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Chapter One 

Summer 1929 

 

SILENT AS A TOMB and thick with heat, the place felt like a steambath. We‟d had to delay the shoot a 

good quarter hour while the director figured out how to keep vapor from rising off the leading man‟s 

pomaded hair.  

“Come here, boy,” he‟d called to me. A tall confident man with dark wavy hair that fell over his 

brow, the director was always looking for small ways to show he was in charge. “Give me your comb.” 

But I‟d not had one, and when he‟d borrowed one from another crew member, he‟d made a joke of me, 

setting the whole set to laughing as he told the actor to use my glasses as a mirror. 

It had made my teeth grind. I might wear spectacles, but I was strong-muscled and built to fight. I 

could have taken him down with a few blows. I‟d resisted. 

Now the morning‟s work was coming to a merciful close. A final line and exit by the now-dry-

haired actor would put an end to our misery. 

“I‟m going to find her! Yes, I‟m going to find my Elizabeth!” His eyes wide as saucers, his 

rouged mouth over-enunciating every word so that the microphone hidden in the flowers on the table 

picked up each syllable, he stared into Leo‟s camera, clasped his hands together in what I guess was 

supposed to be glorious anticipation, mugged one last time something that looked like either boundless 

joy or cramped digestion, and exited through a phony door behind him. 

The door closed. 

One second, two, three, four, five, six…. 

“Cut!” the director yelled and everyone exhaled. The director, along with the rest of the cast and 

crew, looked up at the glass-walled booth nearly thirty feet above the stage in the corner of the room. 

Finally, a small man came to the window and nodded his approval, a god bestowing blessings. The sound 

was all right. 

The door to a wooden camera booth flew open, letting out a stink of sweat as Leo Bartenstein 

stepped out of the seven-foot box. His hair drenched, his face slick, Leo looked so pale I thought he‟d 

pass out. The director called a break, and I grabbed Leo‟s arm, leading him toward the door. 

“Leo, like I told you, I need a place to stay—”  

But he wasn‟t listening, dammit. “Did you see that, boy?” he whispered, shrugging his shoulder 

toward the director. “Cutting the scene so long after the actor leaves? After! He‟ll probably edit it that 

way, too, the dumkopf. He should cut while the actor is still moving. Why do you think they call „em 

moving pictures, for crissake? Where‟d they get this fellow?” 

Leo and I both knew where they‟d got him—Broadway or some other New York stage. Now that 

pictures had sound, the studios needed directors who could work with actors who had to talk. Only 

problem was these directors didn‟t know shit about cameras and pictures. In live theater, the curtain might 

close on a scene after an actor left the stage, but in pictures, the curtain—the camera, in this case—should 

come down while people were still in motion.  

This was one of the many lessons Leo had passed along to me when he‟d hired me six months 

ago.  

I was good with mechanical things and had arrived in Los Angeles with nothing but my name, a 

rucksack, and a letter of recommendation that didn‟t get me far. But Leo had taken pity on me and hired 

me to load film cartridges and do other odd jobs. It was lowly work, fumbling around in a lightproof sack 



to load the reels so that no light exposed the film‟s emulsified side, but I was glad of the money and 

wanted to learn as much as I could to keep working. Leo had been a cameraman for all the greats, 

working with Harold Lloyd, King Vidor, and names I didn‟t recognize even now. But with sound, he was 

relegated to an airless booth and an immovable camera. 

We watched some of the stars go by, laughing and talking with each other, on their way to the 

commissary. They were the aristocrats. We were the plebeians. I had a salami sandwich in a bag in a 

corner of the studio.  

The director passed by, not even nodding a hello, deep in conversation with the leading man.  

“Doesn‟t know an iris shot from his asshole,” Leo sneered when the man was out of hearing.  

He was one of the “idiots,” according to Leo, the hundreds who descended on this town to make 

money while film rattled out of silents into sound. 

“Leo,” I tried again, my frustration growing. But still he ignored me, continuing his lecture.  

“Their day of judgment is coming. Woe unto them,” he said, regaining his equilibrium and 

returning to his favorite topic, a running denunciation of all that was wrong with those who worked in the 

motion picture business, especially now that it had gone to sound. We walked off the soundstage into the 

light, blinking our eyes as California‟s scouring sun exploded away the silence of the stage.  

I patted my pocket for a cigarette. That would calm me. Finding none, I looked to Leo who was 

already handing me one of his. He lit both and took a drag as we leaned against the wall, getting away 

from the stale air and artificial light of the claustrophobic stage. Funny how such a big room with so 

many lights can make you feel closed in and dark.  

“Leo, I was wondering….”  But he was off in his own world, oblivious to the needs of mine.  

“The high and mighty, how they do fall,” Leo said. He rubbed his eyes and rolled his shoulders, 

pushing out the strain of bending behind the camera. 

We were working on a real sound picture, not the mongrels that some studios released after the 

success of the Warners‟ Jazz Singer two years ago. Some of those had been shot as silents with sound 

added for a scene here and there—a bell ringing, a hammer tapping, a band playing. No, this was a pure-

bred sound picture with all the problems such projects involved—microphones hidden every which way 

on the set and cameras that had to be hushed like little children. 

“Leo, about a place to stay. You give it any more thought?” 

I‟d been in a fight that morning with Clyde, one of the other boys rooming at Jake‟s Coach 

Service and Tip Top Garage. The little shit had left a wrench out and I‟d tripped over it. Then the runt 

wouldn‟t pick up the tool when I told him to. They never heeded, the little rats. So I‟d made him heed. I‟d 

punched him. Thirty seconds into the fight and I‟d not seen him as Clyde anymore but Brice Clement 

from the Canfield Home for Wayward Boys, as evil incarnate, as something the world was better rid of. 

I‟d been an avenging angel in the City of the Queen of Angels. Stay out of my way. I was doing God‟s 

work.  

Jake, the owner of the garage and rooming house, hadn‟t seen it that way. He‟d told me I didn‟t 

fit in, and suggested I find another place to live. 

 “Say, are there any rooms at your place open?” I prodded. 

Leo acted as if I hadn‟t spoken at all. 

“The high and mighty—smote against a stone like a serpent.” Leo talked Biblical but it had no 

relation to Bible stories I‟d learned.   

We ambled forward through the studio‟s outdoor sets, the façade of a city street here, the 

remnants of a battlefield in the distance. They weren‟t used so much any more, except for establishing 



shots. Everything took place on the airtight, noiseless sound stage. 

He looked into that distance, taking a puff of his smoke, warming to his sermon. “I care not 

whether Clara Bow sounds like a Brooklyn fishwife or Vilma Banky speaks Hungarian. They can labor 

like the rest of us, humbling themselves to do an honest day‟s work, paid an honest wage for the sweat of 

their brow, not a fortune they‟ve not earned nor justly deserve. As far as I‟m concerned, they‟ve reaped 

what they‟ve sown—you build your life on fooling people and you get fooled, too.” 

His last words resonated off the pretend storefront of an old Western town. My stomach growled. 

Sweat trickled down my brow. Irritation rippled up my throat. 

“Leo, about a place to live…” 

No luck. He didn‟t even look at me, going on and on about the way things used to be.   

I tried to be patient with him. After all, he‟d taken a chance on me. The moving picture business 

was where I‟d wanted to be ever since I‟d sneaked into the projection booth in an Austin theatre at the age 

of eight. The projectionist had taken pity on me and let me help out. I was hypnotized by those flickering 

images beyond the glass. There was life. There was happiness. I wanted some of it. 

By the time the break was over, I was crazy with hunger, tired, and mad about Leo‟s inattention 

to my pressing problem. As we walked back into the darkness, Leo continued his lecture, now intent on 

teaching me why the director of this film was an artless boob: 

“They all think it‟s the stars and starlets that make the magic,” he said, coughing as he moved 

from camera to set. “But it‟s not them at all. And it‟s not the director, neither” 

He glanced at the door to make sure our own director hadn‟t returned. “Some with their riding 

crops and kingly attitude—yea, verily, they too shall pass. It‟s the cameraman, Johnny. The cin-e-ma-tog-

ra-pher. He‟s the real king.” 

He gestured to the set. “What see you here? A bedroom, with a hundred different images making 

their imprint on the emulsion of your brain. But a camera—she only sees some of it, and only for some of 

the time. Yes, she can get to it all eventually. Or she can hint at it all. But she only has that frame, like a 

horse with blinders on, to take it in, one sweet flash at a time.” 

He walked to the vanity on the set and pointed to the objects there. “The director, he pronounces: 

„take an establishing shot‟ so folks get the sense they‟re in the bedroom. But I choose what to focus on.”   

He held up a silver-plated hand mirror. “This?”   

Replacing the mirror, he lifted a small bible. “Or this?” He put it down as the door opened, and 

more crew and actors tumbled into our cave. 

“That shot,” he said, whispering now that others gathered to work, “will tell you all you need to 

know about who lives in this room. You don‟t need no words after that. No el-oh-cue-shun. No dye-uh-

log-ue. When the star comes to the camera, you already know who she is. Because I told you first!” 

I stopped myself from pointing out that Leo didn‟t get the chance to use his camera to tell 

anybody anything anymore. With sound, his was a stationary piece of equipment, and his job was merely 

to be its sentry through the shoot. 

He went back to his booth—the box that housed cameraman and camera so the microphones on 

set wouldn‟t pick up the machine‟s whir. Stepping into it took the wind out of his rhetorical sails. If he 

was so powerful in this land of foolery, why was he imprisoned so? These thoughts were bitter for me to 

swallow. He must have choked on them. There were three such vertical coffins around the stage, 

completely rooted to their respective spots—two for medium shots and one for close-ups. Cameras 

stopped speaking when movies talked, Leo had said many times. 

* * * * * 



During the afternoon shoot, all I could think of was how high blown and stupid his stories were, 

how Leo talked big, but was nothing but a small cog in this wheel, and how I‟d give him a piece of my 

mind as soon as the director shut us down for the day.   

And so it was that I became lower than one of the “idiots.” At the end of the day, Leo and the 

director roared and bellowed. I‟d loaded the film in the wrong way, blind side out. An afternoon‟s 

shooting was lost and not because the sound had gone bad. They‟d never have vented their rage on the 

sound man as they did on me.  

Leo had no choice but to fire me on the spot. Now I was jobless as well as homeless.  

“I tried to get you to pay attention!” I yelled at Leo. “I tried to tell you I had a problem that 

needed solving fast!” 

He didn‟t rise to the bait, didn‟t point out that I was the one who‟d not paid attention, in the way 

that counted.  He just looked at me, quiet. 

 “That was a stupid shit thing to do, boy,” he said, his eyes narrowed and his voice sad.  

“Yeah.” His lack of ire doused the flame of mine. No use crowing about how good I was with 

mechanical things when my actions just made a liar out of me on that score. This was progress at least, 

my anger sputtering out so quick. 

“You got some other work you can do?” he asked. I knew one of the reasons Leo had a soft spot 

for me was because he‟d been an orphan and spent some time in a home himself.  

I shrugged. 

He rummaged in his pocket, pulling out a smudged scrap of paper with penciled handwriting on 

it. A phone number. A name. Sloane Hall. Marta Escobar. 

“They‟re looking for a driver,” he said quickly, handing me the paper. “And they‟ll throw in 

room and board.” Putting his arm around my shoulder, he escorted me beyond the door into the warm 

afternoon. He pointed to the northwest. “Off Mulholland. They‟re new houses. Outpost Estates. Sloane 

Hall‟s at the very top.”  

Like ice in my face—he‟d had this information the whole time I‟d been pleading for leads on 

places to stay. But he hadn‟t handed it over because it would have meant leaving the studio work. Now 

that I had to go, he gave it up easy.   

“Sloane Hall?” I swallowed. 

“Yeah, Pauline Sloane. Shooting her first talkie soon. Maybe you saw her in „Dangerous Night‟? 

She‟s no Lillian, but she‟s not bad.” 

The name was familiar, but I didn‟t know her pictures. At twenty-one, I was catching up on the 

world. 

He dug again into his pockets and pulled out a dollar, which he pressed on me. “You‟ll be back. 

Nobody remembers a thing in this town anymore, good or bad.” 

“Yeah, I know,” I said, “as well as you do.” I regretted my bitter tone as soon as the words left 

my mouth. Leo was a kind soul. He didn‟t need to be reminded that Hollywood was fast forgetting what 

men like him had brought to film.  

There was only one king on the sets now, and Leo was wrong in saying it was the 

cinematographer. It was the sound technician. Even in my short stint in the studio as a cartridge loader, 

I‟d seen directors sweat gallons waiting to hear the sound man declare the morning‟s shoot usable.  

The sound man—who didn‟t know shit about Buster Keaton‟s prank set-ups or D.W.‟s continuity 

or King Vidor‟s rejiggering of perspective—he was the Top Man now. Everyone waited on his word like 

the Israelites at the foot of the mountain. 



“I‟m sorry,” I mumbled. “I didn‟t mean…” 

He patted me on the shoulder. “I know. Take care of yourself, kid. Come see me. You‟ll be 

back.” 

* * * * * 

I made my way back to Jake‟s to get my things. Maybe Jake would let me stay just one more 

night, and I could apply at Sloane Hall in the morning. A chauffeuring job? Shit. I‟d thought I could learn 

from Leo, maybe make it to cameraman like him. Another new start. I was tired of them already.  

With every mile toward Jake‟s, the anger grew. Mostly anger at myself. I was a good worker and 

could handle things. Why‟d I screw up? A hundred reasons came to mind, none of them related to how 

my fingers groped for the film in the lightproof bag, nimbly opening cartridges and loading the precious 

celluloid into canisters ready to mount on cameras.   

It‟s a good thing none of the boys was around when I got back, or I‟d probably have picked a 

fight with all of them. Jake was there, leaning into the engine of some dusty old Ford. When he heard me 

come in, his grease-stained face appeared from under the hood. One look in his eyes told me I‟d not find 

shelter there that night. 

 “I‟ll get my things packed up,” I said and turned to go. But Jake stepped forward to block me, 

grabbing a rag to wipe his hands clean. Upstairs, I heard the muffled sound of the radio. Rudy Vallee‟s 

nasal voice cut through the walls as he crooned about how “You‟ll do it someday, so why not now…” 

 “You stay put. I‟ll get your things,” Jake said. He didn‟t want me riling things up anymore, I 

guess. He walked to the stairs that led to the rooms above the garage. While I waited for him, I cursed 

Clyde.  But I couldn‟t muster any true righteous anger, so as soon as the cursing was done, the silence of 

despair swamped me. Nothing to do but stare at the wall with its rusty nails hung with tools and gloves 

and belts, their ordinariness reminding me just how un-ordinary I was. The music grated, making things 

worse. Somewhere people were listening and happy. A sour taste crawled up my throat. I gritted my teeth. 

The clip-clop of Jake‟s feet on the wooden steps broke my trance. He walked over fast and 

handed me a duffle bag and was about to hand me change, but I pushed his fist away. Leo‟s dollar was 

enough humiliation. 

Without a word, I left, breathing in the warmed air of a summer evening. I didn‟t look back.  Rev. 

Milqueton had taught me that. There’s no point in dwelling in the past, John, he‟d say. Now‟s the time to 

move beyond your transgressions. You‟ve paid for them. 

Where to go— to a flophouse or alley? Maybe this Sloane Hall tonight, right now. 

I headed past closed shops and dusty roads lined with swaying palm trees. The city still had the 

feel of the frontier to it, still had the sense that it could be reclaimed by wild men or wild nature. That‟s 

what I‟d liked about the film work, too, how it made things new.  

When I‟d first arrived in Los Angeles, the city had revived me. A big, fat, messy town, a city to 

get lost in. I‟d had the feeling that no matter what you‟d done before you got there, someone else 

probably had done it too. Now I wasn‟t sure. 

 I heard a raucous syncopated piano cadence waft from behind closed doors and smelled liquor on 

the breath of speakeasies. I walked from Sixth to Wilshire, crowded with cars on a Saturday night, 

crowded enough for me to hitch a ride with a talkative salesman north past Sunset to the corner of 

Hollywood Boulevard and Highland Avenue. I passed a drug store and heard more music—a radio tuned 

to dance songs—and if I‟d heard someone laughing I think I would have picked a fight with him.   

There’s no point in dwelling in the past. 

Poor old Milqueton, burdened with a name that surely made him the object of tomfoolery in his 



youth. I sometimes wondered if that‟s what drove him to the church, seeking some kind of solace that 

family can‟t offer when bullies are beating at the doors of your soul. 

When I‟d left Canfield, I hadn‟t intended to dwell in the past at all. No where near anything that 

could remind me of it. I‟d hopped trains from Texas to California with only a buck fifty in my pocket and 

landed on Jake Tinsdale‟s door with its sign in the window: ROOMS FOR RENT.  

The light would fade soon. Stopping, I pulled my duffel bag in front of me to scrounge for the 

paper Leo had handed me. Sloane Hall. An all-night walk up the hill. Maybe I‟d try something else.  

I was tired. Not just bone tired. Tired of trying. Why should I be banished when I paid my rent, 

and Clyde and those boys just pretended to work, hardly earning their keep? I noticed. Damn, damn, 

damn!  Injustice has a way of always surprising you with its fresh sting. You‟re never immune. 

Whom shall I send? Here am I, send me. I heard Milqueton intoning those words from Isaiah.  

Well, sir, every time I answer that call to right a wrong, I end up in trouble.  

Pride is a sin, Milqueton was also fond of saying. And sin only brings misfortune. 

Heaving the bag higher on my back, I bent forward and trudged north one block, turning 

westward onto Franklin, eventually coming upon new streets lined with eucalyptus and sycamore trees, 

their fresh sweet scents blocking out the dust and grease of the city below. 

Before long, I found Outpost Drive and was surrounded by wealthy houses with red-tiled roofs 

and stucco walls. “Outpost Estates—Hillside Homes of Happiness,” a sign at the bottom of the hill read, 

with a phone number in black letters for prospective buyers to call for appointments.  

The air was warm as wool. Sweat beaded on my brow as I climbed the hill.   

It was taking too long, and I was too tired. I looked back. Railroad tracks were on a flat stretch. I 

could head there, maybe hop something going north this time. Maybe California wasn‟t paradise after all, 

and thinking I could do well in film was a fool‟s dream. 

 I came upon a small field of twisted vines, curling in fantastic shapes in the blue shadows. Their 

tortured limbs looked dry and spent. Sad, too, like they were waiting for someone to put them out of 

misery. Just beyond these, cut into Mulholland Drive, was a private road so overgrown with trees and 

bushes that a passer-by would easily miss it in an automobile. Another sign was stuck back in the woods 

next to an open gate. Sloane H ll, it read in iron letters, the “a” missing.   

I shifted my bag up and walked. The driveway was steeper than the road and curved sharply twice 

before leveling out. I took my time. 

Darkness beat me to the house, a strange building set atop a hill that overlooked the city below. It 

loomed over the surrounding area like a huge gravestone, in fact, and I almost turned back. Weak light cut 

the dark from a room on the building‟s south end.   

Unlike the other homes I‟d passed, this one was not open like a hacienda. It was heavy, sprawling 

left and right beyond a central three-story tower, with gables cut into its roof and a thick-posted veranda 

along the front of the house creating an ominous air of death and shadow. Although its walls were stucco 

and its roof terra cotta tile, these touches looked as if they‟d been added on as an afterthought to make a 

manor home look Californian, as if the owner had gazed at the architect‟s plans and said, “That‟s all well 

and good, but make it fit in.” But it didn‟t fit in.   

To my right was a spacious garage, separated from the house by a gravel-covered yard in the 

midst of which sat a silent fountain, its statue of an urn-carrying woman lonely in the dusk.   

I considered for a long time whether to approach. Fatigue sent a cold shiver up my spine, but I 

shrugged it away. Pauline Sloane must be wealthy. They had a few cars. I‟d settle for that work and mind 

my own business. If they‟d have me, I‟d give it a month or two, trying again at the studios, hoping they‟d 



forget. 

Slinging the bag behind me, I walked toward the lit rooms at the end of the house.  



 

Chapter Two 

 

THROUGHOUT MY STAY at Sloane Hall, I drove up that path a hundred times. Each time I felt a sigh 

forced out of me when I saw that hulking house glinting at the top of the hill. With its massive weight 

poised on the crest, it always looked like it could topple into the valley with a strong wind. I felt the need 

to rush to stop the impending disaster. Or maybe I really felt like running away from it before it pulled me 

down, too.  

A fool or a coward—that‟s how it made me feel. 

The night I arrived, however, hunger and fatigue won out over fear. I‟d spent the long walk up the 

hill mulling the sequence of events of that day, like looking at the individual frames of a piece of film. 

Viewed in such isolation, it seemed to me my trouble had begun with the distracting fight with Clyde. If 

I‟d just let that go … why, I might not need new lodging, nor even a new job. 

Ever since my days at Canfield, I was fighting a losing battle to learn to turn the other cheek. I 

could have paid Clyde as much mind as a barking dog or yowling cat. But I didn‟t. No man nor boy 

would do me wrong again without comeuppance. I struggled every day to keep that demon inside.  

I sighed and looked at Sloane Hall. No point in being scared off by shadows. After knocking hard 

on the lit kitchen door, I almost gave up and walked away, but a thick-waisted woman eventually opened 

the door, squinting at my face.   

This was Marta Escobar, the woman Leo had told me to see. She had dark skin and hair and wore 

a black dress and heavy shoes. After I introduced myself and told her Leo Bartenstein at the studio said 

they had an opening, she looked me up and down. She took her time, too, drying her hands on a cotton 

dishtowel, the light of the kitchen silhouetting her against the door, spilling onto the steps and walkway 

on the far side of the home like honey spreading from an overturned jar. In that dark, lonely place it felt 

like the only light in the world, and we the only remaining inhabitants after some unseen catastrophe. 

“Can you drive?” she asked at last. 

“Yes, ma‟am.” 

“And you fix the cars, too?” 

“Yes.” 

“Let me show you the cars.” Throwing the towel onto her shoulder, she led me to the garage and 

recited the names of the models as she‟d memorized them. A Packard Speedster. A serviceable Ford 

Model A in Niagara Blue. A stylish Nash with its twin ignition system—I couldn‟t wait to touch it. And 

an empty bay for a “new one.” Marta didn‟t know what kind. 

Beyond mentioning Leo, I had no need to offer other recommendations, even though I was 

prepared to hand her the dog-eared letter from Rev. Milqueton attesting to my skills and good nature. Leo 

was a good man, she informed me, very good to Miss Sloane. This I took to mean that he‟d captured her 

good side in some silent I‟d not yet seen. 

“There is the driving and the fixing,” she told me, hands on her hips. “And other odd jobs around 

the house.” She peered at me in the shadows by the door of the garage. “Are you interested?” 

She seemed eager to solve the problem of having no driver, and willing to believe I was a bit of 

good luck dropped into her busy hands. 

Marta‟s lack of questions at first made me suspicious about the kind of job I‟d be signing up 

for—I was sure there was a catch—but those feelings were pushed aside when I saw the chauffeur‟s 

quarters above the garage. Immediately my bad luck turned to gold. 



This was a palace. Not just one tiny bedroom I had to share with other boys, like at Jake‟s. Not a 

dormitory room where I‟d learned to block out the sounds of snoring and crying lost souls, like at the 

Home. For the first time in my life, I‟d have my own private apartment. It was the rooms that first 

tempted me. Other temptations would follow soon enough. 

Up a long flight of stairs, there was a parlor, more like a hall than a real room. It held a small 

wooden table and two chairs. Beyond this was a bedroom just big enough for an iron-post bed, a chest of 

drawers and even a three-shelf bookcase. Off of this room was the greatest of luxuries—my own private 

bath, with a battered clawfoot tub under a high narrow window. Yes, I thought of these things as mine as 

soon as I saw them. Why had Leo been reluctant to tell me of this job?  

All its comforts bought off any nagging sense of unease drifting over from the big house itself. 

Comfort does that. Steals your good sense faster than drink. Don‟t expect the Devil to offer you a sack 

full of silver when he wants your soul. A warm cup of coffee on a cold night will do the trick every time. 

* * * * * 

After I slept in that bed, I thought I‟d gone to heaven. So it seemed appropriate that my first job at 

Sloane Hall was chauffeuring Marta to Sunday Mass, all the way back into the city to St. Vibiana‟s, a big 

cathedral on 2
nd

 Street. I‟d passed the heavy-looking church with its awkward bell tower capped by a 

cupola on my wanderings around the city. Was curious to see its insides, but I never went in. I‟m not 

much for the Roman way. Marta told me to wait for her. Before she got out, I „fessed up about my past, 

figuring maybe it was another reason Leo hadn‟t been so forthcoming about the job. He hadn‟t wanted to 

foist an ex-prisoner on a friendly acquaintance. But after I told Marta why I had been incarcerated, she 

just nodded and frowned, saying nothing. 

  While she went inside her church and prayed for sinners like me, I rubbed down the Packard 

with a cheesecloth, making it gleam in the screaming sunshine. Maybe that kind of work is its own 

prayer. I like to think so.  

On the way back to Sloane, she criticized my driving, telling me to slow down a block away from 

a traffic light and sucking in her breath fast when I passed a slow-paced flivver trying to climb a hill. 

From the corner of my eye, I could see her clutching the door handle like she was ready to jump out at the 

first sign of trouble. By the time we arrived back at the estate, I was convinced I hadn‟t passed my first 

test of employment. I‟d gotten one good night‟s sleep out of it, so I figured I shouldn‟t complain. But she 

surprised me as I slowed near the kitchen. 

“I am so glad you are here to do the driving, Señor Doyle.” She smiled at me while she removed 

her black lace scarf. “I have had to learn to do it, and I cannot stand to drive. Too dangerous.” She 

shivered and grinned at me before exiting.  “Sunday dinner is at two in the kitchen,” she said through the 

open window. 

Already the smell of something good spread over the lonely yard. All right. Maybe California 

wasn‟t paradise, but this hill was coming pretty close. That fight with Clyde was beginning to look like a 

nudge toward destiny, and I wondered if it was wrong to thank God for setting up a brawl if it led to 

something as sweet as this. 

 I changed my shirt an hour later to get ready for my first big meal. I was wondering when I‟d see 

the mistress of the house—the actress Pauline Sloane—and what she‟d look like. By now, my 

disappointments and my rage were farther than memory, replaced by pity for Jake, Clyde, and the other 

boys, and a bit of youthful nostalgia for my friend of yesterday, Leo.  

With a hopeful heart—something like a gift to me since I wasn‟t prone to optimism any longer—I 

walked to the kitchen on the rear of the house. When I entered the large bright room, Marta was setting 



out plates on a long table covered in blue-checked oilcloth. This room was Sunday. A vague warm 

memory passed quickly by—my mother by the stove, smiling at me, telling me she was fixing pot roast. 

Like all my memories of her, it stung my eyes, and I blinked fast. 

Marta nodded her head at me and then toward a short woman who tasted something at the stove.  

She was the kind of girl the boys at Jake‟s would whistle at—soft seduction in every curve. There was a 

sharpness to her, too, though, that sent out the signal she was only a certain kind of man‟s gal. I wasn‟t 

him. Her dark hair was pulled back so tight in a bun it had an edge of meanness to it. She wore a gray 

uniform and white apron, and when she moved I swear her body sent the message loud and clear that she 

wasn‟t meant for uniforms. 

“This is Julia Nons, our cook,” Marta explained. Julia did not acknowledge the introduction, so I 

said nothing and sat down at the table where Marta pointed to a place across from her. When Julia put the 

food out a few seconds later, she sat next to me and stared at her plate while Marta murmured a blessing. 

“Julia is French,” Marta said, and I took this to mean that the girl didn‟t speak much English. But 

this was proven wrong a few minutes into the meal—one of the best I‟d ever had in my young life so 

far—when Julia asked Marta a series of questions in a low quiet voice. 

“When did she say she‟d be back?” 

“I told you I don‟t know, Julia.” 

“Is he with her?” 

“No.” 

“How do you know?” 

“He telephoned yesterday. And the day before.” 

“Does he know where she is?” 

“No. He is worried. Just like us.”   

After silently eating her soup, she tried again. 

“Will he come here to wait for her?” 

“I don‟t know!” Marta‟s voice rose. Her eyes widened and watered. “I pray every night for her. I 

have thought even of contacting the police!” 

My curiosity was getting the best of me, but I tried to mask it with helpfulness. “Is she a worker 

here, too? I could drive into town and ask around.” 

Julia laughed, nearly spitting out her soup, while Marta frowned at her before turning a pleasant 

face to me. “We are talking about Miss Sloane. She was supposed to be back last Wednesday, but she is 

delayed.” 

The blush of the fool warmed me. I hadn‟t figured they‟d be talking about their employer in such 

familiar terms. I didn‟t ask any more questions. Marta, however, misinterpreted my silence as anxiety 

about my job. 

“Don‟t worry, John. Miss Sloane is a very fair employer. She will talk to you when she returns 

and tell you more about the job.” 

But Miss Sloane didn‟t show up that day or the next or even within the week. I forgot about her 

for the most part, drifting into a happy routine—free from ambition or regret for the time being—driving 

Marta and Julia to the market on Broadway and on other errands, and getting each automobile into top-

notch shape. They‟d been ignored for some time, so I had plenty to occupy myself with, and when I had 

time to spare I made myself useful around the estate doing small repairs and generally being available to 

Marta, who was as motherly and warm as Julia was distant and aloof. In fact, I think Julia preferred the 

company of Pilot, the estate‟s golden retriever, to that of any of her fellow employees.  



It didn‟t bother me. I enjoyed silence, and took a strange satisfaction in the fact that I was the 

only worker on the estate who didn‟t even try to engage Julia in conversation. The three of us were the 

only live-ins. Gardeners, pool keeper, and repairmen came when called or on some schedule I was not 

privy to. 

In this sunny island cut off from the world, I added to my dream of great success as surely as the 

architect had added to this house. I would improve myself, be a good worker with a fine reputation, 

impress my boss and be taken into her confidence, return to the studios ready to grab opportunity 

wherever it might fall, and eventually be no man‟s slave. It was a hard dream to cherish for a boy like me, 

but I was not so cynical that I could repress the natural inclinations of youth.   

It was a separate world up there on that hill, a world where I didn‟t need to worry about fitting in, 

where I didn‟t need to fear my own inclination to fight or run. In those first weeks, my life was a veritable 

Eden. Nothing but peace and comfort. You don‟t know—you can‟t know— the paradise of simple 

comforts unless you‟ve suffered their loss. I could breathe easy again, and I was close enough to a time 

when breathing easy had been a rarity that I realized its value. I felt as young as my years. 

Thursdays and Sunday afternoons were my own, Marta had explained to me, and I used them to 

take walks and read at first, and then to visit Leo back on the set.  

He was glad to see me looking happy and well-fed and told me so when I went to see him my 

second week at Sloane Hall. 

“You met her yet?” he asked as he began his break. 

“Nope. Nobody‟s seen her. Marta‟s fit to be tied.” 

“She‟s scheduled to make her first talkie, you know. She‟ll be skittish as a horse about to run the 

Derby. Be careful, John, when she shows up.” He rubbed his chin and grabbed my arm. “Here, let me 

show you something…” 

He led me to his beat-up old Ford—the fact that he had a car had impressed me mightily when 

he‟d first hired me—and pulled out a camera, something different from what I‟d seen him use on the set. 

“They ain‟t using these no more. They would have thrown it out, the bastards. Wheat with the 

chaff!” 

It was an old camera, one used in the silents, he explained, and as he cranked it, it made a soft, 

regular clicking sound, a mechanical lullaby that reminded me of the humming pistons of a well-running 

motor. With this kind of manual control, a director like Harold Lloyd had been able to shoot scenes that 

slowed the action. With this camera, nuance was possible. When Leo saw me smile, he smiled, too. “It‟s 

sweet, ain‟t it? You don‟t hear that anymore. Just them mouthing off now.” He shrugged back toward the 

soundstage building we‟d left. 

As I looked it over, his voice grew soft and distant. “You ever hear of a movie called Sunrise?” 

He didn‟t wait for an answer. “Around the same time The Jazz Singer comes out, Fox releases it. Most 

beautiful thing you ever seen. Directed by a Kraut—Murnau. Some said it was the best film ever could be 

made. And it was made with this camera. This thing.” He made it sound like I was handling a sacred icon. 

I gave it back to him for fear of breaking it. But this little re-exposure to Hollywood movie-making had 

me hankering to return to its charms. 

“When you think I could try again here?” I asked. 

Leo laughed. “It‟s only a few weeks, boy. Give it some time. Besides, you don‟t seem unhappy 

with your job.” 

“I‟m not. But this is where I want to be.” I spread my arms toward the warehouse-like studio 

buildings. 



“I‟ll let you know when the time is ripe.” He looked up, as if remembering something. “Say, if 

Miss Sloane has any parties, I know some good piano players. Out of work organists, really. No need for 

them in the theaters much now.” 

“Sure, Leo, I‟ll let you know.” I was glad to be asked for a favor, even if I wasn‟t sure I‟d be able 

to grant it. 

We talked for a few more minutes. Or rather, he talked, the same old lessons and lectures. I half-

listened, now eager to get back to Sloane Hall where at least there was an empty room and a good book 

waiting for me.  

 “Well, you take care, boy. Don‟t forget. Watch out around Miss Sloane.” 

* * * * * 

By my third week at Sloane Hall, I‟d been through my small supply of books twice over. I used 

them to improve myself, to widen my vocabulary, to broaden my horizons. When I took one with me on a 

walk, it was with a notebook and pencil that I used to write down words I didn‟t recognize or whose 

meaning I wasn‟t quite sure of. Later, when I returned home to my apartment above the garage, I‟d look 

them up in a battered dictionary. 

 I knew enough about the world to appreciate the value of a well-spoken man, and the doors that 

would open for him. 

Filling a sack with food and a book, notebook, paper, and pencil, I‟d take off down the road (a 

different one each time) and explore my surroundings. Sometimes, I‟d stop and draw a landscape or a 

plant, looking it up later in one of the books from the estate‟s library. When Marta saw my interests, she‟d 

retrieve books for me. In a short span of time I began to feel like a different person, like the person I was 

meant to be before my stepfather‟s death. No, before even that. Before my own father, whom I‟d hardly 

known, before he had passed away and my mother had become … lost. 

In this refreshed frame of mind, I decided one Thursday afternoon to set out on a dirt road just 

north of the house, one that led away from the fields and into more barren land. I‟d traveled nearly five 

miles by my reckoning and just made my way to the crest of a hill when I saw a tiny ball of fur in the 

middle of the road, trying to scamper to the side with no success.   

Pushing my hat back on my head, I bent forward to help the poor creature.  It was a baby rabbit 

with a leg cramped tight against its body, and it wouldn‟t last long. Not in this land with sun and wind and 

other creatures aiming to hurt it. I felt the need to do something, if only to prove I wasn‟t one of those 

creatures that would do it harm. I took my hat off to scoop it up and into the brush where it could at least 

rest peacefully before death surely claimed it. Before I had a chance to touch its downy back and soothe 

its fright, I was put into a fright myself. 

Heehaw, heehaw! A motor car horn split the air, as out of place in that barren region as a snow-

draped Christmas tree. I jumped back, just in time to save myself from being run over by a spitting new 

Dusenburg J, its long nose jutting down the road like a ramrod.  

“What the…”  Jesus! My head twitched as I saw the large wheels crush the animal into the earth. 

Damn that driver! Damn him to hell! 

My gaze turned up to the vehicle, careening into a ditch while its driver cursed with a vocabulary 

I thought only my fellow reform school inmates had mastered.  

My hands clenched into fists again. I marched toward the car, ready to give that driver more than 

just a piece of my mind. Out here on this sun-baked road, I could pound that rascal‟s head into the 

ground, and no one would know but me and God. And I was sure, at that moment, He was on my side.   

But that feeling faded as I took long strides toward the car and . . . damn. Damn if the driver 



wasn‟t beautiful. Soft and pretty like the small thing she‟d destroyed. I‟m not different than most men. A 

girl like that, she touches you.  

A porcelain doll. That‟s what she was. A translucent face, too pale for California‟s savage sun, 

and eyes as piercing as old Milqueton‟s but blue instead of brown. Blue ice. Or blue flame, I suppose, 

depending on your perspective. Now they burned with anger, and her small, rosebud of a mouth pursed in 

annoyance. Her hair was blonde—white blonde, like blinding sun— in one of those new short, wavy 

styles all the girls were favoring, and she wore a long-sleeved dress—something yellow and silky that 

gave the impression she had nothing on underneath. I was beaten back by all that, by the softness and the 

beauty.  

But only for a moment. 

You see, if she had been gentle and maidenly, I would have stayed cowed, and perhaps never 

would have dared say anything. Soft things, no matter how seductive, are deceptive. 

But, because she was thoughtless and gruff, I responded by instinct, as I‟d always done to the 

harsh word or gesture, with a desire to meet her blow for blow, to show her I was made of tough stock 

and could take harsh treatment like any man.  

 “Look what you‟ve done, ma‟am!” I cried, my hands on my hips. 

She didn‟t reply at first but stared at her hands on the wheel with her head tilted to one side, 

thoughts locked inside. She turned the engine on and tried to race out of the ditch. The wheels, two of 

which were barely touching earth, gained no traction, and she went nowhere. Over and over, she gunned 

the motor and let the wheels spin furious dust into the air without moving forward. At last, the engine 

coughed out its despair, but she still did not look my way. 

“Stop it!” I shouted. “You‟ll ruin the engine!” It was bad enough she crushed that rabbit. She 

wouldn‟t kill this magnificent piece of machinery, too. 

Her face drained of everything, and she looked at me as if I had ruined the engine myself.  

“All right then, you get it out of this damned canyon,” she said in a dark, velvety voice. Opening 

the door, she jumped onto the road, but the car was leaning at an angle that made the distance from 

running board to ground farther than she‟d counted on. Her knees buckled for an instant and she herself 

would have fallen had I not stretched out my hand to catch her arm. 

Here was Eve herself. Soft skin, even though she herself was thin and bony, and sweet scent. 

Touching her made me want to touch her more, especially her hair, and maybe a stroke against that doll-

face cheek.  

Despite my help, her ankle turned, and I had to steady her with both my hands, while she latched 

onto my arms with her slender fingers. It was then that she looked me in the eyes and laughed. Here was 

the apple. That laugh. A silvery sound that rippled into the empty space like birds trilling in the distance, 

jangling my nerves some place deep in my gut.  

I smelled gin on her breath. Gin had been my mother‟s drink. 

“Dear boy, you look like you‟ve seen a ghost.” 

I didn‟t say anything but looked down at her foot. 

She let go of my hand and bent to rub her twisted right ankle. None too gingerly, she put her 

weight on the offending extremity, only to cry out with a whimper and pull it up. Pain was replaced by 

quick laughter. “Seems you‟re nothing but trouble. You run me off the road and then twist my ankle.” 

I‟d done no such thing! I opened my mouth to say as much, but she shushed me before I could 

utter a word. “Calm down. I‟m only joking.”  

“I can go get help,” I offered. At least the walk would get me away from her. 



“You are the help for now. Come on.” She draped her arm around my shoulder. “I‟ll get back in 

the car. You drive.” 

After she slid into the passenger seat, I threw my rucksack in after her but didn‟t get in myself. 

Instead, I stood outside the vehicle with my hands in my pockets. 

“She won‟t start now. You‟ve flooded the engine. We need to wait awhile.” 

Squinting into the sun, she pulled a wide-brimmed straw hat from the back and tied it on her head 

with a white scarf.   

“Damn it. What a bother! Do you have a cigarette?” 

“No, ma‟am.” I stared at her straight on. If she‟d meant to shock me by requesting a smoke, she‟d 

have to do more. My mother had smoked on occasion, a bad habit she‟d acquired with her other bad 

habits.   

“For god‟s sake, don‟t call me „ma‟am.‟ Makes me feel ancient. I‟m only twenty-six.” As if to 

prove to herself she was still youthful, she opened a tiny handbag and looked at herself in a gold-rimmed 

compact, puckering her lips to smooth the rosy paint there, and brushing back a stray lock of hair. 

Grimacing, she snapped the mirror shut. “How old are you?” 

“Twenty-one, ma‟am.” I ran my hand along the edge of the open window. It was a fine new 

automobile.  

She sighed. “Eleanor. It‟s Eleanor Brickman.” Another laugh, this one mischievous. What‟s your 

name?” 

“John Doyle,” I said.  “I‟d like to take a look at the engine, if that‟s all right.” Might as well use 

the incident to advantage. When would I get to see a car like this one ever again? 

“Go right ahead. Maybe you can unflood it or something. A cigarette—did you have one?” 

“No, I don‟t.”  

I moved to the front of the vehicle and unlatched the bonnet. The sickly sweet smell of gasoline 

hit me immediately, confirming my diagnosis. The Dusenberg‟s trademark green enameled engine looked 

as if it had hardly been used. From the shiny look of the caps and belts, it was clear this was a recent 

purchase, not often driven. After I‟d had my fill of touching and admiring the workmanship of the engine, 

I turned my attention to the rest of the car. No wheels were bent nor axles twisted. Once it was on the 

road, it should run fine. To get it out of the ditch would mean pushing it onto more level land. Luckily, we 

were pointed downhill. If I could get the car rolling, then run to jump in the driver‟s seat, it should be a 

smooth ride. My pulse raced. I‟d like to drive this car. 

“Well?” Eleanor called out. “Has the flood receded, John Doyle?” 

“I guess we could try it now. But I‟ll have to give it a push. Can you slip it out of gear? Once it 

gets going, I‟ll jump in.” 

She complied, and the car lurched just a hair. Heaving with all my might, I shoved at the 

automobile. Nothing happened.  

“Is the brake off?” I asked. 

“Do you think I‟m an idiot? Of course the brake is off!” She scooted back to the driver‟s side and 

turned on the engine. This time, it caught. Before I could protest, she was pushing on the gas pedal, with 

the same result as before. Lots of noise and dust. No action. 

“Don‟t!” 

She disregarded me. With a wince of pain, she shifted the car into reverse, and I had to jump out 

of the way as she backed it up an inch or two, then switched back to first gear. Still no movement 

forward. She rocked the automobile back and forth that way, paying no heed to my calls to stop, so I 



could shove again. She made enough progress with this technique, however, to persuade me it was 

working. When she shifted into first for the fifth time, I quickly moved behind the car and gave it a 

mighty heave.  

Whether it was from my push or the rocking, the car finally broke free, the wheels found 

purchase on the rocky ground, and it started to speed away. 

“Thanks,” she cried over the hum of the motor, wagging her hand in the air in my direction. 

“Hey! My things!”  

I ran after her, but she didn‟t hear, continuing down the road as serenely as a queen. The 

momentum of the slope and the fine-running engine would have outdone me, too, if it weren‟t for the fact 

that a railroad crossing loomed ahead, and an old steam locomotive was lumbering into view. Huffing and 

puffing, I stopped with my hands on my knees, waiting for her to pause as the train went by. 

But she kept going. In fact, a mere ten yards from the track, she seemed to speed up. She was 

going to try to beat the train, a fatal error in that long car. 

“Goddammit!” I shouted.  

The roar of the train drowned out my voice. I ran again, hollering her name, calling for her to 

brake. At this point I cared more about that beautiful car than I did about her well-being. It was foolish 

and stupid to risk ruining it.  

“Eleanor! Miss Brickman!” Even I could barely hear myself yell. But something convinced her 

she wasn‟t going to win that game, and with a screech, the car finally halted, sliding to the right at the 

fierceness of the stop, just a hair‟s breadth away from the rushing train. 

As it clacked by, I caught up and jumped in. 

“What were you doing? You have my things.” I was screaming at her, and only partly because of 

the noise of the train. 

I expected her to laugh again, to raise her eyebrows and say, “A close one, wasn‟t it?” I expected 

it because she irritated me, and that would have irritated me most of all, to have her make light of a near-

catastrophe. Instead, she turned a shaken face to me, one as haunted as the ghost she‟d claimed I‟d seen. 

Her eyes swam with tears, and her mouth hung slightly ajar, while her brows were creased from some 

inner pain. I couldn‟t tell if she was frightened by her brush with danger or sad she‟d missed a chance 

at…something. Something that sent a chill of despair through me. I‟d seen that look before. 

“I‟m sorry.” Her voice was gentle now, the kind of voice that should have sent me away. “Get in. 

I‟ll drop you somewhere.” 

“Why don‟t you let me drive? Your ankle…”  I pointed to her swollen foot. 

Pulling up the hand brake, she slid back to the passenger side. 

“Where you headed?” she asked in a faraway voice while we waited for the train to pass. 

“Nowhere in particular. It‟s my day off. I was just walking.” 

“Where do you work?” 

“Sloane Hall. I‟m the chauffeur and mechanic.” 

The laugh returned, a specter of itself. “Good! That‟s where I‟m headed.” 

“You know Miss Sloane?” Just my luck to have annoyed one of the great Miss Sloane‟s friends. 

“Hmm…as well as one knows anybody, I suppose.” 

“Then you should know that Miss Sloane is not at home.” 

Her eyebrows arched up. “It doesn‟t matter,” she said. 

We sat in silence while the remaining cars streamed past. From my vantage point, I could see the 

outlines of hoboes inside the freight cars. How glad I was to be done with that kind of wandering. I 



looked forward to lying on my bed that night with a good book after a good meal. 

Slipping the car into gear after releasing the brake, I crossed the tracks as soon as the caboose had 

passed. Eleanor leaned her head back on the seat. 

“God, I need a cigarette. Smoked my last one an hour ago.” 

“You‟ve been driving all that time?” 

“No. Most of the time I was thinking. Sitting in a theater and thinking.” 

I looked over at her, trying to place her in some occupation or home. Nothing fit. Her features and 

wealth indicated a high social station, but her habits and language indicated another. For a moment, the 

fleeting thought that she might be a working woman crossed my mind. But she wasn‟t quite hard enough 

for that type. I knew, from speakeasies my mother frequented, what those were like. She didn‟t have that 

kind of used-up look. My best guess was she wanted to use her friendship with Miss Sloane to get into the 

pictures. 

We didn‟t speak for the rest of the drive back to Sloane Hall, and by the time I pulled up to the 

front of the estate, she was asleep. Since she claimed to know the estate‟s owner, I figured I‟d tell Marta, 

then head to my little apartment.  

Before I could make my way to the kitchen in back of the house, Marta ran outside, excitedly 

waving a handkerchief in front of her face, as if she were crying. Bounding after her was Pilot, his tail 

wagging and his tongue lolling out. 

“The Señorita! You have brought her home. Thank goodness. I was so worried.” 

My mouth hanging open like the idiot I felt like, I stood and watched as Marta gently roused 

Eleanor. Except she didn‟t call her Eleanor. She called her “Señorita Sloane.” 

“Oh, Marta, don‟t make a fuss. I just fell asleep.” 

“You were supposed to be home weeks ago. Señor Morgan calls every day, twice a day, 

sometimes three times a day, for you. He said he would hire a detective if you didn‟t come home.” 

Julia appeared at my shoulder, standing straight and prim in her gray uniform with its sheer white 

apron. Forced by my curiosity, I spoke to her. 

“She told me her name was Eleanor Brickman.” 

Julia smirked. She had won our silent battle. “That was her real name.” 

I should have guessed. Dammit to hell. 

Marta clucked over Miss Sloane as she limped up the steps to the house. Just as she reached the 

door, Miss Sloane turned and stared at me. 

“Put the car away, John. And in an hour, come into the house. I want to talk with you.” 

I did as I was told, but I wasn‟t happy about it. Already she‟d lied to me. 

_______________________ 

 

If you‟d like to continue reading Sloane Hall, you can purchase it at amazon.com and bn.com as 

well as through other online outlets. You can also ask for it at your local bookstore. It will soon be 

available digitally. 

For more about Jane Eyre, Sloane Hall and old Hollywood, visit Libby‟s blog at 

www.LibbysBooks.wordpress.com! Printed below is a Q and A from the blog about this book. 

 

_______________________ 
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Q.  Is Sloane Hall just a retelling of Jane Eyre? 

A.  It‟s not a point-by-point re-creation of Bronte‟s classic romance. Rather, I wanted it to be a 

re-creation of the emotional journey found in Jane Eyre, with recognizable references to the 

original story line. I really hope readers are able to appreciate Sloane Hall as an homage to that 

brilliant piece of storytelling but aren‟t disappointed when they come across a new story. 

 

Q. One of the major deviations from the original is the fact that Jane . . . is a John! Why did 

you decide to switch the gender of the protagonist? 

A. I wanted the story to be fresh. I think any time you write a book like this, which clearly 

references a well-loved, well-read original, you struggle to keep it feeling new, as if it had never 

been told or written before. I‟m a huge Jane Eyre fan. I‟ve re-read the book countless times. I‟ve 

watched numerous film versions of it. It‟s the emotional journey of the book that has stayed with 

me more than the actual details. I wanted to recreate that journey. I didn‟t think changing the 

time period or setting was enough to accomplish that.  

 

Q. Other than the gender switch, what other aspects deviate from the original? 

A. Time and place are different, of course. I chose Hollywood in the 1920s because film stars 

make up a kind of American “gentry.” And I chose the year film was making the shift from silent 

to sound to create a background tension that makes Pauline‟s circumstances precarious. She‟s 

about to make her first talking picture, a very stressful time for silent stars of that period, many 

of whose careers didn‟t survive the change. And I will tell readers right now—there is no lunatic 

spouse in the attic! 

 

Q.  That begs the question—what is in Sloane Hall’s attic? 

A. Secrets! Actually, this was one of the most challenging—and most fun—aspects of writing 

this book, coming up with the awful secret, the climactic moment to parallel when Rochester 

reveals he‟s married to insane Bertha. I kept asking myself: how did nineteenth century readers 

feel when reading that scene? Would their sensibilities about mental illness be the same as ours 

today? I think not. I believe today‟s readers probably feel most sympathetic to Jane in that scene 

and are, perhaps, troubled by Rochester‟s deception and the handling of his mentally-ill wife, 

even if they can spare a measure of sympathy for him, too. I wondered if the original readers, 

however, had much more sympathy for Rochester in that scene, and experienced, perhaps, an 

“eww” moment when contemplating his wife‟s state. I wanted to recreate the feelings that 

nineteenth century readers might have had—equal measures of sympathy and disgust. I hope I 

succeeded.  

 

Q. The other very memorable moment in Jane Eyre is when Jane hears Rochester calling to 

her across the countryside. How do you handle that? 

A. Since we‟re dealing with film, I think most readers will guess that this scene involves one of 

Pauline‟s movies. But perhaps not in a way readers might expect. So I‟m hoping there‟s still an 

element of surprise and appreciation here that makes this aspect fresh for the reader. 

 

Q. How else does the book differ from Jane? 

A. I think John struggles with the idea of forgiveness much more than Jane did. John has a much, 

much harder time letting go of his resentments of those who had wronged him in the past. This 



resentment and simmering anger gets him into trouble and ultimately drives his transformation. 

He has to learn to conquer it before he can ultimately accept Pauline into his heart. And, of 

course, she has to conquer many inner demons as well. I think her struggles are a bit more “on 

stage” than Rochester‟s were.  

 

Q. With all these differences, what is similar to the original? 

A. Like Jane, John had a troubling youth. His “Lowood” was a reform school. Also like Jane, 

he‟s a contrarian and a realist, especially about himself. He‟s a gentle soul wanting to be loved 

and to return that love in full measure to someone worthy of it. He is also a deeply spiritual man, 

although not in any denominational sense. He‟s an “outsider,” a loner, someone who grew to 

expect little from life except what he could bring to it. And, like Jane, he considers himself plain, 

certainly unable to compete with the dashing stars surrounding Pauline Sloane. 

 

Q. Are you a fan of retellings of famous stories? If so, what are your favorites? 

A. Skillful retellings excite me because they make me feel as if I‟m reaching across time and 

enjoying the story the way its original audience might have experienced it! I love the movie Oh 

Brother, Where Art Thou, which is loosely based on The Odyssey, for that reason.  I really 

enjoyed the 1995 film version of Richard III with Ian McKellen and Annette Bening, which is 

not a retelling but a resetting of that play in a completely unexpected way. I thoroughly enjoyed 

Alice Randall‟s book The Wind Done Gone, a different take on the characters in Margaret 

Mitchell‟s Gone with the Wind. Each of these had me looking at the original stories and their 

characters with fresh eyes. It‟s a thrilling sensation to feel in communion with the first audiences 

for these tales. I hope readers of Sloane Hall have that experience and feel connected to the first 

readers who fell in love with Jane Eyre. 

 

 

 


