
Chapter One

			Singing was all about breath control. Betty May knew this intimately. As a singer, she needed to take deep breaths, from the diaphragm. Shoulders back and relaxed. Stand up straight, and let your voice project out to the world. New York City was, to Betty, a living, breathing entity. A set of lungs inhaling deeply. In her mind, the automobiles and horses and chatter of people walking the streets were the city’s voice. New York singing its heart out. Sometimes it felt like it was singing just for her.

			Tonight, she was exhausted. Her boss had kept her late typing up some boring document, but she wouldn’t let it get her down. The city’s song breathed life back into her. Made her itch to sing along. If only she had someplace to do it besides her little apartment.

			Moving to New York from Wisconsin had been her dream since she was a little girl. She and her best friend, Jack, would take over the city as famous musicians. In her mind’s eye it was glorious, a life of glitz and glamour and joy. It was a far cry from the empty belly life she was living at the moment, but she wouldn’t give up. Her New York dreams were too big to ever give up on.

			Betty hummed to herself as she walked home. Her office job as a secretary was boring. Soul sucking. The kind of thing she wasn’t suited for at all. She was too saucy by half to be any good at talking with the men who visited her office. They were all stuffy and uptight businessmen who couldn’t take a joke. Or worse, lecherous pigs who looked at her like they owned her. Betty May belonged to no one.

			The sound of bright, cheerful laughter snapped Betty out of her morose musings. Across the street she saw a group of three women giggling as they stumbled their way into an alley. They were gorgeous. All three of them wore beaded dresses that barely skimmed the bottom of their knees, showing off their shapely legs. Feathers adorned their bobbed hair, and rouge painted their cheeks. They were a vision. She knew immediately that wherever these women were headed was where she wanted to be.

			She darted across the street, abandoning her walk home for the promise of adventure.

			Betty watched quietly from the mouth of the alley as the girls flung open a nondescript-looking door and wobbled their way inside. She crept after them, peeking around the door. One of the girls knocked three times, then once more after a pause. Huh. Now what was that about?

			“Was that the right password?” another girl asked.

			Before anyone could answer, the door swung open, revealing a large man. Music filled the air, along with the sound of chattering voices. Of course! This had to be one of those speakeasies she’d heard rumor of. The girls tumbled through the door, and then it was closed firmly behind them, leaving her in silence. Well. Silence just wouldn’t do. Not while there was the tantalizing promise of something exciting just beyond the door in front of her.

			She wasn’t exactly dressed properly, wearing a sensible belted navy blouse and a white pleated skirt that brushed her ankles, but she strode forward with confidence nonetheless and knocked the secret knock. The huge man opened the door, and Betty May found herself curtseying with a saucy little wink. “Hello! I’m Betty May, how do you do?” The man just looked at her, before stepping aside to gesture her in.

			Entering the room beyond was like stepping into another world.

			There was a haze over the whole place that made it seem all the more mysterious, as the smoke from the patron’s cigarettes wafted playfully through the air.

			And the outfits! Girls in knee-length dresses, draped in beads and sparkling shawls with their hair coiffed and decorated with feathers and glittering jewels that caught the light. Compared to them she felt like a wren in the presence of a room full of peacocks. How was it possible for so many beautiful women to be in one space?

			Not to be outdone, the men wore dashing suits, some of them having already sloughed off their jackets, revealing suspenders and crisp white shirts.

			Shadowy corners lurked at the edges of a dance floor, dark and inviting. And off to the side was a bar. If the dance floor had been a sight to behold, the bar was on a whole new level of bedazzlement, with electric lighting illuminating it like a beacon of hope for the weary soul in need of a drink. Promising liquid salvation on its sawdust-covered floors.

			She wandered along the edge of the dance floor in awe. Bodies swayed and jumped, and Betty was sorely tempted to join them.

			But then she saw it.

			Up at the front of the room was an empty stage, with a baby grand piano covered in cloth sitting woefully silent. And a lonely microphone that called to her like a lover from across the room. Betty smiled as an idea crystalized in her mind. With newly found determination, she marched her way over to the bar.

			Yes, this was going to change their lives. She just knew it.

			* * *

			Rain was a musical instrument that few men could rival. Not that Jack Norval would ever try to. Why try to outshine greatness when you could play along with it? After all, a piano on its own was no band.

			So, on days when the sky opened up and the thought of venturing outside made him shiver, he could often be found at the bench of his old piano. His fingers mirroring the pitter-patter of the rain as they flew over the keys as if under a spell, he’d let the staccato rhythm of the drops be his metronome. Let the gentle sound of it conduct a song all its own, with him to play along.

			It was one of the reasons he loved rainy days so much. Of course, he was never so jovial when he had to go out and get wet, but he’d be lying if he said that the mere sound of a shower didn’t make his fingers itch to press against ivory, no matter where he was or how sodden his clothes might get. Today, drops of rain beat out a jaunty tune against the windowpanes, but for once, Jack wasn’t inclined to play along. In fact, his well-worn piano stood quiet in the corner as he waited anxiously for his housemate to emerge from her room.

			He shuffled his feet along the crack formed by the floorboards shifting over time. It was a dangerous little thing, the kind that could catch a toe easily if you weren’t paying attention. They’d asked the landlady if she would fix it a while ago and had only gotten an unimpressed grunt in response. She hadn’t even looked up from her newspaper. It didn’t seem too promising, but Jack had a good feeling about it. She’d be sending a handyman up any day now…probably.

			“Hey, maybe we should call this off,” he said. He toed at the spot where the crack ended, before turning to follow it all the way back, his hands firmly in his pockets. “I mean, it’s raining pitchforks out there. We should probably just stick to home for today. Wouldn’t wanna catch a cold, especially you, Bets. Gotta keep those pipes in good, working condition, right?”

			“Jack Edward Norval, if you think a little rain can stop me from getting us this gig, you’re screwier than I thought.” Her lilting voice came from the bedroom, clear as day through her half-opened door. It was downright indecent how little shame Betty had about getting changed with her door open. “This place is right on the outskirts of Tin Pan Alley. Come on, Jacky boy, this is our dream!”

			“No! Our dream is to be real artists, not some low-life criminals playing at a juice joint!”

			The click-click-click of Betty’s heels was all the warning he got before he was faced with an eyeful of his annoyed roommate. She was hardly dressed, wearing a red drop waist dress that barely amounted to a shift in Jack’s eyes. It barely covered her knees! And her arms were practically bare, with only a black beaded shawl to cover them. Though the ridiculous amount of makeup on her face almost made up for it with its coverage. Still, despite the impropriety of her standing there like that, he couldn’t help but feel a warm rush of affection for her. She was gorgeous, petite with long legs, shiny brown hair cut in a short bob, and big beautiful green eyes—the kind of girl any Tom, Dick, or Harry would go wild for.

			“Bets!” he protested. “You’re hardly dressed.”

			She huffed a laugh at him and cocked her hip. “I’m positive I don’t need to worry about that.” She winked, and he had to look away as his face warmed. “Look, Jack, we haven’t eaten anything but potatoes and hotdogs for a week now. If we don’t get work soon, we’re going to starve,” she continued, serious as a funeral. “I know you’re too straitlaced for this kind of work, but you gotta trust me. All you have to do is play. And I know you can play, right?”

			Jack nodded, fingers toying with the strap of the bag on his shoulder. She was right, as always. No matter how in his own head he got, she always had a way of bringing him back down to earth. There was no other girl in the world like her. Shame hit him like a baseball bat to the gut. She deserved better than this life. She deserved the Ritz, and here he was offering her nothing but a tiny New York apartment.

			Some friend he was.

			“Yeah, you know I can,” he sighed. “I’m sorry, Bets, it’s just…I don’t like it. Places like that are filled with cons and gangsters, and I don’t want us caught up in that kind of business,” he said, frowning.

			Betty tapped her chunky heel against the worn-out floor, making it clear by her expression that she wasn’t impressed one bit by his impression of the place. He was right though.

			According to her, they needed money from a drunken and rowdy group who tipped as big as they lived. She’d smelled of gin and smoke when she’d staggered in that night, elated at finding this place. The smell had been strong enough that he’d have believed she was on a bender if he hadn’t known better. She wasn’t that keen on drinking, and he could count on one hand the number of times he’d seen her drunk. And she always told him that smoking was bad for her voice.

			Personally, Jack found it all a bit nerve-wracking. “But we need the money,” he relented.

			“We sure do, baby boy.” She grinned at him, punching his shoulder harder than one would expect from a skinny bird like Betty May. “Don’t worry so much. And fetch the umbrella. We don’t need to show up all wet for our audition.”

			“Don’t you need to get dressed?”

			She looked at him unimpressed. “Don’t be stupid, sweetie, I am dressed! Come on.” She grabbed his hand and aggressively towed him toward the door before he could protest. He hurriedly grabbed ahold of the polished wooden handle of his umbrella, half convinced she might tear his arm off at the delay.

			“Betty…” He stopped himself, stamping down his old Midwestern sensibilities. For having hated the stuffiness of his hometown so much, he sure did find himself clinging to those very same values he’d scoffed at.

			Thankfully, Betty was too excited to have even heard him and she let the sound of her name pass by like an automobile down the sodden streets.

			The rain-slick sidewalks did little to improve Jack’s nerves or the grim mood that settled on him like a damp blanket. Despite taking to life in New York like an admittedly clumsy fish to the water, there was nothing good that could possibly happen at a veritable den of sin to the likes of which they were heading. Of that he was certain. The laid-back attitude of the city had been a breath of not-so-fresh air at first. But now, three years into living here, he was starting to realize that a loosening of morals wasn’t always the best thing.

			“Relax,” Betty chided him. “You’re so stiff. You gotta have loose fingers for tonight.”

			Jack blinked, flabbergasted. “You can’t be suggesting that I’ll…That I’m going to…”

			Betty’s raucous disbelieving laughter was sort of insulting, and louder than it needed to be. “You dumb lug, I meant for the piano! Christ, Jack, I’m going to smear my damn makeup, I’m tearing up.”

			“Well, it’s not that unbelievable.” Jack made a displeased sound, face reddening. Betty was still giggling, dabbing delicately at her face with a handkerchief. “Of course not, sweetie. Especially at a place like this. They have all sorts of people there.” She paused, elbowing him in the side a bit harder than Jack thought necessary. “You know, at a place like this I betcha there’ll be a lot of other—”

			“What’s this place called again?” he interrupted, a tad desperately. Betty gave him a far-too-knowing look, but let him get away with it anyway.

			“The Trespass Inn,” she said, grinning brightly at him. “Cute, right? And close by too. It’s like a dream come true.” Jack bit his tongue. If it was a dream, he thought it far more likely to be the kind where you were being chased by vicious old women with teeth like bears, or the ones where you’ve just fallen asleep only to be jarred awake by the sensation of falling. But Betty was happy. Happier than he’d seen her in a long while. And her dresses had been fitting far more loosely than they ever had before. So, he smiled wanly, and let her warm up her voice as they walked side by side, snapping his fingers every once in a while like a metronome to keep her in time.

			“We’re here,” she said, nodding to a line of shops across the street from them.

			Jack scanned the line of old storefronts, but all he could see was a butcher’s shop, a fabric store, an Italian restaurant called Gino’s, and a sign proclaiming there to be a psychic named Madame La Utirips in one of the apartment spaces above the stores.

			“Are you sure? Where’s the sign?”

			Betty patted his arm. “It’s a juice joint, Jacky. There is no sign. C’mon.”

			She led him around to a small alley between two shops, all the way up to another door. The curling edges of the same Psychic Medium poster that was around front mirrored Jack’s urge to curl in on himself as Betty yanked open the door without so much as a knock.

			Beyond the door, looming in the narrow entryway were two staircases, one leading up into darkness and one leading down into more darkness. Neither way seemed all that appealing. Grasping his elbow, Betty marched him down the rickety stairs, past slightly damp barren walls, down to yet another door. This one, complete with peeling paint and a missing doorknob was chained shut with a peephole that was currently closed.

			There was muffled music playing from behind the door, the familiar strains of Leo Reisman that Jack would recognize anywhere. Taking a breath, Betty raised her hand and knocked, three quick raps in a row followed by a pause and one more rap.

			The peephole slid open and a large man looked out at them. He had the type of face that communicated without words that no nonsense would be suffered. Jack was pretty sure this guy could snap them both in half at the same time without a second thought and probably without much provocation.

			Automatic words of an apology were on the tip of his tongue when Betty beamed at the man and said, “Hiya! Remember me? We’re here to audition.”

			The man looked silently between the two of them, as if sizing them up. Jack was just about to turn tail and flee when the door swung open. He was bigger than Jack had guessed, but instead of moving toward them threateningly, he nodded sternly and moved aside to let them in.

			They stepped through the door and Jack could barely believe his eyes. The space was a wide-open boxy room, with a smattering of seating off to the right and an enormous bar made of dark wood to the left. But the main attraction was the wide-open space between the door and the slightly raised stage at the other end of the room. Jack could only assume that it was meant to be a dance floor, as the few people who had arrived by this time were flocking to it, dancing with a wild abandon that had Jack floored. He’d never seen dancing like this. Not since he’d arrived in the city, and certainly not back in his stuffy old Midwestern town.

			Smoke swirled through the air in lazy spirals, wrapping the sparse crowd in a haze as it rose from a dozen or so cigarettes. It twirled like one of the dancers, caressing the glitz of the patrons’ outfits and the smooth stretches of skin on display.

			Jack promptly began hacking up a lung, deep phlegmy sounds wracking themselves from his chest.

			“Jack?” Betty asked, concern clear in her voice.

			“I’m fine, I’m fine,” he spluttered, waving her off. “It’s just…just hazy in here.”

			Betty rolled her eyes at him, but her hand was still in his. Anchoring him to her, and the comfort of her presence. “Come on, you big lug,” she said, pulling him along behind her. “They told me last night that we gotta talk to whoever’s at the bar.”

			A group of drunk women laughed and staggered past them, one of them knocking against him without even realizing it. They smelled strongly of alcohol and perfume, and they could barely walk straight. Part of him, the part that grew up amid cornfields in Wisconsin, was horrified at this display, while another part, buried deep and quieter, was glad that they were having fun. That secret part of him desperately wanted to feel as free as they seemed to be.

			The man behind the illegal bar who was pouring drinks looked to be no older than his mid-thirties, with dirty blond hair cut short and styled back with grease. It was a style that Jack wasn’t sure he could ever pull off, making him look like a man about town while toeing the line of how Jack expected a gangster to look. He had pale white skin and the sort of serene look on his face of someone who was at peace with his lot in life. His hat was tossed onto a bottle on the shelf behind the bar. The bar that was chock-full of liquor. Jack had never seen so much booze all in one place before. It glimmered under the bare bulb lighting, a rainbow hue of bottles with mysterious liquids held in their depths.

			It was wild. It was terrifying.

			If they were caught here, who knew what would happen. Never mind that neither of them had even touched a drop of liquor, Jack had heard that the police came down hard on anyone who even spent time at an illegal bar like this.

			He could imagine what Betty’s mother would say if she got arrested for patronizing a juice joint. God, she’d never forgive him, never mind that it was Betty’s idea to be here in the first place, and he was the tagalong. He could practically feel her disapproving glare from a thousand miles away.

			“Hi there.” Betty greeted the bartender with a brilliant smile, trying to look like she didn’t have a care in the world. “I’m Betty May Dewitt, and this here is Jack Norval. We’re here to audition.”

			The man eyed Jack with interest, an appraising glance over. “You sure you two can play the kind of music we need?” he asked, and though his tone was not unkind, the question set Jack on edge.

			Lord, it was strange, hearing those words here in a dingy juice joint when all his life they’d been uttered by fancy, city music academy staff. Though for them, he’d been too rough-and-tumble. A dirty country boy who could probably only play chopsticks on his mama’s old worn-out piano.

			And now here he was, being judged by this man for no doubt being too straitlaced to play at his rundown bar. A flush suffused his neck, for once born from pride and not self-consciousness, and before Betty could answer for them, he blurted out, “If it’s music, I can play it. As long as your piano works, of course.”

			The man’s eyebrows climbed up toward his hairline, but he was smiling, an impressed little smirk. “All right. I’m Charlie. Why don’t you follow me and we’ll see what you’ve got,” he said, and finally offered his hand to shake. Handshakes completed, Charlie turned, leading them toward the stage, and Betty cozied up beside Jack, buzzing with excitement.

			“Jacky boy! Look at you being all assertive,” she crooned.

			Jack huffed in response. “Yes, well. I’m getting real tired of people assuming.”

			Betty’s eyes were blazing when he glanced at her. But then they were at the stage stairs, and Jack saw a beautifully maintained baby grand, the likes of which stood out like a sore thumb amidst the rundown interior of the bar.

			“Oh,” he said softly. He approached the piano as though she were a wild mare, skittish and shy, and grazed his hand over her polished black top. She was gorgeous. He was already in love.

			“Ready to wow ’em, Jacky?” Betty asked. When he looked over to her, she was already cradling the mic stand like a lover between her hands.

			“Sure thing, Bets,” he said, certain that he was. He’d brought his own sheet music in his bag, but he didn’t need it. He had their songs by heart, and if he got the chance, he knew he could improvise something so lively that even this crowd would have to exhaust themselves to keep up.

			Charlie turned the gramophone off, grinning when the crowd erupted into complaints and boos. “Come on now, folks,” Charlie said, using the second microphone to address the crowd. “Wouldn’t you all prefer some live music to dance to?”

			“You know we would, Charlie,” someone yelled from the crowd. Jack felt the familiar thrill of being in front of an audience, a perfect combination of confidence and nerves. He glanced up at Betty, who shot him a wide smile and a small wink, confidence practically pouring from her.

			“Then pipe down and let me introduce our entertainment for tonight,” Charlie continued. Just like that the buzz of annoyance changed to one of mounting excitement. Charlie had a natural way with the crowd, something about the way he spoke made it feel like he was a close friend in on a joke. He spoke to the quickly growing crowd like pals, as patrons in the back booths abandoned their posts and crept closer to the stage, enticed by the promise of music.

			“And now, presenting for the very first time at the Trespass Inn, Mr. Jack Norval on keys, and Miss Betty May Dewitt,” Charlie roared over the hubbub of the crowd, who welcomed them with a swell of loud and slightly wobbly cheers and whistles.

			Elation buzzed through Jack’s veins now. No matter where they were, a crowd was a crowd, and Jack lived for the moment when the sound of clapping matched the wildly racing rhythm of his heartbeat. “It’s pronounced Betty May Do-it,” Betty purred into the microphone, causing an even more uproarious swell of clapping, cheering, and hoots and hollers. Jack barely held back a laugh at that. Her last name wasn’t even Dewitt, it was Felton. But she loved the drama, and the titillating appeal that came from the double entendre.

			“Thank you for the introduction, Charlie boy,” she continued, then turned to him and winked. “Hit it, Jack!” So, Jack did. He played hot and fast, delighting in the way Betty kept with him every step of the way. He played like a man on fire, and Betty sang her heart out, and song after song the crowd screamed and hollered and cheered like they were Cole Porter and Bessie Smith up on the stage. Jack felt the music through his fingertips all the way up to the roots of his hair, and he went wild with his improvisation, making the piano soar with jazz tunes that had the whole speakeasy dancing with abandon.

			By the time they finished their set, the crowds were screaming for more, and with a nod from Charlie, Jack and Betty were happy to oblige them. This was where they both felt most alive. Jack with his fingers blurring along ivory keys and Betty dancing and singing and riling the crowd up higher and higher into a frenzy. When they finally did have to stop, or risk exhaustion, the whole speakeasy gave them a rafter shaking round of applause.

			“Jacky, that was the cat’s meow! My God, I thought your fingers were gonna burn up!” Betty thrilled, grabbing onto his arm as they waved and bowed before making their way off stage as the gramophone started back up.

			“I thought the angels had come down, Bets,” he said back, smile wide and just as thrilled. “You sang your heart out!”

			Betty bounced on her heels, and then let go of his arm to do a little twirl. “Ahh, Jack! Honey, there’s no way he can say no to us now! I’m going over there to talk to Charlie. You coming with me?”

			Suddenly it was like the room snapped back into focus, and Jack remembered where they were and why they were there. God, they were in an illegal juice joint. How could he have ever forgotten that, music or no? “I think I’ll stay here for a bit,” he said weakly, staring at the dance floor teeming with skin and glitter between them and the bar. “Meet me back here?”

			“Will do, Jacky boy!” she sang out, and kissed his cheek before weaving expertly through the dancers.

			“Woo! That canary sure has some pipes,” a man said almost the moment she was gone, sidling up beside Jack. “She’s quite a Sheba, ain’t she? Is she your gal?”

			Jack glared at him. Betty didn’t need his protection, but that didn’t mean that he didn’t feel protective nonetheless. “No,” he replied tersely. “She doesn’t belong to anyone.”

			This new interloper didn’t seem to catch his drift though, because all he did was smile in delight and ask, “So you think I got a chance with her?”

			“No,” Jack answered again, looking the man up and down. He was shorter than Jack by about a head, but for all that, he still seemed far more confident than Jack had ever felt in his life. His brown hair was a mess, as though he’d been running his hands through it all night, and it was long enough that it nearly reached his large deep brown eyes. His grin was crooked and he looked far too nice under the seating area lighting.

			“Aw damn,” he said, though he didn’t seem too put out by it. “Dunno why. I’m a real catch.” He smiled that crooked smile right at Jack, like he thought he’d agree. “Name’s Sammy, by the way.” He threw his arm around Jack’s shoulder rather than shaking his hand. He smelled of liquor so strong that Jack half expected to feel wetness between them from a spill. But his side remained surprisingly dry.

			“I’m Jack,” he replied as kindly as he could manage while trying to shake himself loose from the vice grip of the rum-soaked fool.

			“Jack,” Sam said, rolling the name around on his tongue like he was trying to get a feel for it. “Jaaaack. All right. Like a big ol’ wad of cash,” he giggled, apparently not noticing Jack’s feverish attempts to shake him off.

			“Get off of me,” he finally said, and was surprised when Sam did.

			“S’okay, Money. You don’t gotta shout,” Sam shouted, right as the gramophone went silent between songs.

			“Christ. Go drink some water,” Jack snapped. He was certain that Sam was moments away from dying of alcohol poisoning. He felt like he was getting drunk just by proximity to him and his fumes.

			“M’kay. I’m gonna go upchuck first though,” Sam said, patting Jack’s shoulder dismissively. He wandered drunkenly away toward the exit rather than the washroom that was right next to them.

			“My God,” Jack muttered to himself, watching him go. “This place is full of fools.” Before he could spiral too much into the depths of anxiety where he found himself, Betty was bouncing back over to him. The smile on her face was like the sun, and Jack knew with a sinking certainty that he wasn’t going to like what she was about to say.

			“We’re hired, Jacky boy! We are now officially night owls employed by the Trespass Inn!” she said, doing a little twirl to the music. Over her shoulder he could see Sam (he refused to call him Sammy) vomiting all over the stairs right before the door swung closed again.

			“This place is…” Jack paused, trying to think up a phrase that encapsulated just how repulsive it was. “A hotbed of sin,” he settled on, cringing even as he said it. He sounded like Mrs. Brant, his old devoutly Christian music teacher back in Wisconsin.

			Betty giggled, slapping his arm. “My God, Jack. You sound stuffy as all get-out,” she said, laughing even harder as a man tumbled to the floor in front of them, then looked around in confusion, as though he wasn’t quite sure how he got there. His laughing companion stooped down to help him to his feet, swaying as she did, her crouch revealing the lacey top of her stocking. It was an absolute spectacle of debauchery.

			“You better get used to it, honey,” Betty added, kissing his cheek. “This place is our new home.”

			* * *

			They returned the next day, this time during the daylight hours. Betty felt almost bad for Jack. The poor guy was clearly a nervous wreck, with his hands shoved into his pockets and his teeth gnawing away at his lower lip.

			“We don’t have to do this, Bets,” he said for what seemed like the thousandth time, hesitating outside of the door to the stairway. “I could get another job. Three jobs wouldn’t be so bad.”

			“Jack,” she said sternly. “You won’t even need two jobs if this pans out. I promise you, there’s good money in this. Plus, Charlie said we get to keep all of our tips!” Betty anticipated getting a truly large number of tips. After all, she knew exactly how good she and Jack were, and how much they deserved. Now if only she could get Jack to see it.

			“All right,” he said reluctantly, as he let her lead him down the rickety old stairs. “But I like my job teaching kids piano,” he added sullenly. “I’m not quitting that.”

			“Yes, honey, I know,” she replied gaily as she opened the door. He really was such a sweetheart.

			The speakeasy was empty this time except for a small group of men standing at the bar. There was Charlie, who she recognized, standing next to an incredibly muscular Black man. He was taller than Charlie by about an inch and had been smiling right up until he saw them, at which point his expression shifted into something tough and closed off. A mean expression that made him look less handsome than he had when he’d been smiling.

			Off to the side there was a smaller man, who looked all the smaller by his loose-fitting clothes. His hair was a dark brown and styled messily, and he was leaning against the bar with a wide grin and a look of mischief in his expression. He was Italian, with dark hair and eyes.

			Sitting beside the Italian man was the hulking white man with sandy hair who’d manned the doors the previous night. She knew from her chat with Charlie after their performance that his name was George.

			“Hello there,” Betty said cheerfully, towing a hesitant Jack along behind her. “Charlie boy, it’s good to see you!” she cooed, with a hint of a suggestive lilt to her voice. He was quite the looker, and Betty would be lying if she said she wasn’t interested in him as a fling. She liked to have fun, but falling in love wasn’t her style.

			“I’m Betty May, and this here is Jack,” she said, holding out her hand for the Black man to shake. He seemed surprised by the gesture, but took her hand, nonetheless.

			“The name’s Leroy,” he said, shaking her hand firmly. “I’m part owner here with Charlie. He’s been telling us good things about you. And this over here is Sammy Esposito.” He pointed a thumb toward the man at the other end of the bar, who perked up like a dog at the sound of his name.

			“Hey, Money! Good to see ya again,” he said to Jack, who looked like he’d rather swallow a raw fish whole than be there at the moment. “And it’s a pleasure to meet you, Miss Betty.” He held out his hand and shook hers with much more enthusiasm than Leroy had, with a firm grasp and an enthusiastic up-down pump.

			“Leroy and Sammy,” she said, smiling her most winning smile. “I’ll be sure to remember the names. And George! It’s lovely to see you again, big guy!” she added, getting a quiet smile in response.

			“Good to meet you,” Jack mumbled, shaking Leroy’s hand. To anyone else Betty was sure he must look stuffy as all get-out, but she could tell that it was entirely nerves. He was eyeing their surroundings with trepidation, as though he was going to need an escape and was already plotting their route, his normally friendly smile tight with anxiety.

			He looked so out of place here among these men.

			He wasn’t weak by any stretch of the imagination. He couldn’t have been what with having had to work the cornfields back home. But he didn’t look nearly as…scrappy as these fellas did. It was clear to see that any one of these other men were ready for a fight at the drop of a hat.

			Jack’s muscle definition was already starting to disappear from their cushy New York life, not to mention their lack of good food lately. And Jack, unlike the others, needed something worth fighting for to ever turn to violence. He’d only once punched anyone at all, and it was the man who’d tried to kiss her without her consent at a party. So really, the guy had had it coming. But of course, being around all of these men was making him, quite reasonably, anxious.

			Betty, on the other hand, wasn’t all that nervous. She had a good feeling about these men, and she was confident that she’d already started to charm them. It wasn’t all that hard to charm a man, really. A few smiles, a lingering touch, and for those who weren’t interested, a sunny disposition was all it took to wrap a man around your finger.

			“Now, if you’re going to work here, you need to know the rules,” Leroy said menacingly, getting right into it. “And here’s the first one. Our business stays our business, you understand me?” Jack nodded so quickly it was almost funny, clearly intimidated. Hell, to be fair Betty was too. But she wasn’t going to let it show.

			“A lot of things happen here,” Charlie picked up for Leroy, much less aggressively. “And we don’t go blabbing about those things to anyone but our own. Not even patrons.”

			“Of course,” Jack said immediately.

			“Understood,” Betty said, serious as a funeral. She’d figured as much, considering the whole damn place was illegal as it could get. She just hoped they weren’t into anything too sinister, like what the mobsters they talked about in the papers were getting up to. She’d never forgive herself if she got Jack caught up in something like that.

			“We run a relatively clean establishment here, so no funny business. We catch you trying to sell your own alcohol or anything like that, you’re out, got it?” Charlie told them seriously.

			“Right, because a juice joint is such a fine upstanding business,” Jack laughed in disbelief. No one seemed to mind, thank God, except for Sammy. He perked up like a dog who’d spotted a squirrel, the urge to fight practically radiating from him.

			“All right, you don’t have to be such an upstage asshole,” Sammy said defiantly. He leaned forward like he wanted to get into Jack’s face, but wasn’t quite ready to give up his comfortable lean. It was almost cute, like when a little dog got feisty and nipped at your fingers, except that she was certain Sammy could do a lot more damage to Jack than a little dog could.

			But Jack just glared right back at him, jaw clenched. “I’m just telling the truth. I don’t know if you realize, but your work here is illegal,” he said. “Not that I’d go blabbing your business,” he clarified quickly to Leroy and Charlie.

			“Whoo boy, Charlie, you sure did hire a fire extinguisher, didn’t you?” Sammy said, rolling his eyes. “This guy’s probably never had fun in his whole life.”

			“Pipe down, Sammy,” Leroy admonished him, though it sounded less like a demand and more like a well-worn catchphrase. Charlie rolled his eyes behind both of their backs as Leroy went on. “You’re gonna scare him away, talking like that. And from what I hear he’s got a way with playing the keys that we haven’t had around here in a while.”

			Charlie nodded. “Sure does. And Miss Betty here can sing like the sweetest canary. We sure lucked out with these two,” he said, tipping his hat to them both in turn.

			“Why, Mister Charlie, you’re quite a flatterer,” Betty giggled, her face warming slightly. Then she smacked Jack in the side, projecting thank him, you dummy so hard that she was surprised she hadn’t said it out loud.

			“Right. Yeah, thank you,” he said after a moment, still occupied with glaring daggers at Sammy. Those two were very clearly going to be trouble, though what type of trouble was yet to be seen.

			“So, what else do they need to know, Leroy?” Charlie asked, clearly thinking it over.

			“Right. I guess we could give them the tour in a bit. But first let’s finish with the rules. We have a room in the back where the production side of our business is. You’re welcome to dip in on the house, but don’t go messing with the setup, and don’t go getting messy before you’re up on stage. Bottles with the stuff we don’t water down are under the bar or on the left side of the shelf if you’re looking to get blotto. The right side we give to guests.”

			“Your rum is homemade? And watered down?” Betty asked. That seemed a little too dishonest for her liking, but then again, this was a speakeasy and she’d heard enough buzz about the type of drinks some places served, the kind that you’d be lucky enough to wake up at all after drinking.

			“Some of it is homemade. Some of it we get from our suppliers. Sammy handles that end of the business” Leroy said, nodding to the man in question. “You don’t survive in this line of work if you aren’t selling people some watered down jag most of the time.”

			“Our rum is top quality knockoff swill though,” Charlie boasted, grabbing a bottle from the right side and pouring some of the dark liquid into a slightly greasy looking glass. “We don’t water it down nearly as much as most places.”

			“Yeah!” Sammy agreed emphatically. “S’better than the panther piss they serve down at the Cherry, that’s for sure. Though the Queen’s sells some good stuff.” Charlie handed Jack the glass of rum, and Betty nearly laughed at the look on his face and the gingerly way he held it as though it were a snake about to bite him. He quickly passed it over to Betty, and she laughingly passed it to Sammy, certain that he’d drink it for them. It wasn’t that she didn’t drink, but she figured Jack could use some solidarity right now. At least it might keep the boys from hassling him about not drinking.

			Sam tossed it back and grinned as he passed it back to her to pass to Jack. Jack made a face, and placed it back on the bar empty, with Leroy and Charlie none the wiser.

			“Are those other speakeasies?” Jack asked.

			“Sure are,” Leroy replied. “The Cherry is the worst. It’s a clip joint run by some nasty people. They hijack our liquor shipments as much as they can and then try to offer us protection, so it won’t happen again.”

			“We were close to going out of business at one point,” Charlie said, pouring more rum into the now empty glass. “Dealing with not only them, but the KKK too, when they come in to stir up trouble. It was a rough time. But then we found Sammy. He’s vicious enough that most gangsters know better than to try anything with us.”

			“Damn right I am,” Sam said, snatching the glass of rum before Charlie could pass it to anyone else. He downed it in one go and slammed it back down onto the bar hard enough that Betty was surprised it didn’t shatter. “They know from experience.”

			“Wow, you’re a hard-boiled fella ain’t you?” Betty teased him sarcastically.

			“Sure am. Here.” Sammy handed his glass back to Charlie. “You’re both going to want to take a drink. We gotta make sure you aren’t dry agents, though honestly with all that this-is-illegal talk, you’d have to be the worst dry agents in the world. No offence.”

			“Offence taken,” Jack said, but he took the glass and took a sip regardless. He made a face that most definitely wasn’t helping his case, and then passed it to Betty.

			She drank the rest of it and grinned. “There you go, Sammy. You need anything else?”

			“How about a kiss?” Sammy crooned, with no real malice. It was funny, for all he acted so hard-boiled he wasn’t the vilest man Betty had ever had to deal with. She got the feeling he was eighty percent bravado and just enough bite to back it up.

			“Darling, I’d sooner clock you in the kisser than actually kiss you,” she said sweetly, much to the vocal delight of Leroy and Charlie. “What about you, Jack?”

			“I’m not kissing anyone!” he yelped.

			“Whoo boy, Sammy, she’s not gonna take none of your shit!” Leroy laughed, slapping Sam on the back.

			Sammy shrugged. “Can’t blame a guy for trying.”

			“She can,” Jack informed him. “And she will.”

			They carried on talking for a while, then Charlie and Leroy took them on a very short tour. The speakeasy was mostly a wide-open space, with seating on one side, the low bar on the other, and a dance floor in between. There was a back room to put your things in that doubled as a storage room and optimistically served as the break room, with a single rickety chair. Behind a second door, barely noticeable under the peeling posters and bubbled up paint was the small room where they brewed their juice, two large copper stills bubbling away that took up almost the entire space. The heat and the smell of cooking grain was heavy in the air, and the walls were shiny with condensation thrown off from the pots.

			In all honesty, the place was much more impressive at night, when it was filled with handsome men and beautiful women in glittering dresses with feathers in their hair. In the light of day, the grime and smoke-stained walls seemed less glamourous and decidedly more run-down.

			“So, you still want to work for us?” Leroy asked, once the tour was over. They moved to sit with Sammy and George who had migrated over to the seating area.

			“’Course we do!” Betty said before Jack could open his mouth. “We’d be posi-tutely delighted to work here.”

			“You sure are chipper, ain’t ya?” Sammy said with that shit-eating grin back on his face.

			It was true, she did tend to be pretty darn upbeat. Most folks seemed to think she was naive. Or that she was constantly drunk, or on drugs. But she barely touched alcohol, and she’d only ever tried weed once back in Wisconsin. It made her feel far too floaty for her liking, and she hadn’t touched it since.

			No, her secret to happiness was far simpler. Betty May was of the opinion that every moment of life was worth living. She’d spent enough time feeling down and out that she sometimes felt that was the only thing keeping her alive. So even in her darkest hours, Betty pushed that thought forward. There was always a strong feeling, deep in her gut, that things could and would get better. That once the hardship had passed, every moment that brought her to that sunshine would be worth living. Even if it was sometimes hell to get through.

			“I sure am,” she laughed, giving Sammy a slap on the back as well. “And you are too.”

			Sammy beamed at that, all puffed-chested and proud of himself.

			She paused, tapping her chin as though she were thinking hard. “I think I like you,” she said finally. “You’re good for a laugh.”

			“Hey!” Sam hooted, a wide smile crinkling the skin around his eyes as he gestured in mock offense.

			“He is,” Charlie agreed as Leroy doubled over with laughter. Jack looked smug as a bug, and Betty felt her heart warm.

			This was going to be good for them. She could already tell.





Chapter Ten

			The speakeasy down the street was out of booze.

			This much would have been clear just from the sheer number of bodies rushing into the Trespass Inn, mingling with the regulars. But it was especially obvious by the grumbling of these new visitors.

			“They had a bottle of whiskey,” one man said, his voice full of disdain. “One bottle for all of us. How in the world did they think that’d do?”

			Jack watched with trepidation as more and more people filed in off the streets.

			“Zanetti’s crew intercepted their supply,” Sam said. He shook his head as he watched with Jack. “Heard it from another runner. He said they’re practically dry now over at Last Call. It’s a cryin’ shame.”

			“Shouldn’t you be happy?” Jack asked. He was genuinely curious. “We’re getting more business because of it.”

			Sam shrugged. “Maybe. But we were doing just fine before. If they don’t get back up and running, how long do you think we can keep up the supply for all these folks?”

			Jack looked around the crowded room. It seemed impossible to keep all of them happy, even after Sam had brought back a good haul of booze just the other night. “Right,” he said. “I suppose that makes sense. What are we going to do about it?”

			Sam looked at him and grinned. “Maybe I’ll help ’em out. See if we can’t get them back in business with a few reinforcements. But for now, I’m going to find me a pretty little doll to dance with. Shouldn’t be too hard, with all the extra bodies around here tonight.”

			Jack rolled his eyes. Of course, Sam would see this as an opportunity to find a girl. He was just so typical.

			“Make sure to play some slow songs, Money,” Sam said with a wink. “I wanna be able to get in real close, if you know what I mean.”

			“Every day you horrify me,” Jack told him as he took his leave. “Every single day.”

			“You’re welcome, Money, old boy,” Sam said gleefully, then tottered away to go be vile somewhere else. With a put-upon sigh, Jack made his way over to his piano. Sam was growing on him like mold on a damp surface, but he was still a pain in the butt. They had a big crowd to try to please tonight. Though if he had anything to say about it, he’d be playing nothing but fast songs this evening.

			“Things are busy,” Billy noted, moving to grab his trumpet from the case beside the piano. “Did something happen?”

			Jack nodded. “Zanetti basically shut down Last Call,” he said. “Seems like we’ll be lucky if these folks don’t drink us dry as well.”

			“Huh,” Billy said, looking out at the crowd. “Well, I guess for now all we can do is show these folks a good time, right?”

			Jack grinned, the telltale buzz of excitement that came from performing starting up inside him. “Let’s do it,” he said, running his fingers along the keys as Charlie shut off the gramophone.

			They played like men on fire, and Betty sang her heart out. The place was packed, but despite the crush of bodies filling every corner of the speakeasy, it seemed everyone was in the mood to dance. Even the seating area was swarmed with moving bodies, and whoops and hollers accompanied every song they played.

			By the time they’d finished their fourth encore, Jack was about ready to pass out right there on the keys. He made his way over to Billy, barely able to keep his eyes open.

			“Whew, I’m exhausted,” Billy said. “That was quite a night, but I think I’ll head on home if that’s all right with you, old boy.”

			“I think Betty and I will probably head out early too,” Jack agreed with a nod. “That sure was something. Great playing, Bill.”

			“Thank you. Get home safe, all right? Good night, Jack.” Billy beamed at him, his hand brushing against Jack’s right before he moved away. Everything in Jack heated and swooped at the feeling, and for one wild moment he considered asking Billy to take him home with him. “Good night, Billy,” he said instead, unsure where that wild thought had come from. “Take care.”

			Billy gave him a jaunty wave, and Jack waved weakly back. Lord, he really needed to get
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