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      This is a noir wrongfully accused murder mystery, so there are some elements in the story to be aware of:

      

      Violence, death of a spouse, verbal threats from police and prison guards (used sparingly), family estrangement, sexism (used sparingly), reference to conversion therapy (used sparingly), spousal gaslighting, and extortion over homosexuality.

      

      On the flip side, there’s also lesbian flirtations, sexual innuendo, irreverent, bawdy, (and dare I say it?), hilarious song lyrics, some big “Sisters Are Doin’ It For Themselves” energy, and profanity.

      

      What’s not in here are racial slurs. We don’t need that nonsense.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

          

        

      

    

    
      No book is produced by one person, so the author wishes to thank the following beautiful humans for their support, guidance, expertise, and for otherwise putting up with his “bushwa”:

      

      My huzzband David Bishop, for once again weathering the storm of another book; I swear, love, I’ll try to stress less on the next one; my sensitivity reader Erica Joy, for her insightful comments and enthusiasm; my editor Mary Louise Mooney, for her continued editing guidance and love for this series (chin chin!); Robin Vuchnich, for once again creating a fabulous cover that is worthy of El; the “boys” aka Rob, Ricky, and Peter, thank you for cheering me on; John Mainieri, aka “John with the Pugs,” for being a fabulous neighbor and theater buddy; April Rodriquez, aka “Fierce,” for the laughs, the “champs,” and the love; Wendy Gross Alexander, for giving this one more read-through; and to all the readers I’ve met along this journey—your words remind me of why I do this. Thank you.

      

      P.S.: I did not write this book with A.I. The plot, the characters, the dialogue, the descriptions, all of it, (the good, the bad, the clunky), came from my brain. Yes, there are em dashes in here. A.I. stole em dashes from us writers and I refuse to—wait for it—give ’em up. :)

    

  


  
    
      For Alberta Hardison,

      

      the kind of friend who

      drives out to you in the middle of the night,

      no questions asked,

      hits you with the truth,

      holds you with love,

      and asks for nothing in return.
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      The stairs never looked so steep or felt more dangerous than they did the night El Train found herself arrested for murder.

      “Don’t break my neck, now!” she said as they rushed her down the stairwell of her building.

      The elevator had broken down again and her greedy, lazy landlord hadn’t bothered himself to fix it. ’Course, he hadn’t bothered himself to fix the stairs either, given their uneven slants and leaning banisters and groans of protest.

      Two white NYPD pounders flanked her on either side, their grip iron, their pace insistent, practically carrying her as they spiraled down, down, down. No small feat given that she often described herself as “built like a locomotive.”

      One of them, a spindly weasel of a man half her size with a pockmarked face, growled, “It would save the city the trouble.”

      El replied he was nothing but a cat-licking potato-eater, which prompted the other pounder, a taller, heavier fella with dull eyes and sagging jowls, to say in a bored voice, “Quit it, you two.”

      They continued their way down the stairwell, their heavy shoes thudding against the creaking wood like hammers beating on rusty nails. Nails to her coffin. How the hell was she going to get out of this? And when she was so close too!

      “What’s the evidence against me?” she said.

      The pounders didn’t answer.

      “I demand to hear it! I’ve got rights!”

      The pockmarked weasel sneered. “People like you don’t have any rights, and you best remember that.”

      Above them, El heard the taps of another set of shoes, moving fast and gaining ground. Flo Russell. Somehow, that gave El comfort. What Flo could do to help, El didn’t know, but she wanted—no, she needed—her friend by her side.

      She turned her head to the pockmarked weasel. “You think you can just railroad me? You best think again! I’m going to have the best defense this city has ever seen.” Which, she sincerely hoped, would be true.

      The weaselly pounder abruptly stopped, causing all three of them to almost take a tumble down the rickety, rotting stairs. “Why you⁠—”

      “Morton!” called the heavier pounder. “Stop antagonizing the prisoner!”

      His weaselly partner blushed.

      El couldn’t help herself. “Morton? What kind of name is that?”

      “The one my mother gave me.”

      “She didn’t like you from the start, did she?”

      Morton’s ugly sneer opened wider but before it could let loose with an indignant reply, his partner said, “And you, miss?  You need to stop talking if you know what’s good for ya. I mean it. Not another peep.”

      He glared at her.

      The tapping of Flo’s feet above them wound closer and closer, a strange, urgent metronome counting out these tense measures of rest.

      El swallowed her pride—not quite a Herculean feat but close enough—and nodded.

      He grunted in approval, and they continued down the stairs.

      She and the pounders soon hit the ground floor and flew through the lobby. When they opened the front doors, they were greeted by a roar of male voices shouting sharply and incomprehensibly. What the hell?

      Newshawks.

      Of course, they’d be here. They wouldn’t miss this for the world. The dramatic dénouement to the Alice Holloway murder case, the most baffling and violent murder to hit Harlem this month. Although give it time. November was just about to be five days old.

      Cold air stung her skin. She didn’t have on her usual white tuxedo jacket, much less her coat and top hat to ward off the frigid autumn night. All she wore were her white shoes, a pair of white men’s trousers, a white shirt, and an unbuttoned white vest. Her matching bowtie hung loose around her undone collar. Had she known she was going to be seen by every reporter in Harlem, she’d have spruced up a little.

      “El! El!” called the newshawks. Their questions came fast and furious.

      “Why’d ya do it?”

      “Did you think you’d get away with it?”

      “What would you say to young girls wanting to be in the speakeasy life?”

      “Was it liquor and jazz that caused you to murder Alice Holloway?”

      El couldn’t help herself. “I didn’t kill her, you dumb Doras! I was trying to⁠—”

      The heavier pounder said, “What was unclear about ‘not another peep’?”

      El clenched her jaw so hard, she almost cracked a tooth. “Not a thing, Officer.”

      “Good. Let’s go.”

      The two pounders dragged her through the throng of people. Behind the newshawks stood gawkers and onlookers resembling a Broadway chorus. The gawkers tittered with guilty pleasure and the onlookers clicked their tongues in disapproval. She could read their minds:

      “The bulldagger finally got what was coming to her.”

      “A life of sin gets a life of consequences.”

      “God punishing the wicked,” and so on and so on.

      Well, as far she was concerned, they could go chase themselves into next week.

      Two figures stood off to the side, away from everyone. El squinted. Was that . . . ? Was that Reverend Elijah Blackburn and his wife Constance? If so, she knew without a doubt what they were thinking: “I told you so.”

      Ahead of her stood the wagon, dark and silent. The opened door revealed a bottomless pit, a shadowy grave. A point of no return. Her mouth dried out at the sight of it, and she swallowed sandpaper.

      Oh, babe . . . we’re in it deep now.

      The two pounders hoisted her up and into the back, slamming shut the door so hard, its echo sounded like a gunshot.

      Like the gunshot that killed Alice Holloway.

      El turned and peered out the barred rectangular window at the top. Her hands gripped the bars, her eyes searching the crowd. She saw Flo Russell pushing people out of her way. A tiny woman with incredible strength. She had to be to land lead dancer at Connie’s Inn, where she laid down some serious iron six nights a week. She possessed the flexibility of a ballerina and the speed of a sprinter, which served her well now, El saw, as she ducked under and twirled around the bodies of the notebook scribbling newshawks, and forced the gawkers and onlookers out of the way to get to the door of the wagon.

      El locked eyes with her.

      An unspoken plea passed between them.

      Flo called, “I’ll get help!”

      “Madam Watkins!” El replied. “She’ll know what to do!”

      The pockmark-faced Morton yelled at Flo to get back. His heftier partner pounded a meaty fist on the side of the wagon, and with the squeal of gears and the stubborn whine of the engine, the wagon lurched forward. El watched as the reporters surged after them, like a nest of ants chasing after picnic food being carried away.

      She closed her eyes and forced her mind to focus. She had to think, had to plan. Because truth be told, it wasn’t a complete surprise they arrested her. A part of her expected it ever since they found Alice Holloway’s lifeless body. She’d been shot in the chest, indicating to the coroner and to the detectives that she’d been facing her killer.

      She knew them.

      El swallowed more sandpaper.

      Which means I know them too.

      “You best lay low for a while,” Flo had told her.

      El had just shaken her head. “You know I can’t do that.”

      “El—”

      “Don’t ‘El’ me, sis. You know I’ve got to do this. I’ve got to.”

      And El saw that Flo understood. She didn’t approve, mind you, but then again, Flo hardly ever approved of what El did, Alice Holloway being first among them.

      “Well, then,” Flo had said. “We best get a move on. We’re on borrowed time.”

      And here they were a couple of nights later. El’s time had most definitely run out.

      I was almost there! It was just about to come to me!

      It being the answer to the question that haunted her. That teased and toyed with her during the long days and kept her up during the even longer nights. That drove her to do things she’d never, in a hundred years, ever do. And discover things she’d wished she’d never learned.

      Because Alice Holloway wasn’t just a random white woman shot and killed in New York City.

      She was El’s secret wife.
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          FIVE NIGHTS EARLIER

        

      

    

    
      “Weeeellllllll shit!” crowed El Train.

      “Weeeellllllll shit!” replied the crowd.

      El stood at the lip of the stage, hands on her hips, face flushed and wet. It was the first thing she said when she stepped on, and it was the last thing she said before she sang her final song and leapt off. Both instances, she’d stand like this, assessing her audience and seeing if they met up to her standards. And ever since she took this gig at Chez J.A., a club in the Blacks-only Watkins Hotel on West 145th Street and Lenox Avenue, the crowds always exceeded them.

      Even on a Monday night.

      Catching her breath after nearly two hours of performing, she squinted under those bright stage lights and smiled at the shadows gathered around those ghostly white tablecloths stretching out as far as she could see.

      “Look at you! Clapping on the two and the four the way the good Lord intended. Made my job so much easier.”

      “I’ve got a job for ya,” yelled out a male voice.

      The crowd giggled.

      “You do now?” El said. “Does it pay by the second? ’Cause you’re not gonna last even a minute with me, mister!”

      The room filled with laughter.

      “What about me now?” called out a female voice.

      A nervous oooo snaked its way through the room. Chez J.A. was a safe space for people like El—usually—but that didn’t mean those out-of-towners visiting Harlem for the week or the weekend couldn’t be scandalized.

      She cupped a hand behind her ear. “What was that? Do I hear the light chirp of a sweet bird?”

      The female voice replied, “Tell me where your nest is, and I’ll be sure to lay your eggs!”

      The crowd lost it.

      Even El couldn’t keep it together. She fanned herself with one hand while patting her chest with the other. She waited for the crowd to die down before replying, “You think you can keep up with me, sweet bird? Alright, let’s see how you sing. Let’s see how you all sing. You want to hear about Cecilia?”

      “Yeah!” said the crowd.

      El made her way to the upright brown piano set centerstage. “I said, do you want to hear about Cecilia?”

      “Hell, yeah!”

      “Hell, yeah is right.”

      El flipped her tuxedo tails back and perched on the piano’s bench. She cracked her knuckles before placing her hands on the keys. Her foot stomped out the count-off and just like that, music unleashed from that wellspring deep inside her. Spilling out her fingertips and drenching those piano keys. It didn’t matter what song she played (or how she was supposed to play it). When she started, she couldn’t help but tinge those notes with all the shades of the blues: sweet cerulean, sparkling sapphire, moody indigo.

      But with the song “Cecilia,” El used passionate periwinkle, the color of the silk negligee belonging to her very first lover. Closing her eyes, El pictured the candlelit room in that Philadelphia flophouse. The smooth fabric slowly falling away from the woman’s skin and dropping to the floor. The sweet smell of jasmine perfume tinging the air. The arms wrapping around her as hands caressed in a way that felt so right, so right, so right.

      Without being conscious of it, El leaned her head back and opened her mouth wide. She belted:

      
        
        Little Miss Cecilia Green

        Little over sweet sixteen

        But the cutest flapper that you've ever seen.

      

        

      
        When the fellows pass her by

        She will always wink her eye

        When she talks to them

        When she walks with them

        This is what they’ll cry.

      

      

      El abruptly stopped her playing, turned her head, and said to the crowd, “You ready to sing?”

      “Hell, yeah!”

      “Alright, now.”

      And the crowd sang along with El:

      
        
        Does your mother know you’re out, Cecilia?

        Does she know that I’m about to steal ya?

        Oh my, when I look in your eyes

        Something tells me you and I should get together!

      

      

      “We gettin’ together with Cecilia tonight?” El called.

      The crowd responded that they, indeed, were and with gusto too.

      El laughed before launching into the next verse, exhilaration flooding her body. Whenever she sang, it felt like flying. Nothing and no one could stop her or hold her back, not with her voice soaring around this room sounding bigger than life and driving this glorious music.

      When she got to the end of the song, she slid her fingers down the keys in a trilled finish. The entire room erupted in shouted cheers and ear-piercing whistles. A few fists even pounded the tables.

      She kicked back the piano bench, knocking it to its side, and strolled to the edge of the stage. She took off her top hat and bowed, waited, soaking in the applause before bowing again. She returned the hat to its usual place, bid the crowd good night, and jumped off the stage.

      Temporarily, she was blind. Those stage lights were so bright, she usually needed a few moments for her eyes to adjust. Tonight, though, the lingering tempo of the music and the energy of the crowd pushed her forward into the darkness. Thankfully, she didn’t trip or otherwise make a fool of herself.

      She made her way to the backstage door, stopping to let a few shadowy strangers shake her hand. Opening the door, she entered a long hallway where the eight-piece band that played after her stood at the ready, dressed in shiny black tuxes.

      Madam J.A. Watkins, Harlem’s own woman millionaire and the owner of this hotel, kept pushing for El to work with the band and expand her show. And though El initially balked at the suggestion (“I’m a solo act, Madam!”), lately she’d been considering it. She wondered what an El Train show would look like with a full band behind her. Could she get them to do what she wanted? All the band members were men and men didn’t always like taking direction from her. Bad enough she was a woman, but a woman who dressed and acted like them? They’d be downright insolent. Most had in the past.

      Although two nights ago, she’d played with an all-male trio down in Greenwich for a special Mischief Night gig. They listened to her fine—and one of those boys was even white! So, it was possible.

      Rare, but possible.

      (Of course, the club was almost raided, which annoyed her to no end, but the less said about that, the better.)

      She nodded to the band as she passed and strolled to the end of the hallway. Her chest swelled with pride seeing her name emblazoned in gold on the green-painted door. A sign she made good. No, better than good. She had arrived. And if she could achieve all this by herself, then what else could she accomplish with a bigger cast, a bigger sound, a bigger show?

      Maybe I should do it, she thought. Maybe it’s time for El Train to be an entire production. A band, dancers, everything!

      She smiled. Yeah. Now wouldn’t that be something?

      Still smiling, she opened her dressing room door and stopped abruptly.

      There, lounging on the loveseat catty-corner to her dressing table, was Alice Holloway.

      El felt a jump in her chest. Her smile instantly disappeared.

      She’s not supposed to be here!

      Alice held a glass of whiskey in one hand and a lit cigar smoldering in the other. The window to the side alley stood open behind her, letting in the cool autumn air. Must’ve been how she got inside. A black masquerade mask and white gloves were tucked in next to her, which would’ve covered most of her pale skin and allowed her to walk the streets around the hotel without earning a second glance. The blue velour overcoat that El bought for her, which featured a fur collar and lining, had been tossed over the arm of the loveseat.

      “Evening, El,” Alice said in her low, husky voice.

      El glared at her in response, though Alice made it difficult not to ogle her instead. Her dark brunette hair curled just below her earlobe, bringing out the amber whiskey of her eyes. She’d painted her lips red tonight, a deep ruby that shimmered whenever she spoke, and she’d brushed a hint of rouge on her cheeks. One would think Alice was your typical flapper, but then they’d notice, along with the glass of whiskey and the cigar, the black tuxedo she donned, complete with bow tie and tails.

      A counterpoint to El’s all-white tux.

      That was the story of the two of them right there: similar, yet opposite ends of the spectrum. Both had broad shoulders, (though El’s were much broader), and both had curves, (though El’s curves were definitely wider). And while Alice may have been the smaller of the two, she more than made up for it in nerve. Like sneaking into El’s dressing room when she knew good and well that El would be furious with her.

      El quickly closed the door behind her and locked it.

      “What are you doing?” she said, her voice coming out in a hoarse whisper. “You know you’re not allowed inside the Hotel! It’s our space, dammit, and you have no right, I said, no right to be here!”

      “I know, I know, but listen, El, we need to talk.”

      El struggled to keep her voice down so as not to advertise their business to the entire hallway outside. “We got nothing to talk about. And where did you get that whiskey? You better not have ordered that from outside.”

      “Relax. I got it from your own personal bar. I’d never step foot inside the main club.”

      “You aren’t supposed to step inside the Ho-tel, period, but it seems you’ve forgotten that rule.”

      “C’mon, El. You know I like to break rules.”

      “You like to break hearts too.”

      Alice flinched. She averted her eyes as she took a sip of whiskey. The hand that held the cigar gestured to their surroundings, swirling smoke into large loops.

      “I gotta say, this is a definite upgrade from Leslie’s place. You’ve got space to move around in here.”

      She wasn’t wrong. El’s old venue, the Oyster House, was a dive in the worst sense of the word. A piano that needed tuning after nearly every song. A cramped, drafty closet for a dressing room that leaked whenever it rained. And an owner, Leslie Charles, who pocketed all the sugar instead of paying his staff. Or fixing up the place. (He was also making trouble because she left him and his jalopy club for Chez J.A., but that was another problem for another time.)

      Now El had what Madam Watkins called “a suite.” Two large rooms, all done up in the colors of the hotel: lush green and shimmering gold.

      The first room boasted a dressing area with a lit table so she could admire her short hair, round face, and wide grin with a snaggletooth dead in the center; a lounge area, where Alice currently sat, with end tables holding brass lamps capped by emerald-green shades lined with gold fringe; and a silver bar fully stocked with the best liquor one could find in Harlem.

      The second room held a chaise lounge for naps, if El so desired, and a wardrobe full of stage tuxedos and day suits and all their usual accouterments: handkerchiefs, ties, canes, and an impressive collection of hats. Only one dress, in case they were raided, but the pounders didn’t bother with the Watkins. Madam made certain of that.

      “Uh huh,” El replied. “I done told you this already. Look, if anyone from the hotel staff sees you and reports you, I’m gonna get in big trouble. And that is not something I need right now. Not with Les pulling his bushwa.”

      “It’s just—you haven’t given me a chance to explain.”

      “Explain what? Your engagement to some French frog? Or the fact that I had to find out about it in the New York Times? Sitting in a downtowner’s speak, of all places!”

      El could still see herself inside Pinstripes, the tiny Village club owned by her friend Dash Parker and hidden behind a tailor shop. She was there rehearsing for that Mischief Night gig. She and his band had just taken five when she grabbed Dash’s omnipresent copy of the Times—Lord, that boy loved his newspapers—and flipped through it to see what was new about the Hall-Mills murder trial. Instead of some good old-fashioned scandal, she found in the top right corner of the society page the engagement announcement written big as life: Lucien Laurent and Alice Holloway. El vaguely remembered cussing, tearing out the corner, and racing out of Pinstripes, intending to have it out with Alice.

      Only Alice remained locked up tight in that family townhouse of hers. The townhouse El couldn’t enter on account of—well—everything about her. It’d been days since and not once did Alice answer the telephone when El called nor did Alice reach out to her.

      Until now.

      Alice puffed on her cigar; her face crestfallen. “You read about it at Dash’s place?”

      “Yes, I did. At a rehearsal, to boot. Do you have any idea what it’s like to find out your relationship is over like that? All them engagements being announced and there you are, Alice Holloway betrothed to French aristocrat Lucien Laurent.”

      “El—”

      “A French snob? Really, Alice? Didn’t think you liked crusty, old baguettes.”

      “El—”

      “I trusted you, despite what everyone else in my life had to say about it. And girl, they said plenty. Earfuls about how you were trouble with a capital T. Turns out they were right. And you know what I hate more than anything else in the world is to admit that somebody else was right.”

      “Would you just listen⁠—”

      El pounded her chest with her hand. “I felt like a fool! A common, goddamn fool, and nobody and I mean nobody makes me feel that way. You understand? So you better say what you need to say and get gone. Or else I’ll⁠—”

      “It’s not true, El.”

      El took a breath. “What’s not true?”

      “The engagement.”

      “Well, the Times seems to think so! So do the rest of the papers.”

      Alice fidgeted in her seat, crossing her legs in a huff. “Jesus, El, you gonna listen to me or you gonna yell?”

      “I’m gonna yell, dammit!”

      “Fine! Then yell!”

      And that stopped El. Her tongue suddenly tied itself into knots, her mouth froze open. Her voice decided to leave the room altogether. She stood there, mouth agape like a goldfish as she struggled to continue the speech she had well-rehearsed (or so she thought).

      The rhythms of the band on stage thumped through the walls, matching the pounding of her own heart.

      “Go on,” Alice said. “Let me have it. God knows I deserve it.”

      El closed her mouth and shook her finger. “Don’t—don’t you do that.”

      “Do what?”

      “Do—I don’t know! That thing you just did.”

      A silence settled between them.

      El glared hard at Alice, who didn’t blink. “Fine,” she said. “You want to talk?” She pulled out the chair from her dressing table and sat down. “Talk.” When Alice didn’t reply, she gestured irritably, “Go on, now. But make it fast and make it good, Lady Lucien Laurent.”

      Alice frowned. “Don’t call me that.”

      “That’s gonna be your new name, isn’t it?”

      “Not if I . . .” She trailed off.

      El crossed her arms. “You’re wasting time.”

      Alice took a deep drag on her cigar and replied with a mouth full of smoke: “I was forced into it. Okay? You satisfied? I was a dumb Dora and got caught by a grifter who’s threatening to tell my brother and all the city papers that I’m a lesbian.”

      El stared at her. “He extorted you into an engagement?”

      “That’s right,” Alice said. “The bastard is coercing me into holy matrimony.”
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      El shook her head in disbelief. “How did this come about?”

      Alice found an ashtray on the side table and flicked off a huge chunk of ash from her cigar. “He found me at Pearlie’s playing the tables one night.”

      She meant Pearlie Taylor, a prominent billiard hall owner who hosted secret games for anyone who could afford to play in his private upstairs parlor. Black, white, or any other shade, he didn’t care. As long as you had the greens. He called them the Midnight Games. El knew him from when she first arrived in New York. She and Alice used to go there together on a date night when they needed to blow off some steam. Most of the time, though, Alice liked to have private meetings in that room, discussing business and other items that, frankly, bored El to tears, while winning game after game.

      El shifted in her chair. “When was this?”

      “A week ago. I’d never seen him before, but he must’ve been a regular on the nights I wasn’t there, ’cause he and Pearlie seemed to know each other. They got into an argument when Lucien first walked in. I didn’t hear what it was about, but it upset Lucien. I thought he was gonna leave, but then he handed Pearlie a handful of lettuce and Pearlie let him in.”

      “Pearlie does like his greens.”

      “A regular rabbit, that boy. It was spitting ice and rain that night ’cause of that strange cold snap, so Lucien and I were the only ones who showed up to the Midnight Game. He did most of the talking. You know how men are. Love to hear the sound of their voice. He told me his sob story: born and raised in Paris, his family died in the war, either on the battlefield or from the influenza that came afterward. Distraught, he took the boat over with his inheritance looking for something big to invest in and for a chance to start anew. He’d just bought an automobile, a brand new Cadillac coupe. In maroon with spotless black fenders, for your information, with magenta pleated and buttoned mohair seats.”

      “Uh huh. And how much sugar does this frog have, if he’s buying brand new Cadillacs in maroon and mohair?”

      “He didn’t give numbers—surprisingly—but he did say he’s staying at the Hotel Eudora.”

      El whistled. “That place takes some heavy sugar.”

      “And I took some of that off him. I beat him three games in a row.”

      That’s my girl, El thought before she remembered she was supposed to be angry at her. She cleared her throat. “Go on.”

      “I hardly told him anything about myself, El, I swear. I couldn’t believe it when I saw him again the next night coming out of a speak. One of our speaks.”

      “Which one?”

      “Where we first met. Ironically enough.”

      El squinted. “The Drip Dry?” It was a lesbian speak hidden behind a laundry that was nothing more than barstools and a literal hole in the wall where liquor bottles were passed over from the building next door.

      “Somehow he learned who I am, or rather, who my family is. He must’ve followed me after the Midnight Game. He suggested we have a conversation. I told him we had nothing to discuss. He said”—Alice began mimicking a French accent. —“‘Mademoiselle, I am here to make an offer. A marriage of the utmost convenience. You can continue to date who you like, as will I. You will be protected by the state of marriage, I will have the means to stay in this country, and we both will be seen as respectable members of society.’”

      Alice returned her voice to normal. “Respectable members of society. Whatever the hell that means. I told him to get lost.”

      “But he didn’t.”

      “Persistent little bugger. Then I thought I could buy him off, but it was clear he was after a bigger payday.”

      “I thought he wanted citizenship? Oh. Your family’s sugar.” El frowned. “That doesn’t make any sense, babe. If he’s buying brand new motorcars and staying at expensive hotels, what does he need more for?”

      “C’mon, El. You know how rich men are. They get a little money, they suddenly want more of it. All of it.”

      “That, or he spent all of his.”

      Alice sighed with disgust. “You could practically see the dollar signs in his eyes. He approached me one more time the following morning as I was leaving the house. Luckily Rich wasn’t around and I told Lucien to go chase himself.”

      “I take it your response didn’t go over very well.”

      “You saw what happened next. I opened the paper Thursday morning and there I am, engaged to French aristocrat Lucien Laurent. The bastard put the announcement in every paper in town! And before I could do anything about it, he shows up at the house, when Rich is there, of course. He’s all smiles, greeting me as his ‘amour,’ calling Rich whatever the French word is for brother-in-law. When I pulled him aside and asked him just what the hell he thought he was doing, he said, ‘Securing a better future for the two of us.’ A bunch of bushwa and I told him so. Only then he explained that if I didn’t play along, he’d tell Rich and anybody else who would listen—cops, newspapers, tabloids, whoever—that I was a lesbian. Apparently, he didn’t just see me coming out of the Drip Dry; he took photographs.”

      “Shit.”

      “My sentiments exactly.”

      “What does ol’ Richie have to say about this engagement? Can he help us call it off?”

      Alice scoffed. “Are you kidding? He’s thrilled! Said it was high time I turned respectable⁠—”

      “There’s that damn word again.”

      “—and got out from underfoot. Don’t get me wrong. He’s not exactly happy about me marrying a Frenchman. But a man’s a man and a marriage is a marriage. Meanwhile, Lucien says we shouldn’t have a long engagement and to get married as soon as possible. I mean, my God, he wanted to skip the ceremony and go straight to the courthouse! Took everything I had to steer him clear of that. ’Course, it also took every ounce of my self-control not to shoot him.” Alice glanced off to the side. “Perhaps I should have.”

      It wasn’t an empty threat. Alice kept a pistol, a .32 Colt, with her at all times.

      El said, “Then you’d have a different problem on your hands.” She hesitated, not wanting to ask the question but knew she had to. “Why didn’t you tell me about this earlier? Not the engagement. Him harassing and following you. I’m your wife. I could’ve helped you. Or at the very least, dumped his body into the East River.”

      “You’d just started playing Madam Watkins’s place and I didn’t want to distract you from the gig of a lifetime. Besides, I thought I could handle him. And by the time the engagement notices came out, I couldn’t risk leading his extortionate ass to you. To us. God only knows what he’d do with this kind of information.”

      “So you waited until tonight to lead him here?”

      Alice waved off El’s concerns. “He and Rich are at a masquerade ball. It’s how I got these,” she said, gesturing to the mask and gloves laying beside her. “I feigned womanly cramps and a very heavy flow to get out of it.” A fiendish grin tickled her lips. “They couldn’t leave me behind fast enough. They have no idea I’m gone, much less where I’ve gone to.”

      She dropped her head and stared at her lap. “I had to see you, El,” she said in a small voice. “It’s been the hardest thing not being with you. Not being able to explain all this to you. I knew you’d see those announcements and be hurt.”

      El let loose a long sigh. “Not gonna lie, babe, it’s been hard. I thought you did a number on me. I thought all those things we said to each other meant nothing. That the promise we made meant nothing.”

      Alice looked up, those whiskey eyes big and round. “I meant every word, El. I made a promise I intend to keep. You and me. Against the world.”

      El felt an invisible hand tugging her forward, that gravitational pull Alice always managed to have over her. Her pride dug in its heels a bit. She couldn’t let Alice off the hook that easy.

      “You still should’ve come to me earlier. If we’re truly going up against the world, then there can’t be any secrets between us.”

      “I wasn’t keeping secrets⁠—”

      El gave her a look.

      Alice bit her lip. “You’re right. I was keeping it to myself and that wasn’t right nor fair to you.”

      “Thank you.”

      Alice took a shaky breath. “Forgive me?”

      El closed her eyes before opening them again. “Yes. God help me, yes, I do. But from now on, you keep me in the know. I don’t care if you think the news will ruin my entire year, much less my day, you tell me what’s going on.”

      “Well, in that spirit, we have something else to contend with.”

      “You mean there’s more than an extorting French fiancé?”

      “Yup,” Alice said. “And we both know what it is.”

      “What?” Then El knew. “Oh, no. Oh, babe. You mean⁠—”

      “If Lucien tells Rich knows about me, then my brother will use that as an excuse to scour through everything of mine. Including my trust.” Alice finished off the last of her whiskey. “More importantly, what I’ve been doing with it.”
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      El rubbed her forehead and pinched her brow. “I knew you getting involved in that stuff was dangerous. Didn’t I tell you?”

      “It’s a worthy cause, El. I couldn’t stand idly by and watch more people get hurt. And not just get hurt, but injured under my family name.”

      “I understand that, babe, and I sympathize, I really do. But using your trust to help fund a strike against your own family’s business?”

      And not just any business. The goddamn Holloway Paper Box Factory. Since its founding in 1910 by Alice’s father, it’s been the largest industrial employer in all of Harlem—and the cause of those dollar signs Alice said she saw in Lucien’s eyes.

      Alice lifted her chin slightly. “Not only ours. It’s a citywide strike against all the paper box factories in Manhattan.”

      “Somehow I don’t think your brother, who let’s not forget is the acting president, is going to be interested in the finer points.”

      “Who only got the role when Father died three years ago,” Alice replied bitterly. “I should’ve inherited it over Rich. Our competitors are running circles around us, our customers are getting angry, and Rich is sitting there, like a Yale pretty boy in a boat who doesn’t know how to row. It’s his own damn fault the union had to strike in the first place. If he weren’t so blinded by greed, he’d have followed Father’s lead and continued his fair, humane policies. And then our factory wouldn’t be responsible for so much harm.”

      Alice began ticking off the list of the factory’s sins. Sins El knew by heart at this point.

      “Children losing fingers. Women getting glue burns. Men savagely sliced. My God, what happened to Sam Willing is nothing short of horrific! Maimed for life! When I demanded that Rich do something, he laughed in my face and banned me from setting foot on the factory property ever again. I had to step in then. I had to get involved. Then I learned that all of them have been inhaling poisonous fumes and working fourteen-hour shifts six days a week. For less than fifteen dollars a week. Fifteen dollars! That was the pay nearly five years ago! And with the rising cost of living, not to mention inflation⁠—”

      El held up a hand. “Babe, you’re preaching to the choir here.”

      “Thank God our parents aren’t alive to see the utter selfishness of their only son. Mother, in particular, would be heartbroken. I mean, what kind of world are we living in where the misery and injury of human beings is acceptable because it makes a few rich men richer?”

      El couldn’t help it. She cocked an eyebrow and gave Alice a baleful look. “Girl, look at me. My people know all about rich men thinking they own others and can treat them however they want. Especially if it lines their pockets with more and more sugar. Hell, my ancestors built this country, and most of their descendants hardly have anything to show for it. And when we finally do get piles of sugar of our own, they take it away. Do I need to remind you of what those white folks did to us in Tulsa? Mansions, girl. We had mansions that they burned because they couldn’t stand to see us more successful than them. So don’t ask such a foolish question. You’re smarter than that.”

      Alice was immediately chastened. “I’m sorry, El. I didn’t mean⁠—”

      “Look, I know why you’re doing what you’re doing. I even support it . . . to a certain extent. But you’ve got to admit that this is risky as all get out.”

      “Sometimes we have to put ourselves at great personal risk for a worthy cause.”

      “That a Malek saying?” El meant Malek Polowski, the head of the Holloway strike, and one of only four union workers who knew of Alice’s involvement.

      “Never mind,” Alice replied. “The point is, Lucien is a bigger threat than to just my personal freedom. There’s one of two scenarios that’ll play out here. One, the marriage goes through and he puts a stop to my weekly withdrawals. He may or may not know what they are. He may not care. What he will want is those withdrawals to go directly to him.”

      “Causing the strikers to lose their wealthy benefactor.”

      “Exactly. Or two, the marriage doesn’t happen, Lucien blabs to Rich. Rich needs to put me on a leash, which means seizing control of my accounts to prevent me from further ‘deviant behavior.’ A judge may or may not get involved. He finds the withdrawals in an audit he’s certain to conduct, tracks them down, and eventually learns where the Holloway money has been going for the past six months. Forget what he’ll do to me, he’ll make it ten times worse for the union. Especially those leading the strike against our factory. Booker, Ferrin, Ramona. They’ll never find another job in the city again. And Malek? I shudder to think.”

      “Your brother is vindictive when he thinks he’s been betrayed,” El admitted. “Babe, this is a righteous mess.”

      “I know,” Alice moaned.

      El got up and poured herself a glass of whiskey from the silver bar. She topped Alice off before returning to her chair at the dressing table.

      “So what do we do?” Alice asked.

      El took a healthy sip before replying, “I still say we drop Lucien into the East River.”

      Alice gave her a look. “El.”

      “Alright, alright.” El thought for a moment. “I’ll ask around my corners of town, see if there’s some dirt I can dig up. If we can find out something about Lucien to discredit him, maybe even get him arrested—or better yet, give him the threat of being arrested—then he’ll keep his photographs and his stories about the Drip Dry to himself. And hopefully get out of town.”

      Alice smirked a smile. “We’re thinking alike. I did manage to sneak away from him and Rich and send a telegram to the Paris police department. Perhaps our little extortionist is already wanted for crimes. And since we’re expelling immigrants as fast as we’re barring them from our shores—thank you Johnson-Reed” —she added with an eye roll, referencing the racist sponsors of the Immigration Act of 1924— “our boy will likely be put on the first boat out of the harbor.”

      El grinned. “That’s my clever girl.”

      “Problem is, God knows how long it’ll take for the police department to respond. And Lucien’s moving fast⁠—”

      “—which means we’ve got to move faster. I’ll see what I can do.”

      Alice smiled. “Thank you, El. I’m sorry I didn’t come to you sooner. I⁠—”

      “No need. We’ll fix this. I promise.”

      Alice set her whiskey glass down, stood up, and walked over to lay the softest kiss on El’s lips. “Maybe we can spend some quality time with each other soon?”

      “At our usual place?” El referred to a discreet hotel on 150th that catered to people of their kind.

      “Yes,” Alice purred, straightening El’s bow tie. “It’s been so long since we’ve shared a bed.”

      “Too long.”

      “And I have been bad lately. You might need to teach me a lesson, Miss El.”

      El recognized that look in her eye. “Don’t you start. We may have made up, but I’m still a little mad at you.”

      “Oh? What can I do to make it up to you, Miss El?”

      “I said quit that.”

      “Do I need to stay after class, Miss El?”

      “Girl, behave yourself.”

      Alice shrugged, unbothered. “Guess I’ll have to get a few spanks then. You’ve got a paddle, Miss El?”

      “Don’t you dare⁠—”

      “I really need to learn my lesson.”

      “Alice, I swear⁠—”

      “My fanny stings just thinking about your big, strong, hard paddle.”

      It didn’t happen often, but Alice struck El speechless. And she’d done it twice in one evening!

      The air around them crackled with electricity, and the hairs on El’s arms stood up. Behind her, the muffled moan of a trombone suggested moans of another sort, and she felt her body begin to respond.

      Before she could grab Alice into an embrace, Alice pulled away and slinked towards the window.

      “You little flirt,” El growled.

      Alice feigned innocence. “Who, me?” She winked while sliding into the blue velour overcoat, the fur of the collar bringing out the brown of her hair. She picked up her masquerade mask and gloves from the loveseat. “Besides,” she said, “I don’t think your new boss would appreciate you, ahem, ‘entertaining’ a fan in your dressing room.”

      “The door’s got a good lock,” El offered.

      “I’m certain it does. But Rich and Lucien will be returning from the ball soon, so I better head home.”

      Alice threw one leg over the window’s ledge, then the other, gracefully dropping down the three and a half feet to the alleyway floor below. She turned, the windowsill framing her chest and face like a painting, and said, “Hey, El?”

      “What?”

      “You know?”

      Their code. Out in public, they couldn’t be affectionate, much less say “I love you” before they parted. So they devised this exchange, one that if someone were to overhear, they wouldn’t give two thoughts about. Got to be they did it so often, they’d use it even when they were alone.

      Like now.

      El stared straight into Alice’s whiskey eyes. Lord, how they sparkled. “Yeah,” she said. “I know.”

      “Good. And the next time I see you, you better bring your paddle.” Alice blew her a kiss and then, she was gone.

      “You tease,” El muttered before laughing to herself. How in the hell did she end up falling for such a stubborn, fearless woman?

      Because she’s a stubborn, fearless woman, a voice in her head replied.

      And the only one who could keep up with El’s own insubordination.

      She sat for a few more moments, listening to the band thump through the walls while she sipped the rest of her whiskey, lit a cigar, and ruminated on everything Alice told her. She knew good and well that sleep wasn’t going to be an easy option tonight. She felt the need to do something, anything to get Alice out of this predicament, but what?

      The answer came when her whiskey was almost gone and her cigar had burned out. Pearlie Taylor. That fateful night when Alice first met this Lucien Laurent, she saw him in an argument with Pearlie. An argument that could only be settled by an exchange of money. El wanted to know what that was about—and if she and Alice could use it as leverage.
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      Pearlie’s Parlor took up two floors of a three-story row house on 127th and Seventh Avenue. The first floor featured the billiard hall proper while the second floor hosted the private parlor, home to the Midnight Game. The third floor held Pearlie’s apartment.

      El pulled open the door and stepped inside the dark vestibule. To her left was the parlor filled with clusters of men smoking cigarettes, talking and laughing, pacing around the billiard tables looking for their shot. Straight ahead was a set of stairs guarded by a tall, broad man in a dark suit. He stood entirely motionless, his face hard as stone, his hands folded in front. A griffin holding court.

      She said, “Is Pearlie in?”

      The statue barely moved his lips as he replied, “Who wants to know?”

      “Tell him El’s here to see him.”

      “He’s busy right now.”

      “Then he better hurry up. I don’t have time to waste.”

      The guard didn’t respond.

      El crossed her arms over her chest. “Fine. I’ll just wait here then.”

      The guard glared at her for a few seconds, then rightly realized she wasn’t going anywhere. He sighed, turned, and stomped up the stairs like a petulant child.

      While she waited, she glanced in on the parlor. Glass lamps hung over the half dozen tables, the green felt looking brand new, as rich and bright as spring grass. Shadowy players gathered around, their attention focused on the games at hand. She
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