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THIS IS A WORK OF FICTION. Names, characters, places and incidents are the product of the author's imagination or are used fictitiously, and any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, business establishments, events, or locales is entirely coincidental.

Here's to Rick who had the ball get away, and to Rachelle who made the winning catch for real!
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Chapter One
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Tommy asked me to marry him.

The words caught me off guard. We’d been together for a couple of years, close in all the ways that mattered, but I never expected this—at least not tonight. My laugh slipped out before I could stop it, and then, just as quickly, tears stung my eyes.

How could one question shake me so deeply? Here was someone who loved me enough to ask for forever, and my heart couldn’t decide whether to soar or stumble.

Tommy didn’t flinch. He stayed right where he was, down on one knee, holding out a velvet box. Inside, the most brilliant diamond I had ever seen caught the light, scattering tiny stars across the table between us.

Charlie’s Tavern grew quiet, the usual chatter melting into a hush. The soft music carried through the room like a blessing, and all I could hear was the steady beat of my own heart, faster than I’d ever felt it.

My mouth opened, but no words came out. I wanted to say yes—I think—but the weight of it pressed against me like a stone. Forever was such a big word. My parents had promised each other forever and it worked out great, but I’ve seen how that story ended with other couples: arguments, slammed doors, silence that lasted years.

I swallowed hard, my eyes burning. What if I wasn’t enough for Tommy? What if I said yes and turned into someone who let him down, someone who broke promises instead of keeping them?

“Tommy...” My voice cracked, barely above a whisper. “I just—give me a second.”

He smiled softly, patient and steady, as if he already understood. Around us, the whole tavern seemed to hold its breath. The diamond still glimmered between us, waiting, just like him.

And still, I couldn’t bring myself to answer. I smiled and accepted the ring so as not to embarrass Tommy, but the gesture didn't match my answer.
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Chapter Two
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After work the next night, I changed into my street clothes and was on my way out of the precinct when Detective George Miller from Organized Crime stopped me in the hall.

“Got a minute to talk?” he asked.

A few years ago, my dad told me about Miller—a decorated, old-school detective with more than twenty years on the job. Serious. No-nonsense. The kind of cop who never wasted words. If he wanted to talk, it wasn’t small talk.

I’d been heading to Molly McGuire’s Pub to meet my partner, Josh, for a beer, but curiosity got the better of me. “Sure,” I said, firing off a quick text to Josh: Running late. Something came up.

Miller led me into his office and shut the door. He didn’t sit behind his desk—he stayed standing, looming a little, like he wanted me to feel the weight of the conversation.

“Is Brianna Clouthier still working at the Cit Cat Club?”

The question landed like a punch. How did he even know about Brianna—let alone that she used to dance there?

Brianna was my best friend. She’d taken the job to pay off her student loans, dazzling the crowd with feathers and lights while a flesh-colored bodysuit did most of the work. When her loans were gone, she quit without looking back, moving on to a fellowship in forensic pathology at St. Elizabeth’s.

“No,” I said carefully. “She left the club years ago. She’s at the hospital now.”

Miller gave a short nod. “Shame. We’ve had a tip the club’s a front for human trafficking and prostitution. We need someone on the inside. Someone we can trust.”

My pulse skipped. I shifted in my chair. “Brianna would’ve been good for that. She knew everyone there. But I don’t think she’s stayed in touch.”

His eyes pinned me. “Any chance she could reconnect?”

“I doubt it.”

He let the silence hang just long enough to make my skin prickle. Then, casually, like he was asking about the weather: “How are your dance moves?”

I laughed nervously. “Nonexistent. I’m a disaster on a dance floor.”

Miller didn’t smile. Instead, he gave me a slow once-over that felt more like an assessment than a leer. My stomach tightened.

“What about waitressing?”

“I worked a counter job when I was a kid. That’s it.”

“Doesn’t matter,” he said, his tone flat, measured. “You’ve got the look. That’s enough to get you in the door.”

The implication settled heavy in the room. I wasn’t sure if he was serious or just testing my reaction, but the way he kept looking me up and down made it feel less like a question and more like a decision already made.

Finally, he turned back to his desk. “That’s all. Thanks for your time.”

Dismissed. Just like that.

I left his office with my heart still pounding, his words circling in my head. By the time I got to Molly’s, Josh already had a pint waiting for me.

“Took you long enough,” he said with a grin.

I slid into the booth, trying to play it off, but my voice dropped as I told him what Miller had asked.

Josh’s smile faded. “That’s not just a fishing trip. He’s got something in mind.”

We traded theories over our beers, but the more we talked, the clearer it became: Miller wasn’t looking for Brianna. He was looking at me.

And I had a sinking feeling this conversation was only the beginning.
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Chapter Three
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Josh was right about Detective Miller.

The very next day, I got called into Lieutenant Brendan Cole’s office. When I stepped inside, Miller was already there, seated across from the lieutenant’s desk. The air felt heavier than usual, like I was walking into something decided long before I even showed up.

“Come in,” Cole said, waving me forward. “We’re reviewing intel on possible criminal activity at the Cit Cat Club.”

Miller leaned back, expression unreadable, as the lieutenant continued.

“We’ve had an undercover in place—Detective Benjamin O’Neil, posing as a waiter—but he hasn’t had any success. We need a new angle. A female presence.” His gaze shifted to me. “Someone who can get close to the staff, especially the waitresses.”

Then Miller spoke, calm but firm. “That someone is you. We want you in as a waitress.”

My stomach tightened. I forced a neutral expression, but inside, a thousand questions screamed: Could I do this? Could I handle myself around strangers who might be dangerous? What if I messed up and compromised the case—or worse, myself?

Cole slid a file across his desk. “You’ve got an interview tomorrow with the club’s manager, Mathew Morris. List Molly McGuire’s Pub as a reference. Talk to Molly, make sure she’ll vouch for you.”

It was clear from his tone this wasn’t a suggestion.

That afternoon I headed to Molly’s. She met me behind the bar, listened without flinching, and finally gave me a crooked grin. “Honey, you can work for me anytime.”

She ran me through a crash course—balancing trays, keeping orders straight, pacing myself with customers who thought the world revolved around them. Then she leaned in and added with a wink, “If you really want to pull it off, you’ll need more than quick hands. Be outgoing. Smile. A little flirty goes a long way.”

I nodded, but my thoughts wandered. It’s more than a bit of flirting, isn’t it? What if someone notices I don’t belong? What if something goes wrong and I can’t get out of it?

By the time the sun dipped low outside the windows, my head was spinning with tips and tricks. I thanked Molly sincerely, but my hands trembled slightly.

“I’ll do my best,” I promised.

And for the first time all day, I realized I wasn’t just preparing to serve drinks—I was stepping into a world that could be dangerous, and there was no safety net.
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Chapter Four
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On the way home, I stopped at Marshalls to pick up some “club-appropriate” clothing—items a little more daring than my usual wardrobe, meant to help me blend in with the staff for my interview at the Cit Cat Club. My stomach fluttered as I picked through skirts and fitted, more revealing tops, half excited, half anxious about what I was about to step into.

While I was in the dressing room, my phone rang. Tommy.

“Hey,” he said, his voice carrying that quiet edge of worry I knew all too well. “Uncle Shaun’s sick. I’m heading to Ireland to check on him. Want to come?”

My chest tightened. I hated saying no, but there was no way I could leave town with my new assignment hanging over me. I explained as much as I could without revealing too much, trying to keep my voice steady and low to avoid being overheard.

He sounded disappointed, and I felt a pang of guilt. I wanted to be there with him, to escape the tension of this undercover operation, but duty came first.

“I get it,” he said softly, though I could hear the longing in his voice.

I asked him to send my best wishes to Uncle Shaun. Then, on a practical note, I offered, “Is there anything I can do to help while you’re away?”

“John’s handling things on this end,” he said. “Really, don’t worry.”

I hung up and stared at the clothing racks, suddenly aware of the double life I was about to lead. 

One foot in a world of deception and danger, the other tied to the people I loved. The weight of it pressed down on me, but there was no turning back.
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I knew John O’Brien from the Police Academy. On paper, he should have been just another recruit—but he had been slated to provide police intel to a criminal organization called The Emeralds. He flunked out before he ever got the chance.

That didn’t stop Michael. Tommy’s brother admired John’s loyalty and sharp mind for business. Without consulting anyone else in the family—which was his usual MO—Michael hired him. From then on, John became my nemesis, always lurking just out of reach whenever investigations neared him.

Before Michael went to prison, he and Tommy ran the Chicago division of Connemara, Inc., the family business. The headquarters were in Dublin, Ireland, run by Daniel, the eldest brother. Kevin, the second oldest, was second-in-command; their mother Amanda retained shares; Uncle Shaun managed the books. Since Michael’s incarceration, Tommy had been trying to untangle the mess left behind—Michael had kept far too many dealings secret, leaving the branch vulnerable.

Rumor had it Michael had used Connemara as a cover for The Emeralds. I didn’t want to know the details. As far as I cared, Tommy handled the legitimate side: distributing cigarettes, snacks, and soda across Illinois.

I asked Tommy the question that had been nagging at me. “Given John’s history... can you trust him?”

Tommy’s answer was measured. “John’s got a brilliant mind for enterprise. He graduated from the University of Illinois with a business degree. And he’s been loyal to the family ever since Michael brought him on board.”

I pressed him for the story behind their connection. He leaned back, a small smirk tugging at the corner of his mouth.

“There was a dart tournament at Sam’s Place. Michael and John ended up in the finals. Michael won, and John bought both of them a beer. They started talking. John mentioned he hadn’t landed a job after graduation. Michael offered to pay his expenses if he enrolled in the Police Academy... and even though he flunked out,  came to work for him on the side.”

Tommy shook his head. “John hesitated, naturally. But Michael? Persuasive as hell. I doubt John ever fully understood what his role would have been once he finished the academy—and I’m fairly certain it wouldn’t have been legal.”

I felt a chill. “We’ll probably never know,” I said. “Especially now. Michael’s in prison, and John doesn’t have to answer for any of it.”

I couldn’t stop my mind from wandering to the worst-case scenarios: Michael making threats, leveraging fear, or worse—anything to bend John to his will.

Michael was behind more than just shady deals. He’d conspired to murder Arthur Simmons and even attempted to kill a police officer. Arthur had been a car thief under Michael’s national ring in Chicago. When he decided to separate the operation from Connemara, Inc., the Chicago branch, thriving as a legitimate business, had no idea what Michael was cooking up.

Arthur eventually agreed to testify and enter witness protection—but before he could, Michael had him killed by my former partner, Nick Preston. Nick had tried to end my life too, but that’s a story for another time.

Every time I thought about John now, I couldn’t shake the feeling that history had put him—and me—on a collision course with danger. And the closer I got to unraveling the truth, the more I wondered: how far would people like Michael and John go to protect their secrets?
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Chapter Six
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Before the family decided to leave the drug and arms trade behind and go legitimate, Michael had taken it upon himself to buy two luxurious penthouse suites—one for himself and one for Tommy. They were in a brand-new condominium building, not far from their warehouse on West 111th Street in Chicago.

Tommy had never liked living in the condo. It wasn’t his style—too fancy, too “boujie.” That’s why he spent so much time at my place instead. My apartment wasn’t glamorous, but it was comfortable and cozy.

I suspected part of Tommy’s disdain for the condo wasn’t just the décor, but the fact that Michael had made the purchase without ever consulting him.

I remembered the conversation the night he proposed. We’d been talking about his place over dinner at Charlie’s Tavern, and I asked if the condo was at least in his name.

“It is,” he confirmed.

I suggested, half-joking, that he could always redecorate it so it didn’t feel so fancy. “Who needs all that crystal and marble anyway?”

Tommy considered this for a moment... and then, suddenly, he was down on one knee, holding a small box with an engagement ring. My heart skipped. I wanted to scream yes, but instead I laughed, nervously at first, then louder, and suddenly tears were stinging my eyes.

The moment felt unreal. Here was someone I loved, asking me to spend forever with him, and my brain seemed to short-circuit. Why am I crying? I thought. Is this supposed to happen like this?

After all my blubbering, Tommy didn’t flinch. He stayed steady, holding the box out to me, his eyes warm and patient.

I couldn’t speak. I wanted to, but the words wouldn’t come. My mind raced—Forever? Am I ready?—while my heart pounded so loud I was sure he could hear it.

Finally, he tilted his head slightly, a small, teasing smile playing on his lips. “Well, love... what do you think? Will you marry me?”

The world around me blurred. The music from the tavern, the chatter of other diners, even the clink of cutlery faded into nothing. All I could do was look at him, at the man I loved, and wonder how I’d been lucky enough for this moment to be real.
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Chapter Seven
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The interview at the Cit Cat Club with Mathew Morris went better than I could have hoped. I’d squeezed myself into the tightest shirt I owned—new from yesterday’s shopping trip—and dusted on makeup I rarely wore. I figured if I looked the part of a “sexy waitress,” I’d have a better chance. Whether I looked confident or ridiculous was another question entirely.

Mathew was friendly, with the smooth patter of a man who probably knew everyone’s name the second time he met them. He didn’t waste time either. Right there in his office, he called Molly—my one and only reference—and I sat sweating in my seat while he listened. A minute later, he hung up with a smile and said, “You’re hired. Tonight if you’re ready.”

That fast. I almost wanted to ask if he was serious, but instead I just nodded like it was no big deal. Inside, I was buzzing. My very first undercover assignment.

He brought me out to the bar and introduced me to Andrea Chapman. Andrea was impossible not to notice—long blonde hair, caramel skin, legs that seemed to go on forever. She filled out the uniform like it was tailor-made. Beside her, I felt like a kid playing dress-up.

Andrea walked me back to the change room and handed me two identical outfits. “They’ll take the cost off your check,” she explained. Then she added in a lower voice, “And don’t leave anything valuable lying around. Some of the girls have had things go missing.”

Great, first day and I’m already warned about thieves. I smiled politely and stuffed my bag into the locker, making sure to double-check the lock.

The uniform looked harmless on the hanger. On me? Not so much. Tight, short, shiny—basically a guarantee that I’d spend the night tugging at it in all directions. “Okay, Jennifer,” I muttered at my reflection. “It’s for the job. Just roll with it.”

Stepping back onto the main floor was like stepping onto a stage. The music thumped, lights flashed, and I immediately felt eyes turning toward me. Some curious, some appreciative, some downright sleazy. I fought the urge to cross my arms and hide.

Play it cool, Jennifer. Smile. You’re a waitress, not a cop tonight.

Andrea gave me the crash course—how to balance a tray without looking like you were training for the circus, which tables were the “easy” ones, which bartenders to sweet-talk if you wanted your orders fast. Then she introduced me to Rachelle, one of the regulars.

“Glad to have you,” Rachelle said warmly, tucking a strand of hair behind her ear as she leaned on the bar. “We’ve been short-staffed. You’ll save us from drowning tonight.”

Her friendliness made me relax a little. Watching her work was like watching someone conduct an orchestra. She smiled, joked, teased, all while carrying three drinks and dodging wandering hands without spilling a drop.

I tried to copy the other waitresses as best I could. Some were natural flirts, laughing like every customer was the most fascinating person alive. Others looked like they were counting the hours until class the next morning, their smiles pasted on as they powered through. I hovered somewhere in between, smiling just enough to seem approachable without looking like I’d been programmed to giggle.

The hardest part wasn’t the customers. It was the shoes. My feet screamed in protest after an hour of teetering on stilettos. Give me my patrol boots and sidewalks any day. And don’t even get me started on the underwire push-up bra. Whoever invented it clearly hated women.

Still, I made it through without dumping a tray in anyone’s lap or giving myself away. By the end of the night, my feet were killing me, my smile muscles hurt, and I was convinced I’d never take high heels for granted again.

As I peeled out of the uniform and stuffed it into my locker, I thought: undercover work isn’t always about chasing suspects or gathering intel. Sometimes, it’s surviving your first night in fishnets without falling flat on your face.

And for night one, I’d call that a win.
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Chapter Eight
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It had been a couple of weeks, and I still hadn’t seen or heard anything suspicious. No hushed arguments behind closed doors, no envelopes being slipped under tables, not even a bartender passing a free drink to the wrong person. Just the same steady beat of music, trays of cocktails, and tired feet. 
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