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  About the Book


Keeping up appearances takes on a deadly twist. In a house filled with whispers, Penelope's the one who listens. 
Decoration Day in a beachside Connecticut town is roaring with scandal when wealthy businessman Howard Sinclair's demise is suspiciously labeled a suicide. Penelope van Kessler, a stylish young widow with a penchant for detective work has her instincts screaming foul play.

With her adorable poodle sidekick, Penelope embarks on her first official case. Undercover in a world of opulence and cutthroat relatives she sets out to untangle the web of lies surrounding the Sinclair family. But in a grand house where even the servants harbor secrets, the line between friend and foe blurs.

In a family where envy is greener than money, Penelope must prove her keen eye for fashion is matched only by her sharp instincts for solving crime. Can she overcome her personal demons and societal expectations to unravel the sinister plot? Or will the dance with danger claim her as the next victim?
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Collect all the books in the Heist Society Investigates series! 

Death by Flapper

Death by Fortune

Death by Matchmaker
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Death by Midnight
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  1
Twists and Twisters


Spring 1924 
Warm sunshine spilled through the open office window, and a tiny finch bounced along the sill, chirping joyfully. I leaned in my chair, spying a nest in the crook of the maple tree. A breeze stirred the papers on my desk, taunting me for spending a beautiful spring day indoors.
It was the perfect day to take in a ballgame. I closed my eyes, and I could almost hear the crack of the bat and taste the hot dogs. Would skipping out on Mother’s party for some peanuts and Cracker Jacks be wrong?
I snagged a newspaper to check the upcoming schedule. The Fort Worth Panthers and Dallas Steers fielded a fierce rivalry, and I was a cowgirl at heart, so I rooted for the Cats all the way. It didn’t hurt that the boys were coming off their fourth straight Texas League title.
With a sigh, I tossed the paper aside. A foiled escape plot; the Panthers played in Wichita Falls. Shirking my secretarial duties, I paced to the window and gazed at the clear blue sky. Hard to believe my half-wit half-brother spent most of the day fretting over a tornado.
April in Texas featured unpredictable weather that could change instantly, but why worry about what might happen instead of enjoying the moment? It wouldn’t be long until the dog days of summer held the entire state in a heatwave prison.
But Archie Gillespie was the worrywart type. A tornado touched down one hundred miles away in the direction of Abilene, and he gave himself an ulcer thinking Dallas was next.
“I studied the phenomenon quite extensively,” he said. “The cold air from the atmosphere mixes with the warmer air on the surface. Days like this one serve as a powder keg. Boom, it explodes.”
“Sure.”
“Penelope, do not ignore my warnings. If the need arises, the basement is our best option.”
“For what?”
“Hiding from the tornado.”
I wrinkled my nose. “It reeks of dirty, wet socks down there. I would rather take my chances with the fictional twister.”
“You are impossible.” He rubbed his receding red hair. “What became of the letter I asked you to pen?”
I ran an emery board across my nails. “All taken care of.” He insisted on sending a second note to the boss requesting a ticker for weather updates, and I pawned off the assignment to the typing pool. My days of doing his bidding were over, though Archie was so far out of the loop he thought it was a square.
The undercover role as his secretary was torture, but a necessary evil. The busywork filled my time as I awaited my next project. My first official case.
In the weeks since the murder at the Maddox, I trained with my new mates. The Heist Society, as Margo called us. She took me to lunch and we watched people, studied body language, practiced reading lips, and made snap judgments. Her husband, Tobias, taught me the finer points of shooting a pistol and self-defense, though I already knew how to do both. The stoic Brit insisted on relearning the skills ‘the right way’ and claimed his persistence would save my life.
I found the training tiresome and longed to be thrown into the action. Finally, my wish came true.
The office buzzed when the big boss rolled into Dallas. While the other secretaries panicked about making a good impression, I was anxious for a different reason – the prospect of a real mystery. Theodore James Waley lived in a small town in the Texas Hill Country and only visited headquarters to share major news. The rumor mill worked overtime the past few days speculating on his announcement.
Archie leaned closer, drowning me in coffee breath. “Do you know what this is about?”
“Because I’m plugged in?”
“It’s in a woman’s nature to gossip. Surely you heard something.”
I shrugged. “Nothing definitive. Theories ranging from firing the whole lot of us to taking on a new investor that rhymed with Mockefeller.”
His forehead wrinkled as he tried to decipher the clue. “Oh, Rockefeller.”
I tapped my nose. “Nothing gets by you, Archie.”
Loud, energetic, and the center of attention, Waley gathered the troops of W&J Southwestern Railroad Company, a subsidiary of Waley & Associates, and we hung on his every word. An assistant toted large poster boards and an easel as the tycoon ran through a brief presentation. I checked out when he discussed the first financial graph. The companies ripe for acquisition held little interest for me.
“This is fabulous, Penelope.” Archie tugged my sleeve. “Can you imagine how quickly I can climb the ladder if Waley puts me on acquisitions?” W&J planned to gobble up smaller regional lines, so Archie’s expertise as a lawyer would come in handy if he didn’t mess up.
I adjusted my light pink jacket, irritated that Archie’s ink-stained fingers nearly ruined the material. I smoothed the three-quarter length sleeves and lingered on the bands of gold trim. The new coat from Neiman Marcus paired wonderfully with my dark navy skirt and white blouse.
This job allowed for much more freedom when it came to wardrobe choices. Free from the fuddy-duddy, matronly office manager at the law firm, I let my style shine. I was even encouraged to do so.
“Are you listening to a word I say, Penelope?”
I focused on the mole in the middle of his forehead. “I usually try not to.”
“What are you staring at?” His hand followed my gaze, and he rubbed the spot with a handkerchief. “Whatever you are doing, stop. It’s immature.”
“Looking at you while you speak is immature?”
“It is how you are doing it.” His pupils widened, and he elbowed me in the side. “Shut your trap. The boss is coming this way, and you better not embarrass me.”
“I’ll do my best.”
Waley crooked a finger and motioned for me. “Arch, buddy, I am going to borrow your secretary for a spell.”
“You want her?” Archie stumbled on a rug and spilled headfirst into a metal filing cabinet. He rolled to his feet and dusted his suit. “Sir, do you need me as well?”
Waley closed his blue eyes and bit his tongue. “Only Penelope for the moment. The girls are weighing in on some new decorations for the office. I doubt you can add much about the latest designs.”
“Yes, sir.” Archie limped to his desk. “I mean, no, sir.”
I shook my head as we strolled into the conference room. “I’m convinced Mother took the wrong baby home from the hospital.”
Waley loosened his necktie as he eased into a wingback chair. “He is particularly flustered today.”
“You don’t know the half of it.” I pointed to a window. “Not a cloud in the sky, but news of a tornado eight counties away sends him scurrying to the basement to hide.”
“Please tell me he didn’t pen another letter asking for a weather ticker.”
“Should I run to the typing pool and destroy the one he dictated? Assuming the mail hasn’t already gone out.”
“No, let him send it. Perhaps I’ll enjoy a bit of fun with the boy.” A knock on the door drew a wave from the boss. “Come in.”
“Good morning, Captain.” Tobias Hutchinson closed the gap to shake Waley’s hand.
I lifted the corner of my mouth into a grin. “Why do I picture you on a boat yelling to some palooka to swab the deck every time he calls you by your Navy rank?”
“A difficult habit for a loyal soldier to break.” Waley’s laugh boomed off the walls. “I might insist all of you call me Cap’n.”
He laced the comment with subtext, and I was desperate for the full story, but their association during the war was not up for discussion. I tried.
“What if they promote you?” I tilted my head. “I bet you’re still in the Navy Reserve.”
Waley’s mustache bobbed as he pointed a finger. “Don’t think you can read me, young lady.”
“Lest you forget, I’m in training,” I smirked. “Margo shared some tricks of the trade. I read you better than you think.”
“Join my poker party some night, and you’ll find out you cannot,” Waley said.
“Poker is too rooted in chance. I prefer blackjack or roulette.”
Waley’s bushy brows lifted. “I’d argue those require more familiarity with Lady Luck.”
“Not if you are familiar with odds. Blackjack is essentially percentages and becomes quite simple if you pay attention.” I tossed my shoulder. “As is roulette.”
Tobias drummed fingers on his desk, the small talk wearing on his patience. “Should we discuss logistics?”
“Roulette?” Waley asked. “I played in Atlantic City on New Year’s Eve and lost my shirt. Margo believes Nucky Johnson runs a crooked game, and I, too, wonder.”
“The odds on red or black are slightly under fifty-fifty,” I said. “The sucker bet is to hit a random number.”
“But the payout is worth the gamble.” Waley stretched his long legs and placed his hands behind his head as he reclined. “I wagered on the number eighteen a half-dozen times and won once. But when I put a large sum on black? Boom! It all slipped away.”
“You sound as if you enjoy gambling, Cap’n?” I asked.
“Poker is my game, but I’ll place cash on baseball, boxing, and horse racing.”
“And his own golf match,” Margo Hutchinson said from the doorway. She closed it as she entered, pecked her husband on the cheek, and gracefully plopped into a leather chair. “Who died?”
“Why do you assume someone is dead?” Tobias asked.
“Because I’m an expert at reading him. It’s why I’m no longer invited to poker night with the boys.” Margo pointed her chin. “I’m right, aren’t I?”
Waley crossed his arms. “I’m sad to say a business associate put a gun to his head last night. The facts are murky, but I want the three of you prepared to travel by rail to Connecticut in the next several days.”
My back arched like a cat. To say I was anxious to scratch the itch of a murder investigation was to underplay my feelings. Margo and Tobias were content to move to other topics, but I longed for juicy details.
“Is there a reason to doubt suicide?”
“Howard Sinclair is not the suicidal type,” Waley said. “Our client agrees.”
“Who is our client?”
“Need to know,” Tobias said. “You don’t.”
Margo nudged me with the toe of her black pump. “Not every question should be vocalized, Kiddo. Waley will provide the information as he sees necessary.”
“In the meantime, we sit around twiddling our thumbs?” I curled a strand of hair behind my ear. “A girl needs a little notice. Should I cancel my dinner plans to pack?”
“Unfortunately, you’re stuck going to your mother’s party,” Waley said.
“Lucky you had the option to decline the invite,” I muttered. “How is your sick mother-in-law?”
“Better,” Waley said.
“Nothing short of miraculous since she died in 1913.”
His mouth twisted. “As far as the timing of the investigation goes, I am waiting for my man up north to dig around before I ship y’all across the country on a goose chase.”
I placed a finger on my chin. “Howard Sinclair, you say? I recognize the name.”
“Comes from new, old money,” Margo said.
“Archie tried to get his business when he worked at the law firm.”
Margo winked. “I bet he didn’t land him, right Kiddo?”
“Archie couldn’t land a blister if he left his hand on a stove.”
Waley slapped the oak table and chuckled. “His shortcomings notwithstanding, you understand I’ll send Arch along as part of the cover.”
Even a dream job has downsides. “Don’t remind me.”
“The logistics can wait as this plays out for a day or two. I’ll loop you in when necessary.” Waley strutted from the conference room, and a bevy of secretaries and employees waited to greet him. He called each of them by name and asked about something personal – their spouses, children, or hobbies—a talented politician.
I shivered as I thought back to the Maddox case when I nearly blew my shot by accusing Waley, Margo, and Tobias of the murder. Not my best introduction to the team. But to be fair, they were suspicious and hiding secrets. My redemption came from identifying and chasing the real killer.
Archie crowded next to me at my desk. “What did you discuss with Waley?”
“Drapes.” I dismissed him with the back of my hand. But he flashed his dopey mug, and I couldn’t help myself. “He did mention your weather ticker request.”
“Of course. He liked the idea, I’m sure.”
“Let me consult my transcript because I don’t want to butcher the quote.” I thumbed through my scribbled shorthand. “Penelope: Did you consider the weather ticker Mr. Gillespie requested? Waley (post-eye roll): What a baby. Laughs.” I closed the book. “I guess you are out of luck, Bub.”
Archie stammered, searching for a reply. “You… I… He...”
I didn’t worry about him coming up with a snappy zinger. It wasn’t in him. “If you think of an end to that sentence, mail it to me.” I grabbed a stack of documents and hustled to the file room.
“Watch your mouth, Penelope. I am a beat away from finding another girl for this job.”
“But then, who would explain Waley’s baseball metaphors to you?”
Fusspot Archie ignored my counterpoint. “I sent for the car. We are leaving early.”
“Why?”
“Mother’s party.” He cut his eyes to the window. “Plus, I don’t like the look of the clouds building to the west. Tornadoes are nothing to trifle with.”
“Are you worried the clouds will scare away your potential brides from the soirée?”
He fussed with the collar of his brown pinstriped suit jacket. “With my new, important position at W&J, I will have to beat the ladies off with a stick.”
“More likely you’ll have to smack them over the head with your club, caveman style, to get them interested.”
“What a crude image. Perhaps you wouldn't still be single if you acted like a lady instead of saying things like that.”
Said the portly man over thirty. At least I had a husband, if only for a short time. I choked back tears as thoughts of David bubbled to the surface. I overcompensated for the emotion with confidence. “I could be married tomorrow if I so desired, Archibaldy.”
“Not to a gentleman. Your best prospects are a cowpoke, a copper, and a lovesick stockboy.”
My jaw twitched. Don’t let him bait you, Pen. “My point, dear brother, is don’t come on too strong tonight, and don’t fall in love with the first chippy who batts her eyes.”
“I’m not some puppy dog. I can handle myself.”
“Considering how the last woman you brought home nearly killed us all…”
He held up a chubby hand. “When I want your advice regarding women, I’ll ask. The only thing you know about a lady is you don’t act like one.”
I balled my fists and counted to five. “Hey Emily Post, would it be unladylike to sock you right in one of your beady eyes?”
Our argument drew stares from the rest of the office, and embarrassment rang like a bell, calling the fight.
Archie tightened his tie. “Go fetch the Buick while I check if Mr. Waley needs anything.”
“Make sure to address him by his Navy rank like the other boys.”
“Are you certain that’s appropriate?”
“You want to fit in, don’t you?” I arched a brow. “He was a commander.”
Archie buttoned his blazer over a round belly. “I knew that.”
I swished away, resisting a giggle. My brother lacked social grace and common sense. A harmless little prank might snap him back to reality. I spun on my heels. “Hold on, I was kidding. Only call him Mr. Waley.” Mother wanted me to help him, and despite his prickly behavior toward me, I needed to be a better sister.






  
  2
The Bee’s Knees


When Archie ordered me to fetch the automobile, he meant it as a punishment for speaking out of turn. But I adored driving and often fought him to take the wheel. If I pulled around the building to pick him up, I could likely distract him with party talk. He wouldn’t notice until halfway to Highland Park. 
I strolled outside the railroad office into a graying sky and searched the lot for the dark red Buick. A heavy breeze sent spring leaves from the maple and oak trees lining the parking area. “Maybe Archie is right about the storm,” I mumbled as the scent of rain hung in the air.
Turning circles, I remembered Archie’s car was being repaired. He managed to secure the loan of the same model in yellow.
“Penelope, slow down a minute.”
I froze in my tracks and dipped my head. “Oh, boy.”
Officer Michael ‘Bud’ Budding smiled and waved, quickly closing the distance. “I left a couple of messages for you. Why didn’t you call me back?”
I didn’t want to hurt his feelings, but I ran out of ways to avoid him. “The new girl at the switchboard is not competent.” I pointed to the sky. “Are we in for some of the twisters and hail from West Texas?”
He shuffled his feet. “Nah, only some thunderstorms. Not supposed to get severe.”
After the murder at the Maddox a few weeks prior, Bud lost his job. Because of me. I batted my eyes, and he broke protocol by allowing me to snoop. It all worked out in the end, though. I caught the killer, and Bud was back in uniform. But I still felt bad for the trouble I caused. And for leading him on.
We went to the movies and dinner—a friendly outing to thank him for his help. But the lug hauled off and fell in love. I liked the boy, but was not interested in romance. It was still too soon, and I couldn’t see myself as the wife of another policeman.
I gulped. “Archie is in a hurry and gets grouchy if I dillydally.”
Bud narrowed his brow. “Your brother bothers me.”
“His one true talent. He irritates me about a hundred times a day.”
“Why do you work for him? Let someone else deal with the chump.” Bud rubbed his neck. “Ah, gee. Did I say that out loud? I don’t mean to insult your family.”
“Insult away. Archibaldy is an easy mark.” I shifted my cute gold beaded purse to the other shoulder and approached the Buick’s hand crank.
“Allow me to start it for you.” Bud cut in front of me but didn’t turn the crankshaft. “Your gorgeous blue eyes do wonders to brighten the gray day.”
“Thanks for the compliment.”
“How about going dancing with me tonight?”
“Mother planned a party.” I tossed my shoulder-length auburn hair and adjusted my headband. “I wouldn’t mind getting out of the event, but she would never let me forget the slight.”
“How about tomorrow? There’s a swinging jazz band. You mentioned during our last date…” Our only date “…you like the new music and even sing some. And gee, you look like the bee’s knees.”
I patted Bud on the back and bumped him aside to crank the Buick. I wiped the oily residue on a rag and yelled over the clatter as the gasoline exhaust burst into the air. “I shouldn’t make plans just yet. My work is sending me out of town for a spell. We’ll talk later.”
He opened the door for me. “I’ll hold you to it, Penelope.”
I should break it off so he can quit wasting time and find another girl. My mouth popped open, and I chickened out. His dopey, puppy-dog face made me want to spare his feelings.
The engine idled as I waited by the curb. Archie escaped from the building, battling his umbrella in the wind. He hopped into the passenger’s seat without grumbling, too focused on the sky to engage in our daily argument over driving. Growing up in Rhode Island, he did not experience the ferocious weather of a Texas spring.
“Those clouds to the west look mean.”
I followed his gaze. “That’s the south, and they look fine to me. Officer Budding said we’re in no danger.”
“The constable who is infatuated with you?” Archie snorted.
“Laugh if you want, but Bud thinks I’m a dish.”
“I should call his sergeant and have the boy checked for glasses. Why do you lead him on? He doesn’t come from money.”
My jaw twitched. “I’m not leading him on. We’re friends.”
“And what does he know of the weather?”
“The coppers receive reports.”
“I hardly consider him an expert on the subject. The twin twisters, which hit Austin only two short years ago, came out of nowhere. No one was prepared for them. I read accounts, and the day described sounds like this one.” He chewed the end of his antique pipe. After purchasing the smelly thing, he puffed smoke rings in my face. A punch to the gut, and he learned his manners. He never fired it up in my presence again.
The bumpy road at Trinity Bridge neared, and I aimed for a pothole. Archie flew from his seat and smacked his head on the canvas roof. I giggled. “Oops, watch your head.”
He rubbed his noggin as if the soft material hurt. “You did that on purpose.”
“Perhaps I hoped to whack sense into your brain before the party.” I snapped his arm with a playful backhand. “Mother went to considerable trouble to lure suitable matches for you. I doubt it will impress these rich single ladies if you cower in the cellar because of a little rain and wind.”
Archie clammed up and refused to speak for the rest of the ride home. A pleasant trip without his pontifications was hardly a punishment.
The hair on the back of my neck stood on end as I spotted the same car in my mirror. He matched my path, turn for turn, for the last ten minutes—a Maxwell from late in the previous decade in royal blue. I slowed to a crawl as I neared our street, forcing him to pass or reveal his true intentions.
He jerked to the other side of the road but didn’t gun the gas. He passed like a rubbernecking snail. I twisted in my seat for a better look. The driver shielded himself with a scarf covering the bottom portion of his face and wore driving glasses over his eyes. Was I paranoid, or was he following me?
“Did you forget the way home?” Archie asked.
The Maxwell parked down the block. Was he a neighbor I didn’t recognize? I eased into the driveway. “What happened to your vow of silence?”
The engine sputtered as the man idled for several seconds. When he caught me watching, he screeched the tires and took off. Strange.

      [image: image-placeholder]I took the stairs two at a time and beelined for my bathroom, racing ahead of my twelve-pound red poodle, Ginger. I tossed crackers and told her about my day as I began preparations for the party.
In no real hurry, I enjoyed a long soaking bath. It started steaming hot, and when the water cooled, I reached for my robe. Ginger sneezed as I spritzed a new perfume and again when I applied setting lotion to my damp hair.
“You little sneak,” I snarled at my puppy in a playful voice.
She woofed at me and dragged the wet towel, bigger than her, around the room. I padded after her as she bounced away. “You’re going to make a mess.”
Her teeth grinned through the terry cloth, inviting me to play tug-of-war. I dropped to my knees and grabbed a corner. She abandoned the towel and dug in my clean hair with her paws. My giggles only increased her resolve.
“I give up. You win.” I struggled to my feet and chanced a glance in the mirror. I propped a hand under the perfect S curls. “Forget Marcel waves, the Ginger special is a knockout.”
As much as I would rather stay locked in my room with my poodle, Mother already sent two different serving girls to my door to hurry me along. I ignored them. The later I was, the shorter the party I would be forced to attend.
I threw open the double closet doors, searching for the right outfit. Something not formal but not casual. Whatever that meant.
Mother wanted to take me for a new ensemble, but I held her at bay. I adored shopping for the latest fashion, but we weren’t out of the woods with our money troubles, and I tried to act as the responsible one in the family since Mother and Archie would never do so.
I presented two options, and Ginger selected a sleeveless sapphire blue flapper dress that landed around the knee. The bright white trim accented the flattering fit and showed off my gams. I added the matching white cloche hat trimmed in the same shade of blue. A sapphire necklace and earrings set complemented my eyes and the dress. White heels and gloves finished the spiffy ensemble.
Before leaving my bedroom suite, I searched the drawers and located a similar doggie-sized hat for Ginger. She bathed in the glory of being the center of attention, and the headwear would do the trick. She raced downstairs ahead of me to cause trouble.
I arrived via the staircase fashionably an hour late. I halted on the landing halfway to the bottom floor and closed my eyes. Now was the perfect time to put Margo’s teachings into practice. Observe. Don’t allow any detail to go unnoticed.
Soft music from the grand piano drifted upstairs, and I hummed the familiar tune. Our main living room held many of the party guests. Several of the younger fellas selected a jazz suit. The jackets were double-breasted with four buttons above the waist. The trousers were thin and form-fitting. One confident type chose white and black buck shoes.
The older men—Archie’s age and beyond—wore suits cut straight from shoulder to jacket hem with slight curves at the waistline. Most had dark colors and featured pinstripes.
The piano player dressed in a red and white candy cane striped jacket and a straw hat. At a different time, I would have joined him for a song. But I wasn’t in the mood.
Don’t mope, Pen. Focus on your observations.
My gaze landed on my brother. Archie wanted to wear tails, but Mother made him adhere to the casual theme. He could not pull off the jazz suit or the more stylish English cut. He claimed it was because he refused to bow to the scam of the fashion industry, changing styles every few years, but I knew the truth. His pear-shaped body forced him into baggy clothing.
The thirty-year-old ladies flocking away from poor Archie wore straight dresses in drabber colors than I preferred. Their jewelry was expensive but gaudy, dangling earrings and chunky diamond necklaces. Some might have been desperate for a husband, but news of our financial troubles traveled like an Indianapolis racer through these circles.
It didn’t take long for everyone in our Dallas circle to learn Archie squandered my late father’s fortune. Hoss Cunningham owned a substantial cattle business when Mother made him her second husband. Shortly after my birth, Daddy hit on a series of oil wells in Ranger, Texas, and we became better than ‘well off’. When Daddy died, Mother inherited the businesses and enough money to keep her plenty comfortable.
Archie finished law school around the time of Daddy’s passing. He returned to the East Coast to hang his shingle and find a wife. Neither went well, and he slinked back to Texas, where Mother handed over the reins to the company—a stroke to his bruised ego.
Looking back, I should have known things at home weren’t running smoothly. But I was too focused on leaving. As I graduated from college, married David, and ultimately buried him, Archie lost the family fortune and mortgaged the Highland Park house. My undercover job with Waley saved our bacon, though brother dear thought himself the hero.
A wife might get him out of my hair for a while.
From my perch on the landing, I searched for prospects for Archie. He always set his sights too high, not understanding some women were well beyond his reach. I eliminated the pretty ones straight away and settled on an ordinary girl in the corner all alone. She sipped on wine from some of the dwindling supply in our cellar. Prohibition hit the wealthy drinkers like everyone else. So far, Mother had not fallen so low as to buy illegal hooch.
A commotion near the door distracted me from Archie’s potential match. I curled my lips and beamed at the familiar face framing the entryway. Ginger raced to him and jumped into his arms.
And just when I thought the evening might be a dull snoozer, a party crasher arrived at the doorstep in the form of a lovesick cowboy.






  
  3
Party Crashers


Big Ralph Sweeney tipped his Tom Mix hat and scooped the friendly poodle under his arm. For the bash, he wore a black suit and a bolo tie. One of Mother’s friends, the self-appointed guard of the door, did not want to let the muscular cowboy inside but Ralphie rarely took no for an answer. He used his bulk to intimidate everyone but me. The oversized lug didn’t scare me, because I knew he carried a torch for me since our early school days. 
I glided downstairs, thrilled for someone interesting to talk to. All day, I envisioned the dreary party and running from younger versions of Archie, whom Mother lined up to date me. If I attached myself to Ralphie’s arm, the cake-eaters would steer clear.
“Ralphie, how did you find out about the party? I am one hundred percent certain Mother did not invite you.”
He spun the ten-gallon hat to the rack. “I can leave. That dandy with the plunging hairline looks like he’s about to ask you to dance.”
I followed his point. “That would be my brother Archie. So, you’re definitely mistaken on the dancing front.”
Ralphie’s gaze narrowed. “He’s gotten…”
“Fat is the word you’re looking for.”
“I was going to say barrel-chested.”
“You and the Bambino are barrel-chested. Archibaldy is pudgy.”
He guided me deeper into the room as Ginger continued to lick his face. His six feet three height carried more muscles than Atlas. His rugged good looks, squinty blue eyes, and wavy brown hair offset his bulk and intimidation. “I hate to crash your mother’s party, but I want to see you again.”
I cradled my wiggling puppy and stroked her neck. “I’m sorry I yelled at you last time.”
“No, I was out of line for reminding you of my undying love. I pushed too soon after your husband’s passing.”
I bit my lip. “Nothing’s changed, Ralphie. The feelings will probably never leave. David was the one true love of my life.”
“You’re too young never to love again, Pen.”
“If so, it will take a long, long time.” I rested my head on his shoulder, and Ginger, already tired from her rounds, snored on mine. I breathed in her soft, poodle wool smelling of fresh springtime. “Don’t wait around for me. The girls adore you. Once you stop the glare and let the smile show.”
“You aren’t kicking me out, I hope.”
“You can keep me company so these saps stay away.”
“Johnny Simpson wanted to come with me.”
I arched a brow. “Oh?”
Ralphie and Johnny were members of the Baker’s Dozen – a group of us who attended the small elementary school west of Fort Worth. As one of only three girls in the class, several boys developed crushes on me. Including Johnny.
“I tried to talk him out of it, but he loses his sense when it comes to you.”
“Perhaps I ought to think about changing my perfume.”
His nostrils flared, but he didn’t comment. “I doubt I’ll be the last party crasher you encounter.”
“Doesn’t he work in downtown Dallas now?”
“At Sanger Brothers Department Store.” Ralphie stroked the stubble on his chin. “Let him down gently when he asks to take you dancing. Since you aren’t interested in dating, right?”
“Correct.”
“Does the fella with the police know that?”
I chuckled. “You stay well-informed.”
“Only because I care.”
I tossed my hair over my shoulder. “I almost cost Bud his job a few weeks ago. I paid him back with dinner and a movie. I’m not sweet on him.”
“But he is attracted to you, I’m sure.”
“I didn’t lead him on.”
Ralphie ducked lower, close to my face. “Don’t settle for Johnny Simp or Buddy Fuzz when you are ready.” Ginger opened her eyes and wiggled away from me into his arms.
“I can’t think of those things right now.” Eager for an alternate plan not involving sad puppy love, I took his arm and guided him toward a group of girls near our age. None of them were remotely interested in Archie, but all were probably intrigued by a cowboy. “Ladies, let me introduce y’all to this big, tall Texas cowpoke. His family is in the cattle business.”
Ralphie saw through my plot but didn’t hate the attention. Especially when the girls offered to fix him a plate. The quickest way to Big Ralph’s heart was through his stomach.
With Ralphie trapped by four flappers, I searched for a snack. Ginger sniffed out my plan and stayed on my heels. I urged Mother to serve eggrolls like the Maddox and almost cheered when I spotted them. I took three on a small serving dish and glanced around the room for the plain girl, Archie’s potential match. Time for Operation Help the Helpless.
Mother intercepted me. “Penelope Lucille.” Mothers had a way of making your full name sound threatening.
“You are stunning tonight, Mother.” She dressed in an elegant style, close to a decade old, classic, not outdated. A hair comb in an updo clipped her red locks and framed her pretty face. She wore a gold pendant necklace, bracelets, and ear dangles. The ankle-length dress with flapping sheer sleeves comprised light layers of seafoam green with the waist trimmed in flowers and bows.
“Why is Roy Sweeney here?” Her theater training shone through with a dramatic flip of her wrist.
Ralph, you mean.” I held a white glove to my mouth to cover the snort.
“Whatever his name, I don’t want uncouth cowboys tracking in God knows what on their dirty boots.”
“Daddy wore boots and cowboy hats. And as I recall, he sometimes carried the aroma of cow and horse. He was good enough for you.”
“But this ruffian is not for you, Dear. You eloped with your first husband, and I never met him beforehand.” She placed a hand on her waist. “I do not want a repeat. There are a dozen eligible, well-off men here tonight that I went to a great deal of trouble to invite.”
I scowled. David didn’t have much money when I married him, but he held an important job as a police detective in St. Louis. I inherited a decent sum when he died, but I spent every penny to keep the bank from foreclosing on Mother’s house. At the very least, she owed him respect, if not me.
With eggroll stuffed in my mouth, I spun on my heels and tossed a bite to Ginger. Mother knew my temper well enough not to follow. Insulting my daddy and my husband didn’t sit well. If not for a room full of guests, I might have blown my top.
I flagged down a server and snatched another delicious eggroll.  Out of the corner of my eye, I spotted the mirror over the fireplace. Here I thought people were staring because of my killer dress, but my auburn locks were askew. One of Ginger’s head massages left me slightly messy.
As I smoothed the frizz, a familiar face appeared in the reflection. He ducked away as I swiveled toward him.  “Bud, I didn’t expect you at the party. You didn’t mention that Mother invited you.”
His sheepish gaze and reddened face gave away any chance at deception. “No, Penelope, I kind of intruded on your soirée, uninvited, I’m afraid.”
I touched his elbow. “No worries, the place is crawling with boring people. I’m glad you popped by.”
I needed to have a frank discussion with the copper, but now was hardly the time—the poor boy dressed in tails. The fashion faux pas did not escape Mother. She glared from across the room.
As Budding’s friend, the least I could do was ease his embarrassment. “Come with me. I found where the staff stashed the eggrolls.”
“Meanwhile, I look like I should be toting a silver tray.” He gulped and removed his gloves.
“I think you look handsome.” Even if the borrowed suit was a little short and wide.
“You mentioned you’re leaving town.  I want to spend some time with you beforehand.”
“Have an eggroll. They’re delicious.”
He popped the whole thing in his mouth and hardly chewed before swallowing the food and his nerves. “Tasty.”
I leaned against the marble wall by the fireplace. “The girl in red and the petite one in burgundy are the Malone sisters.  They are discussing the fascinating remodel of their summer house in California. If you’re searching for someone with family money, mosey over and talk to them.”
He locked his eyes on the lady in red and made a face. He was too polite to say out loud what he thought. She was plain. Her sister was tiny and resembled a mouse. “I’m not interested in other girls.”
“I can find a better one for you if you want. What is your take on accents?”
“Stop teasing me. You know I only have eyes for you.”
I sighed. “I am flattered, Bud and Mother want me to start looking for a beau, but I’m not ready.”
“How about the cowboy?” He jutted his square jaw. “The giant guy who your dog keeps jumping on.”
“If I decide to look for a fella, I’ll let Ginger pick him for me.” I grinned. “Big Ralph is an old friend. I don’t have designs on him.”
“He thinks differently.”
“Yeah, some guys are thick-headed about such things.” I desired Bud as a friend. He was sweet. But he wanted more. 
Looking for a way to escape, my rescue came in the most unexpected of places – my brother. However, he didn’t play hero on purpose. He leaned on a tall stool next to the bar, which tumbled to the floor, spilling a tray of drinks.
Archie squealed as liquid splashed his suit. “You incompetent…”
I held up my hand. “Sorry, Bud. I must rescue the poor girl about to be blamed for Archie’s clumsiness.”
I weaved through onlookers and stepped in between Archie and a young girl, no more than sixteen. “Problem?”
She fumed at Archie. “I didn’t do anything. I was nowhere near.”
“Nothing to see, folks.” My gaze bounced from the spectators to Archie. I leaned over and whispered
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