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    A SHARED CONFIDENCE

  


  
    Chapter One: Finding the Red Lady


    


    “Are you going to the police, Mr. Caine?”


    The man sat across the desk from me, haggard and beaten-down, dark circles under his eyes and a defeated slope to his shoulders. He was close to my age – somewhere in his middle thirties – pale, with thin reddish-blonde hair and a thinner reddish-brown mustache. The blue in his eyes had been washed out like a billboard faded in the sun, and the way his tailored suit hung told me he’d lost weight recently. Beneath the jacket was yesterday’s shirt.


    He raised his head, meek and uncertain, and looked at me. I got the feeling part of him wanted me to say yes, because then at least whatever was costing him so much sleep would be over for him.


    I wiped a hand across my face and glanced down at the free bank calendar on my desk. Wednesday, March 20th, 1935. I’d be turning thirty-seven in less than a month. To celebrate, I had a date planned with a twelve-year-old bottle of scotch, and was beginning to wonder if the man sitting across from me would get to the point in time for me to keep it.


    “That depends on what more you have to tell me, Mr. Ryland,” I said to him. “Or if you’re going to tell me more. So far all I have is your name and your own vague admission that you’re involved in something illegal. That isn’t enough for me to go running to the cops. You want to walk out of here now, you have nothing to fear from me.”


    It was the second time that morning I’d offered someone the chance to walk away.


    Three hours earlier, I was driving into work when I passed three or four men huddled around a small table in the alley between my building and the next. Probably nothing to it, but it was enough to make me curious, so I parked my car in its spot and walked around the corner for a better look. I leaned against the bricks and lit a cigarette while I took in the scene twenty feet away.


    Four men, and the table was actually a traveling case with legs that folded out, the sort favored by peddlers hawking cheap neckties, miracle hair tonics, and other wares of dubious quality. Traveling cases were also useful for setting up impromptu games of chance, especially the kind where the random element is taken out by means of loaded dice or marked cards or – as was the case here – sleight of hand. Three playing cards lay face down on the top of the case. Lord, I thought, there are still people in Kansas City gullible enough to get hustled at Three Card Monte?


    I probably would have let it go if I hadn’t gotten a good look at the mark. Worn, outdated clothes, scuffed-up shoes, a jacket with patches on the elbows, and a bowl haircut fringing out beneath a faded hat that had seen better days. A Missouri farmer, I guessed, come to town to sell a hog or maybe pick up some new tools for the summer growing season. He wouldn’t make it into the city often and he’d want to linger awhile, soak up a little excitement before heading back to early mornings with the chickens and milking cows, and long days tilling the fields. An eighteen-carat rube, the kind who sweated hard for his money and rarely saw any big-city action. The perfect mark for short-con operators.


    I took a drag on my cigarette and strolled up at a leisurely gait. The dealer kept up his patter, inviting the three men gathered around the case to find the Red Lady, meaning either the queen of hearts or the queen of diamonds. Probably diamonds – a connection to money.


    There was a cry of excitement as the man on the farmer’s left succeeded in picking the queen from the face-down cards and received the payoff for his ten-dollar bet. The smiling farmer was itching for another turn. How hard could it be? He carefully studied the dealer’s hands as they moved the three cards – not too quickly, really – in an aimless pattern around the tabletop. The farmer was sure he had it this time. He pointed confidently and watched the dealer flip over the three of clubs. Cries of “Ohhh!” and “Hard luck!” and the farmer tried to laugh it off, but I could see in his face it hadn’t been his first wrong pick that morning. How much had they already taken off the poor sap? The cards were moved around again and the man on the farmer’s right picked. You could tell the farmer knew it was a wrong pick, knew the queen had ended up in the middle and wondered how the guy could have missed that. The dealer proved the farmer right, flipping over the six of spades before revealing the red queen in the center.


    The dealer looked up as my shadow fell across the table, offered me a grin. He was short with a smooth face under a cloth cap. Late twenties, but road-traveled and cagy.


    “Care to try your luck, Mister?”


    I gave him a big, stupid smile back.


    “How’s it work?” I asked.


    “Easiest thing in the world,” he said, scooping up the three cards and purposely dropping one so I wouldn’t get the idea he was a sharp. “You got a black six, you got a black three, you got the Red Lady, queen of diamonds, see? I put ’em all face down an’ I move ’em all around, and you tell me where the lady can be found. You’re right, you win, you’re wrong, you lose, but you gotta watch close ’less you wanna sing the blues.” The rhyme came out with verve; he was putting stroke into his patter for the new mark. Of course, he left out the part about how you’ll never find the queen unless for some reason he wants you to, how he’ll hide it from you each and every time, how he’ll cheat and keep cheating until you run out of money or just give up.


    I made my smile bigger and stupider.


    “That’s all you gotta do? Find the goddamn queen?” I laughed and fished out my wallet. “Hell yeah, I’ll take that action.” I dropped a fin on the table and he showed me the three cards one at a time. I saw the switch when he pretended to lay the queen face down because I was watching for it. Good enough to fool the yokels, but I’d seen lots better.


    He slid the cards around with long, slender fingers and I pointed like a good mark to the card that hadn’t been the queen of diamonds since before this round even started. I furrowed my brow in confusion when he turned over the black six. I let him take another fin off me before passing the play back to the guy on the farmer’s left. Another correct pick, but then the guy on the farmer’s left was a shill, in cahoots with the dealer. His job was to make the game look like child’s play, easy money that only a chump would walk away from. The guy on the farmer’s right was a shill, too. His job was to pick wrong and give the impression this really was a game of chance, that anybody could miss the queen. The only man at the table really playing this game (and losing) was the farmer. At least that had been the case until I stuck my mug in.


    The farmer and the shill to his right lost a ten-spot apiece, and the dealer grinned up at me again.


    “You still in, friend? Think you can find the Red Lady in the end?”


    “Hell, yeah,” I said, holding my money out over the table and hesitating. “Got a question first though.”


    “Shoot.”


    “Charlie Carollo know you boys are operating this deep inside his territory?”


    The dealer’s smile hit the ground like a fat man busting a porch swing. Mentioning Kansas City’s leading crime boss had made exactly the impact I hoped it would. We weren’t really all that deep inside Carollo’s territory – more like on the outskirts – but these boys hadn’t been in town long enough to know any different. They knew the name, though. I’d never met Carollo and sure as hell didn’t work for him, but I let the dealer register my dark brown eyes and olive complexion and draw his own conclusions.


    The two shills were holding their breath; the farmer stood there waiting, oblivious.


    “Mister,” the dealer started, but I held up one palm and stopped him.


    “Yeah, I’m still in, friend,” I smiled at him. “Betting, that is, not playing. I got a feeling about my man here,” I said, nodding to the farmer. “I got a feeling his luck’s about to change. In fact, I got a c-note in my pocket says he can pick the queen three times in a row, starting now.” I looked the dealer dead in the eye and dropped my voice a notch. “I’m betting it’ll happen just that way.”


    The farmer started to protest. I waved it away good-naturedly.


    “Just a bit of sport, Mister,” I said. “I can’t make you play, but if you play and lose, you won’t be letting me down. I got it to burn; a c-note’s pocket change to me. I will tell you this, though: I rarely get these feelings, and when I do I’m nearly always right.” I made my voice friendly, gently persuasive.


    The dealer’s eyes had gone listless and his patter had dried up like the Bible Belt during Prohibition. The morning’s work was shot for him. Now he was worrying over how much more the farmer might bet, how much it might cost him. The two shills weren’t looking too happy either, having just seen their cuts melt away in front of their faces.


    The farmer tentatively put down a five-dollar bill and, for the first time that morning, managed to pick the queen of diamonds. His first win of the day, and the congratulations from the dealer and shills struck me as a tad lackluster. They picked up when I laughed and clapped my hands.


    “That’s how you do it, sport! Two more just like that, what do you say?”


    The farmer gave a shy grin and fished out a twenty and put it down, then picked the queen again. This time I didn’t have to coax the others along; one shill patted the farmer on the back and the other made damn sure I saw him do the same. The farmer took off his hat and scratched dandruff out of his hair, trying to figure it. All morning nothing and now twice in a row?


    He let the forty dollars ride, put the other ten with it, and for the third straight time watched the dealer turn over the queen of diamonds. The dealer paid him fifty, paid me my hundred (I hadn’t had to show my money, which was a good thing as I didn’t have a hundred on me), then looked at me and waited.


    “Not the right neighborhood for this kind of thing,” I advised casually. “Better pickings farther south of here, I’m thinking. A lot farther.” He nodded once and started folding up the table.


    “We quitting already?” asked the farmer, finally realizing that something was going on but not quite sure what.


    “The police patrol here about this time of day,” I told him. “We don’t want any trouble with the law, do we, fellows?” The dealer and his shills grumbled agreement, and in a matter of seconds they were gone.


    “You win back everything you lost?” I asked the farmer.


    “Damn near,” he smiled.


    “Shy by how much?”


    He counted his money, his lips moving while he did so.


    “Twenty dollars, I reckon.”


    I peeled off a twenty and handed it over. He didn’t want to take it.


    “Listen, Mister,” I said, “you look to me like a man works hard for his dough. You want to stay away from this kind of thing. The whole damn game’s a cheat. If I hadn’t come along, those birds would have cleaned you out but good.”


    He blinked at me. “You mean those other two guys–”


    “All members of the same club.”


    He looked over his shoulder, but the three men had already disappeared around the corner.


    “If that don’t beat all,” he said, scratching up another puff of dandruff. “Who are you, Mister? And who’s this Charlie Carollo?”


    “Carollo’s a mobster,” I told him. “The biggest one in Kansas City.”


    The farmer looked sideways at me.


    “And you work for him?”


    “Nah,” I laughed. “I just let them think that to throw a scare into them.” I hated having to tell him no; it would probably ruin a great story he was planning to tell. “I’m actually a private detective.”


    “You don’t say?” Maybe meeting a big-city detective would be almost as good a story as meeting a gangster. He chuckled and held out his hand. “Name’s Ed Givvers, and you can keep your money, Mister. Maybe I’ll learn something from that last twenty. Reckon it would have been a sight more if you hadn’t come along when you did.”


    I took the rough, calloused hand and slid the twenty into his shirt pocket before he could stop me.


    “Devlin Caine, Mr. Givvers. And it isn’t my money. Neither’s the eighty dollars I’m keeping.” I gave him a wink before turning around and walking back toward my building. I climbed the back stairs up to my office on the second floor, whistling softly to myself. The encounter had put me in good humor. I wasn’t the idealistic type who saw it as my duty to clean up the streets, and while Kansas City was home these days, I couldn’t really call it my town just yet. (I’d only moved here five years ago from Chicago.) But those hucksters had set up shop right beside my building, and while I don’t normally feel much sympathy for anyone simple enough to lose his money to amateurs, I guess I have a soft spot for simple men of the land who sweat to keep the rest of us fed. Besides, it’s bad business to let an element like that take root in the neighborhood.


    It was a couple of hours later when my secretary Gail came into my private office and quietly announced that there was a gentleman outside who wanted to see me.


    “He looks like a pretty sad case,” she said, eyes full of sympathy.


    “We’re a business, sweetheart,” I told her. “Sad cases can hoof it on down to the mission.”


    She stuck her tongue out at me and said she’d show him right in.


    “Your friend Mr. Lonnigan sent him anyway,” she told me.


    Mickey Lonnigan is my favorite bartender, and I was half-expecting the train wreck in a rumpled suit that walked into my office. I stood and shook the limp fish at the end of his coat sleeve and the man introduced himself as Ethan Ryland. I invited him to sit and he slumped into the chair like tapioca settling at the bottom of a bowl. Mr. Ryland told me he was in some real trouble, like I couldn’t have guessed that from the hollows under his eyes and the wrinkles in the shirt he’d slept in last night.


    Mr. Ryland had spent most of the previous night at Lonnigan’s place around the corner from here, and downed enough joy juice that his woes finally developed a slow leak. Lonnigan had given him a sympathetic ear, of course, but at some point came to the conclusion that the poor fellow needed more than a compassionate barkeep. I could hear the lolling Irish brogue in my head. “Devlin Caine, he’s the man you’ll be wantin’ to see.” Lonnigan had sent business my way before, and I’d certainly done the same for him.


    The fact that Ethan Ryland was willing to consult a private detective recommended by a bartender told me he was pretty desperate, and now here we sat, me having just assured him I wouldn’t call the cops if he walked out now and him trying to decide if he wanted to tell me more. I could see that the look of worn-out desperation on his face was one step away from becoming a dangerous kind of apathy. If the poor guy didn’t get at least a few demons off his back, there was no telling what harm he might do to himself.


    Ryland let out a small sigh, which I took for disappointment that I wasn’t making the decision for him. He sat there and thought about it for a minute. What little conversation we’d had up to this point had been loaded with thoughtful pauses. Too many for my liking, but the guy was in bad shape and he had been a referral. I could squeeze out a bit more patience.


    “Like a belt to help you mull it over?” Without waiting for an answer I got up and walked over to the bookcase, grabbing a bottle of rye and two glasses.


    “Yes, yes I guess so. Thank you.” His answer had the ring of a last-second decision that could have gone either way, like he’d flipped a mental coin and hadn’t really cared which way it came up. I guessed he’d been deciding a lot of things that way recently. Whether to eat, shower, change clothes, or even get out of bed in the morning. I poured us both a tot and sat back down behind my desk, raising my glass. A simple toast, a sense of social convention that might give this man something to focus on.


    “Good health.”


    He picked up his glass and raised it slightly to me in turn, then downed half of it without tasting it as I knew he would, which is why I hadn’t broken out the good stuff.


    I took the barest sip from my own glass to be sociable before setting it down. That birthday date with the bottle of scotch was just going to be a little hand holding; I wasn’t planning to go all the way. These days I was taking it pretty easy with the hooch. Not that I was looking down my nose at Ryland for being on a bender; I knew how he felt. Toward the end of last year I hit a rough patch, and for awhile I was hitting the bottle like I caught it with my sister. It can happen to anyone.


    Just the same, though, empathy and patience aren’t exactly the same coinage, and I could see this stretching out to be a long damn morning if I didn’t nudge the ball forward again.


    “Mr. Ryland,” I began, “I can’t say right now what I will or won’t do. There’s no way I can until I know more, but I really think you’d be better off talking to somebody. Would you prefer to talk to a lawyer? I can recommend a few good ones.”


    He looked down at his half-empty glass and shook his head slowly.


    “Maybe later,” he said quietly. “If there is a later.”


    “That still leaves us with now.”


    He brought the tumbler to his lips and knocked back the rest of the rye in one gulp. His eyes watered for as second, and when he looked back up at me, they were already starting to glaze with the sheen of alcohol. He was ready to start talking.


    Until recently, Ethan Ryland had been a successful business man from Lincoln, Nebraska. He started out working in his father’s hardware store after school, and inherited the store at the age of twenty when the old man passed away unexpectedly. Ryland had no great ambitions at that point, nothing beyond a general notion that he would keep the store and make a decent enough living with it following what his father had taught him: Buy quality merchandise, charge a fair price for it, and be upfront and honest in your dealings with customers. A steady, reliable income, nothing more. And then came the pipe fittings.


    A new hotel was going up nearby. One of the construction foremen came into Ryland’s hardware store to ask about pipe fittings, grousing about how a supplier had left him in the lurch. Trying to help the man out, Ryland got busy on the telephone and that very afternoon netted the largest order in the store’s history. A bulk of pipe fittings would arrive by rail the next day, enough to keep the construction crew going until the rest of the order showed up the following week. Ryland made something more than a tidy profit that day, he made a customer. The construction crew did a lot of work in that area, and they knew now where to go.


    Word got around, and soon Ryland was splitting his time between running his hardware store and serving as a wholesale supplier of pipe fittings in the region. He discovered he had a knack for scouting out new material and making deals. He had a good sense for when to wait and when to push, whatever it took to keep the supplies and the money flowing. He bought out a few other hardware stores in the area, then even more in other cities and finally other states. Oh, it hadn’t been easy, Ryland assured me. There were long hours spent scouting out dependable suppliers and drumming up new customers. He’d had to learn a lot about the merchandise he handled, about the trade, about the seasonal impacts of buying and selling in large volumes. He’d had to get hard-nosed enough to drop suppliers who couldn’t deliver, to hound slow-paying customers who were dragging their feet. Most importantly, he learned how to take risks, how to separate golden opportunities from paths to disaster. The secret, he explained, was recognizing luck when it came your way and knowing what to do with it. By the age of thirty, Ethan Ryland was worth nearly a quarter of a million dollars.


    Ryland’s eyes came alive while he told me his story. He even smiled a few times. He needed this, I could tell, a chance to take his mind back to before…to before what exactly? I topped off his glass and told him to continue.


    Another five years at the grindstone and Ryland decided he owed himself a real vacation. He booked a steamship passage to South America where he spent a few weeks soaking up the exotic ports and sunshine, sampling the local cuisine, and generally enjoying the usual pursuits of a healthy young male, footloose and fancy free in a strange land. He sailed back through the Florida Keys, stayed there a few days, then boarded another ship for a cruise up the coastline to New York City. A week of fine dining and Broadway, and then it would be back to Lincoln, refreshed and reinvigorated, and ready to continue building his empire.


    It was on the ship to New York where Ryland met Jimmy Canfield in the ship’s forward cocktail lounge. They fell into easy chat, just a couple of friendly strangers heading in the same direction. James Canfield was originally from Texas, but had traveled extensively and picked up a wealth of interesting knowledge from all over. He could hold discourse on practically any subject yet not come across as a know-it-all. He showed genuine interest when Ryland attempted to share his comparatively more modest experiences.


    When the chat became comfortable enough, Jimmy confided that he was from a rather wealthy family but that he was determined not to touch his inheritance just yet. He wanted to make his own way in the world, prove to himself that he could make it on hard work the way Ryland had. Flattered, Ryland had to admit he was impressed by this young fellow anxious to show he was as good as any working man. He wondered how many young men would want to work that hard when they had it all waiting for them. Jimmy was impressed by what Ryland had accomplished with nothing but a simple hardware store and some sweat and guts. The two men were mighty impressed with one another, which happens sometimes when two like-minded souls spend hours together soaking up booze.


    Fast friends by now, the two discovered they were booked into the same hotel in New York and made arrangements to meet for breakfast their first full day there, take in the sights together. Jimmy had been to New York a couple of times and was only too happy to show Ryland around.


    “It was at breakfast, at the hotel,” Ryland told me. “That’s where Jimmy first saw him.”


    “Saw who?”


    “Clay Stanton,” he answered after a moment. “Jimmy recognized him right away. He got real excited.”


    I felt a tiny flutter in my stomach as I broke in with a question.


    “Where is this Jimmy Canfield now?”


    Ryland looked up at me, eyes hollow, no longer remembering past successes or high times in exotic ports. His voice was as empty as his eyes.


    “Jimmy’s dead, Mr. Caine. He’s dead and I’m an accessory to his murder.”


    

  


  
    Chapter Two: Telling the Tale


    


    We stared at each other over the desk for a minute. I reached for my cigarette case and offered him one. He told me he didn’t smoke and that he didn’t mind if I did. Still holding his gaze, I picked up the desk lighter and touched the flame to the end of my cigarette, then sat back and exhaled a cloud of smoke toward the ceiling.


    “Well,” I said matter-of-factly, “now you have to tell me more.”


    “Are you going to the police?”


    “I can’t say yet.” I picked a flake of tobacco off my tongue. “I am if you leave now. I definitely am.” I wasn’t sure how true that was, I was just trying to get this guy to spill.


    I waited a few seconds until it became clear that Ryland wasn’t going to bolt from my office.


    “How was Jimmy killed?” I asked.


    “Shot with a pistol.”


    “Who shot him?”


    No answer. I leaned forward and poured him another splash of rye. “So the two of you are having breakfast and Jimmy sees someone he knows named Clay Stanton. Keep going.”


    Ryland picked up the glass, took a drink, and started talking.


    Ryland looked up from his plate of eggs and saw Jimmy Canfield staring out the window, an excited look on his face. Following his gaze, Ryland saw a long black limousine pulled up at the curb outside, a liveried chauffeur holding the door as the stately, somber-looking man who’d just stepped out the back gave instructions. Jimmy recognized the man as Clay Stanton, a big shot on Wall Street. A financial genius who’d not only come through the Crash of ’Twenty-Nine relatively unscathed, but who’d made packets of money for Jimmy’s own father in years past. Jimmy was hesitant about approaching Stanton, not having seen the man since Jimmy was in his teens, but when Stanton came inside the hotel lobby and entered the gift shop, Ryland coaxed him to try.


    Jimmy, Ryland in tow, carefully approached the distinguished-looking, middle-aged gentleman with the neat gray mustache who was busy scanning the copy of The Wall Street Journal he’d just purchased. Everything about the man said money, from the black bowler set squarely on his head to the fine topcoat with the white cashmere scarf draped elegantly over the shoulders. Jimmy was right, Stanton didn’t recognize him, but when Jimmy told Stanton who he was, mentioned his father, a light went on in the older man’s eyes.


    “Of course,” he said. “William Canfield’s boy! And look at you, all grown up! How have you been keeping, my boy? What’s brought you to New York?”


    Jimmy explained that he was doing some traveling, trying to learn a bit of the world and make himself worthy of the family name. He looked shyly downward, embarrassed under Mr. Stanton’s admiring gaze.


    “I had a feeling about you, Jimmy,” Stanton said. “Even as a young man, I saw it in your eyes. I told your father more than once: ‘There’s one you won’t have to worry about becoming a burden. That boy of yours has a fire inside him.’”


    Jimmy introduced his newfound friend, Mr. Ethan Ryland of Nebraska. Quite the name in his own circle, truth be told, and suddenly it was Ryland’s turn to dip his head modestly as Stanton peeled off a glove of soft pigskin to shake his hand, saying that he was pleased to know any friend of Jimmy’s. Stanton then apologized and explained that he had some rather urgent business to attend to, but that he would be in town for a couple of days and that if Jimmy was not otherwise engaged, they must meet for dinner that evening. And Mr. Ryland as well if he happened to be free.


    Just before Stanton turned to leave, Jimmy asked half-jokingly if the older man had any good stock tips. Stanton turned back to Jimmy and looked at him seriously for a moment, then with a twinkle in his eye asked if Jimmy had fifty dollars on him. Jimmy had his wallet out in a flash. The older man took the fifty-dollar bill and said, “Just wait until you see what I bring you back tonight.”


    That night over a sumptuous dinner at a perfectly elegant restaurant, Stanton discreetly handed Jimmy an envelope containing the one hundred and fifty dollars of his tripled investment.


    “In one day?” Jimmy asked, incredulous.


    “In a few hours,” Stanton corrected. “When things move in this business, my boy, they move quickly.”


    Now Ryland was really feeling jealous. He’d expected the fifty might net sixty, maybe seventy-five. But triple? “I need a friend like your Mr. Stanton,” he told Jimmy.


    “But you have one, sir,” Stanton replied, quite sincere. “I don’t know why I didn’t extend the offer to you as well, except that my mind was on other matters at the time. Allow me to make it up to you tomorrow.”


    At the end of the meal, Ryland and Jimmy each handed over one hundred dollars cash to Mr. Stanton. The next afternoon, when they all met for an aperitif at the hotel bar, Stanton handed them each back an envelope containing four hundred fifty dollars. Ryland couldn’t believe it. His first thought was that he should have given Stanton two hundred dollars. Why not four hundred? He’d be sitting here now with sixteen hundred dollars in his hands.


    Jimmy and Ryland raised their glasses and toasted Mr. Clay Stanton, one of the true Wizards of Wall Street.


    “Not a bit of it,” Stanton assured them. “It was the least I could do for Bill Canfield’s son and his friend.”


    The talk turned to future plans. Ryland was heading back to Lincoln at the end of the week. Jimmy hadn’t quite decided yet. Stanton looked at Jimmy for awhile, seemed to be making up his mind about something.


    “Why not come with me to Baltimore tomorrow?” he asked. “If you’ve nothing more pressing at the moment, you could be a great help to me.” Stanton went on to explain his situation, confessing that he’d come under rather intense scrutiny in recent months from federal regulators. Initiated by nothing more than jealousy on the part of his competitors, Stanton was certain, but it had created an infernal nuisance for him all the same. Yes, he’d made fortunes, for himself and others alike. He was good at what he did – spying legitimate business opportunities before others could see them and seizing those opportunities boldly and without hesitation, often taking great personal risks with his own money. And he’d prospered. And his reward? Newspaper articles that were just short of libelous, basically accusing him of illicit manipulation of stock. Busybody government agencies hounding his every move, eager to show the public they were keeping a weather eye on these Wall Street sharps who had single-handedly caused the Depression.


    “Can you imagine, Mr. Ryland, working hard your entire life and then being penalized simply for being good at what you do? How would you feel, sir, if one day an agent from the U.S. Government came into one of your stores and said to you, ‘I’m sorry, Mr. Ryland, but you’ve simply worked too hard and made too much money. We must ask you to step aside for awhile so that those who haven’t had their chance can make money.’ Wouldn’t that gall you, Mr. Ryland? To your very core?”


    “It’s Anarchy is what it is!” spat Ryland. “No, it’s worse; it’s Socialism! Where were all those deserving souls when I was breaking my back to build my store up? What stopped them from doing the same?”


    “My point exactly, sir!”


    On his first real vacation since coming into his own, Ryland had encountered not one but two kindred spirits, men who thought like he did, men who weren’t afraid to work hard and take chances. He listened attentively as Stanton went on to explain that he found it necessary these days to work largely through intermediaries. Even before the government scrutiny had begun, Stanton needed to be very careful when making investments. Purchase by proxy, that was the ticket. He had a reputation, you see, and if enough competitors learned of his buying up a certain stock, they’d jump right into his boat, water-logging it until the value of a carefully put-together transaction plummeted under the weight of so many free riders. No, the only answer was to work through others, men of character who could be trusted. Men like Jimmy Canfield.


    “How about it, my boy?” Stanton asked. “Come with me to Baltimore for a few weeks. Help my buy and sell a few stocks, make an honest profit for some deserving investors. Keep the fire alive in the face of petty bureaucrats and the vultures of the press and scheming freebooters.” Of course, it went without saying that Stanton didn’t expect such assistance for nothing – Jimmy could expect to make a tidy little packet for himself.


    Jimmy sat back with his drink, smiling, clearly tempted. However…well, he had promised his friend Mr. Ryland to show him the sights of New York before his return to the Midwest. Ryland had been about to tell the honorable young man that he was nuts to pass up such an opportunity when Stanton cut in:


    “Mr. Ryland would be welcome as well. More than welcome. Two reliable men of character? Yes, I think that would do nicely. What say you, Mr. Ryland? Are you up to the challenge of handling large investments for important people, and turning yourself a handsome profit in the meantime?”


    Ryland grew quiet in his chair. He’d been talking quickly and animatedly for several minutes now. He obviously hadn’t talked to anyone in awhile and he needed to badly. He’d also been throwing in a lot of detail. Partly, I imagined, because he wanted to make sure he left out nothing important, and partly because he was still trying to understand how things could have gone so wrong.


    I was aware, more than most perhaps, that I’d been unconsciously adding details to the story, both to help me picture these happenings and to keep myself from becoming too bored during a lengthy monologue. I took advantage of the lull to sort out what the client had actually said from any of my own embellishments, then topped off Ryland’s glass and leisurely rolled a smoke.


    “So you went to Baltimore with the two of them?” I asked.


    “Yes.”


    “How did that go?” I had a pretty good idea how it went, but Ryland was telling the story.


    The next day, Ryland and Jimmy boarded the train together (Stanton’s driver had taken him on ahead). Ryland had already called his manager at his main store in Lincoln, explaining that he was extending his vacation for a couple more weeks but that he’d be checking in by telephone daily. The two men decided to share a hotel suite in Baltimore to save expenses, as being frugal now would only add to the money they were going to make.


    Stanton joined them for dinner at their hotel that evening, outlining his plan for the next two weeks and explaining their roles, and the next morning, he led them to a brokerage office downtown. Ryland had never been in one before. A line of men in suits stood at the caged windows, buying and selling various quantities of stock as efficient clerks in sleeve garters took down their orders and wrote out receipts. The shelves behind the cage were filled with neat piles of money, and the clerks deftly cut the bands from thick stacks of bills before counting out the payments – some quite large – for the cash transactions. Most of the customers left as soon as they’d finished their business, but a few joined the idlers in chairs along one wall, reading magazines and glancing up at the board where still other clerks with chalk-stained fingers were constantly updating the share values of dozens of stocks. The place was bustling but orderly, chaotic but efficient, an electric undercurrent of excitement belying the calm, almost placid faces of the men sneaking peeks at the board. The brokerage office must have struck Ryland like a more discreet version of a casino, which, when you get right down to it, is exactly what such places are.


    Stanton walked up to the caged window, was casually but politely recognized, and asked to speak to the manager. A tall, thin, sere-looking fellow with thinning hair and steel-rimmed spectacles came out from behind the cage, all business. Stanton introduced Mr. Ethan Ryland and Mr. James Canfield, longtime associates of his who were looking to invest. They had asked Stanton to recommend a reliable brokerage firm and Stanton had naturally brought them here. The manager acknowledged the compliment with a slight nod before extending a firm, dry hand, assuring the newcomers that, as longtime associates of Mr. Stanton, every courtesy would be afforded to them.


    That afternoon, Ryland and Jimmy returned to the brokerage office without Stanton. They took seats and watched the board together until Transco Amalgamated fell to two and three-quarters. They went to the caged window and bought three hundred shares each with money Stanton had given them. They returned to their seats, waited nearly an hour until that same stock climbed to five and one-quarter, then went back to the window and sold their shares, reinvesting the proceeds into shares of Hammerschmidt Resins which would keep till the next day.


    That first day, both men made over five hundred dollars’ personal profit. And both men reinvested it along with the money of Stanton’s unnamed clients.


    And so it went for the rest of that week and into the next. Acting on precise instructions from Clay Stanton, Ryland and Jimmy showed up at the brokerage office, bought what and when they were told to, sold what and when they were told to. Sometimes it was cash, other times by check, other times by simply reinvesting share receipts. Stanton frequently dined with them in the evenings, and Ryland soaked up all he could of Stanton’s vast knowledge of the markets. He learned about simple things like buying on margin and selling short, tried to grasp Stanton’s more nuanced lectures on how to read market fluctuations and determine their underlying causes.


    In just over a week’s time, Ryland had made almost twenty thousand dollars – nearly all of it immediately put back into play for the next deal. Stanton was always careful to let them know exactly how much of their own money they could add, either to round out a transaction or throw in on top of one. He was supervising dozens of other intermediaries handling hundreds of similar transactions in several states. Ryland and Jimmy were only one small part – a vitally important part, mind you – of a much larger mechanism. Each piece of that mechanism had to work perfectly and in concert to support a far grander strategy that, for reasons of security, Stanton could not share in detail. The two men understood. At least Ryland thought they both did until Jimmy padded his buy a little one day. This earned him a stern rebuke from Stanton, along an ungentle reminder that his instructions must be followed to the letter. Ryland was only mildly surprised by this point; he was beginning to figure out that under the veneer of unassuming worldliness and earnest ambition, Jimmy was actually a bit of a screw-up.


    During the days and evenings back at their shared hotel suite, Ryland was constantly on the telephone to his office in Lincoln, checking on the day’s business, making decisions, giving instructions. Jimmy, from what Ryland could see, mostly lazed about on the chaise lounge, soaking up the free booze and reading magazines. He seemed to be growing bored with being one of Stanton’s countless cogs. The thousands he and Ryland were earning personally didn’t seem to impress him, and he voiced his opinion that there must be a faster, easier way to make even more money. Ryland would just shake his head and say nothing. Easier than walking up to a caged window and making a purchase? Ryland chalked it up to Jimmy having grown up in a wealthy family.


    Ryland’s suspicions were borne out when Stanton called him up one evening, asking that the two of them have dinner alone. Over the meal, Stanton expressed his own misgivings about having brought Jimmy on board in the first place.


    “I don’t often have lapses of judgment in matters of character, Mr. Ryland, but when I do I admit it. Oh, Jimmy’s not a bad sort, really, but he’s not quite the caliber of man he likes to present himself as. I can’t cut him out of the proceedings at this point, though; there’s too much in play, and all of it happening too quickly. Furthermore, he is the son of a trusted associate. Still, I’d feel much easier about things if you could manage to keep a fairly close eye on him until our business is concluded.”


    Ryland promised to do just that. Stanton was in the process of making a small fortune for him, and he wasn’t about to let Jimmy mess that up.


    The following Monday, Stanton showed up at the Ryland and Jimmy’s shared suite at the hotel, anxious to talk to both men. Stanton had found the deal he’d been waiting for, the one for which he’d spent months studying the markets. He took a blank check from his briefcase and explained that his name could in no way be associated with this particular transaction. He could not show himself at the brokerage firm, could not have his name appear on any of the documents. Otherwise, word would get out, and the sweetest deal he’d seen in years would blow right up in their faces. Either Ryland or Jimmy must make out this blank check in the amount of three hundred fifteen thousand dollars, sign it, and use it to purchase all available shares of Bolivian National Rail. As his eyes moved back and forth between the two men, Stanton’s eyes lingered ever longer on Ryland. It was clear Stanton would prefer Jimmy not be the one to handle this delicate and extremely important matter.


    Ryland protested that he couldn’t possibly cover a check that large. Stanton assured him there would be no need to, that the rising value of the stock would more than cover the amount of the check in a matter of hours. This was done all the time, he explained.


    “And within a few hours, Mr. Ryland, when the stock jumps up fifty percent in value, you will sell your shares and bring us back proceeds of over one hundred fifty thousand dollars to divide among the investors. And,” he added, smiling magnanimously, “this time you may contribute as large an amount of your personal money on this venture as you wish.”


    Ryland could hardly believe it. How much of his own money did he dare risk? The whole twenty thousand he’d made so far? Fifty? Clay Stanton, so far as Ryland had seen, had never been wrong about a stock deal. Ryland tentatively suggested he’d like to invest one hundred thousand dollars of his own money on this deal. When Stanton didn’t even blink, Ryland hastily explained that it would take him a few days to get so large an amount together. Stanton cut him off with a polite wave.


    “It takes no time to give me your word, Mr. Ryland, which is more than sufficient credit in my view. Besides, we won’t actually need working capital at the outset, just the promise of it in the form of that check.”


    Ryland went with Jimmy to the brokerage office the next day. The clerk behind the counter knew them both well by now, knew that Clay Stanton had personally vouchsafed them. He took the check without batting an eye, entered the purchase into his ledger, and gave Ryland a receipt for the shares. Ryland read the receipt over carefully, imagining the fifty thousand dollars profit he’d earn that afternoon. After a quiet lunch – Ryland and Jimmy both lost in thoughts of what they’d do with their windfalls – and an hour killed at a local tourist attraction, the two men went back to the brokerage office. According to the share values posted for Bolivan National Rail, they were right on time.


    The same clerk recognized them at the window, and Ryland saw trouble in the young man’s face. The clerk apologized, excused himself, and disappeared into the back room. A moment later, he was followed back to the window by the thin, sere-faced manager. Fortunately, the office was nearly empty, and the manager explained in hushed, discreet tones that the check Ryland had used to purchase the stock that morning was no good. Why the clerk had accepted a check for so large an amount without verifying the funds first, the manager couldn’t imagine. The clerk broke in nervously, stating that these two gentlemen were friends of Mr. Stanton, after all, and he’d naturally assumed…and the manager’s icy glare silenced him in mid-sentence.


    Jimmy piped up hotly, basically wanting to know: So what? The stock had gone up, not down. If the check wasn’t good this morning, it damned sure was now. And anyway, it wasn’t their fault if the clerk goofed up. Ryland and Jimmy had a valid receipt for the stock and they wanted to sell their shares. Now, if you please! Ryland stepped in, apologizing for Jimmy’s tone but doing his best to restate these same points in more congenial terms. But the manager wouldn’t budge. There were strict rules and regulations, gentlemen. There were, in fact, laws. One could not simply purchase stock with thin air. Could they imagine how quickly the entire system would collapse if that were allowed? For that matter, presenting a valueless check for any type of transaction…the manager let his voice trail off, then confided quietly that his office could be in even greater trouble for having participated in this affair.


    At Jimmy’s insistence, the manager stepped into the back office and called Clay Stanton directly. Ryland waited a painful fifteen minutes near the window with Jimmy, listening for what scraps of conversation he could make out through the slightly open door: “It is most certainly not done all the time at this firm, sir, I can assure you…No, I’m sorry, it simply isn’t possible for me to…Of course, I value your patronage, Mr. Stanton, and I am happy to serve you and any of your associates, but you must understand this is a matter of law…” The conversation became quieter as it went on. Finally, the manager returned to the window with his best offer: he would hold the check for one week. If it could be made good in that time, the firm would honor both the purchase and sale of the shares. This was highly irregular, of course, but owing to Mr. Stanton’s excellent reputation, the manager was willing to go that far. If the check could not be made good in that time, he explained, then the proper authorities must be contacted and they all must face the music together.


    Back at their hotel, Ryland and Jimmy brainstormed furiously with Stanton. Nearly half a million dollars sitting right behind that caged window, legally theirs but for a single technicality. It was maddening! Stanton explained that nearly every cent of his own money was presently tied up in investments all over the country, part of his grand strategy, a strategy that would absolutely fall apart if this deal didn’t come off. He couldn’t possibly go to his other investors at this point and ask them for the money. Stanton had given his word that this deal would proceed exactly as specified. If his word were to come into question, if his investors caught scent of any kind of trouble…well, it didn’t bear thinking about. No, ten thousand dollars was all he could raise in cash just now. Jimmy was good for twenty-five. He could try calling home for more, but the prospect was a doubtful one – Jimmy was on the outs with his family these days. (Big surprise, thought Ryland.)


    That left two hundred and eighty thousand dollars still to be covered. Stanton and Jimmy looked expectantly at Ryland, who was making furious calculations in his head. Almost three hundred thousand dollars, nearly his entire personal fortune. But money he would get back immediately, along with fifty thousand of pure profit. No, Stanton corrected, if Mr. Ryland was putting up nearly eighty-nine percent of the initial investment, it was only fair he receive a proportionate share of the profits. Stanton may not be able to go to his other investors for money, but he could see to it that their expected proceeds were reinvested in another deal. Mr. Ryland would receive just over one hundred thirty thousand dollars over and above the value of the initial investment. Jimmy agreed to this (though somewhat reluctantly it seemed to Ryland).


    It was settled. Ryland would telephone his bank in Lincoln and arrange for the money to be transferred to an account he would open locally.


    A nerve-wracking week passed while Ryland waited for the money to show up. He split his time between arranging for the funds, keeping his business going over the telephone, and keeping a close eye on Jimmy Canfield. The waiting and the close quarters took their toll on both men, but finally, Friday morning, Ryland came to the brokerage office carrying a heavy valise full of money. In a matter of minutes, he’d be walking back out with a good deal more. Exhilarated, he felt almost like a bank robber.


    Ryland was expecting to meet Jimmy outside the brokerage office, but was surprised to see Stanton standing there with him, the two men in animated conversation. Stanton had been careful to avoid even showing his face around here since initially introducing Ryland and Jimmy to the manager, always fearful of being recognized and having greedy parasites swarm over his carefully-arranged investments. Stanton saw Ryland and walked sharply up to him, hurriedly explaining that an incredible opportunity had come up, something that could double their already healthy profit waiting inside. He’d rushed down here to give the particulars to Jimmy and must leave right away before anyone saw them together. If any freebooters got wind of this, if they recognized Stanton and saw him talking to Jimmy, then waited to see what stock Jimmy was going to buy or sell…


    “I implore you, Mr. Ryland, please follow Jimmy’s lead in this. I have given him the most careful, the most explicit instructions. I will be waiting in your hotel suite. Come there immediately after you finish up here.” He smiled briefly. “I believe a celebration is in order.”


    Ryland, heart beating rapidly, followed Jimmy inside. The manager came to the window, took the valise, and verified the funds. As he was giving the clerk instructions to make good on the receipt for shares, Jimmy interrupted him with yet another purchase: as many shares of Consolidated AgCom as their four hundred fifty thousand would buy. Jimmy seemed a little nervous himself.


    It was all happening too quickly for Ryland. The money he’d waited for, risked his whole fortune for, was to be used immediately to make another investment. True, they’d been doing it this way for two weeks now, but not for such a huge amount! But Stanton’s investments had never failed to do exactly as predicted, had never failed to pay off. Not once. How much more was Ryland going to make on this new deal?


    The two men rushed back to the hotel. Stanton was waiting in their suite, mixing a drink at the small bar. He looked up and gave them a celebratory smile. Jimmy rushed forward to hand over his receipt for the purchase. Stanton took one look at it and his beaming smile turned into a look of animal rage such as Ryland had never seen.


    Ethan Ryland sat across from me, silent for a moment, his eyes looking past me at nothing. His voice had become somewhat hoarse. He was remembering the part of the story he didn’t want to tell, trying to find some way to distance himself from it.


    “Let me guess,” I said, “Jimmy bought when he was supposed to sell.”


    Ryland nodded. “Mr. Stanton had told him to handle as many shares of the stock as he could. Jimmy thought ‘handle’ meant buy. Stanton had meant for him to dump it. That stock was supposed to tank, he said. And all of a sudden Stanton was yelling at Jimmy. Screaming at him. Using language I wasn’t even sure he knew. Jimmy had ruined him, had destroyed months of carefully planned work.”


    Ryland looked back at me for a moment. “He wouldn’t stop screaming at Jimmy, Mr. Caine. Jimmy was literally down on his knees, crying, begging forgiveness. Even though part of me knew at that moment that I’d lost everything, too, I couldn’t help but feel sorry for him.”


    “And then what happened?” I already knew.


    “I didn’t even know Mr. Stanton owned a gun,” Ryland answered. “But there it was, in his hand, pointed right at Jimmy’s face. Jimmy begged harder but I don’t think Stanton even heard him. He stood there shaking with rage and…and then he fired.”


    “He shot Jimmy?”


    Ryland nodded. “Blood. Some of it got on me. It was…so warm. So very warm.”


    I gave him one more drink which he accepted gratefully, then got to the end of his story.


    Stanton came to his senses a second too late. Good God, what had he done? It had all happened so fast! And now a young man was dead!


    In the flurry of the next few minutes, Stanton explained to Ryland that he might be able to fix this, that he had some very influential friends, but that Ryland must leave town immediately, this minute. The two men threw a suitcase together and Ryland jumped into a taxi and took the first train out of Baltimore.


    The past month had been a nightmarish blur of repetition for Ryland. From Baltimore he’d gone to Buffalo, New York, where he’d telegrammed Stanton, waiting anxiously for the reply: The police were closing in. Keep moving! Buffalo, New York became Nashville, Tennessee became Dallas, Texas became Grand Rapids, Michigan. An endless parade of hotel rooms and trains, Ryland’s nerves shot and his resources dwindling, the telegrams from Stanton fewer and fewer but still dire. Ryland didn’t dare go back to Lincoln, to the empire he’d destroyed, facing suppliers and employees he could no longer afford to pay and waiting for the police to show up. The manager at the brokerage firm could certainly identify Ryland as a business associate of Jimmy Canfield’s. How many maids and bellhops and concierges at the hotel had seen Ryland with Jimmy every day for two weeks? And Ryland had fled the hotel without paying his bill. He was going to prison. Maybe worse.


    A month on the lam, barely eating or sleeping, running out of money. A couple of days ago, St. Louis, Missouri had become Kansas City where, at the end of his rope, Ryland had poured his heart out to a gentle giant of an Irish barkeep. And now he was here in my office.


    He looked up at me, shattered.


    “What do I do, Mr. Caine? Please tell me, what do I do?”


    I glanced at the watch on my wrist.


    “I vote for lunch.” He blinked at me, no doubt wondering whether I’d heard anything he’d been telling me these past two hours. I got up, walked over to the coat rack, and put on my suit jacket. “When’s the last time you had a square meal, Mr. Ryland? Yeah, that’s what I thought. Come on, I know a decent place around the corner. It’s on me.”


    “I don’t think I could eat just now,” Ryland answered. “I feel like I’ve been touched by the Devil himself.”


    “Oh, you’ve been touched all right, but not by any devil.”


    I grabbed my hat off the top of the rack.


    “If it eases your mind any, Mr. Ryland, this Jimmy Canfield – if that’s his real name, which I very much doubt – well, unless he’s been hit by a bus or struck by lightning in the last month, he’s alive and kicking. Walking the streets as healthy as either of us.”


    

  


  
    Chapter Three: Cooling Out the Mark


    


    Half an hour later, Ethan Ryland and I were seated in a booth at a nearby cafe. Ryland was confused as hell by what I’d told him back in my office, but the desperate glimmer of hope was still in his eyes – probably the first he’d had in weeks. He’d been living under the certainty that he was a wanted man, a fugitive from justice. He’d watched a man die, seen him gunned down before his very eyes. He’d fled the scene – city and state – and the chance for him to go to the police with his side of the story was long gone. He was an accomplice to murder, and suddenly I’d thrown him a life preserver.


    It would take some explaining to get him to understand, though, and his mind would work better if he could get a little something under his belt first. Too beaten down to argue, Ryland had dutifully put down several mouthfuls of hot food.


    “How can Jimmy be alive, Mr. Caine? I saw him shot to death.” Ryland put down his fork, unable to wait any longer. The meatloaf and iced tea had put a little color back into his face. We could talk now; I just had to figure out the best place to start.


    “Did you examine Jimmy after he was shot?” I asked. “Try to take his pulse, put a mirror under his nose, anything like that?”


    “Of course not!” He looked around and lowered his voice. “There was no need. I saw Mr. Stanton shoot him two feet in front of me.”


    “Did you dig the slug out of him? Check Stanton’s gun to see if it was really loaded?”


    “No, I didn’t,” he answered, starting to sound a little annoyed. A good sign.


    “Where was Jimmy shot? Face? Neck? Chest?”


    Ryland shook his head, uncertain. “I think…it looked like Stanton fired right into Jimmy’s open mouth.”


    “The bullet come out the back of his head?” Very few people have seen someone shot close up, which makes it a lot easier to fake.


    “I…I don’t think so.”


    “Anything come out the back of his head? Blood? Brains? Bits of skull, maybe? You said there was blood.” The waitress came by with a slice of pie for each of us. I dug into mine.


    “The blood came out of his mouth. It must have.” No doubt Ryland was having a little trouble trusting his memory after weeks on the run, but he remembered the blood. “Some of it got on me. On my face. It was warm.” His fingers strayed absently up to his right cheek.


    “I’m sure it was,” I agreed, helping myself to another bite of lemon meringue. “Did you take a sample to a laboratory? Have it tested to make sure it was human blood?”


    “What do you think?” Ryland was sounding really annoyed now.


    “I think you saw a gun, heard the shot, felt the blood, and watched a man fall. Your mind did the rest, just like it was supposed to.”


    He picked up his fork, tapped the tines against the edge of his plate a few times, thinking.


    “Okay, let’s say that’s possible. How do you know that’s what really happened, Mr. Caine? How can you know?”


    “Because I’ve heard that story you told me before, Mr. Ryland. Many times and from many different people. I know exactly what happened. You were roped on the ship, given the point-out, told the tale, slipped a few convincers, handed off to the inside man, set up for the big play, put on the send, and then cooled out hard.”


    He stopped tapping his fork and just stared at me for maybe five seconds.


    “I didn’t follow a word you just said.” I couldn’t blame him. Criminals have their own highly specialized lingo, and that includes confidence men. My statement would sound like gobbledy-gook to any normal citizen. It would have to me but for my time at Pinkerton’s. Not that confidence games had been my specialty, but when you read enough reports and talk to enough experts, you pick up a lot.


    I explained as best I could to Ethan Ryland that he’d been the victim, the “mark,” in an elaborate confidence game. Jimmy Canfield was a professional roper, a fellow who spent most of his working day on trains or passenger ships, scouting out men with money. The prime marks were wastrels, young idlers from rich families who had little idea of the value of money and less knowledge of how to hold onto it. But there were plenty of men like Ryland as well, men who’d worked hard to make something of themselves, who could be convinced that it was time for all that hard work to pay off even bigger. Men who were ripe for people like easygoing, likable Jimmy who, once he’d gained Ryland’s confidence, had contacted Clay Stanton and arranged for the latter to happen by in his limo at the appointed time.


    “Stanton looked the part and talked a great game. And he gave you a few convincers. Jimmy gave him money and he brought back more money. You and Jimmy both gave Stanton money and he did it again. It was enough to convince you to go to Baltimore with them.” I tried to go slow, give Ryland enough time to absorb each piece in order.


    “But the brokerage office he took us to,” Ryland started to protest, and a light went on in his eyes. “You mean he had someone working there who was part of this as well?”


    I had to be a little careful here. Otherwise, the truth would sound too outlandish and Ryland would think I was nuts.


    “He had several someones in that office who were in on this, Mr. Ryland. Try everyone.” Long con operators like Stanton, I explained, use what they call a “store.” The brokerage office was a fake through and through, made up to look just like the real McCoy but all of it rented props. The caged windows, the board with the numbers always changing, every stick of furniture right down to the ash trays.


    “But I recognized some of the companies they had listed,” Ryland countered. “I know they’re real.”


    “Uh huh. Stanton ever have you deal shares on any of them?”


    He thought for a second, then slowly shook his head.


    “So the people who worked there…?”


    “Everyone you saw in there was working, Mr. Ryland. Working for Stanton. Every clerk behind the window, every business man in a suit waiting to buy or sell shares or talking stocks with one another or reading magazines and checking out the board. The listless old duffer who came in with a broom right around closing time. Every one of them were on Stanton’s payroll. They’re called ‘shills’. Their job is to help sell the con by creating atmosphere – absolute verisimilitude – and every one of them got a cut of the money Stanton took off you.”


    Ryland blinked at me, incredulous.


    “They created that entire office out of nothing? Leased and staffed it just for me?”


    “You and the other marks they bring there.”


    “So some of those men–”


    “No, they never bring more than one mark into the store at a time. Too risky, the two of them might start talking. Everyone you saw was a shill.”


    I countered a few more of his queries, pointing out little details that made more sense to him now. Did he notice how the office was conveniently uncrowded when the manager explained to him that his check was no good? How, because of that, they had the time and relative privacy to arrive at some kind of arrangement? And the carefully orchestrated shift in Jimmy’s character. First he’s a virtuous heir, determined to make his own way in the world. Then he’s a lazy loaf and a careless one, making a greedy mistake early on and having to be lectured about it. That served two purposes: the first was to hand Ryland off to the inside man, Stanton. Thus a man Ryland had come to trust was supplanted by someone seemingly more trustworthy. Second, revealing Jimmy as a screw-up made it more believable that he’d do something colossally stupid like buy when he was supposed to sell. And for that matter, how about Stanton showing up with this incredibly sweet deal just when Ryland was about to get his hands on nearly half a million dollars?


    Ryland didn’t want to believe any of this, of course, but now that he wasn’t being blinded by easy money on the stock market or the threat of John Law breathing down his neck, he had little choice but to see the facts as I laid them out for him.


    “How could they have known I’d go along with it all?”


    “They didn’t, not from the beginning. These people are experts at what they do, Mr. Ryland. There are infinite variations to big cons like these, and big-time confidence men are fantastic improvisers. They got to know you, felt you out. That was the purpose of all those meetings and dinners. They learned more about you than you realized, figured out the best way to play you. Jimmy was keeping an eye on you day and night that last week, and Stanton even convinced you you were doing him a favor by keeping close to Jimmy.”


    Ryland stared down at the untouched pie on his saucer, raised his fork, then set it back down.


    “You must think I’m the biggest dope in the world, Mr. Caine.”


    I laughed and shook my head, reaching for a cigarette. “No offense, Mr. Ryland, but I’ve known men a lot sharper than you who’ve been taken in, some of them for even more money and some of them more than once. It’s true. Hell, a lot of them never figure out they’ve been conned, and some refuse to accept it even when it’s explained to them.” I also pointed out that, while it had taken Ryland a couple of hours to tell me his story, he had lived it for weeks. And all that time, Stanton and Jimmy had been working on him, operating on his desires, his ambition, his nerves, and finally his greed. “Which we all have,” I added quickly. “Besides, Stanton and Jimmy knew you weren’t a fool or they wouldn’t have cooled you out so hard.”


    “They wouldn’t have what?”


    I took a breath. “It’s called ‘cooling out the mark’. Once the big play has been made and the con is over, you have to find some way of getting rid of the mark. What’s more, you need to make sure he doesn’t kick up a fuss. Some guys you can just send on down the road. Hey, tough break, but we’ll keep you in mind the next time we got hold of a sure thing, after we fix this mess and are ready to go again.


    “But you,” I took a drag off my cigarette and continued, “they had you pegged as smart enough to figure it out afterward, and they couldn’t risk that. So Stanton loads his gun with blanks and Jimmy gets some fresh blood from a butcher’s shop, keeps it warm in his mouth inside a tiny pouch of some kind. Stanton shoots Jimmy and now you’ve just witnessed a murder. In the ensuing shock to your nerves, you’re made an accomplice. It’s a fairly desperate gambit and most con men only use it as a last resort. But like everything else these people do, if it’s done right it works like magic.


    “Tell me, Mr. Ryland, this past month as you’ve been bouncing around hotels from one city to the next, were you thinking about how this deal went wrong or was your mind occupied with visions of life in Sing-Sing?”


    Ryland nodded, exhausted from taking all this in. “Mostly I was trying not to think about frying in the chair.”


    “Well, that’s off your back at least,” I told him. I called the waitress over and asked her to bring us some coffee. She made a face but didn’t say anything. We’d been taking up the booth for awhile now, but the place wasn’t all that crowded and I’d leave a good tip. I’d have preferred to do the rest of the talking at Lonnigan’s, but I wasn’t going to be responsible for sending Ryland right back into the bottle. His loss of anxiety over learning he wasn’t a fugitive would quickly be replaced by depression. He was still ruined financially.


    Ryland stirred sugar into his coffee, then slammed his open hand on the table, rattling the crockery.


    “Those sons of bitches!” he spat. A few people glanced our way and I motioned for him to keep it down. He looked up at me, eyes narrowing.


    “So what’s my next move? Go to the police, right?” It was the question I’d been dreading because I knew he wouldn’t like the answer.


    “You can try it,” I shrugged. “It’s not likely to do much good, though. Baltimore’s a right town, which means the fix is in. They’re paying off somebody on a regular basis. A chief of police, a district attorney, maybe a few people. It’s the only way they can keep a permanent store set up. Whatever type of complaint you swear out, you’ll never get Stanton or any of his people before a judge.”


    “No offense, Mr. Caine, but I can hardly believe that. If they’re doing this to people all the time, year in and year out, well, how many complaints can the police ignore?”


    “The police don’t get many complaints,” I said. “Very few marks report what happened to them. They’re usually too embarrassed, too ashamed. And they’re not eager for it to get out how easily they got taken. What would their business partners or clients think? How much damage could their rivals do with a story like that? As for the few who do complain, well, that’s what the fix is for.”


    “I can still try,” Ryland said stubbornly.


    “Yes, you can try. But it’s very long odds anyone will go to jail over this. And you’ll never get your money back. It’s gone, Mr. Ryland.”


    He was silent for several seconds, then said simply: “That’s not fair.”


    “No it isn’t,” I agreed. “Not one damn little bit.”


    I paid and we went outside, standing on the sidewalk under the bright sunshine.


    “So what do I do?” Ryland asked again. “What can I do?”


    I turned and looked at him, my hands in my pockets.


    “Go home, Mr. Ryland. Face the music. Work with your customers, your suppliers, your employees, and especially your bankers. Grovel a little, a lot if you have to. You built your empire from one little hardware store. You’ve clearly got good business sense.” When you’re not trying to take shortcuts, I thought.


    “It took me almost twenty years,” he said, his shoulders starting to sag again. “I was a much younger man. I built a reputation for myself. When people find out what happened–”


    “So don’t tell them. Tell them you made a bad investment. Hell, a lot of people have made bad investments. A few years back, a whole mess of people made some very bad investments, people who knew a lot more about the stock market than you or I ever will. And a lot of those people ended up jumping out of windows.”


    “I’m thirty-five,” Ryland pouted. “I’ll never be able–”


    “To get it all back? Maybe not. Or maybe you’ll build an even bigger empire. Who knows? But you can try your best. That’s all any of us can do.”


    I stepped in a bit closer and looked him in the eye.


    “Here’s the truth of it, Mr. Ryland: You’ve been dragged through a river of some pretty foul-smelling stuff. Your only chance now is to swim through more if it until you can make your way to dry land again. Go back to your hotel and get some sleep. Eat a decent dinner tonight. Then get some more sleep and tomorrow take a nice hot shower, put on some clean clothes, get a shave and a haircut. See how you feel then, see if maybe that long swim to the shore doesn’t seem just a little more possible. Because I’m here to tell you, Mr. Ryland, if you try to swim in any other direction, looking for an easier way out or a way to get back at the people who did this to you, you’ll never get the stink of that river off you.”


    Would he listen? Would he at least think about it? There was no way to tell and it wasn’t my problem either way. I’d done what I could for the man. If he chose to spend the rest of his life licking his wounds, bemoaning the unfairness of what happened to him, well, that was his affair.


    “I do want to thank you, Mr. Caine,” he said, offering his hand. “At least I know the police aren’t after me, that I didn’t help somebody get away with murder.”


    “Then you’re better off than yesterday,” I smiled. “Things are already looking up.”


    We shook hands and parted ways.


    I walked into my outer office and Gail turned from her typewriter to face me. She wouldn’t ask me directly, she’d just stare at me with huge, puppy-dog eyes until I gave her something.


    “Yes, I listened to your sad case,” I told her with mock annoyance.


    “Is he going to be all right?”


    “How the hell should I know?” She just kept staring and I sighed heavily. “His problems aren’t as bad as he thought,” I said truthfully. “Not nearly so bad. He as a few to be sure, but nothing insurmountable.”


    “There’s nothing you can do for him?”


    “Nothing more than I already have, Gail. I listened to him and I set him straight on a couple of things. Tried to anyway. The rest is up to him.”


    She nodded, satisfied, and went back to her typing.


    That Friday evening I left my office and headed around the corner to Lonnigan’s, figuring to relax with a drink or two. There are few things I enjoy more than passing a quiet couple of hours in my favorite bar, though it’s a decidedly more controlled indulgence these days. I wasn’t exaggerating about having hit a rough patch at the end of last year. I’d made my way through an especially tough case, had ended up crossing some lines I didn’t want to cross and doing some things that made it difficult to live with myself sober. So for awhile, I didn’t. My work went to hell and I found myself avoiding my secretary. And people in general.


    One night in the dark of December I was at Lonnigan’s, weaving on my barstool and embarrassing myself in front of the other customers. In fact, I’d fallen off the damn stool for the second time that night, which was hardly the record in that joint but apparently there were different rules in place for me. Lonnigan had finally had enough and caught my wrist in a ring of steel as I was sloshing a glass to my mouth. I looked up from the thick-fingered hand to the brawny shoulders, trying to pick out a pair of blue eyes that I knew had to be somewhere through that haze.


    “You’ve had sufficient for tonight,” Lonnigan said simply. “Time to leave.”


    I stared at him hotly for a moment. He released my arm and I turned the remains of my drink upside down over the bar.


    “Get out.” It was the voice I’d heard him use before on souses, rumpots, and other losers. I gathered my injured pride (sounds manlier than hurt feelings) and picked up my hat, flinging spilled scotch off the brim.


    “Thought you were my friend, Mickey,” I said in a wounded slur.


    “I am, Devlin,” he said, his voice quite low. “Maybe one o’ your last, it’s lookin’.”


    “Well, ain’t you sweet?” His eyes chilled to cold metal and I could see the patience had run out of him like sand from an egg-timer.


    “Come back when you can drink like a man,” he advised, “and not some schoolboy tastin’ his first.” I was ready to bring up the small army of old sots and souses I’d seen fall asleep in the joint, but I looked into the face of two-hundred-plus pounds of red-headed Irish bull, and even in my drunken stupor I knew I’d already pushed it as far as I dared.


    I could have just found a new haunt, but I was getting pretty sick of me, too, by then. So I dried out for a month. I stuck to water and coffee and the occasional Coca-Cola, and I made regular visits to the gymnasium, punishing my muscles in place of the unfair universe and sweating out soul-black hate in the steam room. I came to my office early and left late, working my cases, dull as they were. I read a lot, mostly the classics that are supposed to get you thinking about life. After several weeks of clean living, when I could once again pass at first glance for a respectable citizen, I braved the cold January night outside my office building and went for a stroll around the corner. Lonnigan was standing near the taps. He gave me the once-over, checking out the whites of my eyes and my neatly-shaven face, looking to see that my tie wasn’t on crooked. At last he wiped his meaty hands on his apron and sauntered over to me.


    “What’ll it be?” The neutral voice he saved for newcomers.


    “Scotch, neat if you please.” He stood for just a moment, then grabbed a bottle and glass and started to pour. I added casually: “And one for the barkeep if he’s having.”


    He hesitated again, then poured one for himself. I raised my glass and met his gaze head on.


    “To good friends who give it to you on the level. People with self-respect who demand others have some, too.” That part might have sounded rehearsed. It was.


    He nodded, picked up his glass, and clinked mine softly, and I waited for him to take a small sip before I did likewise. I put the rest of my drink down on the bar along with a dollar bill.


    “Got some work I have to finish tonight,” I said. “Hope to see you again soon.”


    His smile was slight, but even a slight smile from an Irishman carries its own warmth.


    “Welcome anytime, Mr. Caine.” I nodded and hit the door.


    And just like that we were friends again. I stop in when I feel like it, but I usually don’t stay too late and I damn sure don’t get sloppy. And the scotch still tastes as good, even if there’s a little less of it these days. Some nights I just come in for coffee and sit and talk with Lonnigan about sports, politics, and the old country that he grew up in but that I only know from my mother, rest her. Point being, there’s maybe a little more mercy in my soul these days for people in the kind of shape Ryland was in when he came to me. You don’t swim through the hard times so you can spit on someone else who’s still doing his laps.


    Just the same, I was surprised – and not pleasantly – to see Ryland sitting at the bar when I walked in that Friday night. I wandered over to him, nodding to Lonnigan for a scotch on the way. Ryland looked up from the bar and we said our hellos, and I noticed with relief that he looked a lot more cleaned up than he did two days ago. He was also reasonably sober.


    “Thought you were heading back to Lincoln,” I said, taking my drink from Lonnigan with another nod.


    “I have a ticket on the train tomorrow,” he informed me. “I’ve spent the past two days in my hotel room with a pad and pencil, making some important telephone calls.”


    “Oh?”


    He nodded, taking a sip from his drink. “It’ll be rough. I’ll have to sell most of the stores, haggle with a few bankers, try to keep what customers I can, but I think I can keep my doors open and stay out of the poorhouse.”


    “It sounds like a grand start, Mr. Ryland.”


    “It just occurred to me…what do I owe you, Mr. Caine?”


    I shrugged. “Pick up my tab tonight and we’ll call it even.”


    “You mean that?”


    “All I gave you was some advice, Mr. Ryland. That comes pretty cheap.”


    “It was good advice,” he admitted, then grinned. “Not so easy to stick to, though.”


    “Good advice usually isn’t. Unless it’s what you want to hear, which is rarely the case.”


    There’s an old saying that you can’t cheat an honest man. That’s baloney, of course – honest people get cheated all the time. It is, however, nearly impossible to con an honest man. An honest man knows he can’t get something for nothing, and if he stays honest, he’ll make it a habit to open any gift horse’s mouth, going over the teeth inside like an accountant checking his ledger. Ryland had started off as an honest business man, but he’d gotten greedy and let himself lapse (aided down this path by two expert confidence men). I didn’t say this last part to him, figuring he’d realized it on his own or he wouldn’t be going back to Lincoln. He had the right attitude now and I didn’t want to risk any tinkering. We chatted amiably for an hour or so and he paid for our drinks, shook my hand, thanked me again, and walked out the door. I signaled Lonnigan for a beer and he brought it over.


    “There’s a fella’s lookin’ a damn sight better than he did Tuesday last,” Lonnigan observed, nodding toward the door.


    “He’s in a fix, right enough,” I said, “but not nearly the fix he thought he was in.” There wasn’t anyone nearby and I threw Lonnigan a few details (he’d never be so crass as to pump me for them). I try to be discreet about the troubles of the people who come to see me, but Lonnigan works his bar like a professional: his ears have always been larger than his mouth. Besides, I knew he must have been genuinely concerned about Ryland to send him to me in the first place.


    “Hard luck,” he said at last.


    “He’ll bounce back. My money says so, anyway. I’m pretty sure he learned his lesson.”


    Monday morning I was back in my office. A man wanted his wife followed, a lawyer I knew wanted me to deliver a court summons, a lawyer I didn’t know wanted my help in tracking down a possible heir to part of an inheritance (“As executor of the estate, Mr. Caine, I have to be able to show that I made a reasonable effort.”), and Gail wanted some time off next month for a vacation. I told her I didn’t see a problem. Minutes later, she came back into my office with a telegram. I reimbursed her for the quarter tip she’d given to the Western Union boy and opened the folded yellow paper.


    I rarely even blink at coincidences these days, but they still catch me now and then. Just last week I’d listened to Ethan Ryland’s tale of woe, his misadventure in Baltimore. Naturally, I’d thought of my brother who lives in that city. We’re not that close; I hadn’t really heard from him in years. Not until the telegram, that is.


    

  


  
    Chapter Four: The Ties That Bind


    


    I looked first at the sender’s name. Nathan Caine spent money on a telegram? Must be bad news. I quickly scanned the brief message:


    COULD USE YOUR HELP WITH PROBLEM STOP PLEASE TELEPHONE ME AT HOME THIS EVENING STOP NUMBER IS CASTLE 2247 STOP REVERSING CHARGES OKAY END


    I reread the telegram several times as I reached for a cigarette, trying to glean a bit more out of those four short sentences. A telegram and not a letter, so he didn’t have time to wait for the mail. Yet it wasn’t urgent enough for him to telephone (or had he tried?). What kind of problem? Nathan was an officer at a fairly large and very old bank in Baltimore, and what I knew about the banking business you could write in the margins of the yellow piece of paper I was holding. And he didn’t mind if I called him from Kansas City and reversed the charges? I wouldn’t say Nathan’s a cheapskate, but that’s only because he’s family. Obviously this was something important, but what? I know detectives are supposed to enjoy mysteries, but a great many of us don’t. Answers are where the money is.


    Gail came in again with a letter for me to sign. I put down the telegram and grabbed my pen.


    “So where are you going on your vacation?” I asked, checking to see that my signature had imprinted through the carbon.


    “Mom and I haven’t decided yet.” She walked over to the window and gazed out at the traffic. “Hopefully some place full of dark, exotic-looking foreign men.”


    “You want to be careful with the gigolo type, honey,” I advised her. “That kind can be hard on your pocketbook.”


    “I meant rich, foreign men,” she clarified. “Who knows? With a little luck I could be the next Princess of Persia.”


    “Iran.”


    She looked back at me. “Pardon me?”


    “The next Princess of Iran. They changed the name.”


    Gail turned her head slightly sideways, her golden-blonde hair settling on one shoulder.


    “When did they do that?”


    “Last week, I think. Take your nose out of those movie magazines and pick up a newspaper once in awhile.”


    “I read the news,” she pouted, then glanced over at the telegram on my desk. “Anything important?”


    “I don’t know yet. My brother wants me to call him.”


    “Your brother in Baltimore?”


    “That’s the only one I have.”


    “When’s the last time you saw him?”


    I had to think for a minute. “Been over five years now, I guess.” Five years, I thought. Had Mom and Dad been gone that long already?


    My father, William Caine, was born in the town of Edenbridge in Kent, England. His family was neither rich nor poor, but they saw to his education and he was set up to work as a draughtsman for a small architectural firm. He wasn’t there long, though. Whether it was the lure of a faraway land or just a case of itchy feet, Dad sailed for America when he was twenty-one years old. On the ship he met Bridget McKenna, a girl of eighteen from Wexford, Ireland, traveling with her two older sisters. The tall, reserved, properly-brought-up Englishman and the lively, outgoing Irish lass who was all of five-foot-one didn’t seem the likeliest of pairings, but Dad took one look at that vivacious young woman with the impossibly bright smile and knew he never wanted to be apart from her. Since he couldn’t figure out a way to disable the ship, he’d had to work out something else. The way Mom always told it, her heart welled up with mercy at the sight of this shy, gentle soul – wearing a fine suit of clothes but too lean by half. It near filled her with dread, it did, trying to imagine this poor wretch finding his way in a vast, barbarous land, and she decided it was her Christian duty not to abandon him.


    “And besides,” she always added in a whisper loud enough for my father to hear, “he was handsome as the very Devil!”


    And so, aborted thoughts of sabotage and Christian charity met every evening at the railing for hours, looking out over the moonlight on the ocean or up at the stars, talking about the entirety of their lives up to that point and what they wanted for those lives in the many years to come. It started as a teasing joke, the well-known fact that the captain of a ship at sea had the authority to join two people in holy matrimony. The joke was rehearsed often until it could be put to the captain as a serious request. The captain, a romantic at heart as many lifelong sailors are, performed a simple ceremony in his cabin, the bride attended by her sisters and the groom stood up for by the first passenger willing to shave and put on a necktie in exchange for a one-dollar gold piece.


    And so Mr. and Mrs. William Caine – traveling with the bride’s sisters – arrived in New York Harbor in May of 1891. My mother, of course, would never have married for any reason other than true love, but she allowed as how it did make the immigration procedure easier. In those days, arriving as the wife of a respectable (and eminently employable) Englishman was significantly preferable to showing up on the pier as one of three unmarried Irishwomen.


    “They’d have kept me in the dock for weeks, boy-oh,” she’d tell me. “Months. Years even. And what would have become of your poor father? He’d have wandered the streets and alleys like a ghost, wasting away to nothing, his fine suit in rags and holding out his begging bowl – pitifully asking passersby for toad-in-the-hole or some other revolting English muck – until a roving band of brigands cut his throat for the boots on his feet. Oh, I saved him, sure enough. I’m not ashamed to admit it and I have no regrets.”


    It was at this point that Dad would look up from his newspaper, nod toward Mom, and comment dryly: “Imagine if you can, lads, trying to get that through Customs.”


    The happy couple stayed in New York only a short while before moving to Boston. Dad managed to ply and hone his trade, drafting technical drawings for various manufacturers before landing a steady job with an architect. Mom took in sewing and tutored the neighbor children to help make ends meet. When Nathan came along two years into their marriage, Mom decided that a big city wasn’t the proper place to raise a child. Dad agreed, probably ready to see more of America himself by then. The family made their way to the more open areas of the Midwest, settling for awhile in the small town in southern Illinois where I was born.


    I remember a photograph in one of Mom’s albums, Nathan holding me on his lap, both of us dressed up in knickerbockers and bow ties in the middle of a small, very crowded living room. It’s nighttime and all the lamps are turned on. My brother and I are surrounded by a mismatched array of humanity. Family, friends, neighbors – many of them also immigrants – all in their finery and holding glasses of punch or wine or whiskey, toasting the camera (photography was one of Dad’s many intermittent hobbies). And beneath the photo, in Mom’s neat cursive script: “New Year’s Eve 1899 – Welcoming a new century!” Apparently, at one point during the evening Dad pointed out that, strictly speaking, the new century didn’t actually begin until 1901. Mom informed him that their guests had come to stand a glass, not sit a lecture, and my father was free to take his whiskey out to the backyard if he couldn’t remember that.


    To me, that photograph encapsulated growing up in my family. My parents moved around a lot and liked to travel when they could, but wherever we ended up, we were never short of friends. Mom’s warm Irish charm and Dad’s English, “old man” hospitality drew companions easily, and neither of my parents were hampered by any stuffy notions about the “right kind of people.” Their circle included a parade of lawyers and seamstresses, doctors and dock workers, bartenders, painters and poets, salesmen, ward heelers, amateur magicians and professional nightclub singers, staunch Catholics and stauncher atheists, the unemployed and the unemployable, and – what would have been the last straw for many people – even a few government workers. Friends for years or friends for moments, it was the quality of the company and not the duration. The Caines had that rare gift of being able to look upon people as individuals. They had no use for the full-of-himself snob or the truly antisocial derelict; character and courtesy were what mattered. Whether a fellow was heading off to college or returning from prison, if he knew his manners and Mom judged him a decent sort, he was welcome in the Caine household for a hot meal and, if such was his wont, a generous libation.


    It made for an interesting upbringing. The favors exchanged within such a group certainly augmented our standard of living, as much as the company itself enriched our lives. Conversations around the dinner table were as fascinating as they were unpredictable, the after-dinner entertainment even more so. I had as good a chance of hearing a first-rate Italian tenor sing opera next to the piano as I did of learning how to pick a lock (I can still see “Uncle” Teddy’s craggy face and smiling eyes, feel his gnarled, safecracker’s hand on my shoulder. “For fun and games, lad, and that’s all. I’ve seen firsthand where they send the sort who uses this skill to help himself to another man’s share, and upon me oath, ye want no part of it.”).


    Mom and Dad quarreled often, but never very seriously and never for very long. Apart from the inevitable clashes resulting from their different upbringings, Dad couldn’t resist baiting her sometimes, making some dry comment that he knew would get the old Irish up. I’d always thought this was kind of mean of him, and finally got up the nerve to ask him about it once. We were at a train depot. I was heading off for military service and Mom had refused to come along, knowing she’d make a fool of herself. Dad and I were making idle chit-chat as we waited for the conductor’s call.


    “Oh that,” he drawled offhandedly, smiling into the distance. “There’s just something about your mother when she gets that fire in her belly, those dark eyes of hers coming alight the way they do. And to tell you a bit of a secret, old man, calming her down afterward is half the fun.” It was pretty bawdy, coming from my typically reserved English father, and we laughed together over it.


    I drove south along Main Street, slowing for the lights instead of racing them, in no particular hurry as I let the various memories unspool. My mind drifted back to a rainy autumn afternoon five and a half years ago.


    The Caines were living in Michigan that year. They’d taken a motor trip to California – Mom wanted to see the redwoods and San Francisco’s magnificent Golden Gate. During the drive back, they were hit by a truck driver who’d been on the road over eighteen hours and nodded off at the wheel. The truck crossed over into the oncoming lane of traffic and struck Dad’s car head on. He and mom were killed instantly. Dad was fifty-nine years old; mom was fifty-six.


    Nathan was contacted by a neighbor of theirs and telephoned me in Chicago. It wasn’t good news for either of us, but Nathan was devastated. He’d always been the conscientious one, writing to his mother at least once a week and coming out to visit with his wife and kids whenever he could. I made it out for visits far less often, a fact Nathan rarely missed an opportunity to point out. When he insisted that our parents be buried in Baltimore where he’d been living the past few years, I didn’t argue. I knew he wanted to feel they were still close and I knew Mom and Dad wouldn’t care. Always more concerned with life than with death, they’d never bothered to pick out burial plots.


    The funeral took place on a gray, drizzly afternoon. Nathan was there with his wife, son, and baby girl, along with a few of our parents’ friends who lived close enough to make the trip. The priest from Nathan’s church gave the eulogy, then stood at the graveside where he threw the dirt and said a prayer, leaving the newly-orphaned sons standing together awkwardly.


    “What do we do now?” Nathan asked as we walked back to the cars.


    I shrugged, hands in my pockets and the collar of my black suit turned up against the drizzle.


    “Go on with our lives, like Mom and Dad would have wanted. Concentrate on the good things.” I don’t pretend that was any deep piece of wisdom, but Nathan stopped and turned toward me like I’d spit on the headstone.


    “Perhaps you could point out to me the good in what’s happened,” he said.


    I took a breath, not wanting to get into anything but wanting to offer something.


    “They were happily married for nearly forty years, Nathan. They genuinely loved each other, which is more than a lot of people have. They raised two sons whom they also loved. They lived to see their first grandchildren. So far as I know, they were happy all the days of their lives. When their time came, they went together and they didn’t suffer. That may not seem like much and I’ll grant it’s less than they deserved, but right now I’ll take that over nothing.”


    Nathan didn’t argue. In fact, he didn’t say anything at all. He just stared at me like I’d lost my mind and there wasn’t any use trying to reach me with reason. He walked on to his car and I believe that’s the last time we spoke. I get a letter from his wife Marie every so often, letting me know how the family’s doing, and I get a Christmas card every year, but that’s about it. Not that Nathan and I had been all that close before, really.


    I walked into my apartment, threw my hat on the kitchen table, draped my jacket over a chair, then loosened my tie as I went over to the refrigerator. I wasn’t feeling especially ambitious; dinner was a sandwich made from cold, leftover pot roast, a slice of cheese, and an apple. I sat at the table and ate slowly, my mind still wandering around haphazardly through my youth.


    Nathan Edward Caine. You never called him Nate and you damned sure didn’t call him Nat, not if you wanted your presence acknowledged in any way. Then again, he never used his full first name, Nathaniel, rebellious sort that he was. We were somewhat close as kids but grew out of it fairly early on. We didn’t even look like brothers, not really. Nathan took after our father, slender with blonde hair, blue eyes, and a fair complexion. I got Mom’s dark brown hair and eyes and darker skin. I also have a stockier build than Nathan, who eventually made it to our father’s height of six-foot-one, beating me by three inches.


    Nathan had always been serious-minded even as a boy. He did well in school and rarely caused any trouble at home. I did okay with the books myself, but as for causing trouble, I was often accused of trying to carry Nathan’s load as well as mine. I wasn’t a bad kid, really, but when you have a perfect older brother, even your small sins tend to stand out in sharp relief. Nathan was no saint, of course, though as a boy he had briefly considered entering the priesthood. When he was told that the most important attributes for a priest were faith, fidelity, and compassion – attributes that were impossible to quantify and therefore easily fudged to Nathan’s way of thinking – the job lost its appeal. Or was it that priests were expected to spend a significant portion of their time listening to people confess to wrongdoing without laying into them for their weakness and stupidity? Either way, the Church dodged a bullet there if you ask me.


    It wasn’t like I grew up jealous of Nathan. Far from it. I certainly never wanted to be like him. Nathan knew from a young age what kind of life he wanted. He knew before he started high school where he wanted to go to college, what kind of girl he wanted to marry, what trade he wanted to work in. He seemed to have his future all worked out, which was great for him but would have put me in a rubber room. I think moving around to different homes and different schools, seeing the parade of Mom and Dad’s slightly eccentric friends and neighbors, instilled in my brother a strong desire for a more solid, stable life. Me, I kind of like moving onto someplace new before I get tired of where I’m at, meeting interesting people here and there. And I’ve never been able to say with any degree of certainty what I’ll be doing the following year. There was never any bad blood between Nathan and me; we’re just different people. And our parents loved us both the same (which, I always suspected, rankled Nathan at times, their failing to take a stronger parental pride in his more stalwart nature).


    I finished eating, washed and rinsed the dishes, then took the steel lid off the percolator and spooned in some coffee. Once the boiling and bubbling started, I went to fetch a cup, noting the time on the kitchen clock. I wanted to wait to call Nathan until I was sure they’d had dinner and the kids were likely in bed, though not past what I guessed Nathan’s own bedtime to be (which probably didn’t give me a very large window). Eight o’clock should do it; it’d be nine in Baltimore.


    When the coffee was ready, I poured a cup and took it into the living room, turning on the radio and listening to the news for a few minutes. A commentator was throwing in his two cents about Hitler re-arming Germany in direct violation of the Treaty at Versailles and how we couldn’t let him get away with it. So what do we do about it, pal? I wondered. Start another war? Peace treaties are basically agreements where the losing side is forced to agree. It’s no great surprise that the coerced will try to break that agreement as soon as they’re able. Unless you’re ready to force their hand, it comes down to a game of “Or else what?” Historians will tell you that the end of each war seems to lead into the next, and I have no doubt they’re right. I just hope I’m too old to serve before the next one breaks out.


    I switched off the radio, picked up the novel I was reading, and sat down on the divan. After thirty pages and two cigarettes, I refilled my coffee cup and picked up the telephone. I gave the exchange and waited while the long-distance operator connected me.


    “Caine residence. Nathan Caine speaking.” I almost mouthed it with him, then let the operator announce me.


    “Hello, Nathan.”


    “Dev! Thank you for calling. You got my telegram?” We were both speaking loudly through the thousand miles of copper wire, pausing for the delays so as not to talk over one another.


    “Yes, I got it this morning. What’s up?”


    “To tell you the truth, I’m not quite certain where to start.” This wasn’t the Nathan I knew. Must be a hell of a problem.


    “Just pick a place and jump in,” I advised. “I’ll stop you if I need to.”


    Nathan informed me that he’d received an important promotion last November. He was now Vice President of the department that oversaw loans to small businesses. We were being charged by the minute for this conversation, but Nathan still graciously allowed a brief pause so I could congratulate him. He went on to explain that earlier this week he’d been going over the books on various loans open in his department and was having a difficult time getting the numbers to balance. After starting over and going through them several different ways, he was forced to acknowledge that some money was missing. A lot of money.


    “I see.” I could sense Nathan didn’t want to use a word like “embezzlement” on the telephone so I tried to avoid it as well. “You think maybe someone who works there…?”


    “I’m afraid that’s the only possible explanation.”


    “I see,” I repeated uselessly. What I couldn’t see is why this wasn’t a matter for his superiors at the bank, perhaps even for the police, rather than a private detective who lived several states away.


    “There’s another part to this I haven’t told you,” Nathan said.


    “Then why don’t you tell me this other part, Nathan.”


    Whoever was responsible, he explained, had taken some pains to make my brother look like the culprit. I whistled softly into the mouthpiece.


    “That’s a problem, all right.”


    “Yes it is,” he agreed. “I was wondering, Dev…is there any chance you could come out to Baltimore for a few days? Maybe give me a hand with this?”


    I wasn’t sure what to say to that. I did a quick mental review of my my workload at the office. Nothing that couldn’t wait a few days but…


    “Nathan, I don’t know a whole hell of a lot about banking. I’m not sure how much help I’d really be in this kind of situation.”


    “I’ve considered that. I still think it would be a benefit to me, your time with Pinkerton’s and heading up your own agency. I’d be willing to pay for your travel. You’d be welcome to stay with us. Or I could put you up in a hotel if you’d feel more comfortable there.”


    I managed not to drop the phone. So far he’d ponied up for a telegram and a long-distance telephone call. Now he was willing to come across for a train ticket and even a hotel stay? He had to be rattled good. I still wasn’t sure what help I could be, but I could remember clearly how many times Nathan had asked for my help in his whole life: This would make exactly once.


    “Sure, I can come out if you think it would help. I have to tie up a few loose ends at the office. I could hop a train and be there towards the end of the week if that works.”


    “Would you have any objection to flying?” Reflexively, I gripped the phone a little tighter.


    “Yeah, sure, I can fly out.”


    Nathan asked how long I needed to get my office in order. Hell, if it was this important to him, I could take care of things tomorrow morning and fly out in the afternoon. Nathan told me he’d have a ticket waiting for me at the airport, that he’d telephone my secretary with the particulars tomorrow.


    “I guess we’re all set then,” I said.


    “Please telephone me at the bank if you can’t get away for some reason,” he asked. I wrote down the number he gave me on the pad I had ready. “Thanks for calling, Dev. And for coming up on such short notice. I appreciate it.”


    “No problem, Nathan. I’ll see you tomorrow night.”


    I hung up the receiver and went into the kitchen to warm up my coffee. My brother, who hadn’t spoken to me since our parents’ funeral (nor I to him, to be fair), wanted me to fly up to Baltimore and help him out with what sounded like a serious problem. Serious enough that he was willing to foot the bill for my travel, anyway. And what exactly did he expect of me? Figure out who the real embezzler was? Advise him on how to handle the situation? Or just be there for moral support? If a client walked into my office with a problem like this, I’d get rid of him fast. Sure, I’d give him a few suggestions on where he could go for help, maybe recommend some people, but that’d be it. Maybe that was all Nathan wanted, to have me hear him out in detail and help him work out his next move. Easier to do face to face than over the telephone. More breathing room that way, time to cover all the angles thoroughly.


    To hell with it, I thought. All I promised Nathan was that I would show up and listen. If he was expecting more for the money he was putting out, he should have said so.


    I walked into the bedroom and took a battered, brown suitcase out of the closet, quickly filling it with enough clothes for three or four days. I’d put some toilet articles in my shaving kit and toss that in tomorrow morning after I dressed for work. Next, I sat down at the kitchen table with a pad and pencil, making some notes about what I’d need to go over with my secretary and one of my operatives before I left. I went to bed early, read some more of my book, and put out the light.


    I was sitting at my desk at ten the next morning when I heard a knock and the door opened. A tall young man in a pea coat and cloth cap stood in the doorway, a lazy smile on his face.


    “Morning, boss,” he said.


    “What say, Jennings?” I smiled back. “Come take a pew. How’s the leg?”


    He pushed air out through slack lips. “It’s fine, Mr. Caine.”


    “Glad to hear it.”


    Brad Jennings had been working for me for close to a year now. He’s one of the most resourceful young men I’ve ever come across, and I have yet to give him something he can’t handle. I tried not to let on how carefully I was watching him as he walked over to the empty chair in front of my desk. Last October, Jennings got himself thrown out of a four-story window doing some work for me, yet for some reason he still wanted to remain in my employ. He’d been without the cane for months now, and try as I might, I couldn’t detect even a trace of the limp he’d had for so long. Oh, to have the healing powers of a twenty-four-year-old, I thought.


    “Got anything special going on the rest of this week?” I asked.


    “Nothing I can’t get out of,” he said, his gray-green eyes coming alight under lazy lids.


    “I have to leave town for a few days,” I explained. “How’d you like to watch the office for me?”


    “Sure thing,” he said, poking a lock of straw-blonde hair back up under his cap. “What do you want me to do?”


    “Mostly it involves showing up here in a suit and tie and sitting behind this desk. Introduce yourself to clients as my junior associate, listen to their problems, write down the particulars, tell them I’ll get back to them in a few days, and stay out of the liquor cabinet.”


    “No sweat,” he grinned. “You keep the good stuff in the safe anyway.”


    “If it gets too slow, I have a few things you can run down for me.” I went over my notes and threw him some details, which he wrote down in a small notebook he’d taken to carrying. “Just be sure to let Gail know where you’re going and when you’ll be back. You can use my car if you want,” I fished out my keys and dropped them on the desk, “but remember, it’s for business, not joy-riding. Can do?”


    “You know it,” he assured me, picking up the keys.


    “Gail will know where I can be reached if anything comes up. I expect to be back by next Monday at the latest. And speaking of Gail,” I nodded toward the closed door to the outer office, “she’s a terrific secretary, best I’ve ever had. She likes it here. She better still be here and still liking it when I get back.” Jennings is a sharp kid and a good one, but he’s young, and the last thing I needed was him putting Gail off by trying to boss her around or cozy up to her or something.


    “Sure thing, Mr. Caine,” Jennings said, his face serious. “I hear you.”


    “Good man.” We settled on a daily fee. There was no need to shake on it; he trusted me.


    I grabbed an early lunch – a bowl of soup and a sandwich at the diner I’d taken Ryland to last week – then headed back to my office to pick up my suitcase. Just before heading out the door, I paused and opened the lower right-hand drawer of my desk. Two guns were inside: a .45 and a Colt .32 I sometimes carry, both automatics. Did I really need a gun for this trip? I doubted it, but I tend to look on guns like umbrellas: the surest way not to need one is to have it with you. I favored the Colt. In fact, I’d picked this one up to replace the same model I’d had to ditch last year. I placed in my suitcase and fastened the snaps.


    I said farewell to my secretary and walked downstairs to the taxi she’d called. My wristwatch read a quarter past twelve when we climbed onto the auto deck of the Hannibal Bridge. We’d reach Kansas City Municipal Airport in under fifteen minutes or less.


    

  


  
    Chapter Five: Seeing a Man About a Loan


    


    The cabbie fetched my suitcase out of the trunk and I paid him for the ride. He touched his cap, wished me a safe journey, and started looking around for a fare back into town. I picked up my suitcase and walked inside to the T&WA counter. No, I reminded myself, it’s just TWA now. Transcontinental Air Transport and Western Air Express merged five years ago, the new company making its headquarters in Kansas City. The merger had been busted up last year in the wake of the Air Mail Scandal, but Transcontinental got to keep the new name.


    The man at the counter found the ticket Nathan had reserved for me and took my suitcase. I strolled over to the newsstand and grabbed some newspapers and magazines to read on the flight, then found a bench and looked over the crowd. Mostly businessmen and a few of the idle rich. I’d been to this airport a handful of times, to meet arriving passengers or to tail someone, but I’d never flown out of it. It had been dedicated in ’Twenty-Seven by Charles Lindbergh, along with about every other new airport dedicated that year. Being the first man to fly solo across the Atlantic brought publicity in pretty hefty bags. Not that I begrudged the man for making the most of an impressive and daring accomplishment, but it was a damned shame for him that it’s all too easy to draw the wrong kind of attention when you’re riding that wave. I was thinking of the kidnapping, of course. They’d made a conviction just last month, but that wouldn’t bring Lucky Lindy’s boy back.


    I killed twenty minutes skimming my papers and watching the foot traffic entering and exiting until the announcement came for my flight. Papers and magazines stuffed under one arm, I made my way with the other passengers out onto the tarmac. Sitting on the ramp, gleaming in the afternoon sun, was the Douglas DC-2 that would take me to Baltimore. It was an impressive-looking ship, all anodized metal from the rounded fuselage to the large wings supporting the twin propellers. I knew from articles I’d read that the cabin was largely soundproofed and otherwise secured against the elements. I climbed up the stairs with the other passengers, smiled back at the uniformed pilot standing inside the hatch to greet us, then found a seat. My elbows fell on padded armrests. Not what I remembered; air travel had gone commercial in a big way in the last five years.


    I thought back to my first ride in an airplane almost twenty years ago. My Signal Corps unit was setting up a communications tower somewhere in the south of France. We were due to perform maintenance on another such setup about forty miles away, and my commanding officer got the bright idea that I should travel on ahead with the mail pilot, get a jump on things. The pilot, grinning cruelly at me from under raised goggles, said he’d be happy to give me a lift. I was nineteen years old – nowhere near brave enough to chicken out in front of the others. I grabbed my gear and climbed into the passenger seat of the open-air biplane. The pilot got in behind me, the ground mechanic got the propeller started, and off we went. It was the most exhilarating experience of my life up to that point, in the sense that I was pretty sure I was going to die. Between the engine rattling the fuselage and the wind whipping at the wings – and never forgetting that we were a thousand times heavier than any bird – I spent the better part of an hour grabbing whatever I could hold onto and waiting for my stomach, which always seemed to be a climb or a dive behind. I was tempted to kiss the ground when we landed, but had to settle for a different kind of offering: my breakfast. The pilot graciously gave me a moment’s privacy before strolling over to offer a hand on my shoulder, a cigarette, and a winking confession that he’d done the same thing after his first time up.


    Flying was better in the Twenties, but not by much. Depending on the route, trains were usually faster. Still, I had to fly maybe half a dozen times for business. The cabins weren’t anything like the well-protected enclosure I was sitting in now. They were cold and noisy as hell. Young fellows staggered up and down the seats, doling out blankets and hot coffee from thermoses, and chewing gum to keep your ears from popping. The planes were made mostly of wood, the wings basically glued on. And too many hours flying through wind and rain and ice could dissolve that glue. That’s how Notre Dame lost their beloved football coach. He was heading out to Hollywood but only made it as far as Kansas when the Fokker Trimotor he was flying in went down in a field.


    Thankfully, more powerful engines had been developed (No, perfected, Dev! Perfected!), engines that could deliver enough thrust to get an all-metal structure off the ground. Modern aircraft like the DC-2 can also fly at much higher altitudes, allowing for a far smoother flight (even if they’re now several thousand times heavier than any bird). At least that’s what the articles said.


    I barely had time to glance around at the other dozen passengers (mostly men) when the engines fired, the props made contact, and we were hurtling down the landing strip faster than I’d ever gone before. Pressed back against my seat, I was overwhelmed by the sheer power of the ship, and suddenly we were airborne. I looked out the window and fixed on Liberty Memorial, an intimidating tower that was now a scout camp totem pole and, half a minute later, a spike in the ground. The articles didn’t lie about the smoothness, at least – the DC-2 was a far cry from those rickety flying stagecoaches I’d traveled in for Pinkerton’s. Once we leveled off and I got tired of staring out the window, I went back to my papers and magazines, relaxing in my seat and all but forgetting that I was thousands of feet above the earth inside a six-ton metal tube.


    After various stops for refueling and to let off passengers and take on new ones, we touched down at Logan Field a little after eleven that night. I paused on the tarmac to stretch my back and swing my arms a bit, breathing in the humid night air and feeling the grime of extended travel. A couple of porters were loading our luggage onto a wheeled cart. I pointed out my suitcase to one of them, handed him a dollar, and carried it inside the terminal building. It took me only a few seconds to spot the tall, slender, fair-haired man among the crowd of welcomers. He saw me walking toward him a few seconds later and stepped out in front with his businessman’s handshake and his banker’s smile.


    “Hello, Dev. Welcome to Baltimore.”


    “Hello, Nathan. How’s the family?”


    “All doing great. They’re eager to see you.”


    We pumped up the chatter a little in an effort to cover the awkwardness. We hadn’t spoken in five years, and it takes more than a little glad-handing to offset that. Still, I was suddenly glad I’d come. Nathan was the only family I had left. He’d clasped my forearm briefly with his other hand while we shook – a rare gesture of intimacy for him.


    “How was the trip out?” he asked. “Can I help you with your suitcase?”


    “No thanks, I’ve got it. And the trip was fine.”


    “Well, then…” he smoothed his hands down the sides of his trousers. “I’m parked just outside.” I followed him out to a maroon-colored Hudson sedan – this year’s model and damned roomy. I wouldn’t have gone so far as to call it stately, but certainly dignified, and carrying the unmistakable message that the man who drove it was doing all right for himself.


    “Nice set of wheels,” I commented.


    “You like it? I made the purchase after my promotion came through. Did I tell you they promoted me to–”


    “Yes, Nathan, you told me.” I threw my suitcase into the open trunk and he closed the lid, looking up at me with an embarrassed smile. The smile disappeared and he gave me a sober nod.


    “Thank you for coming, Dev.”


    “Wouldn’t miss it.” Whatever exactly “it” turns out to be, I thought.


    Conversation was sporadic during the thirty-minute drive to his house. I didn’t try any harder than he did; I knew Nathan preferred to concentrate on his driving, especially at night. I sat back and tried to pick out the few landmarks I remembered. Baltimore wasn’t my town and I’d barely spent any time here. I did catch sight of the Bromo-Seltzer Tower, the face of the clock lit up against the night sky. I answered the occasional, perfunctory question with drab, colorless answers, telling myself I didn’t want to take Nathan’s mind off the traffic, but maybe I just wanted to make him work harder. He didn’t disappoint. We hadn’t been on the road ten minutes when he started in about Kansas City and how did I manage to live in such a lawless, wide-open place like that? Robberies, murders, and what-all going on practically every day? I could picture him scouring the morning paper looking for such tidbits, nodding soberly and filing them away for whenever he might see me. I tried to assure him it really wasn’t that bad. There were hardly any Indian attacks these days, maybe one or two a year tops. And those were taken care of pretty handily by the armies of mobsters who walked around carrying Tommy guns in broad daylight. Nathan probably wasn’t any surer of how much of a put-on my answers were than I was about how much of a put-on some of his questions were, but neither of us tried narrowing it down.


    We entered a nice neighborhood with wide streets and well-kept lawns. Nathan pulled into the driveway of a good-looking, two-story brick house. I got out, helped him with the garage door, fetched my suitcase out of the trunk, and followed him through the backyard gate, down a stone path that led to a cheery back porch. The kitchen light was on and I could see a woman’s silhouette through the window shade.


    “Look what I found at the airport!” Nathan held the back door open for me and I stepped inside. Marie, wearing a snug, green robe over silk pajamas, walked forward and gave me a welcoming hug. Over her shoulder I could see a small platter of quarter-cut sandwiches and a pot of coffee on the kitchen table.


    “Devlin, we’re do glad you could come!” She kept her voice low as her husband had done; the children would be asleep upstairs. I’d only met Marie a few times, the last being at the funeral five years ago. She hadn’t aged a day. Same pretty, oval face (she hadn’t taken her makeup off yet), same shoulder-length auburn hair, same taste in clothes even if it was just lounging wear. The woman kept herself and her house up, no question. She looked up at me, five-foot-five in her slippers, and asked if I was hungry.


    “Matter of fact, I am, Marie. Thank you.”


    I put my suitcase in the corner and we sat around the table. Marie poured coffee (“Dev takes his black, honey,” Nathan reminded her) as I helped myself to a few of the sandwiches. Marie ate one or two to be sociable and Nathan ate one or two because his wife told him to, complaining that he hadn’t been eating enough lately. We chatted awhile, Marie being a particularly solicitous hostess considering the hour. Whether it was because I was family or because she thought I might be able to help her husband out of a jam, I wasn’t sure, but she kept the conversation just lively and genuine enough without it feeling forced, and that’s a rare gift.


    After the meal, Nathan fetched his pipe from the den and invited me out onto the back porch for a smoke while Marie cleared the table. My brother and I sat in the light from the kitchen window (the porch light would draw moths, Nathan explained). He got his pipe going and I helped myself to a cigarette from my case. I noticed the pipe was one of Dad’s old briars, and couldn’t for the life of me figure out why it peeved me to see Nathan smoking it. I’d never even been a pipe man.


    “Well,” Nathan began, “as I mentioned on the telephone last night, I’m facing some serious difficulty at the bank.” He drew at the briar, trying to figure out how he wanted to explain it all.


    “You hinted at embezzlement,” I said quietly, trying to help get him started.


    “I’m fairly certain that’s what it is, all right.”


    “How much money are we talking here?”


    “Approximately one hundred forty thousand dollars.” I dutifully filled the dramatic pause Nathan offered with a low whistle.


    “When did you notice the money was missing?” I asked.


    “Well, that’s just it. It’s not, strictly speaking, missing. The funds are all accounted for, just not as they should be.”


    I was starting to feel tired from the trip, especially now that my belly was nice and full. I wouldn’t make it through one of Nathan’s professorial discourses.


    “Nathan, you’ve lost me already. I told you, I don’t know much about banking. I want to help if I can, but can you put this into a few simple sentences an outsider might follow?”


    He took a pull at Dad’s pipe and did a fairly good job of summing up. Last Friday he was reviewing his files, same as he does every month. Going through loan applications, approvals, payments, balance sheets, what have you. He came across a signatory on one of the processed loans that he didn’t remember seeing before, didn’t even recognize. He couldn’t locate any collaborating documents for this loan, nor for two other such loans he came across also bearing the names of unfamiliar signatories. He was also certain that paperwork was missing from some of the other loans, but when he ran his checks, everything on those loans balanced perfectly.


    Nathan discreetly attempted to find out more about the borrowers for the three mystery loans, calling telephone exchanges that didn’t match up and trying to verify addresses that likewise didn’t. Next, he called up the three different banks holding the accounts to which the loan checks had been deposited. In each case, the account had been closed and the money taken out immediately after the deposited loan checks cleared, no forwarding address left by the customer. Evidently, $140,000 had been loaned out to three small businesses, none of which actually existed.


    “Sounds like somebody set this up good,” I said, fishing for another cigarette. “But why do you suspect embezzlement? Your bank couldn’t simply have been defrauded by whomever it was?”


    Nathan shook his head stubbornly. “I left out details, but suffice it to say that someone in the banking industry, well-acquainted with how we do things, had to have arranged all this. More specifically, it had to have been someone well-acquainted with how my department does things.”


    “Who have you told about this?”


    “You. Marie knows I’m having some problem at work, but you’re the only one I’ve elaborated to.”


    “You don’t think maybe you should report this to your superiors?” I asked. “Sounds like a pretty big damned deal.”


    My brother frowned, clearly conflicted on this point. Normally, he was a by-the-rules man in everything he did; he’d be the first to go racing into the boss’ office if someone forgot to put a period after a middle initial.


    “I can’t just go marching into the president’s office and drop this on his desk, Dev. I just can’t. He’d have a dozen questions and I couldn’t answer any of them. It would look bad. At the very least, I’d appear incompetent, not able to keep tabs on the goings on in my own department. At the worst…”


    Yes, this was the Nathan I knew. Righteous and rigid, until the moment when following the rules meant he might lose his promotion, might have to trade in that shiny new car for last year’s DeSoto. No…not like that at all, I told myself. I was tired and probably a little concerned about not being able to do anything to help. Yes, Nathan could be a bit of a prig, but he had grit where it counted. If he made a mistake, he’d own up to it whatever the consequences. And yes, he liked his nice house and nice car and nice wife…that was it, I realized. Living alone, without family, you forget how much people worry when a wife and kids are involved. If he was unmarried, Nathan probably would have gone right to his boss last Friday.


    “And you think whoever did this set you up to take the fall for it?”


    “I do,” Nathan said. “For two reasons. One, it happened in my department.”


    “And the second?”


    He drew on his pipe, realized it had gone out. He looked up at me.


    “Each of the three loan documents has my signature forged on it.”


    I woke early the next morning, looking around at strange furniture and trying to place my surroundings before I remembered: the guest room in my brother’s house. I could hear Marie and the children downstairs in the kitchen. I grabbed my shaving kit and walked quickly across the hall to the bathroom. Twenty minutes later, showered, shaved, and dressed up to my vest, I went down the stairs, my stomach tightening in anticipation at the smell of bacon and eggs. A nine-year-old boy seated at the kitchen table, blonde and blue-eyed like his father, was the first to see me.


    “Mom, he’s up!” He shouted toward the stove. Marie turned her head over one shoulder, spatula working the skillet.


    “I’m right here, Billy, you don’t need to raise your voice.” She smiled up at me. “Good morning. I didn’t expect you up so early after your long trip yesterday. Ready for some breakfast?” I’d seen this woman twice in the last eight hours and both times she’d offered me food. I decided I liked her.


    “Yes, ma’am.” I took an empty chair between the boy and his sister, six years old and dark-haired with her mother’s eyes, dressed in a girl’s version of the school uniform her brother wore.


    “How do you like your eggs?” Marie wanted to know.


    “However you’re fixing them.”


    “You’re easy,” she laughed. “Help yourself to some coffee. There’s orange juice in the refrigerator.”


    “You’re my Uncle Devlin,” the boy observed.


    “And you’re my nephew Billy.”


    “I’m your nephew Mary,” the little girl said.


    “You’re his niece, stupid,” Billy corrected.


    “Billy, watch your mouth,” his mother warned. She gave him a look for half a second and went back to scrambling the eggs. Billy sulked while Mary brightened.


    “I’m afraid Nathan’s already left for work,” Marie said. I told her Nathan and I had agreed I would meet him at the bank later.


    “Are you really a detective?” Billy asked.


    “I really am.”


    “Do you carry a gun?”


    “Not usually.”


    “But you do sometimes?”


    “I do sometimes.”


    “Have you ever shot anyone with it?”


    “Billy!” This time Marie’s look was a glare, and it lasted considerably longer than half a second.


    “What do you know about detectives, Billy?” I asked.


    He shrugged. “I’ve seen ’em in movies,” he said, watching his mother’s back carefully. “They’re always shooting people,” he added in whisper.


    “And roughing people up!” Mary chimed in, most of her attention on a triangle of cinnamon toast but eager to show off her own knowledge of the rough-and-tumble life of a movie detective.


    “Well, that’s just the movies,” I told them. “What I do mostly is try to help people with problems. Maybe find other people or lost items.”


    “Like buried treasure?” asked Mary. Billy looked ready to insult her again but waited for my answer. His sister could be right.


    “More like important papers that get lost or misplaced.”


    “Like secret codes?” Billy asked.


    “Oh, sometimes maybe.”


    “Breakfast!” Marie called out firmly, walking around to each of us as she scooped out eggs, bacon, and hash browned potatoes onto our plates. “And you children let your Uncle Devlin eat his in peace.” She filled her own plate, put the skillet back on the stove, took her place at the table, and said grace for all of us. The food tasted as good as it smelled and I said so. After breakfast, the kids got their books together, Billy rolling his eyes as his mother helped Mary with her shoelace. I guessed Billy walked his sister to school and wasn’t exactly crazy about it. I offered to help with the dishes, but Marie told me no and I know enough not to argue with a woman in her own kitchen. I used the telephone to call a taxi, then went upstairs for my suit jacket and hat. The taxi arrived and Marie saw me to the door.


    “I really am glad you came, Devlin. I know Nathan is having some real trouble at the bank. He doesn’t say much, but I’ve never seen him so distracted.” She looked up at me questioningly, and I felt I had to say something.


    “We talked a little last night on the porch,” I told her.


    “Is it bad? Is he in trouble?”


    “I don’t really know enough about banking to be sure,” I lied, laughing lightly. She didn’t smile. “I’m hoping to find out more this morning, though.”


    “Please help him if you can, Devlin.”


    “I’ll do everything I can, Marie.” And that wasn’t a lie.


    I had the taxi drive me around for awhile, explaining that I was from out of town and wanted to get the lay of the land. You can’t shut most cabbies up with a gun. Give them free license to talk about their cities, and details will rain down on you like a monsoon. We were driving through an area the cabbie had identified as Wyman Park, not far from Johns Hopkins University, when an interesting statue caught my eye. I had the cabbie pull over and keep the engine running while I stepped out to admire it.


    It was a life-sized statue of a man seated in a chair atop a stone pedestal. The man was dressed in nineteenth-century garb, including a long coat that fell down past his knees. The left hand was raised (in supplication?) and the head was down in a pained expression of foreboding. I stepped closer and read the inscription at the base: “Dreaming Dreams no Mortal Ever Dared to Dream Before.” Brother, you can say that again, I thought, once I learned the man was Edgar Allan Poe. I’d read some of his stories as a kid and a couple had given me nightmares.


    I looked at my watch, got back in the taxi, and had the driver drop me off a few blocks from Nathan’s bank, thanking him for the personal tour.


    “Any time, buddy,” he said, eyeing the tip I gave him. “Say, if you really wanna learn about–”


    “I really do, buddy, but I’m running late. Got to see a man about a loan. Catch you next time.” I patted the flat of my hand twice on the roof of the taxi and headed down the street.


    Two blocks later, I came to a three-story corner building of beautifully cut stone, fitted double doors under a stone-block arch. In the recess of the arch on one side, a blackened bronze plaque – the unblackened letters standing out in sharp relief – proclaimed: “Beldham & Morrissey, Bankers of Baltimore, est. 1837”. Inside was an impressive-looking lobby in marble and dark wood. Sleeve-gartered tellers worked efficiently behind a high counter, and a scattering of men sat at desks behind a wooden railing. An open brass gate toward the rear showed the vault, its heavy steel door open for business. I didn’t make immediately for the tellers, and the first person to notice me was a tall blonde man who’d been standing near one of the desks, talking with another man behind it. The blonde man excused himself and stepped out from behind the railing to greet me.


    “Good morning, sir. May I be of assistance? I’m Nathan Caine, Vice President in charge of Small Business Loans.”


    “Then you’re just the man I’m looking for,” I smiled, sticking out my hand. “Kelly Shaw from Denver. Looking to maybe do some business with you fellows.”


    Nathan and I had worked it out last night on the porch. I would present myself at the bank as a potential customer, a business man seeking a loan for a new venture. Better if whoever was behind the missing money didn’t find out that Nathan had called in a family member, let alone a detective. Under the guise of a new client, however, I could spend time in Nathan’s office and ask all kinds of questions without raising suspicion. And no one seeing us together would figure we were brothers.


    “It’s a pleasure to make your acquaintance, Mr. Shaw. Would you care to step into my office? This way if you please.” Nathan ushered me to a glassed-in enclosure next to several others that made up the far wall. We passed a portly, gray-haired man and I caught his stuck-out lower lip and jowly nod of approval. Wasn’t that just like Caine? Stepping right out onto the floor to draw in the new business. They’d promoted the right man, all right!


    Nathan’s office was exactly what I would have imagined. Clean, neat, and orderly to a degree that bordered on unhealthy obsession. There was one potted plant on top of the filing cabinet (not a single, stray brown leaf in the dirt), a picture of Nathan, Marie, and the children in a silver frame on the bookcase, and a desk that was cleared for business – just a telephone, intercom, a few folders, and three pencils so sharp you could play a game of darts with them. It was all right angles and symmetry everywhere you looked.


    We sat down, both of us aware how visible we were through the glass. Nathan planted his elbows on the desk and steepled his fingers while I leaned back in my chair and brushed at the brim of the hat in my lap. Just two men talking business. I went first, my relaxed posture and easy smile not really matching my words. Nathan sifted through the folders on his desk, nodding occasionally. He already had the three documents ready for a look-see. He slid one of the open folders across the desk to me. I stroked my lower lip casually, making a note of the bogus company names and addresses.


    “Nathan, do me a favor,” I said quietly. “Act like you’re making notes on that pad. What I really need you to do is to write your own signature at least three times.”


    Nathan wrote his signature four times, because “at least” would have meant being satisfied with the bare minimum. He tore off the top sheet and handed it to me. I looked at it, scratching my jaw absently as though we were hashing out how much I might want to borrow over how long a time. Reaching out to the open folder with the three bogus loan documents, I rotated the whole thing until I was looking at it upside down, then placed the sheet bearing Nathan’s four signatures on the desk the same way. For a minute or two, my eyes went back and forth between the loan documents and the sheet.


    “Pretty good job of forgery, isn’t it?” Nathan asked bitterly.


    “I’m afraid it’s a little worse than that, Nathan,” I told him straight out. “Those aren’t forgeries, those are your actual signatures.”


    

  


  
    Chapter Six: Lunch With a Client


    


    Nathan sat in stunned silence for a few seconds.


    “Dev, I give you my word, I never signed any of those documents. Until last Friday, I’d never even seen them before.”


    “Nathan,” I held up one hand, “you don’t need to convince me, I’m on your side. But I’ve examined enough documents in my time, both genuine and forged, that I can pretty much tell one from the other.” I had him look at the bogus loan documents and the sheet he’d just autographed, turning them upside down for him the way I’d been looking at them. I pointed out the neat, angular slant of the writing, the slight upward lift of the “T” in Nathan, the convex tip at the top of the “C” in Caine. It was all too perfect a match, even down to the writing instrument used.


    “I’m not a bona fide expert,” I admitted. “My opinion wouldn’t hold up in a court of law. But I’m telling you a real expert’s would, and he’d say the same thing I just said.”


    “But how…” he began, trying to piece it together.


    “Because you’re partly right,” I explained. “These aren’t the documents you signed, not in their original form anyway. They’ve been altered, presumably after your John Hancock was affixed. You see the faint discoloration around the company’s name? The name that was there when you signed it has been very carefully removed with bleach or acetone or some such – and we’re talking a professional job here. Then a new name was typed in its place. Notice how ‘Incorporated’ is spelled out for this company, but this other one just reads ‘Inc.’? The original name was longer on the first document. After it was removed, they had to make the new name longer to help mask the discoloration.


    “Also, the lower case ‘n’ hits the paper slightly higher everywhere it appears in the company names, but that doesn’t happen anywhere else on the documents. The replacement names were added using a different typewriter.”


    “My signature,” Nathan said to himself. “My own signature on multiple, fraudulent loans that have already gone out the door.” His eyes started to glaze over as he stared off into a future of ruin and disgrace.


    “Nathan!” I hissed it out in a sharp whisper to get his attention. His eyes snapped back into focus and I continued a bit softer. “This is the beginning, not the end. There’s a lot more we have to find out and fast. You’ve got to keep your head clear if you don’t want those nasty daydreams coming true.” That did the trick. Suggesting to my brother that he was losing control – that he was daydreaming of all things – was like telling Max Baer he hit like a girl. In both cases, you’d be proven wrong in a hurry. Nathan sat up straighter in his chair, shoulders square and blue eyes level, an officer of one of the oldest and most respected banks in Baltimore.


    “First thing,” I said, “how many men do you have working for you? I mean reporting directly to you and no one else?”


    “Three.”


    “They all here today?”


    “Yes.”


    “Good. I want to meet them. One at a time if possible. Bring them into your office on some pretext or another. Introduce me as a prospective new loan customer or don’t introduce me at all, however you’d normally handle it. Can do?”


    “Certainly.” He reached for the wooden intercom box on the desk.


    Nathan took me to lunch at some swanky restaurant on the harbor. They knew him here, and we got a good table out in the open air by the water. We sipped freshly brewed iced tea and waited for our food, and I thought about the three loan officers I’d met back at the bank. There was Myers, twenty-eight, weak chin and shifty eyes, which meant nothing. Soames, fiftyish, straight-backed and stiff, which told me nothing. And Weidermann, thirties, portly and jovial, and a little too eager to please, which proved nothing.


    “So,” Nathan spoke up, “has anything struck you so far? I mean, have you spotted any kind of, well, cue to any of this?” I killed a smile with a sip of my tea. Nathan wouldn’t be one of those who thought detectives were slouch-hat-wearing hoods, firing down a dark alley with an automatic in each fist. No, Nathan’s idea of a detective would be more like Sherlock Holmes. The dissecting mind that misses nothing. The penetrating intellect that weaves a delicate pattern out of seemingly discordant facts. The skilled orator who could clearly outline the most convoluted criminal plot like a college science professor. Hate to disappoint you, Nathan, I thought, but that version isn’t any more accurate than the brick-shouldered dick who can beat confessions out of armies of prizefighters and gun down entire gangs.


    “Well, like I told you back at the bank, someone altered those three documents after you signed them, or had it done. Likely the latter, because that’s as professional a job of altering as I’ve ever seen.” I thought for a moment. “You said you remembered extra paperwork from legitimate loans that’s gone missing. But the legitimate loans all balance perfectly. My guess is at least some of those three documents were originally tacked onto real loans. After they were altered, any extra paperwork linking them to real loans was destroyed.”


    Nathan nodded in agreement. “I’ve been thinking the same thing. It’s not uncommon for multiple loans to be made to the same company, broken out for different functions like acquiring equipment or leasing office space or payroll. Some clients prefer it that way; it helps them keep their books more easily.”


    “So you’d have thought nothing of signing more than one loan for the same people?”


    “No, not so long as everything was in order.”


    “And none of your customers have complained of being shorted on their loans?” I asked.


    “No,” Nathan said, letting out a short breath. “I’ve been waiting for that to happen. Hoping it wouldn’t, of course, but almost wishing it might. It would give me a place to start.”


    The waiter brought our lunch, fish caught fresh that morning with roasted potatoes and steamed vegetables. I tucked in and nagged Nathan to do the same. Marie was right, he hadn’t been eating enough lately. I gave us each several bites before starting up again.


    “Tell me about these three men of yours I met this morning.” Nathan shrugged and filled me in on the general details of Mssrs. Myers, Soames, and Wiedermann. How long they’d been at the bank, what he knew of their work, what little he knew of their personal habits. I listened, ready to file away anything that might be useful later. Of course, it’s rarely possible to know in advance what might be useful later, which means you end up trying to pay attention to everything and probably wind up with nothing. I pushed my irritation away and forced myself to relax. If meaningful patterns were there, they’d show themselves. Just sit back and watch for any spikes in the graph.


    Soames was the oldest, the most reliable, and the least imaginative. A creature of habit who could be counted on to show up and leave at the same time each day, and approach any task the same way each time. Myers was the youngest. He had the most to learn but seemed eager to soak up everything he could. He was a little hasty in his work at times. Just a few weeks back he’d spilled coffee on an important paper that had to be redone. Nathan had taken him sternly to task for such carelessness.


    “What is it, Dev?”


    “Nothing. Keep going.”


    Wiedermann was somewhere between Soames and Myers, not just in age but in temperament and in his approach to his duties. He was meticulous with the details, but he struck Nathan as overly ambitious and just a touch reckless. He spent a lot of time outside the bank ferreting out potential loans, and some of the proposals he brought back made Nathan question the soundness of Wiedermann’s judgment.


    “You think it’s one of my own men?” Nathan asked seriously.


    “Don’t you? You said yourself it has to be someone very familiar with how your department does things. How you do things.” I knew that had to be the case for someone to get something this big past my brother.


    “But which one, Dev?”


    “It could be more than one. Could be all three. You’ve worked with them awhile. What do your instincts tell you?”


    “I don’t operate on instinct,” he said, his tone slightly superior. “I rather thought that was more your area.”


    “Sometimes,” I admitted. “After I get hold of a lot of good, solid facts first.”


    Nathan chewed sullenly on a mouthful of halibut while I thought over what he’d just told me.


    “Nathan, if you had to pick one of those three right this second–”


    “But I don’t.” He put down his fork and stared at me. “And I have no intention of condemning a man based on some parlor game.”


    Well, he was right. It’s an old cop’s trick and once in a great while it works, but mostly you just learn who doesn’t like whom.


    “I just don’t like taking shortcuts,” Nathan said. “I never have.”


    “I know. But you are trying to figure out which one it might be?”


    “Yes, and not getting very far. One minute I can’t believe it could be any of them. The next, I think it’s all of them.”


    “It could be all of them,” I reminded him. “And whoever it was, it’s a safe bet he or they had at least one partner on the outside.”


    Nathan looked up in alarm, probably worried over who many people know about this.


    “You really think so?”


    I shrugged. “Unless one of your men is an expert forger, he had to hire a pro. Someone also had to be able to open up accounts at those three banks where the checks went, and be ready to grab the cash and close those accounts once the checks cleared. That’s a lot of legwork for one man who has to show up at a steady job every day.”


    “All of my men are senior officers at the bank,” Nathan pointed out. “They come and go freely to take care of various business.”


    “Yeah, it’d be easy enough for one of them to take care of setting up and closing the accounts. But a second one would make the job of distracting you a hell of a lot easier. I make it two men on the inside and one forger for hire – that would be the minimum crew necessary to pull this off. What we need to figure out now is why. Why was the money taken?”


    Nathan looked at me as though I were a shade on the slow side.


    “Because somebody wanted it. Isn’t that obvious?”


    “Obvious but not specific enough. Wanted it for what? Was this done for the express purpose of setting you up? Maybe somebody got jealous over the promotion you got that he didn’t. Or it could have been revenge for some past slight. Even an imagined one,” I added quickly, seeing the look on his face.


    “Soames was up for that promotion, too,” Nathan said. “He’s older than I am. He’s certainly been at the bank longer.” I wasn’t surprised that jealousy over his new promotion was the first explanation to occur to Nathan. I let it pass.


    “If the money itself was the objective,” I continued, “consider this: Is $140,000 really that much?”


    I was expecting the hard look I got. Questioning the value of any amount of money was sure to get Nathan bristling. He was broadminded enough to allow that transubstantiation, the metamorphosis of dry crackers into the flesh of Christ, might be more symbolic than actual fact. But the value of money?


    “It’s more than I’ll earn in the next twenty years,” he answered icily.


    “And does your average embezzler dream of living like an upper middle class banker for the rest of his life?”


    “I’m sure I don’t know what that sort of person dreams about,” Nathan answered, a strong note of distaste in his voice.


    I reached for a cigarette while we waited for the coffee, telling Nathan: “Embezzling, in my experience, generally takes one of two tracks. Either a person does it slowly, carefully, taking small amounts over half a lifetime, or he goes for one big score that can set him up in style for the rest of his days. Obviously whoever did this went for the big score, but he didn’t take enough to really live it up big for another twenty or thirty years. Certainly not if he has a partner or two to take care of.”


    “Not every place in the world is expensive,” Nathan countered. “You could live very well in South America on $140,000, and for a very long time.”


    “That’s a good point, Nathan,” I admitted, trying not to sound condescending (at least one of us tries, I thought). “You could live very well, yes, but not like a sultan. These types dream of mansions, fancy cars, high society and all that.”


    “Maybe they’re planning to take more.”


    “Doubtful. Not from your bank, anyway. They have to know you’re not stupid, that you’ll find out soon enough if you haven’t already.”


    Nathan leaned back in his chair and let out an exasperated sigh.


    “Okay, so they didn’t take enough and they’re not taking more. What does that tell us?”


    I paused for a moment while the waiter poured the coffee. Nathan added a splash of cream to his but no sugar.


    “That tells us the money is part of another plan. They went after a set amount for a set purpose. The timing could be important, too. It usually is.”


    Nathan stared at me and shook his head slowly.


    “I’ve been turning this over in my mind every waking moment since last Friday,” he said. “Why has none of this occurred to me?” Sometimes the man’s arrogance still catches me off guard.


    “I’m a detective, Nathan. My job is looking for things that don’t fit. And more often than not, trying to figure out what crooked thing somebody did that caused them not to fit. I’m an expert at this. I was trained by experts.”


    “Of course. I didn’t mean to imply–”


    “Skip it.”


    We hashed it over awhile longer. Why hadn’t the embezzlers cut and run with the money? What were they hanging around for? Were they playing it cool, not wanting to give themselves away? Were they sure the frame around Nathan was good and snug, that he’d take the fall and they wouldn’t even have to give up their day jobs? Could this be a real loan, albeit an illegal one? Maybe it was working capital for some hot deal, and the guilty parties planned on putting the money back before anyone was the wiser.


    “Does that ever happen?” Nathan asked, and the hope in his eyes kind of hurt to look at.


    “Pretty much anything you can imagine happens, Nathan, and every day. But I wouldn’t count on it.”


    “Dev, if a handwriting expert can attest that those are my actual signatures on the documents, can’t a document expert of some kind give testimony that the documents have been altered?”


    “Absolutely. What he wouldn’t be able to verify is that the documents were altered after you signed them. It would still look pretty bad for you.”


    Nathan’s chin sunk slowly into his chest. This was no good, I was here to help him.


    “Maybe I should just burn those documents,” he said softly. I was taken aback that my brother would even suggest something like this. Poor guy must really be tied up in knots.


    “You don’t need me to tell you that’s a bad idea, Nathan. There could be photostats somewhere. There could be other little traps set up that could lead back to evidence that you destroyed. You’d just be making it worse.”


    “Dev, what should I do? What can I do?”


    I crushed out my cigarette in the small metal tray.


    “Go to your superiors, Nathan. Tell them what you’ve told me. Get the ball rolling and get some experienced bank examiners and some good fraud men on this. They’ll sort it out.”


    “Go to them with what?!” Nathan flushed slightly as the people near us looked up from their plates. He continued more quietly: “Go to them with what, Dev? A huge amount of money missing? Three forged loan documents with my signature on each one? Not a clue how any of this happened in my own department? Right under my very nose?” His blue eyes, my father’s eyes, were desperate. I always thought I’d enjoy seeing this. I couldn’t have been more wrong.


    And how good were these guys, whoever they were? Had they set Nathan up too perfectly? Could he end up taking the fall for this, incriminated by damning paperwork and no hard evidence on his side? He could be taking a hell of a risk by doing the right thing. People often do, and they sometimes lose. I decided my brother was right: he needed to know more, which meant I needed to know more.


    “How long can you stall on this?” I asked.


    “The first payment on those loans isn’t due for another three weeks.”


    I nodded. “Nathan, it’s almost a certainty you’ll have to go to your bosses at some point before this is all over. The longer you wait…”


    “I know, I know. But I’ve got to have something, Dev. I’ve got to.”


    Seeing a man taken down a peg or two is one thing. Seeing that sincere pleading in his face was something else, and I wanted no more of it. What was another few days? Maybe Nathan got busy and pulled out his fine-tooth comb a week later than usual; he could still go racing right to his superiors the minute he discovered any discrepancy.


    Nathan was my only family and somebody was trying to put the screws to him. And he’d asked for my help for the first time in his life. Was I really the best person to help him right now, or did I just want to be? Just a few days, Dev, I told myself again. Just long enough to size up the situation and help him decide what to do next, that’s all.


    “I’m going to need the home addresses for your three men,” I told him. “And a look at their personnel files.”


    His shoulders stiffened.


    “Personnel files are highly confidential,” he said. “Allowing anyone but a senior officer at the bank to see them…well, what you’re suggesting is highly inappropriate.”


    “So’s embezzlement, Nathan. Don’t bust my chops.”


    I laid it out for Nathan on our way back to the bank. He could not, repeat not, let onto anyone that he knew anything, especially to the three men under him. Don’t try to draw them out with pointed questions or otherwise trip them up – it would make them suspicious and we’d lose the advantage. Keep a damned sharp eye on them, yes. Especially if one of them suddenly stopped showing up for work. But otherwise, it was business as usual.


    “So the plan is we do nothing?”


    “The plan is you do nothing. I need time to check a few things out.”


    I grilled him a bit more about his three employees. Had any of them been more talkative than normal, come to him with special problems or unusual questions? Had any of them missed work lately, even a few hours here and there? Who had spent the most time in his office with him? Had anyone been in his office recently without him? As I expected, Nathan had examples covering all such circumstances and for all three men.


    Nathan Caine had another short conference in his office with Kelly Shaw, me examining the personnel files hidden inside larger, less conspicuous folders while he kept an eye out for anyone passing by the office window. I discreetly copied down the three men’s home addresses and an additional detail here and there. I asked Nathan for the make and model of the car each one drove. Myers and Wiedermann, anyway, Soames didn’t have a driver’s license and took the bus.


    Nathan saw me to the door of the bank and shook my hand again.


    “I certainly hope you’ll consider doing business with us, Mr. Shaw,” he said. “I’m confident that Beldham and Morrisey can serve you reliably and with discretion.”


    “I like what I’ve heard so far, Mr. Caine. I’ll be in touch.”


    I left the bank and walked a few blocks until I found a drug store with a telephone booth in the back. I asked the operator to put me through long-distance to my office in Kansas City. A moment or two later, Gail came on at the other end and agreed to accept the charges.


    “It’s nice to hear from you, boss. How’s Baltimore?”


    “The fish is good. Statues are kind of moody. How’s the office?”


    “Running smoothly. You probably heard, we have this hotshot field operative giving us a hand.”


    I laughed. “Jennings giving you any trouble?”


    “Nah, he’s a funny kid. You should hear some of his stories.”


    “I’ve been in some of his stories. Is he there? Let me talk to him.”


    A few seconds later, Jennings picked up the phone in my private office.


    “What’s doing, Mr. Caine?”


    “Just working, kid. What’s doing back there?”


    “Got a couple of cases,” he said proudly. “The D.A.’s assistant wants me to deliver a summons and some guy wants me to tail his wife. Thinks she’s stepping out on him.”


    “You think she is?”


    “If she’s not she ought to be. From the picture he showed me, she’s a doll.”


    “Just make sure it’s not with you. That kind of thing is bad for business.”


    “You speaking from experience, Mr. Caine?” I’d have smacked him one if I’d been there, probably because he was right. I gave him a few more instructions, told him I’d check in again in a few days.


    “Keep the doors open and the lights burning, Jennings.”


    “Will do, boss.”


    I roared suddenly into the mouthpiece: “And get your feet off my desk!”


    There was a loud double-clump, then Jennings’ voice again:


    “How did you–”


    I hung up the phone, smiling, then walked back over to the counter and asked the druggist where I could hire a car for a few days. The place he gave me was walking distance, and a quarter of an hour later I was tooling down the city streets in a dark blue, smooth-riding Essex Terraplane, a map of the city thoughtfully provided in the glove compartment. I pulled into a service station and had a look at the map, finding the addresses for Nathan’s three employees. It took me close to two hours to run them all down. I just cruised by for a look at the two houses and the one apartment, I wouldn’t be up for any breaking and entering today. Still, I figured it was a good idea to know where they were if I needed to come back to one of them.


    It was just after six when I pulled into Nathan’s driveway. Marie answered the bell and she wasn’t smiling. Her tone seemed distinctly cool as well.


    “Hello, Devlin. Please come in. We’re having dinner at six-thirty if you’d like to wash up first.” I stepped inside, and after closing the door behind me, Marie walked quickly back to the kitchen. Had I left the water running? I passed through the living room and saw Billy sitting in a chair facing the corner. He peeked over his shoulder at me, jerking his face right back to the wall the instant our eyes met.


    Not knowing what else to do, I went upstairs to the guest room. From the staircase, I could hear Mary keeping her mother company in the kitchen. When I opened the door to my room, I knew right away what was up. My suitcase was in a different spot on the floor from where I’d left it that morning. I hefted it onto the bed and opened the lid. Everything was there but not in the right place. Especially the Colt .32, which I’d left under a blue shirt, not a white one.


    So what was the deal, I thought, sitting down heavily on the bed. Billy had come home from school, let curiosity get the better of him, and had a snoop through Uncle Devlin’s suitcase. His mother must have caught him, which would have embarrassed her, her child going through a guest’s things. If she’d seen the gun, she’d have been scared as hell, too, and probably at least a little put out with me. Best to wait here in my room until Nathan comes home, I thought. Let those two talk things over.


    I closed the suitcase, put it down on the floor, and went downstairs to the kitchen.


    “Marie, I know you’re busy fixing dinner, but could I talk to you on the porch for just a quick minute?”


    “Well, I…yes, just give me a second.”


    “I’ll be outside.”


    I stepped onto the porch, wanting a cigarette but figuring I’d wait till after dinner. Marie came out behind me, wiping her hands on her apron.


    “I saw the suitcase upstairs,” I told her.


    “I’m sorry, Devlin. Billy’s not normally the type to…to snoop through other people’s…I mean, I like to think we’ve taught him better than that.”


    “Boys that age get curious. He found my gun, didn’t he?”


    She nodded, closing her eyes for a moment, then started talking quickly. “I was walking by the open door and I saw him in there holding a gun and I got such a start. I wanted to shout but I was afraid if I did he might hurt himself with it. I told him to put it down and come over to me, and then…” She looked guiltily down at her feet. “Then I slapped his face pretty hard. I probably shouldn’t have but I was so scared. I gave him a good talking to and sent him downstairs to sit in the corner. He’s been there for over an hour now.”


    “You’re still a little scared,” I said.


    “Yes.”


    “And you’re angry at me for bringing a gun into your house.”


    She looked up at me, her brow furrowing.


    “Yes, Devlin, I am!” Her green eyes flared briefly and I thought of my mother when she got that “fire in her belly” as Dad called it.


    “You have every right to be. I should have thought about that, coming to visit a house with young children. I should have talked to you and Nathan, made some kind of arrangement. I’m sorry, Marie. I wasn’t thinking.”


    “Well,” she tilted her head slightly, “you don’t have children of your own.” She seemed to be wondering if that was too personal a thing to say. “I just don’t like guns.”


    “I don’t like them much myself,” I admitted, chuckling at the surprise on her face. “But sometimes in my line of work…Anyway, you can rest easy. I’m going into town after dinner and checking into a hotel.”


    “Oh, no Devlin! You don’t have to–”


    “No, it’s not that, Marie. Nathan and I have already discussed this. I need to be closer to downtown, closer to his bank so I can give him a hand.”


    “Give him a hand with what exactly? Nathan won’t tell me. Won’t you? Please?”


    That’s the trouble with straight talk: once you’re into it, it’s hard to put the brakes on. I let out a sigh, wondering what I should tell her.


    “It looks like there’s some money missing at the bank,” I said, settling for the truth. “Nathan didn’t take it.”


    “Of course he didn’t.”


    “But someone’s made it look like he did.”


    She raised the back of her hand to her mouth.


    “They believe Nathan, don’t they?”


    “Well, nobody knows about this but Nathan and myself. And whoever really took the money. It’s going to get sorted out,” I assured her.


    “Sorted out with a gun?” she asked.


    “No,” I laughed. “I don’t expect to need it. Just a habit when I travel. No, Nathan and I just need to find out a few more things before he reports this.”


    “Such as what?” she asked.


    I finally managed to find the brake pedal.


    “Marie, I’ve already told you a lot more than I should. It’s Nathan’s place to decide what he wants you to know. It’s just that in my experience, well, people sometimes worry less when they have some idea what’s going on. Gives their imaginations a rest.”


    She nodded, and I knew she wouldn’t say anything to Nathan.


    “Thank you, Devlin. Now about you going to a hotel–”


    “Honestly, Marie, it’s just so I can be closer to downtown, that’s all.”


    Marie looked at me dubiously.


    “You’ll still come by for meals?”


    “For your cooking?” I smiled. “Every chance I get.”


    

  


  
    Chapter Seven: A Dentist Opens Wide


    


    For the second time in as many days, I woke to strange surroundings. I rose on one elbow, looking around at the hotel furniture to get my bearings. A comfortable, medium-priced room in a place about six blocks from Nathan’s bank. I’d checked in late last night under my own name, figuring the Kelly Shaw ruse would be just for visiting Beldham & Morrissey.


    I kicked off the bedclothes, stretched, and walked over to the window. Three floors below there were plenty of cars in the street and about as many pedestrians on the sidewalk. The city was already up and moving. I padded over to the center of the room and did a few minutes of jumping jacks, then splayed my feet up on two chairs, put one hand on the rug, and did ten slow pushups with each arm. A hot shower and a cold rinse had me feeling even more awake. Shaved and dressed, I found a nearby diner for some bacon, eggs, and coffee.


    Nathan and I had talked things over on the porch last night while the children helped Marie clear the table. I explained that our first concern was to find out more about the recent movements of his three employees. Nathan agreed to write out a list of dates and times for me, any incidents he could remember or verify (casually, not drawing attention) when any of those men had missed work in the last month or so.


    “Whoever did this didn’t go it alone,” I assured him. “We need to find out where the help came from.”


    “What about people coming in to see them?” he asked.


    “Make a note of it, yeah, but I doubt that’ll help. Safer for everyone if the co-conspirators stayed clear of the bank.”


    Nathan was pulling nervously at his pipe, probably the closest he came to fidgeting.


    “How long before we find something out do you think?”


    “No way to know, Nathan. Sometimes you pick up a lot in a few hours, or we may never find out anything. I’m sorry, but that’s how it works.” He nodded stoically, but I could see his nerves were working on him. “We’ll give it till Tuesday. If we don’t have anything to go on by then, it may be time to rethink going to your bosses.”


    Marie was kind enough to bring us coffee on the porch, and accommodating enough to go right back inside. I blew over the rim of my cup, an image coming back to me.


    “That document that Myers spilled coffee on,” I said. “You see it?”


    “Yes.”


    “How closely did you examine it?”


    Nathan blinked at me. “How closely did I examine a stained piece of paper?”


    “That’s what I thought. That was one of the three right there, Nathan.”


    “What do you mean?”


    “I mean someone made deliberately ruined a fake document to get you to sign a second original. You thought you were making a duplicate, but the original never had coffee spilled on it, and the second one you signed was altered. One of the three fakes sitting in your desk.”


    “So it was Myers!”


    “I’d say that’s likely, but he could have just been a stooge. Wiedermann or Soames bumped him at the right moment, or spilled the coffee themselves and arranged for him to take the blame.”


    Nathan thought carefully for a few minutes.


    “I don’t remember any other ruined documents in the past month, Dev.”


    “That’s because there weren’t any others.”


    “How can you know?”


    I took a drag from my cigarette, watching the tip glow red in the semi-darkness.


    “These people know you, Nathan. They know you’re smart and that you have a good memory. You damn sure remembered that coffee spill. If the same thing happened two or three times, it’d be set in your brain like a marble engraving.”


    “Then the other two documents?” he asked.


    I shrugged and blew out a puff of smoke. “Don’t know. Some other trick they managed to get by you. Some other trick that they also didn’t dare to use more than once. A tack-on to some other loan that they altered later like we’ve already discussed.”


    Nathan’s face lit up with a new worry, one I’d already considered and dismissed.


    “Do you suppose there could be more than just the three forgeries?”


    “Doubt it. For one thing, forgeries like those are expensive, the fewer the better. They didn’t want to risk grabbing your attention with the whole hundred and forty thou, they had to aim for just below your threshold. Sixty here, forty there, another forty over there. No, I think they picked three as the magic number to avoid arousing your suspicions. Three tricks, three forgeries they had to pay for.”


    “Four forgeries,” Nathan corrected. “You’re forgetting the coffee spill.”


    “Three,” I counter-corrected. “They did that one themselves. They didn’t need to pay a pro to whip together something you were only going to see as a sodden mess.”


    I’d been going over the conversation in my mind while I sat in the diner, working leisurely at my scrambled eggs. The waitress took my plate and I had a cigarette with my coffee. My next move was to have Nathan’s men tailed for a couple of days. I’d have done it myself but they’d already seen my face. Hell, I’d had myself introduced to them as a prospective new loan customer. I hadn’t expected to do any real legwork on this, just talk to Nathan, see if anything struck me, give him whatever advice I could. Only he didn’t want the advice I’d given him so far. A regular client, I’d just wash my hands of it at that point, maybe recommend someone else he could go to. Hard to do that with family, though.


    Back to the matter at hand, I told myself. My problem was simple: I needed to follow three men who might recognize me. The solution seemed equally simple: I’d hire a private detective.


    I found Townsend in the diner’s telephone directory. His ad wasn’t too big or overblown, but he had one. A short drive later I was introducing myself to his secretary. She was polite and the offices were clean but not ostentatious. Townsend himself was a six-footer in a plain brown suit with strong shoulders, level gray eyes, close-cropped salt-and-pepper hair, and a firm, dry handshake. He was articulate but not chatty, polite but not overly diffident. His office didn’t smell of booze and he didn’t mind working weekends. And he knew what questions to ask. I didn’t play coy with him; I showed him my private investigator’s license and told him what I wanted.


    “You don’t want to tail these birds yourself?” Townsend didn’t have an accent, not one I could place, anyway.


    “I’m from out of town,” I explained. “You know the city better. Besides, they’ve seen my face.”


    “Slip?”


    “No, I introduced myself. Using another name.”


    He nodded once, looking at the three names he’d written down.


    “Rough trade?”


    I gave a turned-down smile and shook my head. “These joes are bankers.” I gave him descriptions of the three men, the name and address of the bank they worked at, their home addresses, and what kinds of cars two of them drove. No, there wasn’t anything else I wanted to tell him for now. Just a standard shadow, see where they go, who they talk to. If I needed more later, I’d tell him more later. He caught me looking past his shoulder at the medals on the wall behind him.


    “Infantry,” he said. “Thirteen months in the trenches. You?”


    “Courier in the Signal Corps.”


    “See any action?”


    “Not much. More than I wanted to.”


    “Didn’t we all.”


    Townsend said he had a couple of reliable men he could put on this starting tomorrow, Saturday. We worked out a few other details. If we ran into each other on the street, he was to ignore me unless I approached him. If I did come up to him, he wasn’t to use my name unless I dropped it. We settled on a fee, a little expensive, this being the East Coast, but I got the feeling he was giving me a break just the same. I offered him some money up front. He told me that wouldn’t be necessary. Professional courtesy, I guessed. I shook his hand and told him I’d drop by Monday afternoon to see what progress had been made.


    I spent the next few hours breaking bills at the three different banks where the $140,000 had been sent (and immediately cleaned out). There wasn’t a lot to be gained from this, but I’m the visual sort – the more I see, the clearer I can usually think. I didn’t risk trying to pump anyone about the closed-out accounts. Bank examiners might end up doing that soon enough and I didn’t need my mug stuck in someone’s recent memory because I’d walked in off the street asking questions. Asking to break a ten-spot wouldn’t seem out of place. Mostly it was an excuse to look around, see if just maybe there might be a teller I could smooth-talk, set up a potential ally for down the line if the situation became ripe.


    “Just visiting,” I said, in answer to the pretty young girl behind the cage. “Any places I shouldn’t miss while I’m in town?” She rattled off a few. There was the Hippodrome, of course. If I was a history buff, I might want to pay a visit to Fort McHenry. A battle there over a century ago inspired what officially became our national anthem a few years back. And say, did I know that Baltimore was the home of the famous writer, Edgar Allan Poe?


    “No kidding? You think maybe I could get his autograph?” She saw I was putting her on and laughed.


    “Knowing Poe,” she said, “I’d say if you could get any writer to come back from the grave to sign your autograph book, it’d be him.”


    “I could put it right next to the postcard I got from Houdini last summer.”


    She laughed again and I thanked her politely for her suggestions, tapped my money on the counter, and left. There’s a fairly simple secret to charming strange women: don’t talk to them like they’re stupid. Three banks and I had maybe one ally who wouldn’t connect me to the embezzlers, along with a wallet stuffed with ones and fives.


    There was nothing new to be gained by dropping in at Beldham & Morrisey. Besides, if Mr. Shaw made too many visits over a loan that would never materialize, that could make Nathan look like he couldn’t seal a deal. I had a light lunch at the same diner where I’d had breakfast, then went back to my hotel to check for messages. Nathan had called while I was out. I thanked the man behind the desk and went over to the house phone. Mr. Shaw’s call to Mr. Caine was put through quickly.


    “Have you found out anything so far?” Nathan asked immediately. Christ, I thought, it’s been what, maybe six hours into the day?


    “No, but I’ve put a man on it. We might pick up something over the weekend.”


    “You have people in Baltimore?”


    “I have people pretty much wherever I need them, Nathan,” I told him. Same as anyone who can read a telephone directory, you mook. “What did you call about?”


    Nathan told me that Wiedermann had a dentist appointment for this afternoon at four o’clock. Apparently, the guy was having some real trouble with his choppers lately; this was his fourth dentist appointment in the last month.


    “Are you going to follow him?” Nathan asked. “To make sure he’s really going to the dentist?”


    “Now there’s a thought.”


    “Make certain he doesn’t see you.”


    “Thanks for the tip, Nathan.” I hung up the phone.


    I drove over to Wyman Park and killed an hour or so mulling on a bench. My profession has made me an analytical man, but you have to be careful when there’s not much in the hopper to analyze. Otherwise, you’ll do so much grinding and sifting you’ll end up turning half-baked theories into facts without even realizing it. I glanced over at the statue of Poe from time to time. Frozen with his head down in an eternal brood, Mr. Nevermore seemed a great deterrent against letting one’s imagination run amok. I considered walking over and asking for his autograph, but that was just an excuse to think about the pretty teller again.


    At three-thirty, I drove over to Beldham & Morrisey, parking several spaces down from the entrance. I waited twelve minutes for Wiedermann to emerge, then started my engine as I watched him cross the street and climb into a black Ford. He pulled into traffic and, once I had his direction down, I put the Terraplane into gear and followed him. We drove about three miles. He wasn’t checking his mirror and he didn’t make any sudden turns to shake a tail. The Ford pulled into a small office park next to a residential neighborhood. One of the signs out front boasted: “A. Enright, D.D.S.” I circled the block before pulling into the same lot and grabbing a spot several spaces down from the Ford.


    I skimmed the local paper in my rented car until Wiedermann came out forty minutes later. When I was sure the coast was clear, I sauntered up the stairs and into the second-floor reception room. A perky brunette in starched whites smiled up at me from behind a windowed counter.


    “Good afternoon. May I help you?”


    “I’d like to speak to Dr. Enright if he’s in.”


    “Do you have an appointment?” She rubbed the eraser end of a pencil under her lower lip flirtatiously.


    “No appointment and no toothache,” I smiled, rapping the wooden counter lightly. “More in the nature of a personal business matter. Just take a minute. And no, I’m not a salesman,” I added, putting my hand up.


    “Let me see if the doctor is free just now.” She stood up and walked slowly toward the back, giving me a good view of easily swaying hips. The people in this neighborhood probably had the cleanest teeth in Baltimore. I wast treated to another couple of views, coming and going, as she returned to lead me back to the dentist’s office. A middle-aged man with neatly parted hair and glasses looked up from his clipboard, all business in his white tunic.


    “Dr. Enright?”


    “Yes? What can I do for you?”


    “My name is Devlin Caine,” I told him. “I’m a private detective.”


    The slump of his shoulders was slight, sudden, and unmistakable. He sighed and placed the clipboard down on a counter full of stainless steel implements and models of teeth.


    “My wife hired you.” It was a statement, not a question, a heavy note of resignation in it. I put the insurance fraud story I’d concocted on the back burner and shifted to a higher mental gear.


    “Professional ethics, Doctor, I said. “I can’t reveal the identity of a paying client.” I tried to hit just the right note of caginess that would validate his assumption. Enright sighed again and sat down on a stool near the dentist’s chair.


    “I never meant for it to happen,” he said, looking down at a tray of sterilized jabbers and pokers. “You probably hear that all the time.”


    I tilted my head in a kind of agreeing nod.


    “You know the real irony here?” he asked, looking at me now.


    “What’s that, Doctor?” Come on, Doc, I thought, open wide.


    “I was going to break it off with her tonight after work. I doubt she’d really be all that upset. Cora’s young and vivacious, as I’m sure you saw for yourself. I’m sure she never had any long-range designs on a man of my age.”


    “She seems the friendly sort, all right,” I agreed. “Kind that doesn’t have too much trouble finding company.” My speech was lazy but my brain was working okay. So the dentist was stepping out with his receptionist. He’d had his fun and knew it wouldn’t last, only now his old lady had gone and hired a private dick. Now to turn this to my advantage. I leaned against a counter, still holding my hat and running my fingers absently along the brim.


    “I haven’t reported anything to your wife so far, Dr. Enright,” I said truthfully.


    He looked up at me, the disdain in his eyes magnified through his glasses.


    “How much do you want?”


    “I don’t want your money,” I said, sounding hurt.


    He blinked once in surprise. “What then?”


    Now it was my turn to make with the resigned sighs. I put my hat on the counter and rubbed a hand through my hair.


    “I do a lot of this kind of work, Dr. Enright, as I’m sure you can imagine. I don’t like it. I see a lot of marriages go bust. Good ones as well as bad, unfortunately. People get tempted, make mistakes, but real forgiveness seems in awful short supply these days.” I let out another sigh. “Just once I’d like to walk away from one of these things and have nothing come of it.” I pushed out a hollow laugh. “Hell, I could tell a story like that at a Detectives’ Convention.”


    I walked up to the dentist chair and put one hand on the armrest, looking down into Enright’s eyes, searching.


    “You really mean it that this was an accident, don’t you?”


    “I swear it was,” he said, staring me back level in the eye, forcing every bit of sincerity he could muster. The spot he was in, he’d have given me that same look if he’d been swearing he was the King of Spain.


    “And you really are going to break it off, aren’t you?”


    “This very evening, as God is my witness.” His eyes never wavered, and it really was pathetic, the guilty philanderer suddenly elevated to the status of a man of mercy, doing his part to help restore a beaten-down private eye’s faith in humanity.


    “I’ve already been paid,” I shrugged. “Cash, so no one will see a check. Oh, and my rates are quite reasonable, I assure you.”


    “I’m sure they are,” Enright answered, still assuming a tone of comforting sincerity.


    “What if…” I began, thinking aloud.


    “Yes?” He leaned forward eagerly.


    “What if Cora was seeing one of your patients? That could go a long way toward explaining a lot of misunderstandings and false impressions. After all, this patient comes in a lot more often than he really needs to – you know, to get to see her more – so you’re having to stay longer hours to accommodate him.” Enright was nodding his head slowly, admiring how it all fit together.


    “Anyone would do,” I added. “Hell, who was the last guy you had in your chair?”


    Ten minutes later, I had everything Dr. Enright knew about Miles Wiedermann, including the fact that he had two cavities that would need filling soon and a crown that would need replacing in the next six months.


    Enright saw me to the door. His receptionist had already left for the day, which was a tough break. Now he’d have to wait till Monday to set her free. Or maybe the day after.


    “I want to thank you for this, Mr. Caine,” Enright said, warmly shaking my hand.


    “Believe me, Doctor, you’ve helped me as much as I’ve helped you.” Which, like nearly everything else I’d said to him, was the truth.


    “Oh, Dr. Enright,” I said, pausing at the door, “I wouldn’t see any point in mentioning to your wife that you and I ever met.” Enright gave me a condescending smile.


    “Exactly how dumb do I look, Mr. Caine?”


    I smiled back and put my hat on. Just dumb enough, friend, I thought. Just dumb enough.


    Dinner at Chez Caine that evening was a succulent roast chicken with mashed potatoes and homemade gravy. How did my brother stay so thin? I wondered. If I had a wife that could cook like this, I’d have to be a longshoreman to keep fit. Conversation around the table was lively, the children showing off for Uncle Devlin but without being brats about it. Billy seemed in good spirits. Evidently nothing had come of his snooping apart from that couple of hours sitting in the corner. More importantly, Mom hadn’t told Dad. He knew he’d had a narrow escape and he also knew to be grateful for it.


    “So there I was,” I told the kids, having been goaded into telling them a real, old-fashioned detective story. “Half a block away from the streetcar and not one dime in my pocket!”


    “And you had to get that book back to the library!” Mary piped up.


    “It was three days past due!” Billy added, picking up the spirit of the thing.


    “Four days!” I corrected him. Mary dramatically put a hand up to her mouth and gasped loudly.


    “What ever did you do, Devlin?” their mother asked.


    “I knew I had one chance,” I continued, speaking like a narrator on the radio. “The streetcar was already moving, but I knew it would make another stop two blocks later. I took off at a dead run down the sidewalk, dodging old ladies and jumping over baby carriages, pumping my legs as hard as I could in the blistering heat.”


    “But it was February!” Billy cried out.


    “Icy wind whipping at my face!” I corrected. “But you see, years ago I spent four months in deepest Africa, sweltering on a dirty cot in the tent of a traveling missionary, fighting for my life against a bout of malaria. Even today sometimes, even in the bitterest cold, I can still feel that awful, pounding jungle heat. Oh, the horror! The horror!”


    Billy and Mary put arms across their foreheads and pretended to swoon.


    “I spotted a news stand at the next corner. It was my only chance! I poured on more speed, running through the frozen air, only the memory of the sweltering Congo to keep me warm.”


    “Where you got the malarity!” Mary chimed in.


    “Malaria!” Billy corrected.


    “I got them both, and I beat them both, and I was going to catch this streetcar and return that copy of Tips on Weekend Gardening to the public library or die trying! But there was someone in front of me at the news stand! A short, fat, old woman with wooden dentures and hair on her knuckles.”


    Mary shrieked with laughter and Billy asked if I socked her one.


    “I never hit a lady,” I told him solemnly, putting one hand over my heart. “I came up behind her, tapped her on the shoulder and said ‘Beat it, Sister! I’m contagious! I got the Spanish Influenza! I got the shingles! I got dry scalp! Save yourself! Run like the wind!’ And she took off down the street like the tax man was after her. I slapped a dollar down on the counter and told the man I wanted today’s paper. And a pack of smokes. And some gum. And a licorice whip. And one of those penny tin whistles. No, the green one, you ninny!”


    “Was this a news stand or a candy store?” Billy asked, laughing.


    “I knew better than to ask, Billy. A fellow can get killed asking the wrong kinds of questions in my business. The vendor picked up my dollar with a pair of ice tongs and handed over my change in a fish tank net.”


    “He didn’t want to get the malarity!” guessed Mary.


    “Or the shingles!” called out Billy.


    “Or the Spanish Influenza!” Marie this time.


    “Or the dry scalp!” Nathan now, surprising me a little.


    “He didn’t want ANY of it!” I yelled, cutting the air in front of me flat-handed. “I scooped up my goods and turned for a quick peek at the streetcar. Thirty feet from the next stop and I had another block to run. I poured on steam like the coal tender on the Rock Island. I came to within a dozen yards of the stopped streetcar and let out a piercing blast on my whistle.”


    “That you got for a penny!” Mary called out.


    “Give that girl a cigar!”


    “I don’t smoke cigars!”


    “That’s okay! I’ll take it!” She squealed in laughter and Billy prodded me.


    “So you made it to the streetcar?”


    “Yes, yes I did,” I said, speaking slowly now, my eyes fogged over with painful memory. “I made it to the library, but when I got there it hit me: I’d used up the last of my change riding the streetcar. And I owed a seven-cent fine for the overdue book.” They all sat around the table, waiting.


    “So how did you pay?” Billy demanded.


    I leaned back in my chair, folded my arms, and put on a smug smile.


    “Charm, boy-oh. I paid it with seven cents worth of manly charm, and enough left over for a three-cent stamp.”


    “But what about–” Billy began.


    “The end.” I said it firmly and with a smile, and bowed my head theatrically. All four of them applauded.


    “Tell us another!” piped up Mary.


    “Maybe another night he will,” Marie told her daughter gently, “if we don’t wear him out this time.”


    Both children started to protest until their mother quieted them. We all enjoyed coffee and cake (milk and cake for the kids), and after complimenting the cook and insisting on helping at least clear the table, Nathan and I went out onto the porch. None of Nathan’s problems had changed in the last twenty-four hours, but a little laughter had done him some good.


    I sat in silence and let Nathan get his pipe going. After several puffs, he commented: “I’m really glad the children are getting a chance to see you. I’m glad we all are.”


    “They’re terrific kids, Nathan. You two are doing a great job with them.”


    “Thanks,” he said, smiling quietly.


    We talked over the events of the day, scant as they were. Nathan showed me the list he’d compiled, partly from memory, partly from his own calendar notes, about the times over the past month or so when his men had missed work. The biggest chunk was from Myers, who’d taken a week-long vacation about a month ago. Nothing unusual, he’d had the time coming and had planned it well in advance. He’d taken a cruise down to the Florida Keys for a sunshine holiday. The rest of the list was the usual mishmash of doctor and dental appointments, illness, maybe one request for time off to entertain visiting relatives. Any of these could have been ruses, but on the surface they seemed normal enough. And there weren’t many of them to start with, not for such a short period. Contrary to popular myth, bankers don’t really take all that many holidays, no more than the rest of us anyway.


    “I take it Wiedermann really did go to the dentist this afternoon?” Nathan asked.


    “As a matter of fact he did,” I told him, thinking back to my conversation that afternoon with Dr. Enright. “However…”


    “Yes?”


    “You say this was his fourth appointment there in the last month?”


    “That’s right.”


    “Well, this is the first one he actually made it to.”


    

  


  
    Chapter Eight: Sailor Take Warning


    


    I spent the weekend with Nathan and his family (careful to leave my gun at the hotel). There wasn’t much I could do on Nathan’s problem until Monday, so it seemed an opportune time to catch up more with the relatives. Most of Saturday we spent working in the yard – mowing, clipping, trimming hedges and trees, weeding Marie’s garden out back, that kind of thing. All four of them did this routinely as a family, Nathan explained, elucidating his point with the old chestnut that “Many hands make light work.” I’m not saying Nathan’s never had an original thought, but I was probably away in the service that year. Standing on a stepladder next to a deciduous that grew at the side of the house, sweat running down my back as I tried to position the shears, I remembered doing this as a kid on those occasions when we had a yard. I didn’t care for it then and I didn’t care for it now, but it did make me feel I was earning my keep. Of course, I was supposed to be earning my keep by helping Nathan, but as I tried to remind him now and then, I could very well end up getting nowhere with that.


    I watched Mary struggle with a wheelbarrow half-filled with small branches while Billy raked up the leaves and their father pushed the mower. We all took a break when Marie came in from her garden to make a pitcher of fresh lemonade and a plateful of the small sandwiches she’d had waiting the night I arrived. Something right out of Normal Rockwell. I tried to picture this family Saturday as part of my normal routine, and found my thoughts turning immediately back to the gun in the bureau of my hotel room. I supposed during the winter months, family Saturdays were spent oiling the woodwork in the house and polishing the silver.


    We finished up mid-afternoon and I suggested taking the family out to dinner. The kids were all for it, and I could tell Marie was enjoying the prospect of not slaving over a hot stove after working in the yard all day. We cleaned ourselves up, dressed nicely, and piled into Nathan’s new car for a trip to a little Italian place. The Caines often went there as a family, which made things smoother. Everyone else already knew what he or she wanted, and I’ve never been one to dawdle over a menu. The grownups shared a bottle of Chianti while the kids sipped on soda pop. We’d all worked up a pretty good appetite and the food was good. My hat was off to Nathan and Marie – the children were well-behaved, yet cheerful and outgoing, and that takes the right kind of attention and plenty of it. We didn’t let loose like we had in the family dining room the night before – this was a public place – but we enjoyed ourselves. Nathan and his wife seemed to make a good team. I had her pegged as the serious-minded type herself, but with a gentle openness that could probably loosen Nathan up some when he needed it. Like when the sun was out.


    The check came and Nathan made a grab for it, but I was ready for him and my hand moved like a magician’s. He started to say something as I took my wallet out but I shushed him with a “Let’s not argue in front of the children, Nathan.” My light, clipped tone got a giggle out of the kids; it was probably just how their mother said it.


    We ended the night with a game of Old Maid at the kitchen table while Marie popped corn on the stove. Once the kids were in bed, Nathan and I had our evening smoke on the back porch. Marie joined us, sitting on the planks with her arms wrapped around her knees, relaxing under the stars as the three of us chatted about nothing in particular. I was glad she was there; Nathan and I didn’t need to keep going over the same ground, not until we had something new to discuss anyway.


    There was a comfortable lull in the conversation, broken by Nathan asking around the stem of his pipe: “How come you’ve never married, Dev?”


    “Somebody forgot to load the shotgun.”


    Marie guffawed, covering her mouth a second later.


    “Just don’t want to be tied down with responsibilities?” Nathan pressed. Maybe he didn’t mean it as a subtle assault on my character. Maybe I was just tired.


    “Oh, I don’t know.” I took a drag from my cigarette. “Guess I just never felt that spark so strong I thought it could last for the rest of my life.”


    “Oh, Dev!” snorted Nathan, clearly amused at my being so naïve. “Grown men and women don’t spend their days waiting for some kind of magic spark. You look for a mate, someone with good character traits, someone compatible. Like I was lucky enough to find with Marie. I took the trouble to figure out exactly what kind of woman I wanted, down to the last detail.” He stopped for a puff, and I wondered if it was just Dad’s briar or if Nathan was always a pontificating bastard when he had an audience. “Once I had the mold set,” he continued, “I knew right away when I’d found the perfect match for it.” Marie blushed and looked at her toes, so I guessed that was pretty mushy talk for a banker.


    “Oh, I don’t know,” Marie said, coming to my defense. “I think it’s kind of sweet to want a spark.”


    “Of course it is,” agreed Nathan airily. “But that’s what I’m saying. With a spark, you have to wait for luck, whereas companionship builds slowly and steadily.”


    “A less risky investment with a steadier rate of return,” I expounded to Marie, who stifled another giggle.


    “If you want to put it that way, I agree,” said Nathan. “It all comes from taking the time to work out the details. The details about yourself and the kind of person you want to end up with.”


    “I don’t see anything wrong with that,” I admitted. “It’s just not for me. Maybe I’ll meet someone some day, but right now I don’t want to know what she’ll look like or how she’ll think or what she’ll believe in. I’d rather find all that out as we get to know each other.”


    “Well,” Nathan pulled a face like he was evaluating a chancy loan, “I doubt you get too many complete strangers who get together and make that kind of spark right off.”


    “Mom and Dad did.” That shut him up. For a few seconds anyway.


    “They were very lucky,” he countered.


    “Yes, they were.”


    Marie allowed that we both made good points.


    “Perhaps there’s no wrong way to find love,” she suggested. Nathan gestured at her with his pipe.


    “Women are the true diplomats,” he said.


    “You’re telling me,” I agreed. “She didn’t even let on that you lost.”


    In the morning we all went to Mass together. I hadn’t been to one in years, but I remembered from my childhood what to say and when to kneel. Listening to the endless drone of the priest’s Latin made me reevaluate my position on the excitement of doing yard work. I kept to my pew when the others went up to receive the Host and nothing was said about it. Nathan had asked me rather bluntly that morning if I was still a practicing Catholic, and I reminded him rather bluntly that I never really had been.


    We went out for lunch immediately afterward, which seemed to surprise Marie (I learned from her later that Nathan always takes the family to visit our parents’ graves after mass), then drove downtown to a movie house, which I gathered was another of my brother’s family rituals. Before the main feature started, there was a cliffhanger serial about some detective who had narrowly escaped death by poison in the previous episode. This one ended with the detective trapped in a chamber, facing certain doom as the walls closed in on him. I caught Billy and Mary stealing glances at me, as though trying to test the accuracy of the story from my reactions. When the hero shot the gun out of the bad guy’s hand from thirty feet away and then swung from a chandelier to land on two other goons, I gave a judicious nod of approval. Yeah, that’s pretty much how we do it.


    I drove back to the hotel that night after Nathan and I had another after-dinner conference on the porch. I outlined my plan for the next couple days and told him again not to bother his men at work with questions. The culprits thought they were getting away with this so far, and we had to let them keep thinking that for now. Nothing turns a warm trail into a dead end faster than making a guilty party nervous.


    “You’re still not ready to bring your superiors in on this?” I figured it was worth another try. Nathan gave a slow, resolute shake of his head.


    “I need to wait till I know something, Dev.”


    “You know their money’s missing.”


    “But who took it? And how? And why? And how did they manage to get this by me? I need to have those answers before I break news like this.”


    I don’t claim to know as much as Nathan about how the banking business works, but I thought he was making a big mistake. Sitting on a problem and trying to keep it quiet rarely helps. I was convinced that getting experienced people on this before the trail grew too cold was the bank’s best bet, but I was damned if I could make Nathan see it that way.


    To hell with it, I thought. I’ve told him more than once what he should do. It’s his funeral if this goes sour because he waited too long. Another day or two, and unless something major happened, I’d head back to Kansas City and let him figure it out.


    I phoned my office Monday morning to check in. Things seemed to be running smoothly. Jennings was out serving a summons, so I only talked with Gail. According to her, the boy was really taking to things. Showing up early for work every day in a suit with his hair oiled, greeting the clients with a firm handshake, escorting them back to the private office where their troubles could be discussed confidentially. She laughed admiringly about how he talked to the clients, patiently explaining “how we do things in this business.” Stuff that he’d mostly heard from me, she guessed. She helped him with the contracts and the billing and whatever else he needed, and he made decisions but he listened to her and didn’t talk down to her. He was enjoying himself, but not getting a big head about it. I wondered, not for the first time, about whether I could use a full-time partner. Gail also reminded me that her vacation was coming up soon. I told her I expected to be back before the week was out.


    After lunch I dropped by Townsend’s office. The secretary sent me right in and Townsend stood, shook my hand, and offered me a seat. He opened a manila folder on his desk that contained a typewritten surveillance report, some handwritten notes, and a several photographs.


    “I put one of my people on the married man, Wiedermann,” he said. “Just as well – he stayed home all day Saturday and never left his house. I put another guy on Soames and I took Myers.”


    “What made you pick Myers?” I asked, curious.


    “Dunno. Hunch. Nothing much to report for Soames. Saturday, he went to the library in the morning and a garden show in the afternoon. He was home for dinner by seven and didn’t go out again. Stayed in all day Sunday. Myers was out and about Saturday, too. Most of it was routine stuff. A visit to the cinema, a glass of beer at a local saloon, also home fairly early. In the middle of the afternoon, though, he drove to a low-rent neighborhood and disappeared inside a pretty seedy-looking building for maybe fifteen minutes.”


    “Any idea what’s in this building?” I asked.


    “A jeweler, a printer’s shop, a couple lawyers. None of them people you’d use if you had other choices.”


    “Why do you say that? Apart from the neighborhood?”


    “I’ve been working this town long enough,” Townsend admitted. “The jeweler’s a known fence. Not high-quality, but if you’ve got a hot watch or a stolen engagement ring, he’ll move it for you on consignment. As for the guy in the printer’s shop, he makes business cards, letterhead, and for a price, pretty much anything else you want.”


    “You mean he’s a forger?”


    “Pretty good one from what I hear.”


    “What about the lawyers?”


    “To start with, they’re lawyers,” he said simply. “And these guys…try driving an ambulance down that street. It’s even money whether they’d come running out the door or just bust through the window.”


    “How did Sunday go?”


    “Got a little more interesting,” he admitted. “I ran into my man Biggs. He was tailing Wiedermann, and Wiedermann met up with Myers, whom I was tailing. I sent Biggs out for chow while I did the watching. They were having lunch together at a ritzy joint on the harbor. A third man joined them.” At this point Townsend slid some black-and-white glossies across the desk toward me. I picked them up and flipped through them slowly. At an outdoor table, Myers and Wiedermann were smiling and raising their glasses to a third man who had his back to the camera. The angles changed in successive shots as Townsend had edged his way around the perimeter for a better view of the third man. He looked somewhere in his late fifties, impeccably dressed in a long black overcoat and white scarf, a black bowler squarely on his head. The younger men seemed to be hanging on his every word, staring across the table at him with rapt expressions.


    “Any idea who this third guy is?”


    “I talked to the waiter after they left, made like I thought I might know the guy. The waiter told me the man was a regular there but didn’t know his name.”


    I went through the photos a few more times and Townsend asked: “Get what you were after?”


    “Not sure yet. A little maybe.”


    “Want me to keep on it?”


    I nodded slowly, still staring at the mustached man in the bowler.


    “For today and tomorrow, anyway.”


    “Anything more you want to tell me about this?” he asked.


    “Not right now. If it goes past tomorrow, I’ll need more and I’ll tell you more.”


    “Fair enough.”


    I took cash out of my wallet and paid him what I owed him so far (asking for a receipt; Nathan might want to see it). I took the photos and the typewritten report with me, complimented Townsend on his work, and left his office.


    I’d considered putting Townsend on this man in the bowler as well, but I wanted to keep things simple and less expensive for now. I could handle it myself; this man hadn’t seen me. I called Nathan at the bank, told him I wouldn’t be home for dinner tonight, thought how odd that phrasing sounded after just a few days, and headed back to my hotel. Nathan was full of questions, but I didn’t give him much. Told him I was following a lead and to get to bed early, I’d call him tomorrow.


    I went to the front desk of my hotel to pick up the laundry I’d dropped off that morning, then took the elevator up to my room for a little rest and some light reading. I sat back on the bed, smoking a cigarette and flipping through Townsend’s photos again. The man Wiedermann and Myers were lunching with didn’t look familiar, I was sure of that. So why did I feel he was? I put the photos away and grabbed my book, gave up on that, and settled back for a short nap.


    Upon waking I did a few simple calisthenics, some isometrics against the door frame, then took a another shower to wake the rest of the way up. I was dressed for dinner and at the restaurant in the photos by seven-thirty. I had a drink or two at the bar, then ordered and slowly ate my meal there, casually looking around. The man in the photo showed up at eight with two younger fellows I didn’t know. They were shown to a nice table by the window, stayed for close to two hours, and talked most of that time. The two younger fellows showed the same rapt attention, almost reverence, that I’d seen on Myers’ and Wiedermann’s faces in the pictures. Whatever this dapper-looking bird was selling, people were eager to buy it.


    I left the restaurant and hoofed it to a saloon down the block, where I nursed a couple of scotch and waters until well after the restaurant had closed. I walked around the block to where I could see the restaurant’s service entrance in back and waited across the street. When I saw the waiter who’d been taking care of the window table, I stepped forward out of the shadows, holding out a cigarette.


    “Hey, buddy, wouldn’t have a match, would you?”


    The waiter looked up, startled for a second, a young kid with wavy red hair and freckles.


    “Huh? Oh, yeah, sure, hang on.” He fished a match out of his pocket and lit it for me. I leaned in to light my smoke and let him see the five-dollar bill folded up in my hand.


    “Thanks. Like to ask another favor if you don’t mind.” I rubbed the folded bill against itself to get his attention.


    “Like what?” he asked, suspiciously.


    “That well-tailored, gray-haired chap with the mustache you were waiting on tonight. Know anything about him?”


    “Like what?” he asked again, unsure but eying the money.


    “Here’s the skinny, kid: I got to serve that man a summons to appear in court. Rather not do it in the restaurant. Seems like a nice place and it might put him off coming back.” That seemed to ease the kid’s conscience. A summons was going to find that man one way or another. If the kid could save the restaurant some embarrassment and pocket a little green doing it… He told me the man was one of their regulars, a Mr. Stanton. He was some high-roller stock broker, always bringing in new investors to talk shop with them. The kid wasn’t sure where Stanton worked, but he often overheard him directing new people to a brokerage office near the intersection of Chase and Maryland Streets.


    “Thanks, kid, that helps,” I said. “Maybe somebody there knows where he works. That way, I could catch him going in or coming out. Less of a scene that way, you know. Don’t want to cause the gent any extra grief if I can help it.”


    “Sure, Mister, I know how it is.” The kid smiled and took the money, heading home with a good deed in his heart and half a sawbuck in his wallet. I wondered if I should have gotten a receipt from him for Nathan.


    I got in my car and headed west, driving slowly up and down Maryland Street and then doing the same on Chase. I passed a nondescript place with a single door, tiny windows, and a tinier painted sign that I had to get out of the car to read: First Quality Investors. Sounded like a brokerage firm to me, but it seemed odd they didn’t want to advertise any better than this. Exclusive clientele? Maybe the sign showed up better in daylight. I’d find out tomorrow.


    On the way back to my car, I passed a travel agent’s office, the windows plastered with posters advertising exotic locales. There was an art deco, orange-and-brown steamship heading off to Buenos Aires in one of them. The tiny flutter in my stomach was probably yearning; maybe I’d had a little too much of the domestic life lately, because a cruise to some interesting foreign port sure sounded appealing. I looked at the red sun sinking into a horizon of ocean behind the ship and remembered the old nautical rhyme:


    Red sky at night, sailor’s delight,


    Red sky at morning, sailor take warning.


    I walked back to my rented car, thinking I might like to see South America myself one of these days. I’d already been to Europe.


    I was just settling in for the night at my hotel, the blanket pulled up to my shoulder and thinking about what I needed to do tomorrow. Definitely visit the unassuming brokerage firm, see what more I could find out about this guy Stanton. After that? Possibly go back to Wyman Park for a bit and tell my troubles to the statue of Edgar Allan Poe, see if he had any ideas. How did they make statues like that? Did the artist work it all out in clay first, then use the clay model as a reference while he got to work on the bronze or what have you? I pictured two Ethan Allens sitting next side by side, the clay stand-in on one end – No, I corrected myself, not Ethan Allen, Edgar Allan. Two Edgar Allans, one of them a clay stand-in–


    I don’t often sit straight up in bed when something fires hard in the gray matter, but it does happen now and then. I reached for the lamp on the night table and clicked it on, almost dizzy with images of an orange-and-brown steamship, a distinguished-looking gentleman in a bowler, and a red-headed wreck of a man named Ethan Ryland who’d walked into my office a few weeks ago. Now I remembered what was familiar about Mr. Stanton: it was his damn name! Clay Stanton was the phony investment guru who had conned Ryland out of about three hundred thousand dollars’ cash in one fell swoop.


    I got up and walked over to the bureau, opening the drawer and taking out the sheet of paper Nathan had given me listing the times and dates his three employees had missed work recently. Yes, there it was: Myers had taken a cruise down to the Keys about a month ago. Just like Ryland had taken a cruise to South America a month or so before that. And just like Ryland, Myers had met one of Stanton’s ropers on that ship, a smooth-talking confidence man who made his living riding the rails or cruising the steamer lines, anywhere an easy mark with deep pockets might be found whiling away the hours. Was Myers the type who liked to live it up on vacations? Shoot off his mouth a little, maybe make himself seem like more than he was?


    I lit a cigarette and paced around the room, trying to paint the picture. Myers takes his vacation, draws the attention of a roper, and ends up being introduced to Stanton. Easy money is waved in front of his face like a red cape in front of a bull – all he has to do is come up with the initial investment. He figures he works at a bank, so getting his hands on a lot of cash isn’t all that difficult if he plays it smart. He recruits Wiedermann to help him, offers him a cut. The two of them redirect the cash, even set my brother up to take the fall if something goes wrong, and now they have $140,000 of the bank’s money to play with, ready for the big score. They’ll double or triple it in one fell swoop, put back what was taken before anyone finds out (I assumed putting it back was part of their plan), and both have more money than they’d make in the next thirty years.


    Only they wouldn’t. It was all a confidence trick. The embezzled money would disappear in front of their faces due to some fluke accident. Even if they figured out what happened, it wouldn’t be like a pair of embezzlers could go running to the police and cry foul. The money would be well and truly gone. Hell, it was as good as gone now. The big play hadn’t happened yet, otherwise the two of them wouldn’t still be having chummy lunches with Stanton. But it was well on its way. I knew this because Myers and Wiedermann were meeting with Stanton alone these days, no roper alongside – they’d already been handed off to the inside man!


    I grabbed a glass of water from the bathroom, lit another cigarette, and told myself to calm the hell down. Where was all this coming from? I’d seen photos of two of Nathan’s men having lunch with a man named Stanton. Not exactly the most uncommon name in America, is it? I’d seen a brokerage firm that didn’t care to be especially gaudy. I’d seen a drawing of a cruise ship on a travel poster. What else did I have, really?


    Yeah, Caine, I answered myself, there just happen to be two middle-aged, distinguished-looking gentlemen named Stanton in Baltimore. One is a bona fide investment expert, eagerly sought out for his years of experience and success, who frequently directs hangers-on to a modest little brokerage office on Chase Street. The other is a con artist who pretends to be a bona fide investment expert, who sets up marks to make phony investments by sending them to a discreet little brokerage office (Christ, I’d seen burlesque houses that kept higher profiles!) before fleecing them out of their life savings.


    If I was right, much as I prayed I wasn’t, the big play would be happening soon, which meant I needed to be outside that brokerage office bright and early the next morning.


    It wasn’t a difficult appointment to keep; I was up most of the night thinking.


    

  


  
    Chapter Nine: A Change of Tune


    


    Tuesday morning was one of those times in your life you’d give most anything to blot out from your memory. I have a few of those. Unfortunately, I also have a fairly good memory.


    I drove down to Chase Street early and found a diner with windows facing the brokerage office across the street. I bought a paper from the newsie on the corner, and at ten after six I was seated in a booth where I could get a good view of both ends of the block. I stretched a light breakfast to nearly an hour and a half, ready to slap a fifty-cent piece down on the counter and tear out the door if I saw what I was looking for. My stomach was pretty well knotted up, and a little food, leisurely taken and thoroughly chewed, would help. I had to force myself because I had no real appetite. I sipped enough coffee for the waitress to keep refilling it, giving me a reason to keep my booth.


    So Myers and Wiedermann had skimmed this cash over a week ago. Why wait so long to go for the big score? They’d probably taken time to run it through a couple of other banks first, trying to muddy the trail so it couldn’t be traced back to them. Of course, I had no way of knowing if the big play was going to happen today, but if it was I couldn’t afford to miss it. I was prepared to stake that brokerage office out all day until it closed if necessary. If the embezzlers didn’t show today, I’d come again tomorrow morning, only I’d tell Nathan first to keep them at work all day no matter what, and once I called him to verify they were at the bank, I’d break into both their houses and search until I found that goddamn money. Wiedermann’s kids would be in school most likely, and I’d either wait for his wife to go shopping or knock on her door and send her on some urgent errand. Hell, I’d tell her she had a gas leak and had to clear out for a couple hours if need be. If I could just buy this one day, I might have a chance.


    Just my luck, turned out the calendar wasn’t selling any Tuesdays that week.


    I forced myself out of the diner and ambled slowly up and down the block, peeking into shop windows and going inside the places where I could still see out. There’s nothing for the nerves like forcing yourself to shuffle about listlessly when you’re wired like a thousand watts of neon. I was a guy who’d lost his job, I decided, just killing time because he hadn’t the guts to tell his wife yet and was still making like he was leaving for work every morning. That would explain my pointless meandering, a man with all kinds of time on his hands and nowhere to go.


    On my third pass by a haberdasher I picked up the spotter, another guy in no hurry to get anywhere or do anything, but careful not to give up a good vantage point. When you run a phony brokerage office or a fake betting establishment, or any of the elaborate fronts that confidence men refer to as a “store,” you have to keep genuine customers from wandering in off the street. Only the mark can be allowed inside. Big cons are meticulously planned affairs involving dozens of men playing their parts, and every variable must be controlled – a strange ingredient dropped into the soup could queer the whole deal. The first step is to keep a low profile. The “store” is in some unassuming, out-of-the-way location where legitimate clientele aren’t likely to find it in the first place. This usually plays well with the mark, who is convinced he’s being let in on the town’s best kept secret. The next step is to have people keeping an eye from the outside, ready to head off any curious passers by. You seal this up by paying off the local police, steady cuts to the chief and every beat cop working the neighborhood. The law in this part of town knew exactly what went on inside that brokerage office. More importantly, they knew that if they let anyone louse things up, they’d go back to relying on just their salaries.


    Oh, things still happen now and then, sure. But confidence men are masters at improvisation, and they’ve come up with an array of counter-actions for every conceivable circumstance. They can simply be rude until a real customer decides to take his business elsewhere. They can demand ridiculous amounts of identification and other documents until someone gives up and walks out in disgust. They can close down the office in seconds due to some unforeseen emergency. They can even use their ties with the police to stage their own raid on some pretext or other, and either watch the unwelcome intruder scram or see that he’s hauled away if necessary. They’ve been at this for awhile, you see.


    I learned all this from my time at Pinkerton’s, working on the fringes of enough cases to pick up quite a bit. The Pinkerton’s Ops who were full-time on this kind filled me in on a lot, too, and now and then I’d even sat in on the questioning of con men who’d been caught red-handed and were ready to sing a bit – some even to downright brag – in exchange for a little consideration from the law.


    So long as I didn’t cross the street or otherwise go anywhere near the brokerage office, I should be able to avoid attracting the spotter’s attention. He’d be watching carefully if a big play was happening today. He may even have help. I had no idea how big an operation this particular store ran. Did they have sheep lining up to be sheared every day of the week? If not, could they afford to keep the store open just to keep up appearances? Paying the dozen or so shills pretending to be employees and investors? Not likely. Apart from the unnecessary expense of it, an open store with no play going on would increase the chance of walk-ins – attention they didn’t need. No, the store was for the benefit of the mark; if he wasn’t going to be there, neither would they. And this store was definitely open for business. All morning long I’d watched men walk in and out, caught movement through the tiny windows. Okay, so they had at least some action scheduled for today. Could be nothing more than a few convincers, letting some newly-acquired mark buy a small amount of fake stock and double his money a few hours later, setting him up for the big play down the road.


    To me, wishful thinking is an awful lot like voting: it makes you feel good, but rarely seems to accomplish much. Shortly after nine o’clock that morning, I was admiring a display in a storefront window when the reflection showed me both Myers and Wiedermann rounding the corner across the street, one carrying a fat valise. I moved quickly while trying not to seem like I was, passing by the spotter without a glance in his direction. I had maybe twenty seconds to catch up with those two bankers before they got to the brokerage office, and probably not much more time once I intercepted them. This had to be the big play. Apart from the valise, it was risky for both these men to miss work on the same day at the same time (which also told me they didn’t trust each other enough to let just one of them bring the money alone).


    Hands in my pockets, I put on a bit more steam as I crossed the street diagonally, cutting the two men off fifteen feet from the brokerage office door.


    “Good morning, Mr. Myers, Mr. Wiedermann,” I called out, blocking their path.


    “Mr. Shaw?” Myers spoke first. Wiedermann gave a small nod a half second later as recognition kicked in. I could see Wiedermann’s chubby hand gripping the valise tighter and both men fidgeted slightly, eager to be on their way. I’d already worked out what I was going to say to them: Change of plan, gentlemen. New instructions from Clay Stanton. Today’s not the day. Hold onto the money and wait till he contacts you.


    I only needed a few seconds, a few seconds I didn’t get. Before I could get a word out, something settled heavily on my shoulder. I looked down and saw the business end of a billy club mashing the fabric of my suit jacket.


    “Mighty careless of you, crossin’ in the middle o’ the street like that. Sure, an’ people get killed doin’ that.” I turned around slowly and stared into the face of a brawny Irish street cop. The spotter must have given him the high sign as soon as I stepped off the curb.


    I offered the cop a friendly smile. “I do apologize, Officer. I’m from out of town, you see. I’m afraid back in Kansas City, we are a little careless about that.”


    “Ye can afford to be when yer dodgin’ nothin’ but cows and women on bicycles. We got traffic here, Mister. The motorized kind, don’t y’know.” I didn’t take the bait; it was clear the cop was looking for any reason to haul me in. He looked past me at Myers and Wiedermann. “You two gentlemen can go about your business. It’s this fella here I’m needin’ to speak to.”


    It wouldn’t work to give them the message now; they were already on edge seeing me turn up out of nowhere. And the law showing up two seconds later? Whatever I blurted out now would just confuse them, and it wouldn’t stick. Someone inside the broker’s office would come out onto the sidewalk if he had to and set them straight. I’d be painted as a jealous business rival of Stanton’s, trying to louse up one of his hot deals. Telling them the truth, that this was all a con, would confuse them even more, and the end result would be the same.


    I had an impulse to grab that valise right out of Wiedermann’s fat hand and hightail it down the street, but I knew it’d be a no-go. I’d have a burly cop hard on my heels, and probably half a dozen more once O’Malley here started blowing his whistle. I could see the spotter checking us out from across the street. He’d join in the chase, too, and even if I could outrun them all, it seldom does you any favors to run from the law in a strange city. No, there was nothing for it but to let the train ride the rails to its inevitable wreck and try to keep myself from being arrested.


    Myers and Wiedermann, both agitated, excused themselves and proceeded up to the door of the phony brokerage office. The cop blocked me, in case I got the notion to take off after them.


    “What’s your name then?” He punctuated the question by pressing the end of his billy club into my chest.


    “Shaw, Officer. Kelly Shaw.” I dropped my shoulders, calm and relaxed, not even glancing toward the brokerage office. There could be nothing about me suggesting I was a man whose plans had just been gutted.


    “Let’s see some identification.” The billy club pressed into my chest again.


    “I’m afraid I left my wallet back at my hotel,” I said with a fool’s shrug. “Found that out five minutes ago when I tried to buy something for the missus back home.”


    “Uh huh. An’ what was yer business with them two gentlemen just now?”


    “I just wanted to say hello.”


    “You know them well, do you?”


    I shook my head. “Only met them the other day.”


    “And they made such an impression you just had to dart across a busy thoroughfare like the devil himself was on your heels? Just to say hello?”


    “I’m a stranger in town,” I shrugged. “Saw a couple of friendly faces.”


    It went back and forth like that for another minute, the cop trying to goad me into losing my temper, me giving innocent answers to his questions. He softened the tiniest bit when I mentioned my sainted mother, rest her soul, from Wexford.


    “Irish, was she?”


    “And proud of it.”


    “And your father?”


    “English.”


    “Charitable woman, your mother was.”


    “That’s how she saw it.” He smiled a bit brighter, told me he guessed that no real harm had been done, advised me to show some sense from now on (“What would yer dear mother say, watchin’ from heaven and seein’ you get yer fool self run over in the street?”), and let me go. I tipped my hat and ambled down the sidewalk without a backward glance at the door with the tiny sign on it. The money was well and truly gone.


    I grabbed a bite of lunch before returning to my hotel, where no less than four messages from Nathan were waiting for me. I sighed, walked over to the house phone, and dialed.


    “I’ve been trying to reach you all morning,” Nathan complained. “Both Myers and Wiedermann left the office right after they came in this morning.”


    “They tell you where they were going?”


    “Apparently there was some Chamber of Commerce meeting they needed to attend. It sounded suspicious to me, because neither of them had mentioned it to me before.” My brother, the detective.


    “How did they seem when they came back?”


    “Fine, I guess.”


    “All smiles and good cheer? Practically walking on air?”


    “Now that you mention it, yes.”


    “That won’t last.”


    “What do you mean? Have you seen them?”


    “Saw them both this morning, and they weren’t at any Chamber of Commerce meeting.”


    “I knew it!” Nathan sounded pleased with himself. That wouldn’t last either. “So where did they go?”


    “Not over the telephone. Nathan, let’s you and I have dinner downtown tonight, just the two of us. Can you call Marie and let her know?”


    “Sure.” He gave me a time and place.


    “Make sure it’s a place where you can get a drink, Nathan. You’re going to need one.”


    My brother is a patient listener, I’ll give him that. We hadn’t talked since Sunday, and I took him through the whole story in detail. The report I received from Townsend, seeing Stanton with Myers and Wiedermann at the restaurant last night, bribing the waiter after hours, a highly condensed version of Ethan Ryland’s tale, and the whole fiasco this morning – right up to the cop stopping me on the sidewalk. He sat in silence all through dinner, not once interrupting me, his face showing nothing but the polite interest he might have shown one of his customers at the bank. It started to unnerve me a bit. Was he going into shock or was he just not following any of this?


    The plates were cleared and Nathan nodded politely to the waiter, indicating he, too, would have coffee to go with his brandy and seltzer.


    “Dev, I have a few questions I’d like to ask.” It was his banker’s tone; apparently my collateral was looking a little shaky.


    “Shoot.”


    “Did you manage to verify somehow that the Clay Stanton you saw at the restaurant last night is the same Clay Stanton your client – Ryland, was it? – that he mentioned?”


    “Apart from the description, that he works in Baltimore, and that he advises people to make investments at a phony brokerage firm, no.”


    “Baltimore’s a big city, you know. It has a fair-sized population.” Another cow-town crack about Kansas City. I was starting to get a little sick of those. Nathan continued: “And did you manage to verify that this brokerage office you saw today was definitely not legitimate?”


    “I didn’t go inside to trade any stock if that’s what you mean.” If I’d tried, Nathan would be posting my bail right about now.


    “And I don’t suppose you actually looked in the valise to see if it was filled with money?”


    “Yes, yes, Nathan, I did. I asked them real nice-like and they dumped it all out on the sidewalk for me. The three of us sat down on the curb together and counted it. Thank God it wasn’t windy.” Now I was really starting to get steamed. I’d taken time off work, flown all the way out here, done everything I could to try and help, had my initial advice ignored, and tried my best to head off an even bigger disaster. And Nathan had the gall to start talking down to me? Asking me chump questions like I was some school kid lying about his homework? I thought about walking out of the restaurant, sticking him with the bill, and heading right back to K.C. I took a sip of brandy and waited for him to push me over the edge.


    “Dev,” Nathan put up a patient, condescending hand, “I’m just saying that it seems all you have here is conjecture. We don’t even know for a fact that Myers and Wiedermann are involved in the disappearance of the money.”


    “Then why did they sell you that hooey about the Chamber of Commerce meeting this morning?”


    “I’ll certainly speak to them about that tomorrow,” he said firmly. “But maybe they just got hold of a good stock tip and wanted to make an investment on their own. It was wrong of them to leave work to do it, yes, but that doesn’t make them embezzlers, and it certainly doesn’t make them victims of a confidence scheme.”


    I sat there almost wanting to laugh, marveling over how my brother’s mind works. Why no, Waiter, we don’t know for a fact that this is food you’ve just served me. All we really know is that it’s a warm, pleasant-smelling substance served on a plate at a restaurant. Let’s not go drawing any wild conclusions now.


    “I did mention,” I began patiently, “that the spotter put a cop on me the second I crossed the street? That this cop was on me like gravy on biscuits the instant I tried to talk to Myers and Wiedermann?”


    “You were breaking the law,” Nathan answered, his face showing amused bewilderment. “You jaywalked. In front of a policeman, no less. Did you expect him to let you finish your shopping, wait for the right moment to approach you about it? And this spotter, did you even talk with him? He could have been anybody.” There are people who have an answer for everything. More often than not, they’re the kind of people who’ve already made up their minds what the facts are, and long before hearing any of them.


    “I’m sorry, Dev,” he went on, “but this whole confidence setup you’re talking about…dozens of men using phony offices and bringing in one victim after another in broad daylight, and no one nearby notices any of this…it doesn’t strike you as a little fanciful?” It’s too bad Marie doesn’t let him smoke cigars, I thought; one would have gone well with the brandy in his hand and the self-satisfied look on his mug.


    What Nathan didn’t understand, what most people don’t, is that cities are like mazes: you only see the part you’re looking at every day. And because of that, you forget there are other parts. You may not even be aware of them to begin with. Church-going grandmothers never see the back alley crap games at midnight. Cat burglars never sit in on troop meetings of local boy scouts. Soda jerks don’t watch the county coroner cut open a dead body on a sunny, Tuesday morning. Nobody sees all the levels, all the layers, all the nooks and crannies, even if a few of us see more than most. But that doesn’t make the parts you don’t see any less real.


    I had an idea. “Tell you what, Nathan. First off, don’t say anything to Myers and Wiedermann about them missing work today. Give it at least one more day. Promise me that, okay?”


    “Okay.”


    “Second, check out First Quality Investors tomorrow on Chase Street. Make some calls if you want. Better yet, go down there yourself. Walk in and buy some stock, something small. If you can manage this, it proves the joint is on the up and up, and I’ll admit I’ve manufactured this whole scenario and we’ll start from scratch. Fair enough?”


    Nathan’s eyes glittered at the chance to make of fool of me over this.


    “Fair enough.”


    I didn’t fly back to Kansas City that night. I settled for sticking him with the bill.


    Nathan was singing a different tune the next afternoon. Christ, he was sitting in with a whole different orchestra! The trip to Baltimore paid for itself at 1:35 pm on Wednesday, April 3rd, 1935. As long as I live, I don’t think I’ll ever forget the image of Nathan standing at the sergeant’s desk at the local police station after I’d just posted his bond.


    I’ve seen my brother’s indignation more times than I can count, seen him self-righteously lousy with it. But at that moment, I could have lit a cigarette off the back of his neck. I didn’t say a word until we were outside and all the way to my rented car.


    “Nathan, when you telegrammed and asked me to fly out here to bail you out of some trouble, I never thought–”


    “This is an outrage!” he exploded. “I am a respected member of this community! A vice president at one of the oldest financial institutions in Baltimore! A law-abiding citizen, taken into custody like a common criminal!” Why was I not surprised he worked his position at Beldham & Morrissey into his tirade?


    “A little louder, Nathan. One of the shopkeepers might be snoozing in the back room.”


    He whipped his to the left and right, mortified, then lowered his voice and hissed at me over the roof of the Terraplane.


    “Somebody is going to pay for this! I don’t care how long it takes, I don’t care who I have to go to! I will clear my good name if it takes the rest of my days on earth!”


    “Get in the car, Nathan.”


    I settled in behind the wheel, wincing as Nathan slammed his door shut. I pressed the starter and pulled into traffic, casually asking: “So what was the charge?”


    “Disturbing the peace.” He answered, biting off each syllable with disgust. I damned near had to stuff the end of my necktie into my mouth. “And there wasn’t a soul around except myself and the arresting officer! And what is so damn funny, Mister?”


    “I’m sorry, Nathan. This is an outrage. We’ll get a lawyer and fight this thing to the bitter end.”


    “Damn right we will!” Two damns in two minutes, two more than I’d heard Nathan use since I got here. He turned to me hotly and demanded: “And what have you been doing all day?”


    “Oh, hanging around the hotel, waiting for you to call.”


    I could feel him staring at me.


    “You knew this was going to happen?”


    “Knowing you?” I asked. “I’d have been willing to put greenbacks on it.”


    “Then why didn’t you say something last night?!” he demanded angrily.


    I turned to look at him while we waited out a traffic light.


    “I said a lot of things to you last night, Nathan. You ready to listen to some of them now?”


    He chewed that over while I drove him back to the bank (he’d taken a cab over to the phony brokerage office, not sure of the neighborhood and so not wanting to park his own car there). He had a brief panic attack just before we arrived. What if the newspapers got hold of this? What if his employers found out? I calmed him down, assuring him that I knew how to handle this kind of situation. Nobody would find out anything if he did what I told him to, and yes, I promised I wouldn’t breathe a word of this to Marie.


    I parked the car half a block down from the bank.


    “So where do we stand on the other issue?” he asked.


    “Same as before,” I told him. “Don’t say anything to anyone, not until we’ve had a chance to go over the situation in detail.”


    “If it really is as you say,” Nathan said, “Myers and Wiedermann will be damn sorry they ever set foot in my bank.”


    “Please don’t talk like that, Nathan.”


    “What?”


    “It’s just that, well, jail hardens a man. I’d hate to see that happen to my only brother.”


    He slammed the door again before stalking off. For a moment, I sat there shaking with laughter. When I could drive again, I pulled out my handkerchief, wiped my eyes, and put the car into gear.


    After dinner that night at Nathan’s house – and our usual war council on the back porch – I was back in my hotel room, pacing the floor and thinking. Mostly I was thinking about those three altered documents in Nathan’s desk. How would they look in court? My brother would need a good lawyer, and that lawyer would need to pay for a first-rate forgery expert. Bank examiners would have to be brought in to try and trace the missing money, and Nathan’s lawyer would probably have to use a subpoena to get a look at any evidence that was turned up, which could take awhile. Nathan’s reputation and work history would weigh heavily in his favor, but would they weigh heavily enough? Even if they did, it was going to cost Nathan some real dough to get out of this mess. And an outfit like Beldham & Morrissey, where probably at least half the board members had bragging rights to ancestors on the Mayflower? Even if he were cleared in full of any wrongdoing, just the hint of such scandal could cost him his job. Would another bank hire him on? Sure, probably one of them. For a lot less money and responsibility. No more new Hudsons, maybe a smaller house, a lot fewer family dinners in restaurants.


    I wanted to throw something but settled for punching my right fist into my left palm. It hurt. Must have flattened a blood vessel, dammit. I massaged my left hand just below the fingers and started thinking all over again. Keep it simple, Dev. Keep it clear. And find a goddamn answer! Your pompous, know-it-all older brother needs you. And so does his family. So unless you want to be responsible for Little Mary Caine sleeping out on the sidewalk and catching the malarity, think of something. Anything.


    I started pacing again, looking around the room at various objects, trying to get my brain started. The money is gone. A confidence man named Clay Stanton has it. There’s no way to get it back, not now. The two men responsible have framed Nathan and just might make that stick.


    There really isn’t much to look at in your average hotel room. A bed, a desk, a bureau, a few chairs, a picture or two on the wall that you’d be embarrassed to hang in a kid’s treehouse. The contents of my pockets were spread out on top of the bureau. My wallet, a pen, a lighter, half a pack of Camels and the change I’d received from the tobacconist (three ones, a Liberty silver dollar, some quarters, a nickel and a dime), a pocket comb, and a small brown notebook. And the pint of scotch I’d picked up around the corner, close to a third gone now. I looked at the glass in my hand and decided the bottle could spare some yet.


    Ideas don’t always start as a faint glimmer, nor do they always blaze suddenly into your head like a bright light. Sometimes they’re just there. And they’re too goddamned silly to bother with, so you ignore them. Only you run out of other options so you keep coming back to them. And each time, without realizing it, you shore them up a little. A four-by-four here, a sandbag there. And each time your mind comes back around to it, your goddamn silly idea is just a little sturdier, gets just a little harder to push away.


    For a long time I found myself making notes and drawing diagrams on the hotel stationery. A general notion, bits and pieces forming and reforming in my head as I grabbed a fresh sheet off the bureau, sifted for the right materials to build with now that I had some shoring in place. At the end of two hours, I had a pile of sheets I could take to Webster’s, offer to sell them the whole mess if they needed a new definition for “long shot.”


    Because it was a far-fetched plan from the very start, I’ll give you that. The odds of success were never very high, climbing only fractions of a percentage point as I refined the notion. But the thing of it was, the risk was equally low. If it didn’t work – and it almost certainly wouldn’t – Nathan would be no worse off than before. Surely I could convince him it was worth a try?


    Or would he even need convincing? Now that my brother’d had a taste of the criminal life, he might be itching for a chance at some real action. I had an image of Nathan on a Wanted poster. Then I had an image of him standing in front of that poster in a neighborhood shop, criticizing the grammar. Then I looked at the more-than-half-empty scotch bottle and decided I’d done enough planning for tonight.


    I’d see how my plan looked tomorrow when the sun hit it.


    

  


  
    Chapter Ten: The Soft Rackets


    


    Friday morning I was at a vacant office I’d rented the day before. There was a scratched-up desk with a battered metal lamp, a short, wooden conference table, a grand total of four chairs, and not much else. I hadn’t bothered to add a lot in the way of furnishings; the austere setting suited my purpose. I sat behind the desk with my feet up, smoking a cigarette and looking at my watch. I was expecting visitors shortly.


    Selling my idea to Nathan hadn’t been any easier than expected. Wednesday evening we were on his back porch after another of Marie’s home-cooked dinners. It had been a rough day for Nathan. He knew now that the bank’s missing money was gone for good, and he’d been arrested for the first time in his life. He gave me the basic details, and I was careful not to crack a smile or roll my eyes. It hurt at times, but I managed. Nathan had walked right into the phony brokerage firm as I’d suggested and was basically given the high hat. Raised eyebrows, “Who might you be?” stares, patient yet condescending insistence that they really couldn’t help him. The more they tried to fob him off, the more annoyed and demanding Nathan became. He wanted to buy some stock, damn their eyes! Was his money not as good as anyone’s? They finally called the cops on him (or the spotter did), and Nathan patiently explained to a uniformed bull that he was a free citizen attempting to engage in a lawful transaction, and was being barred from pursuing this for reasons unknown. The cop came on strong, made threats that were at first veiled and then less so, and Nathan basically dared the guy to arrest him. It was pretty much downhill from there. I gather the cops were a bit rough with Nathan (his shock had made him more indignant than usual), and it was a good hour or more before he was allowed to call me at my hotel to come bail him out. At any event, I told him not to worry about the arrest, that I knew how to take care of it and would get on it the next day.


    The conversation on the porch that night was lively at times, and Nathan had to fight to keep his voice down lest Marie overhear what we were talking about. Hell, I wished he’d have invited her to join us; she’s a bright woman and might have had some insights. It was tough to tell which was bothering him more, being arrested or the money, but if he had any brains at all (and he had plenty) it was the money.


    “Explain to me again why we’re not going to the police about this?” There was heavy sarcasm in Nathan’s voice as he got his pipe going.


    “You didn’t get enough of the police earlier today?” He shot me a glare. I backed off, asking: “And what exactly would we tell them, Nathan?”


    “For starters, two of my employees embezzled $140,000 from their place of business. That is still a crime, am I correct?”


    “You bet it is. And so far, the only material evidence of this crime that we know about are three loan documents with your signature on each one. Wouldn’t make for a good opening bid, Nathan.”


    “But we know they took it and we know what they did with it! You’re a witness.” It always amazes me how easily people can staunchly support the same reasoning they balked at just the day before. It’s nothing new, but it’s still annoying.


    “Nathan, I watched those two men walk into an office carrying a valise. That’s all I could swear to. If you can stretch your memory back to dinner last night, you were the one pointing this same thing out to me. And think about this: your only witness here is your brother, whom you recently brought into the bank and introduced under a false name to the very men you’re accusing.”


    “The false name was your idea!”


    “That isn’t the point, you jackass!”


    He huffed a moment.


    “Couldn’t we at least get the police to search that brokerage office?”


    “I’d be surprised if we could, not without jumping through one hell of a lot of hoops. The cops wouldn’t find anything anyway. Hell, those guys could have that whole office broken down inside half an hour if they wanted, no sign that it’d ever been there.”


    “If the police showed up suddenly and unannounced,” Nathan suggested, “caught them by surprise–”


    “That’s not going to happen. The local cops are in cahoots with these guys, remember? Even if we tried to go to another precinct or some other authority, I’m telling you they’d get tipped off in plenty of time.”


    Nathan sat back puffing his pipe, knowing I was right and sore as hell about it.


    “I guess that’s it, then,” he said. “I’ll have to report this to the bank president tomorrow.” Of course he wanted to now. Now that he couldn’t.


    “Day late and a dollar short for that, I’m afraid.”


    “I beg your pardon?” Nathan blinked a few times. “Aren’t you the one who’s been telling me I need to do this?”


    “You did need to do this, Nathan. You can’t afford to now.”


    “But I didn’t know enough before. Now I know exactly what happened.”


    “And now the money’s gone,” I reminded him. “And the only evidence points to you. And once Myers and Wiedermann find out it’s gone, that they’re not going to waltz into that brokerage office and pick up a fat wad of cash – if that hasn’t happened already – they’ll be even more eager to pin the blame on someone else. And they’ve already fitted you for the part.”


    “So what do you suggest I do?” No sarcasm in his tone this time; maybe Nathan was finally beginning to realize he needed me.


    “Continue on as before. Go about your work and don’t say anything to anyone about this matter. With any luck, Myers and Wiedermann will panic once Stanton’s people lower the boom on them. They may do something stupid, one of them anyway, something that will give the whole game away and leave you in the clear.”


    Nathan just stared at me for a minute.


    “So the plan now is we wait for one of them to make a stupid mistake?”


    “You’d be surprised how often that works, Nathan.”


    Thursday morning I paid another visit to Townsend’s office. He saw me right away and I explained my problem. A guy I knew, very upstanding sort, had had the misfortune to be arrested yesterday for disturbing the peace. Just a misunderstanding, really. This guy was currently out on bail and could really do without a court appearance. In fact, if there was a chance the arrest record could disappear, along with any mention of it in the police blotter, this fellow would be damned grateful.


    “Which precinct?” I gave it to him and he nodded. “Shouldn’t be too difficult. From what I hear, those guys have been known to misplace whole murder victims for the right amount of lettuce.”


    “That’s what I was hoping.” Townsend agreed to contact a lawyer he knew who was known in that precinct, someone who could explain things, offer appropriate apologies and even more appropriate donations. It would cost a hundred easy, not counting Townsend’s fee, but it didn’t sound like a problem. I agreed, then had to provide the arrested man’s name. Townsend looked up at me, raising his eyebrows politely.


    “I take it the surname isn’t a coincidence, Mr. Caine?”


    “He’s my brother,” I admitted.


    “This anything to do with the other matter you hired me for?”


    “More or less.”


    “I see.” Townsend didn’t see at all, of course, but he was too professional to inquire further. “That’s why I don’t like working with family,” he said.


    “This was more like a favor,” I explained.


    “It always starts that way.”


    “Not sure how this is going to pan out,” I admitted. “Could be I might need your help again before it’s all through.”


    He looked me in the eye for a moment.


    “I won’t do anything illegal, Mr. Caine.”


    “I won’t ask you to, Mr. Townsend. In fact, I won’t ask you to do anything without I give you the full score on it first.”


    He nodded, told me he’d take care of my brother’s little misunderstanding, and I left his office. I didn’t ask him to keep this between us. I’d never asked that of a priest in the confessional, so I didn’t see the need to bother a man like Townsend about it.


    I met Nathan for lunch Thursday afternoon at that same restaurant on the harbor we’d been to the day I first visited his bank. I told him I was having his little problem with the law taken care of and didn’t expect there to be any difficulties. And the pompous son of a gun actually said thank you, which was a nice surprise.


    “How are Myers and Wiedermann today?” I asked, forking up a mouthful of soft-shell crab.


    “Wiedermann called in sick this morning,” Nathan said, which didn’t surprise me. He probably was sick, made so by the problem he’d created for himself. “Myers is in, but…”


    “He’s not all there? Stares off into space, hanging his head like he’s lost his best friend? And then the next minute he’s wired like a switchboard, sweating and jumping in his seat every time someone punches a stapler?”


    “I’d say that’s a fair description of his mental state today.”


    I nodded. “The play has been made. Your men might not know they’ve been conned yet. They might never know it. But they know something went wrong and their investment has gone up in smoke.”


    “You think they’ll try to pin this on me?” Nathan looked down at his food, not sure he wanted my answer.


    “They’ve already pinned it on you, Nathan. And as things heat up, they’ll do their best to make that stick. However,” I chewed and swallowed another mouthful of crab, “I have an idea about how to handle that as well.”


    I launched into my plan, slowly, giving him a chance to soak up the gist of it. He listened patiently but I could tell he wasn’t really biting. I finished and waited for him to say something.


    “You want to try and, what would you call it, out-con these confidence men? Try and get the money back that way?”


    “I think right now it’s our best bet.”


    “I have a few problems with that, Dev.” I had several, but figured it couldn’t hurt to hear Nathan’s. “First off, wouldn’t that be difficult to attempt with such men? From what you tell me, they’re experts at this sort of thing. How can you hope to best them using the same tactics they’re already familiar with?”


    “Never try to con a con,” I agreed. “That’s what they say, except that’s pure baloney, Nathan. The best marks are the ones who think they’re too smart to get taken. Con men look for spoiled heirs, greedy businessmen, anyone with a lot of money who thinks having all that dough must mean he’s a smart cookie. Now given that, what kind of person do you think believes he’s the least susceptible to being conned?”


    “A professional confidence man?”


    “Bingo. It stands to reason. Like you said, these people already know all the games and believe they can’t possibly get suckered, which blinds many of them to that very possibility. I know this because con men sometimes play each other, either to keep their skills honed or for pure sport. Or sometimes because of a grudge. The point is, it does happen. Con men do themselves get conned.”


    “I suppose that does stand to reason,” Nathan assented. “Still, I shouldn’t think it would be an easy thing to do.”


    “It’s not. It’s very difficult. You have to know exactly what you’re doing every step of the way.”


    “And you believe you do?”


    “For the simple play I have in mind, I know enough. It’s a long shot, but it only costs us a little time. We’ve got what, another two weeks before the first payment is due on any of those phony loans? The point is, if it doesn’t work, we’re no worse off. There’s no real risk here in trying.”


    “How so?” You just can’t say to a banker that there’s no risk; you have to give details.


    The waiter had cleared the table and brought coffee. I sat back and lit up a cigarette, waiting for him to make himself scarce again.


    “Con men operate in what are known as the ‘soft rackets’. The hard rackets are things like illicit gambling, protection money, prostitution, murder for hire. Any enterprise that involves or is protected by the point of a gun. Con men pride themselves on not using weapons, on relying solely on their wit, skill, and the mark’s own greed to turn a dollar. The point is, if we fail, there’s really no harm done, we just don’t get the money back. Con men aren’t the type to take it personally and want to come after us. And it’s sure not like they can go to the police and file a complaint.”


    Nathan seemed doubtful but promised to think it over. I told them that whatever he decided, we had to get Myers and Wiedermann under control. Our control, and fast. I told him what I had in mind, explained how this needed to be done regardless of whether we took the rest of my plan any further. He needed some convincing, but not much. Maybe he just liked the idea of seeing them suffer a little.


    And so that afternoon I scouted out an office for rent, something bare and unassuming and cheap. And here it was Friday morning, and I sat at the desk smoking, looking up at the map of Baltimore I’d purchased and tacked up on the wall. I had a few colored pins stuck in it and some random locations circled in colored pencil, including the brokerage office on Chase Street.


    There was a knock at the door and I barked out a harsh, authoritative “Come in!”


    Myers and Wiedermann entered, both looking slightly confused. I jerked my head toward the conference table without getting up.


    “Sit down over there.”


    Neither man moved. Wiedermann started to speak.


    “Mr. Caine said–”


    “I know what Mr. Caine said,” I interrupted. “Sit down over there.”


    Myers looked uncertainly at his partner, then followed him over to the table.


    I stretched my neck until it cracked, then put my feet heavily down on the floor and stood up. Shirtsleeves rolled up, tie loosened, and my vest hanging open. I wasn’t businessman Kelly Shaw to these two, not anymore. I was a civil servant, tired, overworked, and not to be trifled with. And this had to wash, because if I couldn’t sell something that simple to these clowns, I had no business trying to put anything over on a man like Clay Stanton.


    I walked around to the front of the desk and sat down heavily on one corner of it. I fished a cigarette out of my shirt pocket and lit it, letting out the smoke as I stared at the two men, sizing them them up.


    “You fellows remember me?” I asked.


    “Of course, Mr. Shaw,” Wiedermann answered, Myers nodding in agreement.


    “Good. That makes things easier.”


    I reached for a manilla folder on the desk and opened it, flipping idly through a few of the pages.


    “Really need to get that crown fixed, Wiedermann,” I said casually. “You don’t want it coming out in a bite of your wife’s meatloaf at the dinner table. What would your two boys think?”


    The two men looked at each other for a second. Wiedermann continued to do the talking.


    “Mr. Shaw, may I ask what we’re doing here?” His tone was polite enough, still thinking I might be an important client.


    “Well, there are a few reasons,” I told him. “Matter of fact, I can think of about a hundred and forty thousand of them.” I gave them dead eyes the way cops do. The two men paled and looked quickly at one another for the second time.


    “I’m sorry, Mr. Shaw,” Wiedermann said. “I don’t believe either of us has the slightest idea what you’re talking about.”


    I shook my head sadly. “Christ, I’d hate to be your lawyer. If you can’t lie any better than that in court, you may as well buy yourself a sledge hammer now and start practicing on the rocks in your garden.”


    I reached behind me and picked up another folder, taking out photostats of the three fraudulent loan documents from Nathan’s office. I stood and walked over to the table, dropped them in front of the men, then went back to the edge of the desk.


    “Those look familiar?”


    “They appear to be copies of loan papers from our bank,” Myers admitted. “Yes, I recognize Mr. Caine’s signature on all three of them.”


    I nodded, taking a puff from my cigarette. “Ferrier does nice work, I have to give him that.” Their faces paled again at the name of the forger they’d used, the one Townsend had seen Myers going to visit last Saturday.


    “Mr. Shaw,” Wiedermann finally found his voice, “may we ask what all this is about?”


    “Certainly, Mr. Wiedermann. It’s about you and Mr. Myers embezzling a hundred and forty thousand dollars from your own bank, and having Mr. Ferrier fix up the paperwork so you could frame Mr. Caine for it.” My voice was calm and even as I laid it out for them.


    “That’s preposterous, Mr. Shaw!” Wiedermann objected.


    “Mmhmm.”


    “Are you with the police?” Myers asked. Wiedermann looked like he wanted to kick Myers under the table, but I could see their feet.


    “Who I’m with,” I answered, “that is, the exact name of the federal agency I work for, is unimportant. What is important is this: I can walk across the street, send one telegram, and the two of you won’t see the outside of a prison cell for the next twenty years.”


    Giving myself federal clout made an impact. To control rampant crime in this country, the feds had pushed Congress lately to give them some pretty broad powers. They could carry firearms now, and cross state lines with authority to pursue criminals for breaking any of a number of laws. Myers and Wiedermann couldn’t just slip out of Maryland overnight and be done with this mess, not if a federal agent was pursuing them.


    “I think perhaps Mr. Myers and I should have an attorney present if this discussion is to go any further,” Wiedermann said, picking imaginary lint off his sleeve.


    “He can visit you in the clink,” I told them. “Won’t make any difference. We have our case all built up against you. At this point, even the best lawyer could only stall us a little and cost you money.” I stood up and tossed the folder back onto the desk, rubbing a hand along the back of my neck and sighing. “But if that’s how you boys want it, fine. It’s your right and I can’t stop you. You’re the small fry in this anyway; we’re after the bigger fish. Just thought I’d offer you a chance to play ball, maybe knock a little time off your sentences.”


    I lit a new cigarette off the last one, squinting at them through the smoke, and added: “Maybe all of it.”


    A long silence, broken by Wiedermann asking me to please continue.


    “Okay, I’ll lay it out for you. Here’s what we want: as of this moment, neither of you mentions anything about this business, not one tiny detail of it, to anyone. Not even Mr. Caine. I mean if I find out you said something in your sleep and your wife overheard it, Wiedermann, you’re going to prison. I’ll have questions, a lot of them, and you’ll answer every last one of them and answer them completely and to the best of your knowledge. We may even ask you to do a few things to help us catch the big crooks. Don’t worry, it wont be anything dangerous, but you’ll be agreeing to follow any orders I give you to the letter. If you do all this and don’t louse it up, and we get who we’re after, I will make a personal recommendation to the attorney general that all charges against you be dropped in exchange for your cooperation.”


    I walked over to the table, leaning my fists on the surface and staring down at the two men.


    “Here’s how it works, gentlemen: I need your answer now, before you leave this room. You want to take your chances with a lawyer, go do that. I’ll tell the local judge I need to have you both locked up immediately, of course, and for the duration of our investigation, so you can’t tip off any co-conspirators. Also, there’s a risk of you two jumping bail since you’ve recently acquired all this money. I know, I know,” I put a hand up, “you don’t have it any more. But believe me, I’ll make sure the judge doesn’t know that.”


    I walked away from them, saying over my shoulder: “Think it over. Take your time, I’ve got half a minute to kill before my next meeting.”


    It should be a fairly easy sell if I did it right. They were already shaken over losing the money, and I’d done a good job of rattling them even harder with what I knew about it and the threat of a long jail stretch. Yet, I’d offered them a way out of all their worries, and all in exchange for their absolute silence and a little cooperation.


    Not surprisingly, they accepted my offer.


    “Glad to hear it. Where you going?” They’d started to rise.


    “You said you had another meeting,” Myers reminded me.


    “It’s with the two of you. Sit down.” I grabbed a chair at the table and sat across from them with a notepad and pencil. I looked up with a grim smile.


    “Tell me everything.”


    Forty-five minutes later, they were heading out of my temporary office. I halted them at the door.


    “We have a deal, gentlemen, and I take that kind of thing very seriously. I’m alone in here now because my boys work mostly undercover and I don’t want you seeing them. But they’ll be watching you. If I find out you broke our agreement, you won’t just go to jail, you’ll get knifed in there. I know people on the inside, people who are also looking to do me a favor and shave a little time off their own sentences.”


    I held up one hand, a burning cigarette between the fingers, and tilted my head.


    “Just so we’re clear, okay? Keep it on the level with me, you’ve got nothing to fear.”


    I needed to put enough of a scare into them to keep them obedient, which for now mostly meant keeping quiet. Yet I’d hopefully tossed them a juicy enough carrot as well. You need both to get results in a circumstance like this.


    Two mute faces nodded in agreement and they were out the door.


    It took most of the weekend to win Nathan over on the rest of my plan. Understandably, now that we had what amounted to a full confession from Myers and Wiedermann, Nathan was all for going to his superiors with it, if not straight to the police.


    “Too risky doing it like that,” I said, looking out over the yard from my chair on the back porch. I wondered what other people talked about on their back porches. Relatives and crabgrass, probably.


    “How is it risky?”


    “A good lawyer could make a pretty strong stink over how we got their confession. Threats, intimidation, to say nothing of my impersonating a federal agent. He could punch plenty of holes in it. They weren’t sure what was going on and had been scared into making up whatever they thought I wanted to hear.”


    “But we have the name of the forger they used,” Nathan protested. “Ferrier. Can’t the cops get more out of him?”


    “Maybe, maybe not. Professional criminals don’t sweat all that easily. If the cops have nothing more than the word of two men Ferrier swears he’s never laid eyes on, he’ll just sit there denying everything until the cops have no choice but to let him go.”


    “But that detective you hired, Townsend, he witnessed one of them going into Ferrier’s shop. He has pictures of it.”


    I shrugged. “Guy walked into a shop. In front, it’s a perfectly respectable printer’s shop. Maybe Ferrier remembers a guy walking in one Saturday, maybe he doesn’t. What of it? I’m telling you, Nathan, even if Myers and Wiedermann do end up taking the fall for this, they’ll do everything they can do drag you down with them. And they just might succeed.”


    We debated it for hours, but by Sunday night, Nathan was starting to bend.


    “If we do this your way,” he asked, “won’t it make it more difficult to tell the truth down the road? We won’t get ourselves into more trouble?”


    “Not if we do it right. Not if we’re careful.”


    “And if it doesn’t work?”


    “Then you go to your boss with these strange discrepancies you’ve noticed. The professional bank examiners get called in. Yes, you had a customer named Mr. Shaw recently, but you know nothing about sending Myers and Wiedermann to see him, let alone anything about him purporting to be a federal agent of some kind. It’ll sound like just the kind of confusing nonsense desperate men come up with. They’ll hang themselves even trying to use it against you.”


    Nathan shook his head slowly.


    “So if we go to the police now with the truth, a good lawyer will make it seem like nothing and we could end up in trouble. But if we deny any knowledge of this same truth later on…”


    “It’ll be Myers and Wiedermann who are made to look like the liars.”


    “That makes no sense,” Nathan protested. “If we can deny something later, why can't we deny it now?” Damn the man's logic, I thought.


    “Going to the police with the whole story,” I explained, “now or later, would sink us. And yes, you could report the embezzlement now and steer clear of the rest of it. But if my plan works, everything is taken care of at once. If it doesn't work, we have a little more time to get your story airtight, figure out the best way to catch Myers and Wiedermann off guard. It's our best bet all the way around.” Did I really believe that, or was I a little too eager to prove something to my brother?


    He told me he’d sleep on it, then called me at my hotel Monday morning to give me the go-ahead. I’d already considered my first move. My plan involved being introduced to Clay Stanton as a potential mark. Problem was, I didn’t have time to cruise up and down the Atlantic, hoping to be roped by a man from the right con mob. I’d considered using Myers or Wiedermann for this, but I wasn’t sure how reliable they’d be. Apart from which, I saw no reason to keep adding to the stories they could tell someone later.


    Fortunately, I had someone else I could use, if he’d go for it. I made a long-distance telephone call to Lincoln, Nebraska, and Tuesday morning I was picking up Ethan Ryland at the train station.


    

  


  
    Chapter Eleven: A Penny Saved


    


    Ethan Ryland smiled and shook my hand easily. He’d put some weight on since I’d seen him last and his suit was pressed and his shoes shined. The circles under his eyes were far less pronounced, showing a man who’d been hard at work rather than a man at the end of his rope.


    “Thank you for coming, Mr. Ryland,” I said, adding that he was looking pretty fit these days.


    “I’ve been eating and sleeping better since the last time we met. And I rarely have time to drink these days,” he admitted with a grin.


    “How’s the empire-building coming along?”


    “Slowly, Mr. Caine. Very slowly. I’ve sold everything I can sell. I’ll be back down to one store next week. The light at the end of the tunnel is so far away I can’t usually see it, but I do catch glimpses now and then.”


    “Keep moving forward, Mr. Ryland. You’ll catch up to it one of these days.”


    I treated him to a square meal, then set him up in a room at my hotel where I filled in the details of the plan I’d sketched out for him over the phone. He was sharp and attentive, not the disoriented, distracted man I’d met last month. He took in everything with sober nods and pointed questions that let me know he was listening. I made him go back over it with me when I was finished. All of it.


    “I’m going to walk up to Clay Stanton when he’s alone,” Ryland began. “At the restaurant, outside the brokerage office, wherever I can catch him. I’m going to smile at him, put him at his ease. Tell him I only need a few minutes of his time and I’ll be gone. I’m going to very calmly admit that I know what he did to me, and that I was sore as hell for awhile but that’s all water under the bridge now. It was my own stupid fault and even if I did hold a grudge, I know there’s really nothing I can do about it. All I ask at this point is one favor.”


    “Sounds perfect,” I said. “Keep going.”


    “And my favor is,” Ryland continued, “I want him to do the same thing to a business rival of mine. Guy by the name of Kelly Shaw. A Midwesterner like myself. Lousy with money, arrogant and stuck on himself as they come, and a vulture to boot. Not only did he undercut me at every chance when I was starting out, he offered bottom dollar for some of my stores when he knew I had to sell. In short, an eighteen-carat son of a bitch.”


    He was getting the bait right. Stanton would have to at least check me out.


    “And?”


    “And I’ll tell him what I want most: let me be there at the kill. Let me watch that smug bastard’s face fall when he loses everything.”


    “What else?”


    “Stanton won’t let me, of course. He’ll be resolute on this point and nothing will shake him, but I’ll try hard, even get a little huffy about it before finally giving up.”


    “I think you’ve got it all down, Mr. Ryland. As for getting me into Clay Stanton’s circle, that is.” I clapped him on the shoulder and gave him a friendly smile. “Are we going to take him, you and I?”


    He smiled back and shook his head. “No, Mr. Caine, we are not. This is not going to work. The game will be up before it even really starts. He may not even take the bait in the first place, and if he does, the odds are a thousand to one against it going anywhere. All I’m getting out of this is a few days’ vacation in Baltimore, with you picking up my travel and lodging costs.”


    “And why am I doing this, Mr. Ryland?”


    “Not for me, that’s all I know.”


    “And this is all okay by you?”


    Ryland stood up and walked slowly to the other side of the room, picking up a glass of seltzer from the desk and taking a sip.


    “Mr. Caine, the best thing you ever did for me, maybe one of the best thing’s anyone’s ever done for me, is to remind me that this whole mess was my responsibility. I got stupid and greedy. I remember what you told me back in Kansas City, that you can certainly cheat an honest man but you can almost never con one. I wasn’t being an honest man last time I was in this city, and I’ve paid an awful price for it.


    “You put me back on track, Mr. Caine. I don’t know what kind of life I’ll end up having, but it’ll be an honest one. More importantly, it won’t be a stupid one. Who knows, maybe I’ll end up even better off before it’s all over. I feel like I owe you these few days, Mr. Caine. You were damned decent to me when I was rock bottom. I don’t know what you’re after, but if I can help, I’m glad to do so.” He took another drink of seltzer and his smile grew broader. “And if my helping you ends up with Clay Stanton walking down the street wearing a barrel, well, sir, that’s a thousand-to-one shot I’m happy to take.”


    That afternoon I went to an expensive tailor’s shop downtown. I needed to look the part of a rich businessman to pull this off, and while I didn’t have time to have anything custom made for me, I was able to get some fast alterations on four imported suits off the rack. Two English, one Italian, one French. For an extra charge I was able to walk out of the store wearing one of the suits, and would be able to pick up the other three tomorrow. Of course, the suits were worthless without new shirts, socks, and a half dozen silk neckties and handkerchiefs. And a couple of hats. Next stop was the shoe store across the street where I picked out a few new pairs Florsheims. I was feeling like a damn twist picking out accessories for her new outfit when I walked into a pawn shop two blocks down, standing at the counter and pointing to a pinky ring, a gold watch on a leather strap, and a gold money clip in the shape of a dollar sign. The tobacconist two doors down had a nice pigskin cigarette case and a new lighter. How does a phony high-roller afford to keep himself pretty these days? I wondered. I’d saved a little money going to a pawn shop instead of a jewelry store, but even so the damage so far had come to over six hundred dollars. I hoped I’d be able to get rid of this Shaw fellow quick before he bankrupted me.


    Money wasn’t a problem at the moment. I’d taken out a thousand dollars cash before leaving Kansas City because I don’t like to be in a strange city – in a strange state for that matter – and be short of funds. I’d also called my accountant in Kansas City last week and instructed him to airmail me a postal money order for the amount of two thousand dollars. He squawked a bit, but said it was my money and that he’d do it. I’m not a wealthy man, but I had a good year last year. Three week’s work alone netted me over three grand (along with a two-month drinking binge). I could lose it all if I wasn’t careful. True, Nathan had offered to cover my expenses, but I’m sure he had no idea what they were going to come to. I was hoping he’d agree to split some of the cost when all was said and done if things turned out well, but I wasn’t planning to hold him to it. If I played things smart, I could pawn back the props I’d picked up earlier and go home with some nice new clothes.


    Next, I drove the Essex Terraplane back over to the rental lot and turned it back in. The Terraplane was a nice car and I’d enjoyed driving it, but for a five-dollar bribe, anyone could have it traced back to Devlin Caine, a name I needed to keep buried in this town. Besides, Kelly Shaw would need something a bit more showy. A taxi brought me to Townsend’s office, where I reimbursed him for the automobile I’d had him rent for me under his name: a brand new Cadillac Fleetwood Imperial, the black coachwork polished to a high shine.


    “Drive it carefully, Mr. Caine,” Townsend advised, handing over the keys in the lot behind his building. “I’d hate to have to bill you for it.”


    When I pulled up to the front door of the Lord Baltimore Hotel, dressed and driving like a millionaire, I gave similar advice to the valet before sauntering inside the grand, two-story lobby and ordering up a suite at the front desk. I told the concierge that I’d come to Baltimore of a sudden, and that my luggage would be arriving later (saving me a few bucks there, as you don’t check into a place like that with a single, battered suitcase). I was friendly enough if a little brash with the man, asking how long it would take to send up a barber and a manicurist. Not long at all, he assured me, his eyes narrowing as I pulled out the money clip stuffed with the last three c-notes I had on me. In fact, he was certain there was a barber and a girl ready this minute.


    “Make it ten,” I told him. “I need to make a phone call.”


    “There is a telephone in your room, sir,” he informed me solicitously.


    “Only one?”


    “Sir, if you require additional–”


    “Just giving you the business, Jeeves,” I winked, taking my key and following the bellhop to the elevator. Since the bellhop wasn’t able to carry any bags for me, he made an extra show of pointing out the features of my suite, including the over-sized bed, an escritoire (it’s only a writing desk if you’re paying under twenty dollars a night), the view of the city, and the private bath. I threw him a dollar and told him, yes, I would remember him if I needed anything. I called Nathan and gave him the number to my suite, reminding him to ask for Kelly Shaw if he called me here.


    There was a knock at the door and I admitted a middle-aged barber and a pretty young manicurist, both in starched whites and carrying cases. I took off my jacket, tossed it casually over the back of the sofa, sat down in a chair in the middle of the room, and let them get to work. The barber spread a cloth over my shoulders, making some polite small talk until I lured him in with a joke that was just this side of racy, winking at the girl as she blushed and busied herself over my cuticles. Kelly Shaw, I’d decided, was a bit of a blowhard, not born into money and therefore a touch rough around the edges. And more than a little full of himself. I laughed at the barber’s jokes, laughed louder at mine, admired myself in his mirror, and tipped them both well. After they’d gone I slipped back into my jacket, catching the subtle scent of expensive hair oil as I moved about the room. I stood in front of the full-length mirror checking out the freshly coiffed man in the smart black double-breasted suit and blood-red silk tie, picking up flashes from the gold wristwatch and pinky ring. Diamond Dev Caine, I thought. I took out the money clip, peeled off a twenty, and threw it at the mirror.


    “I like your style, kid. Go buy yourself some new parents.”


    I laughed, mostly to get it out of my system. I had to get comfortable in this rig fast. I spoke again, my voice soft and somber this time.


    “This is who you are now, Mr. Shaw,” I said to my reflection. “Don’t let me catch you wearing this suit like you don’t have twenty more just like it hanging up in the closet of your summer house.”


    I spent the next couple of days trying out my version of rich loafing. Sleeping in late, having breakfast served in my room, asking at the front desk about the local track and the nightclubs, sending the bellhop out for cigarettes and tipping him like he’d ridden that very camel on the packet across the desert to get them. Late nights at the hotel bar, shooting the breeze with other business types and flirting with the girls who came in looking for them. I really didn’t have to do that much outside the hotel; the point was to let the staff see me driving in and out in my shiny new Cadillac (hired, yes, but it still costs money to hire the best), see me buying rounds of drinks at the bar and rubbing elbows with their cream, that kind of thing. I was hoping there would be inquiries made about me sometime soon, and I wanted the story told the way I wrote it.


    In the plus column, I was able to chum up to a member of a local men’s athletic club in the bar one night. My body had been aching for some real exercise for days now, and spending a few hours working up a sweat, punishing my muscles with parallel bars and India clubs, was just what I needed. Taking a steam afterward, whirling white mist surrounding me as I sat wearing a towel cushier than my first girl, I listened to the rich old duffers talk business. I spoke enough to be polite and not embarrass the man who’d invited me as his guest, but mostly I listened and managed to get some of their lingo down without revealing that I wasn’t really one of them.


    I checked in with my office once that week, and stayed in touch with Ethan Ryland, though we were careful not to be seen together. That is, not until Friday morning, when, very much according to plan, I sauntered into the hotel restaurant for a late breakfast and saw him sharing a table with Clay Stanton. He caught my eye, waived me over, and I strolled up to his table.


    “Ethan Ryland, you old son of a gun. Who the hell let you out of Nebraska?”


    “Same people who let you into a nice place like this,” he grinned, offering his hand. “Mr. Stanton, may I introduce Kelly Shaw, an old acquaintance of mine.”


    Stanton rose, gave me a firm handshake, told me that he was pleased to know any friend of Mr. Ryland’s, and Ryland invited me to join them. I pulled up a chair and ordered coffee from the hovering waiter. This was my first look at Clay Stanton close up, and damned if he couldn’t have fooled me. His blue eyes were kindly sincere without a hint of duplicity. His neatly trimmed mustache and carefully shaved face spoke of meticulous attention to detail. The cut of his suit – and there would be a topcoat and bowler of equal quality in the coat check room – spoke of that attention paying off well for him.


    “What brings you to Baltimore, Kel?” asked Ryland. “Last I heard you were converting that orphanage into high-rent office space.”


    I barked out a brash, one-note laugh. “Oh, I was supposed to be here on business. Some guy with a sure-fire plan for a chain of automarts. Turns out he was all mouth. But what the hell, you don’t try, you don’t win. I’ll check out the sights for a few days before heading back home.”


    “And where might home be, Mr. Shaw? If you’ll pardon my asking.”


    “The Windy City, Mr. Stanton.” Never claim to be from a place you don’t know well. I’d lived in Chicago for seven years and knew it as well as I knew any city. “Ever been there?”


    “Indeed I have. I’ve done some good business in Chicago.”


    “What’s your line then?”


    “Investments. Stocks, bonds, that sort of thing.”


    “Mr. Shaw’s pretty handy with the stocks himself,” Ryland admitted grudgingly. “He’s always rubbing it in how some guys can pick ’em and some can’t.”


    “It is true, Mr. Ryland,” Stanton acknowledged. “Profitable investment over time requires a rather unique blend of instinct, knowledge, skill, and if you’ll pardon me for saying so, a bit of daring, of being bold enough to seize opportunities that others would have to mull over.”


    “Listen to this man,” I told Ryland, pointing rudely at Stanton with a careless gesture. “That right there is it in a nutshell. You have to trust your instincts and you have to be ready to move when the time is ripe, not sit on your hands thinking about it. Sure you’ll lose a few, but if you keep your ear to the wind and learn from your mistakes, you’ll come out right enough over time.”


    Stanton allowed as to how he couldn’t have said it better himself. Clearly I was a man who shared his views in these matters. Oh, he was good, Stanton was. He kept his staid manner in place, but never made it off-putting, never made as though he found my brashness the least bit offensive. His reactions, his polite chortles and crinkly-eyed smiles, made it seem like he had a paternal affection for young men full of juice like myself. The basic character he’d created served him well; he was able with the subtlest alterations to make it the perfect fit for anyone. Before the food came, he and I were getting along famously. If I really had been a man with money to burn instead of a private investigator who already had his number, well…. I felt a twinge of guilt, thinking back to how I may have come down a little hard on Ryland without having seen for myself what he’d been up against.


    The rest of it played out according to Hoyle, really. We chatted over a nice breakfast, at the end of which Stanton mentioned how much he’d enjoyed my company, and the least he could do in return was to offer to pay my hotel bill. I gave him a quizzical smile and he asked how I’d feel about doing a small errand for him and making a little pocket change in return. He invited Ryland along, too, of course, but Ryland begged off. Stanton would have made it very clear to Ryland earlier that he was under no circumstances to accept the invitation. Only the mark could be allowed on stage once the curtain went up.


    An hour and a quarter after I first sat down at the table, Stanton was guiding me by the arm along Chase Street, right up and through the door of First Quality Investors. I glanced around for the Irish beat cop from last week but didn’t see him. It didn’t really matter; with Stanton himself escorting me, O’Malley would have held the door for us and tipped his cap as we stepped over the threshold. Inside, I was impressed anew at what pros these people were. Yes, it was a small, cheaply-rented, easily-staffed front if you knew what you were looking at. But nobody gave us so much as a glance when we came in. There was a bustle of activity at the windows, men buying and selling shares as fast as the clerks on the other side could write out receipts and count out money. It was downright surreal. The place looked, sounded, smelled, and felt like the real thing.


    I let Stanton introduce me to the tall, serious man in steel-rimmed glasses behind the cage, requesting that I be afforded every courtesy. Stanton made his apologies and left, but not before inviting me to dinner Saturday night at his favorite restaurant. I spent another forty-five minutes in the place, buying my hundred shares of Transnational Substratum and then taking a seat to watch the board as the stock rose. I gave the look of a man trying to appear outwardly calm, my mouth in a tight line as I watched a clerk change the numbers. When the stock tripled, I hurried up to the window and sold, and left with $450 cash in my pocket, stepping quickly away like a man with a new-found secret to keep. I had to play my part as good as any of these shills. And with luck, there would come a time when I had to play it even better.


    That evening I drove the Cadillac out to Nathan’s house for a home-cooked meal with the family. It was a nice break from all the rich food and barflying of the past few days. Nathan greeted me at the door, looking me up and down.


    “Nice suit,” he said.


    “Thanks,” I said, handing him my hat. “Be a prince and don’t crush that.”


    I pushed past him into the dining room where Marie and the children were waiting supper for me. Both kids jumped up to hug me and I had a brief, wistful moment of wondering what it must be like to come home to that every night. A kiss on the cheek from Marie and dinner was served: a well-seasoned roast with new potatoes and asparagus. Conversation was light and relaxing, and after dinner Nathan and I took up our spots on the back porch. Nathan puffed his pipe, shook out the match, and asked how it was going.


    “So far so good. Oh, that police matter from last week is taken care of. You won’t hear anything more about it.”


    “That’s a relief.”


    “How are things at the bank?”


    “Normal, for the most part.” Nathan went on to explain that Myers and Wiedermann were really towing the line these days. No more strange disappearances, no phony dentist appointments, never late to work and no long lunches. I explained that this was a good thing; it meant we’d put the scare into them.


    “What’s your next move?” he asked.


    “Keep playing the mark for now.”


    “You mean keep playing the part of the mark for Stanton,” Nathan asked, “or keep playing Stanton as your mark?”


    I laughed. “I guess I mean both.”


    “How much longer will this take, do you think?”


    I sighed and took a drag off my cigarette. How many more times was Nathan going to keep asking me this question? “They can stretch this out for a few weeks if they want to. If they’re convinced there’s a big score at stake and they want to make sure the mark is lured all the way in before they spring the big play. But don’t worry,” I added. “When I’m ready, maybe a week at the most, I’ll force the pace.”


    “How?”


    “Easy. Let them know I’m tired of nickel-and-dime, that if they don’t have something juicy for me, I’ll move onto greener pastures. That’ll light a rag fast enough.”


    “Lida what?”


    “Light a rag,” I said, more clearly. “As in light a rag on fire and put it under someone’s feet to get him moving.”


    “Oh.” He shifted in his chair for a moment. “You sure you don’t want to tell me exactly what your plan is?”


    “I’m sure, Nathan. If it doesn’t work, or if it somehow backfires, the less you know the better.”


    He started to argue, but Marie appeared at the back door with drinks for the three of us.


    “It’s such a nice night,” she said, seating herself on the deck and looking up at the stars. “Don’t you think so, Nathan?”


    Late Saturday morning I was strolling along the street outside my hotel, thinking about my dinner with Stanton that night. I barely noticed the spinster on the street corner collecting for the local mission.


    “Alms for the poor!” she sang out. “You there, sir. The Lord has been good to you. Won’t you share some of that goodness and help us support the Seventh Street Mission?”


    I looked around and saw that I was alone on the sidewalk, that she was talking to me. Absently, I peeled a five-dollar bill from my money clip and dropped it into her pot.


    “Thanks, Christian,” she said brightly. I only had time to notice that she was younger than I’d thought before her eyes widened behind the plain spectacles and she whispered: “Well, I’ll be goddamned! Devlin Caine!”


    I looked at the face under the black bonnet, scrubbed of makeup and staring at me open-mouthed. She looked maybe twenty-five years old, her body concealed by the long, black missionary frock.


    “Sister?” I asked uncertainly, which made her laugh. That sound was all I needed.


    “Penny? Penny Sills?”


    “I can’t believe it’s really you.” She laughed again, touching my forearm with her right hand, then running the flat of her left hand along my chest, then grasping me by the biceps with both hands for a moment. You want to keep careful track of where a girl like Penny Sills touches you; she’s one of the best pickpockets east of the Mississippi.


    “The last time I saw you–” I began.


    “Was on a train platform in Dubuque, Iowa,” she finished. “Just you, me, and a couple dozen cops.”


    “I told you I was going to the police if you didn’t give that money back,” I reminded her.


    “I didn’t believe you.”


    “That was your mistake.”


    “I know. That’s why there’s no hard feelings, right?” Even without makeup and dressed like a suffragist, Penny’s a pretty girl with an infectious smile.


    “How much time did you do?” I asked, not really sure I wanted to know.


    “Sentence was for eighteen months. Got it knocked down to ten for good behavior.” She winked at me. “Place was lousy with matrons, but the warden was a man.”


    “And you repented and found the lord while you were inside?”


    “Honey, I’d have repainted and found Caesar’s Ghost to get out of that hole.”


    “Is there even a Seventh Street Mission?” I asked.


    “What, I’m a guide for tourists now? How the hell should I know? Hey,” she brightened again, “we should get a drink, you and me. You know, for old time’s sake. What do you say?”


    At that moment, I couldn’t think of a reason not to.


    

  


  
    Chapter Twelve: A Penny Earned


    


    I was sitting in the lounge of another nice hotel a few blocks from the Lord Baltimore, sipping the Campari and soda I’d ordered from the waitress and taking in the scenery. A young man at a baby grand piano was picking out a slow version of “Maple Leaf Rag” on the keys, his fingers gentle enough to keep the volume subdued. Friday afternoons must be nostalgia time at the lounge, I thought; ragtime was popular when I was in my teens. For a moment I let my mind go back to long summer nights and parties held in barns with cold beer icing down in steel tubs, drunk-friendly, clod-hopping farmers stomping on the straw to anything from “She’ll Be Comin’ Round the Mountain” to whatever someone popped onto the phonograph, sang, or belted out on a rickety upright piano. Sometimes all three at once. Voices overlapped in my memory:


    “Have you tried my Millie’s rhubarb pie?”


    “Oh hell, Bridget, let the boy have a beer! He’s practically all growed up!”


    “If this is the Devil’s music, they must be dancin’ up a storm down in Hades!”


    “Clyde Saunders you watch that blasphemous talk in my home! Ragtime is for Libertines!”


    “Libertines and loaded farmers!”


    I remember leaning against a wooden beam, slowly sipping a cold bottle of beer as I watched the couples dance or chat with one another over a long table heavily laden with home-cooked food. A lively tune was coming out of Mr. Saunders’ wind-up Victrola. Standing near another beam across the width of the barn was Cynthia, the Saunders’ middle daughter. She was in a pretty white dress, matching ribbons in her blonde hair. She was staring directly at me, not smiling. Cynthia was just a kid of fourteen (a whole year younger than me), but you could already tell she wasn’t going to be a kid for much longer. We stared at one another across the matted straw floor and through the noise of the revelers, and I nodded very slightly, also without smiling. She nodded back, and though there was nothing more to it – we didn’t dance or even talk to one another that night or at any time after – the memory has always stayed with me. There’d been something thrilling about sharing a private moment with someone in the midst of public and noisy setting. A girl someone.


    I smiled and raised my glass to the farmer’s daughter, wherever she may be now. Does she ever think back to that moment? Does she even remember the neighbors from town, the immigrants with the two sons? Memory – everything you’ve seen, heard, touched, smelled, or felt in your entire life. A particular song on a lounge piano and I was back in a barn in Illinois. What other triggers might have deposited me back inside a musty lecture hall or a police station or a jazz house? A ball game on the radio might have taken me to Cubs Park with my father. A woman walking by wearing a certain perfume, and I’d have been back with Marie-Loraine in her Parisian flat – all youthful energy and injured pride, starting yet another fight over her other “customers” – just as the call of a certain bird would have landed me, however briefly, at her grave.


    All right, Caine, you’ve had your stroll, now back to work. Penny would be here in a matter of minutes. She’d suggested this place, telling me she’d meet me after she went home to change clothes (the spinster getup wouldn’t have cut it here). I didn’t let my mind drift this time, I took it carefully, deliberately back five years to Dubuque, Iowa.


    Penelope Sills was barely twenty-two years old at the time, grifting with some small-timers who’d grown too old to be reliable in the big con. They traveled the smaller towns, their chief game being to fleece soon-to-be widows by persuading dying husbands to part with a good sum of coin prior to expiring. They reworked the same tiny handful of subterfuges: long-lost relatives, previously unknown stock certificates, deeded properties – all phony, of course. Two somber types who could pass for lawyers, their brightly cheerful secretary (or sometimes a mark’s distant niece), some official-looking documents, and a few words carefully chosen about the future care of the wife. That was all it usually took, convincing the distressed couple that something better awaited them in exchange for a temporary “investment”.


    They’d been doing okay for themselves until they picked a shrewder than usual victim who’d had the good sense to call Pinkerton’s. I was nearby wrapping up another case, and the boss wired me to swing by and help out the younger operative already checking things out. Turned out we had files on the two older men, though nothing on the girl. I found the hotel where the three of them were staying and started staking out a nearby gin joint. Sometimes they’d have a drink there and I managed to strike up a conversation one night. I introduced myself as a bible salesman, which is practically a code phrase for “grifter” to other con operators. I espoused the quality of my product using pat phrases with a light touch of irony to make it more obvious. The two older gents stayed in character, pros that they were, but I could tell the girl was young enough to let her guard down.


    The idea, naturally, was to manage to catch these grifters at the right moment so that the police would have the evidence to send them over. The mark’s wife had been advised to play along, even going to the bank with the “lawyers” to draw out the necessary cash for the bogus transaction. She was assured she’d have it back in short order, and would have done a helpful service to the community by helping to put these criminals behind bars. The night before the final act, I was in the bar with the three of them again, and Penny stayed after the other two headed back to their hotel.


    We chatted and I could tell Penny was far from a hard woman. Like quite a few people who enter the soft rackets, she was in it mostly for the fun. The play-acting and the travel. The money was nice, of course, and she knew from experience that there were a lot less exciting ways to earn it. I looked into those guileless blue eyes and knew the old-timers were assuring her that these marks had it to burn, that they were only taking a little off the top that would never be missed. I doubted a girl like Penny would have slept easy knowing she was helping herself to a poor widow’s life savings. Con men con each other like that all the time, especially the newcomers. Penny wouldn’t be the first to see an exciting future belayed by a jail sentence while her more experienced partners walked.


    And so, alone together at the bar, I tried my best to talk her out of it.


    “Penny, there’s something I need to tell you. Something important, and I need you to listen.”


    “Sure, Dev. I’m all ears.”


    “I’m not actually a bible salesman.”


    “Yeah,” she snorted out a laugh. “Kinda had that one figured.”


    “That’s not what I mean. I’m a detective. I work for Pinkerton’s.” I took out my badge and laid it on the bar between us. “The game’s up, honey. There are other operatives as well as the local law all ready to move in tomorrow and catch you and your partners red-handed. Don’t take the money, Penny. Don’t carry it, make one of the other two do it. If you get stuck with it, take it right back to the bank, or even to Mrs. Pager herself. Do not walk into that train station tomorrow. Certainly not with your partners and damned sure not with the money. I could lose my job for telling you all this.”


    She looked at me for maybe five seconds and burst out laughing.


    “You must think I’m soft between the ears, Mister. Hell, you’ve as much as admitted to me you’re a con yourself. You think you can show me some badge you got out of a Cracker Jack box and move in for the score after we done all the work?” She laughed again. “Nice try, lover.”


    She finished her drink and left the bar, blowing me a kiss from the doorway on her way out.


    I was waiting at the train station the next day, sitting on a bench reading a paper. My heart sunk a little when I saw Penny bouncing gaily along the platform, a suitcase in her hand. No sign of the other two. She would have told them about another con trying to cut them out of their own game, and they’d have laughed with her and wised up fast and blown town, telling her they’d meet her at the next station and to bring the money with her.


    I stood up and walked toward her in some vain hope that I could get a word in before the arrest, tell her not to say anything until she got herself a lawyer. She spotted me from ten feet away and called out.


    “Hey, hon, got any good deals on the Good Book today?”


    In an instant, two Pinkerton’s men were on either side of her, taking her roughly by the elbows as two more plainclothes policemen and three or four uniformed bulls closed in. It took her all of a few seconds to figure out this was real. She didn’t scream or curse, didn’t even seem angry, and she didn’t cry. But the vitality was gone from her face since the first time I’d seen her. The cops handcuffed her and led her away. She cast one subdued glance back over her shoulder at me, but I couldn’t read it; her face was still blank with shock. I walked off the platform, repeating those two words that never seem to help much in these situations: “I tried.”


    A pair of scented arms hugged my shoulders from behind and I felt a warm kiss on my cheek.


    “Sold any Good Books lately?” a female voice whispered in my ear.


    I stood as Penny stepped around in front of me. Five-foot-two, eyes of blue, I thought to myself. Her blonde hair was in the same short pixie style she’d worn back in Dubuque, and her eyes were still as wide and bright. She showed off her nicely compact frame in a short black dress with full sleeves, and she’d put on make up, including bright red lipstick. You’d never have recognized her as the spinster beating the tambourine an hour ago.


    “How have you been, Penny?” We sat down together around the low table.


    “I been just grand, Dev. How you been?”


    “Can’t complain.” I flagged down a passing waitress who took Penny’s order for rum over ice. I asked what she’d been up to.


    “Little of this, little of that,” she answered breezily.


    “Saving lost souls?” I asked.


    “Nah, that’s just my pocket money between gigs.”


    “You’re still in the game then?”


    She gave me a sly smile. “Why? Going to arrest me?”


    “I didn’t arrest you last time,” I said, a little defensively. “In fact–”


    “Oh, lighten up, Dev,” she laughed. “I’m just giving you the needle. I already told you I don’t blame you for that. Hell, you tried to warn me off.”


    “Sorry it didn’t take.”


    “Yeah, me too.” She leaned forward a moment. “I never told anyone you tried, though.”


    “I know.”


    She tilted her head. “How?”


    “Because if you had, someone would have talked to me about it. No one ever did.”


    Her drink arrived and she raised her glass to me.


    “To good times ahead.” I drank the toast with her and tried to feel the situation. Had she really never blamed me for doing ten months’ hard time? Or had she at first but gotten over it? She didn’t seem like the type to hold grudges. Looking at her now, she seemed the same cheerful young woman I’d met in Dubuque. Maybe she was just one of those rare people who make up their minds early on in life to be happy, and stick to that regardless of the occasional obstacle.


    “So what are you up to these days? Still with Pinkerton’s?”


    I shook my head. “I left there shortly after I saw you last.”


    Penny raised her eyebrows. “Wracked with guilt over sending an innocent young girl to the slammer?”


    “Nah, I’d already done that lots of times when you came along. I was just getting sick of working for a big firm.”


    “So how you making rent these days?”


    “Same thing, only I work for myself.”


    “No kidding?” she laughed. “You got an office here in Baltimore?”


    I shook my head. “I’m just here visiting. Seeing the sights. What about you? Who you working for when times aren’t so slow?”


    She shrugged. “Got a couple of mobs I’m in good with. I never get anything real important to do, but if they need a pretty face or just a pair of eyes to help out, I get money coming in.”


    “You mean confidence mobs?”


    “Christ, yes!” she laughed, almost spitting out her drink. “You think I’d work for the mafia?”


    “I think you like excitement, Penny.”


    “Sure, the kind a girl gets to live through.”


    We chatted on awhile longer as I kept weighing the risks in leveling with her at least a little. Penny would know a lot about the con mobs in this city, who was into what and maybe any big scores that were going down. Her kind of knowledge could be invaluable to me. But was there any real way I could get it out of her without giving up too much of my own? She could sink my amateur scheme in two seconds with a word in the right ear. Would she want to? And how would I know whether she did? I had to remind myself that this girl was now twenty-seven, and had nearly an extra half-decade of experience in the trade. Four years of learning under masters how to use her looks and charm. More if you counted her time in the penitentiary. Sure, she’d only done ten months, but when you’re surrounded twenty-four hours a day by every kind of seasoned criminal imaginable, it’s like going to night school while you’re attending university full-time during the day.


    Penny took another drink of her rum, her blues fixed on my browns.


    “You want to ask me something, don’t you, Dev?”


    “I do.” I sat my drink down on the table. “And you didn’t invite me here just to hash over old times.”


    “I didn’t.” We smiled at each other for a few seconds until she asked: “So who’s going to show first?”


    I gestured with an open hand. “Ladies first, always.”


    I had breakfast at my hotel Saturday morning before driving the Cadillac over to an apartment house on the north side. Penny was having trouble with her landlord. Too many complaints from the neighbors over loud parties and gentlemen callers at odd hours. He wanted her out by the end of next week. She didn’t want to move. She liked her apartment and the location was ideal, close to public transportation and the night spots she favored. She considered going to some of her colleagues over the matter, but such a petty problem might make her seem like a flake, not reliable enough to be counted on when it mattered. Also, most of them didn’t know where she lived and she wanted to keep it that way. Plus she’d owe them a favor. Now she’d owe me one.


    When it came my turn, I leveled with her a little. Told her I was interested in a big con operator who went by the name of Clay Stanton. She knew the man, or knew of him, and promised she could find out more. I admitted I’d already met Stanton but under an assumed name, and that Stanton didn’t need to be hearing my real name from anybody. She said that was no problem. I hoped she was telling me the truth.


    I parked the Caddy in the street outside a clean-looking building, walked up a short flight of steps and down a hall to an office. I pressed the buzzer by the door a few times and heard the landlord shuffling around inside his apartment across the hall. An unshaven man with squinty eyes opened the door. He checked out my suit and shoes and told me he’d be right with me. A moment later he appeared in a hastily-tied necktie, his suspenders back up over his shoulders, and escorted me into the office.


    “You come to see about an apartment?” he asked, settling in behind his desk and shuffling through some papers. I took the chair across from him, leaning back in the seat with my leg crossed at the knee and my hands folded loosely in my lap.


    “Matter of fact I am,” I answered easily.


    “Got a coupla nice ones. You looking for one bedroom? Two?”


    I explained that it wasn’t about an apartment for me, it was for one already occupied by a friend of mine. A Miss Penelope Sills. He blew out a tired sigh.


    “Look, Mister, I gave her her chance. Plenty of warnings. She’s too noisy. Got parties going on, fellas coming in all hours of the day and night. Neighbors don’t like it. We got kids in this building. Sorry, but she’s out.”


    “I could talk to her for you,” I offered. “Get her to tone it down. She listens to me. Like I said, we’re good friends.”


    “Sorry, Mister. Like to help you, but I already got someone waiting for her place when she vacates. Now if that’s all you came here for–”


    “Sit back down.” I said it softly but firmly and waited for him to comply. “Like to handle this the easiest way possible,” I told him.


    “Aw, Christ, you gonna get tough now?” He seemed more fatigued than frightened by the possibility. One more problem he didn’t need along with late rent payments and leaky pipes.


    “Getting tough is for the unimaginative,” I smiled, running a hand along my jaw as I looked around the office. “Tell you the truth, Mister…?”


    “Gables,” he said finally.


    “Tell you the truth, Mr. Gables, I haven’t really decided what my next move will be. Do I have a call put in to the Fire Chief, have him come down here and make the toughest inspection he’s ever made in his career? Do I have the Treasury folks drop in and spend a week going through your tax records, and let my contacts at the newspaper know about it? Do I go to the bank that holds the lien on this building and have them review the lease paperwork, find a problem that will make the owners uneasy? Or do I start small, have one little old lady after another fall over your front steps and let the lawsuits pile up?”


    I had an easy smile on my face the whole time, and my tone wasn’t the least bit threatening. Just a man mulling over all the possible solutions to a minor problem.


    I dipped my head slightly and said: “Or maybe a combination of these, one following the other, all nice and spaced out so they look like coincidence. Just plain old bad luck that never seems to let up.” He stared at me hard, weighing me up. Smiling gently, I sat back and let him.


    “Who are you, Mister?”


    “Name’s Kelly Shaw.”


    “You somebody in this town?”


    “Getting to be.”


    “So how come I never heard of you before?”


    “’Cause you never had trouble with me before.” I stood up and smoothed the front of my jacket. “Think it over, Mr. Gables. I can give you a day or two. I’m at the Lord Baltimore Hotel if you want to reach me.”


    He picked up a pencil. “What room number?”


    “They know me there.” I walked slowly to the door, almost making it.


    “Hold up.” He threw the pencil down on the desk and ran a hand through his hair. “Like I care where the twist flops. She can stay if she likes.”


    “Thank you, Mr. Gables,” I said graciously. “I appreciate your understanding in this matter.”


    “Uh huh.”


    “What does Miss Sills pay in rent to you each month?”


    “Thirty-five dollars.” His squinty eyes narrowed, concerned I was going to come after him from another angle. He watched as I took out my gold money clip, pulled off a hundred-dollar bill and dropped it on his desk.


    “She’s usually pretty good about paying on time,” I mentioned casually. “But if she gets busy, forgets or something, take anything you need out of that.” I didn’t have to tell him there was more where that came from.


    He looked at the bill for a moment, his veined hand finally creeping across the blotter to snag it.


    “I ain’t gonna have no trouble?”


    “With me?” I flashed him my dazzler. “Hell, you did me a favor, friend, that’s all I know.”


    I touched the brim of my hat and walked out the door.


    I was on Nathan’s back porch Saturday evening, after another excellent meal from Marie’s kitchen.


    “The Baltimore Trust Company Building on Light Street,” Nathan said, answering the question I’d just asked him. “The building just went up six years ago and they had to file for bankruptcy two years ago. They’re likely to go into receivership any day now.”


    “That could work.” I wrote the details down in my brown notebook.


    “This fits into your plan?”


    “Uh huh.”


    “Would you care to tell me how?”


    “Huh uh.”


    “Dev–”


    “Nathan,” I interrupted him, “I know the waiting is tough. Just a few more days. By the end of this week I’ll know if it’s going to work or not. If it doesn’t, that still gives you time to go to your superiors before the first payment is due on any of those loans. With luck and a little finesse, you’ll be able to steer the bank examiners to Myers and Wiedermann without incriminating yourself.”


    “And Myers and Wiedermann will tell them–”


    “All kinds of gobbledy-gook. Desperate men usually do. But there’ll be nothing to back up anything they say. Kelly Shaw will have disappeared. The office I’m renting will be bare. Nobody at the Lord Baltimore will know anything of Mr. Shaw’s connection to two bankers. And nobody outside of a different hotel and a car rental lot will have ever heard of Devlin Caine.” I realized I was setting this up like a professional con, ready to fold and disappear without a trace if it went south. Maybe that was a good sign.


    “And if your plan does work?” Was that hopefulness in Nathan’s voice or just his natural inclination to cover all aspects of a potential business deal?


    “The bank gets its money back, the phony documents disappear, no one’s ever the wiser.”


    “And Myers and Wiedermann?”


    “That’s your call,” I said. “If I were you, I’d drop some pretty strong hints that they’d be happier working someplace else.”


    “So they’ll basically be getting away with what they did,” he sulked.


    “Jesus, Nathan, you can have Myers and Wiedermann sent up for embezzlement or you can keep this quiet. You can’t have both.”


    He puffed at his pipe for a moment, irritated.


    “What all have you been doing this week?” he asked.


    “Working my tail off, pal. How about you?”


    There was another silence. I was hoping Marie might appear with drinks or coffee or sandwiches, but I guess she’d gone to bed early. When enough time had passed so it wouldn’t look like I was stalking off, I rose from my chair.


    “I need to get some sleep.”


    “You’re welcome to stay here.” I was about to explain to Nathan that it wouldn’t save any money on my hotel bill even if I didn’t spend the night there. Then I calmed down and realized that it was a sincere offer, that he was trying to make nice.


    “I appreciate that, but I have a lot to do tomorrow. For starters, I need to pick up the business cards I ordered today.”


    “You found someone who can have them ready in one day?” Nathan asked, surprised. “They must be nice ones.”


    “I expect they will be. The guy I ordered them from is a world-class forger, so he should be able to handle a box of business cards.”


    

  


  
    Chapter Thirteen: New Players, New Problems


    


    That Saturday afternoon, after I’d paid a visit to Penny’s landlord and before my dinner with Clay Stanton – and my second dinner at Nathan’s house – I was walking down the street of a particularly seedy Baltimore neighborhood. I’d taken the bus so the Cadillac wouldn’t be picked up by spotters. Kelly Shaw was getting closer to the big play, and Stanton was sure to have people keeping an eye on him to see that he didn’t slip the hook.


    I found the run-down-looking storefront I knew from the photos Townsend had given me. Inside would be the jeweler who doubled as a fence, the print-maker who doubled as a forger, and the lawyers who didn’t need to double. I’d decided I needed to see the forger for a couple of reasons. Myers had gone to see Ferrier last week, and you didn’t have to know trigonometry to figure out why: Ferrier was the one who’d altered the three loan documents with Nathan’s original signature on them. Myers had probably been delivering the final payment when one of Townsend’s men had snapped his photo.


    The hallway inside smelled about as far away from fresh paint and new carpet as you can get. Dried flakes of wallpaper had collected in the thick dust along the baseboards. The rug running the length of the hall was sun-bleached where it met the door, and rats had been at it farther down. The lawyers’ office was closed. Hands on a cardboard clock said they’d be back in forty-five minutes. I passed the open door to the jeweler and glanced inside. An uncomfortable-looking woman was waiting while a stoop-shouldered man hunched over a glass counter, a loupe screwed into one eye as he carefully appraised a pendant on a gold chain. At the end of the hall, the glass window in the door read simply “Printing Done.” Clearly the printer wasn’t a man to waste letters.


    I stepped inside, hearing the tinny clap of a cheap bell on the back of the door. There was a “Be right there,” and half a minute later, a man stepped out from a back room and up behind the counter. He was short and of medium-build, with thinning hair and thick glasses. He looked up at me inquiringly. I told him I needed some business cards and we spent a couple of minutes looking through his book of templates. I settled on one and he gave me a price, telling me they’d be ready Wednesday.


    “I need them tomorrow.”


    “I’m not open tomorrow.”


    “I’ll pay triple.” He sighed and agreed, then wrote me out a slip and disappeared into the back room again. I gave it ten seconds and followed him back. The cramped room looked like Santa’s workshop if Santa had the elves working on fake raffle tickets and doctored passports. Benches were packed with all kinds of printing machines, and a large work table sat against one wall littered with works in progress, different-sized magnifying glasses, a desk lamp with a bright fluorescent bulb circling a magnifying lens, and a half-eaten sandwich on wax paper. The smell of fresh ink was almost dizzying.


    “Hey, this is private back here!” he complained, looking up and seeing me standing there.


    “Good, then we won’t be disturbed.” I closed the door behind me. I stood there a moment, not coming any closer, my face neutral. His eyes flashed briefly to the filing cabinet across the room, which told me his gun was too far away.


    “What do you want?” he asked.


    “I need some special work done. Apart from the calling cards, that is.”


    He shook his head. “I don’t know what you heard, pal, but you heard it wrong. I don’t do special work. I sure as hell don’t do it for people I don’t know.”


    I’d considered bringing photostats of the loan documents he’d altered and using those to blackmail him into going along, but figured that might scare him off. Posing as the law would have clammed him up even tighter, I was sure of it.


    “I’m Kelly Shaw,” I said simply. “I’m one of your customers. I just put in an order with you. So now you know me.”


    “Beat it,” he said. “Before I call the cops. And get your cards someplace else.”


    “What’s this gizmo?” I asked, reaching out to the edge of a black, boxy machine with rollers. It was a little bigger than a typewriter.


    “Get your hands off that! It cost me two hunnert bucks!”


    “For this little thing? Hardly any weight to it.” I picked up one end of the machine, wobbling it back and forth, dangerously close to the edge of the bench. Ferrier looked at me and held his breath for a second, fuming.


    “Who sent you to me?” he asked.


    I shook my head and smiled.


    “Sorry, Mr. Ferrier, but I’m a man who knows how to keep his mouth shut. You ought to be able to appreciate that. But if it will help,” I added casually, rocking the machine still closer to the edge, “I can mention the names of a few people we both know. Alexander Hamilton, Thomas Jefferson, Benjamin Franklin.” With my left hand I dug the money clip out of my pocket and tossed it onto the bench.


    He looked at the money clip and back to the precariously balanced machine I was holding, thinking it over.


    “Come on, pal, make up your mind. Make a few hundred or lose a few hundred, I don’t have all day.”


    Finally, he asked me what I wanted. I carefully and securely set the machine back down on the bench and told him.


    And so it was on Sunday that I left Ferrier’s print shop again, having paid him the second half of five hundred dollars and walking out with, among other items, my business cards and a Baltimore driver’s license in the name of Kelly Shaw. I rode the bus back to within a few blocks of the men’s athletic club I’d visited last week. The friendly folks I’d met the last time had graciously invited me to have the use of the place while I was in town. The older gentleman at the desk greeted me cordially and I managed forty-five minutes of hard exercise followed by ten minutes of relaxation in the thankfully empty steam room. I was told they had a first-class masseuse here, but I’m a little funny about strangers running their hands over me. Besides, for my money, hot steam is more efficient; it gets you everywhere at once.


    I took a taxi to my first hotel, wanting to pick up a few things and figuring it wouldn’t hurt to put in an appearance at the desk. There were no messages for me and I got my key and took the stairs up to my room on the fourth floor. I was wondering what it would look like after several days at my suite at The Excelsior, but when I opened the door that particular curiosity shot right out of my head as I received two jolts in rapid succession. First, there was a man in my room standing by the window. Second, I knew him.


    “Volnick?” How long had it been? Six, seven years? I’d worked with Volnick at Pinkerton’s in the Chicago office. He was your typical broad-shouldered, open-faced type with a capable if not exceptional mind. I’d never had any strong feeling about him one way or the other.


    “What do you know, Dev?”


    “I know this is my room. How’d you get in?”


    “Universal passkey,” he answered, which meant he’d picked the lock. Which also meant he hadn’t announced himself at the front desk.


    “Okay, next question: What the hell are you doing here?”


    “Somebody’d like to see you.”


    “Somebody who?”


    Volnick paused a moment before answering. “Straker.”


    Even the mention of the name soured my stomach. Straker had been my last boss at Pinkerton’s, and a big part of the reason I left. The man was a spineless, soul-less, apple-polishing, ladder-climbing weasel. And those were his good qualities.


    “I don’t know if they put it in the newsletter, but I don’t work for you people any more. I have no obligation or reason to see Straker. And I damn sure don’t have any desire.” I stood away from the door, holding it open for him. “Now scram.”


    “Come on, Dev,” Volnick said, trying the easy approach. “You know how we work. I’m up here in the room and Sanderson is outside covering the sidewalk.”


    “Good, you can say hi for me after I throw you out the window.” Volnick had brought the image of Straker’s hatchet face fresh into my mind, which is enough to make anybody irritable.


    “Dev,” Volnick said, a bit softer and quite seriously, “if you don’t come with me, Hoover’s boys will pick you up. We’re kind of working with them on this one.”


    “This one what?”


    He shrugged. “Straker’ll tell you.”


    I rode the elevator down with Volnick and the two of us walked outside. Sure enough, there was Sanderson, an extra fifteen pounds on top of the extra thirty he carried around the last time I saw him. He smiled at me.


    “Dev Caine! What do you know?”


    “I know Straker’s mother, but then who doesn’t?” I wasn’t smiling, but both Volnick and Sanderson laughed. And these were Straker’s own men, which said plenty about their boss. I climbed into the back of a tan Ford, drab enough to pass for the local branch’s motor pool, and thought things over during a ten-minute ride across town.


    What the hell was this group doing in Baltimore? And what the hell did they want with me? How had they even found out I was in town? (That one could be very important.) Why were they working with the Bureau? Did this have something to do with an old case I’d been involved with? Both Volnick and Sanderson had been congenial enough so far, none of the looking away and lack of smiles you’d see in men who’ve been given the unpleasant duty of leading a former colleague to his doom. I kept reaching farther back in my mind, looking for some clue to all this. And, of course, that brought me back to Thaddeus J. Straker.


    Straker was my immediate supervisor during my last fourteen months with Pinkerton’s. I’d encountered his type in the military, but had never had the misfortune to work directly under one for so long. He was one of those who treated responsibility like the two ends of a magnet. If something good happened, he made sure the credit for it stuck to him. If something bad happened, he saw to it that the blame repelled away from him and clung tightly to someone else. He knew who to flatter and he knew what looked good on paper. He was the kind of boss who stuck his nose so far into the details of your work that you couldn’t see them yourself, demanding answers before you had time to find them. And after tying your hands and hobbling you every step of the way, he’d become positively hostile about your lack of progress on something. As I said, he was a big part of the reason I struck out on my own. The biggest part.


    One hot August night back in ’Twenty-Nine, I was helping stake out a warehouse. A ring of thieves had been looting office furniture and I guess the man who owned the warehouse figured he wasn’t getting enough action from the police. Straker was in the car with the other three of us because he liked to be there “at the kill”. He especially liked to be able to make a point of it to the client.


    We watched from across a wide street, sitting in the dark car and waiting. The gang showed up just after midnight. We let them start loading their truck and I was sent in close to get descriptions and the license plate number while another fellow was dispatched to find a telephone and notify the law. After a minute, I heard a faint moaning. It seemed to be coming from the other side of a steel fire door a few feet away. I don’t know if it was the moaning or my opening the door that alerted the thieves, but they jumped on the truck and high-tailed it with what little they’d already loaded. I was barely paying attention by then. Behind that steel door, lying in a heap at the bottom of a stairwell, was a fourteen-year-old colored girl beat to hell. Whether she’d been attacked inside or someone had done this to her and dumped her here, I didn’t know. I did what I considered to be the normal things: saw that she was still breathing, put my jacket under her head, and yelled for Banner to find a cop or a doctor.


    Straker jumped out of the car, slammed the door, and came across the street in a fast walk. He was furious, cursing me at the top of his voice over the botched job. I ignored him, but he went on and on. We’d been hired to protect Mr. Goodman’s property, he reminded me, not play nursemaid to some jungle bunny who didn’t have enough sense to stay in at night. He added that if I had such a hankering for “this kind”, there were places in the city that could accommodate me, but not on company time and damn sure not in the middle of an important–


    He’d been saying all this while the girl lay bleeding on the cold cement floor, conscious enough to hear him, and so I had to pay for a doctor to wire his jaw shut for the next several weeks (best money I ever spent!) and to replace the shirt and tie that he bled all over. And there was a nice little written reprimand in my work record the next day. He’d wanted to fire me, but some of the senior guys cooled him out with my war record and my spotless history with the agency. I was also out a couple of bucks for the messenger I hired to deliver a can of soup and a straw anonymously to Straker’s desk that week. Sitting at my own desk outside his office and seeing it through his window, I didn’t crack a smile, but three other guys couldn’t come out from behind their file folders for several minutes. One even had to rush out into the hall to find the drinking fountain; something was caught in his throat and was damn near making him choke.


    I still have the written reprimand. It’s in a walnut frame hanging in my apartment bedroom. I look at it now and then, and I think about all the headaches I suffered working for that ass. I think about that young girl (with a few inquiries I managed to find out that she was going to be okay, that she was a good student who wanted to be a teacher some day). I think about that kid in the organ grinder’s monkey uniform walking into Straker’s office to deliver one tin of Campbell’s soup, one straw, and the simple message “Mm mm good!” But mostly I think about the sound Straker’s glass jaw made when it crunched under my fist, and I smile and remind myself that life isn’t all bad.


    “What’s funny, Dev?” Volnick’s question brought me out of my reverie. I guessed we were here.


    Another hotel. At this rate, I might get to see the inside of every hotel in Baltimore before leaving the city. I followed Volnick and Sanderson up in the elevator and down the hall to a good-sized suite.


    For a minute I thought I’d been brought to some miniature gala reception. At least ten men in suits were gathered around carts full of food and drink. The atmosphere wasn’t festive, but it wasn’t quite formal, either, though there was definitely a crispness to the proceedings.


    Straker was in the center of the spread-out group, talking seriously with a sober-faced government type he was trying to impress. His jacket was off (Straker liked to let people know he was a working man) and he stood there in his vest and perfectly-knotted tie. Six feet tall with narrow shoulders and a wiry build. Bald on top and dark hair on the sides, and dark eyes that always looked out at you from his thin, angular face like he was deciding whether you were a handhold or a stepping stone. The man acknowledged no third categories.


    “There’s the man himself,” Straker called out. “Devlin Caine. Used to be one of our best and brightest until he took it into his head to take all of our careful training and go into business for himself. Well, they do call it free enterprise after all. Dev, I’d like you to meet Special Agent Joshua Mattling of the Federal Bureau of Investigation.”


    I walked casually forward during Straker’s patter and stationed myself halfway between the two men. At least Straker hadn’t been fool enough to try and shake my hand. Mattling and I gave each other the once-over. He was tall and sturdy, with bushy eyebrows, a prominent Adam’s apple, and ears that stuck out. He stood there munching a small sandwich while Straker prattled on and I offered single-syllable responses when necessary. After a moment, the three of us took a seat around a low table while the other men in the room took up positions on sofas and extra chairs.


    “Mr. Caine,” Mattling began, “may I ask what brings you to Baltimore?”


    “I’m here visiting family.”


    “But you’re not staying with them?”


    “I don’t like to crowd people in their own homes.”


    Mattling snapped his fingers and one of the men jumped up and grabbed a photograph off a desk and brought it over to him. Mattling slid the photo across the low table toward me. It was of Clay Stanton, taken from several yards away and clearly without the subject’s knowledge.


    “Do you know this man, Mr. Caine?” asked Mattling.


    I picked up the photo and studied it. I had to be very careful here. If these people caught me in an outright lie early on, it could make the rest of the conversation difficult.


    “I take it this is someone you’re interested in?” I asked, stalling.


    “Please answer my question, Mr. Caine.”


    I tossed the photo back onto the tabletop. “I don’t know him as well as I’d like to. I’m trying to get to know him a bit better.”


    “For what purpose?”


    “A client is paying me to.”


    “You said you were here visiting family.”


    “I am, but I’m also doing a little work on the side. I’m afraid a working holiday is all too common for the self-employed.”


    “And who is your client?” asked Mattling.


    “I’m sorry, Agent Mattling, but as a matter of the strictest professional ethics I maintain complete confidentiality regarding my clients. And that has to include their identities.”


    “Dev,” Straker interjected quietly, “Agent Mattling is from the Federal Bureau of Investigation. He needs this information.” I didn’t even look at him.


    “Mr. Caine,” Mattling said, “this is a matter of some importance to the Bureau. I assure you I wouldn’t be asking you otherwise.”


    “I’m sure that’s true, Agent Mattling.” I appeared to mull it over. “I’d be happy to contact my attorney in Kansas City and consult with him over this matter.” Mattling’s bushy eyebrows knotted slightly and the corners of his mouth pulled south a little; attorneys slow things down.


    “We’re entering a new era of law enforcement in this country, Mr. Caine,” Mattling stated, which relaxed me a little. If he was going to extemporize, that was a good sign. A better sign than threats, anyway. “Our organization has fought very hard in Congress to put some real teeth into the law. Criminals can no longer evade justice simply by crossing over state lines. The Bureau has full authority to pursue them and arrest them wherever they go. We’re also working hard to increase cooperation, not just with local police forces but between various government agencies. We’re not all of us with the Bureau. Mr. Conklin over there is with the Treasury Department, Internal Revenue, and Mr. Palmer is with the Securities and Exchange Commission. We’re all of us interested in this man in the photograph. He is suspected of numerous criminal acts. And the fact is, Mr. Caine, we need your help to bring him to justice.”


    It was a nice speech and it told me a few things. It told me chiefly that Clay Stanton was under surveillance by multiple government agencies, which in turn told me that my chances of making a play against him were now almost nil, not with all this federal scrutiny.


    “I appreciate everything you’ve told me, Agent Mattling,” I said. “I’m even more willing to consult with my attorney and see if I can help you.”


    It clearly wasn’t the answer he’d been hoping for.


    “Dev,” Straker began, but Mattling shut him up quick with a small shake of his head.


    “Sometimes, Mr. Caine, “it doesn’t aid the pursuit of justice to slow down long enough to dot every ‘i’ and cross every ‘t’. The government of this nation has a duty to protect its citizens.”


    “Agreed. Just as the citizens of this nation have a duty to protect their freedoms.”


    We were at an impasse. Mattling might have tried carting me off to a back room somewhere and trying some variation or other of the rubber hose treatment, but he didn’t look quite that dumb. He could tell that, when pushed, I pushed back. And cooperation freely given is always more valuable than the type of coercion that could find its way into the papers and give the Bureau a black eye.


    “Is there anything you could tell us about this man, then?” he asked.


    “I’ve had dinner with him a couple times,” I said. “Goes by the name of Stanton. He claims to be some kind of investment guru. Stocks and bonds. Claims to be quite successful at it. Me, I think he’s nothing more than a confidence man.” This was telling them nothing. Unless Stanton had some other criminal enterprise on the side, they had to know at least this much about him already.


    “He most assuredly is,” Mattling confirmed. “He’s been one most of his life.”


    “How did he manage to warrant all this attention?” I asked, making a sweeping gesture that took in the room. “He put the touch on a senator’s kid or something?”


    Mattling didn’t answer and I didn’t hold it against him. I wasn’t playing ball with him so why should he cough up for me?


    “Thank you for coming by, Mr. Caine,” Mattling said. “Let me walk you to the elevator. No, that’s all right, Mr. Straker. You stay here.”


    Mattling and I were alone in the corridor, waiting for the elevator car. He handed me a card with his name and an official logo on it.


    “Mr. Caine, if there’s anything more you can tell us about Mr. Stanton, or about your client for that matter, I’d appreciate you calling me at that number. Anyone there will be happy to take a message.”


    “If I find evidence that Mr. Stanton is committing some crime–”


    “Yes, that too, of course. But anything at all could be helpful. We’ve been pursuing this man for some time, separately for the most part and only recently in concert. You never know what small piece of information will be the key that puts it all together for us, gives us a chance to move on him.”


    I tucked the card into my vest pocket, promising I’d be in touch if I had anything for him.


    “Your former superior, Mr. Straker, tells us you’re a capable man. That you could be quite useful to us if you wanted to.”


    “Straker would tell you I was an eight-legged man from Mars if he thought there was another feather in his cap over it,” I said.


    “Yeah,” Mattling agreed, “I kind of got that.”


    “I expect to see Mr. Stanton a few times this week,” I admitted to Mattling. “If he sees your people tailing me…”


    “He won’t. You haven’t. But don’t worry, we’ll give you some elbow room for the next few days.”


    The elevator car arrived and I stepped inside.


    “You know what hotel I’m staying at if you need me,” I said.


    “We know both of them,” Mattling said flatly, and the doors closed on his expressionless face.


    

  


  
    Chapter Fourteen: Apricot or Blackberry?


    


    I was back at my first hotel, lying on the bed, staring at the ceiling, and feeling as morose as I had in a good many months. Not that I really thought there was any great chance my scheme against Stanton would have worked, but it would have been nice to give it a try. All the money on hotels and cars and clothes, to say nothing of the five hundred dollars I’d paid Ferrier – what a waste! But three different government agencies and Pinkerton’s detectives were breathing down Stanton’s neck, watching his every move. They could move in at any time, or just slip up and scare him off. And the F.B.I. knew that Devlin Caine was in town and had taken a suite at the Lord Baltimore. They could trace the Cadillac and find out it had been rented by a private investigator named Townsend. Would Townsend stand up for me in a pinch? It wasn’t like the man owed me, or like I’d even asked him to. Things were not, as the say, looking up. I planned to drown all this in a local saloon once I got up the energy.


    For now, I got up from the bed, grabbed a cigarette, and started pacing aimlessly about the room. So what was the plan now? Tell Nathan to report the missing money to his bosses, show them what he showed me at the beginning, then keep his lips sealed about any development since then and deny any accusations thrown his way. Yes, his brother was in town visiting. Yes, he’d been to the bank. Nathan had introduced him under an assumed name because his brother is a detective and was apparently working on something. No, he had no idea what and he hadn’t asked. No, he hadn’t shown his brother any bank records or discussed any bank business with him. It sounded pretty thin, but if Nathan stuck to the script it might just see him through.


    I paused by the ash tray on the desk to flick my cigarette, my mind trying to catch at something. There seemed to be a missing piece in all the stuff Mattling had thrown at me. Why were so many people interested in Stanton? Sure, he’d conned a hell of a lot of money out of a good many people over the years. Maybe one rich old guy got some steam up about it and decided to pursue the matter. That could explain Pinkerton’s. The Securities and Exchange Commission had only been around for a year, a federal response to try and keep things like the Crash of ’Twenty-Nine from happening again. Their main job was to keep an eye out for irregularities in the stock market, big-time wheelers and dealers trying to influence the market for their own gain. Would one con mob draw their attention? People who only dealt in non-existent stocks from non-existent companies and didn’t even buy or sell in the real markets? Internal Revenue, sure. Any time there was income being generated they wanted their cut, didn’t matter how that income was earned. Christ, that’s how they finally got Capone, for income tax evasion.


    I had the hardest time trying to puzzle out how the F.B.I came to be involved in this. Their side of the street was law enforcement, plain and simple. Yes, confidence games are illegal, but a still-fledgling agency that was hungry for some big scores? There were a thousand con men in the country, and none of them known to the nation at large. What made print was taking down the public enemies. The bank robbers and gangsters and smugglers and bootleggers. Last year alone the feds had had the final say with Dillinger, Pretty Boy Floyd, and Baby Face Nelson. Hoover and Purvis had declared war on gangsterism. They weren’t going to make the front page sticking one old con and his shills in the clink. Were things slowing down with the hard rackets so it was time to move in on the soft? Maybe Mattling just wasn’t big league enough, or in with the right people enough, to get a juicier assignment. Still, my instincts told me there was some more specific reason for all this activity.


    I took out the forged documents I’d purchased from Ferrier and tossed them onto the desk, planning to torch them in the ash tray. Five hundred dollars up in smoke, literally, but it didn’t seem a wise idea to keep them now. I was reaching for my lighter when I noticed a small card on top of the pile, a note penciled on it:


    Lord Baltimore Hotel bar


    11:00 p.m this evening


    I picked up the card and turned it over. It was the card Special Agent Mattling had handed to me outside the elevator. An invitation, one he didn’t want any of his colleagues to know about. Something he wanted to tell me or something he wanted to ask me? Both, I imagined. In any event, it was an invitation I couldn’t afford to turn down. Mattling had the authority to have me picked up and formally interrogated if he wanted to. This was something different.


    I thought about having supper with Nathan and his family, but decided I wasn’t up for dodging questions at another back porch conference. I had about six hours to kill. I hid the documents and my genuine identification in the room, kept the Kelly Shaw driver’s license in my wallet, and took a taxi over to the Lord Baltimore. A nap, a shower, a change of clothes, a leisurely dinner nearby and a movie, and the six hours were cut down to forty minutes. I went back to my suite and read the newspaper, then took the elevator down to the bar at a quarter to eleven. Friendly faces called out greetings and I was forced to make small talk while I worked my way around the bar, trying to find an empty booth or table. I found one all right, just next to the corner booth where Special Agent Joshua Mattling sat having a quiet drink with Mr. Ethan Ryland. Apparently, it was my day for jolts; last I knew, Ryland had headed back to Nebraska days ago.


    Mattling looked up while I was deciding what to do and he waved me over. Nothing else for it, so I walked over and joined them.


    “I didn’t realize you were quite so popular here,” Mattling commented.


    “I’ve made a few friends,” I shrugged, settling into the booth next to Ryland, who seemed a little tense.


    “I’m thinking we should talk in your room,” Mattling said. “Have one drink with us, then leave first. We’ll give it ten minutes and follow.”


    The waitress brought me a scotch and soda and Mattling and I talked a little baseball. Ryland didn’t say much of anything. When I finished my drink, the three of us shook hands and I went back up to my room, where the other two men showed up on schedule.


    “I’m not quite as well stocked as the bar downstairs,” I said, walking over to the small liquor cart in the corner, “but I can offer a little hospitality if you’re having.” They were. I made the drinks and we all took a seat near the window.


    “Did you manage to contact your attorney?” Mattling asked.


    “He doesn’t work on Sundays.”


    “Lucky guy. Oh well, I guess there’s not much need for it now.” Mattling gave a slight smile and Ryland looked at the ground. So that’s why Mattling hadn’t pushed me harder this afternoon, I realized: he thought he already knew who my client was.


    I gestured with my drink. “Mind if I ask how you two know each other?”


    “We’ll get to that,” Mattling answered. “How are things going with Stanton?”


    “Had dinner with him last night,” I said. “Mind telling me why the F.B.I., the I.R.S., and the S.E.C. are all after one lone confidence man? Or will we get to that, too?”


    “I never said we were after Mr. Stanton. I only asked if you knew him.” He set his drink down on the side table and leaned forward in his chair. “The fact is, Mr. Caine, I think you could be of some use to us on another matter.”


    “I can’t imagine how.”


    “Some weeks ago,” Mattling began, “Mr. Ryland contacted our people in Chicago.”


    “Did he now?” I narrowed my eyes at Ryland as Mattling gestured for him to pick up the thread.


    “I’ve been having some trouble with an…associate of mine,” Ryland said. “A man in Chicago with whom I’ve done some business over the last several years. Kind of a silent partner. He’s invested with me, provided some short-term loans when I needed them. He’s also given me a hand with supply and labor problems now and then.”


    “Sounds like a handy guy to have around.” I didn’t offer more.


    “Yes, well…most of my creditors have been willing to work with me in light of my recent troubles,” Ryland continued. “This man, however, has not. I’d taken out a sizable loan from him before starting off on my vacation earlier this year. Before my troubles here. I’ve tried to explain as best I can that I’ve lost everything on a risky investment. But–”


    “But he wants his money back,” I said, swirling the ice in my glass.


    “He’s been insistent about it, Mr. Caine. Insistent to the point of making threats.”


    “Does this business associate of yours have a name?”


    Ryland looked over at Mattling, got a nod, and told me: “Casper Giarelli.”


    “Sounds Italian,” I said, scratching my jaw. “An Italian from Chicago who specializes in big loans and labor problems. I wonder what line he’s in.”


    “Yes, well, his threats were starting to worry me. I decided to contact the F.B.I. office in Chicago. It turns out they’re quite interested in Mr. Giarelli.”


    “Oh, I’ll bet.” I turned back to Mattling, not feeling the need to point out that this was where he came back into the conversation.


    “Mr. Ryland told us about how he came to you in Kansas City,” Mattling explained. “How he was taken victim in one of Stanton’s confidence schemes and how you’d invited him to Baltimore for a chance to get his money back.” That wasn’t strictly true, but I didn’t see the need to make a point of it. But now I knew why it had been so easy to get Ryland back out here: some money returned would be nice, but federal protection from a mobster was what had got him packing his suitcase.


    “And?”


    “You weren’t far off in your guess that some senator’s son had also been taken,” Mattling explained. “In fact, it was Senator Cumberland himself.”


    “I don’t know the senator,” I said.


    “He represents the Great State of Maryland, which is why we’re all here.” Mattling went on to explain that Cumberland had got himself taken by Stanton months ago, same as Ryland only for an even larger sum of money. Not content with having Stanton picked up for spitting on the sidewalk, Cumberland had started a campaign with various federal agencies to see that Stanton was sent away do to some serious time. Through letters to his various contacts within the federal government, Cumberland was able to convince the Securities and Exchange Commission that confidence swindles involving stock – even if they weren’t real stocks – still had an adverse impact on the markets as a whole. For one thing, if legitimate investors were losing large sums to confidence men, that was money lost to stimulating the real market. More importantly, such activity could make investors wary of placing money in legitimate stock. Cumberland had been nudging the F.B.I. as well, assuring them that such high-dollar swindles were just as damaging to the economy, and thus to the public at large, as any gangster activity. Of course, the Internal Revenue hadn’t needed a whole lot of convincing to get involved. There’s money being made here, boys, and you aren’t getting any!


    So for months, Cumberland had initiated investigations in three different federal bureaucracies, and when the time was right, he pushed for cooperation between the three to capture this “damaging and notorious felon.” It seemed to me like an awful lot of resources to commit toward taking a pair of sheep shears away from one shepherd. I said as much to Mattling.


    “Being a United States senator has its privileges,” Mattling said. “Senator Cumberland has quite a bit of influence in Washington.”


    “And like any other federal institution, you get your funding from Congress.”


    “That we do, Mr. Caine.”


    “I can understand your wanting to placate the senator. But you just told me you weren’t after Stanton.”


    “I said I didn’t say we were after him,” countered Mattling. I rolled my eyes at this and he elucidated. “We’re happy enough to bring him in, yes. A collar’s a collar. Normally we wouldn’t waste too much of our time on something like this, other than feeding what information we could to the Treasury and S.E.C. That’s pretty much what we’ve been doing, per the senator’s insistence, up until we came across Mr. Ryland here.


    “Casper Giarelli,” Mattling continued, “has been in our files for some time. Among his more legitimate business ventures, he’s known to traffic in smuggling, illegal arms, gambling, and racketeering.”


    “You mean he’s a mobster.” I was tempted to put a hand to my mouth in shock but decided not to push it.


    “If he’s not, he’s been doing a hell of an impression of one.”


    I wondered if Ryland had known about this, but didn’t want to put him on the spot in front of Mattling by asking. He had to have suspected at the very least.


    “Okay,” I said to Mattling, “so you’re after this Giarelli. You’re trying to what, get something on him?”


    “Something substantial,” Mattling nodded. “We know plenty, but as for what we can prove, he could beat ninety percent of it in court and the other ten would do little more than inconvenience him for a year or two.”


    “You want to nail him for a long stretch if you can.”


    “It wouldn’t be like taking down Capone, but with Giarelli out of the picture, we could put a serious crimp in a lot of illegal activity.”


    “In Chicago or in Lincoln, Nebraska?”


    “The mafia are everywhere these days, Mr. Caine. I’m surprised to have to tell a man from Kansas City that.”


    “Won’t they just replace him?”


    “They’ll try, sure. But it’d take the new guy awhile to earn the same trust among Giarelli’s circle, especially when they’re all looking over their shoulders trying to figure out how Giarelli got fingered.”


    “So what’s your plan?” I asked.


    “Can’t give you all of it, but Giarelli is coming to Baltimore sometime in the next couple of weeks. Handling other business, but he’ll want to meet with Mr. Ryland while he’s here, see if he can learn something about this bad investment that cleaned Mr. Ryland out a few months ago.”


    “And this other business is what you’re hoping to catch him at?”


    “Like I said, I can’t give you all of it. But like I also said, you could be of use to us. The Bureau is not above hiring private talent now and then.”


    I really didn’t care for the sound of this. I took a sip of my drink.


    “What do you want me to do?”


    “Just what you’ve been doing,” Mattling told me. “Keep stroking Stanton, make him think he’s got a live one.” I furrowed my brow and tilted my head. Mattling gave me a bit more.


    “Mr. Ryland will try his best to keep Giarelli from meeting with Stanton personally, but he can’t guarantee it. Giarelli’s a forceful man. If Stanton finds out a mobster might be interested in his operation, he’ll fold and fade in a hurry. But if he’s certain a big score is coming in the next few days, he just might be willing to tough it out a little longer.”


    “And keeping Stanton in the picture helps you how?”


    “Like I said, a collar’s a collar. If nothing else, it’ll keep the Treasury, the S.E.C., and Senator Cumberland off our backs while we concentrate on Giarelli. That’s all I can tell you for now, Mr. Caine.”


    “So all you’re asking is that I keep doing what I’ve been doing? And you and the other feds will give me some elbow room while I’m going about it?”


    “I’ll see to it,” Mattling promised.


    “And if I have to bend or even break a few minor laws while I’m working my game with Stanton?”


    “As a temporary operative in our employ,” Mattling said smoothly, “The Bureau appreciates that you may have to take a few risks to achieve our aims, even to the point of doing something unlawful if necessary.”


    I shrugged and took a drink.


    “I guess I’m in.”


    About two-thirty in the morning I was sitting in my suite, smoking a cigarette over the remains of a room service order of Eggs Benedict and trying to fashion a diagram. More like a diorama. The salt was Stanton, the pepper was Ryland. Nathan was the napkin ring, while Myers and Wiedermann were small, unopened jars of apricot and blackberry jam. A small cream pitcher served as Mattling, and the other faceless feds were represented by unsmoked cigarettes. I fetched a tissue from the lavatory, blew my nose into it, wadded it up, and dropped it onto the plate. That was Straker.


    Several hours ago, I’d been ready to chuck my whole scheme and pretty much leave Nathan to fend for himself (with instructions, of course, and only because I knew my remaining here wouldn’t have done him any favors). Now I was back on track, and with the official sanction of the highest law enforcement agency in these United States. Hell, I practically had carte blanche to flaunt the law if it got in my way. Anyone who’d been all of five minutes in the detective business would have been dancing for joy. Someone with twelve years of professional experience, both with a large firm and as head of his own, would be needing a fourth drink about now.


    Sure, Special Agent Mattling had offered me a deal that would allow me to see my play through and help out the big-time Washington boys in the process. He’d come to me for help, and not only requested my services but assured me I’d be left alone by the other feds, strongly hinting that any legal difficulties I might encounter could be handily taken care of. And not one damn word of that was in writing anywhere. I’d known Mattling for all of ten hours or so. All I really knew about the man was that he didn’t trust his own compatriots and had wanted to meet with me in secret, the only other witness being a man who was in trouble so deep of his own that he’d play ball with anyone if the wind blew right. And who knew how much Mattling wasn’t telling me?


    True, he had been gracious enough when I’d asked for a few words in private with Mr. Ryland at the end of our meeting. Mattling had thanked me for my assistance and left my suite without a backward glance, allowing me a tense few minutes with Ryland. I wanted to read him the riot act for not letting me know he’d lost mob money in Stanton’s con game – that would have altered my approach to all this drastically! But I didn’t. I settled for firing several specific questions at him – all of which he seemed to answer truthfully – and giving him a few instructions that I assured him wouldn’t interfere with any assistance he was getting from the feds.


    The gist of it was that Ryland had been keeping in contact with Giarelli (certain business associates really take offense to being ignored). When Ryland mentioned a trip to Baltimore, Giarelli let it be known that he was headed that way, too, and that he’d expect to meet up if Ryland was still in town. That scared Ryland plenty but pleased the feds. At their behest, Ryland had agreed to stick around and make the meeting with Giarelli. He didn’t have much choice if he wanted the man off his back.


    I stared down at the room service tray again. The diorama wasn’t helping. I was having a hard time remembering whether Myers was apricot or blackberry, and I’d smoked three of the S.E.C. guys. I realized I was drunk when I moved one of the tiny jam jars to the edge of the tray and waited to be kinged.


    I stripped off my hundred-and-forty-dollar suit and climbed into bed.


    I spent a good deal of Monday morning on the telephone in my suite, putting my plan into action. Around eleven o’clock I walked into the phony brokerage office on Chase Street and made another investment per Stanton’s latest instructions. The clerk handed me my eleven hundred dollars’ return when I sold the stock an hour later. I was to meet Stanton for lunch, then return that afternoon to reinvest.


    I picked at my food with little interest, nodding absently over Stanton’s latest hot tip. I let him build up some steam before cutting him off as politely as I could.


    “Mr. Stanton,” I began easily, “please don’t think me ungrateful for what you’ve done for me. You’ve been a pleasant and amiable companion, and I’ve enjoyed helping you out with a few small errands in return. However…”


    “Yes, my boy?” Stanton was all ears, his face showing genuine concern for a friend.


    “Pardon my being a bit blunt, sir, but…well, a few hundred here, a few thousand there, it’s pocket change to me. It’s been a whirl, but I have some big deals coming along and if I want to keep my businesses thriving, I really need to get back to them.”


    Stanton apologized. Not stiffly, not profusely, but eloquently and graciously without overdoing it. The man really was an artist. He didn’t act hurt, didn’t try to make me feel sorry for him in the slightest.


    “I’m embarrassed to say, Mr. Shaw, that I’ve not given you your due. Sending a man such as yourself off on errands any competent clerk could handle for me. Shameful, really. Oh, in my defense I have been quite busy with several dozen other deals, but that’s no excuse to intrude on your time and good will as I have. Can you forgive me?” His gentle tone and gentler smile kept it from getting maudlin.


    I smiled and breathed a sigh of relief, offering my hand.


    “I’m so very glad you understand, Mr. Stanton. You’ve been a hell of a friend and the last thing I want to do is leave you in the lurch. Of course, I realize that even these small deals are important in the larger scheme of what you’re trying to do. Naturally, I’ll be happy to return to the brokerage office this afternoon and reinvest this per your instructions.” I tapped my breast pocket.


    “Not a bit of it.” The man was positively magnanimous. “Consider that a fee for services rendered. Tut tut, my boy, I won’t hear another word on the subject. We shall finish this delicious lunch together and I shall wish you a very happy return to Chicago.” He returned to his food without a care in the world. The guy was really, really good.


    We picked our way leisurely through the rest of the meal, talking of politics and the news of the day. Out of polite interest, Stanton casually asked me about my upcoming business deals. If he wasn’t being impertinent in inquiring, of course.


    “I’m trying to buy a building,” I explained.


    “Indeed? A house?”


    “No,” I laughed. “A skyscraper. Place right here in Baltimore, in fact.”


    “You don’t say?” I did say. I told him of a sweet deal I was getting ready to move on, a very new property that had already bankrupted out and was heading for receivership.


    “I’m just buying a piece of it, really,” I explained. “Better to share the risk with a few partners on something like this.”


    “A wise policy in most circumstances,” Stanton assented.


    I nodded absently. “I pretty much have it together. The only minor snag is…well, it’s kind of embarrassing.”


    “I sincerely doubt that it is, Mr. Shaw. Not among friends.”


    “Well, what I really need is a way to stash about three or four hundred thousand for a few weeks.”


    “Put it away for the investment, you mean?”


    “Quite the contrary,” I admitted. “If my partners know how much I have at hand, they’ll want me to go in on a larger share. I’m trying to manipulate my share down to where I want it without giving them the impression that I might be holding back on them because I’m not a hundred percent sold on the purchase of the building.”


    I lowered my eyes to my plate for a second, then looked back at him with what I hoped was just the right hint of uncertainty.


    “You must think me quite a crook,” I said.


    “Rubbish,” Stanton said, his expression quite serious. “You’re behaving like any prudent and sensible investor. Fortunes do not remain long with the reckless, my young friend.”


    “That’s how I figure it.”


    Stanton picked up his wine glass and swished the amber liquid around inside, seemingly lost in thought for a second.


    “There’s a possibility, Mr. Shaw, that I might be able to assist you.”


    I had this part planned out well. My reaction, my protestations over leaning on Mr. Stanton’s generosity in this way, my reluctantly being worn down by his assurances, and my glitter of greed when I accepted. I’d actually practiced this part in front of the full-length mirror in my hotel suite, but I never got to use it.


    “Hey, Kel!” A woman’s voice called out from behind me. I turned in my seat and was kissed squarely on the mouth. I couldn’t even tell it was Penny until she pulled back a bit.


    She was dressed nice and sat down at the empty chair next to me, helping herself to a breadstick.


    “Who’s your friend?” she asked.


    There wasn’t much else I could do at that point.


    “Mr. Clay Stanton, allow me to introduce–”


    “Penelope Sills,” she said cheerfully, offering her hand and using her real name, which surprised me. “My friends call me Penny.”


    

  


  
    Chapter Fifteen: G-Men, T-Men, and P-Men


    


    I was at the hotel lounge where Penny and I had shared a drink on Friday, waiting for her to show up. The piano player was pounding out a lively version of “The Varsity Drag,” singing along in his high falsetto. Well, I thought, at least he’s getting closer to the modern era. That song swept college campuses a few years after I graduated. I wasn’t in the mood for picking over old memories today, though. What he hell had Penny meant by crashing my meeting with Stanton? And introducing herself by her real name? No way to tell, and she’d be here soon enough to clue me in. It seemed like a good time to review things as they stood so far.


    I’d come to Baltimore because someone had embezzled from the bank where my brother worked and tried to frame him for it. The embezzlers were Myers and Wiedermann, two men working under Nathan who’d taken the money in hopes of making a quick killing in the stock market. Only the embezzlers, still unbeknownst to them so far as I knew, hadn’t really invested the money; they’d had it taken from them by a master con artist calling himself Clay Stanton. This same Stanton had conned a man who’d recently visited my office, Ethan Ryland. Cleaned him out in fact. And Ryland was back in Baltimore, originally at my request, I thought, but really for reasons of his own. Ryland had introduced me to Stanton as a potential mark, and so far Stanton had taken the bait and I’d been playing the sap for him, letting him prep me for the big play. I’d met Ferrier, the forger who doctored the now worthless loan documents Nathan had originally signed, and had him do a little work for me. I was working a threadbare scheme of my own against Stanton in hopes of getting the bank’s money back, or as much of it as I could anyway. I’d been introduced to Stanton, Myers, and Wiedermann (and Soames, another of Nathan’s employees who I didn’t think really figured in this) as Kelly Shaw, a big wheel from the Midwest. Ferrier knew me by that name, too. I’d later reintroduced myself to Myers and Wiedermann as Kelly Shaw, a big shot federal law man who’d threatened them into keeping quiet, claiming to be after bigger fish (Lord, the irony!). I’d run into Penny Sills, a con I met in Iowa five years ago who’d done hard time for grifting (and maybe blamed me for it), who was still in the game and who’d promised to help me. I’d squared things with her landlord as my part of our bargain. Was there anything else up to that point? Other than another potential ally in the form of a private detective named Townsend and the fact that a dentist named Enright was giving it to his receptionist, I couldn’t think of anything.


    That all seemed complicated enough to me, but I guessed the gods of fate had been getting extra bored lately. Yesterday I found out that a U.S. senator from Maryland named Cumberland had also been fleeced by Stanton and had taken it personal. Thanks to his careful machinations, no less than three federal agencies were now coordinating their efforts to bring Stanton to justice. Pinkerton’s had been called in to offer assistance, owing to their years of experience with confidence schemes and the people who ran them. One of their “top men” from Chicago – a slimy career climber who grabbed for credit like a life preserver and who would sell his own children into the jute mills if it meant a promotion – had been brought in along with two of his own. And then Joshua Mattling, Special Agent In Charge of the F.B.I.’s Divisional Headquarters in Baltimore, had met with me in secret. He wasn’t all that interested in Stanton; he was interested in Ethan Ryland’s erstwhile business partner. Mattling wanted me to keep playing the mark for Stanton and had gone so far as to offer protection for doing so. And he’d said all this in front of nobody reliable and could deny it at any time.


    I took a sip of my drink and ran down the list in my head. My brother Nathan, the victim here. Myers and Wiedermann, two amateur embezzlers running scared over a bad investment. Stanton, a master of the big con, expert and very long in the game. Ferrier, a shifty little forger but a good one. Mattling, a career fed who may even be on the level. Townsend, a capable private eye who would help if it was nothing illegal. Penny, a sharp, fun-loving con girl who claimed to be my ally. Ethan Ryland, a played mark still very much in the soup and damned scared about it. And, of course, I couldn’t forget Ryland’s partner, Casper Giarelli, a Chicago mobster who was coming to Baltimore. Beldham & Morrissey, First Quality Investors, Pinkerton’s, the Internal Revenue Service, the Securities and Exchange Commission, the Federal Bureau of Investigation, and God help us all, the mafia. I’d seen no harm in dipping my toe into the soft rackets, win or lose. Now I wasn’t so much running with the big dogs as I was surrounded by them, and losing had become a whole hell of a lot riskier. I thought back to what Townsend had said to me the last time I visited his office: “That’s why I don’t work with family.”


    Penny showed up at last, sat down and ordered a drink. I waited for it to be served so we wouldn’t be interrupted.


    “Mind telling me what the hell that was all about?” I asked. “You crashing my meeting with Stanton?”


    She put her glass down and smiled brightly. “I’m helping you, remember?”


    “Helping me how? You could have queered the whole deal. You’re in the game, too. Stanton could know that.”


    “Of course he knows that,” she laughed. “Or if he doesn’t he will by tonight. The man’s not stupid, you know.”


    “And letting Stanton see me on intimate terms with another con artist is going to help me how exactly?”


    “Intimate terms?” She smiled provocatively. “It was just a kiss.”


    “Get on with it.”


    Penny outlined her plan for me. As she said, Stanton either knew or would know soon that she was a con herself. He’d believe another mob was trying to put the touch on the young millionaire Kelly Shaw. That alone might make Stanton work a little harder to get to Shaw first, keep him on the hook for whatever I was attempting. However, she explained slyly, if she could hint that she was less than satisfied with her current group, that she had talent but was never given anything really big to sink her teeth into, that she might be looking around for someone new to shill for…


    “Don’t you get it, Dev? Even if he just strings me along so he can keep watch on me, maybe learn more about what the competition is doing, I’m still in the picture. I can still be your eyes on the inside.”


    “And if he sees you do have some real talent,” I said with mock enthusiasm, “then you could end up with a better job.”


    “There’s that, too,” she purred.


    “And this all came to you when?”


    “When I was passed by the restaurant you two were having lunch at. I was on my way here to meet you and I happened to look in the window and saw you both sitting there and it all just kind of came to me. It’s called improvising, Dev. We do a lot of it in my trade.”


    “We do a fair bit of it in mine, too,” I told her sharply. “When we don’t have a better plan already in place.”


    “Yeah? What what was your plan? Introduce me to Stanton later as your secretary?”


    “No!” I lied. Of course that had been my plan. I was starting to see what Penny meant about not getting the chance to show her stuff.


    “So what now?” she asked.


    “Well, obviously we’re stuck with your plan.” I paused for a drink before admitting: “Lucky for us, it’s a pretty goddamn good plan at that.”


    Her blue eyes glittered and the corners of her mouth turned up slightly.


    “Did it hurt to say that, Dev?”


    I put a hand to my throat and rasped out: “Can’t talk now.”


    If someone tries to tell me I’m in heaven and there isn’t the sound of a pretty woman’s laughter, I’ll know he’s lying.


    I did a lot of planning and preparation over the next few days. I had to give Stanton time to check out Penny, hopefully take her on in some fashion, and to work out a new play for me. He knew now that he didn’t need to set up some complex, precisely-timed investment backfire; I’d practically asked him point blank to take a large sum of cash off my hands.


    I spent a lot of time in my suite on the telephone and driving around to check out the building I was purporting to buy. I didn’t see Mattling or any of his people. I saw a few of what could have been Stanton’s, making sure the mark was doing what he said he’d be doing. I took a little exercise and some steam at the club when I could manage it, relaxing into idle chat with the other movers and shakers and trying to learn a bit more from them that I might be able to use.


    I answered the telephone in my suite Thursday afternoon and was almost surprised to hear Nathan’s voice. Strange as it sounds, I’d almost forgotten about him.


    “Coming over for dinner tonight, Dev?”


    “Oh, hell, Nathan, I really don’t know. I’m pretty busy with all that’s going on.”


    “Oh.” His voice fell flat, like he didn’t know what else to say. Was he disappointed? It had been awhile since we’d met up. He’d have a heart attack if I told him everything that had been going on, but surely I could take a few hours to ease his mind a bit?


    “You know what? I’m not that busy. Sure, yeah, dinner tonight sounds great.”


    “Wonderful,” he perked up. “Can we expect you around seven?”


    “Look for the shiny black Cadillac pulling into your drive right about then.”


    I got tied up with other details and didn’t notice the time until it was almost too late. I had to break a few speeding laws to make my dinner date at Nathan’s, but I figured Kelly Shaw could afford a traffic ticket. I chuckled to myself behind the wheel, idly wondering how far Shaw’s reputation had spread in this city. Was there a chance the traffic cop might have heard the name?


    Marie had gone all out on dinner. A succulent smoked ham, baked sweet potatoes, fresh ears of corn, a crisp green salad, and the lightest, fluffiest dinner rolls I’d ever eaten. I’d dined in some of the best restaurants in town recently, but you can’t beat a hot, home-cooked meal made by people who care about you.


    I didn’t realized how much I’d missed Billy and Mary until I was seeing them again, all shined up in new clothes. They’d given me hugs at the door and led me to the table, one on each hand. Marie was in a nice dress with pearls, her hair carefully brushed.


    “Special occasion?” I asked.


    She gave me odd smile. “Of course. You’re here.”


    It was a great meal, not just the food but the company. I asked the kids all about how school was going, they asked if I’d had to return any library books lately, and their parents both asked if I might be free for a movie this weekend. I told them I’d sure try, but that I was sorry not to be able to promise it.


    I didn’t really feel like a heel until after dinner. Marie and Nathan cleared the table, ordering me to keep my seat for a special surprise. I went back to visiting with the children and a few minutes later, Nathan turned out the dining room light and Marie walked in behind him carrying a cake with candles burning on top of it, both of them serenading me and the kids immediately joining in.


    I honestly hadn’t thought about it all day, not for several days. Today was April 18th, my birthday. I was thirty-seven. I’d forgotten, but my family had remembered. I was grateful the lighting was low. I made a wish and blew out the candles, getting all of them on the first try while everyone clapped. Nathan put the light back on and Marie started cutting the cake. Angel food with white frosting and blue icing spelling out my name. She’d made it herself, so it was terrific.


    “What did you wish for?” asked Billy.


    “Can’t tell you or it won’t come true,” I winked at him, then looked at Nathan for a second. “But I can tell you I wished hard.”


    There were even presents. I unwrapped a pair of cufflinks from Nathan, sterling silver octagons with my initials engraved. Billy gave me a book on famous criminals. I opened it and flipped through a few pages, commenting “Knew him. Yep, knew him, too. Hey, that guy still owes me money!” Mary gave me a picture she drew and colored herself that I made a deal over. Marie gave me a small box that I assumed contained another set of cufflinks or a tie pin, but it was a cameo broach, an ivory silhouette of a woman’s portrait against an oval of pink coral. It had been my mother’s. I had to do something quick, so I held it against my lapel and raised my chin like I was posing for a photograph, and the kids started laughing again.


    “It was Bridget’s,” Marie explained.


    “I remember,” I nodded.


    “I thought maybe…”


    “You thought right,” I said quietly. A month ago, my birthday plans had centered around a bottle of scotch. And I’d almost begged off dinner tonight when Nathan called. Jesus, what a life.


    After coffee and cake the kids went reluctantly to bed and Nathan brought out the last present: a bottle of very good scotch, even better than the one I’d been saving. He insisted that Marie join us for a drink of the porch, and she said okay but a lot of water with hers, please. The three of us relaxed in the nighttime quiet and talked, Nathan and I telling stories of our boyhood and of our parents. I kept waiting for Marie to go inside, figuring Nathan would be itching to talk to me, but she stayed until I said I had to go. Nathan walked me to the door and I tried to get a few words of business in.


    “It’s your birthday, Dev,” he said seriously. “Unless it’s something really important, it can wait.” Why did it surprise me to learn that family meant more to Nathan than business?


    “A lot’s happening right now,” I told him. “But I think it can still work. I wouldn’t be trying if I didn’t.”


    “That’s good to hear. You sure you won’t stay the night?”


    “I’d like to, Nathan, but I need to be back at it tomorrow.”


    He nodded. “Drive carefully.”


    I walked out to the Cadillac, shining beautifully in the driveway under a bright, full moon. Nathan stood silhouetted the light of the front porch. I threw him a wave and thought: You’re a good man, Nathan Caine. I won’t let you or your family down.


    Friday at noon, Clay Stanton was summing it up for me in his usual, eloquent style over a plate of roast beef.


    “What I’ve had you doing so far, Mr. Shaw, is to make very carefully-timed, short-term investments for me. What I’m proposing for your situation is far simpler. A longer term purchase in a stable, reliable stock. If you’re concerned about your partners, the shares needn’t even be purchased in your name. Once you give me the exact amount you wish to…tie up, I’ll select a suitable company and the appropriate number of shares you’ll need to buy. At the moment, I’m favoring New World Pan-American. They’ve performed stably if not spectacularly, and depending on how long you wish to leave your money in, you could even earn a slight profit. Say between three and five percent.”


    As always, I paid respectful attention while Stanton talked, at the same time trying and failing to find the seams in his mask. He spoke with gravity and authority. Who wouldn’t believe him?


    “It sounds perfect,” I said. “Of course, it’ll take me a few days to get the money ready.”


    “Of course.”


    “What do you think, Penny?” I asked, turning to my right.


    “Hmm?” She looked up from her plate, chewing and holding a hand in front of her mouth. “Sorry, boys, you lost me at New World Pandemonium.”


    Stanton and I both laughed good-naturedly. Penny had been introduced at our first meeting as my traveling companion. I’d admitted to Stanton later that, as I’d met her in Baltimore, we hadn’t actually traveled anywhere together yet. He made a gracious comment about life not being all dollars and cents, and about young men needing the comradeship of the gentler sex. By now, Penny had worked out her deal with Stanton. She’d feed enough false leads to her regular mob to keep them at bay, all the while staying close to me and reporting back to Stanton. In reality, she’d be reporting only what I told her to and giving me as much dope as she could on Stanton’s operation. At least I hoped that was the reality. Hard to be absolutely certain when you’re dealing with professional con artists.


    That afternoon, I was back at the bar at the Lord Baltimore, sharing a booth with Thaddeus Straker. He’d been leaving messages asking to see me. I’d been ignoring them until I decided I might be able to use him. You have to do your share of distasteful things in my business. Even so, we’d only been at sitting down together for five minutes and I already wanted to shower.


    “Thanks for meeting me, Dev,” he said eagerly. “It was not only white of you, it was smart, and I’ll tell you why.”


    “Oh, I wish you would.”


    “I know you met Agent Mattling here for a drink last Sunday night. What can I say? A good detective’s got to have his sources, right?” Only Straker would think himself a good detective for slipping the night barman a couple of bucks. “Now it’s okay, you don’t have to tell me what you two talked about. I have a pretty good idea anyway. He offered you a job, didn’t he? I mean, why else would he have wanted to meet with you in a friendly setting like this except to try and sell you on the Bureau. Am I right or am I right?”


    If Straker could make a deal with the Devil and live to be a thousand (assuming the Devil would want to foul Hell with him), he’d still be an idiot. The man almost made it a point of pride not to learn anything new, probably because doing so involves admitting you don’t know something. Here he was up to his old tricks, putting two and two together and coming up with nineteen and a half. And as usual, he wasn’t concentrating on the matter at hand, the pursuit of Stanton, but on his career.


    I stuck out my lower lip. “He may have mentioned it in passing.”


    Straker congratulated himself with a smug smile.


    “He may have made it seem like it was in passing, but I bet he didn’t fool a sharp cookie like you, did he?” Much as we hate to admit it, flattery very often works. Unless, of course, you’re as bad at it as Straker. “See, here’s the thing, Dev: it sounds like a great move. There you are, stuck out in the middle of Kansas, trying to scrape together enough work to make ends meet, and along comes this guy from an F.B.I. National Headquarters offering you a shiny new badge and a real salary again. Hell yes, it sounds a good deal. Why wouldn’t it?”


    Kansas City is actually in Missouri, the one I work in, but Straker probably didn’t realize there were two of them. Three if you count North Kansas City, also in Missouri. And Kansas City, Kansas is right on the border, not anywhere near the middle of the state. I decided to stop keeping track of all the things Straker got wrong before I ended up with a headache.


    “But here’s the thing,” Straker continued. “You’ve got to be careful how you go about it. You act too eager, they bring you on board cheap as they can. They drop you in some field office in the middle of nowhere and you’re right back where you started. You have to make them realize what they’re getting, and you especially have to make them realize they’re going to have to pony up to get it.”


    I hadn’t said a word yet. That didn’t seem to bother Straker.


    “Now I don’t mind telling you, I’ve been building you up to Mattling pretty good. And I’m not saying that’s a snow job. You’ve got some skills and you’ve got some training, and you’re a fairly hard worker when you want to be. Sure, I know you and I had our beefs now and then, but you know what I say to all that?” He leaned back and spread his hands wide, palms forward. “Past is past. Forgive and forget, baby, that’s how it has to be. Know why? ’Cause you damn sure can’t move forward if you’re always looking back over your shoulder.”


    Only a man like Straker could step over other people on his way up and think that not looking back at their broken bodies was the height of progressive thinking. It was just too bad there were so many of his type around, and that they could reproduce.


    “I’ve been helping you, Dev. I can help you more. Mattling, he likes you. He wants you on his team. I can help facilitate that, and I mean getting you all the way to a Washington post with a real title.” It had always been Caine back in Chicago. Caine, do this. Caine, do that. Caine, you screwed up again, goddamn you! This Dev business was new.


    “In exchange for what from me?” I asked, my tone neutral.


    “Sharp cookie, like I said,” he laughed. “The wise man knows you can’t get something for nothing. Okay, what do I want? Pretty simple, really. Keep me informed. Let me know what you’re reporting back to Mattling. We can exchange information, you and I. These government types, they can’t talk to each other without filling out forms in triplicate first. If we don’t get information flowing smoothly, I have a worry this Clay Stanton will slip the net. And then where will we be? I want to make sure this operation comes off without a hitch, and if we work together, I predict that’s just what will happen.”


    I knew exactly where Straker would be if this went south: going back to Chicago without a letter of commendation signed by J. Edgar Hoover himself. Or possibly without a medal for civilians if the Bureau had such a thing. Maybe Straker could suggest it to them.


    I pushed my glass around for a moment, thinking.


    “I don’t see any harm,” I began, and that’s when I saw a man walking up to our booth. His gait was purposeful and the cut of his suit conservative, giving his lean body almost the look of an undertaker.


    “Mr. Shaw?” he asked politely. “My name is John Galen. May I join you for a moment, sir?”


    “What’s this about?” I asked.


    “It’s a matter of some importance,” he said patiently. “May I please sit down?”


    I shot a puzzled look at Straker and got one in return. I shrugged.


    “Sure, I don’t see why not.”


    Galen pulled up a chair and placed it at the end of our table. He took a hundred dollar bill from his breast pocket and slid it across the table to me.


    “Do you recognize this, Mr. Shaw?”


    “I’ve see a few of them before, I guess.”


    “I meant, sir, do you recognize this one in particular?”


    “Is this a joke, son?”


    “No, sir. This is possibly fifteen years in a federal penitentiary. You gave this bill to a bank teller at First National yesterday at around two-fifteen p.m.”


    “I stopped at a bank and had them make change for me,” I admitted. “What’s wrong with that?”


    Galen looked around for a moment, then pointed out several features of the bill, how certain parts were missing from some of the designs, how some of the lettering wasn’t properly aligned, a few other things.


    “Are you telling me–”


    “This is counterfeit, Mr. Shaw.” His face was stone.


    “Are you from the bank?”


    He shook his head and said, “No, sir,” then took out his credentials. I looked at them and passed them over to Straker.


    “Secret Service?” said Straker.


    “Why not,” I grumbled. “Every other goddamn government agency is in town these days.”


    Galen took back his credentials and pocketed them, then told me we needed to talk about where I got this counterfeit bill. I glanced over at Straker.


    “Maybe we should finish our discussion another time,” I suggested.


    “I’ll check in with you later,” he agreed, then rose from the table, nodded to Galen, and headed out the door. Galen watched him leave, then turned back to me, his face earnest.


    “How’d I do, Mr. Caine?”


    I broke into a broad grin.


    “You did good, Jennings. You did real damn good.”


    

  


  
    Chapter Sixteen: The Liberty Silver Mining Company


    


    Casper Giarelli breezed into town early Friday evening. I got the tip-off from Ryland and, just my luck, Giarelli was a high roller who enjoyed the finer things, which meant he booked a suite at the Lord Baltimore Hotel. While I planned to dodge him in the hallways and elevators, I made sure to stake out the lobby with a newspaper so I could get a good look at him checking in.


    Giarelli was a powerfully-built man of medium height, his fleshy face sporting a long, thin mustache and a scar on his right cheek. He wore a cream-colored suit with a matching overcoat draped around his shoulders and a matching hat. The man looked almost comic-opera Italian strolling through the lobby to the front desk, two faceless goons in tow with his luggage. He wasn’t very expressive, eyes flicking back and forth under lowered lids as he signed the registry. The bellhop fawned him up to his suite and I left the Lord Baltimore, heading over to my first hotel. I had my own work to do, and time was getting shorter every day.


    On the drive over, I thought back to earlier that afternoon. After meeting with Straker at the Lord Baltimore, I’d had a second meeting with Stanton. One without Penny present.


    “Here’s what I’m wondering,” I explained in the dark, secluded bar. “Instead of making one large investment in a single company, would it be possible for you to arrange several small ones over a period of, say, a week?”


    “I wouldn’t see any trouble with that,” Stanton assured me. “Would it be intrusive of me to inquire as to why?”


    “The guys going in on the purchase of this building for me, they’re not dummies. If they find out I dropped one lump sum of cash on a single transaction – and they have ways of finding such things out, Mr. Stanton – well, I’m afraid it will look exactly like what it is: that I’m trying to water down my own risk, force them to take on a greater share of it while still keeping myself cut into the deal. Sitting back and playing it safe, ready to move in and buy them out if things start looking good. If I move the same amount in increments over several days, it’s a lot easier to play it off as standard business. Hey, guys, sorry, but I had some good opportunities come my way one after another, too good to turn down. Yes, I still want in, but I’m afraid I can only be down for a million, not the one-point-five I was talking earlier. You follow what I’m saying, Mr. Stanton?”


    “Perfectly, Mr. Shaw,” Stanton assured me.


    “This way,” I continued, “I have the cash ready for my other investment.” I picked up my Campari and soda held it for a moment. “The one that’s really going to make me.”


    An experienced con like Stanton could sense I was dying to tell someone; he didn’t bother trying to prod me. After getting his promise that what I was about to tell him would go no further, I filled him in on the details of my latest venture: The Liberty Silver Mining Company. There was this abandoned silver mine in Colorado, you see…


    “And you believe there is yet more silver to be mined from it?” Stanton asked.


    I smiled Kelly Shaw’s smug smile and laughed.


    “Mr. Stanton, there isn’t enough silver left in that dried-up pit to fill a tooth!” I kept smiling and Stanton graciously allowed me to expand on my brilliance. The mine went bust years ago, I explained. The original owners had milked it for what it was worth and stopped trying once the cost of excavation began exceeding what they were pulling out of it. Everyone in the silver-mining business knew that for a fact. They’d all just figure that some hotshot tycoon with more ambition than brains had been sold a worthless hole in the ground. Hell, I’d even put the word “silver” in my new company name to promote that misunderstanding.


    “There’s no silver and there never was any gold,” I admitted. “But there is zinc. The mine is lousy with it. I have a report from a geologist I hired personally, attesting to that fact.”


    “Is zinc valuable, Mr. Shaw?” Stanton asked.


    I shook my head. “Not unless you have access to tons of it. I do.” I’d bring on a handful of guys I knew, guys with brains and nerve. We’d let the rest of the business community split their sides over our antics, all the while slowly pooling our capital and buying up equipment and experienced labor. We’d take the ribbings at cocktail parties (“Found any silver yet, Shaw? I heard somebody might have dropped a nickel down one of your shafts the other day!”) and we’d stay mute about what we were really doing. And in time, we’d practically corner the zinc market.


    Of course, I had no idea if you could really get zinc out of an abandoned silver mine, but I doubted Stanton did, either. And if he did know better and I turned out to be wrong, that would only make Kelly Shaw look that much dimmer, which served my purpose just as well.


    “Anyway, that’s why I need to stash some cash from the guys I’m going in on the building with,” I explained. “I have to have it ready to go once we start moving on the mine.”


    “If you’ll permit my saying so,” Stanton said, “I think you show splendid foresight handling the whole affair in this manner.” I accepted the compliment with Kelly Shaw’s level of humility.


    “You’ve got to do more than keep your head in business, Mr. Stanton. You’ve got to use it.”


    “So very true.”


    “I know guys,” I began, “Well, hell, take our mutual friend Ethan Ryland for example.”


    Stanton raised his eyebrows with polite interest. “Yes?”


    “I don’t like to run a friend down. And what I tell you has to stay strictly between ourselves, you understand.”


    “You have my solemn word that it will, Mr. Shaw.”


    “Ryland got into some real trouble recently,” I said in a lowered voice. “Made one bad investment and it’s pretty much broken him.” I shook my head slowly. “Can you imagine being fool enough to sink the whole ball of wax on one turn of the wheel? And that’s what investing is, Mr. Stanton: gambling, plain and simple. You know it and I know it. Yes, it’s a very sophisticated kind of gambling, and the wise man stays informed and knows how to calculate the odds and figure when they’re in his favor, but it’s still gambling.


    “Hell,” I laughed, “do you think for a minute I’d hand my whole net worth over to you or anyone? The half million I want you to handle for me, well, let’s say every stock you pick for me tanks, no fault of your own. Bad luck hits sometimes. Labor strikes, acts of God, bad risks the companies themselves have taken that an investor may not know about it. My point is, even if I lose the whole half mil, it’s not going to break me.”


    “You have a firm grasp and a clear understanding of the risks inherent in this trade, Mr. Shaw. And if I may say, a fine mind for assessing those risks maturely and soberly. It’s a pity we can’t say the same for Mr. Ryland.”


    “Poor Ryland,” I laughed pitilessly. “That’s not the half of his troubles.” I leaned in closer. “One of his business partners is a Chicago mobster. Ryland still owes this guy money and now he can’t pay. I guess the guy’s coming up to Baltimore to have a talk with Ryland, and if he can’t get his money, he’s going to want to talk with the people Ryland invested with.” I leaned back in my chair and picked up my drink. “Man alive, I’d hate to be those guys.”


    “Indeed.” Stanton decided he didn’t want to stay for a second round. I said I was of the same mind on the subject, then leaned in close again.


    “There’s one more thing, Mr. Stanton. And please don’t take offense, because I’m telling you this as a friend.”


    “Yes?”


    “A Treasury agent came to my hotel looking for me today. Secret Service, in fact. Unknowingly, I passed a counterfeit bill at a bank the day before. That bill was part of the eleven hundred I picked up from my last transaction at First Quality Investors, I’m sure of it.”


    Stanton looked mortified, and immediately reached for his wallet.


    “No, no, put that way. Let’s not quibble over a measly hundred. Hell, it wasn’t your fault.”


    “This is an outrage, Mr. Shaw, and I feel responsible.”


    “You’re not. Hell, maybe First Quality isn’t either. How many guys walk into that place over the course of a day? Funny money gets passed around all the time, and it’s not always easy to catch it. But I know you’re in tight with these guys and I figure you might want to make mention of it to the manager. Have his people watch the cash coming in a little better. Or even watch his own people. You know, in case he’s got a new guy who’s doing a little skimming.”


    I was back in my first hotel room with Jennings, who was still in his conservative suit but sitting back easy in a chair with his feet up on the ottoman, lids relaxed over his gray-green eyes and his lazy smile back in place. Even in the same clothes with his hair neatly oiled and parted, you’d have had to look twice, maybe three times, to make him as the serious-minded Secret Service agent of a few hours ago. I’d called Jennings last Monday at the office and asked if he wanted to come work for me in Baltimore for a week. He was all for it, of course. The boy likes the smell of adventure same as a rummy likes the smell of booze. Gail was leaving on her vacation in a day or two, so I had Jennings take care of any open business and shut down the office for a week. If I couldn’t pull this off in another seven days, it wasn’t going to happen.


    I picked him up at the airport late Wednesday night. It was his first airplane ride and he’d naturally found it thrilling. We’d set him up in my room to avoid checking him in (he’d only visit Mr. Shaw at the Lord Baltimore at specific times and for specific purposes). Jennings is maybe a tad more reckless than your average youth, but he gets the details right and there’s nobody like him in a pinch. And I was going to need some help.


    Getting Jennings to agree to help me con a con man took all of four seconds, but that’s only because the boy talks lazy on purpose a lot of the time. His test run with Straker today had gone off without a hitch, as I knew it would. Not that fooling Straker would put anybody into the upper echelons of confidence tricksters, but it never hurts to get in a little practice before the game.


    I refilled Jennings’ glass with a splash of fortifier while he continued to stare, fascinated, at the phony Secret Service identification I’d had Ferrier make.


    “I get that back when this is over, boy-oh,” I told him. “You want to impress the ladies, rely on your good looks. And go light on the booze while you’re in town, I need you in peak form.”


    “No sweat, Mr. Caine. So how’d it go with Stanton?”


    “Pretty well, I think.” I poured myself a tot and fetched out a cigarette. “He’ll go for my investment being broken up into installments, which buys us time. He thinks I’m so rich I won’t make a huge stink when I lose it, so he doesn’t have to cool me out too hard after. I loaded him down with details about Kelly Shaw’s long-term investment strategies. I also made him aware that Ryland’s mobster partner is coming to town, so hopefully he’ll be a bit rattled and not so perfectly on his game, though not rattled enough to fade on us, not with half a million coming his way on a platter.” I took a seat opposite Jennings and ashed my cigarette. “And, I let him know about my visit from Secret Service Agent John Galen. He’ll wonder whether someone at his ‘store’ goofed and slipped in an Old Maid by accident or whether he really has a problem with one of the shills. Should keep his mind good and occupied, anyway.”


    “You want I should drop into this brokerage outfit?” Jennings asked. “Flash my credentials, ask to see a few bills?”


    “I do not, Jennings, and that’s an order. And you’re going to have to follow my orders to the letter on this one. Cons are very delicate business. One wrong move is enough to blow it.”


    “I get you, boss,” he said seriously.


    For right now, I explained, it was enough that I had a Pinkerton’s operative who could verify that a Treasury man paid me a visit and the nature of that visit. I may or may not need that at some point, but preparing a con is like packing for a long voyage full of unknowns: you cram as much as you can into the steamer trunk, so if the weather changes or you spill something on your favorite shirt, you’re still in good shape.


    “How’d you learn so much about cons. Mr. Caine?”


    I blew out a jet of smoke and said simply: “Pinkerton’s.” I didn’t want to shake Jennings’ confidence in me by admitting how much of this I was guessing at. Or just making up.


    “That guy at the table, he was your old boss, Mr. Caine?”


    “That he was. For fourteen damn months out of my life.”


    “Be careful around him,” Jennings advised. “He looks like a real weasel to me.”


    “Nothing wrong with your eyes.”


    “So what’s our next move?” I told him and he listened carefully, repeating it accurately when I asked him to, but I could still see the suppressed glitter in his eyes as I laid it out.


    “Jennings, keep in mind…”


    “Yes, Mr. Caine?”


    “This is a pretty extraordinary set of circumstances. I know it’s exciting in its way. I just don’t want you to get the idea that this is normally the kind of thing I do. You’ll probably never see anything like this for the rest of the time you’re working for me.”


    Jennings grinned at me and took a drink of scotch.


    “You keep telling me that, Mr. Caine, but…” he gave a light chuckle and a lazy shake of his head.


    Nine a.m. Saturday morning I was in Townsend’s office. It felt good somehow to be sitting in a detective’s office, and I realized I was missing my own. On Townsend’s desk sat a wire recorder about the size of an overnight case.


    “You used one of these gizmos before?” Townsend asked.


    “Once or twice, but I’m not familiar with this model.”


    “It’s not complicated.” And it wasn’t. Townsend took me through the operation of the machine in less than two minutes.


    “How’d things work out for your brother?” he asked.


    “Everything’s jake. Talked to the lawyer you hired the other day and he says it’s all squared away at the precinct. Like it never happened.”


    “Didn’t figure it would be much of a problem. How’s the rest of it going?”


    “It’s working up till now, but damned if the situation doesn’t keep getting more complicated all the time.”


    “Situations tend to do that,” Townsend observed. “From what you’ve told me, it doesn’t sound as if you have enough elbow room to flap your arms.”


    “There’s not as much I’m used to having,” I admitted. “Feds have promised to give me some, though.”


    “Feds promise a lot of things,” Townsend observed.


    “That they do.”


    We settled on a rate for the use of the wire recorder and some extra spools, then Townsend closed the lid on the case and stood the whole thing on its end.


    “I know you haven’t told me everything,” he said. “I don’t so much have a problem with that. You’re a square G, Caine, but you rope me into something illegal, I’ll throw your name to the cops like it was confetti.”


    “No beef with that,” I assured him. “If things go south, I’ll blow town so fast you’ll feel the breeze here in your office.”


    “I’ll still throw your name.”


    “You’re a square G yourself, Townsend. Let’s get a drink when this is over.”


    I picked up the case and left his office with it.


    At eleven o’clock I was walking into Beldham & Morrissey to see Mr. Nathan Caine about finalizing a business loan. Nathan greeted me with a smile and a businessman’s handshake, stating how pleased he was I had decided on his bank’s services before escorting me back to his office. No, Mr. Shaw, it wasn’t any trouble at all handling this on a Saturday. Nathan had had to fudge his way through a presentation at a staff meeting a few days ago, throw out a few bogus details about the flower shop Kelly Shaw was planning to help open up for his nephew, a recent college graduate. Nathan assured his superiors that Mr. Shaw’s credit was good for much more than the forty thousand dollars he was asking, and that he was hopeful of doing more substantial business with Mr. Shaw in the future if the man liked how the bank treated him on this matter. The loan was okayed quickly and the men moved onto other business.


    It hadn’t been easy getting Nathan to go along with this, especially as he still didn’t know the exact nature of my plan. If the worst happened, Kelly Shaw would walk out on a fairly minor loan. It’d be Nathan’s first bad call and he could still go to them about the larger sum missing. Not that I told Nathan any of that, of course. You don’t tell Nathan the worst. A hypothetical negative is always, to him, a concrete certainty.


    Kelly Shaw had wanted the money in cash, and Nathan had the valise on his desk as I signed the papers he’d drawn up as illegibly as I could.


    “I’m trusting you with this,” he said quietly, being so careful he didn’t even use my name.


    “I know. Don’t worry, this money’s only for show. It’ll never be out of my sight.” What was one more lie in the middle of all this?


    I left his office still wearing clothes I couldn’t really afford and carrying more money than I’d ever held in my life. Certainly more money than Nathan or I could replace on our own if something happened.


    It was just past noon when I met up with Penny at the hotel lounge we’d been to twice already. Seemed like it was becoming “our place”. The waitress must have thought so, too, because she walked right up and asked: “One Campari and soda and one rum over ice?”


    I took a cool sip and decided I was starting to take a shine to Shaw’s sissy-boy drink.


    “So fill me in,” I said to Penny.


    “Oh, I’m doing just fine, Dev. It’s just grand of you to ask like that.”


    I sighed and took another drink.


    “How are you, Penny?”


    “Oh, you know,” she shrugged. “Same old same old. Can’t complain.”


    “Glad to hear it. Now fill me in.”


    Penny was getting in pretty tight with Stanton and his bunch. She’d fed them a line about how O’Shea, her regular boss, was thinking of roping Shaw in on The Wire.


    “That’s basically the same thing as the stock swindle Stanton plays, only it’s with horse racing.”


    “I know what it is. Keep going.”


    Stanton had got a little hot at hearing this, explaining that he was already working Shaw, had put some real time in, and he wouldn’t stand for some other con butting in while the mark was still in play somewhere else. There was such a thing as common etiquette, after all. And if O’Shea needed a little reminder in this area…(I wondered how Stanton talked when he wasn’t playing the elegant and avuncular investment guru) but Penny calmed him down, saying that O’Shea hadn’t even met Shaw yet, had only heard about him, and that she could make sure he didn’t get a chance to do so any time soon. If nothing else, she could convince O’Shea that there was enough Kelly Shaw to go around. Hell, a high roller like Shaw would probably be eager to make up a recent loss in the stock market if he knew of a sure thing with the ponies. In actuality, O’Shea didn’t even know of Kelly Shaw’s existence; Penny was just pouring all this into Stanton’s ear to keep him distracted for me.


    Penny explained to Stanton that she’d cut into Shaw for a solo score, but after finding out how loaded he really was, she wondered if O’Shea might be interested in a bigger play. When she found out Stanton was already working Shaw, however, she figured maybe Stanton could use an extra pair of eyes in return for a cut of the action.


    “Do cons do this a lot?” I asked. “Flit back and forth between mobs depending on the deal at hand?”


    “Well,” she frowned for a moment, “you really have to be kind of careful not to–” and then she broke off laughing at herself. “Oh hell, yeah, honey. They do it all the time!”


    “What will O’Shea do if he finds out you’re shilling for Stanton on the side?”


    “Probably call me a dirty name. And then kick himself for not giving me better play if he’s got any brains.”


    I was relaxing in my suite at the Lord Baltimore that afternoon, reading the newspaper and waiting for Stanton to arrive. Penny had told him I was hoping to see him again soon. Since I wasn’t supposed to know the two of them were talking, Stanton left a message for me at the front desk, stating that he would be in the neighborhood that afternoon and might drop by to pay a friendly call.


    The telephone rang. Being the gentleman he was, Stanton had had the desk call up to announce him rather than just barging in.


    “Just the man I’ve been wanting to talk to,” I said delightedly. “Please send him right up.”


    I pictured the clerk giving Stanton a polite “Room 402, sir,” telling him the way to the elevator, then Stanton heading that way in his measured, stately gait. A polite request to the elevator operator, the boy closing the gate and throwing the lever, the car’s steady ascent up four floors, then the boy opening the gate and Stanton stepping out into the hall. When I had him outside my suite I turned and pointed at the closed door.


    The knock came six seconds later. Well, not too bad, really.


    I opened the door and greeted Stanton warmly, shaking his hand and offering him a little hospitality. He accepted, but reminded me that it was still daylight and he was getting on in years. I brushed that away but was polite enough to make him a fairly weak drink.


    We seated ourselves, chatted about the weather for a bit and the history Stanton knew of The Lord Baltimore. It’s only the amateurs who rush right to the matter at hand every time they see you, in genuine business as well as confidence games. Seasoned professionals rarely appear to be in a hurry; they know how much time they have. Stanton asked after my lady friend and I told him she was out looking at new hats. You know how women are.


    “Sorry to bring up business on a Saturday, Mr. Stanton, but I would like to run my plan by you.”


    “By all means, my boy. Let’s hear the details.”


    “I’d like to make the first investment with you Monday morning. I’ll buy the shares in my own name, at least for this transaction. I’m thinking forty thousand for this first one. We’ll keep increasing them over the course of next week. But I wanted to give you time to pick the right stock for me, give you a chance to figure how many shares I’ll need to buy.”


    “How thoughtful of you, Mr. Shaw.” He stroked his chin and thought for a moment. “Possibly ChemChron Amalgamated, or even Paraguay Wire and Electric. I’ll have to check the figures that morning to be sure, of course.”


    “Oh, I understand. I just wanted to give you as much advance notice as I could. I’m thinking forty on Monday, eighty on Tuesday, another eighty on Wednesday, then straight hundreds for the following three days.”


    “That should work out well. And you’re wanting to keep these funds invested for approximately how long?”


    “At least a month. Could be up to three.”


    Stanton rubbed his chin again.


    “I don’t see any problem.” Stanton must have thought he’d hit the jackpot. A willing mark who was asking him to take a pile of money off his hands and who may not even come looking for it for months. In that time, Stanton could disassemble his store brick by brick and rebuild it in another state if he wanted.


    We’d gone back to the weather when the door opened. Not even a knock. I looked up frowning and saw Casper Giarelli filling the door frame, his two torpedoes in the hallway behind him. They walked into the room uninvited and I immediately thought of Ethan Ryland, the connection between Giarelli and Stanton. That would be the only way to explain–


    “Which one of you is Shaw?” Giarelli’s voice was as flat as sheet metal.


    “I’m Kelly Shaw,” I said, getting to my feet slowly.


    Giarelli turned his cool gaze to Clay Stanton.


    “That make you Stanton?”


    “Mr. Stanton is my guest this afternoon,” I said. “If that’s any of your concern.”


    Giarelli turned his eyes back to me again.


    “Get lost for half an hour.”


    “This is my suite!” I protested. The goon behind him put his hand inside his coat and stared at me hard, waiting for the order.


    “Better make it an hour,” Giarelli said, walking over to where we were and settling himself into a chair. The wood creaked under his weight. The goon with one hand in his coat came and took me by the elbow, marching me to the door.


    “Don’t go to the cops, Shaw,” Giarelli told me. “Nothing bad’s gonna happen here. We’re just gonna have a talk.”


    I looked at Stanton’s concerned face, shrugging my shoulders as best I could. There didn’t seem to be much else I could do but let myself be escorted out of my suite.


    Giarelli turned over his shoulder to look at the goon who was holding my elbow, apparently having thought it over.


    “You go with him,” he told the goon. “See he don’t go to the cops.”


    And I was hustled firmly out the door.


    

  


  
    Chapter Seventeen: So Far, So Good


    


    Less than twenty minutes had gone by when Giarelli and his goon passed through the hotel lobby where the second goon had been keeping me company. Without breaking stride, Giarelli threw a nod to the large man next to me, who rose from his seat and fell in step behind his boss. I waited till they had exited the hotel, then walked quickly to the elevator.


    The door to my suite was still unlocked. I went inside to find that Stanton was long gone (not that I blamed him). He must have taken the stairs and slipped out the back. I walked over to the bed, got down on my knees, reached under, and pulled out a small case with the lid off. Inside the case was the wire recorder I’d borrowed from Townsend. I’d set it up under the bed before Stanton arrived, planning to test it.


    Turning a knob, I manipulated the spool of wire inside back to where it first started recording, then moved it forward at normal speed. From the tinny speaker I heard muffled footsteps on carpet, followed by a door opening and a strange voice bidding Clay Stanton to enter. It wasn’t until I heard Stanton address the first man as Shaw that I realized I was listening to my own voice. I resisted the urge to move the recording ahead faster, fearful I’d damage something before I’d had a chance to listen to what was on it.


    I sat on the floor next to the machine, grabbed an ash tray off the night table, and lit a cigarette. After several minutes, I heard myself being escorted out of the room. I turned the volume up on the speaker and listened intently. Giarelli had a slow, deliberate manner of speaking, but you listened because what he said was important.


    GIARELLI: Do you know who I am?


    STANTON: I’m afraid you have me at a disadvantage, sir.


    GIARELLI: Casper Giarelli out of Chicago. I’m a business partner of your friend Ryland.


    STANTON: A pleasure to make your acquaintance, Mr. Giarelli.


    I could imagine Stanton extending his hand and Giarelli ignoring it. It may have happened that way, but I needed to listen without adding my own embellishments. This wasn’t a radio drama, after all.


    GIARELLI: I loaned Ryland a sum of money a few months back. A business loan. We’ve done it before. He’s always been good for it.


    STANTON: Yes, I’m sure he has been. Mr. Ryland has always struck me as a most conscientious–


    GIARELLI: Let me do the talking. We’ll get there faster.


    STANTON: As you say, sir.


    GIARELLI: Like I said, Ryland’s always been good for it before. Somebody’s not good for it, I don’t loan him money. I loan a guy money and he decides after I loan it to him that he’s not good for it, well, he and I have a talk and he thinks on it again and he decides he is good for it after all. You understand what I’m saying?


    STANTON: Yes, I believe I do. Through frankly, sir, why you and I are having this conversation–


    GIARELLI: I just needed a yes, pal. Don’t push it.


    There was a pause of a few seconds, Giarelli asserting his authority, giving Stanton time to soak up the point.


    GIARELLI: So here’s the deal: Ryland tells me he got wiped out by a bad investment. One investment and he’s out almost three hundred grand, which means he can’t pay me the two hundred grand he owes me. Not even a big enough part of it to mean anything. He also tells me he made this investment with you.


    STANTON: That was a very unexpected setback for all of us, Mr. Giarelli. We all lost a great deal of money. Unfortunately, it couldn’t be helped. I’m afraid there’s always that risk when playing the markets. I assure you, sir, even some of the most careful investors I know–


    GIARELLI: So yes? He made that investment with you?


    Another pause.


    STANTON: Yes.


    GIARELLI: Let me tell you how this ends, Stanton. I get my money. All of it. Now maybe I get it from Ryland. Maybe I get it from you. Maybe you make another big investment only you do it right this time. Or maybe you and Ryland together, you two shine shoes or open up a nightclub or rob a bank. I really don’t much care. So long as this has the right ending, you and I are fine. And what’s the right ending, Stanton? Show me you been listening.


    STANTON: You get your two hundred thousand dollar loan repaid in full.


    GIARELLI: You got it.


    STANTON: But honestly, sir, I don’t see how you can expect me to be legally responsible for Mr. Ryland’s business debt with you.


    GIARELLI: I didn’t ask you to be legally responsible. I’m telling you you are responsible. Legal don’t mean much to a guy like me. Now I’m a business man, which means I can be reasonable. I’m not asking you to pull the money out of your hat this minute. I’ll give you both the rest of the week. We’ll all meet right here at this hotel next Saturday. And if you have at least half and you can convince me the other half is coming soon, I’m okay with that. Like I said, I’m reasonable.


    STANTON: A week is not so great a span of time, sir. In the event that Mr. Ryland or I are unable to secure one hundred thousand dollars cash–


    GIARELLI: Well, there’s a bright side.


    STANTON: Yes?


    GIARELLI: I never ask a guy for something twice. I figure if he doesn’t hear me the first time, he must not be using his ears, so he won’t miss ’em.


    There was a creaking of wood as Giarelli raised his bulk out of the chair, then footsteps as he and his goon headed to the door. The footsteps stopped for a moment.


    GIARELLI: Stanton? You should know I’m the kind of guy checks things out first. I know where you live, I know where you make your investments, I know where you eat dinner. I know people in this town, people like me who care more about not getting welshed on than they care about the law. What I’m saying is, don’t make me come looking for you. And damn sure don’t try to blow town. I know people everywhere. You clear on that?


    STANTON: Yes.


    The remainder of the recording was the door opening and closing, once for Giarelli and his goon and once more as Stanton made his escape a moment later. When I was sure there was nothing more to hear, I moved the recording backward again at high speed and listened to Giarelli’s conversation with Stanton three more times.


    I took a stroll around the block, had myself a think. This new development could throw a very heavy wrench into a lot of very delicate machinery. So far, Giarelli didn’t seem to have much interest in Kelly Shaw. But he sure had some in Stanton. How shaken would Stanton be from this interview? Would he already be trying to flee town, have his bag packed and be at the train station this very minute? Could he resist the easiest half mil he’d ever made in his life coming this week, most of it well before Giarelli’s Saturday deadline? Would he have taken Giarelli’s warning seriously, that the man knew people and not to cross him over this?


    Was it conceivable, I wondered, that Giarelli showing up might make Stanton even more anxious to do business with Kelly Shaw? If for nothing else than to get his hands on some ready cash and a mobster off his back?


    I reached for a cigarette and kept ambling, looking at the passersby and into the occasional shop window. You’d think a man like Stanton had to be a millionaire by now, having conned so many people over so many years, and that two hundred grand would be easy if not painless for him to pay out. But you have to understand a little about confidence men, not only how they operate but how they live. In the first place, con games are expensive to set up. You have to lease the store, pay the shills and the ropers, wine and dine the marks and sometimes pick up their hotel bills. There are sizable payoffs that must be made regularly if you want to keep in business. The police (not only the chief but every cop who walks a beat on your turf) and at least a few local civic leaders. And not every con works. Plenty of marks get cold feet at the last minute (especially those few wise ones who finally start listening to the tiny voice inside their heads) or something else happens and the mark just can’t come up with the money like he thought he could. Like most criminal enterprises, over the long run you really don’t make any more money than if you were working as hard in legitimate trade. Unlike most criminals, however, con men do it mostly because they truly enjoy the work. The prolonged high tension of keeping a mark in play for several days or weeks, your full faculties engaged because one wrong move could blow the whole deal, maybe even get the wrong guy sore as hell at you. The thrill of the big payoff, money earned in an afternoon that could otherwise cost you twenty years’ sweat in some factory. I had to admit, over the past week or so I was beginning to understand the appeal.


    Apart from the business side of it, most con men have a tendency to live high when they can. They like, as they say, the best of it. They like to travel, take cruises, stay in the nicest places and eat the best food. What’s the point of making all that money if you’re not going to enjoy it? A lot of them gamble, and when they bet, they bet big. Really big, unwinding from weeks of tension in their own peculiar style: with hours of a different kind of tension. With their share of a score burning a hole in their pockets, they’ll even go to gaming houses they know to be rigged if there’s no other action in town. And often as not, even an experienced con will be cleaned out within hours of receiving his cut, angry and down on himself for a bit before shrugging it off and signing up for a piece of the next big play. Sure, they’ll talk over dreams of a summer home in Florida or going legitimate once they’ve made the big score, living on Easy Street from then on, but very few of them do it, and very few of them really want to. They’ve become addicted to the life itself, and they’ll stay with it as long as their eyes can spot a mark and their hands can hide a red queen.


    Of course, Stanton was expecting half a million gift-wrapped dollars from Mr. Shaw this week. He could easily take care of Giarelli and have a small fortune to spare. I didn’t think he would, though. There’s something especially galling about handing over money you’ve worked hard for. Risking it on a turn of the roulette wheel is one thing, but just handing it over to someone who claims a debt against you? In some ways, I reflected, confidence men aren’t really all that different from most businessmen.


    One other thing occurred to me during my stroll, and not for the first time: Mobsters like Giarelli don’t usually follow a trail like this. If someone can’t pay, they deal with that someone – permanently if necessary – and pretty much leave it at that. They’re often loathe to show themselves to the next link and risk bringing themselves closer into the light of the law. A man like Giarelli wouldn’t normally come to see Stanton in this situation, not unless Giarelli was sure Stanton was a crook like himself, a man who also couldn’t go to the law. I was sure that Giarelli knew Stanton was no investment guru. I wondered, was Stanton savvy enough to know this, too?


    I was making my second pass in front of the hotel entrance and noticed that the two men loitering at the bus stop across the street were still there. Both men were dressed in suits and wearing straw boaters, and at least one bus had been by while I was circling the block. They looked like government to me. Unfortunately, that didn’t narrow the field down a whole hell of a lot these days. On an impulse, I crossed the street and walked right up to them.


    “You fellows didn’t happen to see if Stanton came this way earlier?”


    The two men looked at one another for a moment, unsure of whether they had the authority to interact with me directly. They were spared the agonizing effort of making a decision when a voice called out behind them.


    “It’s okay, boys. He’s with me.”


    They both turned and I looked past them as well. Straker was leaning out a doorway, motioning for me to come inside. I sauntered on past the two lookouts, hands in my pockets, and followed Straker into a small diner. Agent Mattling sat at a booth in the far corner, two cups of coffee on the table. He called the waitress to bring a third as Straker resumed his seat and I slid in next to him. I didn’t enjoy being this close to the man, but I wanted a straight-on look at Mattling’ face while we talked. I’d seen enough of Straker’s, lately.


    “Casper Giarelli’s in town,” Mattling said flatly. “He arrived yesterday.”


    I nodded, putting my coffee back down.


    “He checked into my hotel yesterday evening.” Mattling and the rest of the feds had their eyes out, so it wouldn’t cut ice for me to play too dumb. I decided to throw out anything I figured they already had to know, keeping what cards I could face down and my ears open.


    “We know,” Mattling replied. “Do you know if he’s looking for Stanton?”


    “Not anymore,” I said. “He found him. An hour or so ago, at my hotel suite.”


    Mattling raised his eyebrows, so I went on to explain that Stanton had dropped by my room for a chat and after a few minutes, Giarelli had shown up at the door.


    “He was looking for you?” asked Mattling.


    “No, he was looking for Stanton.”


    “How’d he know Stanton was in your suite?”


    “No idea, but I’m guessing a man like Giarelli knows how to find things out when he needs to.”


    “What did Giarelli and Stanton talk about?”


    “I don’t know. I wasn’t invited to stay for the conversation.” I explained how I was escorted out of my own suite, only allowed to re-enter about twenty minutes later, after everyone had gone.


    “My money,” Straker broke in, “says Giarelli is trying to get back the dough he loaned Ryland, the dough Stanton cleaned Ryland out of.” Mattling and I looked at each other, the same thought clearly in both our minds: God, you’re a sharp one, Straker.


    “You think Giarelli put a scare into Stanton?” Mattling asked.


    “It’d put a scare into me,” I admitted. “A Chicago mobster showing up in a hotel room that wasn’t mine and wanting to have a chat with me. But do you mean did he scare Stanton so bad he’ll try to blow town?” I mulled it over for a few seconds. “I seriously doubt it. Stanton has too much in play right now. He stands to lose too much by panicking.”


    We batted it back and forth for a few more minutes, what it all might mean, Straker butting in every so often when there was an obvious and therefore safe point to make. I wanted to ask Mattling if he was worried that dealing with Stanton might take up too much of Giarelli’s time, take him away from his other business in Baltimore that the F.B.I. wanted to catch him at, whatever that was. If something got fouled up and Mattling missed his chance at bringing in Giarelli, he might have a serious change of heart about the assistance and protection he’d offered me (assuming it had been a sincere offer to begin with). But I couldn’t risk asking in front of Straker, and besides, Mattling didn’t appear to be overly concerned.


    “Keep working Stanton best you can,” Mattling advised. “Convince him to stick around if he’s thinking otherwise. Be a shame if we didn’t get him after all this effort.” I didn’t imagine Senator Cumberland would be too impressed, either. I told Mattling I’d do my best. He nodded, got up from the booth, and left the diner.


    “Dev,” Straker said quietly as I was getting up myself, “I didn’t mention anything to Agent Mattling about the Secret Service man who came to see you yesterday. Didn’t see any need, not at this point anyway.” I had a mental image of taking hold of the back of Straker’s neck and slamming his face into the table, mostly for the enjoyment of hearing something of his break again after so many years.


    “You’re a peach, Straker.” I walked back out onto the street.


    I was able to take in a movie with Nathan and his family Sunday afternoon. While we were standing in line for tickets, Billy noticed a poster for Bride of Frankenstein. He pointed it out to his dad and got the expected “We’ll see.”


    “Did you ever see the first one, Uncle Dev?” he asked me.


    “Yep. Read the book, too.” I really had. Part of a college literature class I signed up for after watching a very cute brunette sign up for it ahead of me.


    “No foolin’?” Billy asked. “Did the monster talk in the book or did he just, you know, ggrrrrrrrrrr!” Billy held up two groping hands in front of him to complete the impression.


    “He talked. Matter of fact, he spoke French.” Billy thought I was trying to put one over on him, so I just winked and smiled.


    When I returned to The Lord Baltimore that evening, there was an envelope waiting for me at the front desk. I took it up to my room and opened it, drawing out the folded letter inside and reading the neat handwriting:


    Dear Mr. Shaw,


    My most profuse apologies for what transpired in your suite yesterday. It is an unfortunate but rather common occurrence in my trade that over-eager investors do on occasion seek out my services much against my will. I hope you don’t think for a moment that the uninvited guest who so rudely intruded on our pleasant chat is the kind of individual with whom I do business. At any rate, I was able to convince the gentleman that he and I have no business with one another, nor will we at any time in the future.


    I do hope that you were not overly distressed by this incident, and I wish to assure you in the strongest possible terms that I am quite prepared to continue your own transactions as scheduled. If you would be so kind as to meet me outside First Quality Investors at ten a.m. tomorrow, I will be at your service.


    Yours most sincerely,


    Clay Stanton


    I refolded the letter and slid it back into the envelope, smiling to myself. Strongest possible terms, indeed. As I’d hoped, Clay Stanton wasn’t the kind of man to be scared away from an easy half million dollars. How he planned to handle Giarelli, I didn’t know, but he was still on the line for me, which was all I cared about.


    I had a nap and then a shower, put on fresh clothes, then took a taxi over to my first hotel where I picked up Jennings. We found an out-of-the-way spot for dinner and talked some business.


    “You found the place?” I asked him. He grinned and nodded, then swallowed a healthy mouthful of food.


    “Just where you told me the girl said it was, on Thirty-First between St. Paul and Calvert.” The Cordovan was a sort of private club where only con men hung out. Penny had given me the name and where to find it, and I’d given orders for Jennings to drop in. He’d ordered a beer under the watchful eyes of the other patrons, then casually asked the bartender if The Yellowtail Kid had been in recently.


    “Don’t know any such person,” the bartender told him.


    “Well, if any such person comes in, would you mind telling him Tom Shandle is looking for him?” Jennings left a five-dollar tip for a ten-cent glass of beer. He then pulled out the rest of his wad of cash and asked the bartender if he knew where a fellow could play a little cards in this town.


    “Did he bite?” I asked Jennings.


    “Got a game lined up tonight,” Jennings smiled, helping himself to a spoonful of potato salad that could choke a big dog.


    “Can you really do this?”


    His mouth full, Jennings held a hand to his heart as though I’d wounded him.


    That evening, I was sitting in my suite reading the newspaper and feeling a bit restless. I headed down to the hotel bar at around ten o’clock and stayed a little over an hour before taking the elevator back to my room. The first thing I noticed after opening the door was that a lamp was on, the light spilling over onto a chair and showing me a woman’s dress draped over it. Stockings and other assorted personal garments littered the floor, presumably belonging to the woman reclining in the bed with the bedclothes pulled up.


    “Slow night at the bar?” a familiar voice called out, then I heard the click of the lamp on the night table and saw the short, pixie-cut blonde hair.


    “Penny, what the hell are you doing here!” I took my hand away from the butt of my Colt and let my heart slow down a little.


    “My place is being painted,” she answered. “Figured you wouldn’t mind.” Her place probably was being painted, I realized. Penny had caught on that her landlord wanted to keep in good with Kelly Shaw, and she’d be playing that angle to the hilt.


    “Besides,” she added, “I’m supposed to be your traveling companion, remember? We ought to keep up appearances.”


    I walked over toward her and sat on the edge of the bed.


    “What’s this all about?”


    She shrugged. “I got no place to stay. I got a friend with a nice hotel suite. I’m a little lonely tonight. Does it have to be more complicated than that?”


    “It does with you.”


    “Because I’m a con?” she laughed. “In that case, I’d think you’d want to have me in your sight as often as possible.”


    She was in my sight all right. Either one of us could adjust the view with just one tug at the blanket. I sat on the edge of the bed and looked into her eyes. Something seemed strange.


    “I thought your eyes were blue, Penny.”


    “They are most of the time,” she giggled. “They only turn green when I’m in the right mood.”


    I found I was leaning in closer, breathing in the scent of her. I kept waiting for the voice inside my head, telling me to put a stop to this nonsense. Apparently, that voice was still downstairs at the bar.


    “What mood is that?”


    She was leaning in closer, too, the bedclothes starting to slip, and gave me a very warm, very soft kiss that was almost long enough.


    “Guess,” she whispered.


    Half an hour later we were both still awake, sharing the bed and and one of my cigarettes.


    “So it’s all set then?” Penny said.


    “Set as it can be,” I told her.


    “And you don’t think this Giarelli will be a problem?”


    “Not for me. He may end up being a big problem for Ryland and Stanton.”


    “Stanton seemed a little shook when I talked to him yesterday afternoon,” Penny admitted. “He’d calmed down by today, but he wants to make sure your investments go off without a hitch.”


    “He’s going to be disappointed,” I said, my mind elsewhere. “You ever think of leaving all this, Penny? Getting yourself a real job?”


    “I’ve never worked a real job,” she said, reaching for my cigarette and helping herself to a puff. “Put that together with the fact that I’m twenty-seven, never finished high school, and have a prison record, what do you think my opportunities are?”


    “I know some people,” I said. “Might even be able to make that prison record of yours disappear in the right circles. If not, I’m sure I could find the kind of people willing to overlook a mistake made in youth.”


    She threw her head back and laughed heartily, then hugged and kissed me.


    “You’re a good guy, Dev. You really are. But I’m not looking to be rescued from my wicked ways anytime soon.” She took another drag from the cigarette and stared off into space. “I had an Aunt Sarah. She pretty much raised me. Worked hard her whole life. She’d scrub floors, do people’s shopping for them, walk their dogs, wait tables, anything and everything just to put bland food on the table in a tiny, crummy apartment. I can see her now on her hands and knees, not a spark of life in her eyes, just moving that scrub brush around and sweating like a horse. I don’t remember her ever having one bit of fun in her whole drab life.”


    Penny looked up at me.


    “That’s not for me, lover. I’d rather risk going to prison ten times over than have to live like that. Just surviving day after day, never doing anything, never going any place, never feeling anything. This is who I am, Dev. This is who I want to be. Is that okay with you?”


    I wasn’t sure if she was mocking me or sincerely seeking my approval.


    “It’s your life, Penny. There are worse ways to live one than what you’re doing. I’m just saying there are less risky ways, too. More stable ways. And they’re not all scrubbing floors and walking dogs.”


    “Oh, I know. But I can take care of myself.”


    “No argument there,” I said, looking over her lovely figure in the lamplight. “If you took any better care of yourself, I’d never be able to focus on what’s coming up.”


    Penny rebutted this, claiming that many men found love-making to have just the opposite effect, honing their minds to a great degree.


    “I read somewhere about how bullfighters in Spain do it,” she told me. “Close to before entering the ring as they can. They say it sharpens up their peepers, gives ’em better reflexes.”


    “If that’s the case,” I said, “I’m probably ready to take on Stanton, Giarelli, and all their shills and goons this minute without breaking a sweat.”


    She snuggled up to me, her eyes green again.


    “Maybe we better make sure,” she whispered.


    When I woke the next morning, Penny was gone, along with half of the forty thousand dollars’ cash I had stashed around the suite in various hiding places.


    I slipped on my robe and walked over to the telephone.


    “This is Mr. Shaw in 402. I’d like to order breakfast.”


    I smiled to myself. So far, so good.


    

  


  
    Chapter Eighteen: “Back to the Pool Hall, Rummy!”


    


    I was hoofing it down Chase Street to keep my appointment outside the brokerage office with Clay Stanton. He was waiting outside the door and greeted me with an apology for that “most unfortunate incident” in my hotel suite the other day.


    “I got your letter,” I acknowledged, somewhat brusquely. “That guy had some nerve busting into my room like that.” Stanton agreed wholeheartedly, but assured me it wouldn’t happen again.


    “I hope it hasn’t colored your view of our arrangements for this week,” he added.


    “I’m not sure,” I said slowly. “I need to ask you something, Mr. Stanton. Something important. Who left my room first after you two had your talk? Was it you or that other guy and his goon?”


    With the finely-honed instincts his years in the game had given him, Stanton sensed danger immediately. His answer was quick and smooth.


    “Mr. Giarelli – that is the gentleman’s name by the way – was rather insistent that I depart first. Naturally, I was loathe to leave him alone in your hotel room. I protested but, as I said, he was rather insistent. And he did have someone with him, you’ll recall.”


    I nodded sharply. “That’s what I figured. Well, the fact is, Mr. Stanton, I had the forty thousand dollars’ cash in my suite Saturday, ready for our transaction this morning. It’s gone now, every dollar of it.”


    “Oh no!” Stanton gasped. “My boy, that’s terrible!”


    “It’s an inconvenience,” I agreed. “It’ll be terrible for this Giarelli when I catch up to him. You wouldn’t know where I might find him?” My face had been dark the whole time we’d been talking, and I made sure not to lighten it just yet.


    “I’m afraid I have no idea, Mr. Shaw. As I explained in my letter, he’s attempted for some time now to invest through me. I wanted no part of him from the start. Quite frankly, sir, the man reeks of the criminal element.” Stanton said it with a perfectly straight face, I had to give him that.


    “You think he’s a mobster?” I asked, showing a little concern over the fact.


    “That is my suspicion, Mr. Shaw.”


    “Sure looks like one at that.”


    “You didn’t happen to notice whether the money was still in your room yesterday?”


    I gave Stanton a smile that was both irritated and embarrassed, explaining that I had been out most of the day with my traveling companion, Miss Sills. Stanton asked as circumspectly as he could whether Miss Sills had visited my suite at any point during the day…or evening.


    “We came back for a nightcap after dinner last night,” I said. “It was fairly late and…” I looked up sharply. “You think Penny might have taken the money?”


    Stanton shrugged slightly, giving my imagination time to start working.


    “You haven’t known her all that long, I believe,” he said simply.


    It was just after one o’clock when I knocked on the door of my room at the first hotel. A few moments later, Jennings answered in his bathrobe, his hair sticking up like straw. He’d still been asleep.


    “Getting a pretty late start today, aren’t you, boy-oh?” I strolled past him and tossed my hat onto the desk.


    “I didn’t make it back here till after five this morning,” he informed me.


    “Five? How’d the poker game go.”


    “Went fine,” he said through a yawn. “Clockwork.”


    “How much, Jennings?”


    “Twenty-five hundred,” he said, shrugging.


    I stared at him a moment before showing off my ignorance.


    “It took you all night to lose twenty-five hundred dollars in a poker game?”


    “Geez, Mr. Caine, it takes just as long to lose as it does to win.” He went onto explain – fairly politely, I thought – that you don’t just go throwing down big money into the pot and lose time after time until you’re out. Not if you’re wanting to make the right kind of impression on certain people. Imagine, Jennings asked, if the dealer for the next hand had scooped up Jennings’ fold from the last and noticed three queens or even a full boat, sixes over aces. Everyone would know something was up. He had to take a few small pots now and then when he had too good a hand to risk that happening.


    “It makes sense when you put it that way,” I admitted, feeling like an idiot. “Come on, get dressed and I’ll take you to breakfast. You can fill me in on the rest of it then.”


    Half an hour later I watched as Jennings put away three eggs, six strips of bacon, six pancakes with syrup, two thick slices of toast, and a side order of two biscuits with gravy. I took it slow with my turkey sandwich, giving him time to get started on his meal by bringing him up to date on Stanton.


    “I told him it wouldn’t be a problem for me to get more cash,” I explained, “but that it would take at least another day. Of course, that put us behind schedule, so he’ll have to handle larger amounts for the remaining investments.”


    “And he was okay with that?” Jennings grinned, reaching for the jar of syrup.


    “He was a regular sport about it.”


    When it came Jennings’ turn, I sat back over a cigarette and coffee and listened. He’d shown up at the backroom game around eleven-thirty last night, following the directions given to him at The Cordovan and mentioning the barman’s name to get in. He introduced himself as Tom Shandle to the group of cons passing the time over a friendly game, asking again if any of them had ever worked with The Yellowtail Kid. No, they couldn’t say they had, but they promised to keep an ear out if he showed up in Baltimore. Jennings sat at the table, bought five hundred dollars worth of chips, had a cold beer brought to him, and thanked them for letting an out-of-towner join their game. Jennings warned them with a smile that, well, he was a pretty good poker player and they might want to watch themselves. There were a few friendly hoots and jeers around the table, and the game commenced.


    Jennings won the first two pots right off the bat. He knew his hands weren’t great, that the other players were throwing away better just to pump up his confidence and make him careless. Jennings dutifully clapped his hands, raked in the chips, and announced to the table that he had a feeling this was going to be his night. Jennings is the best poker player I’ve ever met, and would have had a fair chance at cleaning out the whole table, but that wasn’t the plan. He was playing the deftest con there is against pros in the game: letting them know he wasn’t a total rube, that he had some experience under his belt, but coming across as thinking he was a lot sharper than he was. Just the kind of young upstart they’d want to have a little fun.


    According to Jennings, they were impressed at the simplicity of his latest small-con scheme. Don’t make it any more complicated than it has to be, that’s what The Yellowtail Kid had taught him when they were on the grift together back in St. Louis. See, Tom Shandle had come across a forger back in Knoxville, and believe you me, fellows, this guy was an artist. He’d had this guy make up a phony identification showing Shandle to be a T-Man.


    “’T-Man actually refers to the Bureau of Prohibition,” I interrupted. “The guys who went around with axes smashing stills.” It got confusing, as the Bureau of Investigation also had a Prohibition Department, which is a big part of the reason they finally changed their name to the Federal Bureau of Investigation.


    “But Secret Service is still Treasury, right?” Jennings asked.


    “Yeah, it is. Go on.”


    So with this phony identification, Jennings could walk up to practically anyone, explain that he was with anti-counterfeiting, demand to see whatever bills the mark had on him, and relieve said mark of any funny money he happened to be carrying.


    “Only it ain’t funny money,” Jennings explained to them, laughing. “I help myself to a fifty here, a couple of c-notes there, all perfectly good but the mark, he thinks I done him a favor taking it off his hands and not hauling him in.” Of course, he was careful to catch the right kind of people in the right kind of place, and he rarely tried to take a mark’s whole wad (“Unless the guy’s just extra dumb or I really don’t like his face.”). But it was a neat score. No partners, no witnesses, only a phony name nobody could track. The cons around the poker table offered nods of approval along with their compliments. Neat score, indeed! Had Shandle thought this up on his own? Indeed he had, Jennings assured them. Of course, he couldn’t play a town too small for too long. Best to keep moving. He’d probably stay in Baltimore another two weeks maybe.


    “So if any of you boys are planning to use this one, I think it’s only fair that you wait for me to clear town first. I mean, that’s kind of a courtesy in a right town like this one, ain’t it?”


    The men around the table agreed earnestly, a few of them probably thinking they might try it if times got too tough, or just to see if it really worked, but most of them working regularly for “stores” now and considering their hard-scrabble grifting days behind them.


    The game started to go badly for the new kid after awhile. Even his good hands were getting trumped by better, and he kept buying more chips and losing them almost as fast.


    “Were they cheating?” I asked.


    “Sure. I mean they weren’t stacking decks or hiding cards, but they were signaling across the table like a six-way telegraph. Scratch an earlobe, rub a nose, stick out a lower lip while looking at their cards. Each guy had his own signal for when he thought he had the best hand, and the rest of them would pump the betting in that guy’s favor.”


    And so the night dragged on, and as the new kid kept losing, sly digs became groans of sympathy around the table. Hard luck, Shandle, but things got to start turning around for you one of these hands, don’t you think? That’s just the odds. They ended up taking the whole twenty-five hundred I’d staked Jennings, who got gloomy for awhile and then shook it off with a laugh. Easy come, easy go, ain’t that what they say? So it wasn’t his night, but it very well could be next time. That is, he grinned, if he hadn’t scared them off tonight. Good-natured laughter followed this taunt, and the other players allowed as to how Tom Shandle was a real sport who knew how to take his licks. He was welcome at their table any time. Of course he was: he was a young con with money in his pockets who wasn’t a very good poker player.


    “Sounds like you did just perfect, Jennings,” I told him.


    “You and me should work together more, Mr. Caine,” he grinned, adding more cream to his cup of coffee. I’d had that thought myself more than once this year. Maybe after we got back to Kansas City….


    When I walked Jennings back to the hotel, I stopped at the front desk to check for messages. The clerk handed me a note someone else had written:


    Please contact me as soon as you can. Nathan


    I walked over to the house phone, dialed the bank, and had myself put through to Nathan.


    “Nathan Caine speaking.”


    “I got your message. What’s up?”


    “It’s Myers and Wiedermann,” Nathan said, sounding nervous. “They took the afternoon off today.”


    “Both of them?”


    “Yes. They simply walked into my office and told me they had some business to take care of and that they wouldn’t be back today. They were quite arrogant about it.”


    “That’s not good.”


    “They also asked me to contact Mr. Shaw and tell him to meet them at three o’clock this afternoon.” I scribbled down the address Nathan gave me.


    “Anything else?”


    “Yes,” Nathan said. “Myers said ‘Tell Mr. Shaw not to be late.’ And then they simply walked out. Just like that.”


    It was five minutes to three when I stepped inside the anonymous saloon at the very edge of a decent neighborhood. The place was all but empty, one bartender practically napping behind the bar and maybe two old drunks. A ceiling fan turned lazily overhead, barely disturbing the dust floating in the shaft of sunlight coming through the front window. Whatever was brewing, the two men I was to meet had wanted to pick some place inconspicuous, some place their peers wouldn’t be likely to run into them.


    There at a round wooden table in the far corner were Myers and Wiedermann, the latter smoking a fat cigar. They sat next to a big guy in shabby clothes, some cheap hired thug who was either trying to stare me down or hold in his wind. I walked up to the table with my hands in my pockets.


    “What’s all this?” I asked. Wiedermann looked me up at down, taking in my expensive duds and my new shoes, catching the glints of gold from my watch and pinky ring. I’d been dressing like this for what seemed so long I hadn’t even thought of changing for this meeting. I should have.


    “Little change of plan, Mr. Shaw,” said Wiedermann, sounding full of himself.


    “Change of plan,” agreed Myers.


    “You see,” Wiedermann again, “I had an interesting little chat with Mr. Ferrier the other day. It seems you have to rely on a forger to get your federal identification these days, Mr. Shandle.” Wiedermann pretended to be confused. “Or is it Shaw, like it says on the driver’s license you also got from Ferrier? Mighty peculiar, wouldn’t you say?”


    “I would,” chimed in Myers.


    I was half-listening to them, concentrating more on the thug in my periphery. He was cheap goods and that was a fact. Big and bulky, yes, but even low-rent mob torpedoes aren’t allowed to be seen on the street dressed that shabbily. These two bankers had started talking, first to each other and then to Ferrier. They figured they had my number, so they’d walked into some pool hall or gone to the track and given a tenspot to the first oversized gorilla who was broke and sober enough to be looking for his next drink.


    “We don’t know who you are,” Wiedermann said. “And we don’t care to know. What we do know is you’re going to get on a bus or a train, get the hell out of town, and never darken our door again. Otherwise…” he glanced to his right, “you’ll have to take things up with Mr. Braughton here.”


    The thug’s eyebrows raised a fraction. At least he knew his name. He snorted once, no doubt in derision at the rich dandy in imported clothing standing in front of him. I stood there with my hands in my pockets, sighing inwardly. I had real problems to deal with. Still, to be fair, this was my fault. I’d ignored Myers and Wiedermann for too long now, let them build their courage back up. Well, I could fix that.


    “So that’s how it is, is it?”


    “That’s how it is.” Wiedermann took a puff from his cigar and leisurely blew a smoke ring.


    “Let me ask you one thing,” I said, picking up the heavy glass candle bowl from the table top. I turned it over and looked at the bottom. “Do you have any idea where this was made?”


    Myers and Wiedermann looked at one another, trying to figure what I was getting at.


    “Neither do I.” I brought the candle bowl down in the center of the thug’s face and broke his nose, then jabbed him hard in the throat with it. Blood was pouring down his face as I put my palms on his cheeks, wrapping my fingers around his ears and giving them a good, solid yank. My thumbs found his eyelids. I applied just enough pressure to make him let out a yelp, then leaned in close to one ear.


    “Back to the pool hall, rummy!” I hissed. “I see you again, I’ll hurt you for real.”


    The thug rose from the table with an effort, almost blinded from eyes watering with pain, and shambled as quickly as he could out the door. I put my hands back in my pockets and looked casually back at Myers and Wiedermann, who were paler now than I’d ever seen them. I don’t enjoy hurting people, but the thug was big and he’d heal just fine. If I’d given him half a chance at a fair fight, it would have been a case of having to hurt him a lot worse or get busted up myself. And people believe what they see. Myers and Wiedermann had just seen a man make short work of their insurance without breaking a sweat.


    I ran a hand over my face tiredly and sat down.


    “No, don’t get up,” I said tiredly. “I’ll tell you when you can leave.” Neither man had moved, but now each was scared thinking the other had.


    “Either of you two ever hear of Lon Kruger?” They shook their heads. “About six-foot-six and over two hundred and eighty pounds. Biceps as big around as my damn leg and enough hair on his back alone to make two Indian blankets. Murdered his whole family with a pair of scissors seventeen years ago. And every day since then he’s been in a prison cell. He’s given up all hope of ever seeing a woman again. However,” I glanced at Wiedermann, “he still likes brunettes, fat boy.


    “Now any ordinary day, a fella breaking his solemn oath with me, well, you’d already be sharing that same cell with Kruger, and doing your goddamnedest to make yourself pretty for him so he wouldn’t hurt you any worse.” Wiedermann was sweating so badly now I could have put the cigar out on his forehead.


    “Lucky for you two I’m busy these days,” I continued in the same lackadaisical tone. “I’ve put a lot of effort into my plans and I don’t have time to put out more working around you two jerks. It would put me behind schedule, and I hate being behind schedule.”


    Both men seemed plenty scared, but I’d made that mistake before. I calmly took the cigar out of Wiedermann’s hand, then grabbed him by the tie and yanked him forward, holding the lit end of the stogie an inch or two from his left eye for a second.


    “What’s your favorite eye, Wiedermann? Right or left?”


    “Please.” He shut his eyes tight and you could barely hear him.


    After another few seconds I let him go. He slumped back in his chair and I took out a cigarette, lighting it from the end of the cigar.


    “Not that it concerns you two small fry,” I puffed, “but I have plans for your Mr. Ferrier as well. Those documents I collected from him are what we in the law enforcement profession refer to as ‘evidence’. Maybe you two geniuses have heard of that concept before.


    “Point is, this is your last last chance. My offer’s still good. You play ball with me, you walk. But if either of you ever tries to pull a stunt like this again–”


    “We won’t!” They said it almost in perfect unison.


    “Don’t interrupt me. If you ever try this again, you’ll be locked up inside of five minutes, and you’ll stay locked up, from city to county to state to federal, while your lawyers make noise, take your money, and forget about you. And just as soon as I can arrange it, you’ll be sharing a cell with Lon Kruger, playing house with that burly, hairy, sweaty psychopath until he gets tired of you and you wake up one morning with a pair of scissors in your neck.”


    I turned to Myers again. “That goes for you both of you. You’re a team now. This joker does something and you don’t know about it, tough. Kruger will still be able to add bigamy to his list of crimes. You both catching my drift on this?”


    They assured me they were.


    “This is the last time we have this conversation. I mean the very last.”


    I stood up and walked out.


    I stepped into Ferrier’s back office noisily enough for him to look up from his work table. Without a word I dumped his two-hundred-dollar printing machine onto the floor where it hit with a loud smash, rollers and cogs and gears scattering across the linoleum. Then I stomped across to his filing cabinet and found his gun, taking out the magazine and clearing the chamber before dumping it back in the drawer. I took the shell from the chamber, walked over to Ferrier, grabbed him roughly by the hair, and forced it into his mouth. I took out my Colt and pressed it against his forehead. My voice was low and cold.


    “Swallow it.”


    He stared at me, his eyes wide.


    “Five, four, three…”


    He swallowed. It would do him no harm, of course, but there’s something about making a man swallow a bullet.


    “My business with you is private. You don’t talk to bankers, you don’t talk to a living soul about it. It ever happens again, you’ll eat another bullet, one that’ll be coming a hell of a lot faster.”


    I let go of his hair and he slumped back, his shoulders drooping like he was too exhausted even to shrug.


    I walked out.


    Penny was waiting for me at our spot at the hotel lounge, along with the Campari and soda she’d ordered for me. I sent it back for a scotch over ice. Kelly Shaw might be a fan of Campari, but Devlin Caine had had a rough day. After leaving Ferrier’s print shop, I’d found a drugstore and called Nathan.


    “It’s all sorted out,” I told him. “Myers and Wiedermann will be back in tomorrow, on time and probably with an apology. Try to keep them busy, won’t you?”


    “I’ll do my best with whatever I can trust them with these days. But what if they leave again?”


    “I really don’t think they will, but let me know the minute I’m wrong.”


    “Don’t I usually?”


    I snorted into the phone reflexively. Nathan making a joke had caught me off guard.


    “Hang in there,” I told him. “Everything is on schedule and it shouldn’t be much longer.”


    The waitress brought me my scotch and I took that first cool sip. Kelly Shaw was a Nancy Boy, I decided, if he preferred Campari to this. I realized that, when I wasn’t actually being Shaw, I tended to think of him as a real but separate person. Probably happens to a lot of cons, I figured. I put the question to Penny.


    “Oh sure,” she said. “I mean, first off, you have to make the character real, believable. How you gonna make the mark believe in him if you don’t? And you play a part long enough, over time you naturally find yourself building the character up more. Thinking about what he likes to eat, where he goes to church, what his family’s like.”


    “Probably the same with actors,” I said.


    “Probably,” she agreed.


    I knew from my time at Pinkerton’s that it wasn’t just the character. There came a point in big confidence games where the con man had to believe it himself. Only way to sell it. I don’t mean like self-hypnosis – there’s always a part of you that knows what’s real and what isn’t – but there are moments when the con actually does con himself, makes himself think that whatever he’s doing is really as he’s presenting it to the mark. It’s hard to explain, but I realized now how often over the last several days I’d been thinking as Kelly Shaw. About my summer house and my closet full of imported suits and even about the building I was going to buy. Christ, I was even catching glimpses in my mind of the faces of my partners who didn’t exist, the ones who were going in on this building with me. It started as just making sure I had the details right, but damn if it hadn’t started to feel real. I ran this by Penny, too.


    “Sure,” she said. “You can’t live in a world every day without it becomes real to you after awhile. No matter how many times you pat yourself on the back for being clever or make fun of the mark who’s only getting what’s coming to him, you still gotta live with yourself. And the more real you make that world, the easier it is to do that.”


    And I realized how dangerous that could be, coming to believe in your own lies. Oh sure, people do it all the time, one way or another. But in the game I was playing, that seemed like a quick way to blind yourself to dangers on the horizon. Of course, at the other extreme, if you thought of yourself as some big-time operator who knew all the angles, thought you were too sharp ever to get off course, you could be blinded that way, too. How the hell do people do this for a career? I wondered. Without ending up half crazy?


    “You make it to the bank?” I asked Penny.


    “Sure did, lover.” She opened her purse and handed me a cashier’s check for the amount of twenty thousand dollars. I put it in my coat pocket with the cashier’s check for ten thousand I’d picked up on my way to see Jennings.


    I stared at Penny for a moment until she started laughing.


    “You thought I was gonna make off with the twenty gees and never come back?”


    “I wondered,” I smiled lazily, downing another drink of scotch.


    

  


  
    Chapter Nineteen: A Mobster Takes Offense


    


    Tuesday morning I met Stanton at the little diner across from First Quality Investors, the same diner I’d used to stake out the phony brokerage office the day I saw Myers and Wiedermann get taken. It occurred to me that had been a Tuesday also, and I hoped this one went better. Stanton did his best to hide his disappointment that I was bringing him only thirty thousand dollars, and in the form of two cashier’s checks instead of cash. I explained that I had to cover the forty thousand that had been stolen from my hotel suite, which meant I had to divert funds from another deal. Reminding Stanton of the stolen money also made it easy to convince him that I was no longer comfortable carrying large sums of cash around this city.


    “It just holds me up a day or two, that’s all,” I told Stanton, assuring him that I was still wanting to invest half a million dollars with him this week. “Handle this for me today,” I instructed, gesturing at the two checks in his hand, “and we’ll do the rest Thursday and Friday. Two checks each, just like today. One investment in the morning, the other in the afternoon. I don’t want to go over a hundred thousand for any single investment. That way, if my partners find out, it won’t look like I’m stashing cash.”


    “These other four checks will also be cashier’s checks?” Stanton inquired.


    “They will. I’d rather not use any checks with my name on them for this. In fact, you mentioned that the investments needn’t necessarily be made in my name?”


    “There are numerous ways we can work around that, Mr. Shaw,” Stanton assured me. “All of them perfectly legal.”


    “Mr. Stanton, would it be asking too much for you to handle the investments personally? To purchase the shares yourself at the window? In your name? I know you’re a busy man and all, and that you don’t like your competitors to see what you’re buying, but–”


    “I’d be happy to take care of it for you, Mr. Shaw.” That Stanton was a prince. “Besides,” he added with a slight smile, “the stocks I’ll be putting your money into aren’t related to the larger investments I’m working on. If any of my competitors do observe me making the purchases for you, it’s very likely to give them a false impression. Help throw them off my scent, as it were.”


    I smiled in return. “Sounds like it works out well for both of us.”


    We made arrangements for Stanton to stop by my hotel tomorrow evening for a late supper. He could bring me the receipts for the stock he’d purchase today – they’d be in his name, he explained, but I’d at least have the dates, numbers of shares, and prices – and the two of us could relax and talk about the remaining investments for later in the week. The receipts would be as worthless as every prop in that phony brokerage office, of course, but he didn’t know I knew that.


    Stanton was pretty happy when I left him. He’d be even happier this afternoon when he rushed off to the bank and cashed those checks, which were both perfectly good. Thirty thousand dollars’ real money. Money I’d never be able to pay back on my own. Now my plan had to work.


    That afternoon I was seated in the hotel suite where I’d first met Agent Mattling and assorted fellows from his and other government agencies. Straker had telephoned me at the Lord Baltimore and asked if I could come around for a visit. The fact was, I needed to speak to Mattling again, but I let Straker keep believing the notion was all his. Of course, being Straker, he’d have kept believing that if the Almighty Himself had set up the meeting.


    The suite was empty save for Mattling, Straker, and myself. We sat around the low table, a glass of bourbon and water over ice for Mattling and me, and plain seltzer for Straker. There was a lot I wanted to ask Mattling, but I still wasn’t sure how far I could trust him. I knew how far I could trust Straker.


    Mattling leaned back comfortably in his chair, his drink untouched, his bland face appraising me for a moment before he spoke.


    “Mr. Straker tells me you might be interested in coming to work for the Bureau.”


    I picked up my glass and thought over possible answers to this. Four whole seconds passed before Straker butted in.


    “Come now, Dev, no need to be shy with Agent Mattling. I can tell you, he’s a man who appreciates real talent.” Either Mattling was too bored to roll his eyes or he’d been long enough in Straker’s company to learn to tune the man out.


    “I’ll put it this way,” I hedged. “I’m not the kind of man to rule out anything, not during times like these.”


    “Practical attitude,” Mattling observed.


    “Agent Mattling and I have been batting it around,” Straker said. “I think we’ve pretty much come to the same conclusion. If you’re able to help us with the Stanton case, well, that would really give Agent Mattling something to sell to his superiors in terms of taking you on in a more permanent fashion, so to speak.” Most people would risk tearing something trying to sound deferential and arrogant at the same time. Straker’d been doing it so long he probably didn’t even notice.


    I looked at Mattling and shrugged. “I’m still keeping Stanton on the line, playing the mark for him like we talked about.”


    “Giarelli hasn’t scared him into hiding yet?” Mattling asked it almost casually.


    “Not so far.”


    “You must have fashioned a pretty tempting lure for him.”


    I didn’t say anything.


    “They say never try to con a con,” Straker chuckled. “So naturally, that’d be your first instinct, wouldn’t it, Dev?” He turned to Mattling. “He’s innovative, Agent Mattling. You have to give him that. And frankly, I think innovation is something the Bureau could use a bit more of, if you’ll pardon me for saying so.” Mattling pardoned Straker by ignoring him.


    “Here’s my situation, Mr. Caine,” Mattling began. “We need to catch Stanton at something big, something he’d definitely serve time for. That’s the only thing that will appease Senator Cumberland. Tracking Stanton’s every petty con just keeps us all at this for months while we wait to collect enough small stuff to put together. And frankly, some of us have more important work we need to be getting back to.”


    I appreciated Mattling laying it out for me like this, but this was still going to take some delicate handling.


    “Much as I want to help the F.B.I., Agent Mattling, I was hired by a paying client to do a job and, well, there are some professional ethics involved here.”


    “I’m afraid that’s our fault,” Straker grinned smugly. “We really drill that into our boys at Pinkerton’s, the importance of maintaining the highest ethical standards at all times. Of course,” he added, his voice dropping as he looked at me (Straker’s idea of a subtle hint), “nothing must take second place to upholding the law. Pinkerton’s history of lending assistance to law enforcement when and where needed is unsurpassed.” As is Pinkerton’s history of lending assistance to private companies with labor problems, I thought, but that was another story. Straker always spoke like a public relations man when he wanted to impress someone, which was most of the time. He’d have been better off sitting in an office and typing out press releases, but there’s no prestige in that, and you don’t get to tell other people what to do.


    Mattling politely asked Straker to give us a few minutes alone. Straker rose from his chair, patting me on the arm on his way out and saying, “Listen to what this man has to say, Dev. He can help your career.” Mattling and I looked at each other in silence for a moment, a silence he was clearly happy to have me break for him.


    “How are things going with Giarelli?” I asked.


    “We’re watching him,” he shrugged. “Not much more I can tell you than that. He causing you any problems?”


    “Not so far. Are you hoping to get Stanton out of the way first to give you a clearer field of fire at Giarelli? Or the other way around?”


    “Either works for us,” Mattling said. “We’ll take what comes.” Something wasn’t adding up right. Mattling told me the other night in my hotel suite that all the F.B.I. really cared about was nailing Giarelli, that they’d been dragged into this federal posse formed by Senator Cumberland and that they didn’t want Giarelli to get away while they were busying themselves with a simple con man. But Mattling didn’t seem all that worried about such a possibility now. Unfortunately, I couldn’t ask him a lot about it without tipping too much of my own hand.


    “So what’s your plan with Stanton?” Mattling asked.


    “I’m trying to get some of my client’s money back,” I answered truthfully.


    “How much money?”


    “I’m shooting for two hundred thou.”


    “Pretty big score. How do you plan to pull that off?”


    “Haven’t quite got the details worked out yet,” I told him.


    He nodded stoically, took a drink.


    “You’re hoping,” I surmised, “that what I’m doing is big enough for you to haul Stanton in. Make him do some real time.”


    “Maybe.”


    “Not sure how that would work,” I admitted. “I mean, if I’m the one taking money from Stanton instead of the other way around…” I let the sentence trail off. “I sure as hell don’t want to go to jail for employing a confidence scheme.”


    “I’m not even sure there is any law against conning a con man, Mr. Caine,” Mattling said, which was hooey. That’s like saying there’s no law against robbing robbers or murdering murderers.


    Mattling kept staring at me, not hard, not soft, just staring.


    “There’s some other reason you’re holding back on playing ball with us.” It was a statement.


    “I’m worried about what happens if I do. I do all this work for my client, and the money I’m trying to collect for him gets seized as evidence. He’d likely never see it again.”


    “Your client seems perfectly willing to cooperate with us.” I knew Mattling was talking about Ethan Ryland, and I damn sure wanted him to keep thinking Ryland was my client. I didn’t need the feds to know about my brother’s embezzlement problems. “Besides,” Mattling continued, “we’re after Stanton, not the money. Hell, maybe the money just disappears before we move in and nobody ever knows what happened to it.”


    “You want Stanton more than Giarelli?” I prodded.


    “Separate cases,” he said flatly. “We want them both.”


    I took a drink, thinking of all the things I wanted to ask but didn’t dare.


    “How do you have a case against Stanton if you can’t prove money changed hands?” I asked.


    “We don’t always need to show the money to a judge to prove money changed hands. We have some of the brightest accountants in the country working for us, Mr. Caine. That’s not our weak side.”


    “What is your weak side, Agent Mattling? What do you really want from me?”


    Mattling took a pull from his drink, put it down on the table, leaned forward, and told me, in a few simple sentences and with Straker out of the room, exactly what he really wanted.


    I thought it over for a moment. “And you’d need me as a witness after the fact, I guess?”


    “A sworn deposition from a private detective recruited by the Bureau, attesting to the salient facts, yes, we’d need that. I don’t see that we’d have to drag you all the way back out here to give testimony in court.”


    Mattling picked up his drink and leaned back in his seat again, taking another swallow. “I don’t know that we’d even have to give the detective’s actual identity. We have a lot of latitude these days in our pursuit of lawbreakers.” I wondered if that thought scared Mattling as much as it did me.


    Mattling’s request had been straightforward. And in exchange for my help, he was basically telling me I could run my own con against Stanton, keep the money for my client, swear to a written statement that didn’t even have to include my name, and breeze on back home. Even in the unlikely but possible event that all that was true, I knew how fast the Bureau’s hospitality would dry up if anything went wrong. I could go from walking away free and clear to sharing a prison cell with Stanton.


    “Let me make sure I’m following,” I said to Mattling. “We all know Stanton’s a confidence artist. We all know his brokerage firm on Chase Street is just a ‘store’. The money he took from Cumberland and Ryland would be big enough to land him in the pen, only those two scores are in the past and nobody was collecting evidence at the time they went down. But if I do this thing for you, you’ll have what you need and you can move on him. Is that about the size of it?”


    “That’s it exactly, Mr. Caine.”


    “And then Cumberland, Treasury, and the S.E.C. are all happy and you can get back to focusing on Giarelli.”


    “And a number of other criminals at large.”


    “But even with my help and a sworn deposition about it later,” I said, thinking aloud, “you still need to be there at the kill. Catch Stanton red-handed at something.”


    “That we do, Mr. Caine. I see Straker hasn’t been exaggerating about how quickly you put things together.”


    “He’s really been trying to sell me to you, hasn’t he?”


    “He has,” Mattling admitted. “And not without some success, I’ll admit.” He paused for a moment and asked: “Are you interested in working for the Bureau full-time, Mr. Caine?”


    I paused to be polite, taking a quick drink.


    “No. Look, I appreciate the work you fellows do, but running down public enemies, gangs full of criminals loaded down with Tommy guns, that’s not my idea of a good time.”


    “We have other jobs,” Mattling said. “Desk jobs. Analysts, researchers, people like that. We’re always looking for sharp minds with your kind of experience.”


    “I appreciate that, Agent Mattling. But I have a job and I like it just fine.” Most of the time, I thought. “Despite whatever Straker’s telling you, you don’t need to sell me a government job to get me to help you.”


    “What do we need to sell you?” Mattling asked.


    “What you have on the table already works for me,” I told him. “A little elbow room, a chance to get my client’s money back and keep it. If my name can be kept out of all this, if I can be just an anonymous informant, even better.”


    “Then you are willing to help us?”


    I nodded, swallowing a small piece of ice from my drink.


    “I will if I can. And I think I can.”


    I left the suite and walked down the hall to find Straker loitering by the elevator, ready to pounce like a praying mantis.


    “How’d it go in there?” he asked.


    I stood there looking pleased with my situation.


    “We came to a pretty clear understanding.” I said. “I think this is going to work out well for all parties involved.” I gave Straker a knowing smile, clapped him on the shoulder, and stepped past him into the elevator.


    “Keep me informed!” Straker called after me.


    I winked and shot him with a finger pistol. Right through the heart, which, considering the size of the target, was damn fine shooting.


    I was walking down the sidewalk with Penny Sills on my arm, doing a little window shopping. There was still plenty of daylight left, and the foot traffic was sufficient that we were constantly angling back and forth to dodge it. We stopped to admire a diamond necklace in a jeweler’s window, holding hands and smiling as we did so.


    “Stanton cash the checks?” I asked softly.


    “Oh yes,” she laughed. “Took them to the bank himself right after you left him, came back to the store this afternoon with three or four stacks of fresh greenbacks to show everyone.”


    “He didn’t run off to stash the thirty grand in his mattress or something?”


    “Not if he wants his people to stay loyal to him,” Penny reminded me. “This thirty grand is part of their score, too, not just his. They’ve all been working hard to set up this Mr. Shaw. Besides, showing them the money is good faith. Lets them know there’s plenty more to come if they all keep at it.”


    We ambled on down the street again, still holding hands.


    “He still think you stole forty thousand from me?”


    “He did at first, but I’m pretty sure I convinced him otherwise,” Penny said. “I mean, I want my cut from the big score, don’t I? If I do something stupid like clean the mark in his own hotel room, that could upset the whole game, probably scare the mark off for good.”


    “But forty thousand is a lot more than your cut would be from this score, right?”


    “Yeah,” she mused, figuring in her head. “I’ll be lucky to get more than two or three grand from the big play, especially coming in late like I did. Of course, I am close to you and Stanton knows this, and that might bump it up a little.” She finished her mental accounting with a quick shake of her head. “But the thing is, Stanton knows I’m not an amateur, that I’m in this game for the long haul. If I pulled a stunt like grabbing the mark’s cash myself, no one in this town would ever let me near a big con again. And if I did do something stupid like that, I sure as hell wouldn’t show my face inside Stanton’s place again.”


    It made sense to me. Had Stanton bought it? He had to have for now, I decided. Penny had behaved like a real pro, and she was closer to Kelly Shaw than anyone these days. Stanton would be a fool not to keep using her.


    “Has he mentioned Giarelli to you?” I asked.


    “No. Not to anyone so far as I know. I don’t think he wants anyone knowing some mobster might be after him.”


    We stopped at another window so Penny could look at a long, red dress on a mannequin.


    “You think I’d look good in that?” she asked.


    “In the dress or in the window?”


    She gave me a friendly jab in the arm, then turned her face to me, a teasing glimmer in her eyes.


    “So how’d your friend Jennings make out the other night at the poker game?” She’d have already picked up the story from her buddies.


    I threw my cigarette on the ground and crushed it under my shoe.


    “Aw, hell, the kid lost a bundle.”


    “And he’s supposed to be some big-time card player you said,” she laughed. “Aw, don’t take it so hard, Dev. Lots of small-town guys show up here thinking they’re ready for some real action.”


    I shrugged. “I guess that’s true.”


    “It screw up your plans? Him losing like that?”


    I let out a sigh. “We’ll just have to see.”


    Stanton and I enjoyed a leisurely dinner Wednesday evening at a nice restaurant across from the Lord Baltimore. Sated with after-dinner coffee and liqueurs, we strolled back to the hotel in splendid moods. I would give Stanton the last four cashier’s checks, happy that I could hide money from my partners without them kicking up too much of a fuss. Stanton would pretend he was going to invest them for me instead of simply running off to the bank tomorrow and cashing them, confident that I wouldn’t ask after the money again for at least a month.


    We stepped off the elevator and headed toward my suite. My stomach started fluttering as we approached the door. I turned and saw one of Giarelli’s torpedoes coming up the hall behind us, his bulk cutting us off from the elevator.


    He jerked his head toward my door and said: “Inside.”


    I took out my key and unlocked the door, stepping inside while the torpedo brought Stanton in just behind me and pulled the door closed after us.


    Casper Giarelli sat comfortably in an armchair, a single, small lamp in the far corner throwing light on his cream suit and the lower half of his face, pretty much all you could see in the otherwise darkened room. He was still wearing his hat and leisurely smoking a cigar. He looked up at us dully as we entered.


    “If you keep using my room like this,” I told him, “I’m going to hit you up for half the bill.”


    Giarelli stared at me a moment but didn’t say anything. Apparently I was beneath his notice. He turned his impassive gaze to Stanton.


    “Seen your friend Ryland, lately?” Giarelli asked.


    “We’ve been in conference over the matter you and I discussed last Saturday,” Stanton replied. His voice sounded smooth enough, but even in this dim light I could see his face was pretty pale. “I was under the impression,” Stanton continued, “that you and I would conclude our business this coming Saturday.”


    “Your business?” I echoed. “You told me you didn’t have any business with this guy. That you’d made that clear to him.”


    “Keep quiet, Shaw,” Giarelli advised. “I want to hear what you got to say, you’ll know it.”


    I waited to see if Stanton would try to persuade Giarelli into going somewhere else to talk, some place far away from his prize mark. But maybe he wasn’t all that keen on being alone with Giarelli, who kept staring at Stanton with cool, unblinking eyes.


    “When’s the last time you saw Ryland?” Giarelli asked again.


    “Yesterday,” Stanton answered automatically.


    “Where and when exactly?”


    “At his hotel at four o’clock in the afternoon, I believe.” Only the experienced con in Stanton kept the answers quick and smooth; the man was scared.


    “You’ve been meeting with Ryland and this man?” I asked Stanton. Regardless of the situation, I still had my part to play.


    “Shaw,” Giarelli’s voice was soft, making a nice contrast with his eyes which were hard as diamonds, “I ain’t gonna tell you again.”


    I shut my mouth and just watched.


    “Yesterday at four o’clock, Ryland was with me,” Giarelli said. “Know what he was doing?” Stanton shook his head slowly. “He was doing the same thing you’re doing now: lying to me.”


    Giarelli took a casual puff at his cigar and blew a cloud of smoke, half in the light, half in the shadows.


    “Know what I did?” he asked.


    Another mute shake of the head from Stanton.


    “I took offense.”


    Giarelli reached out to the table lamp on his left and clicked the switch. The blackness to that side evaporated suddenly, revealing a man’s body face down on the carpet. The face was turned toward us. It was Ethan Ryland, a dark, messy pool on the carpet next to his head.


    

  


  
    Chapter Twenty: The Businessman and the Poker Player


    


    I could hear Stanton catch his breath next to me, then he seemed to stop breathing entirely. I forced myself to exhale slowly before gradually drawing air back in. Neither of us made a move, both staring at the corpse. Ryland couldn’t have been dead long; the stain on the carpet glistened wetly in the lamplight.


    “Put the body in the tub for now,” Giarelli ordered his goons. “’Case some maid comes walking in. We’ll have Tito and Spinoza get rid of it later.” He turned his dull gaze back to Stanton and myself, adding: “Want to have a little chat with these guys first.”


    Giarelli’s two thugs walked over and picked up the body at the shoulders and ankles, paying no attention to the flopping arms and lolling head, their attitudes casual and workmanlike. They might have been picking up a sack of feed. Meanwhile their boss continued to glare at the two of us, almost daring us to make a break for it. I noticed one of his hands had slipped inside the pocket of his overcoat. A moment later, the two thugs came out of the bathroom, closing the door behind them.


    “Ryland didn’t have my money,” Giarelli said. “He didn’t have any money. Turns out that was the one thing he wasn’t lying about.” He drew on his cigar and blew out a cloud of smoke, fixing Stanton with his passionless stare. “Know what that means? That means I got to collect the whole two hundred thousand from you. You or your boyfriend here. Don’t make any difference to me.”


    “What do I have to do with any of this?” I demanded. “I never took any money from you.”


    “You’re investing with this guy, ain’t you?” Giarelli answered softly. “How you gonna make any money, he’s dead? Besides, you’re a witness now. You see I get back what’s mine, maybe I know I can trust you to keep your mouth shut.”


    Stanton had to be wondering how much Ryland had told Giarelli in those last moments of life, pleading teary-eyed with a gun pointed at his face. Had he given up the fact that Stanton was a con man? Would that change anything if he had?


    “You kill a man in my room,” I said, incredulous, “and then you try to blackmail me?”


    “Not blackmail, Shaw. Giving you a chance to prove yourself to me, and you better take it.” Giarelli looked over at Stanton. “Haven’t heard much from you so far.”


    “This…this is all quite shocking,” Stanton said quietly. “I don’t know what you want of me. Yes, yes, I know,” he said quickly in response to Giarelli’s irritated scowl, “you want two hundred thousand dollars. Or at least half, and–”


    “All,” Giarelli said flatly. “That other deal’s gone now. I tried to be reasonable. We’re past that. Besides, I’m on a timetable. I don’t have time to wait till Saturday.”


    “When?” Stanton asked weakly.


    “You got twenty-four hours. Bring the money here to this room tomorrow night. Bring it all.”


    “Mr. Giarelli,” Stanton said, “I don’t know if I can possibly–”


    “I don’t know if you can either, Stanton. I just know what happens to you if you don’t.” He glanced over at me again. “What happens to both of you.”


    I glanced over at the bed for a moment, wondering if the wire recorder under it was running properly, if I could use anything it was catching.


    “Now you two beat it,” Giarelli told us. “Find some place else to talk, figure out what you’re gonna do about this. We got to get that body out of the tub and buried somewhere. Go.”


    Slowly, not knowing what else to do, Stanton and I turned for the door. Giarelli’s voice called out softly when we reached it.


    “You two can try to run, but I’ll catch up to you. And when I do, it won’t be a quick bullet like Ryland in there. I’ve seen guys cut to pieces over six hours, begging the whole time we take something vital from them and end it.”


    He stopped talking and we continued walking. Neither Stanton nor I said anything in the hallway. I told the boy in the elevator “Lobby” and we rode down together in silence. It wasn’t until we were outside the main entrance, the cool night air reviving us, that Stanton seemed to regain himself a bit.


    “I think it best, Mr. Shaw, if we separate for the present. We can meet up tomorrow at–”


    I grabbed him just above the elbow and squeezed until he made a noise.


    “Not a goddamn chance, you crooked old bastard!” I spat through clenched teeth, cold fury in my eyes. “We’re going for a cup of coffee, you and me, and talk this thing over. You try to lose me beforehand, I swear to Christ I will break both your legs, carry you back to that monster in the cream suit, and feed you to his goons myself.”


    Stanton didn’t pale as much as he had upstairs looking at Ryland’s body, but I could tell he got the message.


    Stanton and I sat together in an all-night diner, at a booth under lights that were too bright. Coffee was cooling in front of us as I was thinking what I wanted to say. My mind was working quickly. Stanton was obviously shaken from what we’d seen tonight. Shaken, scared, and desperate. I might never get a better chance.


    “Ryland lost all his money with you,” I said, my voice low. “Every goddamn cent of it.”


    “It was a risky investment from the start,” Stanton said, his hand trembling a little as he stirred cream into his coffee. “Extremely risky. I made that very clear to him. I even tried to dissuade him. I certainly had no idea he was staking his entire fortune on it.”


    “And you didn’t feel like sharing this information with me before now?” I stared hard into Stanton’s face.


    “I consider knowledge of my associates’ investments sacrosanct,” Stanton replied. “I make it a practice never to hand over such delicate information to third parties.”


    “Don’t even try that with me. I was ready to invest half a million damn dollars with you, and now I’ve got some gangster threatening to put a bullet in me if you don’t cough up two hundred grand by tomorrow night.” I honestly had to give Stanton credit; the man was as good as the game. He didn’t try to calm me with his wiser, more mature influence, and he damn sure didn’t trot out the poor, pitiful old man. His own eyes hardened somewhat as he made his next point.


    “I am a businessman, Mr. Shaw, just as you are. No, I did not feel the need to inform you of my role in Mr. Ryland’s misfortune. The same as you don’t feel the need to inform your partners in the purchase of this building that you intend to hide additional funds from them.”


    He kept his eyes level on me and I gave a small, appreciative nod. The man had figured out how to play Kelly Shaw.


    “I regret that Mr. Ryland suffered for his rashness,” Stanton continued. “I tried my best to talk him out of it, and I do not blame myself for his misfortune.”


    I blew on my coffee and took a sip. “You mean the misfortune of losing all he’d worked for or the misfortune of getting shot dead by a gangster?”


    “I blame myself for neither. I had no idea he owed money to such a man when I agreed to handle his investment.”


    “I never knew he was mixed up with people like that,” I agreed, shaking my head. It was time to start building a small bridge here. I looked up from my coffee and asked: “Have you got two hundred thousand?”


    “In cash money? Certainly not on me, but even given twenty-four hours, it would be difficult to gather such an amount.”


    “But could you?”


    Stanton sighed and let his shoulders drop.


    “It would seem I have no choice.”


    I moved the salt shaker around in an aimless circle, not looking up.


    “Maybe we can still help each other out,” I suggested cautiously.


    Stanton looked at me a bit warily.


    “How so, Mr. Shaw?”


    I shrugged. “My goal is to hide some money. You know that. I’d have preferred investments for all of it, maybe make a little from it. But hell,” I ran a hand across my face, “now this gangster knows my face and has decided I’m on his list, too. Just because I happened to know Ryland and I know you. I guess it doesn’t really matter where my money’s hidden, so long as I can get it back in a month or so.”


    Stanton was too much of a pro to act greedy. He appeared to consider what I was saying as he drank his coffee.


    “Please continue, Mr. Shaw.”


    “I’m sitting on four cashier’s checks totaling four hundred and seventy thousand dollars. But I’m not about to hand those over to a man who may not live long enough to make it to the broker’s window,” I said coldly.


    “Mr. Shaw, I assure you I will get Mr. Giarelli’s money to him. It won’t affect our arrangements.”


    “I’m afraid your assurances don’t go as far with me as they used to, Mr. Stanton. Hell, even if you pay Giarelli, how do you know he’ll let you walk back out again? You can attest to the fact that he murdered Ethan Ryland, and Giarelli knows that. He knows I can, too,” I added, shaking my head. It pleased me to see a worried look cross Stanton’s face.


    “I think, Mr. Shaw, that a man like Mr. Giarelli cares only about his own interests.”


    “And you don’t think staying out of the penitentiary would be one of those interests?”


    “I have no desire to involve myself in so sordid an affair as a murder,” Stanton said smoothly. “I’m sure I can make that clear to Mr. Giarelli.”


    “Maybe,” I agreed, “but it might be better if we had some insurance.”


    “Such as?”


    “We’ll work that out later. Here’s what I’m proposing, Stanton. I want to make sure you pay Giarelli off tomorrow night. I won’t go see him with you, but I’ll be nearby. When I know we’re both in the clear, I’ll hand over the remaining four cashier’s checks.


    “Now here’s where I want you to pay attention,” I continued. “I don’t want to worry that you’re helping yourself to some of the money I’m giving you instead of investing all of it like we promised.”


    “Mr. Shaw!” Stanton appeared shocked. “I give you my word–”


    “Yeah, I’m sure you do. But I’d rather not have to worry about it just the same. So here’s what we’ll do: you go ahead and take two hundred thousand from the money I’m giving you, reimburse yourself for the money you had to pay Giarelli.”


    Stanton stared at me, surprised and certainly confused.


    “We’ll call it a loan,” I continued. “Like I said, I won’t miss it for a month or so. That should give you plenty of time to earn it back on the markets. The rest of the two hundred seventy thousand, you invest it for me just like we planned.”


    “And the terms of this loan?” Stanton’s eyes narrowed; the man wasn’t stupid.


    I leaned back in my seat and tilted my head to one side.


    “You told me I could expect between three and five percent return on the money I’m investing with you.”


    “That’s correct.”


    “Okay. For the two hundred thousand I’m loaning you to get Giarelli off our backs, I want fifteen.”


    Stanton pretended to think about this for a moment. The last thing he wanted to do was appear grateful or, worse yet, relieved.


    “I suppose I do have to give Mr. Giarelli his money,” Stanton said. “And it would be a great help if I didn’t have to use my own funds to do so. As you know, I have several deals in motion just now and the transfer of so considerable an amount–”


    “Fifteen percent,” I repeated. “And I want it up front.”


    The corners of his mouth turned down disapprovingly for a moment, then he gave me a rueful smile.


    “You have me in a position where I don’t dare disagree with your terms, Mr. Shaw.”


    My smile was more ruthless than rueful.


    “You said it yourself, Mr. Stanton, I’m a businessman, too.”


    At the end of the night, I was back at my first hotel. It seemed like a half-decent idea to avoid the Lord Baltimore for the time being; Giarelli was making himself far too easy with my suite. I kept thinking of the two hundred thousand Stanton was supposed to bring Giarelli tomorrow night – and the thirty grand for me if he kept his word – turning the whole scenario over and over in my mind. I came up with at least half a dozen ideas, and would have gladly traded twice that number for one that was foolproof.


    On the plus side, Penny Sills had accepted my hospitality for the night (though she had complained about the smaller room). We were sitting up in the bed, Penny resting her head against my chest as I smoked and thought and stroked her hair absently.


    “Your friend Jennings not coming home tonight?” she asked.


    I shook my head. “Got himself another poker game lined up.”


    She pulled back and looked up at me for a moment, her eyes blue again.


    “At the same place?”


    I nodded.


    “Poor kid,” she laughed, shaking her head. “I’m surprised he has any money left after the last time. Guess he’s hell-bent on going up against some real talent or going broke trying.”


    “You never know,” I shrugged. “The cards could run right for him this time.”


    “Doesn’t matter,” Penny said. “Those guys don’t exactly run a fair game, not with a rookie in the crowd anyway.”


    “He could still get the cards.”


    She looked up at me again. “Dev, do you have any idea how good you’d have to be to win against a table full of guys working together?” I had a pretty good idea, in fact.


    “You think Stanton will be able to get the cash together?”


    “Maybe. Probably. He’ll have to beg, borrow, steal, and then some to get it in one day,” she said. “And he may have to come up with a hell of a story for his people so they’ll stay with him. But he couldn’t do it twice, and won’t him handing this money over to Giarelli put your plans right down the sewer?”


    I shook my head and took a drag on my cigarette.


    “Doesn’t affect my plans at all, really. If anything, it keeps Stanton even more distracted from what I’m really trying to do. Lucky break, in a way.” I hadn’t told Penny about Ryland; there’d been no need.


    She pulled away and sat back against her pillow, then reached for my cigarette.


    “And what are you really trying to do?” she asked. I just stared at her. “You’re not going to try and take the money off of Giarelli?” Her eyes narrowed, maybe even with a hint of concern.


    “Noooo!” I said emphatically, laughing. “I’ve done a lot of stupid things in my time, honey, but stealing from gangsters isn’t one of them.”


    “You going to try and take it before Stanton delivers it?” Now she was really curious.


    “Don’t be simple. You might see some difference in doing it that way. Giarelli wouldn’t.”


    “Then what are you going to do?”


    I said nothing and she said: “Still don’t trust me, huh?” I was glad she didn’t sound hurt about it; she wasn’t playing me for that big a mark.


    “I think you’re playing level with me, Penny. So far. But I also think you’d turn on a dime and go over to Stanton for real if you thought the wind was blowing that way.”


    “I probably would,” she agreed, then looked down at the blanket for a moment. “Guess you don’t think much of me. Guess you’re right not to.”


    I put my hand gently under her chin and tilted her face back up toward mine.


    “It’s what you do, Penny. It’s the life you’ve chosen. I understand that you have to play by the rules as you see them. We all do. Doesn’t keep me from thinking you’re a swell gal.”


    She looked at me for a moment.


    “You mean that, don’t you?”


    “Yeah, I mean that.”


    “You don’t trust me but you still like me.”


    “Sweetheart, if I only liked people I trusted, I’d hardly have any friends at all.”


    She snuggled warmly against me. “You’re different, Dev. You’re not like a cop, you’re not like one of us. I can’t quite figure you out.”


    “Let’s hope Stanton can’t either. And speaking of Stanton…”


    “Yes?”


    “I tried to help you once five years ago, Penny. Remember?”


    “Of course I remember.”


    “I’m going to try to help you again and I hope this time you listen. There’s more going on with all this. Nothing I can tell you, but you don’t want to be playing on Stanton’s side in this, even if his side starts looking better to you.”


    She pulled away again, trying to read my face. Her eyes widened again as she made a connection.


    “Is the law closing in on Stanton? Is that what you mean?” Her eyes went wider. “Is this what this whole thing is about? You’re helping them, just pretending you’re in this for yourself?”


    “Are you going to tip Stanton?”


    She shook her head, her face serious.


    “Because if you do, Penny, you know what’ll happen? The same thing that happened last time, only worse. I know you don’t want to go back inside, and I sure as hell don’t want to see you go back either.”


    “And if I keep helping you?”


    “Then you’ll be fine. I promise you will. You may even make a little something for your trouble.”


    So far as empty promises made to a woman in bed go, I thought, there are worse.


    I was showered and dressed by eight. Penny was long gone and I called the front desk and tipped the maid who came to change the sheets. Jennings should be along soon and the boy would need some rest after another all-night poker game. I was sitting alone in the room, having a smoke and thinking when the door opened and Jennings walked in smiling, his eyes shining from beer and victory.


    “How much, Jennings?”


    “Over fifteen grand, easy,” he grinned, pulling out a stack of bills and slapping them on the table.


    “You hungry?”


    “I’m starving, Mr. Caine.”


    “Come on, you can tell me about it over breakfast.”


    We went back to the cafe across the street where I ordered bacon and eggs for one and Jennings had oatmeal and pancakes for six. The poor kid was dying to tell me the details of his evening but too hungry not to eat at least half his food first. I listened patiently, ignoring the parts I couldn’t follow. I knew how the story ended.


    Jennings walked into a game in progress at the same place, unannounced but knowing he had an open invitation.


    “Oh, they were happy to see me, Mr. Caine.”


    “A standup guy like Tom Shandle? I bet they were, kid.”


    Jennings had a thousand-dollar stake with him and started out with his same five hundred in chips. What these men didn’t know, of course, was that Jennings had lost on purpose the last time. We both knew he might have lost last night, too. The best poker player in the world can’t do much if he never gets the cards, but Jennings started getting them almost from the start. He explained to me that his opponents had no idea how easy they’d made it for him. First, he’d already played with them for several hours a few nights ago, most of them. He’d had a chance to study them and see how they handled the boards. And their signaling worked against them as well. Jennings had most of their signals down pat, and it took him maybe a hand or two here and there to learn the signals of the two guys who hadn’t been at the table the last time. By working together like they did, it made it easy for Jennings to figure out who he had to beat, as the rest would either fold or not go too far in. Jennings kept his eye on the pots, losing a few small ones when he had to but raking it in on the big ones.


    As last time, there were no stacked decks or hidden cards, and with the deal changing every hand, even a good false shuffler can’t work his magic till the deck comes around to him. Jennings didn’t see any false shuffles, though, and he has an expert’s eye for them. The cries of encouragement early on became less enthusiastic as the night dragged on. Jennings acted excited when he won big, even got cocky enough at one point to do the old two pair trick when he laid down. A pair of red tens and a pair of black tens! How about that, fellows?


    “Early on, I get this godawful hand,” he explained. “Nothing, seven high. I bluff bad, you know, rubbing the back of my hand under my chin like I’m not aware I’m doing it. That’s what I did last time, so they already know that’s my tell. They call me and I lose the pot. I do it maybe an hour later with another nothing hand and get caught out again. Then, towards the end of the night, when I’m holding four aces, I do it again and keep raising like I’m desperate. Of course, they all go right in with me, trying to keep me raising, and it gets down to me and the guy they figure’s going to win. Just the two of us, me rubbing the back of my hand against my chin and throwing chips in like I’m trying to scare the guy off. He lays down his flush and starts reaching for the pot and I slam the aces down and clap my hands and whoop, get real excited, so now they don’t know what to think. Maybe I just do that thing with my hand on my chin when I get worked up about something good or bad. And, of course, they never figured out when I was bluffing for real.”


    I was sure Jennings had played it perfectly, just a victim of sustained good luck throughout most of the night, probably too dumb to quit while he was ahead. They’d never peg him as having nerves strong enough to stay in a high-stakes game that long and keep his head. And in a way, they’d be right, as I wasn’t all that sure Jennings had any nerves to speak of. The game broke up around five-thirty this morning when a bored beat cop started tapping his billy club against the back door. Jennings slipped the cop fifty bucks and promised the game would be gone next time he passed by the door. This went with the fifty bucks Jennings gave that same cop earlier to tap his billy club at five-thirty and break up the game. Jennings treated the others to a few beers at The Cordovan before taking a taxi to the hotel.


    “Sounds like it helped to go there and lose the other night first,” I admitted. That had been Jennings’ idea, and he’d had to sell it to me pretty hard to get me to along with it.


    “Helped? It set the whole thing up, Mr. Caine. Let me watch them play, got them eager for me to return. And it made them bet a lot wilder than they would have since they already had me figured for a chump.”


    He was right, of course. They took him for a chump and he took them for, well, everything they had in their pockets.


    “It was a solid plan, Jennings. Fifteen grand. Jesus.”


    “How much of that do I get to keep, Mr. Caine?” Jennings was only teasing, but I still felt really bad. For all I knew, this was the biggest night Jennings had ever had in his poker-playing life.


    “Nothing for now, kid. I’m sorry, but we need that money for the rest of the plan. But when this is all over, if things go halfway right, you’ll get a fair cut, I promise.”


    “No sweat,” Jennings nodded. “I already figured.”


    “You better get back to the hotel and grab some shut-eye,” I told him. “You’re on again tonight. And Jennings? I’m sorry I can’t let you keep your winnings just now. I really am.”


    “Hell, Mr. Caine, you told me that from the start. Besides,” he added, grinning like he’d just beaten the Devil himself with a pair of fives, “keeping the money ain’t near so much fun as winning it!”


    

  


  
    Chapter Twenty-One: A Federal Offense


    


    I woke suddenly in the middle of the night, trying to remember for a moment what city I was in, what hotel I was in, who I was supposed to be. I grabbed my watch and read the luminous markers on the dial. Two-forty-two a.m. I put the watch back on the night table, which I recognized as part of the furniture at Kelly Shaw’s suite at the Lord Baltimore.


    It was the dream that had awakened me. Giarelli was standing next to my rented Cadillac, puffing on his cigar and looking at me with his unfeeling gaze. Next to him, Ethan Ryland was on his knees, the top of his head sawn off flat just above the ears. Giarelli dipped a paint brush into the top of Ryland’s open skull, then spread the thick, crimson fluid over the coachwork of the Caddy in patient, even strokes, careful not to spill so much as a drop on his cream-colored suit. Ryland’s sightless eyes were glassed over, but his jaw was working and he kept murmuring quietly “Just a couple more days, Mr. Giarelli. I’ll have the money. Just a couple more days.” Giarelli was ignoring him, and was saying to me: “Hope you know what you’re doing, Bright Boy. Hope you know what you’re doing.” Townsend was sitting behind the wheel of the Cadillac, wearing a pair of headphones that led to the wire recorder in the seat next to him, catching all this.


    I climbed out of bed, turned on a lamp, and walked over to the chair where Giarelli had sat Wednesday night. I looked down at the carpet. Giarelli’s goons had done a fair job cleaning up the stain, but whatever they’d used had discolored the rug in that spot.


    I went to the bathroom for a glass of water, thought about having a real drink, settled for doing a few pushups, then went back to bed.


    I met Stanton in the lobby of the Lord Baltimore Thursday evening. He came walking in carrying a heavy valise, spotted me, and came over to sit down next to me.


    “You’ve got the money?” I asked.


    “I have,” he answered soberly. “Including the thirty thousand dollars’ interest for our loan. I presume you would like that now?” He started to reach into the valise and I caught his hand, shaking my head.


    “Not now. Certainly not here. You hold onto that until I’m ready to hand over the cashier’s checks.”


    Stanton looked up at me, confused and more than a little concerned.


    “I was under the impression, Mr. Shaw–”


    “I want to see that you’ve taken care of Giarelli first,” I told him. “I want to know that the man’s satisfied and that he’s not going to be showing up again. We’ll give it till Monday. If he’s not bothering either of us by then, I’ll believe we’re in the clear and I’ll hand over the checks.”


    Stanton started to protest, attempting to make various assaults against my reasoning. I cut him off pretty quick.


    “Monday, Mr. Stanton. That’s the deal I’m offering. If you have a better one, take it.”


    Stanton sighed and dropped it.


    “Shall we go upstairs then?” I shook my head again.


    “You can handle this one on your own,” I said. “We’ll meet up tomorrow and you can tell me how it went.”


    He started to say something, then rose and marched resignedly off toward the elevator. No doubt he was wondering about his chances of coming back down in it.


    Stanton and I met for lunch on Friday, where he assured me things had gone as smoothly as one could reasonably expect. He was in my suite with Giarelli for less than five minutes, just enough time to hand over the money and receive a warning from Giarelli not to be talking about any of this.


    “He made a general suggestion that it would be bad for my health to do otherwise,” Stanton told me, and for a moment I admired his sense of understatement. There had been nothing general about Giarelli’s threat; I’d listened to it on the wire recorder that morning.


    I drove out to Nathan’s for dinner Friday night. The company was warm and the food better than good, but I was a little too wound up to really enjoy it. Things would be coming to a head quickly, and I was finding it increasingly difficult to really relax.


    Once the kids were in bed, Nathan and I held our war council on the back porch.


    “Let’s start with this.” I handed Nathan three cashier’s checks, good ones. This business had taken far longer than I’d expected, and the first payments on the three bogus loans in Nathan’s department were due. I smiled at the look of surprise on his face as he took the checks.


    “Are these good?” he asked.


    “You think I’d drop bad paper on my own brother?”


    Realization crossed his face.


    “You took the money from the loan I secured for you.”


    “No, that’s for something else. I won this money in a poker game. Well, somebody did.”


    “Once I enter these payments…” Nathan began doubtfully.


    “You’re thinking you’ll be giving up your chance to report the loans as fraudulent, pretend you just discovered the fact. Why? Maybe it was the act of processing these payments that made something click in your mind, made you take another look at the original paperwork. Maybe you thought it was strange all three firms used cashier’s checks instead of printed company checks.”


    Nathan nodded slowly.


    “That could work. It makes sense. But I’d have to move pretty quick.”


    “Also not a problem. It’s almost show time. If things go as I’m hoping, everything will balance out and no one else at the bank will ever have to know. If my plan doesn’t work, you can report the fraudulent loans you just discovered.”


    “What should I do about Myers and Wiedermann?”


    “Depends on which way things blow. Let’s cross that bridge when we come to it. How have they been acting, by the way? Been behaving themselves?”


    “They have,” he said. “No absences, never late to work, no long lunches. I’m not sure what you said to them, but it seems to have taken effect.”


    “It was more what I showed them.” I looked up at Nathan’s raised eyebrows and said: “Skip it.”


    “I sure wish I knew what you were up to,” Nathan said. He really didn’t wish that, of course, but he had no way of knowing that.


    “We have to keep you and your good name in the clear,” I reminded him. “If my plan doesn’t work, you’re just a responsible bank executive who – through his own tireless efforts and meticulous sense of detail – found something amiss. Who knows? You might even get another promotion out of it.”


    “You really think so?” I found myself disappointed in Nathan that he asked that so quickly.


    “Stranger things have happened.”


    We sat a moment in silence, Nathan puffing at his pipe as I looked up at the stars.


    “Dev? I want you to know, whichever way it turns out…well, I can’t tell you how much I appreciate what you’ve been doing for me.”


    “You’re welcome, Nathan, but let’s hold that till it’s all over. For luck if nothing else.”


    “And when it is all over,” he reminded me, “let me know what your expenses have been for all this. Whatever the total is, it’ll be worth it to me.”


    He took another draw at his pipe, remembered something, and added:


    “Of course, the forty-thousand dollar loan can’t be included in that.”


    “Of course.”


    Sunday afternoon I was sitting with Clay Stanton at the bar of his favorite restaurant, the one he used to impress the marks. He’d called the Lord Baltimore and left an urgent message for me to meet him. He was more upset than I’d ever seen him. I listened to him carefully for ten minutes without interrupting, then lit a cigarette and thought for a moment.


    “Are you telling me,” I said slowly, “that Casper Giarelli abducted a Secret Service agent?”


    “He believes he has.”


    “He believes he has,” I repeated. “I think you’d better go through all this with me again, start to finish. Don’t leave anything out.”


    According to Stanton, Giarelli and his “associates” had been enjoying a drink at the hotel bar Saturday night when they observed a young man approach a patron seated by himself. They heard the young man introduce himself as an employee of the U.S. Department of the Treasury, watched him flash some credentials. The young man was with the Secret Service, in their anti-counterfeiting division. He explained that there’d been an unusual quantity of phony hundred-dollar bills floating around this city recently, and asked if the other man had any such bills on him.


    “This Treasury agent,” Stanton explained, “apparently identified a counterfeit bill in the man’s wallet and immediately confiscated it. Observing this got Mr. Giarelli to thinking, and he called the young man over to his table, explaining that he had recently acquired a large sum of cash – payment for a debt owed – and asked if the man would mind coming upstairs to his room to examine the bills. The agent was only too happy to oblige.”


    “Go on.”


    “Once in the room, the agent identified the entire contents of the valise I gave to Mr. Giarelli the night before as counterfeit.”


    I exhaled smoke and fixed Stanton with a hard stare.


    “You paid off Giarelli with funny money? Good God, man, are you insane?”


    “It isn’t counterfeit!” Stanton countered hotly. “The money I gave Mr. Giarelli is perfectly legal tender, I assure you.”


    “Then why would this man from the Secret Service say it’s fake?”


    “This next part is a bit difficult to explain,” Stanton admitted. I bet it is, friend, I thought, and I’m dying to hear you try.


    Stanton elaborated for me. Through certain business contacts of his, he’d recently learned of a man running around town posing as a Secret Service agent. This man would show phony credentials, ask to see his victim’s cash, and then convince the victim that at least part of his cash consisted of counterfeit bills, which the phony agent would then “confiscate”.


    “You see, Mr. Shaw, this man posing as a representative of the Treasury, well, he’s nothing more than a trickster. What I believe is referred to in the vernacular as a ‘confidence man’.”


    “Is that so?”


    Stanton nodded eagerly. “I thought nothing of it at the time. Just an unusual anecdote, something to keep an eye out for.”


    “How did Giarelli manage to get ahold of you?” I asked.


    “He left a message at the hotel where I stay when I’m in town.” Stanton looked at me, even more agitated. “He also had a telegram addressed to me sent to First Quality Investors. And another one delivered to this very restaurant! They telephoned me only this morning.”


    “I guess he wasn’t lying about knowing where to find you,” I laughed nervously.


    “Us, Mr. Shaw! He knows where to find both of us.”


    “Yeah. Did you explain to him about this Secret Service guy being a phony?”


    “I did my level best. I’m not at all certain he believed me. In any event, he gave me a new deadline. I am to bring him another two hundred thousand dollars cash by tomorrow night.”


    “I still don’t follow, Stanton. He thinks you tried to fob off counterfeit bills on him once, but he’s willing to take cash from you a second time?”


    “Mr. Giarelli will have the Secret Service man on hand to authenticate the bills this time,” Stanton explained.


    “Have him on hand?”


    “I received the very strong impression,” Stanton said quietly, “that the young man was in Mr. Giarelli’s suite when Mr. Giarelli telephoned me. That the young man is, in fact, not being allowed to leave.”


    “This Giarelli must be worse news than I thought,” I said, “if he’s not afraid to kidnap a fed.”


    “My thoughts exactly,” Stanton said. “Even though this man is not a federal agent. He can’t possibly be, because the money I gave Mr. Giarelli is quite genuine. And my hearing this story from my associates, it’s entirely too coincidental for him not to be the man they were talking about.” Stanton’s eyes narrowed as he remembered something. “Mr. Shaw, didn’t you tell me one of the bills you’d collected from the brokerage office last week was counterfeit?”


    “That’s right, I did.”


    “Do you recall how you you discovered this?”


    “A man came up to me at the hotel bar. Introduced himself as a…” I snapped my fingers, “…a Secret Service agent.”


    “A young man? Tall and slender, with fair hair?”


    “As a matter of fact, he was. What, did Giarelli give you a description?”


    “My associates did, the ones who first told me of this man’s antics.”


    I thought for a moment.


    “So the bottom line is, Giarelli is still not satisfied.”


    “Not at present,” Stanton admitted.


    “Well, you’re not getting those cashier’s checks until he is. That was the deal, remember?”


    “But that’s just it, Mr. Shaw! I can’t possibly raise another two hundred thousand dollars in cash by tomorrow evening. But if we were to cash that amount from the checks you have and take it to Mr. Giarelli, and retrieve the original money I gave to him – which I assure you is perfectly sound–”


    “Are you out of your mind?” I laughed cruelly at Stanton. “I’m not handing over anything to you until after Giarelli is out of the picture. Period. And anyway, what would be the point? So you can take another case full of money and have this same young con man tell Giarelli it’s fake all over again?”


    “I’m certain that by now this confidence man has realized he won’t be allowed to leave Mr. Giarelli’s presence until he authenticates the currency I bring. It’s in his best interests not to identify my next delivery as counterfeit.”


    “Yeah, and then Giarelli will have four hundred thousand dollars in cash and plug you both,” I said.


    “Murder a federal agent?” asked Stanton. “Or even murder me with a federal agent as a witness?”


    “I thought this guy wasn’t a federal agent.”


    “But Mr. Giarelli believes he is.”


    I crushed out my cigarette and stood up.


    “Sorry, Stanton, but this whole deal’s getting too screwy for me. I’ll find another place to stash my money. You’re on your own with this one. Giarelli’s your problem.”


    Stanton reached out and seized my forearm, leaning in close.


    “Forgive my speaking bluntly, Mr. Shaw. The fact is, I could easily ruin your participation in this building purchase you have planned by speaking to your co-investors. I have no doubt I could learn their names and locate them if I wanted to.” I’d never seen this side of Stanton. Of course, the man was desperate. He continued:


    “And if you’ll recall what Mr. Giarelli said to you in your suite Wednesday night – the night of poor Mr. Ryland’s murder – he informed you that this is as much your problem as it is mine. I urge you to remember that, sir. I certainly have no compunction against helping Mr. Giarelli remember it.”


    I called Stanton a filthy name.


    “Be that as it may,” he said, unfazed, “I require your help. And as you value your life, you will give it to me.”


    I was back in my suite at the Lord Baltimore that evening when a frantic knocking sounded at the door. I answered it to see Penny standing there, flushed and worried.


    “Giarelli has your friend Jennings,” she said, brushing past me and heading straight to the liquor cart.


    “I know. I met with Stanton today.”


    She poured herself a tot of rum and slammed it down.


    “Dev, what are you going to do?”


    “I don’t know yet.”


    “Was this part of your plan?” she asked, helping herself to another pour.


    “I sent him to the hotel bar when I knew Giarelli and his men would be there,” I admitted. “I thought maybe giving Giarelli the idea that Stanton had pulled a fast one on him…but I didn’t expect Giarelli would kidnap the boy!” I walked over to where Penny was standing; the liquor cart was seeming like a good idea just then.


    “And he thinks Jennings is a federal agent,” Penny mused, taking it a bit slower with her third drink as I made my first. “Even for a gangster…This guy’s bad news, isn’t he, Dev?”


    “Worse than I thought.”


    “He actually did okay at the poker game the other night,” she said absently. “Jennings.”


    “Did he?”


    “Are you worried about him at all?” The girl was actually peeved, which spoke something about her character.


    “Of course I’m worried. But Jennings is a cool hand. He won’t try to do anything stupid.” I thought for a moment of Jennings’ mother, a short, stocky, red-headed woman who liked the idea of her son being under my influence, but had made it clear to me what I could expect if anything untoward ever happened to him.


    “So what are you going to do?” she repeated.


    I shrugged. “What can I do? I’m going to help Stanton so I can get Jennings back.”


    “Help him with what? Four hundred gees worth of phony cashier’s checks?”


    She had me there. The first two checks I’d given Stanton had been perfectly legit, taken from the hefty loan Kelly Shaw had acquired from Beldham & Morrissey. Obviously, I didn’t have access to over ten times that amount, though. The remaining four cashier’s checks were completely bogus, courtesy of a forger named Ferrier. Stanton would accept the checks since I’d already given him thirty thousand dollars in legitimate ones, but he’d find out these new ones were fake the minute he tried to cash one. Unless, I realized, Ferrier’s work was so good that even the banks took them as the real McCoy, in which case I’d have a whole new set of problems to deal with.


    “What about these John Laws you’re working with?” asked Penny. “Can’t they help you?”


    “They’re federal, honey.” I took a drink of the bourbon and ice I made for myself. “They’d have to put in four formal requests and sixteen memos to their bosses first. Can’t wait that long. Besides, they wouldn’t give a damn about one private detective’s leg man; they’re after Giarelli.”


    “But kidnapping, surely they can do something about–”


    “Shut up and let me think!” I looked down at her concerned blue eyes. “Sorry, Penny.”


    “It’s okay,” she said softly. “This guy Jennings, he isn’t just an employee to you, is he?”


    “No, he isn’t.”


    “You know I’ll help you if I can.”


    “Thanks, Penny. I’m going to need you to.”


    She stayed mute while I paced around the room, lost in thought. After twenty minutes or so, I started telling her what I wanted.


    At nine o’clock Sunday evening, Stanton and I were at the door to Giarelli’s suite on the sixth floor. Stanton knocked once and one of the goons opened the door to admit us. He frisked Stanton, then tried to frisk me, but I pushed his hands away and brushed past him. I needed to set a tone with these people if my plan was going to work.


    Giarelli sat in an armchair, wearing a black pinstripe this time and puffing his usual cigar. No sign of Jennings.


    “I don’t see no cash,” Giarelli commented.


    “We have something better for you,” I told him, then took two cashier’s checks out of my pocket and held them up. The second goon snatched them from me and took them to his boss, who gave them an unimpressed glance.


    “What the hell is this? You think I’m dumb enough to take a check from a goddamn counterfeiter?”


    “They’re cashier’s checks,” I explained. “You can take them to any bank and get them cashed on the spot. No questions asked.”


    “Like hell,” Giarelli spat.


    “You don’t like the cash you got, you don’t want checks. What do you want, Giarelli? Beads and blankets?”


    “Watch your mouth, funny man,” he warned.


    I stood there with my hands in my pockets.


    “I hear you got some hot shot Secret Service guy working for you,” I said. “Have him look at the checks. He can tell you they’re real.”


    For a moment, Giarelli did nothing. Then he signaled to Goon Two. The man went over to the bedroom, opened the door, made a gesture, and Jennings came walking out, looking very little the worse for wear. Our eyes met briefly but neither of us reacted.


    “Can you tell if these are good?” he asked.


    “Of course,” Jennings answered smoothly. “Counterfeiting involves all types of currency. Cash, check, coin, deeds, bearer bonds. We’re thoroughly trained at the Treasury to recognize any kind of–”


    “Just give ’em the once over,” Giarelli commanded. Jennings took the checks from him, ran his fingers over the surface, snapped them between his hands a couple of times, held them up to the light, looked at me quickly, then made his verdict.


    “These are real,” he said.


    “You’re sure?”


    “I’m positive.”


    Giarelli sat and thought for awhile, puffing away at his cigar. Stanton and I waited.


    “Okay,” he said at last. “Here’s what we do. You two take these checks to my bank in Delaware. You bring me back the cash. Then we’re square.”


    “What the hell’s it matter what bank?” I asked, annoyed. Stanton stood stiffly beside me, saying nothing.


    “Because I trust the people at my bank not to cash these with funny money, smart guy. Got a problem with that?”


    “Your bank open this time of night?”


    “It will be in the morning. Get some shut-eye. You two got a drive ahead of you.”


    “Maybe you should have the Treasury guy go with us,” I suggested. “Make sure, if you’re that worried about getting more phony bills.”


    “The Treasury guy stays here,” Giarelli said with finality.


    “That’s what he says or that’s what you say?”


    Giarelli looked coldly at me and set his cigar down in the ash tray.


    “Mind your own business, Shaw. Right now, your business is to drive up to Delaware and get me my goddamn money like you was supposed to do the other night.”


    “Mr. Giarelli,” Stanton began, finally finding his voice, “if you’re quite convinced the money I gave you last night is worthless, may I ask for it back?”


    “What do you want with funny money?” Giarelli asked suspiciously.


    “What do you want with it?” I shot back.


    He glared at me a moment, then turned back to Stanton.


    “You get it back when I get my real two hundred grand. Now get out.”


    Stanton and I headed toward the door. I stopped and looked over at Jennings.


    “Blonde hair,” I observed. “Oiled and parted on the left.”


    “What are you on about, Shaw?” Giarelli demanded.


    “Just this, Mr. Giarelli. You have friends, don’t you?”


    “Lots of ’em.”


    “So does this man,” I said. “They’re called feds and these people look out for their own. And they have a lot more guns than you. And kidnapping is a federal offense. If I were you, I’d make sure this Treasury agent doesn’t have a hair out of place when he leaves here tomorrow morning.”


    I looked contemptuously at the goons.


    “Especially if you only have two guys in town with you.”


    Giarelli picked his cigar back up and took a puff.


    “Get moving, Shaw.”


    Stanton and I headed out the door.


    

  


  
    Chapter Twenty-Two: Counterfeit, Counterfeit, Banker’s Man


    


    Stanton met me in the lobby the next morning and we drove to Delaware in my hired Cadillac. He didn’t seem much in the mood for conversation, which suited me fine; I needed time for a little review.


    At present, two hundred thousand dollars’ cash was sitting in a valise in Casper Giarelli’s hotel suite at the Lord Baltimore Hotel, two floors above my own. The money was good, but Giarelli had been convinced it was counterfeit by a man known to him as Secret Service Agent John Galen. This same man was known to Clay Stanton as small-time con operator Tom Shandle – the information provided to Stanton by his cronies in the confidence trade who enjoyed a good poker game now and then. This same man was known to me, of course, as Brad Jennings, one of my best and most loyal operatives. It had been part of my plan for Giarelli to be convinced that Stanton had paid him off with funny money. Only now it seemed that Jennings, under the guise of Galen, was something of a permanent guest in Giarelli’s hotel suite.


    Penny Sills knew that Jennings was my man and was aware of his present danger (and seemed genuinely concerned about it). Penny also knew that federal lawmen were moving in on Stanton, and that she’d better play on my side if she didn’t want another prison stretch.


    F.B.I. agent Joshua Mattling was trying to bring down Clay Stanton to appease one of Stanton’s former marks, a U.S. senator, but was more interested in nailing Giarelli. Mattling had offered me both protection and assistance (even a job!) for helping him with the Stanton case so he could clear his plate and go after the bigger fish.


    So far as I knew, neither Mattling nor any of the other feds and Pinkerton’s men knew of my brother Nathan’s embezzlement problems, and only Straker knew of Secret Service Agent John Galen (though he didn’t know Galen was actually Jennings).


    Was I leaving anyone out? Well, there was Ethan Ryland, another of Stanton’s former marks and a recent debtor to Giarelli. That debt had been canceled, though, the hard way. There was also Townsend, the local private detective I’d hired and whose wire recorder I had borrowed (which had all kinds of interesting stuff on it by now).


    As for money, I was currently sitting on about twenty thousand dollars. Ten was from a forty-thousand-dollar loan from my brother’s bank made to Kelly Shaw, and thirty grand of that had been spent in cashier’s checks given to Clay Stanton for “investment purposes”. Stanton had already cashed the checks, of course, which would hopefully make him less wary of accepting larger checks from Shaw. I should be able to make that thirty grand back with the upfront interest I was charging Stanton for the two hundred thousand dollars I was lending to him to get Giarelli off our backs. Jennings had brought me fifteen gees from a poker game the other night, and a little over a third of that had gone to making the first payments on three bogus loans at Nathan’s bank that the embezzlers had stuck him with. Add the forty grand Nathan had loaned Kelly Shaw, and I needed to make sure that close to $180,000 (less first month’s payments) was accounted for before the fat lady hit that high C.


    And however this came off, it would be extremely helpful if I could arrange for the F.B.I. to nail Stanton. That could go a long way toward smoothing out any rough edges I might not be able to handle myself.


    If it sounds like just another day at the office, it most certainly was not. Real life private detectives, I reminded myself, serve subpoenas and check out insurance claims and find missing persons and charge cuckolded spouses good money to help them realize their worst fears. They don’t take on gangsters and try to go toe-to-toe with seasoned, experienced confidence men. They don’t impersonate federal agents and do business with known forgers and drop off illicit payments late at night in quiet hotel rooms with dangerous thugs and murdered corpses.


    How did I get roped into all this again? Sure, it was for family – my older brother whom I hadn’t seen in five years and who’d asked for my help in a telegram. This was supposed to have been a short trip. Fly out, listen to Nathan’s problem, offer my advice, and fly back. I hadn’t set out from the start to spend over a month in Baltimore and put myself – and possibly Jennings – in danger. But here I was, and as much as I was annoyed with myself, I had to admit that some part of me found this whole thing exhilarating. Nerve-wracking and at times scary as hell, yes, but damned if this didn’t beat tipping a bellhop somewhere so I could hide in a closet and take dirty pictures of some guy’s wife doing her own version of the Lucky Lindy with her husband’s best friend.


    Jesus, Caine, I thought to myself, what’s gotten into you? You could easily end up behind bars for all the stuff you’ve done so far, or shot dead by a gangster. Your brother could end up in jail as well, or at least disgraced and lose his whole family. I liked to think of myself as a careful, competent professional, the kind who takes risks when they’re necessary, not for the thrill of it. I decided I blamed Jennings. Having Adventure Boy along on all this, his boundless enthusiasm and lazy, nerveless calm in the face of danger – and then I thought of Jennings’ current predicament, and my mind snapped back to what was important. I put away my pointless musings and introspection and I focused on the details, on the next step and on possible outcomes. Was I taking the best course of action for the people who mattered in this? The least foolhardy path with the best chance of success? Was I still planning in terms of ways out if a seam blew at some particular point? Was I putting more emphasis on what needed to be done rather than what I might want to do? Was I, in short, acting like a professional?


    Yes, I decided for now that I was.


    I pulled the Caddy into the little Delaware town that Giarelli had specified and followed his directions to the small bank near the center of it. Stanton looked up at the unprepossessing structure, a one-story building of simple brick and wooden shingles. Through the windows we could see a few people sitting at desks and behind the counter. A recent storm had blown the sign down from the roof, and it lay smashed up at the side of the building. We could barely make out the name of the place on the splintered remnants.


    “Are you certain you followed the directions correctly, Mr. Shaw?” Stanton was looking at the place with the same skepticism I had on my face as I checked the written directions again.


    “This is what he wrote down,” I said. “This has to be the place.”


    “Hardly the sort of institution I would expect a man like Mr. Giarelli to have his money in,” Stanton said.


    I shrugged. “Guys like him, I’ve seen it all kinds of ways. Some of them keep their money in big banks in bigger cities. Some like to use little, out-of-the-way places like this. The bank examiners and other regulatory types don’t make it out so often, may not notice large sums of money passing through.”


    “That’s true, I suppose,” said Stanton, still eying the place dubiously.


    “Come on, we’ll know soon enough.”


    We went inside and the woman behind the counter gave us a helpful smile. Stanton presented two of my phony cashier’s checks that he had filled out in his name, explaining that he would like to have these cashed. It had been my idea for Stanton to fill them out; better him than me if something didn’t go right.


    “Certainly, sir. One moment, please.” She called over an older gentleman who also looked over the checks and politely asked to see some identification from Mr. Stanton. I nudged his elbow as he took out his wallet, and he remembered what Giarelli had told us earlier.


    “Nice, friendly place you have here,” Stanton said. “I can see why my friend Mr. Giarelli prefers to do business with you.”


    “Why thank you, sir,” said the older gentleman, the hint of a knowing smile on his face. It was clear now there would be no problem cashing the checks.


    “Hey, while we’re here,” I said, taking out my wallet, “can I pick up some silver bullion?”


    “Certainly, sir,” replied the older gentleman affably. He turned to the girl next to him. “Miriam, see to this gentleman’s request, won’t you, please?”


    He disappeared in the back for a few moments. Stanton looked at me and I gave a curt shake of my head that meant “Not now”.


    As most people know, paper money in this country is printed in the form of Federal Reserve Notes or Silver Certificates (and a few Gold Certificates that you don’t see so often these days). With Silver Certificates like the kind I’d just handed to the woman, you can walk into any bank and demand that the bill be exchanged for the equivalent amount of silver. It’s the law. You can get silver dollars or bullion depending on what the bank has in the vault. Printed money has to be backed by something or the whole system collapses. Used to be just gold long ago, so silver was a step down, really.


    Twenty minutes later we walked out of the bank carrying a satchel with two hundred thousand dollars cash and a smaller satchel containing fifty dollars worth of silver ingots at that day’s valuation.


    “What was the point of the silver?” Stanton asked once we were back in the car.


    “Tokens,” I answered. “Something to hand out to my business partners at the Liberty Silver Mining Company once I make it back out to Colorado.”


    “Why bother with that now?” Stanton asked. “I thought that venture was at least over a month away.”


    “Things change fast in business,” I said. “I’d tell you more, but you’ve already threatened to queer my building deal.”


    “I was in rather desperate circumstances,” Stanton responded apologetically. Now that we had Giarelli’s money, he was calmer and reverting back to his more genteel self. “I’m sorry if it seemed–”


    “It didn’t seem, Stanton. It was. But don’t worry about it. That’s in the past.”


    We drove a few more miles in silence, then Stanton asked casually, “You’re still wanting to have me invest the remainder of the money you set aside?”


    I didn’t answer, apparently distracted by other thoughts. Let him sweat awhile, I thought.


    We stopped for lunch in a small cafe just inside the Maryland border. We’d each taken a bite of our sandwiches and I told Stanton I’d take my thirty thousand dollars now.


    “I beg your pardon, Mr. Shaw?”


    I rolled my eyes at the obvious evasion.


    “I’ve made you the loan as I said I would. The deal was fifteen percent interest upfront. I want that money before we go to see Giarelli.”


    “I didn’t bring it with me,” he answered.


    “Fine, we’ll stop and pick it up on the way.”


    “I wasn’t expecting to, that is, you told me you didn’t want the money until Monday at the earliest. That being the case, I made some stock purchases with it yesterday.” Typical con man, I thought. Now that he thought he was out of danger, or would be soon, he was loathe to hand over the same money he’d almost thrust into my hands the other night. Typical con man or typical business man?


    “Then you can sell some shares when we get back into town,” I said simply, and went back to my meal.


    “Yes, well, the thing is, Mr. Shaw–”


    “The thing is, Mr. Stanton, you’ll give me my thirty thousand dollars today or Giarelli doesn’t get his money.”


    He looked at me askance for a moment.


    “Wouldn’t that put us both in a rather untenable situation, Mr. Shaw?”


    “Yes, it would. Both of us. Are you willing to risk that?” I looked back at him calmly. It was a game of chicken now.


    “You’d risk your life over thirty thousand dollars? A man of your means?”


    “The question is, Mr. Stanton: Are you willing to risk yours to find out?”


    I was sitting in the car outside First Quality Investors, waiting for Stanton to cash out some stocks. I smiled to myself, wondering how hard he was having to work to sell this to the shills inside. Just another thirty thousand boys, the same thirty I brought back to you yesterday. I’m this close to collecting another three hundred thousand from the mark, free and clear. Just stick with me another day or two and you’ll all get a cut.


    He came back out with my money. I counted it in front of him. Slowly. Twice.


    “It’s too bad we don’t know any counterfeiters,” I mumbled.


    “What on earth for?”


    “So we could stiff Giarelli,” I said.


    “Have you taken leave of your senses, man?”


    “Think about it, Stanton. You said it yourself, that Secret Service agent wants out of there. He knows the only way he’ll gain his freedom is to authenticate our next payment. We could walk in there with Confederate bills and he’d swear it was real money.” I laughed aloud at this. “Think of it, we’d be replacing counterfeit counterfeit money with real counterfeit money.” I laughed again and Stanton looked at me like I’d lost my mind.


    “And when Mr. Giarelli took this money elsewhere, to a bank, say, and discovered it to be counterfeit?”


    “He’d probably be all the way back to Chicago by then. Anyway, it was just a thought.”


    “It doesn’t strike me as very clear thinking, sir, I must tell you.”


    “No matter. About the other two hundred thousand or so I want to stash for awhile…”


    “Yes?” he asked hopefully.


    “I’m still in with our original deal. But I still want to wait until we know Giarelli is off our backs.”


    Stanton wouldn’t be able to complain too much. He’d be getting his own two hundred thousand cash back from Giarelli in less than an hour, plus the considerable advantage of no longer having Giarelli interested in him. And he had more than that amount to look forward to courtesy of entrepreneur Kelly Shaw.


    “Splendid,” said Stanton, and I put the car into gear.


    We both strolled into the Lord Baltimore and asked the front desk to call up to Mr. Giarelli’s room. The dignified concierge leaned in close and lowered his voice.


    “I’m afraid Mr. Giarelli has stepped out for the afternoon,” he explained. “May I ask, Mr. Shaw, if this is your associate Mr. Stanton?”


    “He is,” I answered.


    “Ah, excellent. Mr. Giarelli has asked me to inform both of you that he will return at seven p.m. this evening, and that he will expect you, both of you, to call on him at that hour.”


    “Thank you for the message,” I said. “Would you mind placing this in the hotel safe for me? I’ll pick it up this evening.” I handed over the satchel of money. After the concierge had dutifully accepted charge of it and taken it to the back room, Stanton looked at me concerned.


    “Was that wise, Mr. Shaw?”


    “We’ve got some time to kill and I plan to use it. Alone. Now we don’t have to worry about being out of one another’s sight with the money. We both know where it is, right? See you here at a quarter till seven, Mr. Stanton.”


    My nerves were getting the better of me and I availed myself one last time of the elegantly appointed gentleman’s club several blocks away. I took as much hard exercise as I could stand, using the wall weights on pulleys, the India clubs, the medicine ball. I jumped rope for twenty minutes and then grabbed some gloves and worked the speedbag in the corner (either there for show or for the rich members who’d been part of some Ivy League boxing club). I gripped my way across the parallel bars, doing a few low dips before turning around and coming back, then found the chin up bar and pulled myself up seven or eight times, extending my arms fully and letting myself hang deadweight before pulling back up. It had been awhile since I’d earned a steam this hard, and I sat in my towel with my back against the warm, wet tile, occasionally pulling the chain for more steam and feeling the hot moisture soothe every muscle. I followed that with a cold sitz bath and then hit the shower. Dressed and back in my suite, I ordered up another haircut and manicure along with a light meal. The exercise had been to burn off nervous energy and to keep myself sharp mentally. The pretty manicurist and the sauteed quails’ eggs were a luxury; I knew I wasn’t going to be living the life of Kelly Shaw that much longer. I hoped like hell I’d at least be able to return to the life of Devlin Caine.


    At seventeen minutes to seven, Clay Stanton showed up in the lobby. I greeted him, dressed as usual in one of Shaw’s expensive suits. He looked down at the small case in my hand.


    “You’ve collected the money already?” he asked.


    I shook my head. “I figured we’d do that together.”


    “Then that?” he asked, pointing to the case.


    “Insurance,” I said.


    “What kind of insurance?”


    “Never mind. Hopefully we won’t need it.”


    We collected our money from the hotel safe, took it to a corner of the lobby to verify the contents, then walked together to the elevator where I told the boy to take us up to Six. Another long walk down the corridor (I was checking behind me frequently along the way) and we came up to Giarelli’s suite. One of the goons answered my knock and ushered us inside. He started to frisk Stanton, looked at me, clearly remembered his last attempt, and gave up.


    “Sit down,” he said. “Boss’ll be out in a minute.” From behind the bathroom door I could hear the shower running.


    Stanton and I took seats, he holding onto the satchel, I to my case. I caught stares from the two goons now and then and thought about making idle chit chat. Maybe asking how the local sports team had done today. I decided against it. After several minutes, the water shut off and Giarelli stepped out in a padded bathrobe, drying his black hair on a towel. He didn’t look at Stanton or myself for a minute or two, playing the part of the powerful man who likes to make people wait right in front of him. He talked to one of his nodding goons casually in Italian, then put his wristwatch and rings on. Finally he grabbed a cigar out of the humidor, sat heavily into an armchair, and looked over at us.


    “You bring my money?”


    “No,” I answered right away. “We brought you six jars of olive oil. ’Case you want to comb your hair while we wait.”


    It may have been the exercise and quail’s eggs, and having to wait through Giarelli’s Important Man routine. I heard Stanton catch his breath and one of the goons came over and cracked me a hard one across the face. I grunted and rubbed my sore cheek. Giarelli turned to Stanton.


    “Okay, we heard from the funny man. Let’s hear from you.”


    “I have your money, Mr. Giarelli,” Stanton answered quickly. He began to open the satchel. The goon who’d hit me grabbed it out of his hands and handed it to the boss. Giarelli opened it and rifled through the banded stacks of bills. He looked up at the goon.


    “Get the Treasury Man.”


    The goon walked to the bedroom, opened the door, beckoned, and Jennings came walking out. He’d been wearing the same clothes for nearly two days now, and his collar had a wilted look, but he still seemed in good shape. Again our eyes met, and again, neither of us gave the slightest reaction.


    Without a word, Giarelli handed him the bag. Jennings took it and spent several minutes going through the contents, randomly selecting stack after stack, pulling out bill after bill. He ran his fingers across the surface, held them up to the light, held his hand up to one ear and rolled the bills between his fingertips, listening as though judging the leaf of a fine cigar. He licked his thumb and tried to smear the ink, then took a hundred dollar bill from his own pocket and compared it intently with a sample from the satchel, using a small jeweler’s loupe he’d taken from his pocket.


    Finally, he turned to Giarelli and nodded.


    “It’s real. All of it.”


    “So that’s it,” I said. “The deal’s done. We don’t owe you a thing.” I pointed to Jennings. “Now let that kid go.”


    Giarelli narrowed his eyes at me.


    “What’s he to you?”


    “He’s a federal agent,” I explained. “I want to know that you’re planning to let him go free. Because if you’re not, then I know you’re not planning to let us go, either.”


    Giarelli’s eyes glittered pig-like in the shine from the lamp. He reached for a match and lit his cigar.


    “Maybe I’m not,” he said casually.


    “You might want to rethink that,” I advised him.


    “Yeah? Why’s that?”


    I bent down to open the case I’d carried in, gesturing for the goon nearest me to be patient, moving slowly to show I wasn’t reaching for a weapon. I took the top off the wire recorder and let them all see it.


    “Know what this is?” I asked. No one answered. “It’s a wire recorder. Know what’s on it?” Another silence. I had the machine keyed up to where I wanted, to Stanton’s and my conversation with Giarelli the night Ryland was murdered. I played the recording and let them listen to the whole thing.


    “You kill a man in my room,” I heard my own voice say, “and then you try to blackmail me?”


    Everyone in the room heard it: recorded evidence of Casper Giarelli confessing to the murder of Ethan Ryland.


    I turned a switch and the recording stopped. For a moment, no one did anything. Then one of the goons came over and raised his foot over the machine as if to smash it under his heel.


    “Go ahead,” I told him, unconcerned. “I’ve only made about nine copies already. Stashed in all sorts of places around this city.” I turned my attention to the fat man in the bathrobe. “Anything happens to me, Casper, anything happens to any of us, you’ll never make it outside this hotel. You’ll have more cops on you than Carter has liver pills.”


    Giarelli puffed meditatively on his cigar for another moment. His large frame started to shake, lightly at first and then more vigorously. But not from fear – the man was laughing! To the point where he actually had to wipe his eyes after awhile.


    At a nod from his boss, the same goon returned to the bedroom door and beckoned like he had for Jennings.


    Another man came out, and Stanton and I both dropped our jaws in unison.


    Standing before us, looking remarkably better than when last we’d seen him, was none other than Ethan Ryland.


    “What the hell?” I said softly, to no one in particular.


    “Hope those copies didn’t cost you too much,” Giarelli snorted, and the snort became an explosive guffaw. I continued to stare up at Ryland, who was looking at me with an expression that was difficult to read. A mixture of shame and guilt, maybe.


    “I don’t understand,” Stanton said. “When Mr. Shaw and I were here just the other night…”


    “You weren’t, not really,” Giarelli said dully.


    “I beg your pardon?”


    “You were here, but not with Shaw,” the big man continued. “You were here with this guy.” He pointed at me with his cigar, then yelled for yet another man to come out from the bedroom. I knew this other man as well: a local private detective named Townsend.


    Giarelli pointed his cigar at me once more and asked Townsend: “This the guy?”


    “That’s him,” Townsend answered, standing there in a simple gray suit. “Only his name ain’t Shaw. It’s Devlin Caine. He’s a private dick, works out of Kansas City.”


    

  


  
    Chapter Twenty-Three: Raspberry Jam and Applesauce


    


    Once the initial shock dissipated, a few things were pretty easy to figure out. Obviously, Ryland had made a deal with Giarelli to save his own skin, and the two of them had done a convincing job of faking Ryland’s death for Stanton and myself. I remembered the two goons carrying the “corpse” to the bathtub. Obviously, they couldn’t risk Stanton or I catching it breathing while we chatted with the mobster. It had worked, though, because Stanton had moved heaven and earth to get Giarelli his money. Ryland was still looking pretty nervous, no sign of smugness or being pleased with himself. It was clear that he wasn’t out of danger yet, either.


    I glanced over at Stanton, a seasoned confidence man who was more than adept at putting facts together quickly and adapting to rapidly changing circumstances. Everything I was thinking would be going through his mind as well. He wouldn’t know who the newcomer in the gray suit was, other than someone who could identify me to Giarelli. As for Townsend, he seemed to have no problem meeting my eye; this was just another job to him.


    “Giarelli paying you pretty good for this?” I asked him.


    “Good enough.”


    “I’m not certain I understand,” Stanton said.


    “Who cares if you do?” shot back Giarelli.


    “You’re a police officer?” Stanton asked, turning to me.


    “Nah,” Townsend said. “He’s private. A gumshoe like me.”


    Giarelli asked who I was working for, waited for me to answer. I didn’t say anything.


    “That’s okay,” he said. “You can tell us later. And you will. Right now, I don’t have time to listen anyway.”


    I cast a quick glance over at Jennings. As expected, the boy might have been sitting in on a dull family reunion from the level of concern showing on his face.


    Giarelli dressed while Stanton, Ryland, and I were herded into the bedroom. Townsend and both of Giarelli’s torpedoes had their guns out to show they meant business. The bedroom door was locked from the outside and the three of us stood there in silence for a moment.


    “Why are we being kept here?” asked Stanton. Ryland looked like he knew something, but he kept silent.


    “Nice job with the blood,” I said to Ryland. “Ketchup and corn syrup?”


    “Raspberry jam mixed with applesauce,” he answered quietly, absently touching the back of his head. “Mr. Giarelli said it would give the right color and consistency.”


    “Well, a guy like him would know.” I reached for a cigarette, figuring Giarelli wouldn’t mind me smoking in his bedroom and not really caring if he did. “What was the point of it?”


    Ryland looked down at his feet and continued speaking quietly.


    “He knew I didn’t have the money to pay him back. He knew Mr. Stanton did.” Ryland looked at Stanton. “He wanted to…impress upon you the urgency of meeting his demand.”


    “So why not just kill you for real?” I asked. “That would have been pretty goddamn impressive.” I took a drag at my cigarette and the answer dawned on me. “Giarelli’s not through with you yet, is he, Ryland?”


    Ryland looked down again and shook his head slowly.


    “No, he isn’t.”


    “Know what his plan is?”


    “Not exactly. He wants…I know he wants that Secret Service agent out of the way.” Ryland suddenly looked up at Stanton and asked why on earth Stanton had attempted to give Giarelli counterfeit bills the first time.


    “I most certainly did not!” protested Stanton. “The money I brought over the other night is perfectly good.”


    Ryland kept looking at Stanton, confused.


    “Then why did the man from the Secret Service say it was counterfeit?”


    I shot Stanton a hard look and gave a subtle shake of my head.


    “I have no idea,” Stanton answered.


    “So what are we doing locked up in here?” I asked Ryland.


    “Giarelli’s going to go take care of the Secret Service man. When he gets back, he’s going to ask you some questions, Mr. Caine. A lot of them, I imagine.” Ryland looked out the window and shivered for a moment. “Like he asked me.”


    The lock turned and the bedroom door opened, Giarelli’s bulk filling the frame. He was dressed in his black pinstripe with a red carnation, and his two men were right behind him, still holding their guns.


    “Let’s go, Ryland,” he called out. “Time to pay off the rest of your debt.”


    I looked at Ryland, then back to Giarelli, then back to Ryland again.


    “You’re going to help them with this?” I asked, incredulous.


    “I have no choice,” Ryland said.


    “That’s right, he don’t,” said Giarelli.


    “You’re a goddamn fool, Giarelli,” I told him. “That kid in there is federal government. You think you can just take him for a ride and be done with it? The law will be all over you. Federal law. You won’t be able to light a cigar in peace.”


    “It’ll take ’em six months to a year to find the body.” Giarelli seemed quite calm about the whole business. “And they gotta find all of it. And then they’ll spend another six months or another year trying to identify it.”


    “You dumb guinea!” My voice sounded desperate in my own ears. “You’re not going up against a Paddy wagon full of Keystone cops here. We’re talking professional investigators on a federal budget. They have about forty-seven ways to identify a body.”


    “No kidding? Then they can try one way for every piece they find. Let’s go, Ryland. I’ll be back to talk to you two later. Johnny here will be standing guard outside the door, so don’t try anything. I’ll want some answers when I get back, and you better have the ones I’m looking for.”


    Resignedly, Ryland pushed past me on his way to the door.


    “He’s through with you after this, Ryland,” I called after him. “He won’t need you anymore, you’ll just be a liability. And this time it’s not going to be raspberry jam and applesauce.”


    Ryland looked back at me, eyes sad and beaten. He already knew that.


    Waiting together in the locked room, Stanton and I had time to get to know one another all over again.


    “So who are you really?” he asked.


    I shrugged. “That other man was telling the truth. My name’s Devlin Caine. I’m a private investigator.”


    “Who was that other man?”


    “Someone I thought I could trust.” I shook my head slowly in disbelief.


    “Who are you working for, Mr. Caine?”


    “I’ve been recruited by the Federal Bureau of Investigation,” I said, realizing that this was probably the truest thing I’d told Stanton up till now. “They’re after Casper Giarelli.”


    “Surely you’ve told them by now that Mr. Giarelli is in the city. Why don’t they just arrest him?”


    “You can’t arrest someone for being a gangster, Mr. Stanton. Not even for dressing like a bad film version of one. They have to have evidence of specific crimes. Collecting that evidence, and especially finding people willing to testify against a man like Giarelli, well, that takes time.”


    “Mr. Ryland knew who you were all along,” Stanton said. I shook my head. I’d come as close to the truth with Stanton as I cared to. Now it was time to start skating back to the other side of the rink.


    “No. He does now, though.”


    “But he presented you to me as his good friend Kelly Shaw. Why would he do that?”


    “Because I was paying him, Mr. Stanton. And he needed the money.” Always keep it simple when you can.


    “What did deceiving me have to do with pursuing Mr. Giarelli?”


    “Ryland owed Giarelli money, remember? Only he didn’t have it because the investment you arranged for him tanked. The feds thought if we brought you back into the picture, Giarelli might believe he had another shot at his two hundred thousand. He might even be willing to do something risky to get it, something the law could nail him for.”


    “Something risky like what?” Stanton was thinking quickly and his eyes widened. “That wire recorder. Mr. Caine, are you saying the F.B.I. knew that Giarelli might try something violent? And they were willing to let this happen so they could collect the evidence of it?”


    “Law enforcement is serious business, Mr. Stanton. Criminals play for keeps, which means the feds have to as well.”


    Stanton shook his head and muttered, “Barbaric.” He was getting more comfortably back into character. He knew now that Shaw was really a private detective named Caine, but he didn’t know that Caine knew Clay Stanton was a confidence man. Always best to keep whatever advantage you can.


    “Something else is bothering me about this,” I admitted. “Ryland told us he went along with faking his own murder to help Giarelli throw a scare into us. I don’t know about you, but I was plenty scared already. I mean, we’d already planned to pay him his money, right?”


    “Yes,” Stanton agreed, thinking over what I’d just said.


    “Giarelli must have known that. What was the point of scaring us further like that? You make a man too scared, he sometimes takes stupid chances, messes things up.”


    “The bank in Delaware,” Stanton suggested.


    “Yeah,” I agreed. “Has to be some kind of connection there. He made us drive all the way out there. And it had to be that particular bank.” I puzzled over this for a moment until Stanton interrupted my thoughts.


    “I still don’t follow your purpose in setting up investments through me,” Stanton said. “How would this help the law apprehend Mr. Giarelli?”


    “The idea was that Giarelli would think the money I gave you was coming from Ryland, that Ryland was holding out on him. Hiding his money in stocks instead of paying Giarelli back.”


    “Where has this money been coming from? I presume, Mr. Caine, that you’re not some eccentric millionaire detective one might see in the movies?” I decided I liked finally being called by my own name. It helped me to focus. Kelly Shaw was a sharp, savvy businessman, all right, a real wheeler-dealer. But Caine was a professional who knew what he was doing.


    I shrugged. “Tax money, I guess. These people have access to as much as they need for operations like this.”


    Stanton looked at me indignant for a moment.


    “You charged me thirty thousand dollars’ interest to borrow money that wasn’t even yours?”


    I grinned at him. “I look out for myself, yeah. A man learns to do that in this life or he sinks right to the bottom.”


    “And it didn’t occur to anyone that this…operation…might well put a private citizen like myself in danger? As it has?”


    “I don’t think anyone expected Giarelli to get this greedy, to openly approach one of Ryland’s business partners. I mean, the feds were hoping Giarelli’d get careless, but I don’t think they saw this coming.”


    “And at what point exactly are these civil servants planning to step in and rescue us from this unforeseen circumstance?” Stanton was scared – I could tell that from the angry pique in his tone – but he was playing the part of the outraged taxpayer rather well, I thought.


    I looked at him, irritated.


    “Don’t be naïve, Stanton. The F.B.I. have some of the most highly-trained investigators in the business. Do you know why they hire guys like me? So they don’t end up taking any heat if something goes wrong. There’s nothing on paper shows they ever met me, and they’ll damn sure deny it now.”


    “Do you mean to tell me–”


    “I mean to tell you the feds want Giarelli. They don’t give that,” I snapped my fingers in the air, “for one more Wall Street investor type. Much less some Kansas City gumshoe. We’re on our own here.”


    After a long moment, Stanton asked uncertainly: “What should we do?”


    “I’ve been thinking about that,” I told him. “Out there in that living room is four hundred thousand dollars cash. Two hundred of it yours that you brought over the other night, two hundred of it mine that we just delivered.


    “Four hundred grand,” I continued. “Maybe a dozen feet away from us. And only one locked door and one man keeping us from getting that money and getting the hell out of town. At least that’s what I plan to do if we get out of this room, and I’d strongly suggest you do the same.”


    “You haven’t forgotten that this one man is an armed and violent criminal?”


    “He’s still only one man. I have an idea, but I’m going to need your help.”


    Stanton waffled. “I’m not sure…”


    “It’s a risk, Stanton, yes. But a risk means a chance. What do you think your chances are if you wait till Giarelli and more armed men come back here? After they’ve just put a bullet in a federal agent and probably Ryland as well? And they know we know about it?”


    Stanton considered for a scant few seconds.


    “What is your plan, Mr. Caine?”


    I explained it to him, gave him a few minutes to prepare himself, then waited while Stanton walked up and rapped sharply on the locked door. He waited a moment then looked at me. I nodded and he rapped again.


    “What is it?” The gruff voice coming through the door sounded groggy, like the man had been dozing in a chair.


    “I…I need to use the lavatory,” Stanton explained.


    “Hold it.”


    “I’m sorry, sir, but I can’t. I’m afraid…this is such a nice room and I…”


    “Jesus Christ,” came the voice. “Hang on.” The key turned in the lock and the door opened a few inches as the man peeked inside. He stepped back and quickly pulled the door open wide, his gun sweeping the room.


    “You,” he said to me, “get back away from the door. Over there in the corner.” He gestured with his gun for Stanton to come outside, then closed and relocked the bedroom door. I heard him escorting Stanton to the bathroom amid muffled threats.


    About forty seconds later I was knocking on the bathroom door.


    “You can come out now.”


    Stanton stepped out, a little shaken, his eyes fixing on the unconscious form of the guard on the floor.


    “How did you–”


    “Picked the lock and sneaked up on him while he was watching the bathroom door. Knocked him out with an ashtray.”


    Stanton blinked at me.


    “Wasn’t that dangerous?”


    “Hell yes, it was dangerous,” I answered, irritated by the stupid question. “Come on, we haven’t got much time.”


    I tore the sash off the curtains and tied up the unconscious gangster, then helped Stanton look for the money. It was gone, both the valise Stanton had delivered a few nights ago and the satchel we’d brought with us. I grabbed my wire recorder and we high-tailed it down the stairs to my suite two floors below, where we braced ourselves with a libation from the liquor cart.


    Stanton stood there with his whiskey, watching me as I pulled my last two cashier’s checks out of the drawer of the escritoire and looked them over.


    “Mr. Caine, I want my thirty thousand dollars back.”


    “What?”


    “The money you loaned me wasn’t yours. You’ve admitted that.”


    “The money was in my possession when I handed it over,” I protested.


    “Come now,” Stanton said, the corners of his mouth turned down in disapproval. “You were given this money from the federal government to help them build a case against Mr. Giarelli. You can hardly qualify passing it over to me as a loan from you personally.”


    “I can and I am. Now beat it, Stanton, I have things to do.”


    “You’re leaving town?”


    I walked over to the fireplace and picked up a poker, weighing it in my hands. I took out my cigarette lighter and tested the flame a couple of times.


    “Not now,” I answered. “First I’m going upstairs and have a talk with that man I tied up.”


    “Whatever for?”


    “I need to find out where Giarelli took Ryland and that fed.”


    Stanton finished his drink.


    “So you can report that information to the F.B.I.?”


    “Stay close, Stanton,” I said, glancing at the cashier’s checks on the escritoire. “I may need your help and I can still make it worth your while.”


    “You suggested upstairs that I leave town.”


    “That was before I knew Giarelli took our money with him. I wouldn’t leave town just yet, not if you want your money back.”


    “The federal authorities can’t assist you with this?” he asked.


    “I told you, Stanton, I’ve got things to do just now.”


    I walked out of the suite, poker in hand, no longer worried about Stanton.


    After a brief but productive chat with the torpedo in Giarelli’s suite, I knew I had time to stop by my first hotel. My real identification and my gun were there, and I might need both. I opened the door to my room to find the lights on and Straker sitting next to the window, Volnick and Sanderson flanking him. Penny Sills was sitting in a chair several feet away, her hands folded meekly in her lap. Christ, but I was getting tired of people using my rooms!


    I stepped inside and closed the door behind me.


    “What the hell are you doing here, Straker?” His suit jacket and hat were hanging neatly on the back of the bathroom door. He sat there in his vest and tie, smoothing the cuffs of his shirt.


    “Thought you were going to keep me informed, Dev.” Straker licked his thumb and polished one cufflink. “I know I asked you to. I know you said you would.”


    “I’m stringing Stanton, playing the mark for him. Trying to help you and the feds nail him. You know all that already.”


    “Yeah, I do,” he said. “What I don’t know about, what I need to know more about, is one of your operatives impersonating a federal agent from the U.S. Treasury. And over four hundred thousand dollars in phony cashier’s checks. And fifty dollars in silver from a bank in Delaware.”


    I looked over at Penny, who was staring down at her lap.


    “What I especially need to know more about,” Straker continued in his oily, over-confident way, “is this.” He pulled a case out from under the chair he was sitting in. It was a wire recorder, similar to the one I’d been using. Straker worked the controls and two voices came out of the speaker: mine and Nathan’s. I closed my eyes for a second. We didn’t use names and we didn’t say the word “embezzlement,” but it was definitely a conversation that would warrant further interest from any number of people.


    “The house phone downstairs,” I said simply.


    “Wire-tap.” The word came out through Straker’s smug smile. This was bad, all right, but I had to get to Jennings before I could worry about anything else.


    “I’m in the middle of something,” I said. “Let’s meet up tomorrow and I’ll fill you in.”


    Straker shook his head, laughing.


    “Same old Dev,” he said. “Thinks he’s smarter than just about everyone else. You give him a fair shake and he knifes you in the back.”


    “Now, Straker,” I smiled gently, “that’s just not fair. I’ve always come at you from the front.”


    “You greedy, stuck-up bastard!” Straker spat. “Pinkerton’s wasn’t good enough for you. Working for J. Edgar By God Hoover isn’t good enough for you. Always figure you can do better for yourself working your own angle. Too good to take help from anyone else. Too smart to listen to anyone else.”


    “Sorry, Straker, I don’t have the time.” I grabbed my identification and my gun from the bureau, then turned to Penny. “Come on, we’re leaving.”


    “She’s staying here, Caine,” Straker explained. “She’s going to answer some more questions if she doesn’t want to be locked up on charges.”


    “She’s going with me, Straker. She’s going now. Try and stop us, you’ll end up eating through a tube in your stomach this time.”


    “There are three of us,” Straker reminded me.


    “In this room?” I said. “There are five of us, all told. And four of us don’t like you very much.”


    The flash of doubt in Straker’s eyes was good enough; he knew better than to push it.


    “Caine,” he shook his head and laughed again, grinning smugly as idiots do when they think they know something. “What are you up to? You think you’re going to take on a confidence man and get away with it? Stay one step ahead of the F.B.I. and play them for suckers? Outwit some mobster and live to tell the tale? You think you’re going to do all this, take on all these different people, and just walk away when you’re done with a pile of money?”


    What bothered me more than Straker’s tone, what was unforgivable, in fact, was that he was right. He hadn’t said anything I hadn’t been accusing myself of all along. One man who wasn’t a professional confidence man, who wasn’t backed up by the authority of the federal government, who could only rely on maybe a handful of other people – and most of them no better connected. I was being a fool and knew it.


    But somehow, hearing all that come out in Straker’s heavily patronizing tone, seeing that goddamned, undeserved superior smile on his face, infuriated me enough to throw every one of my switches in reverse. All my nagging doubts disappeared in that moment, to be replaced by the kind of confident resolve I’ve rarely felt in my life.


    I walked over to Penny, took her by the arm, and fixed Straker with a cold smile.


    “Watch me.”


    Penny and I walked down the street to my parked car.


    “How did Straker find you?” I asked.


    “I guess he’s been tailing us,” she said. “Saw us together a couple of times. He and those guys came over to my apartment and he started demanding to know all kinds of stuff. Made all kinds of threats. Said he was going to have me arrested for obstructing justice and withholding evidence and whatever else he could think of.” She stopped for a moment, scowling. “That weaselly son of a bitch even accused me of being a streetwalker.”


    “Ah, hell, kid, don’t let that get to you. Straker wouldn’t know what to do with a streetwalker if someone gave him written instructions and a training film.” That made her laugh, for a moment, anyway. She looked up at me with concern.


    “Did you find your friend Jennings?”


    “I know where he is,” I told her.


    “Are we going to go get him?”


    “Pretty soon now.”


    We’d almost made it to the car when a strong hand caught my arm from behind and spun me around. I found myself looking into a face I’d never seen before. It was hard face, deep-set, dark eyes under a thick brow. Hooked nose and bloodless lips. An ugly scar dented one cheek just under the right eye. The face belonged to a powerfully-built man in his forties wearing a nondescript suit. Four other good-sized, dangerous-looking men were standing close behind him.


    “Are you the guy,” the man asked in a low, gravelly voice, “who’s been using my name all over this goddamn city?”


    Penny stood next to me, not speaking. I had an awful premonition, and only the fact that my stomach was fluttering like a hummingbird kept it from falling right down into my socks.


    “I don’t know your name, Mister,” I said simply.


    His eyes looked like chips of unpolished rock as he glared at me.


    “Giarelli,” he said. “Casper Giarelli.”


    

  


  
    Chapter Twenty-Four: A Bad Night And a Worse Morning


    


    The man who’d just introduced himself as Casper Giarelli stared at me for a moment, waiting for me to speak.


    “I don’t know any Casper Giarelli,” I said. “I certainly haven’t been using your name.”


    “Who are you?” he demanded.


    I flipped a mental coin. “Name’s Kelly Shaw.”


    “You got anything on you proves that?”


    “Maybe. What’s this about?”


    Giarelli nodded to two of the four men behind him. They moved quickly, pinning my arms at my sides, going for my wallet and finding my gun as well. They tossed the wallet to their boss, who flipped through it and found two driver’s licenses: mine and Kelly Shaw’s.


    “How many names you got, Ace?”


    I didn’t answer, just looked over at Penny. She had the good sense to keep quiet as well.


    “You two are coming with us,” Giarelli said. “That your car?”


    “Now just a minute,” I started to protest, and that was as far as I got. Giarelli stepped in close, his dark eyes boring into mine.


    “You two are coming with us,” he repeated. “Easier all around if you come with us alive.” There wasn’t much I could do against five men, especially now that I’d already let them grab me. If Penny hadn’t been there, I might have tried something sooner, but even that would have been iffy at best.


    Moments later, I was sitting in the back of my hired Cadillac with one of the new Giarelli’s four men. Another was driving and Giarelli sat up front with him. Penny had been taken to another car, an anonymous black sedan, with the other two men.


    “Mind telling me what this is about?” I asked as we pulled away from the curb. Nobody answered so I sat back and tried to relax my muscles. We headed over to the east side of town and pulled into a warehouse by the water. Penny and I were hustled out of our respective cars and led inside the building. The interior was all steel beams and peeling paint. A battered desk with a metal lamp stood in one corner. An older man sat behind it in shirt sleeves, looking up at the boss but barely noticing Penny or me. Giarelli walked over and talked to the man for a few moments, quietly enough that I couldn’t hear what was said. He seemed to come to a decision.


    “Tie those two up in the corner,” he said to the man nearest me. The team of men moved quickly and efficiently, and in short order Penny and I were sitting next to one another on a pile of burlap sacks, ropes binding our wrists and ankles in front of us. Giarelli conferred with his men awhile longer, then came walking over to us.


    “You two are going to be here for awhile. So far, I don’t know either of you. You don’t make any trouble and I don’t find out you are trouble, I’ll let you go.”


    “If you don’t know either of us, why did you pick us up?”


    Giarelli looked at me for a moment, then turned and walked out of the warehouse with three of his men. One of them stayed with the older guy at the desk about thirty feet away. The two of them started up a hand of pinochle.


    “Dev,” it was the first time Penny had spoken since we’d been ambushed on the sidewalk, and she was keeping her voice very low. “Who is that man?”


    “He says he’s Casper Giarelli,” I said softly, testing the ropes and finding no play in them at all. “I’m guessing he is.”


    “Then who is that man at your hotel? The one you and Stanton have been meeting with?”


    I thought for a second, decided she may as well know the truth.


    “Some friend of Jennings,” I told her. “I think he paints cars.”


    Her eyes widened and her mouth fell open in surprise.


    “You mean to tell me–”


    “Think about it, Penny. I already told you I’m in tight with some some feds on this. If a real mobster had been threatening me, you don’t think I’d have gone running to them like my shoes were on fire?”


    Penny shook her head and turned her eyes to the ceiling. Even the slickest con in the game still gets the privilege of feeling like a complete dope now and then.


    Penny and I were tied up in that warehouse for several hours. I’ve been through worse. At one point the two men brought us food, allowing us to eat with our hands still tied. We were even given an after-meal cigarette each and then untied, one at a time, to use the W.C. in the corner. We were tied again the same way right after, and the man doing the tying hadn’t become any more careless with the ropes.


    The hours dragged by and I had plenty of time to think, sometimes talking with Penny in quiet voices. We were never told to stop talking; apparently anything we might have to say was no threat to anyone. I told Penny a good part of the real story.


    I’d learned from the F.B.I. that Ryland owed money to a Chicago mobster named Giarelli, and that this Giarelli would be coming out to Baltimore on business at some point soon. That gave me the idea. Working with Jennings, we’d picked a friend of his – a rough-looking Italian type named Verdi – and flown him out to Baltimore. Verdi had grown up in a neighborhood full of gangsters, knew how they talked and how they acted. I interviewed him, decided he might be able to pull it off, and then spent hours coaching him. Townsend helped me out, too, by loaning me his two operatives to act as the faux Giarelli’s torpedoes. We would rehearse every meeting in detail, feeding our Giarelli lines and phrases and possible responses to anything Stanton might say. The biggest risk with using amateurs is that they’re awkward, starting out stiff and always trying to make light of the work. Or they tend to enjoy themselves too much, get a bit cocky in their roles. But we explained to Verdi how important this was. What kind of danger he might be in if he blew it, what kind of reward was waiting for him if he pulled it off. He stuck to the script and never broke character, and we kept coaching him and feeding him lines in between meetings with Stanton. It also helped that he was able to turn on the wire recorder under my bed just prior to Stanton and I entering my suite.


    Verdi kept to the hotel, not showing his face out on the street or talking to anyone besides Townsend’s men, myself, or Jennings. Like true confidence men, we planned things out to the last detail, brainstorming over various approaches, trying to cover every possible action and counter-action. We carefully orchestrated Casper Giarelli’s first appearance on the stage, his introduction to Stanton. We continued meeting throughout this operation, constantly comparing notes and updating our information. We’d listen to the wire recordings, critiquing performances when necessary or honing in on something Stanton said. Verdi, Jennings, Ryland, Townsend’s men, and myself sitting around one hotel suite or another, drawing diagrams, challenging one another’s ideas, rehearsing conversations, always preparing for the worst and how to either avoid it or deal with it.


    Penny hadn’t known anything about any of this, but she’d done her part as well. She’d scouted out the small bank in Delaware, then sent one of her friends in to clear the place out for an hour. Posing as a man from the gas company, he assured them they had a leak in the building. He could fix it, but the staff needed to vacate the premises until the building was safe again. Penny also provided three or four shills to act as bank staff when Stanton and I went in to cash the two checks. It didn’t matter that the real bank manager had locked the vault and all of the drawers before leaving; the money we received was the money Stanton had already handed over to Verdi. I’d simply taken it up to Delaware for the transaction, allowing one of Penny’s shills to fetch it discreetly from the trunk while Stanton and I were inside.


    The whole idea had been to shake Stanton up, to make him too scared to do anything but hand over two hundred thousand dollars. To make it work, we not only had to scare Stanton, we had to confuse him. We had to keep so many oddball things flying at him that he really didn’t have time to think. A vengeful, homicidal mobster, a young con posing as a phony Treasury agent, accusations of counterfeiting, being forced to drive out of state to get more money. Even the silver bullion (courtesy of the pretty young teller who laughed at my Houdini joke, and also taken out of the trunk by one of Penny’s shills) was just one more oddball thing to keep Stanton’s mind occupied. Maybe make him think that the Liberty Silver Mining Company was ready for business ahead of schedule, that he may have to move fast to get more of Shaw’s investing capital. I’d even trotted out Townsend at the last minute so that Stanton would think that was how our Giarelli had learned my identity, thus leaving Stanton still uncertain as to what Ryland knew about me. I hadn’t let Penny in on the Verdi ruse, not sure how far I could really trust her. She thought our Giarelli was the real deal.


    Ryland had worked as hard as anyone, eager to help put the screws to the man who had ruined him. He particularly liked the fake killing, as it was the same game Stanton had used on him months ago, the one that had caused him to travel over half the United States, hiding out in various hotel rooms and alternating between wire-tight fear and a deep blue funk. Ryland knew he was taking a chance – none of us were sure when the real Giarelli might blow into town – but he wanted in from the beginning. There was the barest chance he might end up getting more out of this than simple revenge, but I hadn’t tried to encourage him along those lines. Still, I had to feed him something to keep his conversations with Mattling at least a little censored. Mattling would have to know our Giarelli was fake – from Ryland if from no other source – but he hadn’t let on anything to me and I hadn’t pushed it.


    My original plan had been much simpler: I was going to try and rope Stanton in as Kelly Shaw, gain his confidence, feed him a little real money, then find some pretext to trick him into cashing enough of my phony cashier’s checks to pay back Beldham & Morrissey’s missing hundred and forty grand. The chances of it working were slim, but I thought it was worth a few days’ effort to at least try. When the feds showed up and I learned about Giarelli, I figured I just might be able to use that. It was a much more complicated and risky plan, and I’m a great believer in keeping things simple, but I decided the new plan had a much better chance of working: pull Stanton in by his own greed like you do with any mark, and then scare him the rest of the way into the trap.


    And it had worked. We now had two hundred grand of Stanton’s money sitting in a safe place where Verdi, Ryland, Jennings, and Townsend’s men were holed up waiting for me to contact them. Of course, we could have just pulled up stakes right after Stanton first handed over the cash, and we probably should have. But Agent Mattling had promised to extend me a little courtesy if I could help him out, and I might need that courtesy before this was all over. Just blowing town with the money would have left too many loose ends. And a slew of disappointed federal agents – along with one pain-in-the-neck Pinkerton’s supervisor – might have followed one of those loose ends back to my brother. And that would make every carefully-planned action of the last several weeks utterly worthless.


    From the beginning, I knew the biggest risk: the real Giarelli could show up on the scene at any moment. Even if he did, though, there wasn’t any reason to believe he’d know of my crew or what we were up to. What had put him onto us? I wondered. Did the real Giarelli use the Lord Baltimore Hotel when he was in town and someone there tipped him off about a faker? I had a brief moment of panic, wondering how far Giarelli’s influence extended. Was it possible he’d somehow managed to round up Jennings, Ryland, and the rest, go to work on them to find out why he was being impersonated? I forced myself to calm back down. No, my people were hiding out nice and comfortable, I decided. They had to be. I pictured Townsend’s men sitting around a table with their watches missing and their pockets turned out, Jennings egging them on for one more hand of poker while they waited.


    “You didn’t trust me enough to tell me about this Verdi guy,” Penny said, rubbing her bound hands over her knees for warmth. “You thought I might tell Stanton.”


    “I couldn’t be sure, honey,” I admitted. She nodded acceptance, not all that wounded or even surprised at my decision.


    “So what happens now?” she asked.


    “I’m not sure. Other than we wait.”


    There was a brief silence and Penny asked: “Do you think they’ll kill us?”


    I pretended to mull this over so it wouldn’t seem that I was answering too quickly, and therefore dishonestly.


    “It’s not looking that way at the moment,” I said. “If they wanted us dead, we’d be dead.”


    “So the trick is to keep them from changing their minds about wanting us dead?”


    The desk lamp thirty feet away wasn’t throwing much light, and I tried to make out her eyes in the darkness.


    “Giarelli may want information, Penny. And if he does, you tell him anything and everything he wants to know. You don’t play games with people like him.”


    “Is that what you’re going to do? Tell him anything he wants?”


    “Hell yes, if he asks.”


    I felt her shift position next to me, trying to restore circulation to her legs.


    “Why didn’t you just take off once you had his money?” Penny asked.


    “I told you, the law is moving in on Stanton. They’ve asked for my help, and it’s in my interest to help them.”


    “They got something on you?” Typical con’s question, I thought. Why help the law if you don’t have to?


    “No,” I told her. “And I want to keep it that way.”


    My watch read just past two in the morning when Giarelli and his men returned to the warehouse. He ambled over to where Penny and I sat, hands in his pockets. He looked us over for a minute, trying to decide something.


    “We’ll start with him,” he said, and walked away.


    I was hoisted to my feet, untied, given a few seconds to rub my wrists and stamp my feet (the other men careful to stand just out of kicking range), then I was marched to a small office built into one corner of the warehouse. Giarelli sat behind an old wooden desk while another man stood in the corner smoking a cigarette.


    I was pushed roughly down into the chair on the other side of the desk.


    “You know a guy named Antonio Verdi?” Giarelli spat out sharply.


    “The name’s not familiar,” I answered nervously. Jesus, how had Giarelli managed to find out this much in just a matter of hours?


    “Big, heavyset guy,” Giarelli prodded. “Showed up in town maybe two weeks ago. Staying at the Lord Baltimore Hotel on the sixth floor. You sure you never heard of him?”


    I shook my head slowly. “I can’t place him, no.”


    Giarelli opened the desk drawer and pulled out a photograph of Verdi in his cream-colored suit and matching hat, walking through the lobby of the Lord Baltimore.


    “This is the guy,” he said. “Take a good look at him, see if you know his face.”


    I pretended to study the photo carefully. Of course I knew the man in it, but what was bothering me at the moment was the photo itself. It was a surveillance photograph, taken by a professional. Either a very good private investigator or a cop, and I realized Giarelli had some connections to have gotten hold of this. With the local police? The cops here aren’t any more crooked than in places like New York or Chicago, but they aren’t any less so.


    “You know him or not?” asked Giarelli impatiently.


    “No.”


    “You sure?”


    “I’m sure.”


    “What about this guy?”


    He tossed another photo onto the desk. Another professional job, this one of Clay Stanton walking down the street. Before I could answer, he placed another photo on top of it. This one of Clay Stanton at an outdoor cafe, having lunch with – my stomach turned to ice – Kelly Shaw.


    “What’s his name?” Giarelli asked.


    “I – I just had lunch with him one time. I’m trying to remember.”


    Giarelli nodded to the man on my left, who seized my arm and held my wrist at the edge of the desk, my hand and fingers falling over the edge. His other hand pressed down like an anvil on my elbow. The man in the corner opened a filing cabinet and pulled out a pair of bolt cutters. He walked up to the edge of the desk and started fitting my pinky between the blades.


    “Clay Stanton!” I yelled. “His name is Clay Stanton! Jesus!”


    “We going to have to do this every time I ask a goddamn question?” Giarelli wanted to know.


    I shook my head, my heart hammering. “No.”


    The other man backed away and put the bolt cutters on top of the filing cabinet, leaving them in plain sight. The man holding my arm let go and they let me catch my breath for a moment.


    “Who is Clay Stanton?”


    “He’s a con man.”


    “Why are you hanging around him?”


    “I’m trying to con him.” That seemed to surprise Giarelli.


    “Why?”


    “He took a client of mine. I’m trying to get his money back for him.”


    “You working for the feds?”


    “No.”


    Giarelli reached across the desk and slapped my face so hard I saw lights for a second.


    “I asked if you’re working for the feds!”


    “I’m a private detective! I’m just here for my client!”


    I kept waiting for another barrage of questions or further physical persuasion. I wasn’t entirely opposed to telling them the truth if I had to, but part of me was afraid the truth would sound so complicated and screwy they’d never go for it, and I’d spend a long night of suffering before they finally accepted it. There was silence in the room for a couple of minutes, and the man behind me spoke up.


    “You want I should bring in the skirt?”


    Giarelli thought this over for a moment, then shook his head.


    “No,” he said. “We’ll take him with us when we go.”


    With that, I was yanked back up to my feet, marched out of the office and back over to Penny, then shoved down next to her and tied up again. The two of us were left alone with the pair playing pinochle at the desk while Giarelli and his other men filed out of the warehouse.


    “I heard you screaming in there,” Penny said.


    “I wasn’t screaming, I was yelling.”


    “What did they want?”


    “Giarelli wanted to know some things.”


    “What did you do?”


    “I told him some things.”


    Eventually the two of us fell asleep against each other. We were rousted in the morning when Giarelli and his men returned. I was brought to my feet and untied, my stiff muscles protesting against the sudden movement. The older man brought over a tray of food and knelt down beside Penny.


    “You get to eat later,” Giarelli said to me. “Maybe you do. Let’s go.”


    I was taken outside, the morning sunlight stabbing my eyes, and placed in the back of the black sedan. We drove across town, the route starting to feel familiar during the last part of the trip. We parked at a hotel that I’d only visited twice before, and I was starting to get a really bad sense of things. I kept thinking back to the surveillance photos Giarelli had shown me a few hours ago, my fears growing quickly inside me. Never tell yourself things can’t get any worse, because they always can.


    Through the lobby and into a familiar elevator, then down the hall and I already knew where we were going. Without knocking, one of Giarelli’s men opened the door and we all entered.


    Sitting at a breakfast table, polishing off a meal of poached eggs and toast, sat Joshua Mattling, Special Agent in Charge of the Federal Bureau of Investigation’s Baltimore field office. He looked up from his plate at the array of gangsters, then at his watch.


    “You’re late,” Mattling told Giarelli.


    “I don’t punch no government clock, G-man,” Giarelli sneered. “You didn’t tell me you hired a dick.”


    “I don’t tell you a lot of things, Giarelli,” Mattling said, his voice unconcerned. “Get used to it.”


    The two men stared each other down for a moment. Whatever their alliance was based on, it wasn’t mutual admiration.


    “He tell you anything?” Mattling asked.


    “I don’t know what the hell to ask him!” Giarelli complained. “Anyway, that’s your department. Ask him whatever you want. He won’t answer, that’s what me and my boys are here for.”


    Giarelli looked nervously at the door.


    “Relax,” Mattling said. “They’re all out on various duties right now. No one’s going to see you here.”


    “No one better,” Giarelli said.


    “You think I want to be seen with you?” Mattling asked. “We’ve got a couple hours. Plenty of time.” He looked over at me again. “Sit down, Caine.”


    I walked slowly over to the table where Mattling was sitting and took a chair. The scene was surreal. I was tired and stiff from sleeping tied up on burlap sacks, my mind trying to unravel all this. Giarelli didn’t have an in with the local police. Oh no, his connections went much higher than that.


    “You hungry?” asked Mattling. In fact, I was, but I didn’t feel like eating just then.


    “I guess you found Casper Giarelli,” I said.


    “I guess I did, Caine.”


    

  


  
    Chapter Twenty-Five: Masks Upon Masks


    


    I’ve had some tense mornings – afternoons and evenings as well, for that matter – but this one took the cake. After setting up a stooge to play a Chicago mobster in the hopes of conning a confidence man, my worst fear had been realized: the real mobster had shown up. The truly bad news, though, was worse than my worst fear, for the simple reason that I never could have imagined such an awful possibility: the real Giarelli was in cahoots with the head of the F.B.I.’s Baltimore field office. And these people had Penny Sills tied up in a warehouse. Well, they knew about me and they knew about Penny. What more could I keep them from finding out?


    Mattling sat back from his breakfast, added a dollop of cream to his coffee cup, took a sip, and gave me a cool appraisal.


    “Given any more thought to coming on board with the Bureau, Caine?” he asked. “It’s still not too late. Could always use a man like you. And as I expect you figured out by now, there are fringe benefits that go a bit beyond a government pension.”


    I couldn’t believe I was hearing any of this. You work in a trade like mine, you think of yourself as jaded, as having seen it all. But you can still be shocked. I knew there were crooked cops. I supposed it stood to reason there might be a few crooked G-men around as well. But the head agent of a field office in a major city? Not just taking the occasional bribe but working hand-in-glove with a ranking mafia member? I thought of all the times I’d read quotes from Hoover bragging about the incorruptibility of the men under him. He should be here now, I thought. Instead of me.


    “Hell,” Mattling continued, “if you don’t want to go federal maybe Giarelli has a spot for a man like you.”


    Giarelli looked up from filing his nails with a pocketknife.


    “You any good with the iron, Caine?” he asked.


    “Not really,” I answered, not quite truthfully.


    “Too bad.”


    “Where’s Stanton right now?” Mattling asked.


    “Last I saw him, he was in my suite at the Lord Baltimore Hotel.”


    “How long ago was this?”


    I looked at my watch. “Well, let’s see, your boss picked me up about ten hours ago, so–”


    The crockery shook and rattled as Mattling slammed the flat of his hand against the tablecloth.


    “Get this straight, Caine: Giarelli is not my boss.”


    “I’m sorry,” I said easily, looking over at Giarelli. “I guess Agent Mattling is calling your tune then?”


    Giarelli continued filing his nails, not so much as looking up at me.


    “Caine,” Mattling said wearily, “if you don’t have anything better up your sleeve than Divide and Conquer, you better just give up now.”


    “I thought I already had. Given up that is. What do you want from me?”


    “Some answers,” Mattling said.


    “Then I’ll need some questions first.”


    “Don’t play games with me, Caine.”


    I stood up suddenly from the table, throwing my hands in the air, then lowering them slowly to my sides as I saw Giarelli’s goons move in.


    “Answers to what, Mattling? Jesus Christ, you told me you were here after Giarelli, that you didn’t give a hang for one dime-a-dozen confidence man. Now I find out you and Giarelli are cozied up together, have been for awhile I guess. Okay, so you’re not after Giarelli. What are you after? What are you trying to find out? If I had some clue, maybe I could help you out.”


    “Sit down, Caine,” Mattling said.


    I sat down slowly.


    “Any of that coffee left?” I asked, glancing at the pitcher on the table.


    “Help yourself. Cream?”


    “Black is fine,” I said, pouring myself a cup. “Mind if I have a cigarette?”


    “Fire away.”


    I bought myself a couple more minutes, but wasn’t closer to any kind of understanding here.


    I put my lighter away (why hadn’t they taken it from me earlier?), exhaled a stream of smoke, took a sip of coffee, and asked Mattling: “What do you want to know?”


    The next hour was pretty bizarre. Mattling asked all kinds of questions and I answered as best I could. None of the questions seemed to go together. How much money had I handed over to Stanton so far? How much had I taken off him? When and where did I recruit Penny Sills? Where did I get the suit I was wearing? The silver from the bank in Delaware, what was that for exactly? Why had I broken Thaddeus Straker’s jaw six years ago? Who made up Kelly Shaw’s driver’s license for me? Was it the same guy who made up the phony cashier’s checks?


    In some ways, it was a standard police grilling, Mattling throwing out anything and everything he could think to ask, hoping in the confusion I wouldn’t figure out what he was really after. I gave a lot of fairly honest answers, figuring Mattling knew most of it by now anyway. I only hedged on anything that could lead Mattling back to Ferrier, the forger who’d not only done work for me but had altered loan documents from my brother’s bank. Nathan had to be kept out of this at all costs. Sorry, fellows, can’t help you there. I scouted around, found one guy who led me to another guy who led me to another guy, no names anywhere along the way. Back alley swap at midnight, cash for the documents I wanted.


    I may have received a slap or two from one of Giarelli’s goons, mostly for smarting off because I was tired and cranky, but there were no bolt cutters, no threats of something worse. Scowls and occasional yelling, yes, but I wasn’t given any kind of “treatment”. I kept waiting for a stiletto or a set of brass knuckles to come out of a pocket but it never happened. Giarelli and his men were here to make sure I cooperated, but apart from general verbal abuse…nothing. Not that I was complaining, mind you, but it seemed damned strange.


    “And you don’t know,” Mattling asked for the tenth time, “where your boy Jennings and Ryland and the rest of them are?”


    I shook my head. “That was the arrangement. In case I got picked up by, well, by the real Giarelli.” I glanced over at the mafioso, who showed no reaction. “They were supposed to call me at my suite once they settled in and were ready to meet up.”


    Mattling looked at Giarelli and back to me.


    “I’ve had a man at your suite since two o’clock this morning,” he said. “The phone hasn’t rung once.”


    “I don’t know what to tell you, then. Maybe something happened to them.”


    Again I waited for someone to put a blade to my eye or start taking fingers. Nothing.


    The contents of my pockets were scattered across the table. For the fifth time, Mattling picked up the cashier’s checks that Stanton had cashed in Delaware, the ones Penny’s shill had slipped back to me before Stanton and I left. Again, Mattling examined it front and back.


    “These other cashier’s checks you mentioned,” said Mattling, “you had Stanton cash two others besides these, and there are two left, right?”


    “That’s right. Only the first two were real,” I reminded him.


    “And you put these other two checks on the desk of your suite, in plain view of Stanton?”


    “Just like I told you.”


    “Hoping he’d snatch them before he left?”


    “That was my plan, yes.”


    Mattling sat back in his chair and took a sip of coffee.


    “So why hasn’t he yet?”


    “I don’t know!” I practically yelled at him. “You’re asking me questions about what’s going on out there in the world when I’ve spent the last twelve hours tied up in a warehouse or sitting here answering your questions. What the hell do I know what’s going on out there? Who’s doing what or who’s not doing what? Why somebody else is or isn’t doing something?”


    Mattling stared at me hard for a few seconds. I was exhausted, mentally and physically. This is it, I thought. Now out come the thumbscrews.


    The telephone rang. Mattling got up from the table and answered it.


    “Mattling,” he said flatly. “Which bank? You got a witness? You have custody of him now, right? No, no lawyers. I don’t care what he has to say about it, no lawyers. Not yet anyway. Get the rest of the men ready, we’ll move on the brokerage firm at two p.m. sharp. Right, stay by the phone.”


    He hung up the phone and turned to me.


    “You can go now, Mr. Caine.” Mattling put his palms on his lower back and stretched till his spine crackled. “Guess you’ll be wanting your gun back.”


    At a nod from Mattling, one of Giarelli’s goons stepped forward, fished out my Colt, and laid it on the breakfast table. I stared at it dumbly. Now what the hell…?


    There are moments when life turns on a dime, and no matter how many of them you see in your life, you can never prepare for them. It’s the very nature of such moments. For the second time since last night, the floor fell out from under me in the space between heartbeats. It was the simplest of exchanges, something as subtle as a tone of voice.


    Mattling looked over at Giarelli and said matter-of-factly:


    “We’ve got him. Good work, D’Amato. You and your men go home and get some shut-eye. The rest of us can take it from here.”


    Giarelli’s whole demeanor had shifted. He looked at Mattling with a respectful defiance.


    “Nothing doing, Chief,” he said. “Me and my men will see this thing through.”


    “Well, if you’re sure you’re up for it…”


    And the Chicago mobster’s face split into a sunlit smile that you just don’t see in that type. “Wouldn’t miss it for the world, sir.”


    “Fine,” Mattling said. “Go get ready. Be outside the brokerage office at ten till two.”


    “Right.” And with that, the gangster who I was certain meant to kill me left the room, followed by his men.


    I sat there in the chair, my tired and frazzled mind trying to make sense of all this.


    “I’m sorry about all this, Mr. Caine,” Mattling offered. “There really was no other way. I’ll explain it to you later, but right now I’m a little pressed for time. Can I offer you a lift back to your hotel?”


    Half an hour later, Special Agent D’Amato of the Federal Bureau of Investigation was driving me in my hired Cadillac up to the entrance of the Lord Baltimore Hotel. We climbed out and he tipped the kid out front to park the car.


    “Hope there aren’t any hard feelings, Mr. Caine,” he said, smiling that country boy grin of his, and it was impossible to imagine that this was the same, scar-faced gangster who’d threatened to cut off my fingers a few hours ago. “You want to take a sock at me? I figure you got one coming.” He even thrust out his jaw. I just stared at him, still dazed from it all.


    “I’m too tired,” I mumbled. “Maybe tomorrow.”


    I went in through the lobby and up in the elevator to my suite. I was beyond surprise at this point. Opening the door and finding Penny Sills sitting up in my bed waiting for me in a flimsy negligee might have given me a jolt at any other time. I just threw a tired wave. She jumped out of the bed and ran up to me, throwing her arms around me.


    “Dev, you poor baby. Did those mean F.B.I. men give you a hard time?”


    “You knew about all this?” I asked.


    “Nope. I was as taken in as you until after they took you away to see Mattling. Then the two guys they left behind explained it all to me and told me they’d take me wherever I wanted to go. I wanted to come here.”


    “So you understand it all?”


    She smiled brightly. “Not one damn bit of it. You?”


    I shook my head. “I gather they have Stanton in custody. Other than that…” I’d already been in contact with Jennings, told him everything was fine, to sit tight until I called again.


    “Hey, I got an idea,” Penny said. “Why don’t we worry about all this baloney later? Let’s worry about something else right now.” She led me back to the bed and I climbed onto it, not even bothering to undress. The strap of Penny’s negligee fell off one shoulder and her eyes were green again, and it was the perfect time to forget all this craziness and lose myself in a few pleasant hours.


    That’s what your legendary lovers do, I guess. Me, I put my head on the pillow next to her and fell into a dead sleep for the next several hours.


    Around eleven a.m. the next morning I was shaved and dressed and sitting in Agent Mattling’s office at the F.B.I. field office downtown, getting the rest of the story. And what a story it was.


    Stanton had swiped the last two cashier’s checks from my suite at the Lord Baltimore as I’d known he would. Mattling and his men had every bank in Baltimore on the alert; Stanton was nailed the minute he tried to cash them.


    “Wasn't that the plan already?” I asked, a bit testily. “What was the point of picking Penny and me up? Making us think a gangster was kidnapping us?”


    “Yeah, that,” Mattling rubbed a hand over his jaw. “We knew you'd visited the bank in Delaware, and we waited for you to finish your play with Stanton back at the Lord Baltimore. But after that, when you didn't come straight to us but went back to your other hotel, we weren't sure what was going on. We had a quick conference,” he explained. “Thought it might be a good idea to keep you on ice until we had Stanton.”


    “You couldn’t have just explained this all to me?” I was remembering an uncomfortable night of burlap sacks and bolt cutters.


    “We had no legal right to hold you,” Mattling told me. “There was a chance you might have walked and we couldn’t have stopped you.”


    “And you thought I’d walk right up to Stanton and tip him off?”


    “We didn’t know what your plans were, Mr. Caine. We’ve been watching you and, well, the truth is, you’re a difficult man to predict. We didn’t want to take any chances.”


    I put this aside for the moment and listened to the rest of the story. The main component was this: the real Casper Giarelli never made it out of Chicago. He’d gotten as far as the train station and been rubbed out by some hit man from a rival mob. The Chicago F.B.I., at Mattling’s request, had pulled some strings with the local press and kept it out of the papers so far.


    “I wondered why he was taking so long to show up,” I admitted.


    As for the case against Stanton, it was pretty well sewn up. He’d been apprehended trying to cash two phony cashier’s checks right here in town, on top of which the feds had raided his phony brokerage office yesterday afternoon. On Mattling’s desk in front of me was the lynchpin to their case: two other fake checks made out to cash, both bearing Clay Stanton’s printed name and signature. On the back of each check was a dated stamp from a bank in Delaware. The bank wouldn’t be missing any money, and none of the real employees would remember having ever seen Stanton, but those slips of paper gave the F.B.I. what they’d needed all along, what Mattling had asked me for in his hotel suite a few days ago: evidence that Clay Stanton had crossed state lines with the intent to commit a felony.


    Up till now, Mattling had explained, all the feds could really do was keep Stanton under surveillance. Outside of Stanton committing a federal crime like kidnapping, the F.B.I. couldn’t do much more without bringing in local law enforcement, which meant Stanton would have been tipped off in a second. But once Stanton’s criminal activity had taken him interstate, the F.B.I. had the authority to move in on their own. They could pick Stanton up, charge him, throw him in the clink, and make a certain U.S. senator very pleased.


    There was more, of course. I’d handed over all the phony stock receipts in Stanton’s name – receipts for stocks that didn’t actually exist, and the men from the Securities and Exchange Commission would be particularly interested in those. Of the thirty or so shills Mattling’s men had rounded up at First Quality Investors yesterday, at least five or six were willing to give testimony to avoid a sentence. And, of course, there were the wire recordings I’d be turning over soon, along with the deposition I was prepared to swear out as an anonymous informant working under the Bureau’s auspices – all of it adding to the mounting pile of evidence against Clay Stanton.


    “I thought Baltimore was a right town,” I commented. “That the fix was in.”


    “Pretty much,” Mattling admitted. “We might catch a little hell from a D.A. who’s been paid off, but that won’t cut much ice in the long run. We’re federal, we don’t answer to state legislatures. And the fix only works so long as the cons are careful about what they’re up to. If they get greedy and stupid, as it appears Stanton did, the fixers don’t have too much sympathy. They’d rather let him face the music than kick up a stink and risk all of their operations being shut down.”


    “I hate to say this, Agent Mattling,” I began, “but a good lawyer could do a pretty fair job tearing up a lot of your case. How the evidence was collected, the circumstances surrounding it, that kind of thing. And I’m betting a man like Stanton can afford a good lawyer if he really wants one.”


    “Could be,” Mattling shrugged. “In that case, we just give him the elephant walk.”


    “The elephant walk?”


    Mattling explained it to me. When the U.S. government really wants a man, they get him. If Stanton hired himself a hotshot lawyer, ready to take on all comers, then Uncle Sam wouldn’t just about throw every charge in the book at him. Not all at once, that is. They’d bring one charge all by its lonesome. They’d let the defendant bring his high-priced mouthpiece into court, let the case drag on for months or even years, let Stanton spend most if not all of his fortune fighting that one charge. Maybe he’d win. In that case, they’d file the next charge, knowing Stanton couldn’t afford to do it all over again. And there’d be another charge after that. And another. And the Stanton would either eventually be found guilty or end up in the poorhouse before the government finished filing all its charges. And the federal prosecutors would make damn sure Stanton knew this at the outset.


    “Stanton will come around,” Mattling assured me. “He’s no fool. He’ll see it’s easier to plead guilty to a few of the charges than try and fight a couple dozen of them in open court.” Mattling went on to explain that they’d get Stanton to plead it down. They’d offer him a sentence of no more than seven years – enough to satisfy Senator Cumberland – and when it was all said and done, with good behavior he’d probably be out in less than half that time.


    I sat there and shook my head.


    “Kind of scary how you guys operate,” I said.


    “Maybe,” Mattling agreed, “but we only use the scary stuff against the bad guys.”


    “Uh huh.” I was curious about one thing, though. “So if you were really only interested in Giarelli,” I asked, “and you knew he’d already been iced in Chicago…well, what were you hanging around for? You couldn’t have fobbed off this detail on one of your underlings and gone onto something else?”


    “Part of government service,” Mattling answered. “Lot of political stuff. I’d been asked to cooperate with Treasury and S.E.C. on this, and that request had come from a U.S. senator. Wouldn’t have done much for my career to hand my part over to junior staff.”


    Mattling looked at me for a moment and gave a rare smile.


    “And to tell you the God’s own truth, Caine, I was having too much fun seeing what you were going to do next.”


    Mattling picked up the cup of coffee on his desk, took a sip, and grimaced. I could tell he’d gotten used to better at the hotel they’d been using.


    “You really can’t tell us anything more about how you got all those documents forged?” Mattling asked, quite suddenly and casually, a very old cop trick.


    I shrugged. “Go here, see this guy, he’ll take you to see that guy. I was in kind of a hurry,” I concluded. We both knew that was bunk; you don’t get work of the quality I’d come across in back alleys. Just the same, it worked in Mattling's favor to be left in the dark on this one. The forged checks were key evidence against Stanton, meant to coerce the man into a plea. And they'd been left as bait by a a private detective who'd been recruited by the Bureau itself. Establishing the chain too far back could cross a fine line, make it look like the feds had planted this evidence.


    “And one client,” Mattling continued, “was worth all the trouble you’ve been put through this past month?”


    I was noncommittal. “You don’t always know how much trouble a particular case is going to bring. Chances you take.”


    “Uh huh.” Again, Mattling knew I was lying, and again, he wasn’t going to press it. Things were neat enough as they stood.


    There was a knock at the door and Agent D’Amato stuck his head in. He saw me, smiled, and thrust his jaw out at me. I rolled my eyes and waved him away.


    “What is it, D’Amato?” Mattling asked.


    “Straker’s outside,” D’Amato answered. “Wonders if he might have a minute.”


    “Jesus.” Mattling rolled his eyes and fortified himself with another slug of cheap coffee. “Send him in.”


    Straker entered the office holding the wire recorder he’d had under the chair in my hotel room…last night, was it? He saw me, stopped for a second, then seemed pleased at the fact. I noticed his tie and wondered how long he’d spent picking it out for this encounter.


    “Hope I’m not interrupting you gents,” he said, “but I think you should really hear this, Agent Mattling.” Straker set the wire recorder on the edge of the desk, waiting for Mattling to give him the go-ahead.


    “By all means, Mr. Straker.”


    Straker’s pig-eyes glittered, and he fixed me with a vengeful smile as he worked the controls of his machine. I would remember that moment for a long time to come.


    Out of the speaker came the sound of a tinkling piano and a man’s falsetto:


    “You can pass many a class, whether you’re dumb or wise


    “If you all answer the call when your professor cries:


    “‘Everybody! Down on your heels, up on your toes


    “This is the drag, see how it goes


    “Everybody do the Varsity Drag!’”


    I thought I could actually hear Straker’s face fall. Me, I just turned my pleasant smile to Mattling, wondering what sophisticated part of the federal investigatory procedure I was privy to at this moment.


    “Thank you, Mr. Straker,” Mattling said tiredly. “Would you excuse us, please?”


    Almost in a trance, Straker picked up his machine and carried it out of the office.


    “What was that about?” I asked innocently.


    “With that clown? God only knows.”


    It hadn’t been too difficult, really. A ten-spot to a hungry lounge singer, a bellhop’s uniform to fit a tall, blonde youth with gray-green eyes and a lazy smile, a c-note split between Volnick and Sanderson to look the other way while the bellhop rooted around in Straker’s hotel room and made the switch, and voila!


    Of course, there’d been a better reason than fifty bucks apiece for my former Pinkerton’s comrades to play along: They hated Straker’s guts.


    There were a lot of details to wrap up over the next couple of days. The most important was a private meeting between Ethan Ryland and a bank vice president from Beldham & Morrissey. Ryland’s hardware firm in Nebraska was willing to take over three loans recently made by Nathan’s bank. Apparently the firms that had originally taken out the loans were facing unexpected financial hardships, and Ryland Hardware Midwest was ready to move in and claim them. Under normal circumstances, my brother would have been loathe to okay a hand-off like that without a thorough investigation into the credit of the entity wishing to assume the loans. Under these circumstances, he was only too happy to sign the paperwork in record time. Sometime down the road, when Ryland was back in good with his own banks in Nebraska, he’d have the loans transferred from Beldham & Morrissey, and the whole mess would be out of Nathan’s hair once and for all.


    I handed over $140,000 cash (less the first month’s payments) to Ethan Ryland once the papers were signed. Ryland now had some working capital to really start rebuilding his empire, especially now that his chief creditor was lying on a slab in a Chicago morgue.


    “Will his successors come after me, Mr. Caine?” he’d asked me.


    “Doubtful, Mr. Ryland. Oh, if you were a bookie or another gangster, sure, in a minute. But anything on the books from legitimate business and they don’t know the exact circumstances, well, they tend to write that kind of thing off if there’s any chance it will bring them too much into the light.”


    That left sixty thousand dollars from the rest of what we’d taken off Stanton. A little more than forty of it I handed over to Nathan. He’d put it in a special account and make timely payments until Kelly Shaw’s forty-thousand dollar loan (plus interest) was repaid in full.


    On top of the twenty thousand remaining, I had the thirty thousand interest Stanton had paid me for my “loan”, and most of the fifteen thousand Jennings had won in his last poker game. Now it was time to review expenses. I sat down with a pad and paper one afternoon and did some figuring. Air fare for Jennings and myself; train fare for Ryland and Tony Verdi; rental on two cars; two hotel rooms for Devlin Caine and Ethan Ryland; two suites at the Lord Baltimore for Kelly Shaw and Casper Giarelli (plus new suits and shoes and hats and other accessories for those two, strutting peacocks that they both were); the bill for Townsend and his men (including rental for the wire recorder and fresh spools); a week’s lease on a drab, downtown office for G-Man Shaw; meals for my crew, all of whom liked to eat regular; bar tabs picked up by Kelly Shaw when he’d been showing off; and money for various sundries and services rendered, such as tips for bellhops and a manicurist, some green to mollify Penny’s landlord, and a handful of very expensive, expertly forged documents. I didn’t figure in Jennings’ poker stake, being as he’d won it all back and then some.


    I looked at the total and gave a respectful whistle. Cons really are expensive to set up. And this had been for one tiny crew with just a few people in it, nothing like Clay Stanton’s store with dozens of shills and regular payoffs to the coppers. I wondered for a moment how much the federal operation had cost, travel and lodging for who knew how many representatives from three different government agencies, and all to satisfy the vanity of one U.S. senator. Rank has its privileges, no doubt.


    I wasn’t finished yet. Now it was time to figure up everyone’s cut. Jennings, Penny, and Verdi (Townsend and I had already negotiated a flat fee for his men’s time). This took me awhile. Usually cuts are a straight percentage of the take, agreed upon beforehand by the parties involved. We hadn’t done that here, for the simple reason that I was never expecting to make any money off of this scheme – I’d just been trying to take enough back to get Nathan out of the soup. There’d been nothing more than my general promise to make it worth the whiles of those involved if things went well. Now, though, even after expenses, I was sitting on over fifty thousand dollars. I sat at that desk for an hour, trying to work out how you place dollar values on things like time, risk, effort, and talent, grumbling the whole while that I should have had them all agree to a percentage.


    I went for a drive in the Cadillac to clear my head, and found myself sitting on the same bench in Wyman Park, looking over at the statue of Edgar Allan Poe. It seemed like ages since I’d seen the old boy and I felt it time to renew our acquaintanceship. I sat there having a smoke and staring at the brooding sculpture and letting my mind drift over the past few weeks. I had to laugh at myself. Here I’d explained to some of the people involved how you really can con a con, simply because they’re the people who least expect it. I laughed because it turned out that was exactly what had happened to me. Just as Ethan Ryland had been taken in by a fake murder and then used that same trick against Stanton, so I had fashioned a fake Casper Giarelli and been taken completely in by another fake Giarelli.


    For awhile, I let the whole thing spin around and around in my mind. Clay Stanton pretending to be an investment guru to Ethan Ryland. Me pretending to be millionaire Kelly Shaw to Clay Stanton. Stanton pretending again to be a Wall Street Wizard to Myers and Wiedermann. Me pretending to those same two to be Agent Shaw, employee of an unnamed federal agency. Penelope Sills pretending to be millionaire Kelly Shaw’s traveling companion at the same time she was pretending to be a disgruntled member of rival confidence mob, working the inside with Stanton against Shaw (though how much she was really pretending at the time I’d never really know). Jennings pretending to be grifter Tom Shandle, who was pretending to be Secret Service Agent John Galen. Car painter Antonio Verdi, who was pretending to be Chicago mobster Casper Giarelli to Clay Stanton, who was pretending to be a master of stocks and bonds to Devlin Caine, who was pretending to be millionaire Kelly Shaw to…I started laughing all over again. Christ, it was a wonder any of us could still think straight after all this.


    Poe didn’t seem to see the humor in any of it. Or maybe he was just pretending….


    

  


  
    
      Chapter Twenty-Six: Two-Sided Coin


      


      I spent another couple of days at the F.B.I. field office in Baltimore, sitting around a conference table telling Mattling and a few federal lawyers most of the story. We kicked it around the table, figured out what stuff they could use, what I’d be willing to swear to, and then we went to work on my deposition. True to his word, Mattling kept my real identity out of the official report, on the understanding that, if pressed, I might have to reveal myself and even return to Baltimore to testify in open court. But Mattling was willing to swear that everything I’d done had been with his knowledge and approval – even by his direct order, if necessary – and he really doubted it would ever come to that. Stanton would see the mountain against him, take the smart play and serve a few years.


      I saw Stanton once in the hallway, being brought in for yet another round of questioning. I’d learned his real name by now, but I still thought of him as Stanton. I wondered if he still thought of me as Shaw. He looked at me and his eyes narrowed, then he gave the slightest bow of his head, a salute from one con to another. I made damn sure I bowed my head in return; the man was as good as any I’d ever seen or heard about.


      I saw Straker in that same hallway a day later, carrying the letter of commendation he’d been chasing since he got here. He looked up and saw me and his face hardened for a second, but he was in too good a mood. He smiled, clapped me on the shoulder, babbled on about what great work we’d all done on this very important case, and breezed on down the hall, reading his name over and over again on the letter. I never said one word, but I did manage to throw his retreating figure a salute of its own.


      Friday morning I stopped by Townsend’s office for the last time. He sat at his desk, crisp and professional-looking as when I’d first met him.


      “So it all worked out for you?” he asked.


      “It’s looking very much that way,” I admitted.


      “You got pretty lucky, Caine, if you don’t mind my saying so.”


      I didn’t mind. I’d survived the war, but Townsend had done so fighting in trenches when friends of his didn’t. He would know luck better than most men. When it came time to make out the bill, I made it clear to him that I didn’t need any favors. I paid the full amount in cash, then placed another three thousand dollars down on his desk.


      “What’s this?”


      “Bonus for you and your men. Split it up however you want. I couldn’t have done this without you guys.” I had to push a little, assure him it wasn’t money anyone would come looking for, told him he could go ahead and add it to the bill if he wanted a record of it. He did.


      “Oh, one more thing,” I said, reaching into the briefcase I was carrying and taking out a document. “A little wallpaper to brighten up the office.”


      I handed the document to Townsend, who read it to himself. A nice little letter of appreciation for his involvement in helping bring down a notorious criminal, signed personally by J. Edgar Hoover.


      “This real?” he asked, almost laughing.


      “It is. Bunch of us got them. You know how the feds are about congratulating everyone at the end of an operation like this.”


      “I suppose it couldn’t hurt the trade,” he said, eying the wall behind him.


      “I’m putting mine up soon as I get back,” I told him. “Now how about that drink I promised you?”


      Townsend looked down at his desk, a kind of sad, faraway smile on his face.


      “Used to, I did a lot of drinking,” he confessed. “When I was younger. Got myself into some real trouble now and then. Had my last drink with some of my soldier buddies back in the war. It turned out to be their last anything.” He looked up at me. “I made the decision when I came home: I’d leave the booze back there with them.”


      “I hear you, friend,” I said. “How about a cup of coffee?”


      * * *


      I’d already sent Jennings and Verdi back home while I wrapped things up in Baltimore. Now I was back in the hotel lounge where Penny Sills and I had shared a few quiet moments. The piano player spotted me and started hammering out “The Varsity Drag”. I raised my glass and smiled at him, then slipped Penny her cut: ten thousand dollars’ cash.


      “It’s not as much as the twenty you could have walked out with,” I admitted.


      “It’s also not another year or two in the pokey,” she said philosophically. “Besides, this’ll keep me going till another game turns up.”


      “So you’re staying with the trade?” I wasn’t surprised, maybe a little disappointed.


      “This is what I’m good at, Dev,” she said. “You know, I think that means more to me than the money or the excitement even.”


      “You are good,” I agreed. “Just try to be good and careful, huh?”


      “Same old Dev,” she mused. “It was really grand seeing you again.”


      “It was,” I admitted. “What are you going to do with your cut?” Probably blow it on furs, jewels, and high times, I figured.


      “For starters, I think I’m going to have my apartment painted.”


      I frowned, puzzled.


      “You just had it painted, didn’t you? You told me you were having it painted, that night you…”


      Penny's vibrant laugh, I decided, made for a much nicer farewell this time.


      Nathan and I were out on his back porch Friday night, probably one of the last times we’d be doing this for awhile. No war council this time, no pressing business to discuss, no minute details to turn over and look at from every angle. Just two brothers relaxing out back with a glass of something.


      “You’re thinking about Myers and Wiedermann again, aren’t you?”


      “I am,” Nathan admitted, puffing meditatively on his pipe.


      “I’d be careful,” I advised.


      “What do you mean?”


      I explained that Myers and Wiedermann weren’t the brightest boys I’d ever come across, that they could still make trouble if they thought there was a chance they could drag Nathan down with them. Yes, I’d cowed them pretty good, but fear is what you use on people not savvy enough to see reason. They wouldn’t be seeing Kelly Shaw again. Out of sight, out of mind – and that fear would evaporate pretty quickly. I suggested to Nathan that he give them the chance to resign. He balked, of course.


      “After what those two did?


      “Make it a short-term offer, Nathan. Firing people causes hard feelings, and down the road they might try to make trouble. If they quit on their own, it’ll be much easier all around.”


      “And supposing they want references?”


      “Then you smile at them and tell them you would be only too happy to speak with anyone who might even be thinking of hiring them. They’ll get the idea fast enough.”


      Nathan scowled and went back to his pipe. He could be pig-headed but he wasn’t stupid. He’d see by tomorrow this was the right way.


      “I’m not sure how you did all this, Dev,” he said after a moment. “I’m not sure I want to know.”


      “Believe me, you don’t.”


      “Well, it worked. You got me out of an awful mess. I’m sorry it kept you away form your work for so long.”


      “Neither of us expected that. Don’t worry about it.”


      Nathan took his checkbook and a pen out of his jacket pocket.


      “What do I owe you for all this?”


      I looked up at the sky, nodding to myself as though adding up this and that, then threw out a figure at random. A big one. I waited for his exclamations of protest, for demands of a thorough accounting of every penny. To my very great surprise, Nathan didn’t make a sound. He unscrewed the cap from his pen and opened up the checkbook. I don’t think I’ve ever been more impressed with him.


      “Hold up, Nathan. I was just playing around. You don’t owe me a thing.”


      “I told you I would reimburse you for your expenses,” Nathan said. “I gave you my word on that, Dev.”


      “Your word’s still good, Nathan. It’s just that there aren’t any expenses that haven’t already been covered.”


      He just stared at me.


      “This is good news,” I explained. “We should be happy. Do you know how to be happy, Nathan?”


      “We’re going to work on that, aren’t we, sweetheart?” Marie came out the back door with warm pan of coffee cake and a few saucers. “We’re going to start by being appreciative, remember, Nathan?”


      Nathan gets easily ruffled when people chide him; at least that’s how I’ve always known him to be. But he nodded in agreement and turned toward me.


      “I owe you everything, Dev. This could have been a disaster for me. It could have ruined me. I didn’t know if you’d really come out to Baltimore. I didn’t know if there’d be anything you could do. I don’t know what else to say except thank you. And maybe to ask you again: Are you sure I can’t pay you something for your trouble?”


      “I’ve been paid, Nathan.” And I had, in more ways than one. “Something bad happened to you and it wasn’t your fault. That happens sometimes. I’m just glad I was able to help.” I wanted to tell him that next time something bad happened to him, not to try hiding it until it was too late. But I think he’d learned that, and anyway, I didn’t want to break the mood of a quiet night under the stars and the smell of warm coffee cake.


      The next morning, I piled into Nathan’s maroon Hudson with the entire Caine clan, stopping at the cemetery on our way to the airport. It was the first time I’d been to our parents’ graves since the funeral. The kids put fresh flowers on the headstone, which was somehow not quite as I remembered it. I looked it over for a moment, finally noticing the engraving beneath the names: “All the days of their lives”.


      “I don’t remember that being there last time,” I said softly.


      Nathan shrugged. “I had it added a few years ago.”


      We drove on to the airport, the whole family coming in to see me off. We sat together in the terminal and had just enough time to say our goodbyes. I started by thanking Marie for all the wonderful meals she’d cooked for me. She responded by telling me not to wait so long until the next time.


      “You have family, Devlin,” she reminded me. “Maybe we haven’t been so good at letting you know that, but you do.”


      They announced my flight and there was a round of hugs and handshakes. There’s nothing that makes you feel more welcome than young children who are disappointed to see you go. I shook Billy’s hand, tousled his hair, then squatted down to say goodbye to Mary.


      “Don’t get the malarity,” she whispered in my ear, hugging my neck tightly.


      “Don’t worry,” I whispered back. “I won’t.”


      Finally, I was back in Kansas City, sleeping in my own bed, pushing through the mound of paperwork that had collected in my absence, and listening to the details of Gail’s vacation with her mother over lunch. No, they hadn’t run into any Iranian princes, but they might have seen Clark Gable buying a pack of smokes at a newsstand outside their hotel.


      I had an appointment scheduled with my accountant in a few days. We’d figure up how much business I’d lost being away from the office for over a month, and he’d want to talk to me about all that money I’d had him send to Baltimore. I’d listen to him lecture me for awhile about my irresponsible ways, then just when he got his steam up, I'd slap down four years’ salary on his desk – cash that was sitting in my office safe at this very moment. Yeah, I was looking forward to that.


      My first Monday night back, I went around the corner to Lonnigan’s to enjoy a quiet drink. I sat at the long, wooden bar and sipped a well-earned scotch with ice and just a little water – served by Himself, the best barman in Kansas City. Now I was really home.


      “Sure, an’ you have the luck of the Irish, Devlin Caine,” Lonnigan chuckled, having listened patiently to a few highlights of my recent adventures. “Much as any man I’ve met yet.”


      He wandered off to take care of another customer and I reached into my pocket, fishing out a Liberty silver dollar I’d received from a tobacconist in Baltimore. I turned it over in my hand, rolled it across the backs of my knuckles. I thought back to The Yellowtail Kid, a wizened old con that Pinkerton’s had picked up in Chicago years ago. He was up for some hard time and he knew it. So, like any good con, he made the most of it, spending days on his confession. He had some of the guys running for food and liquor while he bummed smokes in the conference room, regaling us all with the most amazing stories from his checkered career.


      “The thing you got to keep in mind,” I remember him saying as he scratched his heavily-veined nose, “is that all the complicated stuff you throw at the mark, at all that flash and sizzle, it’s just there to distract him. Your basic plan has to be simple. You get those two confused, you try to make your plan complicated as well, you ain’t never going to make a score.”


      The man knew what he was talking about. My play against Stanton had had plenty of window dressing: a young tycoon with money to burn; the purchase of a multi-million dollar building; the Liberty Silver Mining Company hoping to corner the zinc market; an up-and-coming grifter working his own angle as a phony Treasury agent; a pretty young thing from a rival con mob wanting a piece of the action. Yes, plenty of window dressing, but my basic plan had been simple from the start: give Stanton some real checks, then hope he’d cash some fake ones for me. Things only got complicated once the feds showed up, and that certainly hadn’t been my fault.


      I looked at the portrait of Lady Liberty on the face of the coin, then flipped it over to see the eagle on the back. One coin, two sides – pretty much how they come. I’d gone after Stanton, setting myself up as the con man. But in a single turn of the coin, I’d become the mark for Mattling’s play.


      I shrugged and took a drink. It fit with what I knew. I’ve learned it everywhere from boxing rings to battlefields: the minute you attack, you open yourself up to attack. I’d been trying to cover all the angles, but only on one side of the coin, so I never spotted the other fake Giarelli. Two-sided coins. Cops and crooks, cons and marks. Never think you can only be just one.


      What the hell, that was as good a rationalization as any for my having been taken in by my own damn con.


      “What’s funny, Mr. Caine?”


      Jennings slid onto the stool next to me. I looked at my watch, noticed he was dead on time. I signaled Lonnigan to bring the boy a drink.


      “A lot of things are funny, Jennings,” I answered. “I wouldn’t know where to start. But this might give you a chuckle.” I reached into my jacket and took out a fat envelope. Inside was Jennings’ cut: the whole fifteen thousand he’d won in the biggest night of poker in his life. And he’d handed it over without a word of protest. It just wouldn’t have been right to keep it from him. Besides, I still had plenty left.


      Jennings thanked me simply and sincerely, and put the envelope away in his pocket. We raised our glasses to a job well done.


      “So what are you going to do with your share, Mr. Caine? Buy another Caddy?”


      I’d actually thought about that, briefly. Just buying the Cadillac Fleetwood outright from the rental outfit in Baltimore and driving it back to K.C.


      “Nah,” I shook my head. “Not my style. Flashy cars are like flashy women, kid: fun to drive, but you’ll go broke trying to keep one.” I took another slug of scotch. “No, I figure to lease the empty office next to mine, call someone about having a communicating door put in.”


      I turned on my stool so I was facing Jennings.


      “I don’t mind having a partner,” I said, “but I’ll be damned if I’m going to have to look at his ugly mug every morning when I’m trying to do the crossword.”


      Jennings’ eyes widened and his perpetually lazy smile actually got up off the sofa for a second.


      “On the level, Mr. Caine? Is that an offer?”


      “That’s an offer, boy-oh,” I smiled back, raising my glass again. “Are you in?”


      ~ The End ~
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      Kansas City, 1934. Devlin Caine, a WWI veteran and former Pinkerton’s operative, is hired by a wealthy industrialist to check out a potential business partner. The job is simple and the money good, but for Caine, it’s a short step from checking public records to being roughed up in a back alley. When the man Caine is investigating turns up murdered, Caine finds himself in the middle of a power struggle between his client, a competing industrialist, and a local underworld boss – all after a coded notebook Caine found in the dead man’s hotel room. Desperate to unlock the mystery of the notebook (and to protect his client’s beautiful young daughter), Caine plays the three men against each other in an effort to buy time. He knows only one of the three rivals can win this battle, and backing the wrong side will cost lives, starting with his own.
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      George Ascalon, earl of Grasmere, returns from the Fourth Crusade to learn that his father, a man who has forsaken his family and noble title to take up Holy Orders, has assigned him one last battle. There is an evil permeating a neighboring lord’s lands and George is called upon to vanquish it. With a band of followers that includes his sister, a knight, a fletcher’s wife and a mysterious noblewoman, George sets out to honor the pledge and in doing so discovers that he indeed has dragons to fight, and the person most in need of saving is himself.
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