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      ‘A deliciously stylish, retro first novel… As each woman becomes entangled with mysterious, even dangerous men, Callahan suavely combines literary finesse and pulp fiction to create a fast-moving, heart-wrenching tale of romance and tragedy in a time of tyrannically sexist social conventions’ Booklist

      ‘Callahan’s debut novel truly captures glamorous New York City from young women’s perspective in the 1950s. For aficionados of anything from the fifties and the movie The Best of Everything (1959)’ Library Journal

      ‘Callahan has a knack for nailing the perfect detail to take a reader back to a particular time and place; this story of three spirited young women is full of the glamour of New York City’s Barbizon Hotel in 1955. The dialogue sings, and the pacing was perfect. It’s a gem of a story’ Laura Moriarty, New York Times best-selling author of The Chaperone

      ‘This tale of big dreams, drop-dead glamour, and fragile hearts will have you turning pages late into the night. Michael Callahan tells the timeless story of three very different young women on the cusp of discovering themselves, inventively set at that mid-century moment in New York City when what it meant to be a woman began to change in ways great and small. Suspenseful, sharp, and romantic, I loved every minute of it’ Piper Kerman, best-selling author of Orange Is the New Black

      ‘A wonderful champagne bubble of a book – glamorous, aspirational, and relatable! The fifties never seemed so fun! Wicked, naughty, and clever’ Melissa de la Cruz, New York Times best-selling author of Witches of East End

      ‘Reading Searching for Grace Kelly is like watching your favorite old Hollywood movie, filled with colorful characters, funny moments, tender scenes, and plenty of intrigue. I was completely charmed by this book!’ John Searles, best-selling author of Help for the Haunted

      ‘A fascinating joyride through 1955 Manhattan, Searching for Grace Kelly is the Mad Men of the world of the Barbizon’ Lynn Cullen, best-selling author of Mrs. Poe

      ‘In Searching for Grace Kelly, Michael Callahan re-creates the dazzle of New York in the 1950 – the brands of cigarettes, the fashion designers, the department stores – but he also captures something much more subtle and elusive: the feeling of the era, and the sense of how people thought about the world and each other. It’s a pitch-perfect novel’ Roberta Rich, best-selling author of Midwife of Venice
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      December 1955

      Good enough, she thinks, puckering one more time into a piece of tissue. She leans away a little from the dressing table, makes a final appraisal. Maybe a touchup with some light powder. She snaps the compact shut, stands, and steps back from the mirror. One last long view: tailored wool suit (fifteen dollars at Oppenheim Collins on West Thirty-Fourth Street), a single strand of pearls, gloves, and her hat. Since she was old enough to understand fashion, she has abided by one credo and one credo only, and that is from Edna Woolman Chase, the editor of Vogue: “Fashion can be bought. Style one must possess.”

      She slips her arms into her coat. She will not be outside long, but still, she will be outside. She takes a deep breath.

      I’m ready. 

      Should she bring her bag? Yes, it will have her identification inside. She slides it onto her crooked forearm, then downs the final gulp of whiskey from the crystal tumbler on her dressing table, feels it barrel down her throat, warm and bitter. A small smile escapes as she glances at the suitcase and hatbox beside the door. Both are empty. Thank God, neither of the girls had the chance to pick them up before they’d left. She’d have been found out. And then what would she have done?

      She steps out into the hallway. Quiet. It is Friday, the last before Christmas. Most of the girls have left already. The lucky ones are sipping champagne, on dates at the Stork or the Harwyn, others already on trains or buses back home for the holidays, bags packed and brimming with lies about their fizzy days in the big city. Those left behind are scattered about the building, “the Women,” as they are known but never called, each locked on the other side of her door, her only company tepid tea and crossword puzzles.

      She passes the elevator bank. If she steps into the elevator, there will most certainly be questions from the operator, one always desperate for a story. Instead, she exits the door at the end of the hall that leads to the stairwell, beginning a slow, steady ascent up the steps.

      It is fifteen minutes before she pushes the door out, feels the whoosh of crisp night air rush at her. She is winded from walking up so many flights in heels, but the biting chill feels good seizing her lungs. She steps onto the veranda, looks out onto New York – on beautiful, wonderful, dizzying New York, teeming with life, each tiny lit window a tale: of someone, of something, of heartbreak and triumph and joy and agony and stupidity and sorrow and sex and laughter and betrayal and loneliness.

      She takes in another deep breath, places her hands on the balustrade. It is, she thinks, a glorious night to die.
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      June 1955

      It was curious that a building so large, with so many people hurrying in so many different directions, could be so quiet. And yet the noise inside Grand Central was not so much cacophony, as one might expect from the “train station of the world,” but rather a low, steady hum, like a running current of electricity, fed by hundreds and hundreds of people passing one another by.

      Laura wanted to stay here. Just stay still and be. Stand invisible and safe by the elegant old clock in the middle of the terminal and study the faces of every single person coming and going. Imagine their backstories, invent tales of long-lost lovers reunited, rushing to one another as the sun splashed, cathedral-like, down from the long, slender windows. It was at these moments when she felt her body tense with energy. She could write their stories. Would write them. It was, after all, why she had come.

      She looked at the clock again. One.

      I’d better call. 

      She lugged her suitcases over to a wall of phone booths and slipped into the last of them. “Yes, operator?” she said. “I’d like to place a collect call to Greenwich, Connecticut, please. Greenwich-1, 3453.”

      David picked up. For an eleven-year-old, he had a strange obsession with the phone, always wanted to answer it, which no one could explain but everyone acquiesced to, grateful he didn’t sport even more peculiar habits. His cousin Donald had occasionally been caught wearing his mother’s jewelry, which everyone also knew but never acknowledged. Such things were not spoken of in the Dixon family.

      “Hey, Bucko, it’s Laura,” she said, enjoying the unvarnished glee in his voice as he unleashed an avalanche of questions about the train ride down, about the apartment – she’d stopped correcting him that it was just a room – that she actually had yet to step into. “No, no, no,” she was saying, trying to cut him off. “I’m still in the train station. I promise I will write you a long letter and tell you everything as soon as there is an everything to tell. But I will tell you I already bought you something.”

      He sounded as if he might actually reach through the phone to get it. “What?! What?!!”

      “The latest Batman. I think they get them earlier here than they do at Carson’s.” Now in a complete frenzy, he insisted on knowing what the cover looked like, what the story was about. She fumbled with her bag and extracted the July issue of Detective Comics. “The Thousand-and-One Escapes of Batman and Robin,” she relayed, perusing the cover image of Batman and his trusty sidekick bound and about to drown. Marmy didn’t like David reading comic books – “Superman is not going to get him accepted at Yale” was a favorite axiom – but Laura’s father pointed out that it was better than an addiction to television. “I’ll send it back with Marmy when she visits.”

      “No, no!” the boy protested. “She’ll just throw it out.”

      He had a point. “Hmm. Okay, how about this: I’ll hide it inside another gift for you. See how that works out? Now you’ll get two things from New York.”

      Mollified, he went to get his mother. Laura had pictured Marmy waiting by the phone for her call, but instead heard David yelling up the stairs, telling her to pick up. Perhaps she had one of her headaches.

      The other line clicked alive. “Hang up, David,” her mother said. The kitchen phone clicked off. “Well, you arrived safe and sound, then? Are you at the hotel?”

      “No, I’m still at Grand Central Station. It’s —”

      “Terminal, dear. It’s Grand Central Terminal. Please be precise, Laura. Women of good breeding are always precise.”

      Laura inhaled sharply. “Of course,” she mumbled. She wanted to tell her mother that being precise wasn’t what counted, what was important. Right now what was important was to be downstairs in the Oyster Bar, sipping a Tom Collins, making witty conversation with a traveling salesman from St. Louis who thought she was the most fascinating and sophisticated girl ever and had never heard of Greenwich, Connecticut, and never, ever wanted to go there.

      But she couldn’t and knew she wouldn’t. One wrong word and she’d be back in Greenwich overnight. And the next time she may never get out.

      “Remember, Aunt Marjorie and I will be down in two weeks to take you shopping for the rest of your wardrobe,” Marmy was saying. “We can’t have you working on Lexington Avenue appearing anything less than your very best.”

      “It’s just for a month,” Laura reminded her.

      “It’s Mademoiselle, Laura. You cannot go into the most fashionable magazine for American college girls and not look the part.” A weary sigh escaped. “We’ll go to Bendel’s and Bergdorf’s, of course, and then perhaps pop over to Knox the Hatter if there’s time. Aunt Marjorie will want to eat at the Colony Club, which will try me to the point of exasperation, but I suppose it can’t be helped.” Laura’s eyes had fixed on a woman wearing the new polka-dot dress from B. Altman and was about to remark on it when she heard her mother gently clear her throat, her effete signal that a conversation was ending. “I’ll let your father know you arrived safely. Go right to the hotel and call us tomorrow. I want to know how the accommodations are, that everything is in order.”

      Ten minutes later, the city whizzed by as the taxi zoomed up Third Avenue toward East Sixty-Third Street. Laura wanted to take it all in but willed herself not to. There’ll be time for all of that, she thought. I am not a tourist. I live here now. Even if it is only for a month.

      The other girls – who, like her, had been named “guest editors” at Mademoiselle, and who would be putting out the magazine’s annual college issue in August – would also be arriving this weekend. Laura had pleaded with Marmy and Dad that she should come a few days earlier, that getting settled first would leave her more refreshed, sharper than the other girls when they all walked into the Street & Smith offices for that first day of work. Marmy was nothing if not competitive, as her bridge partners could attest. But the Friday before was as early as they’d allow. At least they’d let her come alone.

      The cab pulled over to the left, and the driver stopped the meter with a slap. “Forty cents, sweetheart,” he said.

       

      “What girl wouldn’t want this marvelous location to live and study for her future?” the ad in the back of Charm had tantalizingly asked, and from the moment she’d read it, at the age of fifteen, Laura knew she would one day live in the Barbizon Hotel for Women.

      “Name?” the dour-looking woman at the reception desk asked.

      “Dixon. Laura Dixon,” she replied.

      “Yes. You’re part of the Mademoiselle group, correct?”

      “Oh, yes. But I wanted to come a bit early to…” Why was she so nervous? “To get to know the city a bit. Get my bearings.” She sounded like an idiot.

      The clerk, still peering over her glasses and never looking up, continued to scan the big black register on the desk. “Yes, well. Normally you would sit for your interview with Mrs. Mayhew before seeing your room. Unfortunately, she is off premises today.” She began scribbling. “You’ll come down tomorrow morning at nine for the orientation tour to familiarize yourself with the amenities and procedures. Please be prompt.”

      “Of course.” Laura nodded.

      The clerk looked up, appraising. Despite the summer heat, Laura had worn her best pair of white kid gloves, feeling it would show her commitment to fitting in at the city’s most desirable residence for young women. She had selected a canary-yellow linen dress with a cinched belt and a straw hat with a matching sash, hoping to broadcast a stylish contrast to her dark hair and eyes. But the cab had been stuffy and hot, and her nerves had exacerbated her perspiring. Her hair was matted underneath the hat, which now seemed pretentious and ridiculous. The palms of her gloves were almost soaked through. She had hoped to sweep through the doors of the Barbizon as Gene Tierney and had instead arrived as Gene Tunney.

      “We would typically put you with another girl on the magazine apprenticeship program, but you’ve arrived early and those rooms are not yet available,” the woman was saying. “So I’ve had to put you with one of the Katie Gibbs girls.” Laura had no idea who Katie Gibbs was but figured she must be important. “This,” the clerk continued, thrusting a small pale blue handbook at Laura, “is the Barbizon manual, with your rules and requirements for residency. Please read it thoroughly. Any violation of policy is grounds for immediate expulsion.” She lifted her eyes briefly, coolly surveying her as one would an unruly child on the first day of school. “I would particularly draw your attention to page eight.”

      Laura was about to start thumbing through to page eight when the clerk waved her away. “Elevators around the corner,” she said, sliding a key over with her left hand. “Twelfth floor.”

      Five minutes later Laura was outside her room, fumbling to put the key properly in the lock, when the door suddenly opened, almost knocking her back on her heels. “Oh, sorry! Sorry, sorry!” exclaimed a short, slightly stout girl – she couldn’t have been more than five two – with curly black hair and a broad, heart-shaped face so kind that you almost couldn’t imagine it dark or angry. She reached past Laura, grabbing her luggage. “Here, let me help you!”

      Laura protested but the girl was already ahead of her, two hands lifting the cumbersome suitcase and plopping it onto the single bed on the left. “I’m so sorry,” Laura said, tossing her handbag, hat, and the Barbizon manual onto the bed with it. “Packing lightly proved to be a challenge.”

      “Well, you’re here now,” the girl said brightly, taking a step closer and extending a hand. Laura wasn’t sure why, but she suspected the girl was midwestern. “I’m your roommate, Dolores Hickey. But everybody calls me Dolly. Except my grandmother, who is deeply religious and thinks Dolores is much more suitable, but then Dolores means something like ‘pain’ in Latin – you know the Catholics – and who wants to be called ‘pain,’ anyway? So I’m glad to be Dolly.”

      An almost maternal warmth radiated from Dolly, though Laura suspected she was probably a year or two younger than her own twenty years. For the next fifteen minutes, Dolly rambled on about anything and everything, from her studies at Katie Gibbs – a secretarial school, whose students all lived at the Barbizon, though most would be gone for the summer, but Dolly had landed a summer job working as a typist in a small publishing house, so no back to Utica for her – to how she had recently become addicted to whiskey sours at the Landmark Tavern, where she liked to go because even though it was a taproom, the hamburgers were to die for, even though she shouldn’t really be eating hamburgers, of course, because, well, look at me, she said. She grabbed Laura’s hotel manual, flopped onto her own bed as she kicked off her shoes. “Have you read this yet?”

      Laura was layering blouses into her tiny dresser. “No, I just received it when I checked in,” she said. She took a step back, appraised the bureau closer. “Oh my. Is this all the drawer space we have?”

      “Yessiree,” Dolly said, thumbing through the booklet. “The Ritz this ain’t. No matter what the brochures say. Speaking of which, you don’t have to read this. I can tell you anything you need to know about living here.”

      “All right, then, Dolly Hickey of Utica, New York. What’s on page eight?”

      Dolly laughed. “Ha! You must have been checked in by Metzger. She’s famous for trying to scare every girl who comes in the door with that.”

      “With what?”

      “Page eight. That’s where they talk about male visitors.” Dolly looked over, wiggling her eyebrows. She flipped to the page, cleared her throat dramatically as if reciting Macbeth. “‘The Barbizon understands…’” She glanced over at Laura. “That’s another thing: They always talk about ‘the Barbizon’ as if it’s a person. Or God.” She resumed reading. “‘The Barbizon understands that New York offers unlimited entertainment and diversion for today’s accomplished young woman, and that dates with a suitor can enhance this experience. However, to ensure that the decorum and integrity of our residents is protected, no males other than fathers or physicians may be admitted into the personal domiciles of the Barbizon at any time. Residents who wish to entertain callers…’” Dolly looked over again, shrieking. “Callers! When was this written, 1890?” She shook her head, finished up. “Okay, sorry. ‘… callers may receive them in the public lounges on the mezzanine or on the outside veranda after obtaining a visitor’s pass from the registration desk.’”

      Dolly tossed the book aside, laughing. “I bet they lifted that entire paragraph right out of the handbook for the Carmelites.”

      Laura had worried about what her roommate would be like, expecting to be paired with another girl like herself, a college coed running around in new heels, aiming to impress the steely, impervious, and impeccable women who ran Mademoiselle. By coming early, she’d prevented that. Dolly was spunky, authentic. Laura could picture her married, ironing shirts and making endless meat loaves, and happy as could be doing it. What she herself would wind up doing, she had no idea. It didn’t matter, as long as she didn’t end up being Marmy.

      Laura picked up a copy of Movie Stars magazine on top of the dresser. Jane Powell stared back from the cover, beaming under a straw hat not unlike the one she’d worn to arrive. Laura wondered if it was some sort of sign. She began fanning herself with it. “It’s awfully warm in here,” she said.

      “Page ten,” Dolly replied drolly. “‘No electrical appliances allowed.’”

      “A fan isn’t a waffle iron, for God’s sake.”

      “Mmmm… I would love to eat a waffle right now. With ice cream. On the boardwalk at Coney Island.” Dolly flopped onto her back and crossed her legs. “Although I don’t think Frank would like it.”

      Laura stuffed the last of the blouses into the drawer and shoved it closed. How was she going to survive without an iron? She turned back to Dolly. “Who’s Frank?”

      Dolly propped herself up on one elbow. “My fella. Well, he was sorta my fella. But I think he’ll be my fella again. He was always worried I was going to get fat. His sister Regina is really fat.”

      “All of this talk of food has me starving,” Laura said, running her fingers through her damp hair. She’d only had fruit at breakfast – Marmy had insisted that bacon and eggs would make her nauseated on the train ride down. “Want to go get a bite to eat?”

       

      The Barbizon coffee shop was small and narrow: a long counter, stools, and a ring of leather booths that horseshoed around. It was also, mercifully, air-conditioned. Laura and Dolly slid into a booth, the cool leather a tonic on the skin. “Ohhhhh, that feels nice,” Dolly said, looking around for a waitress.

      Predictably, the place was littered with girls who lived at the hotel, though Laura noticed a few middle-aged types, each eating alone, engrossed in a book or magazine. Dolly followed her stare.

      “They’re the ones we’re all afraid of turning into,” Dolly whispered.

      “What do you mean?”

      “The Women. They came here when they were our age, in the thirties and forties, and never left. They’re the Barbizon spinsters.” Dolly dissolved into an exaggerated shudder. “I’d rather die than be living here at twenty-five.”

      Dolly ordered an egg salad sandwich and a Coke. Laura wanted a burger. Marmy would hate that.

      Laura’s eyes kept going back to the Women. There were three or four of them scattered about the coffee shop; Laura thought each had to be at least thirty-five. Maybe forty. What had happened to keep them here? Were these ladies as unhappy as they appeared, slurping as they sat reading Ellery Queen? Had they once been her, young and impatient and curious about the world, thrilled to have arrived in Manhattan, and then watched it all go horribly wrong? Each one of them has a story, she thought. A love gone wrong, a promise unkept, a betrayal uncovered…

      “Hello? Hello? Are you still here?” Dolly was saying, waving her hands.

      Laura snapped back into the present. “Sorry. It’s compulsive. I love watching people. It’s the reason I want to be a writer.”

      “I imagine being a writer would be fun. It gives you an excuse to snoop into other people’s lives – Oh my. Don’t look now, but look at who just walked in.”

      Laura ignored the contradiction in Dolly’s commandment and swiveled her head to catch a glimpse. A tall blond man in a sparkling white tennis shirt and draping linen slacks had come in. He had his elbows on the counter, ordering something from a girl who looked agog to be taking his order.

      “Who is he?” Laura asked.

      Dolly shot over a look of disbelief. “And you’re going to be working at a magazine? That’s Box Barnes.”

      Laura’s eyes narrowed. He was impeccably groomed and unquestionably handsome in a country-club style she recognized from growing up in Greenwich. He was clearly, if not an athlete, then at least supremely athletic, with a head of wavy, perfectly Brylcreemed hair and piercing pale blue eyes. In short, the kind of man women noticed and often dreamed of. But there was something else about him, a magnetism that seemed to emanate from him like after-shave. His gaze caught Laura’s and he smiled. She whipped around in the booth, mortified.

      “Did he just wink at you?” Dolly asked, suddenly aflutter.

      “Don’t be ridiculous,” Laura said. She could feel her cheeks beginning to flush. If she was going to act this embarrassed every time she locked eyes with a man in New York City, she was going to have a very short visit. “So, who is Box Barnes?”

      Dolly leaned across the table. “Just one of the most eligible bachelors in the city, silly. He’s the heir to Barnes & Foster, the Fifth Avenue department store. That’s how he got the nickname: When he was a kid, he was always hanging around the store, playing in the empty boxes they delivered all the merchandise in. His real name is Benjamin. Or maybe it’s Bobby. Anyway, he’s always out at the most fabulous nightclubs and premieres.” She shook her head. “You really need to start reading Cholly Knickerbocker.”

      The waitress came, slid the sandwiches onto the table. Laura took the opportunity to ask her for mayonnaise, turning her head so that the end of the diner counter came into her peripheral vision. But Box Barnes was gone.

       

      Back upstairs, Laura asked, “So why would a guy like Box Barnes be in the Barbizon coffee shop? Does he live near here?”

      “No idea,” Dolly replied. “Probably meeting someone here. Boys from all over town come here to meet the Barbizon girls.” She looked over at Laura, who was now sitting on her bed, and added quietly, “At least the ones who look like you.”

      “Now, Dolly, I don’t think —”

      A frantic series of raps on the room door interrupted. “Hurry! Hurry! Bloody hell, open up!” came the urgent stage whisper from the other side.

      The two of them exchanged quizzical looks before Dolly walked over and opened the door. A tall girl with flaming red hair burst into the room, quickly moving Dolly aside and throwing her back against the door to slam it shut.

      “Okay,” she said in an unmistakably British accent. “If anyone asks, I was here with you two all afternoon.”
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      Laura froze, trying to will herself to move, to speak, do something. Anything. She was a good girl who had made a vocation, under the watchful eye and tutelage of a mother fully invested in that vocation’s success, to be a proper girl, the girl who at the age of twelve already knew how to elegantly host a proper tea. She knew everything about the right thing to do. Unless she was in a situation where there was a very clear choice of the wrong thing to do.

      The year before, she’d read an article in Glamour called “The Girl Every Girl Wants to Be,” and looking at this red-haired creature splayed against the door in front of her, the only thought that crashed into her brain was, I want to be her. She wanted to be bold and British and have silky red hair pulled back into a tight bun with a crest of bangs and look elegant in a patterned shirtwaist dress while backed up against a door as if trying to prevent an invasion of creatures in a monster movie. She wanted to be dangerous and unpredictable.

      “Look, I don’t know what’s —” Dolly’s protestation was cut off by another sharp rap at the door.

      “Please open the door, ladies.” Laura instantly recognized the voice. Metzger.

      Remember, the redhead silently mouthed to them, pointing to the floor a few times as she gingerly stepped aside. Dolly walked haltingly to the door, still glancing over at the strange, glamorous invader, and opened it. Metzger stepped in.

      “Ah, yes, Miss Windsor. I see you are indeed present. I was told you’d dashed in here.”

      “Just visiting friends,” the girl replied, with the airiness of Princess Margaret casually reporting it had started to rain. She dropped into the small chair in the corner of the room, lazily turning an eye out the window.

      “I see.” Metzger eyed Laura and Dolly. “You two ladies know Miss Windsor well, do you?”

      Dolly stammered out an answer. “Oh, I wouldn’t say —”

      “No,” Laura interrupted, with more emphasis than she’d intended. “As you know, ma’am, I’ve just arrived here. But Miss Hickey and Miss Windsor both stepped forward and introduced themselves and have been making me feel very at home. We’ve been together all afternoon.”

      Why? she wondered. Why lie, protect a girl she’d never met, whose first name she didn’t even know, who had been up to God knows what? She’d known the answer before she’d even posed the question. Because it was exciting. Because this was New York, the beginning of her New York, and because in New York you did crazy things you would never do in Greenwich, like making up stories about knowing people you actually didn’t know at all.

      “Is that so,” Metzger was saying. Laura caught Dolly’s panicked eyes and willed some calm into the room. If Laura was caught lying, the consequences could be dire – what would Marmy say if she was kicked out of the Barbizon on her very first day? And yet the adrenaline now roaring through her body overruled everything.

      “Yes,” Laura replied coolly. Out of the corner of her eye, she caught a glimpse of the redhead, still absently gazing out the window.

      “Well, that is interesting,” Metzger said. “Because not two hours ago Miss Windsor signed in a male guest…” She pulled a piece of paper from her skirt pocket. “A Mr. St. Marks. And obtained a pass for the fourth-floor lounge. And yet” – she looked directly at Laura – “there is no record of the aforementioned Mr. St. Marks ever leaving the hotel. And, in fact, several girls reported to me directly” – she slowly turned her withering stare over to the redhead – “that Miss Windsor and Mr. St. Marks were seen in a rather, shall we say, untoward position in the conservatory.” Her eyes, dark and harsh, shifted back first to Laura then to Dolly, who now appeared as if she might be sick.

      “And yet you two insist that Miss Windsor has been with you all afternoon. My, my, such intrigue! How shall we sort it all out?” She leveled her gaze back on Laura. “Now, Miss Dixon, perhaps you would like to recount exactly how you three spent your afternoon, specifically. I would love to be able to give your mother a full report.”

      The mention of Marmy struck like an elbow to the ribs. What if she truly was forced out for some breach of Barbizon ethics? Her behavior would be reported to Mademoiselle; she’d lose her job before she’d even started. Her parents would have to come and retrieve her, escort her like a murder suspect through the lobby as the other girls stood in clusters, each looking over in whispering disgust. Laura felt her courage slowly dissipating, like the air seeping out of a child’s birthday party balloon.

      “Well, I —” she began.

      “I think it’s time to tell the truth,” Dolly interjected, coming to her side and sliding her arm in Laura’s. “You see, Mrs. Metzger, it’s all quite… delicate, as I am sure you’ll see. We’re all just trying to protect… Miss Windsor. I mean, what girl doesn’t occasionally get her head turned by a handsome guy? And, of course, you no doubt saw Mr. Sinmarks for yourself – he’s quite dreamy, wouldn’t you say? – and Miss Windsor had no intention of leaving the lounge, of course, but then Mr. Sinmarks —”

      “Yes, Mr. St. Marks,” Laura interjected.

      “… Of course. Mr. St. Marks had heard so much about the conservatory, which is lovely, after all, and so she thought, ‘Well, I guess a little pop-in wouldn’t hurt, right?’ and then the next thing you know, Mr. St. Marks was a bit too, well, friendly, you might say, and luckily that’s when Miss Dixon and I happened to be passing by, and so we were able to intervene and convince him that it was best that his visit be cut short, and he was just so horribly embarrassed by the whole episode that he decided to leave by the back stairs, and that seemed like a good idea for everyone to avoid any more fuss, and so… yeah. That’s… everything. That’s what happened, plain and simple.” Her eyes were positively shining, as if she’d just finished some bravura performance on the stage.

      Laura looked again at the redhead, who by her measure hadn’t moved an inch from her spot in the corner, content to remain securely in the wings as this melodrama of her own creation played out. Her dress fanned out to drape artfully over both sides of the chair, and her legs were crossed daintily at the ankles, as if she were sitting for a portrait by Horst. If she appeared the least bit worried, she betrayed no sign of it.

      “Fascinating,” Mrs. Metzger said, a weariness in her voice that signaled that this was not the first time someone had offered a barely plausible, if inane, version of events centered on the comings and goings of the unpredictable Miss Windsor and one of what was surely her many male visitors. She eyed the still-stoic girl evenly. “Miss Windsor, please make sure in the future that no more of your guests are given unauthorized ‘tours’ within the building and that they leave through the front door. Are we understood?”

      The girl turned her head slowly. “Of course,” she said, producing a smile suitable for a winning hand of bridge. “Always glad to be of service. Good afternoon.”

      “Please don’t forget your appointment with Mrs. Mayhew tomorrow morning, Miss Dixon,” Metzger added as she walked to the door. “Good day, ladies.”

      No sooner had the door closed when Dolly flopped onto her bed. “Oh, good Lord!”

      “Where on earth did you come up with that?” Laura asked.

      “Hell if I know,” Dolly mumbled into the pillow. She turned her head, smiled. “Actually, I’m a little unsettled at my ability to lie that easily. I’m afraid it says something very terrible about me.”

      “Nonsense,” Laura replied. “The only thing it tells me is that if I ever get in a jam, I want you there to get me out.”

      Dolly giggled, sat upright. “Well, I guess this is as good a time as any for introductions,” she said, looking over at their guest. “I’m Dolly, this is Laura. Otherwise known as the girls who just saved your heinie.”

      “Indeed,” the girl replied brightly, rising out of her chair. “Vivian Windsor, proud subject of the queen. Bravo. I knew I’d knocked on the right door. Christ, I need a fag.” She pulled a pack of cigarettes out of her pocket and lit one. She offered one to Dolly, who readily accepted.

      Laura declined. “So, what really happened with Mr. St. Marks? I certainly hope he was worth the trouble.”

      “Good girls don’t kiss and tell. Which is, of course, precisely why I do. Despite Miss Dolly’s colorful rendition, alas the real story rather pales in comparison, I’m afraid. So I think I’m going to adopt hers and have the lasting image be one of an absolute rat scurrying down the back staircase.”

      Laura loved the girl’s faintly aristocratic bearing, her stylish wit. She longed to hear her talk further. “I get the feeling this is not exactly a new experience for you.”

      “You mean old Metzger? Oh, bosh no. We understand one another by now. She wags her finger and threatens to send me to the reformatory for bad girls, I say nothing, implying some form of contrition, and then we all happily move on. I must say that I’m not usually forced into such dramatics as intruding into the rooms of girls I haven’t yet met. Terribly rude. So sorry. But any port in a storm and all that, you know? And look at it this way: If there’s one thing the British know something about, it’s good manners. So in order to show my gratitude for saving my lovely ‘heinie’ today, I’d like to invite you girls out tonight, as my guests at the Stork.”

      Dolly looked like she might faint. “The Stork Club!” she exclaimed. “Jeez! Are you serious?”

      “It’s just a nightclub, darling, not a date with Rock Hudson, but I’m nevertheless glad to note your enthusiasm. I start work at ten, so come anytime after that and I’ll get you all squared away.”

      Laura knew the Stork. It was a nightclub famous for its glittering roster of Broadway and Hollywood celebrities, who came there to dance and sip champagne. To imagine that she’d be in such a place on her first night in New York was almost unfathomable. “What do you do there?” Laura asked.

      “Cigarette girl,” Vivian replied matter-of-factly. “One day I’ll be singing with the band, mind you, but for now, it’s strictly selling smokes and avoiding wandering hands.”

      “You’re a singer!” Dolly said, as if amazed that anything could prove more interesting than working at the Stork.

      “Only for money,” Vivian replied. “Well, I must run. See you girls later. Toodles.” And with that she floated out the door, in a strikingly different manner than she’d come in.

      As Laura contemplated the whirlwind that was Vivian Windsor – and how many more surprises lay within the walls of the baroque Barbizon Hotel for Women – Dolly had more pressing concerns. “Laura!” she wailed. “What in God’s name are we going to wear?”

       

      They should have hailed a taxi. But in all of the things she had quickly learned about Dolly, her frugality had been one of the first. Dolly had convinced her that since the Stork Club was only ten blocks away (a lie; that didn’t count the cross blocks from Lexington to Fifth), and since it was also such a nice evening, it was best if they simply sauntered their way to the club.

      It was when they reached Fifty-Third Street that Laura realized the magnitude of their mistake. She’d decided to wear her new black peep-toe heels, which were now pinching; she could already feel the beginnings of a blister on the back of her left foot. To make it all worse, the night had turned unexpectedly humid; her hair, carefully combed down to her shoulders in shiny waves, now felt like a Brillo pad.

      By the time they reached the red awning stretching across the sidewalk, Stork Club blazoned in big, bold letters across it, she felt her spirits lifting. “Hi, we’re friends of Vivian Windsor,” Dolly chirped to the dour doorman. He continued looking down at his clipboard, occasionally barking a terse order to a passing page or busboy. Dolly tried again. “I said, we’re friends —”

      “I heard you the first time, dear. I don’t know any Vivian…”

      “Windsor. She’s a cigarette girl here,” Laura said. “She invited us.”

      He looked up briefly, with an expression that conveyed that the only bigger waste of time than explaining to him that they’d been invited was telling him they’d been invited by the cigarette girl. “Oh, did she? Well, how kind of her majesty. I’m afraid you’ve come for nothing, ladies. The Stork Club does not admit unescorted women. Club policy, strictly enforced. Enjoy the rest of your evening.”

      Her feet were killing her and her blood simmered from the rudeness of the rejection, yet the only thing Laura could think of was how her mother would have handled the situation. How she would have demanded to see owner Sherman Billingsley himself, then whipped up such a maelstrom that she would have ended up seated in a booth with Bing Crosby. But Laura was too sore and too tired from all of the earlier drama with Vivian to channel Marmy. “Come on, we’ll take a taxi back,” she said.

      Dolly pulled her away from the entrance. “Are you crazy?” she said. “We were invited to the Stork, and we are going into the Stork.” She grabbed Laura’s hand, began yanking her down the block. “C’mon.”

      For ten minutes they stood at the corner of Fifty-Third and Fifth, watching New Yorkers whir by in cabs, buses, the occasional DeSoto. Laura rested against a building and fantasized about soaking her feet, while Dolly stalked the intersection like a panther. Laura was just about to declare mutiny and announce that she was pouring herself into the next Checker cab no matter what when Dolly hustled over. “Okay, two o’clock. There’s our ticket.”

      Laura followed her eyes and spotted two men in their thirties – possibly forties – ambling down the street, smoking. One was bald and fat. The other was wiry and better dressed, but with narrow eyes that gave him the appearance of a henchman in a Jimmy Cagney movie. The men crossed the middle of Fifty-Third and fell into line behind a collection of couples entering the Stork. “You can’t be serious.”

      “Look, we only need two warm bodies to get us inside. Then we can do whatever we want.”

      “Dolly, they’re old enough to be my father!”

      “Oh, c’mon, Laura! It’s your first night in New York! It’s the Stork Club! I thought you said you’d come here for adventure. Well, here it is!”

      Before Laura could reply, Dolly was chugging back down the sidewalk, smiling at the approaching duo. “Excuse me, gentlemen, might I trouble either of you for a cigarette?”

      “What’s your name, cutie?” the skinny one asked Dolly. He fumbled in his jacket pocket for his cigarette case. Oh, even better, Laura thought. I get the fat one.

      Hasty introductions and several puffs on a Camel later, Dolly had successfully smiled winsomely enough to get them escorted in. The doorman looked up in mild surprise. “You’re lucky it’s a slow night,” he muttered.

      Laura found herself once again astonished by, and admiring of, Dolly’s gumption. I have to remember that this is how you do things in New York.

      She hadn’t taken more than a dozen steps inside when the throbbing inside her shoe began to subside. Even the chubby hand on the small of her back, guiding her to a table, didn’t register.

      She was in the Stork Club.

      Facing the dance floor, the female singer was midway through an up-tempo orchestration of “My Secret Love,” all soft drumbeats and quietly shaking maracas, as couples gently swayed with the music, the men in dark suits, their damsels in tight-bodiced dresses. The air conditioning was at full tilt, but the air was thick with sweat and smoke and better perfume no doubt dispensed earlier in the evening from expensive cut-glass bottles on dainty dressing tables. What is it like, Laura wondered, to come to a place like this all the time? To have this be your normal routine, sitting at a small table in the company of a gentleman, a lamp-shaded candle between you, listening to the gentle clink of glasses and music that sounds like waves crashing upon sand? She looked up at the plunging drapes on the windows, down to the gleaming wood of the dance floor, perked her ears to catch the echo of the loud, flirtatious laughter from the woman sipping champagne and sitting in the booth across the room, book-ended by two men in subtly striped suits. She fought to memorize the scene, every curve and bend and splash of light. This is it. This is the beginning of my life.

      A strong hand on her wrist pulled her out of her thoughts. “Laura, look – there’s Tallulah Bankhead!” Dolly whispered a bit too loudly, her stare directing Laura to a corner banquette, where a stoic, bony woman with forbidding, deep-set eyes and meticulously arched brows smoked a long cigarette as she appeared to ignore the chattering of the man next to her. It certainly looked like Tallulah Bankhead.

      Laura glanced around the table. “Where did Mutt and Jeff go?”

      “They got impatient for the waiter, so they went to get us drinks. I ordered you a brandy. It’s what you drink here.”

      “How would you know what you drink here?”

      “I just know these things, Laura,” Dolly replied, scanning the crowd for the next Tallulah Bankhead.

      “Well!” came a sardonic admonishment from their left, delivered with suitable English gusto. “I see the maidens fair of the Barbizon have arrived.”

      “We shouldn’t even be speaking to you!” Dolly hissed. “Do you have any idea what we had to do to get in here? They don’t allow unescorted women, something you conveniently forgot to mention.”

      “They also seem to have no idea who you are,” Laura chimed in.

      “Oh, rubbish,” Vivian said dismissively. She carried a tray laden with packs of cigarettes and tins of mints and candies. Her pale skin positively glowed in the soft light of the club. Her flaming hair was parted on the side, draping down over one eye in soft waves, like Veronica Lake. Even in her nondescript black dress, with its demure white collar and short sleeves, she managed to look dangerous and sexual, her parted lips full and inviting, smeared with just a swipe of scarlet lipstick. Laura hated her envy, her own longing to be so effortlessly interesting and wicked. “Those sad little men with their lists,” Vivian was saying. “You’d think they were guarding the Café de Paris.”

      A gentleman sitting a few tables away waved for cigarettes. “Duty calls,” she said, drifting off to make the sale.

      Laura hadn’t even noticed the brandy sitting in front of her on the table. Fat One was now standing, hand extended. “Care to dance, baby?”

      The orchestra had struck up the first peppy chords of “Amor.” I’d rather do geometry, Laura thought. But she knew Dolly was right: she was being foolish. She was in the Stork Club. The Stork Club, not walking through Chapin House at Smith.

      “I’d love to,” she said.

      He wasn’t a bad dancer, really. It was sort of impressive how a man that large could be so dainty on his feet, directing her with an ease that would have shamed the boys at her coming out. She had begged Marmy to allow her to skip the whole ritual of the white gloves and the gown and the Brenda Frazier–worthy descent down the stairs into “society.” A major battle she’d lost. But she’d win the war. Now she had the home-court advantage.

      “I’m in hosiery,” Fat One was saying.

      “Sorry?”

      “Hosiery. You know, ladies’ personal garments,” he said conspiratorially. “I sell wholesale to merchants. You could be wearing something of mine right now.” He winked, pulled her a bit closer.

      Oh God. Laura looked around the dance floor. How long could a dance last, anyway? Her foot was aching again. She surveyed the slowly turning couples searching for Dolly. Maybe she could flag down Vivian, profess a sudden craving for a Lucky Strike. Or maybe she’d just tell her burly dancing partner she was a Communist.

      Then he walked in.

      His date was lithe and also blond and utterly predictable, in Laura’s estimation, her hourglass shape poured into a tight-fitting mermaid gown on a Friday night when every other woman was in knee-length department-store issue. Box Barnes was in a tux – they’d obviously just come from somewhere, maybe dinner or the theater – and he was doing what heirs do, smiling and glad-handing and acting generally smarmy. He was no more than ten feet away when she realized she’d unconsciously steered Fat One toward the other end of the dance floor, where Box was now ushering his blonde into a banquette while ordering drinks.

      There was no other truth: he was magnificent. His white teeth, his buffed fingernails, the way his tailored tux trousers crested just so onto the tops of his patent-leather shoes. He could be a murderer or a swindler or just your garden-variety cad with better tailoring, but there was no denying the power of his raw beauty. The term “golden boy” had been invented for men like him.

      Stop staring. 

      She pulled back to smile at Fat One just as the song wound down. “What a lovely dancer you are,” she said brightly.

      “Anytime, doll.”

      Twenty minutes and another brandy later, she was on her way back from the ladies’ lounge and feeling a bit woozy. She’d been able to rub her foot for only a few minutes before shoving it back into her shoe. She’d left Dolly parked on a striped chair, fussing with her curls and musing about whether her old boyfriend Frank would be jealous if he came in and saw her dancing with the Cagney henchman. Threading her way back to the table, Laura felt a slight headache coming on. The thought of more chitchat about ladies’ undergarments seemed too awful to even contemplate.

      She missed colliding with the busboy’s tray by inches. In hindsight it was a miracle – either of gravity or circus acrobatics on his part – that kept the empty glasses from crashing in five different directions, but whatever the case, Laura found herself falling backward when she felt a strong hand at her back and another at her arm. “Whoa, Nelly.”

      She whirled around, directly into the gaze of Box Barnes.

      “I’m afraid I’m going to have to have you cut off, young lady.”

      She wanted to say something, but there was… nothing. Just an intense stare, the kind you gave a particularly exotic animal at the zoo. His face remained as ethereal as it had been from the safety of the dance floor. But up close there was something more discernible in his blue eyes, a hint of mockery that Laura tried to wish away so it wouldn’t spoil the illusion.

      “Pardon my manners. I’m —”

      “I know who you are,” she blurted out.

      “Hmm. I had a feeling you did.”

      “You… you did?”

      “Well, you were looking at me earlier today. That was you in the Barbizon coffee shop, right? And you’ve been staring at me all night.”

      She took a slight step back, shrugged out of his arm. “Yes… well, thank you. For the assistance. I… I’m wearing new shoes. And I haven’t been staring.”

      He leaned in, the mockery now stronger, more brilliant in his eyes, and flashed the smile that had no doubt dazzled dozens of girls. Perhaps hundreds. “There’s no need to be coy. You’re in the Stork. You want a special night. It’s nothing to be ashamed of. I can make that happen for you.”

      “I watched you come in with someone.”

      “There’s more nights than just tonight, you know.”

      Clarity seized her. “I think there’s been a misunderstanding.”

      Box slipped his arm around her waist, pulled her closer. “I doubt that.”

      She pushed back, forcefully. “You should.”

      The mask dropped, just an inch. “Are you really going to play hard to get, baby? I could have any woman in this place.”

      “Except for one.”

      He smiled. “What’s your name?”

      She hesitated. My God, he’s good-looking. “Laura.”

      “Laura what?”

      “Why does it matter?”

      “Because I want to know, and people tell me things I want to know.”

      She deliberately looked over his shoulder. “Maybe people give you too much of what you want.”

      He sighed. “I don’t seem to be making a very good impression.”

      “On the contrary,” she said. “You’re not making any impression at all.”

      His brow furrowed, and Laura couldn’t tell whether he was amused or insulted.
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