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Praise for The Manhattan Girls:

‘The Manhattan Girls completely stole me away … Paul slips inside her characters brilliantly, blending fact and fiction so seamlessly it’s impossible to tell where one ends and the other begins. A total treat … I loved it.’

Eve Chase, author of The Birdcage

‘A stunning tour de force. A potent cocktail of brilliant characterisation, pacy elegant writing, and mesmerising drama as four wildly clever, talented women negotiate the perils of Jazz Age New York. LOVED it!’

Tracy Rees, author of The Rose Garden

‘The Manhattan Girls pulled me into the dazzling world of prohibition New York and didn’t let me go … an utterly brilliant, entirely compulsive read. A seductive, heady triumph.’

Jenny Ashcroft, author of Under the Golden Sun

‘If ever we needed escapism it is now, and The Manhattan Girls does that perfectly, whisking you instantly away to the glittering world of 1920s New York … A sparkling read in so many ways!’

Liz Trenow, author of Under a Wartime Sky

‘I loved this funny and moving novel about the bonds of friendship.’

Fiona Valpy, author of The Storyteller of Casablanca

‘Oozing with passion and wit, and with Gill’s trademark talent for getting under the skin of her characters, this is a story for those who enjoy their novels with a side order of gin, jazz, and sass. An absolute treat!’

Hazel Gaynor, author of The Bird in the Bamboo Cage

‘Sizzling and compulsive … Gill Paul expertly conjures the brilliant and brittle world of Dorothy Parker and her contemporaries.’

Maggie Brookes, author of The Prisoner’s Wife

‘A riveting novel about friendship’s power to carry women through the grand highs and heartbreaking lows of 1920s New York.’

Georgie Blalock, author of The Last Debutantes
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Cast List

Professions and status given are as in 1921, when this novel begins.

THE BRIDGE CLUB

Jane Grant, reporter at the New York Times, married to Harold Ross (qv)

Dorothy “Dottie” Parker, writer of short stories and poems, famous wit

Winifred Lenihan, Broadway actress

Margaret “Peggy” Leech, advertising sales agent at Condé Nast

OTHER ALGONQUIN HABITUÉS

Alec Woollcott, drama critic at the New York Times

Harold Ross, writer and editor, married to Jane Grant (qv)

Franklin Pierce Adams, known as FPA, newspaper columnist

Bob Benchley, freelance writer

Heywood Broun, writer for the New York Tribune, married to Ruth Hale (qv)

Ruth Hale, feminist and freelance feature writer, married to Heywood Broun (qv)

George Kaufman, drama editor at the New York Times

Marc Connelly, playwright and drama critic

Helen Hayes, actress

Edna Ferber, novelist

Charlie MacArthur, reporter for the New York American

Frank Case, manager of the Algonquin

BOOTLEGGERS

Arnold Rothstein, gangster whose associates include Lucky

Luciano, Legs Diamond, and Meyer Lansky

Larry Fay, gangster

EXTRAS

Edwin “Eddie” Pond Parker, stockbroker and husband of Dottie Parker (qv)

Woodrow Wilson, terrier belonging to Dottie Parker (qv)

Max, agent of Winifred Lenihan (qv)

Tony Soma, speakeasy owner

Neysa McMein, magazine cover illustrator

Jack Baragwanath, miner

Peter Costello, motion picture distributor

Hawley Truax, businessman

Carr Van Anda, managing editor at the New York Times

Herbert Swope, editor at the New York World

Alvan Barach, doctor and psychoanalyst

Elinor Wylie, poet

Bill Benét, associate editor of the Literary Review of the New York Evening Post

Eva Le Gallienne, actress

Raoul Fleischmann, heir to a baking company

Tommy Smith, editor at Boni & Liveright publishers

Seward Collins, socialite

Ralph Pulitzer, publisher of the New York World


   
Chapter 1

JANE

Jane Grant squeezed into a wooden Bell Telephone cubicle in the lobby of the Algonquin Hotel, took her reporter’s notebook from her worn leather satchel, and dialed the number of the New York Times copy desk. While she was waiting for the switchboard to put her through, she took off her hat and smoothed back some wayward strands of brown hair, then lit a Lucky Strike, screwing her eyes against the smoke.

“I’ve got a story for tomorrow, page two,” she said when someone answered.

“Ready for you,” a young man’s voice replied.

Jane began: “Ruth Hale, founder of women’s rights organization the Lucy Stone League—”

“Is that H-a-i-l?” the voice interrupted.

She tutted with exasperation. “Don’t you read the news? She’s a well-known journalist.”

“Never heard of her,” he said.

“H-a-l-e,” she spelled out, then continued, “has won an important legal victory by getting a real estate deed issued in her maiden name rather than her married name.”

“What’s her married name? Should I put that in?”

“Lord, give me strength!” Jane exclaimed. “The whole point of the Lucy Stone League is to campaign against women being forced to take their husbands’ names.”

“Why don’t they want to?” He sounded puzzled.

“How long have you been on the job?” The standard of copytakers at the paper was haphazard but she had never come across one quite as clueless.

“It’s my first week. Second day, in fact.” He sounded proud.

“Did no one test your general knowledge at the interview?”

“I didn’t have an interview,” he said. “My uncle got me the job. He’s a chief sub.”

“Figures.” Jane tapped a column of ash into an amber glass ashtray with the hotel’s logo on the bottom. “Well, if you want to make it to your third day, you’d better sharpen up. Savvy?”

The blatant nepotism made her cross. She’d had little help as she clawed her way up to become the first female reporter in the paper’s history. Nothing about it had been easy; she’d gotten there by bringing in more stories and working longer hours than anyone else. Her male colleagues were still disparaging, calling her “Fluff,” but at least she got sent out on proper news now and wasn’t just covering society balls and the new season’s hemline.

She dictated the rest of her story to the youngster on the other end, telling him he was “dumb as they come” when he said he hadn’t realized the Nineteenth Amendment gave women the vote. She stubbed out her cigarette with gusto at the end.

After hanging up, she walked through to the hotel’s Rose Room. It was empty, apart from a group of her friends spilling messily out of a booth at one end, as if the room had been tipped on its side and they’d tumbled in a heap. Their chairs were encroaching into the passage to the kitchen so waiters had to squeeze past, balancing trays on their shoulders, as they set tables for dinner.

At one end of the booth Harold Ross, her husband of not quite a year, was sitting with their friend Alec Woollcott, the New York Times drama critic. She stopped to plant a kiss on Harold’s gnarled forehead, and listened to a snatch of their conversation.

“You’ve got the wrong idea about thanatopsis,” Harold said. “It’s from the Greek ‘thanatos,’ meaning death, and ‘opsis,’ meaning view. It’s not a wish for death but a meditation on it.”

“Ah, but you’re forgetting …” Alec began, and Jane stepped back. The pair of them loved their long-winded highbrow debates, in which neither would back down, and she preferred to steer clear.

At the other end of the table, Dorothy Parker beckoned and moved up to make space for her on a banquette, so she squeezed through the crowd and shuffled in.

Dottie was resplendent in a green spring hat and black feather boa, smothered in her customary cloud of chypre perfume, a mossy, woody scent that always reminded Jane of embalming fluid in an undertaker’s parlor. Jane never wore scent and dressed in practical clothes without any fripperies, but that didn’t stop her from admiring Dottie’s style.

“They’re starting a Saturday night poker club for men,” Dottie told her, gesturing toward Harold and Alec. “I should get Eddie to join. Maybe they would teach him how to flush.” She flicked her feather boa over her shoulder, hitting the face of a man Jane didn’t recognize, who batted it away with a snicker. Dottie often made her husband, Eddie, the butt of jokes; it was no wonder he chose not to socialize with their crowd.

Jane felt a pang of worry about the poker club. Harold loved poker but he was terrible at it. She’d met him at a poker game in Paris in 1918, when she was a volunteer for the YMCA and he was managing editor of the US Armed Forces’ newspaper, Stars and Stripes. He’d thrown that game because he lost concentration when he started flirting with her, and he’d had bad luck at cards ever since.

“Harold will lose his shirt again,” she said out loud.

“And no one wants to see that,” Dottie murmured.

She was forever sniping about Harold’s lack of physical charms, but Jane ignored her. It was just Dottie being Dottie. Someone passed her a hip flask and she sniffed the contents before pouring an inch into a glass. She guessed from the amber color it was whiskey, although you’d never have known from the taste or smell. The Algonquin hadn’t served alcohol since Prohibition became law the previous year, but the staff turned a blind eye if you brought your own.

There was a cheer from the other end of the table, and Alec stood and tapped the rim of his glass with a spoon to demand silence. He had taken his jacket off and Jane was reminded of Dottie’s cruel but accurate description of his figure: “Like a beer barrel on stumps.”

“A decision has been reached. Henceforth, the Saturday night poker club will be called the Thanatopsis Pleasure and Literary Club, and it will take place at an upstairs room of this establishment, courtesy of the long-suffering management.”

Jane rolled her eyes at Dottie, mocking the pomposity of the announcement. Typical Alec!

“Can we girls come and watch?” called an ingénue she hadn’t seen before, who was wearing something that looked more like a peach satin negligee than a day dress.

“Men only,” Alec replied. “Women ruin poker. They can’t control their emotions.”

Winifred Lenihan, the Broadway actress, was sitting opposite Jane and Dottie. “Gee!” she commented. “I thought that’s what I did every night when I walked out onstage.”

Alec raised his glass to her. “You’re the exception, my dear, but you still can’t join our game.”

“Why don’t we start our own Saturday night club, just for girls?” Jane suggested. “I fancy learning bridge. How about you, Dottie?”

Dottie shrugged: “Why not? So long as you have low stakes for the unemployed.” She had lost her job the previous year and was still sore about it.

“I was in the bridge club at Vassar,” said Peggy Leech, a bookish friend of theirs who worked for Condé Nast. “I’d be happy to teach you.”

“I play a little,” Winifred chipped in quickly. “Can I join you?”

“That’s a four then,” Jane said. She hardly knew Winifred, but she would make up the numbers. “Shall we take turns to host? I don’t want to be here at the Gonk, with the poker club upstairs. Speakeasies are too noisy and coffee shops are too dry.”

“Fine by me. I’ll host the first,” Dottie offered. “Next Saturday?”

“Are you sure Eddie won’t mind?” Jane asked. “He might not approve of his home being invaded.”

“Mind? Are you kidding?” Dottie said. “With Winifred Lenihan in his parlor, he’ll surely lose his mind … which would be no bad thing, come to think of it.”

Winifred smiled politely. She was beautiful, Jane thought, with gray-green eyes and bone structure like a Classical sculpture. She never felt jealous of good-looking women; to be so perfect must be a burden.

A stout woman in a beige check suit edged toward the table clutching a notebook and pen, her gaze fixed on Dottie.

“Pah-don me for interrupting, Mrs. Pah-ker,” she said, with the dropped r’s and long ah’s of a Boston accent. “I’ve been waiting all evening for a chance to ask for your autograph and now we have to leave to catch our train and …” She was flustered, her words speeding up as if she didn’t want to waste their time. “I would just never forgive myself if I missed the chance. I’m such a big fan of all those witty, clever things you say. I always read them in the papers.”

Before Dottie could reply, Alec Woollcott chipped in: “Are you sure you don’t want my autograph too? Anything remotely funny I’ve ever said has been attributed to Mrs. Parker.”

Dottie ignored him and took the book and pen, smiling sweetly. She scribbled her signature on a blank page and handed it back, saying, “Don’t believe what you read in the papers. These scoundrels are the types who write them.” She waved a hand vaguely in Alec’s direction.

The woman muttered her thanks, almost knocking over a chair as she backed away, and for a moment Jane thought she was going to bow, as if to royalty.

Dottie turned to Alec: “Don’t you know, dear, that attribution is the sincerest form of flattery?”

“Is Mrs. Parker being nice?” he replied. “I’d have thought you would disapprove of flattery.”

“A little is fine,” Dottie said. “So long as you don’t swallow.”

AS JANE AND Harold took a trolley home that evening, she told him about the young New York Times copy-taker who hadn’t realized women had been given the vote. “I could tell from his tone that he wasn’t keen on the idea.”

“Goddamn punk had no idea who he was talking to,” Harold said. “I hope you showed no mercy.”

“Not a lot.” She chuckled. “When did I get to be so fierce?”

“It’s your Kansas spirit. Cattle and women: they breed ’em tough.” He slung an arm around her shoulder. “You don’t mind about our poker game, do you, mushkins? I hear you girls are starting one of your own.”

Jane sucked air through her teeth. “I worry whenever I hear you’re playing poker, sweetest. We’re supposed to be saving money, not doling it out to our friends.”

Their first plan was to get a home of their own and move out of the cramped, down-at-heel apartment they were sharing. The next plan was to start a new magazine with Harold as editor. It was his long-cherished dream, and Jane was excited to be a partner in the venture. They had agreed they would live on her New York Times salary and save his entire pay as a writer at the humor magazine Judge until they achieved their goals.

“In the spirit of matrimonial compromise, I promise I’ll walk away from the table if my losses ever reach five dollars. How about that?”

“Five dollars a week is two hundred and sixty dollars a year,” she replied.

He laughed and punched her jokingly on the arm. “Oh ye of little faith!”

She persevered: “We could have used that money to eat out once in a while, instead of me rushing home every evening to cook dinner.”

It was a chore having to shop for and prepare a meal every evening, especially since she often had to head back to the office afterward to tie up loose ends before the morning paper went to press. She could see why most women gave up work when they got married; she was worn out trying to combine the two.

Harold whirled her around and kissed her on the lips. “I’ll buy you a steak dinner with my first winnings,” he promised.

Jane bit back the retort on the tip of her tongue. She didn’t want to be a nag. “Hey, why don’t you invite Eddie Parker to your Thanatopsis poker club?” she asked instead. “Dottie’s worried he doesn’t feel part of the Algonquin scene.”

“I don’t think he’d feel part of any scene,” Harold replied, “unless he managed to find a shoal of dead fish floating in the harbor.”

Jane snorted with laughter. Eddie was certainly lacking in the personality department. He was handsome, granted, but it remained a mystery to her friends why Dottie had married a stockbroker.

Jane dreaded going back to their rundown West Village apartment, where there was no room to swing a rat and plenty of rats to swing, but at least she was married to the smartest, funniest man she had ever met, and that counted for everything.


   
Chapter 2

DOTTIE

Let me get this straight,” Eddie said. “You want to bring a bunch of broads around to guzzle my hooch? Why don’t you get a job and buy your own?”

He was slumped in an armchair, his shirt unbuttoned and his face shiny with perspiration. Dottie thought he had never looked less attractive. She crouched to pet her terrier, Woodrow Wilson, and immediately he rolled onto his back begging for his tummy to be rubbed, legs spread like a two-dollar hooker.

“Look at Woodrow,” she said. “Reckon we could get work for him at Polly Adler’s house of ill repute?”

Eddie didn’t glance over. He topped up his whiskey glass and took a slurp, without adding water, then launched into a diatribe that sounded as if he’d been rehearsing it all evening. “The thing I liked about you before we married was that you were a working girl with a good job and plenty of gumption. But then you got smug and arrogant and reckoned you could say what you liked because you were irreplaceable. And guess what? Turns out you weren’t.”

Dottie didn’t argue because everything he said was true. She had gotten swept away with the power of being Vanity Fair’s theater critic, swanning off to premieres and theatrical soirees with a sense of entitlement, and scribbling off a review just moments before the copy deadline. At first she’d tried to give an honest opinion but often couldn’t resist a little mischief for the sake of a sassy punch line. For one show, she’d recommended that audience members bring along knitting to occupy them; for another, instead of reviewing the play, she’d written a detailed description of the woman fidgeting in the next row.

When her boss invited her for lunch at the Plaza Hotel, she was planning to ask him for a raise—and then he dropped the bombshell that they were replacing her. He denied it was because she had trashed three big Broadway shows in a row—shows that spent a lot on advertising in Condé Nast publications. He denied it was because she’d likened the wife of one bigwig producer to an erotic revue dancer. But she was sacked all the same.

Her best buddy, Bob Benchley, walked out in support, and they rented a tiny office together, setting themselves up as “Freelance Writers.” She planned to concentrate on verse and short stories, but when she stared at the blank page in her typewriter, the ideas wouldn’t come—and if they did, the words sounded trite and pathetic on rereading. She’d had a few pieces published, but her main achievement since launching herself as freelance was the ability to toss scrunched-up paper into the bin from six feet away, with unerring accuracy.

Maybe she wasn’t cut out to be a writer; maybe entertaining friends with one-liners was the most she was capable of. That woman who asked for her autograph in the Algonquin had only heard of her because Franklin Pierce Adams, known to all as FPA, often quoted her in his “Conning Tower” column at the New York Tribune, but sadly no one paid for her bon mots. She and Eddie were living off his salary, and it was clear he wasn’t ecstatic about it from the lecture that was still droning on.

She went to bed before him that evening but was wide awake when he turned in, his weight on the mattress tipping her sideways. He pulled at the quilt so she was partly uncovered and started snoring with a squeee sound almost as soon as his head hit the pillow.

This would have been the ideal time to start a family, she mused, if only they were getting along well enough for some marital whoopee. Eddie had an idea that he wanted to move back to his hometown of Hartford, Connecticut, to raise his children, but that sounded like hell on earth to Dottie, who considered herself a New Yorker to the marrow. It was a sore subject between them, one of many.

Truth was, as she confided to Jane, they’d only been married five minutes when he went to war in 1917 and then he arrived back two years later seeming a different person from the smooth-talking guy she’d met on vacation in Branford. That man had been handsome, well dressed, irreverent, and sexy. In his company she’d felt her brain turn to mush, her heart turn to liquid, and her insides catch fire—all the well-trod clichés come true. The wedding day was quiet—her parents were long dead, and his family didn’t approve because she was part Jewish—but she was still fizzing with happiness and cheap champagne.

And then the United States entered the war and Eddie signed up for the ambulance service without so much as asking if she minded, and he was gone before she could blink. Two years later it was as if they’d sent back a different man; as if she’d put a suit in the French cleaners and when she picked it up they handed her one that looked similar but was older and saggier and had lost all the characteristics she once loved. Somehow she had to fix their marriage, to rediscover the man he used to be, but she was clueless where to start.

She had the idea that if she fell pregnant, they’d work things out … but if there was ever a stirring in his pants these days, it sure didn’t happen when she was around. Was it the booze causing his lack of interest? Was it the war? Or was it just her?

EDDIE INSISTED ON heading out come Saturday rather than hang around for the first girls’ bridge night. Dottie tried to persuade him to stay and say hello—“My friends think you’re an imaginary husband,” she joked—but he insisted her set didn’t like him, and none of her protestations would persuade him otherwise.

“Where’s Eddie?” Jane asked, glancing around the room.

“He’s got a date with his dear friends Haig & Haig,” Dottie told her. “They’re so close they’re inseparable.”

Jane gave her a quick hug, then pulled back. “Dottie, there’s poop on your carpet,” she scolded.

“Don’t blame me, it’s not mine,” Dottie said, remembering she’d forgotten to take Woodrow Wilson for his constitutional earlier.

Jane ripped off a sheet of newspaper and picked up the offending turd, taking it to the bathroom to flush away.

Dottie bent to pet Woodrow. “We think humans are more intelligent than dogs, but I’d say they’ve got the edge since they’ve got us cleaning up their shit.”

Peggy arrived straight after, clutching a tray covered with a tea towel. “A few canapés,” she said as she handed it over. “To save you the bother.”

Frankly, Dottie hadn’t considered providing food. She had set out a bottle of Eddie’s bootleg gin and a jug of lemonade on her card table, along with four mismatching tumblers. Wasn’t that enough for a hostessing gold star?

“Did anyone give Winifred the address?” Jane asked, glancing at her watch.

“I did,” Peggy said. “Don’t worry, she’ll be here.”

“I scarcely know her,” Dottie said. “Is she more than just a pretty face? There are so many of them these days, you can’t leave home without bumping into a few blocking the sidewalk as they toss their Shirley Temple curls.”

Peggy smiled. “Trust me, you’ll like her. She’ll laugh at your jokes.”

“The surefire way to my heart,” Dottie agreed, pouring them each a drink.

“How do you know her?” Jane asked Peggy, taking a sip and wincing at the strength of the concoction.

“From the Gonk,” Peggy said. “We were sitting next to each other one night and the men were being bores, so we swapped life stories. She’s Brooklyn Irish, unpretentious, and sharp as a needle.”

Dottie didn’t often chat with women at the Gonk, apart from Jane and Peggy. She couldn’t abide the novelist Edna Ferber, who had a grating manner and a grossly inflated self-opinion; she had no time for the posturing of the women who flocked around actress Tallulah Bankhead, declaring themselves bisexual as if it were a new religion and they were the only ones who would be saved on Judgment Day; then there were the feminists, such as Ruth Hale, who needed to be imbibed in small doses, like schoolmarms whose hearts were in the right place but whose hectoring manner left her mildly nauseated after a while.

There was a knock on the door and Dottie answered to find Winifred standing outside, breathless. “Speak of the devil,” she said, noticing that although Winifred looked fashionable in a navy-blue jersey dress with a sailor-tie collar, her hair was mussed and her eyeliner was smudged beneath one eye.

“Sorry to be late,” she said, sitting down to catch her breath. One of her stockings was ripped and the other was sagging around her ankle, having detached itself from the suspender.

“I hope the other guy looks worse,” Dottie remarked.

Winifred glanced down. “Don’t ask,” she said, and bent to try and pull up the stocking. It was clearly in tatters, so she slid off her shoe, removed it, and wriggled the shoe back on. Her feet were dainty and elegant, her legs smooth as eggshells. Dottie mused that it must take a lot of effort—and vanity—to look so burnished.

“We’re asking,” Jane said gently.

“Professional hazard,” Winifred replied. “I had dinner with my agent. Classy place, divine food, but he wanted payback in the taxi.”

“What a creep!” Jane exclaimed. “You should get yourself a new agent.”

Winifred wrinkled her nose and shook her head briefly. “They’re all the same. Besides, he’s one of the best.”

Dottie was watching, fascinated. “Best what? Best taxi pest? I hope he’s very proud.”

Winifred grinned. “That’s the trouble: I suspect he probably is.”

Dottie had been prepared to dislike Winifred on the basis of her impeccable grooming, but there was something intriguing beneath the shiny surface. She decided to give her a chance.


   
Chapter 3

WINIFRED

Winifred was more shaken by Max’s lecherous lunge than she let on to the others. Lots of men thought actresses were fair game, but her agent was supposed to be her protector in the industry. He’d been amused when she fought him off, and the taxi driver stared straight ahead, careful not to notice.

She accepted a gin and lemonade from Dottie but winced and put it down after one sip. The booze was of shocking quality, with an aftertaste like carbolic soap. She noticed none of the others were drinking it either.

Despite the cheap gin, she was honored to be in the apartment of the inimitable Dorothy Parker. It wasn’t as glamorous as she’d expected, but it was three times the size of her own place, with hardwood floors and wooden partitions separating the bedroom and kitchen. Trains rumbled along the Sixth Avenue elevated railway outside, their lights flickering through the drapes and vibrations humming through the floor.

Inside, no concern had been paid to the décor. Mismatching chairs and cluttered tables were arranged almost at random, as if there had been a party the night before and no one had cleared up. She could smell the perfume Dottie habitually wore, combined with the harsh aroma of the gin and a hint of urine she assumed was that of the dog sleeping in an armchair. A cage hanging in the corner contained a yellow canary that was watching them from its perch, head on one side as if sizing them up.

“We call him Onan,” Dottie said, noticing the direction of her gaze. “Because he scatters his seed on the ground.”

Winifred laughed. “Of course you do!”

She was flattered to be included in the bridge group. Max had taken her to the Algonquin one night and encouraged her to sweet-talk the bigwig theater reviewers, Alec Woollcott, Marc Connelly, and George Kaufman. It was the men you focused on first because they dominated the conversation, but soon she’d found herself fascinated by the sharp-witted women. She learned to sit close to Dottie and listen for the devastating one-liners delivered in her ladylike accent and peppered with swear words that would have made a bricklayer blush.

“Shall we start?” Peggy asked, shuffling the pack with smooth sleight of hand. She dealt them each thirteen cards and told them to arrange their hands into suits, then demonstrated how to win tricks. “Ace is high, but any trump card will beat another suit.”

Winifred was surprised to see Dottie slip on a pair of black horn-rimmed glasses that took up half her face. She never wore those at the Gonk. Was it vanity that stopped her?

Peggy suggested they play a rubber with diamonds as trump, so Dottie and Jane could get the hang of it. That went smoothly, with Jane looking surprised to win five out of the thirteen tricks in her first game.

Peggy dealt again. “Now, I want you to look at your hand and try to estimate how many tricks you think you will win. That’s what you need to get—no more, no less.” She wrote down their estimates on a score pad, smiling when Dottie’s was wildly over-optimistic. Jane chose spades as trump and they played again. This time Peggy got the six tricks she had bid and Dottie failed to win a single one.

“Next, let’s try splitting into pairs,” Peggy said, “and bidding with our partners …”

“I can’t concentrate while I’m drinking this goddamn coffin juice Eddie brought home,” Dottie interrupted, putting her drink down and making a sour face. “I’m going to Neysa’s to borrow some Scotch.” She stood up and removed her glasses, leaving them on the table.

“Borrow?” Jane queried with a raised eyebrow, but Dottie was already on her way out the door. She turned to Winifred. “Have you met Neysa McMein? The magazine illustrator?”

“I have.” Winifred explained she had posed for her once, and knew her apartment was across the hall.

“Dottie treats Neysa’s place as an extension of her own. Actually, lots of people do. Her salon is an institution because there’s an open-door policy and she always has plenty of booze—which is a more or less guaranteed route to popularity these days. Neysa has a talent for cultivating those who can further her career or social standing: lion hunting, I call it.”

Winifred didn’t know how to respond. Weren’t they all guilty of lion hunting to an extent? Wasn’t that why Max had brought her to the Gonk?

Peggy had rinsed out their glasses and now brought them back to the card table, then laid out the food. There was cornbread, deviled eggs, and some celery sticks neatly stuffed with Roquefort. Jane grabbed a hunk of cornbread and attacked it hungrily.

“Tell us what’s so great about your taxi-pest agent,” she said to Winifred, spitting crumbs without a hint of embarrassment.

“He gets me work. I’ve just got the female lead in a new A.A. Milne play opening at the Bijou in December. I need to perfect my English upper-class accent,” Winifred said, switching into it. “I play an ingénue who has eloped with the wrong man. It’s fun, but hardly Ibsen.” She pulled a comic face.

“A lead at the Bijou? You’re doing well.” Jane reached for an egg. “Most actresses I know are happy to squeeze into the back of the chorus line and do a few high kicks.”

Winifred knew she was lucky. Max had spotted her in a show while she was still at drama school and signed her up on the spot, so her path had been smoother than most.

“I can’t complain,” she told Jane, “but it’s not all flowers and curtain calls.”

She explained that acting was a tough career choice when you didn’t have family money to fall back on. She worked shifts in the millinery department at Lord & Taylor to cover the rent, but didn’t want to be stuck squeezing hats onto rich women’s coiffured heads for the rest of her life. Sometimes there were months between plays when she was scared she might never get acting work again, and she had to pretend to be pleased for them when she heard of other actresses getting roles she would have cut off her pinkie for. And auditions were the pits. She shivered, pushing a memory firmly to the back of her brain.

“It’s hardly a secure career. Why not do something else instead?” Jane asked. She had almost finished the deviled eggs.

You could tell she was a reporter, Winifred thought—her staccato questions, delivered in a Midwest accent, were like an interrogation—but she didn’t mind.

“Don’t get me wrong—I adore acting. It’s a thrill stepping into someone else’s skin and inhabiting your character’s life,” she said. “I love the smell of the theater, and the camaraderie of being part of a team. I like the challenge of using your instincts onstage, because every show is different. There are frustrating aspects, sure, but I can’t think of any other way I’d like to earn a crust. Certainly not fitting hats.”

“What about marriage and kids?” Jane asked, lighting a cigarette.

“They’re definitely not for me,” she answered, so vehemently that the others laughed. “I grew up in a huge family, tripping over toddlers with snotty noses and drooping nappies, and it holds no appeal.”

The faint scent of urine in Dottie’s apartment was bringing back memories of home. All the men in her family were stocky, baggy Irishmen in construction, while the women were in the baby-making trade and aged beyond their years. As a third-generation immigrant, Winifred had been determined from childhood to forge a better life than that of her parents. She wanted to make something of herself, and acting seemed to offer a way.

“So what do you want?” Jane asked. “Fame and fortune?”

Winifred thought hard. “No, not that. Artistic fulfillment, I suppose. To be allowed to grow as an actress.”

Jane turned to Peggy. “And what about you?” she asked. “Are you looking for a husband?”

“I am,” Peggy said. Winifred already knew that, because they’d talked about it at the Gonk. “And kids. I’m also writing a novel that I would love to get published one day, but that’s probably a pipe dream. What about you, Jane?”

“To get the magazine off the ground.” She explained to Winifred that she and Harold were saving to start one, and Winifred was asking about it when Dottie returned with a bottle and a soda siphon.

“We’re talking about ambitions,” Jane addressed her. “We’ve all confessed ours, so it’s your turn. What’s yours?”

“To be a genius, of course,” Dottie replied. She poured an inch of whiskey into each of their glasses, then topped them up with soda.

Winifred took a sip. It was marginally better than Eddie’s gin but not much.

“Why does anyone drink?” Dottie asked, slurping her own drink, then shuddering. “It tastes vile, turns you into a moron, and poisons you so you feel like death the next day.”

“Ah, but it shows you’re a free thinker,” Peggy said. “A nonconformist. I’m all for that.”

“Prohibition has certainly given booze more cachet than ever before,” Jane said. “In direct contradiction of the predictions of the Temperance movement, arrests for drunkenness have risen sharply. I wrote about it for the Times last week. New Yorkers don’t like being told what to do, and they’re rebelling against the ludicrous aspects of the law. Did you know that sanctions for possession of a hip flask are now the same as for carrying an unlicensed handgun? It’s absurd.”

“I don’t know, hip flasks can be lethal too.” Dottie’s voice wobbled and Winifred was amazed to notice she was crying. Proper crying, with real tears. What had brought that on?

Jane leapt up and put an arm round her.

“Everyone has to drink now, or they’re accused of being saps,” Dottie sobbed. “I sometimes wish they would repeal Prohibition so we can all go back to sobriety.”

“Are you worried about Eddie’s drinking?” Jane asked, pressing a handkerchief into her hand.

“Never mind pro-hibition,” Dottie replied, mopping her eyes, “I wish he’d have more in-hibition.”

If she had known her better, Winifred would have advised Dottie to run a mile. She had grown up surrounded by hard-drinking men and knew you could no more change a drinker than a zebra could change its stripes or a robin could change its red breast.

“Is there anyone who could have a word with him?” Peggy asked. “Someone he respects, whom he’d listen to?”

“Not really. It’s fine,” Dottie backtracked, wiping her eyes and smearing her black eyeliner in raccoon style. “He’s just taking his time to find his feet after all he went through in the war. I’m sure he’s not alone.”

Winifred had heard her mother making excuses like that for her father—often lisping through a lip split by a backhander. She exchanged glances with Peggy.

“Shall we play another rubber?” Dottie asked, picking up the cards and putting on her glasses. “That’s why we’re here. I think I’m starting to get the hang of it.”

Winifred looked at her watch and pulled a face. “I’m sorry, I’ve promised to meet someone at Tony Soma’s speakeasy on West Forty-Ninth. I didn’t realize we’d be playing so late.”

“Who is he, have we met him, and what’s your current status?” Jane asked, grinning at her own nosiness.

“Peter Costello. He’s a motion picture distributor. We’ve been stepping out for a few weeks.” Winifred spoke without enthusiasm.

“You don’t sound giddy about him,” Jane observed.

“It passes the time,” Winifred replied with a cheeky smile and a half-wink. She wasn’t in love, but he was better company than most men she met so she felt she should persevere. “He’s bringing a friend. Do you want to join us, Peggy?” Peggy was shaking her head before she finished the sentence, so Winifred urged her: “Don’t think of it as a date. Just come for one drink.”

Peggy blushed crimson, making them all laugh. “I’m not wearing the right clothes,” she said. “And I had a late night last night. Besides, I’m not much of a drinker.”

Winifred decided to push her. “You’ll never find a husband if you head home at midnight in Manhattan. All the best ones are only just coming out then—if they can slip away from their wives, that is.” She raised an eyebrow. “Put on some lipstick and let’s have some fun.”

“Peggy’s too much of a bluenose for fun,” Dottie said. “She doesn’t indulge in any pursuit that doesn’t have an ‘–ology’ or an ‘–ism’ at the end.”

Winifred took Peggy’s hand. “Come on—prove her wrong.”

“Oh, alright,” Peggy agreed. “But I warn you, I won’t stay long.”

As they said their goodbyes and headed down to the street, Winifred wondered why she had made such a big deal of it. She didn’t think Peggy would like Peter one bit, so she was unlikely to fall for his friend. Maybe she was being selfish; she always felt safer with another woman around because they could watch each other’s backs.

She found it hard to get her actress friends to come out on the town with her. They said she was “too beautiful” and they wouldn’t stand a chance beside her. Peggy was different; she didn’t rely on her looks to get by. She was a walking encyclopedia, the smartest person in any room, and nice as pie with it. Someday a man would fall in love with those qualities, hook, line, and sinker. Probably not at Tony’s, though. That would be pushing it.


   
Chapter 4

PEGGY

I’m a friend of Tallulah’s,” Winifred told the chubby, bald, blackclad doorman behind the grille, who nodded and ushered them through a doorway and down a darkened flight of stone steps.

“Are you really?” Peggy asked. It had become a byword for bisexuality in their crowd, since Tallulah Bankhead was known for her steamy affairs with other women.

Winifred laughed. “No, but Peter told me that’s this week’s password. At least it’s memorable!”

She opened a door and the noise and the reek of booze and cigarette smoke assaulted Peggy’s senses. The room inside was heaving with customers: they were three-deep along the bar, clustered around tables, and standing in the middle too, all of them sipping from white coffee cups that she knew for certain didn’t contain coffee. The décor was Italian in style, with rose-colored walls adorned by paintings of Venice, the Leaning Tower of Pisa, and the Trevi Fountain.

“This way!” Winifred called over the clamor, waving to a man at the far end of the bar. She pulled Peggy by the hand as she wove between customers.

Peter had mischievous eyes and black hair slicked to his head like shiny tar. He whispered something in Winifred’s ear that made her laugh, then took Peggy’s hand and kissed it, saying “Enchanté.”

Peggy had a pet hate of people who dropped foreign words into conversation, but she smiled and said, “Pleased to meet you.”

He introduced his friend Fred, a tall angular man who was pouring drinks for them from a bottle on the bar. He handed them a cup each, and raised his own, saying, “Bottoms up!” Peggy took a sip and grimaced. It tasted like pure ethanol.

Winifred started telling Peter about the bridge group so Peggy turned to Fred and asked what he did for a living.

“Stocks and shares,” he said, with a self-important air. “Predicting trends, seeking the winning stocks of the future. Making money from money. Helping the rich to stay rich, and making me rich too.”

“I suppose you must be a connoisseur of human behavior,” Peggy said. “For example, I would guess that domestic appliances are bound to be a burgeoning area, with all these new labor-saving devices coming on the market and women seeking more time for leisure and self-improvement.”

Fred looked at her with a puzzled expression. “Say, did you swallow a dictionary?” he asked. “You talk real fancy.”

“Do I?” Peggy fluttered her fingers in a gesture meant to indicate she wasn’t fancy at all. “Blame the Vassar education.”

“I bet you read a lot of books,” he said in a damning tone.

“Why? Don’t you?” She glanced at Winifred, hoping to draw her into the conversation, but Peter was in the midst of a lengthy anecdote.

“You sound like a virgin. Are you a virgin?” Fred asked. “I bet you are.” His expression was weaselly, with a glint of nastiness.

Peggy felt her cheeks burn as she sought a frivolous answer. What would Dottie say? “None of your business, mister” was the best she could come up with.

He nudged Peter. “Hey! What are you doing bringing me a virgin? Is this some kinda joke?”

Winifred looked from Peggy to Fred, and in an instant her expression transformed into fury. “Go boil your head, you moron!” She pointed toward the kitchen doorway. “Don’t come back till you’ve learned how to talk to a lady.”

“What’s the problem? I’m just razzing ya,” he said, but Winifred stepped between them, so Fred was forced to talk to Peter.

“I apologize,” she said to Peggy. “I’ve got no idea what Peter’s doing with a fella like that.”

“Thanks for rescuing me,” Peggy said with relief. “I was hoping to get a chance to ask about your new play. When do you start rehearsals?”

As Winifred answered, Peggy tried to swallow her mixture of irritation and humiliation at Fred’s behavior. Her mother had drummed into her that “nice” young women kept themselves intact for their future husbands, and her contemporaries at Vassar had mostly been well-brought-up girls who felt the same way. But when she started work in the advertising department at Condé Nast just before the war, she realized times had changed and her virginity had become a disfiguring flaw. The office was full of hotshot types with lascivious expressions, who whispered things like “Anytime you want help with your little problem, dear …” She’d begun to think she should choose one of the least offensive ones and get it over with.

In her spare time she was writing a novel that explored this societal change through the eyes of a character called Vergie, who was searching for a husband. She wasn’t sure how it was going to end since, at the age of twenty-seven, Peggy had failed to find one herself.

It wasn’t for lack of trying. There had been a nice but dull boy back home in Newburgh who took her out on old-fashioned dates for a while before announcing, unexpectedly, that he was marrying someone else. Then there was the son of a family friend, who bought her a few dinners before he stopped calling. In 1918 she had volunteered to work for the American Committee for Devastated France, thinking it would be an interesting experience as well as a potential way of meeting single men. But on arrival, when the organizers heard she could drive a car and speak fluent French, she was tasked with touring rural villages in a mobile library instead of hanging out in Paris with the soldiers on leave. Jane had been in Paris with the YMCA and that’s where she met Harold; Peggy came home with a few pen pals but no proposals.

Now, she was beginning to panic. It was her dearest wish to have children, but none of the men she met were husband material. She’d hoped there would be someone in the crowd who hung out at the Gonk, but the men there were too busy laughing at their own witticisms and seldom paid her attention. Besides, few of them were single apart from Alec Woollcott, and everyone knew he was in love with Neysa McMein. She had confided in Winifred, hoping she might know a suitable candidate in the theater world, but instead here she was in Tony Soma’s with a man who thought she talked “real fancy.” She felt frumpy and unattractive. What hope was there?

Suddenly Fred leaned over, hands outstretched, and grabbed Peggy’s breasts, squeezing hard as if on a pair of Klaxons and yelling, “Honk, honk!”

Before Peggy could react, Winifred drew back her hand and slapped him across the face with a sound like a whip crack. “How dare you!” she growled, her expression terrifying.

Fred clutched his face, momentarily stunned. When he took his hand away Peggy could see red fingermarks. It must have hurt.

He tried to recover his bluster. “She’s got saggy tits,” he said, “like an old maid. Few more years and she’ll be grateful if any guy gives her the time of day.”

Winifred raised her hand to slap him again and he dodged behind Peter, who murmured at him, “Lay off.”

Peggy considered telling him he was no Michelangelo sculpture, but she doubted he’d have heard of Michelangelo. Besides, there was such meanness in his eyes she didn’t want to encourage any further dialogue.

“I’m going home,” she told Winifred. “Please stay. Don’t let me ruin your evening.”

“I wouldn’t dream of staying in present company,” she said, grabbing Peggy’s arm.

Peter protested to no avail, while Fred smirked behind him. Peggy couldn’t bear to look at him now. He made her skin crawl as if there were ants swarming over her.

In the taxi, she asked, “Where did you learn to slap a guy like that? I’m very impressed.”

“I was a scrapper as a kid.” Winifred chortled. “My Brooklyn neighborhood was rough and you had to stand up for yourself against older brothers and kids on the block.”

“It was as if Fred hated me,” Peggy said, “even though he doesn’t know me.”

Winifred agreed. “There’s a subset of guys who feel inadequate in the company of clever women. Forget about him.”

Peggy remembered Dottie calling her a bluenose earlier. Was that her problem? Maybe she needed to find a bluenose type of a guy.

“Is Eddie smart?” Winifred asked, and Peggy shook her head firmly.

“Not nearly as smart as Dottie. They’re a mismatch if ever I saw one. It’s such a shame. Of all the women I know, Dottie is the most in need of a stable marriage.”

Winifred was curious about the tears earlier. She’d thought of Dottie as a hard-edged sophisticate. “Are things that bad between them?”

“She’s always been a weeper,” Peggy said. “I remember bouts of unexplained tears when she worked at Vanity Fair.” She paused, deciding whether to confide in Winifred. Now that they were all part of the bridge club, it felt as if there was a common bond. “Thing is, Dottie’s had a lot of loss in her life. Her mother died when she was four, her stepmother when she was nine, then her father when she was nineteen. And she also lost an uncle on the Titanic. She once said to me that death follows her around, like a stray dog snapping at her heels.”

“Doesn’t she have siblings?” Winifred asked.

“Two brothers and a sister, but her brother HPeatrerry wwaallkkeedd oouutt oonn the family years ago and hasn’t been heard of since. She’s not close to Helen and Bert—they’re much older. That makes Eddie feel like her only family—and he fell in love with the bottle when he got back from Europe. It’s not been easy.”

Winifred exhaled with a whistling sound. “Poor Dottie. It makes me want to look out for her. I’m glad we can keep an eye on her at the bridge club.”

Peggy smiled. “I’m glad you’re in the bridge club. Do I know you well enough now to ask a favor?”

“Of course you do!”

“Any chance you could tell me where you buy your clothes? I badly need a style update.”

“Let’s go shopping next week,” Winifred suggested. “We can use my staff discount at Lord & Taylor. As long as I live, I will never tire of the glittering allure of Fifth Avenue.”

She was a beguiling mixture of warmth and toughness, Peggy thought. Remembering that slap, she made a mental note to avoid getting on the wrong side of her.


   
Chapter 5

JANE

Jane popped her head around the door of the cubbyhole office Dottie and Bob Benchley rented above the Metropolitan Opera House, where there were two desks, two chairs, a single skylight window, and no standing room. Bob was hunched over his typewriter, stabbing the keys with two fingers, and he gave her a wave without stopping. Dottie flung a cover over her typewriter. She was always fiercely protective of any work in progress.

“I’m not here to steal your ideas,” Jane told her. “I wondered if you can take time off to come and view a property Harold and I are thinking of buying. I could use a second opinion.”

Dottie cocked an eyebrow: “I think you’ve got the wrong gal. I’m known for many things but homemaking’s not one of them.”

“But you’re a New Yorker.” Jane glanced at her watch; she only had an hour to spare before she had to interview a congressman in a Midtown hotel. “And this is slightly off the beaten track—in Hell’s Kitchen, west of the Ninth Avenue El.”

“I forgot to bring my Colt .45 and getaway horse,” Dottie drawled. “You wanna come, Mr. Benchley?”

“Can’t. Deadline. Head in noose if I miss it,” Bob said, without skipping a keystroke.

Dottie rose and stepped around the desk, slipping her arms into her coat sleeves and checking the angle of her hat in a compact mirror.

It was a new hat, Jane noted, black with bright pink and orange taffeta flowers pinned on one side. Dottie loved her hats. Jane hadn’t bought a single item of clothing for over a year because she and Harold were saving for the magazine. It would be worth it one day, she told herself.

Jane had intended to walk there—she was a fast walker with a long stride and generally walked most places around Midtown—but Dottie was tottering along on heels and it would have taken too long at her pace. Reluctantly she hailed a yellow cab, and was annoyed when the driver quoted a fare of fifty cents.

“It’s less than a mile,” she complained. “It should be half that.”

“Take it or leave it,” he said, with a shrug, and Jane knew she had no choice. She’d never get Dottie in a subway and the trolleys didn’t go that way.

They drew up outside number 412 West Forty-Seventh Street, two small brownstones that had been clumsily knocked together by a previous denizen.

“This is it!” Jane indicated, paying the driver the exact fare with no tip.

There was a man sleeping on the sidewalk outside, blocking their path to the front steps. He looked peaceful, wrapped in a worn brown coat and homburg, with an empty bottle clutched in his hand.

“The doorman, I presume?” Dottie commented. “Very chichi.”

The property was in dire condition, with peeling paintwork, crumbling walls, and a stoop that looked set to collapse imminently. Jane pulled a key from her pocket and stepped around the sleeping man.

“The plan is that Harold’s friends Hawley Truax and Bill Powell would be lodgers on the upper floors to help with costs. We’d have a communal room for entertaining but we’d each have separate apartments,” she explained, opening the door into the hallway.

It was worse in broad daylight than it had seemed when she and Harold had viewed it the previous evening. A crop of mushrooms was growing from the ceiling and there were scary cracks in the walls, as if the whole structure could crumble at any moment.

“Is this a joke?” Dottie asked, eyes wide. “You’re not seriously thinking of living here?”

Jane bit her lip. “Harold wants a house rather than an apartment and this is all we can afford. I’m not quite sure why it has to be a house. All he said was it’s so we can get a cat.”

“You’re buying this for the sake of a cat?” Dottie looked aghast as she stepped carefully over holes in the floor, clutching her coat so it didn’t brush against anything. “I’m sure, given the choice, it would rather have fillet of salmon and a bowl of cream.”

Jane felt gloomy. She liked the idea of all the space but was daunted by the work that would have to be done to make it habitable, and she suspected she would be the one in charge of the building operations because Harold wasn’t the practical type.

“You can see the potential, can’t you?” She whirled around, looking up the dim stairwell.

“As an opium den?” Dottie answered. “Why, sure.”

“It will give us a base for planning Harold’s magazine.” Jane tried to summon enthusiasm. “If we can’t afford offices to start with, there’s plenty of room here.”

They stopped to light cigarettes in a sunny front room, which had floor-to-ceiling church-style windows with domed tops. Outside, a few scrappy lads were taking turns kicking the man sleeping on the sidewalk. He roused and shouted curses at them, punching the air with futility, whereupon they ran off hooting with laughter.

“I guess if you have kids, they can grow up playing with those charming boys, and become upstanding members of the community.” Dottie’s expression was deadpan.

“We’re not having kids.” Jane felt strongly on the matter. “I didn’t fight to become a reporter only to throw it all away by getting pregnant.” She’d once interviewed Margaret Sanger, the birth control advocate, and had obtained a wishbone diaphragm on her recommendation. “There are plenty of men at the office who think the Times shouldn’t be employing married women. I’d never persuade them to keep me on if I had children.”

“Do they still call you Fluff?” Dottie asked, grinning. “I love it—although you’re the least fluffy woman I’ve ever met.”

“’Course they do.” Jane smiled. Even now, her male colleagues tested her, sending her out on spoof stories, hiding her reporter’s notebook, rigging her chair so it collapsed when she sat down. It only made her more determined to write better stories and get more bylines than them. “What about you?” she asked. “Are you and Eddie planning to produce some little heirs?”

Dottie looked pensive. “Sure, I’d like to. But turns out Eddie fell in love with me because I was a career girl who earned her own dough, and he’s not best pleased that’s dried up lately.” She sucked hard on her cigarette as if trying to inhale strength from it. “He wants me to keep the house spic and span, transform into a cordon bleu chef, raise a brood of little Parkers, earn lots of money, and what’s more, he wants me to do it all in Connecticut, close to his beloved mama …” Her voice trembled. “If I’d read the small print in the wedding vows, I’d have eaten my ovaries before letting him anywhere near me.”

Jane was concerned. Dottie was the antithesis of a “little wife in the suburbs” type. “It seems he doesn’t know the woman he married. What about you? What do you want from him?”

Dottie paused for a long time and blinked rapidly before she replied. “It would be nice if he could just pat me on the head from time to time and tell me I’m swell.”

Jane squeezed her arm. “You two need a proper talk. Tell him how you’re feeling.”

Easier said than done, she knew. She had tried to talk to Harold about her misgivings over buying this dilapidated house, but he was swept along by enthusiasm for the project and couldn’t see any view but his own. She loved his ambition but feared his lack of practicality.

“I’d have to kidnap him immediately when he stepped out of his Wall Street office, before he reached the nearest speakeasy.” Dottie crushed her cigarette underfoot as if it were a cockroach. “That gives me about twenty yards.”

“Was he always a drinker?” Jane asked. She was grateful Harold wasn’t. He quaffed his fair share but knew when to stop.

“He drank before the war, but turns out that was a little light training before the main event.” She shrugged. “I hope it’s a phase he’ll pull out of. Maybe living in the same town as his darling mama would help in that respect—but I’m not sure I could bear her scrutiny of my domestic arrangements and criticism of my child-rearing methods. Can you imagine?” She gave a mock shudder. “What’s Harold’s mother like?”

Jane laughed. “She’s baffled by my lack of domesticity. She mails me recipes clipped from magazines, then wants to know how they turned out—but she’s otherwise harmless.”

“You’re lucky if your worst problem is having to fib about an angel food cake. Come on then, show me the rest of this slum.”

As Jane led her around, she wondered why she had brought Dottie, of all people. It was obvious she wouldn’t like it. Had she wanted to be talked out of it? Was she looking for ammunition to persuade Harold it was a mistake?

She and Dottie had only met a year earlier, but right away Jane had felt a strong kinship. They both worked in journalism and battled to be taken seriously. They were allies in the competitive male-dominated atmosphere at the Gonk. And they were both young married women trying to forge a place in the world who didn’t think looking after their husbands was their sole purpose in life. Jane had never been drawn to the kind of women friends who swapped fashion tips and went to beauty parlors together, and Dottie wasn’t like that. She was funny and cerebral and refreshingly cynical.

Viewing the building in daylight, Jane felt a little more optimistic. The front rooms were sunnier than she’d thought, the kitchen yard was larger, and the area they planned to be a communal space would be perfect for parties. It would be tough going for a year or so but it could work.

“You think we’re mad even considering it, don’t you?” she asked.

“All madness is relative,” Dottie said. She had a naughty look in her eyes and Jane could tell she was biting back a satirical comment. “But you and Harold are still just about young enough to make mistakes.”

Jane laughed, and glanced at her watch. She had to go. “Are you young enough to try living in Connecticut? Or can you persuade Eddie to stick it out in Manhattan?”

“You gave me an idea earlier,” Dottie said. “I’m going to write a story about a man who marries an independent, career-oriented woman, then tries to turn her into a younger version of his mother. It will be called ‘Revenge of Oedipus’ and the ending won’t be pretty.”

“Leave it on Eddie’s nightstand,” Jane suggested. “And send me a copy for Harold’s mother too.”


   
Chapter 6

DOTTIE

Dottie’s legs felt leaden as she climbed the stairs to their third-floor apartment. It was all very well Jane advising her to talk to Eddie about the state of their marriage, but in truth she never saw him sober, except in the morning when he was hungover and foul. She only hoped it was a phase he would get over—and please let it be soon.

She unlocked their door and saw right away that he was slumped in the armchair, like a boxer out for the count. There was a half-full glass of amber liquid balanced on the armrest so she moved it to the table, then watched him for a while, trying to summon a vestige of affection. It was hard when she got nothing but criticism.

Sighing, she took off her coat, reapplied her wine-red lipstick, and headed across the hall to Neysa’s studio. The door was ajar. Neysa was painting at her easel, dressed in baggy overalls, her unruly hair secured in a knot with a paintbrush stuck through, yet she still managed to look glamorous. A dozen people were dotted around the large room. One man was playing jazz tunes on the piano—rather well, Dottie thought—but no one seemed to be listening. He was sumptuously good-looking, with a high forehead, dark hair, and a hint of mustache.

She wandered over to Neysa. “Who’s the pretty new boy?” she asked, nodding in his direction. “And have you unwrapped him yet?” She





































OPS/xhtml/nav.xhtml


Contents



		Cover


		Title Page


		Copyright


		Praise for The Manhattan Girls


		Dedication


		Contents


		Cast List


		Chapter 1: Jane


		Chapter 2: Dottie


		Chapter 3: Winifred


		Chapter 4: Peggy


		Chapter 5: Jane


		Chapter 6: Dottie


		Chapter 7: Winifred


		Chapter 8: Peggy


		Chapter 9: Jane


		Chapter 10: Dottie


		Chapter 11: Winifred


		Chapter 12: Peggy


		Chapter 13: Jane


		Chapter 14: Dottie


		Chapter 15: Winifred


		Chapter 16: Peggy


		Chapter 17: Jane


		Chapter 18: Dottie


		Chapter 19: Winifred


		Chapter 20: Peggy


		Chapter 21: Jane


		Chapter 22: Dottie


		Chapter 23: Winifred


		Chapter 24: Peggy


		Chapter 25: Jane


		Chapter 26: Dottie


		Chapter 27: Winifred


		Chapter 28: Peggy


		Chapter 29: Jane


		Chapter 30: Dottie


		Chapter 31: Winifred


		Chapter 32: Peggy


		Chapter 33: Jane


		Chapter 34: Dottie


		Chapter 35: Winifred


		Chapter 36: Peggy


		Chapter 37: Jane


		Chapter 38: Dottie


		Chapter 39: Winifred


		Chapter 40: Peggy


		Chapter 41: Jane


		Chapter 42: Dottie


		Chapter 43: Winifred


		Chapter 44: Peggy


		Chapter 45: Jane


		Chapter 46: Dottie


		Chapter 47: Winifred


		Chapter 48: Peggy


		Acknowledgments


		Historical Afterword


		What Happened Next


		Reading Group Guide


		Further Reading (and Watching)


		Keep Reading …


		About the Author


		Also by Gill Paul


		About the Publisher







Guide



    		Cover


    		Contents

    
    		Title page








		iii


		iv


		1


		2


		3


		4


		5


		6


		7


		8


		9


		10


		11


		12


		13


		14


		15


		16


		17


		18


		19


		20


		21


		22


		23


		24


		25


		26


		27


		28


		29


		30


		31


		32


		33


		34


		35


		36


		37


		38


		39


		40


		41


		42


		43


		44


		45


		46


		47


		48


		49


		50


		51


		52


		53


		54


		55


		56


		57


		58


		59


		60


		61


		62


		63


		64


		65


		66


		67


		68


		69


		70


		71


		72


		73


		74


		75


		76


		77


		78


		79


		80


		81


		82


		83


		84


		85


		86


		87


		88


		89


		90


		91


		92


		93


		94


		95


		96


		97


		98


		99


		100


		101


		102


		103


		104


		105


		106


		107


		108


		109


		110


		111


		112


		113


		114


		115


		116


		117


		118


		119


		120


		121


		122


		123


		124


		125


		126


		127


		128


		129


		130


		131


		132


		133


		134


		135


		136


		137


		138


		139


		140


		141


		142


		143


		144


		145


		146


		147


		148


		149


		150


		151


		152


		153


		154


		155


		156


		157


		158


		159


		160


		161


		162


		163


		164


		165


		166


		167


		168


		169


		170


		171


		172


		173


		174


		175


		176


		177


		178


		179


		180


		181


		182


		183


		184


		185


		186


		187


		188


		189


		190


		191


		192


		193


		194


		195


		196


		197


		198


		199


		200


		201


		202


		203


		204


		205


		206


		207


		208


		209


		210


		211


		212


		213


		214


		215


		216


		217


		218


		219


		220


		221


		222


		223


		224


		225


		226


		227


		228


		229


		230


		231


		232


		233


		234


		235


		236


		237


		238


		239


		240


		241


		242


		243


		244


		245


		246


		247


		248


		249


		250


		251


		252


		253


		254


		255


		256


		257


		258


		259


		260


		261


		262


		263


		264


		265


		266


		267


		268


		269


		270


		271


		272


		273


		274


		275


		276


		277


		278


		279


		280


		281


		282


		283


		284


		285


		286


		287


		288


		289


		290


		291


		292


		293


		294


		295


		296


		297


		298


		299


		300


		301


		302


		303


		304


		305


		306


		307


		308


		309


		310


		311


		312


		313


		314


		315


		316


		317


		318


		319


		320


		321


		322


		323


		324


		325


		326


		327


		328


		329


		330


		331


		332


		333


		334


		335


		336


		337


		338


		339


		340


		341


		342


		343


		344


		345


		346


		347


		348


		349


		350


		351


		352


		353


		354


		355


		356


		357


		358


		359


		360


		361


		362


		363


		364


		365


		366


		367


		368


		369


		370


		371


		372


		373


		374


		375


		376


		377


		378


		379


		380


		381


		382


		383


		384


		385


		386


		387


		388


		389


		390


		391


		392








OPS/images/cover.png
- \

THE INTERNATIONAL BESTSELLER






OPS/images/logo.jpg





