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Prologue


LOS ANGELES HALL OF JUSTICE, WOMEN’S CELL BLOCK,
January 3, 1931





Rumor has it that when confronted with a patrol of bluecoats ready to bivouac outside his cabin near Fredonia, Kentucky, my grandpappy, Will Henry DeBoe, gave their captain such an earful that they turned tail and spent the night elsewhere. Yes, they had guns, but he had a tongue sharper than Robert E. Lee’s saber. Kentucky was a border state, but there was no doubt where Grandpap’s sympathies lay. When that rebel general, Nathan Bedford Forrest, invaded a few years later, Grandpappy saluted and tacked his Stars and Bars to the cabin wall. His was one of the few places that wasn’t burned to the ground.

It seems far-fetched, I know, but Paw swears up and down it’s true (even though he wasn’t born until twelve years after the war ended). My point being, we DeBoes don’t scare easily. Then or now.

Maw comes to visit me, but those vulture newspapermen take her picture. They’ve been camped outside for days waiting to snap photos of anyone related to the trial. The neighbors already saw the police arrest me. Maw doesn’t need this. Not after what happened with Paw. She’s getting older, and at my age I should be helping her instead of being such a burden.

“Daisy, honey,” she said last time she came to visit, “cain’t you make some kind of plea bargain? So’s they can git you out of here?” She sniffed into her handkerchief and tucked it back into her pocketbook.

“Afraid not, Maw,” I said. I took her hand across the visiting room table. “I did what was right. I’m not a thief. The judge is going to realize that, and so is the jury.”

I’d been sitting in clover with this job—secretary to the world’s most famous movie star— making decent coin, traveling the country, and trying to keep Clara Bow in line until a minor squabble turned into a major fight, and then an arrest. Mine.

Now here I sit, in the LA County Jail. Money, publicity, and the power of Paramount Pictures was going to trump a poor secretary with the best of intentions. But this Kentucky girl still had an ace up her sleeve.
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Chapter One


PADUCAH, KENTUCKY,
May 1910





Tell people you’re from Kentucky and one of two things will happen. Usually, they figure either your family is so rich that you own a racehorse, or so poor that you have a still in your backyard. Ours was pretty nice as stills went.

As long as there have been DeBoes in this country, they’ve been making spirits. And Paw’s one of the best bootleggers there is.

When I was six years old, Paw got in an argument with his brother, Will Henry. Years later no one remembered what it was about; the cause wasn’t important anymore, only the feud itself. He didn’t need Will Henry, Paw said. The big city was the land of opportunity, and we’d do real good there. So off we went.

Paw hitched up the wagon to our nag, June, and we left Paducah early one morning when the sun played on the green waters of the Ohio River. My little sister Grace and I looked out the back of the canvas canopy at the clover and goldenrod swaying in the breeze. The clop-clopping of the horse’s hooves was hypnotic, and the rocking of the wagon made me drop off to sleep. In another day or two we’d made it to Carbondale, and then after a few more days to St. Louie.

As our wagon creaked across the Eads Bridge over the Mississippi, Grace and I gazed in awe at the river traffic below—stern-wheelers and side-wheelers, packets and barges—being loaded by big men, white and colored. We’d never seen so many people in one place in our lives. Paw got a job as a teamster for an ice company and found us a place to live on North 12th Street, not far from the riverfront. But before long he found a better job as a switchman for the Iron Mountain Railroad that ran between St. Louie and Texarkana. He kept a roof over our heads, but even with Maw’s vegetable garden out back it was hard keeping us all fed. He needed to find a way to make more money.

“There’s somethin’ we ain’t considered till now,” Maw said. “That’s the still.” It sat unused in our musty back shed, still in its crate from the move, covered in cobwebs, but otherwise no worse for the wear.

Paw lit his corncob pipe and inhaled. The smoky floral smell of his Old Squire tobacco scented the room. He puffed a few times, then a smile began to stretch across his face. “I done married me a smart gal.”

The first time he fired up the still in St. Louie, Paw chuckled. “I’ll be more popular than a fishmonger on Friday,” he said.

Maw showed me how to shell corn while she boiled some water. Paw put the corn in a burlap sack, then poured the cooled water over it. He dug a hole next to the shed, put the corn in, then threw some straw over the top. The corn sprouted after four days, so he hitched up the horses and drove over to Mercer’s mill. They ground it into cornmeal for us.

“Hand me that sugar, Daisy,” Paw said. He added it, along with yeast and a little water to the corn. Then he put it in a pot over an open flame in the shed. “We got to keep stirrin’ or our run won’t be no good.”

For four days we checked the run, and Paw shared his secrets. “See this here? How the mash is all a-bubblin’ like that? There’s a mess of gas fermentin’ in there.”

“What’s fermentin’ mean, Paw?”

“That’s makin’ it into likker.” He sank a ladle into the thick yellow broth and took a sip, then licked his lips.

“I want a taste! I want a taste!” I said.

He looked to make sure Maw wasn’t heading out to the shed.

“All right,” he said. “But don’t tell yer maw I’m givin’ you corn beer. And don’t tell Grace neither. You know how much she loves to tattle. This stuff’s got enough alcohol in it to knock you on yer backside.”

He handed me the ladle, and I took a sip. Nice and sweet, and real strong like he said.

“We cain’t let this sit too long or it’ll go sour on us. And we cain’t let it boil or it’ll leave too much water and gunk in the likker,” he explained. “We need it to be perfect. This first batch we got, we call this ‘sweet mash.’” He poured it into another pot. “Next, we slop it back. That’s where you take this stuff from the still pot and mix it in.” He showed me the inside of the still pot, with the dregs still clinging to it, and poured it into the pot with the sweet mash.

“Now what, Paw?”

“Now we cook it again. And for each batch we make, we add a little sugar. That’s how we make sour mash.”

We funneled the sour mash into the glossy green bottles Paw had bought at the King’s Mercantile on Chippewa Street. He told only a few people, but word spread fast. A small market developed around the Second Ward for Paw’s “Snakebite Stump”—enough to keep us warm in winter with food in our bellies.
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September 1911





One crisp fall night Paw came home with a carton he’d piled full of a sack of potatoes, a container of eggs, and small boxes of salty peanuts, wrinkled raisins, and penny sweets like lemon drops, peppermint sticks, pralines, caramels, and horehound candies.

Grace and I crowded around him, twittering in delight. Maw was beside herself at the baking she’d be able to do. “Tom, where’d you git all this?” she said. “We cain’t afford it!”

“Some hobos got into one of the boxcars. They ripped open a couple crates and stole some of the stuff. So the company wrote it off and told Fred and me to take what was left.”

“It’s wonderful. Just wonderful. I’ll make some nice fresh loaves tomorrow!” she crowed. “And an angel food cake. What do you girls say to that?”

That night we went to sleep with our tongues colored pink and visions of the warm, fresh bread Maw would bake us in the morning, slathered with the sweet butter she churned with milk from Mr. Thompson’s cow.

Paw brought us one or two more cartons like that one, and Grace and I gorged ourselves on sweet treats when Maw wasn’t looking. By the end of October, a sea of red and gold leaves covered the streets and the winds were turning chilly. Grace and I were getting ready for bed the night things changed forever.

Paw had come home from the train yard not long before, and as usual, Maw had his late dinner ready. He’d brought home a burlap sack of more goodies, so Maw let us have one lemon drop each before bed.

As we said our prayers, a loud banging came at the door and a booming voice called out. “Thomas DeBoe! Open the door! This is the police!”

Grace and I ran to our bedroom door in time to see Maw let the police in. A line of black-coated men filled the parlor, and two of them made a beeline to the sack of potatoes, nuts, and candies on the table. “Here it is, Chief Smith. He didn’t even bother to hide it.”

“What is it? What’s goin’ on? Tom? Tom! Tell me what’s happenin’!” Maw begged.

“We already caught your buddy, Mr. Simmerman, and he confessed to everything, DeBoe. We know you’ve been breaking into boxcars. We set a trap for you, then followed you back here. We’ve known about you for weeks.”

Paw looked defeated. “I’m sorry, Ida. I’m real sorry. I wanted you to have a little more. Officers, I was just tryin’ to feed my family.”

“What’s this?” Chief Smith said as he searched Paw. He pulled a small derringer out of the back of Paw’s waistband.

“That’s for my personal protection,” Paw said.

One of the policemen put handcuffs on Paw, and the other said, “Thomas DeBoe, you’re under arrest for grand theft and carrying a concealed weapon.”

They led him out the door to the Black Maria, loaded him on board, and then careened off down the street, taking my paw to jail.


Chapter Two


ST. LOUIS, MISSOURI,
late November 1911





Since Paw had taught us how to work the still, we were able to keep it going while he was inside, and I learned to be like a spy, delivering shipments around the neighborhood under the blankets in my doll carriage. Maw walked with me like we were out for a stroll together, then counted the money I brought back from each house. It was the only thing that kept us out of the poorhouse. No one would suffer as long as I played the role of innocent little girl in blonde pigtails.

Paw was sentenced to a year in the St. Louis County Jail. He wrote us regularly, but one of his letters in early November was written by someone else. When she opened it, Maw wailed. “Oh no. Oh no, it cain’t be,” she said, covering her mouth with her hand as she gasped.

“Maw what is it?”

“It’s your paw,” she said in a strangled voice. “Some men jumped him in the jail. It’s his eye. They hurt his eye...”

Her voice faded off as she read the rest silently, then sat and sobbed at the kitchen table while I put my arm around her. We wouldn’t know anything more until the next letter arrived, and the waiting was awful.

Paw was finally able to write on his own and tell us he was all right, but the doctor had told him he had such a bad corneal concussion that his eye would never be the same. He had to wear an eye patch now, he said.

“‘Dont no if I’ll ever be abul to git a desent job agin, what with the theft and the eye,’” Maw read. “‘Love y’all, and caint wait to see you agin. Paw.’”

Life was hard in other ways too. At school I stuck out like an ornery mule among thoroughbreds on Derby Day. Maw hand-sewed dresses for Grace and me from some blue calico fabric she’d found at the general store on Olive Street. She’d even tie our hair in rags each night so we looked real nice. But our curls didn’t make any difference. The other girls pointed at us and laughed at the way we talked. Grace and I took to calling them the “Pink Pinafore Girls.” Their dresses were perfectly pressed, their high-buttoned patent leather shoes were lovely and shiny, and their curls were fat and sausagey, like Mary Pickford’s.

Blanche Miller was the worst. “You’re an acorn cracker!” she said one day in the schoolyard, giving me a shove into the dirt, where my dress ripped. A group of kids gathered, and they all laughed at me.

“Are not!” I said.

“Are too!”

Grace stepped in front of me, rolling up her sleeves and spoiling for a fight. She was a rebel and didn’t give a damn what those girls thought of her. The more they teased her, the more she reveled in her backwoods background. And she poured on her accent until it was as thick as sorghum syrup.

“You talk funny, and your dad’s a jailbird!” Blanche shouted for the benefit of the crowd.

Grace’s left jab to the nose left Blanche bawling and bleeding red all over the gray Missouri silt. Grace was suspended for a week, but when she came back Blanche kept her distance from both of us. Meanwhile, I absorbed every bit of Midwestern around me. I learned the correct pronunciation of words and repeated them over and over until I could do it with no trace of Kentucky. It wasn’t “thank,” it was “think.” And everyone in St. Louie said “before,” not “bee-fo-ur” with three syllables.

Thankfully for us, Paw got paroled after only a month. But Maw cried when she saw him wearing the eye patch.

“Don’t cry, Ida,” he said. When Grace and I were afraid to hug him, he leaned down close and said, “I’m a pirate now. See?” He waggled the patch at us, and from then on we weren’t afraid anymore.

But Paw’s record and his eye prevented him from getting any kind of real work. He kept the still running, but his heart wasn’t in it anymore. Maw did her best to keep the family together, and I kept up the deliveries so we’d have money coming in. With the arrival of my baby brother Donald, we were able to keep up the baby buggy ruse, jamming bottles under the blankets wherever they would fit around his little body.

It didn’t happen often, but Maw would sometimes take us downtown to the Famous-Barr department store to see the decorations at Christmastime. More than any red-and-green displays or pictures of Santa Claus, what really stuck with me were the other little girls out shopping. More Pink Pinafores. Their mothers wore day suits that were elegantly cut, with elaborate hats to match, and I’d look down at the thin gingham dress and ratty coat I was wearing and seethe. I grew to despise St. Louie and everyone in it.

Things in Europe had been bad for a few years. The newspapers all carried headlines about the battles in France. In 1917, our president, Mr. Wilson, brought us into it to fight the Kaiser. A year after that, people started getting sick. Not just a cold or sneeze, but something real nasty. They called it The Grippe, the Spanish Lady, influenza, or just the flu. But whatever it was, it was killing people. People who’d been fit as fiddles at breakfast were dead by suppertime.

Seeing a market to be cornered, Paw stepped up production and told everyone his stump was medicinal. No one knew what caused the flu or what could cure it, but his “remedy” sounded as good as anything else. Business was booming. The problem was delivering to houses with Quarantine signs on the windows. You couldn’t collect a bill from a dead man.

When he wasn’t bottling, Paw had found extra work at Mr. Baker’s mortuary. No one could keep up with the demand for coffins, and no one cared who was building them. Paw saved every extra penny, praying every day he’d be alive to spend it when the nightmare ended. Assuming it ever would.

Finally, by Christmas, death began to relax its terrible hold on the country. But Paw’s restlessness took hold again. Needing another fresh start, he found us a new place to live in a different neighborhood on King’s Highway. But the girls at our new school were just as mean as the others had been. Grace was still my best friend. When the city built Christy Park only a few blocks away, Grace and I would go sit in the grass and braid each other’s hair and talk about getting away from St. Louie for good—to Chicago or New York.

Finally, after tenth grade, I’d had enough of bitchy girls. Even though my grades were good, I’d learned all I cared to about Shakespeare, algebra, and the Battle of Bunker Hill. I quit going. But I was still determined to be better than them—the future wives of shopkeepers, butchers, and bakers. I wasn’t sure how I’d do it, but someday I’d come back to St. Louie and I’d stay at the Planter’s Hotel. I’d wear the latest dresses from Paris and fancy heliotrope perfume. I’d order lobster bisque, saddle of lamb, fancy cheeses, and chocolate torte at the restaurant, and I’d laugh. I was going to be somebody.
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In Paw’s mind, a move was always the solution to any problem. He was big on new beginnings and fresh starts. When he was young, it was Fredonia, Kentucky, to Dycusburg, then Dycusburg to Princeton, Princeton to Paducah, Paducah to St. Louie, and now onto even greener pastures. To Paw, that meant California.

“Even the movin’ picture studios have gone out west,” he said. “Beaches and sunshine and all the oranges we can eat!”

So once again we packed up our meager belongings. Using his new carpentry skills, Paw built crates for the still equipment out of sturdy pine boards from Mr. DePew’s lumberyard, carefully labeling it “furniture” so we could get it on the train.

“Folks found gold there once,” Paw said. “Maybe it’ll work for us. Every bootlegger in America is makin’ a killin’. Why not me?”

Union Station in St. Louie looked like a fancy castle with its turrets and stained glass windows. We were taking the AT&SF Navajo across the Southwest, and I was excited to see the painted desert and the canyons. Maw herded us all onto the train, where Grace and I sat around the lounge car or the observation car, flirting with the college boys on their way to the University of Arizona or UCLA. We let them buy us Coca-Colas or whisper sweet nothings, but with Maw and Paw only a compartment away that was as far as it went.

We’d sit with the family at the Harvey House restaurants in Emporia or Albuquerque or Barstow, wishing we had the money for chicken à la king or crab croquettes but settling for one chicken drumstick and a scoop of potato salad apiece. Paw wanted to save his flu earnings for California, so we made do.

We pulled into the La Grande Station in Los Angeles on August 8, 1923. I admired the fancy dome as we stood outside melting in the heat, waiting for a jitney bus. Paw stored our goods at a cartage and storage place not far from the depot, and we checked into a room at the Palm Hotel on 2nd Street until we could find a place to live.

I’d been enchanted during the cab ride, and now I gazed out the window of the hotel. The houses looked like little Spanish villas, and the scenery was stunning—mountains and fragrant orange groves. When the morning fog burned away, you could even see the ocean far off in the distance. Bougainvillea spilled over rock walls, and neat rows of vincas bloomed outside cottages with red tile roofs.

Paw found us a house to rent on Gower Street. No one here knew about his record, so he got a job at the Vernon Lumber Company because the owner assumed he was a vet, and Paw never corrected him. After a few months, he bought a Model A with his flu money and from the other business he worked out back.

Maw settled in, hanging drapes, planting flowers, and learning which markets had the best vegetables. Donald started fifth grade. Grace and I both went looking for jobs.

I took the streetcar downtown every day, following leads from want ads, but the answer was always no. I didn’t know typewriting or steno, and it looked like I’d end up being a dish wrestler at some hash palace. I liked the cafeteria at the Leighton Arcade on Broadway between 5th and 6th, and sometimes I stopped in for a bite. One afternoon I ordered lunch, trying to summon up the gumption to ask the manager for a job.

As I finished my turkey sandwich, a lady in a cerulean suit with a fur collar sat down next to me at the lunch counter. Her hair was jet-black, threaded with a smart white blaze in front and tucked under a baby-blue hat. And she wore Mon Boudoir perfume, applied with a delicate touch.

She ordered a Waldorf salad and a cup of tea. “Good book?” she asked.

“It’s all right,” I said. I closed the cover on my copy of Alice Adams and set it down next to my plate, on top of the want ads page full of circled jobs.

“I read The Magnificent Ambersons a few years ago. That was Tarkington too,” she said.

“I haven’t read that one yet,” I said.

“I’m Viola Murphy,” she said, smiling and extending her hand.

“Daisy DeBoe,” I said, shaking it.

“Nice to meet you, Daisy.”

She handed me her card, with navy printing on classy pebbled cream card stock. “Viola Murphy—Vi’s Harper Method Beauty Shop: Harper Method Graduate,” it said, along with an address downtown.

“What’s the Harper Method?” I asked. I’d seen the name in the paper, but it meant nothing to me.

“It’s a way of making ladies feel pampered and beautiful,” she said.

“But what is it?”

“Years ago, a woman named Martha Matilda Harper created her own hair tonic and founded a company to sell it. She began franchising her shops years ago, and I got in during the Great War.”

“How about that?” I said, impressed. “A lady with her own company. I like doing hair. I used to play with my sister Grace’s hair when we were younger—braiding it, curling it, making topknots and such. Maw wouldn’t let me color it, though. She said only harlots colored their hair.”

“She did? What did you say to that?” She paused over a forkful of apple and walnut.

“I said that Jesus was friends with Mary Magdalene.”

Smiling, she stirred sugar into her tea. “Sounds like you told her.”

“Not really,” I said. “She slapped me and told me not to talk back.”

Vi laughed out loud.

“Could you teach someone else how to do this Harper Method stuff?” I asked, genuinely curious now.

She pointed at the newspaper page full of circled ads. “If you need a job, I’d be happy to show you some hairdressing.”

“You would?”

“Of course. I was new in town once too.” She gave me a little nudge and a wink.

“I’d be mighty grateful,” I told her, taking a bite of my dill pickle spear.

“You’ve got my card,” she said when she finished. She daintily wiped her lips with her napkin. “Why don’t you come by the shop tomorrow and we’ll see what we can do?”

“Thank you. I’d like that, Miss Murphy.”

“Honey, you’re making me feel old. Please call me Vi,” she said.

She gave me a little wave on her way out. I sat and stared at the card and imagined the possibilities. With the extra money, I wouldn’t have to ask Maw and Paw every time I wanted a new dress or a new hat.

Vi’s was on Broadway, between 4th and 5th. It was an easy ride on the Red Car line. The next day I showed up at the shop, and she showed me the ropes. She taught me how to shampoo and cut hair (“Bobs are all the rage, you know!”) and how to apply the hair products she ordered from the Harper Method Founder’s Shop in Rochester, New York. I settled in, got a few regular customers, and before I knew it, I was a hairdresser.


Chapter Three


LOS ANGELES CENTRAL POST OFFICE,
October 1923





“I think you dropped this.”

At first, I only saw my pink claim slip in his hands, but then I looked up into the bluest eyes I’d ever seen.

Once a week, I’d stop by the post office at Temple and Spring for Vi, to pick up her shipments from the founder’s shop. That day I’d come by after my shift was up.

“Thanks,” I mumbled. I felt too embarrassed to say more, in case the man could see how attracted I was to his tousled light brown hair and those gorgeous eyes. I imagined that beneath his beige suit, he had a lean athletic body like a statue of a Greek god. I saw one in a book once.

“You’re welcome. You an actress?” He beamed at me, showing a dazzling white smile.

“No,” I said.

“You’re pretty enough to be an actress.”

I felt my face go hot.

Daisy DeBoe, are you blushing?

The clerk called my number, so I collected my wits and went to the counter to pick up my box. At the next counter, he bought stamps and tucked them into his jacket pocket. We finished at the same time and laughed.

“Can I buy you a cup of coffee?” he asked.

I nodded. “Sure,” I managed to squeak out.

The Owl drugstore was down the street, so we strolled there and he gallantly carried my package. Unlike me, he could have been an actor. Good-looking guy like that in Hollywood? Why isn’t he in the flickers?

“I’m Ray Martell,” he said, offering the hand that wasn’t carrying the package.

I gave it a little shake. “Daisy DeBoe,” I said as we had a seat at the lunch counter.

“Hi, Ray. What can I get you?” said the lunch counter attendant.

“Hiya, Joe,” Ray replied. “Two coffees and”—he glanced at me—“two slices of apple pie?”

“That sounds good,” I said with a smile. “You from California originally?”

“No, I was born in Minnesota. Family came over from France back in the early days when they were still fighting Injuns and trying not to get scalped. Supposedly, we go all the way back to Charles Martell the French king.”

Joe returned in a few minutes with our coffee and pie.

“We’ve got some French too, on my Paw’s side,” I said. “Do you speak French?” I poured in some sugar and stirred for a moment, my spoon tinkling against the cup.

“Nah. We had some family in Quebec, though. Visited when I was young. Could never understand what the hell they were saying. But I did love the Midwest. Ice skating, hockey games on the frozen pond, and sledding at Beard’s Plaisance.” He added some cream but no sugar, then took a bite of pie.

“Dressing up like an Eskimo every day of the year? No thanks,” I said, sipping my coffee.

His laughed. “All right, you got me,” he said. “We moved to California for the weather. How about you? Where you from?”

I told him of my roots in Kentucky, the family’s move to St. Louie, and the latest trek to California. “Now I work at Vi’s Beauty Shop on Broadway. What about you? What do you do?”

“I’m a demonstrator for Rolls-Royce,” he said, taking a sip. “I drive the cars around and show them off to people. There’s the one I’m in now.” He pointed out the window to a long shimmery silver car—the fanciest one on the block.

“Like the flicker stars drive,” I said. “Have you met any?” I took a bite of my pie.

“Sure,” he said like it was the most natural thing in the world.

“Who?”

He thought a moment. “The Talmadge sisters, Richard Barthelmess. And I personally handed Mr. Charlie Chaplin his keys.”

“Must be exciting,” I said. “Meeting the stars like that.”

We talked of our lives and our dreams for the future. Ray wanted to be an actor, like everyone in Hollywood.

“I’m going to make it big,” he said. “Just you watch. I want to buy one of those nice mansions over in Beverly Hills, with a maid and a gardener and my own personal Rolls-Royce instead of the borrowed ones I drive now.”

My dreams were a little more down to earth—I wanted to have my own shop like Vi. Then I could get some fancy business cards like hers that would say, “Daisy DeBoe— Daisy’s Harper Method Beauty Shop.” Even though the Pink Pinafore Girls were far away, I wanted to be sure that if I ever ran into another one I’d have nice clothes, a nice car, and a nice life. Then no one could make fun of me or my Kentucky roots, ever again.

Ray had an easygoing way about him, and he made me laugh. “This was fun,” he said.

“I think so too.”

“I’d like to see you again,” he said. “I hope I’m not being too forward.” He wiped his lips after his last bite of pie.

“Not too forward at all,” I said. I scribbled down my telephone number.

Our first official date was on a Saturday. Donald was watching at the window while I finished getting dressed. “You’re not gonna believe this!” he called. He let out a low whistle. “He’s driving a Rolls-Royce!”

“Donald Wilson DeBoe, you git away from that window.” Maw plumped the cushions on the ragged old couch and straightened the antimacassars on the backs of the green chairs. “Don’t embarrass yer sister.”

Ray arrived at the door with two bouquets—one for me and one for Maw. I introduced him around, and Maw and Paw gave me glowing looks. Ray and I turned to go.

“Y’all have a good time now,” Maw called.

Ray opened the car door like a gentleman, and I ran my hand over the rich leather seat—soft and creamy like Maw’s chess pie. He accelerated smoothly, rounding the turns that took us out to Santa Monica Boulevard, and we followed it to Venice Beach.

We placed bets on the monkey auto races and rode the Dentzel carousel. Then we screamed our heads off on the Blarney Racer and the Zip rollercoaster. For dinner, we ate Wiener schnitzel and potato pancakes at the Little Hungaria Café on the oceanfront promenade, and then we caught a romantic sunset ride on one of the gondolas. It was the most amazing day of my life.

On our next date, we went to Santa Monica, soaking up the sun and playing in the surf for hours. That was the first time he kissed me, in his latest demonstrator—a dove-gray, straight-off-the-line 1924 model with shiny silver knobs and fixtures.

Ray took me to the Pig ’N Whistle and bought me chocolate-covered cherries, and he always came to the door with two bouquets. Maw was charmed. She wouldn’t have been quite as happy if she’d known we were sneaking out to the speaks around town, sharing sweet kisses afterward.

He took me to meet his parents, Philip and Annie, when we went for dinner at their place on 4th Street near Beaudry. Annie made a roast chicken and buttered peas with cloverleaf rolls, with a lemon meringue pie for dessert.

“That’s an old Springfield rifle from the 3rd Minnesota Regiment,” Philip said, pointing at the old Civil War-era gun that still hung above the fireplace with pride. “My pa fought those rebs all over Kentucky. Got captured by Nathan Bedford Forrest and sent to a prison camp early on. Pa was one of the few boys who came home from there. Paid for it the rest of his life. War wounds and rheumatism.”

I didn’t dare tell him the 3rd Minnesota had camped all around Grandpappy DeBoe’s property. They’d stolen the crops and livestock and burned the barn down for firewood, the vultures. Ray and I gave each other a look, then I made up a story about being from St. Louie originally.

When Annie looked at me, I felt like she knew I was a fraud—that my people were rebs and jailbirds. I’d worked hard to lose my Kentucky accent, but every once in a while, I’d surprise myself when a short word came out with a long drawl or a “y’all” escaped without my thinking about it. Maybe she was just overprotective because Ray was her only son, but I wasn’t sure.

One night Ray and I took a walk on the beach in Santa Monica before he parked the car overlooking the waves. We both knew it was time. My hands shook as I unbuttoned his shirt buttons and slowly kissed my way down his chest. He lay back with his eyes closed, from time to time pulling me up to kiss his lips instead. Then he decided he could wait no longer and placed my hand over the V on his trousers. He moved beneath it, beckoning me to free him from the barrier that kept us apart. I did and he moaned a little.

“You’re a wicked girl, Daisy DeBoe,” he whispered. “Don’t know if I can wait much longer.”

I was having trouble waiting myself, although I wasn’t sure what for. I pulled up my dress and slip and unhooked my stockings from their garters. Ray grabbed me as I giggled, flipped me onto my back on the seat, and showed me my prize. Rather than feeling scared, I considered it a big adventure, even though it hurt like hell.

The next morning, as the sun glinted through the blinds, I lay in bed thinking.

Grace turned to face me and propped her head up on her hand. “How was your date?” she said. “Paw was pacing. Must have been pretty good.”

“I could ask you the same thing,” I said. Grace had a new fellow too.

“Come on,” she said. “Sisters tell each other everything! I told you.”

“All right,” I said, sitting up and pulling the covers over my legs. I couldn’t hold the news in anymore. “We did it.”

“How was it?”

“Grace, it hurt so bad.”

“Yeah, it does. But it gets better the more you do it. Trust me. Charlie and me just keep practicing and practicing.” She raised a suggestive eyebrow.

“Don’t you dare tell Maw and Paw,” I said.

“That goes double for you.”

Charlie Black was a plumber our neighbor Mr. Grovier had recommended when a big clog in our bathroom sink needed attention. He was a looker with a mop of dark hair and dark eyes, and Grace hovered around him like a schoolgirl. His voice was flat and Midwestern, no-nonsense, and full of familiar slang. “Could you hand me that wrench from my bag?” he’d ask, then he’d chuckle as Grace handed him a pipe holder instead.

Charlie flirted with her, but rather than getting protective Paw was amused. After he found out Charlie was originally from Missouri, he was practically family. Before he left that first afternoon, Charlie had our telephone number.

When Paw had problems with the still pipes clogging, he dared to ask his new friend for assistance.

“Hard water,” Charlie said. “It’s real bad here. Causes scale in the pipes. I’ve got something I can use to clean them out.”

In return for his help, Paw cut Charlie in for some product and a percentage of the profits. To hear Grace tell it, Charlie was quite good at laying pipe.

I wasn’t sure what it was, but something about Charlie rubbed me the wrong way. He seemed a little too friendly. A little too polite. A little too nice not to be up to something. But it didn’t matter what I thought, though. Paw liked him, and Grace was in love. They got engaged, then hitched in November of 1923.

Seeing Grace and Charlie tie the knot gave Ray ideas, and that Christmas he popped the question too. We got ourselves a Presbyterian minister to say our service in March of 1924 and rented an apartment in a buff-colored stucco bungalow court on East 20th Street. It wasn’t much, but it was home.


Chapter Four


Summer 1924





We celebrated our marriage by buying a living room set and a new bed at Barker Brothers. I hung curtains and planted begonias in little pots for the front step.

Nearly two years flew by. Two years of hamburger steaks and mashed potatoes for dinner, seeing flickers at the State or Grauman’s Rialto downtown, and visiting with Philip and Annie or with Maw and Paw. Evenings, we played checkers or I’d read to Ray from Fitzgerald or Sinclair Lewis.

I still loved my job. I’d mastered shingle haircuts, which were all the rage, but Ray kept trying to audition for parts and not getting them. And his personality began to change. He wasn’t as happy. He wasn’t as easygoing. He wasn’t as romantic or affectionate. He went to work, he came home, and he was often out of sorts.

And then came 1926. At the time, I had no idea how this one year would alter things so completely for all of us. First there was the phone call while I was cooking breakfast.

“Daisy, it’s me, Grace. Paw’s been arrested.”

Oh no. My stomach lurched and I felt faint.

“What for?” I said, knowing what the answer would be. I turned down the heat on the bacon.

“Something about the Wright Act.”

“What in blazes is the Wright Act?” I said.

“Transporting liquor. We hired a lawyer, Mr. Kinney. He said it’s something California passed before Prohibition. Some friends of Charlie’s said they’d buy a big load, so Paw packed up the car and headed out. He got a flat. A patrolman pulled up to help, and before Paw could stop him he went rooting in the back seat for a jack. And pulled at the old blanket covering the bottles.”

“What about the still?” I asked, panicked.

“Don’t worry. Charlie moved it before anybody found it.”

I breathed a quick sigh of relief. “Has he got a sentencing date yet?”

“Maw and I are going to see him right now,” she said. “I’ll let you know the minute I find out. I’ve got to go.”

I offered to help her with money for bail or the lawyer, then put the phone back on the hook. At the sentencing, Ray held my hand as they carted Paw off to jail. What must the Martells have thought of their in-laws? Hillbillies, first off, and now I had a jailbird for a dad. Again. Paw got thirty days for possession, forty-five days for the intended sale, and a one-dollar fine.

They paroled him after a month, and he was out by May, but he was way more careful after that and always kept a jack in the front seat—just in case.

As I made my mark at the beauty shop, things at home didn’t look so rosy anymore. Ray wasn’t himself. He hadn’t liked his Rolls job before, but now he loathed it. Only the money kept him there. He wasn’t getting any screen tests, and when he did he wasn’t what they were looking for. He came home at night, bringing his anger and frustration with him. He’d had black moods before, but now they were an everyday occurrence. He’d never been a big drinker either, but all that changed. He’d pick up hooch somewhere, but never from Paw—I assumed because he didn’t want me to know exactly how much he was drinking.

And although neither of us had ever been especially religious, he began reading his Bible. A lot. And concentrating on things like “Wives, submit yourselves to your husbands, as to the Lord.”

When was the last time I’d even cracked open the good book? I tried to remember if that was one of the Ten Commandments—honor your husband or some such. Maw and Paw had raised me Baptist, but I couldn’t abide all the fire and brimstone. If I’d known I was marrying some Bible-thumper like Billy Sunday, I damned sure wouldn’t have let him put that ring on my finger in the first place. What had happened to the handsome devil with the twinkle in his eye and the touch that set me on fire? The one who made me laugh? Because this wasn’t him.

I’d serve his chicken or his pork chop and he’d glare at me over the table as he picked at his plate.

“Don’t you like it?” I’d ask.

“It’s all right,” he’d say.

“I can make you something else, if you want.”

“No. It’s fine.”

“Ray, honestly. It’s no trouble. I can fix you a steak...”

“I said it’s fine, Daisy.”

I’d shut my mouth and take another spoonful of potatoes, and that was the end of the discussion. Only it never was. The tension remained, and I could never tell what might set him off—not putting enough starch in his shirts, overcooking his vegetables, not doing the dishes immediately after dinner (even though I’d been on my feet all day), or being too tired for sex. The only thing that cheered me up was going into work.

Business at Vi’s remained brisk with the surge of bobs still going strong, and Maybelle was one of my regulars. She had lovely hair—naturally wavy chestnut with auburn lights shimmering through it. Nice silky texture too. Maybelle was also a decent tipper, especially when she found out where I was from.

“Paducah?” she said. “Why, I’m from Brookport, right across the river!” We got along like bees and blossoms after that.

I still remember the day she changed my life. We were chatting about flickers.

“Daisy, have you seen The American Venus with Esther Ralston?”

“It was wonderful, wasn’t it?” I said.

She lowered her voice and touched my arm. “I don’t see why you’re wasting yourself here, Daisy. You’ve got such a wonderful gift for hair. You should be working at one of the studios. Playing with Madge Bellamy’s hair. Or Bessie Love’s. Or even Mary Pickford’s!” She lowered her voice even further. “Bet they pay better too.”

She quieted down while I was shampooing her, but as I worked in the lather I thought about what she’d said. As I began to trim the ends from her bob with my scissors, I asked her, “You don’t know anyone at the studios, do you, Maybelle?”

She got a devilish gleam in her eye. “Funny you should ask, dear. My husband knows some people at Famous Players-Lasky.”
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“You want hair and makeup,” the guard told me. He pointed down the lane and showed me where to turn.

It had taken Maybelle’s husband a few weeks to pull strings, mostly because of the recent merger. It had been hard breaking the news to Vi. I was so grateful to her for everything. But the thought of working at one of the studios was too tempting to resist.

She hugged me and wished me the best. “Oh, honey, this is an amazing opportunity,” she said. “You’ll be wonderful. I just know it.”

Big changes were afoot when I arrived at the lot on my first day. The studio had been a fixture at Selma and Vine for years before I got there, but when I reported for work, they had me go south a ways to Marathon Avenue. The studio was expanding and taking over a lot nearby that had belonged to United. Plus, two workmen had put up scaffolding and were painting over the old name, changing it from Famous Players-Lasky to Paramount.

The buildings were the usual California Mediterranean style, with whitewashed stucco walls, tile roofs, dramatic arches, and sculptural details outside. I strolled past them. On the one hand, I was excited to see my new workplace, but on the other, I didn’t want to hurry too much so I could soak up all the excitement of being smack-dab in the middle of it all.

The lot was like nowhere I’d ever been in my life. It was full of important-looking men in suits, secretaries hurrying to and fro, and extras wearing everything from French revolution-era coats, breeches, and buckled shoes, to Plains Indians regalia, to Roman centurion helmets, tunics, and sandals. The women wore long hoop skirts with petticoats, gowns with high nipped-in Empire waists, or Greek togas.

Like Vi’s, you could smell the place as you approached it, from the various shampoos, tonics, and lotions the hairdressers were using to the burning smell of marcel irons being tested on paper and found to be too hot. I stopped short in front of the door marked Salon and tugged on it, then went inside. I stood for a moment to let my eyes adjust from the bright sunshine outside to the darker inside with bright lights over the preparation stations.

One older woman moved and spoke with authority. She was a little shorter and plumper than me, with a graying cap of curls. I approached her first.

“I’m Daisy DeBoe. I start work today,” I said. My heart almost pounded out of my rib cage when I saw who was in her chair. Gloria Swanson turned her head impatiently to see what the interruption was and fixed those icy blue eyes on me.

“I’m Edna,” the stylist said. “You can put your stuff over there.” She was obviously distracted and eager to get back to Miss Swanson, so I tiptoed over to my designated vanity.

A woman approached me. She was younger than Edna, and her dark hair was cut into a shaped, shiny bob. “Hi, Daisy. I’m Ruth,” she said, shaking my hand. “I’ll give you the lowdown. Edna calls the shots around here, but as you can see, she’s a little busy. Nobody interrupts her when she’s working on Miss Swanson or Miss Negri. You can get fired for it. But they’ll give you a break because you’re new.”

I nervously snapped open my train case, full of the tools of my trade. Then I waited for some direction.

When she was done and Miss Swanson had strutted off to the set, Edna waddled over to me and held out her hand. “Glad to see a new face around here,” she said. “Sorry I wasn’t able to give you my full attention earlier, but the marquise is quite particular about not being interrupted.” She shook her head. “She got married last year to some French guy with a title. Henri de la Falaise, the Marquis de la Coudraye. I swear. It’s made her insufferable. You’ll soon learn you’ve got a pretty mixed bag as far as the stars we work on here. Most of them are as nice as the day is long. Real salt-of-the-earth folks like you and me. They’re friendly, they don’t complain, and they know we’re here to do our jobs, same as them.”

“Good to know,” I said.

“Which makes up for the other 10 percent who aren’t like that,” she continued. “Either they were born rich and have treated people like servants for years, or they used to be working class like us and changed the minute they earned a cool mill.”

“Anybody in particular I need to watch out for?” I asked. “Other than...” I watched Miss Swanson’s retreating figure.

“Pola Negri,” she spat out, like the name was poison. “Mind your p’s and q’s with both of them. Make sure to call Miss Swanson ‘Marquise.’ That’s most important. With the Polack or whatever she is, try not to talk at all. You can never tell what might set her off. Come on, I’ll show you the ropes.”

We got right to work. Edna was a wonderful teacher.

“So the secret of the Chinese queue?” she said as she demonstrated for me on an extra. “Vegetable oil. Comb it through before you start—it gives the hair a nice gloss, and it makes it easier to manage as you’re braiding. Real smooth, see?”

She was right. After we finished the queue (her braiding and me watching), we moved onto the next extra, who sat quietly, waiting for his treatment.

“Wigs are a pain in the keister, but something you have to know how to do. Especially during period pictures, because you’ll have to do so many at a time. Gene here is working on Nell Gwynn with Dorothy Gish, so we’re going to make sure he looks good.” She patted him on the shoulder affectionately, then turned back to me. “First you build the thing, then you powder it. Pay attention.”

She rummaged in her drawer and pulled out some netting, which she fitted onto his head. “I take this netting, wrap it around, and pin it. Make a couple folds and pin them too.” She gathered the netting and pinned it right near Gene’s scalp. “See how I’m marking the hairline? Now cut it about an inch below the mark.”

She pulled the netting off his head.

“Next, bias tape from the fabric store.” She grabbed it out of the vanity and stitched it around the edges. She also inserted some boning and stitched it in as well. “Let me know if you get low on supplies. I go once a week to pick them up. If you don’t know how to sew, this would be a good time to learn.”

She opened one of several drawers that contained human hair. Each drawer had a different color. “See all this hair we’ve already got trimmed? We’re going to have to attach it. So we sew it onto the cap. Start at the bottom, and watch your hairline area. Otherwise it might look strange. Temples too. Very important.”

I moved in a little closer to watch her. It was a long, involved process, but Edna was patient and I was determined to learn. Her stitches were tight, straight, and even.

“Now,” she continued, “comb out the hair, very gently, and do some pin curls to match the specifics we get from the drawings they give us.” She pointed at the diagram, then showed me how she was styling it.

After she was done curling it, she placed the capful of hair back on Gene. “Looks good so far. Now we have to make sure the damned thing will stay on his head. You don’t want him bowing to the king and having his wig fall off.” She pulled it off again. “I’ll put some loops underneath and then thread some string through here.” She whipstitched a couple holes, then fed a length of string through them. “We’ll tighten it and tie it off when we get it on his head so we can see how snug it needs to be.

“Next step is powdering. First, give it the tiniest bit of baby oil.” She rubbed some oil on her hands and then over the wig hair. “Just enough so the powder has something to stick to. But dear God, don’t overdo it. You’re powdering a wig, not baking a cake. Too much oil and it’ll turn into a mess, and you’ll have to start all over. Cost overruns add up. Bad for the studio.”

I nodded, watching her technique.

“Put a little on your hands, Don’t pour it directly on the wig. We use talcum powder. It’s easy and cheap. They used to use a fireplace bellows to get it where it needed to go, but it goes all over the place and you end up wasting a lot. So make sure you get all the nooks and crannies.”

She took handfuls and handfuls of powder and blew them onto the wig from different angles until she was satisfied. Then she shook the wig to get all the excess off, held it up like it was a prize jewel, and gave me a big smile.

“See? Perfect. Here, Gene.” She placed the cap on his head one last time, pulled the string together with a small knot at the back, then turned to me. “Don’t forget the icing on the cake. Those old-fashioned fellows always had a ribbon tying back their hair, so we give them a real pretty one.” She grabbed a length of navy-blue ribbon out of her drawer and tied it with a loose bow.

Edna taught me everything: how to tame cowlicks and widow’s peaks, how to create moustaches and muttonchops out of crepe hair, how to use toupée tape to keep hairpieces in place, and even how to use skullcaps to create baldness. Turning hair gray for aging people was an art in itself.

“For God’s sake, use aluminum powder or Zauder’s white liquid mascaro. Greasepaint is too messy! Believe me, I’ve tried it,” she said.

After I settled in at the salon, I began learning that almost no one in flickers used their real names. I’d always liked Daisy—it suited me. But I didn’t want to change to Martell professionally. With Ray acting so squirrely, I wasn’t ready to call our marriage quits yet, but I suppose I wanted my success to be uniquely mine, just in case. I liked my double D, but “DeBoe” sat there like a hunk of dry cornbread on a plate. Then I realized that by changing only one letter, I could add polish and panache. Daisy DeVoe sounded like a woman with a taste for adventure—an aviatrix or a race car driver.

“Thar’s been DeBoes in this country for generations,” Paw said sadly. “Ain’t no DeVoes but you.”

But Maw glowed. “It do have a certain ring to it, Paw,” she said.

I thought so too.
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