimed he would, not the way he drank,” one said, examining a canapé as if it might be laced with poison.

“And yet, here we are, pretending to grieve,” another said. His mask was a filigree of gold so fine you could see his lips curve.

Aletta pressed onward, pausing at a table staffed by three identically stunning young women in black. They handed out envelopes, maps of the house, and slips of cards with numbers scrawled in red ink.

“Ms. Van Burgen,” the closest attendant said, sliding a card across the table. Her voice was neither warm nor cold, just perfectly modulated, like hotel lobby music.

“You’re in the Moon Gallery for cocktails, and the main event is in the Grand Hall at nine sharp. Masks on at all times, unless you’re in the powder room.”

“Noted,” Aletta said. She accepted her card and tried to look as if
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