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Praise for Sugar Rautbord and THE CHAMELEON

“Ordinary folk can enjoy a close-up of the grand houses, the jewelry, the designer gowns, and opulent parties, while we look down on their owners’ greed and snobbery.”

—Chicago Tribune

“Celebrities from Claire's various eras help enliven an ever-smooth, sandalwood soaper with class stamped all over it. Quite dreamy, with mild dips into sex—real sugar all the way.”

—Kirkus Reviews

“The best romp-filled, multi-husbanded climb by a smart, determined beauty to international society's peaks of wealth and power since Pamela Harriman.”

—Christopher Ogden, author of life of the Party

“Set against tumultuous pre- and post-World War II real-life happenings, packed with the most powerful real-life people in history, Claire's hugely entertaining story astonishes and intrigues to the last page.”

—Shirley lord, author of The Crasher

“Sugar Rautbord has invented the kind of world-class brassy broad heroine that Sinatra would have chased around the world. Who knows—maybe he did!”

—Bill Zehme, author of The Way You Wear Your Hat: Frank Sinatra and the Lost Art of livin’

“THE CHAMELEON is a lot of fun—sexy, humorous, and, like its protagonist, full of charm.”

—Scott Throw, author of laws of Our Fathers

Also by Sugar Rautbord

SWEET REVENGE GIRLS IN HIGH PLACES (co-authored)
To all the chameleons—the women who've had the courage to change.
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Change your hair, change your politics, change your tax bracket. Reinvent yourself, my dear, or the world will pass you by. Keep changing and when one door shuts you'll turn the knob and open another.

—Virginia George

You know how it is, when you look back on your life, you hardly recognize the person you once were. Like a snake shedding skins.

—Jacqueline Kennedy Onassis

Prologue

I have learned to confront misfortune even when it swallowed me whole.

I adapt to surroundings. I do not cave in to odds.

I instinctively know when it is time to change.

I reinvent myself when necessary.

I am a chameleon.

—Claire Harrison Grant

She spoke in the low-pitched, cultured voice that was her trademark. The voice conjured up all the best places—private white beaches with big striped umbrellas, candlelit dinners in foreign embassies, highballs in old WASPy clubs—but its power lay in the instant intimacy it created, as if the focus of her attention was more fascinating to her at that moment than any world leader or lover she had ever known. Now the attention of the famous Claire Harrison Duccio Lefkowitz Grant was leveled at the eleven men who would decide her future.

She ignored the crowd in the chamber and the whirring television cameras as she answered their questions, one by one. When they brought up her past, she braced herself for the barrage of words that would echo off the hearing room's turn-of-the-century chandelier. Her stories, tossed up like an unsolvable puzzle that would fall down around her in a thousand pieces, rearranged to support their version of her history. She volleyed back with a practiced smile, the one she had cultivated for fifty years, the one that calmed her and belied any fear she was feeling. How often she had relied on this slight lift of her lips when she was in danger.

She lowered her voice an octave, as if she were inviting them into her private rooms, where each man's special interests would be listened to with all the flattery they deserved. There was a kind, maternal quality to her voice now. It had taken her years to get it just right, to have just this kind of effect on people.

Her listeners, wearing good-on-television red neckties, leaned forward to hear her better. This group of men, their brass nameplates arranged in front of them like giant place cards at one of Claire's famous dinners, were there to untangle the rumors that swirled around Claire from the facts. It was whispered that her celebrated stamp collection was a personal portrait gallery of all the great men she had known and that she kept her latest late husband's ashes in a green jar on her kitchen counter between the allspice and the oregano. Odd fodder for this stony lineup of middle-aged senators. She was seated at the green felt-covered table across from and several feet below their bench, wearing the same serene look that had stared out at them from dozens of magazines, her fingers gracefully interlaced. Her violet eyes pierced the dim room and seemed to beam directly upon each one of them, the currents of warmth in her soft irises rendering her unexpectedly vulnerable. Despite the acreage of years she had covered, most of it squarely in the public eye, Claire was remarkably handsome. She had opted not to change her face with cosmetic surgery. Most of her cronies, stalwart surgical pioneers, looked like they'd been hurled through wind tunnels at breakneck speeds. Claire had chosen to do her changing from within.

The sun emerged from behind a cloud and shone through the heavy wooden blinds, backlighting Claire like in a forties film noir. The kind she and Lefty used to cast. One of those romantic mysteries she could imagine she was starring in today. Would the heroine outwit the villain? Would the lady get her own microphone at the U.N.?

Claire inhaled deeply and adjusted her skirt length with only a slight movement of her leg. A subtle hitch. No hands. A trick she had learned from the image-conscious duchess of Windsor and mastered years ago when Claire realized she also would be on continuous public display. Everything that had been useful in her life she had learned early on in her unorthodox upbringing.

She drummed her fingers on the table and turned her head to survey the room. Why was it so difficult for these men to realize that the accomplished woman sitting in front of them was light-years away from that shy teenager photographed at Eleanor Roosevelt's elbow, or the notorious mankiller wrapped in a Christian Dior gown on the cover of Look?

Claire brightened when she saw the wild halo of apple-red curls and mouthed “I'm glad you're here” to her daughter. The earnest face suddenly put all her ambitions in perspective. This had been her hardest-fought battle, more bitter than any she'd fought with the powerful men who had crossed their swords with hers.

The men in her life. Fenwick Grant had called Claire a magnificent castle with no central heating. Fulco Duccio had called her the most expensive courtesan on the continent and many cruder things. Lefty Lefkowitz had said his beloved Claire was the most understanding wife in the world, whose skillful nursing had given him two more wonderful years. She had been called many other, less flattering, things, including murderess. Great luck and great tragedy had touched her, yet no one held the key to the castle that was Claire. She smiled now at the management of this carefully constructed facade, even as she thought of the men she had loved, and the one among them who had surely been the love of her life. As she thought of him now, of the touch of his elegant hands on her flesh, she involuntarily raised a hand to her lips and there was genuine excitement in her eyes.

Perhaps they would make her the ambassador. She believed with all her heart that she was singularly prepared for this role. After all, she had survived an avalanche of a life.

Not so bad for a girl who had come from humble origins.

Chapter One

Humble Origins

Many who arrive at the top are found to have very simple backgrounds.

—Eleanor Roosevelt

Violet Organ was in a pickle. It wasn't enough that Leland Organ had saddled her with a plainly ugly last name. He had abandoned her at the worst of times. She hadn't been able to keep anything down except Frango mints for the last two days. Her young husband had suddenly developed traveling feet and bolted six months earlier to see the Pyramids, leaving her, Hyde Park, his job as a geography teacher, and a growing bump now the size of a world globe in Violet's belly. She was feeling so queasy she almost hadn't made it out of bed this morning, but if she missed one more day of work, she'd get her pink slip for sure.

“Hurry up,” Slim called to her friend. “We don't want to be trampled to death on the train by all these last-minute shoppers. Procrastinators!”

Talk about waiting until the last minute, Violet thought. She supposed not going to the doctor to check on her symptoms was her own form of procrastination. There was hardly any mistaking them now. But then there was the expense of a doctor, which she couldn't afford, not to mention the embarrassment of it all. Part of her had preferred not to think about her predicament, hoping it would just go away like the January white sales. She let Miss Slim wrangle her to the train door.

“I'm doomed,” Violet Organ murmured. “It's probably too late for me.” Could a healthy twenty-two-year-old be stricken with liver disease? Wouldn't that be better than having a baby? People were sent to sanatoriums out West where they recovered, weren't they? Or was that for some other disease? She was confused. She'd been feeling so lightheaded since she'd awakened at dawn. How could she possibly work all day on her feet and take care of a child with only eighteen dollars in the bank? She could barely take care of herself. And how would she explain the sudden appearance of a baby? Did Marshall Field's Department Store believe in the stork? Violet sighed. Nineteen twenty-three was ending on a very low note.

When her belly had first started to swell a few months ago, she thought it might be an ulcer or a gallstone, her menstrual cycle being as erratic as her charming but peripatetic spouse. But as the bump in her belly was now swollen to the size of a pocketbook, even someone as naive as she could no longer deny the obvious. A baby born to a poor salesgirl whose husband was missing was utterly unthinkable. She hadn't dared to confide in anyone, not even Slim. She couldn't let anyone see how ill she was, or how desperate. Violet couldn't afford to lose her job at Marshall Field's this close to Christmas, not when there were a hundred girls in line anxious for the chance to work at the finest store in America, whose employees proudly felt a cut above anyone who worked anyplace else. By half starving herself and small-boned to begin with, she had put on only fourteen pounds. What if there were medical bills? What if she lost her Christmas bonus, her employee benefits, and all of the lovely friends she'd made in the two years she'd been there? They were becoming like family to her. Especially since Leland Organ had up and left. If only she could go to the store's Lost and Found on the third floor and find him, her “missing Organ,” as Slim cheekily referred to Violet's aberrant husband.

She steadied herself as the Illinois Central train rounded its last big curve. Why, Marshall Field's was her family now. Who else was there? Her beautiful violet eyes brimmed over with tears. She quickly dabbed at them with a gloved fist as the train pulled into the black tunnel. Soon there would be the bright artificial lights of the early morning hustle in the Randolph Street station with its wake-up smells of freshly brewed coffee, warmed-over stale popcorn, and roasted chestnuts. At this hour, everyone would be headed in the same direction. To work.

And Violet was a good worker. She enjoyed her job in the world's most luxurious store among the cashmere, couture, fine china, and antique silver. She didn't even mind catering to the rich, famous, and fussy. The store was like an enchanted fairy land inviting the shopper as well as the lookers who couldn't afford more than a thimble and thread or a purchase or two at the ribbon counter.

Some people came to Chicago just for the chance to window-shop or daydream at Marshall Field's. Spotlighted display tables were set with gleaming silver centerpieces brimming over with freshly cut flowers, Waterford crystal, and Limoges china on fine linen, the napkins folded as if company were coming to dinner. Sometimes a flush customer would point to the whole ensemble and say, “That's exactly what I want. I'll take the whole table.” The affluent carriage trade pushed through the revolving doors to shop for everything for their homes, their births, their debuts, weddings, and, in the case of one or two ancient North Side matrons, their own burial gowns. Often the younger society bunch would leave messages for one another at the elegant emporium's message center, or preferably with Charley Pritzlaff, the doorman, as they considered Field's their private club. And although they tipped him from time to time, it was hardly enough to compensate Charley for remembering that Miss Donnelley was having her fitting at three on Five and Miss Armstrong was lunching in the Narcissus Room at her usual table if Miss Armour and Miss Smith cared to join her, and didn't their hats look grand. Field's employees were required to be psychiatrists, confidants, fashion consultants, and always in polite good humor.

“Hurry up, Violet,” Slim said, scooping Violet Organ's elbow into her steady hand like a forklift moving merchandise at Field's warehouse. “Salesladies must be alert at their posts before the customers come barging in.”

Thank goodness Miss Slim, Violet's best friend from the store, was with her. They always referred to each other as “Miss Slim” or “Miss Violet” in the store, as company policy dictated. She didn't think she could have gone the distance by herself. It wasn't as if Violet were looking for a sympathy slot—just a warm, safe place to lie down and sleep. Perhaps for the rest of the winter. She yawned wearily. How dreamy it would be to curl up in one of the magnificent four-poster beds on the eighth floor, tucked in with the finest French linens threaded with Egyptian cotton for luxurious sleeping, as the catalog said, with mattresses so cushy they would cradle her to sleep. Wouldn't that be nice! She fluttered her thick lashes as Slim dragged her past the newsboy.

Violet's vision was so blurry that all she could make out was The Chicago Tribune, December 23, 1923. Only two more shopping days until Christmas. The store would be packed with a sea of people carrying parcels and good cheer, bundled up in mufflers and mittens, happily shopping for or with their families. She wasn't feeling up to selling and chatting with her customers today. She was feeling nauseated. A feeling-sorry-for-herself tear slipped down, a dark eyelash falling on her porcelain cheek. She felt as if she were going to crack just like the translucent Spode teacup she'd dropped last week during a dizzy spell and then had been charged for.

“Just lift your little feet, Violet. Don't worry, I'll push you along.”

Slim raised one of her eyebrows, which were tricky little art deco deals, almost works of art, plucked and penciled into chic arches. Slim was Ladies’ Finery and Furs. Sixth floor. She was going to Paris as soon as she'd saved the money. Miss Slim had been married once for five days, at which time her handsome new husband had been called off to the Great War and was killed. Having only enjoyed the honeymoon and never the little letdowns of marriage, Miss Slim, who smoked cigarettes, wore lip rouge, and shook her sassy Clara Bow haircut whenever she was making a point, was the dressing-room authority on sex and “l’amour,” as she called it, in her eternal devotion to things French. She adored all conversations related to the wonderful madness of romance and passion. Miss Slim always referred to her husband as her “war wound,” since his World War I death had wounded her forever. With her short, straight band of bangs and ear-length bob, she was the epitome of the stylish salesgirl with just a smack of roaring twenties flapper.

By contrast, Violet, dreamy-eyed and reticent with her long, wavy hair held back in pins, all of it now tucked under a perky cloche, always looked as if she had just stepped out of the last century and was befuddled to find herself in this one.

Both Violet and Slim shivered as they moved out of the cocoon of the walkway tunnel and up the Illinois Central stairs, outdoors and into a blast of arctic air at the corner of Randolph and Michigan Avenue. The Windy City suddenly lived up to its reputation as a tornadolike gust blew an assortment of men's hats off their heads: bowlers, derbies, and fedoras whirling up, off and into the direction of State Street. The wind whipped through the working ladies’ thin cloth coats, sending their shoulders to their ears as if they could shrug off the cold.

“Boy, if only that gentleman from Minneapolis had bought me that sable coat I sold him for his cow wife yesterday.” Slim's lament froze in midair. She tucked her chin into her squirrel collar to prevent the cold wind from needling her lungs. “The two of us could have fit into it comfortably together. Why, it was so enormous—”

“I feel warmish.” Violet was the color of those white silk bed sheets sold on Eight. Sweat beads were forming at her temples despite the terrific cold.

“Oh my dear, you're clammy.” Miss Wren emerged from the shelter of Pete's newsstand and closed in on the left flank. She'd been waiting for them under the portico of the Chicago Public Library where the small oil-can fire had momentarily taken the chill off her bones. The apple-cheeked Miss Wren sturdily lifted Violet's other elbow so that her tiny feet needn't bother to touch the sidewalk, just as they'd been doing every day this past week.

“She's getting heavier,” Miss Wren said behind Violet's ears.

“Don't be ridiculous. The girl looks like a scarecrow! Did you get my movie magazine?”

Miss Wren shoved the fan magazine across Violet's chest. She had just purchased the latest crossword puzzle book and a copy of Collier's for herself. As she slipped the copy of Silent Screen with a mournful Zasu Pitts on the cover over to Slim, she was struck by Violet's pallor. Miss Wren was suddenly reminded of her own poor mother, who had recently passed away.

“I tell you it's serious. She's too young to look so tired.”

At that moment Violet winced and placed her hands on her right side. She apologetically explained, “Gas.”

“Appendicitis,” Miss Slim decided, blowing her frozen words over to Miss Wren.

“Gallstones.” Miss Wren returned the volley.

Twins! Violet thought to herself in sudden horror. For months she had been hoping to hear the missing Mr. Organ's key turn in the door of their one-room Kenwood flat and announce that he was back for good to care for her and teach geography instead of traipsing the globe like a bespectacled Ulysses. Now she was seized with the terrible notion that he had brought her something more than the colorful souvenirs and native dolls from South America on his last trip home. What if it were something truly terrible, like syphilis? She had no idea exactly where Leland had been on his adventures; she had simply indulged his wanderlust, hoping it was just a thirst that time would quench. But if theirs was to be the Lost Generation, why did her husband have to take it literally? The pain that gripped her was double anything she had felt before. Why, if she had gone to a doctor, his diagnosis would have been “Stupid, stupid, stupid!”

“Sex.” Violet blushed. How improper the whole business was. No, she didn't care if Mr. Organ ever came home.

“Divorce.” Violet Organ whispered the forbidden words into the wind. She wondered how Marshall Field's Department Store would respond to the very unorthodox act of having one of its salesladies behave like the society folk to whom they were supposed to cater.

Violet thought it was so unfair that it was perfectly all right for her to sell Mrs. Hollingsworth an extravagant trousseau for her third marriage to some polo-playing playboy, but heaven help an abandoned, pregnant salesgirl thinking of legally leaving her “gone far and away” spouse—especially if she worked in a store that sold family values every bit as much as silver place settings, diamond chokers, chocolate truffles, school clothes, and shoes for the entire family.

“Archaeologist my foot!” Her words angrily assaulted the icy air as she thought back to his only postcard. He'd run off to join the excavators of the newly discovered King Tutankhamen's tomb the way an impulsive child might run off to join the circus. “He's just a geography teacher with a shovel.”

“Uhhhhh!” A piercing pain shot through Violet's tummy like an eel weaving its way through her insides.

“Ohhhhh!” Miss Slim said, echoing the same sound, only in enchantment. The trio stopped in their tracks and stood wide-eyed in front of the big Christmas window.

Pain was pushed aside as Miss Slim, Miss Wren, and even the teary-eyed Violet fell under the spell of Fraser's greatest glory. Arthur Fraser, with his staff of twenty display artists, painters, carpenters, plaster molders, and electricians, created his windows like meticulously crafted stage sets. The sixty-foot window was breathtaking with its Noel magic and fashions of the hour. The two ladies balanced Violet between them as she pressed her nose against the window. It was too cold to snow outside, but inside the enchanted store window fake snow was softly falling, miraculously visible from two tall French windows that sheltered a stylishly decorated art deco living room. Inside, a happy family was gathered in front of a cozy fire. A mother mannequin wearing a Vionnet velvet evening gown and a father mannequin sporting a satin-collared smoking jacket were enjoying the magic with their two eager, round-faced mannequin children, a boy and a girl, while the doggy mannequin and the starched-white-aproned, crisp-capped maid mannequin looked on approvingly as she held out a tray of cheese puffs. A stern-faced nanny mannequin rocked her miniature mannequin charge, snug and warm in its Italian hand-crafted cradle, available in Infants’ Goods on Four. All the holiday gawkers gathered outside oohed and aahed into the frosty air, creating ice balloons with their breath.

The details in Field's windows were artfully impeccable, but that was why thousands of people poured into Chicago to see the spectacular displays. In the center of the window scene, a pyramid of presents encircled an elegant twelve-foot Christmas tree lit by flickering candles. But the real stars of the “Window Show,” decked out in red velvet with white satin trim and gold braiding, were the robust Mr. and Mrs. Santa Claus who were sitting down with the Field's family to Christmas cider and yummy gourmet treats.

“Uhhhh!” Another piercing pain shot through Violet, turning her into a skinny question mark. “I think I'm going to expire.” Violet started to fold.

“Get her into the store!” Slim snapped.

“Why?” Miss Wren asked but did as she was told.

“Because nobody's ever died in Marshall Field's!”

“Oh dear, I'd hate for Violet to be the first,” said Miss Wren.

“Nonsense! Christmas is no time for tragedy.” And with that, the Misses Wren and Slim waltzed in the door of the employees’ entrance, the airborne Violet Organ between them, up the main aisles wreathed in holly, mistletoe, ribbons, and tinsel, to a lovely little creche with the baby Jesus and the barnyard animals gathered in the manger that greeted them as they clocked in for work.

“Going up!” Homer Jackson, the impressively uniformed elevator operator, smiled broadly, courteously greeting the regular shop girls on their way to their posts.

Violet clenched her teem to keep from screaming. The store smells of evergreens, fresh chocolates, brass polish, and rich perfumes accosted her nostrils, and she closed her eyes, ready to swoon in a dizzy vapor. The store was already full of anxious holiday shoppers. Somehow she thought if she could just get to her counter in Finer Dresses on Five, everything would be all right.

“Second floor. Linens. The Elizzzzabethan Roooom,” Homer sang. He ran his elevator like a streetcar conductor, calling out the most interesting stops and sights along the way. His routine never varied. Whether he was running his Otis car for customers or employees, he let everyone know where the goods were.

Homer pulled open the heavy iron door to reveal the Marshall Field's Choral Society hitting a crescendo in “Away in a Manger.”

“Oh dear! Violet looks like she's been hit by a train.”

“Let's get her to the first aid room.”

“Or the waiting room.”

“Homer, hurry! Can't you make this an express?” Slim was panicked.

“Company rules.” Homer sighed. “Gotta stop at every floor.” Once again, he pulled the ornate iron door open. “Third floor. Booooks—Staaaamps!”

“Ohhhhh.” A sharp stab in her lower back caused Violet to wince in pain.

“Fourth floor. Tooooys, stuffed animals, Weeeedgwood china, and don't forget to visit the Young People's Theater.”

Two surprised shoppers opted not to enter Homer's elevator. One of them pointed to a small rivulet puddling on the floor between Violet's ankle-strap pumps.

“Fifth floor.”

“Enough of the sight-seeing. We're getting out now!” Miss Wren announced. Violet's floor at last.

The pocketbook had just performed a somersault in Violet's stomach. Homer stopped the elevator perfectly level with the Fine Dress Department and the two women hurried Violet Organ out. Just in time. Violet's stomach performed one more aerobic maneuver. She let out a shriek that rattled the fine china off the shelves on the third floor, announcing the arrival of a wailing baby.

“It's a girl!” Miss Slim announced.

“Thank heavens—it's not a gallstone,” Miss Wren fanned Violet with her Collier's.

“Claire Organ!” Slim shouted out the first French name she could think of, thus christening Violet's daughter amidst the pearl necklaces, silk lingerie, high-fashion shoes, and women's fancy custom apparel directly beneath Louis Comfort Tiffany's grand mosaic dome.

“Boil some water!” A customer scurried through the aisles on rubber soles.

“Marshall Field's has just given birth to a baby girl!”

Miss Slim pulled on a long pair of white opera gloves from the fake display arms on the counter and helped pull the child into the commotion on Field's fifth floor. One sales clerk rushed over with a monogrammed motor blanket while Miss Wren seized the scissors used for wrapping gifts.

“I'll cut the cord!” Miss Slim called out as gaily as if she were cutting a holiday ribbon.

Miss Wren took it upon herself to scurry down the back stairs to Four, where she purloined a bassinet, two swaddling blankets, and, just for good measure, a silver rattle. After all, it wasn't every day a Christmas baby was born at Marshall Field's Department Store. As soon as she turned the corner on her return sprint, she saw Miss Slim kneeling on the floor, proudly holding the loveliest, tiniest babe in her bloodied evening gloves and showing her to an astonished Violet Organ.

“Oh joy!” Mrs. Winterbotham clasped her hands together and waddled closer for a better look, the nodding minks wrapped around her neck as a stole still in possession of their eyes and noses. “Imagine being born in this great store and having all of these wonderful layette doodads and imported baby things at one's fingertips.”

The nurse and doctor from First Aid on Seven bundled Violet and baby off the floor and onto a stretcher, carrying the new mother away as if she had the bubonic plague. Mrs. Winterbotham hurried off to telephone her husband, who was the editor of the Tribune, to tell him of the wonderful miracle that had happened on the fifth floor of Field's.

“Henry,” his wife puffed into the phone, her voice carrying the news as rapidly as one of her husband's wire services. “A mother and child born practically in the manger display. Why Henry, right in sight of the stuffed barnyard animals and women wearing jewels and garments as splendid as the Three Kings, this child was born! And to a working girl! Henry, a simple working woman whose husband is missing. Well, I don't know. In Egypt I think. Oh Henry, what if it's the Holy Land? Henry, it's a story!” Indeed. It was the Tribune's front-page Christmas Eve story, Field's being the Tribune's biggest advertiser and all.

In her febrile state, it was Violet Organ's true belief that fate revealed her daughter's destiny that December day. The new mother somehow felt it was auspicious of great things to come that her dimpled daughter was born in the midst of luxury, even if it was only a warehouse of other people's luxuries. After all, it wasn't as if Claire had been born on the eighth floor among the toasters and vacuum cleaners.

It was the article in the Tribune that saved Violet from being fired on the eve of Christmas 1923, when the not easily amused store manager, Mr. Trost, treated Violet to her own private inquisition in the bleak maternity ward of Cook County Hospital.

“Where is the father?” he demanded to know.

“Wandering the desert.”

“Missing in action.”

“Dead.” Miss Violet, Miss Slim, and Miss Wren answered in unison.

To the next question they silently established an order of protocol.

“Oh she's married, all right. They had a church wedding eighteen months ago. I was there.” Slim was the authority on romance.

“Legally married.” Wren was practical as she handed over the marriage certificate.

“It's just that he's excavating King Tut's tomb,” Violet apologized.

“He doesn't know about the baby,” Miss Slim added helpfully. She didn't know, so how could he, she thought to herself. How could Violet have been so duplicitous or so dumb? Either way this baby was going to be too much for Violet to handle on her own. Why, Violet could barely fend for herself! They'd just all have to knuckle down, pull up their socks, and pull together to be a family for the poor child.

When the nurse excitedly arrived carrying the freshly powdered infant and a late edition of the paper, Mr. Trost had to admit it would be bad policy to fire the mother of what the Tribune heralded as “Field's Littlest Christmas Miracle.” The caption ran under a photo of an expensively swaddled Claire cradled by Violet, wearing a quilted satin bed jacket, her long, wavy tresses flowing past her shoulders like Lillian Gish's. The two salesgirls, whom the article described as the infant's aunties from the Field's family, were gathered around the mother and child bearing gifts from First Floor State Street and Baby Goods on Four. Mr. Trost was later promoted for his good public-relations sense.

Slim read aloud from the paper. “‘The young lady appeared promptly at nine-twenty a.m. Field's newest accessory weighs seven and a half pounds, has sapphire blue eyes, a button nose, and a little figure that could model any fancy infant ensemble.’”

“Five toes and five fingers on each little hand and foot.” Miss Wren beamed broadly.

“‘Customers,’” Slim continued reading the story, “‘actually registered to buy gifts for the new baby from the store's vast collection of antique silver baby cups, christening gowns, warm woolen flannels, and English baby prams.

“‘Marshall Field's special events coordinator, one B. Cunningham, said, “You can't say that Field's doesn't deliver!” and presented the baby's mother, Mrs. Leland Organ, the wife of a prominent archaeologist’”—Slim rolled her eyes as she read on— “‘with a two-volume leather-bound boxed set of Lewis Carroll's Alice's Adventures in Wonderland and Through the Looking-Glass. What a lucky little girl!’”

All the women's eyes were tearfully focused on the child, who was noisily sucking air around her. What would become of her? They looked at one another conspiratorially and nodded. They would see to it. The child would be safe in their collective bosom.

“We'll all be little Claire's aunties,” Miss Wren announced, making a mental list of all the practical things they would need. She clucked happily at the thought of reading to their baby.

“I'll teach her French and dress her in Paris couture.” Miss Slim could hardly wait. Maybe the war widow hadn't been denied a child after all.

“We'll love her.” Violet grazed her finger against her baby's dewy cheek.

And “their baby” she became. The three women and Claire had somehow bonded amidst the bloody opera gloves and the excitement of a new birth, all in the spirit of Christmas. It was tacitly understood at this moment that they had become a family for a variety of reasons. Each of the lonely women had room to spare in her heart, room Claire would fill for all their lifetimes.

Chapter Two

Elevators and Escalators

Being a Modern Heroine, she realized that no Gallant Knight would come Riding to her Rescue—even if that could have done any good. No, she must do her own Rescuing. So she set about studying ways and means of Achieving her Purpose. She thought of this and she thought of that and at last she heard about the Lanchere Beauty Salon on the Fifth Floor at Field's.

—From “How She Triumphed,” Fashions of the Hour, Spring 1934

Claire peered her curly head from behind Miss Slim's hip, holding on to her hem, and smiled shyly at Sally Pettibone, who was being fitted for her traveling trousseau. The Perils of Pauline paled in comparison to the Adventures of Claire at Marshall Field's. For the precocious second-grader, school was only a prologue to the encyclopedia's worth of experiences to be sampled daily at the store.

“Come here, my little darling. You've got chocolate on your smocking.” Miss Slim scolded her favorite confection as she rubbed the gooey stuff off Claire's chin and the front of her dress.

“You've stopped off at the candy kitchen again, haven't you?”

Claire nodded. It was part of her everyday routine. Instead of coming home to cookies and milk in the family kitchen, seven-and-a-half-year-old Claire simply took the Illinois Central train downtown, accompanied by the seamstress Mme. Celine if one of the Field's delivery men couldn't pick her up and deliver her directly to the store. There were sure to be a dozen deliveries a day to Hyde Park anyway for the fleet of russet brown trucks all bearing the Field's insignia, carrying washing machines, coffee tables, bedding, and party dresses. When the Bret Harte Public School let out at three o'clock, all Claire had to do was dial the telephone exchange “State 1000,” and one of the uniformed drivers would be quietly dispatched to bring the child back “home” to Field's. There the after-school treats offered in the candy kitchen, with its bubbling copper kettles emitting inviting aromas of melting chocolate, mint, and vanilla, were infinitely tastier man anything her schoolmates were snacking on at home.

“I think I prefer the blue Schiaparelli but I don't want this silly design on just one sleeve! It's rather lopsided, don't you think?” Sally Pettibone pouted. She pointed her perky nose in the air so high she appeared to be snubbing her own shoulder.

“It's very Paris that way. Schiap says fashion is art and art isn't always symmetrical, but we will do whatever you like, Miss Pettibone,” Slim fawned. If the silly girl insisted, they could cover the beaded abstraction of a woman's face, although it would be a fashion sacrilege. Slim was just grateful that the new fiancé hadn't been wiped out in the Crash. So what if a Lake Forest debutante thought she knew more than the current Parisian queen of fashion? The pretty blond with the marcelled waves was nearly eighteen and already impossible. But with a mother and three younger sisters all determined to be in the height of fashion from morning to night, they were a salesgirl's gold mine. And since many of Slim's clients had disappeared after Black Thursday two years ago when the stock market collapsed, any customer with cash was king.

“A jeweled eye on one sleeve simply won't work anyplace but in Paris and we are only spending two weeks of our honeymoon there and where else will they know it's a real Schiaparelli and be impressed? Do they know about Schiaparelli in London and don't I have to wear tweeds there? Abra Tipps says I do and she should know. She didn't come back to Miss Porter's last year because she married that old duke.”

“Ah, Miss Pettibone. Where love is concerned, age doesn't matter.” Miss Slim sighed aloud. Nor do looks, Slim thought to herself, having seen the Tribune's society page photos of Sally Pettibone and her Labrador-eared fiancé.

“Imagine having to call your husband Duke,” the girl went on, nodding at a curious Claire, whose long skinny legs were twisted around one another like a pretzel. “Sounds like something you'd name a Great Dane, doesn't it? Oh, could you call up to Field's Travel for me and get tickets for the best plays—and Miss Slim, ask Violet to step in. She has such taste, don't you know. Ouch! And tell this seamstress not to prick me. I know I have a small waist but a girl simply has to have an inch to breathe.”

“Mais oui, Miss Pettibone.” Miss Slim bowed out of the fitting room backwards, running her next sentences together. “Your figure is blessedly divine. You could wear anything better than the French mannequins they showed this ensemble on. It's terribly smart on you. Madame Celine, please be careful with the pins. You mustn't stick the customers. Pansy, we'll have a cup of tea in here, please. Claire, remember your posture. No man wants to marry a slouch.” Slim pushed Claire aside and hurried along to find the long-sleeved Charles James gown, decidedly more subtle than Schiapparelli's winking, surreal design.

“Pretty girl,” Violet said to Slim as they collided in the hallway.

“Yeah,” mumbled Slim. “Too bad she's got her mother's arms, thick as fence posts.”

Claire skipped out of the fitting room and gave her mother a quick peck on the cheek as she turned the corner.

“Why on earth is Slim looking for a husband for a seven-year-old?” Sally Pettibone whispered to her mother. “Unless she's a midget. She's not a midget, is she?” She pulled off the priceless dress with such disregard she tore the basting stitches.

“A fatherless midget? God would never be so cruel.” In Millicent Pettibone's own mind, she had a heart.

Claire knew she'd have a better time in the Costume Shop on Four, where she could try on every outfit from Guinevere to Robin Hood. This was her current favorite place to play and pretend, but today for a change she might pop into the Young People's Theater where trained dogs commandeered from a traveling circus were performing this September afternoon. The entertainment was bound to be better than the frantic grown-up theatrics in the dressing rooms of Custom Designs and Finer Dresses.

“Afternoon, Homer.”

“Good afternoon to you, Miss Claire.” A grinning Homer opened the elevator door wide for his best passenger. “Elevator”—or something closely approximating it—had been her first word.

“And which magical land am I taking you to today?” he asked, pulling the iron gate shut. Homer was the wide-eyed child's guide to the diverse selection of worlds that were all gathered under one roof. Each time he stopped the elevator it was as if Claire were entering an entirely new land. Endlessly curious and fiercely independent (as long as she stayed within the confines of the store), Claire didn't need fairy tales or children's games to entice her imagination. She had the store catalog to dream on and all of Marshall Field's to explore, just like a little Gulliver. With its gossip, activity, and fancy goods from all over the world, Field's was like a giant playhouse, an enchanted land of make-believe, and hadn't Auntie Wren observed just the other night that having a vivid imagination was essential for a child to bloom in the modern world?

Smoothing her school frock and wiping the ubiquitous chocolate off her mouth with the back of her hand, she pushed her chin out and looked straight ahead, mimicking the customers’ elevator etiquette.

“To the dogs, please,” she directed. Sometimes Claire sat on Homer's lap, but she was feeling grown-up today.

“Homer, is it true men don't marry women who slouch?”

“Who told you that?”

“Just kinda heard it in the dressing room.”

“Then gotta be true.”

Claire squared her little shoulders.

This morning at the first show-and-tell of the school year when the other children were bragging what their fathers did for a living, Claire had fibbed. She held everyone's attention regaling the class with stories about her father's store, Marshall Field's, and since every child in her class had on some article of clothing from the store or slept in a bed purchased there, Claire's classmates were green with envy. No way was anyone going to feel sorry for her just because her real father was missing an organ or something like Auntie Slim said, and would never be able to come home again. Claire's teachers had long ago given up checking on this child's stories, as so many “aunties” appeared for parents’ nights that no one could keep track, and she was always being whisked away after school by a French-speaking “governess” or a uniformed man from Marshall Field's. It was simply easier for Claire's teachers to believe “chauffeur” over simple delivery man and “nanny” over immigrant seamstress.

Claire turned to look up at the two ladies in the back of Homer's elevator who were in a noisy discussion directly over Claire's head.

“That was Eleanor Roosevelt!”

“How could you tell?”

“From the newsreels, of course. The woman's a marvel. She just finished a whistle-stop tour of the western states and she's still got energy to shop!”

“Roosevelt will defeat Hoover, won't he?”

“Well, I certainly hope so. If somebody doesn't fix this terrible economy, Horace will make me cancel my Field's charge!”

“I had no idea she was so tall. Or toothy.”

“Hush. She's going to be our next first lady. Horace is in Democratic politics, you know, so I can introduce myself.” The woman reached into her purse to pull out a ROOSEVELT FOR PRESIDENT badge and pinned it on her silk dress.

Claire fell in with the Roosevelt ladies and got off with them on the first floor. She had never seen an “almost first lady” before. Maybe it was something interesting she could use for show-and-tell.

There was a small flurry of activity going on at the tobacco counter, where Miss Wren was pinch-hitting for a pal. Two imposing women in floppy hats rimmed with battered flowers and accompanied by a burly fireplug of a man were the subject of a fair amount of stares.

Claire stood behind the counter with Miss Wren and watched as Eleanor Roosevelt, her companion, Lorena Hickok, and her solidly built bodyguard, Earl Miller, all held up elegant cigarette holders and pretended to be smoking.

“Don't you think Franklin will like this one? It's very presidential.”

“He isn't the president yet.”

“Don't you want him to win? Think positively, Eleanor.”

“Hick, you know that isn't the life I want to be living now.” She signaled to Miss Wren that she'd take the medium-sized holder.

The stocky woman placed her hand over Eleanor's. “History calls, my dear.”

As Eleanor looked at her friend's hand covering hers, she caught sight of the most beautiful pair of violet blue eyes staring up at her. Claire held her gaze and smiled.

“Are you employed here, young lady? You know I have become quite an authority on child labor.” When she spoke teasingly to the child, she opened her mourn wide, displaying a crowd of teeth.

“No, but I practically live here,” Claire said. “Are you going to be the president's wife?”

Eleanor laughed. “Why, I am already Governor Roosevelt's wife and we don't know if he'll be president or not. That will be for all of you to decide.”

“He's got my vote, Mrs. Roosevelt,” Miss Wren gushed as she wrapped the black enamel cigarette holder in Field's dark green paper emblazoned with the Fields’ family crest.

“Now I should like to see some knitting needles,” Eleanor said in her peculiar, singsongy voice. Claire thought it was the greatest sound she'd ever heard, like a cappella singing in church. “Perhaps one of you will show us the way.”

Claire shot from behind the counter and took the two ladies’ hands, walking snugly in between them as she led them over to the sewing counter, where Miss Wren displayed the finest silver needles and sold Mrs. Roosevelt two sets. “I'll take these with me. The rest of the things, will you please send them over to the Drake Hotel? We're stopping there overnight,” Eleanor said. “Now, let's take a quick look at their vacuums, but I don't want to see any Hoovers.” She drew out the “o”s like an owl and her two escorts chortled at her little joke right on cue.

“We better get upstairs to the ballroom, darling,” Hick said, slipping her arm through Eleanor's. “The Junior League awaits.” They marched to the elevator bank with Claire two steps behind.

Miss Wren tossed off her apron and smoothed her hair with the palms of her hands.

“I'm going on my break now, Mary Lou. Cover for me, won't you?” Too shy to ride in the same elevator as Mrs. Roosevelt, Miss Wren waited patiently for a second car to take her upstairs to hear the candidate's wife speak. Twenty-eight minutes later, awed by the eloquence and integrity of the speech, Miss Wren vowed then and there to become one of Eleanor's “Rainbow Flyers,” a group of grass-tramplers going door to door to bring out women voters for FDR. Sitting in the back of the room with all the employees, little Claire was mesmerized not by the content of the speech, but by Mrs. Roosevelt's richly aristocratic manner of talking. She mimicked Eleanor's accent for a week, not stopping until she could startle shop girls into looking up in expectation of seeing Mrs. Roosevelt herself, and delighting in the smile that came when they discovered it was only their mascot, Claire.

“Claire dear, could you come into the parlor please?” Violet's voice was hesitant. When Claire appeared in the little sitting room clutching her favorite teddy bear, she found Auntie Wren collapsed in a fatigued armchair patched with floral fabric squares, soaking her bunions. Her mother had her own shoes off and was rubbing her arches.

“Store feet.” Auntie Wren smiled wearily as she curled her aching toes in the steaming hot water.

Claire instantly recognized the familiar medicinal smell of Dr. Scholl's healing foot powders permeating the sitting room suite shared by Claire, Violet, and the Aunties at the Windermere Hotel.

They lived in this dignified but affordable establishment for ladylike widows, well-bred women in “reduced circumstances,” and working girls looking for respectability. No transients were ever allowed in this residential hotel, and very few men ventured beyond the comfortably decorated lobby and homey Americana-style dining room with its antique convex mirrors topped by proud eagles. The Field's ladies, as they were referred to, enjoyed a small kitchenette in their apartment, allowing them to economize by eating in. The Misses Slim, Wren, and Violet had their own single rooms in this warren of doors, all ending up in the tiny sitting room. Just as they had vowed seven years earlier, they had come together to raise little Claire, and had been certain—until today—that they'd been doing a first-rate job of it.

“Yes, our Field's feet have had quite a workout. I must have run ten miles today. No really, I was all over the store. But standing on them for eight hours is just as bad, why …” Auntie Wren said nervously, delaying the conversation. She knew what was coming.

“Wren.” Violet said in the stern maternal tone she had developed of late. “Come here, Claire.” She extended a slender arm to her daughter, who climbed right into her lap along with her bear.

“It's time we had a little talk. I've had another call from your school. The principal says you've been telling everyone again that Mr. Marshall Field is your father.”

Claire's mouth moved to one side of her face.

“I thought we had settled all this before.” As soft as Violet's voice was, it had all the rumblings of thunder. She disliked being a disciplinarian but it was a role she grudgingly played for the good of her child.

“While I'm sure Mr. Field would love having you for a daughter—if he knew you—the fact remains that he is not your father. And people don't like being surprised by extra children.”

Claire's eyes were filling with tears. She rubbed one away, pretending that Dr. Scholl's therapeutic steam, overwhelming with its heavy smell of wintergreens and curatives, was irritating them.

“You can't just wish something up and make it so.”

“Yes, but if he knew me, really knew me, he'd probably want to be my father.”

“Unfortunately, dearest, it doesn't work that way.” Violet fought back her own tears.

“The fact remains you don't have a father. You have three mothers who love you. That should be enough. You don't need a father and you're not going to have one no matter how much you pretend.”

“She could, Vi. One of us could suddenly marry and then adopt—”

“Hush, Wren.” Violet had even begun disciplining her store sisters, assuming the head position in their little family. She was still bitter about Leland Organ leaving her and forcing her to become resilient and independent. The truth of her situation had hit her hard. After he left her for King Tut, there had been a series of other “mistresses,” or so his occasional postcards had suggested, and how could she compete with women who had names like Hatshepsut and Nefertiti? Without a return address, Violet had had no way of contacting him to let him know he'd become a father. Out of desperation, she'd finally cabled him the news through an archaeological society at the university. She never heard from him again. It had taken all these years, but he was now as dead to her as the crusty bones he excavated. Violet composed herself and, turning to her daughter, addressed her gently.

“You know dear, in the lion family …”

“They call it a pride,” Claire corrected her, sniffling. She had been to the Field Museum of Natural History with Auntie Wren many times.

“Yes, of course. In the pride of lions, sometimes the father lion leaves after the little cub is born.”

“Where does he go?”

“Out.” Slim slinked in the front door slightly tipsy, aiming her cocktail hat at the side table.

“He goes hunting, or exploring, or sometimes he just moves on.”

“Does he ever come back?” There was utter silence in the little room.

“Not after eight years,” Slim answered. “And who'd want a necrophiliac around anyway?”

Violet cast narrowed eyes in Slim's direction—her own patented subtle warning to back off.

“We're an all-girl family?”

“Well, yes. And a very brave one. We defend one another like lionesses and take care of each other. There's love and safety here.” Violet believed the words as she said them. She cradled her child's cheek and stroked her hair.

“And will there never be a daddy?” Claire whispered into her mother's breast.

“Someday you'll have a man of your very own. And you won't have to borrow someone else's.”

Violet reached into her needlepoint basket and pulled out a packet.

“Claire,” she said softly. “These postcards are from your father. Picture postcards from different places. I was going to give them to you when you were older. That's all there is of him. You may have them now if you like.”

Claire slipped off her mother's lap, dropping her stuffed bear to the floor with a thud.

“Would you like to sleep with me tonight?” Auntie Wren popped out of her chair. “I'll even read to you from Little Women.” Wren was relieved the discussion was over. She hated any kind of unpleasantness. Claire was looking a bit peaked. Perhaps she should give the child a thimbleful of Lydia Pinkham's Tonic.

Claire darted a glance around their meager apartment, so different from the vast luxuries at Field's, or the doll-like homes of her school friends with one mother and one father to match. She sighed, untying the ribbon holding the packet together, and fanned through the postcards with the cramped copybook handwriting on one side. Her eyes were drawn to the exotic, decorative stamps. She rubbed her finger over a stamp of a green sphinx sitting under a blue sky and rifled through the pile. All the other stamps were colorful and interesting, too.

“Now give me your word that you'll stop making up these stories, Claire.”

“I promise,” Claire said as she followed Auntie Wren across the hall, still clutching her postcards.

“I wonder if we've been unfair to Claire.” “Violet fretted after she and Slim were alone. An inverted letter V appeared on her brow as her face pinched in worry.

“Don't be a goose. She's not pining away for a father. You're overreacting.” She sneered at the memory of Leland Organ. “Claire's only exercising her imagination. Marshall Field, indeed! Clever girl, already setting her sights high. Show me what's the harm in that?” Sum kicked off her size five shoes and dumped her pedicured feet into the lukewarm footbath. She was pleased that her beige pumps with black toe-caps were perfect copies of the pair that a slinky, black-veiled Marlene Dietrich had worn as Shanghai Lil.

“Yes.” Violet quietly inhaled her words. “But perhaps we've let her down.”

“Oh, Violet, don't be such a wilted bunch of grapes.” Slim raised both arms in the air, setting off a ringing of cow bells from the clanging charms on her bracelets. “Love is what the child needs and what she gets.”

“Yes, but the stability of a proper family …”

“Proper family! Do you think that just because they're rich your supposedly stable customers are from proper families? Half of them keep a Vuitton bag packed just so they'll be ready to move into the next North Shore husband's house.” Slim sloppily added some hot water from the kettle into the foot soak.

“But there is no head at our dinner table. We don't even have a dining room.”

“Nonsense, lovey. Who's to say Claire isn't better off with three mothers than with a parent of each sex like salt and pepper shakers? And you and I are the two best mothers I know of.” Standing, she blew a kiss in Violet's direction and tripped off on her wet feet to her own room across the hall. “I'll knock on Wren's door and look in on Claire and kiss her good night for you, too. The same God that gives us cramps once a month gave women the capacity to love. Love is all she needs. L'amour. It's all any of us needs!”

In a way, Violet mused, the store almost made up for whatever deficiencies existed in Claire's upbringing. In addition to the financially blessed from Chicago and the rest of the nation, the store played host to a wide variety of intellectually influential visitors.

Authors flocked to the Book Department on Three to lecture or read aloud from their works. Everyone from Aldous Huxley reading from Point Counter Point to one Walter Greenwood, author of Love on the Dole, passed through its wood-paneled rooms, and held young Claire enthralled. F. Scott Fitzgerald, Ernest Hemingway, Cornelia Otis Skinner—each had shaken Claire's hand and ignited her imagination. Even just one afternoon spent in their orbit gave Claire an education that could rival that of her mother's customers’ daughters, being educated and “finished” at the socially acceptable Foxcroft School or Miss Porter's.

Early on, the very young Claire would lie for hours in the book section listening to the parade of cultivated voices, her tiny elbows resting on the Oriental rug in the room that smelled of leather-bound books and musty antique maps, soaking up the rich knowledge as effortlessly as one of the sponges from the Bath Shop on Two. As she grew bigger, Claire would sit in an overstuffed leather armchair, her knees pulled to her chin, memorizing whole passages and imitating the mannerisms of the literary elite. Indeed, her gift for mimicry was becoming an inexpensive hilarious entertainment for her little family; her invocation of Greta Garbo was unparalleled by any comedian of the day.

Stacked on one wall of the book section were scores of magazines from Paris and London that showcased the English nobleman's domain and the French lady's chic. English Country Life, French Vogue, Gun Collector, and Esquire were Claire's Hans Christian Andersen. The prince that she encountered here was not a magic fairy-tale prince turned into a frog by a wicked witch, but rather the prince of Wales, sartorially splendid in a creamy double-breasted jacket and an ascot of blue silk foulard, casually watching a tennis match on the island of Nassau. Certainly, her mother would have been disappointed to know that her high-spirited daughter was combing the periodicals for a male lion—any lion—to head their comfortable little den. And so sometimes Claire fantasized about the single Prince Edward marrying Violet or one of the Aunties. But the Field's salespeople told the child there wasn't a chance in a million the prince would marry an American, especially a shop girl, so she continued her search for a suitable stepfather elsewhere.

More than two years had passed since her mother had given her Leland's postcards. Determined to make something positive out of something sour—and an itinerant invisible daddy was the pits—the day after the “postcard presentation” Wren hustled Claire into one of the most elegant and elite rooms in the store, the Stamp Department. With its brass chandeliers and revolving glass and polished walnut vitrines full of philatelic treasures, the stamp section was one of the finest in the world. Claire was immediately drawn to the faces of kings, queens, and adventurers emblazoned in miniature on the one-inch squares. Now the ten-year-old possessed a collection of her own representing over thirty countries in her burgundy bound book.

Claire's after-school Field's jaunts almost always included a browse through the quiet, green-carpeted room's inventory of eagerly anticipated new arrivals. Her days were also filled with chatty visits with the twenty-four operators who ran the store's telephone switchboard, a busy place handling up to forty thousand calls a day, or with a dizzying extracurricular schedule of “lessons.” These might take Claire from the gourmet kitchen, where she learned how to whip up deviled eggs and chicken pot pie, to the knitting studio, where she joined a large roomful of women receiving instruction in the hand arts—embroidery and needlepoint, and learning just enough fancywork to knit her mother and each one of the Aunties a scarf and pair of mittens for a Depression Christmas when money was tight but the holiday spirit soared.

There had also been the obligatory waltz and fox trot lessons during Miss Slim's tenure as the hostess of the ballroom dancing classes offered on Six and, owing to the two years Wren had spent in Fine Antiques, Claire knew the defining differences between a Louis XIV and a Queen Anne chair and could easily distinguish a Sheraton piece of furniture from a Hepplewhite or a Chippendale.

Today Claire breathlessly raced through the store's south rotunda, leaving skid marks on the marble, on her way to Six, where Amelia Earhart was going to be hawking her luggage and sports line at four o'clock. Claire never missed a “personal appearance” if she could help it, but this wasn't just a designer dropping by. This was the world's most famous female aviator, an adventuress. Fashions of the Hour had described the collection as “what the active woman wants,” however, at this moment in the spring of 1934, the aviatrix who'd achieved fame as the first woman to cross the Atlantic by air and for her daring cross-country solo flights was standing awkwardly on the sixth-floor Field's Sports-Room, amidst racks and stacks of her signature sportswear and suitcases. She financed some of her flights by endorsing cigarettes, and now she had added these articles of apparel.

Claire studied her latest heroine for a full half hour as Amelia amiably talked to the curious customers who stood around her gawking in an informal half-circle. With Earhart's spotlessly clean face, short, tousled hair, and clear, buffed fingernails, Claire thought how different she looked from the powdered and permed salesladies she encountered daily at the store, ladies who seemed to spend all their time getting other people ready to go places. This straightforward woman with her suntanned face and gap-toothed grin looked like she'd gone everywhere she'd ever wanted to and couldn't be bothered with fussy feminine adornments. She clearly lit up when she talked about her travels and setting her compass herself to embark on a singular adventure. Amelia's husband wasn't missing or dead, either. He was a real man, handsome and with a mustache, happily posed in the picture Amelia Earhart carried in her wallet—Amelia, her husband, George, and her Lockheed Electra—that she was now showing to the approving ladies around her.

The child stood wide-eyed, listening to Amelia describe her experiences in the air and her many landings in exotic locales. Claire inched forward for a better look at the pair of wings pinned to the woman's shoulder, which kept catching the light, shining like a silvery bird as she spoke. There was a special quality of independence about Amelia Earhart, a radiant aura of standing on her own, that Claire was drawn to. Suddenly ten-year-old Claire was convinced she had to know more of the real world beyond State and Wabash and under the Tiffany dome. She wanted to be just like Amelia.

She studied Earhart's shoes to see if there was any indication of “traveling feet,” the “condition” the Aunties claimed Leland Organ suffered from and which had caused him to abandon her even before he got the chance to meet her. “Dromomania” was how Miss Wren referred to his intense desire to wander, diagnosing it with its Greek clinical name, rendering the condition both medical and probably hereditary. Claire suddenly had an alarming notion. What if she had inherited the wandering virus from him? Just as quickly, she relaxed. After listening to Amelia Earhart, she thought maybe an adventurer's life would be rather exciting.

“And when you fly around the world, Miss Earhart, will you be going alone?” Claire spoke out for the first time, pushing her way to the front.

“I shall be taking a navigator.”

“What's a navigator?”

Amelia Earhart thought for a moment. “Well, he's someone who's very good at geography.”

Suddenly Claire did something she had never done before. She picked out a small, round overnight case from the neatly arranged suitcases and asked the saleswoman to “just charge it, please.” Amelia graciously autographed the luggage tag for the precocious child. Claire knew, she simply knew, she'd need this luggage, she had never been surer of anything. She was going places.

“How could you!”

“With money being so tight and all?”

Three perfectly manicured Lanchere index fingers were shaking menacingly at a woeful Claire in the chintz-covered parlor.

“We're still in a depression.”

“Well, now they're calling it a recession, Slim.” Miss Wren was a total Roosevelt follower.

“Rich people are out of work!”

“Rich people are going back to work!”

‘Why, Mr. Harry Davis, who owned his own store, is now selling sweaters and socks in the Men's Shop!”

“Last week two people jumped over the railings on Seven and Ten! S-U-I-C-I-D-E-S.” Wren spelled it out over Claire's head. “Right under the Tiffany dome.”

“And you go out and buy a traveling case like you were sailing first class to Paris on the Homeric!”

“Forty-eight dollars and fifty cents. That's food for us for three months, you know.” Violet had tallied up what the overnight case cost in groceries. “In one grand gesture you've jeopardized our budget, Claire,” Violet admonished.

“Who do you think you are, young lady—Shirley Temple?” Slim's red mouth was the only visible feature on her face. Imported French cold cream was smeared everywhere but her lips.

Claire thought she looked like Al Jolson in The Jazz Singer. She was turning into a giant mouth before her eyes. The day was turning into a nightmare.

“Mon Dieu. Mon Dieu.” Slim slapped her hands to her face as if she were going to beat the vanishing cream into her pores.

“‘Charge it. Just charge it.’ That's what little Miss Field said to the salesgirl. Like she was Queen Mary.” Miss Wren was clucking like a hen with a nervous condition, her chest puffing up like a pouter pigeon's. “We've spoiled her!”

Claire couldn't help it. Big tears rolled down her wide cheeks and her shoulders were heaving up and down as the rest of her shook like a leaf. She had done something more terrible than murder. She had hurt her mother and aunties. She had damaged the small financial fortunes of her female family.

“Just today Miss Wren was laid off and is only going to work part time on commission.”

“We weren't going to tell you.” Miss Wren's finger was an inch from Claire's tear-streaked nose. “But if you're old enough to pretend to have a Marshall Field's charge account, Little Miss Marker, you're old enough to know just how bad things are!” The yellow canary in the brass cage from the Pet Shop on Four was in a nervous twitter. The sitting-room bird had never been exposed to raised voices before.

“That silly suitcase is going back tomorrow!”

‘Today!”

Claire looked stricken.

“Now here,” Violet said, extending a monogrammed handkerchief. “Blow.”

“What we all wouldn't give for a good cry.” Auntie Slim slumped into a side chair.

The frightened ladies were venting their own fear and frustration over their plight and the ongoing Depression, which still crippled the nation, even more than they were angered over Claire's impetuous purchase. The up-and-down escalator they had been riding for years had them all worried sick. And now there was Wren's news that she would no longer be a salaried worker at the store. How would they get by, and which one of them would be next?

“Go to your room, young lady.”

Violet watched the small figure with the long skinny legs disappear down the hall. Claire's bedroom was a shoe box of a room crammed with dolls and stuffed dogs from the store, many of them wearing bandages or slings, as Claire had been pretending to be a veterinarian the previous week. The ceiling, painted a powdery sky blue with cumulus clouds airily floating overhead, was crafted by the talented window-display artists who adored Claire and her aunties. If the talented fellows couldn't make the ladies’ lives easier, at least they could make life prettier.

Violet sighed quietly, sinking down into the Sheraton reproduction armchair and picking up her needlepoint.

“And please rewrap the suitcase so you can return it in the morning,” she called after her daughter. She waited until she heard the door shut. It was better if they discussed their situation out of Claire's earshot. She was, after all, only a child. They had already railed at Claire like a chorus of cranky witches. But what else could they do?

“Wren dear, could you hand me the ledger, please?”

“Yes,” Miss Wren responded, rushing to retrieve Violet's household accounting records from the bookshelves sagging under the weight of Claire's autographed first editions. Over the years, Violet had blossomed into a quiet but stalwart force to be reckoned with, someone who recognized what had to be done and simply did it with very little fuss. The others had shifted places and knew to fall in behind.

“These layoffs that were issued today were cruel and heartless!” Miss Wren tried to keep herself from collapsing into tears. Her top-heavy frame emitted an audible shudder.

“It's un-American!” Wren protested, wondering if she should dash off a note to Eleanor Roosevelt.

“How can Marshall Field's lay off twelve hundred employees—four hundred from retail alone—and still unveil the most expensive escalators in the world at the same time?” Miss Slim wiped all the cream off her face.

“Will Westinghouse's people-moving conveyances replace human beings?”

“Yes, and those escalators are moving real people right out of the store. Loyal employees who have served the company their whole lives. It's just too terrible!”

Miss Slim dabbed furiously at her naked lashes while Miss Wren pondered what she should write to Mrs. Roosevelt.

To Miss Wren, the most curious part of the whole fallen economy was that there was always a segment willing and able to pay for the fanciest dresses, the most expensive Georgian silver, or to take advantage of the many personal services offered by the store. But she had also noticed how some people lost a lot, earned back a little, lost more, and juggled their finances, making them erratic Field's customers. All except for Miss Violet's ever-loyal clients, who curiously continued to be regulars. But even if Violet was turning out to be a retail wonder, her stalwarts were not numerous enough to stave off the store's losses, now nearing eight million dollars, a fortune in anybody's book, and claiming in its wake more than a thousand jobs, including her own. Was it any wonder the ladies had gone to pieces over a suitcase?

Slim streaked in and out of their little kitchen, leaving with only an empty mug. Miss Wren took it for granted she was going to fill it to the brim with the imported French brandy she kept in her lingerie drawer. Courvoisier, a gift from a gentleman friend. Luckily for Slim, Prohibition had been abolished.

When Violet Organ tiptoed past the women into Claire's tiny room to tuck her child in for the night, she overheard Claire's prayers. The little girl was kneeling by her bed, which had been done up by the window-display boys— “Uncle” Vincent with his theatrical imagination was Claire's favorite—exactly like little Gloria Vanderbilt's from a Vogue pictorial, with a papier-mâché gold crown and yards of flowing pink chiffon. Two carved birds covered in peacock plumes guarded the bedposts. The grandness of the bed contrasted sharply with the closet-sized room with its threadbare carpet. Claire's head was bowed and her small hands folded on the pink cotton-nubbed bedspread.

“And, dear Lord, please help Mother and the Aunties get very, very rich so they never have to worry about money and never have to be cross again. Please, God, I think some money now would change everything, cross my heart. Please bless us all and Marshall Field so he won't need to lay any more of us off. Oh—and God, bless Amelia Earhart and while you're at it, bless her navigator, too. Amen.”

As Violet tiptoed out of the room she silently vowed that Claire would have every opportunity Field's offered to live a life free from money worries. Her mouth tightened in resolve. She'd just see to it.
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“Delicious reading...

simply irresistible.”
—Chicago Sun-Times
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