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Every Sunday, the good people of Esterelle dive into the Chronicle to devour the next chapter of The Hummingbird’s reckless adventures, courtesy of C. A. Pearsons. Who would suspect the mysterious author is a petite midwesterner, as reserved as her flamboyant heroine is bold?

Ann moved to California for its promise of better days. The serial is but a stepping stone in her dream of a writing career. Hollywood can worship its movie stars. Society can cherish its rich Lotharios. She’ll stretch her pennies and make do until she succeeds by herself. Life, however, is never that simple. One ill-advised agreement and Ann gets tangled in the drama that sticks to eligible bachelor Quinn Forbes like glue.

All Quinn ever wanted was to make his family proud. He cleaned up his act after one hell of a wake-up call. Forbes Limited is thriving despite the Great Depression. Groundbreaking new technologies bear his mark. The last thing he needs is to get involved in his old friend’s mess. But here he is, forced to rescue an adorable blonde from herself, time and again.

A monster haunts the former speakeasies of the Flower District, and they’re both on the trail. If Passion forges brittle rings, what does Murder do?

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously and are not to be construed as real. Any resemblance to actual events, locations, organizations, or person, living or dead, is entirely coincidental. 
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Ann tried not to pull at the material of her “uniform.” She had seen women more covered in the Sears catalog selection for beachwear. The black miniskirt stopped a solid two inches above her knees. It slid open each time she took a step to reveal the boy shorts she had underneath—if you dared to call the scrap of fabric shorts. The top forced her cleavage up. It clung to her breasts in a pearly white so close to her natural pale coloring she felt naked just looking at her reflection in the mirror.

She also suspected all the girls were given clothes one size too small to emphasize the effect. With her curves, they shouldn’t have bothered. Her petite frame forced her to dress in the teenager department, but at twenty-two, she was a grown woman whose silhouette did not fit a twelve-year-old’s. She had learned quickly how to pair a blouse with a jacket or a shawl to look halfway decent.

Ann took a sharp breath and looked away from the mirror.

“Ann! The costume fit, girl?”

The manager poked her head through the curtain. The former dancer was still stunning at forty-something, clad in an elegant taupe suit paired with a double rank of black pearls. Ann offered a wan smile. “Yes, it fits, but... I don’t think I can do this.”

The woman gave her a critical once-over that made Ann fidget.

“You’ll do just fine. I’m short-staffed. If you do this for me, I’ll forget about rent for the rest of the month.”

Ann swallowed. Money was tight and two weeks of rent would get her a long way, maybe long enough to move past the writer’s block she was facing. Ned Terence had helped her split the last chapter of her serial in two so they wouldn’t have a gap, but if she couldn’t deliver by the end of the week, there would be nothing he could do. Her feuilleton would be handed to someone else to wrap up. And she would be jobless.

“You’re covering the mid room tonight.” Ann stared at the black lace mask handed to her. Everyone in the club wore one, clients and staff alike. Hiding your identity had been key during Prohibition when the police raided clubs on a nightly basis. Now that era was over, she shuddered to think about the new purpose the masks served... “You’ll be Jade for the evening.”

She met the news with pursed lips and another appraisal.

“Looking coy will work, but remember our guests are to feel welcome.”

Ann made a face. The other woman bristled. “Don’t look so affronted. I’m not telling you to spread your legs or anything of the sort. What you do with the goods is up to you. But I have no use for prudes or prissy good girls. Understood?”

Ann nodded, doing her best to keep her face blank. She could do this. Free rent for two weeks, and a story about burlesque clubs she might be able to sell to the Chronicle or turn into new, exciting episodes of her story. She needed to do this.

“Yes, Miss Clementine.”

Ann plastered as strong a smile as she could muster on her lips while the other woman tied the lace around her blonde curls.

The mid room designated the tables located along the walls midway between the stage and the ground-floor bar. The parterre was reserved for the wealthy patrons who wanted to leer at the performers. Access to the private booths upstairs cost a few dollars more. Esterelle’s finest would be caught dead before they acknowledged patronizing a speakeasy like The Cherry Orchard, Ann decided.

Ten minutes into her shift, she had grown a healthy respect for the women waitressing for a living. Helping at the small restaurant back home had given her some experience, but a club was another beast entirely. She had heard her fair share of sexist jokes, complaints about being too slow and so forth, but nothing compared to what she had to soldier through here. And to think it was only Wednesday and the club was far from packed!

Armed with a tray and a pad, Ann avoided wandering hands and turned down lurid invitations with a smile here and a wink there. Remembering orders and delivering them was the easy part. Keeping a friendly smile on, that was the challenge. One man almost managed to pinch her bottom before she danced out of reach. Another had her bite on her tongue hard enough to draw blood to refrain from tipping his drink over his head.

Another discordant note made her teeth ache. The small trio on stage played some Blossom Seeley’ songs to the best of their abilities. She’d never liked Vaudeville that much to begin with and their rendition wasn’t doing it any favors.

“I have two beers and one dry martini?”

“Come sit on my lap, sugar. Can’t have that dry spell lasting...”

Ann used the large tray to keep some distance between her and the buffoon. The two other men at the table guffawed, elbowing each other. She leaned her head to the side, cheeks hurting from the stretch of her lips. “Enjoy your evening, gentlemen...”

She walked away quickly before she lost her temper and smacked the jerk in the face with her tray.

“I’m taking my break, Jimmy!”

“Sure thing, beautiful!”

Ann headed backstage without answering the young barman. The smoke from cheap tobacco was prickling her lungs and made her eyes itch. At this point, she more than questioned her decision. She had a little money set aside; surely two weeks of rent wasn’t worth the disgust crawling all over her skin at the sleazy jokes, leers, and grabby hands.

“You get used to it after a while. First night?”

Ann’s head snapped up to face a statuesque brunette sitting in front of a mirror where she gave the final touches to her makeup. Her jay-black hair reflected the light in hints of blue. She vaguely wondered if she was wearing a wig. The random thought brought up a smile more genuine than the ones she had shown off for the better part of the evening.

“Hi.”

“Hi back. These are Tiffany, Alice, and Evelyn. I’m Lina.”

“Jade.”

Alice rolled her eyes. Ann noticed and flushed. “Sorry. Some habits sink in fast, it seems. I’m Ann. Miss Clementine dubbed me Jade for the work.”

The offering got the result she hoped. Tiffany and Alice snorted in laughter while Lina guffawed. “Jade’s definitely the way to go here. Where are you from?”

“Grand Island, Nebraska. Capital of corn and boredom.”

Alice bobbed her head vigorously. “I hear you. I’m from Montana. Marrying a Cattle hand was all I could hope for if I had stayed there.”

Ann gave the other blonde a nod. She doubted being a dancing girl in a shady club like the Cherry Orchard was such an improvement. Ann kept that thought to herself. Instead, she sagged onto a pouf with a sigh. At five foot three, heels were normally her friend but her back—and her feet—hurt after standing and bustling around like she had for the past two hours.

Evelyn considered her with pursed lips while Lina continued what had to be her preshow routine. “You’re not here to replace Isobel, then?”

“If you heard me sing, you wouldn’t be asking that question.”

Ann stopped talking to concentrate on the twinge in her back. Massaging it did nothing to ease the knot. She longed to be lying flat on the thin mattress she called a bed. When her back hurt, the hard surface felt like heaven on earth.

“I wonder where she is...”

Tiffany’s whisper echoed as the trio on stage announced that the Birds—the quartet Ann was talking to now—were coming to entertain them in a few minutes.

“She’s gone. Get used to the idea. If she was really your friend, she would have let you know she’d found herself a sugar daddy.”

Ann lifted her head to watch Evelyn’s beady stare graze over her while she barked at the other woman. The temperature in the room dropped another handful of degrees. Lina’s face became a blank mask. Alice and Tiffany busied themselves with blush and lipstick. Evelyn peered out the curtain at the crowd.

“Shouldn’t you return to your shift? The patrons sure like to have a drink in hand while they listen to us sing.”

Ann tried not to react to the haughty dismissal. Apparently, the line between “entertainers” and “waitresses” was one adorned with barbed wire.

She stood. “Right. I’ll get out of your hair. I hope you’ll hear about your friend soon,” she added in as an after-thought, the sympathy mostly directed at Tiffany.

She was almost at the door when Lina finally acknowledged her. “Ask Arthur to take you home after your shift. You’ll be fine with him.”

“Thanks. I will.”

Ann traipsed through the second half of her shift like an automaton. Her back hurt, and after she missed a step avoiding yet another greedy customer, so did her twisted ankle. She slammed her tray so hard on the bar to get Jimmy’s attention that the beer he’d just finished serving sloshed over the rim of the glass.

Clementine crooked an eyebrow. Ann glowered. “This was a one-time deal because you needed help.”

“And you need the money. Thanks to me, you have a roof over your head and decent food on your table. The least you can do is give me a hand when I need it.”

Ann shook her head with a grimace. “I’m a terrible waitress. You’re lucky none of your customers complained yet.”

“Did you mess up orders?”

“No, but—”

“Did you spill drinks?”

“No, but—”

“Did you slap any of the men who got a little frisky?”

Ann gritted her teeth. “Almost.”

Clementine snorted out a laugh. “You did fine. Be here tomorrow at nine.”

The blonde shook her head again. The older woman disregarded her refusal. “Just tomorrow. I’ll put you on the first shift. It’ll free up one of my experienced staff for later in the evening when the party really starts. You’re off the hook afterward.”

“My ankle is hurting.”

“You’re standing up, aren’t you? And if you can’t walk, you can always prepare drinks. Beer and whisky are a no-brainer. Henry will handle the cocktails.”

Ann worried at the corner of her lip, torn between arguing further and just agreeing to get out of the club as soon as possible. Clementine mistook her lack of retort for agreement.

“Good. Nine o’clock. Don’t be late.”

Ann bared her teeth and walked toward the lockers as fast as the throb in her ankle permitted.
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The club was... not his style. It had all the right offerings for the genre. The drinks were stiff, there was music—if you could bear with the trio on stage marching through Duke Ellington like a military band—and the waitresses wore so little, sixteen-year-old him would have loved it. Hell, two years ago he would have taken a second look. Maybe even a third. At least he could console himself that his tastes had always aimed higher than the Cherry Orchard.

The too-strong alcohol, bad music, and scantily clad women put him ill at ease. How things had changed... And he shuddered to think what his partners at Forbes Limited would say if anyone recognized him below the mandatory velvet mask. Sometimes, sitting on millions was a pain in his butt.

Quinn made his way to the second floor after handing a five-dollar bill to a woman whose heavy perfume followed him up the stairs.

The barman placed a drink coaster in front of him, waiting for his order. The idea of alcohol turned his stomach, but not ordering would attract too much attention.

“Open me a tab. I’ll have a scotch, neat.”

“Right away, sir.”

Quinn turned around and leaned against the bar to consider the meager crowd. At ten thirty, the club was yet to really fill up. It would make his mission easier. With luck, he would manage to talk to one or two people on the staff, get the information he needed, and head out in under an hour.

“Your drink, sir.”

“Thank you. A friend of mine mentioned he had a fairly good time here a couple of weeks ago.”

Quinn conveyed his meaning with a pointed look and a tilt of the head. The barman looked nonplussed. “Gentlemen enjoy the Cherry Orchard, sir.”

“I’m sure.” The bar filled one corner of the balcony. Lounging chairs and plush sofas occupied the rest. A pair of curtains draped over an alcove leading to what looked like a corridor. “What’s over there?”

“Sometimes we have small parties who prefer private rooms, sir.”

And that was right up Jason’s alley and the reason why Quinn was sleuthing his evening away at a third-grade burlesque club rather than enjoying some downtime of his own. The young millionaire would bet a small fortune the rooms weren’t as private as the guests hoped they would be. A discreet hole in the wall, a couple of well-timed photographs, and unsuspecting men received an extortion bill.

Quinn stared at the alcove a moment longer before he walked away from the bar and leaned against the balustrade, gathering his thoughts. Knowing the how helped, but it didn’t give him access to the incriminating material.

He ought to choose his friends better. What kind of idiot got caught on film with his pants down and a woman on his lap who was clearly not his fiancée? Quinn took a sip of his drink while he considered his next move. He let his gaze wander around at the décor and gilded wood and dark velvet, then peered at the room below.

A female quartet had replaced the band on stage. The lead singer was a tall, leggy brunette. Her elaborate mask included black and yellow feathers to evoke a bird. It matched her clear, seductive voice to a tee. Quinn could very well picture her in the role of a demanding mistress, more whip and leather than gypsy charm.

Some men at the scattered tables below him swayed under the canary’s spell. Most, however, eyed the waitresses who circulated between them. He suspected they looked less for a fresh drink than to cop a feel of whatever else the club had to offer. Obviously, the menu proposed a variety.

Or not. Quinn frowned when he noticed a petite blonde woman struggling to walk away from a table of three, her empty tray pressed hard against her chest. He only saw her profile, but the death grip she had on the platter had him straighten up in his seat. Her posture betrayed more than annoyance at being pawed at. She looked hurt and a little scared.

Quinn polished his drink and stood.

“Come down off your high horse, princess. I’ll give you a ride you won’t forget.”

One of the other men at the table hooted out a thick laugh and murmured something that caused the pig’s grin to broaden. Quinn kept his arms loose by his sides as he approached her from behind. Now that he was closer, he could see she was seething, probably because if she put them in their place, she’d lose her job. He kept his tone friendly as he placed himself between the girl and the table.

“The lady’s already spoken for, pal.”

The tray she held shook dangerously, as if she was a breath away from cracking it on the jerk’s head.

“I see no lady here, only a cocktease and a who—”

Quinn placed one hand on the man’s shoulder. The jerk started to stand, then slumped in his chair with one warning squeeze. One of his acolytes bared his teeth when another voice joined the discussion.

“Is there a problem here?”

The petite woman and Quinn turned at the same time toward a tall man with the shoulders of a professional brawler and a brogue thicker than his neck. Quinn straightened to his full height in return to the growl directed his way, while the blonde smiled at the bouncer.

Her green eyes encased in black lace softened. Suddenly he wanted nothing more than see her face properly.

“It’s all right, Arthur. We were just playing a word game of sorts.”

She took a careful step back from both the pricks and Quinn. The latter was so focused on her face he caught the flare of pain in her gaze instantly. He pulled away from her offender to present his arm without a second thought. “Shall we?”

She hesitated. Her eyes settled on his face, her lush mouth parting before she clamped it shut again. She slipped a delicate hand in the crook of his elbow while her gaze lingered on the human cold box she had called Arthur.

Her friend took his cue and fell into step with them with one last menacing glare at the trio who glowered into their cups. Quinn guided her toward the stairs.

She stopped there and disengaged her hand from his arm, looking to him, to the steps, and to her friend in turn. The bouncer gave him a once-over that made Quinn want to square his shoulders. The man addressed the beautiful inconnue. “I can take you home. I’ll just tell whoever asks that you’re upstairs with him. No one will say otherwise.”

No one meant him, Quinn deciphered.

“I’ll be fine, Arthur.”

“Are you sure?”

She offered that soft smile again. Quinn put one foot on the steps. “A drink and conversation. Nothing else. I’m not that kind of guy.”

She stared at his face for a long second before she nodded toward her protector. “I’m sure.”

Quinn savored the small victory in silence, gave a minuscule nod toward the other guy, and started climbing up.

It took only two steps to realize he had been right about her being in pain. Arthur was still drilling holes in the back of his head and he had promised to keep his hands to himself, but each of her winces while she followed jarred him. The feeling pushed Quinn a little off-kilter, like the desire to smirk at the bouncer once she had agreed to come up with him. He settled for distracting her instead of sweeping her off her feet to carry her upstairs.

“Your friend is very protective.”

“Arthur is a nice guy.”

“Being nice won’t stop him from punching me in the face if he thinks I’ve overstepped my boundaries.”

She paused midstep, seemingly to adjust her hold on her tray. Quinn pried it gently from her clutch to put it down. He offered his arm again.

“Take my arm and use the railing with your other hand. This way you’ll put less weight on your foot.”

Her pale cheeks colored. At the same time, she pinched her lips. The result was endearing. 

“Those stupid shoes aren’t doing my ankle any favor.”

Quinn almost asked why she was here if it hurt that much. Then he remembered most people didn’t have the luxury not to show up for work when ill or injured. He winked. “Chin up! We’re almost there.”

As soon as they reached level ground, her death grip on his forearm slackened and she put a little more distance between them. They were probably a sight, her more or less hopping on one heeled foot while his arm fell uselessly by his side. As a matter of fact, their appearance at the balcony turned several heads. Quinn thanked the mask that hid his identity.

“There are some private rooms this way, if you are comfortable with that,” Quinn offered.

His beautiful companion hesitated just long enough to take in the smirks and avid stares.

“Yes.”

Quinn signaled the barman who’d served his drink earlier. The barman didn’t even bat an eyelash. They passed under the velvet overhang with her leaning on his arm once more.

He wasn’t entirely surprised when she ducked into the first room with a door ajar. What took him aback was the furtive look she cast toward the end of the corridor.

“What is it?”

“Miss Clementine’s office is over there. I don’t want her to see me up here.”

Quinn filed the information in a corner of his mind and ushered her further into the empty room so he could close the door. It was furnished with a couple of side loveseats holstered in antique rose velvet and art deco brass sconces on the walls. The cliché love nest for a naughty rendezvous... Quinn led her toward one of the sofas before he stepped back.

“I’ll get us some drinks.”

“I’m the waitress, you know...”

He could tell she was both amused and just a little nervous.

“Your shift is over. Is a Tom Collins all right, or do you prefer something stronger?”

“I’m not much of a drinker. A Tom Collins is fine, I guess...”

He nodded. “I’ll be right back.”

Quinn waited more or less patiently while the barman mixed her cocktail. Minutes later, he reentered the room to find her curled up on the loveseat with her legs under her, her heels abandoned on the floor.

Quinn handed her the tall glass decorated with an orange wedge and a dark cherry. He placed his whisky on a small side table before he reached to undo a button.

The blonde beauty bolted upright at once. “What are you doing?”

“Here. Put that on.”

She stared at his jacket with wide eyes and enough suspicion to tease his ego.

“Men are simple creatures, princess. We can talk. We can stare. But doing both at the same time proves to be a tad challenging from time to time.”

Her delicious mouth twitched. She took the offered garment and slipped it on with a pout. “Don’t call me that.”

His evening jacket dwarfed her. The result was barely less tempting than his previous view of her cleavage. Quinn kept his eyes on her face. Mostly.

“Call you what?”

Her skin was a pale peach, as if she never spent time in the sun. He had counted two freckles in the crook of her shoulder earlier.

“Princess.”

Quinn grinned at her. “What should I call you, then?”

The pixie blonde opened her mouth, then closed it just as fast. Her pout intensified, teasing a smirk out of him. Got you.

Her beautiful eyes took on a guarded look. “Jade.”

“Like the gemstone?” He cocked an eyebrow, unable to keep the teasing out of his voice. If Jade was her real name, he was poorer than Job.

Her delicate shoulders stiffened in defiance. “I do have green eyes.”

Quinn nodded, his lopsided grin firmly in place. “I noticed. Jade it is, then. I’m Qu—”

“I know who you are. You’re Quinn Forbes.”
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“I know who you are. You’re Quinn Forbes.”

Ann regretted her gibe the second the words tumbled out of her mouth.

The dark eyes fixed on her face lost most of their warmth. She was left with the intense gaze of a man twice her size who owned half the city and stood tall between her and the door. Her stomach flipped. Ann shrunk under the weight of his evening jacket on her shoulders.

She pulled the pricey fabric tighter around her petite frame and offered an olive branch. “I... recognized you?”

Quinn Forbes blinked, and the spell that oppressed her breathing lifted partly.

“Have we met?”

He sounded even more curious now, and a little taken aback. He must be wondering if she was one of his conquests. Damn, damn, damn. Ann swallowed convulsively. “No. No, we haven’t... met.”

Shut up, shut up, shut up. You’re making it sound like an invitation.

His broad shoulders didn’t relax at all. Hers tensed some more in turn.

“We don’t exactly... run in the same circles? I mean... you’re... well... you’re... you.” Amusement started to curve the corner of his mouth into a show of dimples, though his eyes remained cold enough to ice her blood. The mask partly hid a face she knew to be handsome and added an air of intimate mystery to the situation. “You know what I mean.” Simper, why don’t you... Idiot!

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
T e v






OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/scene_break.png





