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			Murder at the Cabaret


			NEW YORK CITY, 1925.


			 


			By day, Penny Fox runs The Sly Fox detective agency, helping women escape dangerous marriages and catching philandering husbands in the act.


			 


			By night, Penny manages The Primrose, the glittering cabaret and speakeasy she inherited after her father’s sudden death—a venue that exists at the mercy of mob boss Sonny Hargrave.


			 


			As if juggling two dangerous professions wasn’t enough, Penny finds herself falling for Cora Bellinger, a woman she rescued from an abusive relationship—complicating Penny’s already precarious engagement.


			 


			But when the dancers from her cabaret begin disappearing and their bodies later discovered, Penny realizes a serial killer is stalking the women of The Primrose. Now she must use every detective skill she possesses to catch a murderer before he claims another victim.


			 


			In a world where women are expected to know their place, Penny Fox refuses to back down—even when facing the deadliest threat of all.
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Chapter One


			Brooklyn, New York City, 1925


			A woman has to do what she must to survive.


			That was what my father always told me growing up. He would grab me by the shoulders and say, “This is a man’s world, Penny, one that isn’t a friend to women. You must be strong and brave. And let no man tell you who to be.”


			He was an enlightened man, my father. Truly ahead of his time. That was why it hurt so badly as they lowered his coffin into the ground, right next to my mother and brother.


			My mother died when I was four years old. I think my father did, too—it only took a few decades for his body to catch up. My little brother, Warren, died of cancer at eighteen.


			They’re together now, wherever they may be, but I’m all alone. And the inheritor of a large business at the age of twenty-two. My father, Eugene Fox—you may have heard of him—owned The Primrose, a popular cabaret in downtown New York. And as his last heir, the deed goes to me.


			I don’t mind, though. I’ve been running my private investigation agency—Sly Fox Investigations—out of its office for the past six months while managing the club. My father was very sick with lung cancer in the end, so everything had fallen to me. It was only a matter of time until it became official.


			And don’t tell anyone, but due to Prohibition, my father also ran a speakeasy in the basement. It’s a secret he took to the grave, and to honor him, I vowed to keep the club—and the speakeasy—up and running. It was the least I could do for him.


			A wind blew past the cemetery, making me shiver. My best friend since childhood, Genevieve Merrick, placed a hand on my shoulder. The dying glow of dusk bounced off the large diamond on her engagement ring and made it light up like a prism.


			I glanced at her, giving her a half-smile. The woman was a lawyer—born to the famous and wealthy lawyer Ernest Merrick, owner of the largest law firm in New York. He ran it with his wife, a paralegal named Patsy, Genevieve’s mother. She had helped me with Papa’s estate. We were two of the same—women trying to make our way in a man’s world.


			And, of course, besides my father, Genevieve was the only one who knew my secret. A secret that could get me thrown in jail and labeled a sinner. Fortunately, neither of them judged me—and I loved them for it. Genevieve was getting married soon to a scientist, the son of my father’s friend, the local coroner. It was much-needed good news after the year I’d had.


			“Sorry for your loss, Penny,” Genevieve whispered, her blond hair in ringlets around her shoulders. She wore a peach-colored dress and heels for the funeral. “Let me know if there’s anything I can do for you, all right? Other than the legal procedures, of course.”


			I nodded. “I will. Thanks, Gen.”


			The cemetery workers finished lowering my father’s casket. Pastor Alvin Leach looked up at me. He had dark, shaggy hair, wore a suit with a cross around his neck, and always had something judgemental to say about the cabaret. Who knew music and dancers could be so sinfully scandalous?


			“Yes, I’m also sorry for your loss. Your father was a good man, Penny.” Pastor Leach hesitated. “Despite his…career path. He donated a lot to the Jesus Heals Church and we’re still grateful. Now, is there anything you’d like to say?”


			I leaned forward, adjusting my cloche hat. Then I bent down, throwing some dirt on my father’s coffin. “Goodbye, Papa. I’ll miss you and all our chats over tea.”


			“Very nice, Miss Fox,” Pastor Leach said. “I’m sure he’d be proud of you. Even if you haven’t gotten married or given him a grandchild yet.”


			I nearly rolled my eyes. Were women only housewives and mothers? Were we allowed to have no goals or ambitions of our own? The world seemed to think so. I liked my life just fine, emboldened by my father who always encouraged me to choose my own path and make no apologies. I shuddered to think what life would’ve been like with a father like Pastor Leach.


			When I glanced at Genevieve, she was rolling her eyes, too. I snickered and glanced back at the grave.


			“May he rest in the arms of our Lord and Savior,” Pastor Leach finished as the cemetery workers cleaned around Papa’s burial site. “If you don’t need me anymore, Penny, I’m needed back at the church for midnight Mass later. But please, stay as long as you’d like. And remember—your father will always be with you in spirit.”


			That was nice of Pastor Leach to say, but I wasn’t big into religion. It was a comforting thought, nothing more. My father was gone. That was all I knew now.


			As the pastor walked away, the cemetery workers following, Genevieve turned to me. “I have some last-minute files to look over, so Father wants me back at the office—and to tell you he’s very sorry. My mother is, too. They adored your father.”


			“That’s very thoughtful of them. I appreciate you all so much.”


			“The feeling’s mutual,” Genevieve said with a smile. “Will you be okay by yourself?”


			I rose to my feet, my strap heels digging into the dirt. “I’ll be fine—don’t worry. I’ll see you later tonight at The Primrose. I have a job to do before then.”


			Genevieve raised an eyebrow. “Oh? Another client?”


			“Yes, and a doozy,” I muttered, reaching for the camera in my pocket. The Vest Pocket Autographic Kodak glimmered in the last bits of sunlight. “This woman’s husband is cheating on her with just about every gal in this city. Mainly his secretaries. And I hate to be the bearer of bad news, but she deserves to know the truth. That’s what she’s paying me for.”


			Genevieve nodded. “Indeed. Well, when you expose the husband, send the wife my way. Father excels at divorce cases. She’ll have her husband’s entire fortune by the end of the week.”


			I snorted. “Sounds good. I catch cheaters and you bankrupt them.”


			“Don’t we make the perfect team? Happy investigating,” Genevieve said with a wink, turning her back to me. Her blue peacoat flapped in the wind. “And be careful, Penny. This world is a dangerous place—especially for women like us.”


			I already knew that lesson, of course. It was a lesson all women must learn eventually.


			I watched Genevieve walk across the cemetery to reach her blue Duesenberg automobile, waving at me as she sped off. Then I turned on my heel, walking through the gravel sidewalk of the cemetery to the gate. The incriminating photographs I had in my pocket felt like they weighed a million pounds.


			I rushed down the block to my car—a Chrysler Six in scarlet, my favorite color. The shade matched my half-moon manicure. I placed my camera and photos on the passenger seat, then sped off. I drove to the downtown apartment of the woman who suspected her husband was having an affair.


			And sadly, she had been right. I parked on the street in front and rang the doorbell. I stepped into the hoist—a fancy word for an elevator, powered by the bellboys—and I rode it to the second floor to apartment 217.


			I cleared my throat, then knocked loudly. Margot Timmons—my client, an auburn-haired woman in her late thirties—opened the door. Her blue eyes looked hopeful, searching my green ones for any sign that her husband wasn’t a cheater. I didn’t want to destroy her optimism but I had no choice.


			“Ah, Miss Fox,” she began with a smile, her apron on. I could smell cookies baking in the kitchen behind her. “I assume you’re here about my husband?”


			I nodded. “I am, Mrs. Timmons.”


			“Do come in. You can have some of my delicious cookies,” she replied, ushering me in. I took a seat on the leather couch. “I sincerely hope you have good news for me.”


			I shifted on the couch, uncertain of how to proceed. How could I tell her the love of her life was having affairs? I really despised businessmen like her husband, Earl, who thought they could do whatever they wanted. He owned a department store and had made himself quite familiar with his female employees. His wife had to have suspected that, of course. 


			Margot walked over, carrying the cookie tray. She leaned it toward me. “They’re still hot, so be careful.”


			“Thank you, Mrs. Timmons,” I replied, taking a chocolate chip cookie. I moaned when I bit off a piece. “Wow, very delicious. You’re quite the baker.”


			She grinned, placing the tray on the windowsill to cool. She removed her oven mitts and sat across from me. “Thank you, Miss Fox. I love to bake and do it for my husband all the time. I’m unable to have children, you see, so I must do something to keep myself occupied. All I ever wanted was to be a mother.”


			“There’s still time. You could always adopt.”


			She nodded, sadly looking down. “I know. Part of the reason why I asked you to follow my husband is I want to adopt an orphan. I already met one I adore at the orphanage. But…I need to make sure my husband’s heart is true and pure. I’ve found some interesting things. Lipstick on his collar and a garter belt in his office, for instance. Things that aren’t mine.”


			I winced. “Well, Mrs. Timmons, I don’t know how to tell you this, so I’ll just come right out. Your husband is having an affair. More than one.”


			I pulled the black-and-white photographs out of my pocket, placing them on the coffee table. I had followed her husband to work and snapped photos of him locked in a passionate embrace with his secretary and another midsmooch with his maid. Margot leaned forward in silence and looked over the pictures. I thought she would cry or scream, but she didn’t. She seemed rather calm—as if she had already suspected the truth.


			“I didn’t want to believe it was true,” Margot whispered. “I thought there may have been a reasonable explanation for everything. I’m a fool, aren’t I?”


			I shook my head. “No, of course not. You’re a good wife, Margot, and a good woman. I’m sorry your husband doesn’t respect that.”


			She rose to her feet, smoothing out her apron. “Thank you, that’s kind. Now I must think of how to handle this.”


			I pulled out Genevieve’s law firm card from my pocket, handing it to Margot. “I know of a divorce lawyer. I know divorce can be a dirty word in our society, but it’s far better than staying with a man who doesn’t deserve you.”


			She took the card, looking it over. “Very true. Really, I appreciate all you’ve done for me, Miss Fox. Allow me to get your payment.”


			She scurried into the bedroom, and I stood up with a giddy smile. As much as I loved helping women flee their abusive partners and expose their cheating husbands—that was mainly what Sly Fox Investigations did—I also loved the payment. 


			She returned a minute later, a briefcase in hand. “I know where my husband keeps his emergency savings. For a job well done, I want you to have it all.”


			When she opened the case, I gawked. There must’ve been a thousand dollars in bills—a lot for her husband to have saved up.


			I shook my head. “No, really—I can’t take that much. Besides, you should leave some for your divorce proceedings. Can’t take everything from your husband if you give it all to me, right?”


			Margot placed the briefcase in my hand. “He has more hidden—I’m sure of it. Please, just take it. It’s the least I can do.”


			I sighed and took the briefcase. “Thank you, Mrs. Timmons. I truly wish you the best.”


			Margot led me toward the door. “Thanks. And at least you’ve provided me with an answer to my question. I’ll speak to your friend at the law office soon—”


			As we reached the door, it unlocked with a jingle of keys. Both Margot and I fell silent as a tall, dark-haired man in a suit entered the apartment. He was grinning—another smear of lipstick on his collar—until he noticed us. His face fell as he placed his briefcase on the floor.


			“Honey, I’m home,” he said with a frown. “Sorry I’m late, but some extra business came up. I hope you made dinner because I’m starving. Hey, who’s this? A friend?”


			“She’s my private investigator, Penny Fox,” Margot said, crossing her arms. “And she’s told me all about your dirty secrets, Earl. Were you working late or sleeping with your employees again? I’ve got it all photographed!”


			Margot reached for the black-and-white photos, all of them with Earl kissing different women, and threw them at her husband. He gasped as they fell to the floor. He picked one up, shaking his head as he stared at the photo. There was no way he could deny the affairs now.


			“Really, I can explain,” Earl stammered. “It isn’t what you think!”


			“Save it,” Margot hissed. “I’ll be marching to a divorce lawyer in the morning. And to think I wanted to adopt a child with an unfaithful worm like you! You know, I’ve done nothing but support your business and be a loving wife. Well, now I’m going to take everything I can from you—starting with your savings.”


			Earl turned to me, a snarl across his pale face. His eyes dropped to the briefcase in my hand. “I don’t know who you are, but you’ll pay for this. I won’t tolerate being stalked and photographed. I have excellent lawyers, you know!”


			And so did I. Did he think that idle threat would scare me? I clutched the briefcase to my chest. “I only did the job that was asked of me, Mr. Timmons. If you didn’t want to be exposed as a cheater, perhaps you shouldn’t have been one. So do your worst, but I have the Merrick family lawyers working for me.”


			His jaw clenched, recognizing the name. “Give me back that briefcase—it belongs to me. And no one will get hurt.”


			Margot stood a few feet away, silently fuming as she watched us. Earl crept closer to me to pry the suitcase out of my arms. I couldn’t let that happen—I had worked hard and needed the money—so I did the only thing I could think of.


			With the path to the front door blocked, I ran toward the balcony, flinging the door open and rushing onto the iron porch. Earl growled and chased after me as I glanced down. It was only the second floor—how far could it be?


			I did have a gun hidden in my dress pocket, a golden Smith & Wesson Model 10. I only used that when I was in real danger. And a cheater like Earl Timmons wasn’t worth shooting and going to jail for.


			“Game over, spy,” he muttered, leaning onto the porch. “Give me the briefcase. Now!”


			“No can do,” I said with a smile, then jumped.


			The fall was fun, but the landing wasn’t. With a groan, I landed on my feet a little harder than I would’ve liked into the bushes below. They had cushioned my fall as I kept a firm grip on the suitcase—my payday. I glanced up, watching Earl snarl down at me with Margot glaring at him from behind.


			“Don’t think you can get away!” Earl called out. “I’ll find you. You haven’t seen the last of me, no matter how good your damn lawyers are!”


			I rolled my eyes and turned my back. I didn’t want to waste time, so I took off down the street in my heels back to my car. “Drinks are on me tonight,” I said with a grin, throwing the briefcase onto the seat and starting the engine.


			I drove through the busy streets, the sky growing darker until I reached The Primrose. The sign above the door to the maroon building sparkled with the emblem of a cabaret dancer wearing a top hat. I parked around the back, grabbing the briefcase. As I walked toward The Primrose, hearing my employees getting ready for another busy night of good food and dancing—and of course, that illegal speakeasy in the basement—I heard an argument.


			I glanced down the darkening street, noticing two people standing there. One was a woman, wearing a sparkly blue gown, a cloche hat like mine, and black heels. She was beautiful—dark hair, dewy skin, green eyes, and freckles like stars on her face.


			The minute I saw her, I knew I was in love.


			Her green purse jiggled on her arm as the man she was with grabbed her, and not in a lover’s embrace. He seemed angry. He had blond hair, blue eyes, wore a black suit with loafers, and a gray fedora. 


			I crept toward them, reaching for the golden gun in my dress pocket. A lady should never be without her pistol. That was my number one rule.


			“Roy, please,” the woman was saying, her voice soft and smooth like butter. “I just wanted us to have a good time tonight—”


			“No, you got dressed up to act like a harlot,” the man spat, tightening his grip on her. I feared he’d leave red marks on her skin. “I bet you wanted to come here to sing, didn’t you? What did I tell you? You don’t need your silly singing career any longer. You have me now.”


			The woman was a singer? I was intrigued. We were always looking for new talent at The Primrose, and saving women from abusive men was exactly what Sly Fox Investigations did.


			Without thinking, I ran over—my suitcase and gun in hand, ready to defend a beautiful woman from that brute.


			









Chapter Two


			I’ve never considered myself a hero.


			Perhaps an antihero if anything, but never a knight in shining armor. But when I saw that woman—the most beautiful woman I’d ever seen—I wanted to be her hero.


			The man was trying to drag her away. “Come on—we’ll find another place for the evening. Some place without a stage.”


			I could tell the woman didn’t want to leave, but she looked helpless. And I never could turn away from a dame in need. I kept my gun hidden behind the briefcase as I walked down the dark street. “Let go of her,” I hissed, walking up to the couple. “She clearly doesn’t want to go with you.”


			The man turned around, snarling. “This is my fiancée, and I say we’re leaving. It’s none of your business, sweetheart.”


			That little nickname made my blood boil. I glanced at the woman, noticing the fear in her eyes. But was she afraid of him or for what he might do to me? Either way, I didn’t like it.


			“I won’t ask you again,” I said through gritted teeth. “Leave—go home and cool off. Let her have a good time tonight without you.”


			The man looked closer at me. “Hey, I recognize you from the papers. That cabaret man’s daughter. Didn’t he die or something?”


			“He did—and left the club to me. I own it now. And I have a bodyguard on my payroll. Don’t make me ask him to step outside to get rid of you.”


			When the man stepped toward me, trying to look intimidating, I made my gun visible in the moonlight. It gleamed and the man’s eyes dropped to it. He paused, freezing in place. The woman gulped when she noticed my gun.


			“What are you going to do?” he asked, looking at the gun and then at me. “Shoot me?”


			“If I must,” I said, cocking my gun. “So, why don’t we avoid all that unpleasantness and you go on your merry way?”


			The man hesitated, then glanced back at the woman. “Fine—enjoy your night of harlotry. We’ll talk about this later.”


			The man stormed off down the street, his dress shoes splashing through the puddles. Relieved that I hadn’t had to shoot anyone, I put the safety on my pistol and tucked it back underneath my dress.


			The woman was still speechless, so I turned to her. “Are you all right?”


			She nodded slowly. “Yes, I…I think so.”


			“Is he always like that?”


			The woman sighed and looked down. “Only when he gets angry. And little things set him off. All he does is work, work, work, but I finally managed to convince him to go out tonight. I’ve heard good things about The Primrose.”


			I grinned. My father would be pleased to hear that, too.


			“Anyway, I thought it might be fun. I love live music. Always sounds better than my phonograph,” the woman continued, smiling for a moment before it faded. “But when we got here, he said that club was for harlots and degenerates.”


			I scoffed. “And? Harlots and degenerates happen to be some of my favorite people, you know.”


			That made the woman laugh. “Touché. Really, he wasn’t like that in the beginning when we first met. Perhaps he was hiding his true self.”


			“Most likely. Who is he?”


			“Roy Gainesworth. Have you ever heard that name?”


			I sneered. “Oh, I have. He owns that oil company, right?”


			“That’s the one.” She paused. “He only inherited it from his father. You didn’t hear this from me, but he’s not that good of a businessman. Without his inheritance, he wouldn’t have anything.”


			I glanced down the street, but he was gone. “Really? Well, perhaps his father should’ve taught him better manners. How’d you two meet?”


			She tucked a loose strand of dark hair behind her ear. “At a party. I come from a poor family—they always wanted me to marry rich. He liked me for my beauty and I liked him for his money. But I never had the chance to help my family. They died a while back in a fire on our farm, up in the Hudson Valley. My mother, father, and little sister.”


			“God, I’m so sorry for your loss,” I said, my voice soft and low. “How awful.”


			She sniffled. “Thank you. And now, Roy’s all I have. Even if I wanted to leave him, where would I go?”


			I knew I couldn’t let that stand, so I gestured toward the club. “Perhaps I can help. Why don’t we go in? It’ll be much warmer inside. Let’s get you to my office. I’ll fix you a warm drink and you can finally relax without that menace around.”


			The woman smiled. “That sounds nice, thank you. What’s your name?”


			“Penny. Penny Fox,” I said, holding out my hand as we walked down the street. “And yours?”


			“Cora Bellinger,” she said, shaking my hand. My skin tingled as we touched. “A pleasure to make your acquaintance, Penny. Apparently, your club’s the most popular spot in all of New York.”


			I opened the double doors with the club’s logo engraved in the glass, the silhouette of a cabaret dancer. Her stiletto served as the doorknob. “Indeed—and you’re welcome here any time. No matter what that Gainesworth fellow tells you.”


			She smiled sweetly. “Thank you. Truly, you have no idea how appreciative I am.”


			“Don’t mention it.”


			As we entered the club, I paused and looked around. The band—the talented Felten Brothers—was warming up on the stage. It was almost time to open for another busy night. The server who doubled as a secret bartender in the speakeasy wiped down the table, the chef was prepping in the kitchen, and the janitor was sweeping the floors. I could hear the dancers backstage, getting dressed for the cabaret show.


			The club itself was beautiful. My father and I had decorated and remodeled it over the years. It had dozens of mahogany tables, each covered in black cloths and oil lamps. The walls were painted a deep burgundy and tasty aromas from the kitchen wafted through the club. We had two stages—one for the band, another for our cabaret dancers. 


			And of course, we had the speakeasy in the basement. The sign on the door read EMPLOYEES ONLY. If you wanted down there, you needed to know the password—silence is golden—and vow to keep its existence a secret. Our bodyguard kept an eye on the door every night.


			I’d talk to all my employees in a bit and introduce Cora. Right now, my focus was on her comfort. “My office is just down the hall, past the bathrooms. Please, follow me. And make yourself at home.”


			“Thank you. Gosh, this place is lovely,” she said, her eyes glowing as she glanced around the club. “I could stay here forever.”


			I laughed, leading her down the hallway. “Although I have an apartment in the city, you can usually find me here. What more do you need?”


			When we’d made it to my office, I reached into my pocket for the copper key. As I turned it in the lock, Cora glanced up, staring at the lettering on the frosted glass window. It read SLY FOX INVESTIGATIONS with my name and a magnifying glass as the logo.


			“Sly Fox Investigations?” Cora asked, raising an eyebrow.


			“Yes, it’s new. Only started it six months ago,” I said, opening the door and gesturing for her to enter. “I mostly help women flee abusive partners. I also tail their husbands and catch them cheating. In fact, I just brought photographs to a woman whose husband was having an affair.”


			Cora entered, glancing around. I had paintings on the wall of my favorite sleuths—mostly Sherlock Holmes and Agatha Christie’s characters. I had even written a letter to Mrs. Christie herself and she thanked me for reading her books. I loved mysteries, and we were living in the golden age of detective novels.


			My desk was ebony. A typewriter, a telephone, a radio, and some files sat on top. I had a comfortable leather chair in front of a large bookshelf. In the corner, I kept a small wood stove with a jar of tea and a kettle.


			I kept my bookshelf stacked with books of tips and tricks—how to use lockpicks, covert photography, ballistics. I wanted to be prepared for any case. I placed my camera and gun on the desk next to my globe. I kept more files in my desk drawers, and there was never a shortage of cases.


			“Why can’t some people just be happy in their relationships?” Cora asked, still staring at my painting of Sherlock Holmes. “Some people truly give love a bad name.”


			“I hear that,” I said, walking toward my painting of Starry Night by Vincent van Gogh. “You mind turning around?”


			Cora nodded, then faced the door. After I made sure she wasn’t looking, I moved the painting, revealing a safe nestled behind it on the wall. Cora looked away when I inputted the code—my father’s birthday. 


			I stowed the money from a job well done and locked the safe. I didn’t keep all my money at the office in case it was stolen—most of my father’s inheritance was safely at the bank. But it was nice to have quick access to cash if necessary. If my clients needed it to flee their abusive partners. Getting to safety wasn’t cheap, and I vowed to help them in any way I could.


			“Please, have a seat,” I said, directing Cora to the satin chair in front of my desk. “I’ll make you some tea.”


			Cora nodded. “Yes, please. Your office is lovely as well. We didn’t have things this nice at home.”


			I lit the wood stove and put the kettle on the burner. “I’m very sorry to hear that.”


			“It was tough, but I made it.” Cora crossed her legs, getting comfortable. “So, you own this big club all by yourself now. That’s exciting. But I’m curious—what made you decide to open a private investigation agency?”


			I watched the kettle boil. “For justice. Police aren’t always helpful. And I’ve been in some bad relationships of my own. My last partner was, well…a thief. I quickly broke up with them after that but they continue to pop up when I least expect them.”


			Cora blinked. “That’s terrible. And I promise—you won’t have that problem with me. I’ll keep my hands where you can see them.”


			I laughed, glancing over my shoulder at her. “Thanks, I appreciate that.”


			The kettle started whistling, and I removed it from the burner. I grabbed two bags of black tea and placed them in separate cups. Then I poured the water, bringing the cups over to the desk.


			“Here you are,” I said, placing a teacup in front of Cora. 


			“Smells delicious. My thanks for brewing it,” Cora said. I sat down behind my desk as I waited for the tea to cool. “I’ve been in bad relationships, too—as you saw tonight. Sadly, I’m not sure how I’ll get away from Roy.”


			“I’ve been thinking about that. Helping women is what I do—and I want to help you, too.”


			Cora frowned at me. “That’s awfully kind of you, but how? Roy’s all I have left. I have nowhere else to go.”


			“Sure you do. I have an extra room in my apartment,” I said, seeing the full plan in my mind. “I’ll keep Roy away from you. As long as you stay at the club, you should be safe. My gun and my bodyguard will make sure of that.”


			Cora paused, considering my words. “That would be wonderful, but I can’t stay for free. That wouldn’t feel right.”


			I grinned, rising to my feet. “And I’ve got a solution for that, too. I heard Roy mention you were a singer. Was that true?”


			Cora’s eyes lit up. “Oh, yes! I’ve been performing since I was a little girl. I love to sing—it’s one of my passions. Sadly, Roy never supported it. He wants me to be a housewife and little else.”


			I rolled my eyes. “What a boring man. Talent must never be shunned. I’d be more than happy to hear you—hopefully get you on the payroll. We’ve been looking for a singer.”


			Cora rose to her feet, hope dancing in her eyes. “Are you sure? I wouldn’t want to impose.”


			I shook my head, moving around the desk to walk toward her. “Really, it’d be my pleasure. We’re also looking to add to our talent pool. But I’d like to hear you sing first.”


			“Of course, of course!” Cora cried, beaming. “Right now? Well, lead the way. I can’t wait to sing for you. I love performing.”


			As I opened the door with my teacup in hand, Cora followed eagerly. We passed my staff as we walked toward the stage and the band. I turned to introduce everyone.


			“Cora, meet the band—the Felten Brothers,” I began, and the men bowed. “You have Norman Felten on the piano, Gerald on the saxophone, trumpet, and trombone, and Stanley on the drums. Gentlemen, meet Cora Bellinger—possibly our new singer. She’d like to perform for us.”


			Cora took a good look at the men. Norman was tall, large, and talkative, and sported a black beard. Gerald had lighter hair and was born blind, wearing sunglasses all the time. And Stanley was short and solid with light-black stubble, perhaps the most handsome, and very shy.


			“Hello, gentlemen,” Cora said, hiking up her dress to get on the stage. “Would it be all right if I sang with you?”


			The men nodded, helping Cora onto the stage. Everyone gathered around—their chores forgotten—as Cora whispered with the men. Once they had decided on a song, the music started. I recognized it as “California, Here I Come” by Al Jolson. Cora shimmied as she approached the microphone, swaying to the beat. Her movements were mesmerizing.


			I was blown away. She had a low, husky voice, the kind you could listen to for hours. Cora clearly had years of experience—just the kind of professional we’d been looking for. It was the one thing our club had been missing. I sat down and closed my eyes to take it in. Everyone seemed just as enamored, staring at her like she was the most wonderful thing in the room. And she was.


			If it were possible for me to fall even more in love, I just had.


			When the song ended, she took a bow and everyone clapped so hard that my eardrums almost burst. They’d never applauded like that before. Cora grinned and stepped off the stage and walked over to me.


			“So?” she asked, looking hopeful. “What do you think?”


			“I think you’re hired,” I said, making her giggle. “I’ll get you on the payroll immediately. Trust me, you’re going to have us pulling an even larger crowd.”


			My employees all murmured in agreement. Cora beamed, clapping her hands together. “Thank you, thank you! You have no idea what this means to me. Perhaps I can finally escape Roy and live a life of my own. With no family to support anymore, I don’t really need his money.”


			“You’ll have your own. And your room, too, at my apartment,” I replied. “We’re very glad to have you here. And I wanted to offer you another position, too.”


			“Oh?”


			“I need a secretary for Sly Fox Investigations. You know, someone to file records and answer telephone calls for me? It’s stressful managing it all by myself. I’d pay you extra—double your salary—for your help. If you wouldn’t mind.”


			In truth, I just wanted to spend more time with her. But I really did need the extra help with my agency.


			“You’ve got a deal,” she said with a grin, shaking my hand. “This is going to be fun—both those jobs. Helping women by day, singing by night. It’s practically a dream come true!”


			I laughed at how gleeful she was. Roy was still likely to be a problem, but I was confident I could handle him. And Earl Timmons.


			I sure was accumulating a lot of enemies.


			The excitement evaporated when the door slammed open—and gangster Sonny Hargrave sauntered into the club.


			









Chapter Three


			I wasn’t scared of many things, but Sonny Hargrave was one of them.


			He had salt-and-pepper hair, a thin mustache, and always wore a black suit and blue suede shoes. The gold cross around his neck shimmered, his faith ironic in his violent line of work. His entourage of thugs followed him—dressed similarly with guns on their hips. His gang was involved in everything from drugs to selling illegal alcohol to murder, but the police could never pin anything on him. Or maybe the police were involved—I didn’t know. He was a powerful man, an untouchable one. And unfortunately, a business partner.


			Now, I know what you’re thinking. Why on earth would I ever want to partner with a man like that? Well, it wasn’t my choice. After Prohibition became law, my father wanted to get into the alcohol business. He thought selling alcohol in a speakeasy would be profitable, and it was.


			But it came with a price. A large one.


			We needed to get our alcohol somewhere, and we knew we’d have to fly under the radar. Hearing rumors that Father wanted to start a speakeasy, Sonny approached him and guaranteed supply. His nephew, a fellow gangster, usually did the drop off every week.


			And you don’t exactly say no to a gangster. So there we were, in business with Sonny Hargrave. Even if I wanted to stop the arrangement, how would I tell him that and expect to live? And where would I get more alcohol? I seemed stuck with him, an annoying part of my inheritance.


			“You can’t trust a man like that,” my father had said one night. “Always keep an eye on him. And try not to anger him, kid.”


			Easier said than done. And the fact that Sonny liked to drop by whenever he pleased—thinking he had some sort of stake in The Primrose—really pissed me off.


			The room was dead silent. You could’ve heard a pin drop. Everyone froze, pausing to look back at Sonny. But it didn’t seem like Cora knew him or his gang. Yet.


			“Sonny Hargrave,” I said, stepping forward confidently. I wished I hadn’t left my gun in my office. “What brings you here?”


			Sonny paused a few inches away from me, grinning. His henchmen crowded behind him and looked around. “I have the night off, so I was looking for something to do. Then I remembered your club—and I immediately got thirsty.”


			His gangsters laughed, but I shook my head. “We aren’t open yet, Sonny.”


			Sonny walked around, making himself at home. “You’ll make an exception for me, hmm? Leon should be here any second with another shipment. And as soon as it arrives, I want into the basement.”


			Cora frowned, turning to me. “What’s he talking about? And who is he?”


			Before I could reply, Sonny walked over with a sly grin. He held out his hand toward Cora. “I don’t believe we’ve met before. The name’s Sonny Hargrave—and these are my associates. Me and Lucky Penny are in business together.”


			Oh, how I despised that nickname.


			Cora looked confused, reaching to shake his hand. But Sonny pulled her hand closer and kissed her knuckles. It made my blood boil.


			“You look new around here,” he continued, still clutching Cora’s hand. I could tell it was making her uncomfortable. “What’s your name?”


			“Cora. Cora Bellinger,” she said, her voice shaky. “I was just hired—as a singer and Penny’s secretary.”


			Sonny’s eyes lit up. “You sing? Well, I think I have a new reason to drop by so often, then. And a beautiful woman to boot. You really are just gorgeous, Miss Bellinger.”


			“Erm, thank you,” Cora said, pulling her hand away. “So, what kind of business do you and Penny do together? Are you also a performer?”


			Sonny laughed, placing a hand on his hip. I caught a glimpse of the gun in his holster. It seemed like Cora did, too, her eyes flickering down. Then she quickly looked away.


			“Nah, I’m not a performer. I don’t have the figure to fit into one of those tight dresses,” Sonny joked, making his thugs laugh. “I’m a businessman. A very, very rich one. You tell your new employee about the speakeasy yet, Lucky Penny?”


			I shook my head, crossing my arms. “No, I haven’t.”


			“What speakeasy?” Cora whispered, her eyes wide.


			Sonny pushed past us, heading toward the basement door. “Why, The Primrose has a speakeasy in the basement. And I’m the guy they’ve hired to supply their merchandise. You think they’d be a little more grateful, huh?”


			Cora said nothing, looking shocked. I hoped she didn’t think I was some kind of criminal like Sonny Hargrave. Really, I had just gotten in over my head. Or my father had. And I did like the extra revenue from the speakeasy—even if we were breaking the law.


			“One drink,” Sonny said, leaning against the basement door. “That’s all I want. And to talk business, of course. Bring your new girl, too.”


			I glanced at Sonny’s associates’ stern faces. It didn’t seem like I had much of a choice. With a sigh, I gestured for Cora to follow me to the basement door. Everyone slowly returned to work while they kept their eyes on us. I reached into my dress pocket, pulling out the key to the basement.


			“We only let a select few who can keep their mouths shut into the basement. My bodyguard makes sure of it,” I said to Cora, opening the EMPLOYEES ONLY door. “The password is ‘silence is golden.’”


			Cora nodded. “Got it. I can remember that.”


			I didn’t know if Cora approved of the speakeasy or not, but she wouldn’t dare say anything in front of Sonny. He waited with his men as I opened the heavy door. I walked down into the basement. Cora followed with Sonny and his gangsters close behind, one of whom shut the door behind us. He stood at the top of the stairs, preventing our escape. 


			Now I was really angry I had left my gun in my office.


			Cora paused and looked around. The basement was similar to the cabaret—the same mahogany tables and chairs, covered in oil lamps and forest-green cloths. But we also had a bar set up with a limited variety of beer and wine, whatever we could get our hands on during the challenge of Prohibition. Bottles lined the back wall. We had poker tables and gambling chips scattered around, because if you were already breaking the law, why not go all the way?


			“Wow,” Cora whispered, running her hand along the fuzzy green poker table. “It’s like a whole other club down here.”


			“An illegal one,” I added, walking toward the bar.


			“One that I help keep up and running,” Sonny said with a pearly-white grin, leaning on the bar. “I’ll have a Scotch on the rocks. You should know my order by now.” Sonny dropped by often, ordering the same thing. Sometimes, I think he just liked to torture us and wasn’t that into drinking at all. 


			I nodded, stepping behind the bar. I wasn’t the alcohol expert at the club. Elliot Feigel—a short, dark-haired man around twenty—knew his drinks like the back of his hand. Since it was illegal, he had acquired alcoholic manuals through the black market and taught himself everything. He posed as a server when the police swung by, but his true job was our bartender. I was lucky to have found someone so talented at an illegal art. But I didn’t want him involved when Sonny was around, so I didn’t call him down.


			As I poured the Scotch over the ice in a crystal glass, Cora kept her distance. Sonny gestured over at her. “It’s okay, sweetheart—I won’t bite. Come take a seat next to me. Can I get you anything?”


			“Um, no,” Cora said, stepping forward hesitantly. She eventually sat down on the stool next to Sonny. “But thanks.”


			Sonny nodded, taking a long sip. “Ah, that’s good. You’re a talented bartender, Lucky Penny.”


			I wiped down the bar, in no mood for small talk. “Why are you here, Sonny? You said we needed to talk business.”


			He nodded and sipped again while his goons waited behind him. “We do. First off, I wanted to commiserate with you for the loss of your father. He was a good man. Though, I was a bit hurt I wasn’t invited to the funeral.”


			“It was private,” I said, tossing the bar rag aside. “And thanks for your condolences.”


			“Of course. He was a cherished business associate. I make a lot from this speakeasy, you know,” Sonny said, glancing at the bottles of booze on the wall. Then his eyes bored back into mine. “But I want more.”


			I gawked. “Excuse me?”


			“Instead of us splitting it fifty-fifty, I want a bigger cut. Eighty percent,” he said, his hand clutching the glass. He had a signet ring of a snake on his finger that reminded me of his true nature. “I take quite the risk in getting this alcohol to you. And it’s getting harder.”


			I scoffed. “But we need that money! Do you know how much it costs to keep The Primrose up and running? We both agreed to split—”


			“Things change,” Sonny interrupted, setting his glass down. “I’m not asking. Refuse and suffer the consequences. Of which will be losing your alcohol—and perhaps even your life.” His gangsters pulled out their pistols, aiming them at me. I heard Cora gulp audibly. Who was I to refuse a gangster?


			“Fine,” I said with a sigh. “You’ll get eighty.”


			Sonny grinned, finishing off his drink with a loud sip. “Great—a pleasure doing business with you. Unfortunately, I have to run. But I want to hear that beautiful voice of yours one day, Cora. See you around, ladies. And best wishes with The Primrose.”


			Sonny left his empty glass on the bar and walked toward the stairs. His guards glared at us before they followed. They shut the basement door behind them and everything turned quiet.


			I groaned, placing the dirty glass in the sink. “Well, this is just great. I guess money’s gonna be a lot tighter around here.”


			Cora sighed, leaning over the bar. “Gosh, I’m so sorry, Penny. How did you get caught up in all this?”


			“It was my father’s doing. And lucky me, I’m left to deal with it,” I grumbled, putting the bottles away. “To deal with a total mess. Sonny Hargrave’s a big-time gangster—if you couldn’t tell.”


			Cora shook her head. “Again, I’m really sorry. I wish I could do something for you.”


			“Just being here helps. And listening.”


			Cora grinned. “Then that’s what I’ll do.”


			I felt my cheeks reddening, so I cleared my throat. “We should get back upstairs—it’s almost time to open. And I hope you don’t disapprove of the speakeasy. Or me.”


			Cora rose to her feet, her eyes scanning the bottles. “While I don’t like that a gangster is involved, I also don’t agree with Prohibition. I’m not a big drinker, but I support freedom of choice. And the government’s overstepping its boundaries.”


			Beautiful and had her own opinions? I was suddenly madly in love.


			“That’s a relief,” I said, walking around the bar. “I was afraid you’d hate me.”


			“Hate you? Are you kidding?” Cora asked, following me to the staircase. “Like I said, you saved me from Roy tonight. I’m indebted to you.”


			I shook my head as I reached for the handrail. “Really, you’re not. I just want you to be happy. And free.”


			Cora followed me up the stairs as I opened the door. “With your help, I just might be.”


			I blushed again as we exited the basement, locking it behind us. I glanced around the club, grateful that I didn’t see Sonny and his goons anywhere. 


			But his nephew, Leon Hargrave, was there holding a wooden box. “Got something for you,” he said, placing it on the nearby table. “Hope you remember how much my uncle’s helped you. He’s not a forgiving man if you screw him over.”


			“I’ve always pitied gangsters,” Cora said softly, watching Leon leave. “They must have no conscience.”


			I nodded. “True, they aren’t good people. Anyway, why don’t you meet everyone else?”


			I worked up the courage to put an arm around her, leading her toward the tables. “Here at The Primrose, we’re all family. So make yourself at home.”


			I led her toward Elliot first. He was wiping down the tables. He smoothed out his waiter’s uniform before shaking Cora’s hand. I knew he had recently broken up with his girlfriend and was lonely, and I didn’t like the way he was looking at her. “Nice to meet you,” Elliot said, pulling his hand away. “Let me know if I can get you anything.”


			I glanced over my shoulder, making sure the front doors were still closed. “Elliot’s also our bartender. He can whip up any drink.”


			Elliot nodded, picking up a serving tray. “It’s my hidden talent. Welcome to The Primrose, Cora—you’re going to love it here.”


			I led Cora to Harold McCarney, our bald bodyguard. He wore a black-and-white tux that could barely contain his muscles. He was more brawn than brains. “Nice to meet you, miss,” he said with a nod. “Let me know if anyone messes with you and I’ll tear them another one.”


			“I believe the phrase is, ‘tear them a new one,’” I corrected, “but thank you, Harold. Warn me if Sonny comes back, okay?” Harold nodded, then got back to scoping out the club. 


			I led Cora to Jack Eakley in his blue uniform—our janitor, in his early twenties. He was now putting out clean ashtrays. He had shaggy black hair and bags under his tired brown eyes. “Jack, meet Cora Bellinger, our new singer,” I said, and he turned around and shook her hand. “Are you all right? You look tired.”


			He sighed. “I’ll be fine, boss. Just exhausted. My mother—she’s a lot to handle.”


			“Why’s that?” Cora asked.


			I already knew the story as Jack responded. “She had a bad fall years ago and is in a lot of pain. She walks with a great deal of pain and uses a cane to get around.”


			Cora frowned. “Very sorry to hear that.”


			“Yes, let me know if you need anything,” I added. “Anything at all.”


			We moved into the kitchen. Our chef, the muscular, red-haired Glen Kinney in his early forties, was doing food prep. He removed his chef’s hat when he saw us. “Well, who do we have here?” he asked, rushing over to shake Cora’s hand.


			I rolled my eyes. Glen was a total flirt—a womanizer. I’d heard rumors he had a new lady visitor every night, preferring hook-ups over serious relationships, and I didn’t want Cora around a man like that. She deserved better after her drama with Roy.


			“Cora Bellinger,” she said with a grin. “Your newest singer. A pleasure to make your acquaintance.”


			He smiled a lopsided grin. “The pleasure’s all mine, darlin’.”


			“Something’s burning,” I said, gesturing at the stove. “You should get back to work, Glen.”


			He turned back to the stove and nodded. “Of course, boss.”


			I led Cora out of the kitchen. “Let’s get you introduced to the dancers. We have five—and they’re all very talented.”


			Cora laughed. “Oh, I bet. I’ve heard men in town just love this club.”


			I didn’t exactly like pandering to the male gaze, but it paid the bills. We headed into the backstage area of bathrooms, dressing rooms, and large mirrors with lights attached. The dancers were applying makeup and fixing their burlesque dresses and big, feathered hats.


			“May I have everyone’s attention?” I asked, and all the ladies paused to glance over at us. “I’d like you to meet Cora Bellinger, The Primrose’s first singer.”
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