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            Dedication

         
         
            My daddy sat me down when I was five years old, lowering himself to his knees so we were level. His dark eyes shone with tenderness
               and laughter as he told me who we are.
            

            “Hey, Desi!” He grinned. “Did you know that you’re a Mexican?”

            My lip quivered. My eyes got all watery. I thought he was calling me a name. I burst into tears, crying, “I don’t wanna be a Mexicaaaaaan!”
            

            He laughed.

            I wailed.

            And so began the journey of figuring out who I am.

         

          

         
            To my family and friends, whom I love dearly—you lifted me up when I needed it most. To Kenneth, who always believes in me.
               And to my children, my three blessings on earth, who have celebrated every moment of this project with me—I also write this
               story to remind us of who we are and where we came from. If not for the bravery of our abuelas and the abuelas before them,
               we would not be here to share their amazing stories. And I thank God for the skills and courage to tell them.
            

            To adventure.

            To unfailing love.

            To pirates and poetry.

         

         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Epigraphs

         
         Bin-dәl Punk, noun

         
         An early twentieth-century term to describe one who carries his clothing or bedding in a bundle, usually derogatory in nature.
            Also used to classify a hobo, wanderer, migrant worker, tramp, or one who has no home.
         

         
          

         Broo-ha, noun

         
         A woman thought to have magical powers, also known as a witch.
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            1

         
         I am who I say I am.

         
         The family spell book stares back at me from the black cushions of my Model T. Rough limbs twist around the tree on the front
            cover, splitting off into three branches of magic—my reminder of everything I’ll never be. I practiced for nearly an hour
            after I left the newspaper office, but I don’t know why I try anymore. Time never stills and the stars won’t speak to me.
            All practicing ever does is solidify the fact that I’ll never fit into my family, that my father’s Anglo blood is mucking
            up my abilities even though I carry around his physical features that help hide that I’m the daughter of an immigrant. So
            there’s at least that.
         

         
         But it’s not like I’m gonna thank the classless man who left my mother out of shame, either.

         
         Ugh. Just the thought of my biological father makes the side of my nose wrinkle as I tuck the useless book under my arm. Pretending to check the crimson on my lips in the rearview mirror, I make sure the dirt road is clear of anyone who might recognize me. My hands are already dampening at the thought of someone seeing me anywhere near the river community. Not because I’m embarrassed by my family. I wish every day that I could claim them. But my mother worked too hard to erase any ties I had to them long ago—can’t let all that go to waste just because I got careless. 

         
         “¡Bruja falsa! ¡Bruja falsa!”

         
         Oh no.

         
         Instinct slides my body down the cloth seat, my heart and head ducking below the door panel before I hear the tiny, annoying
            cackles over my gasping. Righting myself with as much dignity as I can muster, I smooth the front of my blouse with leveled
            eyes at the two barefoot ragamuffins who are bent in half with laughter at the front of my car. My breathing calms back into
            submission at the relieving sight of the only kids near the tracks who are brave enough to mess with me.
         

         
         “Step closer if you wanna see how real my magic is!” I snap, cracking the front window open.

         
         “¿Sííííí?” The little boy without a shirt flashes me a gap-toothed sneer while the tiny one reaches up to play with the metal
            headlamp. “Mi mamá says you’re a night owl.”
         

         
         Shorty stands on his toes to shout over his brother. “¡No puedes hablar español!”

         
         “An-an-an she says you’re a gold dig—”

         
         I jerk the driver’s-side door open with a challenging glare in their direction, the two grubby darlings hopping backward with
            amused, curious eyes.
         

         
         Not quite the intimidation I was hoping for.

         
         “Well then!” I call out with twitching lips as brown water splashes their legs from a grassy puddle. “You tell your mother
            that my business is none of hers. And if you ever bother me again, I’ll come and walk around in your brains while you’re sleeping!
            ¡Fuera de aquí!”
         

         
         The muddied boys shriek with fearful giggles, grabbing each other as they sprint toward the riverbank’s line of oak trees. Out of sight, I finally let free a bursting laugh, rolling my eyes at the newest gossip. Can’t speak Spanish. What a racket. Of course I can . . .
         

         
         I just hope my mother didn’t hear it.

         
         My eyes dart at a passing Roadster, its nickel grill catching my breath as I think of the tales she used to tell of greedy
            men who would come after us if I didn’t hide my heritage to play the part of an anonymous citizen. Presenting as anything
            but white would strip me of everything my mother and I have worked for. There’s no real opportunity for immigrants and their
            kids, even without our witchery. But what they would do to a bruja like me is a whole other realm of danger. Though most people
            don’t know our magic exists, the risk of visiting home is still very real—as real as the lump in my throat as I hold the book
            tightly to my chest at the thought of something happening to the people I love if I get careless.
         

         
         Luckily, my mixed ethnicity has helped keep me from being found out . . . and arrested, since non-whites can’t rent in most
            parts of the city. Not to mention the risk of having even a little bruja blood. The goons I work with would sell me out in
            a second if they ever discovered who I really am or what (little) I can do. Of course, independent women have to use what
            they’ve got. I mean, I know I shouldn’t charm them. But . . . it helps me get what I want. What I need.
         

         
         Besides, those guys are too busy looking at my legs to be suspicious about childhood fairy tales of witches on the west side.

         
         Swallowing my angst, I grab the hand brake with a cringing glance up the hill toward the house. A family of four living in a boxcar near the decimated Union Depot is unappealing enough. That it’s my family, the one I’m
            supposed to be hiding from even while I’m supposed to visit them (because no sane person tells their abuela they’re not stopping
            by because they’re “white” now), makes it even tougher to make myself move toward it.
         

         
         The humid sunset thickens the marinade. As my automobile idles in the rail yard, the breeze rushes through the open windows, sharing the pungent cattle sweat and ash from the nearby steel factory and stockyards, adding to my dismal mood. The more time passes between visits, the more I feel like a stranger in my own family. It’s not their fault I was born different, though. It’s all a risk, but it’s all for family, so it’s worth it. 

         
         With another nervous glance around me, I pull the hand brake with dread of soot-stained mud that’s sure to stick to the bottom
            of my heeled shoes.
         

         
         Okay—mostly worth it.

         
         I cling to my handbag with a groan as I step out onto the damp earth, soaked by spring rains carrying the river from its banks.
            Heavy, sticky steps push me toward the shoddy double boxcar with crude windows cut beside the retractable door. Like the many
            others around it, green ivy and honeysuckle vines cover a good portion of the dilapidated wood panels. The connecting front
            porches are filled with hanging plants to make the community more livable for the wives and children. Not that there are many
            families out here anymore. Most rail workers have moved on since the Great Flood of 1913. Earth magic is stronger by the river,
            but we can still use it anywhere. Why my family insists on staying in the industrialized flood zone after twelve years, I’ll
            never know.
         

         
         I wave to a few passing neighbors coming home from their long day in the factories, who return a curt nod as I climb up the
            splintered steps of the boxcar at the end of the row. My community has never been a big supporter of my endeavors, but they’re
            too afraid of my abuela to say so. Before my hand even reaches the long iron handle, the door slides open.
         

         
         “Well, well. Luna has decided to bless us with a visit,” the young man in front of me says, his saucy tone unmasked. “Did
            you mean to travel to the River Bottoms, hermanita, or have you lost your way to your boulevard apartment?”
         

         
         Flattening my eyes at his smug countenance, I wait for him to step aside. My older brother’s sarcasm has been less than subtle lately, his former humor no longer glinting behind his espresso eyes. Javier could be counted as handsome if not for the dirt sticking to the sweat on his dark skin, caking his coveralls and intense eyebrows beneath his straw hat. Or maybe that’s just me saying that because he’s such a nuisance. A nuisance that I love like no other. As if knowing his effect on me, he suddenly breaks into a pleased smile, making the dimple in his chin more prominent. It’s an exact match to my own, the only feature we share from our mother. 

         
         “Stop standing in the doorway, niño!” her voice lectures from somewhere inside. “You’ll let the flies in!”

         
         “Yes, Mamá,” he calls over his shoulder before turning an ornery gaze back to me, smile gone once more. “You better get in
            here before someone sees an ivory spinster like you hanging around our little village.”
         

         
         My eyebrow arches as I pull a pamphlet from my bag, holding it in front of his nose. “If they do, I’ll just tell them I’m
            proselytizing you.”
         

         
         He lets out an exaggerated gasp that makes me laugh, snatching the paper from my hand and stuffing it into his back pocket
            with a glance behind him. “Don’t let Mama Sunday see that. She’s in a mood today, and I need a remedy.”
         

         
         “Shoulder again?” I ask, pushing past him into the warm living area, sliding the spell book onto an end table. He nods, stretching his arm in circles as he nudges the door closed with his toes. Removing my cloche hat, I hang my bag on the coatrack, a wistful smile crossing my lips as I take in the scene before me. I would never admit it out loud—especially to my family, who has sacrificed so much to give me the opportunities that I now have—but I miss these simpler times. My mother bustles in the corner, tending to the night’s meal in front of the cookstove, its white enamel chipping near the cast-iron burners. The savory aroma of chili verde and browning tortillas transforms the boxcar into the place I once knew so well, though time has taken its toll. The flowers on the orange upholstery of the small couch and chair in the living area are fading. Yet the oak trim shows great care, shining with polish. Javier is a man of many talents, with only his woodworking skills rivaling his sarcasm. The handcrafted kitchen table and chairs are arranged in the corner by the cutout doorway that leads to the other boxcar—the rest of the house. The furniture and small cactus are stuffed into a space not meant for it all, but it smells like home. It sounds like home. 

         
         My mother’s low, melodic voice sings a mysterious tune about enchanted riverbeds as she flips soft flatbread from the skillet
            onto a ceramic plate. Though her graying raven hair is pulled back into a debonair crown about her head, a few strands float
            around her face from her laborious day at the bakery. The tiny crinkles around her eyes and mouth have deepened. But she is
            still beautiful, perhaps even more so seeing how content she looks right now.
         

         
         “Aye, aye, aye, Mamá,” I say, planting my hands on the high waist of my trousers. “You cook for an army.”

         
         She whirls around, shaking her wooden spoon at me, the salsa verde splashing on her stained apron. All sense of contentment
            is gone. “What did I tell you about speaking Spanish? The world won’t accept you if you catch an accent.”
         

         
         I nearly smile at the irony. Her accent is unhinged. But her dialect doesn’t rouse suspicion the way mine would if I let myself
            slip anywhere else. I understand the reasons. My smiles are hard to force these days. Still, my heart pricks at what I’m forced
            to hide.
         

         
         “Don’t worry, Mamá,” Javier says with a teasing grin as he plunges his sooty arms into a water-filled basin on the wooden
            counter. “No one’s gonna find out she’s related to a bunch of witches. The tax surveyors visit more often than she does.”
         

         
         My nose flares at his insinuation. He knows I can’t just drop by anytime I feel like it. Even if I wasn’t hiding from cops and heisters, I’m a twenty-five-year-old single woman with two jobs and a healthy social life, and I intend to keep it that way for a long, long while. Yes, I miss my family. But I’d miss my freedom even more. 

         
         “I’ve been . . . busy,” I reply with all the innocence I can muster. “It’s hard enough holding a job at the Star as a woman, but running the club at night—I hardly have time to myself.”
         

         
         The statement is kind of true. I have to hobnob in a city like this one to keep my customers coming back. Javier laughs in
            a grunting sort of way, scrubbing his face before taking the hand towel from our mother’s shoulder. “You write a serial fiction
            column part-time for that newspaper, and I believe I do the heavy lifting at that speakeasy, hermanita. Nice try, though.”
         

         
         “Fine,” I say, leaning forward with attitude since I can’t make myself as tall as him. “You carry boxes and pour the whiskey,
            but I have to keep a bunch of drunk jerks entertained and keep their hands off me at the same time. And make sure that whiskey
            is there in the first place. They hardly look at you, so what are you complaining about?”
         

         
         “Oh, por favor, without that light complexion, you wouldn’t have it as easy as you do! Your father’s only good contribution
            to your life.”
         

         
         I force my terse face to relax with a deep breath through the nose. My damn complexion isn’t enough to save me from a man’s
            world and he knows it. At least he should. I won’t get drawn into another sparring match, even though I want to tell him how
            his snarky comments make me want to curse his feet to itch all night. Damn curses. Or curses be damned, because they never work anyway.
         

         
         My silence knocks the smirk off Javier’s face just as a wooden spoon knocks the hat from his head. “I’ve told you to take that off in the house!” Gloria Alvarado is such a prim woman in her pressed calf-length dresses, with pride to rival any person of a higher station. “And how many times do I have to tell you, that lawyer is no longer Luna’s father. My José would have never treated us in such a way. White men and their privileges, deciding when and where to plant their flag—” 

         
         “Dios, Mamá,” my brother groans. “We’re about to eat.”

         
         The wooden spoon wags inches from his nose. “Don’t you take the Lord’s name in vain, niño! Your father would roll over in
            his grave. God rest his soul.” She touches her fingers to her forehead, chest, and shoulders, a religious sign of the cross
            meant to shy away bad luck, I assume. “But to see a daughter of mine, living in the fancy part of town, owning her own business—he
            would be so proud!”
         

         
         “Sí,” Javier says, carrying a pot of pork-filled stew to the table. He winces as he sets it down. “She flaunts her Anglo face
            and our abuela’s money around with those powers of persuasion. That’s a real accomplishment, Luna.”
         

         
         My ears start to burn. “Javi, if you think for a second that I haven’t had to work for what I have—”

         
         “Hey, if all I had to do to move up in this world was kiss a few of the right fellas, then paint my pretty lips, hermanita.”

         
         Heat simmers from somewhere beneath my rib cage. I’m used to the anger I feel. But I’ll never get used to the shame. “The
            magic doesn’t work like that, and you know it. I can’t convince anyone to do anything.” And I can’t. Not like our abuela,
            anyway. Maybe not ever, since I can’t get the stupid spells to work. My brother’s got it all wrong—just like so many of the
            men in my life.
         

         
         “No?” His jaw is setting in the way it does when his joking has turned serious, and my hands clench on their own. “You just
            toy with their minds and call their bluffs. I get it, sis. Wish I had the gift, but don’t complain to me until you’ve had
            to work twelve-hour shifts in the bitter cold for fifteen cents an hour while your white betters make double in half the time!”
         

         
         And there it is. As if the privileged gringo and struggling Latina inside me aren’t always at odds with each other, my brother
            has to join in the fray too. ¿Quién sabe? He’s got his vantage point and I’ve got mine. I’ll never know a life with dark skin any more than he knows the life of a woman. 

         
         “Stop treating me like I’m the enemy, Javi,” I say, holding in a hiss.

         
         “Then stop acting like it.”

         
         My narrowed eyes pop open. ¿Oh sí? “Don’t act like you don’t know exactly how many times I’ve had to slap a guy because I was too flustered to charm him.”
         

         
         “Fine, but don’t act like you know what it’s like for me.”

         
         “Don’t act like you know what it’s like for me!”
         

         
         A plate of steaming tortillas bangs against the table, our mother’s mouth tight with warning. My brother and I share a silent
            glare as we take our seats across from each other, bitterness creeping up my neck and across my tongue. It’s not a new argument.
            It’s certainly hitting harder than usual right now, our relationship straining like the days we’re apart. As the colorful
            glass bowls make their way around the table, I force my back straight and shoulders square. I won’t let Javier’s words get
            to me. He’s just tired, the worn look in his eyes betraying his youth—only three years older than me. His life hasn’t been
            easy, being brought to a strange country from his home in Mexico as a young boy, his father dying on the journey.
         

         
         Being Mexican in America, period.

         
         I, at least, was born here, my immigrant blood mingling with the blood of an upper-class gentleman who refuses to acknowledge
            me. But it’s those very features that were passed on to me that allow me the privilege that Javier resents. My mother said
            it was a gift, my chestnut-brown hair and blue eyes, with a body and skin like Clara Bow—and the men at the gin mill tell
            me the same thing, but for different reasons. I rather like the comparison—a famous flapper, “the It Girl” who broke out of
            poverty and brought sexiness to the moving pictures and slapped her boss for trying to kiss her. Labeled as a husband-stealer
            and a rebel against social norms, she’s become my hero.
         

         
         So maybe it was a gift. But, more often than not, it felt like a loan—one that could come due any minute.

         
         “Luna . . .” My brother’s hardness is gone from his face as he pokes his fork around his bowl. “I know it’s not exactly easy
            for you. But if you saw the world through my eyes, through my skin, you would understand. And honestly, I wouldn’t wish that
            on anyone, especially you, dear sister. I’m glad you’ve found favor, making a life for yourself.”
         

         
         My bitterness melts away as he takes a quick bite, avoiding my eyes. He doesn’t quite apologize. I’m not certain he’s said
            anything wrong. It’s how he feels. If my mother hadn’t sent me to the Guadalupe Center to learn of white culture as a young
            girl, things might have turned out differently for me as well, even with my light skin. Gloria had forethought, though. And
            Abuela’s funds. Not all immigrants come to America poor and desperate. There’s just a lack of opportunity to invest. My mother
            quickly realized the advantages of having a Caucasian daughter, taking me home and hiring a private tutor to continue my training
            to assimilate into American culture, and through the years, the affluent women at the center forgot about me. So when I eventually
            stepped out into city society as a white woman from north of the river, no one was any wiser. The ruse took, and now Luna
            is gone . . . except when I come home.
         

         
         “Speaking of making your life,” my mother starts, my head dropping with a groan. My hair tickles beneath my chin, the marcelled
            waves losing their hold in the humidity of the room. “Don’t you think it’s time to walk away from such a dangerous profession?
            Selling alcohol, working at night—you’re breaking two laws at once. Marry a nice businessman and let him deal with these things.”
         

         
         Javier tilts his head, his playfulness returning. “Which suitor, Mamá?”

         
         “¡Niño!” Gloria turns her attention back to me, her flashing eyes softening. “Luna, those men you rent your bar from can’t protect you forever. I just don’t trust mixing with gangsters. Who’s going to protect you from them, eh?” 

         
         “Mamá, por favor, those gangsters are some of my best patrons, and you know my goal is to own a place soon.”

         
         At least, that’s the plan. I’ve been saving for a long time, but if this is going to happen “soon,” I’m going to have to borrow.
            Bitterness swirls in my stomach at the thought. As advantageous as my position in the world seems—at least, as advantageous
            as Javier seems to think it seems—I’m going to need a male cosigner for a loan . . . or a husband.
         

         
         Ew. May the fates have a kinder plan for me than ending up as some guy’s frau.
         

         
         “Well,” my mother continues, handing me two tortillas even though I only ever eat one, “they’re your best patrons only because
            they don’t know who you are, chiquita. If you think for a second that they would still protect you if they knew you were an
            earth bruja—a mixed one at that! And stop with the Spanish, yes? You’ll catch an accent!”
         

         
         I shake my head at the five hundred different things she’s saying at once, tearing a small piece of the warm bread and dipping
            it into my stew. The flavor is robust and salty, kind of like the pride in this family that clashes with the undertone of
            shame. Shame of being who we are. My brother hates that I’m white while my mother whitewashes me in name and culture to fit
            me into society . . . even the underbelly. I mean, I’m barely middle class, for goodness’ sake. And it’s not like they’re
            destitute—my abuela’s money could get them a decent enough bungalow with what she’s got left. But renters in better parts
            of town refuse them. Still, there are other places than the train tracks. Yet I do know why they stay here. Principle. Principle
            and pride.
         

         
         Javier’s comical voice breaks into my musings. “Don’t worry, Mamá. She might be only half devil, but it’s enough to drown
            out that accent and half her magic, too.”
         

         
         “Half bruja is still bruja!” an old voice lectures from the cutout doorway. I turn as my brother jumps up to hold our abuela’s arm while she leans on a cane, her thin gray hair pulled into a tight bun. She shuffles across the creaking floor, her flowery dress hanging around her ankles where her stockings have slipped. As he lowers her into her seat beside me, she tsks her tongue, snatching the pamphlet from Javi’s back pocket before cracking him on the behind with her cane. “I tell you I’m not going to those Mexican reservations.” 

         
         My eyes roll. I can’t help it. The Hispanic community finally has parts of the city to call their own, a nice neighborhood
            just to the east of here with their own shops and a church, but Mama Sunday won’t go. It’s not that she wants to live among
            the whites on the west side of Troost Avenue; she just doesn’t like how the minorities were forced to the east side of the
            cement dividing line by zoning ordinances and shifty title restrictions. Again, principle and pride. I get it.
         

         
         But this boxcar’s literally starting to rot.

         
         The heavy cane whacks me on the shoulder, a light bump that kind of hurts. “Keep your eyes ahead, niña. I travel on foot and
            sneak on trains to get here, nearly die of thirst on the way, lose my son, and I won’t be told where to spend my own money.”
            I rub my shoulder, my heart aching more as she reaches out a withered dark hand. “Ven aquí, give me your hand.”
         

         
         I try not to roll my eyes again. I really try.

         
         The old woman slaps my knuckles. “No disrespect earth magic, niña!” From the pocket on the side of her homemade dress, she
            raises a fist, hovering it over my opened hand. Rich, wet dirt sprinkles onto my palm. “Some tales nearly lost, only a whisper
            left behind.”
         

         
         The granules don’t look like dried insects and tobacco with a dash of river sand, but a cringe threatens the sides of my face anyway. If I wash my hand now, she’ll get upset, so I stay still as she hums a haunting melody before speaking. “Some deserve their fate, but are blessed anyway. The earth hears, cries, drinks our blood and tears, and sometimes”—she claps her hand over mine, her diminished brown eyes nearly glowing—“grants us what we do not understand. But the earth understands. Luna Alvarado, you not half anything. You whole. And everything you put your hands to shall prosper.”
         

         
         As the weight of cutting criticisms in my head lift their burden at her blessing, I blink back the misting in my eyes, wondering
            how she does this to me every time. Her elixirs could bring an army to its knees. But she simply soothes broken hearts instead.
            Her gaze sharpens at Javier, who hangs his head.
         

         
         “Lo siento, Abuela,” he says. “I was only playing with her.”

         
         “Your playing is no playful.”

         
         “Sí, señora.” He nods, throwing a twinkling glance at me. “My shoulder is making me a little cranky, I think.”

         
         “Yes, Mama Sunday,” I say, taking up his cause. “He mentioned it earlier.”

         
         The old woman purses her lips, her wrinkles gathering around her mouth. “Then why you not heal him?”

         
         “Abuela—”

         
         “English, niña!” my mother pleads.

         
         My abuela lifts a defiant index finger to interject. “Español.”

         
         “Madre,” my mother says, “ella debe hablar inglés—”

         
         “Español.”
         

         
         Javier and I exchange amused glances as the two matriarchs bicker until my stew grows cold. “Grandma,” I start again, pushing
            away my bowl. “It’s not my talent.”
         

         
         I wouldn’t call the ability I do have a talent, but I don’t tell her that. Charm. The branch of magic I tinker with is actually amazing . . . if I could get it to work properly. I could have been born a
            healer or with the power to call down curses from the sky. Or all three abilities, like my abuela. But I am grateful for what
            little I do possess. It’s better than nothing.
         

         
         “Aye, aye, aye,” the old witch says, turning to Javier with another handful of wet dirt. “Your only talent is doubt, niña.” She smashes the black earth into my brother’s shoulder with a firm grip that makes him grimace, rubbing it into the fabric of his shirt with a knotted hand. “Fear kills magic. What makes it grow? Depends on magic. But no hope means no magic.” 

         
         The small crackling fire from the stove silences. My neck prickles as the little hairs rise. Like I’m plunging into water,
            the air grows thicker around me somehow, time standing still outside these slatted walls. My brother lifts a slow gaze to
            me, but it’s like he doesn’t see me—or our abuela’s eyes. Just around the irises, the dark brown begins to shift and change
            like branches blowing in the wind. Mama Sunday looks to the ceiling with a gasp. “From dust you came. To dust you shall return.”
            As the air releases, she slumps onto the table, Javier jumping up to gather her into his arms.
         

         
         “I should not have asked that of you, Abuela,” he says with a strain in his throat. “I know it’s harder for you now.”

         
         “Ah, my niño, I no let you suffer.” She turns her head from his chest, smiling at me with those swirling brown eyes swallowing
            her pupils as they always do after an incantation. She looks majestic . . . and exhausted. “You will learn, Luna. You must
            go now.”
         

         
         “But . . . but, Abuela—”

         
         “No, really,” my mother says, stuffing another tortilla into my hand. “You’re going to be late for work.”

         
         The sun’s golden light nearly reaches the top of the couch.

         
         Rats!

         
         I bolt from my chair, offering my brother a ride before leaving my family in a flurry of kisses.

         
          

         It’s taken me a year, but I managed to save the $230 to buy my Ford Model T coupe. It’s used, but I’m proud of it because
            it’s mine. One day I’ll get the sedan with the retractable roof—red, with a back seat and all the bells and whistles. But
            for now, this will do.
         

         
         Inside the tiny cabin, my brother raises the front window to annoy me. The breeze assaults my hair and whips my face, but the Missouri weather’s not too hot, even for April. At least it airs out the sharp scent of his hair pomade; I don’t want that manly smell sticking to me. He cleans up nicely, though, in his crisp white shirt and pressed apron. The drive smooths out once we reach the boulevards, passing the bustling white businesses and neighborhoods, heading deeper into the city toward Eighteenth and Vine. 

         
         My excitement grows as the fancier neighborhoods give way to chains of tall brick buildings with signs lighting up in the
            dusk to show incoming nightlifers where the hotels and billiard halls are. It being a Friday night, the streets are already
            rumbling with butter-yellow Tatras and three-liter Super Sports automobiles with their tops down and caps on, parking along
            the curbs and honking at each other. I adjust the hand throttle and drive down an alleyway to the back of my little slice
            of underbelly heaven, parking by a few cars belonging to the other club owners.
         

         
         The River Rose is nestled in the cellar beneath a grocery store, between the basement of a watch repair shop that stores inventory
            for my gin joint and a gambling parlor that fronts as a hats and hosiery store during the day. Though the back entrance is
            almost hidden by overgrown rosebushes and ferns, none of us in the jazz district are truly hiding anything. And why should
            we? The city officials frequent these places more than the blue-collars do—though they’re starting to set up their own nicer
            juke joints in the better parts of town. Things could get dicey then. But it’s okay, because they’re all going right where
            I aim to be someday with my own fine jazz club, offering all the things gentlemen are willing to pay for with a bit more refinement
            than what I have right now. As long as the bigwigs keep coming, a place like that is going to shine.
         

         
         Kansas City seems to wipe its behind with mundane things like laws and prohibitions.

         
         As I pull the hand brake, shutting off the car engine, my brother grabs my keys and jumps out before I can say anything. He’s been quiet the whole ride. From beneath the curve of my bell-shaped hat, I shoot a coy look to the fellas waiting outside, all donning their boxy single-breasted suits, adjusting their lapels and tipping their fedoras and gambler hats as I pass by their vehicles. An inward groan seems to have set up residence in the back of my throat, but then again, I’ve chosen to associate with brutes like these. The cost of dreams, I guess. Ahead of me, Javier opens up the back entrance of the club and ducks inside.
         

         
         “Hey, Rose!” the guy with the hard middle part says, pressing a cigarette to his lips. “You gotta stop givin’ that riffraff
            a ride in your car.” The other fellas laugh, nudging each other at my deadpan expression. “You’ll never get the smell out!”
         

         
         My frown deepens. Our businesses work hand in hand and I hate that I need these John Ds at all, but I’m Rose Lane, a middle-class
            spinster who doesn’t take guff from anybody. And I can be this way because I’m not a half-immigrant bruja wanderer from the
            River Bottoms. It didn’t take magic to pull one over on most people—I realized a long time ago, I can be whoever I want to
            be. And right now I ready my perfected Margaret Young impression, a little bit of New York with a side of vamp from Savannah,
            and twist my crimson lips. “’Ey, he’s the best bartender in town, and you can’t have him no matter how hard you beg.”
         

         
         The middle-part’s smooth grin does nothing for his awkward nose over his tiny mouth. Guys like him turn from swells to hoods
            once they’re half-seas over, so I’ll have to watch my humor as the night wears on. I can handle him for the time being, though.
         

         
         “Yeah, don’t go gettin’ in a lather, baby. You know I’m just givin’ you static,” he says, smoke rolling from his nose. “I
            got no problem with immigrants, ’cept he needs to trim that jungle you got growin’ around the place.”
         

         
         My flat stare holds. “The plants were a gift, they hide the back door, and it’s my business. Besides, Javi’s no gardener.”

         
         “They’re all gardeners, baby.”

         
         The big six towering next to him knits his brown eyebrows, sticking his bulky finger under his hat to scratch his head. “Hey,
            ain’t we immigrants, Giuseppe?”
         

         
         The owner of the gambling club rolls his eyes, looking up at the muscle-bound henchman with an exasperated sneer. “Nicky,
            would ya quit usin’ my full name? Jeepers creepers! And no, we ain’t the same kinda immigrants, ya goof. We been here since
            we was babies, our families makin’ a respectable livin’ with our, uh, community establishments.” He points the glowing end
            of his cigarette in my direction, my ears slowly heating for the second time today. “But I gotta tell ya, Rose is onto somethin’.
            We don’t gotta pay those border-hoppin’ bindle punks the same wages as the rest’a ya. They don’t know the difference and don’t
            know half’a what you’re sayin’ anyways. Smart girl, this one.”
         

         
         “Gus is right, Rosie,” another man pipes up. “I can’t hawdly unda’stand what they’re sayin’. Why you gotta guy workin’ here
            if he don’t talk good English?”
         

         
         I adjust the thin beaded strap of my bag over my blouse, their ignorance choking me more than their cheap colognes. “I assure
            you, gentlemen, my employee understands every word that I say, and if you’d ever bother talking to him, you’d know he speaks better than the lot of you.”
         

         
         “Aww, Rose,” Gus says, cocking his head. “You’re cute as hell, you know that? All learned and shit. Hey, why won’t you lemme
            be your sheik? I’ll take care’a these clubs for ya. Take you for a ride in my breezer, unless you’d rather neck in that flivver
            you call a car.” The company of testosterone laughs and elbow-jabs him as their eyes travel down my body. These guys are nothing
            more than big mouths with little spines, but the way they regard anyone in heels still sends acid up my throat. I’m glad women’s
            trousers are so stylish these days.
         

         
         The henchman with the big guns and the conflicting adorable face scrunches his eyebrows again. “Didn’t she already turn ya down, Gus?” 

         
         “Shut the hell up, Nick!” Gus flicks his cigarette away, pressing his hand to his chest as he turns back to me. “Rose, you
            can’t go kissin’ a guy durin’ a poker game and leave him cold and dry like that after. I can’t get that night outta my head.”
         

         
         The acid continues climbing. Here we go again. My daily round on the greaseball carousel.
         

         
         “Yeah, well, that was two years ago,” I state, glancing behind me as Javier swings the back door open again, beelining for
            our row of metal garbage cans against the brick walls. “And I was just tryin’ to look at your cards.” Mostly true. I also
            wanted to know his intentions. Turns out, he was cheating me out of money in the game and with his cut of our shared patrons. It was worth the short, slimy kiss that I’ve worked hard to forget.
         

         
         I turn away, but Gus wraps a sweaty hand around my wrist. “Hey, baby, you can look at my cards anytime. Give ya the tour of
            Italy. I gotta taste that mouth again.”
         

         
         “Thanks,” I say among the snickering. “That’s real sweet of you, but I don’t date dewdroppers.” His buddies guffaw at my icy
            mitt and throw their hats at him as I shake off his hand and the nasty intentions that shot through my arm when he touched
            me. Heading toward the budding rosebushes, my heels crunch over dirt and gravel. His nasally voice calls after me.
         

         
         “Aww, c’mon, Rosie!” He laughs. “I work hard for what I got! I’m the king’a the underground, baby!”

         
         Javier and I share our matching eye rolls as I lift one of the smaller boxes from his arms, heavy glasses clinking from within.
            He casts a squinty-eyed glare in Giuseppe’s direction. “You don’t have to take their bushwa.”
         

         
         “I can handle it, Javi.”

         
         “If he even tries to touch these plants—”

         
         “I said I’ve got it,” I insist. “Plus, I don’t need my only bartender getting locked up or worse.”

         
         My brother’s signature grumble serenades our stare-down, which lasts as long as it takes for me to jerk open the club entrance before entering my haven of spirits. 

         
          

         This is where I call the shots. My world. My safe place, which is ironic because it’s frequented by gangsters from all walks of life in a less patrolled part of town.
            But, much like the rail yard neighborhood of my upbringing, this feels like home—Rose’s home, the caramel whiskeys and sweet
            rums wetting the air with their fragrance. Smooth cigar and cigarette smoke haze under the warm sconces around the bar and
            wooden tables. The laughter’s as loud as the swearing and I’m not sure whether patrons are playing or fighting until one of
            them is pushing up against another, but I’ve got Nicky to deal with those blottos. The gambling house’s bouncer works the
            late shift at my club as the winning cardplayers gather their stashes from Gus’s place and bring them here to spend the night
            celebrating and harassing anything with a skirt until Nicky gets ahold of them. He’s not alone in his efforts, though. My
            abuela’s blessed wall of shrubbery outside helps keep tempers from simmering too hot.
         

         
         After ten, it really picks up, wall to wall with rambunctious men who cackle in a roar of clinking tumblers and shouts that
            can barely be heard over the brassy trumpets and heart-pounding floor toms from our house band, led by the world’s best saxophone
            player. Charlie “Clip Lip” Williams might not be known anywhere else, but here he’s a legend.
         

         
         His new pianist, however, is a nameless torpedo who’s already on my nerves with the way he keeps giving me the eye. I make a mental note to find out what the hell his game is later, but I don’t have time to mess with him right now. My customers love talking to the skirt club owner, kissing my cheek and asking me to dance to try to chance a quick grab. I’m being waved down in every direction, removing those roaming hands as I push through the hot crowd of white shirts and striped ties, their suit jackets long since abandoned with their scruples and inhibitions. 

         
         I’m no prude; touch is just my game. But the guys in my club make some pretty sketchy playmates even if some of them are lookers.
            On one hand, they’re a few classes below what I normally prefer. On the other hand, their physicality plays into how my limited
            magic works. Direct contact gives them the satisfaction they’re looking for, but it also gives me so much more—it allows me
            inside their heads, just with a simple kiss like I did with Gus the Greaseball. I like them distracted and I like them happy.
         

         
         Happy customers have looser wallets.

         
         Now that’s magic.
         

         
         While my gift doesn’t tell me much that isn’t already evident in this crass joint, every man’s thoughts seem the same and
            their intentions start to blur as the night wears on, soaking into my skin with every grope and peck. People don’t often think
            in complete sentences, so deciphering phrases and feelings turns into a game after a while. Some are angry about their jobs
            while others are fed up with their nagging wives. One guy is thinking about proposing to his girlfriend but isn’t sure what
            her father will say. Out loud, he tells his friends that she’s a cuddler he wouldn’t handcuff himself to since he’s getting
            the cake for free, but he’s goofy for her. His unspoken words tell me so. On and on, their musings spin, growing foggy as
            the amber liquids flow, soon turning their inner desires toward me and the other girls. Taking a breather from that kind of
            attention at the moment, I decide to clean up some spills by the bar.
         

         
         “Hey, baby! Come sit with us!” some men call out from a crowded table. Not a chance. They’re way too sauced. The protection spells cast on my indoor plants don’t necessarily keep these guys from getting out
            of hand, but they do make them more agreeable to Nickels’s interventions. I move a potted cactus across the bar top and pretend
            I can’t hear their jeering.
         

         
         “Rosie! Quit workin’ so hard, will ya?”

         
         “Sweetheart, I gotta place you can rest right here!”

         
         I send my rosy-cheeked waitresses out to collect empty glasses for Javier to refill as I lean up against the shining black
            bar top, wiping my damp neck with one of his hand towels. My employed flappers laugh as the men pinch the hems of their shimmery
            dresses, patting their silky head wraps with flashing smiles. At their request, I’ve given permission for some of the girls
            to earn a buck by sitting on men’s laps; they walk away with several dollars stuffed into their rolled-down stockings just
            below the knees, a promise for later. It’s none of my business as long as I get a cut.
         

         
         From the looks of it, it’s going to be a good night for the house.

         
         By a quarter after three in the morning, the crowd has dissipated and my feet are screaming for relief. I want to take my
            shoes off so badly, but the band is still packing up for the night, and that shifty-eyed piano player’s still looking at me.
            My ears buzz at the emptiness and the brush of Javier’s broom as it scrapes across the oak floors.
         

         
         “You don’t gotta wait up for me, señorita,” he says, picking up a chair with one hand and turning it over onto a tabletop.
            “Clip said he’d give me a ride home.”
         

         
         “Charlie lives on the other side of town, Javi.”

         
         He holds up a hand to my protest. “Go, Miss Rose. I still gotta sprinkle the perimeter, and let’s face it. You’re no help
            to me in those shoes, yes?” His soft smile lets me know that he’s all right, that his earlier mood was just that—a mood. I
            stumble over to hug him and he kisses my temple and whispers, “It was good seeing Luna today. Tell her that her crabby brother
            misses her.”
         

         
         I tell him that I will before waddling out to my car. I should help him spread our abuela’s dirt around the rosebushes. They’re the only things keeping the harmony in a venue that’s normally crawling with lowlifes everywhere else. The blessed plants give my club a warm and comfortable feeling once our clientele passes the threshold. They’re less likely to fight. And more likely to spend. I can’t help but smirk.
         

         
         My triumph fades to worry gnawing at my conscience. The spells are becoming more difficult for my abuela; I wonder how long
            we should let her continue to prepare the mixtures. My heart is both warm and broken, and I suddenly remember why I don’t
            visit home more often. In those fleeting moments in my brother’s embrace and the floral breezes from my abuela’s roses, I
            just want to run away from this fabricated world I’ve built and curl up in bed beside our mother. But when I’m there, I lose
            sight of Rose, and when I’m Rose, I lose sight of Luna.
         

         
         I am who I say I am.

         
         But right now I don’t know what to say.
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         “Oh, Rose!”

         
         The man beneath me reaches above his head and grips the dark teal iron bars of my bedposts that keep knocking against the
            wall. I close my eyes to his scent of lumberyards and earthy tobacco, the burn of our forgotten cigarettes in the ashtray
            beside us. Bracing against his shoulder, I reach down for a fistful of my lover’s black curls. The pitch in his voice rises
            a few octaves. “It’s like you’re in my head, baby—di mi!”
         

         
         I tease him with a biting smile. It’s like I’m in his head because I am. My gift. My allure—it still tingles on my lips. The charm spell I placed on his desperate mouth travels to his hooded eyes that transform
            in a way that only I can see. Black pupils fade into a night sky with shooting stars and purple galaxies. It’s working. He would do almost anything for me right now . . . if I could ever master this damn wonderful branch of magic. But being able to charm these suitors to come crawling back for more is satisfying enough. For now. Plus, allure is a hell of a lot easier to use when the guy’s got a body that makes me wanna throw my T-straps over his shoulders. 

         
         All of last night’s stress melts away in this flowered bedroom. Confidence lifts my chin and drives my body against his. Soft
            sheets soothe my knees. Everywhere our skin touches reverberates with his pleasure, turning into my own, coursing through
            my bones like the sound waves of a standup bass. The heat scaling up my waist demands my hips to quicken the rhythm. Drawn
            out by my charm, his wild thoughts soak into me as well, a cacophony of desires met by my ability to hear each one of them.
            And with each silent request he doesn’t know he’s sending me, I return with steady thrusts exactly where he wants them to
            the reward of my lover’s swears. His breath hastens with mine as my thighs tense around him. Hidden magic. Heartless passion.
         

         
         It’s better than a bruja love elixir.

         
         He arches his back with a final groan, moist beads clinging to the coarse hairs on his chest. I let out my own satisfied sigh
            as I collapse on top of him in a carefree heap, our sweat mingling. The light breeze through my open windows flutters the
            layered floral curtains, awarding my damp arms and neck with cool relief as the late-morning sun blankets the rosy wallpaper
            and matching rugs. My visitor’s chest rises and falls as he lifts up strands of my hair with his fingers, letting them drop
            away from my face. He’s breathless inside and out, wanting more but too depleted, just how I like leaving them. I can feel
            his devotion and awe rising, his inner conflict emanating from his body like it does every time I take him to bed. My body
            is fuzzy and glad, but I can’t linger here. It worsens their desire for me.
         

         
         And right now I want him just on that edge.

         
         I push against his shoulders to move away, but he grabs my arms with a wicked yearning in his sultry brown eyes. “I’m stuck
            on you, Rosie. You know that, don’t you?”
         

         
         Edward doesn’t know what it is about me, and I’m sure to never tell him. Not that I feel guilty. My little infusion of allure isn’t all that powerful, and he’s really attracted to me on his own. I hardly ever have to use impartation, which is a good thing since it takes more concentration than I want to expend in the bedroom. That charm spell is about as tricky as getting out of this tedious conversation. 

         
         “Edward, I don’t have time—”

         
         “Look, I memorized a poem for you and everything,” he says, ignoring my flat stare, “so just lemme get this out . . .”

         
         Gross. His romantic plight is getting precariously close to going over the edge, and he’s practically begging to be put out of his
            misery. Closing my eyes like I’m actually listening to his nonsense, I relax to ready myself for the impartation I’ve eventually
            had to use on every other joker I’ve brought home. Poetry is where I draw the line . . . unless it’s sexy, and the sonnet
            Edward is spewing is crashing my libido harder than a bad stock on selling day.
         

         
         Impartations aren’t easy, though. Unlike the reading spell, I can introduce thoughts and feelings, but this one’s a lot harder
            to control. And it’s not like I can make a guy just believe them whole cloth. Just like any other thought that pops into a
            man’s head, these guys have to accept my impartations as their own for my charms to work, like a Trojan horse, but not nearly
            as powerful. That’s where my brother gets the wrong idea about my half-blood abilities.
         

         
         I really only half know what I’m doing.

         
         How fitting.

         
         Leaning down to stop this train wreck my lover is headed toward, I press my lips to his waiting mouth, the floral melody of
            impartation swirling past my tongue. The taste might just be the best part of this. You don’t love her, I send to him with a tremor I know only I can feel. He doesn’t actually love me—thank the fates. I’m just reminding him
            because my allure has him revved up like a six-cylinder. “Big-timer,” I say with a smile, “you’ll say anything when you’re
            under me.”
         

         
         “You got that right, baby.” He grins with a wink, slapping my thighs. “When you got these gams wrapped around me, tastin’ the way you do, it makes me want things I never wanted before.” He leans up on his arms, nearing my mouth, but I hold him back like I’m being coy. His curls tilt with his head. “I’ll be your sugar daddy, Rosie. I’ll be so good to ya—someone as airtight as you.” 

         
         He means it at the time he says it, but the thought of a long-term commitment pricks him almost as soon as the words leave
            his mouth. I’ve got to find a way to let Edward down easy without wounding his pride. He’s so damn good-looking, and I’d hate
            to take him off my roster. He bought me my telephone and my favorite armoire. I could have bought them myself, but why would
            I? I’m the one getting the cake for free. Thing is, even if he doesn’t really want a girlfriend, he won’t like being rejected.
            Most guys don’t.
         

         
         “The only thing airtight I’ve got is my schedule, Edward,” I say, kissing his forehead with a farewell vibration that has
            me fighting a yawn. Meager as the impartation spell is, it still drains me a bit. Not a bad trade-off for making good whoopee.
            Throwing back my patchwork quilt, I ignore his huff before skipping to the bathroom. He follows me, his handsome face frowning
            back at me as I close the door, his sigh resounding on the other side. I tap my fingers on the dark frame. “Oh, don’t be sore.
            We can always talk about it when our blood’s not rushing to one place.”
         

         
         His silence answers back like the big baby he is, but I’ve got another appointment to get to—one that sends a flash of angst to my chest. I’ve gotta stay sharp today. In a flurry, I grab my botanical soap bar and soak a hand towel in my pedestal—the scent of a carpenter can linger. After a cold scrub that also helps fight the fatigue, I snatch my dusting puff and pat a cloud of antiperspirant powder over my entire body before tugging on my clothes, my stockings sliding over the sea-foam green tiles the entire time. Pausing in front of the beveled mirror, I admire the gold trim and apply a thin layer of face powder from my compact tin before smearing a fresh application of rouge to my cheekbones with damp cotton. 

         
         I think about drawing in my lips with my favorite scarlet color, but decide against it. No eye work, either. The business
            I need to tend to today won’t be as kindly received if I show up looking like a flapper girl. I might very well be one, but
            those mouthpiece suits only do business with upstanding ladies. Yeah, sure. If I were a man, my lifestyle wouldn’t make a difference. But different jobs demand different hats, and catching men’s eyes
            is the last thing I want to do today.
         

         
         With one last approving look, I ease open the door. Edward is still standing there in all his glory.

         
         “I’m gonna be late, Edward.” My apartment is small, and I’m glad for it because I’m soon making my way through the art deco
            living room with my own davenport couch and chair. The fringe bottoms brush over a large rug the man at the furniture store
            insisted I take for half price after we mugged on a fainting chaise. It wasn’t even a long kiss, just a little tongue and
            his eyes started that twinkling starlight like they always do. I didn’t do it on purpose. Well, not entirely. He wanted me
            before I kissed him . . . and he was cute and really laying on the applesauce.
         

         
         Edward clears his throat like I’m supposed to say something else. I drop my long, slender cigarette holder into my bag by
            the front door as his jaw sets, his hand on his bare hip bone. “I’m not askin’ you to make me dinner every night, sweetheart,”
            he says. “Hell, I’ll even let ya keep all these damn plants if ya like ’em so much.”
         

         
         He sweeps his arm toward my collection of small ferns and basil in colorful pots around the patio door, my eyes flattening
            at his proud posture. Tall cats always hate the hanging hibiscus. I smooth my hair, donning my blue beret. “How thoughtful
            of you.”
         

         
         He grabs my elbow, jerking me backward. “I don’t see the other guys, but I know they’re there. And face it, baby. A woman runnin’ a juice joint for workin’-class bad eggs like me—you’re askin’ for trouble.” 

         
         My smug mood starts to spoil. Why are all the brainless potatoes so fantastic between the sheets? I don’t have time for this. I pull my arm away, thrusting open the door with my mother’s prim glare.
         

         
         “C’mon, Rosie,” he pleads with an unattractive whine, his eyebrows knitted together so fetchingly, I almost forgive him. “When
            we’re together, you do somethin’ to me. You got me by the heart, baby.”
         

         
         I let my eyes fall to his most prominent feature. “It’s not your heart I’ve got.”

         
         “Well, I . . . We . . .” Edward looks like I’ve asked him to tell me our state capital, his confusion consistent with the
            impartation and the allure fighting it out inside him. The magic will wear off, eventually. But I don’t have time to wait
            for it. Pity. Sounds like the end for Edward.
         

         
         “Okay, fine, Rosie. You’re right,” he says as I breeze away. “Call me when you can?”

         
         I wave my fingers at the potato from the stairwell, making him smile. That was a close one. I’ve probably got one more ride on that Ferris wheel, which I don’t hate the thought of.
         

         
         “Water the fennel on the patio before you leave, won’t you?”

         
         My heels click over the smooth pine-and-coral tiles as I scale down three flights of stairs, sailing out the entrance of my
            apartment building. I stop in my tracks with a sharp inhale through the nose. A young sandy-haired man is kneeling on the
            front stoop, his trembling hand holding a large diamond ring in the air. I look to my left in a panic, the rows of colonnade
            apartments along the boulevard awaiting my testimony like a courtroom of redbrick judges, their white trimmings and large
            pillars ready to sentence me to permanent public shame. This guy was definitely not my fault. ¡No mames! I don’t have time for this.
         

         
         While this suitor rambles, my eyes roll as the memory hits me of our single night’s rumble after we met at a jewelry store.
            What? I argue with myself. He needed help picking a ring. The same stupid one he’s now holding. I should’ve never brought a first-timer back to my place, and I most definitely should
            have cleaned up my own mess. So maybe it’s a little bit my fault. But it was late when he left, and I’d had a little too much gin to do a proper impartation to counter the allure.
         

         
         Poor sap.

         
         The kneeling man produces a large bouquet of fragrant lilacs, holding them out to me as a declaration itself. “I’ll do anything,
            sweetheart. I’ll work double shifts. I’ll give you the damn world. Just say yes.”
         

         
         I peer up at my third-floor balcony to make sure Edward hasn’t decided to see me off. That would be awkward, considering his
            currently nude state, among other factors. Letting out a long exhale, I lift my chin and turn back to my present suitor as
            my hand hits my hip. “Is your fiancée okay with you being engaged to two women?”
         

         
         “Not at all,” he says, his hopeful face faltering. “I mean, I haven’t told her, but I’ll do it today if you take this ring.”

         
         “Henry—”

         
         “Please, baby. I’m nuts without you. I . . . I . . . I’ll paint the sky with your name on it. I’ll travel to the center of
            the earth and bring you back your weight in diamonds. If you ask me for the stars, I’ll fly to the moon with a galactic fishing
            pole and fill up a bag for ya, Rosie. Can’t you see that I’m desperate for ya?”
         

         
         “Get off the ground, Henry. You’re making a scene.” I gust past him, my pace quickening across the green lawn as I head to
            the street where my car is parked.
         

         
         “Is that a no?”

         
         I pause with a slight cringe. Ugh, I really don’t have time for this. I know he’s probably still kneeling there, so I turn. He is.
         

         
         “Look, I promise you’ll feel differently by morning,” I say, pursing my sympathetic lips. His allure hangover should be gone by nightfall, but I don’t want to chance it. “Go back to your fiancée and catch her some stars.” He tries to protest, but I shake my head. “I don’t want my name in the sky, and I can buy my own diamonds. I’m not that kind of dame. I don’t do flowers and rings, you get me? Don’t confuse a tumble with love.” 

         
         I leave him there mumbling something about romance and devotion—all fallout from the magic. He doesn’t understand it’s all
            baloney. Even if a man were capable of such a thing, I could never trust it—not with my charms. Love’s not for everyone and
            that’s more than okay with me.
         

         
         Some people’s lives just don’t have room for it.

         
          

         Hundreds of striped and herringbone suits grip their briefcases and lead their families in and out of the grand archways of
            the city’s new train depot. Eight hundred and fifty thousand square feet of French neoclassical architecture provide a transitional
            reception for traveling merchants, vacationers, city officials, and a whole slew of questionable types on unofficial “business.”
            I can’t keep the small grin from twisting up the side of my face. This place makes me think of some exotic courtyard in Europe,
            a place I can only dream of visiting. I’ve seen pictures, though. It’d be amazing to see the real thing, but at least we’ve
            got a spot in Kansas City that comes close enough.
         

         
         My eyes travel the loud, bustling corridors like a gaping kid at the county fair as I stroll along the shining marble floors. Slick-haired men make their way to the barbershop, lighting cigars from the store next door. Their wives pick through an array of shops, their knee-length pleated skirts fluttering over silk stockings as they saunter. Railroad offices are calling out the next train due to depart while a pearl-draped mother snags her screaming toddler from climbing up the stone walls. Slowing my pace, I gaze upward past the golden wall sconces to the massive chandeliers that are attached to the painted ceilings with intricate moldings and designs of beige leaves and blue skies nearly one hundred feet above me. Union Station is the most enchanting building in the entire city. 

         
         I stop by the rows of wooden benches of passengers, my heart pinching with envy. So many on their way to new adventures. I’m
            sure they don’t see it that way. Their lives seem mundane. But at least they’re safe. With a cold thump in my chest, I stand
            on the toes of my cross-strapped court shoes, peering over the tweed and lace shoulders that push past me in haste. My goal
            is just ahead, a man surrounded by a company of well-dressed oilcans—a balding fellow with spectacles, a bird-faced suit,
            and a blond appetizer of a man with a dashing smile. I think of my desperate suitor on his knees outside my apartment and
            decide I should finish what’s on my plate first.
         

         
         “Rose? Yoo-hoo! Rose, is that you, darling?”
         

         
         My eyelids slide closed, my stomach throwing a groan upward. I’d know my coworker’s singsongy fabricated greeting from anywhere.
            I was hoping to get this done and give her the slip before she got here. Sharing a desk with her at the office is an irritating
            penance for needing a day job; having to conduct such a stressful interview with her blabbery mouth is nearly intolerable.
            I paste on what I hope is an amiable smile and turn to the Brooksy who’s already barreling toward me, her hands outstretched
            like she’s going to hug me. I’m forced to accept her friendly embrace so as not to offend her, and count to three as the floral
            scent I liken to decaying petals assaults my nose from her hanging cardigan.
         

         
         “I’ve looked everywhere for you!” she declares, pushing me back by the shoulders. “And aren’t you just lovely in that blouse and trousers. I wish I could be so cosmopolitan, but men like dresses, you know! We don’t all have your figure.” I start to respond, but she’s giggling like she’s said something clever, grabbing the curved ends of her gray hat, which molds over cropped hair that’s more orange than a sunset. “Isn’t this kippy? I hope it’s not too daring. I think it’s perfect with this dress, don’t you?” 

         
         The last thing in the world I want to do is talk fashion with a woman who is most definitely not a flapper, but I give her
            a once-over. The most boring frock I’ve ever seen hugs her tall, lanky body in all the wrong places, complete with a belt
            on her hips to make sure her cardigan doesn’t fall open and show even more frock. The pasty color is a difficult pairing with
            her matching skin. She needs some rouge on her lips. It’s not that she’s ugly; she’s just trying too hard to be something
            she’s not. Something that makes her uncomfortable to even think about too much.
         

         
         At least, that’s what I gleaned from the hug when her cheek brushed mine.

         
         She juts out her hip, tilting her head at me. I ready myself for whatever nonsense will surely come spilling out of her pale
            mouth. “Rose,” she says with a coy squeak at the end of my name. “You’re not nervous now, are you?”
         

         
         I ignore the twinkle in her eye, turning back to my destination. Her excitement about interviewing henchmen has my stomach
            wound up tight. I’m the one with everything to lose, not her. This newspaper gig as a front for my nocturnal career was a
            perfect setup until today. When I asked our boss for new assignments, confronting the very men who could bring down my nightclub
            wasn’t exactly what I had in mind. These guys are no joke. I just want to get in and get out as fast as I can.
         

         
         “Just stick to the script, Margaret,” I mumble, searching the thick crowd. She stands on her toes beside me, although she
            doesn’t need to, craning her head around with a thrilled squeal. The throng of passengers parts just enough, my palms dampening
            in anticipation. A prominent, well-fed man stands near the exit booth with the small entourage of other suits I saw earlier,
            who shake his hand and offer to carry his bags.
         

         
         Margaret whirls around, her green eyes rounding. “Are you thinking what I’m thinking?”

         
         “Stick to the script, Margaret.”
         

         
         “This is our chance at real news, Rose.”

         
         “You can’t be serious.” My stomach somersaults as she aims for the towering politician, my unsettled nerves driving me forward.
            “Do you have any idea how dangerous this is?”
         

         
         Of course she doesn’t. She’s got her daddy’s money and nothing to hide—both things I’ve never had.

         
         My coworker is tugging my sleeve and in my ear. “Rose, he’s the chairman of the Jackson County Democratic Club, former chair
            to the city council—”
         

         
         “Yes, exactly,” I say, letting her drag me along to the death of both my careers.

         
         “So we’re just going to ask him fluff questions?”

         
         “Mr. Roberts will sentence us both to line editing for the rest of our days if we screw this up, even if you are his niece.”

         
         And that former councilman will send my underground business packing if I cross him the wrong way. Not that he would even
            know who a small juke-joint owner like me is, but I can’t take that chance.
         

         
         Margaret excuses herself far too many times as we slip in between small groups of travelers. “So you’re just going to ignore
            this . . . excuse me . . . ignore this amazing political story . . . beg your pardon . . . fraud, extortion, payoffs—and you’re
            going to ask him about his holiday?” She’s not such a Dumb Dora after all. I give her a look that says so. She huffs more
            dramatically than I thought possible. “Rose.”
         

         
         “Look,” I say, pushing past her with a hiss over my shoulder, “you’ve got your way of fighting the chauvinistic bureaucracy
            and I’ve got mine. Don’t screw this up for me.”
         

         
         “If my uncle cuts your pay, I’ll make up for it.”

         
         “Keep your privilege and leave me out of it.”

         
         “Oh, don’t be such a wallflower, Rose.”

         
         I’ve made it farther than I realize because when I turn my deadpan stare from Margaret’s objecting face, I’m nose-to-black-tie
            with the most crooked politician in Kansas City. I nearly choke trying to swallow.
         

         
         “Whoa there, toots,” he says. His crew casts curious, amused eyes over me. “No need to rush around.” He leans down with the
            look of a man who knows how powerful he is, his brown hair greased back like the others. “There’s always another train.”
         

         
         I do
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