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For Philomena and Deegan


Prologue
December 1955

Â 

Good enough
, she thinks, puckering one more time into a piece of tissue. She leans away a little from the dressing table, makes a final appraisal. Maybe a touchup with some light powder. She snaps the compact shut, stands, and steps back from the mirror. One last long view: tailored wool suit (fifteen dollars at Oppenheim Collins on West Thirty-Fourth Street), a single strand of pearls, gloves, and her hat. Since she was old enough to understand fashion, she has abided by one credo and one credo only, and that is from Edna Woolman Chase, the editor of
Vogue:
“Fashion can be bought. Style one must possess.”

She slips her arms into her coat. She will not be outside long, but still, she will be outside. She takes a deep breath.

I'm ready.

Should she bring her bag? Yes, it will have her identification inside. She slides it onto her crooked forearm, then downs the final gulp of whiskey from the crystal tumbler on her dressing table, feels it barrel down her throat, warm and bitter. A small smile escapes as she glances at the suitcase and hatbox beside the door. Both are empty. Thank God, neither of the girls had the chance to pick them up before they'd left. She'd have been found out. And then what would she have done?

She steps out into the hallway. Quiet. It is Friday, the last before Christmas. Most of the girls have left already. The lucky ones are sipping champagne, on dates at the Stork or the Harwyn, others already on trains or buses back home for the holidays, bags packed and brimming with lies about their fizzy days in the big city. Those left behind are scattered about the building, “the Women,” as they are known but never called, each locked on the other side of her door, her only company tepid tea and crossword puzzles.

She passes the elevator bank. If she steps into the elevator, there will most certainly be questions from the operator, one always desperate for a story. Instead, she exits the door at the end of the hall that leads to the stairwell, beginning a slow, steady ascent up the steps.

It is fifteen minutes before she pushes the door out, feels the whoosh of crisp night air rush at her. She is winded from walking up so many flights in heels, but the biting chill feels good seizing her lungs. She steps onto the veranda, looks out onto New Yorkâ€”on beautiful, wonderful, dizzying New York, teeming with life, each tiny lit window a tale: of someone, of something, of heartbreak and triumph and joy and agony and stupidity and sorrow and sex and laughter and betrayal and loneliness.

She takes in another deep breath, places her hands on the balustrade.
It is
, she thinks,
a glorious night to die
.

ONE
June 1955

Â 

It was curious that a building so large, with so many people hurrying in so many different directions, could be so quiet. And yet the noise inside Grand Central was not so much cacophony, as one might expect from the “train station of the world,” but rather a low, steady hum, like a running current of electricity, fed by hundreds and hundreds of people passing one another by.

Laura wanted to stay here. Just stay still and
be
. Stand invisible and safe by the elegant old clock in the middle of the terminal and study the faces of every single person coming and going. Imagine their backstories, invent tales of long-lost lovers reunited, rushing to one another as the sun splashed, cathedral-like, down from the long, slender windows. It was at these moments when she felt her body tense with energy. She could write their stories. Would write them. It was, after all, why she had come.

She looked at the clock again. One.

I'd better call.

She lugged her suitcases over to a wall of phone booths and slipped into the last of them. “Yes, operator?” she said. “I'd like to place a collect call to Greenwich, Connecticut, please. Greenwich-1, 3453.”

David picked up. For an eleven-year-old, he had a strange obsession with the phone, always wanted to answer it, which no one could explain but everyone acquiesced to, grateful he didn't sport even more peculiar habits. His cousin Donald had occasionally been caught wearing his mother's jewelry, which everyone also knew but never acknowledged. Such things were not spoken of in the Dixon family.

“Hey, Bucko, it's Laura,” she said, enjoying the unvarnished glee in his voice as he unleashed an avalanche of questions about the train ride down, about the apartmentâ€”she'd stopped correcting him that it was just a roomâ€”that she actually had yet to step into. “No, no, no,” she was saying, trying to cut him off. “I'm still in the train station. I promise I will write you a long letter and tell you everything as soon as there is an everything to tell. But I
will
tell you I already bought you something.”

He sounded as if he might actually reach through the phone to get it. “What?! What?!!”

“The latest Batman. I think they get them earlier here than they do at Carson's.” Now in a complete frenzy, he insisted on knowing what the cover looked like, what the story was about. She fumbled with her bag and extracted the July issue of
Detective Comics
. “The Thousand-and-One Escapes of Batman and Robin,” she relayed, perusing the cover image of Batman and his trusty sidekick bound and about to drown. Marmy didn't like David reading comic booksâ€”“Superman is not going to get him accepted at Yale” was a favorite axiomâ€”but Laura's father pointed out that it was better than an addiction to television. “I'll send it back with Marmy when she visits.”

“No, no!” the boy protested. “She'll just throw it out.”

He had a point. “Hmm. Okay, how about this: I'll hide it inside another gift for you. See how that works out? Now you'll get two things from New York.”

Mollified, he went to get his mother. Laura had pictured Marmy waiting by the phone for her call, but instead heard David yelling up the stairs, telling her to pick up. Perhaps she had one of her headaches.

The other line clicked alive. “Hang up, David,” her mother said. The kitchen phone clicked off. “Well, you arrived safe and sound, then? Are you at the hotel?”

“No, I'm still at Grand Central Station. It'sâ€””

“Terminal, dear. It's Grand Central
Terminal
. Please be precise, Laura. Women of good breeding are always precise.”

Laura inhaled sharply. “Of course,” she mumbled. She wanted to tell her mother that being precise wasn't what counted, what was important. Right now what was important was to be downstairs in the Oyster Bar, sipping a Tom Collins, making witty conversation with a traveling salesman from St. Louis who thought she was the most fascinating and sophisticated girl ever and had never heard of Greenwich, Connecticut, and never, ever wanted to go there.

But she couldn't and knew she wouldn't. One wrong word and she'd be back in Greenwich overnight. And the next time she may never get out.

“Remember, Aunt Marjorie and I will be down in two weeks to take you shopping for the rest of your wardrobe,” Marmy was saying. “We can't have you working on Lexington Avenue appearing anything less than your very best.”

“It's just for a month,” Laura reminded her.

“It's
Mademoiselle
, Laura. You cannot go into the most fashionable magazine for American college girls and not look the part.” A weary sigh escaped. “We'll go to Bendel's and Bergdorf's, of course, and then perhaps pop over to Knox the Hatter if there's time. Aunt Marjorie will want to eat at the Colony Club, which will try me to the point of exasperation, but I suppose it can't be helped.” Laura's eyes had fixed on a woman wearing the new polka-dot dress from B. Altman and was about to remark on it when she heard her mother gently clear her throat, her effete signal that a conversation was ending. “I'll let your father know you arrived safely. Go right to the hotel and call us tomorrow. I want to know how the accommodations are, that everything is in order.”

Ten minutes later, the city whizzed by as the taxi zoomed up Third Avenue toward East Sixty-Third Street. Laura wanted to take it all in but willed herself not to.
There'll be time for all of that
, she thought.
I am not a tourist. I live here now. Even if it is only for a month
.

The other girlsâ€”who, like her, had been named “guest editors” at
Mademoiselle
, and who would be putting out the magazine's annual college issue in Augustâ€”would also be arriving this weekend. Laura had pleaded with Marmy and Dad that she should come a few days earlier, that getting settled first would leave her more refreshed, sharper than the other girls when they all walked into the Street & Smith offices for that first day of work. Marmy was nothing if not competitive, as her bridge partners could attest. But the Friday before was as early as they'd allow. At least they'd let her come alone.

The cab pulled over to the left, and the driver stopped the meter with a slap. “Forty cents, sweetheart,” he said.

Â 

“What girl wouldn't want this marvelous location to live and study for her future?” the ad in the back of
Charm
had tantalizingly asked, and from the moment she'd read it, at the age of fifteen, Laura knew she would one day live in the Barbizon Hotel for Women.

“Name?” the dour-looking woman at the reception desk asked.

“Dixon. Laura Dixon,” she replied.

“Yes. You're part of the
Mademoiselle
group, correct?”

“Oh, yes. But I wanted to come a bit early to .Â .Â .” Why was she so nervous? “To get to know the city a bit. Get my bearings.” She sounded like an idiot.

The clerk, still peering over her glasses and never looking up, continued to scan the big black register on the desk. “Yes, well. Normally you would sit for your interview with Mrs. Mayhew before seeing your room. Unfortunately, she is off premises today.” She began scribbling. “You'll come down tomorrow morning at nine for the orientation tour to familiarize yourself with the amenities and procedures. Please be prompt.”

“Of course.” Laura nodded.

The clerk looked up, appraising. Despite the summer heat, Laura had worn her best pair of white kid gloves, feeling it would show her commitment to fitting in at the city's most desirable residence for young women. She had selected a canary-yellow linen dress with a cinched belt and a straw hat with a matching sash, hoping to broadcast a stylish contrast to her dark hair and eyes. But the cab had been stuffy and hot, and her nerves had exacerbated her perspiring. Her hair was matted underneath the hat, which now seemed pretentious and ridiculous. The palms of her gloves were almost soaked through. She had hoped to sweep through the doors of the Barbizon as Gene Tierney and had instead arrived as Gene Tunney.

“We would typically put you with another girl on the magazine apprenticeship program, but you've arrived early and those rooms are not yet available,” the woman was saying. “So I've had to put you with one of the Katie Gibbs girls.” Laura had no idea who Katie Gibbs was but figured she must be important. “This,” the clerk continued, thrusting a small pale blue handbook at Laura, “is the Barbizon manual, with your rules and requirements for residency. Please read it thoroughly. Any violation of policy is grounds for immediate expulsion.” She lifted her eyes briefly, coolly surveying her as one would an unruly child on the first day of school. “I would particularly draw your attention to page eight.”
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