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1

Two Kinds of Bracelets





Spring 1924 

I gripped the brim of my cloche hat with one hand and held my dress with the other, fighting the unseasonable chilled breeze as I strolled the hectic street. Gasoline exhaust accosted me and I took a deep breath, hoping the anger would melt away. Battling the wind was better than socking my brother in the nose. Whoever said you shouldn’t work for your family was on to something.

Model Ts buzzed in every direction, and pedestrians piled on corners to cross. I shoved through the crowd, my irritation increasing rather than dissipating. He knew very well about my appointment to meet Mother, and yet he insisted that alphabetizing files was time sensitive. He should have been more concerned about the terrible legal advice he forced on his unsuspecting client. If he could back out of court, he’d do it, including dismissing a case with merit. But as his little sister and secretary, to say so was speaking out of turn. Based on the slack-jaw expression, even the dopey client didn’t appreciate my valuable insight. When would I learn to keep my mouth shut?

I pushed the incident away and tried to enjoy the beautiful afternoon. My new, positive outlook lasted thirty seconds before I pictured Mother scolding my tardiness. The heels of my t-strap shoes thumped as I increased my pace. My lunch hour would not be enough time to deal with my mother and her latest scheme. All I wanted was a root beer float from Marvin’s Drug Store. I deserved one after the morning I had.

But there wasn’t enough time. Mother waited at Neiman Marcus on Ervay and Main, near the Adolphus Hotel, the evening’s lavish ball site.

Hesitating a block from my destination, I focused on a lady gyrating in the middle of the street. She clutched the hem of her skirt and hurried to the corner. Her screams echoed over the noisy lunch crowd as she dropped a dime on a sketchy fellow strolling in the opposite direction. The round-bellied copper adjusted his nightstick and took off in a sprint.

The thieving fella wore a suit and tried to blend with the businessmen on their lunch break, but his unkempt hair and hatless appearance gave away his disguise. The wind draped the jacket to his side, and I noted the bulge. An untrained eye might dismiss the shape as a rolled-up newspaper, but I knew better. He packed heat. And the way he gripped the satchel slung around his arm, he likely carried something that did not belong to him.

My eyes cut between the slow-moving copper and the smug criminal, and I decided Mother could wait a while longer to force a new party dress on me. The distraction of a heist in front of my eyes was too much to walk away from. A lump formed in my throat as I forced down a painful memory.

The crook checked behind him and spotted the copper barreling in his direction. The crook’s twig-like legs skipped into a run, and he dashed across the street against traffic flow. A Ford spun on its tires, brakes squealing to avoid a collision. A fancier yellow Studebaker with wood spokes and whitewalls clipped the man and sent him spinning. But he recovered and weaved to my side of the street.

My gaze lifted to the copper in pursuit, if one could even call it that. He smacked into a group of women exiting a department store, and boxes of hats went flying into the air as if celebrating graduation from the U.S. Naval Academy.

The crook waved to a dairy delivery truck one hundred feet ahead—the getaway vehicle. I gritted my teeth, adjusted the purse on my arm, and took an angle to intercept the crook. With the copper otherwise engaged, the least I could do was delay the crook from reaching the escape plan.

Despite the modest heels, I sprinted. “Hey, you, stop!”

The crook’s gaze met mine, and he halted in his tracks. With his path to the getaway vehicle cut off, he jerked his neck to check for the sluggish copper who veered behind a row of parked cars. The crook offered me a parting shrug as if to say, ‘What are you going to do about it?’ and vaulted for the oncoming streetcar.

His dismissal only increased my resolve.

He stole away on the first car, but I managed to snag the caboose. I elbowed past a few gentlemen and made my way to the window. I wanted to know if the crook jumped off before the next stop. A block from our scheduled destination, he sailed from the streetcar and stumbled into a parked Model T. I did the same but made sure to bend my knees on the landing.

Thinking he was free, the crook strolled and returned to his blending attempts. But his head on a swivel like an owl gave away his duplicity. I increased my gait to close the gap, and when he glanced my way, I ducked behind a cart.

Confident he didn’t catch sight of me, I legged to the next corner like Ty Cobb shagging a ball in centerfield but I pulled up too late and the crook locked eyes with me.

Instead of running away, he dropped the satchel and revealed the snub-nosed heater. “You want an introduction to Roscoe?”

“Is he single? Because I could be in the market for a beau.” I skimmed the street for a way out of the pickle. The moment the crook pulled the gun, pedestrians scattered.

“Why are you tailing me, Lady? I’m gonna fill ya full of lead.”

If I showed up to Neiman Marcus both late and wounded, Mother would surely kill me. I held my hands in surrender. “No thanks.”

The crook’s elbow bent, but he didn’t lower the pistol, as if he didn’t trust my concession. His finger twitched above the trigger. “That’s it?”

I forced a girlish squeal and ducked into the Sundial Theater, where the ticket taker knew me. “Only taking a shortcut, Sid.” He waved me on as I slid around a corner to the alley exit. On my way out, I grabbed a broom and snapped the sweeping part with a swift kick. I continued outside with the splintered handle.

I sidestepped a garbage can lid and broken glass and crept down the alley to rejoin the crook on the other side. He peered through the door I entered a few moments earlier, and never spotted me behind him. He scratched the top of his head, baffled by my sudden disappearance. His gun lowered, opening the window for me to strike. With the broom propped on my shoulder, I froze mid-swing.

The red-faced copper arrived on the street and hollered between gasps. “You… stay… put.”

The crook adjusted his grip on the satchel and took off again. Two steps into his escape, he met the splintered end of my broomstick bat. I whacked the old boy in the noggin, and when he melted to the ground, I dropped a knee on his chest and withdrew his piece.

Copper huffed to a stop beside me, bending to rest his hands on his knees. “Ma’am, step away from this dangerous man.”

I eased backward and peeled away one white glove to better grip the pistol. I didn’t trust the fat officer or his heavy breathing. “I’ll cover him while you catch your wind. What did he do?”

A group of onlookers gathered behind me, whispering. One busybody lady regaled my exploits.

The crook rubbed his head where I smashed him. “You got a dame doin’ your work for you now, O’Neal?”

“Shut your piehole, McGinnis. You’re sloppy and got caught.”

“Not by you this time. I was in the clear until she came along.” He cut his eyes at me. “You won’t shoot me. I doubt you know how to hold…” He tightened his lips as I cocked the revolver.

“Put it away before you hurt somebody,” O’Neal said. He helped the crook to his feet and slapped the bracelets on him.

"What is his crime? Aside from the terribly obvious businessman disguise.”

“He knocked off the jewelry counter at Sangers.” O’Neal extended his palm. “Give me the gun, Ma’am.”

I handed it over. “No need to thank me, O’Neal. The reward of an arrest is all the gratitude I require.”

“Don’t act cross with me, young lady. I’m not above hauling you in for interfering with me.”

“You should get into better physical shape if part of your job involves chasing bad guys, Officer O’Neal.”

“I am a sergeant. And keep your opinion to yourself and stay out of police business.” He shoved the future jailbird along the sidewalk as the gathering crowd gave me an ovation.

Though the copper showed no appreciation, I didn’t hate the attention from the pedestrians. “Thank you.” I took a bow, realizing I was a little more like Mother than I cared to let on.

“She used the broom handle like the Babe uses his bat. A homerun.” A middle-aged man in a straw hat and work clothes scratched two days of stubble on his chin. “I’m in love. Will you marry me? Beautiful and mean, just how I like them.”

“You wouldn’t know what to do with her, Pete,” his buddy said.

“Thanks for the proposal, Pete. My mother is trying to pawn me off and will be thrilled to hear I have options.” My gaze drifted to the grand clock perched above the bank building. “Uh-oh, speaking of Mother, she isn’t happy when kept waiting.”

“What about my offer?”

Pete’s buddy smacked him on the arm. “She ain’t serious. Look at her and look at you.”

I grinned over my shoulder and waved as he gawked at my walk.


      [image: ]I brushed the auburn hair away from my eyes as Mother pressed a hanger to my chest. She motioned to a full-length mirror on the third floor of the lavish department store. “You didn’t have the decency to arrive on time. The least you can do is humor me.”

“If you want to blame somebody for me being late, talk to that son of yours.”

“Forget him. What do you think of the dress?”

I didn’t care about the price and had already told my mother as much. “I can’t afford a pair of gloves in this store, and neither can you.”

Mother adjusted her hat and forced a stage-worthy smile. “Keep your voice down. Someone might hear you.”

“How long will you continue to put on airs, Mother?”

“This is hardly the time or place for this discussion. Besides, our problems will be solved if all goes well tonight.” Traces of her native Texas drawl remained even after spending her twenties on the East Coast.

I hung the dress back on the rack. “Mother, you can’t keep living above your means. None of us can.”

Blue eyes cut both directions to ensure no one was within earshot. “I wish we didn’t lose all your father’s money after his passing, but I’ve come to terms.”

"You have a funny way of showing it.”

“If only your husband had clarified his intentions, well…” She trailed off to avoid wading into a more meaningful discussion and reclaimed the dress. “But the fact remains, we all expect a certain level of comfort.”

“Archie and I will be fine. We’re educated and capable.”

“Don’t be foolish, young lady. This party tonight is the beginning of our new lives.” The drama remained from her youthful career on the stage in New York. “Our next chapter. You will play your part.”

I fluffed my hairdo, not thrilled with the latest from the overpriced salon on the second floor. Too short for my taste, but it matched the style, covering my ears and brushing below my neckline. “What’s wrong with my dress on New Year’s Eve?”

“Don’t be ridiculous, darling. I will not tolerate you attending this party in anything but the up-to-date fashion from Paris.”

“The price tag is outrageous, Mother.”

“It’s too late now, as I already made the arrangements. Now put it on so the seamstress can make the alterations. An expensive dress is no better than a burlap sack if not properly tailored.”

I stepped behind the changing screen, kicked off my t-strap heels, and slipped from the daytime dress I bought with my last paycheck. The sensible wool-silk blend gray dress hit below the knee and featured a teal collar and trim to match my eyes—much more my style than the glitzy dress Mother selected.

I huffed and shook my head at the deep burgundy flapper dress. The beads and fringe were overkill, though I did note the contours of the waist could accentuate rather than conceal a curvy woman such as myself. With that revelation, I gave in and stepped into the outfit.

Mother clapped as I weaved around the changing screen, and her overreaction nearly sent me right back. “I take it you approve?”

“You should let me shop for you more often, my dear.” She called over the seamstress, and they tugged on me as if I were one of the store mannequins. “And of course, we should drop the hem an inch or two.”

“It’s fine, Mother.”

“The dress is designed for a shorter woman,” she said. “Two inches will be appropriate; don’t you agree, Mrs. Stevenson?”

“Yes, ma’am.”

I rolled my eyes. If Mother told Mrs. Stevenson the sky was green, the woman would respond with ‘yes, ma’am’.

Within an hour, the adjustments were complete. Mother selected three-inch gold pumps, drop pearl earrings, and a matching long pearl necklace. But I drew the line on the tiara headband. Perhaps it would work for my puppy, Ginger.

Despite my feet dragging, I was not upset with the results when I checked the mirror. If I must attend the party, I might as well shine.

A chill raced down my back as I sensed someone watching me. I noted a taller, cool blonde across the shop picking out a fan and jewelry. She raised her eyebrows and sauntered my way. In her mid-thirties, she had ten years on me. “Sorry for staring. Kiddo, but you will turn heads wherever you wear this dress.” Her twang was not Texas, but more Tennessee.

“Thank you. I’m wearing it tonight to the Governor’s Ball.”

“Ha, I should be mad. I figured I would be the belle of the ball. But no chance if you’re going.” She tossed golden locks over her shoulder and crossed her long legs as she tried on a pair of shoes. She kicked off the pumps and returned them to the salesman. “Far too uncomfortable for dancing.”

“Would you like to select something else?” he asked.

“How about something like my new friend found in another color?” She smiled, and the salesman did as she commanded. “I hope to see you there tonight. I’ve almost worn down my husband, but he’s still attempting to make excuses on why we can’t attend.” She jutted her elbow. “I bet you and me can find a way into some fun.”

“I’m happy for a friendly face. These affairs are too snooty for my taste.” I rechecked my reflection, spinning to review from each angle. I hated to admit my mother picked the right outfit for me. “I’m Penelope van Kessler.”

She reached out to shake with her white-gloved hand. “Good to meet you. I’m Margo Hutchinson.” She shivered and rubbed her arms. “I should buy a shawl. Those spacious ballrooms are always cavernous and cold. See you later, Pen.”

She sauntered away with the walk of a confident woman, and Mother scowled. “She’s forward.”

“I thought you’d be happy to see me making friends. She’s going to the party.” I narrowed my eyes. “And her mother didn’t make her cut her gorgeous locks.”

“Her hair is attractive but not stylish. I want you to make the right impression. Dozens of eligible men will attend the soirée. Nothing can be out of place.” She reached for the tiara again.

“I draw the line at the haircut, the dress, and the accessories. I don’t make enough money to dress like a princess.”

“It kills me, Penelope.” Mother’s blank stare landed on the street outside. Downtown Dallas was an area dominated by overpriced department stores. “We still belong among the elite. I won’t allow a minor setback to derail our future.”

The minor setback was not so minor. My brother squandered the family fortune on speculative oil leases, and he doubled down with money we didn’t have on a scheme to make a quick return. It failed as well.

“Why don’t you concentrate on finding Archie a wife instead of pawning me off?” My stomach flopped. “I’m not ready yet.”

“The ball will serve both purposes, darling. Let’s face it, you possess abundant assets to secure another husband. Your dear brother requires a nest egg before coaxing a young woman to marry him.”

I checked the time on the grandfather clock near the window. “Speaking of Archibaldy, he will get sore if I don’t rush back to the office.”

Mother glared at my use of his nickname but resisted the urge to comment. “He understands the importance of tonight. He won’t yell at you.”

“Horsefeathers,” I mumbled with an eye roll. “He lords over me on the job, and I must take it.”

“Don’t use slang. It isn’t ladylike.”

I raised the corners of my mouth to a wicked grin. “I could go back to using the other word, Mother.”

“I sent you to finishing school and to Radcliffe to make you into a lady and rid you of your father’s rancher and roughneck language. Don’t you dare.”

“Regardless, Archie treats me like an idiot and hates admitting I’m smarter than he is. I could run his office, but I’m relegated to fetching coffee, answering the telephone, and making appointments for him.”

“He is not compensated for his worth there, darling. He longs to head his own company once more. Don’t fool yourself about his true calling.”

To stop arguing with Mother, I drifted to the mirror, rechecking my hair, a mix of Daddy’s brown and Mother’s red. She had a blind spot bigger than Texas when it came to my half-brother. A dozen years older than me, he never dirtied his hands with real work and relied on his silver spoon to make it through the day. His father was the third-born son of aristocrats in Newport, Rhode Island. Arch Senior found himself disinherited and living off the kindness of his brothers. But when Archie’s father passed away, the family kicked the actress and her son to the curb. Thankfully, my father came along, newly rich from striking oil, and rescued them.

Mother caught me by the wrist and turned me. “Try these. Those other gloves clash with the fabulous gold bracelet I picked.”

"Mother, is all of this necessary?”

“Try it on.”

I chuckled as the bracelet sparkled in the bright store lights. “Better than the one that crook McGinnis received today.”

"To what are you referring now?”

Mother didn’t understand, and I wouldn’t tell her about my extracurricular activity before meeting her at Neiman Marcus.

“Nothing, Mother. They’re lovely.”
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High Living





I smudged blue-gray kohl across my eyelids to create the dramatic smoky eye popularized by the flapper movement. When I first attempted the style for a Christmas party several years earlier, Mother said I looked like a raccoon dressed up as a circus clown. She marched me upstairs for her maid to redo my makeup. My skills improved since then. Good thing too, as Mother’s maid was no longer with us. 

With the Kurlash torture device in hand, I curled the ends of my eyelashes and applied mascara powder. I added bold scarlet lipstick in a heart-shaped cupid’s bow and smacked my lips together to complete the makeup process. Though my day-to-day routine was much more simplistic, I didn’t entirely hate the glamorous transformation.

Look out, Corinne Griffith, a new star is born. My eyes rolled. Too far.

My miniature poodle, Ginger, wiggled onto the chair beside me and offered a paw. The adorable auburn-haired puppy was a gift from my in-laws and the best friend a girl could have. Ginger was twelve pounds of spoiled rotten, but I wouldn’t have it any other way. She woofed approval for the greasepaint.

I pretended to blotch rouge on her face with a powder puff. Her brown eyes closed as she enjoyed the spa treatment. What a ham. “Perhaps next time we’ll polish your nails.”

She hopped off the chair and retrieved a hairbrush. I arched a sculpted brow. “Is that supposed to be for you or me, Ginger?” She dropped it in my lap and disappeared downstairs. “I suppose my hair can use a little touch-up.”

A breeze swelled outside, and a branch from the red oak in need of trimming scraped my window. It sounded like a skeleton finger scraping across the glass. At least that was the conclusion I came to after reading the works of Edgar Allen Poe before bed.

Ginger galloped to my room with a rolled-up pair of Archie’s argyle socks. When he wasn’t looking, she liked to sneak under his bed and pinch them from his basket. I had a stash of nearly a dozen hidden in my closet that needed to be returned. 

When the time is right. 

She let out a playful growl as I tried to take the socks from her.

The branch scraped again, irritating me further. The gardener dropped by a week ago, to offer his services, but Archie sent him away. If it were his window under siege, we would have found money in the budget.

Mother dismissed the last of our servants—the maid Millie—around the same time. Though not employed full time, she still occasionally came by and aided.

The financial situation impacted the family more quickly than anticipated. Still, Mother wanted to implement her plan before she had to send for my bright little sister and end her expensive education. I attempted to block the unpleasant thoughts and instead concentrated on the party. Getting out of the house for something other than work might be nice. Per the customs of mourning, I waited long enough. Too long in Mother’s eyes.

Delaying a few minutes, I tossed Ginger’s favorite toy, and she retrieved the argyle socks a dozen times. A chirping cricket grabbed her attention, and she shot like a cannon across the room, out the door, and to the staircase. Her high-pitched bark elicited a sigh of disapproval from Mother.

Voices drifted to me as I floated downstairs. A creaky step taunted me, another reminder of the never-ending need to spend money to maintain the Highland Park house.

Mother paced in front of the fireplace, detailing instructions to Archie and listing several names of eligible women. All too young for him in my view. While the directives continued, I snagged a cracker from the tin box and tossed it to Ginger. She leaped into the air and caught it, spinning into the landing.

Instead of eating it immediately, she smacked it between her feet, acting like a cat with a mouse. I slid on my knee and rubbed her neck. “You are such a good little puppy.”

“Must you use baby talk with the dog?” Archie asked in his usual nasal whine.

Ginger aggravated Archie in every way, which made me adore her all the more. “Don’t listen to the grouchy bowling ball. He doesn’t know what he’s saying.”

His lips and face pinched. “Yuck, she’s licking you. Must you let her?” Between his voice and his expressions, he could drive Helen Keller mad.

“Must you act like a baby who can’t be without his mommy for two minutes?”

“Penelope, do not start with your brother.”

Prepared to banter about Archie’s limitations, I froze in place. I blinked at Mother’s attire. She wore a green and cream day dress and low-heeled Oxfords. “Mother, we are supposed to leave in half an hour.”

“I’m not attending, Darling. I must let Archie shine; my being by his side is not the projection we seek.”

“Oh.” I crossed my arms. “Whatever will he do without your constant tutoring?”

Archie scowled, knitting his eyebrows together. “This is one of those times when I don’t particularly want to listen to your drivel.” He picked lint from the pinstriped vest and adjusted the watch chain.

“Don’t you want me to help you this evening? If Mother is not there to provide a buffer, your normal stuttering and stammering around those of the female persuasion won’t snag you a rich wife.”

“Why do you assume I require your aid?” My stepbrother’s voice carried the East Coast aristocratic timbre of his father. “Seems to me you should get your own house in order before commenting on my situation.”

“I’ll land on my feet eventually. Don’t worry about me.”

He patted his stomach, which protruded more each year. His pear shape was another disadvantage in his search for a youthful, wealthy bride. “You'd better find a man fast before you are one of those pitied, aging widows. You’re getting old, Penelope. Men such as I seek a woman from eighteen to twenty.”

“I’m barely twenty-three. You’re thirty-seven. Rich girls don’t generally fancy balding, short, and lumpy beaus.” I narrowed my eyes and prepared for battle.

Before the war was waged, Mother stepped in between and chose her side. “Enough, Penelope. Your brother is handsome and sophisticated.”

And Mother was blind.

I tried to bite my tongue and missed. “The only way I could have a handsome brother is if somebody switched Archibaldy at birth.” I curled my lip. “But at least what he lacks in looks, he makes up for as a brilliant lawyer. What was the advice you saddled poor Mr. Tyler with today?”

“Before or after you abandoned me at the office? I don’t appreciate your behavior. How does it look for clients to show up with no secretary to greet them?”

“Mother insisted on the dress fitting, so take it up with her.” I waited as Archie glanced her way – he rarely crossed her. “Thought so. Mr. Tyler’s case is worth pursuing. Not a homerun by any means but certainly not a strikeout.”

“Remind me of the law school you attended. And sports terms from a young woman make you less than feminine.”

Mother held out her hand, interrupting my retort. “Keep that temper of yours in check, Penelope. And before either of you cast blame in my direction, I left plenty of time for Penelope to return to the office and finish the afternoon. But you insisted on the root beer float. Archie is right to be cross with you.”

I tilted my head, unworried about his crack or Mother continually coddling him by taking his side. My confidence gave insecure Archie an ulcer. I could snare a man if I wanted to. A rich one if I desired. An elderly widower, if my goal was to inherit money. The deep love for my husband persisted, however. He was not well off when we married, though he was poised to reach success in his career before his unfortunate death.

I remained dedicated to his memory. He supported my dreams during our short marriage, and I helped with his job—a true partner. Though the union was brief, I realized my luck in finding such a man. I didn’t want to rush into another marriage because of society’s demands. Or because Mother and Archie grew accustomed to a lavish lifestyle. I longed for something more, but I could not describe the longing.

Archie huffed away from me and clomped to the bar. Despite Prohibition, part of the family stash remained. The wine cellar contained enough for several more years. He reached for a bottle and snagged a pair of his wool socks instead.

“What is the meaning of these pranks?” Archie asked. “That Millie was off her rocker. I’m glad we let her go.”

As if we had a choice.

I checked the clock on the mantle above the white marble fireplace. Millie would have started a roaring fire to take the chill from the air. But no flame flickered behind the ornate wrought-iron screen. With plenty of time before leaving, I sat in a soft pink chair near the missing blaze. Ginger hopped onto my lap and sent a snarl toward my brother. I giggled and rubbed her tummy.

He poured a glass of something pretentious and swirled. “Rumor around the office is they’re seeking another partner. Perhaps there are additional paths to our escape from the current predicament.”

I brushed the edges of the morning newspaper discarded on the coffee table after breakfast. The headline from the Dallas Times-Herald detailed a record flight from St. Louis to Dallas.

As I skimmed the article, I debated wading into Archie’s delusion about a partnership. Unlike Archibaldy, I was plugged in at the office. I paid attention, asked questions, and snooped. Since joining the firm, he had yet to impress the partners. He was correct about a potential opening, but was wrong to think he qualified. His fear of courtroom appearances limited him. Most of his recommendations came from my research. The partners, or more likely their secretaries and legal assistants, knew the truth. Archie Gillespie was not partner material and probably would not last much longer.

“Something on your mind, Penelope?” he asked. “Where was this restraint earlier when you spoke out of turn in front of a client?”

“If you want to make an impression on the chaps upstairs, take the next case with potential courtroom drama and win. It is the only path to a partnership. You have yet to show them what you can do.” Which amounted to nil, I thought. But maybe with my guidance…

“Thanks for the tip.” He swirled his glass, and a grin formed, his close-set eyes widening as much as they could. “Speaking of tips, I believe there is a speakeasy on the hotel's second floor. All hush-hush. Secret passageways and passwords.”

I chuckled. “There is no illegal liquor at the Adolphus.”

“Shows what you know, self-appointed genius on any and all matters.” Archie bounced on his toes. “The party is at the Maddox. And don’t think your precious Adolphus is above quenching the needs of their patrons.”

Mother placed her wrist on her head. “I do miss being young. All dressed up with nothing but hope for the future. I recall a party after one of my plays at the Ritz in Manhattan.”

She droned on with the story I heard dozens of times. She met Arch Senior at the soirée and married him within two months. The Adolphus held a similar memory for me. While visiting Mother a few weeks after our marriage, David and I attended a marvelous event. The recollection and Mother’s narrative filled me with guilt. It battled with the excitement, the fancy dress, and the potential fun of the evening. I glanced at the Victrola and the jazz records. Would the swinging band force me to the dance floor, or would David’s presence in my mind stop me?

I snatched the newspaper to push my thoughts from the internal battle. The headline drew me in and tempted me to read more about the daring pilot. Bob Westmoreland flew from St. Louis to Dallas in record time. Speeds like his were not thought possible only several short years ago. I admired the writer’s ability to weave interesting details of the pilot’s life into the article. I jerked straight. “Listen, this story says Mr. Westmoreland will be at the Governor’s Ball tonight.”

Mother shook her head. “Do not distract yourself with him.”

“He is handsome.” I showed her the somewhat grainy picture of him posing beside the biplane, leather jacket, hair in the breeze, and a giant smile under a stylish mustache.

“He is a handsome man, just like your David. You always go for the adventurous types. Most often ones without money like Big Ralph Sweeney.”

I smiled at the mention of my first beau, a rugged, husky rancher who sprouted well over six feet. The Fort Worth boy fell for me like a ton of bricks. It broke Ralph’s heart when Mother sent me to school back east after my father’s death.

“Well, I will strike up a conversation with this pilot. It must be exhilarating to leave the ground and soar in the air. And more so to fly the plane yourself.” I skimmed the rest of the article. “This man is a hero.”

Archie tapped the newspaper. “Flyboys break the hearts of impressionable girls. My job tonight might entail steering these young women away from Mr. Bob Westmoreland.”

Mother tilted her head. “A thought occurred. If Penelope does distract this flyer fellow and take him out of the running, perhaps you can benefit, Archie.”

“I’m not worried about the competition.”

I completed the article and beamed. “You should be. He’s a real man with strong morals and a sense of where the future of flight can take us as a country.”

Archie dismissed me and spun to his adoring mother. “Another thought occurs. One more possible avenue to help us through this downturn. I will strike up a conversation with Theodore James Waley.”

Mother gasped. “The ruffian from some small town way to the south?” She flipped her graying red hair and reconsidered her knee-jerk dismissal. “Although he and his family are wealthier than almost anyone in Dallas. And Clara Unger told me the other day, Mr. Waley recently purchased the bankrupt railroad in town.” Her head bobbed. “I approve, Archie. You can run this railroad and earn a substantial salary. Speak to the man, and I’ll dig into his situation and determine if my circle can influence him.”

I stood and pointed to the clock. “Time to go.” I didn’t want to burst Mother’s bubble yet again, but her level of sway in her group dwindled to near zero when we lost the family fortune. I kissed Ginger on the nose and attached a small tiara that the saleslady threw in—one for a baby. “Run upstairs and keep the bed warm for me.”

Archie frowned. “Why do you insist on putting silly headwear on the mutt?”

“Number one, she’s no mutt. She’s a poodle with royal blood. Number two, she adores showing off. The crown is perfect.” He muttered, but I ignored him.

I held my shawl tight and checked the cloudy sky. Spring in Texas meant possible thunderstorms, tornadoes, and hail. The paper called for clear skies but missed the mark as dark clouds concealed the sunset.

Archie opened the door to the driver’s side of his burgundy Buick, which almost matched the hue of my dress. He didn’t open the door for me, but I didn’t comment on his lack of chivalry. Ruled by selfishness, he rarely did thoughtful things for anyone, including potential girlfriends. I surmised that was the main reason women ran screaming away from him. Unless it was his unpleasant personality. Or his short, bald, fatty frame. I grinned and jumped inside. “I should drive.”

“Nonsense. I won’t have a girl chauffeuring me.”

“You’re bad at driving, and I’m an expert.”

“Of course, you are. You are an authority in everything.” The vehicle lurched forward as he labored with the gear shift. He adjusted and put the Buick in reverse to navigate from our circular drive.

“How many accidents are you up to, Archie?”

“Never you mind. None of them were my fault.”

The out-of-court settlement said otherwise in the last two. I bit my lip, putting a cork in the retort. He was my brother. Half-brother. He was irritating, but flesh and blood meant giving him more of a break. He needed my help. The whole family did.

In the shadows of the tall buildings in the downtown area, Archie offered me some helpful advice. “You wanting to drive illustrates my point, so pay attention. A woman should stay in her place and not have so many opinions. Find a husband, not a job. Go to parties and talk about dresses and fashion from Paris, not horrid baseball or flying in an airplane. A woman is to be worshiped from afar. A proper lady never tells a man what to do.”

“Nice speech, King Henry the Eighth. I might put a tad more stock in your lecture if you didn’t listen to every single word from Mother and treat her declarations as sacred as the Holy Bible.”

He pouted and shook his head. If a woman ever agreed to marry the man, I would sprout wings and fly without a plane. The odds were against both things. “Turn on Lamar – it’s faster.”

“I know the way.” He instead wheeled into a traffic jam on Commerce. He glared. “Not a word.”

I turned away from him and caught sight of the Maddox Plaza and Spa. Twelve floors plus two below the ground floor. Hot spring treatments and luxury living. Not the Adolphus, but not bad. Glamorous ladies in evening gowns in hues of blue, pink, and black filed inside. Men in tuxedos and top hats followed.

I waved at Margo from the department store, but she didn’t spot me. She wore a sleeveless black and silver dress with sequins. Green fringe dusted her calves, adding extra height to the design. Black strapless shoes, long green gloves, and a sparkling headband completed her outfit. “I met her this afternoon. She wasn’t sure she would talk her husband into attending.”

“Fascinating. I’ll send a signal your way if I need you.” Archie handed a quarter to a valet. “Do you make change?”

I rolled my eyes. “Swell, I’ll give you my undivided attention all night.”
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Governor’s Ball





The men were dapper in their black ties and formal wear. Most wore vests and top hats to go with the ensemble. The hatcheck girl took coats and hats from the men while the women handed over furs and wraps. Due in part to the newspaper’s call for clear skies, no one prepared for the potential rain. Thunder rumbled to taunt us. 

Inside the lobby of the Maddox, gold and sparkle greeted me. No expense was spared from the shiny floors to the ornate, vaulted ceiling. While I waited for Archie to hand over his hat, coat, cane, and gloves, I took a moment to admire the architecture. It felt almost strange to attend such a glamorous affair after all that had happened to the family. As I scanned the faces of the crowd, I wondered how many other outsiders played make-believe for the night.

Archie bumped into my back as the people behind us at the hatcheck grew impatient. “Where are we supposed to go from here?”

A sign pointed to the ballroom. “Only a hunch, but we might try there.”

Governor Neff manned a greeting line as partygoers entered. His hair was longer than most, graying at the edges but thick and wavy. For a fifty-year-old man, he was handsome. His eyes lingered when I shook his hand, and he offered his politician smile. I met the bespectacled governor of Missouri a few years earlier, but Neff was more impressive.

Archie nudged me along, and I made my way by the elderly mayor of Dallas, who leered too much for my taste. It happened from a young age, though I was unaware for a while. I never thought of myself as beautiful or girly as a child. I liked to join my father in the oil fields or play with the boys in the barn, leaping off the hayloft into a pile of hay.

One day, when I was about thirteen years old, I received a particularly memorable scolding from my mother. I came home a mess from the oil field, only an hour before a lavish house party started. After she cleaned me up, she complimented me as a beautiful young girl. She dressed me in a fancy dress and let me wear a touch of makeup.

The day stuck in my mind as one of the fondest memories of my parents. Mother’s birthday marked the first event at our new Highland Park residence, and she wanted me to be dolled up. My father bucked the black tie and wore his cowboy hat, boots, and bolo tie. No one, not even his persuasive wife, made him put on airs. A dozen influential Dallas families filled the house, officially welcoming us to the club. Servants bounced around delivering French hors d'oeuvres and glasses of liquor. The smiles on my parents’ faces lasted for days. Though they had many differences, they adored entertaining.

The house full of friends abandoned Mother when the money dried up. Slow at first, but all but a handful drifted away over the last few months. Mother stood a chance with the popular Clara Unger on her side, but did I owe it to her to find a wealthy man and take care of Mother? Archie’s prospects for a rich wife or a fancy job were near zero. Despite his prickly treatment, I loved my brother. And my little sister, at only fifteen years of age, knew nothing but a life of privilege.

I glided to the door of the grand ballroom. Big band trumpets blasted trendy jazz music. The sharp thought of dancing with David froze me in my tracks.

Archie smacked into me and scowled. “I can tell you don’t want to be here, Penelope. You are too much like your cowboy father. You should move back to Fort Worth and find the boy who worships you. Marry him and live on a ranch. I’ll take care of the family.”

“Big Ralph Sweeney is probably even more handsome in his twenties. He always had a thing for me. Bet he still does. And I do adore cowboys more than any of these dandies.” I reached into Archie’s jacket pocket and swiped a hard candy.

He slapped my hand. “You can call a taxi if you want to leave.” Archie shuffled away and approached a young woman. The girl’s mother or perhaps aunt introduced them. Her shoulders stiffened, and her uninterested nod and drifting eyes confirmed she did not cotton to my smarmy brother.

I already had the love of my life. Could I find it again? I considered Ralph Sweeney. He was sweet, but I didn’t love him and knew myself well enough to realize I would not grow into love. Shouldn't I seek someone with money if I had to settle for something less? My family situation demanded I do so.

In the span of two minutes, Archie took a second strike from a leggy brunette—a college debutante. As she whispered to a friend, I drifted behind her and trained my ears. I covered my mouth with silver gloves to hide my giggle. Her unflattering words about Archie bordered on profane. Instead, she made her way toward a boy closer to her age as my brother held a finger in the air to get her attention.

I waited for the drink cart and snagged a lemonade. The governor was a notorious Prohibitionist, so no booze was in the open. I wondered if Archie found anything out about the speakeasy. If so, his third strike – a thirty-year-old widow – might send him searching for the place. I spied on the widow and politely shielded myself from an admiring group of fellas. Mrs. Longstreet maintained her youthful beauty. Her three children at home limited her options, but the substantial inheritance opened the field for men like Archie.

Mrs. Longstreet didn’t want to settle. She deflected a single man older than my brother. And another, much younger, cursed with disgusting teeth and acne scars. She accepted a dance from a distinguished man who wore a wedding ring.

I don’t think I can do what Mother wants, I thought. I gulped and backed near the wall. I caught a crook on the street today. I solved cases – or helped my husband solve them. Is there something more for me?

I searched for a familiar face and found three girls close to my age. All married gossiping ninnies from the neighborhood and who rebuffed my mother. I strolled to their table. Good food and the leisurely married life added twenty pounds to two of them and thirty or more to the pug-faced leader of the group. I wanted to assess the social standing of my family. There was nowhere better to start than these ladies of Dallas society.

“Oh, my goodness, if it isn’t Penelope Cunningham.” Smoke drifted from the end of a nine-inch black filtered cigarette holder. She puffed.

“Hello, Bootsy.” I forced a smile. “It’s Penelope van Kessler.”

“Oh yes, I already forgot about your short, tragic marriage.” Her pitted cheeks and broad nose hid somewhat appealing green eyes. She raised pencil-thin dark eyebrows. “And we are all so sorry to hear about your poor mother having to endure the hardships. Is she selling her place?”

“I hope not. We love the house.”

“Well, Archie better pin down one of these widows while he still has some position to offer.” She snorted. “I only jest.”

The flock of backup singers shared in her clipped laughter.

“Wasn’t so long ago you chased after my dear brother, Bootsy.” I waved at the cloud of smoke.

“Applesauce.” Her eyes rolled as she gave her friends a ‘that never happened’ stare. “But perhaps I can help him if you send him my way. Mrs. Islay is fifty but has enough to bail you out of misery.”

Instead of answering, I caught her husband's eye a few tables away. When he noticed, he scurried our way. “Mr. Taft, nice to run into you again. Bootsy asked about Mother selling our home in Highland Park.”

Taft smoothed his thick, gray mustache. “The market is down, but Dorothy did contact our office.”

I took his arm. “Dance with me, Mr. Taft. I’m sure Bootsy won’t mind.”

She exhaled smoke my way like a chugging train. “Of course. And I go by Barbara now. But you know that.”

I coughed and guided her clumsy hubby to the floor. His bowtie threatened to bust from his neck. With his size, the last name, and the bushy mustache, he favored the former president, now Chief Justice. He grinned and took my hand. “You look splendid, Penelope.”

Despite the ragtime beat, Taft led me on a one-step. I dodged his blundering left feet. “Bootsy is still a handful, isn’t she?”

He cleared his throat. “Yes, ma’am.” He cut a glance at her table. “Impossible to believe she is only two years older than you.”

“Nastiness can age a girl.”

The shocking statement didn’t deter him. He chuckled. “You don’t know the half of it, my dear.” He spun me as the song ended. “I am afraid this will be the end, or I will pay for it for the rest of my life. Such a shame I can’t dance with you all night.”

I caught a glimpse of commotion on the opposite side of the ballroom as I popped a peppermint hard candy. Murmurs confirmed the hero pilot, Bob Westmoreland, arrived dramatically. My heart fluttered a bit as I craned my neck to find him.

Not two steps toward the hubbub, Archie seized my arm and yanked me the other way. “Come with me, Penelope.”

“Are you ready for another strikeout, Mighty Casey?”

“I’m doing fine, but Mr. Waley appreciates beauty. You’re my way in.”

“Aw, you think I’m pretty. And you always say I look like a troll.”

“Not now, button your mouth and let me do the talking.” Archie shoved his way through a gaggle of men smoking cigars. Their wives gathered nearby, commenting on the younger crowd on the dance floor.

Theodore James Waley sipped mint tea as he commanded the huddle. “The Germans do not appreciate the terms from the French and British. We learn nothing from the war if we don’t step in and help before the lunatics gain control. This man, whom they imprisoned a few months ago, is dangerous.”

Archie rocked on the balls of his feet and weighed in. “The Germans won’t have to worry about the Hitler fellow any longer. He’s in Landsberg now.”

Waley locked into a stare with my brother. Intense blue eyes seared into Archie. Waley wore a neat black tie and a high-buttoned vest. With a Navy pin on the lapel, his suit jacket swayed when he spun. His gaze left Archie and lingered on me. He was the married man who danced with Mrs. Longstreet earlier. Handsome with broad shoulders, he smiled. “I don’t believe I know you folks.”

Archie squeezed my arm with sweaty palms. “No, sir, we’ve not been introduced yet. I’m Archie Gillespie.” He didn’t bother introducing me.

Waley’s grin broadened. “Oh yeah, heard some stories about you. You’re the old boy who squandered his stepdaddy’s fortune. Cleaned out the oil business and doubled down with the cattle operation.” Waley chuckled, and the cigar group belly laughed. I recognized J. Prescott Madison as one of his admirers. One of my mother’s bankers and a former friend.

“Well, sir, there are other factors.” Archie dropped his head away from one of our major creditors. “The unexpected price fluctuation impacted…”

“More importantly, who is the lovely date on your arm?”

I choked. “No, no. I’m not his date.” I was mortified someone might think I would be with a pear-shaped twit like Archie. “I’m the daughter of his stepdaddy.” I tilted my head and shrugged.

“Ah, old Hoss Cunningham’s daughter. Well, you’re a might sight prettier than Hoss. Bet you get it from your mama.”

“Yes, sir, she’s a gorgeous woman.”

Waley took my hand and smiled. “Is she here with you tonight?” I calculated the man’s age. About forty, between my age and my mother’s. His expensively cut dark hair was brushed and oiled, but he had the beginnings of a thin spot.

“She wanted to come but felt under the weather.” I hesitated. “My brother Archie works for Seely-Patrick-Adrian downtown in the Praetorian Building.”

Waley reached for Archie’s hand. “Good to meet you, Arch.” He patted his shoulder with more slug than pat. “When the high, fast one comes at your noggin, hop to your feet and dust yourself off. Dig in and take another swing. Hoss was a great man, and it is up to you to reclaim his legacy.”

“Um…” Archie’s eyes fluttered as he attempted to translate the metaphor. “Yes, I intend to.”

“Good man.” Like a ghost, Waley floated away with the grace of an elusive boxer. The cigar-chomping fan club trailed after him as Archie hung his head.

J. Prescott lingered and twitched his waxed mustache. “Pleasant to run into you, Gillespie. We should have a word Monday morning and perhaps discuss plans for your Highland Park residence.” He lifted his chin to me. “Mrs. van Kessler.”

“Excuse us.” I eased near and took Archie’s hand, escaping from J. Prescott and his pretentious monocle. “I’ll tell Mother to speak to J. Prescott about the mortgage. As for Mr. Waley, please pay attention to my sports references. He talked about baseball. You should’ve said you would take a mighty, Ruthian swing.”

“Mr. Waley said imprudent things to me.”

“He has a presence. He’s magnetic. There is something about the man, Archie. I want to know more. He’s not just some hick who fell into money. Before the night is over, my mission is to find out about him.”

“Heavens, Penelope. He’s a married man. And you yourself discounted any thoughts of a man over forty.”

“You idiot. I am not falling for an older married man. I simply believe he is interesting. More so than most of the dolts here tonight.” Including J. Prescott, who wanted only one thing – our house in Highland Park. Mother could hold him off for a while longer, though not forever.

I finished the peppermint and searched for the waiters and trays of food. Was there a meal scheduled? My growling tummy reminded me I had not had anything since the root beer float.

I scrunched my nose at the deviled eggs platter when I spotted something more appetizing. I removed my glove and plucked an eggroll from the passing tray. Chinese food was all the rage in St. Louis a year back. I loved the combination of pork, cabbage, and the hint of ginger and garlic. I ate one and motioned to the waiter for a second.

With my mouth full and an unladylike chomp, I spun into Waley. “I beg your pardon.”

A grin spread on his face. “Miss Cunningham, I want to introduce you to someone.”

I chewed too fast and swallowed a chunk of the eggroll. I wiped my gloveless fingers on the napkin and tried to smile, hoping I didn’t show cabbage in my teeth. “Hello.”

Waley slapped the handsome pilot on the back. “I promised this flyboy when I met him an hour ago that I would introduce him to the prettiest girl in the place. Bob Westmoreland, this is Miss Penelope Cunningham.” 
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Flyboy





I didn’t correct Waley’s botching of my name or widowed status. There would be time later if this led anywhere. “Mr. Westmoreland, you’re light on your feet.” Much better than Two-Lefty Taft. 

“Thank you, my dear. I picked up the talent for the soft shoe in my school days. Old girlfriends told me I can really cut a rug.” Bob wore a white bowtie and vest, a black fitted jacket with swallow tails, a silk handkerchief in his pocket, and trousers with silk stripes on the side. He was trim, sinewy, and only a couple of inches taller than me. He was fetching and knew it, even pulling off the slightly outdated partywear.

“Tell me about flying. It must be exhilarating.”

“Nothing on earth like taking wings. When I get her off the ground, clear the runway, and lift, it’s like a small slice of heaven. Especially with my deft touch.”

I beamed when I spun, catching the eye of Bootsy and her gang. They did not approve. I flipped my auburn locks and laughed. “I want to fly.”

“I’ll take you up, Penelope.” The song faded away, and we strolled to a table. He slapped one hand on the other. “You’ll need to hold on when I get her speed up. Your stomach will leap into your throat. Feels like your head will explode. When you go with me, I’ll show you the loopy-loop, one of my world-famous feats. I perfected the upside-down move four years ago. They didn’t even do the twist in the war.”

“You were in training when the war ended.” I swallowed. “I mean, the paper mentioned a few facts.”

His grin spread ear-to-ear, and he brushed his dark mustache, smoothing the flyaway hairs. “If my football career had not gone so well, I would have left a year earlier. I figured plenty of time remained in the war to do some damage to the Hun. The Kaiser’s boys are lucky they didn’t face me in the air. I would’ve blasted them to their maker.”

Quicker than expected, the novelty of dancing with a pilot wore off. “Too bad you didn’t get a shot at Baron von Richthofen,” I said. Bob’s braggadocio grew tiresome.

His brow wrinkled. “Right…” He didn’t recognize the name of the famous Red Baron but plowed into another boast. “If we fight again, I’ll be the first to sign up. In the years since the war, I developed moves our enemy won’t comprehend.” He flashed pearly whites. “Where can we find a drink of something stronger than mint tea?”

I braced myself against the table and locked on his eyes. Blurred and dead. Nothing like the hero portrayed in the morning paper. “My brother is sniffing out a drink. I can send him your way if he succeeds.”

“I bet you could sweet talk one of these waiters into some information. See what you can do.” Bob stuck a hand in his pocket and withdrew a cigarette case.

Offering a nod, I backtracked, but not before I noticed Margo Hutchinson, my friend from Neiman’s earlier in the day. On the surface, she appeared to laugh with her tablemates, but underneath, she eyed the pilot. And me as I escaped.

Unimpressed with the pilot’s conceited personality, I happily ended our dialogue. The paper called him a proponent of Prohibition, and now he sent me for a drink. The contradiction left me perplexed.

The girl singer distracted me with a spot-on version of When My Sugar Walks Down the Street. She hit the notes, and the band found their groove. The song was a favorite of mine, and I often played the Aileen Stanley record on the Victrola at home. Weeks earlier, at one of Mother’s dinner parties, I even got up the nerve to play the piano and sing. It had been quite some time, and as Mother pointed out, I was out of practice.

I drummed my feet, distracting myself from Bob and the letdown. How was there room for both him and his ego up in the clouds? Lost in the song, I jumped when Margo tapped my shoulder.

“Hello, Kiddo.” She smiled. “Hope I didn’t startle you.”

“Not at all.”

“I talked the big cheese into coming. This music is the cat’s meow. I even persuaded him into a few dances.”

“I want to meet your fella.”

Margo shrugged and motioned. “He’s over by the food tray again.” Her gaze remained on my former dancing partner. She rotated away when I noticed. “Did you steal a dance with the man of the night?”

“Don’t play coy. You watched us, Margo.”

“Well, you two make a fine couple. He’s only two or three years older than you. He’s single and a national hero. No one will fault you for being charmed.”

I huffed. “The newspaper writer overdid the hero worship.”

“How so?” Margo dangled a gold bracelet on her long green gloves. It jingled as she sipped lemonade.

“Bob Westmoreland is a phony.”

Margo choked and almost spat her drink. “Phony? What in the world do you mean?”

“As in playacting. He’s trying to be another Daredevil Lindbergh. The author of the article is more of a press agent than a reporter.”

“Whatever are you talking about, Penelope?”

“Like Rockefeller’s lackey, Ivy Lee. Planting stories to make his man look better than he is.”

“I believe the newspaper. Why would they write something untrue? Maybe I’m only a Dumb Dora.” Margo’s gaze drifted Bob’s way. “Good thing you don’t want him. There’s a line of pretty girls waiting.”

My eyes followed hers to the women flocking to the flyboy. “I don’t plan to waste another moment tonight thinking about Bob Westmoreland.”

My temper flared at the blowhard. Someone needed to smack him one. Guys like him irritated me. A sham. I wondered about informing the fawning row of admirers.

Margo caught my eye. “Why are you still staring at him like a jealous schoolgirl? I think you doth protest too much.”

I scoffed. “Not hardly. I am considering warning the others about his Shakespearean performance, but let them find out on their own.”

The hairs on the back of my neck stood on end as a man with a cop face headed our direction. His steely-eyed glare was unwavering and was sure to make anyone on the receiving end crack under the pressure. My husband had the same look when he sized up a suspect. So, what did salt and pepper think I was guilty of? I placed a hand on my hip as he marched my way.

I guess we’re about to find out.
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The Steam Room





My heart thumped as the cop-faced man cut through the dancers and made his way to my table. I sipped the mint tea and refused to cower under his intense glare. He wouldn’t find me so easy to intimidate. I gulped the drink and nearly choked. That’s convincing, Penelope.

“This man is coming our way. Do you know him?” I asked my new companion.

“I ought to, I’m married to him.” Margo flashed a smile as her elusive husband joined us. “Having fun, Hun?”

He grunted an answer and sent a curt nod my way. “Good evening.” Like his wife, he cut glances toward the hero pilot.

“Penelope van Kessler, this is my husband, Tobias.”

I offered my gloved hand. “Pleasure to meet you. Your wife and I are already fast friends.”

“Alright.” His lips puckered, and his back stiffened. In heels, Margo bested him in height, though he was not short. “Are you enjoying the party, Miss van Kessler?”

“Mrs. van Kessler.” I gulped, not used to introducing myself as a widow. How did one go about it? I didn’t want people to think I was a married woman dancing with anyone in the place. I plowed ahead. “My husband passed a year ago.”

“I’m sorry.” He eased up to his wife and whispered into her ear. She didn’t react in any way. “Do you reside here in Dallas?”

“Yes, I live with my mother and brother in Highland Park. For now.”

“For now? Are you planning to move?”

“More like preparing for the inevitable.”

What normally landed as polite small talk somehow felt different with Tobias. His questions carried a hint of inquisition rather than pleasantry. My eyes locked on his, and he didn’t blink. Perhaps he was nervous being surrounded by so many people. Margo mentioned on multiple occasions that she persuaded him to come. Maybe he was one of those socially awkward sorts.

Running with the shy angle, I turned the conversation to him, hoping he might loosen up. His British brogue contrasted with every other partygoer. “You are obviously from across the pond, right?”

“Picked up on the accent, did you?” Margo asked.

“Can’t slip one by me.” My eyebrows arched. “London?”

“Right again.” He answered my question, but didn’t want to. Not a man who enjoyed chit-chat. He probably did so to humor his wife, who was ten years his junior. Though he was in his forties, he carried himself well. His movement reminded me of a ballplayer.

“I suppose you live here now?”

“Yes.”

Rookie mistake asking the man yes or no questions. I didn’t leave room for him to expand and become comfortable. I cocked my head to the side and adjusted my initial read. Shy wasn’t the proper word for Tobias.

At first, I thought he wanted to be anywhere but the Governor’s Ball, but that wasn’t exactly accurate either. He wore a white tuxedo jacket with a black tie and a leopard-spotted pocket square for a touch of flair. He looked like the sort of fellow who would wear a top hat and not the silly style my brother wore.

In short, Cop Face belonged with the well-to-do crowd, and yet at the same time, he didn’t. But I couldn’t quite put my finger on why. Not without pushing. “What do you do, Tobias? I don’t believe Margo said.”

“A complicated question.” He snagged his wife’s gloved hand. “But I will dance with my girl before I answer.”

“This happens to be my favorite song,” Margo said as Tobias spun her to the dance floor—a reasonable explanation for the abrupt exit.

Within a stanza, they positioned themselves near Bob Westmoreland. I watched them as they watched him. Curious.

Bob danced with a girl barely out of her teens, easily dazzled by his feats. As the pilot showed off his twinkle toes, more eyes turned in their direction. He loved the limelight more than the company. He whirled his partner at a dizzying clip. Tobias and Margo bumped into the pirouetting couple, and the four of them exchanged apologies.

The music slowed, and Tobias broke from the dance to pull Waley away from his entourage. The men were around the same age and of a similar social standing. Were they in business together?

Waley slapped Tobias on the back as a booming laugh quaked deep inside his belly. “Good work.” I wasn’t a lip-reader, but the words were not difficult to spot.

Something strange happened between the pilot, Waley, and my new friends. But what? Did it have something to do with the secret speakeasy my brother mentioned? People tended to act strangely when they knew they were partaking in something illegal. That could explain some of the peculiar behavior I witnessed.

When the next song started, Rhapsody in Blue by Gershwin, I stationed myself in the path of Bob. He grinned and took my hand. “Any luck finding that drink, Doll? One of the other dames spoke of a place called the Steam Room.”

“Not yet, but I imagine something will turn up for you.” The piano solo took me to my living room, where I learned to play the tune. I hummed along.

“Lovely,” he whispered. “Do you sing?”

“I dabble.” I didn’t protest as he whirled me to the dance floor. But this time, I was uninterested in the hero pilot. I wanted to see who was watching Bob and why. Margo and Tobias remained interested. As did Waley and J. Prescott. Perhaps they were just enamored to be in the presence of a record-setting flyer. I was until Bob flapped his trap.

He spun me, and for the first time in a while, I spotted Archie… dancing with someone. I frowned as I tried to sneak a better look. She was a real live girl and not an old one either. I wouldn’t call her classically beautiful, but she wasn’t homely. A gem of a find for my hopeless brother and a homerun compared to his usual prospects. Or lack thereof.

The girl was perhaps thirty with red hair. She wore a pinkish-mauve dress with a crocheted bodice and a silk skirt. Like my dancing pilot, a year or so out of style. But like him, she pulled it off. Her lipstick, blinding pink, showed on Archie’s collar.

“Though we only met, Penelope, I believe we should get to know one another better.” Bob bounced and twirled with the music, gliding on his feet.

“You are too full of yourself for my taste.” I spun and stretched on my toes, waiting for him to twirl me back. “Bigger than life. No room for a girl who might steal some of your limelight.” I meant the words, but softened their punch with a smile.

“Ah, don’t say it that way, Doll. I’m not exactly asking to marry you. We can dance, drink champagne, and have fun. I’ll fly you away. Stick with me.”

An eye roll lifted my gaze across the dance floor. Archie’s date couldn’t take her eyes off Bob. A gal like her didn’t stand a chance with a full-of-himself hero, but it didn’t stop her from wishing she were elsewhere. I felt for my brother – his heart broke easily, and after a few dances, he had already made plans with Red.

Guilt formed in my stomach. Perhaps treating him better might help his confidence. No sooner did the thought enter my head than his stinging pontifications echoed like a stuck Victrola to remind me why I wasn’t nicer. With Mother’s coddling, he needed a dose of reality. But my sisterly duty to keep him grounded didn’t make me popular. Before I learned to talk, Mother warned me not to lose my temper with Archie. More times than not, I failed.

The day after David’s funeral, I slugged Archibald square in the nose. Archie’s disrespectful words pushed me over the edge. Since the punch, we only sparred verbally, though I craved socking him one most every day.

“Penelope, are you listening?” Bob asked.

I shook my daydream and tried to refocus on my dance partner. “Yes, please continue.” Forgetting he spun the yarn a few dances earlier, he regaled me with a matinee performance.

“Of course, if I joined the war effort sooner…”

The song ended, and I fanned myself. “Let’s sit this one out.”

“But I didn’t finish my story.”

“I’m fairly certain I can guess the ending.” As I left the hero, I took note of my new friends. Margo sashayed to a table for more lemonade while Tobias kept a vigil on me. Why was he interested? Was it me or the pilot? And why did Waley care? He introduced me to the man. Perhaps he hoped his match was a good one?

Tobias stuffed a hand in his pocket, and his head jerked to the ballroom entrance. Three police officers arrived, and the man in charge spoke briefly to the Dallas mayor. The elderly fellow’s eyes sagged and his back hunched as he asked someone to fetch his hat and coat.

I checked the grandfather clock and noted the time. The mayor ducked out quite early, even for his standards. An officer returned with the mayor’s kit, and I recognized the sergeant as the rotund copper I met on my way to Neiman’s. I captured his prey, and instead of a thank you, he threatened to arrest me for interfering.

A smile ticked the corner of my lips. With the mayor and two underlings in tow, now might be the perfect time to give the copper a piece of mind.

I eased away from Bob. “Excuse me for a moment.” Forever. I was bored with him and moved to something juicier.

“Don’t be gone long, Doll. I can’t promise my dance card will remain free.”

“I consider myself warned.”

He snapped stubby fingers. “And while you’re away, don’t forget to investigate the speakeasy I heard about.”

I weaved across the dance floor, dodging an outbreak of the foxtrot. Bootsy and the chugging smoke engine she called a nose stepped in my path. “I couldn’t help but notice you and the pilot…”

I shoved her aside. “No time to chat, Babs.”

“Barbara,” she yelled after me. “And you know that.”

The mayor flitted away when I reached the halfway mark of my journey through the crowd. Officer O’Neal engaged in a heated conversation with the hotel manager, animated with arms flying. Though eavesdropping wasn’t what I had in mind, the spirited exchange piqued my interest. I was unsure but wondered if the copper knew about the hotel’s secret speakeasy.

Archie bumped my shoulder, knocking my headband askew. I blew the feather out of my face with a huff. “Excuse me, Archibaldy. I’m on a mission.”

“Penelope, the girl I danced with five times, has an inheritance. And she is a classy woman. Naomi has been in Paris for…”

“Tell me later.”

“I require your presence to help me secure…”

“Archie, not now. Be a man and quit grabbing for your mother’s or sister’s apron strings. Ask her out for tomorrow night.” I brushed by and left him with his mouth agape.

Inspecting the cheese tray, I spun closer to the copper and the hotel man. After a handful of swear words, O’Neal poked a finger in the other man’s chest. “Horsefeathers. I know my onions and recognize notorious bootleggers when I see them. They unloaded in the back alley twenty minutes ago.”

“You are mistaken, Sergeant.”

“They ain’t society folk. Only one reason they would be at this party, and we both know it ain’t for the eggrolls.”

The hotel manager spread his arms and denied the charge, but sweat trickled down his brow. With a bit more pressure, O’Neal would have the sweating moron confessing to the McKinley assassination. Perhaps I was about to witness an arrest.

“We can do this quietly or…”

“Why are you bothering us tonight? You do know the governor is here,” the hotel manager said.

O’Neal shook his head. “Neff dusted out of here an hour ago. We got free rein. Wonder how these uppity folks would feel about their arrest plastered on the front pages tomorrow. Can’t imagine it would do the Maddox any favors.”

I arched a brow, surprised by O’Neal’s resolve. Maybe I misjudged him this afternoon.

The manager wobbled and wiped the corner of the table with his finger. “Do you have evidence of a crime?”

“Do you want me digging around? Or would you rather go quietly?”

Before the sweaty man answered, J. Prescott arrived to offer his assistance. “Problem boys?”

“Well…”

“I’ll take care of it.” J. Prescott shooed the hotel manager and patted O’Neal on the shoulder. They spoke in hushed tones for a few moments, and the cop’s flat face broke into what passed for a smile. A wad of cash slipped from J. Prescott’s palm to O’Neal’s hand.

“I guess my boys were mistaken.” The copper shoved the bills into his front pocket and motioned for the two younger officers. The three of them waved to the hotel manager and left the party.

Archie caught up with me and clutched my arm. “What sort of trouble are you stirring up now? What is going on?”

“Just witnessing a bribe for hooch.”

“Not a breaking news story. The speakeasy is on the second floor. There’s a staircase hidden behind the bandstand.”

“They call it the Steam Room,” I said.

Archie puckered his cheeks. “They require a password, but no one will give it to me. Naomi said she might have a way.”

“The Paris heiress?”

He checked his pocket watch. “You weren’t listening to a word I said earlier. Naomi is…”

I held a hand. “Tell me later.”

“What are you up to, Penelope?”

My curiosity killed me. I didn’t want a drink, but I wanted the password. And I especially enjoyed the challenge of securing it before Archie. “I’ll check in with you if I hear anything about the Steam Room.”

I scanned the ballroom and headed for J. Prescott. After buying off the copper to look the other way, he engaged with Bob Westmoreland. The beam on the pilot’s face said he finally got what he desired.

“How about another dance, Bob?” My resolve to ignore him was bested by curiosity.

He patted my hand on the way by. “Not now, Doll Face.” A man with the password and location of the speakeasy. I debated following him, but chose another way.

Cutting a path to J. Prescott, I boxed him in beside the cheese platter. His monocle dropped on the string. “Young lady.” He attempted a stern rebuke.

I placed both hands on his chest. “What’s the password, J.P.?”

“I don’t know what you mean.” He gulped.

“Sure, you do. The speakeasy code word.”

“The what?” He retrieved his eyepiece.

I snorted. “Is your short-term memory so warped that you don’t remember bribing Sergeant O’Neal to look the other way? A wad of cash changed hands to keep quiet about the Steam Room.”

“Out of my way, or I’ll ask my friends on the police force to escort you out of here.” One eye narrowed behind the monocle. “Or maybe I’ll start the other unpleasant task come Monday morning.”

My nostrils flared. The man who planned to kick my family out of our house also held a secret, and I wanted it. “You can only make threats when you hold the cards, J.P., and right now, I have a royal flush.”

“Meaning?”

“This entire room is about to find out you bribed a copper.” I lifted my shoulder. “You’ll be out of a job long before you can steal my family home.”

“You’re naïve if you think I’m the only man here bending the law.”

“But once bribery is out in the open…”

His face pinched together. “Fine, if it will get you to leave me alone. Calvin Coolidge.” He huffed and adjusted his monocle.

I spun on my heel and returned to Archie. He hovered on the sidelines of the dance floor with two glasses of mint tea. “Your date didn’t return yet?”

“No, but I’m not concerned.” His face said otherwise. “She’s probably still in the washroom.”

Taking pity on my brother, I decided to let him in on the secret. “Would you impress her with the password?”

“Of course. You must tell me.”

Just because I intended to help didn’t mean I couldn’t have a bit of fun first. I crossed my arms and debated how long to torture him. “What do I receive in exchange?”

“Name it.”

“Your precious Buick. I want to drive home tonight.”

“Um, my vehicle is a fine-tuned automobile. An inexperienced woman driver…”

“Fine, impress your girl Naomi with mint tea and lemonade.”

“Alright. You can drive it for tonight only. This one time.”

“Calvin Coolidge.”

His forehead creased. “Why on earth would you compare me to him? I’m hardly like the man.”

“The password is Calvin Coolidge, you dolt. Run and find Naomi before she gets a sweeter offer.”

He dropped the drinks and practically sprinted away. Though at his speed, it was better described as a waddle.

I chuckled, amusing myself as the band played a waltz. The lights faded as couples swayed. Out of the corner of my eye, the black dress with a green fringe caught my attention. The woman resembled Margo, but was different. She had her long blonde mane pinned on top of her head and wore glasses. She wrapped a mink shawl around her shoulders and slipped behind the bandstand.

Bootsy’s husband intercepted my route across the ballroom and asked for another dance. I kept my eyes on the area behind the bandstand and avoided his stomping feet. Margo hadn’t returned. Apparently, I wasn’t the only one who learned the secret password.

A halfway good-looking fellow asked to cut in for Bootsy’s husband, and I obliged. Maneuvering to the other side of the floor was tricky with a full dance card. But twirling through was less conspicuous than throwing elbows.

The band fired into a hot jazz number, and the young fellow and I worked up a swift pace as I directed our path to the outskirts of the dance floor.

“Are you leading?” he asked.

“One of us has to.”

He dropped his hands. “Lemonade?”

“Sure.”

He hurried by a waiter and disappeared into the crowd. I was pretty sure I’d never see the kid again. Not much of a loss if my leading ran him off. Irritation bubbled to the surface. After David, none of these yahoos measured up.

A horn player whispered to his mate and slipped away behind the stage area. My curiosity rose again, and I decided now was as good a time as any to check out the place. I snagged a hard apple-flavored candy from a bowl and followed, ready for more adventure.

I maneuvered behind the stage and blinked several times while waiting for my pupils to adjust to the darkness. I reached for the wall for support—a marvelous idea to have a dark tunnel leading from the speakeasy where people went to get liquored up. But when someone was sloshed, everything was a hazard. Poor lighting wouldn’t do any more harm.

I unwrapped the treat and popped it in my mouth, hungry again and no longer satisfied with the eggroll. Within another minute, my eyes acclimated to the black, and I made out a figure headed my way. Perhaps two people.

Bob Westmoreland stumbled by me, mumbling nonsense. He staggered and shook as if he could not control motor functions. The booze seeped from him, but he hardly had the time to get as drunk as he appeared.

“Are you alright?”

His foot stomped mine, and I hit the tiled floor, banging my knee. I shut my eyes and bit my lip so hard I nearly drew blood. The old riding injury didn’t need much to flare up again.

A long feather like the one used as a fountain pen floated away from Bob’s jacket. As I rubbed my torn stocking, Bob grabbed hold of the curtain at the back of the band. He ripped the drapes from the rod and crashed to the floor. Light spilled into the hall as Bob foamed from the mouth.

Horns sputtered as the music came to an abrupt stop. A cymbal fell from the drum set and clattered to the stage with an echoing ring. I scooted closer as band members in blue-striped, white jackets surrounded his motionless body.

The trumpet player shook his head. “This old boy is deader’n a doornail.” 
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What Would Agatha Do?





I craved excitement, drama, and adventure; the Governor’s Ball delivered on all three. But not in the way I expected. Bootleggers and phony pilots were one thing, but a healthy man dropping dead in the prime of his life was another. 

The band leader ran off to find help while a crowd gathered around the stage. In under a minute, he returned with a wide-eyed officer. “As I said, dead.”

The policeman gripped his nightstick, unsure how to seize control of the scene. “Everybody spread out and make room.” He motioned to me. “You too, Miss.”

My eyes cut to Bob Westmoreland. No chance I was leaving without answers. I nursed my knee and pretended I could not rise to my feet. “I don’t think I can walk.”

“Alright, you stay put until the doctor arrives.” He twisted. “As for the rest of you, clear a path.” He disbursed onlookers and barked orders for another copper to bar the doors. With the witnesses secured, he sent a waiter to fetch ice for my knee.

The copper lifted his peaked cap and scratched his head, clearly as confused as I was. He dipped his head and sniffed. I understood because I caught a whiff of the strong booze coming off the pilot. But how could he drop dead from drinking in a span of ten minutes? And one didn’t usually foam at the mouth from downing too much hooch. Something else must have happened in the Steam Room.

I thanked the waiter for the cloth napkin of melty ice and packed it around my knee. I had no intention of getting up anytime soon, especially not with the doctor's arrival. He opened his medical bag and retrieved a stethoscope. When he caught me staring at Bob, I sniffled and fought off tears as phony as the pilot.

“Did you see what transpired?” the doctor asked.

“He started to collapse and took me down with him…”

“That’s enough for now, Miss. You’ve suffered quite an ordeal. Stay put for the time being.”

“Yes, sir.” I resisted a smile. Now I could remain snoopy on the doctor’s orders.

The doc checked Bob for vital signs – a waste of time, but necessary, I supposed. Lifting Bob’s chin to the light, he peeked inside the foamy mouth. With a grunt for his diagnosis, he proceeded to pat the body from head to toe.

Margo exited from the speakeasy with a line of two dozen others. My old pal, Sergeant O’Neal, led the lot of them, barking commands and threatening to arrest them for violating liquor laws.

Toward the rear of the line, Archie sauntered, oblivious to my presence and the activity around him. A woman paid attention to him, reducing his ability to focus on anything else in the world. Naomi hung on his arm, leaning to nuzzle his neck and add another dash of her glowing cherry-blossom pink lipstick. She chuckled at something he said, forewarning me of her lack of taste.

Though my brother didn’t spot me, Naomi did. Her alert brown eyes, round and penetrating, stayed on me for a few seconds. Archie whispered something and broke her gaze. Both were too busy with each other to pay attention to their surroundings. My brother’s obliviousness worked out quite well for me because if he spotted me, he’d likely drag me away from my catbird seat, claiming the scene was too gruesome for a young lady.

“This man has no visible injuries,” Doc said. He placed his straw hat on a table and squinted through his round glasses. He wore a white suit and a tan vest, probably out for dinner at one of the nearby restaurants rather than attending the Governor’s Ball. “Did anyone see what happened?”

“Yes, sir.” I balanced on the wall and limped closer. “He stumbled down the hallway like he was inebriated and collapsed as foam seeped out of his mouth.”

The doc’s nostrils flared as he sniffed near Bob. “He does smell of liquor. Whiskey perhaps?” He fiddled with his glasses and lowered his voice. “Does the Maddox have a speakeasy in the basement?”

“Down the hall and upstairs, I’m told.”

A gasp escaped from the doctor, and he pointed to Bob. “Did he know about it?” The question hung in the air as he returned to the examination. My proximity and the doctor’s tendency to speak aloud proved to be the perfect combination. If I milked my twisted knee a bit longer, I might find myself playing the role of Hercule Poirot.

Margo halted near me, her hair free from the bun and glasses nowhere in sight. “You okay, Kiddo?” She put an arm around my waist and supported my weight.

“Better than Mr. Westmoreland.”

She and I exchanged a look. I didn’t need help, and she wanted to be nosy. Neither of us busted the other one’s cover. “We can wait for the doctor to take a looksie at your injury.”

O’Neal ushered the line of drinkers to move along, but when he spotted me, he turned over the march to one of his minions. “In the middle of trouble again, Missy?”

“Aren’t you due somewhere to shake down another chump?”

“Close your head, Tomato, or I’ll do it for you.” O’Neal’s three chins rolled, and his face reddened.

“She saw him collapse and she’s hurt,” Doc said. “I’ll check her knee in a few minutes. This stiff isn’t going anywhere.”

O’Neal shoved his chubby finger. “Fine, you stay put.”

“Aye-aye, Captain.” I almost saluted but thought better.

“You there, shove along.” O’Neal motioned to Margo. “You were in the illegal speakeasy. No hanging around snooping. I’ll deal with you and your cronies later.”

“Penelope needs me,” Margo said.

“Nice try.” O'Neal didn’t buy her plea and sent her away with the other Steam Room patrons.

While I waited for the doctor to finish his examination of Bob, I eased into a chair and propped my knee. I pretended the dead body repulsed me, but sneaked a peek through gloved hands. I trained my ears to pick up threads. No healthy man kicked the bucket with a foaming mouth. He had help, and the doctor agreed, ruling the death suspicious. A detective arrived, and my heart thumped. Tears welled.

My David held the same job in St. Louis less than two years prior. The crying was for him, not my current situation. I helped David on his first murder investigation – he talked through the case with me every night for a week. By the second and third murders, I found myself more involved.

David’s words upon receiving a commendation from the force came rushing back to me. “Baby, I’m lucky they don’t allow female coppers. You are talented at this. Better than me.”

This detective, a fussy man in a raincoat, was nothing like my David. Along with the fat copper O’Neal, they dismissed any value I might offer as a witness.

O’Neal smashed his hat on his head and stomped toward me. “Time for you to go. I’ll find you later if we think of questions. This officer will take you to wait with the other guests.”

Instead of leaving with the rookie, I played up my knee pain and motioned to the doc. “He still needs to look me over. I could have broken something.”

He pointed to his beady peepers. “I got my eye on you.”

His energy might be better spent investigating the foul-play angle, but I resisted telling him so. Sore knee or not, the crack would have gotten me tossed out of the action. I hobbled within earshot of the investigator’s huddle, again pretending to be disturbed by the body.

The fussy detective ruffled his hair. “So, how did this man die?”

The doctor wiped his hands on a rag and stepped over Bob. “Not sure.”

“Hey, what did I say about snoopin’?” O’Neal took my arm.

I dodged and fired a question. “Do you suspect foul play, Doctor?”

He glanced in my direction. “Certainly. This man recently set a speed record flying from Missouri to Dallas. A person who managed such a feat doesn’t drop dead of natural causes. With no…”

“Hey, hey, now,” O’Neal said. “Don’t be filling in civilians with details.”

I cemented my feet and tossed a theory. “Mr. Westmoreland showed signs of muscle paralysis. I would search for a puncture wound.”

“Huh?” O’Neal scratched his head. “Let’s move.”

“Hold on.” Doc straightened. “Like the tribes in the Amazon and their poison darts?”

“Keen observation, ma’am.” The fussy detective bounced on his toes. “I was about to suggest the same.”

“Very interesting,” the doctor said. “Help me with the man’s jacket, will you?”

While Fussy and Doc turned the body to remove the jacket, I craned my neck for a better look. Sensing my presence, the fussy detective cleared his throat. “Sergeant O’Neal, escort her to the second ballroom with the others, but keep her handy in case I think of any questions for her.”

O’Neal held my elbow and escorted me to the hallway. “I’ve had about enough of your trouble for one day, Missy.”

“Don’t you mean help, Sergeant O’Neal?” A detail fluttered into my mind, and I scanned the floor. “Just a moment, I dropped an earring.” Before he protested, I slid away from him and hustled to the speakeasy hall, my knee problems gone and forgotten.

“Wait a dang minute, you’re wearing one in each ear.”

When Bob stumbled from the speakeasy, moments before his death, a feather fell from his jacket. I scooped it from the floor and noted the sharp end, like the ones used for fountain pens in yesteryear. I squinted at the tip, noting a discoloration. A strong, tar odor persisted. Was the feather how the killer delivered the lethal poison? Fussy would be pleased.

Careful not to touch the wrong end, I extended my gloved hand. O’Neal prodded me in the back. “I guess by earring you meant hat. All you dames are the same. Taking time to primp when there are more important things to worry about.”

I planned to show Fussy the feather, but the copper shoved me harder this time. I twisted away. “Hey, hands off.”

“I’ve had about enough of you, Missy. Get your tail moving before I kick you right in the seat of your pants, er, uh, dress.” He censored himself around the ladies, and his ill-fitting words made me chuckle. His face soured. “It ain’t funny. I’ll do it, don’t test me.”

We maneuvered near the stage, and for the most part, the authorities cleared the main ballroom of partygoers. Only cops and a handful of hotel staff remained. And Tobias Hutchinson.

He lingered on the outskirts and made his way closer to the crime scene. No one stopped him or even seemed aware of his presence. All night long, I caught the husband-and-wife duo watching the pilot. Were they simply snoopy or somehow involved in the man’s death?

I didn’t want to leap to conclusions, but Margo was in the speakeasy with Bob, where he was likely poisoned. She showed up again during the doctor’s examination wearing her big ears. Meanwhile, Tobias lurked among the police in the ballroom. Something didn’t sit right concerning my new friend and her stoic husband.

My mind wandered, and I remembered to fake the limp as I slowed my exit. “Ouch, don’t push.”

O’Neal removed his hand. “I won’t need to if you keep moving.”

“I think my knee is swelling. Perhaps you can send the doctor my way?” The house call gave me an excuse to hand over the feather without O’Neal’s interference.

“He’s tied up and will be for a long spell.” His face scrunched. “And don’t think I don’t catch what you’re doing, Missy. You gotta learn not to stick your nose in police business.”

“I’m not sure I understand your meaning, O’Neal.”

When we reached the foyer, he pointed. “Second ballroom is the first door on the left. Join the other partygoers there, and don’t let me catch you sneaking this way. I know your type, Missy.” He barked at the young officer. “Your job for the remainder of the night is to shadow this one and keep her handy.”

O’Neal toddled away, leaving me with my new nanny. “I’m Officer Budding,” the young one said. He waved his palm, motioning me to the ‘nobody knows what’s going on’ room. “This way, please.”

Entering the Maddox’s second ballroom, I understood why the staff picked the other. Several steps below in opulence, this one skipped the chandeliers, dark wood, and marble and instead featured subdued lighting, stucco walls, and wooden floors. Made for a barn dance, not a fancy ball fit for the governor.

I searched for Margo and spied her taking a drink from a waiter. Based on the unspoken glances, I assumed she requested a spiked glass. Her blonde locks flowed as she bounced. A woman on a mission, not dallying. Perhaps a woman who stabbed someone with a poison pen? Since the police refused to listen to reason, I required a word with her.

I tucked the feather evidence in my headband for safekeeping and chased after my top suspect. My mouth tilted at the memory. Nothing felt quite as rewarding as solving a complicated puzzle.

Trailing a dozen paces behind, I halted when Margo did. She spoke with Theodore Waley, the tycoon my brother struck out with. When she finished, I approached her. “Margo, I wonder if you can spare a moment?”

“Sure, Kiddo, but not now. I’ll find you later.” She eased away, and I stayed on her heels. She spun. “Tobias is around here somewhere. Excuse me.”

I didn’t like the idea of letting her go, but if I pushed too hard, she might suspect I knew more than I should.

Clara Unger tapped my shoulder. “I thought you might be here. Seems we kept missing each other all night.”

I turned and hugged her. The woman neared age seventy but missed nothing. Her alert violet eyes caught each and every detail. I learned my lesson as a seven-year-old girl sneaking cookies from a tray at a party. Mother threatened to punish me if I took another, and I thought myself clever, entering through a dark window in the room next door. Clara spotted me. She didn’t tattle, and we became fast friends when I offered her some of my stash of sweets.

“My princess, the word around the room is you found poor Mr. Westmoreland.” Her pinstriped dress and clunky jewelry did not fit with current styles, but no one dared cross her tart tongue to point the fact out to her.

“More or less. He stumbled by me, half-smoked. His muscles were paralyzed. He collapsed and…expired. I suggested poison, and the fussy detective and the doctor agreed.”

“Good girl.” Clara patted my arm. “Such a keen mind. They are lucky you took note. Based on my experience with the police force in this town, they will have trouble locating the hands in front of their faces even with a torchlight.”

I produced the feather from my headband. “This fell from Bob when he tripped over me. I believe the killer delivered the poison with the sharp point. I wanted to show it to the doctor, but Sergeant O’Neal shoved me away.”

“Someone with a brain ought to look into this murder. We can’t have this stain on the city of Dallas.” Her lips pinched together. “Mr. Westmoreland is highly respected in his field, and my understanding is that he sought investors. Well-to-do men met with him upon his arrival last night.”

“I intend to hand this over to the doctor when he finishes his examination. He’s the only one who bothered to give me the time of day. And I’m reasonably certain he only did it out of pity for my knee.”

Her eyes cut downward. “I noticed your ripped stocking but didn’t think it prudent to mention. Your limp comes and goes more often than my son seeking a handout.”

“Luckily, not everyone is as keen as you.” I returned the feather to my headband. “I hope I’m not too late.”

“Is it wise to keep a potential murder weapon in your hair?”

“As long as I don’t touch the point.” I twirled my beaded fringe dress. “And where else am I going to stash it?”

“I see your dilemma.” Clara motioned to the policemen stationed by the doors. “These young, inexperienced officers are interviewing every person at the party, and if Rayford O’Neal is in charge of this lot, we are all in trouble. The man is a slob and not fit for the uniform.”

“Nothing we can do about it, Mrs. Unger.” I swallowed and smiled. “Clara.” From the cookie theft onward, she insisted that I call her by her first name.

“You’re a bright girl, Penelope. Smarter than these officers. Certainly, brighter than Rayford O’Neal.”

“I suspect our poodles beat Sergeant O’Neal in the brains department,” I said. Clara’s giant standard poodle, Stonewall, was a handsome steel gray. She treated him like I treated my Ginger—one of the family.

“No doubt about it.” Her face scrunched as if she tasted a lemon. “His father, the former corrupt city commissioner, was also a dunce. Pigheadedness runs in their line almost as deep as corruption.”

“I pegged him as incompetent.” After witnessing the copper take a bribe, nothing about him surprised me.

Clara placed a hand on my arm. “Your husband was a fine police detective. I kept up with you and your goings-on. I am aware you often helped Mr. van Kessler.”

“Occasionally.”

“By all means, you must investigate this murder.” She held up a hand to stop any argument. “I read Agatha Christie. Don’t tell my friends, but the mysteries enthrall me. We women inevitably sense things men do not. Full steam ahead, Dear. You must.”

Clara’s words gave me the extra push I needed. I set my mind thirty seconds after I witnessed Bob Westmoreland collapse, but I hadn’t yet vocalized my desire, even to myself. I intended to find out who murdered the phony pilot and why.

“Do you know where to start?” Clara asked.

“I already have a theory.” I dipped my chin. “What do you know about Mr. Waley and his relationship with Tobias and Margo Hutchinson?”
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The question hung in the air as Clara carefully considered her answer. “I can’t speak for the Hutchinson couple as I haven’t had the pleasure to make their acquaintance, but I believe you are off the mark in your suspicion of Waley.” 

“Please enlighten me.”

“Their family fortune goes back generations, and they are as important to Texas history as Bowie or Crockett.”

“High praise.”

“Theodore James Waley IV is a war hero, a proud Texan, and a man with well-placed friends.” Clara’s face pinched. “I’m not blind to the fact that many unsuspecting sorts commit murder, but I wouldn’t start your investigation with a man of his stature.”

“I’m not afraid of someone with money and position.”

“Nor should you be.” She shook her head. “But if you tip your hand too soon, you might not find any of the answers you seek.”

“You make a strong argument, as always, Clara.”

“If I were in your detective shoes, I wouldn’t dismiss the sketchy couple beside the fireplace.”

I snatched a handful of peppermint candy from an unattended tray and followed her gesture. “The woman in red?”

“Yes. The fat one,” Clara said. “Don’t mince words. She should skip a meal or two. She has a pretty face in a way, but the awful hairstyle does not help.”

“Why should I be suspicious of them?”

“Bootleggers. And they help people disappear, notorious criminals. The husband, Keegan Schneider, is from Buffalo and brought some ruffian friends to our area. The missus, Gert, is from these parts. A small town nearby. Grand Prairie or Irving. Regardless, her family is trash, always into something outside the law. She’s the brains of the two of them, though he pretends. He has a dentist’s office in Fort Worth. A front for running illegal liquor.”

“Worth checking out, considering where Mr. Westmoreland was before he died.”

“And the man with the square head next to them…” Clara checked for eavesdroppers and leaned closer. “He is a bookmaker. They call him Snake. The poor boy lost his way. I know his upstanding parents who immigrated from Italy forty years ago. Bill and Lilly Moretti worked hard in the clothing business and were a success. They are heartbroken over the life he chose.”

“At this point, I can’t dismiss anyone.” I placed a hand on her arm. “Thank you, Clara.”

“Be sure to keep me informed.”

I floated across the wooden floor and considered how to approach the Schneiders and the square-headed hood with them. No matter how much I wanted to, I couldn't go into interrogation mode. This was a time for subtlety. Not a trait I was known for.

Bootsy and Taft occupied their persnickety friends at the table, and I stopped by to chat. They regaled the lot with tales of their landscaping project and the cost of the new fountain in the garden. Based on the slack-jawed expressions, I wasn’t the only one who thought the roundabout-brag was in bad taste.

I moved on and waved to Archie, who remained preoccupied with Naomi. The one benefit of being trapped in the ballroom by police authority was that Archie’s date had nowhere to run. He might stand a better chance of wearing her down if she had no choice. My arms crossed. There I was being too hard on my brother again. He and Naomi seemed to enjoy each other’s company. People found their match in stranger circumstances than these.

I approached the fireplace and held my cold hands to the flame. The movements allowed me to slip closer to the bootleggers without appearing so apparent as to my intentions. They lounged on a sofa, drinks in hand. The lemon and mint leaves sticking out of the clear glasses said they didn’t partake in their own product—a wise move.

Keegan waved his hands and spoke over his wife. “No, no, I’m telling you, Sherlock Jr. is the superior film, Gertie. No contest. You give it a hard time because you fell asleep. I’ll go again to watch it with you. Keaton is a master.”

“And why do you suppose I fell asleep?” She placed a hand on her hip, accentuating her full figure. “He’ll never touch Chaplin.”

“Chaplin? Ha. He can’t hold Buster Keaton’s porkpie hat. Don’t you agree, Snake?”

The man grinned. “Ay, you want me to cross your wife? Ain’t no way, Pal.”

Gert wagged a finger. “We caught The Kid and A Woman in Paris on a double bill. Did you forget our evening with those two gems?”

“No, I recall, but I promise Sherlock is finer in every way.”

“Hmmph. Not possible.” Her lips curled as she shook her head. “You can’t beat perfection once it’s done. Chaplin invented all the stuff old Buster is stealing.”

“You’re wrong, I tell you. Dead wrong.” Keegan rose from his spot on the sofa and brushed by me. “Excuse me, Chippy, I need the newspaper.” He scooped the paper from the end table and flapped it toward his wife. “I’ll find a late showing. If we can break out of here in time, I’ll prove it before the night ends.”

Gert snatched the newspaper from him. “If I fell asleep the first time, what makes you think I’ll survive a late showing?”

I inched forward, trying to find an opening in the conversation to engage them about the murder. I considered joining their actor debate, but it was already heated enough.

Snake caught my glance and grinned. I offered a finger wave and turned away to a waiter with a tray. I backed closer to Snake to listen in. “Hey, how’s about the story on the front page?” he asked. “They wrote up Westmoreland, and now the sap is a croaker.”

Gert’s face lifted as she skimmed the front-page story on the pilot. “Bet he didn’t know when that picture snapped that he’d be dead in twenty-four hours.”

“Which one took the picture?” Keegan asked. “Hold it up so I can…”

Snake grinned. “Oh, you guys must’ve…”

“That’s enough.” Gert shook her head and folded the newspaper. “Now, Snake, you gotta be aware those puff pieces aren’t often spot on and the picture is grainy.”

“Yeah, yeah, and what about the spin?” Keegan asked.

“We oughta let this old boy from the Times-Herald write us up.” Gert chuckled and caught me listening this time. But she broke away from my gaze and continued. “The way this Bentley feller makes the Westmoreland weasel out to be some sort of all-American hero pilot is almost laughable.”

“Think of what he could do for us.” Keegan spread his arms, imagining the headline. “Well-to-do dentist saves the world one cavity at a time.”

“Maybe Buster Keaton will play you in the picture.” Gert slapped her knee. “Have you ever heard something so absurd? Westmoreland, a proponent of Prohibition.”

Keegan rubbed his prominent chin. He dressed in a tuxedo jacket but added a flamboyant light pink shirt. “The flyboy must have dropped at least a C or more to get the Times-Herald to peddle such nonsense.”

I backed away from the bootleggers. They managed to answer all my questions, and I didn’t need to say a word. If they were behind Westmoreland’s death, they were calm for murderers. But sociopaths often did not show remorse, so I couldn’t dismiss their involvement.

Their observation of Westmoreland mirrored mine. The man I danced with at the party was miles apart from the one depicted in the article. But who wanted to read a story about a girl-crazy pilot who bragged and drank too much? A hero flyboy sold a lot of newspapers.

The question was, did Westmoreland intentionally deceive the reporter who interviewed him, or did he pay him off as the Schneiders suggested? And was the inaccurate depiction in the article somehow related to the pilot’s untimely death? If I could speak to the writer and clarify some facts, it might lead to a resolution of the case.

I need to find a telephone.

I sashayed toward Officer Budding, posted near the exit. He gulped when he saw me coming. “Sarge told me to make sure no one leaves. You in particular.”

“It’s okay, fella. The croaker is supposed to check my knee.” I pointed to the slight raspberry. “Guess he’s still busy with the stiff?”

“I am not privileged with details, ma’am, but the doctor has his hands full.”

I winced and limped a step closer. “Gee, this swelling is going to cause me even more pain. I sure would like to call my physician. You see, it’s the same knee I injured in a riding accident some years ago.”

Budding didn’t know what to make of me. I contradicted myself, used slang, and slipped into refined speech. I wanted him off balance. From growing up on the ranch near Fort Worth, I could slide easily to the strong Texas accent or stick my nose higher into the air like a Radcliffe girl.

He checked his shoes and tapped his holster. “I shouldn’t…”

“I’ll be back in a blink. No one will even notice I’m gone.”


      [image: ]I slid into the hotel manager’s office and grasped the phone. Officer Budding was harder to convince than I imagined and insisted on escorting me.

The operator echoed on the line. “How may I direct your call?”

I held a hand over the mouthpiece. He might become suspicious when I asked for a reporter instead of my physician. “I hope you understand, Officer, this is a private phone call.”

“Uh, sure. I’ll be right outside.”

“Won’t be but a minute.” I flashed a beaming smile as I closed the door.

Okay, Penelope, jump on this before O’Neal finds out his officer let me out of the can.

I sucked in a calming breath. Okay, Pen. You only have a few minutes until Officer O’Neal realizes you are gone and comes looking.

“Dallas Times-Herald,” the switchboard operator said.

“I’m trying to contact Mr. Bentley. I have the information he requested regarding the follow-up article on the pilot.”

“He’s gone for the night.”

“I seem to have misplaced his number. Could you please look it up for me?”

“We aren’t in the business of giving out reporters’ home phone numbers,” the lady said.

“Of course, but Mr. Bentley is expecting my call.” I cleared my throat. “Put me through to your city desk.”

“We are busy, young lady.” The cheeky woman smacked her gums, and the line clicked dead.

My gaze cut to the door. Budding would only wait so long before he came in and got me. I didn’t have time to deal with uncooperative operators.

The phonebook on the desk taunted me. I recalled most of the morning’s article, but only the writer's last name. I scanned anyway, hoping the Bentley surname was not too common in the city.

As my finger glided down the page, I counted twenty-seven Bentleys. I didn’t have time to make three calls, much less thirty. How could I narrow down the field? Since the writer wasn’t likely an old widow, it probably wouldn’t be any of the Mrs. Something Bentleys. I scratched out those names and the three female names, leaving me twenty possibilities. With any luck, the reporter would be toward the front of the alphabet.

First up, Andrew Bentley. The man was half deaf and complained about me interrupting his dinner. I spent more time than I wanted determining that he worked as a plumber. I scratched the name and tried Benjamin.

The second number rang a dozen times. I slapped the desk with my palm when no one answered. This was not going well.

Budding poked his head inside. “Trouble?”

“None at all.” I put the phone to my ear. “Doctor, uh… Horsefeathers is finishing supper. His wife is fetching him for me.”

Budding glanced at the hallway, checking for his boss. “Hurry along,” he said as he closed the door.

I picked up the phone and again asked for Benjamin’s number. The operator connected me, and it rang for another thirty seconds.

“For Pete’s sake.” A gruff voice bellowed. “Can’t anyone take a hint? I am not sure why I put this blasted line in my house. All it does is ring.”

Wasn’t that the point of a telephone? “I’m calling for Mr. Bentley.”

“You got him. You woke me up, so start spilling.”

“I read your article in the Times-Herald this morning and want to ask some questions.”

“Wrong man, you want my nephew. A more useless, slothful bum never existed. He’s a writer.” The man huffed. “Lazy good-for-nothing doesn’t do a lick of work with his hands. Composes pretty words for a living. Doesn’t that beat all?”

“I enjoyed his story this morning…”

“What did he write about, the spring flowers? He is a daisy for sure, so it makes sense to me.”

“Sir, can you give me his telephone number?”

“I don’t know it. The bum lives with his father.” He grunted. “My brother is as deaf as Beethoven, but he has a phone line for some reason. Don’t know why I bother to call. He never hears a word I say.”

“Is he Andrew the plumber?”

“Yeah, what’s it to you?”

“Thank you, sir,” I said as I hung up.

Luckily, the Bentley brothers were at the top of the list. Before I spent my energy trying to communicate with the deaf man, I cracked the door to check on the nervous officer outside. “I apologize, this is taking a while. Give me a few more minutes?”

Budding jerked the chain on his Bulova for the time. “I am going to check on the ballroom. I’ll be right back.”

“I’ll be here.”

“Don’t make me regret this.”

I hustled back to the phone and mentally prepared myself for a frustrating, one-sided conversation. “Reporter,” I said in a loud, clear tone.

“Nope, no Porter here. Isn’t that Maurice’s boy who works at the quarry?”

I slapped my forehead. The deaf man and I danced again for two minutes until he understood I wanted to speak with his son. The young man came on the line with a crisp, good evening. Radio was a new medium, but the men I listened to possessed booming, vibrant baritones. Mr. Bentley had a future in broadcasting if he desired.

“Thank you for talking to me. Your article this morning intrigued me.”

“I appreciate the kind words. I generally take these calls at the office. I avoid the telephone while at home.”

“Yes, sir, but this is of the utmost importance.” I hesitated, unsure if I wanted to spill all the details, but they were pertinent to gain his cooperation. “I am at the Governor’s Ball. Bob Westmoreland was here as well, and now he is dead.”

“What? How? It can’t be. He is a splendid man. Such a beacon for our generation.” A deep sigh. “I am taken aback, Miss…. I’m sorry, what is your name?”

“Penelope van Kessler. I found the body.”

“How did he die, Miss van Kessler?”

“Murdered most likely.” I waited a few beats to let my words sink in.

“I suppose I don’t understand why you are calling me and not the crime reporter who works the night beat.”

“Don’t you want the story?”

“Of course.” He cleared his throat. “The news floors me, but I very much want to write the tragic follow-up. What information can you provide?”

“Plenty. I’m at the Maddox, and the coppers locked everyone inside. I assume they intend to interview all 300 guests.”

“Thank you for the tip. Is it Mrs. or Miss van Kessler?”

“Mrs., I’m a widow.” I don’t know why I added the particulars. “Hold on, Mr. Bentley. Before you ask your questions, I want to make a deal. I am looking into this killing from the inside. I possess pertinent facts, but the police won’t take me seriously. I promise you the story of the murder and the sordid details.”

“Sounds fantastic. I assume you want something from me?”

“A discussion regarding your time with Westmoreland.”

“Alright.”

I stretched the phone cord as I checked outside. Budding clamored my way as my ten-minute clock ticked to the end. “Stay close to the telephone, and I’ll call you back after I get rid of the fuzz.” I chuckled at the lingo for the police. David didn’t appreciate the nicknames, but I quite enjoyed tweaking him with the terms.

Budding tapped his flatfoot loafers in rhythm with his impatience. “Ma’am, I must insist you return to the ballroom now.”

“Certainly.” I leaned on the officer, playing up my limp as we progressed toward the ballroom prison. “The doctor…”

“Doctor Horsefeathers?” Budding asked, eyebrows raised. He was not a fool. “An odd name.”

“A frivolous moniker I pegged him with. He’s rather full of himself and rattled off treatments for my knee.” I rolled my eyes. “But silly me and my head filled with air, I left the list on the desk. Would you be a doll and grab it for me?”

“Yes, ma’am. Stay here. I’ll assist you the rest of the way.”

When he rounded the corner, I sprinted. Daddy told me in my teens that I ran like Olympian Jim Thorpe. A proud papa exaggerating, but the fact remained, I outran most of the boys throughout my early school days. The heels didn’t slow me as I scooted to the half stairs leading to the hotel’s front desk.

The area was deserted. The coppers disbursed party guests to the second ballroom, employees to the dining room, and wandering hotel guests back to their rooms. I ducked as a patrolling officer made rounds. Crouching, I reached the desk and stretched for the phone. The operator connected me to Mr. Bentley, and this time I did not face the gauntlet of his deaf father.
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