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To all my lovers—


If I could live my life again, I’d make the same mistakes, only sooner.













CHAPTER ONE





It’s long past midnight, but Ginny Dugan is wide awake as she jumps out of the cab on Lenox Avenue, stretching her arms toward the sky, the lights of Harlem’s finest nightclubs bouncing off the blue scales of her dress. Tonight, these swank joints will draw big crowds with their velvet cords and gleaming silverware, promising polite waiters and dancers who never stop smiling. Ginny’s been around long enough to know better. The best thrills in this city are hidden in the shadows, and you can catch some real sparkle if you don’t mind getting your hands dirty.


Mary has to hurry in double time to catch up with Ginny’s quick steps. A few stray curls come undone from her barrette, the scarab beetle in its center winking in the low light.


“You sure this is the place?”


The dull yellow streetlamp flickers against an old brownstone with no distinguishing marks except a crooked bronze eighty-three. As the summer breeze rattles a discarded newspaper past the entrance, Ginny wonders if they made a wrong turn. But the rhythmic hum beneath their feet is unmistakable, and her painted lips stretch wide as she pulls her friend toward the door.


“There’s no doubt about it. This is our night, Mary, just you wait.”


A panel in the steel door slides sideways, revealing a pair of skeptical eyes. Ginny rises to the challenge, the words leaping off her tongue as hard and fast as she can manage.


“Mayday, honey, and make it snappy.”


The passcode works, even if the charm rings off-key.


The door swings open to a short flight of steps down to the basement, with tiny windows fogged by the heat of dancing bodies. As her eyes adjust to the dim, Ginny soaks up the view. Every vice is served up in style. Showgirls cuddle close to the picture executives who pay their bills, their bright eyes wide-open for bigger prizes. College boys gather by the bar, trading vials of white powder to soar higher than Daddy’s skyscrapers. Con men from all walks of life dart through the shadows, pawning easy smiles for padded wallets, their fake diamond cuff links distracting from the dirt beneath their fingernails.


Before long, Ginny and Mary are in the thick of it, knocking limbs on the crowded dance floor, with the full-throated bass notes of a tuba echoing through their bones. The band pounds through the song at breakneck speed, the musicians locking eyes with each other, barely looking at their rapid-fire fingers dancing across the keys.


“And now,” the presenter slides into center stage as the music breaks, white teeth flashing, “it’s ladies only!”


Ginny grabs two glasses filled with silver-green liquid from a nearby waiter, passes one of them to Mary, and the juniper prickle shoots a new idea into her mind. Through the haze, Mary’s blue eyes are dark as wishing wells.


“What about it?”


Mary’s up to the task, so Ginny grabs her by the arms and soon they’re spinning into dance, the crowd roaring louder as they cut across the floor, narrowly avoiding two women in matching suits locked in a passionate embrace. The blue fringe on Ginny’s dress mixes with Mary’s silver sequins until they’re blurred together, crashing through the club like a tidal wave. Ginny’s face hurts from smiling, but she can’t stop, the smoke and the sweet perfumes driving her to dizzying new heights as they spin, faster and faster until the song ends and they collapse against the bar.


It doesn’t take long for the admirers to swarm to their side, flashy college boys raising their arms for another round. Ginny checks her wristwatch. Only took five minutes to get some suckers to buy them drinks. She throws a triumphant wink at Mary, who sits with her legs swinging against the bar, swiping the sweat from her forehead with the back of her hand. But Mary’s attention is elsewhere as the glittering drinks are served, so Ginny nudges her in the side, ignoring the dark-haired guy going on about his daddy’s investment company.


“You really think we’ll see her tonight?” Mary says with a sigh. “This doesn’t look like the place—”


“My sources never lie.” Ginny gets her tips from a handful of coat-check girls and powder-room attendants, and this time, it took her much longer to get them to spill. Even her chattiest sources are getting nervous, whispering about heart attacks in Harlem, their friends dropping dead in the middle of the dance floor. Out loud, they blame the heat wave, but suspicions linger between the lines, something more sinister lurking just out of sight. She can’t blame them for giving her a hard time.


Still, her sources finally gave up the goods, and they’ve never been wrong before. Josephine Hurston is a tough act to catch, but if she’s singing anywhere tonight, it should be here. Ginny’s nerves hum like electric wires, but Mary doesn’t seem to share her enthusiasm. She keeps flicking looks at the dance floor, eyes brimming with sorrow. “You’ve got your front desk face on. What’s the deal?”


“Oh, nothing,” says Mary, shrugging around a half-hearted sip of gin. “Got any friendly advice for a secretary on the far side of her twenties still chasing hopeless dreams?”


Ginny drops her glass and turns toward Mary. It’s an old joke between the two of them, pretending Ginny’s dead-end advice column is more than an afterthought, stuck in the back of each issue of Photoplay with all the ads. Mary’s eyes crinkle with amusement, but there’s a sad note in her voice that makes Ginny wonder what’s bothering her friend.


Ginny takes another look at the careful rouge spread across Mary’s cheeks, the brand-new dress that must’ve cost her half a month’s wages. She’s expecting someone. “Who’s the guy?”


Mary’s mouth falls open. “How did you guess?”


“That’s why they pay me the big bucks.” Ginny downs the rest of her drink, trying not to cough up the fumes. “Honestly, I don’t know why I bother anymore. Quirk always wants me to write the same damn things. Be patient with your man, and maybe he’ll put a big old handcuff round your finger. Be a good girl, and if you’re lucky, you can look forward to thirty-odd years of dull petting with the lights off.”


This statement draws a raucous wave of laughter from the college boys, and Ginny’s drink fills before her eyes. Mary’s silent at her side, running circles around her glass with her fingers. The dark-haired guy digs an elbow into the bar, watching Ginny through narrowed eyes.


“You play it tough, but I bet you’re all talk.” His words come in a careless drawl, and Ginny feels heat prickling her cheeks. The alcohol thrums through her veins, and she turns toward the guy, chin hiked into the air.


“What are you saying?”


“When it comes down to it, I bet you’d give up all the dancing and drinking for a handcuff of your own. Just like any other woman.”


Now he’s just asking for trouble. With his buddies flanking him on both sides, the guy flips a long lock of hair from his forehead with a satisfied smirk, flicking a silver lighter open so the flame dances high above the bar.


“I’ll be right back.” Mary’s candy-scented breath is soft on her neck.


Ginny waves her away, her attention flush on the guy in front of her. “I bet I could drink any of you guys under the table.”


As she reaches for her gin glass, his expression changes, and he shakes his head. “Gin’s too easy. Let’s say we raise the stakes?”


He motions to the bartender, who bends down for a moment before returning with a fat black bottle, the label peeling with age. There’s no telling what’s inside. Ginny unscrews the cap and takes a sniff. The smell hits her hard, like rubbing alcohol mixed with burnt sugar, and she recoils, fighting the urge to gag. This feels like one of Dottie’s cautionary tales, the ones about clueless little girls getting poisoned with dirty bootleg, about iodine-based Yak bourbon, Panther whiskey mixed with fusel oil, the kind of stuff that puts murderous thoughts in your mind before you go blind. The bottle feels hot beneath her fingers, and a shiver at the base of her skull makes her wonder if she’s making the worst mistake in her life.


But then the guy pulls the bottle away, quirking an eyebrow at his friends. “Thought so. Told you guys she didn’t have the stomach—”


Ginny heaves a deep breath, pressing her palms against the bar. She knows his type, these overfed rich boys with the insolent stares skimming right past you. She’s entertained guys like these at every party hosted by her social-climbing mother back in Kansas, watched her sister Dottie spinning in their arms at every dance, listened to their overbearing stories as they looked down their noses with those patronizing smiles glued to their lips.


If anyone should be taught a lesson, it’s guys like these—and with her liquor tolerance, she’s just the woman for the job. Call it community service. She’ll be doing the world a favor by knocking that inflated ego down a couple notches.


“Winner gets the lighter,” she says, pointing at the solid silver box between his fingers.


“That’s hardly fair. What do I get if I win?”


“Whatever you like,” she says. “Doesn’t matter, ’cause you’ve already lost.”


He sure likes that, and wastes no time whispering exactly what kind of prize he wants in her ear. Licking his lips, he pours equal drinks into their empty glasses, the dark brown liquid thick as molasses. His friends are already taking bets. Ginny catches the silver blur of Mary’s dress on the other side of the room, looking up at some older guy with his back to the bar, square shoulders straining against a midnight blue suit. She feels a pang of irritation. Mary sure has rotten timing, but luckily Ginny’s had plenty of experience fending for herself.


When the time comes, she tips the glass down her throat, hoping this isn’t the way her life ends, on the wrong side of a stupid dare in a speakeasy where no one will ever find her body.


The liquor is sticky sweet in her throat, burning like a bad cold. She coughs into her elbow. The other guy finishes his glass with some effort, his eyes unfocused as he wipes his lips. His friends pour another round, they’re yelling words of encouragement, but it’s like she’s underwater, the voices drowned out by the dull thud of her own heartbeat.


Ginny throws back another glass. The world goes dim. Pinpricks of male laughter break through the fog, and then she sees the silhouette of the dark-haired guy dropping his glass in defeat.


“She makes you look like a real daisy, Hart.” One of the guys claps him on the back, and Ginny resurfaces, her smile spreading slow and warm across her face.


“What’s in this?” she says, dragging her fingertips against the bottle. Tastes like whiskey mixed with sugar and something else, a medical twist like cough syrup. Either the guys don’t hear her, or they just don’t care, because the silver lighter is the only answer she gets.


Her eyelids grow heavy, and she slumps against the bar, fingers curling around her prize. Dark thoughts trickle through her mind as she remembers the day at the office, banging out her answers to all those letters until she couldn’t take another word. Those small-town girls with their celluloid dreams, looking to Photoplay to catapult them to success. It’s getting harder to keep her cool as she types out the same words, flipping her color wheel to find the right shades for their complexions, pushing Pond’s cold cream and Elinor Glyn’s new book and whatever else the ad men are selling that day. All that work for a lousy monthly wage that barely covers cab fare, which means crashing at her sister’s apartment until she figures out her life. Dottie might be more subtle than their parents, but Ginny can still feel the full weight of her disapproval whenever their eyes meet over the dinner table. Even now, with her brain gone to cotton from the liquor, Ginny can’t stop thinking about her life, wondering how the hell she made it to the most electric city in the world, only to get stuck in one hell of a dead end.


Suddenly, the band stops playing. Ginny peels away from the bar, trying to steady herself as the crowd goes still, all faces turning toward the stage. The presenter’s smile is two shades brighter, his walk a little bouncier as he brings his lips against the microphone, almost like a lover, “Ladies and gentlemen, put those hands together for the woman of the hour. Count your lucky stars, because here comes the one and only … Josephine Hurston!”


Ginny sucks in her breath, craning her neck above the spellbound crowd. Mary’s nowhere to be found. She’ll be heartbroken if she misses this performance, but there’s no point in trying to find her now, with the bodies surging closer to the stage, everybody aching for a look at the star. Josephine is this month’s hot ticket to a good night out in Harlem. Catching her show is like a row of identical hearts in a ringing slot machine, but if Mary can’t be bothered to hang around, then let her waste the night on some man instead.


The band members shuffle into a new formation, and the presenter is introducing them as Billy Calloway and his Rippling Rhythm, but all eyes are turned toward the velvet curtain. A spotlight swings toward the stage, and she appears at last, sliding slowly to take her rightful place by the microphone. An elegant Black woman dressed in ghostly silver, from the heavy veil descending over her coiled curls to the sharp tips of her dancing shoes. She’s careful at first, feeling through the notes with a soft rasp blurring the edges of her words, but then the torch song builds in power until it’s pulsing through the room, her voice going down smooth as whiskey only to burn you from inside.


“Trouble, trouble, I’ve had it all my days …”


The audience pushes Ginny into dance. She can’t feel her feet anymore. She might as well be floating above the ground, loose-limbed and smiling under the hot glare of the stage lights. Soon she’s so full of the music, the rhythmic thrum purring through her entire body, that she feels her eyes glossing over with bright joyful tears. This is heaven, she thinks. She’s finally high enough to feel it.


But something’s off, a dark note ringing in her ears no matter how hard she tries to lose herself in the torch song. Ginny catches a movement up front, three wiry figures pushing through the crowd. They disappear behind the backstage curtain with their hands on their waistbands. Twisting her head toward the exit, Ginny watches the crowd already parting in the back, harsh voices growing louder behind the steel door.


The electric lights sputter once, then fade to black.


The band tapers off into silence. Ginny’s breath sticks to the back of her throat.


“Police!”


And just like that, the spell is broken.


She’s caught up by the crowd, elbows banging against her ribs, rough sequins rubbing her skin raw. As she’s carried farther away from the stage, she realizes with a jolt that they’re bringing her straight toward the exit, where the steel door is swinging open, half a dozen cops pushing past the bouncer with batons raised, the buttons on their coats gleaming like monstrous eyes.


Ginny can barely breathe. There’s no way she’s falling into this trap. She’s already been at the station twice this summer. Three strikes and she’s out of the apartment, those were Dottie’s terms, and without a place to stay for free, she’ll have to go back to Kansas, all her big-city dreams scratched out like a sloppy first draft.


So Ginny heaves a deeper breath and pushes against the crowd, joining a current rushing in the opposite direction. The liquor blurs her vision, and all she can see is a tiny electric light glowing through the backstage curtain. She shouts out Mary’s name a couple times, but there’s no silver in the crowd, so she keeps pushing forward until she’s at the curtain, flinging herself at the red velvet with all she’s got.


The concrete walls echo the shouts in the club, the sound of bottles smashing at the bar. The backstage hall is empty except for a group of dark figures at the far end, three roughnecks with bandanas up to their eyes, a woman in a cloak who must’ve fainted into their arms. Ginny squints through the shadows, but she can’t make out their faces, just the irritated hiss of their voices.


“Cutting it pretty damn close, don’t you th—”


“—will kill you for messing up the plan—”


The woman is limp between two of them, her arms drooping over their shoulders. It might be the liquor or the rattle of her heart, but something makes Ginny take a few steps closer. She’s been around long enough to know what this looks like. The night won’t end well for this woman.


“You,” she says, trying to bring her hoarse voice to a louder pitch, “what the hell are you doing?”


The taller one, clearly the leader, snaps his head toward her. Ginny catches a glint of amber eyes beneath his wide-brimmed hat, jagged scars rucking up the side of his face. He motions to the others, and they lift the woman’s body between them. As the cloak slips sideways, there’s a flash of silver, and she sure recognizes those pointy shoes.


It’s Josephine Hurston.


“You’re drunk,” says the taller man, his voice slippery smooth, hypnotic. “You’re seeing things. For your own good, I hope your memory fails you tomorrow, and this night fades away like a bad dream.”


The others are already rounding a corner. Ginny takes off in a sprint, her nerves buzzing through her body, her heartbeat loud in her head. She can’t let them get away with this, can’t let them take Josephine. But the floor slips beneath her feet, and the tall man catches her by the elbow. She’s close enough to smell him, the acrid smoke and sharp cologne covering up a third, animal scent, sending a rash of goosebumps up Ginny’s arms.


Before she can do anything, he pulls a gun from his waist, metal flashing in the red light.


Then he slams it into the side of her head, and the world goes dark.













CHAPTER TWO





When she wakes up, the first thing she sees is the side of a crate. Wood on all ends, barely any light coming through the slats. Ginny slams a fist against the wood above her, splintering her knuckles. Her pulse pounds out a painful rhythm against the side of her head. When she touches her temple, her fingers come away slick with blood.


Damn. They’ve buried her alive. She bangs harder against the wood on all sides, her fist going as bloody as her head. That’s what she gets for cheating death with the bootleg liquor. Maybe party girls don’t get a second chance.


The world comes into sharper focus, and she can hear two sets of footsteps coming closer, the smell of smoke and car exhaust filtering through the slats. Voices break through the heavy silence, and she holds back her fist, listening hard.


“What do we do with her, boss?” The speaker can’t be much older than her, wobbling through faux bravado. Ginny’s blood chills as the boss responds, the slippery slide of his voice cutting straight through her core.


“It’s time you proved yourself, kid.” He drums his fingers against the lid. “Take care of the bitch and let’s get out of here. By the time they find her, she’ll be somebody else’s problem.”


One last startled breath rips through her body before the lid swings open and a quick round of bullets shreds through the air, stinging her shoulder before plunging her into darkness.


The rest of the night comes in wild flashes. She fades in and out of consciousness for hours before the lid comes off the crate, and her vision focuses on two Black guys in fashionable felt hats peering down at her, their surprise turning to shock when they see the blood gushing from her shoulder to her chest.


“Billy,” one of them puffs out a breath. “She’s fading fast. We gotta—”


Billy tears a strip of fabric from his shirt and wraps her shoulder, and then she resurfaces in a hospital bed, the two men replaced by a middle-aged nurse in starched white.


“How—” Ginny props herself up on her elbows. Her shoulder smarts with the movement, but it’s dulled by some kind of painkiller this time. “What happened?”


The nurse makes sure to shake her head in a show of disapproval before giving up the goods. “You caught more than a good time last night, young lady. Maybe that will teach you to stay out of Harlem.”


“You can skip the judgment.” Ginny lowers her legs off the bed. Every movement takes twice the usual effort, but she keeps going, finding her dancing shoes, wincing at the way they pinch her toes. “Will I live?”


The nurse hesitates. “You got lucky. The bullet only grazed your shoulder. Skip the dancing and the bad company, and you might live long enough to become something respectable.”


Ginny slips off the bed and grabs her evening bag, tossing a bitter smile over her shoulder. Her words blur around the edges, the drugs dulling their usual bite. “I wouldn’t bank on that.”


Before she can make her escape, she knocks straight into a couple cops in the hospital hallway, and her heart picks up a frantic rhythm before she remembers they must be here for her bullet wound, not her bad decisions at last night’s party.


“A few words, Miss Dugan,” says the older one, flicking a toothpick sideways between his teeth. “Looks like you caught a bit of lead last night, and we’d like to know exactly how.”


“Yeah, what kind of night puts a nice girl like you in the cross fire?”


She hasn’t crossed paths with these two cops in the past, but it would only take them a moment to pull her records, and she knows exactly what kind of picture that will give them. Even if they forgive her for all her past antics, dancing half-naked on the grand piano at the Radium Club, bruising an officer’s nose with her faux diamond rings when he tried to cuff her—even then, there’s no chance they will take her side in this story. They’ll call her jazz baby to her face and drunk slut behind her back, and she’ll be just where she started, except worse, a fugitive from last night’s sudden police raid who got exactly what she deserved.


“I hardly remember a thing,” she says, leaning against the wall. “You know how it is. One moment, I’m getting out of a cab to see a friend, and the next I’m falling to the ground with a bullet in my shoulder. You gotta love this city.”


“Says here you were out in Harlem,” the younger guy squints at a stack of papers. “Two guys checked you into the hospital. Did they do this to you?”


The hot hospital air presses hard against her face, and suddenly an even darker thought emerges in her mind. If she’s not careful, she’ll send these cops chasing the guys who saved her, playing straight into her attackers’ hands. Whatever is happening here, she needs to kill this angle and get away from these cops as quickly as possible, before she brings trouble to the only people who bothered to help.


“All right, I’ll give you the goods.” Ginny motions for the cops to come closer, lifting her voice with a suggestive tone. “I was foolin’ with a real special friend of mine, if you catch my meaning. Thought we’d spice things up for once, so he pulled out his gun and we had a real hot time—except the goof must’ve lost his head completely, because the gun was loaded, and it went off just when things were getting interesting.” She forces out a devastated sigh, fluttering her lashes like Clara Bow. “Those boys found me bleeding just when dear Hart went running for help. I promised to keep his name out of the papers. You can imagine the scandal.”


It’s a ludicrous story. Still, she knows they’ve bought it even before she’s done, and she gets a kick out of these cops looking for the guy she beat in last night’s drinking contest, feeling around for fetishes while he suffers through a pounding hangover. Even if they find him in the messy aftermath of last night’s revelry, they’ll chalk up his evasions to embarrassment at his ungentlemanly behavior, and the case will be closed for good.


After a change of clothes at the apartment, Ginny’s back on the city streets, her heart drumming a wild tempo against her ribs. Fear numbs the pain enough to keep her going. Each passing stranger might be one of the guys who left her for dead, and she keeps her eyes on the ground, hoping to hell they aren’t following her to finish the job.


Ginny joins the throng outside the Photoplay office, sticking a hand against the stitch in her side. The wall clock chimes a cheerful eight inside the entrance hall, but her headache says back to bed, and skip the bootleg liquor next time. A bony elbow knocks her sideways, and the pain from the bullet wound ricochets through her entire body. Ginny catches Caroline’s razor-sharp bob whipping through the air beneath a Jeanne Lanvin cloche fresh off the pages of this month’s Vogue.


“Watch it,” Caroline says, not bothering to say Ginny’s name, hardly aware she exists. Ginny doesn’t have the energy for a snappy comeback, so she shuts her eyes against the jab, wishing for this day to end as soon as possible.


Once she’s through the revolving doors, she sees Mary rubbing the sleeve of her cardigan against her eyes. Her buttons are done up wrong, last night’s makeup flaking off beneath her cornflower blue eyes, but Ginny’s never been happier to see her. The fear curling in the pit of her stomach unspools.


As the Photoplay crowd floods into the building, Ginny breaks away, following Mary to the front desk. Mary sways into her chair with an exaggerated flourish, like Olive Thomas fainting into the crowd in The Flapper. She snaps back with a smile, but exhaustion still crackles through the faint lines around her mouth, the slow-shutter movements of her limbs as she rattles through the drawers. Ginny bites back the urge to spill the whole story. If too many people find out about her brush with death, those guys might soon learn she’s still alive, and she’d hate to give them a chance to change that.


“You look like hell, kid,” Ginny says. “But I’m sure happy to see you’re okay. Cops get you last night?”


“This bad girl still walks free.” Mary lifts a bare wrist in the air. She flings a small cardboard box onto the desk, eyes shining triumphant. “Which calls for a celebration. Since you look about as good as I feel, what do you say to some chemical relief to start your day?”


Ginny pulls one of the sugar packet–shaped tubes labeled Starks’ Headache Powders, shaking it in front of her eyes.


“Are they any good? Or did the ad men finally put you on their payroll?”


Mary pops a packet onto her tongue and swallows without any water.


“Good enough for me, and hey—if we die, we die together, right?”


Ginny rips the packet down the middle, tipping it into her mouth. A medicinal tingle means this is some strong stuff. You never know what’s in these things, these patent meds Mary gets for free from eager ad men, but Ginny mentally crosses her fingers for some fun side effects that won’t put her in a hospital.


“Where’d you go last night, anyway? I lost you in the crowd.” Ginny crumples the empty packet between her fingers.


“I was gonna ask you the same thing. I waited outside for an hour, but you never showed. Thought they might’ve taken you to the station. I was damn worried.”


It takes her a moment to catch Mary’s meaning, how an arrest would’ve meant one last strike, and shipped straight back to her parents’ place in Kansas. Last night has given her a new set of fears, and she almost wishes she could go back to a time before she witnessed the kidnapping—but then she remembers Josephine, dealt a much more dangerous hand than hers.


“Listen,” Ginny lowers her voice, flicking her eyes at a laughing group of staff writers passing the desk, “I ended up backstage, and you wouldn’t believe what I saw. Josephine Hurston—and a group of guys carrying her away. Looked like they’d drugged her.”


Mary’s mouth falls open, her eyes going wide. “You’re messing with me.”


“All above board, I promise.” Ginny lets out a sharp sigh. “I wish it wasn’t true. No idea where they took her, but it’s not looking good.”


There’s a new emotion swimming in Mary’s eyes, beyond her initial surprise. Like she’s figuring something out, and she’s not sure if she’s ready to share. “Did you get a good look at the guys?”


Ginny shakes her head. “It was dark as hell, and they were all wearing bandanas.” But she’d recognize the tall one anywhere, that much she knows for sure.


Mary presses her lips together, running her fingers along the surface of her desk. “Listen, Ginny—”


Then a door opens behind the front desk, and one of the telephone girls swings a beckoning arm in the air, clay bracelets clicking.


“You available?”


“Yeah, just a minute—” Mary’s curls zip through the air as she turns back to Ginny, all business. “Oh, before I forget. Afraid I’ll have to skip tonight’s party.”


Ginny gives her friend a good stare. Nobody ever skips out on a Gloria Gardner party. Her guest lists skim the foamy cream off New York high society, each party bringing opulent delights, from exotic cocktails in thin-stemmed glasses to showgirls swinging from crystal chandeliers to Gloria’s dramatic entrance halfway through the night, high cheekbones swept with the latest rouge, looking every bit a queen in a handsewn gown from Erté or Poiret or Chanel.


And that’s what she is, really, the reigning queen of the Ziegfeld Follies. Any other night, Mary’s words might’ve kept Ginny at home, but a chance to spend some time with Gloria is too sweet to pass up. Even last night’s attack can’t dull her anticipation. Every moment in Gloria’s company is like gold dust sprinkled all over, their nights together blurring into the highlight reel of Ginny’s life in New York. Swimming in private pools dressed in nothing but borrowed diamonds, jetting around town in Gloria’s gleaming Rolls Royce, sneaking into the New Amsterdam Theater after hours with a speakeasy’s worth of champagne. Ginny wouldn’t give up a chance to feel Gloria’s warm magic for anything in the world.


When she looks back at Mary, her words are only half-hearted. Mary’s a good friend, but it’s not like she needs her to have a good time when Gloria’s involved. “What, your new meds can’t handle two hangovers in a row?”


“Not tonight. Sorry to bail on you, Gin, but you see—” Mary’s already turning away, but she throws a quick wink over her shoulder. “I’ve got big plans.”


“Last night’s mystery man wants an encore?”


“Maybe.” Mary gives Ginny’s knuckles a squeeze. “I’ll tell you everything tomorrow, all right?”


The wall clock stutters to five past eight, and Ginny hurries through the hallway with blood pounding through her ears. She’s not late, not by any normal standards, but there’s no way she’s giving those boys the satisfaction of seeing her out of shape. A two-year streak of early arrivals is easy to break, but once lost, her reputation for teeth-gritting hard work would be impossible to recover, so Ginny picks up the pace, knocking past rows of identical doors until she reaches the end of the hall.


She catches her breath outside the newsroom. The place is already surging with activity, sharply dressed folks tapping out complex patterns on rows of typewriters. Ginny marvels at the flashes of violet scarves and sharply darted suits, mauve lipsticks from Paris and dress hems bursting with feathers. All these years in the same office, but the view still takes her breath away every time.


Ginny slumps into her chair, ignoring the dark spots around the edges of her vision. A peal of laughter from the opposite end of the room draws her attention. The staff writers are huddled over a page on Caroline’s desk, and she’s reading out the article in her clipped Boston accent.


Ginny knows everything about that trio, those untouchable senior writers who get all the best stories, front row seats to opening nights, intimate interviews with the brightest stars. There’s Prescott Folmsbee, looking relaxed in a baby blue blazer that matches his eyes, a fresh white orchid blooming from his buttonhole. He looks like Gary Cooper and writes like Scott Fitzgerald, so he gets dibs on every star interview thrown at the magazine. Paul Winstead is the opposite, all sharp edges and sober suits, an unlit cigarette dangling from his lips as he shakes his head at Caroline’s article. They say he pens editorials for The Times in his free time, and the brass keep doubling his paycheck to stop him from seeking out greener pastures.


In most circles, Caroline is known only as the daughter of Richard Van Allen, an oil man with a yen for buying movie studios. But that blaring truth fades to silence at the doors to the Photoplay office, because anybody who doubts her creative merits earns an icy stare and a swift change of topic. Ginny should know, she’s been on the receiving end of Caroline’s cold scorn way too many times.


She could spend the entire day watching the trio moving through their charmed lives, whisking one another away to expensive meals at French restaurants, brushing invisible specks of dust from their suits as they debate their work for the latest issue. One day, she’ll be part of that circle, popping open her checkbook for another round at Chez Georges. That dream has sustained her for two years, but her patience is wearing thin, and there’s no telling how many more depressing letters she can handle—especially with the real world beckoning from last night’s encounter, her shoulder smarting with each movement, Josephine’s stage costume flashing silver at the edges of Ginny’s vision.


She shakes off the memory and returns to the letter on her desk, peering down at the cursive letters running with dried tears. Cathy from Oklahoma needs help with her crooked nose and knock-knees. She’s desperate for a boyfriend, but how can anybody love a girl like that?


Ginny pushes a page into her typewriter and hesitates above the keys.


Nothing’s wrong with you, Cathy. You’ve got a pushy mother and a bad case of self-doubt. Chin up, old girl. Get out of town and keep moving until you no longer care.


The message dies in the back of her mind. Slamming down the return lever, Ginny types out her real answer.


Consult a bone specialist about remedying knock-knees. Plastic surgeons can sometimes improve a misshapen nose, but make sure to go to a reliable one. Moping about your looks will get you nowhere. It’s time to take matters into your own hands and decide what kind of woman you’d like to be—before the rest of the world decides for you.


The slow crawl of the morning speeds up as Ginny settles into her usual rhythm. By lunchtime, the newsroom is mostly empty, and her pile of envelopes is replaced with a fresh stack of answers. Despite the familiarity of the routine, her mind keeps skipping to the previous night, stuttering through the sequence of events like a broken movie reel. She gets to her feet in her corner of the newsroom, wincing when her shoulder bumps against the wall, the pain drowning out her surroundings in a blinding haze. But the meds are doing their job, because her head is light and clear as the sky.


Josephine’s disappearance won’t go unnoticed for long. On stage, she’s an enigma, always hidden behind elaborate veils and stage costumes, only her rich, throaty alto unmistakable no matter what she’s wearing. But surely the great Josephine Hurston has a family, same as any girl on this island. Won’t be long until somebody starts asking questions, but by then, it might be too late.


A door slams in the distance, sending a gust of hot wind through the hallway, carrying the smell of cigarette smoke, car fumes, and a hint of expensive woodsy cologne. Heavy steps creak across the old parquet boards. Not the hurried tread of your average over-caffeinated newsroom worker, not the showy clatter of a telephone girl’s new heels. This person walks like he owns the place.


“Mr. Quirk!”


The large figure blocks out the doorway, his broad profile silhouetted like a face on a Roman coin. The editor-in-chief gives Ginny a quick absent nod before continuing his walk to the end of the hall.


A flicker of an idea bursts into wild flames in Ginny’s mind. Josephine’s disappearance will be front-page news soon enough, but with the August issue of Photoplay coming out in a few weeks, this is her chance for a head start on the story. There’s an angle here, right at the crossroads of Josephine’s star power and her sudden disappearance. While those guys from last night still think Ginny’s dead, she’s in the perfect spot to chase down the story, find Josephine, and finally catch a break from her dead-end advice column.


Pulling the last page out of her typewriter with a snag, she adds it to her stack and rushes out of the newsroom, skidding through the empty hallway until she reaches the door at the end.


Mr. Quirk is hunched behind the pebbled glass window, his imposing figure blurred over the desk telephone.


“Let ’em sue us over the Valentino piece, Lord knows we’ve sold enough copies to afford it.”


Ginny’s fist freezes in front of the door. The glass is supposed to make the editor more approachable, but it only speeds up the tempo of her stammering heart.


“I said what I said—it was a funny article and you know it, the people liked it and we meant no harm. What else can he expect— Well, let his agent call me, then! Fine. Sure, talk later.”


His shadow slams down the receiver. Ginny swings her fist against the door, knocking harder than she intended to overcompensate for her fluttering nerves. The voice answers after the first knock.


“Come in.”


The office paints an imposing picture. Wide walnut desk with polished brass fixtures, mahogany armchairs smelling of expensive leather, wall of framed Photoplay covers behind Mr. Quirk’s back like his own personal army of well-coiffed starlets. A wall that says, “Hey, you might be a big shot, but I’ve got all the stars from Betty Bronson to Constance Talmadge on my side.” Many celebrated studio execs have sat in these armchairs, but Ginny’s attention lingers on the girls on the wall, exactly where it’s supposed to be.


“I’ve finished my column for the August issue,” she says, lifting the stack of pages.


Mr. Quirk’s pale eyes seem to look right through her. Ginny clears her throat, squaring her shoulders against the uncaring force of his gaze.


“Anyway, since you’re always asking us to show initiative, I’m here to pitch you a story.”


Mr. Quirk folds his arms. His feet tap a staccato rhythm beneath the desk.


“Have a seat.”


Ginny drops into the armchair. The speech that came so easily in the newsroom sticks in the bottom of her throat. It takes her a second to remember how to spin her drunk night in Harlem into the smash hit it needs to be to sell magazines.


“You’ve heard of Josephine Hurston, sir?”


He tips his chin forward. “The singer. Of course. We ran a piece on her in April.”


“She was a hit,” Ginny says, “I got so many letters about her stage costumes, her makeup, everything. So, I think we could run another story on her, especially since there are some new developments.”


Mr. Quirk’s hand hovers above a jade cigar box, but he decides against it at the last moment, shoving the box with a scrape to the edge of the table.


“I don’t see how you’d fit her into your column. Unless her agent is looking for exposure? Any word?”


“No, that’s not it. You see—” Ginny heaves a breath, steadying herself. “Last night, the club where Josephine was performing got raided. And then she was kidnapped.”


Quirk’s pale brows rise into perfect half-moons. “Oh?”


“I was backstage, I saw it happen, and I think I know how to find the men who took her.” That’s not strictly true, but a little confidence goes a long way in this business. “Just imagine—this could be the breakthrough we need to take the magazine to another level. Real serious journalism about a woman admired on both sides of the Hudson. Think about the difference we could make.”


With each word, his eyebrows droop lower and lower. When she’s finished, he looks like he’s just seen a damn ghost.


“I see,” he says, straightening in his seat. “Is everything all right at home? How’s Dorothy?”


Ginny blinks at the sudden change of topic. This might be the most important conversation in her life, and still Dottie finds her way into the room, as though her feather-clad shadow is right behind Ginny, smiling as wide as the starlets on the wall.


“She’s fine.”


“Happy to hear,” says Mr. Quirk with a rare twinkle in his eye. A twinkle for Dottie. “I do hope she’s still dancing for Florenz.”


“Sure is. So about that article, Mr. Quirk—”


“Yes?”


“Do I get the green light to get started? We have to move fast if we want to catch the guys who took her. I’ll start by retracing my steps to the speakeasy, maybe interviewing the guys in her band—”


The twinkle fades from Mr. Quirk’s eyes, and his face goes blank as a wide slab of stone.


“Absolutely not.”


It comes so quickly that Ginny barely manages to regroup, her heart sinking.


“But—I don’t understand—”


“How long have you been with Photoplay, Ginny?”


“Two years, sir.”


“And what exactly is your job description?”


“I’m the Friendly Advice girl. I deliver modest but uplifting tips on fashion, makeup, and comportment.”


She rattles off the points in a mechanical drone, painfully aware of what’s coming next.


“That’s right. And you’re wonderful at your job, Ginny. We’ve seen a promising rise in the number of fan letters. These young girls look up to you like an older sister, don’t they? Sounds like you’re making a real difference already.”


“Sure I am,” she says quickly, squeezing the sides of the armchair. He’s smiling again, his face softening around the eyes, and for a moment she wonders if there might still be a way to change his mind. “But I can do so much more, sir. Caroline moved on from the column in half a year, and now she’s chasing bigger stories—”


“That’s another matter entirely. Caroline earned her promotion.”


Ginny grinds her teeth together. The room suddenly feels very hot.


“I can earn mine,” she says. “Please, just let me—”


“Impossible,” says Mr. Quirk with a shake of his head. “And even if I thought this was the right time for you, there’s no way I would approve this—this outrageous idea. We’re a celebrity magazine, Ginny. Our readers are looking for distractions from their difficult lives. They want glamour, not this dirt you’re so set on digging up.”


“But she could be in real danger,” Ginny says. “And I can help—”


Mr. Quirk spreads his hands across the table, his look hard enough to crush. “Then go to the police. Let them do their job, and you’d best remember to do yours.” He shifts in his seat, his eyes lingering on the abandoned cigar box at the edge of the desk. The silence in the room has a real weight to it, and Ginny can feel it pressing down from every direction. Mr. Quirk flings a colorless look her way, and the muscles around his jaw relax after a moment. “Here’s an idea. I need somebody to cover the Follies premiere. I was going to give it to Prescott, but since Dorothy is in the chorus line, perhaps you could give it a try?”


Her heart lifts at the suggestion, but it’s not enough to brighten her mood. Typical Quirk, swooping in with a consolation prize right after turning down the only idea that really matters to her. But a story’s a story, and she’d be a little fool to turn her back on this one.


“I’d like that, sir.”


“Wonderful.” He pats her palm with a fatherly smile, the kind you reserve for a spoiled child who’s finally learned her lesson.


The Photoplay girls on the wall reflect Mr. Quirk’s patronizing scorn in their frozen grins. The message is clear. If you’re pretty, you get pinned up on somebody’s wall, immortalized in your prime like a rare butterfly. If you’re plain, skipped over on nature’s great Max Factor assembly line, you can spend the rest of your life fighting your boss for a promotion—or be a good girl and get out of sight. Any way you put it, the world’s stacked up against you.


Out in the hallway, Ginny inhales the smell of ink and dust, paper fresh off the press, and trails of perfume in the air. The smell of opportunity. Two years of keeping her head down, working her ass off for a shot at something big. If Quirk wants another puff piece about the Follies, she’ll give him that—but not until she gets to the bottom of whatever happened to Josephine. Photoplay runs on pure glitter, but real careers are made in the dirt.













CHAPTER THREE





Eleven hours later, in a penthouse high above the dark rustle of the park, Ginny digs her heels into the carpet with a sharp sigh. She raises her second glass of corky champagne at nobody in particular, inspecting the bubbles drifting to the top. Another terrible day, liquored out of existence.


The party is past its initial burst of excitement, and guests have settled into small groups around the parlor to rest their sore feet after many rounds of dancing. Whispers hum through the room, muffled behind glove-clad fingers over parlor games, the comfortable silence swelling with the warm crackle of a gramophone. Two male dancers are locked in a passionate embrace in the corner, but nobody pays them much attention except for a servant quietly removing their untouched champagne glasses. The crystal chandelier breaks through the darkness, casting a lunar shine across stuffed lemon armchairs and dull mahogany tables. The lull breaks for only a moment when one of the showgirls faints all over the carpet, clutching her chest, but a glass of water and the jumping beat of a new record brings her back to the dance floor, spinning circles in her faded yellow dress.


Ginny drums her fingers to the song, some Eddie Cantor ditty about the moon shining on the moonshine. Another silly show tune. That’s what you get when you party with the Ziegfeld Follies. All froth, no substance, like the champagne in her glass. She throws back the last of it and shuts her eyes, jagged little stars prickling her tongue back to life.


No such thing as a boring party, so long as the booze keeps flowing.


Besides, there’s an opportunity here, with the guests wilting sedately into stuffed armchairs, flicking heavy-lidded eyes away from their games in search of new diversions. Showgirls don’t like to be bored. They get restless, and before long, they’ll tell you anything for the promise of a good time.


Crossing the oriental carpet with a smile stretching across her face, trying to ignore the ache still piercing her shoulder, she joins a group of showgirls in bright dresses in the corner, shaking her empty glass in mock dismay.


“I’m out of giggle water, that should be one of the cardinal sins.”


“Here, take mine.” A girl with a smoky voice and a rose behind her ear pours some golden liquid into Ginny’s glass. “I’m not feelin’ too bubbly anyway, no point wasting good booze just to fall asleep.”


“Who sleeps in July?” Ginny nudges the girl in the side. She has to play it cool for the showgirls to take the bait. Although she can’t say what exactly she’s looking for, these girls are her best bet when it comes to show business, and one of them might unwittingly give her a clue about Josephine. There are some familiar faces in the crowd, girls in Dottie’s chorus line, but thankfully her sister is deep in conversation with the stage manager on the other end of the room. “The city’s wide awake, baby. Close your eyes, and you’ll lose the chance to make your dreams come true.”


“All right, let’s hear it.” The girl wedges her hands into her hips, and five stacked bronze bracelets slide down her tanned arms. “What’s your story?”


Ginny takes a long swig of champagne. “Ever heard of the Eighty-Three? I caught a surprise concert last night, and you won’t believe who it was. Josephine Hurston.”


“No!” Excited murmurs shuffle through the group. A girl in a turban widens her kohl-rimmed eyes and shifts closer. A knobby wedding ring pokes through her gloves, and Ginny vaguely remembers her as the stage manager’s wife. Is it Zita? All their names sound the same after a while, blurring exotic syllables together to jazz up their humble origins. Whatever looks better on a marquee. “Harlem has the best music. I sure wish we could get some singers like Josephine to join the revue, we’d be a million times better off.”


The smoky-voiced girl pulls a cigarette from her pocket and shrugs. She still looks unimpressed, although Ginny can’t tell if that’s just her natural expression. “Not a chance. Remember what happened in May?”


“What do you mean, Anita?”


“Josephine?” Anita blows smoke through her nose, shaking her head at the memory. “She auditioned for the Follies, but they turned her down.”


Ginny catches her breath against the glass and takes another sip to steady herself. There it is. The world of show business is even smaller than she’d imagined. “How’s that possible? She’s a legend.”


“Beats me. I only caught the end of the audition when I was getting ready to leave. Gloria was there. You’ll probably have more luck asking her.”


As if on cue, the double doors swing open, revealing the hostess in a drop-waisted raspberry gown. Gloria Gardner flashes smiles all around, the diamonds around her neck reflecting the light from the chandelier as she summons a waiter with a fresh batch of drinks on a silver tray. Her presence draws appreciative murmurs from all corners of the room, the showgirls snapping to attention, twisting their bodies to catch some of her light.


Gloria’s smile brightens as she glides over in a mist of vanilla and peaches, flinging her arms around Ginny. The hug lasts only a moment, but Ginny can feel her heart lifting at the gesture, the promise of a good time drumming up the tempo of her pulse.


“Are you talking about me?” she says in a breathless murmur. “Good things?”


Ginny smiles back despite herself. A familiar heat prickles her cheeks. There’s a kind of magic to being in Gloria’s spotlight. “Anita was just bringing me up to speed, Glo. Did you hear anything about Josephine Hurston auditioning for the Follies?”


A natural pink flush mixes with Gloria’s coral rouge. For a moment, she drops deep into thought, running a manicured finger over her sharp chin, pursing her bow lips like a film star. Then the smile is back, and she lowers her voice in a way that forces the other girls to lean closer.


“You got me there, Gin darling. Sweetest voice I’ve ever heard, but she didn’t agree to Sharp’s terms. He can be such a brute.”


Zita twists a napkin between her fingers, but if she’s upset by Gloria’s comment about her husband, she doesn’t mention it.


“How did she look that night? Did she seem upset?” says Ginny.


“Hard to say, with that veil covering her entire face. You know I respect a woman with an act, but if you ask me, she’s got something to hide.”


“Some kind of deformity?” Zita lowers her voice to a stage whisper.


“Don’t be simple.” Gloria tucks a platinum wave behind her ear. “It’s just strange, that’s all. Could be anyone behind that veil. What does fame even mean to someone like that?”


The previous night’s memory pricks through the champagne haze. Gloria’s got a point. Nobody’s ever seen Josephine without her veil, although many tabloids have speculated about her reasons for wearing it. There’s been talk about a childhood accident that took out both her eyes. A jealous lover desperate to keep her to himself. An off-stage identity she’s scared of revealing, with guesses ranging from a foreign diplomat’s daughter to an image-conscious Hollywood starlet to a plain old recluse. The mystery has only made her more popular, proving her voice alone can carry her act to the heights of Harlem’s nightclub scene. Ginny remembers Josephine’s silver veil shimmering in the stage lights, the intricate netting catching on her microphone as she plunged deeper into the torch song. The lyrics echo through her head, and she can feel her skin quilling at their dark meaning.


It seems that trouble’s going to follow me to my grave.


“Ginny caught her show last night,” Anita is saying, her voice accelerating with excitement. “Can you believe it, Glo? Can’t think of anything better than that. Maybe the Hall of Mirrors—”


“Where fortunes are reversed in style. Right, like that place is even real.” Zita adjusts her turban. The nerves in her temples are jumping. “I’m sick and tired of people coming up with new speakeasies every day, like a joint is somehow better ’cause it’s a secret—”


“You’re just mad ’cause you’re not in the loop.” Anita grinds her cigarette into a nearby ashtray. Zita watches the gesture with longing. “My sister’s a coat-check girl in Harlem, and she says all the rumors are true. The Hall of Mirrors, Moonglow, everything.”


The sound of heavy feet breaks through the music, and soon Otto Sharp joins their circle, his dark suit standing out against the bright dresses of the girls. He looks just like the man in the Arrow Collar ads above Times Square, but his good looks are marred by a deep-seated fatigue, the lines around his eyes growing deeper when he faces Zita.


“It’s time for us to leave.”


“Oh, but honey—”


“Come on.” He flicks a look back to the exit. “Early rehearsals tomorrow, and that goes for the rest of you as well. Don’t go too hard on the champagne with a week until the premiere; you remember what happened last time.”


“We had too much fun, that’s what happened,” Gloria whispers into Ginny’s ear, her warm breath tickling her neck. Ginny lets out a laugh, and Otto Sharp snaps his attention toward Gloria. One look from her seems to soften his demeanor, and the smile makes him look younger.


“You’re all fun, all the time, aren’t you?” He squeezes Gloria’s arm, then takes a few steps toward the door. “Come on, Zita, darling. Don’t fall for it. We both know you don’t have Gloria’s tolerance for liquor.”


“I’m staying a while longer.”


“Now, don’t you—”


“Oh, let her stay,” says Gloria with an easy laugh. “We’ll take real good care of her.”


Otto seems to falter for a minute, eyes locked with Gloria’s, but then she wins their silent battle and he leaves without another word. In the far corner, Dottie follows his departure with an empty expression, her drink untouched on the table beside her.


A dark cloud lingers above the group for a few moments. When another waiter brings a fresh tray of drinks, Gloria leans closer to Ginny with a smile.


“Dottie’s looking sore for a girl who just got promoted.”


“What do you mean?”


“You haven’t heard?” Gloria tilts her head sideways, following Ginny’s gaze. Dottie keeps staring into the distance. “She got invited to Sharp’s party last night, and this morning he announced she’ll be doing the fan dance. Your sister’s on the rise.”


A fan dance is a solo number, a huge deal for any Follies chorus girl. But Ginny knows her sister well, and the one thing that’s constant is that she’s never satisfied with what she’s got. Ginny turns back to the girls, trying hard to settle the jealousy rising in the pit of her stomach.


“What were we talking about?”


“Secret clubs,” says Zita, taking a large swallow from her glass. Her skin has gone pale at the edges of her greasepaint, and she looks like she’d like something stronger. “I bet Anita thinks Ace is real too—”


“Oh, you’d love Ace, Ginny.” Anita’s features crackle with excitement. “My sister says that’s where you go to see the real stars. Louis Armstrong, Bessie Smith—even Billy and his Rippling Rhythm are playing there tomorrow, loved their sound back when they still played for the Cotton Club—”


Ginny almost drops her glass. Billy Calloway and his Rippling Rhythm. The band that played last night’s show with Josephine. She remembers the guys who helped her out of the crate this morning and feels the disappointment throbbing down the side of her head as she realizes she missed her shot to question them about the singer. But there’s still a chance, so long as she can get into Ace tomorrow.
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