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Dedication



Speakeasy Secrets is dedicated to the colors deep red and sparkly black and to readers who love to dive into a particularly offbeat story. 







  
  
Chapter One




Nettie pulled back the white lace curtains in the sitting room to peer at the model Ts as they rolled up the driveway then parked in front of the large home on the family estate. 

She turned to her husband’s cousin who was two years younger than she was and her best friend. “Flossie, our visitors are here a half hour early, as usual. We’ll need the appetizers in the living room for our dinner guests; I’m certain Willis has the bar ready for our speakeasy patrons.” 

Flossie patted her short, dark brown curls and adjusted her bandeau with its rhinestones and a fashionable ostrich feather. “I love this; I’m ready. You manage the important patrons downstairs in the speakeasy, and I’ll dazzle our regular guests and collect their monthly subscription dues for the supper club, just like always.” 

Nettie smiled. “Just like always unless you want to switch.” 

Flossie snorted. “You gotta be razzing me. I enjoy being Flossie the floozy; not that anyone would say that to my face. I’d say they’re too polite, but the truth is, they’re too afraid of you.” 

“Me? I’m a pussycat.” Nettie chuckled. 

“Sweetie, you’re a shark in pearls.” Flossie sashayed to the foyer to greet the guests and patrons. 

Percy, Nettie’s husband, wheeled into the sitting room. “She’s right, you know. Who are we expecting this evening?”  

He wore his black tuxedo jacket and vest with a crisp white shirt and a red bow tie and had a black silk lap quilt thrown over his legs. Percy walked with a limp from a combat injury in France during the Great War and normally used a cane, but he couldn’t stand for long periods. 

His wheelchair allowed him to enjoy the reputation of being attentive and approachable at their supper club parties, which added to his natural charm and increased his popularity. Percy had the unique advantage of listening to selected conversations without being intrusive.

“If the head G-man shows up, he’ll beeline for the governor’s brother. He’s been angling for a political appointment and has been trying to impress the governor. You might pick up a little advanced notice on a raid.” Nettie furrowed her brow. “We may have an uninvited guest.”

“You’re never wrong, so I’ll be on the lookout,” Percy said. “Be safe and enjoy yourself, darling.” 

“You too.” Nettie bent down and kissed Percy then chuckled. “Your mustache tickles, and you have lipstick on your mouth.” 

“I’m a marked man.” He licked his fingers then rubbed his mouth. “How’s that?” 

“Not a trace of smooching.” Nettie pulled out her bright red lipstick from her small bag and artfully repaired the smudge. 

Percy leered. “We’ll fix that later, won’t we, love?” 

Nettie smiled and blew him a kiss.

When she strolled into the living room where the appetizers were being served with coffee and nonalcoholic fruit juice cocktails, a young woman stood next to the mayor’s wife.

The mayor’s wife waved her lace handkerchief. “Yoo hoo, Nancy, dear. It’s so nice to see you.” 

“Nettie,” the mayor mumbled. 

Nettie narrowed her eyes when the young woman sniffed and rolled her eyes. 

“Oh, of course.” The mayor’s wife slurred her words. “Nellie.”

Flossie appeared and slipped her arm through the woman’s arm. “Let’s twenty-three skiddoo to the porch and chat a while. I’m ready for some fresh air, aren’t you? Please tell me who did your hair; it’s absolutely stunning.”  

The mayor stepped close to Nettie and glanced around before he spoke in a quiet voice. “I apologize for my wife. She’s been seeing that new doctor; he’s pricey, but she likes him, and she does seem to be in better spirits. He said there may be some side effects to her new medicine, but she’ll adjust.” 

Nettie smiled. “I’m sure she will.” 

She extended her hand to the young woman who was chewing on her thumbnail while she glanced around. “I’m Nettie Wyndham.”

The woman mumbled as she quickly wiped her thumb on her dress and tentatively shook Nettie’s hand.

“Helen is my new assistant,” the mayor said as he side-glanced at Helen. 

“Nice to meet you, Helen.” Nettie raised an eyebrow at the mayor whose face reddened. 

“If you’ll excuse me.” Nettie strode across the room to greet a friend who stood near the appetizers and was the wife of the second in command of the local mob. “What a pleasant surprise to see you, Marian. How’s your mother doing?” 

Marian smiled. “Much better. Thank you. She’ll be tickled when I tell her you asked about her. She wants to come to dinner with us as soon as she’s strong enough.” 

“I would love that.” 

After Nettie spoke to several other guests, she slipped out of the living room to go to the kitchen. On her way, she overheard a woman whisper, “Nobody knows this, but Nettie is the chef.”

Another woman gasped. “You don’t say, but it makes sense, doesn’t it? I’ll bet she’s a terror in the kitchen.” She tittered. “She’s such a perfectionist.” 

Nettie shook her head. There must have been some speculation about where I go when I disappear, and Percy dropped in a hint; he’s the best. 

When Nettie hurried into the kitchen, Estelle was placing deviled eggs on a platter. Her once-blond hair had darkened but was highlighted with wide streaks of silver. 

After Nettie patted her chef’s shoulder, Estelle turned and smiled. 

Nettie returned her smile and signed, “Going downstairs.”

Estelle nodded and continued with adding garnishes of caviar to the deviled eggs. 

Nettie opened the door next to the pantry and went down the stairs. She pulled her embroidered silk shawl tighter around her shoulder against the cool underground air as she unlocked a heavy wooden door then pushed it open. 

Willis, the bartender, nodded as he continued to set up his station. “We may pick up a few new patrons next week. Word has it there’s a raid in a town near here tonight.” 

“As long as it’s not us, Willis.” 

“Not yet, but I hear we’re on the list.” 

“All we need is an hour’s notice, but twenty-four would be nice,” Nettie said. “Are you ready for customers? I’ll test the warning light when I go upstairs.”

“Yes, ma’am.”  

“Don’t call me ma’am, Willis. I’m only twenty-two.”

“Shall I wait until you’re a quarter of a century old, Boss?” 

“Boss is worse,” Nettie grumbled, and Willis chuckled.

After Nettie went upstairs to the kitchen, she pushed the button for their warning light.

Estelle smiled as she glanced up when the light came on above the stove.

“Light’s on down here,” Willis called out.

Nettie turned off the light and signed, “We’re ready for business.” 

A gangly, thirteen-year-old girl with fine blond hair tapped Estelle’s elbow. Estelle pointed to two platters on the counter and then to the dining room. The young girl picked up a platter and held her head high as she marched out of the kitchen. 

“Bella’s growing up so fast,” Nettie signed. 

Estelle beamed as she signed, “She’s smart like her mama was. She wants to learn how to run a business. Her teacher gave her a book on bookkeeping.” 

“You and Oliver are doing a wonderful job raising her.”

Percy rolled into the kitchen. “The senator is parking his car.” 

“Thank you, honey. I’ll get to work.” 

Estelle tapped on the counter with her spoon then raised her eyebrows and pointed to a small plate with a deviled egg, a mushroom stuffed with crabmeat, and salmon mousse on rye bread. 

Percy signed, “Thank you.” 

While Percy dug into his appetizers, Nettie signed, “You spoil him, Star.”

Estelle beamed. 

Nettie hurried to the foyer and opened the door as a portly man with perfectly coiffed, thick, gray hair and wearing a custom-tailored suit strode toward the house. The state senator, who was highly regarded locally, stepped onto the porch. 

Nettie smiled. “It’s nice to see you, Senator. How is your wife?” 

After the senator offered his arm, they strolled toward the kitchen together. “She’s finally recovering from her bout with the influenza and felt well enough to tend her flowers today. At lunch, she talked about coming with me sometime soon. Her friends have been urging her to visit that new doctor that’s supposed to be a miracle worker. Have you heard of him? What do you think?” 

“I’ve heard mention. I must be old school because I don’t see how new means better, and I can’t think of anything more healing than digging in the dirt.” 

The senator chuckled. “That’s just what my wife said.” 

As she led the way down the stairs, she said, “Tell her I’ve missed her; nobody can match her biting wit. Willis has your favorite this evening.” 

“He was in the Marines in France with my boy, but I probably already told you that. I guess I just like saying it.” 

“And I enjoy hearing it,” Nettie said. “I’ll bring you a plate of hors d’oeuvres. Estelle has outdone herself.” 

He chuckled. “Someone asked me if you were really the chef, and I said, of course. I must have been feeling ornery.” 

The senator stopped at the door and cleared his throat. “You might want to give Willis the evening off tomorrow.” 

Nettie smiled. “That’s a wonderful idea, thank you.” 

When she returned to the kitchen, Estelle had the senator’s appetizers ready. 

Before Nettie picked up the plate and napkin, she signed, “Willis will not be working tomorrow evening. Tell Oliver no trips tomorrow.” 

Estelle narrowed her eyes as her fingers flew. “Willis could help Oliver with the mules. What about Bella?”

Nettie signed her reply, “You’re right about the mules; I’ll tell Willis. Bella can bring her school books if she wants to study. Flossie can manage the appetizers, and Bella and I will help you set up the buffet in the dining room.” 

After Nettie led three more patrons downstairs and replenished the appetizers, she found Percy in the dining room in a corner near the door. 

She smiled at the diners who were returning to the buffet for seconds and glanced at Flossie who listened intently to a political conversation while she appeared to be fascinated by a heated discussion about the best breed of cat to own.

“Busy night,” Percy said. 

“You’ve kept us hopping in the kitchen, and we’ll have a little extra housework to do tomorrow, but isn’t Flossie amazing?” 

“She wears me out just watching her. How can anyone follow two conversations at once?”

“She complained three is her max. Can you imagine? After our family devotional, we’ll turn in early.”

“I’ll let Flossie know,” Percy said. 

“Back to work.” Nettie kissed Percy’s cheek and whispered, “The senator said we should give Willis the evening off tomorrow.”

Percy smiled. “Nice kiss; thanks.” 

Nettie strolled to the kitchen while Percy shifted his attention to the two women near him. 
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After Nettie helped Estelle serve up desserts, Flossie and Bella carried trays of desserts to the dining room. While Flossie filled a large carafe with fresh coffee to refill the urn in the dining room, Nettie went downstairs and announced coffee was being served, which was the signal for the speakeasy patrons to join the guests upstairs for coffee or to slip out quietly to their cars. 

After the last patron left, Willis washed the final few glasses and wiped down the counter.

Nettie said, “We’ll be closed tomorrow. Would you be available to help Oliver with the mules?” 

Willis dried the glasses and put them away. “I can do that. So, we don’t bring any stock from storage, right?”

“Not tomorrow.” 

“What about next Friday? Same as usual?” Willis removed all the bottles from the back bar and put them into wooden boxes. 

“I honestly don’t know. Ordinarily, I’d say yes.” 

“Oliver and I have plenty to keep us busy. Do you want the boxes locked in here, or should we take them to storage?” Willis asked.

“They might as well stay in here.” Nettie furrowed her brow as she scanned the room. “This place looks like a bar.” 

“How worried are you?” 

“Super worried. He wouldn’t have said anything if it was just a normal raid.” 

“Yeah, he told me. Oliver and I can build a second root cellar first thing in the morning, or maybe a storm cellar would make more sense. Is that too extreme?”     

“Maybe, but let’s do it,” Nettie said. “What do you need from me?”

“We have everything we need. We set aside extra materials from our projects when we added electricity and indoor plumbing to Estelle and Oliver’s cottage and put in this room at the same time. I’ll talk to Percy; he’s a great design guy. We’ll come up with something. I’ll finish up here then lock up, and we’ll start working first thing in the morning. I’ll give Percy a heads-up before I leave, so he’ll have a little time to think about it.” 

Willis handed Nettie a bank bag with the monthly subscription receipts for the speakeasy he’d collected that evening. As she turned to leave, Willis added, “I got the feeling the senator thinks this raid is personal. Rumor has it there’s a group that wants Percy to run for lieutenant governor because you could swing the newly franchised women’s vote for him.”

Nettie snorted. “Percy wouldn’t need my help; he’s been a charmer since the day he was born.” 

Willis chuckled. “You’re right.” 

Nettie stopped at the doorway and gazed at Willis. “Sometimes there’s truth in rumors. I’ll check with Percy; if anyone has approached him about running for lieutenant governor, he may have thought they were joking.” 

“If he wants to take it seriously, I’m ready to go over the top.” 

“I’ll let him know,” Nettie said. And I’ll ask him what going over the top means. 

Nettie went into the root cellar and placed the bank bag into the safe that was buried under the floorboards.
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“I didn’t even know he had an assistant.” The second woman peered at the mayor and the young woman at this side. “I wonder what his wife thinks?”

The first woman tittered. “She only pays attention to that new doctor, and you know he’s not about to rock the boat. I heard Helen only got the job because she went to school with Nettie, but I’m sure they weren’t friends because Nettie didn’t recognize her. I only know her name because I overhead the mayor tell Nettie.” 

“That doesn’t sound like Nettie; she knows everybody and their families.” 

“Now that you mention it, I don’t believe I’ve ever seen Helen before.” The woman sniffed. “She’s not from around here.” 

The women drifted away to join a group, and Percy raised his eyebrow when Helen casually strolled alone to the hallway. Percy watched as Flossie stormed out behind Helen. 

When Helen returned a few minutes later, her face was red. Percy propped his chin in thought with his thumb and covered his mouth with his first knuckle to hide his smirk. Flossie must have caught up with her. 

Helen peered around the corner of the doorway into the hallway behind her then quickly joined a group.

After Flossie returned to the living room several minutes later, one of her friends waved for her to join them. 

Helen watched Flossie for a few minutes then slowly made her way toward the door. Percy followed Helen after she sneaked into the hallway. He watched while she glanced toward the kitchen then turned toward the staircase. Percy stayed close behind her.

As she reached for the banister, Percy asked, “Can I help you?” 

Helen jumped and whirled around. 

Her face was pale as she growled, “Who do you think you are, sneaking up on people? I don’t need your kind of help; I’m looking for the senator.” She flipped her hair. “I have an important message for him. Somebody told me he was in a meeting, so he must be upstairs.” 

She sniffed as she pointedly stared at the wheelchair. “So, you obviously can’t help me.” 

“What’s your name?” Percy asked. “I don’t believe we’ve met.”

She snorted as she took two steps up the stairs. 

“Helen, where are you going?” the mayor asked as he strode to Percy’s side. 

“I was looking for the ladies’ room.” 

“That’s not actually correct, Mayor; Helen told me she was looking for the senator,” Percy said. 

Helen crossed her arms. “He’s obviously a gimp and doesn’t know what he’s talking about.” 

The mayor growled, “Young lady, you just insulted our host. It’s time for you to leave.” 

Helen’s face paled as she whined, “I can’t leave. I came here in your car with you and your wife.” 

“The walk will be good for you, or if you wait by the car until we’re ready to leave, you can ride back to town with us.” 

The mayor took her arm and firmly walked her to the front door. 

“You’ll be sorry for this,” Helen hissed. 

“I seriously doubt that,” the mayor said. “I’ll apologize to our hosts for your rude behavior, but in case you missed it, you’re fired.” 

After the mayor slammed the door, he said, “I am so sorry, Percy. She told me she was one of Nettie’s best friends in college, but it’s my mistake. I should have checked.” 

“It would be interesting to know who she really works for,” Percy said. 

“You’re right; I’ll discreetly check around, but I can guess.” 

“You and I are probably on the same wavelength. I’ll drop by your office on Monday, and we can chat.” 
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When the last guest left the living room, Nettie joined Flossie in the dining room. “I’d like to meet this new doctor. Is there someone who would be eager to invite him to dinner sometime?”

“I know just the person; it will be interesting to see him in action, won’t it?” Flossie smirked.

“Exactly my thoughts.” 

After dinner, the guests congratulated Nettie on another pleasant evening with a wonderful meal before they strolled to their cars. When the last guest left, Nettie locked the front door.

“Family meeting in the living room?” Percy asked. 

“I’ll grab glasses and the flask Willis left for us,” Flossie said. 

“I’ll bring the platter Bella and I prepared and meet you there,” Nettie said.

After the three of them gathered around the fireplace in the living room, Nettie sighed with relief as she sat in her yellow chair that always relaxed her. Percy sat next to her in his chair and squeezed her hand. Flossie carefully measured the contents of the flask into their three glasses. 

After their toast, Flossie said, “Your meeting, Nettie.” 

Percy said, “Right, but first, I have the latest juicy gossip to share before I forget. The senior bookkeeper at the bank suddenly quit this afternoon, and our gossipers are certain she eloped with the electrician from the county north of us.”

“Good for her; I heard he was the bee’s knees,” Flossie said.

Nettie snorted. “Let’s get down to business. We need to prepare for a raid tomorrow. Willis and Oliver will repurpose the patrons’ room to a storm cellar or maybe a second root cellar. Willis told me he’d discuss it with you, Percy.” 

“He did, and we tentatively decided on a storm cellar. I told him I’d have the design plan for him first thing in the morning. It has to look like it’s always been there. Honey, did you see the mayor’s new assistant, Helen? The mayor told me she went to school with you, and that’s why he hired her.” 

“The mayor was pretty upset when he realized I didn’t know her. I wondered why he’d bring someone here who hadn’t been invited,” Nettie said. “Did you talk to her, Flossie?”

“Did I ever. She’s a slippery character,” Flossie said. “She sneaked out of the living room, but I caught her as she opened the door to the sewing room. When I asked her if she was looking for someone, she told me she had a message from the mayor for the senator, and someone told her he was probably in a meeting.” 

Flossie took a small sip from her glass then coughed. 

After she caught her breath, she said, “This is great batch. It’s downright potent, isn’t it? I told her he was in a board meeting upstairs, and I’d be happy to convey the message, but she needed to go back to the dining room before Nettie caught her in the hallway. I went into a long explanation about Nettie’s family space and the consequences of violating that privacy. Her face turned a gorgeous crimson, and she stomped back to the living room. After I returned to the living room and told the mayor what happened, he must have been confused, because he just nodded. When I caught the senator and gave him a condensed version…”

Percy snort-laughed. After he regained his composure, he said, “Sorry, but sometime I’d like to hear one of your condensed versions.” 

Flossie’s eyes flashed. “Why? So you could bombard me with questions because you have to have all the details?” 

Percy held up his hands. “So, what did the senator say?” 

“He said he was glad I was on his side.” Flossie exhaled. 

“Smart man,” Percy chuckled. “The mayor gave Helen the bum’s rush after I stopped her from going upstairs. I love how invisible I am in my wheelchair. Helen didn’t hear me follow her and in fact, didn’t know who I was.” 

“That has to be a story,” Nettie said. 

“Sure was; I’ll tell you later.” Percy side-glanced at Flossie as she squirmed in her seat. “What else do you have, Flossie?”

“The mayor’s wife said she heard Helen tell some people there was supposed to be a raid tonight; but since there wasn’t, the mayor’s wife wants to sit on our porch tomorrow night to watch for raiders who are planning to rob us and all our guests. She said they’d be here at eight o’clock and half of them would sneak in the back door, and the other half would break down the front door and make a lot of noise. It took me a while to settle her down, but I promised I would lock the back door and have someone guard the front, so we’d be safe.” 

Percy raised his eyebrows. “Wow, those are very specific details. What do you think, honey?” 

“We have to be ready for anything,” Nettie said. 

“So, here’s my plan,” Flossie said. “Percy, while you’re working on the storm cellar, Nettie and I can rearrange the furniture in the upstairs storage space to look like a meeting room, so if we are raided, Miss Helen’s friends will have something to look at. She had to have been a stoolie sent here to scope out the house.” 

“She sure had all the markings of a stool pigeon, didn’t she?” Nettie furrowed her brow. “Why the upstairs storage space and not one of the spare bedrooms?” 

“It will be faster just to rearrange the furniture that’s already in the storage room. We can make it look like it’s always been a meeting room. You’ll see.” 

“Could it be an actual meeting space?” Percy rubbed his chin. “After we’re cleared by the raid party, I wouldn’t mind having somewhere to chat with friends that isn’t in the public area.” 

“Let’s do it, then,” Nettie said. “Flossie, if either of us gets pinched, you have to be Flossie the ditzy floozy.” 

“You’re right, babe,” Percy said. “Flossie, you can’t get caught up in a raid because we need you here to keep everything running. Too many people count on the Wyndham family for a stable income to feed and clothe their families. We can’t let the business fall apart.” 

“Then don’t get arrested,” Flossie said. “I’m going to bed.”  

Nettie shook her head. “She has a solution for every problem, doesn’t she?”

Percy rose from his wheelchair and took her into his arms. He snuggled her neck. “Yes, and she goes for the most obvious, which may or may not be practical. Are you ready to get comfortable?”

“Absolutely. I’ll take the platter, plates, and glasses to the kitchen then meet you at the stairs.”

Percy pushed his wheelchair to the closet under the stairwell and removed his cane from its holder on the back of the seat. When Nettie joined him, he counted each step in French. 

She giggled. “My Cajun mother would be proud of you for using your French.” 

“I probably should practice more often; the little I did know came in handy overseas. Maybe we should speak in French when we’re alone, so I won’t embarrass myself.” 

“I’d like that. We always spoke French at home when I was growing up. I knew enough English thanks to my father to get by when I started school.” 

After they were in their bedroom, Percy carefully hung up his tuxedo vest and jacket then changed into pajamas.

While Nettie changed into a silk nightgown, she asked, “What does over the top mean? Willis said if you wanted to run for lieutenant governor, he was over the top.” 

“He said that?” Percy asked. “In the Great War, the trench was the only safe place during an attack. When a man went over the top, he put himself in a position to be shot. Only a brave or reckless man would go over the top to save a friend or his unit. Willis isn’t reckless.” 

Percy furrowed his brow. “The senator mentioned I should run for lieutenant governor a few weeks ago, and the mayor brought it up tonight. I didn’t think they were serious. What about you? Wouldn’t it put the spotlight on us and possibly the speakeasy?” 

“What if it’s the other way around? Couldn’t the purpose of the raid be to smear you as a bootlegger, so you wouldn’t be a viable candidate for lieutenant governor? Even if we put the speakeasy on hold for a while, we’d still have the income from the supper club for our guests. If Willis is ready to go over the top, so am I. I’m certain the senator would support you, but it might be worth knowing whether the local mob would support your candidacy or you’d be a threat.” 

“That’s a good point. I’ll talk to Willis about that tomorrow; he might have an idea, but what do you think?” Percy asked.

“I love Marian and her mom to pieces, but I’m concerned the local mob wouldn’t want you in office at the state level because they couldn’t control you.” 

“It’s not me they’re afraid of, love; you’re more of a powerhouse than you realize.” Percy smiled. “Ready for lights out?”

“Sure.” Nettie giggled as she slipped into bed while he turned off the light. 

When Percy climbed into bed, he reached for Nettie then spoke in French. “Aren’t you going to be cold without your nightgown?”

Nettie snuggled close and responded in French, “Probably not.”








  
  
Chapter Two




When Nettie woke, she patted the empty spot on the mattress next to her then inhaled the enticing aroma of coffee. She jumped out of bed and quickly dressed before she dashed down the stairs and into the kitchen. 

“Coffee woke me up. How do you get up so early without an alarm?” she grumbled.

Percy poured her a cup of coffee and set it on the counter in front of her. “Magical husband powers. Do you want a roll?” Percy winked.

Nettie snickered. “Just coffee’s fine for now.”

She cleared her throat. “What’s your schedule for today?” 

“As soon as I finish my coffee, I’m going downstairs to stare at the walls until I decide how to design our new storm cellar and still have access to my lovely bride’s little hobby.” 

Nettie raised her eyebrows. “Little hobby?” 

“Yes, do you want to be known for your little hobby of crocheting or cooking?” 

“I’m sure you have a point in this question, but I don’t cook or crochet. What are we really talking about?” 

“Your hobby.” 

When Nettie continued to stare at him, he said, “Take another sip of coffee. We might need Flossie to interpret. I might be using the wrong word.” 

“She’s a bear to wake up; you owe me cinnamon sugar on toast.” 

Nettie dashed up the stairs then pounded on Flossie’s door before she opened it. 

“Are you awake?” Nettie smiled as Flossie struggled to open her eyes.

“Better be important,” Flossie grumbled as she sat up and blinked to focus. 

“Get dressed. Percy has an idea, but he needs your help.” 

Flossie continued to grumble as Nettie closed the door then hummed as she returned to the kitchen. “She’ll be here in a minute.” 

Percy pointed to the plate on the kitchen table at Nettie’s usual spot. 

She smiled at her freshly refilled steaming coffee and the cinnamon toast Percy had cut into four triangles for her. 

When Flossie stumbled into the kitchen, she glared as Nettie ate the last quarter of her toast then rose to refill her coffee cup.

“Why does she get cinnamon toast?” 

While Nettie poured a cup of coffee for Flossie, Percy set a plate of cinnamon toast on the table. 

Flossie sat at her place and sipped her coffee. “What’s so danged important that I had to get up before ten o’clock? Thanks for the toast.” She took a big bite. 

Percy said, “We need to have a product stored in boxes in our new storage room. Flossie, we need yarn, and a lot of it immediately, so Nettie, Estelle, and Bella can crochet items and have them look like they are ready for sale by lunchtime.”

Nettie stared at him. “My coffee just kicked in, and I think I finally understand what you had in mind. Your plan is to have the overabundance of my little hobby supplies stored in boxes in the new storage room, right?”

“Yes, so it will be obvious you’ve been working on your hobby for a while.”

Nettie side-glanced at Flossie. “Do we tell him?” 

Flossie grinned. “This makes getting out of bed worthwhile. You tell him.” 

“Tell me what?” Percy stared at them. 

“You know I sew all my clothes, right?” Nettie said. 

“Yes, and I always know when you wear something new because our women guests gush over your latest dress with envy that borders on outright jealousy.” 

“So, your idea is I’ve had this little hobby for a while, and it’s gotten out of control, and you needed a storage room to store all my supplies.” Nettie’s mouth quivered.

“That’s right.” Percy cocked his head as he examined Nettie’s face. “Am I missing something?”

“Do you have any idea how much fabric and fabric scraps our seamstress has? The upstairs storage room is packed,” Flossie said. “Why don’t we just haul all the boxes of fabric downstairs?” 

Percy exhaled. “Remind me the next time I have a good idea to mention the problem I want to fix.” 

“If you recall…never mind. It’s actually a magnificent idea. We’ll get on it as soon as Flossie’s coffee kicks in too,” Nettie said.

“I think I heard Willis’ old truck drive up, but if I didn’t, he’ll be here in a minute.” Percy said. “I’ll fill him in on my brilliant idea, but I’ll leave out the yarn version.” 

Percy limped with his cane as he went out the back door. 

Flossie giggled then drank the rest of her coffee. “After we pull the storage boxes into the hallway, I’ll show you what I meant about a meeting room.” 

After they pulled out a dozen medium-sized wooden boxes of fabric, Flossie said, “I thought you had more.” 

“I take the scraps into town along with the baby and little girl patterns I create so the ladies in town can make pretty dresses for their little ones. Let’s carry the boxes down to the kitchen, then we can rearrange the storage room.” 

After they had carried down the boxes, the sound of hammering from the cellar greeted them when they went into the kitchen. 

“I need a water break and a cookie, but let’s sit in the dining room,” Flossie said. 

While Flossie munched on her cookie, she said, “A woman asked me last night why we didn’t have a telephone because almost everybody in town did. I told her the lines don’t reach this far. Is there actually a reason we don’t have a telephone?” 

“You’re right about the lines, and that’s the best answer when anyone asks. We’ll get a telephone when we can have a private line because right now, three or four households share a line. We don’t need anyone listening in on our calls.” 

“That’s how it works?” Flossie’s eyes widened. “Do people know that?” 

Nettie shrugged. “They should, but they forget.” 

Flossie added, “Or they’re listening in themselves.”

When they returned upstairs, Flossie said, “Now I want to get a telephone, so I can listen in on everybody else.”

Nettie snorted. “You listen to people while they flap their jaws every Friday and Saturday night.”

Flossie giggled. “I guess I do; so maybe I’m not missing out after all.” 

After they removed the dust covers from the furniture, they repositioned the soft chairs into a conversational area and the round table with its chairs in the middle of the cleared area. 

Flossie disappeared into the dark recesses of the eaves and returned with a floor lamp with tassels circling its lampshade. “How’s this?”

When Nettie pushed the wall switch near the door, the attic was bathed in the glaring light of a bare bulb as it dangling at the end of a cord attached to an overhead truss. 

“Not very snazzy, is it?” Flossie giggled.

Nettie wrinkled her nose. “Looks a warehouse. I’ll ask Percy to see what he can do about our colossal flop.” 

Flossie bit her lip. “If there isn’t anything else for us to do, I’d like to go into town and get a few things. Do you mind driving me into town them picking me up later?”

“That sounds great; I have a few things to do in town too,” Nettie said.

When Flossie’s face switched from joyful anticipation to intense disappointment, Nettie added, “I have several shops to visit to drop off fabric. You don’t need me to stick close to you, do you?” 

The twinkle in Flossie’s eyes reappeared. “It would be more efficient if we separate to do our errands, wouldn’t it?” 

“Just what I was thinking,” Nettie said. “After I talk to Percy about the meeting room and pick up my large tote of fabric scraps and patterns, I’ll be ready to go. I’ll meet you at the car in twenty minutes.”

“That’s good.” Flossie dashed to her room while Nettie turned off the offensive overhead light.

After Nettie found Percy in the kitchen, she said, “Flossie wanted to go into town, and I have a feeling it would be worth my while to check in at my usual stops. We set up the meeting room in the attic, but it needs a better lighting solution than a bright overhead light.”

“Willis and Oliver are busy in the cellar, so I’ll look at it.” 

“I appreciate it. I think it’s important for our patrons to have a meeting place tonight, so there won’t be any speculation. Anything I can do for you in town?” 

“If you hear any rumors about a raid, squash them. We need to have everyone assuming tonight will be a normal Saturday night at the Wyndhams.” Percy peered at Nettie. “Do you have your derringer?” 

“All the time, love. A few dollars, my lipstick, my small folding pocket knife, and my derringer are always in my favorite beaded bag with the skinny shoulder strap.” 

After a hug and a sweet kiss, Percy patted Nettie’s bottom. “Be safe.”

“Always.” She picked up her tote bag of fabric then hurried to the car where Flossie waited in the passenger seat. 

As she drove to town, Nettie said, “It’s time you learned to drive.” 

Flossie pointed to an upcoming driveway. “You can’t see the house from the road. It’s been abandoned for a long time. Do you know if it’s for sale?” 

“I’m sure it is; you aren’t thinking about moving out, are you?” 

“I was more thinking it would be a worthwhile project. We could buy it and fix it up,” Flossie said. “Although if it’s too much work, I wouldn’t mind fixing up the shack that’s close to our house for practice. It’s on the same property as the barn except it’s closer to the road. Have you seen it?” 

“I don’t think so.” 

“It’s in the trees, so it’s a little hidden from the road. When you’re coming from town, it’s on the right after you pass our driveway. Percy and his friends pretended it was a pirate ship and played there all the time when they were boys. I hid outside where they couldn’t see me and pretended I was a spy for the Royal Navy. I don’t think they knew I was there because I was a superior spy. It was fun until that big snitch Arnie told on them, and Percy was grounded. He’s still a big snitch, if you ask me. Like another time…” 

Nettie interrupted, “We can look at the abandoned house sometime if you like to see how much work it needs, but you’d have to learn to drive if you took on a project like that.” 

Flossie sighed. “Did you know you have a one-track mind? I’d be too nervous on the road. What if I hit someone?”

“We’ll practice in the driveway. You won’t have to drive on the road until you’re ready.” 

“I guess I could do that.” Flossie stared out her side window. “After all, I might have to be your getaway driver sometime.” 

Nettie rolled her eyes. “You never know.” 

As they neared the town limits, Flossie said, “You can park wherever you like. I have several places to go, so I’ll make my rounds and meet you back at the car. Is a half hour okay?” 

“That’s more than enough time for me. I don’t want to be gone from the house too long in case there’s more we need to do for tonight. Percy said if we heard any hint of a raid, we should stop the rumor. The quickest way would be to make it old news and laugh it off with a remark like, ‘Is that still going around?’ We don’t want our guests and patrons to be nervous about coming.” 

Flossie raised her eyebrows. “Because it would look like we’d been tipped off.” 

“Right.” Nettie parked. “So, gather some gossip while you’re running your errands, and I will too.” 

When Nettie strolled into Theresa’s fabric store, Theresa asked, “New patterns, Nettie?” 

The four customers in the shop gathered around while Nettie laid out fabric and patterns on the cutting table. 

While the customers discussed each pattern and decided which fabric they liked for the patterns, Theresa and Nettie slipped into the back storeroom. 

“I was hoping you’d make it into town. I’m getting that big shipment for you tomorrow morning,” Theresa said. “It wasn’t supposed to be here until Monday, but somebody got spooked along the way, and I suspect meddling Helen is at the bottom of it. I’m worried the shippers might get careless.” 

“How can I help?”

“I need the shipment to be diverted. Hi-jack them, if that’s what it takes.”  

“Where?” 

Theresa pulled out a pattern for a baby’s bib and marked it with a pencil. “If this is the county north of us, the best place is here, about a mile away from the county line.” 

Nettie nodded. “I know where that is. How open would they be to a man and a woman taking over their shipment?” 

“I can get word to them that my driver and I will meet them on the road; they’ll know where. I’ve never met with them, so tell them you’re Theresa and wear this shawl to cover your hair. I’ll mention the shawl too.” 

Theresa gave Nettie a pale yellow silk shawl. “Tell them they will get their money next week, as usual. They might load the shipment into your car for you, but more likely, they’ll dump and run if they’re as hinky as I expect.” 

“Do you anticipate trouble here in the morning?” Nettie asked.

“Absolutely, and I’m convinced seizing the product is a bonus. Do you know Helen?”

“Do I ever. Percy caught her snooping around the house last night.” 

“I’m not surprised. According to people at the boarding house where she lives, she’s been reading those new pulp fiction books and got it in her head that she’s destined to be one of Al Capone’s molls and is trying to work her way up. She approached the local mob and offered to gather information for them, but they turned her down. I think she went fishing somewhere else and got a nibble from a group that isn’t as picky as our locals are. She told a woman in the grocery store she has important connections, and everybody will be surprised when a raid busts a well-known merchant. Nobody takes her seriously, but she’s been hanging around the shop most afternoons since last week looking at the same fabric.” 

“Why would anyone raid you?”

“I’m insignificant; the real purpose would be to embarrass the locals when word got around about finding bootleg whiskey in a raid at the fabric store on a Sunday morning during church.” 

“That’s a pretty specific detail.” 

“Sure is, but that’s what I’m hearing.” 

“So, who do you expect to raid you? The feds or the Atlanta mob?”

“I’m not sure; it could be either one, but I’m more concerned about a rumor there is a ruthless group from out of state that is trying to move in. If it’s true, I think their plan is to cause more tension between the feds and the local mob when they blame each other for the raid.” 

Nettie narrowed her eyes. “Do you want me to give either group a heads up?” 

“No, the raid has to be a complete surprise to all because we don’t know who to trust.” 

“What about you, Theresa? It seems like you’re in the middle.”

Theresa peered at her. “I’m just a small town shop owner. Nettie, you’re the flamboyant fireball. You’re not just in the middle; you’re in the spotlight.” 

“I’m not sure I understand why.” Nettie furrowed her brow then smiled. “There has to be a way we can use that.” 

Theresa returned her smile. “I love the way you think; let me know what I can do.” 

“I have more shops to visit, so you won’t be targeted by association with me.” 

After Nettie cleared the cutting table of the fabric and patterns that were left, she headed to the general store. 

When she was inside, the elderly shopkeeper came out from behind the counter. “It’s good to see you, Nettie. I was hoping you’d drop by this morning. Somebody said there might be some problems out your way, but I told them they were wrong, and you’d be here today if they had any questions.” 

Nettie raised an eyebrow when two women bustled into the shop then froze when they saw her. 

“Y’all here for some of Nettie’s fabric and patterns?” the shopkeeper asked. 

One woman side-glanced at the other. “Yes, of course. Nice to see you, Nettie. We appreciate the fabric and your patterns.”

While the other woman gushed about the last dress she’d made for her niece, the shopkeeper interrupted her. “Nettie, I know you have more fabric to deliver. Thank you so much for dropping by.” 

Nettie smiled as she put fabric pieces and patterns on the counter near the cash register then left. 

When she stopped at the drug store for a new lipstick, she was greeted by more stares and sputters. Nettie hurried back to her car and was soon joined by Flossie. 

After they were on the road, Flossie said, “A woman asked me how I got to town, and when I told her we came together, she looked confused, then chuckled and told me I should go to the beauty shop. When I went inside, I asked if you had stopped by, and the owner laughed when two of her customers’ faces went red.” 

“It worked out really well for us to go into town; that was a brilliant idea,” Nettie said. 

“I just needed to pick up a few things; the brilliant idea was Percy’s because I’m not sure I would have gone to the beauty shop if he hadn’t warned us.” 

“We’ll give him credit then. You tell him.” 

Flossie giggled. “Are you kidding me? He’d be full of himself for a week.”  

Nettie smiled. “You aren’t wrong.” 

After a few more miles, Nettie asked, “So, what’s his name?”

Bright red spots popped out on Flossie’s cheeks. “What’s whose name?” 

“The guy you’re stuck on that you don’t want Percy to know about.” 

Flossie exhaled. “He’s a swell guy, but he’s got the heebie-jeebies about you and Percy.” 

Nettie side-glanced at Flossie. “Cop or mob?”

Flossie clenched her teeth. “What is it always cop or mob with you and Percy? Why can’t he just be a regular farmer?” 

Nettie shrugged. “You tell me.”

Flossie stared out her window as she grumbled, “I should learn to drive, so I won’t be harassed.” 

“So, would this fella with no name give you a ticket or steal your car?” Nettie asked. 

“You will not let it go, will you?” Flossie growled.

“Nope.” 

Flossie shook her head. “It’s none of your beeswax.” 

Nettie nodded. “Copper it is, then.”

“How do you figure that?” Flossie’s voice was shrill. 

Nettie chuckled. “I saw you talking to the cute young deputy sheriff with the wavy brown hair and muscles. Isn’t his name Laird?” 

“I’m mad at you for the rest of the day for torturing me.” Flossie crossed her arms.  

Nettie smiled. 

After they were home, Percy met them at the front door. “Check the meeting room. I found a second lamp and two outlets.” 

Nettie and Flossie raced upstairs. When the two of them smacked the meeting room door in unison, they collapsed with laughter. After they caught their breath, Nettie threw open the door. They gawked at the matching floor lamps that lit up the room with warm, soft lighting and the Spanish art déco area rug. The folding screens of multi-panel Japanese artwork hid the extra furniture in the darkened portion of the room and gave the meeting room a touch of old money.

“This is perfect,” Flossie said. “I’ll polish the furniture and run the carpet sweeper over the wool rug.” She ran her fingertips along an old mahogany sideboard. “They even found a sideboard, so we can store glasses and plates.” 

“If you’ll put your finishing touches on the room to highlight its hospitality, I’ll host our patrons up here. They’ll understand why we won’t be serving their usual beverages,” Nettie said.

“We should have thought of these ages ago. It’s much more than a meeting room; let’s call it the hospitality room,” Flossie said. 

Nettie scanned the room. “You’re right; maybe we could come up with an important status like VIPs with a subscription that costs more than a guest, but is not quite inner circle like our patrons.” 

“I know several people who would jump at the chance.” 

“It’s a perfect topic for our family meeting tonight.” Nettie headed downstairs to her office. 

Nettie recorded the receipts Flossie had collected the night before by listing half of the total. After she put the weekly wages for Estelle, Oliver, and Willis into her office safe, she lifted the floor boards under her desk and put the remaining cash in the large floor safe. She returned her ledger to the file cabinet and locked it before she set off in her search for Percy. 

When she went into the kitchen, Estelle smiled as she signed. “The men are proud of their work. Lunch is ready if you can get your husband to come to the table.” 

“They’ve finished already?” Nettie signed. 

Estelle motioned toward the stairs for Nettie to check for herself. 

Nettie stood at the top of the stairs and called out, “How’s it going down there?” Nettie called out. 

Percy appeared at the bottom of the stairs. “Come see.” 

When Nettie joined him, he opened the door, and Nettie peered into a crowded storage room. 

“Is this all my fabric?” Nettie stared at all the boxes. 

“No, we found more boxes and trunks upstairs filled with old clothes, blankets, and linens. Moving them down here gave us more room in the meeting room and helped fill up the storage room. We left two boxes of fabric pieces and scraps for you in your sewing room.” 

“So, how long does it take to move the boxes to get to the speakeasy?” she asked. 

“It’s magic.” Percy pointed to a medium-sized box. “Move the box then push the button behind the sea trunk on its right.”

When Nettie pushed the button, a section of boxes on the back wall slowly swung backward, and Nettie saw the speakeasy in the opening. 

“Wow. I never expected anything like this.” Nettie inspected the new door. “What if someone accidentally finds the button?” 

“We only turn on the circuit to operate the door when we plan to use the room, and that lever is behind us in the root cellar.” 

“Good, then we’re ready for tonight, and Estelle said lunch is ready.” 

While they ate, Nettie said, “I’m glad we went into town. We completely deflated the rumor of a raid here last night, and I picked up what I hope will be a minor job for us in the morning. I’ll be Theresa, and we’ll pick up our shipment for her on the road. She’s expecting a raid at her shop during church.” 

“During church? What kind of ne’er-do-wells are these bad guys?” Percy’s eyes twinkled. “What are we supposed to do with the shipment?” 

“Maybe you and Oliver could store it at the barn with the rest of the hay for the mules until we need it.”

“We could do that. What time do you want to leave in the morning?” 

“Early. I’d like to meet them on the road at sunrise. I’ll show you where on the map later.” 

Percy reached over and squeezed her hand. “You come up with the most interesting ways to spend a lazy Sunday morning.” 

Before they finished eating, Flossie joined them. 

As she sat at the table, Flossie nicked a handful of grapes from Percy’s plate. When Percy raised an eyebrow, she shrugged. “I couldn’t resist.” 

After she ate all the grapes, including the remaining ones on her cousin’s plate, Flossie said, “When we were in town, I overheard a gossipy group carrying on about Helen who had used the boarding house telephone to call a lawyer in Atlanta because she planned to sue the mayor for firing her. Makes your point about the telephone, doesn’t it, Nettie?” 

Percy raised his eyebrows. “I would think it was a bluff because nothing is private in the boarding house, and using the telephone is like broadcasting on the radio.” 

Flossie snorted. “I don’t believe Helen is that smart.” 

Percy nodded. “While we were poking around upstairs, we found a dumbwaiter.”

Nettie and Flossie laughed. 

Percy rolled his eyes. “That was an accidental play on words, but I’ll take credit for the laugh, anyway. It wouldn’t take much to get it back into service, and it might make serving food in the meeting room easier. Oliver will look at it more closely this next week so we can have it working by next weekend.” 

“Where does it come out down here?” Nettie glanced around. “In the storage closet?” 

“We’re not sure because it may have been started and not finished or boarded up, but it’s worthy of investigation.” 

“Old houses have lots of secrets, don’t they?” Flossie giggled. 

“Lucky for us.” Percy shoved his last bite into his mouth and rose. “Oliver heard our neighbor, Mr. Evans, was having some trouble with the bank. I’d like to drop by to see if there’s anything we can do to help. Would you like to go along, honey?” 

“I’d love to. I’ll check in with Estelle before we leave. You’ll be okay, won’t you, Flossie?” 

“I have plenty to do. After I finish with the room upstairs, I’m going to tackle the living room, so it will shine too.” 

After they were on the road, Percy said, “Sylvester Evans got a bank loan a few years ago when he wanted to expand his pecan orchard and put in peaches. I’m not clear on what kind of loan and terms he got, but it may have been a balloon loan with some escalating interest charges and fees. Oliver said someone told him the new bank owner called Mr. Evans’ loan and ordered the bank manager to foreclose immediately on the property. The bank is obviously trying to take over all the property they can, but despite all the wild speculation, nobody really knows why.” 

“Were you planning on offering Mr. Evans a loan?” Nettie asked.

“That’s tricky. Mr. Evans is a proud man and doesn’t have any family left since his grandson didn’t return from the war. I thought we’d kind of put out some feelers to see how we might help.” 

When Percy parked in front of Mr. Evans’ house, Nettie frowned. 

“The yard isn’t in very good shape. Mrs. Evans was always proud of her flowers, and they’re overrun by weeds. That’s not a good sign.” 

“Maybe he can’t take care of the flowers anymore,” Percy said. 

“It’s more than that.” Nettie picked up the sack she’d brought before she climbed out of the car.

When Percy knocked on the door, a voice from a radio inside was silenced. 

Percy knocked again and then side-glanced at Nettie.

She reached for the doorknob and opened the unlocked door. 

“Mr. Evans, it’s Percy and Nettie,” she called out. “Estelle sent you cookies. Do you want me to put them in the kitchen?” 

Mr. Evans came out of the kitchen. “You were supposed to take the hint and go away.” 

Nettie rolled her eyes. “When have you ever known me to take a hint? Do you have any idea how much trouble I’d be in with Estelle if I returned home with your cookies?” 

Mr. Evans snorted. “She is a force, isn’t she?” 

“Do you have any coffee? Or do you want me to make some?” Nettie didn’t wait for an answer; she hurried into the kitchen. 

Mr. Evans sighed. “Do you want to sit down, Percy? My leg’s bothering me.” 

Nettie came out of the kitchen a few minutes later with the cookies on a plate and a cup of coffee. “I added cream and sugar because that was how you used to like your coffee.” 

“Still do,” Mr. Evans mumbled. “Didn’t think anybody was around who remembered.” 

Nettie returned to the kitchen and brought out two more cups of coffee. 

Mr. Evans bit into a cookie and sighed. 

Percy picked up a cookie. “Estelle’s a talented…”

Nettie interrupted him. “So, what’s the bank’s problem?”

Percy sipped his coffee to keep from smiling. 
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