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      July 1940: France

      

      A gun can be your best friend. She never thought of a gun that way before—never thought about one at all, really—but war has a way of making the most abhorrent things possible and the unthinkable an answer to a prayer.

      A gun can also be your worst enemy. Today, it represented both. Staring into the wrong end of the barrel brought equal parts relief and dread.

      Twenty-four is too young to die by any measure, but life hadn’t been particularly kind to her, so she didn’t mind. The dead friend beside her, however, broke her heart. So much to live for, and a self-inflicted bullet through the head brought it all to an end.

      Now it was her turn.

      Chest? Mouth? Temple? Under the chin? She should have made that decision already, but fear and anxiety distorted time and muddled her thoughts. Her panicked breathing became drawn out whole notes echoing in her ears like a steam locomotive struggling to gain speed from a dead stop. Her movements were leaden and unnaturally slow. She knew she should hurry, but her body wouldn’t cooperate.

      The Browning semi-automatic’s grip in her hand calmed her in a way she never expected. Her fate was her own. They would not make her a victim. She pressed the gun’s cold slide against her perspiring forehead, in thanks for her impending release, and begged it to do its job quickly and painlessly.

      She reached out and touched the body next to her: warm, but death already making the muscles under the skin rigid. Someone told her once that suicide was the coward’s way out, but now, moments away from ending her own life, she realized the courage it took, especially if one was not yet ready to die.

      She was taking her time. Time she didn’t have. The German soldiers would arrive at any moment, and then it would be too late. Then she would pay.

      The sound of rapidly approaching footsteps brought her back to reality with a jolt of adrenaline. The struggling locomotive in her head found purchase on the tracks and spun up to full speed, propelling her into action. She put the Browning High Power’s muzzle to her temple and, without hesitation now, pulled the trigger.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER ONE


          

        

      

    

    
      March 1943: New York City

      

      Jenny Ryan exhaled a misty cloud of frustration into the cold night air and watched it evaporate like her big break. She should be halfway to Midtown by now, on the verge of cracking the biggest story of her nonexistent reporting career. Instead, she was stuck on the side of a Henry Hudson Parkway exit at the southern end of Riverdale with a flat tire, as precious minutes ticked away.

      The damp evening covered everything in a moist film of misery, and her defeated huffs joined the distorted whoosh of the overpass traffic.

      She was one nut away from removing the deflated tire, but it was stuck. She pulled on the lug wrench as hard as she could, but it slipped off the nut, and she lost her balance and stumbled over her flashlight, causing it to roll to the low curb of the paving stone street and into a puddle.

      She threw down the wrench with a clank. “Terrific.” Brushing a lock of dew-laden blonde hair from her cheek, she mentally cursed the war-induced dim-out for the lack of lighting on the street.

      She just wanted something to go right for a change. When an off-duty soldier she’d met at the paper offered her a ride, she thought it was a good omen. But all the man's good deed gave her was a pulled shoulder muscle, a low-grade headache, and hands covered in cosmoline from the jack and wrench, thanks to the car’s manufacturer covering everything metal and mobile in the thick preservative goo.

      She retrieved her flashlight from the gutter and aimed it at the lug nut standing between her and victory. She tried freeing the wheel one more time and nearly wound up on her backside as she tugged with all her might, only to have her hands slide ineffectually off the end of the wrench.

      “You mother,” she said. She regained her balance and then kicked the tire for good measure. A string of wonderfully appropriate curse words gathered in her mouth, but she had a bet with her best friend, Bernie, that she could curtail her unrepentant cussing for a solid week, and she wasn’t about to lose a fin over a stupid tire.

      She heard someone approaching and directed the flashlight beam toward the hurried footsteps.

      “I told you to stay in the vehicle,” the young red-headed sergeant called out.

      Anxiety had brought the maddeningly slow cadence of his usual southern drawl up to big city speed, and Jenny had to look twice to make sure it was the same soldier she had sent off.

      They’d had a heated discussion about her staying alone with the car. Jenny insisted she would be fine and promised to stay in the car if he hurried to the nearest telephone to make sure her reserved table at The Grotto, an exclusive Midtown nightclub, wasn’t given away when she failed to make the nine o’clock reservation.

      Jenny feigned an uncomfortable pair of shoes as an excuse to get him to go on his own to the telephone, but she planned to have the tire changed before he returned so she would have a hope of getting to the club before it was too late.

      The soldier had two speeds: slow and pardon me while I reinvent the wheel. If she waited for him to change the tire, they would be there all night. He was a swell fella, and caution had its charms, but she needed to get to that club on time. Her only chance was changing the tire herself, so she quickly sent him away and got to the task at hand. Her failure ensured she’d have to suffer his good-natured ribbing about the “weaker sex.”

      He looked at her filthy hands. “Aw, now, darlin’, look what you gone and done.”

      His drawl had returned to its languid cadence, and he moved with all the urgency of a leaf on a river of molasses when he removed a folded handkerchief from his pocket and handed it to her.

      She traded the slippery wrench for the handkerchief with a disgruntled smirk and snapped the white cotton square to its full size before wiping her hands with it.

      The only thing she hated worse than losing was failing. She’d had more than her share of failures lately. Tonight, that would all change. She would get her interview with the despicable Marcus Forrester and show her uncle that she was more than just a fluff entertainment writer. As her boss, he would have to take her seriously, and she would finally silence the jealous whispers of nepotism at the paper forever.

      It seemed ages ago now, but it had only been a few weeks since she’d burst into her uncle’s office babbling excitedly about Forrester’s alleged sins. Her uncle listened patiently before dismissing the proposed piece, saying, “Jenny, for every crank call about a scoop, there are twenty legitimate scoops out there. Go find one.”

      She initially thought her anonymous source was a crank call too. “I got a tip for you, girlie,” the gravelly-voiced man said, trying and failing badly to hide a thick Brooklyn accent.

      “Uh-huh,” she said, as she dragged a notebook from her desk drawer and picked up a pencil just in case the call had merit.

      Her tips were usually parents trying to draw attention to their child’s stage debut (read grade school play) for her About Town column or submissions for her weekly Victory in ’43 column, which showcased the most patriotic rationing tips, stories, or events from the home front.

      This caller accused well-known industrialist and philanthropist Marcus Forrester of everything from running an illegal gambling ring to Nazi collaboration.

      “Marcus Forrester,” Jenny said skeptically, having never heard a whisper of impropriety about the man.

      Her mystery caller went on with a litany of offenses: war profiteering, blatant infidelity, labor manipulation via organized strikes on his own plants, and the list went on.

      Jenny doodled on her notepad. “Where’s your proof?”

      “Do your job, honey,” the man said, no longer hiding his Brooklyn accent. “Dig. It’s all right there for the taking.”

      “Uh-huh,” Jenny said, not above showing him who held the cards. “Bub, if I followed up on every joker who called in with the story of the century, I would⁠—”

      “He had your father killed.”

      Jenny’s eyes snapped reflexively to her uncle, sitting behind his desk in the glass-enclosed office in front of her. A flash of panic and then a tidal wave of guilt crashed over her. For nearly a year, she had longed to blame someone other than herself for her father’s death, and now a stranger at the end of a phone line offered her instant absolution.

      “Just mention your father’s name and watch him sweat.”

      The line went dead before she could organize a coherent thought, and she quickly double pressed the receiver button to contact Central Exchange and get the party back on the line. The operator merely chuckled over the background noise of chattering operators rapidly connecting and disconnecting calls from the switchboards. “Oh, honey, you can’t be serious,” she said before disconnecting the line.

      That began weeks of frantic digging into everything she could find on Marcus Forrester. She had a contact on the inside at the police station who let slip that Forrester’s lawyer had a full-time job putting out fires on his behalf. Nickel and dime stuff, nothing big enough to create a ruckus over, but hints of everything her anonymous caller had said were rising to the surface. She was slowly gathering evidence: photographs with the bimbo of the week, police logs, damning interviews with striking workers, and soon, she hoped, ties to the enemy would emerge. She would write the exposé of all exposés, and then the man would get what was coming to him. She would finally do something meaningful with her life, and no one would underestimate her again.

      She found nothing connecting the industrialist to her father or his death, so she could only assume the man said that to get her to investigate Forrester further, but tonight she would know for sure. She would meet him face to face, lay the man’s sins at his feet, bring up her father’s untimely demise, and let the truth unfold in his beady grey eyes.

      Flat tires and misogynistic soldiers were forgotten in the sweet anticipation of absolution.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER TWO


          

        

      

    

    
      They arrived at The Grotto forty minutes late. Forrester was still there, but the table Jenny requested in the exclusive third tier—the table catercorner to Forrester’s usual banquette in the back—was gone. Instead, they gave her a table on the floor that required a minimum party of two, turning her driver into her escort for the evening.

      Jenny had never been to The Grotto, but the club’s exclusivity made her dub it The Den of Sins and Secrets. If you wanted to impress and be seen, you went to 21 or the Persian Room at The Plaza; if you wanted to impress and remain anonymous, you went to The Grotto. It was the place for high-powered businessmen, political figures, and mobsters looking for good entertainment, good food, and good times with someone other than their wives. You had to know someone to get in—her uncle was friends with the owner—and once you were in, it was an unspoken rule that on the way out, amnesia would rob you of anything seen or heard there. The place was tailor-made for the likes of Forrester, and it was no wonder he had a table on permanent reserve.

      Jenny masked her disdain for the place with a polite smile for the checkroom girl as she and the soldier handed over their coats. The checkroom girl did not mask her disdain for Jenny’s inappropriate evening attire, looking her two-piece gray suit up and down like a disapproving house matron.

      Jenny raised her chin and straightened the red, white, and blue V for Victory rhinestone pin on her lapel. She’d given the club’s dress code a passing thought when her uncle informed her that today was the big day, but she decided the sparkly bauble she always kept in her desk drawer for emergency dolling up was all The Grotto’s cesspool of superficial grandeur was going to exact from her. This was her last chance to prove to her uncle that she could be a reporter. Her previous efforts, through no fault of her own, had been disasters. One more failure and she would be sentenced to the columnist’s desk for life, with no chance for parole. Tonight, she was on the verge of exposing a dirty, rotten, murdering traitor. She couldn’t care less about dress codes or the people who worshiped them. There was real work to be done. War work. She had bad guys to catch, and nothing was going to stand in her way.

      Jenny took her soldier’s arm in a show of patriotic indignation, and they headed through the black lacquered swinging double doors of the club proper. One of the doors nearly swatted her in the backside when she stopped in her tracks. She inhaled an audible gasp as the room unfolded before her.

      The name of the club suited the place. She entered an unexpected hollow of earth tones, accented with warm bronzes and gilded golds. Crystal-laden columns of light hung from the high ceiling, casting soft patterns of twinkling lights throughout the room. Three tiered platforms created a gentle slope toward the large band shell at the front corner of the room, making the space look more like a theater than a nightclub.

      The effect was stunning. The twelve-piece orchestra, clad in all white but bathed for the moment in amber gelled stage lights, accompanied a songbird on an upbeat swing tune sung over the din of its oblivious audience.

      The hostess led them past the crowded bar on their right, and Jenny offered a lingering stare at the stylized glass tile mosaic above the mirrored backstop of the bottle-lined wall as they passed. It told the story of a nymph beckoning a young man to the water’s edge.

      Hylas, no doubt, Jenny was sure, and how apropos. Beyond the irony of the piece, she thought she recognized the work. “Say, is that a Meière?”

      The hostess turned to look at the panel in question. “Why, yes, it is. There are several.”

      The young woman pointed to various panels around the room, all water themed: mermaids, naiads, and one Jenny swore was Circe poisoning the sea. She made a mental note to complement the owner on his taste in art and his sense of humor.

      Jenny frowned when the hostess held out her hand to the worst seats in the house. “Enjoy your evening.”

      Two rows of small round tables arranged in a half circle around the edge of the dance floor offered nothing but dancing couples constantly bumping into their table and no clear view of the stage. Jenny looked over her shoulder toward the table she should have had, but the silhouette of a stout figure leaning on the third-tier handrail above the entrance to the club caught her eye and held it.

      It was the owner, Dominic Vignelli, lording over his domain. He took a puff from his thick cigar and then disappeared into the office behind him. Jenny shook her head, wondering what kind of man would take pride in such a snake pit and how her uncle could possibly be his friend. She glanced at the far corner banquette on the same tier and found the rat bastard himself, Marcus Forrester, in all his slimy monkey-suited glory, surrounded by an entourage of what she was sure were equally slimy characters.

      Jenny stared at the group for as long as she dared, struck by the dichotomy of the man in the center. Marcus Forrester had an irritating charm about him. If you didn’t know he was a low-down snake in the grass, you might envy his elegant clothes, confident manner, and handsome good looks. His square jaw was anchored to a pear-shaped head, giving him a deceptively boyish face for a man in his mid-fifties, and it meant he was rarely without a beautiful woman on his arm.

      He was stag tonight, but Jenny knew it was by choice and not for a lack of vacuous chippies willing to prostitute themselves for pretty clothes and a night on the town with one of the city’s most powerful men.

      Jenny turned and faced forward as her hatred of the man simmered. It was time to formulate a plan to get up there and confront him, and she certainly couldn’t do it with the protective Boy Scout at her side.

      As they settled into their seats, Jenny said, “Listen, soldier, you don’t have to stay. I know you have to get back to post.”

      He smiled. “Not to worry, ma’am. I am all yours this evening.”

      Not exactly what Jenny wanted to hear, but she smiled anyway. “You’re sweet.”

      “Cal,” he said.

      “What?”

      “My name is Cal.” The soldier paused. “Calvin Richards.” He paused again. “Mailroom?”

      Jenny snapped her fingers. “Of course!” She was glad the redhead finally supplied his name, because sergeant, buddy, brother, and mister were all wearing thin, and, as she feared, he soon realized that she didn’t know what else to call him.

      She thought she recognized him from her days in the mailroom at the paper, but that was years ago, when they were both still in high school, and as far as she could recall, she’d never actually spoken to him. That was the last she’d seen of the skinny copper-headed kid until he showed up at the paper a few weeks ago as a nicely filled out young man in uniform.

      It wasn’t unusual to see soldiers coming and going at the office building that housed her uncle’s newspaper, the Daily Chronicle, but Cal stood out because of his red hair and the fact that he said hi with a broad grin every time they passed in the hallway, which seemed often. “Hey, Jenny,” he would say, which always sounded like Hay, Ginny, and Jenny would smile and say, “Hey,” in return, having no idea who the fella was.

      He approached her desk in the newsroom earlier in the day while she was frantically gathering her things to rush out of the office, and his casual golly, this is swell appreciation of her rise to columnist got old quickly. She couldn’t understand why he was being so familiar. She had several errands to run before her big night, and she was about to dismiss him as politely as her frazzled brain would allow when he offered to give her a lift to wherever she was going. She weighed juggling taxis, buses, and the subway, and found it an easy choice, but he’d now gone above and beyond, and whatever she was going to do this evening, his genteel southern sensibilities probably wouldn’t approve, so he had to amscray, and now.

      “Honestly, Cal, you can go. I⁠—”

      “Dinner or drinks?” a waiter asked, leaning into their space.

      “Neither,” Jenny said dismissively, focused on getting rid of her escort.

      “Dinner or drinks?” the waiter repeated.

      The waiter’s tone made it clear that the cover charge merely bought you entrance to the club, not a lounging pass for the evening.

      “Whiskey,” Cal said.

      Jenny rubbed her forehead as her low-grade headache put in for a promotion. “Scotch. Neat.”

      The waiter nodded and went on his way.

      Cal leaned in. “Say, I think you’re tryin’ to get rid of me.”

      Jenny’s patience was nearing its limit. She may never get this close to Forrester again, and she could not fail in this mission. Not this one.

      “Listen, Cal, I’ve got a big story on the line—the biggest—and I’ll do anything to get it, understand?”

      He leaned back in his seat. “Naturally.”

      “I might do things that aren’t very ladylike, or appropriate, or legal even, see? You may not like it, but sometimes that’s what it takes. You’re an innocent bystander, and I don’t want you to get in trouble because of my actions, so if you want to sit at the bar while I put my plan in motion, I completely understand. In fact, I would prefer it.”

      Jenny noticed Cal’s attention had drifted past her shoulder toward the stage. “Hey,” she said, waving her hand to bring him back to her. “This is important.”

      “Yeah, ladylike,” he said absently.

      “What are you …” She turned to face the stage, but expensive dinner jackets and shimmering gowns blocked her view as dancing couples crowded their table. The music was first rate, and the female singer’s voice was pleasant enough, but Jenny couldn’t imagine what was so interesting up there. When the dancing couples parted enough to allow fleeting glimpses of the woman on stage, Jenny’s face took on the same bedazzled look as Cal’s.

      “Judas priest,” she said under her breath. The singer’s tall frame filled out a strapless red satin column dress that was magically suspended by her breasts. Her dark hair was parted at the side, rolled back off her angular face, and then gathered at the nape of her neck by the netting of a black snood. Her skin, bleached by the spotlight, glowed, creating a spectral aura that left Jenny momentarily transfixed. The dancing couples obscured her view again and the spell was broken, like a hypnotist snapping his fingers. She shook her head as if she’d just witnessed something otherworldly.

      “Hubba, hubba,” Cal said, propping up his chin on his hand. “I swear she’s singin’ right to me.”

      “She can’t see two inches past that spotlight, Romeo,” Jenny said, trying to make light of his infatuation to deflect her own. Her smirk evaporated when the singer’s gaze landed on her. The intense stare pierced right through the dancing shadows between them, and Jenny stilled on a forced inhale until the singer looked away and released her hold.

      When the song ended, the singer left the stage and wove a path right toward Jenny, through the dispersing couples. The rapidly diminishing space between them pushed Jenny back against her seat like an invisible hand to her chest.

      It was her first personal encounter with such a creature, but Jenny knew the type. Her mere presence commanded attention. Heads would turn when she entered a room, and she would ignore them, either out of conceit or boredom, having had it happen so often that she no longer cared or noticed. She was untouchable. A princesse lointaine, confident and beautiful, leaving the mere mortals to swoon in her wake.

      Jenny joined that wake as the singer lightly brushed her fingertips across the burgundy tablecloth as she passed. She never looked down, so she couldn’t see the blush sweeping up Jenny’s cheeks, or the furrowed brow, as a trace of recognition played across her face. Why did she look so familiar? Surely she’d never forget that face. She turned to see where the woman was going—not a bad view—and watched her casually place her hand on shoulders in greeting as she weaved her way up through the occupied tables in the tiered section of the club. Some patrons had the nerve to reciprocate her touch, and they earned an easy grin and a few words in return.

      Jenny felt an irrational sense of disappointment that she wasn’t the sole object of the singer’s attention, but that disappointment soon turned to disbelief, and then outrage, as her path led straight up to Marcus Forrester.

      He greeted her in a familiar manner, with a kiss on the lips and a gentle stroke on the backside, as she joined their table. Jenny sat open-mouthed for a beat until movement to her left, in front of Dominic Vignelli’s office, caught her attention. The owner leaned on the railing and watched the meet and greet at Forrester’s table like he had a vested interest in the outcome. Another man, still in his coat and hat, approached and held out his hand. The owner reached into his inner jacket pocket and produced a bulging envelope, which the newcomer took and put into his pocket before quickly departing.

      Jenny turned back to Cal. “Did you see that? A mob payoff in broad daylight!” She threw up her hands. “Payoffs, prostitutes, and who knows what else. This place is giving me hives.”

      “Golly, she’s swell,” Cal said, still gazing blindly in the singer’s direction.

      Jenny stared at him in disbelief. “She’s one of the bimbos!”

      Cal slowly looked her way. “Your point?”

      “You can’t be serious, Sergeant.”

      He smiled unapologetically.

      Jenny shook her head. “Honestly.” Her disapproval didn’t deter his adolescent mooning, though, and she had no intention of suffering that all evening, along with everything else.

      “Cal, didn’t anyone ever tell you it’s impolite to ogle another woman while you’re on a date?”

      He snapped his eyes to her like she’d pinched him. “Are we on a date?”

      She paused. “Are you offering?”

      Cal’s dumbstruck look made Jenny suspicious and she narrowed her eyes. “Did my uncle put you up to this?”

      “Uh, who’s your uncle again?”

      Jenny moaned and buried her face in her hands. This was the third time in as many months that she had been set up by her uncle. She didn’t know why he was suddenly playing cupid, but it would never stick, and because she could never tell him why, she feared a lifetime of setups in her future.

      “How humiliating,” she said, dropping her hands to the table.

      “Aw, now, Jenny, it wasn’t like that. He was worried about you bein’ out all by your lonesome so late at night, and I happen to agree with him.”

      “Well, you would.”

      “Now, don’t be prickly. Anyone would. You’ve got to focus, gal. We got the biggest story of the year on the line, right?”

      Jenny took a breath. “Right.”

      Cal leaned in close. “So, what’s your plan, and how can I help?”

      Jenny attempted a passing glance at Forrester’s table, but she couldn’t get past the singer in the red dress cradling a coupe of champagne in one hand and Forrester’s bicep in the other.

      The woman said something funny to the bastard, who threw his head back in laughter, which brought his deep-set grey eyes out of the shadow of his brow. It earned the singer another kiss on the lips, and Jenny winced in disgust.

      Forrester had a crooked smile, made even more obvious by the pencil-thin mustache above his cupid’s bow-shaped upper lip. He looked like an idiot, beaming at the woman on his arm, and she kept stroking his ego as she nestled into his shoulder and fed him champagne from her glass.

      A body suddenly blocked Jenny’s view and made her look up. “Cigarettes?” the woman asked, holding up a pack of Chesterfields.

      Jenny blinked at the shimmering figure before her. She looked like a tap dancer out of a Busby Berkeley musical, with her silver and gold lamé tails and short shorts, separated by a burgundy cummerbund. Jenny couldn’t help but notice the woman’s legs, as was the intent, and she silently reprimanded herself for falling into the club’s web of sexual vice.

      “No, thank you,” she said.

      Jenny watched her move on to the next table and had a stroke of genius. She scanned the room for an employee door but didn’t see one. When a camera girl emerged from the door beneath the ladies’ lounge sign adjusting her uniform, she snapped her fingers and said, “That’s it!”

      “What’s the plan?” Cal asked, rubbing his hands together in anticipation.

      “You stay here, and if anyone asks, you just picked me up outside, and you’ve never seen me before.”

      Cal sat back with a worried look on his face. “What are you going to do?”

      She grabbed her clutch purse and stood. “I’m going to get that story.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER THREE


          

        

      

    

    
      Picking locks looked easy in the movies, but Jenny had no earthly idea what she was doing. She pulled the bent bobby pin from the lock and stood up. “Come on,” she said, as she slapped the door below the Employees Only sign. She jiggled the doorknob again for good measure and glanced around for anything that would help her get into the changing room. The fire ax in the glass case down the hall looked inviting, but she settled on rummaging in her purse until she found a metal nail file. It was too wide for the lock, so she slipped the file between the door and the strike plate, hoping to catch just enough of an edge to release the latch. Once inside, she hoped to find an off-duty cigarette girl’s uniform to fit her five-foot-three frame, and then she could get to Forrester unnoticed.

      “Come on,” she said again to herself when the file proved useless. “Throw me a bone tonight. Just one.”

      “Lose your key?” a woman’s low voice rumbled into her ear.

      Jenny sprang to attention. “Jiminy!”

      She turned and hid the file behind her back. She found herself face to face with the singer and captured by the bluest eyes she’d ever seen. The spotlight on stage had drained the color from them, but in the light of the nearby hallway sconce, they were like pools of a never-ending blue ocean, and Jenny imagined drowning would never be so enjoyable.

      “Are you new here?” the singer asked.

      “New?”

      The singer pointed at the sign on the door. “Employees only.”

      Jenny pretended she’d never seen it before. “Oh, my. So it is. Why, I was looking for—” She feigned confusion, then relief, when she spotted the entrance to the ladies’ lounge. “There it is. Silly me. Can’t see a thing without my glasses.”

      The singer held out her hand toward the proper door. “Let me help you.”

      “Thank you,” Jenny said, as the woman held it open for her.

      The singer parked herself in front of the mirrored wall at the end of the long multi-station vanity and fussed with a seam at her hip. Jenny retrieved a lipstick from her purse and leaned into the vanity mirror beside her.

      “Nearsighted or far?” the singer asked with an arched brow, watching her reapply with no apparent visual handicap.

      The lie about the glasses exposed, Jenny quickly made up a viable explanation for her supposed blind expertise. “They’re lips,” she said. “They’re in the same place every day.”

      The singer laughed.

      The woman’s smile was dazzling, and her laughter caught Jenny off guard. She had a strange sense of pride for causing it and basked in the moment until the singer turned with her arms akimbo and said, “So, why were you trying to break into the employees’ changing room, and why shouldn’t I have you tossed out of here immediately?”

      Caught red-handed and red-faced, Jenny gave up the charade and confessed. “I was going to pose as a cigarette girl so I could get to your table.”

      The woman put a hand to her chest. “My table? I’m flattered.”

      “Forrester’s table.”

      “Ah,” the singer drew out. “Gossip columnist or photographer? Do you have a tiny camera hidden in a pack of cigarettes?”

      “No, but that’s a great idea.”

      The woman smiled again, and Jenny hoped that wonderful laugh would follow. When it didn’t, she said, “Listen, I’m harmless, I promise. I’m a columnist at the Daily Chronicle. I write the About Town and Victory in ’43 columns. I just want to interview Forrester about the wonderful work he’s done for the underprivileged in the city.”

      “I see,” the singer said. “He has an office and a secretary, you know. You could just make an appointment. I’m sure he’d be delighted to speak with you.”

      “Well,” Jenny said, “he was here, I was here …” She shrugged. “Why not?”

      The singer responded with a withering glare that reminded Jenny of the first time she lied to her father and he scolded her with a somber I’m so very disappointed in you, Jenny.

      The weight of her father’s disappointment was so crushing that day that Jenny never lied to him again. Why she never wanted to lie to this woman again was a complete mystery.

      The singer needlessly primped her hair in the mirror. “You’re welcome to join the table this evening, but I’m afraid your quarry has flown the coop.”

      Jenny couldn’t believe it. Forrester had left. She collapsed onto one of the vanity seats and exhaled an exasperated “No” to the ceiling. She rubbed her throbbing temples and mumbled, “What else?”

      The singer pointed at Jenny’s extended leg. “I’m afraid there’s a run in your hose.”

      Jenny hiked her skirt to mid-thigh to look and then lifted her hand in utter defeat. “Terrific. My last pair.” She looked up to see interested blue eyes staring at her leg through the torn hose and pulled down her skirt in an uncharacteristic display of modesty.

      The singer turned back to the mirror and smiled with a hint of sympathetic amusement behind her eyes. “You’ve had a rough night.”

      “Story of my life,” Jenny said, as she surveyed the torn hose.

      After a beat, a heartfelt “Sorry” drifted down from the singer as if she’d witnessed, firsthand, every disappointment she’d ever had.

      Her soothing voice warmed her from the inside out, like a high-octane drink. Jenny blamed the feeling on the scotch. “That’s okay. I felt kind of bad about wearing them anyway.”

      “Why?” the singer asked.

      Jenny shrugged. “So many people are without luxuries these days. I’ve been holding on to these as a reminder of how easy life used to be, what we’re fighting for, how we all have to sacrifice. You know.”

      The singer raised her brow. “Goodness. All that wrapped up in a pair of hose. What does the ‘Star Spangled Banner’ do for you?”

      Jenny looked up with pained reverence. “You have no idea.”

      The reply floated between them until the war sucked the life from the room. The singer looked away and cleared her throat. “Yes, well, shame about the hose.” She looked in the mirror and traced the perfect arch of her eyebrow with her finger. Satisfied with her brow, she smoothed her skin-tight red satin dress down her hips and slid a long leg out the slit in the back.

      Jenny couldn’t help but notice the magnificently toned leg protruding from its red shroud as its owner peered over her shoulder to check her seams.

      A slight twist interrupted the seam’s perfect line just above the well-defined calf. “Seam’s crooked,” Jenny said, pleased that her voice sounded calm and did not betray the sudden fluttering in her stomach.

      “So it is. Would you mind?” the singer asked. “The dress is a little …” She paused and wiggled slightly. “Constricting.”

      Jenny swallowed. “Sure.” She wiped her hands on her skirt, as if she’d soil perfection if she didn’t, and knelt down beside her task. The singer leaned a little closer, and Jenny had the distinct impression she was flirting with her. That couldn’t possibly be the case—not this woman, not toward her. She shook off her vivid imagination just in time for a foot to slip out of its red satin shoe and into her waiting hands.

      Jenny cradled the foot in awe, deciding she had just developed a foot fetish. The singer wiggled her toes. “Don’t be shy.”

      Jenny glanced up with a nervous chuckle. She hoped to see that dazzling grin staring down at her, but the grin chose a fresh application of lipstick instead.

      Shaking her head, Jenny placed her hands gently on each side of the wayward seam and began slowly and methodically working her way up the limb until she found the heat beneath her hands seeping into her fingers, up her arm, and through her body, settling—mmmph ... God ... hello—somewhere just below her belly. She tried to remain neutral, but the warm, firm leg in her hands, the smooth hose, and the subtle hint of perfume dabbed behind the singer’s knee made indifference a struggle.

      A warm blush filled her face as her hand passed the slightly bent knee and moved up the thigh. Her hands disappeared beneath the red column dress and came to an abrupt halt mid-thigh, when she reached the end of the welt suspended by a garter belt and found her hands wrapped around warm, bare skin. The urge to continue up the leg respectfully contained, she ran both hands, one on each side, slowly back down beside the seam, to make sure it was perfect. That wasn’t necessary, but goodness, that leg! She couldn’t resist. As she reached the foot, she thought she heard the woman exhale a low moan. Jenny’s body responded with a wave of arousal, and she offered a shocked glance upwards, only to find the singer putting away her lipstick.

      “All done?” the woman asked nonchalantly.

      “Yep,” Jenny said, sure she was imagining things.

      The other leg shot out of the curtain of red with a questioning brow in the mirror from its owner.

      “You’re fine,” Jenny said as she stood, her hands and body still humming with pleasure from her little adventure.

      “Thank you.”

      There was something behind the singer’s smile when she said “thank you,” like a joke only she knew. Jenny panicked when she realized it must have sounded like a compliment rather than the state of her seams.

      “I mean, you’re straight.”

      That brought an even wider amused grin in the mirror.

      “I mean your other seam is straight,” Jenny quickly clarified, a little flustered.

      The singer turned from the mirror with a look of confusion, then recognition, followed by another amused grin. Jenny realized the woman understood her meaning the first time.

      As if the singer could see self-recrimination written all over her face, the amused grin turned into an empathetic smile, and she mercifully ignored the whole thing.

      “Thank you,” she said, as she hiked up her dress at the bust line and settled her breasts gently into place.

      Jenny swore the temperature in the room just went up ten degrees. She was staring but couldn’t help herself. She looked at the amused face in the mirror and then quickly looked down and fumbled in her purse for she didn’t know what.

      “If you still want that interview with Forrester, come see me after the set,” the singer said.

      Jenny looked up from her purse. “Are you serious?”

      “Sure. Stick around and I’ll set it up for you.”

      “Wow, that would be terrific. Thank you so much. You have no idea how much this means to me, Miss—?” She stuck out her hand.

      The singer returned the handshake. It was firm and confident but gentle at the same time. “Call me Kat.”

      “As in panther?” Jenny asked, and then regretted saying it out loud.

      The singer smiled. “No, as in Kathryn. Miss⁠—?”

      The soft, warm hand in hers and the beautiful blue eyes boring expectantly into her made Jenny’s knees weak and, for a moment, her voice deserted her. She was somewhere south of graceful when she finally said, “Uh … Jenny, I mean Jen … Ryan.”

      Kathryn paused. “Do you prefer Jenny or Jen?”

      “Jenny,” she said. Nobody called her Jen. Ever. She didn’t know why she even said it, other than Jenny suddenly sounded juvenile for a twenty-three-year-old in the face of Kathryn’s sophistication.

      “Jenny it is,” Kathryn said. “Pleased to meet you.”

      “Likewise, and thank you so much for the interview with Forrester.”

      “Don’t mention it. It’s my pleasure.” After a few beats, Kathryn looked down at their still clasped hands and then up again. “Gotta get back,” she said, squeezing Jenny’s hand.

      “Oh. Right,” Jenny said, embarrassed for holding it so long. “Sorry.”

      Kathryn smiled as she turned and then prowled out the door. Jenny stood motionless for a moment, gathering her wits. She straightened her skirt to restore her dignity and then looked in the mirror, where she met her flushed, blotchy red face. “Good grief,” she said. “That’s attractive. Smooth, kiddo, real smooth.”

      She shook her head and laughed. Less than an hour spent in the den of sin and she’d already succumbed to the first shiny thing to cross her path. But, oh, what a shiny thing.

      Jenny removed her damaged hose, trying not to remember Kathryn’s eyes giving her legs the once over when she lifted her skirt. She had nice legs. Kathryn had nicer legs, and the memory of her bare thigh in her hands warmed her all over again.

      Muffled tones of an upbeat song about a gold digger and the joys of having a sugar daddy drifted through the ladies’ room walls as Kathryn continued her set, and Jenny looked at herself in the mirror with disdain for having lost her focus.

      “Well, how appropriate,” she said of the song, which reminded her just who, and apparently what, her new acquaintance was when she wasn’t singing or disarming young women in bathrooms. She noted her rosy cheeks, remnants of her brief encounter with the sexiest woman she’d ever met, and pointed at herself in the mirror. “Don’t even, Ryan. Just don’t.” She took a deep breath and raised her chin, snapping her purse shut on the whole experience. She headed back to her table with her priorities firmly in place.
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      “There you are,” Cal said, as he rose from his seat to pull her chair out. “Forrester’s gone! I tried to warn you but, you know … ladies only.”

      Jenny slid into her seat. “I know.”

      “Tough break. The bimbo went in there. Did you see her?”

      “Yeah, I saw her.”

      He took his seat. “What took you so long?”

      “Run in my stocking … girl stuff. You know how it goes.” She quickly drained the remainder of her drink, waited a beat, and then raised her hand to a passing waiter. “Could I have another scotch here?”

      Cal raised his brow. “What happened in there?”

      “I’m not sure.”

      “Did it have something to do with the bimbo?”

      Jenny took offense to the characterization now that she’d met the woman, and she felt the need to defend her. “Turns out she’s not such a bimbo.”

      “No,” he said, as his eyes drifted past her shoulder and then slowly up. “I guess she’s not.”

      Jenny turned her head to see the singer standing behind her chair.

      Kathryn regarded the empty seat. “May I?”

      “Yes, ma’am,” Cal said, as he nearly stumbled trying to get to the empty seat to pull it out.

      Kathryn’s presence had Jenny mesmerized all over again. It was like meeting a movie star who was larger than life and twice as beautiful as she’d imagined.

      “Cal, this is Kathryn,” she said, but stopped when she realized she didn’t know the woman’s last name. “Um …”

      Kathryn extended her hand to Cal. “Hammond,” she said. “Call me Kat.”

      Jenny smiled. “Don’t bother, he’ll just call you ma’am.”

      “Yes, ma’am,” he said on cue. “I’m Sergeant Calvin Richards, U.S. Army. It’s an honor to make your acquaintance. Can I just say you’ve got a beautiful voice, and I just think, well, gosh, you sure are pretty.”

      He continued to shake Kathryn’s hand long after proper etiquette demanded, and recognizing the affliction, Jenny rubbed his arm and whispered, “Down boy.”

      “Yes, ma’am,” he said, as he sat down.

      Jenny kept her gaze firmly fixed on Kathryn’s face, but she could feel Cal staring at her.

      “Huh,” escaped his lips as a statement.

      Jenny broke her stare with effort and looked his way. “Huh what?”

      He cut his eyes to Kathryn, who gave him a wink and a seductive grin.

      “Uh,” Cal drew out, “I’m gonna be over at the bar if ya need me.”

      Cal cleared his throat into the silence and thumbed over his shoulder. “Yeah, anyway, the bar.” He stood and made his way across the club.

      Jenny furrowed her brow. “What was that about?”

      Kathryn claimed innocence with a shrug.

      They sat in uncomfortable silence for a few moments until Kathryn asked, “How’s your wrist?”

      Jenny rubbed the recently healed injury, wondering how this perfect stranger knew anything about it. “What?”

      “You sprained it pretty badly a few weeks ago, didn’t you? Falling off the roof of that car in front of the courthouse? How did the camera fare?”

      That explained why Kathryn looked familiar; she was the bimbo du jour on Forrester’s arm for one of the photographic evidence missions. Jenny heard the man was attending the court date of one of his lackeys caught in a gambling sting, so she grabbed her friend Bernie, who also happened to be the paper’s top photographer, and rushed downtown. She had no idea the lackey was a woman and no idea the place would be a madhouse after the case was dismissed on a technicality. Forrester’s lawyer made like an offensive lineman and ushered the couple quickly through the crowd, toward the waiting limousine. Bernie couldn’t position himself for a clear shot, so Jenny grabbed his bulky 4x5 Speed Graphic camera before the opportunity was lost and climbed atop the nearest vehicle, which happened to be a taxi that promptly took off, resulting in an undignified, legs in the air, plunge to the curb below. She protected her friend’s camera like it was a newborn infant but sustained a sprained wrist and a concussion for her trouble, and no picture, to add insult to literal injury.

      Jenny shook her head, embarrassed over the incident. “I’m surprised you recognize me from that,” she said. “There was quite a crowd that day.”

      Kathryn smiled. “I’d recognize those legs anywhere.”

      Jenny blushed and braced herself for Occupational Flirting: Round Two. She vowed she would not succumb this time, despite Kathryn’s obvious charms, which she wielded with deadly precision. Not only was she one of Forrester’s many play things, she was part of his criminal ring too, and having anything to do with the woman, beyond getting the interview with Forrester, was off limits.

      “Congratulations on your freedom,” Jenny said, trying to remain neutral.

      Kathryn smiled again, but there was nothing pleasant in her voice when she said of her arrest, “A misunderstanding.”

      “Of course.”

      Kathryn stared at her, and Jenny sensed it was a dare to say differently. Jenny had no intention of antagonizing her only path to Forrester, so she rubbed her wrist again and said, “Anyway, the camera survived, but I missed him that day, so when I heard he was back in town, I thought I’d try here.”

      Kathryn waited a beat and then said, “Office. Secretary. Appointment.”

      “Or singer with the right connections,” Jenny said with a grin, to prove she could be charming too.

      Kathryn did not grin. She leaned forward and crossed her arms on the table. “So, what are you really doing here? And don’t hand me that line about Forrester’s charitable contributions to society. I’m not buying it. Tell me the truth or your interview is in the wind.”

      Jenny weighed another lie against the truth and decided she couldn’t risk losing her inside track. She chose the one thing she couldn’t prove, hoping Kathryn might slip up and implicate Forrester.

      “He killed my father.”

      Kathryn frowned. “What makes you think that?”

      “I have my sources.”

      “And how was your father involved with Marcus Forrester?”

      Jenny raised her chin, not willing to admit she hadn’t a clue. “I don’t think that’s any of your concern.”

      Kathryn’s lips twisted into a smirk. “Some sources.”

      “I know Forrester gave the order.”

      Kathryn raised her brow and leaned back in her seat. “So it’s personal.”

      “So?”

      “So that changes things.”

      “So now you’re not going to help me?”

      “When things are personal, people get careless, do things that are dangerous, maybe even deadly.”

      Jenny sensed her meeting with Forrester slipping away, and she wasn’t about to let it go without a fight. “Don’t presume to know anything about how I go about my business.”

      “Oh, I don’t need to presume,” Kathryn said. “You’ve done nothing but lie to me since the moment I met you. That makes you an untrustworthy person, and now you’re an untrustworthy person with a vendetta. What could possibly give me pause?”

      Jenny suppressed a flash of anger. She was the most trustworthy person in the world. She counted to ten in her head until the urge to lash out dissipated. “You said you would help me if I told you the truth,” she said in a stern whisper. “You have no idea what I’ve been through or what it’s like to lose a parent to murder, so, yes, I lied to you, and I’m sorry if you’re offended, but I’ll do anything to get to Forrester and the truth about my father’s death.”

      “You’re rather making my point, don’t you think?”

      “Are you going to help me or not?”

      “If I bring you face to face with Forrester, how do I know you won’t pull out a gun and shoot him dead on the spot?”

      Jenny was shocked by the suggestion, but now that Kathryn mentioned it— “Would that be so awful?”

      Kathryn smiled. “I would hate to see you go to the chair for it. He’s not worth it.”

      Jenny raised her brow. “I’m flattered that you care.”

      “I’d give the same advice to anyone who was so woefully misguided.”

      “He killed my father.”

      “So you said.”

      Kathryn’s dismissive attitude about something so serious was infuriating, and Jenny put a hand on her purse, ready to leave. “Look,” she said, “if you’re not going to help me, just tell me so I can quit wasting my time.”

      Kathryn leaned forward and put her hand over Jenny’s, stilling her departure. “Desperation, determination—whatever you prefer to call it—is just human nature,” she said. “I’m not insulting you. Whatever you’re trying to do, you’ve got to be smart about it, and that’s not easy when it’s personal. That’s all I’m saying.”

      Jenny relaxed. Kathryn’s calm, reasonable advice made her feel like she’d just gained an ally. She hadn’t told anyone what her mysterious caller had said about her father’s death, not even Bernie. He would just say, “It was a horrible accident,” and then he would comfort her and tell her she’s too emotionally involved to see things clearly. Kathryn, on the other hand, wasn’t shocked at all by the suggestion that Marcus Forrester had ordered a hit. She even offered advice on how to handle the situation. The den of sin was the last place Jenny expected to find a helping hand, but there it was, covering hers.

      “Well, you know the man,” Jenny said, some humor returning. “Just keep me from doing something careless, dangerous, or deadly.”

      Kathryn smiled and leaned back in her chair, pulling her hand away. “Something tells me that’s no easy feat.”

      Jenny grinned, the statement probably true, but the grin faded as the absence of Kathryn’s touch made her feel alone again. The loss made her uneasy. Kathryn Hammond was a means to an end, someone of questionable character, and either the smoothest operator she’d ever encountered or someone she had misjudged entirely.

      The overwhelming urge to give Kathryn the benefit of the doubt made Jenny reevaluate the singer’s relationship with Marcus Forrester. Maybe her boss, the mobster club owner, makes her play sex kitten to appease the degenerate clientele. That would be typical, and a reason to pity the woman, which, in turn, would make it perfectly acceptable to forgive her for the less than desirable company she keeps.

      “Forrester comes here to see you, doesn’t he?” Jenny asked.

      “He’s a fan, I guess.”

      “It looked like he was more than just a fan.”

      Kathryn tilted her head. “What are you implying, Miss Ryan?”

      Jenny fidgeted, finding accusations a little harder to hurl with the target two feet away and staring at her like she’d just been called a murderer herself.

      Jenny put on a sweet smile and thought better of her line of questioning. “Not a thing, Miss Hammond. I merely wondered if you have a following here at the club. You’re very good.”

      “You’re adding evasive to untrustworthy,” Kathryn said, obviously not fooled by the compliment. “You’d garner a little more respect with a direct approach.”

      The rebuke straightened Jenny’s spine. Who was this woman to talk about respect? “Fine,” Jenny said. “You want direct? Forrester has a wife, so that makes you … what?”

      “His moll, mistress, prostitute, whore? Is that what you’re after?”

      Jenny had no retort. Bimbo would have sufficed, but having heard the others said out loud, she found even that distasteful and incongruent with the woman before her.

      “I think you’re judging me, Miss Ryan, and I don’t think you’ve any right to.”

      Kathryn was right, but words were tumbling out of Jenny’s mouth before she could stop them. “I just don’t understand how you can be with him. You’re talented and beautiful. Surely you could make a better living than—” She didn’t finish her statement, not sure why she felt the need to express her opinion about this stranger’s life choices.

      Kathryn reached for her silver cigarette case. “Well, sweetheart, things are tough all over. We all do what we need to do.” She removed a cigarette and began tapping it on the case to settle the tobacco.

      Jenny watched the routine, mesmerized by Kathryn’s precise but fluid movements, until she reached for the lighter. “You’re not going to light that, are you?”

      Kathryn held up the cigarette. “Does this bother you?”

      “Just a bit of a headache tonight. It’s been a long day, if you don’t mind.”

      Jenny expected her to light it anyway, just out of spite, but she didn’t. Kathryn carefully laid the cigarette on top of the case and folded her hands on the table in front of her. “So, you’re a reporter or something?” she began pleasantly.

      Jenny was surprised Kathryn seemed more amused than annoyed with her, but she wasn’t going to question it. “Technically⁠—”

      “Martini, Bobby, please,” Kathryn interrupted with a whisper to the waiter as he put down Jenny’s second scotch.

      He smiled and produced her usual drink. “Right here, Miss Hammond.”

      “You’re a dear,” she said and turned back to Jenny. “I’m sorry. You were saying?”

      Jenny nodded thanks to the waiter. “I was saying, technically, I’m a columnist. I’d be a reporter if they’d give me a chance. I’m freelancing right now, trying to prove my worth, as it were. As I mentioned, I write some columns down at the Daily Chronicle.”

      “About Town and Victory in ’43.”

      “Yes.”

      Kathryn didn’t comment further. She merely raised her brow slightly, as if to say, And? So?

      Jenny cleared her throat into the uncomfortable silence and feared she had annoyed the woman after all. “Anyway, if I can get that interview—” She looked up in time to see Kathryn raise her brow even further. She noticed she didn’t voice an outright refusal, so Jenny pushed on. “Why are you helping me?”

      “Oh, I don’t know,” Kathryn said, “I just thought you might need a little help. It’s obvious you’re not very good at this … flying in here on a wing and a prayer, hoping to topple the mighty Marc Forrester with your lethal pencil and notebook.”

      Jenny stared at her. The casual use of Forrester’s name and Kathryn’s condescending attitude stung. She felt like a teenager again, awkward and unsophisticated and wholly unprepared for her task. She supposed she deserved the attitude after insinuating that Kathryn was a whore, but it hurt nonetheless. “I don’t need your pity, Miss Hammond.”

      Kathryn smiled. “You may not need my pity, Miss Ryan, but you obviously need my help, or you wouldn’t be here. What do you think you’re going to get from that interview? A confession?”

      “If I’m lucky. At the very least, I’m going to prove he’s in cahoots with Nazi sympathizers in this country.”

      Kathryn chuckled. “A Nazi sympathizer too? Good heavens. He’s not stupid, Miss Ryan. You think he’s just going to come out and incriminate himself?”

      “I notice you’re not denying that it’s true.”

      “Now, why do you think I would know anything about that? And if I did, why would I care or tell you about it?”

      “You’re kidding, right?” Jenny could hardly contain her indignation. “That bastard is supporting the war machine that is killing our boys over there, or don’t you care about that?”

      “It’ll take a lot more than one interview to prove that,” Kathryn said, and then took a drink.

      Jenny glared at her. “I think you know something.”

      Kathryn put down her glass and stared back blankly.

      Jenny was dumbfounded. Making poor personal choices was one thing, but shirking your patriotic duty was inexcusable. “How can you just sit there and not even try to do something about this? Or at least help me do something about it?”

      Kathryn leaned back in her chair and crossed her arms. “I do what I can. I did say I’d get you that interview.”

      The damn interview was losing ground fast to Jenny’s temper. “You’re despicable.”

      Kathryn chuckled. “Really?”

      “Yes, really. The whole world is falling apart, and people like you try to skate through the debris like you’re not part of it, like it doesn’t affect you. Well, I’ve got news for you, sister, you enjoy the freedoms of this country, and when she’s in trouble, it’s up to every one of us to come to her aid and do anything and everything we can to preserve what so many have sacrificed and died for.”

      “Well, rah-rah,” Kathryn said. “I bet you’ve got little American flags sewn into your panties.”

      “Fuck off.”

      “Ooh,” Kathryn drew out, “a sailor at heart. Lovely.” She reached out and picked up her cigarette with long, nimble fingers and then lit it with her slim silver lighter.

      The motion was exquisitely feminine and equally seductive, as was the tilt of her head as the cigarette met the lighter, the pursing of her lips as she slowly inhaled, and the narrowing of her eyes as they reflexively protected themselves from the flame. Jenny hated her for it, for making her furious and aroused all at the same time. Her arousal was short-lived, however, as a veil of white smoke clouded her vision and assailed her nostrils on Kathryn’s exhale.

      The curtain of smoke slowly dissolved, and cold blue eyes stared back at her. Gone was the sparkle and warmth of the moments before. Jenny could hardly believe it was the same woman. It was disconcerting and instilled a strange sense of panic. The evening was spiraling down quickly, and Jenny was desperate to come away with something. People of Forrester’s ilk understood threats, so she settled on that, determined to get her money’s worth before some burly guard dog escorted her out.

      “I’ve already got proof,” she lied. “I’m just going to give him the opportunity to defend himself before I hang him with it.”

      Kathryn bowed her head, taking a doubting chuckle with her.

      The laughter made Jenny’s blood boil. This was her chance not only to move up at the paper but to impact world events, and this woman, who had no interest in anything but herself, was standing in her way, laughing at her. “Look,” Jenny said, “I can’t be a soldier on the front line, but at least⁠—”

      Kathryn snapped her head up, the icy stare back. “Dying on the front line is nothing to aspire to.”

      “But at least I’m trying to make a difference,” Jenny continued, ignoring the interruption. “Unlike you. The only thing you’re trying to make is room under your next meal ticket.”

      Kathryn smirked, unfazed by the insult. “Ouch.”

      Jenny had had enough. She pushed her chair from the table, grabbed her purse, and headed toward the exit.

      “Hey, what about that interview?” Kathryn called after her. “I think we have some rope in the back.”

      An obscene hand gesture over the shoulder was Jenny’s answer.

      

      Jenny picked Cal up at the bar on the way out. She threw some bills on the counter and slapped him on the shoulder. “Come on. We’re leaving.”

      He hastily finished his beer and wiped his mouth with the back of his hand as he slid off his stool. “Did she get you an interview?”

      “Not worth the wait.”

      Cal pursed his lips in surprise and followed his charge to the checkroom for their coats. Once on the curb, Jenny looked up and down the block.

      “Go home, soldier, I’ll get a cab.”

      “No, ma’am,” he said with a hand on her shoulder. “Stay here. I have my orders.”

      He retrieved the car and held the door open for her. Jenny slid in and crossed her arms as he shut the door and returned to the driver’s seat.

      Cal eyed her warily. “Say, you look mighty cheesed there.”

      Jenny worked her jaw, deciding whether she wanted to elaborate on her bad mood or just forget it. She rubbed her temples and let out a cleansing breath. “People like her—” She bit off a curse but realized she’d already lost her no profanity bet with Bernie. “Fucking chafe my ass.”

      Cal raised his brow and squirmed at her curse.

      “Pardon my French,” she said.

      “Uh, well, nothin’ I ain’t heard before.”

      Jenny smiled as some of the tension drained away. “I’m sure.”

      “What the heck did she do?” he asked. “You wanted that interview awful bad to just walk out of there without it.”

      Jenny crossed her arms again. “She’s one of them.”

      “Them?”

      “Damn freeloaders.”

      Cal still had a questioning look on his face.

      “Ignorant ostriches that stick their heads in the sand and deny that this war is about all of us,” she clarified. “They’ll keep on denying it until it’s over. Then they’ll pull their unpatriotic heads out of the sand and stand on the backs of those who sacrificed and say, ‘Oh, what a pretty day.’ Then they’ll whistle a happy tune and pick up where they left off, none the worse for wear. It’s disgusting, and it ticks me off.”

      Cal cleared his throat. “Well, you’re preachin’ to the choir here.”

      “I know, Cal, I apologize. Let’s just get out of here.”

      “Are you sure? That interview seemed pretty important.”

      Jenny nodded.

      Cal released the brake but eyed her before proceeding. “We meet people like her all the time. Why’s this one stirrin’ up the bees in your shorts?”

      It was a good question and one Jenny was afraid to answer. She stared blindly through the windshield, knowing she wanted Kathryn to be better than that. “Long day, I guess,” she said, as she rubbed her pounding forehead.

      “Uh-huh.”

      “Uh-huh what?”

      “Nothin’.” He put the vehicle in gear and pulled away.

      “Spill it.”

      Cal squirmed before he began. “I just didn’t realize …”

      Jenny glared at him, waiting.

      He squirmed a bit more before relenting. “I just didn’t realize you leaned to the other side of the fence.”

      Jenny frowned and replied automatically to the dangerous accusation. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      Cal started laughing. Evidently, he didn’t find it dangerous at all.

      “Sparks,” he said with a grin, and then he waved his hand in a slow arc while wiggling his fingers. “Lighting up the night.”

      Jenny grinned and couldn’t deny that she felt the sparks. She made a mental note to be more careful in public around beautiful women who sparked her interest. She eyed her driver. “You have a problem with that, Sergeant?”

      Cal smiled. “No, ma’am!”

      Jenny chuckled and shook her head. “I don’t even want to know what you’re thinking.”

      Cal blushed. “No, I don’t think you do.”

      Jenny was glad for the distraction. She didn’t want to acknowledge that she just lost her reporting career and her best chance to bring down Marcus Forrester.
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