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Synopsis

When Hollywood-bound actress Violet London meets
speakeasy singer Moxie Valette, her trip takes an unexpected turn
toward love.

New York City, 1931: When wry Broadway actress Violet
London and her hard-drinking cohorts venture into a speakeasy the
night before she is to board a train for Hollywood, she is floored
by sassy blond singer Moxie Valette. As Violet introduces Moxie to
an assortment of bootleg liquor, cross-dressers, and sex shows, she
vows to find a way to see her again. Moxie is fascinated by Violet
in a thrilling and unfamiliar way, and the ensuing evening of bon
mots, shameless flirtation, and illicit revelry is unlike anything
she has ever experienced.

From Manhattan to Los Angeles, both women’s lives are
turned upside-down by separation, unscrupulous motion picture
studio executives, self-serving agents, eccentric celebrities, and
the collection of hedonistic reprobates that are their closest
friends.
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Prologue

The night that 1930 fizzled out and 1931 roared in,
Moxie Valette stood singing in a chintzy speakeasy in Fayetteville,
Nebraska, with a faraway look in her eyes that made her appear as
if she was dreaming of something more. The room was thick with the
haze of stale cigarette smoke as she sang “Bootlegger’s Rag” with
more vim than most of the drunken spectators would have
anticipated.

 


A glass of ice and jorum of skee,

Drag your heeler to the speakeasy!

Bring your scratch, shake a leg.

Gold digger, sugar daddy, vamp, and yegg.

There’s no time to lollygag.

Everybody wants to do the bootlegger’s rag!

 


Sitting in the back of this somewhat dilapidated,
unmarked establishment known to locals as Fat Philly Red’s, Cotton
McCann watched the performer with considerable interest. He rested
his chin in the palm of his left hand while he chewed on his cigar
and contemplated her level of talent.

She was blond, though not in an artificial way. Show
business had far too many peroxide blondes already, he thought. No,
this one had a more natural look. Like Garbo, but without that
exotic quality. Like a corn-fed, fresh-faced Constance Bennett.
This girl was attractive, but somehow unusual. Sexy, yet wholesome
and approachable. He inhaled deeply from his cigar and motioned to
the waitress with his other hand.

“You need a refill, mister?” the curvy matron called
to him over the music and the din of the crowd.

“I’d rather talk to that singer,” he answered,
straining to be heard. “What’s her name again?”

“Moxie. But she don’t usually spend her time bumpin’
gums with the customers.”

“And would a little jack maybe get me an
introduction?” He held up two folded dollar bills between his index
and middle fingers.

The waitress’s eyes flashed, and she quickly snatched
the money and slipped it into her ample cleavage. “I’ll see what I
can do. I can’t guarantee you too much more than that. That kid’s a
straight arrow. But I’ll make sure she stops by after her last
number.” She winked and disappeared back into the crowd.

Luckily for Cotton, very little about Fat Philly
Red’s homemade gin compelled him to actually finish the one he had
ordered nearly an hour earlier. He had patronized more than his
share of these clip joints in the last eight months, and in that
time he had never tasted liquor quite this lousy. He held the glass
to his nose and sniffed it again, to remind himself exactly how
noxious it was. The smell suggested that its distillers had somehow
managed to blend sulphur, animal feces, and kerosene. “Holy cats,”
he muttered, setting it back down on the table and pushing the
glass away. He made a mental note to neither smell nor swallow the
foul venom again, no matter how thirsty he became.

“Leave it if you’re fond of your liver.” The singer
stood by his table, her left hand propped defiantly on her hip. She
looked amused. “I hear that you got something to say.” The timbre
of her voice was melodic, but the tone was feisty. This girl
obviously was no shrinking violet.

“You must be Moxie,” he said, her name now an
epiphany to him. He politely stood and gestured for her to sit,
scrutinizing her again, this time from much closer. She was a
striking combination of light hair and dark, smoky eyes. Her lips
were full, what the flappers would call bee-stung, and her cheeks
were round and pink. He reevaluated his earlier assessment. This
girl didn’t look like anyone he could think of, and she was
mesmeric.

She eyed him appraisingly. He was clearly an
out-of-towner. He absolutely radiated the city with his fancy brown
suit and dark mustache. She guessed him to be around forty, and he
carried the paunch that only a life of leisure could afford.
Curious, she decided to see what he had to say and pulled up a
chair. “But I don’t know your name.”

“Cotton McCann. Can I assume from your comment that
you’re not interested in me buying you a drink?” He nodded to the
glass in front of him.

“You can. You can also assume that I’m not a
five-cent whore, if that was going to be your next question.” She
spoke nonchalantly, intent on setting the boundaries clearly and
early in the conversation.

He frowned and took another puff of his cigar.
“You’ve got me all wrong. I’m looking for talent. I’m an impresario
of sorts.”

“Then what the hell are you doing in this jerkwater
town, in this crummy speako?”

“I’m on my way from Los Angeles to New York City.” He
stroked his mustache with his thumb and index finger. “My last act
cut out on me just as she was on the verge of her big break.”

“Cut out on you how?”

“She married some mook and settled down.” He tried
unsuccessfully to keep the anger out of his voice. “She could have
been the next Jeanette MacDonald.”

“Is that so?”

The buxom waitress reappeared and set an open bottle
of Dr. Pepper in front of Moxie. “Here you go, sweetie.”

“Thanks, Ruby.” She eagerly took a sip and motioned
for Cotton to continue as Ruby slipped back into the raucous
crowd.

“How old are you?”

She brushed her wavy bangs out of her eyes with the
back of her hand. “Twenty-two.”

Cotton reached into his jacket pocket and removed a
business card. “Look, I know you have no reason to trust me.”

She picked up the card, printed on stiff,
cream-colored stock. It read:

 


Cotton G. McCann

Professional Entertainment
Agent

Twelve Years Experience

 


“You reprint these every year?” She took another sip
of Dr. Pepper.

He smiled. “This is the first year I’ve had them. I
didn’t think about that when I placed the order.” He cleared his
throat. “Anyway, I’m sure you’re skeptical, not knowing me from
Adam. But I’m telling you that you’ve got something special, kid.
Something I haven’t seen in months. And believe me, I’ve been
looking.”

“What exactly are you proposing?”

“Tomorrow I’m taking the Burlington to Chicago, and
from there, the Twentieth Century Limited the rest of the way to
New York City. I’ve been hoping to find a talented singer or dancer
who’d make the rest of the trip with me.”

Moxie’s mind reeled at the mention of what was
probably the most plush and renowned passenger train in the world,
but she remained dubious. After all, men tended to lie. “Make the
trip with you…and then what?”

“I need a new talent to sell, and New York’s the
place to make it happen. Surely you want to play bigger and better
clubs than this one.”

She looked around at the congested dive she’d been
working in for the past four months. It was dirty and smelled, as
did most of the clientele. Cotton was right about the fact that Fat
Philly Red’s was a horrible job to settle for. The prospect of
performing for high society—hell, for people who didn’t have dirt
under their fingernails—tempted her.

“You probably have a father or husband to consult
first. I understand that.”

“Actually, I don’t have either.”

His brow furrowed. “Well, you have some family, don’t
you?”

“No, it’s just me these days. The decision’s all
mine.”

Cotton’s face took on a serious expression. “Then
what do you have to lose?”


Chapter One

June 6, 1931, 10:00 p.m.

 


The portly emcee nimbly slicked back his thinning
hair and grabbed the large microphone before him. “And now, ladies
and gentlemen, a sweet little Midwestern dish who’s been bringing
the house down here at the Luna Lounge for the last few weeks—Miss
Moxie Valette.”

The crowd cheered as Moxie appeared on the stage and
the pianist began to play the introduction to Cole Porter’s “What
Is This Thing Called Love?”

“Hot damn!” Violet sputtered as she focused on the
singer before her. “Get a load of that tomato.”

Her companion Wil looked toward the stage at the
front of the club as she slipped another Chesterfield into her
cigarette holder. “My goodness,” she remarked wryly, looking for
matches. “She is a tasty muffin. Are you falling in love
for, what, the ninth time today?”

“Don’t exaggerate,” Violet said. “This is only the
fourth time since breakfast.”

Moxie began to sing the lyrics slowly, her sultry
tones quickening Violet’s pulse. While Wil’s ribbing was well
deserved, Violet had to admit this blonde was affecting her more
than the occasional waitress or cigarette girl that she might find
attractive and flirt with. She was spellbound.

“Hey, sister,” Wil said, poking her with her elbow.
“You got apoplexy? Have you swallowed your tongue?”

“No. I was imagining her swallowing my tongue.” She
grinned. “And I have to say it was working for me.” The gorgeous
blonde in the shimmering, deep blue gown seemed contradictory—while
her young face conveyed purity and virtue, her deep voice exuded a
carnal sensuality that made Violet’s temperature rise.

“Well, as they say, the fifth time’s the charm. We’ll
just have to get her over here to meet you. After all, it is your
night.”

“It’s your night too,” Violet countered, taking a
piece of bread from the wicker basket on the table and tearing off
a bite-sized piece that she offered to the small, russet-colored
terrier in her lap. He sniffed it warily before devouring it.

Wil laughed. “Don’t worry, I plan to get mine tonight
too, doll.” She called the waiter over, flailing her arm eagerly.
“Darling,” she said with a broad, insincere smile. “We need a
bottle of whatever you have that’s sparkling.”

“I’m sure something can be arranged,” the young man
replied.

The Luna Lounge was, after all, one of the most
successful speakeasies in the city of New York. It catered to those
with money, and for a healthy percentage of the earnings, revenuers
happily looked the other way. In fact, the Luna hadn’t been raided
once in the seven years it had been in business, thanks to the
dependable and irrefutable efficacy of the bribery of public
officials.

“What’s your name, handsome?” Wil asked the waiter,
her hand brushing the top of his in a way that was too casual to be
inadvertent.

“Fred.” He blushed slightly.

“Fred, darling,” she said. “Do you think you could
send the canary over our way when her set is done? We’d like to
extend our compliments.”

He seemed petrified of her advances, but nodded
rapidly.

“And bring a shot of whatever she drinks too,” Violet
added. “Let her know it’s on us.”

Again the waiter nodded, then slipped away into the
crowd.

“Look at you,” Wil joked, “buying the lady a drink.
Very smooth, Vi.”

She wiggled her eyebrows. “Well, if I’m going to
become a big star, I need to learn how to make time with all the
hot numbers, right?”

“Stick with me, kid. I’ll show you everything I
know.”

“I’ll settle just for what you can remember,” Violet
said. “Got your eyes on the waiter, do you?”

Wil took a drag on the delicate tip of her cigarette
holder. “Fred? Oh, we’re old friends. He understands me in ways no
other man can.”

“You know he’s queer, right?”

Wil exhaled in frustration. “Fuck, another one?”

“Afraid so, sister.”

“And how exactly do you know this? You’ve seen him at
your local chapter meetings, have you?”

Violet nodded. “Yup, he usually brings the
crullers.”

“Damn, it! The tight pants should have tipped me
off.”

“That, and maybe the way he sashayed to and from our
table.” Violet turned to direct her attention back to Moxie. She
was now performing an upbeat jazzy number that Violet hadn’t heard
before, and Moxie’s hips swayed seductively as she sang about not
being able to get enough of her man. Both the tune, as well as the
way Moxie sang it, captivated Violet.

“Julian!” Wil called merrily.

Violet turned to see Wil’s friend arriving at their
table. He was a large, rather effeminate man, wearing a brown suit
about a half size too small. The buttons of his jacket seemed to
strain in anguish to stay secured. His dark hair was combed
straight back, and his mustache was razor thin. Cordially, he
kissed Wil on the cheek, then stretched over the table to offer
Violet the same salutation.

“How are you, Violet?” he asked, sitting across from
her. “I hear congratulations are in order.”

“Thanks, Julian. It’s good to see you.” She smiled
brightly.

“Are you ready for a night of nonstop sin and
depravity?” Wil asked him.

“Why else would I have agreed to meet you, darling?”
He took a piece of stale bread from the basket.

Fred appeared with a bottle of champagne, two
glasses, and a stainless-steel bucket for it to chill in. “Here you
are, ladies.” He set the bucket down and began to open the bottle.
“Will you be needing a third glass?”

“Fred,” Wil said, “you’re always so considerate.
That’s why I love you so.” She turned to Julian magnanimously.
“What did you want to drink, darling?”

“I’ll take a gin rickey, Fred.”

“Very good, sir.” The waiter pushed the cork out of
the bottle with his thumbs, and it finally burst out with a
jubilant pop.

“Music to my ears,” Wil remarked happily as Fred
began to pour the champagne.

“Does it remind you of your cherry?” Violet raised
her newly filled glass.

“I think you overestimate Wil’s memory,” Julian
added. “Wasn’t that back during the Trojan War?”

Fred accidentally dropped the open bottle into the
bucket, nervously verified that no harm was done, and then darted
away again.

“Fred and I are in love,” Wil explained to Julian.
“We’re going to be married.”

Julian casually pulled a pack of Lucky Strikes from
his jacket pocket. “You don’t mind that he’s queer?”

“I told you,” Violet said, pointing her index finger
decisively.

“We plan to have one of those open marriages,” Wil
said. “Provided that he never stops bringing me whatever I ask for,
I can look past his preference for men.”

“How progressive,” Violet commented.

*

After Moxie’s set ended, Fred approached her
backstage and touched her shoulder lightly. “Swell show.”

She smiled at the compliment as she dabbed her face
with a handkerchief. “Thanks. That’s always nice to hear.”

“Well, then you might like to hear this as well.
Table nine would like you to stop by. They told me to bring
whatever you wanted to drink too.”

Moxie’s gratification quickly evaporated. “Hmm. Did
the offer seem seedy?”

He laughed. “It’s probably a lot of things. But I
don’t think any of them are seedy.”

At one time, Moxie tried to be gracious when strange
men fawned over her, and certainly since she had been in New York,
that type of attention had only increased. But she had recently
made up her mind that she couldn’t bear such social contrivances
anymore. She had been hit on by old geezers, married men, and even
one fellow so inebriated that he had actually pissed himself and
failed to notice it. Fortuitously for him, Moxie had been there to
bring his condition to his attention.

While she supposed these advances were all intended
to be complimentary, it was hard to feel gratitude under the
circumstances. Perhaps this admirer would signal her turning luck.
After all, Cotton had been telling her that was due to happen any
day.

“All right, Fred. You’ve piqued my curiosity. Table
nine, you said?”

He nodded.

“Just bring my usual drink.”

“You got it.” He headed back over to the bar.

Checking her face in the mirror, she ran her hands
through her wavy blond hair and tossed the damp handkerchief down
with the rest of her things.

As she approached table nine, she was suddenly
uncertain. Two glamorous-looking women, a plump man, and a small
dog sat there—certainly not what she had expected. As she got
closer, she observed that the woman with the dog was watching her
intently. The woman’s straight black hair was cut in a bob, a bit
like Louise Brooks’s, but her eyes were incredibly light, almost
gray. The combination was striking. Her elegant evening gown was
sea green, and her features were soft and lovely.

The other woman at the table was pretty in a
different way—red-haired and animated—and though Moxie could not
make out what she was saying, her voice carried as if she were
either a drunk or a madwoman. She was dressed like a member of high
society, but clearly not born into it. Her boisterous and
gregarious manners gave her away. The gentleman at the table seemed
more reserved, and he had noticed her approach by now as well.

Moxie stopped at the table and cleared her throat as
the loud redheaded woman was in the middle of a sentence.

“…and I told him, ‘Darling, you need to get that away
from my vagina’—oh, hello there,” she said, suddenly noticing
her.

Moxie was stunned, wondering what the beginning of
that story could possibly have entailed. “Um, hello. I may have
been given the wrong table number.”

The other woman at the table smiled, her smoky eyes
alight with something. Perhaps amusement? Despite Moxie’s natural
suspicions, the brunette’s expression and demeanor put her slightly
at ease. “No, this is the right table. We asked Fred to have you
stop by so we could tell you how very much we enjoyed your
singing.”

Moxie remained wary, as she always did. For her,
guarded and vigilant were a way of life. “That’s nice of you to
say.”

“Do have a seat. I’m Violet London, and these are my
friends Wilhelmina Skoog and Julian French.”

Moxie pulled up a chair and sat, feeling
self-conscious around these rather stylish and wealthy people. Why
had they asked to see her? They seemed so much more sophisticated
than she was. Her eyes were drawn to the small, yawning
reddish-brown dog sitting in Violet’s lap. “And who is this?”

“Ah, this is Clitty.” Violet held up the dog’s paw to
simulate a friendly wave.

“That’s an unusual name.” Moxie assured herself that
she had either misheard the woman or was simply the victim of her
own filthy mind. The dog could not possibly be named that.

Violet took a drink of champagne and nodded as she
swallowed. “Yes, it’s short for Clitoris.”

Apparently Moxie was not the only one with a filthy
mind. “Uh…Why would you name your dog that?”

“Well, it seemed appropriate,” Violet replied,
scratching Clitty’s head between the ears. “I mean, he has a
beard.” She playfully tugged the animal’s protracted chin hair.
“And he wants to be rubbed all day long.”

“But does he want to be licked?” Wil asked.

“Lord, Wil,” Julian interjected, exhaling smoke from
his nostrils. “I hope you’re not offering.”

“Hardly, darling. It’s far too early in the evening
for me to have lowered my standards that much.” She looked at her
watch. “I won’t settle for less than a human for another three
hours.”

Fred reappeared and set a bottle of Dr. Pepper in
front of Moxie. “Here you go.”

“That’s what you ordered?” Violet asked.

“I’m not much of a drinker.”

“Well, you should have some champagne with us,”
Violet said. “We’re celebrating tonight.”

“Oh? What for?”

“Well,” Violet said, “I’ve been cast in a movie. And
I leave tomorrow on the next train to Hollywood.”

Moxie was awestruck. This woman was a film star?
“That’s wonderful!”

Wil waved at Fred to get his attention. “Fred, please
bring your lovely singer a champagne glass.” He looked surprised
but nodded dutifully.

Violet continued. “And that leaves my understudy here
ready to step into the leading role of Scandals and Lies on
Broadway.”

“Ah, that’s why your name sounded familiar. You’re
Violet London, the Broadway actress.” Moxie was thrilled not only
to meet a successful actress, but one she had actually heard of. It
was easy to see why Violet’s career was flourishing. She had an
easy charisma about her—an affability that drew in others.

“For the rest of tonight I am, at least.”

“Wil, you really should do something about your
name,” Julian said. “Wilhelmina Skoog neither rolls lightly off the
tongue nor looks attractive on a marquee.”

“Yes,” Violet said. “You should choose something
sexy.”

Wil snorted, apparently indignant that her friends
would make such a suggestion. “Well, tragically, your Clitoris is
taken.”

“I only wish it were,” Violet replied as Fred arrived
with the champagne glass. He set it in front of Moxie and filled it
for her.

“Thank you, darling,” Wil cooed. “You poured that
like only a real man could.”

Fred blushed again, replaced the bottle in the
bucket, and sped away.

“So, Moxie.” Violet eyed her appreciatively, filling
Moxie with a combination of discomfort and warmth. “Perhaps you can
convince Wil that she may not be Fred’s type.”

Moxie picked up her champagne glass and took a sip.
It tasted far better than she thought it would. She had tried to
steer clear of indulging in anything that might impair her
ever-present prudence. “Well, Fred is—”

“You can go ahead and say it, dear,” Julian said with
obvious sympathy.

“Fred is what?” Wil asked. “A snappy dresser? A mean
cribbage player? A large potato bug?”

Violet laughed and patted Moxie’s hand. “You don’t
have to expose him as a potato bug if you don’t want to, sweetie.
After all, that’s nobody’s business but his and the farmer whose
crops he destroys.” She took another sip of champagne.

“But does he have an affinity for penises?” Julian
blurted out. “Because crop damage or not, I think that might be a
deal breaker.”

Moxie gasped as she inhaled a small amount of
champagne into her lungs, and she began to cough violently. Violet
patted her on the back helpfully, and before Moxie knew it, Violet
was rubbing it in soft circles. She was surprised both by how nice
it felt and the inexplicable absence of her natural aversion to
physical contact with others.

“Now why did you have to go and use that word,
Julian? You startled the poor girl,” Violet said.

He polished off his gin rickey and set the glass on
the table forcefully. “You act as though she’s some fawn in the
woods. Just because ‘penis’ is your least favorite word, darling,
doesn’t mean that everyone else can’t stomach it.”

“Sorry.” Violet had a wry expression on her face.
“When you say ‘stomach it,’ what exactly do you mean?”

Wil laughed loudly, then polished off her champagne
and grabbed the bottle aggressively by the neck. “Damn, doll face.
I’m going to miss you,” she said as she refilled her glass. She
looked up from her drink. “Oh, I suppose I’ll miss you too,
Violet.”

Julian gestured to Fred to bring him another
round.

Moxie’s coughing had abated, but she still sat agog,
wondering what these people would say next. They seemed not only
candid to the point of mental illness, but they were all decidedly
oversexed, and therefore potentially a menace to others. She had
never known anyone who bandied about genitalia as they did. Wait,
that sounded much worse in her mind than she had intended.

“So, what kind of a name is Moxie?” Violet propped
her chin on her fist and adopted an expression that implied she was
actually interested in what Moxie had to say.

Thank God, Moxie thought, a normal question.
“Apparently I was a rather strong-willed child.”

“Your mother has a sense of humor.”

“She did, yes. She passed on about ten years
ago.”

“I’m so sorry. She must have been a beautiful woman,
because you are terribly striking.”

Moxie dropped her gaze. “Thank you.” While she was
used to that kind of comment from men and could readily brush it
aside as so much phony flattery, coming from a woman, a famous one
to boot, it somehow seemed more sincere.

“Raised by your father?” Violet asked.

Moxie shrugged. “Mostly raised by myself.”

Violet’s eyebrows arched. “You don’t say.”

“Pop passed away just two years after Mom, so then it
was just me.”

“Brothers or sisters? Grandparents or aunts?”

Moxie shook her head, feeling ill at ease talking
about her past. She took another drink of champagne.

Violet’s eyes warmed. “I’m guessing your childhood
wasn’t all nosegays and lollipops.”

Moxie smiled in tacit agreement. “Well, I managed to
stay out of the orphanage, and I learned how to fend for myself, so
I really can’t complain. I had it better than a lot of others.”

“Okay, I’ll bite.” Violet was clearly interested in
what Moxie was telling her. “How’d you avoid the orphanage?”

“I took jobs cooking, cleaning, singing—whatever I
could get. I lied about my age until I didn’t need to anymore and
just generally kept to myself.”

Violet whistled descending notes of astonishment.
“That sounds like an invitation for every bindle stiff and grifter
in town to take you for a ride.”

Moxie’s finger traced the rim of her glass. “I’m not
saying they didn’t try, just that they didn’t succeed.”

“Clearly you’re not from New York.”

“How can you tell?”

“Because your soul hasn’t been consumed yet.”
Violet’s tone was lighthearted.

“Well, it’s nice to know that I still have that to
look forward to,” she joked, taking another sip of her drink. “You
know, this is really quite good.”

“I take it you haven’t seen much of the nightlife in
New York unless you’ve been the entertainment?”

“No, I try not to participate too much in it. I
figure if the cops bust in and raid the place, they’ll let the
sober people go.”

Wil smiled. “Well, aren’t you just adorable? Thinking
that cops let people who aren’t political officials go.”

“Adorable is a very good assessment,” Violet said
softly, looking into Moxie’s eyes for what felt like a prolonged
period of time.

Moxie panicked. Was this woman—a celebrity, no
less—making advances toward her? If so, this was certainly a first.
But New York seemed full of firsts for her. “My husband uses that
word to describe me sometimes too,” she lied.

Violet’s gaze narrowed, as though she was
scrutinizing Moxie. “Well, your husband’s correct. You’re just as
cute as a box of kittens.”

As Fred returned to the table with another gin rickey
for Julian, Violet raised her glass. “Let’s toast, everyone.” They
all held their glass to the center of the table. “To continued
success.” Glasses clinked together and everyone drank.

“I hope you don’t have to sing any more tonight,” Wil
said.

“Oh, no. I only have two sets a night, so far. And
that was my second.”

“So you might get more?” Julian poured more champagne
for all of them.

Moxie was too polite to refuse. “If I start really
packing them in, yes. And of course the more sets I play a night,
the more money I make.”

“How long have you been in New York?” Violet fed
another piece of bread to Clitty.

“Only six months.” She took a longer sip of
bubbly.

“What of the city have you really seen?” Wil
asked.

Feeling suddenly embarrassed, Moxie gazed at the
ceiling. “Um…I’ve seen the Statue of Liberty and the Chrysler
Building. And I went down to Fifth Avenue to see that brand-new
skyscraper that’s even taller, the Empire State Building. It’s
massive.”

Violet looked disappointed. “But those are things for
tourists. You live here now.”

“I know. I just don’t get out much. By the time I get
off work, I don’t want to do anything but crawl home and
sleep.”

“Wil here can give you a tour of the underside of
every table in every gin joint in town,” Julian said in mock
helpfulness.

Wil cleared her throat indignantly. “Excuse me,” she
said, “but I believe you mean the underside of only the
finest tables in every gin joint in town.”

He laughed. “You’re right, darling. How stupid of
me.”

Moxie chuckled at their teasing and enjoyed the
bubbles in the champagne a little more.

“Then you should see the city with us tonight,”
Violet said. “Visit the places only the locals can take you.”

She was hesitant. “I don’t know—” All the mental
alarms in Moxie’s head were still clanging away, but somehow she
was becoming increasingly acclimated to their tones of danger.
Whether it was the booze or the easy laughter, what had started out
as sirens now sounded more like a jazzman on the vibraphone.

“Vi is right,” Wil announced. “You absolutely should
come out with us. One night with us and you can stay in for the
rest of the year and still feel like you’ve sowed your oats.”

“I’d like to hang on to my oats, if that’s all
right.”

Violet looked amused. “Fair enough, doll. You keep a
tight hold on your oats and just try to look the other way when Wil
starts pelting strangers with hers.”

Everyone howled, including Moxie. She didn’t feel
threatened by this trio, she supposed, and she couldn’t remember
the last time she’d enjoyed herself so much. She really had been
meaning to see the rest of New York, though she internally vowed to
keep her wits about her at all times and leave at the first sign of
trouble. “Well, I guess I could join you for a bit.”

“Excellent. I’ll wager you’ll see a thing or two
you’ve never seen before the night is over.”

*

12:15 a.m.

 


Moxie decided—after several glasses of champagne—that
not only were these folks not a bad sort, but that they were
absolutely hysterical. Though they were, without question, easily
the oddest people she had ever met, they were also, at least to
some degree, well connected in show business, not to mention
astoundingly clever. Moxie personally challenged herself to keep up
with all their quips and asides, though she discovered the task was
particularly taxing now that she was not completely
clearheaded.

At midnight, the group determined that they wanted to
head to Swing Street, though she had never heard of such a place,
and they all gleefully jammed their bodies into a single taxi.
Moxie almost couldn’t wait to get back to her apartment and tell
her roommate Irene how she had spent her evening. She doubted Irene
would even believe her.

“Um, are you from New York originally?” Moxie asked
Violet in a thinly veiled attempt to use pleasantries to mask the
awkwardness of sitting on Violet’s lap. She silently marveled at
how Violet seemed to so coolly take everything in stride. She
didn’t appear to find the arrangement in the cab uncomfortable in
the least.

“Baltimore,” Violet replied, shaking her head.

“How long have you lived here?”

Violet’s eyes took on a wistful glint. “Six years. I
came to town on my twenty-first birthday, determined to show
everyone else that I really could live my life as a woman of
independent means.”

Wil chortled. “Darling, don’t sell yourself short.
Anyone who jacks people off in back alleys can be a woman of
independent means.”

Julian cleared his throat. “Let us not malign
back-alley jack-offs. Those have been some of my fondest times.
It’s a dying art.”

“You’re such a purist, Julian,” Violet said.

“Well, you know the old wives’ tale,” he replied,
picking up Clitty and moving him slightly to the right of his lap.
“Why can’t this dog’s pointy elbows stop gouging my scrotum?”

Violet scoffed. “That is a very obscure old wives’
tale. So what does it mean? A scrotum gouge means good luck is
coming your way?”

Julian sniffed. “It means if it continues, I will
openly weep.”

“Those old wives were all dirty whores,” Wil said
gravely.

“So it’s really an old whores’ tale,” Violet
said.

Wil checked her makeup in her compact. “I would think
those would be slightly less reliable, darling.”

“Here we are,” the taxi driver droned, pulling the
car to an abrupt stop on Fifty-second Street. As Moxie was
catapulted toward the front seat, Violet agilely grabbed her around
the waist and stopped her forward progress.

“Whew! You okay, tomato?” Violet didn’t move her
hands from Moxie’s hips.

Moxie, who had entered the cab somewhat disoriented,
was certainly no better off now, feeling as though she had nearly
been launched like a cannonball. She stared dumbly into Violet’s
gray eyes.

The door opened and they all spilled out into the
balmy evening as Julian paid the driver.

“And where are we again?” Moxie asked, surveying her
surroundings for some sign or landmark.

“The Twenty-one Club,” Violet answered. “Ever been
before?”

Moxie shook her head as they walked through the large
cast-iron gates and down the steps to the front door. “I’m starting
to think I haven’t ever been anywhere.”

Violet laughed as Julian and Wil began to sweet-talk
the doorman. Moxie felt rather eager when he finally ushered them
inside.

“Well, now you’re in New York, doll,” Violet assured
her. “So hang on to your bloomers.” She tugged Moxie by the elbow
while still carrying her terrier protectively.

The inside of the 21 Club was something that Moxie
could never have imagined. The glimpses she got through the haze of
smoke were of leather, brass, and dark, deeply stained wood. The
place was a lot bigger inside than the outside implied, and people
were everywhere—seated at tables, standing at the bar, and milling
back and forth between the two.

They were led straight back to a table for four,
though Violet stopped when she saw a woman seated a few tables away
on the left. “Well, I’ll be damned,” she muttered, setting Clitty
down on her chair.

“Who’s that?” Moxie whispered to Julian, sensing that
this was not a happy reunion.

Julian eyed the petite brunette across from them.
“Oh, that’s Dorothy Parker, critic for The New Yorker. Vi’s
probably a little upset at the review she gave both Scandals and
Lies and Vi personally. It was not flattering. I think she used
the word puke. ”

“Well.” Violet approached the critic’s table. Dorothy
Parker was drinking alone and looked as though she wanted to remain
that way. “Mrs. Parker, as I live and breathe.”

Mrs. Parker looked up from what she was busily
writing on a pad of paper. “Ordinarily, I’m not one to be a
spoiler. But rumor has it, if you stop doing either one of those
things, you tend to end badly.” She took another sip of her
martini.

Wil looked angry as she began to peel off her gloves.
“It’s a pity you aren’t speaking from experience.”

Mrs. Parker appeared both tipsy and indifferent. “I
am. I learned it from most of your audience at your last matinee.
Luckily, it consisted of only me, two hobos, and a party of
cockroaches. So no real damage was done.”

Violet raised an eyebrow. “No wonder I didn’t see you
there. I must have assumed you were part of the cockroach
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