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1948 LOS ANGELES







CHAPTER ONE

Standing outside Fernando’s Boutique on Wilshire Boulevard, Aster took a moment to compose herself before adjusting her glasses and opening the door. A saleswoman, wearing a luxurious silk and organza dress with pumps so pointy they pinched Aster’s feet with the thought of them, glanced up hopefully and then with confusion when she noticed the worn suitcase Aster carried.

“I’m here to see Fernando Tivoli?” Aster clutched her purse, the train ticket inside a niggling reminder of just how far she’d come and how little she had to show for it.

“I’m not sure he’s available.” The woman eyed Aster with suspicion.

“He’s expecting me. Aster Kelly.”

The woman told her to wait and disappeared behind a long panel of green velvet.

Aster tucked her suitcase out of the way and surveyed the limited yet stunning selection of gowns for women and dinner jackets for men on display. To the uninitiated, Fernando’s looked like any other small boutique, but Fernando was a couturier, and Aster knew well how the system worked. Anyone who lingered after taking in the jaw-dropping prices, inquired about different sizes, or asked to try something on, would be whisked away to a back room—likely behind that green curtain—offered a glass of champagne, and seated around a runway. There, models would take turns walking, turning, and twirling various dresses down the runway, hoping the customer would find something to her liking and place an order. Fernando was one of the youngest designers in Beverly Hills but was already a darling among LA fashion critics. He was also Aster’s last chance to break into the world of design. If she didn’t land an apprenticeship with him, she’d be forced to make the long trip back to New York, the first Fashion Guild Contest winner not to secure a promising position in the industry.

The velvet shimmered as the woman stepped back into the room.

“He’ll see you, but he has a client coming at three o’clock.”

Aster glanced at her watch, which said 2:50 P.M., certain her appointment had been scheduled for three. She’d arrived early and yet would have less than fifteen minutes with him. She told herself to stay positive and calm, then followed the woman behind the green curtain.

Fernando’s back room was a smaller space for couturier shows than Aster was accustomed to in New York, but careful attention had been paid to every detail. Instead of musty wall-to-wall carpet, colorful area rugs suggested a living room. Similarly, the couch and two chairs arranged for customers were upholstered in fine linen, not the scratchy wool herringbone that generated static in every New York season. And the runway, usually black with scuff marks, gleamed with a polish that somehow hid the well-trodden path of the models.

On the far side of the room, a man squatted over photographs strewn across the floor, his back to Aster. He cut a slim figure in gabardine trousers, his Oxford sleeves rolled up to the elbows. A pencil rested on his ear and disappeared into a thick mane of jet-black hair. Aster could tell he wasn’t particularly tall, but he carried himself with the strength of a dancer, his back muscles flexing as he reached for various photos, flipping them over to examine the backs before returning them to the pile.

“I’m sorry to be rushed,” he said, without turning around. “I’m on a tight deadline. I see that you were in the book, but remind me why you’re here?” He took the pencil from his ear and jotted something in a notebook.

Aster tightened her grip on her suitcase. She’d spent the previous two days sketching more dresses, rethinking the order of the samples she’d show and perfecting the stories to go with each one. He was her last hope, and he didn’t even remember why she was there?

“The Fashion Guild Contest?”

He gave an almost inaudible grunt, a dismissive “hmm” suggesting the award didn’t mean anything to him.

“You signed up looking for an apprentice?” she added.

“Oh, Greta convinced me to do that. She’s a doll.” Warmth infused his voice, which had the lovely baritone vibration of a piano. “It’s always worth meeting anyone Greta sends.”

He stood and swiveled toward Aster with his hand outstretched, all in one grand movement. When he finally looked at her, he stopped midmotion.

“Wait, I thought… are you one of Greta’s models?”

Aster swallowed, trying to tamp down her dismay at the question and the flush rising in her cheeks. How to explain that yes, but no, not anymore. Yes, she’d suffered through the humiliation of walking the runway, the steady ache of starvation, the constant cornering in a back room by some client’s husband who wanted a “closer look” at what his wife wanted to buy, the smells of cigarette smoke and bourbon the only relief from the stink of his sweat, desperate for one of the seamstresses on hand to come swat him away. Only Greta could be counted on for a brisk interruption. Greta had saved her in so many ways, first allowing her to take home abandoned samples because she couldn’t afford any decent clothes of her own, then helping Aster when she wanted to disassemble them and rearrange the parts into new garments that would communicate more power, less sex appeal. It was Greta who’d spliced together the new creations for her. And Greta who’d convinced Aster to enter her best pieces into the design contest, to show the world what she could do.

“I used to work with her,” Aster said. “I’m here to show you my designs.”

He studied her for a moment, looked at his watch, and said, “Well, you’ve come all the way out here. Let’s see what you’ve got.”

Aster hitched in her breath as a rush of adrenaline surged. She clicked open her suitcase and felt her way through the silk and cashmere to the garment on the bottom. She’d intended to show it to him last—it was nothing like his designs—but it was her favorite, and she didn’t have much time. She pulled out the black velvet tunic with sable fur sleeves cropped to three-quarter length. He reached out to touch it.

“The cut of these sleeves looks almost like Dior,” he said.

“They were… once.”

He laughed. “Really? And the tunic?”

“Off the rack, but I added the edging at the neckline from the piping of a Turkish pillow.”

“Interesting. I hate to ask, but do you mind putting it on for me so I can see its hang? I gave all the girls the afternoon off.”

“What about your three o’clock?” she asked tentatively, worried there wouldn’t be time to show him anything else.

He smiled apologetically. “There is no three o’clock, but I am under a different sort of deadline, so that part’s true. Anyway, I’m intrigued. I’d like to see your work in motion.”

Aster’s heart ricocheted in her chest like the little orb in a pinball machine. She coaxed her shoulders to relax.

He showed her into the dressing room, a familiar place with a rack of heels in different sizes, hooks with backless bras, strapless bras, girdles and slips, and a robe for cover between changes. Aster took off her prim silk blouse and pulled the tunic over her head. She wished she was wearing something other than a brown pencil skirt—it didn’t exactly work with the tunic—but she’d been determined to dress as demurely as possible for her interviews. She appraised herself in the narrow mirror and decided she needed a little more flair to show off the piece. She released the twist of her bun, letting soft ringlets fall to her shoulders, and took off the thick-rimmed glasses perched on her nose. They were purely for effect and weren’t right for the outfit. Finally, she switched her flats for a pair of black patent leather heels. She thought their shine would contrast nicely with the soft fur of the sleeves.

When she came out of the dressing room, she found Fernando sitting on the couch sketching in his notebook. She took it as a cue to step up on the runway and give her creation a proper viewing. Before she thought better of it, old habits kicked in and she strutted away from him, turned slowly, and walked back on a tightrope, each step exactly in line with the one before.

“So you are one of Greta’s girls,” he said, smiling.

She wanted to curl inward, furious at herself for veering from her plan, but saw only kindness in his eyes. And she did adore him for calling the models “Greta’s.” Like so many women in fashion, Greta was the power behind several great designers but never got any of the credit. She’d been summarily demoted to seamstress on her sixtieth birthday and sent back to the dressing room to await tailoring assignments.

“I knew her from my time in New York. Another lifetime ago,” Fernando said.

He looked too young to have had another lifetime—was he even thirty? Aster reminded herself of her mission and stepped off the runway.

“I have other things to show you.” She took a step toward the suitcase.

He caught her arm and gestured for her to sit.

“Miss….? I’m sorry, your name again?”

“Aster Kelly. Please call me Aster.”

“I have to be honest with you, Aster. I have no money for an apprentice right now, and even less time, but I see you’ve got some talent. Tell me why you’re here.”

Hadn’t she made it perfectly plain? Her brow reflexively furrowed, all while her mother’s admonishment rang in her ear. Don’t snarl your face like that. No one’s interested in what goes on inside a woman’s head.

“What I mean is,” Fernando continued, “I get the gist—design contest, see the country, meet with designers along the way, questo e quello. But you’re a long way from home. Tell me. Why are you here?”

The question unmoored her. Her mind went blank, or rather was crowded with all the things she shouldn’t say: that she wanted to prove her mother wrong, to show her that people did want to know what she thought; that winning the design competition had given her such a false sense of prowess she’d been sure she’d be offered at least one job before the trip was half-over, and the idea of going back home having failed turned her insides sour; that she’d stupidly broken the heart of a man she loved because she needed to be free to take one of the opportunities that would surely be coming her way, no matter which city she might have to call home; that she would happily move clear across the country if that’s what it took to get away from scouring bars late at night in search of her mother, finding her courting a circle of liquored men, her father’s head hung low in the car; that she was here, in Fernando’s studio specifically, because the other eight designers who had interviewed her dismissed her after only a cursory glance at her designs; that if he didn’t give her a chance, she would have no professional prospects beyond secretarial school.

“I want to do something that matters.” She barely kept her voice from quavering.

“Okay then. Maybe you can help me with something.”

He moved to the arm of the sofa closest to her, suddenly animated.

“I have the opportunity of a lifetime. I wasn’t kidding about having no money to hire you, but all that could change later this month. Sid Sawyer himself—do you know who that is?—he has invited me to audition, if you will, for an exclusive contract with Galaxy Studios to outfit his most important actors when they’re off-screen. As he sees it, how his stars look moseying about town is just as important as how they look on the big screen. He’s looking for a designer to run a regular series of private runway shows on the lot to pick out the right getups for their biggest stars. And I’ve got the first shot at it!” Fernando leapt up and clapped his hands together.

Aster quickly absorbed the enormity of the opportunity. Galaxy had one of the largest stables of stars under contract in Hollywood. Outfitting them for key off-set moments would be a boon to any shop. That kind of opportunity, plus all the press sure to come with it, could turn Fernando’s into an empire overnight.

“The challenge,” Fernando said, pacing now, gesticulating, “is that they want me to tailor for each actor in advance. The publicity people apparently have very little time and even less imagination, and this way they can see each selection on a model who is the same build as the actor and the outfit will be ready in no time. This whole thing is the kid’s idea. Sid Sawyer may control the money, but Sam definitely has the brains.”

Aster understood the challenge. Most designers in couturier worked with one “fit model,” making all samples to that one size. Pieces were custom-made for each client’s specific measurements after they’d placed an order and paid for it, not before.

“There are four actors I know I need to prepare for: Gary Cooper, Rita Hayworth, Bogey, and Bacall.”

Just hearing those names made Aster dizzy. This man, standing in front of her, might become the personal couturier for all of them? The whole idea of it boggled the mind. But why was he telling her all this?

“The men are easy enough. I’ve just got to get the build right. The women are the bigger challenge. I feel sure the girls I pick for this need to not only have the right figure, but the right attitude. They need to mimic the demeanor of the actress in question, or the publicity people won’t be able to imagine them in my clothes. One of my models is a dead ringer for Hayworth—sassy, buxom, a natural ginger to boot. But Bacall is a challenge. Come over here and tell me what you think.” He waved her toward the river of photos he’d been looking at when she arrived. “Here’s what I have to choose from. You know this business. Who would you pick?”

Aster relished the chance to show him her instincts, demonstrate her awareness that fashion went far beyond the clothes. It was a tool to amplify an attitude already resident, enhance an image without trying to manufacture it. You couldn’t be a top-notch designer without first understanding the kind of person who wanted to don a particular look. And you couldn’t be a first-rate model without acting the part. Walk the walk, as Greta would say.

She knelt in front of the photos. It was a difficult task given that she had never met any of these girls. Personality played a critical role, and all she had to go by for each woman was one photograph with a name and measurements scribbled on the back.

“How tall is Bacall?” she asked.

“Five nine.”

Common enough among models, but Bacall was unique. She was lean yet had curves in the right places, radiated elegance yet moved with a certain determination, as if she thought a few steps ahead of everyone else. And even though her cheeks and chin line were soft, her eyes smoldered. Aster considered her both feminine and strong, the kind of gal who wowed in a pantsuit just as easily as in a bathing suit.

Aster put aside two girls who were too petite, a few who were too buxom, one whose hair was too dark. She felt Fernando watching her every move, gauging her aptitude.

“This one…” Aster flipped over the photo. “Jenny has the right figure.” She tentatively raised the photo, but sensed something about her wasn’t quite right. “Christine here, though, has better coloring, and I get the sense she’s got more confidence.” She cocked her head to the side to consider Christine’s full stature more carefully. “Yes. It should be Christine.” She held the photo out to Fernando, hoping she had chosen wisely.

“Definitely not.”

Aster’s heart plummeted. She’d blown it.

Fernando crouched in front of her and waited until she met his gaze. Something crystallized in his eyes.

“You’re the one,” he said.

“Me?” Her lungs seized with a familiar constriction of air. “No. I’m done with all that.”

Tears welled up, and she cursed herself for thinking he’d actually wanted her opinion. She was wrung out by the roller coaster of misplaced hope and abject failure she’d been on for weeks—four cities, nine interviews, more than enough opportunity to impress, to earn a chance. But no one had cared much for what she had to offer, most of them barely paying attention. And now Fernando only wanted to use her body.

“I need this, Aster.” He sat down on the edge of the runway. “This place could be the next Balenciaga, the future Jaques Fath with an opportunity like this. You could be part of that. Help me win Galaxy, and I’ll help you. I promise.”

He looked ready to kneel at her feet. He needed her. But he wanted her to do the one thing she swore never to do again. And if he won the contract—which she had no idea if he could—she would surely be expected to continue as the fit and display model for Lauren Bacall. But might she find a real mentor in Fernando? Could this stranger be taken at his word?

Or should she pack it up and head home? She was being asked to stay in this strange town—for how long did he say? A month?—with no guarantees. After the last three months of disappointment, the idea of running back into Graham’s arms, if he would still have her, was tempting. Although, if she went home now, she could picture her life exactly, and it would include a secretarial pool and too many nights searching the streets for her mother. If she stayed, maybe realizing her dreams was still possible. But could she trust Fernando?

As if reading her mind, he said, “Let’s call Greta. She’ll tell you all about me.”

Greta again. Just her name spread warmth through Aster, a rush of maternal comfort and protection she’d never gotten from her own mother. Greta was the one who’d protected her during those horrible years on the runway in New York, had for some reason adopted Aster as her own. If Greta trusted this man, surely Aster could too.

Years later, Aster would picture this scene in her mind and think of it as the moment before: before she met the man she would marry, before the fangs of fame dug into her, before her life became defined by lies.

“Okay,” she said. “I’ll do it.”






CHAPTER TWO

Walking from her taxicab to soundstage number three on the Galaxy lot was more complicated than crossing Fifth Avenue in New York at rush hour. The flow of traffic was entirely unreliable, with whole façades of buildings moving on rollers, golf carts crisscrossing at odd angles, and stacks of equipment rumbling up from behind. It suggested a temporary existence, one in which any streetlight, apartment building, or even an entire town could be disassembled and carted away at a moment’s notice. It was all a bit distracting. Aster forced herself to focus. This was the most important day yet in Fernando’s career and would determine her future as well. Its success or failure would literally hang from her shoulders.

Fernando had worked feverishly over the last month to create the perfect selection of gowns for Bacall. Aster had stood for him for hours on end as he tried out new fabrics and countless variations on traditional designs—strapless, mermaid, bell-shaped, full-length, midcalf—nipping and tucking with chalk and pins until she thought she might keel over. He relied on Aster to tell him how a certain cut felt on her hips, or if it pulled on her knees as she navigated stairs. He wanted his designs to not only look good, but to feel good. He wanted Bacall to love them if she ever wore them and come back for more.

Watching Fernando’s creations take shape around her, Aster learned basic technique and also understood she was witnessing extraordinary talent in motion. He could alter the entire bearing of a gown with the smallest adjustment in the height of a ruffle or angle of a hemline. She hoped she might absorb some of that genius.

And while he worked, they talked. They swapped stories about Greta the unflappable, and she told him about her brother, Teddy, how he used to call her Pip—short for pip-squeak because she was the younger sister—and how he was killed at Guadalcanal. Fernando told her about his early days in LA and described his banishment from New York after his father, a formidable figure in the garment district, learned he was gay. There was an easy give-and-take to their conversations, and as time went on, Aster found herself looking forward to work. She wanted to learn from Fernando, build fundamental design skills, and make a life here on her own terms. But they needed to win the Galaxy business first.

When Aster finally entered the soundstage, she discovered another landscape of seemingly disconnected parts, but on a smaller scale. The activity revolved around two sets, one designed as a formal living room and the other a street scene outside a brick building. A cacophony of lights crowded the space—in black cans on a mesh of tracks on the ceiling, on rolling poles with wire tails, and in huge drums that glowed like hazy sunshine. Crew members, all dressed in black, adjusted and readjusted various wires and props. They shared a silent camaraderie, one fellow tossing a role of tape to another who caught it without even looking.

Three canvas chairs faced the living room set, each tagged for its intended occupant—Director, Director of Photography, and Bogie. Would Humphrey Bogart be there today? Her hand shook as she reached up to smooth her hair, the sticky surface reminding her not to fiddle. She and Louisa, her best friend from home, had snuck into Casablanca three times back in junior high. They couldn’t get enough of the story and crunched their popcorn just as anxiously during the second and third showings, as if the ending might change and Bergman and Bogart would choose to stay together after all. Louisa, disappointed every time, decided the film was simply a political statement, designed to suggest that romantic love should never eclipse duty. Aster saw it differently, moved by the beauty and tragedy of choosing the greater good over one’s own personal desires, a signal of how strong love could be. She contended that love wasn’t about the grand gestures sweeping across the screen as the credits rolled but was something much deeper. Rick and Ilsa never stopped loving each other, even after being apart for so many years, and they never would.

It made her think of Graham. She hoped he’d found a way to forgive her, might even keep a small space in his heart for her as they went on to lead their separate lives. It pained her to think he still might not understand why she’d chosen to leave.

As she approached the set, the idea of coming face-to-face with Humphrey Bogart himself was enough to catch Aster up short. She located her breath and reminded herself that she would not be expected to converse with any stars, nor would they have any interest in her. She just had to do this job and do it without faltering. Fernando was counting on her.

She found him behind the street corner set, examining a rack of dresses.

“There you are, amore mio.” He deposited a kiss on both of her cheeks. His warmth had started to remind her of her brother, which both put her at ease and pinched her with grief. Had she hugged Teddy tightly enough before he shipped out? She’d never imagined that he wouldn’t come home.

“William should be here any minute. Let’s get you into your first gown before the studio people get here,” he said.

Fernando took her gently by the arm and steered her behind a curtain hanging from a lighting apparatus. Unlike the tight changing quarters Aster was used to, this space was uncomfortably cavernous, and a door on the far wall looked like an exit to the outside. She couldn’t help but wonder if someone might come charging in without warning and find her half-clothed.

Fernando unzipped a stunning white chiffon dress with ruching around the bust and at the hips, leaving a teardrop of smooth fabric at the abdomen. Aster raised her eyebrows.

“Sexiest one first?”

“Need to show them what we’re capable of right out of the gate.” He winked, turned the dress around, and held it out for Aster to step into.

Aster glanced at the door behind her again before letting her tulip skirt fall away. She had learned the trick of wearing nylons with no underwear to avoid unsightly bumps and wrinkles and had long since stopped worrying about disrobing in front of Fernando. It all went with the trade. But the looming specter of the back door was hard to ignore.

“All the action is on the other set this morning,” Fernando said. “The crew won’t be coming back here, don’t worry.”

She stepped over the dress’s zipper, careful not to let her heels catch on the fabric inside, unbuttoned her Oxford, and tossed it onto the chair with her skirt. Fernando positioned the gown properly before she turned so he could zip her up. Fernando eyed each seam, tugged a bit at her left shoulder, and stepped back for a full appraisal.

“Zeew,” he whistled. “We are going to knock them dead.”

“How’s my makeup?” She worried the heat of the taxi ride might have left her flushed. “My bag’s on the chair.”

As Fernando powdered her forehead, William appeared at the edge of the curtain. His stature echoed Bogart—small by the standard of male models Aster was accustomed to—and with an arrangement of features neither traditionally handsome nor unpleasing, just like the actor.

“I think the publicity folks are right behind me,” William said.

“Pinstripe double-breasted suit on the double, Willy. I’ll go get them situated. Come out when I call you, Aster on your arm, just like we practiced. Let’s make this count. You’re going to be molto bene.” Fernando ran his hands through his hair before stepping around the curtain.

“Ready to make a splash, William?” Aster turned her back so he could change in privacy.

When Fernando raised his voice to introduce the first suit and gown, Aster and William strode out onto the wooden studio floor, careful to maintain matching strides while making it all look as natural as possible.

In two director’s chairs about thirty feet in front of them sat a man with a gray bowler pulled down low on his forehead and a woman with black cat-eye glasses and a clipboard on her lap. A cigarette dangled from the man’s mouth, a cloud of smoke hovering below the brim of his hat. Fernando stood to the side so he could see both his models and his clients while narrating the show. “You’ll notice a long slit up one side of the gown, which will showcase Ms. Bacall’s lean legs nicely. We’re showing a double-breasted suit here for Mr. Bogart, which we think will be a nice tip of the hat to the Chicago crowd during his appearance there in April…”

Aster always felt strangely invisible in these initial moments, aware that the garment made the first impression. She imagined the client taking in the color of the dress first, then the fabric and its overall proportions, before forming an opinion about what a particular style suggested, what it might say about the sort of person who would wear it in public. Aster knew it was only after she walked right up to the clients, turned to reveal the back of the gown, moved all the way back to the starting point, and spun around to face them again that they would notice her—her hair, her eyes, the way she held her head, or the expression on her face. If she could embody the person they wanted to be in the dress, or in this case, who the studio wanted their actor to be, that’s when the ensemble would be considered a winner.

Unlike the clients in the shop, this Hollywood pair conferred in secret. The woman leaned over and whispered into the man’s ear. He nodded his head and puffed again on his cigarette before saying something else too quietly to hear. They shared several exchanges, the woman making notations on her clipboard before he spoke.

“Promising. What’s next?” he asked.

Fernando’s chest visibly expanded, and Aster realized he might actually have been holding his breath.

“We’ll be right out,” Fernando said, following his models behind the curtain. While choosing which gown to show next, he whispered, “You two look great. William, blue suit with the vest this time while I help Aster.”

Aster and William repeated the same steps with each outfit, the clients only occasionally making a closer inspection of something, once asking Aster to demonstrate maneuvering on and off a chair—simulating, she supposed, what it might reveal while leaving a table at a restaurant or getting out of a car. No detail that might be caught on camera and printed in newspapers across the country was too small to consider.

Back in the dressing area after the fifth set of outfits, Fernando had just unzipped a strapless navy gown—Aster’s favorite of the bunch—when the door she’d all but forgotten lurched open. Two men strode into the space with such unabashed confidence she almost didn’t have time to clasp the dress against her body to stop it from slipping to her knees.

“Mr. Sawyer.” Fernando fumbled with the zipper at Aster’s back. “Good to see you.”

“Mr. Sawyer’s my old man. Call me Sam.”

Sam and his colleague were both tall, six feet two, Aster surmised, and both blond, but there the similarities ended. Sam’s fair complexion complemented striking hazel eyes that bore into her with an intensity she couldn’t quite interpret. He either wanted to know everything about her or simply wondered what she of all people was doing there. He smiled and held out his hand.

“This must be our Lauren Bacall double,” he said.

Aster switched hands to make sure her dress stayed in place and held hers out to him.

“Aster Kelly.”

Sam took Aster’s hand the way one might hold a bird—gently at first, and then, once certain it wouldn’t struggle, wrapping it in a comfortable cocoon. His eyes locked on hers for a beat before he unfurled his fingers and released her. She hadn’t returned such an intent gaze from any man other than Graham in a long time.

“Fernando, allow me to introduce you to Christopher Page, Galaxy’s next big star. I want you to dress him too.”

Given his bright shock of hair, Christopher’s skin tone surprised with an olive tint that went beyond a Southern California tan, and his eyes were such a dark brown it was difficult to find pupils in their deep pools. His eyebrows, equally dark, made Aster wonder if his hair was naturally light or if the publicity people had invented the stunning combination.

Fernando finally zipped Aster’s dress back up and stepped out from behind her to shake Christopher’s hand.

“What a pleasure,” Fernando said.

“Christopher debuts next month in Ransom, and we’re quite sure he’s going to be our next hot property. Have we missed the whole show?” Sam leaned closer to Fernando and lowered his voice. “What do Tweedledee and Tweedledum have to say about your selections here?”

“We have one more set to show them.”

“Splendid. We’ll head out front and continue this after.” Sam appraised Aster again before walking through the curtain with Christopher.

As Fernando helped Aster into the last gown—a siren red, deep V-neck with a swath of satin at the waist and a flowing skirt—she caught herself wishing she was getting back into the long white gown instead. It flattered her narrow hips and offered a more subtle flirtation than the red dress’s blatant call to be noticed. More her style. Her hands were suddenly clammy, and she forced herself to keep them off her waist lest she splotch the satin.

“You didn’t say anything about Sam Sawyer being so gorgeous,” she whispered.

“Not my type.” Fernando snapped the closure at her back and then said into her ear, quietly so William couldn’t hear, “But that Christopher? I hope dressing him includes a chance to undress him too, mio Dio.”

Aster laughed and spun to face him. She’d been modeling long enough not to be shocked. Fernando’s lifestyle was a kind of open secret at the boutique, embraced by those who adored him, quietly hidden from those unwilling to tolerate it. Aster was grateful to be considered worthy of the truth.

“Didn’t you teach me never to mix business with pleasure?” she asked playfully.

“Which is why you’re always safe with me. Okay, last one, and then we get our verdict. Keep doing exactly what you’ve been doing. No distractions.” He wagged his finger at her.

He was right. She needed to bring to the runway the cool and mysterious persona Lauren Bacall had made famous if they were going to win the studio’s business. She took a deep breath, pictured herself as a sleek panther who needed only to eye its prey to subdue it, and waited for Fernando to introduce them one last time.



Back at the studio that afternoon, Fernando opened a bottle of champagne, which was not something Aster had ever seen him do without a client present. He handed out glasses to Aster, William, Shirley, and two other models, Masie and June, who were regulars on Fernando’s runway. He raised his glass.

“Kids, we had quite a day today. They decided on the spot that Fernando’s will be the couturier of choice for all Galaxy stars!”

In between cheers and clinks, Fernando praised Aster’s excellent work and told William he was like the perfect partner to a prima ballerina. Aster watched everyone’s faces, particularly Masie’s and June’s, hoping the opportunities imbedded in the new contract would soften a little of the resentment she feared they harbored given that she’d swooped in and gotten what they considered a starring role at the boutique.

“And our gal Shirley will be on the runway next. Rita Hayworth, here we come!”

More whoops and clinks.

Shirley was one of the few people who didn’t think Aster’s dream of pursuing design was misplaced. “Brains don’t droop as fast as boobs,” she liked to say. She’d been modeling for more than six years and told Aster, in her Oklahoma twang, that at twenty-eight years old, she was an overripe peach soon to be tossed in with the rest of the slop. She was sure her job at Fernando’s would be the best and last she would ever have as a model, and this latest opportunity put her over the moon.

“I think I might cry.” Shirley’s hand fluttered at her throat. “Me and Rita Hayworth walking in the same shoes, for real. My mama will be so proud.”

Aster saw the joy on Shirley’s face and wondered what that might feel like. When she’d told her mother she was temporarily working as the stand-in for Bacall, her mother had scoffed. “And you actually fell for his nonsense about wanting you for anything else?”

“What did they buy today?” Masie asked. On top of her modeling responsibilities, she kept the accounts for Fernando and always said the most beautiful gowns are the ones that sell.

“The white and blue gowns for Bacall, the navy three-piece and the pinstripe suit for Bogey. And…” Fernando paused and tipped his glass toward Aster. “Sam Sawyer himself bought the red dress for Aster.”

The bubbles went dry in her throat. “What?”

“He wants you to wear it. Tonight. He’s picking you up at eight o’clock.”

She froze.

“Only if you agree, of course,” Fernando said, and then looked pained. “You will agree, won’t you?”

The other girls eyed her with awe, but something like shame enveloped Aster. She would never forget what her mother said when she took her first modeling job: “Watch out for any man who tries to grab you off the runway. It’s no better than being picked out of a lineup at a brothel.”

“What about mixing business—” she started.

“Mia stella,” Fernando interrupted. “As long as your pleasure brings me business, mix away!”

Everybody laughed, but Aster could see resentment building again. The new girl in town had not only gotten the top job but now had a date with one of Hollywood’s most eligible bachelors.

“I don’t know…”

“Don’t be a fool, honey,” Shirley said. “What could be the harm in one date?”






CHAPTER THREE

Aster considered her reflection in the mirror before choosing two sequin-tipped combs to hold her hair off her face, leaving the rest to curl gently at her collarbone. Deciding the dress was worthy of her grandmother’s pearl-drop earrings, she retrieved the box from the back of her panty drawer and clipped them into place. She left her neck and arms bare.

“Looks like someone’s got a date.” Her roommate, Ria, stood at the door, a cigarette dangling from her hand. “It’s about time.”

“It’s kind of a work event.” Aster concentrated on applying her mascara.

“No one dresses like that for a work event.” Ria plopped onto Aster’s bed. “Who’s the lucky guy?”

Aster hesitated. Ria worked for a casting director at Paramount, and one of the first things she ever told Aster was that there were no secrets in Hollywood. “Tinseltown is the smallest town in the world,” she’d said. Aster already worried about socializing with Fernando’s newest and most important client. Creating any gossip at a competing studio wasn’t advisable. Then again, Ria did seem to know something about just about everyone in Hollywood, and dipping into her font of knowledge might not be such a bad idea.

“What do you know about Sam Sawyer?”

“You mean beyond the Sophia Green debacle? Wait, you’re going out with Sam Sawyer?”

“What debacle?” Sophia was arguably the biggest star in the country, if you liked movies with a bombshell at the center.

“You really don’t pay attention to trade gossip, do you?” Ria waved her cigarette in the air as she spoke. “Sophia was new to Galaxy maybe three years ago? By the time Lonesome Rider came out, she and Sam Sawyer were already engaged. But three months later, she was on loan to Warner Bros. and the engagement was off. Word on the street was that Sophia got a little too friendly with Brian Tiller when they did Slingshot together. Sam eventually took her back, but then she went on location with Rex Williams, and it happened all over again. Daddy Sawyer shipped her off to MGM on permanent loan after that to keep her away from his son—I’m sure he made some good money from the deal—but the rumor is that Sam is still her go-to.”

“Her go-to?” Aster fumbled with her lipstick. What in the world was she doing going on a date with the former fiancé of Sophia Green, a woman her own brother had called “the real American dream”? A pinup photo of her still hung in his room, her full lips puckered just so, her shirt a tad too tight at the bosom. Her mother couldn’t bear to put his things away.

“There’s a rumor she needed a stint in a dry tank about six months ago, and he’s the one who delivered her there.”

“So he’s a good guy then? Reliable?” Aster needed to hear something reassuring. He would be there in less than ten minutes.

“What man would ever turn down a call from Sophia Green?”



Aster watched Sam closely as they drove to the restaurant. From his warm greeting at her place to his ease guiding the Chrysler around tight turns, she took him to be a man of confidence yet one who preferred company to being alone. She decided to project her own sense of independence, to be welcoming of his attention without being awed by it, no matter who he might be. She was going to make the red dress her own—it was technically hers now anyway—and prove to herself that she didn’t have to hide behind fake glasses and flats to be taken seriously and considered a woman of substance. As her first signal, when they pulled up to the curb, she would wait for him to help her from the car. But before he had even closed his door, hers swung open, and a gloved hand appeared at the ready. A valet. Of course. Stars didn’t park their own cars, and Sam Sawyer lived like his stars. Once she was safely deposited onto the sidewalk, Sam tossed the man his keys.

“Keep it up front, if you would, Garrison.” Sam slipped his hand around the back of Aster’s waist. “Ready?”

She wasn’t sure what she should be ready for, exactly. But she did know how to walk into a room.

“I don’t see why not.” She reflected his smile back at him.

The short hall curved sharply and ended at a maître d’s podium. In a white dinner jacket and black tie, the man looked rather like a captain standing at the prow of a ship, the oval dining room behind him his vessel.

“Welcome back, Mr. Sawyer. Ma’am.” He bowed his head in Aster’s direction. “Right this way.”

The warmth of Sam’s hand on the small of her back helped her slow her step and soak in the moment. Sam greeted several patrons by name as they made their way through the room. When the maître d’ paused beside an empty table, Sam slid his hand down the length of her arm and guided her into a crescent-shaped booth. Two martinis arrived before Aster even had a chance to adjust the crinoline of her dress around her.

“Thank you for joining me tonight,” he said.

“This is lovely.” As much as she’d promised herself not to be fazed by any glitz she might encounter, the beauty of her surroundings dazzled. The booth, built of solid mahogany, was covered in velvet cushions the color of sapphires. A flock of exotic birds soared across the wall, painted in shimmering tones of ruby, emerald, and gold. Every table glowed with candlelight and crystal glasses, all the women glittering with diamonds. The tablecloth and napkins were crisply starched, and pink roses gushed from a silver vase, their extravagant blooms timed perfectly. Had Sophia Green sat in this very seat? Aster touched one of her grandmother’s earrings to reassure herself this was all real.

“Have you never been here before?” he asked. When she shook her head, he continued. “Then welcome to Romanoff’s, a place almost as gorgeous as you are.” He held out his glass for a clink. His broad smile sent a flywheel through her abdomen. It had been a long time since she’d registered such internal commotion. She sipped her martini, welcoming the cool burst of liquid followed by a warm rush down her throat. She needed to relax.

“Let me give you the rundown on this place,” he said in a low voice, leaning in conspiratorially close.

He pointed out several industry titans with small nods of his head. “That’s David O. Selznick over in the corner. He was responsible for Gone with the Wind. The table with six men and one woman behind us? That’s Gloria Rubenstein—the most important movie critic at the moment. She always has a gob of producers vying for her attention. I don’t think she’s paid for a drink in years. And the long table on the other side of the dance floor? B-list actors looking for their big breaks. Don’t let anyone tell you they’re just out for an evening of fun. No one ever stops auditioning in this town.”

Aster didn’t know what to say to that. She supposed she had arrived in LA to audition for Fernando in a way, but certainly not for Sam.

“How about you?” He leaned back against the booth.

“What would you like to know?”

“What’s your Hollywood dream?” He pulled a silver cigarette case out of his breast pocket and offered her a Lucky Strike. He lit a match from the tiny box on the table, and she inhaled deeply before answering.

“No Hollywood dream. I’m studying fashion.”

“A woman as beautiful as Bacall, and you have no designs on getting onto the big screen? I find that hard to believe.”

“Not if you’d seen my tenth-grade rendition of Desdemona.” She laughed at the memory.

“Not a fan of Iago?”

“I could never make all those long speeches seem natural.” Not to mention how oppressive she found Desdemona’s obedience to the men around her.

He smiled into his cocktail.

“Do I detect relief, Mr. Sawyer?”

“Actresses are…” He paused and took another long pull from his cigarette. “Actresses are complicated. My father warned me, but I had to learn that one the hard way.”

“That bad?”

“Let’s just say it can be difficult to tell what’s real.” He crushed his cigarette in the ashtray. His eyes lingered there for a contemplative beat before turning back to Aster. He looked older to her in that moment. She guessed he was hardly more than thirty years old, but something painful had left tiny etchings at his brow. The lines evaporated when he spoke again.

“So if it’s not acting, what are you after?”

She felt surer of her answer now than when Fernando had first asked.

“I want to be known for being good at something.” She blew a ribbon of smoke over his shoulder without losing track of his eyes.

“From what little I saw today, you are already very good at something.” His eyes slid down the V-shaped edges of her dress.

The lure of him surprised her, her reflexive flinch at such overt attentions supplanted by a tantalizing thought. Couldn’t she be seductive and, at the same time, be much more than the sum of her body parts? Why not both?

“I’m talking about being good at something that requires skill.” She kept her tone light.

“I think you’re taking your talents for granted. Very few people know how to move like you do, how to telegraph elegance as well as intention.”

“Ballet training. It was my dream when I was little. But I woke up one day and was suddenly too curvy.” It still hurt to recall the moment Madame Bouchard told her mother she would no longer train Aster. The first of many failures in her mother’s eyes.

“Your body is capable of getting you into all sorts of trouble, it seems.”

She willed herself not to be too distracted by that smile. His lips. He was just so stunning, and damn if he didn’t know it. She pushed the conversation back onto solid ground.

“I think I loved ballet because it could tell a story without words. Fashion is like that. Every design tells its own tale. Being the author of the story, so to speak, is compelling to me.”

“Okay, but why come all the way out here? Plenty of fashion’s going on at Bendel’s.”

How did he know where she’d worked in New York?

“Don’t look so surprised. We’re in the business of vetting people. It was pretty easy for my team to come up with that one.”

“That was strictly a modeling gig. No interaction with the designers whatsoever.” She didn’t mention that the models were treated no better than bait pulled from a bucket and flung out on a line.

He waited.

“I won a contest put on by the American Fashion Guild. They gave me the opportunity to explore design trends in Chicago, San Francisco, and LA for three months, with interviews in each city. That’s how I ended up out here.”

One of his eyebrows came to a point, suggesting both surprise and annoyance at his “team” for missing that bit of information. As much as Aster enjoyed throwing him off kilter, she didn’t want some poor research assistant flogged for it. She filled him in on the rest.

“I entered the competition as AJ Kelly, so they wouldn’t know I was a woman. You should have seen the looks on the judges’ faces when I walked up to the dais!” She laughed at the memory, the annual awards ceremony a ritual among established and aspiring designers alike. The three men and two severe-looking women who made up the judging panel kept looking over Aster’s shoulder, even while shaking her hand, to see if a man was going to appear behind her to rightfully claim his prize. Greta clapped loudly enough to make up for the sputtering applause from everyone else. It took almost the entire trip across the country for Aster to realize that the joke had been on her. None of the designers who had signed up to interview the winner had expected a woman either.

“On the last day of my tour, I met Fernando. He offered me a chance to study him at his trade. You’ve hired a genius, you know.”

“He found you, didn’t he?” Sam’s eyes locked on hers.

All the glitter and glamour of the room threatened to disappear around the edges of him, and Aster imagined what it would be like to be taken in this man’s arms and kissed.

“Congratulations on landing Christopher Page, Sam.” A gravelly voice dissolved the haze that had momentarily obscured everything else.

“Roger.” Sam tipped his head in the interloper’s direction.

“Of course, it helps when you make such a hefty offer.”

“As I told Sid, it’ll come back to us in spades.”

When Sam made no move to introduce Aster, Roger glanced back and forth between them and took the hint.

“I’ll leave you to it. But give me a ring in the morning. I might have a proposition for you,” he said, then stepped away.

Sam sipped his martini and leaned back as if settling in for a long and lazy train ride.

“Where were we?” His eyes fell to her lips.

A dangerous urge spread through Aster’s body, a primal pull. She had never been forward with men before, certainly not on the first date. She’d mostly played defense, carefully positioning herself beyond the reach of roaming hands. But she wanted Sam’s hands on her. Why couldn’t she be the one to make that choice?

“I was about to make a proposition of my own.” She leaned in.

“Is that right?”



When Sam took Aster back to his house, he hadn’t needed to ask or even tell her where they were going. He just steered the car high up into the Hollywood Hills. Aster tingled with a mix of anticipation and nerves and what she could only name as desire.

She barely registered the long winding driveway, the sleek house with windows on all sides, the marble foyer, the claw-foot table in the hall where he dropped his keys. He didn’t say a word before he pulled her to him, his hands cupped behind her. He kissed her below her right ear and worked his way down her neck with his tongue. She bit her lower lip.

“I wanted you the moment I saw you,” he said into her hair.

And she wanted him to have her, take her. She’d never done this without trusting a man, without fully knowing him, but there was something thrilling about acting purely on desire. What could be more freeing than surrendering to it? Besides, if she didn’t, she thought she might burn up from the inside.

He kneaded her skirt and pulled it up high enough to caress her inner thigh.

“Do you have something?” It was as much of a sentence as she could formulate.

“Don’t worry,” he said. “I’ll take care of you. I can take care of you.”

Before she knew it, they were in his bedroom, his hands everywhere, clothes coming off like paper torn from a parcel. He laid her back on the bed, his body hovering above hers as he kissed her deeply.

And then, something unexpected. Sam began to move ever so slowly down her body, first kissing the length of her neck, then the base of her throat, the tender curve of each breast, the spaces between her ribs, the soft of her belly, the edges of her hip bones, the insides of her thighs. She clutched the pillow under her head as he trailed down the length of her, the longing intense, her body instinctively arching to meet his. His lips moved like a whisper back up the inside of her thigh, and then, as she gasped, his tongue was on her in only one miraculous place, each of his tender touches a brushstroke on a map of her with a direct line to her molten core. His slow coaxing opened an endless river in her, a shiver of excruciating pleasure. She pulled him into her then, their hips undulating together and apart. As she shuddered and contracted around him, she clutched him and held him there until his tremors echoed her own.

She brushed her fingers down his back as their muscles slowly uncurled, his body relaxing over hers like a blanket. He smoothed the hair from her face and smiled at her.

“Well, I’d say we’ve discovered another natural talent of yours,” he said.

She let out a bright laugh. He chuckled and hopped off the bed.

“I do like your style, Aster Kelly. I’ll be right back.”

As he left the room, she sat up and pulled the crisp white sheet over her and marveled at what had just happened. She didn’t know her body was capable of so much anticipation, electricity, and satisfaction. It felt like something of her own to keep rather than something she had given away. Strangely empowering. And surprisingly freeing. She was quite sure Sam had no outsized expectations based on this one act—although she did hope it might be repeated.

Was this her new style? Was she a woman who could simply enjoy herself, rules be damned? Follow her own impulses wherever they may lead?

One thing was for sure. It was a hell of a way to start.






CHAPTER FOUR

Fernando’s bustled. As soon as the first photo of Bogie and Bacall wearing Fernando’s clothes at the premiere of Key Largo hit the papers, everyone in Los Angeles wanted one of his creations in their closet. Customers were often waiting when the shop opened at ten and were visibly annoyed whenever he had to close because of a runway show at the Galaxy lot or when he left to handle a final fitting for an actor. Not that fittings took long, but Fernando always went to the most convenient place for the star in question. He’d even driven all the way to Ventura to fit Rita Hayworth on location.

Whenever the store was open, customers came in droves. With spring fling season around the corner, the elite of LA needed new party dresses. Just as one runway show for a mother of the bride ended, a Getty or du Pont would arrive in search of gowns for a weekend of galas. Aster had taken on a full modeling schedule so all the other girls wouldn’t be worn to the bone, and they had found a steady rhythm in the rotation. They appreciated her willingness to jump in the dressing room and put on whatever gown needed to be shown next, and everyone was pleased with the sales that came from her efforts.
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