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Praise for
Lilies in Moonlight


“Flappers and family. Baseball and cosmetics. War and wealth. Give Allison Pittman those threads, and you have the rich tapestry that is Lilies in Moonlight. Lilly Margolis is an off-the-charts heroine that will have you fumbling to turn the pages to keep up with her. But it’s the honesty in Lilly and the entire cast of characters that is Pittman’s greatest gift to us in this compelling story.”

—MONA HODGSON, author of Two Brides Too Many and Too Rich for a Bride




“In Lilies in Moonlight, Allison Pittman offers a fine mix of sin, redemption, and history as an unflappable flapper takes a poignant ride through Prohibition-era Florida. From the homes of the wealthy to a backwoods tent revival, hard times and harder truths chase a wild girl and a war-wounded man into the arms of a love that won’t let them go. By turns both heartbreaking and flat-out fun, this story is a gem.”

—MEG MOSELEY, author of When Sparrows Fall




“Lilies in Moonlight transported me to a world radiant with the bold, jaunty spirit of the Jazz Age. I was completely absorbed in the story of Lilly, an unsinkable flapper who turns the pain of her past into a drive to live her life to the fullest. Allison Pittman’s novel is vastly entertaining, romantic, and deeply spiritual: a sparkling, fun read that also brought me to tears of sympathy for the characters. Beautifully written, this is a rich story of overcoming, hope, and love that surprised me in a wonderful way with every turn of the page—truly in a league of its own.”

—ROSSLYN ELLIOTT, author of Fairer than Morning




“Lilies in Moonlight is a tender story full of mercy and grace. When two scarred souls meet in God-orchestrated circumstances, Mrs. Betty Ruth Burnside makes it her mission to meld them together. Her son, Cullen, has no desire to fellowship with a flapper. Yet Lilly Margolis has such magnetism, and she’s drawn to the Burnside’s elegance and wealth. How could such an unlikely match work?”

—EILEEN KEY, author of Forget-Me-Not
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For Mom

Oh, how I delight to be at your feet!
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October 1925

[image: ]ust ten o’clock in the morning, and already Lilly Margolis could feel the trickle of sweat sliding between her shoulder blades.

Head up. Big smile, chin out, she silently rehearsed.

Good morning, madam. Are you the lady of the house?

Pause, two, three, four.

Allow me to introduce myself. My name is Lilly, Lilly Margolis. But Lilly’s not just my name. It’s also the name of the fabulous new body crème from Dalliance Cosmetics. Lilies in Moonlight. I use it myself.

She held out her arm, focusing on the creamy silk of her skin against the dark wood of the door.

Makes my skin smooth as silk and irresistible to the touch. At least that’s what my boyfriend says.

Wink, wink. She didn’t really have a boyfriend, but every man who’d ever touched her said she felt like satin. Or cold milk. White and soft and pure. She, of course, didn’t use Lilies in Moonlight body crème. She couldn’t afford it. Nothing but Ivory soap from the five-and-dime and maybe a dab of Jergens lotion.

May I introduce you to the other irresistible offerings from Dalliance Cosmetics? This little case right here is a regular treasure trove of beauty.

This is where she’d hold up the case. She wore three bright red bangles on her left wrist, including one that held the case, and they’d clank together as she lifted it. Right arm? Pure, soft, white, unadorned. Left arm? Fashion and beauty in one grip.

Lilly Margolis was everything—blond, bobbed hair, perfectly plucked eyebrows, bright red lips—all wrapped up in the perfect porch-sized package. What would Mama say if she could be on the other side of that door? No great mystery there. She’d say Lilly looked like a tramp, that God would condemn her for cutting her hair. To her, Lilly’s smooth skin meant that she was lazy, pampered, indulged.

Lilly banished such ugliness behind what she knew to be a dazzling face. Her mother might not approve, but the rest of the world sure did. Men most of all. And if she got lucky, the woman behind this door would too. Resolved, she touched her painted fingertips to her hair, doubled her smile, and rang the bell.

“What do you want?” The woman on the other side of the door wore a faded housedress. Her hair was mostly piled on top of her head, though tendrils floated around her face.

Smile. “Good morning, madam! Are you the lady of the house?”

“Oh, for the love of Pete.”

And Lilly faced the door again.

She relaxed her posture, letting her shoulder stoop with the weight of the tan leather case, getting no satisfaction from even the clank of her bangles. She turned and walked down the front steps. Those potted flowers looked a little less lovely than they did when she first walked past them just a minute ago.

“Should’ve opened with the flowers.” Next door, she’d know.

Back on the sidewalk, she assessed the next house. Trim lawn, roses in bloom at the corner.

Chin up, big smile, shoulders squared, she strode up the walkway, looking confident lest the lady be looking out the front window at that moment. At the door, she shifted the leather case from one hand to the other, bangles rattling as she raised her fist to knock.

The door opened and this woman looked much like the previous one, but her hair was a little neater, her dress less faded.

“Good morning, madam. Tell me, are you responsible for those beautiful roses in bloom?”

“Why yes, I am.” The woman touched her fingers to her throat, as if shocked to be greeted with such a compliment.

“Well then, it won’t surprise you to learn that the delicate rose petal is a key ingredient in Dalliance Cosmetics’s Rose of Sharon hand crème. Just a dab worked in at night, and your hands will be as soft as the petals on your lovely flowers. May I offer you a demonstration?”

“Oh, I don’t think so, dear. Jergens works fine for me.”

A softer closing of the door this time, but a closing nonetheless. Back on the sidewalk, Lilly looked up the street. One house after another, all of them small and square. In some ways, no different from the row of clapboard shacks she left behind in Miresburgh. But here there seemed to be a sweetness to the smallness. Maybe it was the trim green lawns, the varied gardens, the short white fences. Who knows? Maybe her own street would take on life and beauty if it were bathed in this relentless Florida sun. Still, small houses meant small lives; small lives meant small dreams. Green grass or not, when she looked down the street all she saw was one closed door after another.

“Never gonna sell nothin’ in this lousy neighborhood,” she muttered under her breath. Still, she wasn’t about to cry over it. After all, it could be worse. She could be one of those women all wrapped up in a housedress with nowhere to go. Why, they might be looking out of their windows right now thinking, What is that stunning vision of beauty doing on our humble little street? Lilly herself had been inspired by the beauties she’d seen in the movies and magazines.

Mindful of her purpose, she smiled sweetly at the young woman pushing a pram, followed by two sticky children. Half a block behind Lilly was a park. She’d planned to stop there and sit on one of its bright red benches to eat the cheese sandwich that was wrapped in wax paper and nestled among the bottles and jars of Dalliance Cosmetics in the tan leather case.

She turned around and followed the woman and the pram and the sticky children, who took turns looking back at her. Lilly stuck out her tongue and they did too. The mother never glanced over her shoulder even once.

Once in the park, the sticky children ran to the swing set; the mother settled on a bench and pulled the baby out of the pram to settle it on her lap for a gentle bouncing.

“Cute baby.” Lilly chose the bench on the opposite side of the little walking path that stretched around the park.

“His name’s John.” The recollection of the name seemed an exhausting endeavor.

“I don’t have any children myself.” Lilly crossed her leg and admired her shoe. White patent leather with a wide sea-foam green ribbon. She’d have to sell ten jars of Lilies in Moonlight to pay for them. “I’m a salesgirl for Dalliance Cosmetics. It’s highly rewarding.”

The mother smiled weakly, then hollered at the sticky children—June and Teddy—telling them to play nice and take turns.

“Of course, motherhood is its own reward.” Though truthfully, Lilly could think of nothing worse. Besides the disaster a pregnancy would bring to her perfect planklike figure, she’d grown up knowing exactly what kind of inconvenience it could bring to a girl’s life. “But I bet you like to take yourself a long, hot bath at the end of a day.”

Baby John began to fuss, bucking straight back in his mother’s lap.

“Or on a hot day like this, maybe a nice cool one. Not too cold—that can be shocking. But tepid. Just enough warm to take off the edge. So when you dip your foot in, you can’t hardly tell where the air stops and the water starts, except for the wet. And then, when you lift yourself out, no matter how hot it is, you get this breeze that just chills—”

“Look, lady. I don’t usually have time to take a bath. I got three kids.”

“Haven’t you got a husband?”

“He’s a manager down at Parson’s. Sometimes he works late.”

“So you never have time to bathe?” Lilly widened her eyes, creating an image of innocent incredulity.

“ ’Course I do.” The mother set baby John back in his pram and handed him a bottle of milk, a veneer of resentment on her smile. “Just nothing long and luxurious is all.”

Lilly pouted. “Poor dear.” She lifted the tan leather case and set it beside her. Two clicks of the brass latches and she had a wide-mouthed jar—frosted pink glass with a silver-painted lid. “There’s no reason you can’t pamper yourself with even the shortest dip. It’s not the length of the soak but the quality of the soap, that’s what we say at Dalliance Cosmetics.”

“I use Ivory—”

“As well you should, what with the little ones and all. But how about something like this?” Lilly rose from her bench and crossed the path, carrying the wide-mouthed jar aloft like a treasure. Slowly, holding the jar just under the mother’s nose, she twisted the silver lid, wincing a bit at the glare from the bouncing sun. “Bath salts. Lavender. Here, just take a whiff.”

The mother closed her eyes, revealing thin lids with tiny blue branching veins. Perhaps it was the shiny silver lid that caught the attention of the now sticky and sweaty children, because they abandoned their swings and ran pell-mell toward their mother.

Lilly stopped them in their tracks with nothing more than a kohl-eyed glare. “Scram, kids. This is for your ma.”

The mother opened her eyes again, transformed. Soft and content. “Very nice.”

“Not bad for a nickel, is it?”

“A nickel? You’re kidding.”

“Well, the whole jar is a dollar thirty, but there’s enough in here for at least twenty-five baths, so that works out to about a nickel a bath. Don’t you think at the end of a day you deserve a nickel’s worth of bath salts all to yourself?”

Perhaps some innate protective sense had taken over the children, because once again they abandoned their swinging and were running—more cautiously this time—toward the benches. Now the mother, with her arms crossed, looked at them with narrowed eyes.

“Teddy and June! You two go play or I’m going to give you a spank right here and now and another when we get home!”

Teddy and June obeyed, taking sulky backward steps so their selfish mother could gaze upon their sweaty, sticky, grubby faces for as long as possible.

The mother scooted an inch or so away from Lilly. “Put that lid back on. I haven’t got a dollar thirty to spend on bath salts.”

“Don’t forget about the beauty of the jar itself,” Lilly said, grasping to close the deal. “When you’ve finished with the lavender, you can always refill it with something from the five-and-dime, and none of your friends need be the wiser. With this beautiful Dalliance Cosmetics jar on your powder-room shelf, you’ll be the envy—”

“I don’t have friends who visit my powder room.” The mother lifted baby John out of the pram again and held him close, resting her chin on top of his bald little head.

Teddy and June would not be denied a third time. They scrambled onto the bench, wedging their way between the two women.

Lilly leaped to her feet, barely snatching the pretty pink jar from the grimy clutches of June.

Once again the mother’s manner softened. What sternness she had dissolved like so many bath salts as her children peppered her with silly questions. Who was this lady? What was in the jar? Could they have a Coca-Cola with their lunch when they got home? And could the lady come have lunch with them? And wasn’t she pretty?

With gentleness Lilly couldn’t have imagined, the mother answered each child. Yes, the lady was pretty, but no, she was far too busy to come home for lunch. This response was given with a wary eye across the top of Teddy’s grubby face, but Lilly just smiled and winked.

It was enough that they thought she was pretty.

Lilly checked to be sure the silver lid was screwed on tight. Then, as the little family debated whether they should play on the swings or the slide, she reached inside baby John’s pram and nestled the lavender bath salts within his blankets. She quickly closed the latches on her leather case and lifted it off the bench.

Before she could get away, however, the mother called out, “Hey! I told you I can’t afford that.”

Lilly waved a hand behind her, bangles clanking. “Forget it. You qualify for the free sample of the day.”
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Three blocks later Lilly sat down again—this time at a drugstore counter—and filled out a sales slip. She thought back to the nearly empty powder box on the washstand in her room at Mrs. Myrtle’s Hotel for Women. She had a little more than three dollars in there—two of which were meant for next week’s rent. A couple of big sales would make up the difference, but she’d need to find better hunting ground.

“Hey, lady.” The man behind the counter wore a blue-and-white-striped shirt and blue suspenders. His gray hair was thick and curly; the glasses on the bottom of his nose gave a kindly effect absent from his voice. “This isn’t your office. You going to order something?”

Lilly dug into her little beaded purse and pulled out a dime. “Two Coca-Colas.” One for later tonight with the supper included in her two-dollar-a-week rent.

The man behind the counter popped the top off one of the bottles before swiping the dime across the polished wood. Lilly quietly unwrapped her sandwich, keeping it hidden on her lap as she tore off one bite at a time, chewing slowly and washing it down with sips of the cold, dark, fizzing soda.

Behind her the bell rang, and though she didn’t know another soul in this part of town, Lilly spun on her stool to see who walked in. Two women, probably in their fifties, wearing identical gray dresses, white aprons, and ugly brown shoes.

Maids.

“Afternoon, ladies.” Now the man behind the counter lived up to his friendly visage.

“Afternoon, Ed.”

“Two egg salads? Coffee?”

“Oh, it’s payday,” one of the women said. “Make it two chocolate sodas, right, Annie?”

“You read my mind,” Annie said, and the two of them giggled as if it were truly funny.

“Sounds good,” Lilly said. She imagined herself part of their conversation, but they responded with a dismissive glare. The few bites of sandwich sat heavy in her stomach, and she wished for just a minute she were sharing a sticky table with little June and Teddy.

Deciding these women weren’t worthy of her smile, she drooped her face into an exaggerated pout and twirled back to her sandwich, giving the women a view of the back of her neck, imitating the pose she’d seen on the cover of the Vogue magazine on the newsstand in the corner.

She continued with her sandwich and soda and sales-ticket book, all the while listening to Annie and her friend. Apparently their mistresses were at a weekly country club luncheon, meaning somewhere within walking distance there was a neighborhood with money.

Lilly tore her sandwich into smaller and smaller pieces, making it last long enough for Annie and her friend to finish their egg salads and chocolate sodas. Ed was not fooled for a moment; he’d come close to catching her midbite several times, but every time he asked if she wanted to order something, Lilly smiled her brightest and said no, thank you, she was watching her figure.

At ten minutes to one, the maids slurped the last of their sodas and bid Ed good-bye. Lilly swigged the last of her Coca-Cola—warm and flat by now—and carefully folded the square of wax paper to put back in her leather case. It would wrap tomorrow’s sandwich.

“See ya, Ed.” She gave a little salute, bangles clanking, and set the door’s bell ringing.

With the women in gray about twenty paces ahead, Lilly straightened her shoulders, refreshed her grip on the case’s handle, and took a determined step. Fortune could not be far away.
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[image: ]ullen Burnside reached into the bucket and took out another brand-new baseball. Stainless white leather, smooth as skin. Bright red stitching. He turned it over and over in his hand, just as he had since he was a kid. Like this for a fastball. Like that for a curve ball. Change-up. After a couple of soft tosses straight up and down, loving the feel of it landing in his open palm, he gripped it tight in one hand and grasped the barrel of the cannon steady with what remained of the other.

“A little to the left, Eugenie.” He gestured with the ball to accompany his voice, which wouldn’t carry all the way across the yard.

Through the pitching machine’s scope, he saw the figure in the maid’s uniform and starched white apron. She had one hand on her hip, impatient, most likely because his mother waited inside with some urgent need. But it was essential to get the position just right. After all, she was the same height as Cullen—within an inch at least—and her feet were roughly the same size.

He stood straight, taking his eyes away from the cannon’s scope. “Bat up.” He manipulated his own body, and she hers, until they made a mirror image. His arms up, her arms up. His back bent, her back bent. He couldn’t help the fact that her face maintained its familiar mix of irritation and frustration.

“Choke up.” His final instruction before taking another look through the scope. Perfect. He tightened the bolts and loaded the ball into the top tube leading down to the cannon’s barrel.

“You shoot that thing at me, and you’ll wish you died in France.” Eugenie made this same threat every day. It had lost its sting.

He ran his finger along the tube that fed the gas into the cannon and checked the powder level. After attaching a wire leading to the remote trigger, he dropped in the ball.

Eugenie remained in position until he reached her. In one seamless motion, he placed his hands over her hands on the bat and stepped into her place as she let go. The doorbell inside the house rang.

“Oh no. That means Mrs. B is going to open that front door herself.”

“Go ahead.” Cullen stared straight down the barrel of the cannon. “We’re finished here.”

Giving no thought to what or who might be at the front door, he settled into his stance. He’d never get used to batting left, but he knew plenty of fellows who came back from the war with no right arm at all, so no use complaining about not matching the stats on the back of a baseball card.

“Batter up,” he barked, gambling that he’d still have enough breath afterward to swing the bat full around. He stared down the barrel of the cannon, unblinking.

Why couldn’t it have been a gun, Lord? Why couldn’t I have been shot instead?

The trigger sat in perfect position. He could keep his heel dug in and rotate his foot to depress it. He did this now, his toe hovering over the switch. He closed his eyes, replacing the mounted machine in the middle of the yard with the image of a mound of dirt and a man upon it, all wound up and ready to fire. Maybe a young Babe Ruth. Or Carl Mays.

The scents of cut grass and flowers faded behind the imagined ones of sweat and dirt and beer. In his mind, the roar of a crowd overtook the quietness of his upper-crust neighborhood. His name over a loudspeaker: Now batting for Pittsburgh, Cullen Burnside. No nickname. That would come later.

He didn’t want to open his eyes, but if not, he’d never swing the bat. Never hit the ball. So when the echo of his name faded into the darkness of his mind, he once again stared down the barrel of the pitching machine.

Three, two, one.

His toe hit the trigger. Simultaneous with the explosion was the image of the red-stitched projectile hurtling straight toward him. Cullen stood, fearless and ready in its path. In the time it took for the ball to cross the distance between the barrel and the bat, his mind moved far away from the tranquility of a baseball field. Now, he saw men fallen all around him, steam rising from torn, bleeding bodies, limbs and guns and endless, endless mud. Finally, the engulfing yellow cloud that robbed him of his life.

What had he to fear from a five-cent toy?

He swung. The muscles remaining in his right arm screamed with the effort. They screamed, because he couldn’t. He channeled all his strength into the bat, bracing for the desired impact between the bat and ball. But if he’d miscalculated, or Eugenie had grown taller, or the ball slid across some imperfection in the barrel and the ball collided with him, what loss could there be?

And then, the sound. Wood connecting with leather. His eyes closed again at that second—a habit he’d never been able to break. But he could feel a good hit. When he opened his eyes again, he saw it, long and low. Line drive to right field, or at least into the hydrangeas. The flowers quivered with the impact. At any field in the country that would be a single. But he didn’t run. He didn’t have to. He needed all his strength to return to the bucket to take out and load the next ball.
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[image: ]ead up, shoulders back, bright smile.

Good afternoon. Is the lady of the house at home? Because this was not the neighborhood to have ladies answering their own doors. The houses sat on either side of a broad street with a wide green manicured strip—interrupted by a tree every so often—stretched right down the middle of it.

She stood in the shade of the first tree at the top of the street, pinching the fabric at the back of her dress, fanning the sweat dry. By now the kohl around her eyes was smeared, and she’d nibbled her lipstick away with her cheese sandwich. The weight of the case had left her shoulder numb, and there was no disguising the half-moon stains under her arms.

She surveyed the houses. How to choose, how to choose, how to choose. Several had discreet signs directing servants to a back entrance. She wouldn’t choose any of those. Lilly Margolis might be a penniless girl from Miresburgh, Pennsylvania, but she was nobody’s servant.

One house called to her. Tall—three stories—and white, with six columns across the front porch. Imposing and inviting at once, with a whimsical coral-colored path winding from the sidewalk to the front steps. The front door an enormous stained-glass window framed by dark cherry wood. A high stone barrier jutted out from either side of the house, extending to the back, with an iron gate marking the entrance to a wide side drive. But the lack of a fence around the front yard made the place seem that much more welcoming. A small brass plaque dangled over the doorway: 711.

“Seven-eleven.” Lilly snapped her fingers. “What could be luckier than that?”

She made her way up the coral pathway, hoping if nothing else to be given the opportunity to come in and sit for a spell. Her shoes might be cute, but they weren’t meant for walking all over Pensacola.

Up close, she could make out the images in the stained glass. A breathtaking scene of a train winding through a mountain pass, beginning on one door and carrying over to the next. She could have stood staring at it for the rest of the afternoon, admiring the tiny bits of glass in place as wildflowers and sleeper-car windows. Instead she took a deep breath and rang the bell. Twice. Just as she was about to turn away, figuring not even a seven and an eleven together could bring her any luck, half of the train swept away.

“Well, land sakes. Look at you! Such a vision, such a vision.”

The door had swung open to reveal a woman hardly bigger than a child, yet she held herself with the dignity of a queen. She wore an old-fashioned dress—long sleeved and high necked, even in this heat—and her hair was a swirl of cinnamon and gray swept up into a Gibson girl style that she must have been wearing for the last twenty years. She had bright blue eyes and rosy cheeks—like some kind of grown-up lady doll.

Lilly’s opening line stuck in her throat.

“You might just be the first genuine flapper who ever made a visit to my house. Come in, come in, darling. It is so hot outside. Will this heat never end? Come on in here for a cool drink of lemonade.”

“Good afternoon, m’am,” Lilly said, undaunted by the stream of welcome pouring over her. “Is the lady of the house at home?”

The woman opened the door wider, ushering Lilly in. “I’m the only lady of this house, unless you want to count Eugenie. Which I don’t. Oh, she keeps it clean enough, but that’s what she’s paid for, after all. Wouldn’t have her at all but my son …”

The woman prattled on, but Lilly heard nothing. She stood in a foyer of polished wood, gleaming walls, and a perfect little marble-topped table with an ornate gold mirror hanging above it. A glimpse confirmed her suspicions that her dress was drooping and her face and neck were blotchy red from the sun. Should have worn a hat.

“You have a lovely home here.” Her voice echoed.

“My Davis saw to every detail. Every detail.” The woman closed the door behind them, and the click of the latch echoed too.

“Well,” Lilly got her thoughts together, “a woman with such fine taste will surely want to have the very best in her beauty regime.”

But the woman was not listening. She simply walked through the house, beckoning Lilly with a ring-encrusted hand to follow her. “Right in here, the front parlor.”

Lilly found herself in a room full of light. Two elegant white sofas faced each other, with an oblong table in between. The wallpaper appeared to be a series of twisting ribbons in alternating rose and green; the longest wall was covered with a series of small paintings—still-life in various fruit, bowls, pitchers, and wine. “Davis has a fine work by Thomas Nast in his study which I would much prefer to showcase here—better light, you know. Much better light. Glorious Gettysburg battle scene. But he says it’s much too controversial for a front parlor.”

“These are lovely.” Lilly tried to sound as if she had a cultivated eye for art. “I can see you have a taste for fine things. That’s why you’ll find the very jars and bottles—”

The woman shouted, “Eugenie!” before extending a gracious invitation for Lilly to sit on one of the white sofas.

Within minutes, a tall woman in a black dress and crisp white apron appeared in the front parlor doorway, her hat slightly askew. The woman herself was gray. Her hair, her skin. All muted shades without a speck of color to be found. She had a face made of features—eyes, nose, mouth—all with a lack of distinction.

“Yes, Mrs. B?”

“Can you please fetch us a pitcher of lemonade and—are you hungry, dear?”

“Oh no,” Lilly answered, too quickly to be believed.

“And a tray of sandwiches I think too. Not cucumber”—she turned to Lilly—“I don’t know who ever thought a person could fill themselves up with a cucumber sandwich. Chicken salad, if we have any. No, make it ham.”

“Now, Betty Ruth Burnside,” the maid said, her voice as gray as her skin, “you know you’ve already had your lunch.”

“But the world is full of people who haven’t, Eugenie. We’d do best not to forget that. And cookies. Do we have any of those pink ones with the lemon icing?”

“I think your son might have left a few.”

“Then bring those too.” Her face transformed with childish delight, she clapped her hands and turned to Lilly. “They really are the most delicious treat!”

“Thank you.” Now Lilly knew the woman’s name was Betty Ruth, and possibly the most wonderful creature she’d ever encountered. “Pink cookies sound delicious. In fact, pink is the signature color of Dalliance Co—”

The rest of the word erupted in a scream as the sound of gunfire rattled the paintings on the wall.

“Oh dear.” Betty Ruth smoothed her skirt and sat on the sofa next to Lilly. “That was a loud one.”

“Wh-what was it?”

“My son. He is in the backyard, playing that foolish game of his. I expect the telephone will ring any minute.”

As if on cue, the gilded white phone on the corner desk jangled.

“Eugenie, darling! Be a dear and answer that in the kitchen? Tell whoever is on the other line that we are not at home. Not at home.” She reached over and patted Lilly’s leg. Three of her fingers bore rings—a jumble of diamonds, rubies, sapphires, and gold. “It’ll be a few minutes before the next one, and they aren’t all that loud. Sometimes I don’t hear anything at all.”

“Is it safe?”

Betty Ruth cocked one perfectly arched brow. “Did you come here to talk about my son? Because he is very particular about the women with whom he keeps company.”

For a moment, Lilly forgot exactly why she came here at all, but then she noticed the details of Betty Ruth’s powdered face and caught a hint of expensive perfume as the woman removed her hand. Lilly looked around the room—marble tabletops, silk drapery, antique furniture. All of it belonged to this woman dripping in jewels, whose dress, though dated, was impeccably tailored. Lilly had come here with a leather case full of cheap lotions and powders and scented water. All of it together worth less than the single drop on Betty Ruth’s wrist.

Lilly was about to excuse herself, apologize, and leave without trying to sell a single jar when two things happened. Eugenie arrived carrying a silver tray stacked with perfect little sandwiches, and the pistol or gun or cannon or whatever it was exploded again, startling the seemingly unflappable maid, causing her to stumble into the room and drop two tiny sandwiches to the floor.

“Let me get those,” Lilly said, but at that moment a jingling sound heralded the arrival of a beautiful blond cocker spaniel. The dog swept the sandwiches off the carpet and swallowed them down in one gulp.

“That’s my crazy Mazy.” Betty Ruth reached down to pat the dog’s head now on her lap. “And goodness, doesn’t she look just like you? Big brown eyes and your hair waves just like hers. Of course you have a much more elegant nose. What my mother would have called ‘patrician.’ ”

“Well, thank you. I never thought being compared to a dog would be so much of a compliment.”

“You are a beautiful girl.” Betty Ruth patted Lilly again, with every bit as much affection as she showed the lovely Mazy. “And I do so envy your style. So modern.”

Eugenie made a noise—not an approving one—as she set down the tray.

“Oh, you just ignore her.” Betty Ruth handed Mazy another sandwich. “She’s old-fashioned.”

Without comment, Eugenie handed Lilly a small china plate painted with a pastoral design and edged in gold leaf. At Betty Ruth’s insistence, she loaded it with two sandwich triangles, a small bunch of green grapes, and two of the aforementioned pink-frosted cookies.

Betty Ruth ate nothing but a cookie, and Mazy was dismissed to follow Eugenie back to the kitchen.

“So nice to have a young person come visit.” Somehow Betty Ruth managed not to get a single pink crumb in the corners of her lips, while the entire front of Lilly’s dress had a dusting of bread and cookies. “Have you already told me your name?”

Lilly finished a sip of lemonade. “It’s Lilly. Lilly Margolis.”

“Lilly Margolis. Why, that sounds just like music, doesn’t it? Lilly Margolis. Just like music.”

“Thank you.” Lilly’d never heard that before.

“And what brings you here, Lilly Margolis?”

Lilly nudged the tan leather case with her toe, embarrassed at its contents. Still, she couldn’t claim to have simply dropped by unannounced for lunch. “I am a representative of Dalliance Cosmetics.”

“Oh, a salesgirl! How glamorous.”

“Some days more than others.”

“And I suppose you would like to sell me some of your products.”

“Oh no,” Lilly said before realizing just how ridiculous that sounded. “I mean, I can tell you are a woman of fine taste, but I’m sure you already have a lovely array—”

“Nonsense. What kind of a salesgirl do you ever hope to be with that attitude? Come, come. Finish up your lunch and show me what you’ve got in there.”

She savored the last bit of pink cookie as Eugenie came in to clear the tray. Soon after, Lilly carefully set the tan leather case on the marble-topped table and opened the latch, quickly snatching the wad of wax paper and the bottle of Coca-Cola while Betty Ruth occupied herself cooing at the recently reappeared Mazy. The case opened at the top and the sides, creating a blue velvet-lined display of bottles and jars, each held in place with a matching elastic band.

Betty Ruth clasped her hands. “How lovely! It’s just like a little store.”

Emboldened by the older woman’s enthusiasm, Lilly reached for the largest, most expensive jar. “This is Lilies in Moonlight.”

“Lilly! Just like you.”

Lilly smiled. “Yes, and look at my skin. Just as smooth and white as the moon’s reflection.”

“Why, you make it sound like poetry. I’ll take a jar.”

“Oh,” Lilly said, surprised at a new reaction to the familiar line. “It’s really more of a coincidence that the cream and I have the same name. I didn’t invent it or anything.”

“Well, of course you didn’t. I would hardly mistake you for a chemist. But I’ll take it just the same.”

“I’m afraid it’s rather expensive.”

“There you go again. Why, if you were my salesgirl, I’d have thrown you out on the street.” Betty Ruth looked shocked at her own words and leaned forward, whispering, “That’s not what happened to you, is it? You didn’t do so badly they threw you out?”

Lilly laughed straight out loud, a sound that, unlike her name, had never been likened to music. “No. I sell door to door.”

“And you have all this? Why, you haven’t sold a thing.”

“That’s not true.” The defensiveness in her voice prompted both Mazy and Betty Ruth to raise a brow. “I sold a jar of bath salts this morning. Besides, I’ve only been at it for three days.” Four and a half days actually, but the first day consisted of training, and today was only half over. And she hadn’t actually sold that jar of bath salts—she’d given it away, but still it was one item gone from her case.

“Well, I will buy all of it.” Betty Ruth bounced her finger off several jars and bottles in the case. “Yes, one of everything you have.”

“Really, you can’t, Mrs.—”

“My name is Betty Ruth Burnside, wife of the late Mr. Davis Burnside, who can well afford to buy whatever she pleases.”

“But you don’t know—”

“Shall I call your supervisors at—what was the name of the company?”

“Dalliance.” The name itself sounded cheap.

“My, what a provocative name. Dalliance.” Betty Ruth offered a comical, exaggerated shudder. “Sounds just like an adventure, doesn’t it? Like an absolute adventure. Now, please add up my purchases and tell me what I owe you. In the meantime …” She perused the contents of the case and finally settled on the jar of Rose of Sharon hand crème.

Lilly took it from her to untwist the lid and handed it back. Betty Ruth sniffed its contents and smiled.

“Just a dab.” Lilly opened her sales-ticket book. “It’s quite thick.”

The scent of roses filled the small distance between the two women. Betty Ruth extended her hand to Mazy, who seemed unimpressed. The sound of her bell-encrusted collar as she trotted out of the room accompanied the soft scratching of Lilly’s pencil on the pad of sales tickets. Carefully, Lilly listed each product in the case, consulted her price list, and wrote the figures in the right-hand column. She clicked her tongue quietly as she added the numbers—three times—before hesitatingly writing the total at the bottom.

“Well? What do I owe?”

“Really, it’s too much.”

“I will be the judge of that.” Betty Ruth snatched the entire ticket book from Lilly’s lap, holding it first close to, then far away from her face, focusing.

“It’s twenty-seven dollars and fifty cents,” Lilly said finally.

“What a bargain, what a bargain.” Betty Ruth handed the ticket book back. “Will you be able to make change for thirty dollars?”

Lilly shook her head. “I haven’t got any money with me.”

“Then we shall have to consider it a gratuity. Do you receive a commission on the sale?”

“Yes. Ten percent.”

Betty Ruth clucked her tongue. “Robbery, after coming out in this heat and working so hard. Now, wait right here.” Just like that, Betty Ruth was gone.

Carefully, with shaking hands, Lilly released each jar and bottle from its elastic belt, setting them on the small tabletop. She needed to move the case to the floor to make room for them all, and the frosted-pink glass that looked so elegant in the other neighborhoods looked unimpressive in this room.

She was placing the final bottle on the table when another explosion erupted from the backyard, leaving in its wake a tinkling of broken glass as the bottle slipped from Lilly’s hand. The aroma of Garden Delights invaded the room.

“Oh no, no!” But it was too late. She had nothing with which to mop up the spilled toilet water, and her first attempt to stem its flow resulted in a gash in her hand, adding her spilled blood to the mess.

She looked around, panicked, and in desperation grabbed the crocheted doily covering the arm of the sofa. The mess on the table was a hopeless loss, so she wrapped the doily around her hand, hoping to stem the flow before adding to the already spreading stain on the carpet. Not to mention her new cute shoes.

Somewhere, off in another room, Betty Ruth’s lilting voice called for Eugenie to identify the location of the family’s household cash box, followed by Eugenie’s less-than-engaging reply that Betty Ruth wasn’t to make any kind of purchase without getting permission.

Without another thought, Lilly grabbed the tan leather case, not bothering to close and latch the compartments, and dragged it clumsily through the foyer and out the front door.

Somehow, it seemed a fair trade.
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[image: ]rs. Myrtle’s Hotel for Women had one telephone in the front hallway, and it was ringing again. Lilly sat next to her open window, desperate for the breeze coming through, wearing only a satin slip and turquoise blue kimono-style robe. The robe had just been added because she knew the phone call would be for her. Sure enough, Mrs. Myrtle’s voice droned from the other side of the door.

“Phone for you, Miss Margolis. It’s that man again.”

“Coming.” She didn’t bother to slip her feet into the kimono’s matching mules before opening the door.

“Put some clothes on,” Mrs. Myrtle hissed, satisfyingly shocked.

“The man’s on the phone.” Lilly drifted right past the diminutive landlady. “It’s not like he can see me.”

Lilly shared the house with five other boarders, and three of them—middle-aged women whose names she’d never bothered to learn—sat at the dining room table playing their endless game of canasta. They, too, seemed shocked at Lilly’s appearance. Not disapproving, exactly, just surprised. It tweaked her nerves nonetheless. If she’d wanted to face huffs and scowls every day, she could have stayed home with Mama. Pretending to ignore them, Lilly shrugged one shoulder, opening the silk kimono robe a little wider, before picking up the phone.

“Hello?”

“Miss Margolis?”

“Yes. Who is this?” As if she hadn’t had this conversation every day—sometimes twice a day—for the past several days.

“This really cannot go any further.”

“Ah, good morning, Mr. Eggleston.” She slouched, just like she’d seen the girls do in the magazines, licked her lips, and dropped her voice an octave. “How are you this morning?”

“Miss Margolis, when you signed on with Dalliance Cosmetics, I made it very clear to you that salesgirls were to check in every three days for inventory replenishment and to turn in sales receipts.”

She aimed for something between innocent and stupid. “Every three days? Why, I could have sworn—”

“Now, we do appreciate that you were able to sell the entirety of your stock—”

“I—what?”

“Mr. Burnside’s check arrived in the mail today, totaling the exact amount of your inventory minus … let me see …”

“A dollar thirty.” She clutched at her kimono, drawing it closed, as if Betty Ruth Burnside could see her.

“Yes, exactly. Now, this is most unusual for Dalliance Cosmetics to receive payment directly from the customer. And I’m certain you have a fascinating tale as to how this happened.”

“Well, it started—”

“Which you can tell me when you come in to replenish your supply. Not to mention collect your commission.” His voice turned to something like syrup. “You do want to collect your commission, don’t you, Miss Margolis?”

“I—I suppose so.”

“Minus the dollar thirty, of course.”

“Of course.”

“Unless you happen to have a receipt for that. But it wouldn’t be the first time one of the girls took a little nip from the basket. Is that what happened? Did you take a little nip?”

“No sir.” Lilly draped herself in the wooden chair next to the telephone table, exhausted by the battle between relief and guilt. Not about her little nip—she wouldn’t take that back for anything—but the trouble she caused for that sweet Mrs. Burnside.

“… later this afternoon?”

“I don’t know, Mr. Eggleston. I’ve got quite a few things on my plate.”

“Well, I suggest you do some rearranging, Miss Margolis. We may be square as far as the products are concerned, but there is still the matter of the case.”

“Oh, the case.”

“Fine leather, velvet lined.” His words held the quality of a man in love. She could picture him—all five feet of him with his slick black hair, thin mustache, and blue-striped suit—running his thin fingers along the leather and velvet, positively cooing. “The value of this case far exceeds what is due to you in your sales commission. I assume you wish to continue your employment with Dalliance Cosmetics?”

Lilly glanced over her shoulder to see Mrs. Myrtle leaning against the wall, arms crossed. Her telephone, her business.

“Yes sir, Mr. Eggleston. Of course I do.”

“Then I can look forward to seeing you within the hour?”

“More or less.”

“Then let’s make it less. I’m a busy man.” And the line went dead. Lilly set the earpiece back in its cradle and took a deep breath. “That was my boss at the cosmetics company.” She tightened her sash. “I need to get to the office right away on some urgent business.”

“Is it the kind of urgent business that’s going to give you rent money?” Mrs. Myrtle asked. “Because you’re three days late, you know.”

“I know, and I’m sorry. There was a little mix-up with my commission, see, but I’ve no doubt I’ll be square with you this afternoon.” She reached for the woman’s arm and offered a quick, friendly squeeze. “Perhaps I could ask Mr. Eggleston to throw in a little something to make up for the confusion he’s caused. What would you like? A nice bath powder, perhaps? Or a scented soap?”

Mrs. Myrtle had a face that, in her youth, was probably quite plump and pretty, but in her old age had the appearance of cake batter run over the edge of the pan. Her nod to vanity consisted only of the flakes of white powder trapped in its folds.

“No, thank you.” She touched the side of her head where thinning once-auburn hair was drawn back into a sensible bun. “I don’t indulge in such fripperies. Cash will do. And, really, I must insist on not only last week’s amount but, as we’re already well into this week, the next in advance. Because I simply cannot work with this sort of irregularity.”

“Of course not.” Behind her warmest smile, Lilly frantically calculated. Last week, this week, next week—six dollars. Not a chance. “It’s the least I can do.” She made a slow and deliberate exit, just like Eleanor Boardman in Souls for Sale. Once back in her room, she closed the door behind her and leaned against it, exhaling the breath she held all the way up the stairs.

“Within the hour.”

She opened the armoire and surveyed the row of dresses, finally deciding on a pretty green cap-sleeved dress—slim and straight. She hung it in front of the open window, letting the breeze air it out a bit while she filled the wash basin in her room with cold water from the pitcher placed outside her bedroom door every morning.

Rather than dry her hands on the towel hanging from the washstand, she ran her wet fingers through her hair to tame the frizz. Once damp, the bobbed hair took on perfect waves, and she wished she could just go around wet headed all day.

Luckily she bought a new hat just two weeks ago that would go perfectly with the green dress. Bought might be a generous term. She’d simply had the four-dollar cost added to her account. And thank goodness she had the foresight to do so; she needed to look her best today.

Both the kimono robe and the slip fell to the ground as she stepped into a clean pair of cotton knickers and a camisole. Her figure hadn’t taken on a single inch since she was fifteen years old. If anything, she was slimmer, a fact that she was thankful for every time she tried on a new dress. No girdle or lacer for her. A man once told her she had the body of a gazelle, and she’d spent the night running from his clutches to prove him right.

She took her best stockings—the ones with the delicate vines snaking up the calves—and pulled them on, rolling them down to the knee, then sat on the side of her bed while she fastened the buckles on her tan patent-leather high-heeled shoes.

Now, to attend to all things above the waist.

She lit a candle and held her kohl stick in the flame before leaning close to the mirror and lining each eye. Next a quick dust of powder and lipstick. She puckered and pouted, stepped back, and angled her face, staring deep into her own brown eyes.

“Good afternoon, Mr. Eggleston. Might I talk to you about an advance on my commission?”

She held the pose as long as she could, deeply impressed with the height of her cheekbones, before trying something else. Eyes wide, she turned her mouth into a perfect little pucker and blinked furiously, willing herself to innocence.

“My goodness, Mr. Eggleston. I must have misunderstood. Are you sure there’s nothing I can do to convince you to advance my next commission?”

Sighing, she resolved to rob a bank if neither tactic worked. But they would. They always did. She had a closet full of clothes and a box full of baubles to prove it. She wasn’t vain, and she wasn’t proud, but she was smart. She moved to take the green dress off its hanger.

“Lilly!”

The voice came from the sidewalk below, and without giving a thought to her present state, Lilly propped her elbows on the open windowsill and leaned out to see her latest best friend standing on the sidewalk, eyes shielded against the afternoon sun.

“Dina!” She knew in that instant something far more entertaining than an afternoon visit with Mr. Eggleston was about to be proposed. “Come on up!”

“Nah, those Mrs. Grumbies give me the heebie-jeebies. I’ll wait down here.”

“What for?”

“You’ll see.”

The way Dina Charlaine said “you’ll see” always made Lilly feel like she was headed somewhere between adventure and arrest. Right now, anything seemed like a welcome diversion.

Lilly lifted her arms through the green dress and tugged it down over her shoulders, shimmying until the skirt fell just to her knee. It had a pretty keyhole at the neckline joined by a length of green ribbon, which she tied as she clambered down the stairs. Her new hat was gripped under her chin so she could barely mutter “good-bye” to the ladies playing cards before she ran out the front door.

“Well, don’t you look the bee’s knees,” Dina said. By now she had a cigarette clamped in the corner of her mouth, and it bobbed as she moved her head up and down to take Lilly in.

“Thanks.” To get a compliment from Dina was quite the achievement, as the girl always looked like she just stepped out of a fashion page herself. Today she wore effortless white, with a long chain of green beads. Her hair was sleek and short and raven black and perfect, but she carried herself as if all of this was nothing less than necessary.

“Did you already get word?” Dina asked.

“Word about what?”

“Fabulous goings-on tonight. Somebody’s son just made partner in somebody’s firm, and somebody’s father wants to go all out with champagne and roast duck and caviar and whatever other goodies he can pull out to impress all the other somebodies.”

The two fell in easy step with each other, hips thrust slightly forward, backs almost uncomfortably bent.

“And which of these somebodies do you know?”

Dina’s thin red lips slashed into a smile. “I know the somebody who’s catering the food, and I know the address he’s bringing it to. Plus, I know there isn’t a somebody around who doesn’t want to have a couple of extra pretty girls at his party.”

“Do you actually have an invite?”

Dina stopped in the middle of the sidewalk to strike a dramatic pose—one arm akimbo, the other held high allowing the smoke from her cigarette to ribbon up and away. “Darling, we are the invite. Get yourself all dolled up and I’ll be by to get you around nine.”

“Aw, you know Mrs. Myrtle has a thing for late nights. I gotta be in by nine thirty or she locks me out.”

“So sneak down the back stairs, then slip in for breakfast. Don’t tell me you never snuck out of a house before.”

Lilly laughed. “Yeah, but that’s when I was a kid. I’m twenty years old now. Thought my sneaking days were behind me.”

“You just got to get yourself a real place to live.” By now Dina’s cigarette was down to her fingertips; she dropped the butt to the sidewalk and ground it in with her shoe.

“I can barely pull in the dough for this place.”

“All the more reason to go tonight. Find yourself a rich daddy. Let’s go shopping for something irresistible to hook him with.”

“I got something I have to take care of first. With my job. You can come with me if you want.”

Dina’s nose wrinkled the way it always did when the subject of employment came up. “Nah, I have something new and blue. I’m just going to pick up some stockings at Woolworth’s, then head home for a beauty nap.”

“All right.” She’d only known Dina for a month since arriving in Pensacola, but already she’d grown used to the girl’s
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