















Praise For A Girl Like You



“Michelle Cox masterfully recreates 1930s Chicago in A Girl Like You, bringing to life its diverse neighborhoods and eclectic residents, as well as its seedy side. Henrietta and Inspector Howard are the best pair of sleuths I’ve come across in ages—Cox makes us care not just about the case, but about her characters. A fantastic start to what is sure to be a long-running series.”


—Tasha Alexander, New York Times bestselling author of The Adventuress


“In A Girl Like You, Michelle Cox offers striking descriptions of the seamy side of 1930s Chicago. Readers of historical romance and suspense will root for the destitute but hardworking Henrietta Von Harmon as she risks everything for Inspector Howard in a story that will keep readers guessing right up to the last page.”


—Kristen Harnisch, award-winning author of The Vintner’s Daughter and The California Wife


“The authentic setting rich in cinematic detail of Chicago during The Great Depression is the perfect backdrop for a plethora of vivid characters in Michelle Cox’s novel A Girl Like You—one being an ambitious dance hall girl, Henrietta Von Harmon, soul breadwinner of her fatherless family. But when her boss is found dead, in walks Inspector Clive Howard whose chemistry with Henrietta promises even more twists and turns in this highly entertaining mystery.”


 —Sande Boritz Berger, author of The Sweetness


“Cox brings the economic hardships and rigid class structure of 1930s Chicago to life in her captivating mystery, A Girl Like You. Henrietta Von Harmon must provide for her family after the suicide of her father, but jobs are scarce. Although she must hide her job from everyone she knows, Henrietta becomes a taxi dancer, a woman of questionable virtue who dances with men for money. When someone is murdered and a girl disappears, Henrietta is persuaded by Clive, a handsome homicide detective, to go undercover at a dangerous venue. Anyone who enjoys a well-written romantic mystery set in a gritty time and place will enjoy A Girl Like You.”


—M.A. Adler, author of In the Shadow of Lies


“The Depression-era world of a poor girl’s Chicago is a dicey deal for Henrietta Von Harmon—but she is resilient. In Michelle Cox’s capable hands, Henrietta takes the reader of A Girl Like You on a wonderful romp through the seamier side of an early 20th-century working girl’s life. The realities of a fatherless family, a weary mother, and a dearth of opportunity don’t overpower Henrietta’s curiosity, her willingness to work hard, her knack for making alliances, and her vision of a better future. The book’s cast of additional characters, headed by Inspector Howard, accompanies Henrietta through a murder, a dangerous job, and touching reminders that life turns on small intimacies. This engaging book bodes well for the following works in the series!”


—Barbara Stark-Nemon, author of Even in Darkness
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I dedicate this volume with much love to my husband, Philip Cox.
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CHAPTER 1


Henrietta stole another look at her compact before she snapped it shut and hurried out from behind the bar. The gilding around the edge was worn from overuse, but Henrietta didn’t mind. It still did its job, and, anyway, it had been a gift from one of the regulars in lieu of a tip, an old-timer whose wife had died several years back. It was obvious that the compact had been hers, but Henrietta had accepted it gratefully, gently squeezing the old man’s hand in payment when he had offered it, milky-eyed and shaking, happy that someone seemed to want it at last.


She weaved her way gingerly now through the tables where the crowd—mostly men—sat at low, battered tables throwing dice. The next round was starting, and as the house twenty-six girl she was supposed to not only keep score but to encourage drinks as the night wore on and inhibitions lowered.


“Who needs a refill before the next round starts?” she called out. Several men at the back table put up a thick, callused finger to indicate they were ready for another, Henrietta pulling out a tiny pencil from behind her ear and scribbling down their orders in a small notebook she kept in the front pocket of the worn, faded blue dress she always wore to work.


“What about you, Mr. Welters?” she asked, coming up behind an older man with snow-white hair, though he was probably not yet fifty. “Care for another?” she asked with her familiar smile.


“When you gonna call me Welty, like everyone else?” he said with false petulance.


“Just doesn’t seem right somehow,” she teased, “you being my elder, you see.”


Mr. Welters laughed out loud until it ended in a coughing fit. “You’re a little fox, that’s what you are,” he said clearing his throat. “A real vixen! Go on, then, I’ll have another. But don’t think I don’t know what you’re doin’.”


“Course you do!” she called out agreeably as she made her way back to the bar to give the order to Mr. Hennessey, the sole bartender as well as the proud owner of Poor Pete’s, the establishment in which they both currently toiled.


Mr. Hennessey winked at her as he patiently pulled the Pabst tap and adroitly poured whiskeys as the pints filled. Henrietta leaned against the dark walnut bar, waiting for the drinks, her eyes straying for a moment to the bank calendar hanging just above Mr. Hennessey’s head on the far wall, squeezed in between a rack of peanuts on one side and a crowded shelf of genuine German beer steins on the other. The calendar read January 1935, but it was hard to believe a new year had begun. It seemed like only yesterday that she had been helping Mr. Hennessey hang a few strands of Christmas garland and some rather thin sprigs of holly between the bottles of booze on the top shelf, which, being expensive, usually lay undisturbed for most of the year, anyway.


“Not too many tonight, is there?” Henrietta asked him with a shrug. “Think people are taking a break after the holidays?”


“Naw. It’s the damn coppers. Pardon my French,” Mr. Hennessey said with a nod of deference. “You know how it is. Cops come in, break up the twenty-six. People stay away for a while, but then they finally come back. Just a matter of waitin’ it out.”


“Yes, but the last time they were here was right around St. Nicholas Day, I think. It’s January now!”


“Well, you know,” he shrugged apologetically, “it’s been cold.” He looked out the tavern’s little window at the snow softly falling. It made a pretty picture despite the iron bars that ran across the window. “Here, get these out now, girl,” he said, hurriedly putting the last glass of beer on her tray. “Almost time to score.”


Henrietta quickly delivered the drinks and then rifled through her pocket for her notebook. “All right, then!” she called out. “Table one, what’s everyone got?” she asked and methodically worked her way around the room until she had recorded everyone’s score.


“Ooh! Mr. Mentz! That’s your second one!” she said enthusiastically to a middle-aged man in the corner, who had just declared that he had gotten a perfect twenty-six. “You’re hot tonight!”


“Always am when you’re here, Henrietta!” he shouted back, beaming and looking around at the crowd for acknowledgement of his high score. Only Mr. Welters blearily raised his glass in salute.


“Anyone else?” Henrietta called out.


Disgruntled mumblings were the only response.


“Okay, then, Mr. Mentz, that’s a free drink for you; what’ll it be?”


“Schlitz!” he answered. “Make it strong!”


The crowd snickered at his joke, as only beer or wine, not hard liquor, were offered as the prize for throwing a perfect twenty-six with the allotted ten dice. Almost any corner bar in Chicago offered a game of twenty-six, though sometimes a game could be found at the back of a cigar store as well as a quick alternative. It had been just over six years since the crash, but people were still struggling, and a game of twenty-six made for a cheap form of entertainment among working people—those who had a little bit of cash to spare for a drink and a laugh, as it cost only a quarter a game to get in.


Somehow, though, the police had gotten it into their heads that it was illegal—which it wasn’t, everyone knew—but they broke it up from time to time anyway, saying it amounted to gambling and possibly racketeering with possible links to the mob. It infuriated Henrietta whenever they busted it up at Poor Pete’s, as Mr. Hennessy ran a straight establishment, though she suspected he had been approached more than once to become a part of a bigger network. He would have none of it, though, and was determined to stay independent. Henrietta was proud of him for it, though she could see by the bags under his eyes from time to time that it worried him, especially when particularly unsavory types wandered in for a “little chat” about expanding his horizons, extra protection, and various other shady prospects.


Mr. Hennessey was an older man in his fifties or maybe even sixties. Henrietta wasn’t sure exactly; she was notoriously bad at guessing ages. He had graying hair that he wore in a crew cut and a thick gray mustache to match his thick, round body. He was married, of course, and had children, but they were all grown up now. Henrietta didn’t know much about them except that his daughter lived out east somewhere and one of his sons had died in the war. He never spoke much about his other son, and Henrietta did not like to ask. All in all, he was well liked, and Henrietta thought him a good businessman. He could be harsh with the occasional customer who got out of hand, though his sleepy corner bar was not the type of place that usually attracted young hotheads. But he had a softer side, too, especially when it came to Henrietta.


He had hired her when she was just fourteen to scrub the floors before Poor Pete’s opened each day at noon. It had been a favor, as he had known her father, that is, before he had killed himself just about four years ago now. Mr. Von Harmon had been a regular customer, and Mr. Hennessey felt it was the least he could do to help out the wife and the large family he had left behind. Not long after the “accident,” Henrietta had turned up out of the blue, asking if he had any work.


“You’re Les Von Harmon’s kid, aren’t you?” he had asked as he wiped his hands on the dirty towel hanging from his belt loop.


Henrietta merely nodded. She had come to the back door, and Mr. Hennessey had let her come in, though he suspected she was probably underage.


“How old are you?” he asked, peering down at her.


“Almost fifteen.”


“Sweet Jesus,” Mr. Hennessey had whistled. “That all?” Mr. Hennessey had let his eyes briefly, albeit uncomfortably, travel over her body and knew in that moment that this girl’s life was either going to be a heaven or it was going to be a hell, for he had not seen this kind of beauty more than a couple of times in his whole life. She had long, thick auburn hair, which she wore loosely tied up; a heart-shaped face with perfect alabaster skin; full, pink lips; blue eyes that seemed to light up each time she spoke; and an already fully developed body with ample breasts and a slight swell at the hips. She had been dressed plainly in a cotton dress, but her beauty radiated nonetheless. She had the body of a woman that men look back twice at, a body that even made women comment.


“I know I’m young,” she said in a cheerful, pleasing sort of voice that oddly mesmerized him, “but I’m a real good cleaner, Mr. Hennessey. Please, I . . . we . . . need the money. I’ll clean the bathroom, too. You don’t want to be bothering with that, now do you? Let me do it for you . . . please . . .”


“Well, I don’t know,” he said, scratching his head. His wife would be upset if he took on another employee, but he felt he owed it to poor Les. He had been drinking at Poor Pete’s that night. “I suppose we could try you out.”


“Oh, thanks, Mr. Hennessey!” she had said, two dimples magically appearing as she shyly smiled at him. Mr. Hennessey felt himself unwittingly blush.


“You come ‘round about ten each morning and get everything ship-shape. How’s that sound?”


“Oh, thanks, Mr. Hennessey! Want me to start now?” she asked, eagerly looking around.


“No, come back tomorrow,” he said hurriedly, shooing her out the door, knowing his wife was due any moment.


Henrietta came back promptly the very next day and every day after that for the next two years as the bar’s cleaner, Mr. Hennessey’s wife eventually coming around to the idea and actually becoming fond of Henrietta, too. In time, as she grew older, Henrietta naturally progressed to being a waitress, and then Mr. Hennessey had allowed her to try her hand at being a twenty-six girl, for which she was very grateful, as it meant more money that she could then hand over to her mother. As a twenty-six girl she got a percentage of the house’s profits for the night as well as any side tips she collected. Mr. Hennessey was happy to share the profits, as he knew it was Henrietta who had slowly boosted his clientele, word of the pretty twenty-six girl at Poor Pete’s getting around. Many men showed up each week just to be the object of her smile or the receiver of a little wink before they trudged home to their own wives or lonely beds. There were only a few times that anyone had tried an advance on Henrietta, having drunk a bit too much, and then Mr. Hennessey had thrown them out without a moment’s hesitation. In truth, a caress on the arm or a pat on the bottom never really bothered Henrietta that much, but Mr. Hennessey objected in the strongest of language, having grown fiercely protective of her as time had worn on, like the father she no longer had. Henrietta, in turn, trusted him completely. He was one of the few men who never tried to take advantage, never looked at her in a suggestive way, never let his fingers stray.


She had grown used to men staring at her, not that she particularly enjoyed it, but she did enjoy the doors it seemed to open, to the great annoyance of her mother, who preferred what hard work could get you in this world rather than what usually came from having a pretty face. Henrietta, too, would have preferred to get by on her wits alone, but times were hard, and she figured that she had to use what she had been given. Her mother seemed to resent her good looks, however, perhaps because they reminded her too much of her father, Henrietta reasoned. She missed him terribly, but they weren’t allowed to talk about him; her mother forbade it.


Though her mother might think otherwise, Henrietta was no stranger to hard work, often taking the morning shift as a waitress at various restaurants—although she had lost count of how many— before reporting to Poor Pete’s each night. The problem was not in procuring a job, which seemed to plague the rest of the country; it was in keeping the job. No sooner had she learned the ropes somewhere than she would inevitably be fired for slapping some greasy owner or telling off the cook for pinning her up against a wall for a “little smooch” when he thought no one was looking. Inevitably, then, when she turned up back at home before she was due, her mother would moan, “Oh, Hen, not again! What’d you do this time? Why can’t you ever just get along? A girl like you should be able to keep a job!” and before Henrietta could explain fully, her mother would hand her one of the crying twins while she went to tend to the other one.


But that was just the problem, Henrietta would sigh resignedly to herself as she awkwardly attempted to rock the crying baby in her arms. She wasn’t that kind of girl. Several times she had tried to explain to Ma that men had tried to take advantage, but her mother usually responded with something like, “Well, Hen, that’s the way of the world; better get used to it.” This always left Henrietta somewhat confused. Surely her mother wasn’t advocating that she be a “loose” woman, that she let men get away with fondling her; after all, she was always going on about women who had lost their virtue. But then why the disappointment when Henrietta took the moral high ground? What did Ma really expect of her? Whatever incoherent message Henrietta got from her mother, she decided early on of her own accord that she would try to remain “good.” Isn’t that what her father would have wanted as well? And if she didn’t, what lay ahead of her? No decent man would take her then, she guessed, and in her heart that was what she wanted, though she didn’t exactly want to become her mother, either, trapped in a little apartment with eight kids to take care of. No, she resolved, she would not just “get used to it,” as her mother suggested, and would instead let the chips fall where they may.


Mr. Hennessey was always so much more understanding. “Lose another one, did you, girl?” he would ask if she showed up earlier than usual for her shift. “Ah, well, Henrietta. You stick to your guns! Something else will turn up. You wait and see. You’ve always got a place here, you know.”


Henrietta would sadly smile her thanks while she got out the bucket to start the floors. “Yes, I know, Mr. Hennessey,” she would say wistfully, wishing her mother would adopt the same attitude. Her mother had never been the same after her father died, and it was almost as if Henrietta had lost two parents that awful night.


Her father had been employed at Arnold, Schwinn & Company on Courtland and Lawndale. He had worked on the line making their world-class Excelsior-Henderson motorcycles, but after the big stock market crash in’29, the dice seemed loaded for him. Two years after the crash, in 1931, with the company dragging along, Frank Schwinn had called together his department heads and coolly announced that they were closing the motorcycle line and focusing only on bicycles for the foreseeable future, effective immediately. Les Von Harmon, along with 452 other men, lost his job that day, and rumor had it that Les, impossibly in debt from gambling, had stood outside the Schwinn mansion on Humboldt and Palmer for hours, hoping to catch a glimpse of Frank Schwinn to beg for his job, any job. After hours of waiting, he apparently gave up and made his way to Poor Pete’s, where he drank himself to near-unconsciousness and then stumbled back to the factory and hung himself in the maintenance shed.


Father Finnegan at St. Sylvester’s had been surprisingly very kind, recording Les’s death in the parish record book as heart failure and allowing him to be buried with full rites in the cemetery as a favor to Ma. He and several ladies from the bereavement committee had often visited Martha Von Harmon after that, offering what help they could, but Ma was fiercely independent and refused their prayers and sympathy, though she was forced from sheer desperation to take the collection they had brought. They had likewise received a note of condolence from Arnold, Schwinn & Company, but nothing else. Ma had thrown it into the fire. While Les had been alive, they had at least enjoyed a certain level of respectability, living in the company apartment building on Humboldt in Logan Square on Chicago’s northwest side, not too far from California and Milwaukee. It was a unique neighborhood in that it was a quite sought-after address of some of the city’s more wealthy, with their large mansions surrounding Palmer Square proper, and yet it was also home to various poor immigrants and laborers living in the surrounding streets.


Though the Von Harmons themselves were working-class, Les Von Harmon had often entertained his brood with stories of how, back in the old country, somewhere called Alsace-Lorraine, the Von Harmons had been part of the landed class, the “gentry,” as he called them. In fact, he had delighted to tell them, they were almost a part of what one could call the ruling class and had enjoyed a sophisticated existence. Les frequently regaled them, as they ate their meager suppers, with stories of their lost wealth and the luxury they had once enjoyed . . . that is, until Les’s great grandfather had thrown it all away, so the story went, when he fell in love with an American woman whom he met while she traveled through the Alps with her family. The young couple, unable to live without each other, had eloped and ended up in Chicago, attempting to create a new life, which had been difficult without any money or family to speak of. But they had toiled on, happy at least in their love, until the present-day Von Harmons had taken the stage, though Les and Martha’s union was perhaps not so romantic as their predecessors’. Ma had usually rolled her eyes whenever Pa told the story of their aristocratic roots, but Les had taken great pride in it, which was why it seemed all the more tragic somehow when that pride wasn’t enough to sustain him at his own moment of crisis. Les, it seemed, had perhaps taken after his great-grandfather more than he realized and had chosen to escape, desperate, from the only world he knew, to the great sorrow of those left behind.


After Les’s death, the Von Harmons had been consequently reduced to extreme poverty and had had to move to a smaller apartment on Armitage with just four rooms. At least the ladies from St. Sylvester’s left them alone now, Ma had said. She possessed a stubborn pride of her own, though she never spoke that much about her own family, saying that it really didn’t matter where she was from. Something always told Henrietta, though, that perhaps she had once come from money. Just the way she held herself and the way she spoke certain phrases seemed different somehow from their neighbors, as if she were from another world, too.


When Les died, Martha was just one month pregnant with the twins, never having had the chance to even tell him she was expecting. Unable to go out to work after they were born early, whimpering into the world, she had taken in mending and washing and had instead sent Henrietta out to be a cleaner, at least to begin with. Elsie, Henrietta’s younger sister by two years, left school as well and managed to get a job sewing at Dubala’s Tailor Shop around the corner. Eugene, just eleven at the time, was still in school, as were Eddie and Herbert, while Jimmy and the twins, Doris and Donny, were at home now with Ma.


Henrietta, being the eldest, was of course the one upon whom Ma relied the most for their meager income and to go down to the armory each month on North and Kedzie to stand in line for the free food given out by government agents to the city’s masses after the country had plunged into the Depression. Ma just couldn’t bear to hold her hand out, but she compromised with her better feelings and allowed Henrietta to go in her place. Henrietta didn’t really mind. In fact, she could never understand why her mother balked so at getting free food—all the neighbors did—and it was a chance, as they all stood in the long lines, to exchange goods or strands of gossip while they waited, though it had admittedly been difficult at first. Though only young when she first started going, Henrietta had quickly become aware of a certain stigma that seemed to have attached itself to them in reference to her father’s suicide. As time went on, she had learned to ignore any whispered murmurings in the armory line, brushing them off with the appearance of nonchalance. She never mentioned the stares and the whispers to her mother, however, who would not have failed to see the ridiculous irony in the situation, the supposedly once-great Von Harmons brought low by the selfishness of a weak man. Somehow, though, Ma seemed aware of the stigma anyway, which perhaps was a reason for her predilection for staying indoors, a habit over the subsequent years that began to border on reclusiveness.


The assumed attitude of indifference that the young Henrietta had developed, combined with her natural flair for the dramatic, proved rather helpful for her, however, in the various jobs she seemed to find, or, rather, which seemed to find her. Two summers ago, for instance, she had worked during the day for a Dutch rubber company at their booth at the World’s Fair before her shift began at Poor Pete’s. All that was required of her was to wear a Dutch Girl costume and hand out neatly printed fliers extolling the virtues of said rubber company. It was wonderfully easy, though it took an age to get down there on the streetcar as well as to braid up her hair and tie it in loops. It was worth it, though, as she had gotten to see the whole fair on her lunch breaks and because it had led to yet another job.


As the fair was winding down at the end of the season, a man had approached her as she stood handing out fliers and had asked if she would come work for him at Marshall Field’s as a curler girl. Henrietta had been hesitant at first, not knowing what a “curler girl” was, but in the end she had agreed to come on a Wednesday morning, the one day she had off each week from the fair, to investigate. She was immediately put at her ease as the job itself seemed innocent enough. All she had to do was look pretty and demonstrate to customers how to apply Baldwin’s new hair curlers on a willing assistant. Her model, it turned out, was a girl named Polly, who luckily—but unbeknownst to the customers—already had naturally curly hair. Henrietta loved performing in front of this built-in audience and found that she had a bit of talent for the stage, never mind that she wasn’t particularly skilled as a hair stylist, and Polly became what Henrietta never seemed to have time for, a friend. Henrietta still worked there on Saturdays, actually, before heading over to Poor Pete’s, and it was Polly who was now encouraging her to try being a taxi dancer with her instead of working at Poor Pete’s as a twenty-six girl. Henrietta considered this prospect yet again as she carried out the second round of drinks, glancing back at Mr. Hennessey as she did so. She couldn’t imagine leaving him after all he had done for her, and yet it was hard to ignore the money Polly claimed to make.


“You do as you like,” Polly had said about a month ago as they shared a seat on the elevated train headed north from State Street, where Marshall Field’s flagship was anchored, “but I don’t know how long you’re going to waste your life in that dump.”


“Polly!” Henrietta said with mock irritation. “It’s not a dump! It’s quite charming, actually!”


Polly grinned as she blew her cigarette smoke straight up above them. Polly reminded Henrietta of a pixie of sorts—petite, with blond curly hair cut short just above her shoulders, and with fine, delicate features, not unlike Carole Lombard. She wore heavy mascara, which made her lashes look unusually long and accented her big brown eyes perfectly. “Really? News to me! Even the name’s awful. Poor Pete’s? Come on, Hen! Come to the Promenade with me. The music’s swell, and Mama Leone’s always looking for new girls; you’d be perfect. You’ll make loads more money . . . isn’t that what you’re always on about?”


“But I’ve told you, I can’t . . .”


“Yes, yes, I know. You can’t dance very well. But it’s like I’ve said, it hardly matters. It’s not Buckingham Palace. Most of the clods that come in there just want to hold a pretty girl in their arms for a few minutes. Nothing to it!”


“Yes, but . . . Mr. Hennessey . . . I just don’t know . . .”


“Look, doll,” Polly said, getting serious. “You’ve got to look out for yourself, you know. You don’t worry about Mr. Hennessey; he can look after himself. You worry about you and all those brothers and sisters of yours.”


Unfortunately, she had a point. “Maybe. I’ll think about it . . .”


“Well, don’t think too long; you don’t know when a good thing might pass you by,” Polly said, standing up to get off at her stop in Lincoln Park. “See you next Saturday, then,” she added, giving a quick wave before stepping off the train. Henrietta watched her blend into the crowd before the train pulled away to head north toward Logan Square. She envied Polly sometimes, living alone in her own rooms, with apparently no family or cares to weigh her down. She was her own woman, it seemed, able to come and go as she pleased. Henrietta had sighed as the train lurched forward. It wasn’t just that she couldn’t dance well or that she didn’t want to be unfair to Mr. Hennessey, though both of those things were true; it was that she wasn’t sure she wanted to go down the road of being a taxi dancer. Wasn’t there something wrong with dancing with men for money? Mightn’t it lead to more unsavory things?


She had put Polly off for weeks now, but as Mr. Hennessey counted out the night’s takings on the bar after the last man had stumbled out, she winced at her little pile and knew that Ma would be disappointed tomorrow. She had made a few dollars in tips, but it wasn’t much.


“Sorry, girl,” Mr. Hennessey said as he slid his pile of change off the bar and plopped it into the hulking black cash register at the end of it. “It’ll pick up. Just gotta give it some time. Just gotta wait for the cops to back off.”


Henrietta felt a burst of anger as she slipped her share of the money into her dress pocket next to her notebook. Didn’t the cops have anything else to do? Shouldn’t they be out catching gangsters or some such people instead of breaking up twenty-six games in corner bars on side streets? It just seemed unfair, wrong somehow.


“I know, Mr. Hennessey,” she said, giving him a weak smile as she slipped on her coat and wrapped a scarf knitted by Elsie around her neck. “See you tomorrow.”


As she walked home in the freezing January night, however, she ruminated on what Polly had said. Perhaps she should listen to her. Christmas had been terrible this year. Not only were there no presents except a bar of chocolate and an orange in each of their stockings, which she herself had insisted on buying, but the flu had hit them hard. Herbert had nearly slipped away from them to join Pa in his bed in the graveyard, and Eugene was still very weak. He had also quit school this year, but had so far only found work as a box burner behind some of the shops along Milwaukee. He had been hoping to get on at Sulzer’s, the electrics factory on Western, but each time he inquired, he was told there was nothing yet. Ma kept urging him to ask for a job at Schwinn, seeing as it was the least they could do, but Eugene always refused. He was generally quiet, but he could be stubborn as well. So far the twins had escaped the flu, but when Henrietta had left for work tonight Ma was fussing over them because she thought they might have a low fever. Henrietta prayed it was nothing serious and resolved to stop by Gorski’s tomorrow to see if they had any beef soup bones so that Ma could make them a beef tea. The money in her pocket wouldn’t go far, though. She sighed and remembered that their charge bill at Schneider’s was higher than it had ever been. The last time she had been in, Mr. Schneider had given her a look, something between frustration and pity, as he agreed to put the small pile of things she had set on the counter on their tab once again. She could kick herself now for buying the oranges; she should have gotten them each just a chocolate bar for Christmas. Ma had told her at the time that she was being extravagant, but she hadn’t listened. As she turned the corner onto Armitage, Henrietta decided reluctantly that she simply couldn’t wait any longer for business to pick up at Poor Pete’s; she was going to have to put her reservations aside and go see about the taxi dancer job. The problem was what to do about Ma.





CHAPTER 2


As expected, Polly had been delighted when Henrietta had turned up inquiring about a job the very next week before the Promenade had opened for the day. Polly had happily led her across the dance floor to the tables at the back where Mama Leone, the floor matron, could be found. Mama Leone had a tiny office in the backstage area, but she preferred instead to sit at one of the tables in the elevated back row, just off the dance floor, where she could presumably see the whole expanse of the hall, thereby keeping better tabs on the girls. In truth, however, she spent more time reading cheap novels and smoking.


As they approached the table littered with various newspapers, empty highball glasses, and ashtrays, Mama Leone looked up, annoyed, from the crossword puzzle she was attempting.


“Who’s this?” she asked with a scowl, peering at Henrietta. She reminded Henrietta of a bulldog of sorts, short and squat with rolls of fat around her neck and bottom teeth that protruded out beyond her mouth in a permanent sort of grimace. “Whoovya drug in now, Polly?”


“This is Henrietta, the girl I was telling you about. She’s wondering if you have any openings.”


“Can’t she speak?” Mama Leone asked, settling back heavily into her chair to look Henrietta over.


Henrietta held out her hand to shake Mama Leone’s. “Pardon me, Miss . . . Miss Leone,” Henrietta stumbled. “My name is Henrietta Von Harmon. Pleased to meet you,” she added nervously.


Mama Leone did not take Henrietta’s outstretched hand but instead looked at it with a type of disgust. “No need for niceties. Or brown-nosin’, for that matter. Whatdya say yer name was? Henrietta? That’ll do. And it’s Mama Leone to you; I’m no Miss. Never was.”


Henrietta lowered her arm and awkwardly folded her hands in front of her, feeling Mama Leone’s gaze upon her.


“Turn,” she barked.


Bewildered, Henrietta looked at Polly for direction, who twirled her finger in a circle to show Henrietta what was expected.


Slowly, then, Henrietta spun around and looked back at Mama Leone hopefully.


“How old are you?”


“Eighteen,” Henrietta lied.


“The truth.”


Henrietta felt her face grow warm at having been discovered in her attempt at a lie. “I’m eighteen next month. Honest.”


“Ever work as a taxi dancer?”


“No.”


“But she’s a twenty-six girl!” added Polly quickly.


“What’s that matter?” Mama Leone said, still staring at Henrietta.


“Just that, you know, she’s used to working with the public . . . with men . . .” Polly’s voice trailed off.


“You’ll do, I suppose,” Mama Leone said, glancing back at her crossword. “There’s no hanky-panky, though,” she said looking up at her again sharply. “Got that? That’s what you want, there’s other places.”


“No, of course not,” Henrietta replied nervously. “I . . . I prefer it that way, actually.”


“Yeah, I’ll bet,” Mama Leone said sarcastically.


Henrietta felt herself blush, but she did not respond with the angry retort that had come into her mind.


“When can you start?”


“Any time, I suppose.”


“Tomorrow night, then. Polly, you show her what to do.”


Excitedly, Polly grabbed Henrietta’s hand to lead her to the backstage lounge, but Henrietta merely bit her lip, stunned that it had been that easy and wondering if this was what she really wanted after all.


“Wait . . . ,” she said, turning back toward Mama Leone. “Don’t you want to know if I can dance?” she asked.


“What the hell does that have to do with anything?” Mama Leone answered irritably, looking up from the crossword she had already returned to.


“Told you,” Polly whispered as she led her away to show her where she could store her hat and purse and change shoes.


“But that’s so soon . . . what am I going to tell Mr. Hennessey?”


“Oh, God, why are you always so worried about him? You’re becoming an awful bore, Hen,” Polly had said.


As it turned out, Mr. Hennessey was very understanding when Henrietta told him the next day, which somehow made it worse. She had slowly made her way to Poor Pete’s that morning and had sat opposite him at the bar as he went through his morning routine of unlocking the cash register and lining up glasses near the taps.


“Well, I figured you wouldn’t stay ‘round here forever,” he had said with a wry smile after she broke the news. “Just glad you stayed with me for as long as you did.”


“Oh, Mr. Hennessey, I wouldn’t do it if I didn’t have to; you know that, right? Maybe if things pick up, I could come back . . .”


Mr. Hennessey sadly laughed. “To be honest, I don’t know if that’s ever going to happen, girl, but you’re always welcome.” He wiped the bar with his towel, thinking. “Don’t know what you’re gonna tell your ma, though. Thought about that?”


“Over and over,” she said glumly, rubbing the ridges on the bar’s surface where the varnish had cracked. “I know she’d never approve of me being a taxi dancer; it was bad enough when she found out I was a twenty-six girl,” she said, looking up at him now. “If it hadn’t been for Mrs. Hradek blabbing her mouth off to her, she never would have known.”


“What are you going to do, then?”


Henrietta looked at him sheepishly, “Tell her that I got a job at the electrics? Night shift?”


Mr. Hennessey looked at her skeptically. “Think that’s really gonna work?”


“Well, what choice do I have? Polly says the hours are very late at the Promenade, later than I get off from here, plus the time it takes me to get back on the trolley or the motorbus, depends on what’s running that time of night. It’ll also explain the extra money I’ll be bringing in. Hopefully,” she added with a smile.


“Don’t you think she’ll find out? I’m sure she knows people who work there.”


“Not the night shift. That’s mostly men . . . Oh, I don’t know! I’ll cross that bridge when I come to it. It’s the only thing I can think of right now!”


“Well, good luck to you, girl.” Mr. Hennessey had come out from behind the bar and kissed her on the top of the head. “You’ve always got a place here, remember.”


Henrietta couldn’t help but wrap her arms around his stout body, trying hard not to cry. “Maybe I could stop by sometimes . . .”


“Sure you can. Hope you do,” he said, smiling sadly at her. “Go on, then! Better be off! Don’t want to be late on your first day!” he said, attempting to be cheerful.


Henrietta patted his arm. “Thanks, Mr. Hennessey. For everything,” she said quietly and walked slowly to the door.


“Good luck,” he said with a sad smile, and held up his hand to shield his eyes from the blinding winter light, reflected off the snow piled up outside, that shone in as Henrietta opened the door and slipped out. The door thudded closed behind her, and the interior of Poor Pete’s seemed all the darker to Mr. Hennessey as his eyes readjusted. He sighed, then, and went back to wiping the bar.


It had been strange at first—dancing with men for money—but Henrietta found she rather enjoyed it, actually. She didn’t know what she had been worried about; it was terribly fun if she didn’t think about it for too long. She had taught herself to see it as Polly did— simply as getting paid for an evening of dancing. It was better than demonstrating curlers or even keeping score for twenty-six, and she made loads more money. She still felt guilty about lying to her mother, though, especially when Ma had been so proud of her when she had told her she had gotten a job at the electrics. Ma had even baked a small cake to mark the occasion, to the great delight of the whole family, except Eugene, of course, who was very grudging in his congratulations, having failed so many times himself to secure work there.


Henrietta left the house at about four in the afternoon now and didn’t usually get home until after two in the morning. It was a long day and night, but Henrietta was used to being on her feet. The problem was her clothes. She couldn’t very well leave the house all dolled up for a night of dancing when Ma believed her to be working in a factory, soldering radios. After a bit of thought, she had come up with a way to get around it by wearing an old pair of boots and an old flannel shirt and overalls of Eugene’s when she left for work and changing into a dress and high heels in one of the back rooms of the Promenade once she got there. Polly had taken her shopping after a couple of weeks of earning some money, and she was able to find three dresses on sale at Kaufmann’s that she kept and rotated through at the Promenade, using the sink in the bathroom to occasionally wash them. No one seemed to care that she hung them out to dry in the back storage room or that she kept some of her belongings there. In fact, it rather seemed to amuse Mama Leone.


“Hidin’ out are ya? Like a gypsy, aren’t ya?” she would wheeze in place of a chuckle whenever she saw Henrietta’s laundry hanging there.


Henrietta tried to ignore her. Though Polly seemed able to brush off her rough comments, Henrietta found this more difficult to do. Try as she might to figure her out, Mama Leone remained an enigma. When she hired her, Mama Leone had warned Henrietta that there was to be no “hanky-panky,” and yet Henrietta had never seen her enforce this policy, seeming instead to turn a blind eye most of the time. Consequently, Henrietta had been shocked on her first few nights by some of the goings on and on one occasion had slapped a man’s hand away from caressing her breasts, his hot breath in her ear, causing him to grumble loudly enough for Mama Leone to overhear. Mama Leone had waited for him to move on to a different dancer before taking Henrietta by the wrist and leading her to the side of the dance floor.


“What the hell do ya think you’re doin’?” she’d hissed at Henrietta. “He’s a regular, ya know!”


“What do you mean? He . . . he tried to rub my . . . rub me! Didn’t you say . . . ?”


“Listen, sister. Get this straight. A little feel here and there ain’t gonna hurt nobody, see? We’ve got to keep ‘em coming back . . . make ‘em feel special . . . understand?”


“But I thought you said no ‘hanky-panky’ . . . ,” Henrietta felt silly saying those words.


Mama Leone had wheezed out a laugh. “That’s not hanky-panky, you stupid girl! I thought fer sure you’d know more than that by the looks of you.”


Henrietta wasn’t sure she knew what she meant, but she felt she should apologize. “I’m . . . I’m sorry. I didn’t realize . . .”


“Well, now you know. Now get back out there,” she said, dropping Henrietta’s wrist in disgust. “Some girls is never grateful for a job.”


Henrietta had then looked across the room in an attempt to find Polly, rubbing her wrist as she did so. She finally spotted her standing over by the bar, her favorite place to loiter when she wasn’t dancing. Henrietta was pretty sure she was sweet on Mickey, the bartender. He was a rough Italian character whose hard edge behind the bar was certainly different from Mr. Hennessey’s friendly style. He seemed to like Polly, too, but then again, he seemed to like a lot of the girls.


When Henrietta approached, Polly was whispering something to Mickey, but stopped when Mickey nodded his head toward Henrietta. Still smiling from what Mickey had just said to her, Polly turned to face Henrietta as she came up.


“No partner?” she asked, surprised. Henrietta was very rarely without one.


“I’ve just been chastised,” Henrietta answered, furtively looking back at Mama Leone, who was already settled back at her table with a novel. “For slapping some idiot’s hand for taking advantage. It turns out I’m the one that got reprimanded, though!” she said with disgust.


Mickey laughed, and Polly merely smiled.


“I thought she said no hanky-panky,” Henrietta said in an accusatory way.


“She always says that to the new girls. It’s some kind of front. But a feel here or there or maybe a quick kiss in a dark corner isn’t really what she means,” Polly explained. “In fact, she encourages it, as you’ve found out. She means no going all the way with some chap in the back, for instance.”


“What?!”


“Well, as it happens, it has been known to occur,” she said, giving Mickey a look.


“Does Mama Leone know?”


Mickey laughed again.


“Of course she knows,” Polly explained patiently. “She’s willing to allow it, but she gets a cut, if you know what I mean.”


“But that’s . . . that’s like prostitution, isn’t it?”


“Some might call it that, but some might say they’re simply providing an extra-long dance, if you know what I mean,” she grinned. Henrietta felt herself blush and looked over at Mickey.


Smiling to himself, he moved to the other end of the bar, where customers were waiting for drinks.


“Have . . . have you?” asked Henrietta tentatively, just above a whisper.


Polly shook her head. “Naw, it’s not for me. Sometimes, though, girls don’t have a choice.” Her face had looked sad as she said it. “Come on, let’s get back on the floor before the ol’ bulldog chases us.”


Mortified by the knowledge that some of the girls were having relations in the back with the customers, Henrietta reluctantly allowed herself to be led by Polly back onto the floor, but was unable to shake the feeling that she was somehow tainted, too, now, just by association, and felt jumpy the rest of the night.


Henrietta quickly learned the ropes from that point on, and at Polly’s suggesting, found her own ways of dealing with “gropers,” as the girls were wont to call them. In truth, Henrietta had never minded a little wink or a touch at Poor Pete’s when Mr. Hennessey wasn’t looking. In fact, she found she liked the attention from men, even craved it sometimes, but now that she found herself here, without Mr. Hennessey to watch over her, and where attentions were indeed encouraged, she worried that things might get out of hand, and very quickly at that. She did not want to find herself backstage one night becoming in truth the woman of loose morals her mother seemed to suspect her of already being. It was difficult sometimes, though, if the band was playing something romantic and the man she was dancing with was even the least bit handsome, to not give in to more than innocent flirtatiousness, but Henrietta had only to remind herself, then, of her father to reaffirm her desire to remain virtuous.


To that end, she had already discovered certain strategies that helped. For one thing, she made sure that she always stationed herself at a place on the floor farthest from where the bulldog sat perched behind a cloud of cigarette smoke. If a man’s hands did start to roam while they danced, Henrietta made sure to “accidentally” step on his toes and then make a big fuss and apologize loudly for doing so, which usually resulted in embarrassing the culprit in her arms enough to stop any more surreptitious attempts. After that, if they were regulars, they usually went for someone else more obliging. The girls made up nicknames for some of the more arduous— Chatterbox, Ticky, Chummy, Rough Hands, and Casanova were just a few. Henrietta avoided them like the plague.


Polly had been amused by her tactics.


“Well, I don’t care what the ol’ bulldog says, I’m not letting any man grab at me!” Henrietta had responded.


“Good luck, doll!” Polly merely answered. “But I don’t know why you’re saving yourself.”


Henrietta chose to ignore this. “Aren’t there any men that come here just to dance?”


“A few. The shy ones, mostly. Can’t get a date or are practicing for their sweetheart. Most of them are just farm boys up from the sticks looking for work. Lonely, I suppose.”


“I’ll be on the lookout for those,” Henrietta said, observing the room with her hands on her hips.


“I prefer the married ones,” Polly said absently, patting her hair in place as she observed herself in her compact mirror.


“Married? Why would married men come here?”


Polly had laughed at her naiveté. “Oh, Hen, you’ve got a lot to learn.”


“Places, girls!” Mama Leone was now shouting out.


Henrietta adjusted the little pouch she wore around her wrist to collect tickets in. The band was just finishing their warm-ups as the lights dimmed, and the first men of the afternoon would soon make their way into the Promenade Club, tickets purchased for a dime each jostling in their pockets. Henrietta had been here for almost two months now, though it felt much longer. She smiled as she heard the band begin. This was her favorite time, just at the beginning, when the night was still full of potential.


As Polly had promised, the music was an added benefit to the job. She loved hearing all the bands, but the Rhythm Section was by far her favorite. As Mama Leone now signaled the two doormen lazily hanging about to open the main doors, Henrietta glanced over at the band, hoping to catch the eye of Artie, the clarinet player. Sometimes when the Rhythm Section stopped for a break, Artie would make his way over to her and buy her a soda. He was always trying to get her to drink something stronger, but Henrietta usually refused, knowing she had to keep her wits about her. She liked the attention, though, and had even let him kiss her once or twice when he had led her backstage. Breathing hard, he had tried to press her for more, shockingly pulling her to him so that she had felt his hardened, excited state through his blue serge pants, but, flustered, she had gently pushed him away. He had been irritated with her then and had angrily sulked until she reminded him that the next set was starting soon, and he had reluctantly slunk back to the stage, lighting a cigarette as he strode off, puffing so deeply that his cheeks hollowed. Still, she was crazy for him, despite his rough kisses and injured sensitivity. She adored watching him play.


“Casanova’s here,” Polly whispered out of the corner of her mouth. “And he’s headed this way.”


Henrietta groaned and turned to avoid looking in his direction, only to find Mama Leone staring at them.


“The bulldog’s watching,” Henrietta whispered back, and both girls falsely smiled at the approaching Casanova as if on cue.


Grinning sardonically, Casanova held up his ticket with an air of superiority as he neared. He was actually a fairly good dancer, but his forehead was overly large, making his eyes look small and too close together by comparison. His hair was always greased back, and he sported a pencil-thin mustache, which Polly felt sure he drew on each night. Besides his strange appearance, however, he likewise had an uncomfortable way of grasping his partners too tightly, making it difficult to move, as if he were about to devour them at any moment.


He was making his way over to them now, looking right at Henrietta, but before he could reach her, a younger man, almost a boy, really, raced in front of him, his ticket haphazardly in hand as he rushed up to her and held it out.


“First dance?” he panted, looking triumphantly behind him at Casanova, who scowled momentarily before instead turning his attentions to Polly.


Henrietta sighed. “Oh, Stan,” she said putting his ticket in her pouch. “I told you not to waste your money this way. I’ll dance with you at home if you like.”


“Not a chance,” he said as he bashfully held out his arms. “And have all the fellas see? Nah! Not on your life.”


As they awkwardly made their way onto the dance floor amidst the other couples, the band imitating Bing Crosby’s “You’re Getting to Be a Habit with Me” in the background, Henrietta spoke again. “You really don’t have to do this, Stan. I can look out for myself, you know.”


“I’m not so sure about that! Oh, Hen, why do ya have to work here? Why couldn’t you just keep your job at Poor Pete’s? That was bad enough, but this?”


Stanley Dubowski was her neighbor one street over, whom she had met one evening coming home on the streetcar after a long day at the World’s Fair. She had still been dressed in her Dutch Girl costume, too tired to change, with its wide, blue skirt puffed out from the layers of petticoat underneath, and beautiful patterns embroidered on it in rich reds and yellows. On top of the dress, she was required to wear a starched, old-fashioned white apron trimmed with eyelet lace, and her braided hair was pinned up underneath a starched white cap. Stanley had almost fallen off his seat when he saw her, pinching himself to make sure he wasn’t dreaming that a fairy-tale character had come alive, especially when they both got off at Armitage and Kedzie. He couldn’t believe his good fortune that they shared the same stop, wondering how he hadn’t noticed this divine vision before, and mustered all of his courage to approach this beautiful creature, insisting that he walk her home, lest she fall prey to some unseen dragon that perhaps had come into existence along with her. Amused by his offer, Henrietta, with a quick flash of her dimples, had nonetheless told him “no thanks,” and attempted to go on her way. It was obvious to her that he was several years her junior, and, upon first glance, annoyingly resembled an excited puppy, with his short brown hair accentuating the rather large ears that stuck out from under his cap, as he dogged her home, not taking no for an answer. Though she said very little to him on the walk home, by the end of it he had fallen hopelessly in love with her, a fact which he revealed to her every other week or so. Henrietta, of course, took no notice of him, except when he made a nuisance of himself, which, unfortunately, was often. He had a bothersome habit of popping up out of nowhere as if to protect her from whatever dangers he imagined lay all around her, and she suspected him of secretly following her home from Poor Pete’s from time to time. Ironically, he was employed at the electrics in the warehouse on the day shift, and often used his precious evenings off to follow her.


“I’ve told you before, Stan, I need more money,” Henrietta said as she twirled him past the stage, glancing up to see if Artie was watching her. “Well, I don’t exactly, but Ma does. And, anyway, don’t you have anything better to do?”


“That’s another thing. Your ma would die if she knew you were here.”


Stanley was now familiar with all of Henrietta’s family, having introduced himself to her mother and all of her various siblings in an attempt to endear himself to them as a way of strengthening the bond, however imaginary on his part, between him and Henrietta. He was quite the family favorite now, bringing sweets for the little ones and offering to run errands for Mrs. Von Harmon. Suspicious at first, Mrs. Von Harmon had eventually warmed to him and had even begun to invite him in for a cup of coffee from time to time, during which she had, uncomfortably for Stanley, asked all about Henrietta’s progress at the electrics. Stanley, not wanting to let his girl down, had been as evasive as he could at first, but then decided to jump over the cliff of morality for his love, and out-and-out lied to Mrs. Von Harmon, telling her how well everyone thought of her Henrietta down at the electrics. He could have left it at that, but, caught up now in the deception he was weaving, he related with a sigh of pleasure that Henrietta had just been named the “top solderer”—a position he had just invented on the spot—and had been personally congratulated by the owner of the electrics himself, one Mr. Arthur Cartwright. Mrs. Von Harmon had consequently beamed with pride.


“Stan? Stan!” Henrietta repeated. Sometimes he did that, just seemed to stare off into space, to Henrietta’s great annoyance. He still reminded her of a big puppy, always panting around her, it seemed, always wanting her attention. For the most part, she accepted it good-naturedly, but occasionally it annoyed her, like now, when she was trying to work and he was just getting in the way. Or when he went around and had coffee with her mother, which just gave Mrs. Von Harmon one more thing to complain to Henrietta about.


“Stanley was here again last evening,” she would say when Henrietta woke the next morning. “Such a nice young man. Thinks the world of you, he does. Might want to think about that, Hen. Don’t get many chances like that in life,” she would say bitterly.


“Ma! He’s just a kid! You do realize that, don’t you?” Henrietta would invariably answer. “He’s probably around Elsie’s age. He should go for her.”


Elsie was the second eldest of the Von Harmon family, at the tender age of sixteen, and was still employed as a seamstress in Mr. Dubala’s shop around the corner from them. While it didn’t bring in much money, at least the job was steady and reliable, much like Elsie herself.


“Well, he’s got a man’s job and that’s all that matters, Hen. Age doesn’t come into it,” her mother would reply.


“Stan!” Henrietta raised her voice to knock him out of his stupor. “The dance is over! If you don’t have another ticket, I’ve got to move on to the next customer. Mama Leone is watching!” she hissed, releasing herself from him and eyeing the somewhat bemused-looking gentleman standing nearby, clearly waiting for her. “You’ll get me in trouble one of these days, Stan.”


“Gee whiz, Hen. You really know how to cut a guy up,” Stanley said disappointedly.


“Business is business, Stan. I’ve got to make a living. If you want another dance, go buy a ticket. Otherwise, you’d best be off. Don’t you have somewhere to be? I’m sure your mother is wondering why you’re late getting home.”


“Next!” roared Mama Leone. Stan jumped and backed away slightly.


“Sorry!” he said, nervously looking in Mama Leone’s direction as the man waiting now took Henrietta in his arms and began dancing with her. Stan watched wretchedly for a few painful moments and then finally slunk off.


Henrietta’s new customer was someone she had never seen around the Promenade before. He was definitely not one of the regulars; she would have noticed him. He was about a foot taller than her—just the right height for dancing—and had a nice build to hold onto. He had wavy, chestnut hair that would probably curl up if it weren’t for the heavy amounts of hair cream applied to it, and warm hazel eyes that reminded her of a fall afternoon. He was clearly much older than her, a hint of gray showing just above his ears, but Henrietta thought him very handsome just the same. He had an air of authority to him; he reminded her of someone, but she just couldn’t place him.
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