
 

A Glass of Youth 

“Florence, you're going out yet again,” Tom Buchman snarled as he watched his daughter trim 

the fat off her slice of glazed ham.  

“In my time, a respectable young lady would not be caught with a cigarette in her mouth 

or a drink in her hand.” His wife forked more broccoli onto her plate. “Shimmying her shoulders 

for any man that walks by.” 

Florence took a sip of her cherry jubilee soda as she listened to her father’s all too 

familiar lecture of the immorality of the young generation. She was fairly certain the next 

comment would concern the moral degradation caused by jazz music. 

“And that jazz,” he spat out. “After years of growth and civilization, you resort to the 

primitive and the crude? For what?” His bushy eyebrows wrinkled into a scowl.  

“So you can drink champagne and dance the Charleston?” Even his mustache managed to 

twitch disapprovingly. Florence plopped a cheesy potato in her mouth to keep from speaking. 

The quicker he finished his lecture, the quicker she could rush out the door to meet her friend 

Daphne and engage in the behavior her father so expressly condemned. 

“I’m not certain what you’re hoping to gain from these experiences. Do you want to end 

up alone: destitute and devoid of dignity?” He glanced towards his wife for support, but all she 

provided in response was an amused smile.  

“Father, we’ve discussed this before!” Florence finally cried out. 

 “You have never stepped foot in Harlem except to visit one of your dreadful accounting 

clients. You’ve never even been inside of a speakeasy.” She let her fork thud on the table to 

emphasize her point. 
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“Stop speaking of things you know nothing of,” she finished. Her mother let out an 

exasperated sigh.  

“Florence, control your temper please. And Tom, you are going in circles. You know she 

does what she wishes.” Florence interpreted her mother’s comment as permission to leave the 

table. She swallowed the last piece of her ham and stood up, grabbing her Lacloche moire bag 

and silver cigarette case as she headed towards the door.  

“With that, mother and father, I will leave you to enjoy your night,” she said with a smile. 

“Be safe darling,” called her mother 

“And please don’t embarrass yourself. Or this family,” her father added as she closed the 

door.  

~ 

Florence stepped out from her family’s brownstone into the lush greenery of her Upper East Side 

neighborhood. Only a few minutes later, she had crossed its pristine boundaries into the busy 

city. She breathed in the smell of exhaust as Model Fords dashed around her. As she began her 

walk uptown to meet Daphne, she heard the deep, raspy voice of a soapbox preacher.  

“A bootlegger is worse than a thief and a murderer! The ordinary thief steals only your 

money, but the bootlegger steals your HONOR. The murderer takes your life, but the bootlegger 

murders your SOUL. The place of whiskey and beer is in hell.” 

As she walked past him, his eyes trailed her flowing black dress, stopping disapprovingly 

at the slit that exposed her thigh. She’d modeled it after Joan Crawford’s evening look in 

Harper's Bazaar. She met his judging gaze with a piercing one of her own, lashes darkened by 

Winx liquid dressing. Another upholder of moral standards. One who lacked the creativity to 
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devise his own speeches, it seemed. Florence recognized the words of Billy Sunday coming from 

his lips. She flashed him a mischievous grin as she walked away.  

“The Devil corrupts our women, dressing them like prostitutes, stealing their virtue, and 

one day stripping their families of morality as easily as they strip off their clothes. What mothers, 

what caretakers…” 

The preacher’s impassioned sermon faded away, and Florence was left with the sound of 

honking cars and construction drills. In the twilight, the street lights switched on, and the 

windows of the nearby office buildings flickered, coming together like pieces of a checkered 

puzzle. Florence could practically hear the deep notes of the saxophone players in Harlem 

warming up for the night.  

Her heart skipped with excitement. The city was coming alive. 

~ 

Daphne leaned against the red bricks of her apartment building, a Lucky Strike already burning 

between her lips. Her short, honey-brown hair framed her delicate face. From afar, Florence 

could recognize the stride of men slowing down to gaze in the direction of her chiffon covered 

slender figure. Daphne barely noticed. If she did, she didn’t care. 

As Florence approached her friend, Daphne’s seductive red lips parted into a childish 

smile. 

 “Florence, darling you look stunning! A true Joan Crawford!” she exclaimed, grasping 

her hands. Florence grinned, spinning in a circle to display the full outfit.  

“Thank you,” she replied. “Frankly, I almost didn't believe Father would let me leave the 

house. His vein practically popped out of his forehead when I told him I’m going to Harlem in 
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this dress.” A shadow of worry crept into Daphne’s warm eyes when Florence mentioned her 

father. 

“We can go somewhere else if you’d like,” Daphne began. “I don’t know… Maybe he’s 

right. My parents aren’t too keen on the Harlem clubs either.” She fidgeted uncomfortably.  

“And they tend to listen to your father,” she added. “They’d be devastated if something 

happened to us.” 

Sometimes, Daphne’s warmhearted nature still managed to surprise Florence. A sip of 

gin or puff of a cigarette didn’t change the fact that her soul was as pure as the scotch in a 

bootlegger’s liquor cabinet.  

“Daph, you worry too much,” Florence reassured her. “If our parents had it their way, 

we’d be home now reading recipes from the Ladies’ Home Journal.” She grimaced at the 

thought.  

“Plus, Father cares much more about maintaining moral standards than my own safety,” 

she added. With that, Florence stepped on the curb, raising a hand to call a taxi. Of course, with 

Daphne by her side, a Yellow Cab halted to a stop almost immediately. They hopped inside.  

“The Savoy Ballroom please,” Florence told the driver. With a small nod, he drove into 

the glimmering night, leaving only the smell of exhaust behind them. 

By the time they arrived, the dance hall was bursting at the seams with energy. Bright 

lights illuminated the word “Savoy” on a marquee, surrounded by colorful musical notes.  

Florence inhaled deeply, expecting to welcome the cool, crisp air. Instead, she was met with the 

rancid smell of vomit. A slim man in a grimy white shirt leaned against the neighboring building, 

retching uncontrollably into an alley. He looked up at them, hair plastered on his sweaty 

forehead. 
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“Pretty ladies…” he drawled. “Moonshine's not for the weak-hearted, just remember 

that.” Daphne and Florence hurried past him, paying little attention to the loud heaving. It was 

just another night in New York. 

The girls rushed inside the Savoy, handing the dark-skinned doorman 50 cents each. The 

dancers, both black and white, were already spread out on the mahogany floor, dancing the 

Lindy Hop to the intoxicating sounds of the sax and trombone. Their arms swung about wildly 

and sweat dripped from their foreheads despite the well-ventilated area. After a few pineapple 

and gin Harlem cocktails, Daphne and Florence were ready to do the same. They stepped onto 

the dance floor, losing themselves in the rumbling waves of the music, their bracelets jingling to 

the beat.  

Florence lit a cigarette, inhaling the sooty haze into her lungs. Her eyes followed its 

flaming, red-hot end. It danced to the sound of the music, mirroring her movements. In moments 

like these, she understood why Harry Crosby worshipped the sun. She felt like she was 

embodying it, engulfed in its flames. No, she felt like one million suns, expending all of their 

energy into illuminating one moment. Warming just one instant of youth.  

She might only burn for a second, but at least she burned bright. She glanced back at the 

end of her cigarette. The blazing flame was already extinguished. 

~ 

Florence’s legs had already begun to ache, and Daphne had disappeared somewhere in the 

crowd. She looked towards the top right corner of the sprawling ballroom. Only the most 

talented dancers gathered there, moving expertly to the rhythm with the same exuberance as 

when Florence first arrived. She allowed her thoughts to drift away, mesmerized by the dancers’ 

feet flying on the polished floor. 
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She felt a delicate hand grasp her wrist.  

“Florence. Florence!” Daphne whispered in her ear. “I think we should go somewhere 

else. Now.” 

Florence whipped around to face her friend. Her lipstick was smudged, and her glossy 

hair fell in frazzled strands around her face. Florence trailed Daphne’s gaze to a blonde 

blundering man. His arms were animatedly swinging around as he spoke to one of the dance 

hostesses. He loosened his checkered tie, wiping the sweat off of his thick brow.  

“Daph, are you alright?”  asked Florence anxiously. Daphne ran a hand through her 

disheveled hair in an attempt to smooth it. She flashed a quick smile. 

“Nothing we haven’t seen before. You know men. They get handsy when they’re 

zozzled.” Florence nodded, grabbing her purse. They began making their way towards the exit 

but were distracted by the deep voice of the man Daphne had pointed out just a second ago. 

“You grubby little bum!” he roared, towering over the petite hostess. “Makin’ me pay a 

dollar for ginger ale in a scotch glass,” he spit out.  The girl trembled under him. She was trying 

to defend herself, but Florence couldn’t hear what she was saying. Something about drinking 

“downs?”  

Her explanations seemed to only make the man more frustrated. His face grew red, and 

his beefy hand clenched into a fist. He cocked back his arm, and in the next instant, slammed it 

into her face with such force that she fell to the ground, apparently knocked out cold. The man 

didn’t seem to care. He placed his hat squarely on his head and stormed out. 

“It’s her own damn fault for being so dumb,” one of the nearby hostesses muttered. “You 

gotta drink quick or else they catch on you ain’t drinking the real stuff.”  
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The girls waited a few moments, ensuring the blonde man had truly left the Savoy before 

they stepped outside. The cool air on Florence’s skin was a welcome contrast to the stuffy dance 

hall. She could still feel the echoes of the music in her limbs. The sound of jazz was only a 

thumping heartbeat in the Harlem night. 

“I think I’ve had enough of Harlem for tonight,” Florence giggled. They stumbled down 

the street in search of an overpriced cab to take them to their next destination.  

~ 

Twenty minutes later, the girls entered Manhattan’s Del Fey Club. Its dim lighting was broken 

up by the sparkle of a necklace or the glitter of a sequined dress. Ginger ale bottles filled with 

everything but ginger ale lined the shelves. The hostesses fluttered between the silk-covered 

walls, stuffing cash in their pockets. Daphne smiled at one as they walked in, but all the hostess 

gave in response was an annoyed huff and an eye roll as she strutted to the wealthy gentlemen 

waiting for their drinks a few tables away. 

Unlike the hostesses, two dapper men greeted Florence and Daphne almost immediately. 

“Hello ladies,” one said, holding a glass of sparkling champagne in his hand. The other 

was carrying what looked like a sweet orange blossom cocktail in an elegant glass. Fitzgerald’s 

favorite. 

 Of course, besides the cocktails, they also provided great company. Florence grabbed an 

orange blossom in one hand and her partner’s arm in another, leading him towards the dance 

floor. She hopped and spun, relishing the feeling of her partner’s steady hands on her wobbly 

figure. Despite her cocktail-induced dizziness, she moved skillfully, feeling the music inside her. 

All she saw was a shimmering blur: a rainbow of colorful couples and shining jewels. In Harlem, 



 

7 

she was a golden fire, warm and bright. But here, she was a glittering supernova, ready to burst 

into a thousand colors. Where Harlem was copper, Manhattan was sparkling silver and gold.  

Suddenly, the sharp sound of shattering glass interrupted her thoughts. 

“Did you hear that?” she asked Daphne. “There’s some sort of commotion outside.” The 

rest of the club ignored the noise and continued dancing, but the girls’ curiosity overcame them. 

They headed out in hopes of witnessing a scandalous affair. They were met with a much more 

gruesome sight. 

A young man, not much older than Florence and Daphne, clutched an expensive-looking 

bottle, shielding punches from two larger, older men. Broken glass lay on the floor around him.  

 “He thinks he can steal the boss’s Highland Queen. Isn’t that funny Frank,” the smaller 

one exclaimed. 

  “I didn’t steal it I swear,” the boy cried just as another punch landed on his jaw. “You can 

have it, please just stop.” The punches continued. 

 “You wanna show him what the boss does to little thieves Joe?” asked Frank, pulling out 

a silver knife. Its sparkle in the street light reminded Florence of the jewels inside the Del Fey. 

He raised it over his head. The boy seemed to have lost any of the fight left in him as Frank 

shoved it into his stomach. 

The girls were frozen, unable to move. For just a moment, Florence felt homesick. She 

caught herself thinking about her father. Even his disapprovingly furrowed brows would be a 

welcome sight in this suddenly noisy, overwhelming world. 

Stop it, she thought. A woman like herself did not need her daddy to console her. This 

was New York City after all. Criminals hurt criminals all the time. 



 

8 

The bells of an ambulance sounded a few streets away. Someone must have noticed the 

ruckus and called the hospital. The boy groaned in pain as the blood began to gush from his 

stomach. Frank and Joe looked towards the sound, then, the two noticed Florence and Daphne’s 

petrified stares.  

 “Don’t worry about him, ladies,” Joe growled as he snatched the bottle from the boy’s 

limp hand. 

  “We’re done with him anyways. You wouldn’t wanna end up in the same place as him 

though, wouldja,” he added. The two men sprinted down the road, abandoning the boy under the 

street light.  

Florence and Daphne rushed towards him, but as they approached, he weakly shook his 

head. 

 “You don’t want business with Meyer Lansky,” he murmured. Florence knelt by his side; 

he tried to push her away. The pool of blood seemed to grow larger as the sounds of the 

ambulance grew closer. 

 “I'm serious,” he continued. “Just leave.” In her peripheral vision, Florence could see 

Daphne’s warm eyes glisten with tears.  

“You heard what he said,” Florence whispered to Daphne. She gently pulled her friend to 

her feet. They glanced just once more towards the crumpled boy as they hurried back to the Del 

Fey Club.  

“Maybe he deserved it. Got into a rough crowd and whatnot,” Florence commented 

feebly, attempting to convince herself more than she was trying to convince Daphne. As they 

walked away, Florence looked down at her black dress.  

An almost invisible bloodstain decorated its hem.  
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~ 

The bright sun glinted in Florence’s room, forcing her eyes open. She ran a hand through her 

tangled hair; a throbbing pain was pulsing on both sides of her head. She closed her eyes. It was 

as if the thumping beat of the percussion from last night had left a residue. A residue she now 

had to wipe clean with lots of water. She stared at her ceiling, hearing her father’s voice traveling 

through the thin walls. 

 “How old? 23? They couldn’t save him? And the poor boy didn’t even steal the Highland 

Queen, you said,” he murmured. A pit formed in Florence’s stomach at the mention of that 

scotch brand. 

“A stabbing uptown of all places… Not good for business…The suspects are in custody I 

presume,” he continued. Florence rose out of bed slowly and made her way towards the kitchen, 

her bare feet slapping on the hardwood floor. Her father must have heard, because his hushed 

tone immediately reverted to its usual deep booming.  

“Yes… yes… That’s how many barrels are in production sir. Yes, we report the 10%. Of 

course, commissioner Warren.” Florence rubbed her eyes groggily. 

“Since when does the police commissioner hire you to balance his books,” she asked, 

grabbing a glass from the cupboard. 

“Since he invested $2000 into Cotton Oil and needs information on their operating 

income,” her father replied. Florence watched a stream of water fill her cup. Her father continued 

rattling on about production output or capital growth, but Florence had long since stopped 

listening. He mentioned nothing of the boy from last night.  

“What time did you come home?” he asked her pointedly as he opened his morning 

newspaper.  
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“I’m not sure father, perhaps around one in the morning,” Florence replied weakly, taking 

a sip from her cup. She pictured the sallow complexion of the bleeding boy under the street light. 

Her heart wrenched at the thought of his labored breathing and hunched body. 

“Wrong. It was three in the morning, and I know because your thundering about 

practically woke up the whole building.” The last thing she needed right now was more lectures 

about her indecency. 

“And how on Earth did you manage to get vomit on your shoe?” he continued. Florence 

glanced at her leather dancing shoes by the door. The man in Harlem must have been spewing 

more violently than she remembered. 

“I’m not sure. Must have stepped in something by accident.” she lied. She sat across from 

her father, scanning the headline of the newspaper. “Women Gained 19 Seats in State 

Legislature,” it read. 

“I don’t think it would be a good idea to go out on the town tonight,” Tom declared 

abruptly. Florence lacked the energy to argue. 

“Alright, father I understand. No parties tonight. I’ll just go to a picture with Daph,” 

Florence mumbled absentmindedly. “I heard Mary Pickford is great in ‘My Best Girl.’ She plays 

a salesgirl.” What Florence truly needed was a distraction. 

 She did plan to watch a film with Daphne that afternoon. She just never specified her 

plans after. 

~ 

Later that night, Florence strolled down Forty street, having dropped Daphne off at her parent’s 

Park Avenue apartment. She’d had her fill of boisterous energy and ceaseless dancing. Florence 
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wanted something just a tad calmer. And perhaps a little riskier. She was headed to a speakeasy 

near Bryant Park.  

The brick walls of a drug store came into view, adorned with a red and white striped 

awning and a colorful sign reading “Scott’s Soda Fountain.” Florence passed the colorful front 

door of the establishment, walking around to a side door located in the alley. She knocked 

rapidly 3 times, then paused and knocked again twice. A wooden panel on the door slid open, 

revealing a set of blue eyes behind it.  

 “Password,” they grunted. 

“Jubilee,” Florence murmured. The panel slid back in place. The door swung open a 

second later, revealing a hazy room dimly lit by a low hanging chandelier. Older men in suits 

carried highballs, mingling with pretty hostesses. A mixture of sweet perfume and cigarette 

smoke wafted into Florence’s nostrils. Her eyes caught the figure of commissioner Warren as she 

brushed past him. 

“26% growth in barrel production according to Buchman! And don’t even get me started 

on Standard Oil,” the commissioner was announcing ecstatically.  

Daphne grinned. If only her father knew where his righteous friend spent his Sunday 

nights. Perhaps he wouldn’t so readily discuss barrel production with him. She reached into her 

purse for a Lucky as she made her way towards the bar. The bartender eyed her suspiciously. 

Had she seen him somewhere before? She lit her cigarette and inhaled, meeting his inquisitive 

eyes. 

 “What will you have?” he asked. 

“Surprise me,” she smiled. Her server turned and grabbed several unmarked bottles, 

combining the liquids in a cocktail shaker. He slid an icy drink towards her a few moments later. 
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“This is the Bee’s Knees,” he smirked. “That’s quite literally what we call it too.” 

She scanned the room as she sipped her drink, the sour lemon juice and sweet honey of 

her cocktail mixing with the rich burn of gin. A large, dark-skinned woman in a flowing white 

dress clutched the microphone on stage. Her soulful voice filled the space, unleashing the 

reservations of any guest in the room. The band behind her swayed to the beat they created while 

gazing upon the sea of black hats and stubbly chins of their audience. Florence might not be one 

of Scott’s wealthy male patrons, but they never refused pleasant company. Plus, they knew she 

could keep her mouth shut. She looked back at the bar. The server had disappeared from his post, 

likely vanishing somewhere in the crowd.  

 Any thoughts of the boy from last night, or the bloody dress, or her father’s phone call 

drifted away with every potent drink and draw on her cigarette. The dancing crowd was a stormy 

sea, and she was submerged in the waves of its tumultuous energy.  

Midway through one of the musical numbers, the band suddenly started playing Bessie 

Smith’s “Down Hearted Blues.” Some guests looked around, confused by the sudden musical 

change. The more experienced ones had already started rushing towards the room’s various exits. 

“Police!” yelled a voice just outside the main entrance, pounding forcefully on the door.  

Glass cups shattered on the ground as the guests realized what was happening. 

“I knew the Feds were sniffin’ around here!” someone shouted. The police finally 

managed to kick down the door, letting it slam on the ground as four officers poured inside the 

cramped room. Some of the patrons must have been armed; a gunshot flew past one of the 

officers.  

Panic exploded in Florence’s chest. Patrons ran about, escaping out of the hidden 

entryway or trying to find a way into the soda shop up front. Gunshots continued to shriek in the 
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air; piercing screams of scared ladies and wounded gentlemen filled the room. Florence stood to 

flee but was pushed to the ground by one of the patrons on his way towards an exit.  

A sharp pain shot through her palm. She lifted a shaking hand to her face. One of the 

broken glass pieces had punctured her skin; her hand dripped bright red droplets onto the 

polished hardwood floor. The stain matched the one on last night’s dress. 

Someone tugged Florence’s arm sharply. 

“Come. Now,” a familiar voice commanded. A burly figure shoved her behind the 

barroom counter, under which were stacks of glass bottles. A large hand pushed them to the 

ground, revealing a small door in the wall and spilling sticky syrups and distilled spirits in the 

process. The hand quickly pulled the door open and Florence desperately crawled inside the 

musty, damp tunnel it exposed. She felt relief wash over her; the clamoring in the barroom 

seemed to fade away.  

Florence whipped around to thank her savior. She was met with the stern face of her 

father. She gasped, her eyes widening. He had collapsed, completely drained of energy, against 

the grimy wall. A dusty lightbulb above cast light on a wrinkle in his forehead. He reached in his 

pocket and grabbed a white handkerchief. He pressed it to her bloody palm.  

“This is why I don’t want you with these people. This is why. This is why...” he repeated, 

his trembling hand smoothing her hair frantically. For the first time, his piercing dark eyes and 

furrowed brow didn’t look disappointed. They looked terrified.  

Before she could open her mouth in an attempt to display her disbelief, the tunnel door 

opened again. This time, the bartender crawled in.  

 “Mr. Buchman,” he tipped his hat in greeting.  
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“Wesley,” her father responded. “Thank you for the warning.” They briefly laid eyes on 

Florence before Wesley continued down the tunnel, presumably towards an exit away from the 

prying eyes of the Feds.  

Florence rushed to her father, embracing him on the ground. 

“Daddy,” she whimpered. “What’s happening?” Her father’s worried eyes glanced 

towards the secret door, then back at her.  

“I can’t explain right now,” he said hurriedly, shooting up from the ground. “We have to 

get out of here.” Tom and his daughter began walking down the dark corridor, their warm breath 

fogging up the stale air. The barroom was so far behind that all Florence heard was the drip-drip 

of water from the leaky metal pipes above them. But Florence’s mind was elsewhere. She rushed 

over the events from the past few hours. Each step on the cold dusty floor pushed a question to 

the surface of her mind. How did the bartender know who she was? How did her father know the 

bartender? Why was he even here? They approached another door at the end of the tunnel. Her 

father opened it into an alley a block away from the soda shop.  

As Tom escorted her onto the brightly lit city street, a discarded newspaper page in one 

of the trash cans caught her eye. The title “COTTON OIL BANKRUPTCY CONCERN” flashed 

before Florence’s eyes, reminding her of her father’s paper this morning. This morning, when 

he’d been blabbering about the stunning capital growth of… Cotton Oil. She halted in her tracks.  

“It’s not oil barrels, is it?” she whispered. 

“What?” her father asked, but the wrinkle in his forehead grew deeper. 

“You aren’t telling commissioner Warren to invest in Cotton Oil father; they’re about to 

go bankrupt. You’re too smart for that.” Florence recalled her father’s familiarity with the 
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speakeasy secret tunnels, the friendly nod between him and the bartender. A person she would 

expect him to despise. Her heart stopped. 

“You're a bootlegger,” she accused. Her father’s eyes narrowed. She half-expected him to 

deny it, perhaps to blurt something about embarrassing the family, but he stood silent. The earlier 

contents of the hushed conversation with the police commissioner dawned on her. 

 “That boy. The one who died. Did you…” 

“I don’t work with the mob, Florence,” Tom cut her off sharply. She breathed a sigh of 

relief.  

“But that doesn’t mean I don’t know the dangers of.. this,” he proclaimed, gesturing to 

the tunnel door they had just exited. His weary yet confident tone was utterly unfamiliar to 

Florence. For the first time, she latched on to every word he said. Her incredulous stare seemed 

to weaken her father’s resolve; he exhaled deeply, allowing any remnant of his typical rigid 

composure and judgemental voice to evaporate with his breath.  

“I distribute the real stuff, you see. Well…  it’s just a little watered down. But the liquor 

itself doesn’t hurt anybody.” His complexion darkened.  

 “The people, on the other hand...”  

His eyes trailed the crowds flocking down the street. The clacking of heels and the sound 

of cheerful laughs filled Florence’s ears. But she also smelled the filth of the city, saw the 

stumbling of a man clutching a paper bag and the lump of a barely concealed firearm in the 

blazer of a well-groomed gentleman.  

Tom clutched his daughter’s injured hand. Tears welled in her eyes. 
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“Darling, I just wanted to protect you.” Florence’s breath caught in her throat. He’d never 

called her “darling.” She wanted to open her mouth, to tell him she loved him, to tell him she 

understood. She nodded instead. 

“Let’s go home,” she proposed with a shuddering breath. Florence looked up at her 

father’s tense face and smiled. She entangled her small hand in his large one, and the two walked 

down 5th Avenue into the bustling city.  
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