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      Wow! Mind just blown! A complete mindf**k…

      ~GoddessWithanAttitude on Spades

      

      “Literally perfection.”

      ~Read with Aimee on My Heart Still Beats

      

      “Helen Hardt is a master at making you fall for the bad boy.”

      ~Words We Love By on Savage Sin 

      

      “Hardt spins erotic gold…”

      ~Publishers Weekly on Follow Me Darkly

      

      “22 Best Erotic Novels to Read”

      ~Marie Claire Magazine on Follow Me Darkly

      

      “Intensely erotic and wildly emotional…”

      ~New York Times bestselling author Lisa Renee Jones on Follow Me Darkly

      

      “Christian, Gideon, and now…Braden Black.”

      ~Books, Wine, and Besties on Follow Me Darkly

      

      “This red-hot tale will have readers fanning themselves.”

      ~Publishers Weekly on Blush

      

      “Scintillating…”

      ~Publishers Weekly on Bloom

      

      “Helen's intelligent writing style and skills have made this story a must-read.”

      ~FireSerene Reads on Bloom

      

      “It's hot, it's intense, and the plot starts off thick and had me completely spellbound from page one.”

      ~The Sassy Nerd Blog on Rebel

      

      “This book was fantastic! It was steamy, funny, romantic, and just about any other emotion you can think of…”

      ~Steamy Book Mama on Lily and the Duke

      

      “Craving is the jaw-dropping book you need to read!”

      ~New York Times bestselling author Lisa Renee Jones on Craving

      

      "Completely raw and addictive."

      ~#1 New York Times bestselling author Meredith Wild on Craving

      

      “Helen Hardt has some kind of skill I don’t have the words to describe. Her writing is addictive. She sucked in my mind and I just don’t want to read anything but her right now!”

      ~OMGReads Blog

      

      “Helen Hardt…is a master story teller.”

      ~Small Town Book Nerd

    

  


  
    
      They placed themselves close to where Hatta, the other messenger, was standing watching the fight, with a cup of tea in one hand and a piece of bread-and-butter in the other.

      “He’s only just out of prison, and he hadn’t finished his tea when he was sent in,” Haigha whispered to Alice: “and they only give them oyster-shells in there—so you see he’s very hungry and thirsty. How are you, dear child?” he went on, putting his arm affectionately round Hatta’s neck.

      Hatta looked round and nodded, and went on with his bread and butter.

      “Were you happy in prison, dear child?” said Haigha.

      Hatta looked round once more, and this time a tear or two trickled down his cheek: but not a word would he say.

      

      Lewis Carroll, Through the Looking-Glass

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            1

          

          
            HARRISON

          

        

      

    

    
      I fucking hate March.

      The worst month of the year by far.

      But Harrison, you might say, it’s the first month of spring. The month of the first blossoms of the trees. The snow is beginning to melt, the sun beginning to peek through the skies of gray.

      Big fucking deal.

      The city of Chicago goes all out for March. Every damned window is covered with four-leaf clovers, pots of gold, and mischievous leprechauns. Then of course there’s the drinking. My hospital, St. Charles General, is always swamped with patients suffering from alcohol poisoning or brawl-related injuries this time of year.

      The city’s gravest sin, though, is the millions of gallons of green dye that it pours into the Chicago River to mark the occasion. Makes the whole thing look like a runoff of toxic sewage. I have to cross it on my commute from my home in Oak Park every time I come into the city, holding my breath against any noxious fumes.

      Of course, these are merely symptoms of my disdain for the month.

      The real reason—well, one of the reasons—is because my birthday is the seventeenth.

      Yep. You heard that right.

      St. Patrick’s Day.

      My parents were thrilled. The firstborn son of two second-generation Irish-Americans, born on the day when the Yanks celebrate our culture by drinking more whiskey and Guinness than their livers could ever hope to process. They dressed me up in leprechaun onesies the first several years of my life and then always made sure my wardrobe had plenty of green in it.

      I never wear green anymore. It’s my favorite color, but I consciously stopped wearing it in middle school.

      Fuck… Middle school.

      Those years are rough on anyone, but for me…

      Damn.

      I don’t like to think about it.

      Because not only was I born on the Irish people’s answer to Christmas, not only did my parents dress me in an all-green wardrobe until I started sprouting armpit hair…

      But as luck would have it, I was born with abnormally large ears.

      And the school bullies had their way with me about them for years.

      Any name you can think of, they called me. A lot of rabbit-inspired options, of course. And once they realized that the first syllable of my name was a synonym for our cotton-tailed friends, they were unstoppable.

      I grew into my ears eventually.

      But the scars of those formative years will never heal.

      The bullying was just the beginning of it.

      But I shake the thought from my head.

      Look at me now, Mom! I’m an attending physician at one of Chicago’s leading hospitals. I make a shit ton of money, bought my first home—an actual house, with a yard and everything—in a good part of Oak Park, and I have a prime reserved parking spot right in the Loop. St. Charles treats its doctors well.

      The nurses don’t get parking, but whatever. Most of them live right off the L, so their commutes are pretty straightforward anyway. And if they’re not driving, they’re doing their part to save the whales or the pandas or whatever cause we’re all tacitly agreeing to support this week.

      I, on the other hand, am driving my car, a vintage 1972 Cadillac Coupe DeVille, into work today. I’m the envy of all my colleagues except for my best friend, Maddox Hathaway, whose gorgeous 1967 Rolls-Royce makes my vehicle look like a bumper car. Of course, Maddox got his car from his father, and I worked tooth and nail to be able to buy my little beauty and get her fixed up like new. And yes, I’m already holding my breath as I pass over the river, even though the city isn’t scheduled to dye it until tomorrow. It’s probably good sense no matter what time of year it is. God knows what—or even who—might be interred in that waterway.

      Jesus, where did that thought come from?

      I mean, it is Chicago. I’m sure the mob has dumped a body or two in the river over the years. And those poor bastards’ eternal home is about to be stained the most violent shade of emerald imaginable.

      Oh, well. I guess it’s more interesting than being worm food.

      Where was I?

      Oh, yeah. Attending physician. Leading Chicago hospital. I rub elbows with lots of city elites, date lots of beautiful women, and even go to one of the city’s most exclusive clubs, Aces Underground, as Maddox’s guest. He comes from Chicago royalty. The Hathaways are a local political dynasty. The Kennedys of Chicago.

      The O’Rourkes aren’t the Kennedys of anything, except perhaps for binge drinking and baby making, often at the same time.

      I was born into nothing. Less than nothing. And I built a damned life for myself. Worked three separate jobs to get myself through medical school. Survived off ramen and Easy Mac for the years of my internship and residency to scrounge up enough money to pay off my remaining student loans.

      And now I’ve made something of myself. Something that my middle-school bully could never dream of becoming.

      Of course, that’s not entirely his fault, given what⁠—

      I slam on my brakes and my car screeches to a halt.

      A young woman is crossing the road in front of me, paying no mind at all to her surroundings.

      I roll down the window to chastise her lack of awareness⁠—

      Shit. I know her. Dinah Miêu. One of the nurses in my hospital.

      “Dinah!” I call out. “You okay?”

      She turns around, her face flushed. “Oh, gosh. Dr. O’Rourke! I didn’t realize that was you.”

      “Who else would be driving this beauty?” I tap the steering wheel. “You should watch where you’re going, Di.”

      She swallows. “Yes. I should. So sorry. I guess the coffee hasn’t quite kicked in yet.”

      Poor Dinah. She’s been taking on a lot of extra shifts lately. One of my favorite nurses, Alissa Maravilla, just banked in all the vacation time she’d allotted over the last few years to go on some sort of romantic escape with Maddox. Yes, the same Maddox of Hathaway fame. Still crazy that the two of them met. Talk about worlds colliding.

      “No worries,” I say. “Just be careful. I’ll see you upstairs.”

      She nods and heads into the building.

      I turn the corner and park in the hospital garage catty-corner to the front lobby.

      This garage spot is great. I’m often downtown after hours. Sometimes I like to go to the theater, and every so often I snag a ticket to a black-tie gala for some charity I’ve never heard of. And then there are the clubs, Aces Underground chief among them, but there are others as well. They’re great places to pick up women. Flash your medical license and they’re putty in your hands.

      I get out of my car, making sure the window is rolled back up and the doors locked. This garage has twenty-four-hour surveillance, but you can never be too careful in the city of Chicago. I walk out onto the street, into the lobby of the hospital, and take the elevator up to my ward.

      I cross over to the nurses’ station where Dinah is sitting, drinking what I’m guessing is her third cup of coffee of the day. She looks up and smiles at me. “Dr. O’Rourke. So sorry again for that… I mean… I’ve just been so busy ever since Alissa up and ditched us for her little rendezvous abroad with Maddox.” She sips her coffee. “Do you know when she’ll be back?”

      I raise an eyebrow. “I figured you’d know. Aren’t you her best friend?”

      She sighs. “I’d like to think I am. But I’ve heard so little from her since she left.” She pulls out her phone. “Just this, a text from nearly a month ago. February the fifteenth. Hey girl, just a heads up that Maddox and I are going on a little trip. Going to be away from the hospital for a while. Lots of love!” She scrolls down. “And then, a week or so ago, after not responding to a dozen messages I sent trying to check in, she said Vacay is going great! Will let you know when I’m heading back.”

      I scratch the side of my head. “That’s pretty vague for Alissa.”

      Dinah nods. “Right? Like, all of this is so unlike her. Taking off last minute on a trip with a man she’s been dating for, what? Two weeks?”

      “It’s unlike Maddox, too. He must really have it bad for this woman to abandon his shop for so long. It’s not like he has paid time off. He’s the boss. So every day he’s not opening the shop, he’s not making any money.”

      Dinah sighs. “Yeah, but he has plenty of that Hathaway money.”

      I shake my head. “His father disinherited him. Left all his money in a trust, available only to Maddox if he ditches the shop and follows in his father’s political footsteps.”

      Dinah widens her eyes. “Then how on earth are they affording to go on a trip for nearly a month? I mean”—she shifts her gaze—“I know what nurses make here. It’s not poverty wages or anything, but a luxurious month in Europe or South America or wherever it is they’ve flown off to…”

      I shrug. “Could be they know someone whose place they’re staying at. Then they’d just be responsible for their airfare and incidentals.”

      Dinah bites her lip. “So they could just be out of town indefinitely?”

      I grab a patient’s chart. “She only has so much vacation time left. I imagine we’ll be hearing from her soon.”

      “Or else, what? You’ll fire her?”

      I run my hands through my hair. “It won’t come to that. Alissa is a wonderful nurse. She cares so much about the people in this hospital. She’s just having some sort of…liberation moment.”

      Dinah crosses her arms. “I don’t know, Doctor. Two of her favorite patients, Carol and Lou, are here. They just went home a week or so ago after their transplants. I’d think Alissa would at least want to check in and see how they’re doing.” She frowns. “This is just so unlike her.”

      “But weren’t you saying that dating Maddox seemed to bring out a different side of her? One that wasn’t so straight-laced?”

      “Yeah, but…” Dinah rubs at her forehead. “It’s one thing to try something new with a romantic partner. Something like sky diving, or bungee jumping. To take off out of nowhere for a trip lasting God knows how long…”

      “I see your point.” I stroke my chin. “And the only correspondence you’ve received from her is by text?”

      She nods. “Those two texts. That’s all the word I’ve had in a month.”

      I pull out my own phone, scroll through my mail app. “And the only communication I have from her is when she sent an email to the St. Charles admins telling them she was taking some time off.” I scratch my head. “Only texts…”

      “Doctor?”

      I hold up a hand as I call Maddox.

      “Hey. This is Maddox Hathaway. If this is related to my shop, please call the Hathaway Haberdashery’s landline directly. If not, please leave a message and I’ll get back to you as soon as possible.”

      The phone beeps, but I end the call. No point in calling the haberdashery. I know Maddox isn’t there.

      I call again. Again it goes straight to voicemail.

      “Alissa’s phone does the same thing every time I call her,” Dinah says. “Is it possible the two of them decided to unplug for this trip?”

      “That could be it. Still…” I rub at the back of my neck, where my hairs are standing upright. “You’ve only received texts from Alissa, right?”

      “You already asked me that, Doctor.”

      “You’re not understanding my question.” I set down the chart. “When was the last time you heard Alissa’s voice?”
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      Three bucks, two bags, one me!

      Those were the words ping-ponging through my head when I stepped off the plane at LaGuardia Airport. The words of the Star-to-Be in the musical Annie. It’s a small role with a single solo in the show, but it’s launched the career of many a Broadway starlet, the likes of which include Sutton Foster and Laurie Beechman.

      I had just finished four years of school at Oklahoma City University. Musical theatre major, of course. I spent years perfecting my sixteen-bar audition cuts, studying the acting theories of Uta Hagen and Stanislavsky, and learning the intricacies of ballet, jazz, and tap dancing.

      And just like a billion women before me, I stepped off that plane a girl with a big dream.

      My name in lights. Singing my heart out to a crowd of strangers. The roaring applause of hundreds as I take my final bow.

      Of course, dreams are for nighttime.

      By day, my life in the Big Apple has been a nightmare.

      No one prepares you for this part of an acting career in school.

      Rent in NYC is astronomical. If you don’t have rich parents footing your bills, you can expect to either live in a shoebox or share a larger space with five roommates.

      My parents are rich, but they’re not footing the bill. No, Robinson and Circe Montrose thought their second-born daughter should be doing something more monotonous, something more in line with her timid nature. Maybe Rouge, their golden child, could have made it on Broadway.

      But Bianca? Sweet little Bianca, with her light-blond hair and porcelain skin?

      The Big Apple was going to eat her alive.

      But I was determined to prove them wrong. I got a decent scholarship at OCU and took loans to cover the rest.

      Of course, the problem with loans is that you eventually have to pay them back.

      That plus rent quickly exhausted what little money I managed to put away during college.

      So I grabbed jobs wherever I could. A lot of barista gigs, some retail. Even a short stint as a receptionist for a law firm.

      But the problem with those jobs? They conflict with auditions.

      I would either have to beg a coworker to cover for me whenever an opportunity popped up or let it pass me by so I could eat that week.

      Eventually I quit going for those gigs and turned to dancing in my underwear for complete strangers in a bar in Midtown. I’m on my way there for my shift right now.

      The hours are good—they leave my days open for auditions—and the tips excellent.

      Not exactly what little Bianca dreamed of when she stepped off that plane, but I’m getting paid to perform, right?

      At least that’s what I tell myself every time I get on that tiny stage, my tits spilling out of the microscopic bikini top I wear.

      It’s a means to an end. A waystation on my road to the Great White Way.

      But…when will I reach the end?

      I’ve been dancing there for five years now, and taken audition after audition, each one more fruitless than the last. I’ve done everything I can. Consulted countless vocal coaches, worked my monologues to death, starved myself for two weeks to get that Kate Moss look for my headshots. Stood in line for hours for every cattle call I could find. And all I’ve gotten after every audition is a brisk “thank you” and a gesture to the door. That was the case for my first audition, and that was the case for the three auditions I took just this last week.

      Meanwhile, Rouge has risen through the ranks of the family business, and our father is grooming her to take over the family’s most prestigious asset, Aces Underground.

      She’s had everything handed to her. Always has.

      Granted, she’s apparently brought some great ideas of her own to the fold. Mom was telling me the other day. She wants to dress the waitstaff up as playing cards, each of them assigned a specific number and suit.

      Sounds weird, but Dad is apparently eating it up.

      Rouge is smart. A genius, even.

      But there’s also a darkness to her. Something I saw a lot of during our childhood especially.

      She learned to mask it well, but every time I’m in her presence, I can feel it.

      I’ve developed a sort of intuition about these things. I can feel when things are about to go sour. It usually manifests into a twitch over my left eyebrow, but sometimes it’s just a feeling in my gut.

      Maybe it’s my acting training. My ability to read other people, other situations. To be a good actress, you have to be intuitive.

      A lot of freaking good it’s done me.

      After nearly a decade in this godforsaken town, I’m beginning to wonder if I’m just another one of those faceless girls destined to be defeated by the City of Dreams.

      A girl who was a star in a small pond but not able to find her light when pitted against a million others just like her.

      Maybe it wouldn’t be the worst thing if I swallowed my pride and went home, tail tucked firmly between my legs.

      Mom and Dad are getting old. Dad especially is in bad shape. They’ll need someone to take care of them while Rouge is running Aces. They didn’t support this dream, but they still love me and will give me a place to stay while I find my bearings once I come back to Chicago.

      I don’t love the idea of returning to my childhood home in my thirties, but what else can I⁠—

      My phone rings.

      The number is one I don’t recognize. More than likely a robocall, but it’s a New York area code. I always answer those.

      I was about to take the staircase down to the subway, but I walk to the edge of the sidewalk and answer the call, fully expecting an automated voice spewing some bullshit about my car’s extended warranty.

      “Hello?”

      “Bianca Montrose?” a male voice asks.

      “Yes, speaking.”

      “Wonderful. Lawrence Shippe, casting director for Skylight Productions. How are you doing this evening?”

      Holy cow. A casting agent?

      “Y-Yes. I’m doing fine. How are you?”

      “Great, thanks for asking. Listen, Skylight is producing a new musical, Reflections, which we’re mounting at the Quadrille Theatre on Broadway in a few months. We loved your audition last week and would like to invite you to our callbacks to read for the role of Lisa. Are you available?”

      My heart flutters. This is my first callback in ages, and my first ever for a show on actual Broadway.

      I put the call on speaker and open the calendar app on my phone. “When were callbacks again?” I ask, praying I’m available.

      “Thursday afternoon at Snowdrop Spaces. I trust you’re familiar?”

      “Yes, I’ve done lots of auditions there.”

      “Excellent. We’ll be calling back all the Lisas at three p.m. That work?”

      I write it into my calendar app. “You bet it will!”

      “Wonderful. Thanks, Bianca. We’re looking forward to seeing and hearing you.”

      “Likewise.” I swallow. “I mean, rather, I’m looking forward to the callback.”

      Mr. Shippe chuckles. “All right. Take care.”
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        * * *

      

      Wow, Reflections.

      That feels like a lifetime ago.

      I sigh as I sit at my makeup station in my dressing room at Aces Underground. I’ve finished my pre-show routine. Steamed my voice, done some vocal warmups, looked over my music.

      Now I’m fixing up my makeup for tonight’s show.

      I prefer a natural look, but those pink lights in the Hearts section are harsh. I have to cake on a decent amount of foundation and shadow to counter them, otherwise my face will just be a rosy blob to the club patrons.

      Not that many of them look at me. At least, not when I’m singing, that is.

      A lot of the men get a look at all of me behind closed doors, but that’s another story.

      I look at the woman in the mirror. I’m nearly forty now, but a lifestyle of going to the gym five times a week, eating well, and performing an intricate evening facial routine after each show has kept me looking youthful. Forty isn’t that old anymore, anyway.

      There’s still a glimmer of the girl who took the call for Lawrence Shippe inviting her to the Reflections callback.

      God, I thought that show was going to be my big break.

      But I thought a lot of things when I lived in New York.

      I gaze back into my own reflection, and I’m strangely envious of her. The woman on the other side of the mirror lives in a world where things go the other way. All the bad decisions I made in my life, this woman made the opposite. She’s probably looking into her reflection in a private dressing room of a big Broadway show. Preparing for a performance of some classic. Maybe Sondheim’s Sweeney Todd. My favorite musical. Johanna, the title character’s daughter, has long been my dream role.

      The music in Sweeney Todd is so thrilling, so virtuosic.

      A world away from the music I sing here at Aces. The sultry, jazzy songbook favorites that I’ve belted out every weekend and holiday night for the last five years.

      I keep begging Rouge to let me change things up a bit, add in some of the songs I worked so hard on when I was running the audition circuit in New York, but those requests fell on deaf ears.

      I turn to a knock on my dressing room door.

      “Bianca? Are you decent?”

      Speak of the ruffle-clad devil herself.

      “Yes, Rouge,” I call out. “Come in.”

      Rouge walks through my door effortlessly, despite the large Elizabethan ballgown she’s wearing. She wears a lot of green during March, and tonight’s number features cascading emerald velvet and delicate sage organza with a heavy bodice gleaming with silver-threaded vines and peridot beadwork. Her outrageous attire, as usual, eclipses the simple cream gown with matching heels I’ve chosen tonight.

      She looks me up and down, a strange combination of smile and scowl twisting her lips. “I wanted to look over your set. I’ll be over at the Jade Sanctum tonight, and after that I have to do my weekly check-in at the Caterpillar, so I won’t be able to hear you, unfortunately.”

      I stand and walk across the room, nearly tripping over a bunch of iron rods piled up in a corner. “How much longer are you going to be using my dressing room for storage, by the way?”

      “Thank you for being such a good sport about that. I’ve been on the phone with my contractor, and he says the work to fortify my office security should be done in a week or so.” She looks to the corner, her lips pursed. “Until then, thank you so much for keeping the branding irons and extra uniforms for the staff in here.”

      Right. A few club patrons broke into Rouge’s office a few weeks ago. I’m not sure who, and my sister is incredibly tightlipped whenever anyone brings it up. Since then, she’s been adding extra security measures to her office and using my dressing room to hold all her extra crap.

      I walk past the clutter and pick up a sheet of paper with tonight’s rep selections printed on it. I hold it out to Rouge. “Nothing out of the ordinary, just as you like it.”

      She snatches the paper and scans it. “‘At Last’… ‘I Put a Spell on You’… Good, good… Oh, ‘The Man I Love.’ I adore that one.”

      “You adore all of them, Rouge. That’s why they’re on the list.”

      She narrows her eyes. “Do I detect a hint of disdain in your voice, sister?”

      My breath catches in my throat. “No… Of course not. I just… It wouldn’t kill us to throw in some new works now and then, would it?”

      Rouge smiles. Sort of. “Sweetheart, the songs we sing at Aces are the tried and true. The ones that are timeless. I appreciate your input, but why don’t you focus on putting on a good show, and I’ll handle the nitty-gritty of it all, okay?” She hands me the setlist. “We’re all good here. I’ll expect a full report when I return.”

      “Of course, Rouge.” I sit back down in my makeup chair and turn to my mirror. “Will there be anything else?”

      She darts her gaze around the room, frowning. “Everything seems to be in order. Good luck tonight. I’ll see you when I return. Ta-ta!” She exits the room, closing the door behind her.

      I grab my eye pencil out of my bag and continue working on my makeup.

      I’m not surprised that Rouge rebuffed my suggestion. I ask once every few months, and the answer is always the same. I could have said the words along with her.

      Tried and true.

      Timeless.

      Don’t get me wrong. These songs are great. But I spent years in NYC collecting a book of so many great songs by a diverse range of composers and lyricists. It feels like a waste to be singing the same pieces night after night.

      But it’s Rouge’s way or the highway here at Aces Underground.

      Has been ever since Dad handed her the keys.

      I can’t help another sigh as I run a line under my eye with the pencil.

      I owe my entire life to Rouge. When I came to her, it was at my lowest point. She gave me a steady job singing and performing, and I make a nice chunk of change by offering my—ahem—other services to the Aces patronage. I can afford a luxury apartment right in the middle of downtown Chicago, a far cry from the mousehole I called home in New York.

      I’m doing what I love, even if it’s not quite the avenue I hoped for when I stepped off that plane at LaGuardia Airport all those years ago.

      I should be happy.

      Except that I’m not.
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      “What do you mean?” Dinah asks.

      “Think about it.” I place my cell phone on the nurses’ station counter. “The only communication we’ve received from Alissa has been written. She hasn’t called once. In a month.”

      Dinah drops her jaw. “Dr. O’Rourke, you couldn’t possibly be insinuating…”

      I hold up a hand. “I’m not insinuating anything. It’s just… They’ve been gone for so long. Before that, they were dating for all of two weeks. To go on a trip twice as long as the time you’ve actually been dating? It feels fishy.” I rub at my jaw. “Something isn’t right here.”

      “Alissa seemed to be pretty head over heels for him, though,” Dinah says. “Those first few days she was mooning all over the hospital. Big, dreamy eyes, humming to herself. She was a walking cliché. Even the patients picked up on it.”

      “Maddox seemed pretty into Alissa as well,” I reply. “But there’s something gnawing at the back of my neck about this.”

      “I feel it, too. I tried to ignore it the first couple of weeks, but now it feels like we need to figure out what the hell is going on.”

      “Steady, Dinah. There could be a rational explanation for all of this.” I draw in a breath. “Maybe we’re not seeing the forest for the trees here. We don’t know the whole story.”

      “I suppose so. All I really know is that Alissa met Maddox two weeks before Valentine’s Day, and they saw a lot of each other those first few weekends.”

      “And then she was back to work Monday.” I open the calendar app on my phone. “That would have been the ninth of February. What happened that day?”

      Dinah focuses her gaze on the hospital computer. “It was a pretty normal day here… No big emergencies, no deaths… Oh! But that was the day Lou Chambers got his heart. She would have been overjoyed. He’s one of her all-time favorites.”

      “Right. And Carol had just gotten her lungs a few days prior.” I tap my finger to my chin. “So Alissa was in a good mood.”

      “Well…she should have been.” Dinah frowns. “But shortly after I told her the good news, she got this haunted look on her face. Like she’d just seen a ghost or something. It was just for a second, and then she pasted on a smile. But she’s my best friend, Dr. O’Rourke. I could see through it in a heartbeat.”

      “Why didn’t you say something then?”

      “Because she was off to go see Lou before his surgery. She didn’t have a lot of time to spare.”

      “Of course.”

      “If I remember though”—she narrows her eyes—“she had just come up the elevator with you when I saw her, told her about Lou.”

      I smack my palm against my forehead. “Right. I came up with her on the elevator that day. Maddox had walked her to the hospital.” I furrow my brow as I try to remember. “And now that I think of it, he said something odd right before he left.”

      Dinah widens her eyes. “What?”

      “Well first off, my guard was already up because he had told me he was taking the day off from the haberdashery he runs in Uptown. Extremely out of character for Maddox. I don’t think he had ever closed the shop since his father’s death.” I pace in front of the nurses’ counter. “Something would really have to shake him to keep him from going to work. At the time I thought it was because of Alissa, but that doesn’t make a whole lot of sense since it’s not as if he could hang out with her while she was working at the hospital.”

      “But what did Maddox say that was odd?”

      “Right. His voice got all serious, which was very off-brand compared to our usual back and forth. He played it off as casual, but like you said, a best friend can tell when something’s up. He told me to make sure she stayed safe while she was working.”

      Dinah lifts an eyebrow. “But St. Charles is perfectly safe.”

      “I don’t think he was concerned about the hospital specifically. I think he was concerned about some outside force harming Alissa.”

      Dinah shifts her gaze. “You mean…?”

      “I don’t know what I mean.” I squeeze my eyes shut, try to remember the rest of the day. “I rode up the elevator with Alissa, and then you told her about Lou, and she sauntered off to see him. And then, later… She wasn’t looking where she was going and bumped into me.”

      Dinah nods. “That sounds like Alissa. She often gets lost in thought.”

      “Yeah, but she’s usually pretty attentive at work, so I asked her if anything was the matter. The way she was acting, plus Maddox’s strange request to make sure she was protected, had my hackles rising. So I asked her point-blank to tell me what was on her mind.”

      “What did she say?”

      “That there had been some kerfuffle at Aces Underground, that club Maddox took her to.”

      “Oh, right. With the playing card waiters. Alissa told me all about it.”

      “That’s the one. And Alissa told me they had learned something upsetting about the woman who runs the club.” I lean in, lower my voice. “Her name is Rouge Montrose.”

      “Rouge Montrose.” Dinah bites her lip. “Why does that name sound familiar?”

      “She’s involved in a lot of charities and businesses with the city, owns lots of clubs, Aces chief among them. But the reason you might hear her name now and then is that she also sits on the board of this very hospital.”

      Dinah cocks her head. “That’s quite a coincidence.”

      “It is.” I swallow. “It’s almost too much of a coincidence. The color drained from Alissa’s face when I told her.”

      “Have you met this woman? Rouge Montrose, I mean?”

      I shake my head. “Maddox always kept a healthy distance from her when he’d take me to the club. I never even knew her name was Rouge Montrose until Alissa told me. But Rouge is one of those people with a very…specific aura.”

      Dinah leans in. “How do you mean?”

      “Like… She’s very charming, very charismatic. But whenever she was within a few feet of me, I’d feel this…chill. Like a foreboding feeling that something terrible could happen at any moment.”

      “Interesting.” Dinah scratches her chin. “And Alissa got mixed up with this woman?”

      “Yeah. Or so she told me. She said she and Maddox found out something about Rouge and they were concerned it would affect Maddox’s membership at the club.”

      Dinah frowns. “That’s it? Who the hell cares about his membership? He can go to another club. He’s a Hathaway, for Christ’s sake. Those sons of bitches can write their own ticket anywhere.”

      “Yeah, it didn’t sit all that well with me, either,” I say. “But that’s all I have to go on. As soon as I told Alissa that Rouge was a board member, she stormed off. That was the last I saw of her that day. She acted relatively normal the rest of the week when she was in. But then, the night of the fourteenth, Maddox tried to call me. I was working late and didn’t have my phone on me, so I missed the call. He left me a simple voicemail, saying ‘Damn it, Harrison.’”

      “What does that mean?”

      “I texted him back the next morning. He told me it was nothing, and”—I hold up my phone, displaying my messages—“that was the last text he sent me before he told me he was taking Alissa out of town on a trip.”

      Dinah presses her lips together. “Nothing is always something.”

      “I felt the same way,” I reply. “But that’s the whole story. I’m not sure what we’re supposed to do with it.”

      “The only lead we have is this Rouge lady, right?”

      I nod. “Yeah.”

      “Maybe we can have someone look into her?”

      I cross my arms. “Rouge has paid off every single detective in town. I don’t think that’s the answer.” I rub at my forehead. “But that club is where Maddox took Alissa when things started getting fishy. I’ll go to Aces Underground myself and check things out.”
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        * * *

      

      I chose to wear an elegant black tuxedo with a dark velvet bow tie. You don’t grow up the best friend of Maddox Hathaway and not learn a thing or two about men’s fashion.

      I don’t know what I’m doing. I’m not a member of Aces Underground. That weird-looking guy who runs the desk in the foyer will surely just turn me away.

      Maybe I’ll convince another patron to let me in as their guest. I don’t know.

      This is my only plan, so it has to work.

      I make my way to the little alleyway off Randolph and State and walk until I find the black door with the four card-suit symbols on it.

      Spades, Diamonds, Clubs, and Hearts.

      I wonder why they chose that order.

      I open the door and, sure enough, the tall guy in the fuchsia pinstriped suit leers at me. I spy the nameplate on his small pink desk. That’s right. His name is Chet.

      He raises his white eyebrows. “Dr. O’Rourke. It’s been a long time since we’ve seen you here.”

      “Indeed it has, Chet.” I pull out my wallet, hand him my ID.

      Chet slowly reaches his arm out and grabs my ID. He lugs out his big book of member names, but I know that my name won’t be in there. He knows it, too. This is just a formality.

      “I’m afraid your name is not on our list, Dr. O’Rourke,” Chet says. “Are you waiting to be escorted in by a member? We haven’t seen Mr. Hathaway in…quite some time.”

      I take a deep breath in. “No, I’d like to be let in on my own merit.”

      Chet furrows his brow, the grin on his face not wavering. “I’m afraid that’s not how we do things here at Aces, Doctor. As you are aware, members must be invited, typically by Rouge herself. Or they can inherit their membership, as was the case with your friend Mr. Hathaway.”

      “But I’ve come here several times as a guest. It’s not as if I’m not already aware of your whole vibe here.”

      Chet wrinkles his nose. “Our vibe, as you refer to it, has nothing to do with it. Rouge’s rules are ironclad, and my hands are tied.” He reaches into his desk, pulls out a selection of pamphlets. “You are more than welcome to frequent one of Rouge’s other clubs, though.” He fans the pamphlets out on the desk. “The Noir Parlor, Second Star, even MINOS… These are all wonderful establishments, and their rules for membership are not quite so stringent as ours.”

      “You don’t understand, Chet,” I say. “I need to come here tonight.”

      “If you’re not coming as the guest of a listed member, then⁠—”

      I slam my hands onto his pink desk, sending the club pamphlets fluttering to the floor. “Chet, you’re not hearing me. I demand that you let me in.”
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      My makeup is nearly finished.

      I look fantastic. Youthful. Virginal, yet sultry. Just the dichotomy Rouge wants me to embody. It’s a good aesthetic for my show, of course, but it’s more so for the private entertainment I provide behind the velvet curtains of the club.

      Men like it when they think they’re deflowering a woman.

      Even the ones who’ve deflowered me several times before.

      It’s all about the illusion.

      Truth be told, none of them took my virginity.

      That was snatched from me a long time ago.

      A small tear slips out of my left eye at the thought.

      Damn it—my makeup!

      I dab the tear away with a tissue. The tear has left a tiny streak along my face. Like a small crack in a Ming vase.

      Of course, anyone who knows the real me—which, to be fair, isn’t many people—knows that several more cracks exist under my skin. Cracks formed from a lifetime of rejection and trauma, some of them miniscule fissures, and others gaping chasms.

      None of them have healed.

      I quickly reapply a touch of makeup to cover the tiny river carved by my tear, and I reach into my bag for my finishing powder. That’ll help keep my makeup in place in case there are further eruptions of emotion from my eyes during my set.

      I grope around, finally shining my cell phone flashlight inside.

      Shoot. It must be back in my car. I keep my makeup bag on the floor of the passenger seat, and sometimes it rolls around and something falls out, which is what happened today. I thought I grabbed everything, but the finishing powder must have rolled under the car seat.

      I check my watch. Aces opened for the night about a half hour ago, but I’m not scheduled to sing my first set of the night for another fifteen minutes. I have enough time to run to my car in the Aces garage and grab the powder.

      Good thing I drove tonight. I normally walk to Aces, but it’s a little cold this evening. It’s March, and things are beginning to warm up, but the evenings are still pretty chilly. It feels silly to drive such a short distance, but in the grand scheme of bullshit that has been my life, this seems pretty benign.

      I throw on an ivory overcoat and head toward the Green Door, up the mirrored staircase.

      I knock three times.

      Chet doesn’t open immediately.

      I press my ear to the door to the foyer. A man is speaking. It’s a voice I don’t recognize.

      He’s getting louder, though.

      Then a pounding noise.

      “Chet, you’re not hearing me. I demand that you let me in.”

      And silence.

      A few seconds later, Chet opens the door to the foyer for me, widening his eyes. “Miss Bianca, aren’t you supposed to start singing soon?”

      I nod. “Just have to run to my car real quick, grab my finishing powder. I’ll be back before my set begins.”
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