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New York City, 1933. Bootleg alcohol fuels the spread of organized crime. After thirteen years, the country finally accepts Prohibition as a noble but failed experiment. The Great Depression isn’t measured just by the twelve million out of work or the eleven thousand failed banks, but by the crushed hopes and shattered dreams of countless Americans. Less than a hundred days into the new administration, opposition mounts to President Roosevelt’s radical New Deal solutions. Those who cling to their wealth and power will do anything to keep from losing both.


Chapter 1

The Return of Blackie Doyle

As my train drew closer to New York City, the dining car’s rhythmic sway offered no comfort to the painful memories I left behind two years earlier. I ignored the blank sheet of paper in front of me. Rain spattered against the window, and lightning streaked above the countryside. The train didn’t slow as we headed into a torrential storm.

“Sir?” The waiter carried a carafe of coffee to the table, smiling like a vaudeville tap dancer.

“Yes?”

He cocked his head. “You been tapping your pen on the coffee cup.”

I was? I slid the cup closer to him. “I’ll have a little more coffee, please.”

He filled the cup and moved to the next table where two men argued about the proper size of their wager over the prospect Prohibition would be repealed before 1933 came to a close.

I tried to tune them out and focus on revising to my publisher’s satisfaction the last chapter of my latest mystery. Since departing Tampa, I’d tossed out half the paper I brought with me. I had nothing, and Mildred, my editor, wouldn’t be happy.

The dining car door hissed open. A middle-aged woman with a fox stole curled around her neck entered smiling, as if she expected a round of applause. To my surprise she carried my latest novel, The Return of Blackie Doyle.

The sight of one of my readers never failed to lift my spirits. Writing spared me the financial calamity suffocating the economy. Judging by the woman’s fur, her flowered silk dress, and her diamond necklace, she wasn’t hurting either.

Beside her stood a bored-looking blonde in her early twenties, wearing a lemon-colored dress and a pearl necklace. Tight curls poked from beneath a chamois hat. Matching gloves completed the Garbo look. The only accessory out of place was the round black-rimmed glasses the actor Harold Lloyd would’ve envied.

They parked themselves beside my table. “I told you, Dorothy. It is Jake Donovan.” The woman set the novel in front of me. “My daughter would love you to sign your novel.”

“It would be a pleasure.” I gave them the polished smile Mildred helped me perfect, but I couldn’t avoid staring at the beady dark eyes of the dead fox around the woman’s neck. “Won’t you have a seat?”

The mother eased into the chair closest to the window. She set a beige handbag on the table and signaled the waiter. Instantly I regretted the invitation since she looked as if she’d settled in for the remainder of the trip.

The Prohibition debaters at the next table stared at the woman’s timid and stunning daughter. She perched across from me, on the edge of her chair, as if she might get up and leave any minute. Her blue eyes avoided contact while she adjusted the perfectly placed silverware in front of her.

The waiter filled the two women’s cups and retreated.

The mother pulled a silver flask from her handbag and stirred a splash of booze into her cup. “I’m Peggy Greenwoody.” She took a gulp like an ironworker at an all-night diner. “Call me Peggy.”

Her last name clawed a memory from a recent conversation with my Florida poker buddies. “Greenwoody. Any relation to Oliver Greenwoody, the war hero?”

“My husband.” Her face lit with prideful glee. “Oliver can’t get away to the country so we’re visiting him for a few days. Saturday he’s taking Dorothy and me to a Broadway play. It’s the final weekend of Night Whispers with William Maddow and—”

“Laura Wilson.” My Laura. The burning dread returned. I glanced through the rain-swept window. My thoughts drifted back two years to Penn Station when I stepped onto the train with a final glance back, still hopeful Laura would come to see me off—hoping she’d come to talk me out of leaving.

Glancing at me for the first time, Dorothy stirred her coffee like it was the best Joe ever. “I hear she’s marvelous.”

“What takes you to New York?” Peggy asked me. “You on your way home?”

Home? I hardly knew the meaning of the word anymore. “Business.”

I signed the title page Dorothy, Blackie Doyle hopes you enjoy his story. Best wishes, Jake Donovan.

Mrs. Greenwoody snatched the book, flipped to the last page, and read a moment. She pointed to a line below my photograph. “Says you currently live in Tampa, Florida, but grew up in New York City.” She glanced down at the book as her daughter stared at me. “You were an amateur boxer!”

“My father boxed a little to put food on the table when my sisters and I were kids. I never boxed, but I grew up in a tough neighborhood. The bio is my publicist’s way of explaining all those fights I got into as a kid.” I pointed to a small scar above my right eyebrow, courtesy of Laura’s old man.

Mrs. Greenwoody read aloud, “After serving his country during the Great War, Jake Donovan joined the Pinkerton Detective Agency. He opened his own detective agency in 1927—”

“The year the Babe socked sixty,” I said.

Confusion flickered across Mrs. Greenwoody’s face. “The Babe?”

“Babe Ruth, Mother. George Herman.”

I couldn’t help but smile at the young woman. “The Bambino.”

Dorothy grinned. “The Sultan of Swat.”

Her mother’s life was obviously so full she didn’t have room for the Babe. She ignored our baseball banter and picked up where she left off in the bio. “In 1927. Two years later Donovan began a mystery series about fictional detective Blackie Doyle.”

A surprising tease danced in Dorothy’s blue eyes. “Are you a two-fisted ladies’ man like Blackie Doyle?”

Behind her large black glasses hid an attractive, intelligent woman with a sharp sense of humor. I chuckled. “If I behaved like Blackie, I’d get slapped by women a lot.”

“Oh, I don’t know.” She leaned forward and removed her glasses. “You wear a white rose in your lapel, like Blackie.”

I chuckled. “That’s our only similarity, let me assure you.”

Her flirtatious smile would’ve curled most men’s toes, but I could use another complication in my life like I could use an ulcer. I preferred the shy Dorothy Greenwoody who hid behind large black glasses. This Dorothy was beautiful and trouble. “If you ladies will excuse me, I should return to my room and get to work finalizing my next book. My editor doesn’t think Blackie should settle down with one woman.”

“I most certainly agree.” Dorothy’s manicured nails toyed with her pearl necklace. “He’d lose his roguish charm with just one woman.”

“Unless it’s with the right woman.” Mrs. Greenwoody held my gaze then gave a quick nod toward her daughter. “We’re staying at the Plaza for a few days. Perhaps you’d join us for a drink.”

“I’m not sure how long I’ll be in town, but thank you for the gracious invitation.”

“You never married, Mr. Donovan.” Mrs. Greenwoody closed the book.

The young woman’s face flushed. “Mother, please.”

With Dorothy’s looks, she hardly needed her mother to play matchmaker. At least the two women helped place my sense of dread over my return to the city on hold.

Mrs. Greenwoody finished her coffee. “Dorothy, if I’d waited around for your father to ask me to dance, I probably would’ve married someone far less interesting. Probably Christian Chandler.” She gazed through the window.

It didn’t take a writer’s imagination to assume she pictured a young, dashing Mr. Chandler, a man with less dough and fame than Oliver Greenwoody, but one who curled her toes years ago.

I winked at Dorothy. “So you’re interested in me romantically, is that what I’m hearing, Mrs. Greenwoody?”

Peggy bellowed with laughter and slapped the table. A dozen passengers gave her disapproving stares. If she noticed, she didn’t show it. “I might be too much woman for you, son, but my daughter here …”

I signaled the waiter for the check.

Dorothy slid a foot up the side of my leg. She hid a playful smirk from her mother.

Despite my detective past, I’d completely misjudged this young woman. I scooted the chair back a ways, but her foot continued its caress beneath the tablecloth.

The waiter set the check beside my cup. “Thank you, sir.”

I hurriedly signed and slid the chair back. I shook Mrs. Greenwoody’s offered hand.

Her eyes locked on mine. “A pleasure.”

Dorothy shook my hand and winked. “Enjoy your visit, Mr. Donovan. Don’t get slapped.”

An hour later, just after dark, the train pulled into Penn Station. I stepped off in the city I hadn’t expected to see for years. Yet, here I was.

Hopefully it would only take a couple of days of pounding on a typewriter and sweettalking Mildred into a compromise ending. Two days were enough to visit the old neighborhood, as long as I didn’t run into Laura.

I tipped the porter who retrieved my bags. Before I could step outside and hail a cab, a man called, “Mr. Donovan. Jake Donovan?”

I nodded toward a thin man in a brown suit and scuffed shoes. Chewing on a toothpick, he flashed a gap-toothed smile.

He spit out the toothpick and shook my hand, revealing the frayed cuffs, calluses, and chipped nails of a hardworking man. He tipped his hat and grabbed my bags. “Mildred sent me. I’m your driver until you’re safely on the train back to Florida.”

My editor, a stickler for details. I needed someone to drive me around New York City like Shirley Temple needed more dimples. The man’s frayed cuffs said he could use the job, so I swallowed my pride.

Outside I breathed in the thick, damp air. The man sidestepped rain puddles and led me to a green Model A coupé double parked beside an empty cab. He opened the rear door. “Mildred says I should get you checked into the hotel.”

I climbed in the backseat. “Nice car.”

“Ain’t she a beaut? Mildred rented it. Says you should ride in style.”

“She thinks of everything.”

The man set the bags beside him in the front seat. He stuck a fresh toothpick in his mouth and started the car. We sped from the station. “Never met her, just by phone. She a looker?”

Mildred? I’d never thought of her in that way. Forty, stylish, and totally devoted to her work and her authors. “She’s very businesslike.”

“Businesslike.” He winked at me in the mirror. “I get the picture.”

I didn’t want to give him the wrong impression of the person most responsible for my success. Without her, I’d still be a gumshoe sharing a cramped office, across from a seedy hotel, with Mickey O’Brien. “She’s sophisticated, attractive in a—”

“Sure she is.” He displayed the skills of a New York cabbie as he swerved around a slow-moving car and splashed two men setting up a ladder in front of a hardware store.

I braced my feet on the floor. “I didn’t catch your name.”

“Didn’t toss it yet. Name’s Frankie. Frankie Malzone.”

“You have a card?”

Frankie pushed out a laugh. “A card. That’s rich. Naah. I’m one of the country’s twelve million without a real job. I hang out at The Diamond House, pick up jobs from time to time, like this one. Enough to keep the old lady from smacking me across the head about earning a living. You been to The Diamond House? It ain’t no gin joint.”

I dropped in once or twice with Laura back when we were … what were we before I moved to Florida? A couple, an occasional gossip item in the newspaper. Nothing more.

I made polite conversation to take my mind off the man’s driving. “You have kids?”

“No kids. Edith ain’t exactly my wife.” Frankie blew through an intersection, bringing an angry blast from a cab’s horn. “You’re staying at the Carlyle. Fancy, schmancy. Guess you’re pretty important.”

“Not to anyone I know.”

Frankie laughed and slapped the dash. “Excuse me for saying, but you’re not what I expected.”

“What’d you expect?”

He shrugged. “Tailored suit, silk tie, expensive shoes, sure, but behind all that you seem like a regular Joe. Anyways, she says—Mildred—I should look out for you, fix you up with whatever you need.” He glanced at me over his shoulder. “You interested in a broad? I know some classy dames … and some not so sophisticated.”

“Thank you, but I don’t think I’ll have time for romance.”

“Romance. Good one.” Frankie snorted. “How ’bout a nightcap? The Diamond House’s got some smooth booze … and broads.”

I checked my watch. Still early enough to drop by and see Gino and Mickey. The Yankee Club was a couple blocks from my old office, now Mickey’s—O’Brien Detective Agency.

“A nightcap won’t hurt, but take me to The Yankee Club in Queens.”

Frankie studied me in the rearview mirror. “You’re serious? A hundred thousand speakeasies in the city and you gotta pick that dive? That place gives me the heebie-jeebies. It’s not in the best of neighborhoods.”

“I grew up in that neighborhood.”

“You did good to get out. No offense.”

“None taken.”

Frankie continued to weave his way through the crowded streets that grew increasingly familiar. Not much had changed, except for a few more boarded-up shops.

I closed my eyes as he continued to yap about the city I knew so well. For a moment I dozed off. I gripped the edge of the seat as he swerved in front of a convertible, bringing another blast of a horn. “You in a hurry?”

“Naah. We’re here.” Frankie parked across the street from what looked like a boardinghouse. An unlabeled door hid the speakeasy. I leaned forward as he reached beneath the seat. Frankie pulled out a pistol and stuck it in his jacket.

“Leave the gun.”

“It’s mostly for show.” Flashing innocence, he stuffed the piece beneath the seat.

I climbed from the car and locked eyes with a billboard touting the final week of Night Whispers at the Longacre Theatre. Large photographs of the two leads gazed from the billboard. I saw only Laura, not the image of the famous Broadway actress she’d become.

I came to know Laura in her first play at school, a thirteen-year-old Becky Thatcher with painted-on freckles. I played Tom Sawyer. Our first kiss came onstage during rehearsal in front of our teacher and a dozen classmates including Gino and Mickey. Memories of our second kiss still gave me goose bumps. I pictured the girl in high school who hid the truth about her old man smacking her around—until I took care of the problem.

Frankie followed my gaze. “You wanna take in a show, ’cause I can get tickets. I know a guy.”

I shook my head and pulled a couple of bills from my pocket.

Frankie stared at my hand. “A tip? Don’t insult me.”

“Buy Edith some roses.”

He flashed a sheepish expression and stuffed the money in his trouser pocket. “Last time I brought home flowers my old lady accused me of cheating on her.”

“Were you?”

“Yeah, but that’s not the point. I’ll buy her some chocolates. When I bring her candy, I never get no questions.”

We crossed the street dodging puddles. I rapped on the front door.

A panel in the door slid open. A familiar granite face gave us the once-over. “You got a membership card?”

“Hello, Danny.” Danny Kowalski didn’t appear to remember me. Good thing because Gino and I stole his bike when we were in fourth grade and Danny was in sixth. Though the three of us palled around through high school, Danny never got over the prank.

I thumbed through my wallet and found the dog-eared card I thought I’d tossed a long time ago. I slipped it through the opening.

The door opened enough to reveal Danny had gained about thirty pounds of muscle and a tough-guy sneer I hadn’t seen before. Wearing the biggest tuxedo I’d ever seen, he stuffed the card into my hand and let us inside.

A framed photograph of Gino and Babe Ruth hung alongside the door. Ruth had scribbled Cheers, Gino. Babe #3.

I held out my hands and faced the main room crammed with a couple dozen packed tables on a black-and-white checkerboard floor. On a stage beside the dance floor a familiar-looking blonde in a white backless dress performed a bluesy rendition of “Body and Soul” backed by a three-piece jazz band.

“I’m a friend of Gino’s.”

“If you say so.” Danny patted me down and did the same to Frankie. He led us to a table in the center of the smoke-filled room. Frankie and I wedged our way into black lacquered chairs.

Frankie surveyed the crowded room. His uneasy expression told me he would’ve preferred to have the piece with him. Several sets of eyes took note of my arrival. A few cops, former cops, and a couple of gangsters I helped put away.

Gino Santoro sat at the bar. Thirty-four, like me, he still retained the boyish face I remembered. He wore a pin-striped three-piece suit and black-and-white brogue shoes like Fred Astaire. One hand rested on the knee of a redhead in a tight-fitting red satin dress with a slit up the side. My friend hadn’t changed much in appearance or his appreciation of flashy women.

Danny nodded toward the bar. “You want I should tell Gino you’re here?”

“Tell him it’s Jake Donovan.”

Danny paused a moment, as if searching his memory, then made his way through the crowded tables. He spoke to Gino and pointed to our table.

Gino jumped to his feet and grabbed his hat off the bar. He left Danny and the redhead and hurried toward us. “Welcome home, Jake!”

Home, that four-letter word again. I accepted the embrace.

After the hug, Gino kissed my cheek. “You ain’t staying at this crappy table wedged in like fuckin’ sardines.” He pointed to a corner table near the dance floor where two men, bankteller types with glasses, made eyes at the singer.

Frankie and I followed Gino. One of the men glanced up from the table. “Gino.”

“Beat it.”

“But, Mr. Santoro—”

Gino grabbed the man by the collar and tossed him against the next table, spilling drinks on a man who barely noticed.

The bank tellers retreated to the table we’d vacated, glaring like I was some hotshot who ruined their evening. Others glanced my way, including a fat red-jowled thug in a gray suit who gave me the evil eye from a table near the front door.

“Have a seat.” Gino looked at Frankie, as if seeing him for the first time. “I know you?”

“Frankie Malzone.”

“Yeah.” Gino’s eyes narrowed. “Weren’t you mixed up in the mess at the mayor’s office last year?”

Frankie held out both hands. “How was I to know his secretary was an embezzler? I never knew a dame could stuff so much dough into a brassiere. I shoulda searched her.”

“He a friend of yours?” Concern creased Gino’s brow.

I liked Frankie, in spite of his driving habits. “From way back.”

“I’m from way back, since what, we was like six?” Gino dropped his hat on the table and sat between Frankie and me.

He gazed around at three busy cocktail waitresses then signaled a cigarette girl wearing black fishnet stockings. “Doll, bring me three glasses and a bottle of scotch … the good stuff.”

“I ain’t your doll, Gino. Not no more.” She spoke in a high-pitched, squeaky voice. “Besides, I ain’t no cocktail waitress floozy. I’m a cigarette girl, and in case you didn’t notice, I work for tips.”

Gino waved her closer. “Here’s a tip. Bring me and my pals a good bottle of scotch and three glasses or you’ll be selling matches on a street corner this time tomorrow.”

She set both hands on her hips. “You’re still sore about the other night. It happens.”

Gino’s face flushed. He reached into the tray hanging from a strap around her neck, grabbed a one-dollar cigar, and stuffed it into his suit coat pocket. He tossed a five-dollar bill onto the tray.

“A Lincoln. Thanks, Gino.” She headed for the bar.

“She’s got a nice caboose, but she don’t seem to realize we’re in the middle of a depression here.” Gino ruffled my hair. “You come to your senses and moving back or just paying a visit?”

“Business.”

“Book-writing business.” Gino smirked.

I considered explaining the content issues with my editor that couldn’t be fixed over the phone, but he and Frankie didn’t seem too interested in publishing problems.

Gino slipped a silver case from his suit coat pocket and offered me a cigarette. I shook my head, and he nodded. “That’s right. You never was a smoker. You never drank too much or chased dames, except for Laura. Remind me again why we’re friends.”

Frankie removed a Camel and lit it with a match then held the flame for Gino. Gino lit a cigarette, took a deep drag, and blew out a long cloud of smoke. “So, Jake, how’s life in Tampa playing shuffleboard with all the old folks?”

I laughed and explained how Tampa was everything I hoped it would be. Mildred was right. The city gave me a fresh start and allowed me to focus on writing. I described the apartment that overlooked the ocean, small but functional for a man who spent half his days in front of a typewriter.

Gino flicked cigarette ash into the ashtray. “You made it big, you lucky bastard.”

The cigarette girl returned with a bottle of scotch and three glasses. She set them on the table then turned on her heel and flirted with a customer a couple of tables over.

Gino’s flicker of irritation told me the girl meant something to him. He filled the glasses half full and raised one in a toast. “To lucky bastards.”

The three of us drank; then Gino asked the question I knew he’d get around to asking. “You seen Laura?”

“On a billboard outside.”

“Wiseass.” Gino shook his head. “It’s a shame. I always thought you two were destined to be together forever. You know, like Romeo and Juliet or something.”

“They ended up dead.”

“You sure?” Gino ran a hand over his slick black hair. “That’s right. Now I remember. You paid attention in class while I was out schooling the ladies.”

At the table in front, the fat man glared. He looked familiar, but I couldn’t place him.

I didn’t want to talk about Laura. “How’s Mickey? He wrote and bragged about the success of his one-man detective agency and asked if I missed the line of work. I always wrote back, but the letters trailed off the last few months.”

Gino blew a puff of smoke in my direction. “How come you write Mickey and not me?”

I sipped the scotch. “Mickey can read.”

Gino pointed to Frankie. “Anyone else talks to me like that, he gets a fist sandwich. I ain’t seen Mickey for a month, maybe two. Come on. He’s right down the block, you know? Of course you do.”

Didn’t sound like Mickey. First his letters stopped. Now Gino hadn’t seen him. Something stunk, and I had to find out what. “You think he’s okay?”

Gino shrugged. “Maybe he got himself a new dish.”

Frankie polished off his scotch and refilled the glass. “I heard he’s working some big case.”

Gino raised an eyebrow. “You know Mickey O’Brien?”

Frankie crushed his cigarette into the ashtray. “Everybody knows Mickey.”

While the jazz band continued to play, the blonde singer crossed the dance floor and set one hand on my shoulder. “You probably don’t remember me. I wasn’t a blonde last time you were in.”

“Bridgette?”

“You remember!” She kissed me on the cheek. Her perfume reminded me of blueberries and cut through the room’s cigarette smell.

Over her shoulder, the fat thug downed a shot of booze. He slid his chair back and bulled his way through the tables, his beady eyes darting between Gino and me. “I thought it was you.”

Bridgette retreated behind my chair. Gino started to get up, but I grabbed his arm. I didn’t want any trouble. He sat down and signaled to Danny at the front door.

The fat man stopped at our table and pounded a fist into one hand. “Jake Donovan.”

“That’s me.” I studied his face, which reminded me of a mug shot I’d seen. This guy was a two-bit thug. “Jimmy Vales, right?”

“I figured you’d remember, since it was you who sent me up the river for bank fraud.”

“The police did that. I just did the legwork for the bank that hired me.”

Jimmy grabbed the half-full bottle of scotch and cocked his arm like he’d shatter the bottle against my head.

Gino jumped to his feet. “Not my good stuff.”

The jazz band stopped playing, and the room grew quiet.

Jimmy set the bottle on the table. “I spent three years in the clink ’cause of you, Donovan!”

“I thought the judge gave you five.”

He cleared his throat and hawked a load of spit next to my shoe. “Good behavior.”

“Of course.”

“Wise guy.” Jimmy clenched his fists. “Get up.”

“Take a powder.” Gino dismissed him with a wave.

“This don’t concern you, Gino. And get away from Jake, Bridgette, you tramp.”

I’d had enough. He could insult me because we had a history, but I couldn’t let him give Gino the business and offend a swell girl like Bridgette. I rose from my chair and gestured toward the fat man’s fly. “I have no respect for a man who walks across a place like this with his zipper at half-mast.”

When Jimmy glanced at his fly, I socked him in the kisser, a right cross that would’ve made Blackie Doyle proud. Two jabs to his face split his lip. Blood gushed from his mouth.

Jimmy stumbled backward. Frankie tripped him, and the fat man fell against a table. Gino slammed Jimmy’s face on the table, spilling our drinks and leaving a trail of blood. He fell on his back and cracked his head on the floor, writhing in pain. Like a Florida sea turtle trying to right itself, he thrashed and pawed at the blood flowing down his face.

Frankie stood and reached behind his back. He drew a pistol and aimed it at Jimmy. The same gun I saw him stuff beneath the car’s front seat? Danny’d even frisked him. I’d underestimated Frankie. He was good.

Danny slid to a stop and yanked the beaten man to his feet.

Shaking off Danny’s grip, Jimmy wiped blood from his face with the edge of his hand. As Danny led him away, he pointed a thick index finger my way. “I’ll kill you, you son of a bitch. I mean it. I’ll kill you!”

Frankie’s mouth dropped. “Whoa!” He stuffed the gun in his suit.

“Don’t sweat it. Jimmy rarely follows through on death threats.” Gino clapped me on the shoulder.

I hadn’t returned to the city to replay old times. As a detective, trouble had a way of finding me no matter how carefully I planned things, but I wasn’t a detective. I wrote mysteries, had a novel to finish, and, in spite of Gino’s reassurance, a vengeful thug wanted me dead.

“It’s like you never left, goombah.” Gino refilled my glass. “What a night. Booze, broads, and a barroom brawl.”


Chapter 2

The Lone Ranger

While Bridgette sang another jazzy number, Danny returned to our table and straightened his suit. “I gave Jimmy the bum’s rush, right on his can.” He studied my face until his lip curled in a sneer. “Now I remember you. You’re Jake, from school. You stole my bike.”

Gino chuckled. “That was a long time ago.”

“We gave it back.” I nodded toward Gino. “Besides, it was his idea.”

Danny’s face puffed up like an overripe tomato. His eyes turned into BBs as he glared at Gino. “That right?”

“I’ll buy you a new one.” Gino grabbed the scotch. He filled a glass and held it out to Danny. “I’ll throw in a bell.”

Danny tossed an empty chair against the wall and stomped off.

“Thanks a lot.” Gino downed the scotch and crushed out his cigarette. “Muscle I can trust don’t grow on trees, you know.”

I finished my drink and got up to leave. “Sorry I disturbed your guests.”

“No trouble. It happens.” Gino gave me a hug and walked Frankie and me toward the front door. “Don’t go back to Florida without stopping by. I’ll have the chef fix you a good Italian dinner.”

“You have a chef?”

“Hey, this ain’t no clip joint. If they repeal Prohibition like the scuttlebutt says, I’ll reopen The Yankee Club as an Italian restaurant with the best cook anywhere. Probably have to change the name to something Italian.”

“How about Gino’s?”

“Gino’s. Sure.”

He pulled me aside and lowered his voice. “I didn’t want to say nothin’ before, but Jimmy’s been in before talking about how he’ll take care of you if you ever show your face. Be careful while you’re in town.”

I nodded toward Frankie who smiled. “I got Frankie. Besides, I don’t plan to get into any trouble.”

“Any more trouble.” Gino shrugged. “Watch your back is all I’m saying.”

Outside The Yankee Club a soft evening fog had settled over the streets. Frankie surveyed the block and lit a cigarette. The glow from his match illuminated his worried brow. “It wouldn’t hurt to be careful the next few days.”

Frankie had consumed a couple more scotches than a driver should, so I suggested a walk. I checked my watch. We were two blocks from Mickey’s office, and knowing him, he’d probably be asleep on the couch.

I straightened my hat, and we headed down the sidewalk. Frankie took a deep breath and let out a retching cough. “Nothing like the air in Queens.”

“Nice move carrying a gun inside The Yankee Club. I could have sworn I saw you stuff the piece under the front seat.”

“You did.” He stuck a toothpick in his mouth. “I always carry two.”

“Where’d you learn that trick?” I stepped around the feet of a man sleeping beneath a sidewalk bench.

“I spent a couple months as a … security guard.”

Sure you did. I had to find out more about Frankie before I could trust him. “What’s with the toothpicks?”

“Edith’s been nagging me to quit smoking. Helps me cut down, you know?”

The fog thickened as we made our way down the sidewalk. Our footsteps echoed along the nearly deserted path. A dog barked in the distance, a siren wailed from a couple blocks over, and a man yelled at his wife through the open window of a nearby house. My neighborhood hadn’t changed at all. Had I?

Less than a block from Mickey’s office, Frankie and I stood on the corner and waited for the streetlight to change. A flashy young woman stepped from an apartment building wearing the fog like an overcoat draped around her shoulders. She wore a tight-fitting, low-cut satin dress in a shade of red that matched her full lips. Smoke curled from a cigarette that dangled from one hand. “Frankie? Frankie Malzone?”

Her Jean Harlow–like platinum hair shimmered beneath the streetlight. She smacked his chest with one hand. “It is you, Snuggle Pup. Whatcha doin’ this side of town?”

Snuggle pup? Frankie?

“Belle.” Frankie ran a finger around the collar of his shirt. “Long time.”

“Too long.” She kissed his cheek then gave me the once-over. “Who’s your tall, good-looking friend?”

“Jake Donovan.” He nudged me with his elbow. “You’ve probably heard of him. He’s a famous novelist.”

Belle took a drag on her cigarette and blew a puff of smoke into the fog. “Sorry. I ain’t never heard the name. I’m behind in my book reading.” She ran a hand along the lapel of my suit. “Hey, Daddy, you’re kind of cute.”

“Hands off the merchandise, Belle. Jake here’s a regular Joe.”

“Oh and I guess I’m a regular stinker.”

“I’m just saying …”

I always felt compassion toward women when desperation drove them to work the streets. Everyone had a right to make a living. In her twenties and attractive, this doll had a well-built chassis her customers no doubt appreciated.

Belle dropped her lipstick-smeared cigarette butt in front of Frankie. “You still tied down to Edith?”

Like a dance step in a movie, Frankie crushed her cigarette. “Last time I checked.”

“Then quit checking.” She patted his cheek. “Call me when you wise up, baby. You always were my favorite.”

“Sure I was.” Frankie shot me a look and flicked his cigarette into the gutter.

Her cheek dimpled as she flashed me a playful smile. “We ain’t been properly introduced. I’m Belle. Belle Starr.”

I chuckled. “Like the Wild West outlaw who hung out with Jesse James and the Younger brothers?”

“Yeah.” Belle grinned proudly. “My kind of gal.”

Frankie let out a bark of laughter. “Your parents named you after an outlaw?”

“Naah. Before we met I heard the name in a movie. I liked it better than the one my old lady hung on me.”

Frankie scratched the side of his head. “So what’s your real name?”

She rolled her eyes. “It’s Belle Starr, now clam up about it.”

I made a slight bow. “A pleasure to meet you, Miss Starr.”

“Charmed.”

Down the block a sedan parked along the curb, its engine running. Belle squinted into the haze. “Since you two look like you’re going somewheres, I think I’ve spotted a customer. Give me a jingle sometime, Frankie.” She winked at me. “Nice meeting you.” Her shapely hips swayed as she crossed the street and disappeared into the fog.

Frankie followed me toward Mickey’s office building. “Me and Belle go way back, before Edith.”

“No need to explain.” I couldn’t help but smile. “You’re her favorite, Snuggle Pup.”

We reached the familiar four-story brownstone office building. Across the street a tin can clattered down the foggy alley next to the Reed Hotel.

Frankie drew his pistol from the back of his trousers, spun, and aimed the barrel toward the sound.

“Nice quick draw.” Would make the real Belle Starr proud.

“Like I said before, this neighborhood gives me the heebie-jeebies.” Frankie stuffed the gun behind his back. “One can’t be too careful around these parts, Mr. Donovan.”

“Jake.”

We climbed the stairs to the second floor. In the darkened corridor I inhaled the familiar odor of cigarette smoke, old carpet, and desperate lives.

We stopped in front of the familiar office with O’BRIEN DETECTIVE AGENCY etched into the frosted glass door. Muffled voices came from inside.

I tried the door. Locked. I slid my hand along the top of the dusty door frame and grabbed the key.

I unlocked the door and entered the dark outer office. From a radio on the secretary’s desk came the announcer’s fervent voice: “A fiery horse with the speed of light, a cloud of dust, and a hearty—” I clicked off the radio.

“Hi-yo, Silver. The Lone Ranger. I love that show.” Frankie’s gaze swept the room lit only by the dim corridor light. “No one’s home, kemo sabe.”

Mickey wouldn’t go off and leave the radio on. I flipped on a desk lamp, and the phone rang. It rang a second time. I answered, “O’Brien Detective Agency.”

No one spoke. Only shallow breathing.

“O’Brien Detective Agency.”

“Who’s this?” An unfamiliar man’s voice, but I noticed a faint Boston accent.

“Jake Donovan.” Did I detect a note of surprise in the man’s voice that Mickey hadn’t answered, or was I being overly suspicious?

The line went dead.

I hung up the receiver and opened the door to Mickey’s office. The room was dark except for when the red neon REED HOTEL sign across the street blinked through the partially open blinds.

Mickey sat slumped over on the wooden desk. Except for his face flat against the green desk blotter, the desktop was organized as usual, a notepad beside the phone, a bottle of Canadian whiskey, an empty glass, and a brass ashtray overflowing with Lucky Strike butts.

Even in a wrinkled gray suit and in need of a shave, with his slicked-back black hair, he resembled the actor Lyle Talbot. Although not quite the ladies’ man he professed to be, my former partner was tough, resourceful, and fearless. Only Mickey knew he was the inspiration for Blackie Doyle, a fact that would no doubt surprise the fan I met on the train, Dorothy Greenwoody.

Mickey had changed the office: one desk instead of two. He wasn’t as tidy as I’d been. File folders and tattered telephone books from a dozen cities lay scattered on a corner table. A four-bladed fan on a metal filing cabinet stirred the office air, lifting the corner of The New York Times scattered at Mickey’s feet.

Frankie peered over my shoulder into the room. “Maybe he’s dead.”

Dead drunk. I flipped on the light, walked to the desk, and shook Mickey’s shoulder.

The newspaper lay open to the society page. A photo of Laura caught my eye. I snatched the paper off the floor and read the caption.

Engagement? The word leaped from the page and socked me in the gut like a Jack Dempsey punch. I slumped down in a chair in front of Mickey’s desk too stunned to get angry.

Laura stood arm in arm with some fancy Dan with a pencil-thin mustache and narrow birdlike eyes. The caption made me question everything I knew about her. How could this be? I loosened the tie around my neck and sucked in a gulp of air.

“You okay?” Frankie turned the fan toward me.

I reached across the desk and shook Mickey again.

“What … what’s going on?” Mickey sat up and nearly toppled from the chair. He braced himself and gave Frankie the once-over. “Who are you?”

“A friend of a friend.” Frankie pointed to me.

Mickey ran a hand over his face and focused bloodshot eyes. “Jake?”

I slapped the Times in front of him. “When did this happen?”

“Nice to see you again, too.”

“Laura’s engaged!”

Mickey reached for the bottle. “Guess I thought you knew. It’s not a secret if it’s in the papers.”

“The news didn’t reach Florida.” I crumpled the newspaper and tossed it in the corner. “You should’ve called me.”

Mickey poured a shot and gulped it down. “So you could do what?”

“I don’t know.” So I could blame myself for walking out on her.

For a moment, the only sound in the room was a slight wobble of the fan. Finally, Mickey nodded toward Frankie. “Who’s your pal?”

Frankie held out his hand to Mickey. “Frankie Malzone. If you don’t mind me saying so, you don’t look so good.”

Mickey shook Frankie’s hand. “I feel worse.”

Trying to keep my guts from boiling over, I walked to the window and peered through the blinds. Cars drove slowly through the fog. Headlights illuminated two people standing beside a black sedan parked in front of the hotel. A man leaned against the car. His hat hid his face from view as he negotiated with Belle Starr.

I clamped my eyes shut, picturing Laura marrying some guy I’d never met. Life had a way of kicking my teeth in when I least expected it, like my father getting sick before I made it big.

My need to finish the novel seemed unimportant now. Writing made-up stories about a fictional detective never felt so insignificant. I faced Mickey. “You want to tell me about Laura?”

“What’s to tell?” Mickey poured himself another drink.

The office walls closed in. “I’m thinking we could both use some fresh air.”

“Let me wash my hands.” Mickey swallowed the whiskey, pushed the chair back, and went into the bathroom off the office.

Frankie retrieved the crumpled newspaper and smoothed it out. He studied the photo that caught my eye. “This Laura you two talked about is the dame on the billboard?”

I shouted, “She’s no dame.”

Frankie dropped the newspaper. “No offense, Jake.”

I grabbed the bottle and poured myself a drink. I threw down the whiskey in one gulp. Laura had a temper, focused on her acting more than her real life at times, but she was never a dame.

Frankie studied the framed photographs on the wall across from Mickey’s desk. The first—Mickey and I in our uniforms at a sidewalk café in France during the Great War. I’d snapped the next picture, Mickey proudly grinning in his NYPD uniform when he became a patrol officer. Laura took the third photo eight years ago, Mickey and I smiling in front of the office building the day we opened Donovan and O’Brien Detective Agency.

Where was the fourth picture, the one of Laura? The perfectly lit publicity photo had always been Mickey’s favorite, because it displayed her soft skin, dark eyes, and flawless features. The quiet, gap-toothed tomboy I knew in school had blossomed into one of New York’s most beautiful women.

Why didn’t Mickey have his favorite photo on the wall?

“All set.” Mickey grabbed his hat from the coatrack. He unlocked a small cabinet in the closet. He retrieved a revolver and slipped it into a holster inside his suit coat. “Can’t be too careful.”

Outside, the fog had thinned enough to see across the street. Mickey almost looked like his old self, but I hadn’t recovered from finding out about Laura’s engagement. I’d spent more than half my life wanting what was best for Laura. I could take the gut punch of her marrying this guy if it made her happy, but it still hurt.

“Where’s Laura’s photo?” I asked Mickey.

Frankie nodded toward a bench across the street. “Maybe I should go have a smoke while you two catch up.” He crossed the street into the misty fog.

Mickey lit a cigarette and tossed the match into the gutter. “I guess I moved on like you. Laura has a new life. Maybe it’s best we both let her go.”

“I had to let her go. You didn’t. Christ, she was the sister you never had.”

“Life changes.” Mickey took a long puff. “What brings you back?”

I explained about Mildred talking me into returning to finalize the novel. The news about Laura had resolved one of my problems, my novel’s ending. Blackie didn’t need to live happily ever after.

Across the street Frankie lit a cigarette and sat on the bench staring at his shoes.

“What do you know about this guy?” Mickey nodded toward Frankie.

“We met when I stepped off the train. Mildred hired him.”

“You’re too trusting. Always were.”

“I trust Mildred. Besides, he helped when I tussled with Jimmy Vales at The Yankee Club earlier.”

“Jimmy’s out? That ain’t good.”

For a moment, neither of us spoke while Mickey smoked, his expression a million miles away.

“Laura’s found some big cheese?”

“Name’s Spencer Dalrymple. The third. You know, the Long Island Dalrymples. Old money. He produced Laura’s last two plays.”

The Laura I knew used to make fun of stuffed shirts like Dalrymple. The family went back more than a hundred years—powerful bankers and influential politicians. Nothing happened in New York without them opposing or backing a project.

I felt better thinking maybe Laura might be marrying this schmuck for money, but that didn’t sound like her either. “That all you know about him?”

“There’s more, but what’s the point?” He stared at his cigarette. “You should talk to Laura. I can’t say anything else.”

Mickey’s face hid something about her engagement. “Can’t, or won’t? This is Jake Donovan you’re talking to.”

“I thought maybe that’s why you came into town, to talk her out of marrying the guy.”

“She never listened when I talked marriage before, why would she now?”

“She listened.” Mickey ran a hand over the stubble on his chin. “But when you moved out of the apartment and ran off to Florida—”

“I didn’t run off.”

“Sure you didn’t. Anyways, what was Laura supposed to do, become a nun?”

I managed to smile. “That was my hope.”

Mickey laughed and clapped a hand on my shoulder. “My advice? Return to Tampa and let this thing with Dalrymple play out.”

Play out? “What are you saying?”

Mickey blew a soft plume of smoke into the night air. “Nothing, Jake. Nothing.”

I couldn’t talk about Laura anymore. I had to make sure Mickey wasn’t in some kind of trouble. “Gino says you haven’t been in for a while. You haven’t written me in months.”

Mickey raised an eyebrow. “What are you getting at?”

“Heard you’re working on a big case.”

He dropped his cigarette and crushed the butt beneath his shoe. “It’s … confidential.”

“Even to me?”

He kept important things to himself, first about Laura, now a case. That wasn’t like the man I’d gone to war with, my partner for eight years.

Mickey scuffed the sole of his shoe against the sidewalk. “You ain’t a dick anymore.”

“I’m still your friend. If you need anything—”

“I don’t need your help. Go back to Florida.”

Why did Mickey want to get rid of me?

Through the haze, a car skidded around the corner. I glanced over Mickey’s shoulder. A gun barrel stuck out the passenger window of the black sedan bearing down on us. “Get down.” I shoved him to the sidewalk.

The rat-a-tat of a tommy gun sprayed bullets. I hit the ground. Searing pain shot through my thigh. A burning sting hit my forehead.

As if in slow motion, Mickey rolled to his side. He drew his revolver. Before he squeezed off a shot, another hail of bullets. His body jerked as bullets slammed into his chest.

“No!” I tried to crawl to help, dragging my throbbing leg. I made it to his side.

Blood dribbled from his mouth. His eyes glazed over. I’d seen men shot before, and Mickey was hurt bad.

Across the street, Frankie crouched behind the bench. Images returned to normal speed as he fired at the fleeing car. Three shots hit the trunk of the sedan. The rear windshield shattered. Tires squealed as the car turned the corner and sped away into the fog.

Mickey moaned and clutched his chest. His hand touched my face and his lips moved, but I couldn’t hear the words.

I edged closer, wincing from the pain in my leg.

He spoke in a whisper. “Ashtray … the key.”

“What?” I leaned close to Mickey.

“The key. The key … it’s … in the ashtray.”

“The key to what, Mickey?”

Frankie dashed from across the street and skidded to a stop.

Mickey didn’t answer. His eyes stared vacantly, and his head fell to the side.

“Jesus, he’s dead.” Frankie knelt beside me and covered his mouth. “I’m gonna be sick.”

He couldn’t be gone. Not Mickey. He was the toughest guy I’d ever met. I shook his shoulder, but his blank stare didn’t change. I put my ear to his mouth. He wasn’t breathing.

“He’s gone.” I wiped my blood out of my eyes.

Frankie dry-retched into the gutter. He took a deep breath and pulled a handkerchief from his pocket. He wiped blood from my face. “You’re hurt. Jesus, your leg.” His hands shook as he removed his belt and cinched it around my thigh. He eased me onto my back.

I felt light-headed as a siren wailed in the distance. “Did you recognize anyone in the car?”

“Didn’t get a good look, just the shattered back windshield as they drove away.” Frankie mumbled something as a wave of dizziness swept over me.

I clamped my eyes shut to keep from passing out. “What did you say?”

“I said, I wonder who they was gunning for, you or Mickey.”

I had to focus before I blacked out. Me or Mickey. Was the shooter Jimmy Vales or someone wanting to silence Mickey?

I opened my eyes. Movement across the street caught my attention. My vision blurred then refocused on the platinum hair of Belle Starr as she emerged from the foggy alley, ran in the opposite direction, and disappeared. “She must’ve seen something.”

“Who?”

I tried to point, but my arm felt like it weighed a hundred pounds. Before I could speculate whether Belle could finger the gunmen in the sedan, I blacked out.

I forced my heavy eyelids open. A young doctor in white stood at the foot of the bed, writing on a chart.

He glanced up and smiled. “Mr. Donovan, how are you doing?”

“How am I doing, Doc?” I touched a bandage on my left leg, so thick beneath the sheet it looked as if someone had wrapped an inner tube around my thigh.

“A bullet passed through your left leg.”

“How bad is it?”

“Fortunately it missed your femur, but you lost a lot of blood. There’s considerable muscle damage that will take a few weeks to heal.” He touched a bandage above my eyebrow. “The wound to the forehead came from a bullet chipping the sidewalk. A half-dozen stitches might leave a slight scar, but an inch lower and you would have lost your eye. You’re a lucky man.”

Lucky? The night’s events crept into view. I was lucky. Mickey was dead.

Crutches leaned against the wall in the corner. “I won’t be able to walk without help?”

“We don’t want you to put weight on that leg for a day or two, but you’ll be able to get around on crutches then a cane for a few days. Definitely no driving.”

I had a driver.

He hung the chart at the end of the bed. “Now get some rest. The police said they want to take a statement in the morning about what happened.”

What could I tell the cops? I had no idea whether the shooter was gunning for Mickey or me. If Jimmy Vales shot Mickey, intending to plug me, I’d never forgive myself.

The doctor opened the door to leave and turned off the light. As he left, I spotted a cop seated on a chair outside my room reading a newspaper.

I wanted to spill my guts about my guilt over Mickey’s death, but who could I tell? My father died of TB six years earlier. My mother in the plague of ’08 when I was just a kid. I’d lost touch with my sisters after they married twins who talked them into moving to Canada. And I’d yet to recover from the most painful loss when Laura dropped out of my life. Okay, maybe I gave her a nudge. Now Mickey was gone.

Mickey had survived trench warfare in France and the tough New York streets as a beat cop then a gumshoe, but he hadn’t survived my brief return to the city.

I gritted my teeth. I could feel sorry for myself, or I could find out what happened, why Mickey died and who was responsible. I reflected on my last image of Belle Starr. From the desperate way she fled the scene of the shooting, she’d seen something. I had to find out what, and a bullet in the leg wouldn’t stop me.

I struggled to concentrate against the drugs they’d given me. Mickey had been evasive about Laura and his current case. We’d never kept secrets from each other. I tried to remember his last words to me. Something about a key in an ashtray. Key to what?

The door eased open. A sliver of light slid across the tile floor. A woman stood in the doorway, her face hidden in the shadows. The door opened wider. This was no nurse.

In the doorway, her white chiffon dress was backlit by the bright lights above the nurse’s station. I recognized her long shapely legs even before her face came into focus and she muttered, “Oh, Jake …”

Fighting the drugs and the pain in my thigh, I struggled to sit up. She entered the room and turned on the light, and my throat went dry. I couldn’t speak. Even if I could, I wouldn’t know what to say. She took two hesitant steps into the room.

I held out my arms, and she rushed to me. I touched the soft skin of her cheek and wiped away a tear. Hoping this wasn’t a dream, I managed to whisper, “Laura.”


Chapter 3

A Detective Again

Holding Laura in my arms again after two years, I set aside my guilt over Mickey’s death for a moment. To me we weren’t in some hospital bed. We were holding each other in our comfy Queens apartment, and I’d never left.

We gazed at each other like we always had, as if I never forced the issue about marriage and children. Her soft face and supple lips were inches from mine. I kissed her.

Laura welcomed the embrace then gently pushed me away. With a wistful expression, she sat on the edge of the bed and stared into the distance. The last two years had happened. I had forced the issue. I’d left. Laura was engaged to another man, and I had no one to blame but myself.

The cop rose from his chair outside the room. He closed the door and left us alone. Apparently he’d been in love before.

At least Laura had come alone. Maybe we could talk about things the way we should have before I left. Besides, I didn’t feel up to meeting the man who’d stolen her heart.

She touched the bandage on my forehead. Even with melancholy, tear-filled eyes she looked more beautiful than her billboard picture—short black hair, Grecian nose that hadn’t changed since we were kids, dark haunting eyes that always saw through me.

“I found out you were shot, and I … I pictured life without you.” She tilted her head, appearing to search for the right words or hoping to avoid the wrong ones that might make us both uncomfortable. “Then I realized you weren’t in my life, haven’t been for two years.”

The pain on her face made me accept I hadn’t moved to Florida to focus on my career. I’d run away from Laura. When had I become a full-time coward?

She held a handkerchief balled in her fist and dabbed her eyes. “Mickey’s dead?”

I nodded.

Laura retrieved a chair from the corner. She set it beside the bed and held my hand. Her fingers intertwined with mine, as soft and comfortable now as back in the day when she was Becky Thatcher and I was Tom Sawyer.

While I caressed her cheek with my hand, she pressed her face against my palm and closed her eyes. “I didn’t even know you’d come back.”

I swallowed a lump in my throat over what might have been and took my hand away. “I’m not back. I’m on … it started as a business trip.”

Laura stiffened in the chair. “Did you plan to see me, or were you going to take care of business and run back to Florida?”

“I just got in a few hours ago.”

She let go of my hand. “That’s not an answer.”

It was a better answer than the truth. I hadn’t gotten over the shock of her photo in the paper. “Congratulations on your engagement.” Immediately I regretted the words.

Guilt swept across her face. “Jake, I … I planned to write and explain. I didn’t want you to read about it in the papers. Who told you?”

I waited a beat. “The New York Times.”

She winced and stared at her hands a moment then gathered her composure. “Spencer’s waiting in the lobby. He wanted to give me time alone with you. That’s the kind of guy he is. I think you’d—”

“Don’t.” I clamped my eyes shut. “Don’t say you think I’d like him, that you could picture us as friends.”

“I wasn’t going to say those things. Honest I wasn’t.” Her eyes glistened. She blinked away the tears.

“But you’re going to marry him.”

She clamped her eyes shut a moment then held my hand again. “Jake, do you love me?”

Why did she ask that?

The door opened, and Laura dropped my hand. Spencer Dalrymple III entered the room like he owned the place. With his dough and influence, he probably did.

Laura’s loving expression vanished, replaced by nurselike concern. The transformation smooth and seamless. She was an actress after all, and a damn good one. I couldn’t tell whether the act was for him, or me.

The man wore a tailored double-breasted gray silk suit, matching fedora, and Italian shoes. He cast an adoring smile at Laura that would leave a permanent scar on my heart.

He hung his hat on a coatrack beside the door and shook my hand like I was a returning war hero. “Jake Donovan. Laura’s told me so much about you. I really should tackle one of your novels, but I rarely have time for fiction these days.”

I couldn’t look Laura in the eye. I’m sure she hadn’t told him everything about me, about us. “Ordinarily I’d say it’s a pleasure to meet you, Mr. Dalrymple, but under the circumstances …”

“Call me Spencer. I’m so sorry for the loss of your friend. What was his name, darling?” He turned to Laura.

“Mickey O’Brien.” Laura smiled, but her eyes failed to hide her discomfort in the presence of her fiancé.

Dalrymple smoothed his thin mustache and sat at the foot of the bed like we were family. “How morbidly ironic for a man who writes about murder to be shot a few hours after setting foot in my city. Perhaps President Roosevelt will put a stop to the organized crime that’s gotten completely out of hand.”

“It wasn’t an organized-crime hit, Spencer,” Laura said.

“Yes, darling, of course.” He gazed around the room as if conducting an inspection for his bank. “I’m on the board of this hospital. I’ll make sure you have everything you need during your stay. Hopefully your visit to our institution will be brief.”

“The wound isn’t serious. I hope to be out in a couple of days.”

“Splendid! Saturday is Laura’s closing of Night Whispers. Afterward, I’m hosting the cast party at the estate. We’d love for you to come, wouldn’t we, darling?”

One more darling and I’d grab the crutches from the corner and smack him upside the head.

Laura’s face brightened. “Oh, do come, Jake. Many of your writer friends will be at the party, Dashiell and Lillian.”

I’d enjoy seeing my two best writer friends. I chuckled. “Make sure you order plenty of booze.”

She laughed and rattled off several other names while I tried to understand the change in her. Although she liked Dash and Lillian, she hated society parties, at least she used to.

I couldn’t think of a gracious way out. “Of course I’ll be there.”

“Splendid.” Spencer clapped his hands together.

“Congratulations on your engagement.”

A proud smile swept across his face. “I’m a lucky man.”

“Yes you are.”

After an awkward silence, a nurse came in with a stern look. She started to speak; then her face blanched. “Mr. Dalrymple.”

He grabbed his hat. “I bet the nurse needs to stick you with a needle. Perhaps we should let her tend to her business.” Spencer held his hand toward Laura. “Darling, I’m sure your friend needs his rest.”

Friend. I’d become Laura’s friend, and she’d become Dalrymple’s darling.

Laura patted my hand like my sisters used to. “I look forward to seeing you again at the party so we can get caught up.”

Maybe it was the tone of her voice or the tilt of her head when she asked if I still loved her. Maybe I wanted to read something into what wasn’t there, but I suspected she wanted to talk about something important—alone.

Her fiancé didn’t appear to notice, or he chose to ignore it. He held out a ten-dollar bill to the nurse. “Make sure Mr. Donovan gets anything he needs.”

The nurse stared at the sawbuck. “We … I can’t … a tip?”

“Of course you can.” Displaying his power more than his generosity, he added another sawbuck and stuffed the bills into her hand.

Laura managed an uncomfortable smile at the gesture. At the door her fiancé placed a possessive hand in the center of her back. Then they were gone.

I blew out a long breath and tried to erase the vision of his hand on her back.

The nurse glanced at the wall clock and wrote in my chart. Beside me, she checked my pulse. “Your heart rate is a bit rapid.”

Imagine that.

She wrote in my chart. “Anything I can get you?”

I had a lot to accomplish in the next few days—finalize my chapter to Mildred’s approval, dig into what Mickey had uncovered in his investigation, and now I had a fancy society party to attend. Like my father taught me, one thing at a time. “A typewriter and a shot of bourbon.” We compromised. She’d find me a typewriter.

Sleep came in bits and pieces. In the morning, my mind raced between guilt over Mickey’s death and what I could do about it and images of Laura and her fiancé. Drugs dulled the ache from the wound in my leg. They couldn’t give me anything for the painful thoughts of seeing Laura again, meeting her fiancé, and my regret over running away from a problem instead of facing it like a man.

After breakfast, the nurse handed me the crutches. I staggered around the bed without falling. She led me outside the room and pointed down a long hallway and asked me to give her a half hour while she and another nurse changed the sheets.

The cop outside the door set the newspaper beside the chair and rose.

“Finish your paper.” I made sure I cinched the hospital gown in the back and took a few hesitant steps down the hall. Pain shot through my wounded leg with each step. The rubber crutch tips slipped across the tile, but I soon got the hang of it and made it to the end of the corridor.

I balanced on the crutches and peered through the second-story window at the busy morning rush below. A young couple sat on a bench in a park across the street, holding hands. The man brushed a shock of hair from the girl’s eyes like I’d done when Laura and I dated.

Laura came to school one early spring day with her hair brushed over half her face. She avoided me all morning. At lunch I sat across from her and tried to make her laugh by making a goofy face. She wouldn’t look at me.

I leaned over the table and brushed her hair aside, revealing a fist-sized bruise on the side of her cheek. “What happened?”

She still didn’t look me in the eye. “I tripped and fell.”

I didn’t believe her explanation for a minute. “Was that before or after your old man smacked you?”

Tears welled in her eyes. She brushed the hair over the bruise. “He was drunk.”

What an idiot I’d been. I thought about other bruises I’d seen in the four years I’d known her. Falls she’d laughed off, and I’d chalked up to her tomboy behavior.

The truth she’d kept from me couldn’t hide behind a wisp of hair. Laura’s father beat her, and he hit hard.

Anger stewed all afternoon. I wanted to kill her old man, but teaching him a lesson would be better for Laura. By the final bell, I had a plan.

Gino, Danny, and I waited until after dark, a block from Laura’s, in front of a house with a porch light on. Her old man turned the corner as he came home from work. I stepped forward and blocked his path.

The drunken bully outweighed me by a hundred pounds, but most of it was fat around his belly. I could take him. I learned to fight from boxing lessons my father gave me.

Laura’s old man’s face twisted into a sneer. “You got a problem, pretty boy?”

“You have the problem. I’m going to kick your ass.”

A bead of sweat trickled down his face. It wasn’t a hot night. He let out a ragged laugh. “If this is about Laura, she doesn’t listen when I’m talking, like her mama didn’t. She had it coming.”

“No woman has it coming.” He needed to feel pain like he inflicted on Laura. I clenched both fists.

“I want first crack at him,” Gino said behind me.

I shook my head. “Wait your turn.”

“You’re just kids.” Laura’s old man laughed but cast a wary eye at Danny who pounded his fist into his hand.

I faked a kick to the man’s crotch and threw a sharp left jab that cracked against his chin.

He rubbed his jaw. Anger turned his brown eyes even darker. “If that’s the way you want it.” He swung.

I took a slide step, slipped the punch, and smashed a left-right to his face. He stumbled backward, and I smacked him again.

Gino and Danny cheered me on as I circled to my left. I kept my distance and peppered his fleshy face with stiff jabs and bone-jarring hooks. He tired quickly. The few punches he threw missed.

The screen door squeaked open and a woman’s voice called, “What’s going on?”

Laura’s father swung and landed a lucky punch above my right eye, slicing my brow.

Gino stepped toward the house. “Go back inside, Mrs. Goldstein. This don’t concern you.”

The screen door shut. The porch light blinked off.

I wiped blood from my brow and regained my composure. I bloodied his nose with a left hook. Minutes later, I finished him off. He crumpled to the sidewalk, bleeding from his mouth, nose, and one eye. My buddies never got their turns.

My breathing returned to normal as I stood over him. Blood dripped from the cut above my eye and landed on the man’s shirt.

I waited until his eyes focused and I knew he could understand my words. I pointed my finger like the barrel of a gun, my voice calm. “If you ever touch Laura again, I’ll let my friends have their turn. They’re tougher than me. You understand?”

“And we don’t fight fair.” Gino pumped his fist while Danny grinned in silence.

When Laura’s old man didn’t answer, Gino kicked him in the ribs. “Answer the question, lard-ass.”

Laura’s father gulped and nodded.

Laura and I never spoke about what happened, but her life got better from that day forward. At lunch the next day I hid my bruised knuckles and wore a bandage over the cut on my eyebrow. I told her I’d received it playing football.

She never questioned the bandage or asked about the origin of the scar left from the lucky blow. She told me her father came home after getting into a barroom brawl and apologized for striking her. He even gave her money to see a movie.

Laura and I went on our first date a few days later to the Grand Theatre and watched The Birth of a Nation, courtesy of her old man’s dough. Through most of the movie she held my arm and rested her head on my shoulder. I walked her home. On her doorstep, we kissed for the first time since our Tom Sawyer play.

I made it back down the hallway on the crutches. I nodded to the cop outside my door and entered the room. The nurses had changed more than the sheets. The drab hospital room resembled a cheery hotel suite.

The new bed had a thick wide mattress with crisp ironed sheets whiter than snow and a soft-looking pillow. In the corner they’d placed a chair and desk with an Underwood typewriter, a stack of paper, and a crystal vase with yellow carnations. The nurse smiled and held out a thick blue robe.

Except for the typewriter, I hadn’t asked for any of this. “You shouldn’t have gone to all this trouble.”

“Any friend of Spencer Dalrymple’s—”

“He’s not my friend.”

The nurse smirked and laid the robe on the bed. “I see.”

Maybe she’d seen something between Laura and me. For Laura’s sake I had to do a better job of hiding my feelings about her.

I propped the crutches against the side of the bed. Balancing on one leg, I slipped into the robe and cinched it around my waist.

“Jake Donovan.” A broad-shouldered man in a three-piece suit and polished shoes entered and removed his hat. “Apparently you’re well enough … and comfortable enough to tell us what happened last night. I’m Detective Hawkins, and this is Inspector Stone.”

His partner stood behind him, and both men flashed NYPD badges. I recognized Stone’s hawklike nose and perpetual scowl. Officer Stone had walked a beat with Mickey for two years. He never liked me, and things got worse when Mickey quit the force and we opened our detective agency.

Stone shook his head in disgust and gestured toward the pillow. “Where’s the mint?”

When the nurse left, Stone looked me straight in the eye like I was a suspect, not a victim. “Four years ago I got plugged in the shoulder. I was in the hospital for two weeks. They stuck me in a ward with a dozen guys who had serious intestinal problems, if you know what I mean.”

I sat on the edge of the bed. “I’m quite well, Inspector. Thanks for asking.”

Hawkins gave his partner a look and set his hat on the coatrack. He took out a small notebook and pencil from his suit coat pocket. “Why don’t you start with when you left The Yankee Club.”

Stone dropped his hat beside the typewriter, plopped down at the desk, and drummed his fingers on the paper.

I told them about the visit to Mickey’s office with Frankie Malzone. I left out meeting Belle Starr. I didn’t want these guys to give her the business until I’d talked to her. In my gumshoe days streetwalkers often spilled information to me they kept from cops.

While Hawkins made notes, Stone grabbed a sheet of typing paper and rolled it into the Underwood. He began to type as I spoke.

The man needed a sock in the nose. I would’ve obliged if I wasn’t such a nice guy and hadn’t taken a bullet to the leg.

I described the black sedan, the shooting, and Frankie blasting out the car’s rear window. I left out Mickey’s last words about the key in the ashtray. For now, Belle and the key were mine.

Hawkins studied his notes. “How soon after Frankie lit the cigarette did the car approach through the fog?”

The question smacked me in the gut. Was there a connection? “You think Frankie sent some kind of signal?”

“Naah.” Hawkins stuffed the notebook into his pocket. “Seems pretty cut and dried to me. We find the black sedan with the windshield shot out, we find Jimmy Vales.”

“That’s your theory?”

“An hour after Vales threatened to kill you in The Yankee Club—we got a dozen witnesses—you and Mickey O’Brien were gunned down. You think that’s just a coincidence?”

Hawkins might have been right, but I intended to find out. “We’re finished.” I gestured toward the door.

“For now.”

Stone ripped the paper from the typewriter. “There once was a man from Nantucket—”

“That’s enough,” Hawkins shouted.

Stone laid the crude limerick beside the typewriter. He grabbed his hat and left the room.

Hawkins set his hat on his head. “I know you were a gumshoe and Mickey was a friend of yours, but I don’t want you nosing around like this is some chapter in one of your novels. You get in our way, you’ll be typing from a jail cell.” He turned on his heel and left the room.

I rubbed my throbbing leg and pictured Frankie lighting the cigarette and Belle Starr disappearing into the fog. I needed to discover why Mickey was hesitant to discuss the case he was working. I had to check every angle to see whether Mickey had been the target.

Inspector Stone returned and pointed a finger at me. “Mickey’s dead ’cause of you. He’d still be on the force if you hadn’t talked him into becoming a dick.”

“Mickey came to me about becoming a detective.”

Spit flew from his mouth. “You breeze into the city and three hours later Mickey shows up on a slab in the morgue with a tag on his toe. I hope you can sleep nights.”

I wasn’t going to take his crap any longer. I climbed out of bed to take a sock at the bum. A jolt of pain shot through my injured leg, and I crumpled to the floor.

Stone barked a satisfied chuckle and left.

I winced, pulled myself up, and leaned against the bed. I couldn’t imagine Hawkins and Stone finding Mickey’s killer. I just hoped they didn’t get in my way when I left the hospital to investigate.

I didn’t have bourbon to take my mind off Laura and Mickey, but I had my typewriter. Grabbing a crutch, I made it to the table. I dropped into the chair and rolled a sheet of paper into the Underwood and began to type the rewrite of my final chapter.

Halfway through the rewrite an aide delivered dinner—bland-looking rice and a slimy fish fillet. I ignored the meal and finished typing an hour later, satisfied Mildred would be pleased. Now I could focus on more important matters.

I left the chapter beside the typewriter and returned to the bed. It wasn’t long until the doctor entered and removed the bandage from my leg. He examined the wound and nodded approval. No infection. If I didn’t have any complications in the next twenty-four hours, he’d discharge me. Okay, he said a day or two, but I was a quick healer, especially when I had something important to do.

After he left, I closed my eyes and drifted to sleep. I dreamed about standing on a street corner in my old neighborhood. A white ambulance drove past, and the driver shot at me. I dropped to the sidewalk as he sped away. I checked myself over, but the shooter had missed. Sweat slid down my face as I lay on my back on the cement. I was all right but couldn’t escape the impression of someone watching me.

I awoke and stared into the green eyes of Mildred, less than a foot from my face.

“Holy crap!” My editor stumbled backward and fell into the chair beside the bed. She patted her chest. “I thought … I thought you were … never mind what I thought. I never should’ve hired that driver!”

“Frankie?”

“Don’t worry, I fired him.”

I had my doubts about Frankie, but I wouldn’t share them with Mildred. “Frankie Malzone probably saved my life when he tied his belt around my leg.”

“I should’ve met you at the train. Instead I hire some hoodlum and you end up drinking at a speakeasy and getting shot. I’ll never forgive myself.” She offered no condolences over the loss of a friend. Mildred paced the room and continued to rant as I’d seen her do dozens of times.

When she finally took a breath, I pointed to the twenty pages. “I finished the chapter.”

Mildred stopped pacing and grinned. “You’re the cat’s meow!” She picked up a sheet of paper beside the typewriter. “There once was a man from Nantucket. Jake Donovan!”

“No, the stack of papers on the other side of the typewriter.”

She grabbed the pages and plopped down in the chair. Ten minutes later, a smile swept across her face. “Perfect.”

“Unless you’re Blackie Doyle.”

She clutched the chapter to her chest and approached the bed. “Some people aren’t meant to be married.” Her face reddened, and she covered her mouth with one hand. “I’m so sorry. That was a terrible thing to say.”

“It’s okay.”

Mildred flashed a sheepish smile and grabbed her purse. “I’d like to stay and chat …”

“You don’t chat. You talk. People listen.”

“Was that nice? You’ve got a few more days at the Carlyle Hotel to heal up before you head back to Tampa. You could use a vacation.”

I had no intention of holing up in a hotel. “That would be swell, especially since Empire Press is footing the bill.” I’d developed a knack of smiling with sincerity when I lied.

She kissed my cheek. “Call me when you get out of here. We can talk about your next book over lunch.”

After she left, the nurse came in with a sleeping pill. I welcomed the medication and soon fell asleep. This time: no dreams.

Early the next morning, a hand shook me awake. “Up and at ’em, sunshine. It’s Gino.”

I ran a hand over my face and checked the wall clock. “Seven. Visiting hours aren’t until—”

“I don’t pay attention to stuff like visiting hours.” He pointed to the empty chair outside the open door. “I figured they’d stick a cop outside your door.”

“Guess the detectives I talked to don’t think I need protecting now that they’re on the case.”

Gino checked out the room and nodded approval. “Very nice. Remind me if I get shot to come here.” He glanced around as if someone might be watching then handed me something wrapped in white paper. “Ma baked you a calzone.”

“Thanks.” I unwrapped the prize I remembered as a kid and offered Gino a bite.

“Too early for breakfast.” He slipped a flask from his suit coat and took a sip.

While I ate, Gino grew serious. “Too bad about, Mickey. Funeral is Monday at St. Tim’s.”

“What day is this?”

“You kidding me? It’s Friday … May fifth. Sheesh, we need to get you out of here before you go crazy. Anyways, I’m taking care of the arrangements. Mickey didn’t have nobody, except you and me.”

“And Laura.”

He cocked his head. “I don’t like that look on your mug when you said Laura. You’ll probably give me a sock in the jaw, but I gotta say it. You was always too protective of her.”

What? Of course I wanted to protect her. I’d started with keeping her safe from her old man. “You’re right. I should sock you in the jaw, but I still love her.”

“Let’s talk about something else besides feelings, okay, nancy?” He pulled up a chair. “Me and Danny done some snooping around. No one’s seen Jimmy Vales. The cops think he might’ve taken a crack at you, but I don’t know. Jimmy’s no brain surgeon, but he’s not so stupid as to threaten someone in front of a hundred witnesses then plug ’em an hour later. Am I right?”

“You’re preaching to the choir.” I finished the calzone and brushed crumbs from my gown.

“What do you say? Let’s spring you from this joint, choir boy.”

Now? “The doctor didn’t say when I could leave.”

Gino held out both hands. “You waiting for a permission slip? You’re old enough to not have to follow stupid rules. Come on. It’s your leg. You look good. How you feeling?”

“I’m a little stiff.”

“Happens to me every morning.” Gino snorted. “Let’s go. Unless you like the food and lying in bed watching your leg heal.” He set an overnight bag on the bed. “I took the liberty of stopping by your hotel and picking up some of your stuff. Frankie got you checked in.”

“How’d you get in the room?”

“I know the front desk girl … intimately.”

Most solved murders were cracked within forty-eight hours. After that, memories faded, clues vanished, and trails grew cold. “I wouldn’t want the hospital to think I skipped out of paying my bill.”

“So you leave ’em a note.” He held up a black lacquered cane with a silver handle in the shape of a bloodhound. “I got you something else. Check this out.” He twisted the handle and pulled. Attached to the handle was an eight-inch dagger that fit into the hollow opening of the cane. “I saw something like this in a movie once. I heard you got shot in the leg and thought you should be gimping around in style. Try it.”

I slid the dagger into the cane. I turned the handle and locked the blade inside. “Nice.”

“So we gonna do this or what?”

Before I could change my mind, I changed into slacks and a sweater. I left a note on the desk to send the bill to the Carlyle.

Gino poked his head out the door. “Coast is clear.”

I kept weight off my leg with the cane and followed him to the elevator, hoping we wouldn’t run into my doc.

Gino stabbed the DOWN button and clapped me on the back. “Relax. You look like we just knocked off a bank.”

The elevator creaked to the lobby. In the morning haze, Gino hailed a cab while I leaned against the cane. I made a mental list of places to check and people to talk to.

Gino held the door open while I climbed into the back of the cab. Yesterday I was just a hack writer finishing a novel. To solve Mickey O’Brien’s murder I’d have to become what I’d been most of my so-called adult life. My fist tightened around the cane’s silver handle. Until I found Mickey’s killer, I was a detective.


Chapter 4

Anything Goes

During the cab ride from the hospital, I focused on the difficult task ahead. Gino dropped me off at the Carlyle, home for the immediate future. I checked in and took the elevator to my room on the third floor. The room I expected turned out to be a suite. Thank you, Mildred.

I ignored a chance to test the soft, comfy-looking bed and breathed in the scent of fresh white roses. During a quick shower, I managed to keep my bandaged leg dry, ignoring the urge to peek at my gunshot wound.

I set aside the pain in my leg. Determination to retrieve the key from Mickey’s ashtray and find out what it unlocked drove me forward. I changed into my cheapest suit, like the ones I often wore as a detective, grabbed the cane Gino had given me, and took a cab to the familiar office building in my old neighborhood. I stopped in front of the building to admire an impressive maroon Packard convertible, as common in our old neighborhood as the Crown Jewels.

The elevator took me to the second floor. In the corridor a sinking realization hit that perhaps this would be the last trip I’d ever make to the office Mickey and I shared for six years.

I couldn’t let emotions get in the way of my investigation into Mickey’s murder, no matter how much I missed him. Outside his office, I reached above the door and discovered the key gone. I tried the door.

My detective instincts took over when the door was unlocked. I stuffed my hand inside my suit coat jacket for a nonexistent gun I hadn’t carried in years. I edged the door to the waiting room open a crack.

Footsteps clicked on the wood floor of Mickey’s office. I gripped the cane with the hidden dagger, hoping I wouldn’t have to use it. Quiet as I could on a bum leg, and with a cane, I crossed the room and stood outside his office.

Enough light peeked through the drawn blinds to reveal papers and file folders scattered across the floor. I wasn’t the only one interested in Mickey’s last case.

I nudged the door open a bit more. A woman stood in front of the open closet where Mickey kept his gun cabinet. She wore a snug white sweater and blue skirt, revealing the figure I knew so well. “You’re the last person I expected.”

Laura whirled and faced me. The revolver aimed at my head barely trembled. “Jake … I …” She flashed an embarrassed smile and lowered the weapon. “Why aren’t you in the hospital?”

I hung my hat on the coatrack beside the door, made my way through the clutter of the ransacked office, and flipped on the desk light next to the ashtray I came to examine. “I recall you were a much better housekeeper. You’ve made quite a mess.”

She slipped the gun into her handbag. “You don’t think I did this.”

When did she start carrying a gun? The Laura I knew I’d trust with my life, but she was hiding something secretive behind her familiar brown eyes. Laura had never kept secrets from me. “Why are you here?”

She let out a laugh. “Jake, darling …”

My experience as a detective and mystery writer let me develop insight into the criminal mind, but I’d learned next to nothing about women. However, one thing I knew for certain. When a dish called me darling, she wanted something. First came the word delivered soft and sweet like honey, then the batting of eyes and a soft distracting touch. What did Laura want? To be believed?

“I dropped by Mickey’s house and boxed up some personal effects. He didn’t have anyone else. I came by here to do the same. I arrived not five minutes before you.” She reassured me with a smile, but I wasn’t entirely convinced. What had she planned to do with the personal effects of a man without a family, and why had she worked in near darkness?

I gave the office another once-over. Laura might not be telling me everything, but she hadn’t tossed Mickey’s files around. Whoever ransacked the place was no friend of Mickey’s. Desperate, and no doubt dangerous, they were in a hurry to find something. The key Mickey talked about with his dying breath?

Laura gently touched my arm. I’d missed the batting of her eyes. “You’re here because you’re going after Mickey’s killer, aren’t you?”

Her perfume reminded me of the countless times I held her close. Why had she agreed to marry Dalrymple after rejecting my proposals? Four times or was it five? “Any reason I shouldn’t?”

“Plenty.” She dropped her hand from my arm. “You’re not a detective anymore, and the city’s changed. You’re a mystery writer … from Florida.” A hint of resentment came through her voice. “And it’s been awhile since you—”

“Since I what?”

“Since you put your life on the line for something.”

Her words stung worse than getting shot in the leg, but she’d hit the bull’s-eye. I let out a sigh. “We need to talk.”

“We’ve nothing to talk about.” Avoiding my eyes, she yanked open a drawer in Mickey’s desk. She pulled out a calendar of a red-lipstick blonde wearing only a pink silk sheet. She dropped it in the trash can beside the desk. “I’m … engaged.”

“You’re right.” Talking never did us much good anyway.

“Jake, don’t be angry with me.”

I couldn’t let her presence or my feelings interfere with what I came to do. I propped the cane against the desk and slid the ashtray closer. I snatched a pen from my pocket and dug through the ashes and cigarette butts.

Laura wrinkled her nose. “What are you looking for?”

“A key.”

“A key to what?”

“I haven’t a clue.” Sifting through the ashtray, I told her about Mickey’s last words. No key. I studied the contents as I poured the ashes into a trash can beside the desk. I set the heavy glass ashtray beside the phone. I brushed the ashes from my hands and tried to understand what I might’ve missed. “Damn.”

“Maybe whoever ransacked the office discovered the key. Cops?”

“Or Mickey’s killer.”

Laura shivered, reminding me she was a Broadway actress not another gumshoe.

“You shouldn’t have come here alone.”

“You’re sweet.”

I limped around the room, pushing aside papers with my cane. I scanned the folders and scattered files, looking for anything that would lead me to discover what Mickey had been working on. The gun cabinet in the closet lay open. “Whoever did this took Mickey’s guns.” Laura could be in danger just being near me. “Maybe you should go.”

“Maybe you should let me make my own decisions.” Headstrong as ever, Laura watched my every move.

Perhaps she’d taken the key, but I had no reason to believe she’d come searching for something Mickey might’ve been involved in. Suspecting Laura of anything secretive was silly. Wasn’t it? “Where’s the box?”

“Box? What box?”

“You said you came to box up Mickey’s personal items.”

Laura grabbed an empty box from the top shelf of the closet and set it on the desk. “What are you getting at?”

“Nothing. I’m just being a detective.”

“You’re not doing a very good job of it.”

I didn’t need or want Laura’s help to find out who killed Mickey. Her presence brought back painful memories and distracted me from what I had to do. “Don’t you have a play to get ready for?”

“I’m not expected at the theater for hours.” In the next drawer she removed the publicity photo of herself that had hung on the wall for so many years.

I glanced at the empty place on the wall next to the other three photos. Why had Mickey really stashed the photo in his desk?

Laura removed more personal items while I stepped back and studied the desktop like I had in the old days when I was a real detective. The notepad caught my eye. Something Dashiell Hammett taught me during my Pinkerton days came to mind.

With a pencil from the top desk drawer, I lightly rubbed the edge of the lead on the top sheet of the pad. Seconds later, white numbers began to appear through the gray lead.

“Magic.” Laura leaned closer to the paper. “Looks like a phone number.”

I nodded. The last note Mickey had written on the pad was a local phone number.

“Who did he call?”

One way to find out. I sat in Mickey’s chair, picked up the phone and dialed the number.

After two rings, a woman’s voice answered. “Peggy Greenwoody.”

I nearly dropped the phone. Criminal investigations often followed surprising twists. Mickey’s secret case apparently involved Oliver Greenwoody, the famous war hero. “Hello, Mrs. Greenwoody. This is Jake Donovan.” I scribbled her name on the blank notepad and pointed out the name to Laura who nodded. She knew the Greenwoodys?

“Mr. Donovan, what a pleasant surprise. The papers said you were shot. We were so worried.”

“My injuries were greatly exaggerated.” I wrote How do you know the Greenwoodys? on the pad.

Laura took the pencil and wrote cast party.

“Dorothy was frantic. She thought this might be the end for you and Blackie Doyle.”

“How is Dorothy?” I knew the question would pique Peggy’s interest.

“She’s enjoying New York. I’ll tell her you asked about her.”

Laura smirked and wrote Dorothy’s ten years younger than you.

I couldn’t help smiling. “I wanted to let Dorothy know I’ll be attending the last show of Night Whispers after all. I’ve even been invited to the cast party.”

“So have we!”

“Wonderful.”

“Dorothy will be so pleased.”

“Until then.” I wasn’t interested in Dorothy or her mother but the man Mickey had no doubt called, Oliver Greenwoody. I thanked her and hung up.

I leaned back in the chair. “I don’t recall meeting the Greenwoodys at previous cast partys.”

“Things change in two years. Spencer likes to associate with powerful people—celebrities, politicians, war heroes. He introduced me to the Greenwoodys the night you were shot.” She sat on the edge of the desk, showing more leg than an engaged woman should. “How do you know them?”

“We shared coffee on the train. Dorothy thinks I’m really Blackie Doyle.”

I drummed my fingers on the desk next to her bare knee and tried to focus on the ashtray.

Smiling, Laura hopped off the desk. “Behind those big black glasses, Dorothy’s a real looker.”

“I didn’t notice.”

“You noticed.” She resumed filling the box with personal items from the desk.

I thought back to Mickey’s final words—the key … it’s … in the ashtray … in the ashtray. I turned over the empty ashtray. Green felt covered the bottom to keep it from sliding on the wood desktop. With a letter opener, I removed the felt. A tarnished brass key fell out.

“The key was in the ashtray.” Laura leaned closer and laughed at the engraved number on the end of the key—B36. “Bingo.”

I rose from the desk and grabbed my cane. “I need to catch a cab. Can I drop you somewhere?”

“I can take you. That’s my Packard out front.”

Laura had come a long way from our old neighborhood. She worked hard for what she’d accomplished and deserved Dalrymple’s money. He didn’t deserve her.

She carried the box to the door. “You need my help, or did you forget you’re recovering from a gunshot wound?”

Before she became a big-time actress, Laura often helped me with criminal investigations. She was good at it. Her acting came in handy, but she mostly worked two-bit cases. This case got me shot and Mickey killed.

I grabbed the cane, limped toward her, and snatched my hat from the coatrack.

She nodded toward the key in my hand and chuckled. “B36. Where are we going? A bingo parlor?”

“The bus station.”

I’d never ridden in a more luxurious automobile than Laura’s Packard. While she drove toward the bus station, I rubbed my throbbing leg. I reflected on what I’d learned and two questions I couldn’t answer. Was Mickey investigating one of the nation’s greatest heroes? Why had Mickey been killed?

A couple of blocks after we left, I glanced in the side mirror. A Model T I felt certain had been parked across the street from Mickey’s office followed behind. By the time we reached the bus station, I knew we’d been followed, but I didn’t want to alarm Laura.

I climbed out and followed her to the front door then risked a quick glance back. The black car had parked across the street. I didn’t get a look at the driver. A cop following me, or someone more sinister?

The lockers along the far wall stood next to a shoe-shine stand. Laura had been in lots of bus stations, but her stylish clothes brought plenty of stares.

On a row of benches, waiting for a bus, a mother tried to control four hungry-looking children: a baby, two twin boys, and an older girl, all ten or younger.

Since the Depression spread, I struggled with guilt over my success. I learned to ignore the poverty all around. What could one person do?

I limped to the lockers. I just wanted to get what Mickey had hidden in the locker of the bus station then decide on the next move.

Laura tore her eyes from the family and followed me. She pointed to B36 on the second row from the bottom. I bent down, ignored a cry of protest from my throbbing leg, and inserted the key. I lifted the handle and the door swung open.

Laura’s face dropped. “It’s empty.”

The locker certainly appeared empty, but I’d taught Mickey plenty of tricks. I felt along the top of the locker and retrieved a single item, a thin manila envelope.

“Don’t gloat. It’s not becoming.” Laura helped me up.

I lifted the back of my suit coat and stuffed the envelope in the hip pocket of my trousers.

Laura followed me toward the door. “At least your detective skills have improved in the past hour since you thought you caught me trashing Mickey’s office.”

“Like riding a bicycle, my dear.”

As we passed the rows of chairs for departing passengers, Laura stopped behind the woman and her children. She took a deep breath, reached into her purse, and pulled out several bills. She held her palm to me. “You have any extra cash?”

I pulled out my wallet. “Define extra.”

“Booze and dames money.”

I chuckled. “I don’t spend dough on dames.”

“I only meant buying a woman dinner from time to time.” She cocked her head and grinned. “What did you think I meant?”

I opened my wallet and gave her half my cash, a twenty and a Lincoln.

She counted the money. “Ninety, darling.” She batted her eyes, rested her hand against my arm, and smiled.

I handed her a sawbuck. “A few bucks won’t make a difference in this depression.”

“It might to her and those kids.”

Laura sat beside the woman. Careful not to display the dough in front of the other passengers, she stuffed the bills into the woman’s hand.

The woman’s eyes widened and teared up. “Why would you do this?”

“Because I’ve been where you are.”

The woman squeezed Laura’s hand. “Must have been a long time ago.”

The ten-year-old girl peeked around her mother and stared at Laura. “Are you a princess?”

“No I’m not.” Laura hugged the girl. “You are, sweetie.”

Laura’s smile reminded me of the sweet innocence she had in high school. Her eyes glistened as we headed for the exit. Her generosity and compassion toward the little girl and her mother reminded me why I always thought she’d make a wonderful mother.

Outside, I got a good look at the man in the black Model T. Tall, wearing a gray suit, he leaned against the car reading the newspaper. Must be either a cop or someone working with Jimmy Vales.

As we drove away, the Model T followed. Who was this guy?

Laura checked her watch. “I need to get ready for the theater. Can I drop you somewhere? Like the train station back to Florida maybe?”

“The Diamond House.”

She peered at me over the top of her glasses. “A little early for booze, isn’t it?”

“Scotch has well-known medicinal properties.” I grabbed the envelope and opened it. Nearly two dozen newspaper clippings were inside. One name in the articles stopped me cold. “Giuseppe Zangara.”

“Isn’t that the guy in Miami who shot and killed the mayor of Chicago a few months ago?” She reached over and squeezed my hand. “Jake, what’s wrong?”

Mickey had been in over his head. Hell, I’d have been in over my head. “A lot of people think his real target was Roosevelt, who was delivering a speech at the time.”

“What do you think?”

“I think Mickey was investigating the attempted assassination of Roosevelt.”

“Assassination? Even more reason to walk away from this.” Laura gripped the wheel and gritted her teeth. We drove several blocks in silence.

I unlocked the handle of the cane and removed the dagger.

Laura managed a smile. “I’m guessing Gino gave you that.”

I rolled each article tightly and slipped the cylinders inside the hollow cane. A blank sheet from a notepad sat behind the last of the articles. I stuffed the paper into my suit coat pocket.

While Laura drove through the busy mid-morning traffic, I kept an eye on our tail. “What do you know about Oliver Greenwoody?”

“He’s a war hero.” She smiled. “Like you.”

“I wasn’t a hero.”

“You were mine.”

The minute the words left her mouth, her face showed regret at talking about her past feelings for me. Our arrival at The Diamond House saved her further embarrassment. “You should leave the investigation of an assassination attempt to the cops or the feds.”

The Model T parked halfway down the block.

“I can’t do that.”

“I had to try.”

Why was she trying to get me to return to Florida? I thought she understood why I wanted to find Mickey’s killer. “Is there something you’re not telling me?”

For a moment, I thought she might level with me. The moment vanished with a smile.

“A lady always keeps some secrets from a gentleman.” She shifted gears and waved as she drove off.

Her words sounded like a line in one of her plays. I limped toward the front door of The Diamond House. Would the man in the Model T follow me inside or wait in his car? He pulled away from the curb, and a cold chill shot up my spine. He sped past without giving me a glance. He hadn’t been following me. He was following Laura.

Determined to find out the guy’s identity, I held up my cane and hollered as an empty cab drove by. I searched frantically for another. By the time a cabbie finally pulled up, several minutes had gone by and Laura and the man tailing her were gone. I’d never find them in this traffic, but I had to warn Laura.

Inside the speakeasy, I slipped into a phone booth and called the Longacre Theatre. Laura hadn’t arrived yet. I left a message for her to call as soon as she got in.

Well-dressed men and flashy women getting an early start on having a good time packed The Diamond House. The manager, in a tuxedo with a red rose in the lapel, approached with an Irish brogue. “ ’Tis Jake Donovan. It’s been a long time. Too long.”

I tried not to display my concern about Laura. “I’m expecting a call from Laura Wilson from the Longacre Theatre.”

“Of course. I’ll notify you as soon as she calls. Would you like a table?”

I’d come to find Frankie and spotted him alone at the bar, chewing on a toothpick and nursing a drink. “Jake!” He spit out the toothpick and downed the rest of his drink. He hurried toward me and pumped my hand. “The papers made it sound like you’d bought the big one.”

I owed Frankie my gratitude and my life. “I might have if it hadn’t been for you.”

The manager showed us to a table near the stage where a man sat with his back to us at the piano. He played a show tune from a play Laura and I had seen years ago, though no one paid him any attention.

I sat at the table and dropped my hat on the chair beside me. “Mildred told me she fired you.”

“It happens.” Frankie glanced toward a table on the other side of the stage where a buxom blonde in a tight dress sat holding the arm of a man twice her age. “Sheesh.”

“I like the way you handled yourself at The Yankee Club and when Mickey and I got shot. In my current condition, I need a driver. I’ll pay you fifty bucks a day.” I pulled out my wallet and slapped a fifty on the table.

Frankie let out a slow whistle. “That’s twice what Mildred paid me. Before you cough up some serious dough, I should come clean about some stuff. I did time in the big house, five years ago, for grand theft auto.”

“I’m sure it was a youthful indiscretion.”

“I wasn’t taking some dame for a joyride.” He puffed up with pride. “On a good week, I lifted a dozen cars.”

“Mildred told me you worked undercover for the police.”

He glanced around as if to make sure no one had heard. “Hey, not so loud. I’m no stool pigeon.”

I slid the money closer to Frankie. “You going to be my driver or not?”

Frankie stared at the bill then slipped the money into his suit coat pocket.

“We’ll need a car.”

“No problem. I know a guy.” Frankie headed for the bar.

Onstage, the piano player banged the keys in frustration. He snatched a smoldering cigarette from an ashtray on top of the piano. When he took a puff and blew out the smoke, I recognized the famous songwriter who worked with Laura on a couple of her plays before either hit the big time. Cole Porter. “Cole.”

He waved away a small cloud of smoke and crushed the cigarette butt in the ashtray. “Jake.” He hurried to our table, did a little soft shoe, and shook my hand.

Cole hadn’t changed much in two years. Thin as I remembered, his features pale and delicate. “I like your cane. It makes you look dapper and smooths out some of your rough edges.”

Rough edges?

With great theatricality he set a hand on my shoulder and hung his head. “I’m so sorry about you and Laura.”

“Thanks.”

Frankie returned and clapped me on the back. “All set, boss.” He thrust out his hand. “Pleasure to meet you, Mr. Porter. Frankie Malzone. I’m Jake’s driver … and muscle.”

Cole shook Frankie’s hand then squeezed his biceps. He winked at me. “Stay out of trouble, Jake.”

Frankie laughed. “Good one, Mr. Porter.”

“Cole. Let me buy you fellas a drink.”

My legged throbbed, but it wasn’t quite noon. “Too early for me.”

“Never too early for me.” Frankie signaled a waitress.

Cole ordered his usual, absinthe, and a scotch for Frankie.

“Jake, can we talk?” Cole nodded toward the piano. “Would you excuse us, Mr. Malzone?”

“Sure, and it’s Frankie.” He took a seat and watched a flashy redhead walk by. “Hey, doll.”

She shot him a look then stormed off.

On the way to the piano, I ignored a stunning blonde in a black dress cut way too low for a funeral. She winked as I walked past.

“You have an admirer.” Cole sat on the bench and stared at the keys. “Here’s the deal. Since the first of the year, I’ve struggled with writer’s block. I can still write music”—he played a catching melody I hadn’t heard before—“but with so much misery in the country, it’s hard to get inspired to write witty words people can relate to.” He pulled a pack of cigarettes from his suit coat pocket. “Seems to me you dealt with writer’s block a couple of years ago. I heard you have a new book coming out, so you must have worked through it. What did you do?”

“I moved to Florida.”

He let out a hearty laugh. “Linda would never go for that.” He lit another cigarette, blew out a puff, and set the pack of Camels on top of the piano. The troubled expression returned to his face. “Yesterday I met with a Broadway producer, Vinton Freedley. He’s pushing me to write music for a new musical next spring, but I’ve drawn a blank the past two months. If I don’t come up with something by Monday, he’ll sign Rodgers and Hart. If I miss out, I could be through.”

Like a lot of talented people, Cole Porter could be racked with insecurity. “Nonsense, you’re on top.”

“Success is a slippery slope, Jake. Remember that.”

“Inspiration sometimes pops up when I least expect it.”

“Hope you’re right.” Cole set the cigarette into the ashtray, played a few bars, then banged his forehead against the keys and didn’t look up.

Uncertain how to respond to Cole’s erratic behavior, I waved Frankie over.

Frankie, drink in hand, crossed the stage. He leaned against the side of the piano and nodded toward the pretty blonde who continued to give me the eye over the top of a champagne glass. “Nice gams. Looks like they start at her neck.” He took a sip. “You probably haven’t noticed how dames in this joint are dressed. Her plunging neckline looks like she scrunched her legs up and her knees are poking out the top of her dress. Sheesh.” He swirled the scotch in his glass. “In the old days, just a glimpse of a stocking was, you know, shocking.”

Cole’s head snapped up from the piano keys.

Frankie took another sip of scotch. “Now, anything goes.”

“What did you say?” Cole asked Frankie.

“Anything goes.”

“No, no … before that.”

“I said in the old days if a guy caught a glimpse of a stocking, it was really something.”

“No, you said shocking.” Cole fidgeted on the piano bench.

“Yeah, so? It was shocking in the old days. My old man told me.”

Cole jumped to his feet and opened the piano bench. He snatched a blank sheet of staff paper, slammed the lid closed, and sat. With determination on his face, he took a pencil from his pocket and wrote a few lines. He stuffed the pencil above his ear then played a couple of notes on the piano.

Frankie nodded toward the blonde who continued to cast her eyes my way. “You should go talk to her. She likes what she sees.”

“She probably read my book.”

Frankie rolled his eyes. “Yeah, she looks like a real bookworm. Which reminds me. Edith had one of your books at the apartment, Blackie Doyle’s Vacation. I read it while you was in the hospital. Couldn’t put it down. Seriously.” He took another sip. “Last book I read would make a hooker blush. Authors should know better than to use four-letter words.”

“Writing prose.” Cole tapped his pencil on the sheet music.

Frankie raised an eyebrow. “Excuse me?”

Cole grabbed his smoldering cigarette and took a puff. His face flushed with excitement, he winked and read as he wrote. “Good authors … who knew better words … now use four-letter words.”

“Yeah, that’s what I’m sayin’.” Frankie polished off the rest of his drink.

I’d seen Cole write songs before. A tiny observation often set him off. Apparently Frankie had helped him break through the writer’s block. I was a mere writer. Cole Porter was a genius. He played a few bars of the earlier tune.

A young man at least ten years younger than the blonde who’d given me the eye brought her a drink and sat at her table.

Frankie shook his head. “You lost your chance. I mean, I ain’t no prize, but come on, she could do better than that stupid gigolo.”

“Silly gigolo …” Cole grabbed the pencil and furiously wrote on the sheet music. He glanced up at Frankie. “Well?”

“Well what?”

A well-endowed blonde wearing a black sleeveless dress and an expensive assortment of jewelry nestled in her cleavage gave Cole the once-over as she walked by.

Frankie did a double take and grinned. “For a second there I thought that dame was Mae West.” He shrugged. “Maybe this joint’s too fancy for me. I’m not so used to hanging out in highbrow joints like this.” Frankie appeared oblivious that he was helping Cole Porter write a song. Cole spun back toward the piano keys. He set the handwritten music in front of him. He flexed his fingers, cracking the knuckles. “How does this sound?” He began to sing and play the earlier music.


“In olden days a glimpse of stocking

Was looked on as something shocking,

But now God knows, anything goes.”



Frankie grinned, “Very nice, Mr. Porter.”

“That’s just the beginning, fellas.” Cole made a change in the notes on the page and set the pencil beside him on the bench. His face glowed as he continued.


“Good authors, too, who once knew better words,

Now only use four-letter words

Writing prose, anything goes.”



A dozen customers gathered around as Cole Porter wrote notes on the sheet music. “Almost there.”

I glanced toward the manager. He shook his head. Laura still hadn’t called.

Cole set the pencil down. I snatched it without him noticing and grabbed my cane as Cole’s hands danced over the piano keys. He continued to sing, playing to the crowd as he often had at parties I attended.


“If driving fast cars you like,

If low bars you like,

If old hymns you like,

If bare limbs you like,

If Mae West you like,

If me undressed you like,

Why nobody will oppose.”



Cole grinned. The crowd ate it up.

I slipped through the crowd and crossed the room as everyone, including Frankie, laughed, hollered, and applauded. I hurried inside the bathroom.

“Anything goes … anything goes … anything goes.”

The room burst into applause.

After peering beneath the stalls to make sure the men’s room was empty, I set the cane on the counter. I removed the blank sheet of paper from my pocket.

I smoothed the curled paper on the counter. Like I did in Mickey’s office, I ran the lead from Cole’s pencil gently along the paper. Two words appeared on the paper. Golden Legion.

I let out a deep breath as questions flooded my mind. What was the Golden Legion that Mickey had to leave an invisible clue on a blank piece of paper? Did they have something to do with Mickey’s death?

“You’ve caused me a lot of trouble.” The hulking figure of Jimmy Vales stood in the doorway. He had a bandage across the bridge of his nose and wore a sneer he’d saved up just for me.

I clutched the silver handle of my cane.

He lumbered into the restroom and closed the door behind him. “I didn’t shoot you and Mickey O’Brien. I wasn’t anywhere near you when that happened.”

“I don’t think you did either. I told the police as much.” I gripped the silver handle of the cane, ready to free the dagger. “You should talk to the cops.”

He let out a laugh then bellowed. “I was with my brother. You think those pinheads will believe either of us?”

His brother, Tony, had a rap sheet longer than Jimmy’s.

Just when I thought we might reach an understanding, he glanced in the bathroom mirror. His face twisted in a scowl. “You broke my nose.”

Actually, Gino broke Jimmy’s nose when he slammed the big man’s face against the table, but I wasn’t going to quibble. I glanced toward the door, hoping Frankie would realize I’d gone missing, but my “muscle” was onstage helping Cole Porter write show tunes.

Jimmy thumped a fat finger against my chest. “How ’bout I break yours?” He shoved me against the counter.

I stumbled against the sink. With my back to Jimmy, I twisted the handle of the cane. I faced him and brandished the dagger. “Don’t ever put your hands on me again.”

Jimmy smashed the mirror with a fist then grabbed a long shard of glass, apparently unaware the glass had cut his palm. Blood flowed down his wrist.

The manager entered the restroom. “Mr. Donovan, Laura Wilson’s on the line …” His eyes danced between my dagger and the shard in Jimmy’s hand.

Jimmy threw the broken shard against the wall, shoved the manager aside, and ran from the restroom.

Frankie rushed into the room and slid to a stop. He glanced at the broken glass on the floor and the openmouthed manager blotting Jimmy’s blood from his suit with a towel. “Jake, next time you need to use the can, I’m going with you.”


Chapter 5

Split Pea and Dry Bread

Over the phone, Laura sounded amused over my alarm that she’d been followed. The theater provided security from time to time, and Spencer often sent a bodyguard to tag behind on her outings. The man who’d followed in the Model T must have been one of those men.

I relaxed my strangled grip on the telephone and sat on a stool at the mahogany bar in The Diamond House. Perhaps I overreacted, but her lack of concern didn’t totally reassure me. The time we’d spent in Mickey’s office and the bus station renewed my appreciation for Laura’s special insight into cases, like she’d provided in the old days. The truth was, I enjoyed being with her for a few hours. My pain over losing Laura to Spencer Dalrymple might’ve risked her life, a selfishness I wouldn’t repeat.

With Laura safe at the theater, I gazed across the speakeasy following a trail of blood left by Jimmy Vales. I couldn’t imagine the fat lumbering goon had enough smarts to pull off a hit so soon after I arrived in town.

I waved Frankie over. With Mickey’s newspaper clippings safely stashed in the shaft of my cane, I wanted to talk to his friend Belle Starr who fled the scene of the shooting. Her behavior convinced me she saw something that could help lead me to the killer.

Frankie and I left The Diamond House and picked up a green Model A, almost as slick as the one Mildred provided, from “a guy” Frankie knew. He didn’t let me out of his sight, no doubt still feeling guilty he’d let Jimmy Vales corner me in the restroom while he helped Cole Porter write a show tune.

We spent the rest of the day searching my old neighborhood for Belle, starting with the hotel across from Mickey’s office and the apartment building where we first saw her.

Frankie took me to all of Belle’s hangouts and then some, but we drew a blank. No one had seen her since the shooting. As the day wore on, irritation over not finding Belle increased, along with the throbbing in my leg.

We sat in the car across from the Carlyle and passed Frankie’s flask back and forth. He thought Belle had caught a train or bus out of town. Although I could write a book about running from one’s problems, I wasn’t so sure.

The whiskey helped the ache in my leg and the frustration over not finding out what she’d seen the night of the shooting. We finished the booze, and Frankie agreed to pick me up early the next morning for another day of searching for Belle.

When he drove off, I limped to the hotel entrance, nodded to the doorman, and took the elevator to my suite. I tossed the room key beside the phone. I downed a couple of aspirins, loosened my tie, and dropped into a chair next to the phone on a corner table. After a twist of the cane handle, I set the dagger beside the phone. The contents from Mickey’s folder slid easily onto the table. I flattened the articles and arranged them in chronological order.

The articles revealed little I didn’t already know about Giuseppe Zangara and the February shooting in Florida that struck five people, including the mayor of Chicago, but missed Roosevelt.

On March 6, two days after Roosevelt’s inauguration, the wounded mayor died. Zangara pled guilty to a murder charge, the judge imposed the death penalty, and, inexplicably, authorities carried out the execution ten days later. Any secrets about the man’s motivations or involvement with coconspirators went with him to the grave. The government considered the case closed and declared the unemployed bricklayer a crazed lone gunman. Imagine that.

The clippings didn’t end with Zangara’s execution. One story dealt with the impact of Roosevelt removing the United States from the gold standard. A photo showed bankers opposed to Roosevelt’s plan.

It came as no surprise that powerful bankers opposed Roosevelt’s policies. The president’s efforts to bring the country out of a depression would lessen their influence and jeopardize the empires they’d established since the turn of the century. The article quoted a dozen business leaders about their concerns, but one name leaped from the paper—Spencer Dalrymple.

From my suit coat pocket, I removed the blank sheet of paper I’d shaded while in the speakeasy restroom. Golden Legion. What did that mean?

I leaned back in the chair and stared at the articles. Who hired Mickey to investigate a solved assassination attempt? My gut told me Mickey felt Zangara hadn’t acted alone, but there were no other names in the file. Were the bankers behind a conspiracy to kill Roosevelt? Had they ordered Mickey killed because he’d come close to the truth?

After I reassembled my cane, I paced the room. The thought that powerful bankers conspired to plan the death of a president-elect and silenced Mickey because he’d discovered the plot sounded preposterous, even to a writer who’d spent the past few years making up plots and scenarios. Laura wouldn’t marry a man Mickey suspected of conspiring to kill Roosevelt. I had to be missing something.

I dropped into the chair and read the articles again. When I finished, I came to a conclusion about the night a man in a black sedan shot Mickey and me. Jimmy Vales wasn’t really behind the hit. I had to convince the cops.

I peeled Detective Hawkins’s business card from my wallet and grabbed the phone. I wouldn’t spill what I’d learned about Mickey’s last case until I had more than newspaper clippings and invisible messages. Still, the cops needed to hear about my encounter with Jimmy Vales at The Diamond House. Hawkins wasn’t in, so I left a message for him to call me at the Carlyle.

If Jimmy wasn’t in the black sedan the night I was shot, who was? Belle Starr could probably tell me. Frankie might be right she’d skipped town. Then again, she could still be in the neighborhood, a place whose back alleys and hiding places a streetwalker would know well.

An idea came to mind. Only a hunch, but that was all I had. I grabbed the room key and took a cab to my old neighborhood.

The Grand Theatre had been a fixture in Queens as long as I could remember. It started out featuring vaudeville shows. As a kid I celebrated when the theater switched to movies. Gino and I often snuck inside when we didn’t have the dime for a ticket. Before I left for Florida, talking pictures were the talk of the city.

The Grand would always remind me of Laura—where we had our first date and our last: our first talkie, The Champ with Wallace Beery and Jackie Cooper.

I bought a ticket and went inside. Belle picked her name from a movie. The idea I’d find her at the Grand was just a hunch, but Mickey and I often played hunches, and things paid off with greater odds than this.

My eyes adjusted to the dim light while The Three Musketeers serial played. Only a third of the seats were filled. I walked down the aisle searching for Belle. No luck.

Struggling with my cane, I climbed the stairs to the balcony with a few dozen seats where fellas took their girls for a cuddle or a smooch. I sat in the back row, my eyes surveying the thirteen people, six couples, and a single woman with a scarf over dark hair. I moved a couple of rows closer.

I got a good look at the woman wearing the scarf. Definitely Belle Starr. She’d toned down her flashy appearance and barely resembled the dish I met the night Mickey died.

Her eyes focused on the screen as I made my way down the row and sat behind her. What had she seen the night of the shooting that made her change her appearance so drastically and blend into the neighborhood surroundings?

I leaned forward and tried my friendliest voice. “Hello, Belle.”

Her head spun toward me. With terror visible even in the dim light, she covered more of her face with the scarf.

“Remember me? Frankie’s friend, Jake Donovan.”

“Shhhh,” a young woman behind me called out.

Hands trembling, Belle stood, grabbed a bag at her feet, and hurried toward the aisle.

“I need your help,” I pleaded.

“Quiet,” came a voice from behind.

She reached the end of the row and bounded down the steps.

I got up to follow but sank back into the seat. With my wounded leg, I’d never catch up.

On the screen, a fight in North Africa, a battle of virtue over evil. I wanted to uncover the evil that had taken Mickey’s life, but flushing Belle from her hiding place was hardly virtuous. She’d disappeared, fearing for her life. We both understood. If I’d found her, the men she feared could find her as well.

Perhaps I’d lost my touch. I’d been wrong not to consider the impact of my investigation on Belle. I wouldn’t risk her life to learn the identity of the two men in the black sedan.

I struggled to rise and braced myself as my leg buckled. My cane helped me shuffle toward the aisle. Carefully, I made my way down the stairs. I limped into the lobby then went outside to hail a cab.

“I thought you were dead.” Belle stepped out of the shadows of the theater awning.

The lights above the marquee gave me a better look at her appearance. In addition to the changed hair color, brunette, she wore no makeup; her formerly red lips were pale and cracked.

I liked this version of Belle Starr. Pretty, with more innocence, less flash, mid-twenties or younger.

“My friend, Mickey, bought it. I got shot in the leg.”

“You thought I’d tell you who was in the black sedan that night?” She stepped back into the shadows when a cab pulled up.

I waved the cab away. “That was my original plan.”

“And now?”

“You hungry?” She looked like it. “The Yankee Club has a good chef if you like Italian.”

“Ain’t going no place people might recognize me.” She nodded in the opposite direction from The Yankee Club. “There’s a place that serves hot soup a couple of blocks away. No one pays you any mind.”

“Let me carry your bag.” I hefted Belle’s bag on my shoulder. I kept between her and the street while we headed down the sidewalk. “What’s inside?”

She flashed a wistful smile. “All my worldly possessions.”

Belle tugged the scarf over her face on the street side and avoided eye contact with passersby. Two blocks later we reached a line outside of a soup kitchen, McCoy’s Hardware before the stock market went into the tank.

Even my cheap suit looked out of place, especially behind a man in a frayed overcoat and a woman with two hungry-looking kids. Laura would’ve emptied her wallet. “Where have you been staying?”

“The Grand.” Belle fidgeted while we waited. “Don’t suppose you have a cigarette?”

“Sorry. I don’t smoke.”

“Here.” The man in front of Belle handed over a Camel from a nearly empty pack.

Her hand trembled when he held the match to the cigarette.

Inside, the line stretched to a counter where a tired-looking lady handed us each a bowl of split-pea soup and a slice of bread. Belle and I carried our food to a table where dozens of people ate their meal with little conversation.

I took the hint and ate without talking. I sipped the watered-down broth and tiny bits of ham. Whoever ran the joint stretched the soup for the many who needed a hot meal. I ate the slice of less-than-fresh bread. No butter. I’d tasted worse.

Minutes later, Belle wiped the last of the soup from the bowl with a piece of bread. “Better than yesterday.”

Her platinum appearance and flashy clothes were a mere memory. She glanced around and nodded toward an empty table in the corner where we could talk.

She sat across from me, keeping an eye on the people filing in through the door. “I might beat it out of town. Got enough dough for a bus ticket. If you found me, the guys who shot you could, too.”

“I’m a detective, or I used to be. I have a knack for such things.”

Not even a hint of a smile. “Yeah, well …”

“I’ll put you up at the Carlyle until this mess blows over.”

“You’d do that?” Belle tugged on a thread unraveling from her sleeve then spoke in a hushed tone. “You trying to buy information?”

“I’m trying to do the right thing.” It wasn’t her fault a couple of killers might want her dead.

“Okay then.” She managed a smile. “You seen Frankie?”

“He spent the day with me trying to find you. I hired him to drive me around until my leg’s well enough to push in a clutch.”

“Or until you find the bums who shot you.” Belle had plenty of street smarts.

“The cops are after a thug named Jimmy Vale.”

“Sure, I know Jimmy, but he had nothing to do with shooting you and your friend. Guess if you’re putting me up in a fancy-schmancy place like the Carlyle, I should trust you.” She drummed her fingers on the table and glanced toward the line of people still making their way for the free meal. “If you find these guys, they’d get locked up and I could go back to being—”

I whispered, “Belle Starr.”

“Yeah.” She smiled. “You’re a swell guy, Jake Donovan.”

“I know plenty of people who’d disagree with you. So why don’t you go to the cops?”

Belle laughed. “Cops ain’t too sympathetic to girls in my profession.” She let out a sigh and lowered her voice. “I only know the driver, the man I chatted with outside the hotel. Paul Cummings. Good-looking, dark-skinned Jamaican.”

“You sure he’s Jamaican?”

Belle grinned. “I know my accents.”

“What about the shooter?”

“Never seen him before, but I’d recognize the face. He’s got a thin mustache like Ronald Colman, a gap in his front teeth. He dressed like he had plenty of dough, a fancy watch, expensive shoes. I’m a hooker. I have a knack for such things.”

I laughed.

“Anyways, that night, just when I thought Paul and I had reached a deal regarding my services, his friend shows up carrying a suitcase.”

I could guess the contents of the case: a tommy gun.

She lowered her voice to a near whisper. “They climbed into the car and drove off. I went inside the hotel but didn’t find much action. I looked outside. You and your friend stood talking across the street, and Frankie sat on a bench smoking outside the hotel. The sedan was parked around the corner with two men inside. I went to say something to Frankie, ’cause I had this bad feeling, you know.”

I nodded.

“By the time I reach the front door, the car turns the corner and the shooting starts. I slip out the back into the alley and make my way home. I toss a few things in a bag and climb down the fire escape. Been living at the Grand ever since.”

“Where can I find Paul Cummings?”

She shrugged. “Don’t know where he lives, but I hear he hangs out with a gang that calls themselves Blackshirts.”

“Blackshirts? Like the thugs who helped Mussolini come to power?”

“Who’s Mussolini?” Belle grabbed her bag. “Buy me some smokes?”

“Sure.” I bought her a pack of cigarettes from a shop down the street and hailed a cab. We headed for the Carlyle.

I lowered my voice so the cabbie couldn’t hear. “You shouldn’t register under Belle Starr. What’s your original name?”

“Gloria.” She hesitated a moment. “Gloria Rosenberg.”

“German.”

She nodded. “And Jewish.”

At the front desk, she registered under Rosenberg. When I asked the desk clerk to bill the room to me, he raised an eyebrow.

Belle saw the man’s look. She took the key from the clerk and smiled. “Thanks, Cousin Jake.”

I stuffed fifty bucks into his hand. “Is this enough to keep you from remembering who’s taking care of her tab?”

He stuffed the money into his vest pocket. “Who’s tab?”

I made sure she got to her room, a floor below mine, then took the elevator to my suite. Inside, I flipped on the light. I plopped down at the table and emptied the contents of the cane.

In spite of my fatigue, I reread each of the articles, trying to get an angle on the focus of Mickey’s investigation.

I awoke hunched over the table with my face resting on the newspaper articles. An insistent knock sounded at the door. My watch read two a.m. Who could this be? I peeled an article from my cheek and limped toward the door. Stifling a yawn, I yanked open the door.

“I remembered something important.” Belle Starr stood in the doorway wearing a plain cotton blouse and skirt, hair damp as if she’d recently taken a bath and washed her hair. “You going to invite me in?”

I stepped back and glanced through the open door toward the bedroom.

Belle entered and followed my gaze. “What’s the matter, you never had a hooker in your hotel room before?” She gazed around the room and let out a low whistle. “And I thought my room was swell. I’ve seen my share of hotel rooms, but nothing like the Carlyle.”

“What did you remember?”

She stepped closer, stared at my face, and chuckled. “For a minute I thought you had a tattoo of Roosevelt on your face.” She took a hankie from her pocket, wiped my cheek, and showed me the ink on the cloth.

“Thanks.”

She sat at the table and glanced at the articles. “I thought maybe you clipped coupons.”

I gathered the articles and stuffed them in my suit coat pocket. I should’ve put them away before answering the door.

From a pocket in her skirt she pulled a flask with an engraved script B on the front. “You want a drink?”

“No thanks.”

Belle took a swallow from the flask. “I couldn’t sleep so I took a bubble bath.” She held her wrist toward my nose.

I sniffed. “Very … elegant.”

“Yeah. Anyways, I remembered something about the driver that night. Paul Cummings mentioned he and his Blackshirt friends hang out in a pool hall.”

“Did he mention the name?”

“Sorry, but I figured you could ask around. I also did some thinking about how I should go spill my guts to the cops. I can’t live like this. I mean a girl’s gotta work, you know?”

“Don’t go to the cops on my account.”

“I’ll sleep on it.” She let out a sigh and headed for the door.

I held the door open as she stood in the corridor and lit a cigarette. She held out the flask.

I took a sip. “What’s with you and Frankie?”

“We go way back.”

“I didn’t mean to pry.” I handed the flask back.

“It’s okay. Frankie and me shared a flat for a few months, but he wanted me to quit the business, like my immigrant parents who always told me America was the land of opportunity. They wasn’t kiddin’. I like fancy clothes and other things the dough buys. One night, Frankie and me had it out, and he took off. A year later he moved in with a telephone operator. A real straight arrow. You meet Edith?”

“No.”

“She’s okay. Doesn’t like me much, but most dames don’t.”

Belle took a step toward the stairs. Before I could close the door, she patted my face and shook her head. “She shouldn’t have let you get away.”

She? Who was Belle talking about? Laura?

“Sweetie, I don’t know who she was, but I know men. I know when they’re carrying a torch for a dame, and you got it bad.”

The next morning I bolted upright in bed, awakened by another round of pounding on my hotel room door. I slipped into my robe, grabbed my cane, and opened the door. My day wasn’t off to a blazing start. “Detective Hawkins. Inspector Stone.”

Both men pushed past me into the room.

“Won’t you come in?”

“Get dressed.” Hawkins gave an order, not a request, then barged into the bedroom.

“Mind if we look around?” Stone opened a drawer beneath the empty table where I’d displayed the articles.

“Be my guest.” Angry and frustrated at once again being treated like a suspect instead of a victim, I held my tongue and went into the bedroom to get dressed. While Hawkins searched the room, I changed into a suit. I straightened my tie and grabbed my hat. “What are you after?”

The detective ignored the question and led me to the door.

“The silent treatment. That works for me.”

Five minutes later I rode in the backseat of their sedan headed who knows where. While Hawkins drove, Stone glanced at me over the front seat. “You musta been in quite a hurry to get out of the hospital.”

“I’m a quick healer.”

Hawkins gazed at me in the rearview mirror.

“I left a message for you yesterday,” I told him.

“That’s funny. I called you, too, only you weren’t in. What did you want?”

“To tell you you’re wasting your time searching for Jimmy Vales.”

Hawkins glanced at his partner. We rode the rest of the way in silence. The two men were hiding a secret I felt certain I’d learn when we arrived at our destination.

We parked in front of the hotel across the street from Mickey’s office. Hawkins flashed his badge to a uniformed cop and the three of us entered the alley. Two more cops waited beside a trash can. One, just a kid, appeared queasy while the other acted like he encountered dead bodies once a week. Maybe he did.

I kicked aside a rotten head of cabbage. A sour smell engulfed me from garbage spilled out of overstuffed trash cans. Two feet stuck out from behind the trash can. A man in a brown suit lay facedown on the pavement. I knew the body was Jimmy Vales before I saw his face.

Stone didn’t try to hide a smirk. “Someone plugged Jimmy last night.”

“I’m not the someone.”

A cat skittered from the corner, ran past me, and disappeared beneath a stack of wooden crates. Using a pencil, Stone picked up a revolver. “A Colt. Mickey used to keep a couple of these around the office.”

Hawkins gave me a sneer. “We showed your book-cover photo to some people in the hotel. They said you and Frankie Malzone were snooping around yesterday looking for a hooker named Belle Starr. Someone spotted you in a soup kitchen last night with a dame. Guess you know how to show a girl a good time.”

I didn’t like being the subject of a baseless police investigation. I nodded toward the body. “Gentlemen, I had nothing to do with this.”

Hawkins flipped back a few pages in his notebook. “I understand Jimmy paid you a visit at The Diamond House yesterday. The manager told us Jimmy threatened you with a shard from a mirror he shattered.”

“He hardly threatened me. The man didn’t like to be accused of murder when he didn’t commit one.” I nodded toward the dead man. “I know the feeling.”

For the first time, a flicker of sympathy crossed the detective’s face. “The bum threatened you at The Yankee Club and again at The Diamond House. If you plugged him last night, it would be self-defense—”

“Self-defense? The bullet entered the back of his head.” With my leg protesting, I eased down and inspected the body. “No powder around the entry wound, so the shooter stood several feet behind him.”

Stone nudged his partner. “Look at this guy, a regular Dick Tracy.”

I lifted Jimmy’s arm with my cane. It flopped down on the pavement. “Rigor mortis hasn’t set in, so he’s been dead less than three hours.” I checked my watch. “Of course, you’re the experts, but that would probably put the shooting around four or five this morning, a time when I was fast asleep at the Carlyle.”

The two beat cops looked convinced, but Hawkins and Stone appeared unimpressed.

Stone’s brow furrowed. “So?”

“So … I stopped by the neighborhood last night, but I returned to the Carlyle around midnight. You can check with the doorman.”

Hawkins glanced at the notebook. “We already did. Your alibi doesn’t hold water.”

“Alibi.” I struggled to my feet, words sputtering. “It’s not an alibi. I’m telling you where I was last night and this morning when someone shot Jimmy.”

“Someone with a motive,” Stone said.

Jimmy had plenty of enemies, and both men knew it. “Someone who wanted you to think I did it.”

Stone bent down for a closer look at the shot to the back of Jimmy’s head. “You coulda left the Carlyle, plugged Jimmy, and got back without anyone seeing you.”

I pointed to the scuff marks on the toes of the dead man’s shoes. “Whoever shot him dragged Jimmy to the trash can so people passing by might not notice him right away.” I followed a trail of two faint marks on the pavement. “He was shot … there.” I gestured toward a smear of blood near the door to the hotel kitchen.

Stone’s knees cracked as he rose. “So you shot him there and dragged the body behind the trash can so you could get away, ’cause you don’t move so fast anymore.”

I lost all patience with the two geniuses. “How much do you think Jimmy weighed? Two fifty? I can see both of you are in fighting trim shape, but I spend most of my days in front of a typewriter. Even if I hadn’t been shot three days ago, I’d have struggled to drag the body.”

Hawkins shrugged. “Maybe Frankie helped you move Jimmy to the trash can.”

“I haven’t seen Frankie since around six last night when he dropped me off at the Carlyle. He went home to his … girlfriend, Edith.” I hoped.

Hawkins’s eyes followed the trail of scuff marks. “You and the dame at the soup kitchen could have dragged the body.”

“Now you’re just making things up.” I stepped closer to Stone trying to control my temper. “You were Mickey’s friend. He deserves better than this kind of Keystone Cops investigation.”

Hawkins grabbed my arm and yanked me away from his partner. “You can’t talk to us like that.”

Doubt flickered across Stone’s face. “Who’s the dame in the soup kitchen?”

“I can’t tell you that.”

Hawkins thumped a finger against my chest. “Maybe you’ll come clean downtown.”

“I’m as clean as a new bar of soap.”

The two uniformed cops chuckled.

Hawkins aimed his finger at me. “Who’s the dame!”

“A client.”

Stone snorted with laughter. “A writer client?”

“A detective client. I still have my license.”

Hawkins stepped so close the bacon he’d had for breakfast made me remember I hadn’t had breakfast. “I warned you about interfering with a homicide investigation, Donovan.”

“You targeted Jimmy Vales. I’m taking another angle. I’ve got fifty bucks says I find Mickey’s killer before you.” I turned to the two cops guarding the crime scene. “You want in on this action?” When they shook their heads, I laughed. “Even your cop pals won’t put money on you.”

“Wise guy.” Hawkins spit a wad of saliva beside my feet.

I’d had just about enough. “I’m doing your job by finding who really killed Mickey. Who killed Jimmy Vales? You’ll have to solve that one.”

Hawkins stuffed the notebook in his suit coat pocket. “We’ll talk to Frankie Malzone, but we got plenty more questions for you down at the station house. I hope you don’t have any plans today.”

“The theater this evening.”

“I wouldn’t count on it. Let’s go.”

“Some pretty important people will be disappointed if I don’t show, but that’s your call.” The two men led me back up the alley toward their car. I wasn’t optimistic about attending the final performance of Laura’s play.


Chapter 6

Poker and Chess

During my gumshoe days, homicide detectives mostly fell into three categories: pros dedicated to solving crimes and arresting killers, ambitious men seeking to further their careers by racking up convictions, and burned-out detectives waiting to retire. A fourth category existed that no one talked much about—cops on the take.

With my cane propped in the corner, I sat on an uncomfortable wooden chair in a drab olive-green interrogation room across the table from Detective Hawkins. He slid his chair back and paced the black-and-white checkered floor.

His expensive herringbone suit, well-polished shoes, and dapper thin mustache placed Hawkins in the ambitious category. As the hours dragged by, however, his meticulous appearance deteriorated. In the first hour of questioning, he loosened his tie. An hour later, he draped his suit coat over a chair, and sweat stains showed on his white starched shirt.

Hawkins referred to his notebook, asking the same questions in different ways. In spite of my frustration and growing dislike for the detective, I maintained my composure. As a Pinkerton, I’d been interrogated plenty by local cops who resented my presence. Their faces often held the same disdain now on Hawkins’s mug.

He dropped into the chair again and flipped through his trusty notebook, mumbling to himself. He rapped on the table with the large ring on his right hand. I looked closer. NYU. Not many cops went to college.

I checked my watch. Just after noon. “What’s for lunch?”

With career advancement in his eyes, he again listed the evidence against me as if I should just confess and save everyone time. “Far as we know you were the last person to see Jimmy Vales alive at The Diamond House.”

“Me and dozens of others who witnessed him run from the men’s room.”

He flipped to another page. “We traced the weapon found at the crime scene. Five years ago, when you and Mickey O’Brien shared an office, he purchased the Colt used to kill Jimmy Vales.”

Whoever broke into Mickey’s office and trashed the place took his guns and shot Jimmy Vales, making it look like I was the shooter.

One corner of Hawkins’s mouth twisted into the smug expression I’d become so fond of. “A cabdriver said he picked you up from the hospital and drove you to Mickey’s office. The next day we find the place ransacked and the three guns Mickey owned missing.”

“I didn’t take Mickey’s guns.” Laura could confirm the handguns were missing by the time I arrived, but I refused to bring her into my problems. “I also didn’t drag Jimmy to the trash can and leave the incriminating weapon. Are we through yet?”

Hawkins aimed his finger at me. “We’re finished when I say we’re finished.”

“You’re picturing newspaper headlines over a story about you arresting Jake Donovan, a murder-mystery novelist, for a real murder. Your buddies, if you have buddies, will buy you drinks, and women might even invite you up for coffee. You’ll be having lunch with the captain instead of sharing hot dogs with Stone.”

“Show some respect. You think Stone and I are a couple of beer-swilling, hot-dog-eating flatfoots.” He slammed his palms on the table. “What were you doing in Mickey O’Brien’s office?”

I wasn’t about to tell Hawkins about the locker key or Oliver Greenwoody’s hotel phone number. “Packing up his personal effects.”

A bubble of spit hung on his lip. “I could arrest you right now with what I have.”

I knew a bluff when I saw one. He’d make a terrible poker player. “You’ll be walking a beat in Flatbush within a week after your lieutenant finds out someone broke into Mickey’s office and snatched the guns before I arrived. The hotel can confirm I was in my room when Jimmy’s murder took place.”

Hawkins lunged across the table and grabbed my lapels. He let go as the door opened.

Stone came in munching on a hot dog. I smoothed my suit coat as he tossed a dog wrapped in paper to Hawkins. “Ketchup, no mustard, like always.”

“No thanks,” his partner barked back.

“Suit yourself.” Stone slid the hot dog toward me.

I hadn’t eaten all day. The dog smelled wonderful, but I’d never met a New Yorker who put ketchup on a hot dog.

After unwrapping the paper, I wiped off as much of the tomato goo as I could with the wrapper. The first bite made me realize how much I missed New York food and the simple things of my previous life.

Hawkins stared down his partner. “You going to tell me what you found out, or are you going to wait until Donovan finishes his meal?”

Stone took a final bite and tossed the wrapper into a trash can in the corner. With a mouthful of dog, he managed a long hard swallow. “I spoke to Frankie Malzone and his girlfriend Edith. She’s a piece of work. She definitely wears the pants in the family but is honest as a nun, you know? She confirms Frankie was home all night, as did a couple of neighbors I checked with.”

“I’ve been telling the truth.” I struggled to rise. “I have a play to attend, fellas.”

“Not so fast.” Stone slid a chair from the corner and sat beside his partner. “Frankie told me you two spent the day looking for a hooker by the name of Belle Starr. I’m familiar with Belle … Miss Starr … ’cause I arrested her a couple years ago. Anyways, doesn’t sound like the person witnesses saw you with in the soup kitchen.”

I finished the hot dog, pulled a handkerchief from my pocket, and wiped both hands. “Unless you plan to arrest me for soliciting a prostitute, you have nothing to keep me here.”

Hawkins rose from the chair and slipped on his suit coat. “Just because we don’t have enough evidence to make charges stick, yet doesn’t mean you’re innocent. For now, you’re free to go, but don’t leave town.” He left the room and slammed the door.

After I grabbed my cane, Stone escorted me through the bustling police station. Outside, he stood beside me as I waited for a cab. “In the alley, you said your investigation of Mickey’s murder led in a different direction. Means you believe Mickey was the intended victim.”

“Get on with it.” I raised one hand as a cab sped by.

“You think the killer was somebody Mick was investigating, or someone from his past?”

“Mickey made a lot of enemies, but no one ever shot at him before.”

“I might be able to keep Hawkins from nipping at your heels, but you’ve got to give me something.”

I held up a hand when I spotted an approaching cab. “Why should I trust you?”

“Mickey did.”

Good enough. “Ever hear of something called the Golden Legion?”

“Sure, a bunch of rich snob bankers who went crazy ’cause Roosevelt took us off the gold standard,” Stone answered. “Word is they’re trying to buy off Congress to roll back the New Deal laws he jammed down the politicians’ throats. But what does a bunch of stuffed shirts with diamond stickpins have to do with Mickey getting plugged by gangsters?”

I had my suspicions about a handful of bankers trying to hold on to their power. After all, bankers had financed Mussolini’s rise to power. But I wasn’t ready to share my suspicions with someone I barely trusted. “Maybe Mickey got crossways with one of them.”

“I’ll do some snooping, but I gotta be careful. These are some of the most powerful men in the country.” Stone stuffed his hands in his trouser pockets and went back into the station.

A cab pulled to the curb, followed by a white limo with dark windows. The limo driver, in a dark blue uniform, jumped out and spoke to the cabbie. A second later the cab sped away.

The limo driver tipped his cap. “Jake Donovan?”

I nodded. Who arranged for a limo ride?

The rear window rolled down and Spencer Dalrymple waved me forward. Of course.

What did he want? More importantly, how did he know the interrogation had ended? I had to find out.

The driver opened the rear door. I sat across from Dalrymple and laid the cane on the leather seat. “Nothing like leaving a police station in a limo.”

His face lacked the con-man smile he’d displayed in my hospital room. “I thought we should chat on the way back to your hotel. You’re coming to the play and the cast party, I hope.”

“Of course.”

“Laura will be pleased. She’s such an angel. After my wife died, I never thought I’d find love again.”

Dalrymple had two mistresses: money and power. A man like that couldn’t love someone like Laura. Hearing him profess his love made me sick enough to puke on his tailored suit.

“I’m sorry for your loss. How did …?”

He stared out the window and smoothed his thin mustache. “A tragic automobile accident five years ago. Icy roads …” Dalrymple twisted his hands together and appeared to regain his composure. A push of a button on the door raised a panel that blocked us from the driver. He pointed out a skyscraper under construction. “The Dalrymple Building. Should open next year.” A block later we approached a familiar office building where my publisher occupied the tenth and eleventh floors. “My bank purchased Empire Press recently.”

My publisher. This news wasn’t good.

He handed me an envelope as an arrogant grin spread across his face.

I ignored the urge to remove the dagger from my cane and slice off the man’s lips. Inside the envelope was a one-way train ticket back to Florida. How considerate.

Dalrymple’s voice lowered an octave and took on a sinister edge. “It’s time you get back to your writing.”

A thousand miles from Laura, too. I set the envelope beside me. “I don’t think the police would like me to leave New York.”

He waved a dismissive hand. “My lawyers will take care of that. No charges have been filed, and none will be.”

If I left the city.

With the glee of a chess master about to trap someone in check, he leaned forward and spoke in a soft voice. “I attended a board meeting last week at Empire Press. Imagine my surprise to learn your editor is having second thoughts about your latest novel and about continuing your Blackie Doyle series. I argued in your favor, but what can one man do?”

I was finding out. Dalrymple’s squeeze drove home the point. Stop digging into Mickey’s murder or I’d lose my income, and the cops would continue their efforts to link me to the murder of Jimmy Vales.

Behind his dark eyes was more than arrogance. Dalrymple was corrupt and dangerous. I couldn’t let Laura marry such an evil man.

“Ah, here we are.” He pointed to the Carlyle Hotel. “You have much to think about.”

The driver parked in front then ran around and opened the rear door.

I grabbed the cane and climbed out.

“Donovan.” Dalrymple tossed me the envelope. “Your train ticket.”

I wanted to rip the ticket to bits and stuff the pieces down his throat. Instead, I stuck the envelope inside my suit coat pocket. The limo drove off.

Inside the hotel lobby, I worried not about my finances but Laura’s safety.

As I passed the front desk, the clerk’s face lit with an eager-to-please smile. “Everything’s taken care of, Mr. Donovan.”

I nearly skidded to a stop. “Taken care of?”

“Your bill is paid up through the weekend. You’re scheduled for early checkout Monday morning.”

“Who made those arrangements?” As if I didn’t know.

His face flushed. “Why, I assumed you did. Oh, dear.” He sifted through a stack of papers. “Oh, yes. Your publisher notified us you’d be returning to Florida.”

“My publisher.”

“Empire Press.” He glanced behind him to a young woman hanging room keys on hooks. He lowered his voice. “There’s the matter of … your cousin. Will she be leaving as well?”

I grabbed the knot of his tie and twisted, my anger at Dalrymple spilling over to the frightened clerk. The reality of my actions hit home. I let go, disgusted by my behavior. Now I was a bully like Laura’s fiancé. “I’m terribly sorry.”

He straightened his tie, and color returned to his face. “I’ve dealt with plenty of artists, writers in particular, who …” He took off his glasses and stared into my eyes as if looking for signs of drug use. “Act out.” No longer appearing so eager to please, he put on his glasses and ran his finger down a ledger. “Now about your friend on the second floor.”

“She’ll be staying for the foreseeable future. Please continue to charge her bill to my account, and—”

“That’s just it,” he interrupted.

I felt Dalrymple’s strike even before the words left the clerk’s mouth.

“I’m afraid your bank account’s been frozen.”

Frankie drove us to my favorite Broadway theater, the Longacre. An usher showed us to our seats, mid-center, fourth row, where we waited for the curtain to rise on the final performance of Night Whispers.

Frankie had never attended a Broadway play. He dressed for the occasion in a freshly pressed blue pin-striped suit with a fresh carnation in the lapel, shined shoes, and a spiffy Panama hat.

While Frankie took in the glitz and glamour of New York celebrities and reporters, I replayed the limo ride in my mind. Dalrymple was a bully, something I suspected the first time we met. He’d complicated my plans to remain in the city and find Mickey’s killer, but checkmate? Hardly.

Frankie stuck a toothpick in his mouth. “So you once had a … a thing with the actress who plays the nurse.”

“We had a thing since high school … until I moved to Florida two years ago.”

“You ran away from Laura Wilson?”

When a woman in the third row turned and glanced at me over the top of her glasses, Frankie ran a finger around his collar. “Sorry. It’s none of my business.”

I changed the subject and told him about finding Belle. He couldn’t believe I put her up at the Carlyle.

“She speaks highly of Edith, by the way.”

Frankie chuckled. “Well, the feeling ain’t mutual.”

A buzz swept over the packed theater when the lights dimmed and the curtain opened. A flutter churned through my gut. Laura’s acting talent germinated from not having a mother and being raised by an abusive father. She pretended to be happy at an early age. The pain of growing up gave her the drive to become a successful actress, but as I waited for her to appear onstage, I couldn’t help but wonder whether her feelings for me had been an act all along.

In a nurse’s uniform, Laura strolled onstage to a round of applause. She spoke her first line, and my thoughts of our past vanished. Like Frankie, I found myself immersed in the story of a nurse falling for a crippled soldier. Much of the audience shed tears at the play’s tender moments and laughed at Laura’s bawdy lines and slapstick antics in the operating room.

The first act ended to a standing ovation. I tried not to notice Frankie wiping away a tear. As the lights brightened, my gaze traveled to a private balcony box where three people rose to take a break between acts—Peggy and Dorothy Greenwoody and, I assumed, the war hero, Oliver Greenwoody.

I grabbed my cane. “I need to stretch my leg.”

As we left the lobby, we passed two women complimenting each other on their new jewelry. Twenty-four hours earlier I’d shared a free meal with more than a hundred people. The disparity in wealth between the average Joe and the rich who controlled Wall Street was dangerous to the country. The gap led to fanatics like those who’d risen in Europe. How had our country’s leaders allowed greed and corruption to ruin so many lives? More importantly, how would Roosevelt ever get us out of this mess?

Outside, I flinched as a car turned the corner and sped by. The sedan recalled the images of the night Mickey and I were shot. A backfire would’ve sent me to the pavement. How long would my jumpiness go on?

Frankie ignored my reaction and lit a cigarette. “So, Belle’s doing okay?”

“Better at the Carlyle than living in a movie theater. You really were her favorite.”

“Dames. Sometimes things just don’t work out. You know that.”

Unfortunately, I did, much to my regret. A thousand miles away I nearly forgot what I’d left behind—Laura, friends like Gino, delis and shops where everyone knew my name.

Frankie interrupted my reflection when he gestured toward the theater. “Look who’s here.”

Gino stepped from the lobby looking uncomfortable in an expensive black suit, starched collar, and spats. On his arm was a glitzy blonde in a gold-sequined gown. He joined us and nodded toward the woman, who looked vaguely familiar. “You remember Stella.”

“Sure.” The cigarette girl at The Yankee Club.

Gino winked at me then gave her a nudge with his elbow. “Hey, doll, why don’t you round us up some drinks?”

Her face reddened until she appeared to notice the twinkle in his eye. She slapped his arm playfully and smiled at me. “We ain’t never been properly introduced. I’m Stella.”

“That’s what I said.” Gino shook his head.

“I didn’t realize you were a theater fan,” I said to Gino.

“I’m a fan of Laura’s, not playacting.” He took out a pack of Camels and a silver lighter. “Ain’t that something about Jimmy Vales? Two murders in one week. What’s the neighborhood coming to?”

Frankie blew out a plume of smoke. “Cops thought me and Jake had something to do with it.”

“Did you?” Gino grinned. “I’m joking.” He slipped an arm around Stella’s waist and gave her a peck on the cheek.

Stella nearly choked on her sarcasm. “Gino, I didn’t know you cared.”

“Sure you did.” He gave her another kiss. “Hey, after the show, why don’t you come back to the club and have some drinks and a plate of Ma’s spaghetti? You, too, Malzone.”

Frankie puffed with pride. “We’re going to a cast party.”

Stella checked her look in a makeup mirror. She fluffed her hair and snapped the case closed. “A cast party?”

Gino shot her a look. “Yeah, a cast party. That’s a party where, instead of charades, people put casts on each other’s arms. Fun, but it makes it hard to dance.”

“I know what a cast party is, smart-ass.” She punched him in the arm. “Got some gum?”

Gino handed her a stick of Wrigley’s Spearmint.

She unwrapped the gum and shoved it in her mouth. “I just didn’t get why we ain’t invited.”

“ ’Cause we’re from the wrong side of the tracks.” Gino took a long drag on his cigarette and blew a puff past my head. “You might want to pick up a couple of broads before the party. If you don’t mind me saying so, people might get the wrong idea about you and Frankie.”

I chuckled. “What, a couple of guys can’t go to the theater together?”

“You serious? Two guys can go to the fights, a burlesque show, a pool hall, or a ball game but not the theater, unless you’re planning on picking out china together.” He pointed to the white carnation in Frankie’s lapel. “You should lose the flower. People are gonna think Jake bought you a corsage.”

Frankie’s forehead wrinkled as he glanced down at the carnation. “Edith gave me the carnation.”

“Don’t mind Gino.” Stella slipped her arm in Gino’s. “He’s just sore ’cause Jake asked you to the theater, instead of him.”

Frankie exchanged looks with Gino then me. He tossed the carnation to the sidewalk and kicked it into the gutter.

“Your reputation’s about to recover, Jake.” Gino nodded toward the lobby. “A classy dame in a hot dress is giving you the eye.”

Without her black-rimmed glasses, Dorothy Greenwoody stood beside her parents and two other couples. She looked stunning in a gorgeous green chiffon gown. She smiled and waved her fingers at me.

Hoping for an introduction to her father, I clapped Gino on the shoulder. “Thanks for everything. See you after the second act.”

I headed back to the theater as Gino stuck two fingers in his mouth and let out a shrill whistle. “Way to go, Jake.”

Inside, Dorothy held out a hand to me. Her mother, in fur and jewels as I expected, held her husband’s arm like she was the first lady and he was the president.

The other couples listened while Oliver analyzed the play. From their faces, he might as well have been the Times theater critic. The man’s charisma went beyond a mere war hero.

Dorothy took my hand in hers. “Mother said you called. A most pleasant surprise, Mr. Donovan.”

Feeling like a bit of a cad, I gave her hand a slight squeeze. “Jake.”

She didn’t take her eyes from me. “Mother, you remember Jake Donovan.”

I told myself Dorothy’s infatuation wasn’t with me. She was infatuated with the character I created, Blackie Doyle, but hadn’t realized it yet. I didn’t like using her to get to her father, but Blackie wouldn’t have hesitated a minute.

Peggy steered her husband away from the other couples. “Oliver, I’d like you to meet the famous author Jake Donovan. We met on the train.”

Her husband’s tailored suit wasn’t military but still gave him a commanding presence. With silver hair and a Dick Tracy jaw, he looked like a living poster of the war hero he was. He shook my hand with the grip of a leader of men. “I’ve read all your novels.”

I hadn’t expected that. “I’m flattered.”

“Nonsense. Nothing like a good mystery to take one’s mind off the world’s real problems.” A backhanded compliment? “Dashiell Hammett’s my favorite, but you’re catching up.”

His eyes never left mine while he talked, and he appeared to actually listen when spoken to. For a moment, his allure sucked me in.

Dorothy held my hand. “Mr. Donovan fought in Europe, Father.”

He nodded toward my cane. “A war injury?”

“Really, Oliver.” Peggy shook her head. “Someone shot Mr. Donovan a few days ago. It was in all the papers.”

“That’s right. I’ve been distracted by the financial page, but I did read the police found the man responsible—dead in some back alley. We live in troubled times, Mr. Donovan.”

The lights flickered, signaling the impending start of Act II. He appeared to notice Dorothy’s hand in mine. “I hope you’re coming to the Dalrymple party.”

I let go of his daughter’s hand. “I’ll be there, sir.”

“A pleasure to meet you, Mr. Donovan. Until the next time.” He took Peggy’s arm, and they headed toward the stairway.

“Father likes you.” She kissed my cheek and followed her parents. The chiffon dress swayed when she walked. At the foot of the stairs, she turned back and waved.

I waved back and remembered the tingling sensation when she slid her foot up my leg in the dining car. I quickly dismissed the memory.

With Stella and Frankie beside him, Gino clapped me on the shoulder. He let out a low whistle as Dorothy climbed the stairs. “Now that’s what I’m talkin’ about.”

After the final curtain call, Frankie and I went backstage, two of maybe a hundred anxious to offer their congratulations to the cast. I had to warn Laura about her fiancé.

Frankie tipped his hat to every gorgeous dish who passed by, and there were plenty. We stood outside Laura’s dressing room, in an area packed with reporters and photographers snapping pictures. Leaning on my cane, I caught a glimpse of her well-practiced smile as she held a dozen white roses, her favorite.

The lights around the square mirror behind her shimmered off Laura’s black curly hair. She looked more beautiful than her billboard outside The Yankee Club. For a moment I found myself staring into her dark brown eyes and the face I knew so well.

Laura caught my eye. She smiled and waved. “Jake, come in.”

Frankie followed as we wedged our way inside. Roses were everywhere, mostly red and white. I kissed her cheek. Over the din, I introduced Frankie, who stood with his mouth open like a kid meeting Babe Ruth for the first time.

“A pleasure to meet you, Mr. Malzone. Hope you enjoyed the play.” Laura held out a hand to Frankie but glanced at me. Perhaps I was the only one who recognized concern behind her gracious exterior.

Frankie shook her hand. For a minute, I didn’t think he could speak. “You were wonderful, Miss Wilson.”

“Darling.” Spencer Dalrymple stepped between Frankie and me. He kissed Laura’s cheek then introduced her to a short man in tow. “Laura, may I present Baron Karl Friedman.”

Wearing wire-rimmed glasses and a blond, thinning comb-over, the Baron clicked his heels and kissed Laura’s hand. “My father was a baron. I’m just a humble public servant. Please call me Karl, fräulein.”

Laura took her hand back and glanced at me a moment. “A pleasure, Karl.”

The so-called baron stared at me as if he knew me, but I couldn’t see how, unless he was one of a couple hundred Germans who stormed our trench near the Marne River in ’18.

Dalrymple’s steel-gray eyes didn’t blink as he shook my hand. “So glad you recovered in time to come to the play … and to the house later.” No mention of our limo ride.

I held his gaze and gripped his hand harder than he squeezed mine, an immature gesture, but a satisfying one nonetheless. “I wouldn’t miss it.”

He introduced me to Karl, the German public servant, code for Nazi, no doubt.

A reporter, with a pencil and pad in hand, shouted from behind me. “Miss Wilson, so many Broadway actresses have left for Hollywood since talking pictures have proven more than a fad. What are your plans now that Night Whispers has closed?”

“Hollywood? I can’t imagine leaving Broadway, though I don’t have any new roles lined up, just yet.”

Dalrymple slipped an arm around her, posing for photographers who obliged with several flashes. “Except the role of Mrs. Spencer Dalrymple.”

The reporter wrote down the quote. “Have you set a date for the wedding?”

I tapped Frankie’s shoe with my cane. “Let’s go.” I couldn’t take any more darlings and Mrs. Dalrymple talk and certainly didn’t want to learn when they’d marry.

Behind me Laura called, “We’ll chat at the party, Jake.”

I wasn’t so sure. Dalrymple would, no doubt, find a way to keep us apart.

As Frankie and I made our way through the crowd, her fiancé called to me, “Good-bye, Mr. Donovan.”

His knowing voice shot a chill into my back but filled me with renewed determination.


Chapter 7

The Green Hippopotamus and the Stalker

Frankie turned down a well-lit tree-lined drive. The Dalrymple Estate rose from the rolling countryside twenty miles north of the city. Past the gatehouse, white marble columns and nude statues around the mansion evoked images of ancient Greece and Washington D.C. At the gate, two uniformed guards waited with unsmiling expressions and black-braided uniforms. They increased the sensation that we were about to enter a foreign country ruled by King Dalrymple.

I accepted the cast-party invitation out of respect for Laura. The limo ride gave me a better reason to attend and a new mission—to convince her that marrying the arrogant bastard would be a dangerous mistake. She’d never listened to my frequent suggestions about marriage before, but I had to try.

The gatehouse guard studied Frankie and me and the inside of the car. Apparently, he couldn’t picture us with the rich and famous. He found my name and practically snapped to attention and waved us through.

Frankie drove down a gravel drive and let out a low whistle. “Your ex … Miss Wilson … Never mind, I’m just your driver.”

Frankie was much more than a driver. He saved my life the first night we met. “Say what’s on your mind.”

“When I met your ex’s fiancé, I didn’t know what she saw in him. He’s short, pale, has a whiny voice, the kind of guy we used to pick on at school.” Frankie parked next to a red Pierce Arrow and nodded toward the huge mansion. “Now I get it.”

Growing up, Laura endured a father who never held a steady job and spent what little he earned on booze. She deserved the kind of life that Dalrymple’s wealth could provide, but he didn’t deserve her.

He might act like a gentleman around Laura, but during the limo ride, Dalrymple displayed his true nature: a dangerous bully. Laura was as tough as they came in our old neighborhood. She could handle anyone. Still, she couldn’t possibly know what she was in for.

We climbed the steps to the white-columned entryway. Outside the massive front doors, another uniformed guard checked us off his list.

Inside, my cane slid on the slippery marble. A pretty young woman took our hats and smiled at Frankie. He possessed an uncanny ability to attract the ladies.

Scores of old-money guests and self-indulgent celebrities filled a main hall the size of a basketball court. At the far end, two winding staircases flanked French doors that led to an outside deck.

Frankie looked like he’d swallowed a bar of soap. “A regular stiff’s convention. Remind me again why we’re here.”

“Free booze.” I nodded toward a bar outside an open door. Piano music came from the room.

Frankie ordered a scotch, but I had no intention of drinking. Booze might take the edge off my throbbing leg, but I didn’t want Laura to think the booze was talking when I coughed up information disparaging her fiancé.

Frankie poked his head into the music room. “It’s Cole Porter. He’s playing our song.”

Lillian Hellman came through the French doors. Cigarette in hand, she headed for the bar. The aspiring playwright appeared just as I remembered, late twenties, serious minded, with reddish-brown hair. Unlike most of the women who’d dressed to impress, Lillian’s style was practical, a beige cotton dress and comfortable black shoes.

“Go ahead.” I patted Frankie on the back. “I’ll join you later.”

Frankie did a soft shoe into the music room while Lillian stepped to the bar without noticing me. Her voice still contained the hint of a New Orleans accent as she ordered a martini. She turned and grinned. “Jake Donovan.”

I kissed her cheek. “Lillian.”

“Don’t Lillian me.” She grabbed the martini from the bartender and took a long gulp.

Why was she mad at me? “Where’s Dashiell?”

“On the deck.” She led me away from the bar and the crowd of people. “You had to come back to New York, didn’t you?”

The question, though rhetorical, made me face the truth. Now that I’d returned, I knew finalizing the novel wasn’t my real reason for returning to New York. I came back to make sure I hadn’t made a mistake leaving Laura. Returning had been a dreadful disaster. Laura was engaged, Mickey was dead, and I was to blame for both.

Lillian tossed back the drink, crushed her cigarette into the glass, and set it on a table. She led me toward the French doors. “Dash is facing a deadline on his latest book. Since he read in the papers you’re investigating Mickey’s murder, he hasn’t been able to write a lick. Now he finds conspiracy in everything.” She peered through the French doors. Her face sagged. “See what I mean?”

Dashiell Hammett, in a blue pin-striped suit and black Italian shoes, leaned over the deck railing. With a smoldering cigarette in his hand, he peered through opera glasses into a topiary garden below.

I shook my head. “Someone who beat tuberculosis shouldn’t smoke.”

“I know, right?” She lit another cigarette. “He hasn’t been a Pinkerton or carried a gun in more than ten years. He wants to help you find the killer.” She grabbed my wrist. “Don’t let him. I don’t want him to end up like …”

“Like me.”

“Or Mickey.”

Lillian wasn’t angry with me. Her behavior reflected concern over Dashiell Hammett, her love for as long as I’d known them.

During our Pinkerton days in the Omaha office, Dashiell became an inspiration to me—as a detective, a writer, a man who cared about people less fortunate. “I’ll do my best.”

Her expressive doe eyes softened. “I’m sorry about Mickey and you getting shot.” She gazed around at the Dalrymple mansion opulence. “I’m also sorry about Laura.”

So was I. Outside, flecks of gray shone in Dashiell’s thick hair and stylish thin mustache. He stared intently through the opera glasses.

I stopped beside him. “Shakespeare in the park?”

“Droll. Very droll.” He held the glasses to his side. “I thought I recognized your voice.” He pointed to the garden where guests, mostly couples, strolled along a redbrick path lit with flickering torches. “See the guy in the tan suit? Who wears tan to a cocktail party?”

The man stood in the shadows of the topiary garden gazing up at the house. Shadows hid his face. “You going to bust him for lack of fashion?”

“He’s casing the joint.”

I took another look. “Are you sure?”

“What do you mean, am I sure? If it wasn’t for me, you’d probably still be locked in that Omaha grain elevator. Trust me on this. Once a Pinkerton, always a Pinkerton.”

Dashiell was right. The man was as inconspicuous as garters on a racehorse.

When the man disappeared behind an elaborately trimmed green elephant, Dashiell set the opera glasses next to a half-full martini on a table behind him. “Wait here.” Taking a long drag on the cigarette, he hurried down the stairway to the topiary garden.

He dashed from shrub to shrub, drawing closer to the man in tan. Dashiell hid behind a bush shaped like a monkey. Cigarette smoke curled from behind the tail, drawing attention to his presence.

I couldn’t help but chuckle. He’d lost his touch since Omaha.

The man in the tan suit crossed the path, torchlight flickering across his face. I grabbed the opera glasses, focused on his face, and stopped breathing. It was Laura’s stalker, the same man who followed us from the bus station to The Diamond House. This guy was no security guard or party guest. He certainly appeared to be casing the Dalrymple mansion, but why had he followed Laura?

I limped down the stairway, one difficult step at a time. I made my way down the walkway with growing concern. Beside a thick hedge trimmed in the shape of a hippopotamus, I looked up and down the path. Where was Dashiell?

“Pssst.” With one foot on a wrought-iron bench, Dashiell crouched behind a green turtle bush and waved me over.

I ducked beside him, determined not to register concern over Laura’s stalker. I thought about reporting him to the plentiful supply of guards mingling with guests. They’d call the cops, who’d toss him in jail. I wouldn’t find out if he was a threat to Laura. “Maybe he’s one of the guards,” I whispered. I didn’t believe that for a minute.

“You think I was born yesterday?” He climbed onto the bench. His unbuttoned suit coat displayed a holstered pistol with an ivory handle, like the one he carried in Omaha. “Get back. He’ll walk by, and I’ll grab him.”

Before I could stop him, Dashiell jumped down. He lunged past the bush and grabbed the arm of a man twice the size of Laura’s stalker. “I’ve been keeping an eye on you …”

The flickering torchlight revealed boxer scars similar to my father’s. This guy, who wasn’t Laura’s stalker, was a heavyweight, Dashiell a middleweight at best.

The angry man jerked his arm from Dashiell’s grip and turned to a pretty girl in a white dress behind him. “I’ll handle this, dollface.”

Dashiell held up both hands. “I’m terribly sorry. I thought you were … someone else. Let me buy you and the young lady a drink.”

“It’s an open bar.” He took a menacing step toward Dashiell.

I stuck the end of my cane against the center of the man’s chest and stopped his advance. “Back off, friend.”

The girl tugged on his arm. “Let’s get back to the party, Bernie. That guy’s drunk.”

Dashiell nodded. “She’s right. I am drunk.”

Bernie slapped the end of the cane away then pointed a thick gnarled finger at Dashiell. “If you ever lay your paws on me again, I’ll rip off your mustache and jam it down your throat.” He slipped a protective arm around the girl and escorted her back to the stairway.

Dashiell dropped down on the bench and buried his head in his hands.

In all the commotion, Laura’s stalker had disappeared. I wanted to find out whether he was a threat to Laura, but I wouldn’t let Dashiell see my interest in the guy.

Knowing Dashiell used real-life people, from his Pinkerton days, as characters in his novels, I sat beside him. “Bernie might make a nice villain in your next novel.”

Dashiell grumbled a response. He rose, jammed both hands into his trouser pockets, and headed for the stairs.

I limped after him. By the time I made it back to the deck, Dashiell was at a table smoking a cigarette and sipping a martini. He was a million miles away. I sat across from him, trying to think of something comforting to say.

He blew a plume of smoke and watched it drift into the night air. “Lillian talked to you, didn’t she?”

“She’s worried, that’s all.”

“She thinks I can’t handle myself anymore. Now you do as well.”

“Lillian doesn’t think that. I don’t either.” I thought back to the day we met. “You once told me something I’ll never forget. You said carrying a gun and solving crimes doesn’t make you a man. You’re one of the country’s most successful writers. You don’t need to be a detective.”

He took a sip of the martini. “You close to finding out what happened to Mickey?”

“The papers got it wrong. I’m not investigating Mickey’s murder. I’m just waiting for my leg to heal before I head back to Florida.”

His scowl revealed he didn’t believe me. I felt guilty lying to my old friend, but I was keeping what I learned to myself. Only Laura had seen pieces to the puzzle of Mickey’s last case.

“Lillian thinks I’m trying to recapture my youth. Truth is, I’m a crime novelist who hasn’t solved a crime in more than a decade.” He crushed the cigarette in an ashtray. “I could use another drink.”

“If I had two bits for every time I heard you say that, I’d be a rich man.”

Lillian set martinis on the table in front of Dashiell and me. “You are a rich man, Jake.” She sat and held his hand. “What are you boys up to?”

I took a sip. “Admiring the Dalrymple topiary garden.”

Lillian laughed. “You never were a good liar, Jake Donovan.”

She was right. I needed to find the stalker before Laura arrived. I left the martini and slid back the chair. “I’m staying at the Carlyle. Give me a call. Maybe we can get together for dinner.”

Lillian kissed my cheek. “That would be wonderful, wouldn’t it, Dash?”

“A delight.” He finished my drink.

I left my two friends, hoping I’d convinced Dashiell to ignore his longing to return to detective work. Inside the large hall, I mingled, searching for the man in the tan suit. In spite of his attire, he proved to be surprisingly elusive. At the door to the music room I nearly collided with a woman with red curly hair.

“Jake Donovan.” A snug purple gown made the big-boned woman resemble a ripe eggplant. She wrapped me in a bear hug like we were long-lost cousins. She took my arm and practically dragged me into the music room. “I know you’re friends with Cole Porter. Introduce me. Please! I’d be perfect for the new song he sang earlier.”

“ ‘Anything Goes’?”

“You rascal.” A bawdy grin crossed her face. “I’ll be grateful, but not that grateful, Slim.” She clapped me on the back and let out a head-turning laugh.

Now I remembered where we met. She appeared in a play with Laura several years ago and always called me Slim. In spite of her flaming red hair and booming voice, her name escaped me. I didn’t want her hanging on my arm all night. “I’d be happy to introduce you.” I hoped her name came to me by the time we reached the piano. I took my time limping across the room.

Cole laughed at something Frankie had just said. He looked up and applauded. “Jake. I almost sent out a search party.”

The woman looked ready to burst, but I still couldn’t remember her name. “I’d like you to meet … a wonderful actress—”

“Ethel Merman.” Cole rose and kissed her hand. “Why haven’t we ever worked together? Tell Jake what the press said about your voice.”

“That I can hold a note longer than Chase National Bank.” Her laughter drowned out Cole’s. “Scuttlebutt says you’re working on a new play.”

Cole stepped back and framed Ethel with both hands. “You’d be perfect for the lead.”

Applause came from the lobby. I excused myself and left Cole and Ethel Merman discussing his new play.

Frankie snatched a drink from a tray as a waiter passed by. He followed me, slurring his words. “Turned out to be a ssswell party.”

In his condition, Frankie wouldn’t be much help confronting Laura’s stalker. “Glad you’re enjoying yourself. Why don’t you stay here? Just don’t overdo the booze. You’re my driver, after all.”

Frankie held up the glass. “My last one.”

Sure. Outside the music room I glimpsed Laura and her leading man, followed by Dalrymple, Karl Friedman, and several security guards. As they drifted through the guests and fellow celebrities, Laura caught my eye. She weaved through the crowd, accepting best wishes from dozens of friends and admirers. To my dismay, her fiancé came with her.

She squeezed my hand with the tenderness of an older sister. “We’re so glad you made it, aren’t we, Spencer?”

The charm Dalrymple displayed in my hospital room dripped from his voice. “Of course, darling.”

She let go of my hand. “Have you seen Cole? Rumor has it he’s working on a fabulous play for next year. I always dreamed of landing the lead in a Cole Porter musical.”

I hoped my face didn’t reveal my guilt over introducing Ethel Merman to Cole. “I think he’s inside.” I gestured toward the music room.

Dalrymple smiled. “She’s been wanting to work with Cole Porter forever. It’s the only reason I invited him. He can be such a windbag.”

“He’s a delight.” Laura pulled opened her black purse, checked her look in a small mirror, and fluffed her hair. “Will you two excuse me for a few minutes? I want to talk to Cole before Ethel Merman gets her mitts on him.” She slipped into the music room.

Dalrymple’s face regained the arrogant scowl he displayed in the limo. He stared at me, and I stared back. Like two boxers in the center of a ring before a title fight. Neither of us blinked.

Eyes narrowed, he spoke so only the two of us could hear. “Jealous ex-lovers are such bores.” He checked his watch. “I’m sorry you have to leave so early, but with a train to catch—”

“I’m not going anywhere.” From the corner of my eye, I spotted the man in the tan suit climbing the stairs. He reached the landing, glancing back down the stairs as if checking to see whether he’d been followed. “Tell Laura I’ll talk to her later.”

Dalrymple grabbed my arm in a surprisingly strong grip for a limp-wristed weasel. “I’ll do no such thing.”

I shook off his grasp, maneuvered through the crowd, and limped up the stairs.

On the landing, a handful of guests peered down over the railing, but not Laura’s stalker. I headed down a hallway and listened at the first closed door. Something. The sound of drawers opening. I reached for the knob and pushed open the door. The room, dimly lit from a single desk lamp, smelled of leather and cigars. This had to be Dalrymple’s study.

I entered the room and caught a glimpse of tan behind the door. I slammed the door against the wall. A man’s muffled grunt. Using my shoulder, I rammed the man again and peered behind the door.

Sucking in a gulp of air, Laura’s stalker slipped a hand inside his suit coat.

I shoved the end of my cane against his chest. Before I could blink, he drew a pistol. I smashed his hand with the cane. The gun dropped and clattered on the wood floor. Snarling, he scrambled to pick it up.

My years as a detective returned in a flash. I twisted the cane’s handle and pressed the dagger against his throat. “Unless you want me to carve you a second mouth, drop the gun.”

The man set the pistol at his feet. I kept the dagger against his neck as he rose. A bead of sweat slid down his brow. His Adam’s apple bobbed as he swallowed. “You’re making a mistake. A big one, Donovan.”

“So you know who I am.” His Boston accent sounded familiar. I recognized the voice as the man on the phone who’d called Mickey’s office the night he was killed. “Who are you?”

He didn’t answer. With the blade at his throat, I slid a hand inside his suit coat and removed his wallet. I flipped it open and glanced down at a federal brass badge. I lowered the dagger. “Secret Service?”

He blew out a breath, grabbed the wallet, and stuffed it into his pocket.

I didn’t care if he was a fed. I needed to know who he was and why the Secret Service wanted Laura followed. “What’s your name?”

Before he could answer, Laura slipped into the room and flipped on a light. She closed the door behind her and caught her breath. “His name is Landon Stoddard.”

“This is the guy who followed you from the bus station.”

Stoddard stuffed the gun inside his suit coat. “We don’t have time for this. Go back to the party, Donovan, and forget you ever saw me.”

With her back to the door, Laura bit her lip, her gaze darting between Stoddard and me. “He’s right. Spencer doesn’t let me out of his sight for long.”

I reassembled the cane. “I caught this guy—”

“It’s okay, Jake. For the past few months Mickey worked for the government.”

“Don’t say anything more,” Stoddard whispered as footsteps approached the closed door.

Laura pulled a flask from her purse and took a sip. “Stoddard hired Mickey.” She swallowed again. I stared in disbelief as she sprinkled drops of booze on her gown. “And me.”


Chapter 8

Dorothy and The Greek Slave

Laura working for the Secret Service?

“We don’t have time to explain.” Stoddard pointed across Dalrymple’s study to a door behind a massive oak desk. “If you don’t want to get shot, hit the door.”

Guards might burst in any minute, but I couldn’t leave until I understood Laura’s involvement in a case that cost Mickey his life.

Her eyes pleaded for understanding. “Go!”

Heavy footsteps sounded from the hallway. Stoddard tugged me toward the desk. As the doorknob turned, we pushed through the door into a huge bedroom. I closed the door behind me as Dalrymple entered the study.

“Laura … what … are you doing here?” Through the door I listened to Dalrymple’s halting, incredulous voice.

With one hand on the dagger handle, I held my breath, prepared to rescue her.

Laura giggled. “Spencer. You caught me having a little drink.” Her laughter turned into sniffles. “I just found out Ethel Merman’s going to star in Cole Porter’s new play. She doesn’t even know him.”

“There, there, darling.”

To my great relief, Laura had once again demonstrated her ability as an actress. I relaxed my grip on the handle and whispered to Stoddard, “Let’s go.”

We hurried across a master bedroom I hoped Laura had never seen. In the hallway I glanced both ways then followed the Secret Service agent to the far stairs away from the study.

Stoddard held up one hand. “We shouldn’t be seen together. Meet me outside.” He casually descended the stairs while I waited on the landing, trying to wrap my mind around Mickey and Laura working with the Secret Service. Did the government think Dalrymple played a role in February’s assassination attempt on Roosevelt?

Sweat slid down the back of my neck as I thought about the danger to Laura. I limped down the stairway. Stoddard left through the front doors as I reached the foot of the stairs. I straightened my tie and tried to act like a normal guest at a cast party. A drink might help, but I ignored the bar and hurried after him.

“There you are.” In her chiffon dress, Dorothy Greenwoody glided through the guests. Her smile wrapped around me like a silk scarf. She reached for my hand. “You’re not leaving.”

I tried not to show my impatience. “I need some fresh air.”

“Sounds delightful.” Behind her black-framed glasses, Dorothy’s eyes sparkled like a kid eyeing an ice-cream cone. “There’s a beautiful moon out tonight.”

I glimpsed her father watching us. As much as I needed answers, I couldn’t be rude to Dorothy. I needed Oliver Greenwoody’s trust now more than ever. “I don’t think your father would approve of us going off unescorted.”

“I’m a grown woman … in case you haven’t noticed.”

I’d noticed. Her perfume reminded me of fresh-cut orchids as she slipped her arm in mine. She waved to her father. In spite of his look of disapproval, I led Dorothy outside. We passed two uniformed guards and strolled down the circular drive illuminated by ornate gaslights. I didn’t see Stoddard, but I sensed him watching. I needed to return Dorothy to the party as quickly as possible, but how could I pull that off without acting like a cad?

We stopped between two statues illuminated by floodlights. She glanced toward the house then wrapped both arms around my neck and kissed me. Not a total surprise, but disconcerting in my current state of mind.

Her moist lips and supple body pressed against me. I kissed her back, telling myself I needed her cooperation to uncover the details of Mickey’s investigation. Indeed, I was a cad.

After the passionate kiss, Dorothy blushed. She was a beautiful young woman in love with Blackie Doyle, not me.

The kiss made me realize I was still in love with Laura. Even if Stoddard was right and the country’s future was at stake, I wouldn’t take liberties with Dorothy to get information. “I don’t want to mislead you.”

“I’m not usually so forward. I heard someone broke your heart. In your last novel Blackie Doyle told a nurse a first kiss can mend a broken heart.”

Blackie was wrong. “He was trying to seduce a woman.”

“It worked if I remember.” Dorothy took a hankie from her purse and wiped lipstick from my mouth. “I see you’d rather not talk about broken hearts and seduction.” She took my arm again. As we strolled among the statues, she described her trip to Europe a year earlier. She stopped beside the statue of a nude woman. “Are you familiar with Greek nudes?”

“There was a waitress in Omaha …”

“You are a scoundrel.” Dorothy laughed. “That’s exactly what Blackie Doyle would say.”

While I leaned on my cane, she explained the history of the sculpture, a reproduction of Hiram Powers’s The Greek Slave. I tried to listen attentively, but curiosity about why Stoddard hired Laura dogged my mind. When Dorothy finished the lesson, I rubbed my leg.

“Oh dear. Maybe you’ve overdone it with our walk.” She took my arm again. “Let’s go back to the party so you can sit and rest.”

We headed back. Before we reached the front steps, a man leaned against a convertible and lit a cigarette. Stoddard.

I led Dorothy up the steps and glanced toward my rented Model A. “I have aspirin in the car. Will you excuse me a moment?”

She batted her lashes. “Don’t be long.”

The minute she entered the house, I limped down the steps and hurried toward Stoddard. Two uniformed security guards with flashlights clipped to their belts passed us and continued in the opposite direction.

Stoddard and I strode along the curved tree-lined drive until we could no longer see the house. His voice cracked with anger. “You jeopardized a critical investigation and endangered Laura and me!”

“I endangered Laura? You hired an actress to work undercover.”

“I wanted a pro, but Mickey insisted Laura was the right person to discover Dalrymple’s secrets.” Stoddard gestured toward a gravel path through thick woods on the north side of the mansion. “Laura wants to bring you in.”

“I don’t want in. I want Laura out.”

“Can’t do that. The stakes are too high.”

When he took a drag on the cigarette, I studied his face in the glow. Intense dark eyes and a nose a bit crooked from a fight, no doubt. Stoddard earned Mickey’s trust and Laura’s. It might take awhile to earn mine. “It’s time you tell me what’s at stake.”

Stoddard hesitated only a moment. “A conspiracy that threatens the future of the United States.”

“You’re joking.”

“Do I look like a fucking comedian?”

Conspiracies were the stuff of novels, not real life.

I was as concerned as the next guy about the country, but Laura’s safety meant more. I knew only one way to help her. “Okay, I’m in.”

He studied me as we walked. “Because of Laura.”

“My reasons are personal. Let’s leave it at that.”

A warm mist clung to the ground as we made our way deeper into the woods. Stoddard gestured with the cigarette. “What have you learned?”

I told him about the newspaper clippings I discovered in the bus terminal locker. I described the invisible message that revealed the words Golden Legion. Without giving up Belle’s name, I told him I uncovered a witness to the shooting. Maybe she could link the men in the black sedan to the Golden Legion and Spencer Dalrymple. I explained how I found a phone number for Oliver Greenwoody’s hotel on Mickey’s notepad.

He raised an eyebrow. “Was that Greenwoody’s daughter who planted a kiss on your puss earlier?”

I nodded. “If I’m going to find out why Mickey wrote her father’s name on a notepad, I need to get close to her.”

A slow grin spread across his face. “Mission accomplished.”

Time for Stoddard to spill a few answers. “So the Secret Service—”

“I’m not working for the Secret Service.”

What? “But your badge.”

He took a final puff and crushed the cigarette on the gravel path. “I’m on special assignment under the direction of … of someone outside the government … someone close to the president.”

“What’s his name?”

Stoddard shook his head. “You don’t need to know. Mickey didn’t. Laura doesn’t.”

“You’re not making this easy.”

A branch cracked. I stumbled back into the trees. Stoddard drew a pistol and aimed it at a pine tree. A moment later a raccoon hissed at us and scampered away.

With a sheepish smile, Stoddard stuffed the gun inside his suit. “There might come a time when you need to meet my boss. Not now.”

“You trust him?”

“With my life.”

Laura’s, too. But who was Stoddard’s boss?

From what I’d learned, I developed a theory. “The Secret Service concluded Roosevelt wasn’t the target of an assassination attempt. You think they’re wrong and Dalrymple and the Golden Legion planned the whole thing.”

“There’s more.”

“More?”

A beam of light flickered through the trees. We both froze when we heard voices.

A man’s gravelly voice, “You sure you spotted a man in a tan suit out here?”

Stoddard glanced down at his suit and lowered his voice. “I’ll brief you at the Carlyle in the morning. Right now you need to go back into the Dalrymple house and act as if the country’s future isn’t at stake.”

As Stoddard loosened his tie and ruffled his hair, I crossed the path and ducked behind a thick tree. I could only speculate about what I’d learn in the morning.

The gravel-voiced security guard shouted, “Over here!”

I peered around the tree as Stoddard made a retching sound and stumbled down the path. Two guards emerged from the other side and grabbed his arms. “Our third drunk of the night. Call another cab.”

I hid behind the tree and thought of Stoddard’s two words: “There’s more.” Whatever else I didn’t know increased the danger to Laura.

Laura. Did Stoddard recruit her after she became engaged to Dalrymple, or before? How could I wait until morning to find out the answer? If he hired her before the engagement … Oh my God! My detective skills had eroded more than Dashiell’s, or was I too close not to see the truth until now? Laura’s engagement to Spencer Dalrymple was just an act!

Desperate to confirm my suspicions about the engagement, I hurried through the woods. Maybe Gino had been right. Perhaps I was overly protective of Laura, but this was different, wasn’t it?

I returned to the driveway and arrived at the massive house without encountering any guards. At the front steps I breathed in the night air, gathered my composure, and went inside.

Scores of festive guests appeared sufficiently liquored up. Karl Friedman, the only Nazi at the party, as far as I knew, stood beside the bar. He raised a stein of dark beer in a silent toast toward the stairway.

Laura and her fiancé made their way down the stairs, looking the part of a couple basking in professional and personal triumph. Her face revealed nothing of our encounter with Stoddard in Dalrymple’s study. The role of dutiful fiancée might be her best acting yet.

Even from a distance, Dalrymple’s arrogant expression resembled the mean-spirited one Laura’s father wore whenever he drank. He presented a greater threat than her old man had. While I tried to imagine how to get her alone, the happy couple made their way through the crowd accepting congratulations on the play and best wishes on their upcoming nuptials.

Dorothy drew admiring glances from half the men as she crossed the room. She brushed pine needles from my shoulder. “You have mud on your cane.”

How had I been so careless? “I was outside looking for my driver.” I wiped mud from the end of the cane with a handkerchief and stuffed the cloth into my pocket.

Dorothy slipped her arm in mine. She pointed toward the music room. “I saw him in there. He shouldn’t drive.” She flashed a flirtatious smile. “Perhaps you and I should take a cab.”

I suspected the destination she had in mind was her bed or mine. Across the room, Oliver Greenwoody met my gaze with the narrow eyes of a protective father. He nodded toward the French doors then excused himself from his wife and went outside to the deck.

As Laura and Dalrymple exchanged pleasantries with Jimmy Walker, the former mayor of New York, her eyes lingered on Dorothy’s arm in mine. Dalrymple slipped a possessive arm around Laura like he had in the hospital.

I realized I wouldn’t get her alone. The truth about her engagement would have to wait until Stoddard briefed me in the morning.

Dorothy’s father wanted to meet with me, and from his look of disapproval, I couldn’t afford to get on his bad side. “Would you excuse me for a few minutes?”

“Are you trying to avoid me, Jake Donovan?”

Yes. “Of course not.”

Smiling, Dorothy let go of my arm and kissed my cheek. “Then hurry back.”

Outside, with his back to me, Oliver Greenwoody gazed down at the topiary garden.

I cleared my throat, hoping I’d misread his disapproval. “Mr. Greenwoody.”

He faced me, looking every bit like an angry general presiding over a court-martial. “What are your intentions regarding my daughter?”

“Entirely honorable, sir. I enjoy your daughter’s company. She’s bright—”

“She’s ten years younger than you. A child really.”

Dorothy was no child. Another man, another time and I might tell him about her wandering foot on the train and the kiss beside the Greek statue. “I’m just here for a few days, then it’s back to Florida.”

“That hardly argues in your favor. Perhaps you led her on.”

Maybe I had, but I couldn’t let him suspect the reason. “If I have, I owe you and your daughter an apology.”

“My wife told me you and Laura Wilson were once an item.”

“That was in the past.” I glanced toward the party. Laura held Dalrymple’s hand. An act, I suspected, but it hurt to see. “I’m still fond of Laura and wish her the best in her upcoming marriage.”

He studied me a moment then gestured toward an empty table.

I sat across from him and braced for more questions.

He smoothed his silver hair. “My wife and daughter speak highly of you. I should trust their judgment.”

“I’m fond of both of them, but if I gave your daughter the wrong impression—”

“In my day women waited for the man to make the first move. Nowadays, women drink and smoke. If they’re attracted to a man, they’re not shy about letting him know.” He gazed toward the French doors. “Dorothy is a woman, isn’t she?”

I nodded.

“That takes some getting used to.” He removed a leather wallet from his suit coat pocket. He flipped through several pictures and showed me a photo of Dorothy, at perhaps eleven, with a small horse. “It seems like only yesterday all she wanted in life was a pony.” He stuffed the wallet into his suit coat, and the war hero with the granite-jaw look returned. “I’m a foolish old man. Perhaps we should change the subject.”

A terrific idea.

“What did you do in the war, Mr. Donovan?”

The question took my mind from his daughter and my concern for Laura. Memories drifted back to the worst part of my life. I experienced up close the effects of man’s inhumanity to his fellow man. The experience changed me forever. Viewing so much senseless death ruined people or made them appreciate life. “I drove an ambulance. Our paths may have crossed in the Second Battle of the Marne.”

“Twelve thousand American casualties in one battle. We kept ambulance drivers busy, I’m sorry to say.”

I’d heard countless stories about Greenwoody’s heroism under fire. Well-deserved medals and parades greeted his return. Like the public, I admired him in 1918 and still did. “You were wounded twice but refused to leave your post.”

He held up one hand. “Please. That, too, is in the past. Greater challenges confront our present and the future.” The general appeared to have gotten over his disapproval of me. “Please forgive my insinuations earlier.”

“There’s nothing to forgive.”

“I’d like to make it up to you. I’m having dinner with my wife and Dorothy at The Diamond House tomorrow night. Please join us, Mr. Donovan. Eight o’clock?”

I might learn what Greenwoody thought about the present and the future. Perhaps I’d discover his ties to Spencer Dalrymple. “It would be an honor, but call me Jake.”

His eyes widened as he gazed over my shoulder.

I glanced behind me. Karl Friedman stood beside the stairway leading to the garden, smoking a cigarette. His narrow-eyed rigid exterior looked more like a military officer than a baron. He nodded toward Greenwoody, as if giving a silent command, then made his way down the stairs to the garden.

Until now Greenwoody’s commanding presence reinforced every story I’d ever heard about his valor and heroism. Acting more like a dutiful subordinate than a powerful general, he rose and shook my hand. His grip didn’t feel as strong as the first time we met. “I have to get back to the party.”


Chapter 9

She Had Me in Stitches

Laura’s safety, more than my concern about her engagement to Spencer Dalrymple III, kept me awake most of the night. I finally grew drowsy as a sliver of dawn sliced through the hotel curtains and crept along the carpet. Sleep came, and I dreamed of the day I decided to leave the city and Laura for good.

We rode to the top of the Empire State Building, completed in a little more than one year. The building was a success story towering triumphantly over New York, just like Laura’s career.

On the observation deck, children and most adults hesitated to walk to the edge of the building, but Laura ran to the railing. She thrust both hands skyward, as if standing on top of the world.

With the ring carefully tucked away in my pocket, I stood beside her. The blue-sky spring morning offered hope that this time Laura would say yes. We gazed over the city we knew so well. Her face flushed with joy. She’d never looked happier. I’d picked the perfect day.

A redheaded girl in pigtails ran up and held out a pencil and slip of paper. She asked for an autograph. Laura wrote her name and chatted with the girl.

In my dream, my father materialized beside me. Tough and broad shouldered, with the familiar boxing scars around his black eyebrows I remembered as a kid, not the emaciated stick figure he became at the end. “Don’t do it, son. She’s not ready.”

Laura wasn’t ready for marriage when we graduated from high school, the day I left for Europe, or when I returned. She wasn’t ready the day Empire Publishing released my first novel, Blackie Doyle. “Pop, if she’s not ready now, she never will be.”

He shrugged and ruffled my hair like always. “I was wrong about a lot of things. Like you enlisting in the army, joining the Pinkertons, becoming a writer. Maybe I’m all wet about this.”

My father’s image shimmered. In his place stood Mickey, in a sun-bleached Yankees cap. He scratched the stubble on his chin. “You’re being selfish.”

“Selfish?”

“You and Laura have more than any couple I’ve ever met. Successful careers. Plenty of dough. Most important, you have each other. Keep the ring in your pocket or you’ll ruin it all.”

“Mickey, I just want …” I wanted Laura forever and ever, a life like my parents had before mom died and my sisters moved away, leaving Pop and me alone.

“You’re a writer. You want to live happily ever after. Life ain’t like that.” Mickey dissolved into a soundless cloud of vapor.

The little girl skipped away, clutching the autograph.

I pulled the ring box from my pocket and knelt on one knee. Two dozen people stopped what they were doing and watched.

Joy drained from Laura’s face. “Don’t do this.”

Her responses to my previous proposals were always the same. We didn’t need to get married. Our careers were just getting started. She couldn’t bear it if I turned out like her old man.

I wasn’t him I’d say, and around it went.

“This isn’t fair.”

“Laura, will you marry me?”

Tears shimmered in her eyes. “I love you, Jake, but …” She turned her back to me.

I rose and walked her away from our audience. “We talked about marriage and honeymooning in Florida where I could work on my novel.”

“Talking about getting married isn’t the same as deciding to do it. Maybe one day I’ll feel differently.”

The dream vanished. I stared at the hotel ceiling, remembering the shock on an old lady’s face outside the Empire State Building when I handed her Laura’s ring and climbed into a cab. A week later I was on a train for Florida.

On the train south I told myself Laura wanted the fame, glamour, and glitz of Broadway, rather than me. That wasn’t true, but it helped me deal with the sting of my latest and last rejection.

I spent the first six months in Tampa sampling dames and bootleg liquor. Neither helped me forget Laura.

I returned to my half-written novel. A nonstop weekend of writing broke through my writer’s block like Mildred said it would. For the next eighteen months writing kept me from thinking about my life in the Big Apple and the pain I caused Laura.

I pictured the joy on Laura’s face before I proposed atop the Empire State Building. Since my return to the city, she’d displayed pain over Mickey’s death, worry over the bullet in my leg, and fear as I held the dagger to Stoddard’s throat. I hadn’t seen joy on her face since that day I proposed.

A knock sounded at the hotel door. I eased my injured leg over the side of the bed. The pain of my stitched exit wound on the top of my thigh ached as I grabbed the cane and slipped into my robe.

When I opened the door, Frankie stepped into the suite, his face pale, his eyes bloodshot. He looked like it hurt to blink. “I’ve got a hangover bigger than Mae West’s tits.”

I rubbed my throbbing leg and closed the door.

Frankie slumped down in a chair at the table and pressed his palms against his forehead. “Edith’s not talking to me.” He glanced up. “That’s not a bad thing.”

I grabbed the suit coat that I’d tossed on a living room chair and removed my wallet. I’d thrown my lot in with Stoddard and Laura, but Frankie hadn’t. Being my driver was about to get more dangerous. With Dalrymple’s financial squeeze, I hadn’t yet run out of cash, but I couldn’t take advantage of Frankie. I held out a fifty.

He stared at the bill. “What’s that for? Another tip?”

“I lowballed you. I underestimated how dangerous being my driver might be.”

“A couple hours after I picked you up at the station, I got in a shootout with gangsters.” Frankie chuckled. “Put your dough away. I knew what I was getting into.”

We both glanced toward the door as someone inserted a key. The doorknob turned. Too early for room service. Frankie drew his revolver as the door opened.

Belle entered. Where did she get a key to my room?

Still a brunette, she wore a green flowered dress and far less makeup than the night we first met. Belle smirked. “You gonna shoot me, Frankie?”

He stuffed the gun inside his suit coat and stared as if he barely recognized her. “Belle?” Frankie massaged his temples. “She has a key to your room.”

Belle winked. “I did the desk clerk a favor.”

I doubled over with laughter, and pain shot through my leg. I slumped down in a chair next to the table.

Frankie panicked like my water had just broke. “You okay? Can I get you anything?”

Trying not to reveal too much of my leg to Belle, I lifted up the edge of my robe and inspected the stitches in my upper thigh. Had I waited too long to get them removed? The threads were hard and brittle and growing into tender flesh. From my army ambulance days, I could tell they had to be removed, or I risked infection. “My stitches have to come out.”

Frankie took a look and sucked in a hiss. “That’s going to hurt like a son of a bitch.”

I couldn’t go back to the hospital. “I’ll call the front desk. Maybe they can find a doc who can—”

“I’m almost as skilled at removing stitches as … never mind.” Belle pulled a tan satchel from her purse. “My manicure set’s got these little scissors and tweezers. I’ll have you good as new in no time.”

Frankie nodded. “Belle used to be a nurse.”

She laughed so hard she almost dropped the manicure kit. “That was just a nurse’s uniform I wore for a certain customer.” She walked to my chair. “My old man and five brothers got in enough barroom brawls that I learned basic medicine by the time I was ten. I’ve removed plenty of stitches, even a bullet. Let me take a gander. Come on, don’t be shy.”

I wasn’t enthusiastic about Belle getting close to my upper thigh, but once the stitches were removed I’d be able to move around better and wouldn’t feel so helpless and dependent on Frankie. I might be able to drive in a couple of days. I lifted the edge of the robe enough to reveal the six stitches to Belle.

Belle shook her head. “It’s a little infected.” She held out a hand to Frankie. “Baby, get me a warm moist towel, will ya?”

Frankie hurried into the bathroom. He returned and set the towel on the floor beside her.

Belle tugged the edge of the robe from my thigh. “You think I ain’t never seen a man’s drawers before?”

I covered myself as best I could.

Belle removed tiny scissors from the bag. She knelt in front of the chair and pushed my knees apart. She leaned over my lap and touched the stitches with a flick of a red fingernail. “This might sting a bit.”

With his back to the door, Frankie snorted laughter.

Belle snipped the first stitch. “What’s so funny, Frankie?”

“From my angle, Belle looks like she might be performing a service that usually costs a customer a fin.”

“Get your mind out of the gutter.” Belle winked at me. “And it’s a sawbuck these days.”

“A sawbuck?” Frankie let out a low whistle. “A price increase to ten bucks is a sign the depression’s bottomed out.”

She snipped each of the stitches then removed tweezers from the bag. My fingers dug into the arms of the chair as she tugged out the first thread. She dropped the stitching into an ashtray and patted a drop of blood with the towel. “Men are such babies. It don’t hurt.”

Frankie covered his mouth and backed to the wall. I remembered the night of the shooting when he couldn’t take the sight of blood.

Belle continued to pull out the stitches and blot drops of blood. With two remaining, someone knocked on the door. Stoddard.

Before I could stop him, Frankie opened the door.

“Mr. Donovan is expecting me.” Landon Stoddard glanced at me over Frankie’s shoulder. He stepped into the room as Belle removed the fifth stitch.

“Son of a bitch.” That one hurt the most.

Stoddard frowned. “Apparently you weren’t expecting me so early.”

Someone else stood behind Stoddard, but I couldn’t see enough to tell who it was.

Frankie stepped back and let Laura in.

I couldn’t let Laura see Belle on her knees in front of me with her head hovering over my lap. “I’ll finish myself.” I struggled to stand.

Belle slapped my leg. “Hold still, we’re almost there.”

Laura stood beside Stoddard, eyes unblinking.

While Belle finished up, Frankie closed the door. He snorted with laughter as he gazed between the stunned faces of Stoddard and Laura focused on Belle leaning over my lap. “I know. I thought the same thing.”

Before I could explain, Belle removed the last stitch. I squeezed the chair arms and clenched my jaw as the thread caught on my tender flesh. “Damn.”

Belle grabbed the warm cloth from the floor and pressed it against the incision. “I told you I knew what I was doing. Normally I charge five bucks, but this one’s on the house.”

Laura’s glare shot across the room and hit me between the eyes.

After patting my thigh, Belle got to her feet. She held her hand out to Laura. “I’m Belle Starr.”

Laura’s face showed imagination at work as she stared at the offered hand.

Belle laughed and wiped her hand on her dress. “You got this all wrong.” She pointed to the threads in the ashtray. “I removed Jake’s stitches.”

Laura scowled at me then shook Belle’s hand with a sisterly smile. “Of course you did.”

After Belle gave Stoddard the once-over, she introduced herself. Laura stared at my uncovered thigh. She marched toward me and tugged the robe over my exposed leg.

I scrambled to my feet and cinched my robe. In spite of my embarrassment, I had to know about Laura’s engagement. I grabbed a five from the dwindling supply of cash in my wallet and handed the bill to Frankie. “Go downstairs and pick up some aspirin for your headache and buy Belle breakfast.”

“Sure, boss.” He took the money and held the door open for Belle.

After they left, I searched Laura’s eyes for the truth about her engagement. I gestured toward the bedroom. “We have to talk.”

Stoddard studied my face then smacked his forehead. “Son of a bitch! You didn’t tell me he was still in love with you.”

“I …” Laura gazed at me through glistening eyes. “I wasn’t sure.”

Stoddard paced the room mumbling to himself. “I’m trying to stop the most powerful men in the country from taking down the Roosevelt administration with an actress and a brokenhearted mystery writer.” He stopped and aimed his finger at us. “You’ve got five minutes to decide if you can work together, not a fucking second longer.”

I led Laura into the bedroom and closed the door.

She surprised me with a soft kiss. She wiped lipstick from my mouth with a hankie. “Last night Dorothy Greenwoody flitted around you like a hummingbird around a red carnation. This morning I walk in and a pretty young dish is on her knees and you’re wearing next to nothing.”

“I needed to get my stitches out, and … Belle used to be a nurse.”

Laura raised an eyebrow. “What does she do for a living now?”

“That’s not important. Are you engaged to Spencer Dalrymple?”

“Why, Jake Donovan,” Laura gave her best southern belle impression. “I do believe you’re jealous.”

How could she be so flippant when our future and her life were in danger? Of course I was jealous. “Well?”

“Mickey traced Oliver Greenwoody to the Golden Legion, headed by my producer, Spencer Dalrymple. Mickey remembered Spencer always … fancied me.”

Most men found Laura attractive. I’d never noticed Dalrymple’s interest before I left for Florida. “I never knew.”

Like she was getting ready to go shopping, Laura set her hat on the dresser and patted her hair just so. “I offered to help Mickey. With just a little encouragement, Spencer invited me to dinner at New York’s best restaurants and took me for carriage rides in Central Park.” She glanced at me in the mirror. “How come we never did that?”

She faced me and wiggled the third finger on her left hand showing me her diamond. “A couple of weeks ago, he proposed. What can I say?”

“You can say he doesn’t mean anything to you, for starters.”

I couldn’t believe her casual attitude. From the other room Stoddard called out. “Three minutes.”

“Oh, Jake.” She smiled and took my hands in hers. “Of course Spencer doesn’t mean anything. I accepted his proposal to gain his trust and get close to him and his banker friends. That’s all.”

I dropped to the edge of the bed and blew out a puff of relief.

She stood in front of me. “I wanted to tell you that first day in the hospital, but Mickey and Stoddard made me promise not to tell anyone.”

I held her hand. “Of course you couldn’t say anything.”

She sat beside me and rested her head on my shoulder like she used to. Her hair still smelled like spring flowers. “I’m insulted you think I could fall for such a pompous self-centered fop.”

“You’ve fooled a lot of people. Reporters, friends …”

“I’m an actress.”

Knowing her engagement was just an act didn’t lesson my fear for her safety. “I don’t like you being involved in this.”

“Life doesn’t always provide what we want.” Laura walked away then spun and faced me, arms folded. “I learned that two years ago when you left and moved to Florida.”

Ouch. I deserved the rebuke. I hurried to her and swept her in my arms. For a moment we weren’t in the Carlyle. We were on the observation deck of the Empire State Building before I put her on the spot with a selfish proposal. “I was an idiot. I never should’ve left. We could have worked it out.”

“I cried for days, then I vowed you’d never hurt me again. I was wrong. In the hospital, I cried again.” Laura held her hands against my face. She kissed me like it might be the last time.

I kissed her back then whispered, “Do you remember our first kiss?”

“I’ve thought about it a lot since you came back. Are you?”

“Am I what?”

“Back.”

A knock sounded at the door. Stoddard. “I’ve ordered coffee. We’re going to need it.”

The knock kept me from answering a tough question about my future plans.

Laura ran a soft hand over my face and smiled. “Our five minutes are up.”

While waiting for room service, I changed into respectable clothes. A fresh suit helped me recover the dignity I’d lost in front of Stoddard and Laura. Thanks to Belle, my leg felt better with the stitches out.

I twisted the handle of my cane and laid the newspaper clippings on the table. I showed them Mickey’s once-invisible note with the words Golden Legion.

Laura pointed to the photo of the twelve bankers and identified each of them by name and the bank they owned.

A waiter wheeled a tray into the room with a pot of coffee and three cups. He sneered at the modest tip I left as I considered the dire straits of my current financial condition.

Stoddard poured himself a cup. “What you’re about to hear stays with the three of us. No one else. Agreed?”

I nodded and took a chair beside Laura. Stoddard began the briefing by recapping the attempted assassination of Franklin Roosevelt nearly three months earlier. The shooting had been big news in Florida. Roosevelt gave an impromptu speech in the back of an open car in the Bayfront Park area of Miami. Giuseppe Zangara, one of the country’s millions of unemployed, lived in the area. Barely five feet, he stood on a chair and fired over the head of a woman. She turned and wrestled with the man, but he got off several more shots. Five people were hit, but not the president-elect. Zangara was never charged with attempting to assassinate Roosevelt.

After the Secret Service completed an investigation, the Hoover administration concluded Zangara acted alone. Roosevelt was inaugurated two weeks after the shooting. Sixteen days later, Zangara was executed for murdering the Chicago mayor.

Stoddard took a long gulp. “There’s never been an assassination of a president-elect. If Zangara had killed Roosevelt, the United States would’ve fallen into a constitutional crisis and further economic chaos. My boss thinks the Supreme Court would have nullified the election. Hoover would have remained president and declared martial law. His policies, supported by the Golden Legion that resulted in the Depression, would have continued.”

Damn.

“A politician close to Roosevelt gave me an assignment to determine whether the assassin targeted Roosevelt and acted alone. I traced the flow of money and hired Mickey to pound the streets in Chicago where Zangara came from. He drew a blank until he came back to New York.”

While Stoddard spoke, Laura looked at me, appearing to judge my reaction. The day I discovered her in Mickey’s office, I thought she was hiding something but never imagined her secret involved a conspiracy of national importance.

Stoddard finished his coffee and refilled the cup. “Mickey and I weren’t able to prove it, but we believe the assassination attempt on Roosevelt was a well-orchestrated plot to throw the country into turmoil and prevent Roosevelt from implementing policies that would threaten the bankers who’ve controlled this country for the past fifty years. We’re not sure what they have planned next. If they kill Roosevelt now, Vice President Garner would take over and the country would be sympathetic and demand that Roosevelt’s policies be enacted.”

I didn’t understand why Stoddard’s investigation continued outside the federal government. “Now that he’s president, why doesn’t Roosevelt bring in the Secret Service or the FBI?”

Laura answered, “Roosevelt can’t reopen the investigation. He’d appear self-indulgent and fearful at a time the country expects him to act with bold decisiveness.”

“Spencer Dalrymple and his associates in the Golden Legion stand to lose the most by Roosevelt’s New Deal policies,” Stoddard said, “such as taking the country off the gold standard.”

I nodded toward Laura. “Why did you need her?”

“We needed someone who could get close to Dalrymple. Laura had worked for him, he’d financed two of her plays, and he, well …”

“I get it, he likes her. He doesn’t like me.” I told them about the limo ride, his purchase of my publisher, the train ticket Dalrymple expected me to use, and my frozen bank account.

Laura opened her purse, but I held up a hand. “That’s very sweet, but I have enough cash for a few days.”

She snapped her purse closed. “Sounds like pride talking, but suit yourself.”

Stoddard set his cup beside the phone and sifted through Mickey’s newspaper articles. “My clandestine investigation will continue until we can prove a threat exists. Our job is to obtain evidence on what the Golden Legion is planning next. I’m talking evidence strong enough to convince Congress and the president’s inner circle to bring in the full force of the federal government and stop these traitors.”

Laura flashed me a smile of encouragement. With just the three of us, our task wouldn’t be easy. “I might be able to prove the Golden Legion ordered the hit on Mickey. Belle can ID the driver. His name is Paul Cummings, and he’s connected to a group called the Blackshirts.”

Stoddard nodded. “Sure. They’re a fascist gang gaining popularity for opposing American communists.”

“I know some people who might have information about them.” Gino. Also, Dashiell and Lillian were involved in politics and hated fascists.

“See what you can find out.” Stoddard dropped into a chair beside the table and removed a pack of cigarettes. “Mind if I smoke?”

“I’d rather you didn’t. What role does Baron Karl Friedman play?” I described Oliver Greenwoody’s reaction to Friedman on the deck of the Dalrymple Estate.

Stoddard’s face twisted with concern. “Laura, find out what you can about the baron. Jake, Greenwoody is popular with the military and Congress, but Mickey and I couldn’t find a tie to Dalrymple or anyone in the Golden Legion. Still, they’re together a lot. See what you can find out.”

“I’m having dinner with the Greenwoodys tonight.”

Laura’s eyes narrowed. “I suppose Dorothy will be there.”

Stoddard ignored her comment. “I’ll do what I can to locate Paul Cummings.” He peeked through the curtains to the street below. “On Thursday, the president will be in the city to give a speech announcing an important New Deal appointee. I don’t like it, so let’s see what we can find out before then. Let’s meet in a couple of days. Someplace safe.”

I glanced at Laura. “The Yankee Club. Laura and I grew up with the owner. He can be trusted.”

Laura checked her watch. “Spencer’s expecting me for lunch. I’ll see you at Mickey’s funeral tomorrow.” She kissed my cheek and left.

For a long time, Stoddard and I didn’t speak. He seemed to have more on his mind as he sat and tapped the cigarette package on the table. We hadn’t hit it off in the beginning. Holding a dagger to his throat might have had something to do with it. “Go ahead and smoke.”

“I was going to anyway.” He lit a cigarette and blew out a long puff. “I don’t like Pinkertons, or ex-Pinkertons. Mickey was a former cop, a pro who did his job without asking questions.”

“You don’t like me asking questions?”

“I don’t like that you’re in this for the wrong reasons.” Stoddard gestured with the cigarette. “I can’t afford to play matchmaker.”

“Laura and I agreed not to let our feelings interfere with what we have to do.”

“Bullshit. Saying it and doing it are two different things. Undercover work and dames don’t mix. When I’m on a case, I don’t … I don’t get involved with women, if you know what I mean.”

No sex. “Like a boxer before a fight.” No wonder he was such a grumpy bastard.

“It weakens you physically,” he pointed to his temple, “and up here.”

“I may not be an ex-cop, but I used to be in the military, like you.”

“How’d you know I was in the service?”

I chuckled. “The way you walk, the way you talk, and your need for control. I’m guessing an officer, but not too high in rank, probably a lieutenant. You’re used to taking orders as well as giving them.”

Stoddard’s rigid expression softened. He even showed a hint of a smile. “Okay, you passed the test, but with an A minus. I was a captain.”

A knock sounded at the door. Stoddard dropped the cigarette in his cup. He stood and grabbed his hat as I opened the door.

Belle came in. “Frankie’s downstairs puking in the restroom. That’s some hangover.” She handed me my room key. “Here. I can tell me having a key to your room made you uncomfortable.” She appeared to notice Stoddard. A flirtatious smile swept across her face. “Hello again, tall, dark, and serious.”

Stoddard appeared at a loss for words. “I should be going.”

Belle took his arm in hers. “Would you mind escorting me to my room? Even in a fancy hotel like this, it’s not safe for a lady to walk around unescorted.”

“Ah … sure.” He opened the door.

As he and Belle entered the corridor, I clenched my fists and struck a boxer’s pose. “Remember, Stoddard. You’re in training.”


Chapter 10

Isn’t It Romantic?

As Frankie drove us from the Carlyle, I struggled to set aside concerns over Laura’s safety. I used a technique a sergeant taught me during the war and focused on the tasks at hand: finding out what I could about the Blackshirts and Oliver Greenwoody. The trick didn’t eliminate my worries, but it kept my emotions in check.

Aspirin hadn’t helped Frankie’s hangover. With his face a green shade of pale, he glanced in the rearview mirror. “We’ve got a tail.”

I checked over my shoulder. Hawkins and Stone. “They’re cops.”

“You sure? I can lose ’em in seconds if you want.”

I recalled his skills behind the wheel the night he drove from Penn Station. “They’re just trying to pressure me.” Still, I wasn’t sure cops were the only ones who might follow. “You have your gun?”

Frankie patted his suit coat pocket. A block later he placed his hand on his stomach. “I don’t feel so good.”

“Gino has the best hangover remedies.”

At The Yankee Club, Frankie parked on the street. I climbed out and took a quick glance toward Hawkins and Stone. They parked half a block away, with a view of the speakeasy.

I knocked on the front door. The panel slid open. Danny’s large, expressionless face appeared. He spoke in the familiar gravelly voice. “You got a membership card?”

“It’s me. Jake.”

He didn’t respond, so I fished into my wallet and handed the card through the opening. Danny let us in and stuffed the card into my hand.

Frankie followed me inside the mostly quiet mid-Sunday-morning crowd.

Alone at the bar with a plate of eggs sunny-side up and salami, Gino wiped his mouth on a napkin and waved us over.

I hooked the cane on a stool and sat beside him. Frankie took the empty stool beside me and rested his head in his hands.

Gino ran his fingers along the lapel of my pin-striped suit. “European cut, hand-stitched silk. Very nice. Something I’d wear to impress a dame.”

I ignored the comment.

“I’m no detective, but if I had to guess, I’d say you’re going out with that knockout Dorothy Greenwoody.”

“Maybe.”

“Maybe? Whatever happened to the old days when we used to brag about our conquests? Oh wait. That wasn’t you. It was me.”

I gestured toward the front door. “Danny still sore at me?”

“He’s been like that since your arrival reminded him the two of us stole his bike.” Gino speared a piece of salami and dipped it into the yolk of an egg. “Let me get you two something to eat. I’ll have Ma whip you up some eggs with sausage and bacon.”

“How many hours does she work?”

Gino chuckled. “Too many. I brought up the idea of hiring a relief chef. She smacked me around but good.”

When Gino stabbed another piece of salami and wiped up a smear of yolk, Frankie groaned and held his stomach. “You can eat that?”

“Sure. This is my usual Sunday breakfast. How was the party? Musta been kind of uncomfortable with Laura and the banker.”

I wanted to explain about Laura’s fake engagement, but I couldn’t tell anyone without endangering her life. “I survived. Frankie enjoyed it more than me.”

“Too much booze, huh, Frankie? How ’bout I fix you a guaranteed hangover cure?”

Frankie wrinkled his face. “What’s in it?”

“You don’t want to know. Just kiddin’. Tomato juice, beef bouillon, shot of Tabasco, and a raw egg.”

“Where’s the john?” Frankie covered his mouth and hopped off the stool.

Gino pointed to the restrooms in the corner. “Maschio means men’s.”

Frankie dashed toward the restroom.

“Puking into a toilet is also a good hangover cure.” Gino nudged me. “Hey, word is, Tony Vales thinks you plugged his brother. Better watch your back.”

“I’ve got Frankie.”

He thumbed toward the restroom. “You’ll be safe if Tony corners you in the can.”

I glanced around to make sure no one was listening. “I need your help.”

He flashed a wry smile. “So what else is new?”

“I have a witness to the shooting who can identify the driver. He belongs to a group called the Blackshirts.”

Gino cocked his head. “The witness?”

“No, the driver. The driver belongs to the Blackshirts.”

“Make up your mind, goombah.”

“I thought you might have an idea where they hang out.”

Gino dropped his fork. “So I’m supposed to know about these fascist losers ’cause, why? I’m Italian. I suppose we belong to the same bowling league. I bet you’re going to tell me this driver’s name is Guido or Stefano. Sheesh.”

I had to appeal to Gino’s sense of importance. “Not because you’re Italian, because you have connections.”

Gino picked up his fork and scooped up another bite of eggs. “Okay. For now I believe you. The driver, what’s this Dago’s name?”

“Paul Cummings.”

He dropped the fork again. “Now I know you’re fuckin’ with me. He ain’t Italian.”

“I didn’t say he was. He’s Jamaican.”

Gino wiped his mouth and set the napkin on the plate. He lit a cigarette and shook out the match. “Okay, this bum helped knock off Mickey. Makes him an accessory. I’ll see what I can find out …” He grinned. “From my buddies in the mob.”

“I’m thinking whoever killed Mickey shot Jimmy Vales hoping the police would think I had something to do with it.”

He blew out a puff of smoke. “That’s quite a conspiracy.”

I thought of the Golden Legion plot against Roosevelt, which I couldn’t talk about. “Sometimes conspiracies are real.”

“You got a witness, you should tell the cops.” Gino stuck the half-smoked cigarette into a remaining egg yolk.

Frankie came out of the restroom, looking as pale as before. He sat beside Gino and glanced at the cigarette butt sticking out of the egg and covered his eyes. “Think I’ll try your hangover cure.”

“I’ll make it.” Gino hopped off the stool. “I’ve had plenty of practice.”

I decided to take Gino’s advice and tell Hawkins and Stone about Paul Cummings. Maybe they could find the guy and quit following me around. I grabbed my cane. “I’ll be back.”

“Wait.” Gino walked me to the door. “Glad you’re not in the hospital or jail, ’cause tomorrow’s Mickey’s funeral at one, St. Tim’s.”

“I’ll be there.”

“After he’s laid to rest, I’m closing The Yankee Club to customers. We’ll have an Irish wake like Mickey deserves.”

“Mickey didn’t have any family.”

Gino clapped me on the back. “He had us.”

Outside on a stool, Danny flicked ash from a cigarette onto the sidewalk.

Down the block, Inspector Stone leaned against the black sedan talking to his partner behind the wheel.

“Hey, Jake.” Danny crushed the cigarette beneath his shoe as I headed toward the sedan with my cane. “You want I should go with you?”

Growing up, Gino and I often asked Danny along because of his intimidating size. “I’d appreciate it. I want to set a couple of cops straight.”

“Figured as much.” Danny caught up to me, and we headed down the sidewalk. “We still ain’t friends.”

“We’ve been friends since we were kids.”

“Yeah, well, we ain’t kids no more.”

“Then why are you here?”

“It’s for a good cause, putting cops in their place.”

I nodded toward the black sedan. “Inspector Stone and Detective Hawkins. You know them?”

“Stone used to come in with Mickey from time to time. Okay guy … for a cop. Hawkins is a weasel. If he can’t prove someone’s guilty, he’ll make something up and hope it sticks.”

That was my take on the guy.

As Danny and I reached the black sedan, Stone dropped the cigarette and crushed the butt beneath a well-worn shoe. “Jake Donovan. I see you brought some muscle. How they hanging, Danny?”

Danny leaned against a light pole and glared at the two cops. “Jake and me are friends, from school.”

Behind the wheel, Detective Hawkins slipped the notebook from his suit coat pocket, checked his watch, and jotted down the time. Organized as usual.

I set one hand on the roof of the car. “I thought I’d save you some time following me around, Detective. I have a witness who saw the shooting and can identify the driver of the black sedan as a man named Paul Cummings.”

Hawkins exchanged a glance with his partner. “This fella who can ID Cummings got a name?”

“The witness is a woman.”

Hawkins displayed his usual arrogance. “Any dame out the time of night you and Mickey were shot must be a streetwalker. Why should I believe some hooker you probably paid off?”

Danny crossed his thick arms. “ ’Cause Jake ain’t like that. He says something, it’s the truth.”

Thanks, Danny.

Hawkins drummed his fingers on the door. “I’ll need to chat with your witness.”

“I have to clear it with her first.”

“Where do we find this Paul Cummings?” Stone asked.

Danny hawked a load of spit that splattered next to Stone’s shoe. “Why don’t you ask Jake to slap cuffs on the guy and drop him by the station while he’s at it?”

“Supposedly he hangs out at a pool hall. Don’t know which one.”

Stone chuckled. “More pool halls in New York than fleas on a junkyard dog.”

“One more thing. If you see Tony Vales, tell him he’s after the wrong guy, same as you.”

“Sure thing, Mr. Donovan.” Sarcasm dripped with Stone’s every word. “We’re going to the theater tonight. I’ll bring that up between acts.” He climbed into the car.

As they drove away, Danny and I headed back to The Yankee Club. I had to track down Paul Cummings. First, I had a phone call to make. “Thanks. I owe you.”

“Owe me? You still owe me a bike.”

Frankie dropped me off outside the Broadway entrance to Central Park and handed me my cane. The leg pain had eased considerably without the stitches. Although I could walk without the cane, one never knew when the dagger might be necessary.

I entered the park, half expecting someone to follow. I was relieved I didn’t pick up on anyone.

On a bench inside the park, Lillian Hellman tossed bread crumbs to a small flock of pigeons. A thin package sat beside her. She finished, brushed her hands, and held them out to the birds. “That’s all, folks.”

Her red hair glistened in the sun as she stood and waved.

I gave her a peck on the cheek. “Thanks for coming.”

“You being followed?”

I peered over my shoulder and shook my head. “No, why?”

“The way you looked around when you stepped out of the car.” She tucked the package under her arm, and we headed down the path. “I have to thank you. Not sure how you did it, but Dashiell seems to have given up his quest to return to detective work. I left him pounding away on the typewriter.”

A gust of wind nearly took my hat off. “I doubt I can take credit for that.”

She grinned. “It might have something to do with the article in the Times about you being questioned by the police in a murder investigation. You in trouble, Jake?”

“Nothing I can’t handle. You and Dashiell know more about politics than anyone I know. I was wondering if you’ve heard of the Blackshirts.”

“There’s a growing number here in the city that’s adopted the same tactics. They’re fascist to the core and just as ruthless as their Italian mentors.”

“I haven’t discovered who shot Mickey, but the driver is a member. He’s Jamaican and hangs out at some pool hall.”

“Sure. Blackshirt headquarters is the second floor above Al’s Pool Hall in Hoboken. That should give you an idea of how sophisticated they are. You might find him there, but be careful.” She touched my arm. “These bums are brutal and determined to gain power.”

As we continued up the path, I realized how different Central Park appeared. I stopped and gazed around. Where was all the activity I remembered from the old days? People occupied benches as if they had nowhere else to go. The place that once brought so much joy to everyone now seemed to be a gathering place for the hopeless. “Where are the kids and couples holding hands?”

“We live in troubled times. A widening gap between those with money and those with nothing and little hope.”

Central Park mirrored the country. Once festive and vibrant, now dreary and almost frightening. “Knowing you and Dashiell, I bet you’re working to change that.”

“We do what we can.” A gust of wind pushed a clattering tin can along the path as we strolled through the park. “I’m glad you called. I was going to call you. I need your help.”

“What can I do?”

She sat on a bench and set the package beside her. “I finished my first play. I pitched it to a producer who’s interested, but I’m not sure it’s as good as it could be.”

I glanced at the package and sat beside her. “What does Dashiell say?”

She brushed a strand of windswept hair from her eyes. “He loves me, so he’s crazy about it. I need a writer who’ll give me the straight scoop.”

I’d only been a serious writer for five years. Although the public loved Blackie, some critics described my work as pulp fiction. I felt honored that a talented writer like Lillian Hellman valued my literary opinion. “I’d be happy to read it.”

She handed me the package. “The title is The Children’s Hour. A spoiled rich student at a private school makes up a lie about two teachers, accusing them of having an affair, and ruins their lives. I’m worried it’s not edgy enough. I want this to be different, something folks will remember when they leave the theater.”

I tugged on the string, unwrapped the package, and checked my watch. “I have time now.”

“You’re the best.” She kissed my cheek then headed toward the Great Lawn in the center of the park.

By the middle of the first act, the play had hooked me. What an evil little girl. I’d read all of Laura’s plays and Dashiell’s screenplay for The Thin Man. This was better written, but a play about a man and a woman accused of having an affair hardly seemed unique.

I finished and set the script beside me. Lillian paced in front of a bench down the path, puffing on a cigarette. I smiled, and she hurried to my side.

I handed her the play. “I wish I could write like this.”

“Don’t tell me what I want to hear. Tell me what I need to know.”

“It’s compelling and beautifully written.”

“But …”

I pointed down the path with my cane. “Let’s walk.” The path led us past a man helping a small girl fly a kite. He was dressed in expensive shoes and a tailored suit, the girl in a red satin dress and a straw hat with a white ribbon. He grabbed the end of the string and ran. It appeared as if he’d never flown a kite, but at least he tried. The kite soared then crashed into the grass.

The girl stomped off. “Daddy, I want an ice-cream cone!”

Her father left the kite and ran after his spoiled daughter.

As we walked, I pointed out the weakness I saw in the play. Sex between two single people lacked sufficient edge to keep theatergoers riveted—in my opinion anyway.

Lillian nodded. “You’re right. I appreciate your honesty.”

We stopped at the edge of the Great Lawn. I couldn’t believe the change since my last visit: scores of tents and shacks erected from scrap lumber, sheets of rusted metal, and canvas that flapped in the wind—a shantytown in the center of the world’s greatest city. I felt sorry for the city, the park, but most of all the people who had nowhere else to go.

Lillian’s face sagged. She held up the play. “Puts the problem I have with The Children’s Hour in perspective.”

Except for the soup kitchen with Belle, I hadn’t seen the effects of the Depression up close. How blind could I be? “This has been going on while I’ve been consumed with my own petty problems.”

“These sprout up in every city. Hoovervilles.”

I’d never seen a Hooverville in Florida. What a self-centered bastard I’d become. “Roosevelt’s got his work cut out for him.”

“I’m worried extremists from both sides will keep him from being successful. I’m talking communists and fascists.”

If she only knew about the threat from the Golden Legion.

We walked around the encampment. I tried not to stare. A little girl with a dirty face wandered away from two adults attending a small fire. She began to gather twigs and sticks. She pointed to my cane as we walked by. “What happened to you?”

“I … I fell down.”

“I hope you get better.” The little girl with nothing wished me better fortune.

Lillian whispered, “And I gave a loaf of bread to the birds.”

“Wait here.” I hurried down the path and came over a rise. I grabbed the abandoned kite. I returned. Lillian chatted with the girl and her parents.

I clutched the string closest to the kite. I held it aloft and let the string slide through my fingers, allowing the breeze to do the rest. The girl watched as I let out the string, and the red kite sailed into the blue sky. As the wind pulled the kite higher, I let out more string.

Several other children appeared from nowhere. I handed the string to the girl.

Her eyes sparkled, perhaps for the first time in a long while, as the kite gave a slow dance in the breeze. “Daddy, look.”

Lillian took my arm in hers as we walked away. “You’re a good man, Jake Donovan. You’ll make a terrific father.”

“She deserves fun in her life just as much as the rich girl.”

Lillian nodded.

On the way back we approached a bench where two women sat in ragged clothes. The woman in a cap had her arms around the other. She kissed the top of her head as Lillian and I passed by.

Several steps later, Lillian glanced back at the two women then stopped and grabbed my shoulders. “That’s it!”

“What?”

“The Children’s Hour. The student doesn’t make up a story about a man and woman having an affair. She makes up the lie about two female teachers.”

I thought about her idea. “That would give the plot more of an edge. Critics would love it.”

Her eyes glittered with possibilities. “The student spreads rumors that the two women are lesbians. That’ll work so much better, don’t you think?”

“I think you’re right.”

Lillian excitedly chatted about the play and how the change would impact the plot. She couldn’t wait to tell Dashiell.

“Flower for the lady, mister?” A thin vendor with a green cart full of assorted flowers held out a small bouquet. He wore a Brooklyn Dodgers cap and a gap-toothed smile.

Lillian shook her head, and we walked on.

“What’s the matter, buddy? You a Yankee fan?”

Something wasn’t right about this guy. “What did you say?”

Lillian tugged me forward. “Don’t let him ruin your day.”

“Cheap bastard,” the vendor called out.

I forced myself to walk away. At the edge of the park, Lillian clutched the play to her chest. “I can’t wait to make the changes.”

I glanced back up the path, but the flower vendor had moved on.

Outside the Broadway entrance, Frankie stood beside the sedan smoking a cigarette. Apparently Gino’s hangover cure worked. He crushed the butt under his shoe and flashed a thumbs-up.

I hailed a cab for Lillian.

“Jake, it’s none of my business, but Laura’s making a huge mistake marrying an old money snake like Spencer Dalrymple.”

I didn’t want to lie to a friend like Lillian. “I can’t talk about it.”

She patted my hand. “I understand. Must be painful to lose her to someone like him.”

She didn’t understand at all, and I couldn’t explain.

A cab pulled up. The driver hopped out and held open the rear door.

I gave Lillian a hug. “Thanks for the information on the Blackshirts.”

“I’m not sure I should’ve told you about the pool hall.” She climbed into the backseat. “Be careful, Jake.” She waved as the cab sped away.

Frankie dropped me off at The Diamond House. I looked into the car. “Go home and make up with Edith.”

“I just might do that.” He grinned and drove off.

Inside, I checked my hat and cane. A waiter escorted me to the Greenwoody table where Oliver sat between Peggy and Dorothy. He rose and shook my hand with the firm grip I remembered. With a glitzy diamond necklace and a sequined gown, his wife wore an amused look of triumph on her face. Dorothy, in a gold clingy dress with more than a hint of cleavage, flashed a playful smile.

I sat next to Dorothy who smiled demurely. To my relief she acted much less aggressive toward me in the presence of her parents.

Every few minutes someone came by and clapped Oliver on the back, wished him well, or asked for his autograph. On each occasion his wife and daughter puffed up with pride.

Oliver and Peggy drank scotch while Dorothy and I stuck to coffee. Over the meal, we chatted about novels, the theater, and the Greenwoody Estate in Virginia. I enjoyed dinner and almost forgot my true purpose, to learn whether Oliver Greenwoody had a connection to the Golden Legion.

After the meal, Dorothy and her mother excused themselves and headed for the ladies’ room.

Greenwoody removed a cigar, gave it a good sniff, then stuffed it back in his suit coat. “Thank you for not steering the conversation toward politics. The rise of fascism or talk of Roosevelt bores my wife.” He nodded toward his daughter’s empty chair. “Dorothy appears smitten by you.”

“She’s a lovely girl, but as I assured you at the Dalrymple Estate, I have no romantic interest.”

His brow furrowed. “Most men around Dorothy are like bears around honey.”

“My existence is too unsettled to consider a relationship.”

He nodded knowingly. “You’re still getting over your relationship with a famous Broadway actress.”

“That was in the past. Miss Wilson’s moved on, as have I.”

“You moved to Florida. Doesn’t mean you’ve moved on.”

Touché. Peggy and Dorothy passed the dance floor where a band played an up-tempo Lindy Hop number. I had little time but had to sound casual. “What are your thoughts on the president’s New Deal?”

He banged a fist on the table, nearly spilling his drink. “Socialism!” People at nearby tables watched. He lowered his voice. “With the economy in shambles my big fear is the spread of communism. Like much of Europe, this country faces a red menace.”

“You think Roosevelt can stem the growing tide of communism?”

“This country needs a strong military leader to do what’s necessary, like …” He glanced over his shoulder as the two women approached.

“Like …”

“Benito Mussolini.” He gave me a dismissive wave. “Don’t look so shocked, Mr. Donovan. Not the brutality of the Mussolini government, but the efficiency.”

I managed a lie to gain his trust. “I couldn’t agree more.”

He winked at me as the two women reached the table. Peggy sat beside her husband. “Oliver, you’re not boring Mr. Donovan with talk of politics, are you?”

Finding out a hero I’d long admired favored a fascist like Mussolini was hardly boring.

Dorothy slipped into her chair. “Do you dance, Mr. Donovan?”

“I used to cut a rug before I was shot. Now I might be able to manage a slow song.”

Oliver chuckled. “A waltz is about my limit.”

The song ended, and the band began “Isn’t It Romantic?” Peggy jumped to her feet and held her hand out to her husband. With a look of surrender, he escorted his wife to the dance floor.

“A slow song.” Dorothy took my hand. Halfway to the dance floor she smiled. “Isn’t it romantic?” She smirked. “Don’t look so frightened. I was referring to the title of the song.”

On the dance floor I held her at a respectable distance. “That’s a lovely dress.”

“I wore it for you.” The room felt suddenly warmer. She moved closer and pressed her cheek against mine. Wearing the same appealing fragrance as the night before, she hummed the tune to the Rodgers and Hart song and swayed gracefully in my arms. “You dance divinely for someone with a bullet in your leg and an arrow in your heart,” she smiled, “for a certain Broadway actress.”

I ignored the comment about Laura. “It helps to have a lovely woman in my arms.”

“How was your meal?”

“The chicken was very tasty.”

“Which did you enjoy the most,” she cocked her head and smiled, “the breast or the thigh?”

I wasn’t comfortable with the direction of the conversation. I nodded to her parents several couples over.

Oliver and Peggy kept an eye on us. Peggy seemed to encourage a relationship between Dorothy and me while Oliver didn’t want to lose his daughter to anyone.

Dorothy cocked her head. “Are you pretending to like my father to get to me, Mr. Donovan, or are you pretending to like me to get to Father?”

Damn! Was I that obvious? “Why would I want to get to your father?”

“Why indeed. Father’s a famous man.”

“I know plenty of famous people. Fame is overrated.” It hadn’t brought me happiness.

“I suspect you admire Father’s past as a war hero, but the future will bring him even more recognition.”

If he was part of the Golden Legion plot, the future might also bring him a prison sentence. “I do want to get to know your father better.”

She raised an eyebrow. “Oh?”

“I’m working on a new novel. One of the characters is a charismatic war hero considered for vice presidency by both parties. I thought I might pick his brain about what it’s like to be someone like that.”

“Is this character a good guy or a bad guy?”

The song ended, and the band began to play “Night and Day.” “I’m not sure yet.”

While her parents returned to the table, Dorothy and I continued to dance.

“What would you like to know about Oliver Wendell Greenwoody?”

“What does he do now … for a living?”

“Mostly he makes sure Mother isn’t squandering her inheritance. He gives speeches for which he’s paid handsomely. He’s on the board of several banks.”

“Spencer Dalrymple’s bank?”

“And others.”

“Is he interested in politics?”

As we continued to dance, she paused a moment as if choosing her words carefully. “He’s concerned about the country’s future.”

“Aren’t we all?” I wanted to ask about his ties to the Golden Legion but didn’t dare. The song ended, and we returned to the table.

Her parents rose. “Oliver has an early-morning engagement,” Peggy explained.

Dorothy sat at the table. “You and Father run along. Mr. Donovan and I were just getting started … dancing.”

Oliver tapped his watch. “Dorothy, it’s after eleven.”

His wife took his arm. “Come on, General. You were young once, too.”

On the dance floor I’d discovered I might learn as much from Dorothy as I could from him. I rubbed my thigh. “We won’t be late, Mr. Greenwoody. My leg won’t last too many dances.”

His disapproving eyes narrowed. “I’ll be waiting up.”

“No you won’t.” Peggy winked at me and led her husband through the tables toward the front door.

I sat beside Dorothy, determined not to arouse her suspicions about my motives. “Would you like a drink?”

“After my performance of Daddy’s little girl, I think I deserve one, don’t you?”

I signaled the waiter, but she tugged on my hand. “This place is way too stuffy. Let’s go where I won’t feel like I’m being watched by my mother’s friends. Know a speakeasy that’s a bit more fun?”

I smiled as I rose and held the chair for her. “I know the perfect place.”


Chapter 11

The Bambino and Peaches

My plan to get Dorothy to talk about her father over quiet drinks hit an immediate snag. When the cabbie pulled alongside The Yankee Club I hardly believed the scene. At least fifty people waited in a line out front. I could only imagine how many were inside.

Danny puffed on a cigarette beside the front door. Two men left, and he let a couple inside.

Dorothy’s face gleamed as if she’d arrived at a Broadway premiere. Her question bubbled out. “Is it always this busy on a Sunday night?”

“I’ve never seen a line out front.” What was going on?

I paid the cabbie and introduced Dorothy to Danny, whose size appeared to be keeping the crowd in line.

He flicked the cigarette into the gutter. His lips froze as if he couldn’t speak. He straightened his tie and blushed like a schoolboy. Plenty of flashy women frequented The Yankee Club, Gino made sure of that, but Danny looked positively smitten. “Jake …” He swallowed hard. “Jake and me, we’re old school friends.”

“What’s going on?” I thumbed toward the line. “You paying people to come in?”

Danny pointed to the door. “The Babe is here.”

Dorothy sucked in a quick gasp. “Babe Ruth.” She whispered the name to herself then squeezed my wrist, her nails practically drawing blood. “You know him?”

I shook my head. “We’ve never met, but we’re mutual friends with the owner of The Yankee Club, Gino Santoro.”

“Jake and Gino stole my bike,” Danny blurted. Even in the dim light his cheeks turned crimson.

Dorothy frowned. “Why would you steal his motorcycle?”

I struggled to keep from laughing. “It was a bicycle, and it happened a long time ago.”

“Not that long ago.” Danny’s lip curled into a sneer. He opened the door to let us in. Several people in line jeered and gave us the raspberry. He silenced them with a shake of one massive fist.

Inside I gritted my teeth and gave up any lingering hope of learning about Dorothy’s father anytime soon. Customers jammed the lobby waiting to get into the main room.

Dorothy coughed and covered her face. With so many people, the place smelled of cigarette smoke.

I hardly heard myself as I suggested we leave and find another place where we might talk.

Dorothy looked like she might strangle me for suggesting such a thing. “And miss the Bambino?” She rattled off Babe’s stats like a sportswriter. “In ’27 he belted sixty homers and batted .356. He’s never struck out a hundred times in any season. He still holds the World Series record for consecutive shutout innings by a pitcher.”

Most female sports enthusiasts I encountered weren’t as stunning as Dorothy.

“What made you a baseball fan?”

She cocked her head. “I didn’t become Daddy’s princess until my teen years. Before that he taught me to swim, shoot, play hockey, and play baseball. He took me to my first game when I was eight. The Babe pitched for the Red Sox and shut out the Yankees.”

Gino pushed his way through the crowd and entered the lobby. “Some turnout for a Sunday night, huh?”

I introduced him to Dorothy.

He kissed her hand and looked her over. “Jake told me he had a hot date.”

I wished he hadn’t said that.

Dorothy’s eyes widened. “He did?”

“Sure.”

She patted my face.

Gino took a quick glance at her cleavage. “Be careful when you walk past the bar ’cause a doll as hot as you could melt all our ice.”

Dorothy laughed. “I bet you say that to all the girls.”

I chuckled. “If I had a buck for every time he said that—”

“Hey, come on, Jake.” Gino held out both hands. “Give me a break.”

The crowd inside the main room parted. A broad-shouldered man with a bulldog face emerged with a flashy woman on each arm. Babe Ruth was bigger than I imagined. At least a couple of inches taller than me, and I was six even.

Dorothy gazed at her hero much like she’d stared at the statues outside the Dalrymple Estate. Not even Blackie Doyle would have held her interest in the presence of the Babe.

“It’s really him.” Dorothy let out a breathy whisper. “Pinch me.”

Gino grinned. “If you insist.”

Ruth pumped Gino’s hand. “Thanks for your usual excellent hospitality.” Hospitality meant free booze.

“Babe.” Gino held up one hand. “You’re not leaving already.”

“We’re playing the Sox tomorrow. I gotta get these girls back to the … the boardinghouse so I can catch some rest.” He gave Dorothy the once-over.

Gino made the introductions. “Babe, I’d like you to meet Dorothy Greenwoody and my friend Jake Donovan. Jake’s a writer who—”

“My pleasure, Miss Greenwoody.” Babe kissed Dorothy’s hand. “May I call you Dorothy?”

She giggled. “Of course.”

Ruth let go of Dorothy’s hand. “I can’t call you at all if I don’t have your phone number.” His approach was as smooth as his famous swing.

My interest in Dorothy was strictly professional, but I felt more than a little rejected.

“Hey, Babe. How ’bout a picture?” A reporter with a mustard-stained tie held up a camera.

“Sure. All right with you, doll?” When Dorothy nodded, he ignored the two women at his side and slipped an arm around my date’s waist. She and Ruth smiled as the bulb flashed.

I might as well have been back in Florida.

The brunette on Babe’s arm checked me over, as if scrutinizing the cut of my suit.

“Like I said,” Gino gestured toward me, “Jake here’s a writer.”

“Sportswriter?” Babe slipped his arm from Dorothy and shook my hand with a grip that could crack a walnut. “I thought I knew all you guys. You from out of town?”

The brunette rolled her eyes. “Jake Donovan writes the Blackie Doyle mysteries.” She ran a manicured red fingernail over my sleeve. Her breathy voice lowered an octave. “Blackie’s been in my bed for the past week.”

I struggled to come up with a reply. “I … I’m flattered.”

“Nice to meet you, Flattered.” She flashed a flirtatious smile. “I’m Peaches.”

The Babe pulled her away then aimed a thick finger at me. “Quit making eyes at Peaches, Donovan.”

Gino led Babe to the door. “He didn’t mean nothing, Babe.”

He glared at me over Gino’s shoulder then took the brunette’s arm. “Come on, doll.” He tipped his hat to Dorothy and held the door open for Peaches and the blonde. Before following the two women outside, he shot me a menacing stare.

What did I do?

Gino closed the door and held out both hands to me. “You can’t put the move on Babe Ruth’s girl.”

I’d done no such thing. I took Dorothy’s hand and pulled her toward me as scores of customers surged after the Babe. After they’d left, Gino, Dorothy, and I stood alone in the lobby.

With a wistful sigh, Gino glanced around at the half-empty speakeasy. “It was good while it lasted.”

Babe’s anger bothered me. “I didn’t put a move on his girl.”

Gino shrugged. “With you, it’s hard to tell. You’re about as smooth as the stubble on Danny’s chin.”

Dorothy snickered.

I didn’t mean to cause trouble between Gino and the Babe. “Sorry.”

“Forgetaboutit.” Gino pointed to a new bat hanging next to the familiar picture of Gino and Ruth. “Babe gave me a present. It’s a club, get it? The Yankee Club.”

Dorothy read the signatures on the bat. “Lou Gehrig, Red Ruffing, Bill Dickey …”

“Even a couple of Italians,” Gino added. “Tony Lazzeri and Frankie Crosetti.” He gestured toward the main room. “The rest are near the dance floor.”

The rest?

Dorothy slipped her arm in mine, and we followed Gino. The last people I expected sat at two tables pushed together at the edge of the dance floor. Seated closer to her fiancé than I would’ve liked, Laura glanced up, as surprised by my presence as I was by hers. Her gaze settled on Dorothy’s arm in mine.

Beside them Karl Friedman nursed a large stein of beer. His eyes traveled over Dorothy’s curves. “Jake Donovan, the famous mystery writer.” He rose and gave Dorothy a small bow. “Miss Greenwoody, is it not?”

Dalrymple reached across the table. His handshake made a person want to check the contents of his wallet when he took his hand back.

He appeared thrilled by Dorothy’s arm in mine. He’d be pleased with any woman’s attention to me other than Laura’s. Our differences weren’t just about her. I believed in giving the next guy a fair shake. He believed in giving people a shakedown.

Dorothy nodded to Laura. “A pleasure to see you again, Miss Wilson.”

“Likewise.” She studied Dorothy’s figure-flattering dress. “What a lovely dress.”

I might’ve been the only one to realize Laura used the word lovely in place of scandalous.

Dorothy smiled at Laura. “Yours is lovely as well. Mother has one very similar.”

I could almost hear Laura’s teeth grinding.

I held the chair for Dorothy across from Friedman. I sat between them and laid the cane beneath my chair. “What brings you to The Yankee Club, Baron?”

His lecherous eyes left Dorothy if only for a moment. “I just had to experience an American speakeasy before I return to Germany. Miss Wilson kindly recommended this quaint establishment. Little did I suspect I’d get to meet the famous Babe Ruth.”

“The Yankee Club’s been called a lot of things. Never quaint.” Gino slapped Friedman on the back and dropped into a chair across from Laura and her fiancé.

The German took a long swallow and finished his beer. “Prohibition, America’s noble experiment.”

Always the perfect host, Gino raised a hand toward Stella, the cigarette girl he’d taken to Laura’s play.

She set one hand on her hip. “I’ve got it. Another bottle of your best scotch.” She stomped off.

“And glasses for Jake and Dorothy.” He lit a cigarette. “Cigarette girls oughta have better manners than that.”

Laura patted Gino’s hand. “It’s not easy doing what she does.”

Friedman admired Stella’s backside as she headed for the bar. “Be careful of the working class, Mr. Santoro. The spread of communism threatens Europe and America under the guise of workers’ rights.”

“Workers’ rights. See, that’s where I’m not worried.” Gino blew out a long puff. “ ’Cause Stella barely qualifies as a worker.”

After the scotch arrived, Gino refreshed everyone’s drink. He lifted his glass. “What shall we drink to?”

I raised my glass toward Laura and Dalrymple. “To future happiness.” I wished her love. Him—a comfortable prison cell with a lonely cellmate.

Everyone drank to the couple. The conversation started with Babe Ruth’s visit then drifted to the Depression and Chicago jazz. I read the faces around the tables. Dalrymple’s was the clearest. He wanted to know if I’d be on a train back to Florida in the morning. Laura appeared interested in my relationship with Dorothy Greenwoody, and Dorothy kept her eye on Laura, wanting to know the same about her. Gino was Gino, everyone’s pal, except maybe the Nazi’s.

I couldn’t read Friedman. When he wasn’t ogling Dorothy or the waitresses, he played the role of the unassuming German landowner. If only to learn how he’d react to the unexpected I asked, “Are you a member of the Nazi party, Baron?”

Quiet spread over the table as if I’d broken an unwritten rule of etiquette. Gino grinned like I’d told the best farmer’s daughter story ever.

Friedman removed a cigarette from a silver case. “I’m afraid I’m not very political.” He lit the cigarette with a gold lighter. “I heard you fought in the war, Mr. Donovan. Surely you were an officer.”

“A corporal.” I smiled. “Like, I believe, your new chancellor, Adolph Hitler.”

He stiffened at the mention of the Führer’s name. “My country awarded Herr Hitler the Iron Cross. He was shot once and temporarily blinded by a gas attack from your country’s allies. He learned of Germany’s surrender while in the hospital.”

Friedman knew a lot about Germany’s new leader for someone not very political.

The band began a new number. Laura gave me a quick frown of disapproval and grabbed Spencer’s hand. She led him to the dance floor where they danced to a slow jazz number from the three-piece band.

Friedman offered his hand to Dorothy. “Would you care to dance, fräulein? That is if it’s all right with Corporal Donovan, of course.”

I gestured toward the dance floor. “In America women dance with whomever they please.”

The Nazi laughed and clapped his hands. “Is this a great country or what? The land of the free, home of the brave.”

Dorothy frowned then regained her composure and let Friedman lead her to the dance floor.

While they danced, Gino sat back in his chair and held up both hands. “I can’t believe you let him get away with that Corporal Donovan crack. In the old days you would’ve belted him.”

“These aren’t the old days. We live in a time when people can’t go around smacking each other.”

“You serious? Maybe not in Florida, but you’re back in the Big Apple now.” He nodded toward Friedman who led Dorothy in a surprisingly graceful manner. “I have to admit the Nazi is shattering one of my beliefs with his dancing skills. I expected more of a stiff goose step.” He flicked an ash into Friedman’s scotch. “You should’ve been here earlier when he was telling me what a swell guy Mussolini is.”

“Oliver Greenwoody admires the efficiency Mussolini’s brought to Italy.”

Gino appeared to stare at Dorothy as she danced. “That dish sure can pack herself into a dress. A few months ago a dame comes into The Yankee Club. Her dress is even tighter. So snug she’s barely able to walk. I grew curious about how she could get into a dress that tight, you know? So I say, ‘Excuse me, Miss—’ ”

“You’ve never said ‘Excuse me, Miss’ in your life.”

“I cleaned it up, ’cause it’s Sunday. Where was I? Oh, yeah, so I say, ‘Excuse me, honey, I’m curious. How does one go about getting into that dress?’ She grins and says ‘You can start by buying me a drink.’ ”

I couldn’t help but laugh. “That’s some story.”

“Story?” He held up his right hand. “It’s the truth. The next day I hired her.” He pointed to Stella, who was selling a cigar to a customer.

Gino blew a plume of smoke toward the dance floor. “What’s up with you and Dorothy anyways? You trying to make Laura jealous?”

Perhaps a little. “I didn’t expect Laura to be here.”

“So why did you bring a hot date to my place? Something else, why are you out with Dorothy Greenwoody when you’re still carrying a torch for Laura?”

I lowered my voice. “Dorothy’s father might be connected to people who ordered the hit on Mickey. I brought her here to learn what I could about him from his daughter.”

“Makes sense. You’re trying to get her drunk so she’ll spill the beans about her old man.”

“Not drunk, just … what kind of guy do you think I am?”

“A regular Joe like the rest of us.” He crushed his cigarette into an ashtray. “You know what else loosens a dame’s lips? Pillow talk. Bring her back to your hotel and get her to spend the night.”

“I wouldn’t do that.”

“Nah, I guess you wouldn’t. You might consider bringing in a pinch hitter. Sometimes it takes a bigger bat in the lineup.”

“A bigger bat.”

“Not to imply there’s something lacking in the size of your equipment.”

When the song ended, the band took up a slow bluesy number. Bridgette, the blond singer, sounded like the real thing when she sang Billy Hills’s “Have You Ever Been Lonely.” I looked past Laura and Dalrymple as they danced and watched Friedman escort Dorothy to the ladies’ room next to the lobby. To my shock and disgust, he remained outside the door.

The German’s behavior appeared to baffle Gino, too. I shrugged. “It might be a European custom, like here when women accompany each other to freshen up.”

Gino rolled his eyes. “Do you always have to look for the good in people? If you’re not going to go punch him in the nose, I will.”

I left the table, headed for the restrooms, and stood beside my German friend. “You’re a guest in our country, so I’ll cut you some slack.”

“What is slack?”

I lacked the patience to explain American slang. “Dorothy is my date this evening, Baron, so why don’t you head back to the table and finish your scotch?” With Gino’s cigarette ash.

He cocked his head and scowled. “So America isn’t always the land of the free.”

I wasn’t about to get into a political debate with a damn Nazi.

“You Americans.” He spit out the words. “Arrogant fools.”

In the lobby, Danny climbed off his stool. I held up one hand and tried to control my anger. “I don’t like the way you look at women or the way you treat people. As a matter of fact, I don’t like you at all.”

His face puffed up like a bowling ball. He thumped my chest with his finger. “Why don’t you go back to Florida, you hypocritical hack.”

The man passed himself off as a baron, some kind of aristocrat. I suspected Karl Friedman was nothing but a common criminal who enjoyed intimidating people, the kind of thug the papers said brought Hitler to power.

I slapped his hand away. At that moment I didn’t care whether he was a guest of Spencer Dalrymple. He balled his hands into fists. I shoved him against the wall and pressed my hand against the base of his throat.

Danny hurried to my side. “You want I should give him the bum’s rush, Jake?”

“Thanks, but if anyone’s going to throw this bastard into the street, it’ll be me.” I let go of Friedman and took a deep breath.

The red-faced Nazi straightened his suit. “This is the way you treat a German diplomat?”

I smiled, certain he hadn’t intended to reveal that he worked for the German government. My suspicions had been correct, and the man had just confirmed it. Karl Friedman really was a stinking Nazi, and I suspected Dalrymple knew it all along.

“You’ll regret this, Donovan, as long as you live.” He turned on his heel and marched across the lobby. He gave me a threatening glare then disappeared outside.

Dorothy came from the restroom and froze. “Is everything all right?”

“Everything’s fine, but Karl Friedman left rather abruptly.”

“Wonderful. Now perhaps you and I can dance.” Dorothy took my arm, and I led her back to our table. I held the chair for her as Laura and Dalrymple returned to the table.

As the band began another number, Laura remained standing and held out her hand. “How about a dance, Jake, for old times’ sake? Do you mind, Spencer?”

“Of course not, darling.” Dalrymple sat and glanced around the room. “Where’s the baron?”

“He left unexpectedly,” Dorothy explained.

I followed Laura to the dance floor. “I’m not as fond of your date as you apparently are.”

“Really? I hadn’t noticed.” I took her in my arms and tried not to show how her touch brought back so many old memories. I had no desire to talk about our efforts to save the republic. Thoughts of Blackshirts, the Golden Legion, and plots against Roosevelt vanished. For a moment we weren’t playing roles for the benefit of Spencer and Dorothy. We danced like old times.

“You’re staring at me, Jake. I want Spencer to trust you. Bringing Dorothy Greenwoody couldn’t have been better if I’d planned it myself. She’s in love with you, in case you haven’t noticed.”

“She’s in love with Blackie Doyle.”

“Aren’t we all?” Laura laughed as if I’d just said the funniest thing, for her fiancé’s benefit, no doubt. “I asked you to dance to find out what you’ve learned. What actually happened to the baron?”

“He’s not a baron. Karl Friedman, if that’s his real name, is a German diplomat.”

“That means he’s a Nazi. Stoddard will be pleased.”

“Then he should be positively giddy that Oliver Greenwoody is an admirer of Mussolini, and that the Blackshirts hang out at Al’s Pool Hall in Hoboken.”

“Impressive. You should be a detective.”

“Sounds like the Golden Legion has considerable fascist support. The feeling is probably mutual. Maybe that will be enough for us to step aside and let the Secret Service or FBI do their job.”

“Don’t get your hopes up.”

I couldn’t help it. I spun her slowly, and we moved like old times. I was still in love with Laura and wanted her to know it. “I never should’ve run off to Florida.”

For a moment she blinked away tears shimmering in her eyes and managed a smile. “Don’t do this to me, especially while everyone at the table is looking.”

“The country’s future is important, but so is ours.”

She dropped my hand and waved to her fiancé. “This is the hardest role I’ve ever played.”

I turned her back so no one at our table would notice the emotion in her eyes. I whispered, “How did you get involved in this? It’s dangerous. You’re an actress with your whole life ahead of you.”

Laura regained her poise. She brushed imaginary lint from my shoulder. “A few months ago I had lunch with Mickey. He was in over his head, okay? I talked him into letting me help. Now he’s dead, and it’s my fault. I can’t walk away from this, so … so I have to see this through.” She fought back tears. “I can’t … Say something, Jake, for their benefit.”

“We’ll see this through.” I smiled for Dorothy who didn’t smile back. “After the funeral tomorrow, Gino’s holding a wake here. You’ll be there, right?”

“Of course, but Spencer won’t. He’s hosting a two-day get-together at his hunting lodge in Connecticut for some of his business associates, including your date’s father. Looks like the whole Golden Legion. Spencer says it’s a skeet-shooting tournament. He’s invited Friedman along.”

When the song ended, Laura cocked her head. “Ask Dorothy to dance. Right now she’s not happy with you.”

Laura was right. At the table I held a hand out to Dorothy. “Would you dance with me?”

For a moment she ignored me then headed for the dance floor without taking my hand.

Dorothy kept her distance as we danced. “After this dance is over, I’d like to return to the hotel. It’s obvious you’re still in love with Laura Wilson.”

“I … I realize it’s not fair to you. I’m still not over her.” I managed a smile. “I am working on it.”

She appeared satisfied with my response and moved closer. “I’m not the only one who noticed. While you danced with your ex, Spencer Dalrymple asked all about our relationship.”

“What did you say?”

Dorothy cocked her head. “Jake, we don’t have a relationship. I’m not even sure if you like me.”

“Of course I like you.” If I couldn’t convince her, how could I convince Dalrymple? I ignored my earlier condemnation of Friedman’s boorish treatment of American women and swallowed my guilt over using her to keep Laura safe. In the middle of the dance floor I kissed Dorothy.

After the kiss she glanced at the other couples on the dance floor, clearly embarrassed. “You are a scoundrel, Jake Donovan.”

I was.

Smiling, she leaned her head against my shoulder and closed her eyes. “Just like Blackie Doyle.”


Chapter 12

A Dozen White Roses for My Funeral

With Dorothy’s head resting against my shoulder, I grew increasingly uneasy as our cab neared the Plaza Hotel. Just a kid, at twenty-three, she deserved someone who’d treat her better than I had. I paid the cabbie from my dwindling cash supply and slipped him extra to wait so I’d have an excuse not to enter her hotel room.

She opened her purse in the corridor and handed me her room key. “Would you like to come in?”

I swallowed hard, nearly choking on guilt. I needed to gain Dorothy’s trust, but I wouldn’t cross a line of intimacy. I hoped Laura felt the same way about her sham fiancé.

I took the key and unlocked the door. “I’d like nothing better, but your father’s probably finished cleaning his shotgun.” I handed the key back.

Dorothy kissed me. She pressed her body against me and parted her lips to let me know what I’d miss. I let her, like a good actor should. She brushed lipstick from my face after the kiss. “Some other time, perhaps.” She and her coquettish pout entered the room.

At the Carlyle, a bored-looking clerk waved me over to the front desk. He stifled a yawn and handed me a message labeled URGENT. Belle wanted to meet right away. The wall clock read just after one, but urgent meant urgent. What could be so important?

A portly elevator operator greeted me with a familiar nod. “Three, Mr. Donovan?”

“Two, please.”

I ignored his knowing smile and rode the elevator to Belle’s floor. I hesitated outside her room. A radio played from behind her door so I knocked.

Belle greeted me in a white terry-cloth Carlyle robe. She smiled, stepped back, and let me inside.

I ignored the red satin nightgown lying on her bed. “What’s up?”

She folded her arms in front of her. “I turned in early. A second after I dozed off, I sat up in bed wide awake. I remembered something about the guy who brought the tommy gun. Maybe it’s important. Maybe not. He wore this big gold ring on his right hand. Had three letters, N, Y, and something else.”

“NYU?”

“Yeah, that’s it. I didn’t dream the ring, Jake. Honest. He wore it on his right hand the night he shot you and your friend.”

I’d seen an NYU ring recently and sucked in a gulp of air over the implications. My mind raced back to my interrogation. Hawkins had an irritating habit of rapping his NYU ring on the table. I don’t think he even realized it. Still, thousands of guys in the city wore rings like that. “Anything else?”

Belle cocked her head and stared into the distance. “He tapped the ring on the hood of the car, like he was nervous, you know?”

Could Hawkins really be Mickey’s killer? I searched my memory of that night. The only vivid recollections were the barrel of the tommy gun sticking out of the car window, shouting for Mickey to get down, and diving to the sidewalk. “Tell me again what he looked like.”

“Your height.” Six foot. Same as Hawkins. “Thin Ronald Colman mustache, dark hair, dressed to the nines.”

Hawkins—Belle could ID him as the shooter. Son of a bitch! He killed Mickey and Jimmy Vales and tried to frame me for Jimmy’s murder. Belle was in serious danger.

Her quivering hand covered her mouth. “What’s wrong?”

“I need to get you out of town.”

“You’re scaring me.” She had a right to be scared.

“I know the guy you’re describing. He’s a cop.”

Belle dropped to the bed beside her negligee. “Holy shit.”

I sat beside Belle and tried to comfort her by slipping an arm around her shoulders. I ignored her rose-scented fragrance. “Do you have friends, family, someone outside of New York?”

Her lower lip trembled. “My old lady decided I was old enough to live on my own when I was twelve. Cops found her in an alley with a needle in her arm and a spoon beside her. Only friends I got are hookers and johns.” She set her hand on my leg and rubbed my thigh. “And you.”

I jumped to my feet and knocked the nightgown to the floor. I backpedaled toward the door.

Belle grinned. “Can’t blame a girl for trying.”

Yes I could. “I have a train ticket for tomorrow at nine.”

“Where to?”

Did it matter? Her life was in danger if she stayed in the city. “Tampa. You can stay in my apartment until this blows over.”

“It’s a thousand miles away. I don’t know anyone in Florida. What will I do in Tampa?”

“You can play cards with my senior poker buddies every Monday, Wednesday, and Sunday at ten.”

“Or,” a smile swept over her face, “I can go back to work.”

At the end of the corridor I pushed the elevator button with my cane. I tried to decide how to handle Hawkins. He wasn’t just an ambitious cop intent on arresting me to further his career. He was Mickey’s killer, and I’d see to it he fried in the chair, but who ordered the hit on Mickey? Dalrymple and the Golden Legion? I had to let Landon Stoddard know what Belle had told me.

The elevator door opened. What about Inspector Stone? He and Hawkins were as dissimilar as partners got. I trusted him enough to mention the Golden Legion, but was he dirty as well?

“Going up?” Same elevator, different operator. This one wore a hat tugged over his brow. His gold uniform jacket hung on a bony frame and thin shoulders.

“Three.”

The man smiled with a familiar gap in his teeth. The flower vendor at Central Park! Before I could twist the handle of the cane and remove the dagger, he drew a .38 from his jacket. He pulled the emergency stop lever. The elevator jerked to a halt. “We ain’t been properly introduced, but I’ve seen you at The Yankee Club.”

Apparently we’d met before Central Park. I searched my past. “Tony?”

“You’ve got a good memory, Donovan. Tony Vales, Jimmy’s brother. I’m sure you remember Jimmy. You shot him and left him in the alley.”

His face reflected more than vengeance. Red puffy eyes told me he hadn’t slept much. Experience on New York’s streets taught me exhaustion and revenge could be a deadly combination.

I squeezed the handle of the cane and chose my words carefully. “I didn’t kill your brother.”

“A denial. Imagine that. We’re going to quietly head down to the lobby. This time of night there shouldn’t be anyone except the desk clerk.” He kept the gun aimed at me and started the elevator.

As we descended, he slid the gun into his jacket and kept his hand inside. “You make a move and I’ll blow your brains all over that fancy marble tile.”

I assumed he intended to kill me anyway, but now I knew Hawkins murdered his brother, there was an outside chance I could convince him I didn’t kill Jimmy. If I couldn’t talk my way out of trouble, I’d have to use the cane.

The door opened. Tony nodded toward the lobby. “Leave the cane.”

“But—”

“I said leave it, Donovan.”

Reluctantly, I dropped the cane and stepped off the elevator. Tony followed me.

The desk clerk stood with his back to us sorting room keys. Why did he have to pick now to work?

“Make a sound and I’ll shoot you both.” Tony stood between me and the desk clerk as we crossed the lobby.

Outside, a white delivery truck with a red rose on the door sat at the curb. The blue lettering read VALES, THE HAPPY FLORIST.

The Happy Florist glanced up and down the sidewalk then stuck the gun against my spine and shoved me toward the back of the van. “Open the back door.”

I yanked the door open. On the floor was a rope and a two-foot length of white cloth, perfect for a gag. I climbed inside hoping this wouldn’t be my final ride. “You don’t have to tie me up.”

Tony followed me into the van. “Yes I do.”

An hour later, I sat in the back room of The Happy Florist with my hands tied in a wooden chair. Rough thin rope bit into my wrists bound behind me.

Shelves of vases and ribbons covered one wall. Tony Vales stood in front of a wooden table with a sink at one end. Before him lay several sizes of shears and knives and his gun. In spite of a glass cooler behind him with buckets full of flowers, the room smelled of ammonia and bleach.

Tony picked up a pair of shears with steel blades that looked like they could slice through bone. “What’s your favorite flower?”

I shrugged, trying to hide my struggle to untie my hands.

He glared at me through bloodshot eyes. “Everyone has a favorite flower.”

I didn’t, but Laura did. “Roses. White roses.”

Tony slipped on a pair of rubber gloves then opened the cooler and removed a dozen long-stem white roses. He laid them on the table. He filled a black vase with water and set it beside his gun. Treating me like a valued customer, he snipped a two-foot piece of white ribbon and tied a bow around the vase. “Most people think during a Depression folks don’t buy flowers. I do weddings, bar mitzvahs, funerals … lots of funerals.”

“I didn’t kill your brother, but I know who did.”

“Of course you do. Now shut up.”

“A homicide detective shot Jimmy. Name’s Hawkins.”

“I said shut up.” He pointed with pruning shears. “You don’t pipe down, the gag goes back on.”

So much for talking my way out of danger.

Tony snipped thorns from one stem and trimmed away several leaves near the petals. He finished the trim and set the rose in front of him. With a slender knife he sliced off the bottom inch of the stem. “You don’t use the shears ’cause you’ll pinch the stem, cutting the water flow to the petals.”

I nodded. The man knew flowers. My wrists burned against the rope as I twisted my hands, trying to create some slack.

“One.” He dropped the flower in the vase. “You should be honored. How many people get to pick the flowers for their funeral?” He let out a laugh and grabbed another rose. “Jimmy and I were as close as brothers get. I was tough on him as a kid. He was always fat but never ate that much. Not then. Kids at school were mean to him, so I took care of them. Got a reputation.”

Sweat slid down my brow as I continued to work to free my hands. The rope gave a little, or did I just imagine it? I had to free myself before Tony finished with the dozen roses.

“You’re sweating. Your impatience is understandable, but I don’t like to rush my work. Should be almost dawn when I finish. Tell you what, I’ll kill you at dawn. Seems, I don’t know, poetic for a writer of murder mysteries to die at dawn.”

He spoke about killing me as if talking about how I liked my eggs cooked. He finished the second rose and started trimming a third.

My wrists burned as he continued to talk.

“Like I was saying, I got this reputation as a tough guy. I quit high school and got a job running numbers for this guy in the neighborhood. Everyone called him the Scotsman. We lived in Brooklyn then. I won’t bore you with the details, ’cause you don’t have much time left, but I worked my way up in the organization. Didn’t get busted until I turned twenty-four. A couple of arrests and they sent me to the pen. I got out in a year, but the Scotsman had given my job to Jimmy. Funny, ain’t it?”

He worked on the flowers, and I worked on the rope. Blood oozed down my fingers making the task more difficult. As Tony stuck the sixth rose into the vase, I managed to slide a half inch of the heel of my hand into a tiny gap in the binding.

“Halfway there.” He stepped back and admired his work. “Nice, ain’t it?” His face twisted in rage. “Ain’t it!”

“You’re an artist.”

A hint of dawn brightened windows that ran along the top of one wall. Tony turned on the faucet at the sink, cupped his hands, and splashed water on his face. He blotted his face with a towel and dried his hands. Picking up a seventh rose, he began to snip. He brushed his cheek next to an old scar that looked like a bullet wound.

“Who shot you?” I hoped to keep him talking and bide more time.

He touched his cheek. “A cop. Turned out to be my last job. Figured I came close to meeting my maker. The Scotsman owned a few florist shops to launder money. I had some dough stashed, and he sold me this place. What a guy, may he rest in peace.” Tony made the sign of the cross. “They say working around flowers is good for the soul. You believe that?”

“You’re living proof.”

Tony laughed. “I liked you. Jimmy didn’t. Course you sent him up the river.”

“If you kill me, the real killer goes free.”

“Says you.” He stuck the seventh rose in the vase and grabbed another. “If Tony hadn’t been a fat kid … I don’t know.”

“If he hadn’t been fat, you wouldn’t have come to his aid so many times. You might not have gotten such a tough-guy reputation. Maybe neither of you would’ve ever worked for the Scotsman.”

“If and two bits will get you a cup of coffee.” He stuck the rose in the vase, rubbed his eyes and took another. “Eight.”

I felt sorry for Tony. He’d lost a brother. I’d lost Mickey, who, like Gino, was a brother to me. “When was the last time you slept?”

“I’ll sleep after I take care of you.”

“You ever kill anyone before?”

“Shut up.”

“In the war I killed a man. Ambulance drivers aren’t trained to take lives; we’re supposed to save them.”

Tony trimmed the next rose as if he’d quit listening.

“It was a Sunday morning and raining. Funny how one remembers details like that. I picked a peaceful time to take a break with the troops. I’d finished a half cup of Joe when the Germans charged our trench. I drew a pistol I’d only fired to shoot rats.” While I spoke, the soldier’s face appeared before me like it had so many times since that day. I shook my head and the image disappeared. “I shot the soldier in the face. If I hadn’t, he would have shot me. I didn’t sleep for a week. Even now I sometimes wake up picturing that bloody face, wondering why I lived and he died.”

“If he’d killed you, I wouldn’t have to.” Tony stuffed the ninth rose into the vase then splashed more water on his face.

I gave my hand a final twist and tug. My right hand slid free.

Tony grabbed rose number ten. On the table lay two more roses and several instruments he could use to kill me. I had nothing.

I scanned the room for something to use. Anything! The gag lay at my feet. Hardly a weapon. “My friend, Mickey O’Brien, his funeral is today. Same guy who killed your brother killed Mickey.”

“For the last time, shut up.” Tony glanced at the light coming through the window as he trimmed the rose.

“Your brother’s killer—”

“I warned you.” Tony dropped the flower and shears and rushed around the table. He reached for the gag I wore in the truck.

I drove my shoulder into Tony like a football player making a tackle. We smashed against the shelf of vases along the wall. We both landed on the floor. Broken shards fell around us. I shoved Tony’s face against the tile, wrapped the rope around his neck, and twisted. He struggled, trying to grab my hands.

When his struggle weakened, I let go. I didn’t want to kill the guy. I pulled myself to my feet, lurched toward the table, and grabbed the gun.

Tony smashed into me from behind. The .38 flew from my grasp and clattered to the floor. We crashed through the cooler, shattering glass and knocking over buckets of flowers.

I rolled away from the broken glass. My hand slid through spilled water as I scrambled to find the gun.

Tony wasn’t moving. He lay on his back, blood soaking his collar. A six-inch shard of glass stuck out from his neck.

I leaned closer, feeling more like an ambulance driver than a hostage. “Don’t move.”

He reached for the glass and winced.

“I said don’t move.” I set my hand on his chest and looked closer. The glass had punctured his neck near the jugular, but blood wasn’t spurting. The shard hadn’t hit an artery.

“Pull it out.”

I hadn’t done anything similar since the war. “I could make it worse.”

“Do it.”

I took a deep breath, clutched the end of the glass. “Ready?”

He nodded. I pulled.

Blood flowed from the open wound. I dropped the glass and pressed a hand against his neck. Blood seeped through my fingers.

His face paled. His eyes rolled back in his head.

“You’re not going to die.” I didn’t want another face to haunt my dreams. I slapped his cheek. “Stay with me.”

He swallowed hard. “There’s a first-aid kit below the table.”

I placed his hand over the wound. “Press.”

I scrambled to the table and searched through piles of tools and boxes. I grabbed a white container and snapped the case open. Gauze, tape, and other medical supplies tumbled out.

Snatching a handful of first-aid supplies I hurried to Tony’s side. I dropped everything except a large gauze pad. I moved his hand away and pressed the cloth against his neck. The gauze turned dark red in seconds, but the flow appeared to have slowed.

I wiped sweat from my brow with the back of my hand, grabbed more gauze, and pressed against the neck wound. The bleeding slowed even more. A minute later I let out a deep breath. “I think you’re going to be okay.”

After the bleeding stopped, I taped a fresh bandage against his neck. I helped him sit upright against the wall.

I pulled myself to my feet and washed blood from my hands in the sink. Pieces of glass chinked into the basin. I brushed more glass from my clothes then shook my head. Tiny bits fell from my hair. I ran a hand over my face. “You doing okay?”

Tony nodded. “Thanks to you.”

“Can I borrow your truck?”

He pulled his keys from his pocket and handed them to me.

“I’ll leave the keys in the visor and park the truck as close to the Carlyle as I can.”

Tony nodded. “I woulda killed you. You coulda let me die. Nobody’d a noticed. I’m a thug, a thief, a bum with a dead brother.”

“You’re a florist. You bring joy and comfort to people. You’re a businessman making a go of things during tough times.”

“This bastard Hawkins really kill my brother?”

I nodded and snatched the gun from the corner. I stuffed it inside my wrinkled suit coat that now had a torn pocket. I straightened my tie. “He wanted to frame me, make it look like I killed Jimmy.”

“It almost worked.” Tony cocked his head. “This Hawkins …”

“What about him?”

“He’s … he’s a dead man.”

“Don’t even think about killing him. You’ll end up in the pen or worse.” And I’d lose a link to Dalrymple and the Golden Legion. “Hawkins won’t get away with what he did to your brother. I’ll see to that.”

His eyes filled with tears. “You might be right.”

“Of course I’m right. Let it go, and get back to being a florist.” Dawn filtered through the windows as I picked up the vase and refilled it with water. I set the vase on the table and sniffed the ten white roses. They reminded me of Laura.

“They’re yours. You earned ’em.”

I shook my head. “I’m not quite ready for my funeral.”


Chapter 13

The Wake of Mickey O’Brien

I parked the florist van a half block down the street and left the keys behind the visor. In my suite, my cane lay in the center of the bed along with a note from housekeeping stating someone found it in the elevator. Thank you, housekeeping. Although I no longer needed the cane to walk, I needed the dagger.

In the bathroom mirror, my face revealed dried blood and cuts and bruises from the shattered cooler in Tony Vales’s flower shop. A hot shower removed my blood and Tony’s. The warm spray and a couple of aspirin helped me snatch a couple hours of sleep. I awoke an hour before Belle’s train left for Florida.

In a clean suit I called Mildred at Empire Press. She wasn’t in. I didn’t believe that for a moment.

I stuffed the train ticket into my pocket, grabbed my cane, and took the stairs to Belle’s room.

She’d managed to return her brown hair into the attention-grabbing platinum she wore the day we met. In a form-fitting red dress she chatted nervously during the cab ride to Penn Station. At the station, I gave her the names and phone numbers of the Emerson twins, a couple of mid-seventies retirees from Brooklyn who’d enjoy Belle’s company.

After paying the cabbie, we passed through the building’s giant columns that always reminded me of the Parthenon in Greece. Inside, I checked my dwindling supply of cash while Belle, like a kid at Coney Island for the first time, stared at the stone archways, intricate metal columns, and curved beams that supported the overhead windows. Beams of sunlight streamed down, illuminating the noisy room buzzing with passengers waiting for their trains to be called.

“It’s more like a church,” she said, following me through the crowded station.

I’d been here so many times I barely paid attention.

I had enough time to buy her a hot dog from a vendor. I hoped my face didn’t show the lie I told when I insisted Tampa’s dogs were as good as New York’s.

We hurried down the stairs to the train and made it with minutes to spare. “You’ll probably only be gone a few days.”

“You’d better take care of yourself. Anything happens to you, I’ll be stuck in Florida.” She kissed my check. “Give my best to your friend Landon.”

From her smirk I suspected she’d already given him her best.

A businessman arrived with a porter struggling with four bags. Mid-fifties and bald he wore an expensive-looking three-piece suit. He removed a fancy money clip with a stack of bills, which he used to tip the porter for his luggage. He stuffed the money back in his suit and checked the time with a gold pocket watch.

Batting her eyes, Belle gave him the kind of smile that could separate a man from his wallet. She strolled to him, held out the train ticket and spoke in a Southern accent. “Excuse me. Could you help me? I’m wondering if this is the right train to Florida.”

He studied the ticket. “Yes, it is.” His eyes swept over the contours of her dress. “Are you traveling alone?”

She smiled. “Just little old me, sugar.”

The man sucked in his gut and held out his arm. “A nice girl like you shouldn’t travel unescorted, Miss …”

“Starr. Belle Starr.”

He tipped his hat. “What a beautiful name for a Southern lady.”

With a wink to me, she took the man’s hand and climbed the stairs of the train. Through the window I watched them head down the aisle and sit beside each other. Belle waved to me as the train pulled out of the station.

Belle, safely on her way out of the city, gave me one less problem to tackle. Hawkins required immediate attention. I called Landon Stoddard from a phone booth in the station. He told me to stay put. He’d meet me.

I sat in a row of wooden chairs along with departing passengers and reflected on our next move. Hawkins would provide a link to the Golden Legion if we could get him to talk. I’d enjoy seeing Mickey’s killer on the other side of an interrogation.

Stoddard was the perfect type to work the detective over, shake loose enough information to send him to the chair and bring in the feds to take down Dalrymple and his band of traitors. Laura could go back to being an actress, and I’d return to writing.

What then? Where would that leave the two of us? Could I win her back?

The huge wall clock revealed four hours remained until Mickey’s funeral. A young woman’s chatter across the aisle caught my attention. Thin, late teens maybe, and dressed in a plain cotton dress, she held a young man’s hand. I tried not to listen as she fought to reassure him they were about to do the right thing.

I tried to focus on how to stop Dalrymple and the Golden Legion, but the young people’s predicament dominated my thoughts. Perhaps I paid attention because of their pained expressions or maybe because I made a big mistake in this very station two years earlier.

The boy leaned forward in the chair, rubbed his hands together, and stared at the two suitcases between them. Anyone could tell he loved her, but he seemed like the practical one. He listed everything stacked against them—her parents, his parents, money. They had just enough cash for two train tickets. She offered only one argument. They loved each other. He looked up and met my gaze.

Fearing I might somehow get involved, I took my cane and headed for the restroom. Inside, I stood by the sink and peered at my reflection in the mirror. The swollen bruise under my right eye looked worse than earlier, and I noticed a cut on my hairline. Something shiny shimmered in my hair. I removed one more piece of glass from Tony Vales’s shattered cooler and flicked it into a trash can.

I washed more dried blood from my forehead, trying not to appear like some kind of street thug. In the past few days I’d taken a few punches, been shot in the leg, and threatened by Tony Vales. I was more worried about Laura. The only way to ensure her safety was to take down Dalrymple and the Golden Legion.

The kid stepped inside as I dried my face and set my hat on my head. He glared at me in the mirror. “I saw you staring at my girl.” He balled his hands into fists. “You want to do this here or outside?”

I rubbed a hand over my face, trying not to smile.

His face reddened. “You think your fancy clothes are going to turn Sarah’s head. I don’t think so.”

I held up one hand. “Look, son—”

“I’m not your son.” He struck a boxer’s pose. “Come on.”

“I overheard your conversation. That’s all.”

The young man relaxed his hands. He leaned against the wall and banged his head with a loud clunk. “I’m sorry. She’s got me all twisted up inside.”

“Get used to it. A woman will do that to a man from time to time.” I stepped toward the door.

He stuffed his hands in his trousers and stared at the floor. “We have tickets to Wyoming, and—”

“I really don’t think I’m the right person to—”

“It was Sarah’s idea for us to run away. My cousin lives on a ranch with his old man. Wouldn’t make much money, but there’d be enough for us to be together.”

I barely heard anything after the words run away.

“You’ve been in love right, mister? I mean, a fella your age …”

“Sure.” I never fell out of love with Laura.

“I told Sarah I should go alone, save up some money, and send for her in a few months. If her parents come around, if mine do—”

To quote Tony Vales, “If and two bits will get you a cup of coffee.”

“I guess. She thinks if we don’t do this now, we never will.” He let out a ragged breath. “I don’t know what I should do.”

“How old are you?”

“Nineteen. Sarah’s eighteen.”

I wasn’t one to give advice to total strangers, certainly about running away, but the kid needed a kick in the pants. “Whether you go off to Wyoming or stay here, you’ll have each other. Running away never solves anything. Stay home. Her parents or your parents will come around.” I left the boy to consider my advice and returned to my chair.

The girl sat alone and dejected near two suitcases. She dabbed at her eyes with a balled-up handkerchief then glanced up as the kid approached. She rose from the chair, took his hand, and smiled at him. She reminded me a lot of Laura. They looked nothing alike, but she gazed at the boy with the same glimmer I used to see in Laura’s eyes.

“Jake.” Stoddard waved from across the terminal. He wasn’t alone. Laura walked beside him, hurrying toward me.

I rose and met them halfway.

Laura covered her mouth. “Oh, Jake. You’ve been in a fight.”

“I won.”

She threw both arms around my neck and kissed me. She’d never been one for a public display of affection, but I enjoyed the moment, whatever her motivations. She buried her face in my chest and squeezed me like she used to.

I’d waited two years for this moment. I couldn’t let go. We were in a crowded terminal buzzing with commotion, but with my eyes closed it felt as if it was just the two of us.

Stoddard cleared his throat. “This display is uncomfortable even by Penn Station standards. People are starting to stare.” He nodded toward the exit.

Laura and I followed him outside into the brightness of the May sun. We ignored “Employee Only” signs, crossed several tracks, and stood between two trains. Stoddard crossed both arms. “What happened?”

“Tony Vales happened. He thought I killed his brother because a dirty cop wanted him to think that.” I gave them the shorthand version of my altercation at the flower shop. Laura looked horrified, Stoddard disappointed.

He shook his head. “I would’ve jammed the glass farther into his neck.”

Laura nodded. “He’s serious.”

I had little doubt Stoddard would’ve killed Tony and been done with it. “What happened in the flower shop wasn’t why I wanted to meet. Belle Starr remembered a detail about the man who shot Mickey. He’s a homicide detective named Hawkins. The driver was a member of the Blackshirts, the shooter, NYPD. Someone had to coordinate this.”

Stoddard rubbed his hands in delight. “Just when I thought Paul Cummings had skipped town you come up with this Hawkins guy. He’s our best link to the Golden Legion. We need to persuade him to talk.”

“How are you going to get an NYPD detective to …?” Laura’s eyes darted between Stoddard and me. “Oh.”

A railroad worker in blue coveralls walked around one of the trains. He carried a lantern in one hand. “You’re not allowed here, folks.”

Stoddard assumed his gruff government agent expression. He slipped his wallet from his suit and flashed his Secret Service badge.

“Enjoy your visit.” The worker hurried past us and continued down the line.

“Let’s go talk to this Hawkins.” Stoddard stuffed the wallet back in his suit and headed back to the terminal. He looked as determined as a bull charging a red cape.

I grabbed his arm. “I suppose you plan to just barge into the police station and borrow one of their interrogation rooms.”

“If he’s not at work, we’ll pay him a visit. If he’s working, I’ll tail him, find where he goes when he’s off.” He removed his hat and ran a hand through his hair. “We may be running out of time. Roosevelt will be in the city Thursday night for a speech at Madison Square Garden, and the Golden Legion is off skeet shooting.”

Shooting. I couldn’t shake the image of Dalrymple and his gang taking target practice.

Laura and I followed Stoddard to the phone booths along the far wall.

“I have a friend in NYPD who owes me a favor.” Stoddard went inside a booth and closed the door.

“He has friends?” I gazed around, looking for the young couple. The suitcases were gone. Perhaps they’d taken the train to Wyoming, or maybe they’d taken my advice.

Laura’s eyes glistened. She brushed hair from my brow. “You could have been killed. This is the second time in days.” Her hand lingered on my cheek. Her eyes met mine, reminding me of the young girl’s look. “I know I said we couldn’t talk about us until this was over, but I’m afraid I may never get the chance. Jake, I … love—”

Flash. A reporter held a camera at his side. “Thanks, Miss Wilson, Mr. Donovan. That will make a swell picture for my paper.”

Laura gasped.

I’d waited two years to hear Laura say she loved me, but a picture like that could blow her cover. I went after the man, pushing through the crowd, but the reporter had disappeared.

I returned. Laura stared across the terminal as if in a trance.

Stoddard came out of the phone booth with a disappointed scowl. His gaze darted between the two of us. “Did I miss something?”

“A reporter snapped a picture of Laura and me for the papers.”

“Son of a bitch!” Stoddard lowered his voice. “I leave you alone for two minutes. You’ve been acting like newlyweds since we got here.”

Laura let out a sigh. “Excuse me for caring!”

Stoddard’s forehead wrinkled. “We have to talk to Hawkins and see if the hit on Mickey was related to the president. He’s working today, and I don’t want to raise concerns at the station. We might have to wait until tomorrow and surprise him at his apartment.”

“You know where he lives?”

He gestured toward the phone booth. “I do now.”

When Laura dropped me off at the Carlyle, I held her hand. “You’ll be at Mickey’s funeral.”

“Of course I’ll be there.”

I watched her drive away then went inside. I used most of my remaining cash to settle Belle’s account and pay for another night at the hotel. I’d have to hock something valuable like my watch and find a cheaper place.

A cabbie drove me to St. Timothy’s. He pulled up in front of the church and held out his hand. “That’ll be eleven bucks.”

In my wallet, two small bills peered up at me. “I only have two fives. I don’t suppose you’d cut me some slack. We’re at a church, and—”

“Don’t care if I drove you to church or a whorehouse, I’ve got a family to feed.”

My trouser pocket contained two quarters. I dropped them into his hand. “I’m tapped out.”

“Four bits? That’s it? Get out.”

“Sorry.” I took my cane and climbed out.

The cabbie slammed the car in gear and squealed tires as he sped off.

Gino hurried down the church steps. “What was that all about?”

This wasn’t the place to talk about my finances. “I’m a little short, that’s all.”

“How short?”

I led Gino past arriving mourners. In the parking lot I told him about the limo ride with Spencer Dalrymple and the financial squeeze he slapped on me.

“Let me get this straight, Laura’s fiancé used his clout to buy your publisher and freeze your bank account. All that to get you to leave the city?”

I shrugged. I couldn’t explain all the reasons he wanted me out of the picture.

“Why didn’t you come to me? I’m insulted.” Gino lit a cigarette and took a long puff. “That’s why I’ve never trusted banks. I’m strictly a cash and carry guy. When do you leave for Florida?”

“You think he can pressure me into going back. Now I’m insulted.”

He set one hand on my shoulder. “I’ve never seen you back down from gangsters and thugs. You’re one tough son of a bitch, but you’ve got a history of running from personal problems.”

We were outside a church, so I resisted the temptation to sock him. Gino had always been straight with me. I listened while he ticked off a list of times I’d fled from problems. After high school, my father wanted me to attend college. Instead, I enlisted, and the army sent me to France. After Pop died, I joined the Pinkertons, left New York, and traveled the country. Laura wouldn’t marry me, so I moved to Florida.

“How much do you need?” Gino dropped his cigarette and crushed it beneath his shoe.

“I can hock my watch.”

“How much?”

“A couple hundred. I’m going to check into a cheaper hotel.”

“No you’re not. Don’t let Dalrymple see you sweat.” Gino slipped an envelope from his suit pocket. Keeping it close to his vest, he fanned through several fifties and hundreds and handed the envelope to me. “Here’s a grand.”

“You brought a thousand bucks to a funeral?”

“I carry a grand everywhere. Remember, as kids, I always kept a quarter in my shoe, didn’t I?”

“You never loaned me your quarter.”

Gino chuckled. “Times have changed. Prohibition’s been good to me. I’ve got plenty stashed. Stop by The Yankee Club when you need more.”

I didn’t plan on needing more. After we took Dalrymple down, my funds would be available and Empire Press wouldn’t be answering to the bum.

I took the money and stuffed the envelope in my suit coat pocket. I swallowed a lump in my throat. “Thanks.”

“Don’t get all mushy on me, Donovan.”

We’d been friends most of our lives, but I couldn’t believe Gino’s generosity. “How can I ever repay your kindness?”

“Fifties and hundreds. Tens and twenties will do in a pinch, but they make a bulge in my suit and make me look like Mae West’s left side. You can repay me when you get things straightened out.”

We climbed the church stairs where Gino, Mickey, and I had served as altar boys. The first alcohol I drank was wine Gino snatched from the rectory.

Inside I dipped my fingers in the holy water and made the sign of the cross. The familiar church made me determined to set aside the past few days and focus on paying my respects to one of the closest friends I’d ever had. The church had changed little. Organ music came from the choir loft, and statues of Mary and several apostles faced the lacquered pews. Candles flickered in red glass holders, and stained-glass windows displayed the Stations of the Cross. A huge crucifix hung above the altar as if Jesus looked down on Mickey’s casket sitting in the front of the church.

Gino and I headed up the aisle. Inspector Stone sat alone in the third row. I couldn’t help wondering if he played a role in Mickey’s death. While Gino stopped in front of Mickey’s casket, I slipped into the pew beside Stone.

With a black rosary in his hands, the inspector moved his lips in silent prayer. He paused and looked me over. “You can’t stay out of trouble, can you?”

“Where’s your buddy?”

“Hawkins? He’s not my buddy. We work together, that’s it.”

“I heard you were pals.”

He looked at me like I was crazy. “You heard wrong.”

I was glad he’d said that, but I didn’t know Stone well enough to trust him with what I’d learned about his partner. “See you at the wake,” I said.

“Wait. At the hospital I accused you of getting Mickey killed.” Stone’s fingers moved to the next bead on the rosary. “I was wrong.”

“Thanks.” On my way to the front of the church, I nodded to Frankie, seated behind Gino and Laura, touched he’d come to pay his respects to a man he barely knew.

I bowed my head before Mickey’s casket. His carefree life had ended way too soon. I’d come to terms with Mickey getting shot the night I visited his office, but I couldn’t shake all my guilt. It had been my idea for him to join me in opening a detective agency.

After landing in the hospital and getting involved with Stoddard’s investigation of Dalrymple and the Golden Legion, I hadn’t had time to mourn. Now I couldn’t remember how to, so I pictured Mickey and me having a final conversation until we met in the next life.

I knew what he’d say. He’d want me to bring Hawkins and Dalrymple to justice, because justice was what drove him as a soldier, a cop, and a detective.

Just as likely, he’d tell a bawdy joke and let out that raspy laugh I missed already. I bowed my head and said a prayer for my friend’s eternal happiness then renewed my vow to bring his murderers to justice.

Two altar boys genuflected then joined the priest at the back of the church. I sat in the front row between Laura and Gino. Everyone rose as Father O’Malley entered.

Mickey didn’t attend mass on a regular basis. He was a happy-go-lucky guy who wouldn’t want a solemn ritual. The mass became a blur of Latin and revisited memories. The sermon about faith and accepting death as God’s plan offered no comfort.

I barely paid attention as Father O’Malley quoted Ecclesiastes—a time to be born, a time to die … a time to kill. Would I have to kill before this case came to a close?

Laura dabbed at her eyes with a balled-up handkerchief. She opened her fingers and held my hand. We stared at the closed casket. After the sermon, ushers gathered collection baskets with long handles, genuflected at the aisle, and came to the first row.

I nudged Gino. “A collection plate at a funeral?”

He shrugged. “We’re in a depression.”

Gino dropped a sawbuck into the collection. The usher held the collection plate in front of me. All I had was the grand Gino had loaned me.

He gave me a nudge. “You gotta give something. Come on, you’re embarrassing me.”

Laura covered a smile with her hand.

I slipped the envelope from my suit coat and thumbed through the money. The usher’s eyes widened at all the cash.

I whispered to Gino. “The smallest is a fifty.”

“It’s for the Lord.”

The usher let out a sigh of impatience. I dropped a fifty into the plate and stuffed the envelope into my suit coat pocket.

Gino nudged me again. “Mickey would’ve loved this.”

At the end of the Mass, I grabbed my cane and, in spite of my injured leg, walked alongside the casket with Gino and the other pallbearers.

At the cemetery, I stood with Gino and Laura, her face a mask behind dark sunglasses. After Mickey had been laid to rest, she drove me to The Yankee Club. We rode mostly in silence. I was lost in my memories of a man who touched us all.

Inside the speakeasy, Gino’s mother wrapped both arms around me and kissed my cheek. She did the same to Laura and Gino. A picture of Mickey hung beside the photo of Gino and Babe Ruth.

On the wall behind the dance floor a map of Ireland replaced the familiar map of Italy. Instead of Bridgette and the jazz band, an Irish band in green vests set up on the stage. In accordance with an old Irish custom, the mirror above the bar was covered with black cloth. The wall clock had been stopped.

Laura and Gino consoled friends, smiling and laughing like one was supposed to at a wake. I propped my cane against the bar and took a stool. The bartender poured a shot of Irish whiskey and set it in front of me.

The lead singer held up a shot glass of whiskey. “To Mickey.” When everyone replied, “To Mickey,” he downed the drink and began to sing one of Mickey’s favorite St. Patrick’s Day sing-alongs, “Sweet Rosie O’Grady.” Nearly everyone sang along. Everyone but me. I threw back the whiskey and ordered another.

Laura climbed onto the stool beside me. She downed the last of my second shot of whiskey and signaled for another, her laughter and good cheer gone. The bartender set a fresh drink in front of her and tended to a customer at the far end of the bar.

She blinked away tears and stared at the drink. “What’s wrong with you? It’s an Irish wake.”

“I don’t feel like being festive.”

She threw back the shot. “That’s the point of a wake, isn’t it, to be festive when you feel like crying?”

“You did your part when we arrived.”

“I’m an actress.”

After the song, the singer picked up a flute. “This is the only sad song we play today. ’Twas Mickey’s favorite, so it won’t be tears I’ll be seeing. Not today.” He played the opening to “Danny Boy.”

With my heart tugging in my chest, I took Laura’s hand and led her to the crowded dance floor. As we danced, she laid her head against my shoulder. Neither of us spoke. The song ended, producing more tears, but none from Laura or me. Mickey would’ve wanted it that way. I held up my hand and caught the singer’s attention. He nodded.

I cleared my throat. “Sixteen years ago Mickey and I shipped off to France during the Great War. I won’t talk about the hard times we faced, but I’ll tell you about a bright spring afternoon at a lake we visited on the only leave I remember. The lakeshore was filled with beautiful women who made American soldiers feel welcome, even a couple of saps like Mickey and me.”

The crowd hooted and whistled. Laura smiled at a story she’d heard a dozen times.

“You might suspect we had more than a few brews. The day grew long and warm, and we grew thirsty. Mickey and I took off our shoes and socks. Beer mugs in hand, we waded into the murky lake to cool off. He ventured farther than I and must have stepped off a ledge, because all at once he sank beneath the water like a stone. As he went down, his arm shot up, mug in hand. Not a drop of lake water tainted his favorite brew.”

Laura and I joined the crowd in laughter.

“Mickey came up sputtering and wiped his face as I helped him back to shore. He held up his beer and swallowed the rest in one gulp. ‘I think I’ll have another.’ ”

Everyone in the speakeasy snickered at the story. The laughter died down, and the singer began to sing “Dear Old Donegal.” Laura and I danced. After the song she shared her favorite Mickey O’Brien story about a St. Patrick’s Day parade where Mickey came to the rescue of an Irish lass who had had too much to drink.

The afternoon went on with songs punctuated with tales of Mickey O’Brien, funny stories, and memories of his courage. He would’ve enjoyed the wake.

I drank more than I should have. I stepped outside and dropped down on a bench by the front door as the setting sun shone into my face.

The door opened and Laura sat beside me, took my arm in hers, and rested her head against my shoulder. “I’m sorry about how I behaved at Penn Station. I risked the case against Dalrymple and endangered our lives.”

The door opened again. Frankie stumbled out and spilled the drink in his hand. He gripped the end of the bench and regained his balance. He swayed as he stood there. His mouth opened, but words didn’t come out. He turned, opened the door, and went inside.

Laura chuckled. “He drinks too much to be your driver.”

“He won’t be much use tomorrow, that’s for sure.” I stared into Laura’s eyes.

She gazed at me as if I’d never left.

“Maybe we should pack up and just leave New York, let the world sort itself out.”

“Sure, and where would we go?”

“Anywhere there are no mobsters with tommy guns, no plots against the government, and corrupt cops are rare.”

“I’d love to go away with you, Jake. I want to go somewhere safe, where I know I won’t be attending a wake for you and pretending I’m not sad.” Her eyes moistened. “I promised Mickey. We have to see this through. We only have to find enough evidence to get the feds involved. Then we’ll go away, wherever you want.”

“You’ve been trying to find evidence to put Dalrymple away for more than two months. What makes you think you’ll find it now?”

Laura pressed my hand against her cheek. “Because now I have you.”


Chapter 14

A Warrior on a White Horse

In the lobby of The Yankee Club, the last group of mourners hugged each other and said their good-byes. I set my hand on the photo and whispered a final farewell.

I made my way through the nearly deserted speakeasy and dropped into a chair between Laura and Gino. In the past twenty-four hours I’d barely slept, and I’d drunk too much. I needed rest in order to think clearly. Across the table, Frankie downed another cup of Joe and began to chew on a fresh toothpick. Coffee appeared to have snapped him out of his drunken behavior.

While the rest of us sat quietly, Danny lit a Camel and paced the dance floor. In a steel-gray suit, puffing smoke and gaining speed, he reminded me of a steam locomotive. He stopped at our table and jammed the cigarette butt into an ashtray. “Cops ain’t gonna find the men who plugged Mickey, are they, Jake?”

I shrugged.

“What kind of bullshit answer is that?” Danny gripped my collar and yanked me to my feet. “You’re a fucking detective. You come up with anything?”

Gino and Laura grabbed Danny’s arms.

“Lay off Jake.” Frankie rose, staggered backward, and collapsed into a corner chair.

I shoved Danny away. I couldn’t reveal what I knew about Paul Cummings or mention I’d discovered Hawkins was the shooter, but he deserved something. “The cops have an ID on the driver. After they find him, I’m sure they’ll get the guy to cough up the shooter’s name.”

Gino cocked his head. “I never knew you to have so much faith in cops. We should find the driver and get him to talk. We could work him over good like you did to Laura’s old man.”

“Jake,” Laura squeezed my arm, “what’s he talking about?”

Gino sank into his chair. “I thought you knew.”

She studied our faces. “Looks like everyone knew but me!”

I struggled to find words to explain why I never said anything about the incident. I’d used my fists to defend myself plenty of times, but since that day with Laura’s father, I’d never intentionally beat up anyone.

Gino reached for the scotch.

Laura gripped the bottle and wouldn’t let go. “Spill it, Gino.”

“Back in high school Jake beat up your old man.”

Danny held up one hand. “By the time Jake got through with him, Gino and me didn’t get our turns.”

Laura stared across the room and relaxed her grip on the bottle.

I should’ve told her long ago, but beating up your girlfriend’s old man wasn’t something easy to discuss. “That day you came to school with a black eye.”

“Yeah, I get it.” The pain and anger in her eyes hurt worse than getting shot. “What I don’t understand is why you never told me.” When I didn’t reply, she headed for the front door. She shoved aside chairs as she weaved through the tables.

I hurried after her. “Let me explain.”

At the door, she spun and glared at me. Laura glanced across the room at the others and spoke so only I could hear. “You kept this from me for almost twenty years. What other secrets have you buried inside?”

“I didn’t say anything because I wasn’t so proud of the way I solved the problem.”

She wiped away a tear. “You can’t keep secrets from me and expect me to trust you. That is, if you want us to have a future.” Laura pushed through the front door.

I rushed outside as she yanked open the door to her Packard. “Laura.”

She slipped behind the wheel and started the car. Without looking back, she sped away in a squeal of burnt rubber. The taillights disappeared into the darkness.

Gino stood outside the front door and crushed his cigarette on the sidewalk. “One of you is always running away from the other. You just gonna let her go back to her fiancé like that?”

“I still trust her, Gino.”

“Sure, but what about the scumbag Dalrymple?”

Unfortunately he was right. I followed him back inside. It had been a long day.

Frankie snored from the corner chair. His head rested on the wall, and a line of saliva slid from the edge of his wide-open mouth.

I shook him awake. “Time to get you home to Edith. Toss me the keys, and I’ll drive.”

“What?” Frankie ran a hand over his face. “I’m okay. A little nap was all I needed.”

Gino lit a cigarette. “I’m sorry, Jake. Just ’cause we never talked about teaching Laura’s old man a lesson didn’t mean it was some big secret. I figured you woulda mentioned it to her by now. She’ll get over it. Besides, it’s probably for the best that she got a little steamed. What with her getting married and all.” He cocked his head. “She’s still marrying Dalrymple, isn’t she?”

I hated keeping information from Gino. I kept a secret from Laura and look where it got me. I couldn’t lie to him, so I kept my mouth shut.

“I’m sorry, too.” Danny downed another shot of scotch. “I shouldn’t a roughed you up that way.”

I’d grown accustomed to getting roughed up and worse since my return to New York. Hours earlier, I’d crashed through a glass cooler at The Happy Florist with barely a scratch, but I felt certain the future would hold even greater danger. The toughest challenge might be setting things straight with Laura. “Frankie, the keys.”

“Sure.” He fished around in his pocket.

“Danny’s right about the cops. They’re doing nothing.” Gino let out a long puff. “I’m also afraid he’s right about you. You’ve been looking into the hit on Mickey since you got out of the hospital. All you’ve found out is the driver’s a member of the Blackshirts.”

Frankie slapped the car keys into my hand. “Blackshirts? That gang that hangs out at Al’s Pool Hall?”

Gino jumped to his feet. “That’s Lorenzo’s place!”

I had no idea who Lorenzo was or how Frankie knew the location of the Blackshirt headquarters. “Let the cops handle Paul Cummings.”

“How’s that working out, huh?” Gino studied my face. “You knew about Al’s Pool Hall, didn’t you?”

I couldn’t look him in the eye.

“When did you stop being straight with me?” Gino shook his head. “Come on, Danny. Let’s do this.”

“Do what?” I stuffed the keys in my pocket and picked up my cane.

“Snatch this Paul Cummings guy from the pool hall, make him talk, and find out who killed Mickey, which was something I thought might be of interest to you.”

I had to stop this talk before things got out of hand. “This is crazy. You want to go into the Blackshirt headquarters with only the four of us?”

“Four of us? Me and Danny make two. Why don’t you go fix things with Laura? Danny and me’ll go find out who shot Mickey.” He pointed to Mickey’s photo on the wall. “He deserves as much.”

Frankie struggled to his feet. “I’m in.”

“Okay, at least three of us got balls.” Gino grabbed his hat. “Lorenzo’s a bum. I’d love to find Cummings and take care of Lorenzo once and for all. Two birds with one stone, you know?”

I made one last attempt to stop Gino. “I have it covered. I have someone keeping an eye on the place. If Cummings shows his face, he’ll get picked up, and we can work him over and get him to talk.”

“You coming with us or not?” Gino stared at me.

Before I could answer, his mother stepped from the kitchen with a towel draped over one shoulder. She uncovered the mirror, restarted the clock, and headed to the nearly empty table of food.

“Hey, Ma,” Gino set his hat on his head. “Leave that stuff. I’ll clean up when I get back.”

“You?” she chuckled. “Where are you going? It’s after midnight.”

Gino’s face flushed. “I’m thirty-four. I don’t have to tell you where I go at night.”

“Since when?” She wiped the food table with a towel.

Gino let out a sigh. “We’re going to shoot pool.”

“See, now was that so hard?” She patted his face and began to stack empty plates on the table.

“Don’t wait up.” Gino led Danny and Frankie toward the door.

I hurried after them. “I’ll drive.”

With Gino beside me and Frankie and Danny in the backseat, I slowed as we approached the pool hall and Blackshirt headquarters. The place was an aging two-story wooden building with paint faded and curled from weather, time, and neglect. The street level featured a large glass window smoked gray with dirt and grime. White script identified the place as Al’s Pool Hall. I drove past with a quick check of the second-floor offices. I turned the corner and glanced down the alley. Beneath a light, a man in a black shirt sat on a stool beside the back door cleaning his nails with a knife.

I drove slowly around the block. “What do you think?”

Gino scratched the stubble of his chin. “The Blackshirt headquarters is upstairs, but Paul Cummings could be downstairs shooting pool like a regular customer.”

I parked a half block from the building and focused on keeping my friends safe. “If I can get past the guard in the alley, I’ll search upstairs.”

“I’ve got a better idea.” Gino rolled up his pant leg and pulled a snub-nose pistol from an ankle holster. After checking to make sure the gun was loaded, he stuffed it in the holster. “Haven’t used this since the rat infestation of ’29. You and Frankie wait here. Me and Danny will head inside the pool hall and look for more rats. If we spot Cummings, I’ll send Danny out for a smoke. You and Frankie can come in, and we’ll figure a way to separate Cummings from the herd. If Danny don’t come out in five minutes, means our target ain’t in the pool hall, and you and Frankie can go in the back way and sneak upstairs.”

“Sounds like a good plan.”

Gino grinned. “I have my moments.”

Danny leaned forward from the backseat. “What’s Cummings look like?”

“He’s Jamaican,” I said.

“I’m guessing he’s the only Jamaican in an Italian pool hall. Shouldn’t be that tough to spot.” Gino lit a cigarette. “Come on, Danny. Let’s do this.”

Danny and Gino crossed the street and went inside the pool hall. I hoped they knew what they were doing. I checked my watch. After five minutes, I realized Cummings wasn’t shooting pool. Worried for my friends’ safety as well as my own, I climbed from the car and led Frankie toward the alley. I stopped and peered around the corner of the building. “Think you can act drunk?”

“I’ve never seen me drunk, but I’ve been told it’s quite a sight.”

“Stagger down the alley past the door. Make sure you get the guard’s attention, and I’ll grab him from behind.”

“I can do that.” Frankie ruffled his hair, unbuttoned his jacket, and stumbled down the alley singing “My Wild Irish Rose.”

The guard got to his feet with an eye on Frankie who stumbled past him, fell to his hands and knees, and began to dry heave.

With his back to me the guard kicked Frankie in the side and shouted for him to move on.

I crept along the wall in the darkness, my cane at my side.

Frankie didn’t move, so the guard gave him two more vicious kicks to the ribs. Frankie crumpled to the ground.

I twisted the handle of the cane, clamped my arms around the guard’s neck, and pressed the dagger against his throat. “Don’t move, tough guy.”

Wincing, Frankie climbed to his feet, clutching his ribs. “Next time, you play the drunk, and I sneak up from behind.”

“Deal.”

The guard seethed as Frankie patted him down. He tossed a six-inch knife that clattered down the alley then displayed a pistol retrieved from the back of the man’s trousers. Frankie stuck it inside his own jacket. When he’d finished the search, he stepped back and kicked the man in the balls. “How does that feel?”

The guard crumpled to the ground, holding his crotch, and moaned.

Frankie pressed against his side and grimaced. “I think he broke a couple of my ribs.” He gave the man another kick.

As the guard writhed, I nudged him with my shoe. “Paul Cummings inside?”

He coughed. “Never heard of ’im.”

I bent down and pressed the tip of the dagger against the guard’s chin. “Try again.”

The man’s Adam’s apple bobbed as he swallowed hard. “Never met no … no Paul Cummings.”

“He’s Jamaican.”

“Yeah. Sure. The Jamaican. Never caught his real name.” Sweat slid down the guard’s neck. “He ain’t inside. Ain’t seen him for days.”

I grabbed a flashlight clipped to the man’s belt and struggled to my feet. “How many people are upstairs?”

He shook his head. “Got no idea, mister. I’m just a guard.”

I gestured to Frankie with the flashlight. “Keep an eye on him.”

Frankie drew the gun. “You be careful, boss.”

“You’re making a big mistake.” The guard struggled to sit up.

I laughed. “You’re right. Shoot him.”

The man’s eyes widened. He held up two trembling hands. “No, please.”

Frankie winked. “He did say please.”

“Suit yourself.”

Frankie aimed the gun at the frightened guard. “You sure you don’t want me to go with you?”

“Just watch the guard. I’ll take care of Cummings.” I stepped inside a small storeroom stacked with crates and boxes. Behind the door on the far wall came the sound of cue balls cracking in the pool hall. To my left, a wooden stairway that looked like it would creak led to the second level. I climbed the steps as quietly as I could. On the landing I clicked on the flashlight. The beam swept the dark corridor.

Outside the first room I listened for movement on the other side of the door with growing suspicion. The only sound was the thumping of my heart. Would the Blackshirt headquarters be so easily penetrated by overpowering a single guard? I listened at the next door before I entered.

I checked the first two rooms, a bathroom and a closet with cleaning supplies. Easing open the third door, I went inside. The flashlight beam revealed boxes of paper stacked along one wall. A small printing press stood in the corner next to a table covered with scattered newspapers. I picked up a newspaper, shined the light on the articles filled with hate messages against Jews, immigrants, and various ethnic groups. Other articles railed against Roosevelt’s policies.

I entered a room across the corridor, an office with filing cabinets and a wooden desk stacked with papers. The filing cabinets contained posters and books with a patriotic theme. Hate and patriotic fervor. I’d read about that combination regarding Germany. I sifted through the desk papers, searching for information that would convince the feds to get involved. I found a list of businesses identified for future indoctrination. Nothing linked these goons to the Golden Legion.

Where was Paul Cummings? I left the office, clicked off the flashlight, and walked to the end of the corridor. Stairs led to the noisy pool hall below. I peered over the railing. Two guards stood at the foot of the stairway, their eyes focused on Danny and Gino at a pool table near the front door.

Gino held both arms out toward a dark-haired man in a pin-striped suit. “Honest, Lorenzo, I didn’t realize she was your wife until I woke up the next morning.”

I backed away from the railing and reached for the doorknob to the final upstairs room. I wiped sweat from my brow with the back of my hand, gripped the dagger tightly, and opened the door. I swept the light toward six rows of wooden chairs facing a lectern—a Blackshirt meeting hall. I closed the door behind me and aimed the light on the far wall where a green, white, and red flag of Italy hung from the wall behind the lectern.

Oil paintings hung on both sides of the flag. One I expected: the granite-jawed face of Mussolini, Il Duce. The other painting froze me in place.

Oliver Greenwoody in full military uniform, complete with medals and decorations, sat atop a white stallion with a flowing mane. A brass plate below the painting read AMERICAN WARRIOR.

The painting revealed Dorothy’s father was more than an admirer of Mussolini, but I sensed something far more sinister. Before I could think it through, footsteps in the corridor forced me to move. Someone stopped in the corridor outside the closed door. I ducked behind the lectern and shut off the flashlight.

A dagger was effective in close quarters. If the man had a gun, my weapon would be useless. I gripped the flashlight and dagger and waited as the door swung open.

The door closed. Three heavy footsteps sounded on the wood floor. “I know you’re in here, Donovan.”

I stepped from behind the lectern. It was Landon Stoddard. “I should’ve known it was you.”

Stoddard scowled. “What the hell are you doing here?”

I slipped the dagger inside my suit coat. “I came looking for Paul Cummings. No luck.”

“If you’d checked with me, I could have told you that. I’ve had the place under surveillance from a roach-infested hotel across the street. After you and your friends showed up, I had no choice but to follow you inside.”

“I found something more important.” I aimed the light at the painting of Greenwoody.

Stoddard’s face reddened. “Who does he think he is, George Fucking Washington?” He moved closer to the painting and scoffed. “Warrior. Once, maybe. Now he’s the hero to a bunch of goons and thugs.”

“Doesn’t make sense, unless—”

“Come on, let’s get out of here.”

“Wait.” I rubbed my forehead and studied the painting and the link between Greenwoody and the Golden Legion. Cold sweat dripped down my back. “The Golden Legion isn’t planning to kill Roosevelt.”

“What?”

I paced the room, hoping by speaking the words aloud, Stoddard could punch holes in my theory. “The assassination attempt was in February. Roosevelt was inaugurated March fourth. If they kill him now, Vice President Garner takes office and a sympathetic Congress implements the New Deal of a martyred president. For the bankers that make up the Golden Legion to keep their power, they have to stop the New Deal. Killing Roosevelt won’t stop the policies they perceive as a threat to their wealth and power.”

“What are you saying?”

I took a deep breath. “Their only recourse is to replace the government.”

Stoddard’s mouth dropped. “You’re crazy. This is the United States.”

“It happened in Italy and in Germany.”

“A fascist dictator in America.” Stoddard raised an eyebrow. “This isn’t a plot in one of your novels. It’s the real world.”

“Dalrymple’s smart. He understands the country wouldn’t go for a thug such as Mussolini or a crazy bastard like Hitler. The Golden Legion needs to sell the citizens on the idea that we face an emergency and this is the only way to get us out of the Depression and save the republic. They need someone popular.” I pointed to the painting. “A warrior on a white horse.”

Stoddard’s eyes shifted between Mussolini and Greenwoody. He whispered to himself, “Is it possible?”

“People will forget Roosevelt didn’t cause this mess. Twelve million unemployed will follow anyone who promises them a job. The veterans love Greenwoody. The whole country does.” I liked the guy until I found out he was a fan of Mussolini. I couldn’t believe Dorothy knew of her father’s involvement in a traitorous plot.

“If you’re right …”

I realized how crazy it sounded. Something like this couldn’t happen in America, could it?

Stoddard rubbed his chin. “You know the reaction if I take your theory to Washington?”

“The country gets saved and you get to go back to your real job?” Laura and I would live happily ever after?

“We need more than just a theory. We need—”

“Hawkins.”

Stoddard nodded. “Hope you’re wrong. If you’re right, we have four days to save our country from the biggest threat since the Civil War.”

I hoped I was wrong, too.

We left the room, and Stoddard drew his gun. We crept down the stairs and into the storage room. I followed Stoddard from the building that housed the Blackshirts with the same sense of relief one got from shaking a bad case of influenza.

Gino stood beside Frankie with several cigarette butts at his feet. He stared at Stoddard. “Who’s this?”

I couldn’t explain Stoddard to Gino.

“He works for Jake.” Frankie pressed his hand against his side.

Stoddard shot Frankie a look then glared at me. He pointed toward the street where Danny stood guard at the end of the alley. “Let’s go … boss.”

Gino checked his watch. “It’s after two. Where you going?”

I couldn’t help but smile. “You sound like your ma.”

“Ouch.” Gino laughed.

I reassembled my cane. “Do me a favor. Take Frankie to the hospital and get his ribs checked over.”

Frankie shook his head. “I don’t need no doc to go poking around my ribs.”

“At this hour, you might need a note from a doctor if you want Edith to let you in.”

“Good point.” Frankie gestured toward the frightened guard. “What do we do with this jerk?”

Stoddard made a face. As the guard’s eyes widened, Stoddard brought the barrel of the gun crashing against the man’s skull. The guard keeled over and blacked out. Stoddard slipped the gun inside his suit coat with a satisfied grunt. “Am I the only one around here who can make decisions?”

While Danny, Gino, and Frankie took a cab back to the city, Stoddard and I drove to the Remington Towers. He flashed his badge to the doorman, then we went inside and took an elevator to Detective Hawkins’s apartment.

After Stoddard tried the locked door, I removed the dagger. I slid the blade beneath the lock and twisted. The lock popped.

“Nice work.” Stoddard drew his gun and opened the door a crack. A brass chain held the door closed. He slipped his hand inside and unhooked the chain.

I followed him into the dark apartment, listening for Hawkins. I closed the door. A dim light above an abstract oil painting that might be a Picasso revealed a baby grand piano along one wall. Not bad on a cop’s salary.

Stoddard headed for the bedroom while I examined an immaculate kitchen.

“Donovan, in here.”

This didn’t sound good.

I stood in the bedroom doorway, as if someone had kicked me in the gut.

A desk lay upside down. Curtains flapped from an open window. A hand stuck out from the far side of the bed next to a shattered lamp. A gold NYU ring adorned the third finger. I stepped around the clutter to confirm my fear.

Detective Hawkins lay on the floor next to the bed, head tilted to one side, eyes open. He appeared the same as I remembered except for unblinking eyes and a round dark hole in the center of his forehead.

Stoddard clamped his eyes shut. “The Golden Legion is always one step ahead of us.”

I peered through the flapping curtains at the deserted street below. The killer must have locked the door and climbed down the fire escape. It might be the work of the Golden Legion, but a hunch told me otherwise. “This wasn’t someone working for The Golden Legion. It was Tony Vales.”

“And Tony Vales wanted Hawkins dead because of you.”

“I had no choice. I had to tell him who killed his brother.”

“And you had to save his life.” Stoddard ripped open a dresser drawer. “Maybe we can find something I can take to my boss.”

By the time we’d searched through every drawer of every room, it was six a.m., and I’d lost another night’s sleep. We found nothing to link Hawkins to the Golden Legion. In a desk drawer I had found a bankbook. The balance was more than twenty grand, with a five-thousand dollar deposit the day before Mickey was killed.

I showed Stoddard.

“It might be circumstantial, but at least we have some evidence.” He slipped the bankbook into his jacket pocket and paced the apartment. He stopped beside Hawkins’s desk and picked up the phone.

“Who—”

“I’m calling Laura.” He began to dial. “It’s time the two of you meet the man I work for.”


Chapter 15

The Presidential Suite

Stoddard’s muffled voice broke through my fog of exhausted sleep. “And he became a bank president at age twenty-five.”

My eyes blinked open. Stoddard sat behind the wheel of my Model A, driving through Manhattan in the early dawn. “What? Who …?”

Stoddard took his right hand off the wheel and shook my shoulder. “You fall asleep?”

“For a second.”

“Son of a bitch. You hear anything I said?”

“You mentioned your boss and I having something in common. Our grandparents came here from Ireland.” I rubbed a hand across my face as Stoddard steered the car into the parking lot of the Waldorf Astoria.

I’d slept more than a moment. The quick nap on the way back from Detective Hawkins’s apartment clarified one thing. I couldn’t just turn this investigation over to the feds. Gino was right. I’d walked away far too often in my life when things got tough. I had to confront the threat against the government. If the Golden Legion succeeded in installing a fascist dictatorship, Laura and I’d be among the first casualties, unless Dalrymple had even more sinister plans for her.

Stoddard pulled into a vacant space at the back of the lot and shut off the engine. “There’s something you need to know. Dalrymple was married before.”

“He told me.”

“I bet he didn’t tell you he had her killed.”

In his limo, Dalrymple had mentioned she died in a car crash. “He said it was an accident.”

Stoddard chuckled. “Oh, then it must be true. One of my sources is a reporter who covered the story. The brake lines were cut, but the cops and press couldn’t pin it on Dalrymple because of all the powerful friends he had on the force and at the reporter’s newspaper.”

“Your friend say why he did it?”

“She wanted a divorce. If he killed his wife because she turned on him …”

I got the message. “Does Laura know?”

The answer flickered across Stoddard’s face even before he nodded.

Laura met us outside the hotel at seven. She appeared as beautiful as ever in a wide-shouldered flowered dress with a pink velvet hat. Even Stoddard looked impressed.

In the lobby I described my theory about the Golden Legion plot to install Oliver Greenwoody as a fascist dictator. When I finished, she shook her head. “I’m engaged to a traitorous bastard! Well, no one’s perfect.” She let out a nervous laugh.

“That’s not funny.”

Stoddard gestured toward the elevators.

Laura’s face grew somber. “Give Jake and me a moment.”

“Are you serious? My boss is waiting.”

“This,” Laura glared at him, “is more important.”

Stoddard crossed the lobby and waited at the elevator.

Laura led me to a corner where we sat on two chairs. “I hardly slept thinking about you and my father.” She ran a hand over the stubble on my chin. “Guess you didn’t catch many winks yourself. I was an idiot for the way I acted. My life changed after you confronted my father. The news brought back a lot of conflicting memories.”

“I understand.”

“No, you couldn’t. He raised me after Mama left. He hated her for leaving and began to drink. I’m not making excuses.” She twisted her hands together. “I hated him for hitting me and never, ever forgave him for it, but I loved him, too, for what he lost, for what he gave up.”

I always believed Laura relished getting into a character’s role so she wouldn’t have to live with the pain her life caused her. Even when she wasn’t in a play, she assumed roles so others would think she was the happy woman the papers made her out to be. Only I knew the truth.

Across the lobby, Stoddard cleared his throat.

Laura squeezed my hand. “He died alone.” She glanced around the lobby. She leaned over and kissed me then whispered, “Deservedly so.”

I helped Laura to her feet. I gave her a warm hug, but she needed much more. “I’ll never keep secrets from you again.”

“Never say never.” She cocked her head, the past tucked away. “Something else is bothering you.”

“Stoddard told me Dalrymple had his wife murdered.”

She patted my chest and let her hand linger. “Don’t overreact.”

Overreact? “Your life is in danger!”

“So is yours, darling, and you don’t see me getting all red in the face.” She slipped a reassuring arm in mine and led me toward an impatient Landon Stoddard waiting beside the elevator. The operator smiled as the three of us stepped inside.

Stoddard shook his head. “Remind me never to work with a couple in love.”

The operator nodded. “Yes, sir. What floor?”

We rode the elevator to the Presidential Suite. We stepped off and faced massive double doors. Stoddard’s boss, whoever he was, wasn’t merely a powerful, ambitious man. The Presidential Suite at the Waldorf Astoria meant he had money and plenty of it.

Stoddard straightened his tie, swallowed hard, and knocked.

The door opened, revealing a handsome, tanned teenager. With a football in one hand, he flashed a boyish smile. “Look who’s still breathing: Landon Stoddard.” He stepped back and let us into the marble foyer. “You need to get up to the Cape for a few days, Mr. Stoddard. You look a little stressed. You up early or out late?”

“Your father in?” Stoddard shook the young man’s hand.

“Pop’s in the study.” He bowed slightly and waved us into a room larger than most houses, with thick white carpet and high ceilings.

Another young man rose from the couch and shook Stoddard’s hand.

“Think fast, Joe.” The teen fired the football across the room to the older boy who appeared to be the kid’s brother.

Joe caught the ball in one hand. With slicked-back hair, serious deep eyes, and a strong chin, he was no doubt a college prep man. Future Ivy Leaguer, no doubt. He tossed the football back to his brother. “I’ll get Pop, Mr. Stoddard. It’ll be a minute.” He knocked on the double doors at the end of the room, glanced back at us, and entered.

The young man gave Laura the once-over then offered his hand. “I don’t think we’ve met, doll.”

She shook his hand and let go quickly. “I’m not your doll. I’m Laura Wilson.”

“I’m Jack.” He grinned. “Pop took us to Night Whispers a month ago. You were sensational.” He scanned her dress and winked. “You still are.”

Jack shook my hand. “You’re Jake Donovan.” He picked a newspaper off a coffee table and handed it to me. “You both made the society page.”

The picture of us at Penn Station looked as bad as I’d imagined. We appeared to be a couple in love, and the caption implied as much. Laura Wilson, engaged to Spencer Dalrymple III … I couldn’t read any more, but Dalrymple would no doubt read the whole thing. I gave the paper back.

Jack tossed it on the table. “I’m a big fan of yours, Mr. Donovan. I hope to be a writer someday. I read your last novel on the beach last June and couldn’t put it down. A terrific summer read.”

“Thanks.”

As always, Laura regained her composure faster than me. “How long have you been staying here?”

“Just a few days. Pop’s pretty busy these days, so it’s been terrific for the most part.” Jack crossed the room and stood at the window. “There’s a Hooverville a few blocks away, in Central Park.”

I nodded. “I was there a few days ago. Very sad.”

Jack raised the football. I nodded, and he fired the pigskin past the couch. The ball smacked into my hands. Good arm.

I tossed the ball back with a passable spiral as a man in a three-piece suit entered the room. In his mid-forties and far less athletic looking than his sons, he shot me a disapproving frown as Jack dove and caught the ball.

The man shook Stoddard’s hand then removed his wire-rimmed glasses and cleaned them with a monogrammed handkerchief. “Joe, why don’t you and Jack walk down to Central Park and toss the football around?”

Joe grabbed the football from his brother. “Sure.”

“Take Bobby.”

Jack rolled his eyes. “Oh, Pop.”

His father smiled. “You were seven once too.”

A young boy pushed through the double doors and ran into the room. He snatched the football from Joe and hurried to the door, sliding along the marble tile of the entryway. “Come on. Let’s go.”

After the three boys left the suite, Stoddard introduced us to his boss. “Laura Wilson, Jake Donovan, meet my boss. Joseph Kennedy.”

Kennedy escorted us through the double doors to a room with a walnut table and a spectacular view of Central Park. His narrow eyes and his wire-rimmed glasses reminded me more of a teller than a bank president.

Laura displayed her usual poise and grace while I struggled to hide my impatience to learn whether Kennedy had the power and influence to act on what we’d learned about the Golden Legion. I wasn’t certain he’d take my theory about a plot against the government seriously either.

As we gathered around the table, I set my cane beside the leather chair. Stoddard began with our latest discovery, the murder of Detective Hawkins. He mentioned the so-called baron and the Golden Legion meeting at Dalrymple’s hunting lodge. He described our visit to the Blackshirt headquarters and Greenwoody’s association with the group. After pointing out the deposit the day before Hawkins gunned down Mickey, he slid the bankbook to his boss.

Kennedy studied the bankbook. “This should interest the Bureau.”

“Jake,” Stoddard nodded toward me, “has a theory that the Golden Legion isn’t plotting another assassination attempt.”

“That’s the first good news I’ve heard.” Kennedy slid the bankbook to Stoddard.

“It’s not good news,” Laura said.

I tried not to sound like some conspiracy fanatic. “Assassinating Roosevelt would still leave the members of the Golden Legion lacking the power and influence they lost in the election.”

“Makes sense.” Kennedy nodded. “Go on.”

“Dalrymple cultivated a relationship with Oliver Greenwoody, who appears to be the leader of the Blackshirts.” I described his painting on the white horse.

Leaning back in his chair, Kennedy gazed out the window. “I can’t believe a war hero like Greenwoody would plot against the president.”

I had the same reaction when I discovered the painting. “Greenwoody’s a pawn. The real threat is Spencer Dalrymple.”

“Mr. Donovan, are you …” Kennedy’s eyes darted between Laura and me, “objective when it comes to Dalrymple?”

I glanced toward Laura. “My personal feelings aren’t an issue here.”

“Perhaps they are. Maybe Dalrymple wants you out of town because you’re still in love with his fiancée.”

Laura blushed.

Kennedy added, “And she’s in love with you.”

“Dalrymple wants me to leave town not out of jealousy, but because I am getting close to the truth like Mickey O’Brien was. I guess gunning me down would arouse too many suspicions, so he froze my bank account and purchased my publisher to get me to drop the investigation and return to Florida. Dalrymple … the Golden Legion isn’t motivated by romance.”

“Spencer Dalrymple isn’t in love with me,” Laura said. “A woman can tell. He needs someone … presentable to accompany him to social and political events.”

“If you’re right, that means he has bigger plans ahead.” Kennedy cleared his throat. “So, Mr. Donovan, if Dalrymple and his coconspirators aren’t plotting an assassination, what are they planning?”

I ignored how outrageous my words might sound. “I believe the Golden Legion is planning a coup to remove Roosevelt and place Oliver Greenwoody in charge of a fascist dictatorship.”

The silence in the room made it hard for me to breathe. I couldn’t read Kennedy’s expression. “I know how crazy this sounds.”

“What do you think?” Kennedy asked Stoddard.

“I hope Jake’s wrong, but I’m convinced the crazy bastards plotted to assassinate Roosevelt in February. Sons of bitches that desperate are capable of anything, including overthrowing the government.”

“What about you, Miss Wilson?”

“I’ve known Jake since we were kids. I trust his judgment more than my own.”

Kennedy removed his glasses and cleaned them again. “Mussolini and Hitler wouldn’t have risen to power without the backing of their country’s powerful bankers.”

Maybe my theory wasn’t as crazy as it sounded.

“It’s always about the almighty dollar.” Stoddard banged his fist on the table.

Kennedy shook his head. “The bankers in the Golden Legion aren’t motivated by losing millions. They’re motivated by a loss of power.”

Now the plot made sense.

“Let me get this straight.” Kennedy rubbed his forehead. “Three men have been murdered in the past week. You uncovered a link between the Golden Legion and the Blackshirts and perhaps a foreign government, Germany. The evidence might not hold up in a court of law, but it’s enough for me to take the next train to Washington.”

I squeezed Laura’s hand.

Kennedy drummed his fingers on the table. “Mr. Stoddard here probably didn’t mention he was Roosevelt’s choice to head the Secret Service. I managed to put that on hold and send him off on the thankless task of investigating rumors that just wouldn’t go away. Powerful individuals wanted to remove Roosevelt. Thanks to you, we know the situation is worse than we could have imagined.”

Laura cocked her head. “Will you be able to convince the government?”

“The Golden Legion wouldn’t plan such a thing if they didn’t have support within the government. The president and I have been friends since the Great War when he was at the Department of the Navy and I was with Bethlehem Steel. Mr. Stoddard and I’ll brief Roosevelt and one or two congressmen I can trust. The detective’s bank account, Greenwoody’s association with the Blackshirts, this German Nazi … should be enough to convince them. Mr. Donovan, Miss Wilson, I can’t thank you enough. You’ve risked your careers … your lives, repeatedly. We’re not out of the woods, but the country owes you a debt of gratitude.” He slid his chair back. Stoddard and Laura rose, but I remained seated.

“Is there something else?” Kennedy asked.

I couldn’t just walk away from this. “There’s too much at stake to just turn things over to the feds.”

Laura sat beside me. “You got involved to find Mickey’s killer and gather enough evidence to get the federal government to act. You’ve done all that.”

“You’re to be commended,” Kennedy added.

“Laura, I want you safe, but I just can’t let this go. This is no longer about finding Mickey’s killer. If the Golden Legion is successful, what kind of a future would you and I have?”

Laura nodded.

Kennedy gazed through the window at the Manhattan skyline. “My grandparents came to America with just the clothes on their backs, and look at me, the Presidential Suite at the Waldorf Astoria. The president’s speech on Friday will announce my appointment to head a new government agency, the Securities and Exchange Commission. The SEC was created to keep Wall Street from taking advantage of the public. “He pulled out a pocket watch on a gold chain and checked the time. “I love this country, Mr. Donovan. Like any other parent, I want my sons to enjoy the fruits of my labors and have a better life than me. I want … I expect my son, Joe, to be president someday.”

All parents wanted the best for their children, but Kennedy’s wealth and power suggested he might live to see his dream fulfilled. I thought back to Joe and his two brothers. Maybe I’d met a future president.


Chapter 16

A Man with a Conscience

Laura and I left Stoddard with Kennedy and rode the elevator to the first floor. On the way out of the hotel, she stopped next to a phone booth in the lobby. “I have to call Spencer before he discovers our photo in the papers.”

“What will you say?”

She winked. “You write the script. I’ll deliver the lines.”

I pictured the reporter who snapped the photo at Penn Station, and an idea came to mind. I handed her several coins. “Tell him you took me to the station to say good-bye, and I’m probably in Florida by now.”

“Brilliant.” Laura held out her hand. “I’ll need a handkerchief.”

I had no idea why she needed a handkerchief. I gave her the one inside my suit coat.

Balling it in her fist, Laura left the booth door ajar and made the call. A moment later her face changed. She resembled the nurse in Night Whispers more than the Laura I’d known for years. Tears welled into her eyes as she spoke into the phone. “Oh, darling, the most awful thing happened. I took Jake Donovan to catch his train back to Florida. As we said good-bye, a photographer snapped our picture.” Her voice trembled, and she sniffled into the handkerchief. “I … I didn’t think much of it until I saw the paper …”

Laura’s acting ability continued to amaze me. Immersed in the role, she avoided looking at me as she listened a moment. “Yes, he’s no doubt back in Tampa as we speak … apparently something he had to attend to with his apartment … I know, you’re sweet, but society pages love to paint public figures in the worst possible light. For an actress there’s no such thing as bad publicity, but I don’t think that applies to bankers.” More sniffles. “I didn’t want the paper to embarrass you … You’re wonderful. Hurry back, darling.”

Laura hung up. Her face softened. “Did I do okay?”

“A little too heavy on the darlings, but other than that, I almost believed the story myself. The real question is did he believe you?”

She stepped from the phone booth and took my arm in hers. “I’ll share a little secret. Most men believe what we want them to believe.”

I suspected Laura was still playing a role. “Does it work on me?”

“If it had, you’d never have left for Florida.” Laura laughed. “You know, that’s the first time I’ve been able to laugh about that?”

“You’re pretty when you laugh.”

We crossed the lobby toward the front doors. “I’m glad you suggested telling him I’d come to see you off. There’s a difference between acting and being a skillful liar. Men are so much better at that sort of thing … present company excepted, of course.”

“Of course.”

She dropped my arm as the doorman held the door open for us. We stood on the curb outside the Waldorf Astoria a moment, avoiding the dangerous work ahead. The wind blew her soft curls.

An elderly couple shuffled up and asked for her autograph. She signed the lady’s book like they were long-lost relatives. How did she act so carefree when the world might collapse and destroy our future?

After the couple thanked her and left, Laura pointed across the street. “Can we take a few moments to relax before charging into the abyss?”

We crossed the street and entered the park. Repeating the habit I’d picked up since my return to the city, I kept my eyes peeled to see if we’d picked up a tail.

A warm sun almost burned through the early morning haze. As we walked along the gravel path, a worker speared a snow-cone wrapper with a stick and stuffed the trash into an overflowing bag on his back. I pointed to a weathered bench. I sat beside Laura, wishing I could take her hand.

We spent high school summers at Coney Island and Central Park when we could get away. We held hands and stole kisses, something we dared not do now. With powerful, arrogant men plotting the government’s destruction, I couldn’t shake the impression this might be our last moment of tranquility for quite a while.

A faraway gaze in Laura’s eyes told me she wasn’t thinking about the threat to the government. “Six months ago, my mother came to see me at the Longacre.”

As long as I’d known her, Laura had only talked a handful of times about the mother who abandoned her before she moved into my neighborhood. “You were only six when she left. How did you know it was her?”

“This.” She showed me a silver brooch of a unicorn pinned to her dress. “It’s funny, I couldn’t picture her face, but I could always see the unicorn. Before she left, she gave me a kiss and this brooch.”

“The visit must have been painful.”

“It was wonderful.”

I didn’t believe that for a minute. Pain from more than two decades of abandonment couldn’t be healed in a single meeting.

Laura stared across the Great Lawn at a score of people gathered in front of a man who had stepped atop a wooden box. “She’s living in Canada with a man who treats her well. I told her about you.”

“How I ran away?”

“How you’ve loved me since we were kids.” Her eyes misted. “I bear some responsibility for us being apart the past two years. You ran away, sure, but I let you go.”

“Don’t blame yourself for my frailties. I could have returned, could have written or called. I—”

“Don’t.” Laura reached for my hand. As two beat cops walked by, she pulled her hand back. “Jake, when this is over …”

I tried to reassure her with a smile. “When this is over.”

Across the lawn the man stood atop the box waving a pamphlet like a sword as he spoke. His shrill voice reminded me of the danger the country faced: the crowd listened as if he had all the answers to their problems.

I couldn’t make out his message, but he was a fanatic selling some kind of solution to those who’d lost so much. As the Depression spread, people grew desperate. Communists and fascists offered hope to the hopeless. Millions would follow Greenwoody in the hope he’d bring them a better life.

Laura’s eyes left the speaker and followed a yellow butterfly flitting from bush to bush, searching for a flower no doubt, seeking a speck of beauty in a drab landscape. Ignoring the threat that someone might notice, she held my hand. She rested her head on my shoulder. “Don’t worry about me. This is bigger than just two silly people who grew up in Queens.”

My vision blurred as I struggled to see through welling tears. I’d never survive if I lost Laura for good.

“Enough about us.” She kissed my hand. “Let’s do this, Jake.”

I blinked away the tears and squeezed her hand. I wished I had her courage.

“You still have those newspaper clippings in your cane?”

Nodding, I twisted the handle and set the dagger beside me. I covered it with my hat.

Laura tugged the articles from the shaft. She sifted through the clippings and studied the photo of the Golden Legion, Dalrymple, and the other ten bankers. She handed the rest of the articles to me then rose and stuffed the Golden Legion photo inside her bodice. “Think you can still pick a lock?”

Well-manicured lawns framed mansions of the well-to-do, or luckier-than-most, as we left the city. I drove us toward the Dalrymple Estate, trying not to let Laura realize how worried I was for her. I didn’t mind sneaking into the estate and breaking into Dalrymple’s desk, but her idea to walk through the front door like we belonged seemed fraught with danger. She was a fabulous actress. If anyone could pull this off surrounded by Dalrymple’s staff, it was Laura.

On the bench in Central Park Laura talked me into breaking into Dalrymple’s desk to retrieve his appointment book. She wanted to check whether all of the men in the newspaper photo had agreed to attend the Golden Legion meeting. If anyone in the photo stayed away from Dalrymple’s hunting lodge, perhaps they didn’t want to go along with the planned coup. A long shot for sure, but we had to do something.

I slowed as we entered the tree-lined driveway.

“Jake, look out!”

I slammed on the brakes. I twisted the handle of my cane and held the dagger, searching for the source of Laura’s concern. “What is it?”

From Laura’s side, a deer bounded across the drive and disappeared into the trees.

Laura giggled. “I’m sorry. I didn’t think you saw the deer.”

“Why are you laughing? That wasn’t funny.”

“It was from where I’m sitting.”

I reassembled the cane and drove toward the front gate. “Dalrymple’s scheduled to return when?”

“This afternoon.”

I checked my watch. Ten a.m. “That’s cutting it close.”

“Don’t worry, darling. He’s always late.”

“The late Spencer Dalrymple. I like the sound of that. What about guards?”

“Usually a half dozen or more during the day.” Laura smiled. “Don’t concern yourself. I’m always welcome. You’ll be a bigger challenge, but if all goes well, I won’t have to worry about whether the staff tells my fiancé I’ve been seen with another man.”

“If all goes well, you’ll never see Dalrymple again … unless you want to pay him a visit in prison.” I stopped alongside the security hut.

A uniformed guard tipped his cap to Laura. In spite of his thick jaw, broad shoulders, and the crisp starched uniform of a dedicated professional, he couldn’t quite hide a longing for the woman in the passenger seat. “Good morning, Miss Wilson. What a pleasant surprise.”

A nod and a pat of her dark curly hair changed her from my detective partner to Dalrymple’s dutiful fiancée.

Like a jealous suitor, he checked me over then tipped his cap to Laura. A moment later the gate swung open.

I parked in the circular drive in front of the house, determined not to reveal my apprehension. I grabbed my cane and escorted Laura up the steps to the front door.

She straightened my tie. “You look like you’re about to rob the place. Act like you did when you played Tom Sawyer.”

“I was a teenager.”

“Exactly. Happy and carefree.” She opened the door without knocking and greeted the butler with a bold wave. “Reggie, have you come across a gold watch with the letters JD engraved on the back? Mr. Donovan may have lost it at the party.”

The butler’s eyes widened, as if he expected me to be in Florida. “No, ma’am.”

Like a thirty-four-year-old Tom Sawyer, I clapped him on the back and held out a five. “You sure?”

He ignored the bill. “Quite sure.”

I stuffed the bill into his suit coat and patted his pocket. “Well, in case you find anything of mine, let’s just keep it between you and me, okay, Ronald?”

“Reggie, sir.”

Laura smiled. “We’ll just have a quick look around.”

“Yes, ma’am.” With a flicker of disapproval, he took my hat, gave us a quick bow, and disappeared through a door off the lobby.

We hurriedly climbed the stairs. I glanced behind me as an armed guard entered from the deck outside. The same one who’d tracked Stoddard and me through the woods the night of the party. With a holstered gun visible through his unbuttoned jacket, he presented far more of a threat than the suspicious butler.

At the top of the stairs we slipped inside Spencer’s study. I resented nearly everything about Dalrymple, including his office being far more organized than mine had ever been. The desk was old, and the lock looked easy to pick.

I set the cane on the desk and took a pin from Laura’s hat.

“You used to have a special case for situations like this.”

“I could use it now.”

Before I could begin, footsteps approached outside the door.

Laura’s face blanched. I grabbed the cane, took her hand, and rushed us through the door behind the desk. As the door to the office opened, I held my breath and listened. I pictured the guard looking around to see if anything had been disturbed. Getting caught pilfering Dalrymple’s office couldn’t be answered with bluster or acting ability. The guard, most likely, stepped back into the corridor.

The minute the door closed, Laura and I reentered the office. She squeezed my hand as doors opened then closed in the corridor. She relaxed her grip only after footsteps passed Dalrymple’s office and hurried down the stairway.

I went to work on the desk lock with Laura’s pin. “How do you know Dalrymple didn’t take the appointment book with him?”

“I don’t. But isn’t this fun?”

I shot her a look to make sure she was kidding. A moment later the lock tumbler clicked. I slid open the drawer.

“Bingo.” Laura grabbed the appointment book, unsnapped the latch, and flipped through the pages. She pointed to a list of names. “All but one member of the Golden Legion confirmed they’d attend the gathering at the hunting lodge.”

“One man with a conscience.”

She pulled the article from her bodice and compared it to the appointment book. “Averill Cornwell. Hardly a man of conscience.” With a nervous glance toward the door, she snapped the book closed.

“Wait. Look for a meeting before the assassination attempt against Roosevelt. Perhaps they held a similar gathering before going through with the plan.”

Laura flipped through the book. A smile swept over her face. “You should be a detective. Averill wasn’t at that meeting either.” She snapped the clasp closed, set the book into the drawer, and slid the drawer closed.

Relocking the desk with a hat pin would prove much more difficult than unlocking it. As I struggled, the butler’s voice came from down the stairs. “Miss Wilson.”

“Go.” I waved her toward the door.

She slipped into the corridor. Her footsteps casually sounded down the steps. I worked the lock with the pin but couldn’t get it closed. I wiped sweat from my brow and tried again. Maybe I’d lost my touch. Time slipped away. I couldn’t wait any longer. I stuck the pin in my lapel and left the room, hoping Dalrymple would think he’d left the desk unlocked.

Laura sat waiting on the terrace, as I’d assumed she would. Reggie stood beside her.

I rolled up my sleeve and displayed my watch. “Found it in the upstairs john. Must have dropped off when I was puking Dalrymple’s cheap booze.”

Laura rose and grabbed her purse. “Splendid.”

“Won’t you stay for lunch?” Reggie asked. “I’m sure Mr. Dalrymple will be back soon.”

I gestured toward the door. “Sorry. I have to run to a bank.”

“Very well, sir. I’ll get your hat.”

Laura and I followed him inside. The butler retrieved my fedora and handed it to me with a flicker of superiority.

“Thanks, Ronald.”

“That’s Reggie, sir.”

“Why can’t I remember your name?” I snapped my fingers. “You remind me of the actor, Ronald Colman. Dashing, sophisticated.”

“Never heard of him. Will that be all?”

I winked at Reggie. “Give Mr. Dalrymple my best.”

“I certainly will. Good day, sir, Miss Wilson.”

Outside Laura and I hurried to the car and climbed inside. She giggled. “That was some performance back there.”

“Maybe I should’ve been an actor.”

“I’d stick to writing if I were you.”

I drove us toward the front gate. We both waved to the guard as I sped past the gate, kicking up gravel on the path. “Tell me about this banker with a conscience.”

“Averill Cornwell. Hard to picture him as a man of conscience. More likely he didn’t go along with the others because he’s a coward.”

“How well do you know him?”

A smile flickered across her face. “Well enough for him to make a pass at me.”

I turned onto the highway back to the city. “Don’t expect me to be nice to him.”

“I’m hoping you’ll be downright rude.”

I hoped Laura’s strategy of dropping in unannounced to meet with Averill Cornwell would be as successful as our trip to the Dalrymple mansion. “I suppose we’re just going to march in there with no appointment and ask to see the owner of one of the nation’s largest banks.”

At a traffic light, Laura checked her look in a mirror and fluffed her hair. “Averill fancies himself a ladies’ man. At a party two months ago he got me alone and … groped me.”

Bastard. “Where did he grope you?”

She grinned. “Right in the middle of the front lawn.”

“I’m not comfortable using your sex appeal against the Golden Legion.”

“What do you think I’ve been doing these past months, darling?”

“I don’t have to like it.”

At the Chrysler Building, we stepped from the Model A and gazed up at the seventy-seven-story building, the tallest in the city until the Empire State Building opened. The elevator took us to Cornwell’s bank’s corporate headquarters on the fortieth floor.

We stepped off the elevator and approached a pretty young secretary at the reception desk. The redhead in a low-neck sweater spoke on a phone propped between her neck and shoulder as she finished painting her nails with purple polish. She hung up and blew them dry. “May I help you?”

“Laura Wilson to see Mr. Cornwell,” Laura said politely.

The secretary glanced over her shoulder at the closed door of a corner office. “I’m sorry Aver … Mr. Cornwell will be in meetings the rest of the day.” She ran her manicured nail down a calendar beside her phone. “If you could come back tomorrow—”

“Pardon me.” Laura’s red face made me realize she could get her way with men far easier than she could with women. “Mr. Cornwell and I are friends.”

Without a hint of respect, she gave Laura the once-over. “I’m sure you are.” She thumbed toward the closed door. “Meetings. Tomorrow would be much better.”

Laura took a deep breath and flashed her friendliest smile. “I’m Laura Wilson, the actress.”

The secretary smiled. “Yes, I know. You were wonderful in Night Whispers and last year in The Scarlet Letter. What was it like being naked onstage?”

What?

Laura blushed. “I … I wasn’t naked. I was in a tub onstage. It only looked that way.”

I ignored the image of a scantily clad Laura in front of hundreds of onlookers. With Laura struggling to get into character, I took on the persona of Blackie Doyle. I winked at the secretary. “Only a great actress can pull that off. No pun intended.”

The secretary laughed until she snorted.

Laura ignored my interaction with the young woman. “We prefer to wait. If you’d just let Mr. Cornwell know—”

“He made it very clear. No interruptions, but if you’d like to wait …” She nodded toward a couch along the far wall. “We have some wonderful magazines. May I get you some coffee?”

“No, thank you.” Laura stormed toward the couch and sat down in a huff while I remained with the secretary.

She was even younger than Dorothy Greenwoody, but if Laura could use her sex appeal for the cause, I’d give it a shot. “I’m sorry about Miss Wilson. Theater people are so high strung, don’t you think.”

“Are you an actor?”

“I’d make a terrible actor. What you see is what you get.”

“Is that right?” She twirled a curl with her finger. “What do you do?”

She didn’t look like she’d be impressed by a writer. “I go to parties. Some I host aboard my yacht in Florida.”

She leaned forward, flashing more cleavage. “You have a yacht?”

“Two, but then who’s counting?” The Tess Trueheart was a small fishing boat my senior poker buddies loved.

She laughed again as Laura peered at us over the top of a magazine. “Are you and Miss Wilson …”

“She’s engaged.”

She lowered her voice. “That doesn’t really answer the question, does it?”

“We’re old friends.” I liked Blackie Doyle even more now that I’d become him. My eyes swept over the pretty woman’s outfit. “If you don’t mind me saying so, that sweater is the prettiest thing I’ve seen all day.”

Her blush spread from her chin to the dark roots of her red hair.

I glanced at her nameplate next to her phone. “Miss Morehead—”

“Honey.” Her eyes danced. “Honey Morehead.”

I lowered my voice so only the two of us could hear. “I don’t suppose you ever get down to Florida.”

“I’ve always wanted to.” She flashed a less than innocent smile. “How long will you be in the city?”

“Until I wear out my welcome at the Carlyle.” I glanced at Laura over my shoulder. She looked irritated at my tactics to get us in to see Cornwell. “If I join Miss Wilson on the couch, it’s going to be a long afternoon.”

She craned her neck and glanced at Laura. “I suspect so.”

“Perhaps if you buzz Mr. Cornwell. We only need a moment with him.”

“What part of Florida?” She was definitely flirting with me.

I winked. “Why, the fun part, of course.”

She hesitated a moment then bit her lip before pressing a red button on a box beside her phone. “Mr. Cornwell, Laura Wilson and …”

“Blackie Doyle.”

“Blackie Doyle are here …”

The office door flew open and a stumpy, toadlike man with a dark mustache slipped into a suit coat. This guy groped Laura?

He ignored me and glanced around the room until he saw Laura holding a magazine. He glared at his secretary, rushed past me, and grabbed Laura’s hand as she rose from the couch. “Miss Wilson, what a wonderful surprise.”

She kissed him on the cheek. “Friends like you call me Laura.”

Three irritated-looking men in three-piece suits poured from the office. When Cornwell gestured to the open door, I saluted the secretary with the tip of my cane. “Thanks, Honey.”

Laura glared at me.

“It’s her name,” I whispered as we stepped inside the spacious office.

Cornwell shut the door and showed us to chairs facing his massive oak desk with a breathtaking sight of Manhattan.

While I abandoned my Blackie role, Laura continued her acting. “I missed seeing you at the cast party, Saturday.”

“Cast party?” The man wrinkled his brow. “Guess I wasn’t invited.”

“Oh well, as producer, Spencer is in charge of those things.”

I put an end to the acting. “You apparently weren’t invited to the hunting lodge either.”

He gave me the once-over. “And you are.”

“A detective.”

Laura continued to be the charmer. “He’s Jake Donovan, writer and former detective.”

Cornwell ran a stubby finger around the inside of his collar. “I have business to attend to here.”

Averill Cornwell might hold the future of the country in his soft doughy hands. Turning his allegiance away from the banking community would take a combination of intimidation and Laura’s charm.

She reached across the desk and patted his hand. “Averill, we know.”

“Not just us,” I added.

He twisted the end of his mustache until I thought it might fall off. “Know what?”

I smacked my cane on the desk. “The Golden Legion’s plan to replace Roosevelt with a man on a white horse.”

His face drained of color. “I … I don’t know what you mean.”

“Sure you do. We’re here to offer you a deal.” We had no authority to cut a deal, but I had to start somewhere.

Beads of perspiration dotted his forehead. “Laura …” His appeal trailed off.

I walked to the window and gazed over the city I thought I’d left for good. “It must be wonderful thinking you’re on top of the world. It’s a long way down to a federal jail cell. We have proof linking every member of the Golden Legion to treason.” We didn’t.

“Not … not me.” Cornwell wiped his brow with a handkerchief.

I crossed my arms in front of my chest. “You’re part of a group of influential bankers who think they run this country. You and your coconspirators at the Golden Legion oppose Roosevelt and his policies, particularly removing the country from the gold standard—”

“Of course we do, but that doesn’t make us—”

I smacked both hands on his desk. “It makes you traitors. The Golden Legion financed a troubled unemployed bricklayer, Giuseppe Zangara, to kill the president.”

“I knew nothing about that until—”

“After Zangara’s attempt failed, you saw to it he’d be subject to swift justice. He was executed before he could talk.”

Cornwell tapped his fist against his chin. “This sounds like a plot from a mystery novel, Mr. Donovan.”

“Oh, it’s real all right. Now Roosevelt’s president. He’s done what you feared. You can’t kill him now, so you’re going to do what other scumbags like you did in Italy a decade ago and Germany earlier this year. You’re going to get rid of a leader the people elected and replace him with a fascist dictator.”

“You’re … you’re mad.”

“Damn right I’m mad. I’m furious. You arrogant fools know the country wouldn’t go for someone like Mussolini or Hitler. You need someone who’ll ride into Washington on a white horse and appeal to the masses who think Roosevelt’s either gone too far or not far enough.”

“And … who is this man—”

“Oliver Greenwoody.”

Cornwell sank back into his chair.

I sat beside Laura who took up the narration in a far gentler manner. “We also know you were the only one in the Golden Legion who wouldn’t go along with Spencer Dalrymple’s plan. You weren’t there when they planned the assassination in February, and you’re not at the hunting lodge where they’re putting the final touches on the plan to take over the government.”

I banged my hand on the desk. “But you’re an accessory after the fact. That should get you twenty years.” I pulled a pen from a holder on his desk and tossed it in front of him.

He stared at the pen. “What do you want me to do?”

“Names, dates, times. A full confession.”

Laura touched his hand. “It’s the only thing that will keep you out of prison, Averill.”

“It’ll make you a hero to the nation. Your bank will make millions on the publicity alone.”

He stared at the pen a moment, while no one spoke, then reached into his drawer and pulled out a stack of writing paper. With a trembling hand, he began to write.

I sat and tried not to show my elation and sense of victory to the man as he completed a document no one could ignore. The confession would bring down the nation’s most powerful bankers, including Spencer Dalrymple III. Laura and I’d soon get our lives back.

By the time Averill Cornwell finished the first page, a box buzzed on his desk. It buzzed a second time. “Mr. Cornwell, there’s someone to see you.”

His trembling hand touched the red button on the box. “I’m busy, Miss Morehead.”

The door flew open. Inspector Stone burst into the room sucking in gulps of air.

What was he doing here? Had he followed us? “You’re just in time, Inspector.”

Stone caught his breath. “Unfortunately for you and Miss Wilson, I am.” He reached inside his jacket, pulled out a pistol, and aimed it at Laura and me. “Let’s go, Donovan.”

What the hell was going on? Had Dalrymple paid off Stone?

Laura jumped to her feet. “Jake, what’s happening?” She looked frightened, and this time she wasn’t acting.

“I’m sorry.” Stone gestured toward the door with the gun. “Really, I am.”

Laura snatched a letter opener from the desk and threw it at Stone.

The inspector ducked. The blade stuck in the far wall. He glanced back at the blade then glared at Laura. Red-faced, he raised the gun as if to strike Laura.

I jumped up and stood between Laura and the angry cop. “What did you expect her to do?”

“I expect her to go quietly.”

Trying to figure a way out of this mess, I grabbed my cane and shot Laura an unjustified look of assurance. I followed her to the door and glanced back at Averill Cornwell and what Laura and I had come so close to accomplishing.

Cornwell picked up his confession. With a flick of a lighter, he lit the end of the paper then set it in a brass ashtray at the corner of the desk. A wisp of smoke curled toward the ceiling. The document proving members of the Golden Legion were traitors curled into gray flakes of ash.


Chapter 17

A Good Day for a Swim

I’d misread people before but never as completely as I misjudged Stone. I sensed Hawkins was dirty that first day in the hospital, but Stone had been a friend of Mickey’s since they joined the force together.

I clenched both fists to control my frustration and rage over the inspector’s betrayal. Laura appeared unfazed as he led us out of Cornwell’s office, but her confident demeanor was surely an act. A closer glance revealed how frightened she really was. She had reason to be. Stone worked for Dalrymple.

The inspector gestured toward the elevator with his revolver. We passed the secretary’s empty desk. Honey Morehead stood with her back flat against the far wall, eyes wide, a trembling hand over her mouth.

Stone stuffed the gun in his shoulder holster. He kept his hand inside the suit coat as he followed us into the elevator and nodded to the operator. “Lobby, please.”

We rode the elevator in silence to the first floor. Outside Stone tossed me his keys. “You drive.”

Laura sat in the backseat, appearing strong and confident, while Stone sat beside me with his gun pointed at my head. Before I’d figured out how to use my cane against him, he tossed it on the floorboard in front of him.

“Where to?” I asked.

“Just drive.”

I made eye contact with Laura in the rearview mirror. “I’m sorry about this. I trusted someone who’s untrustworthy.”

Stone pretended to wipe a tear from his eye. “Careful, you might hurt my feelings.”

Laura leaned forward and patted my shoulder.

“Ain’t that touching.” Stone rolled his eyes.

Maybe I could bargain with him. “I’ll do whatever you want. Just let her go.”

“I was told to deliver the two of you. Orders weren’t too specific about what condition you’d be in, so pipe down. Let’s shove off.”

I started Stone’s car. Only Laura’s presence kept me from ramming the car into a light pole so I could wrestle the gun from him. I pulled away from the curb thinking how Stone and Hawkins tried to pin Jimmy Vales’s murder on me. Now it made sense. They didn’t want me snooping into the Golden Legion. “You have any idea what you’ve done?”

“Don’t really care. I get paid to do a job, not ask questions.” I took heart from Stone’s nervousness. He glanced over his shoulder, appearing worried we might be followed. He ordered me to take several turns and run a couple of red lights. Apparently Dalrymple and his friends didn’t control all the cops in the city.

We made it to the East River just after noon. Stone directed me to a deserted wharf where a familiar white limousine sent chills up my neck. Parked beside the pier where a commercial fishing boat was moored, Dalrymple’s limo energized my resolve to get Laura and me out of this jam.

“A fishing boat.” I shut off the car and rolled down the window. The smell of wet garbage drifted off the water. “I love to fish. If you ever make it down to Florida, I’ll take you out on my boat … and use you as bait.”

A broad-shouldered driver climbed out of the limo. He crossed both arms and nodded.

“You’re first, Donovan.” Stone gestured with the revolver. “Leave the cane.”

Damn. I got out and winked at Laura who returned a confident smile. The driver opened the back door of the limo. I climbed inside, looking for something to use as a weapon.

Dalrymple’s smug face greeted me. “You try anything, my driver will slice Laura’s throat.”

“So talk.”

“If it’s any consolation, you’ve complicated my plans since your return to the city.” He smoothed his mustache, his predictable nervous habit.

“It will go better for you if you turn yourself in.”

Dalrymple let out a bombastic laugh. “Laura told me you had a terrific sense of humor. If circumstances were different, we might even be friends.”

“You mean like if you weren’t a traitor plotting to overthrow the government?”

Dalrymple’s eyes narrowed into slits. “I’m not overthrowing the government. I’m returning the republic to the system for which it was intended.”

“The people will disagree with you.”

“The people.” Dalrymple dismissed my comment with a wave. “The public will be relieved when they’re back to work.”

Debating with a madman was useless. “Plenty of innocent people have already died so you can install a fascist dictator you can control. How many more?”

His arrogant smirk was more disconcerting than his laughter. “You’ve written too many murder mysteries. I don’t intend to kill you or Laura … unless I have to. I still need you both. For example, I need you to tell me who you’re working for.”

“Laura only went along to help solve Mickey O’Brien’s murder.”

“You cooperate, I’ll let you live. Ever been to San Francisco? The ocean view from Alcatraz might remind you of Florida.” He gazed out the window with a wistful look toward Stone’s car. “Laura’s still useful to me. We have a ball to attend tonight. On Friday we … never mind about my plans. If she thinks she’ll keep you alive, she’ll do as I say.”

“You don’t know Laura. She’ll cut off your balls and jam them down your throat the first chance she gets.”

He glared with maniacal rage. His hand shook as he rapped twice on the side window. Dalrymple wasn’t merely a smug, calculating businessman; he was an on-the-edge-of-insanity megalomaniac.

The driver pulled the door open and yanked me out of the limo.

“Your fly’s open.” When the driver glanced down, I straightened my tie and winked at Dalrymple. “See you soon.”

He chuckled. “If we ever meet again, it will be through the bars of a prison.”

I couldn’t help but smile. “I’m certain of it.”

Stone opened the rear door of his car. Laura stepped out. Her eyes misted. She blinked away the tears and stood with her head held high, this time not for Stone’s benefit, but for mine. “See you soon, Jake.”

“Count on it.”

The driver opened the door to the limo. When Laura slipped inside, he slammed the door, ran around to the front, and climbed inside. The limo sped away, kicking up gravel.

I clamped my eyes shut at the sight of Laura taken from me. I’d do whatever it took to free her. I turned and stumbled.

Stone pointed to the fishing boat.

“I need my cane.” I grabbed my leg.

“No you don’t.”

“Decks get wet and slippery.”

Stone reached inside the car and tossed me the cane. “Get moving.”

At the edge of the dock I stepped on board the rusty gray boat with Betsy Ross painted on the hull in fading blue script. Lobster traps were stacked along the wheelhouse. A winch with a rope and a heavy metal hook for setting traps hung over the bow like a hangman’s noose.

Stone climbed on board and drew his gun.

I ignored the weapon and stared. “Only one of us is going to leave this boat alive.”

For the first time since he entered Averill Cornwell’s office, Stone didn’t look so sure of himself. He glanced away, took my cane, and tossed me a pair of handcuffs. “Put these on.” When I hesitated, he raised his gun and aimed the barrel between my eyes.

I cuffed my wrists in front of me as the door to the wheelhouse opened. Dalrymple’s Nazi friend, Karl Friedman, came out. He wore a thick blue peacoat with a red swastika embroidered on the collar, and black leather gloves. His expression of triumph stung nearly as much as the sight of Laura driving away in Dalrymple’s limo. “Good morning, Mr. Donovan. Lovely day for a cruise, no?”

He took my cane from Stone and studied the handle. “Superb German craftsmanship.” With a laugh, he twisted the handle and removed the dagger. He tossed the shaft overboard then ran a hand along the blade. “This might be useful later.” He stuffed the dagger inside his coat. “Let’s get on with it.”

Stone untied the mooring rope. He gave the dock a shove with his shoe then headed for the wheelhouse. A moment later, a gray cloud smelling of diesel spilled from the smokestack. Propellers churned the water, and the boat eased away from the dock.

“Have a seat, Mr. Donovan. It’s going to take a few hours.”

I tried to imagine the destination and took a guess. “Dalrymple’s hunting lodge.”

“You’re an intuitive fellow. I salute you.” The Nazi clicked his heels together and gestured toward a bench on the starboard side.

I plopped down and leaned back against the wheelhouse.

Friedman stood beside me. He pointed out the city skyline, including the new Empire State Building, as I tried to figure out a plan to overpower the pompous Nazi and the crooked cop.

From the East River, we made our way into Long Island Sound. Once in open water, we passed steamers and barges. We followed the shoreline north toward thick angry clouds. An hour later, Stone cut the engine to the boat. The wind whipped across the bow. The boat began to toss.

The Nazi sucked in a long gulp of air. “This is more like it. Reminds me of the North Sea.”

“Maybe you should go home if you miss it so much.”

“In due time.” He sat beside me. “My father was a real baron, before the Great War. A generous landowner, benevolent in so many ways. What he didn’t lose because of the armistice, the government took, piece by piece. His last two years, he lived in a loft paying rent to a Jew downstairs who operated a jewelry store on the first floor.”

“Where is the jeweler now, some camp?”

Friedman’s face whitened. He looked like he could shoot me. He was obeying orders, but did they come from Dalrymple, or the German high command? He turned the collar of his coat up against the wind. “Who are you working for, Mr. Donovan?” When I didn’t answer, he pointed to the rolling ocean. “Are you a good swimmer?”

Not with my hands cuffed. The whitecapped waves looked cold. Stone walked to the winch and grabbed the hook. “Stand up.”

“I don’t think so.”

The Nazi pulled a Luger from his jacket and aimed it at me.

I rose.

Stone slid the hook through the cuffs and led me to the bow.

They were bluffing, weren’t they?

Stone kneed me in the back and shoved me overboard.

I splashed into the icy water. Fighting the urge to gasp from the cold, I kicked my legs, rose to the surface, and gulped for air.

The engine started. The propellers churned the water into foam, and the boat began to move. I struggled to wiggle the hook from the cuffs and keep my head above water as the Betsy Ross picked up steam. The rope pulled me below the water. I held my breath, twisted on the rope, trying to free my hands from the hook.

Lungs burning, I tugged the rope from the hook and finally pulled myself free. I kicked my way to the surface. As the boat circled back, I sucked in a ragged gulp of air. A wave hit. I swallowed water and choked.

I wouldn’t be able to tread water long with my hands cuffed. I sank below the surface again and managed to bob like a cork. My strength failed from the effort and the freezing wet cold.

A life preserver splashed in front of me. I held on until someone pulled me aboard.

The wind snapped my wet clothes and sent chills throughout my body. Shivering, I fell to the deck on my hands and knees, gagging and coughing up water. The boat lurched side to side.

A wave of nausea surged from my gut.

Friedman kicked a boot in my side. “Get up.”

I spit more water on the deck then dry-heaved.

“You’re not so tough as you were at The Yankee Club with your friends around.” The Nazi kicked me again. “Get up.”

“Give me a second. I’ll tell you who I’m working for.” I pulled myself to my feet, dripping water onto the deck.

Stone tossed me a blanket.

The bastard flashed a triumphant smile. “Who are you working for, Mr. Donovan?”

I wrapped the blanket around me and took a deep breath to stifle the chattering. “M … my uncle.”

“Who’s your uncle?”

“S … Sam. Uncle Sam.”

Friedman clenched both fists. His head looked ready to explode. He shoved me toward Stone. “Prepare him for the procedure.”

The word procedure sent a chill deeper than the icy North Atlantic had.

Stone, who looked queasy from the rolling waves, led me belowdeck and shoved me onto the edge of a bunk. He cuffed my wrist to the metal frame of the bunk as Friedman sauntered down the steps into the cramped quarters.

I braced myself for what was to come. “I don’t have anything to say.”

The Nazi removed a small black case from his jacket. “I cultivated many skills in Germany, Mr. Donovan. Specialties that involve making people talk. You will talk and tell us who you’re working for.”

“I work for Empire Press, last time I checked. Though Dalrymple might have some say about that.”

Friedman backhanded me across the face, splitting my lip. “What is it you say in this country? Wise guy. We know you work for the same man who hired the late Mickey O’Brien. Tell me his name.”

I spit blood on the Nazi’s coat.

“Have it your way.” He opened the case and pulled out a hypodermic needle.

“I’ve had all my shots.” I’d read about truth serums while researching my first mystery. If I concentrated on something vivid, I might not reveal Stoddard and Kennedy, the extent of Laura’s involvement, and what I knew about the Golden Legion’s plans.

Friedman stuck the needle into a vial of clear liquid, filling it half full. “Hold him still.”

Stone held my free arm as the Nazi approached the bunk and smiled. “As my doctor is fond of saying, this may sting a bit.” Looking positively giddy, he stuck the needle in my neck.

It hurt like a son of a bitch. A warm flush replaced the pain. Dizziness followed. I closed my eyes, hearing Friedman tell me to lie down for a few moments. Before everything went black, I thought about Laura. I pictured the vivid image of her standing in the doorway of my hospital room, her long legs visible through her white chiffon dress backlit by the bright lights above the nurses’ station.

I awoke and tried to sit up. My head felt twice its size. Where was I? Memories returned. I was on the Betsy Ross on my back, cuffed to a bunk. A shaft of daylight illuminated the stairs leading to the deck. How much time had I lost? Had I revealed anything useful to my captors?

The boat no longer rolled. The storm had passed, or perhaps we’d arrived at our destination. Shaking off the fog, I forced myself to think. I tugged my left hand cuffed to the bed frame. I ran my hand along the lapel of my wrinkled suit coat and found Laura’s hat pin still fixed to the material. I stuck the pin inside the handcuff lock.

My two captors were armed. Stone had a revolver, Friedman had my dagger and a Luger. I had a hat pin.

Shouts came from above deck. Friedman and Stone argued. The Nazi was winning. “Then wake him up. Now.”

Stone stomped down the stairs. I ceased my efforts to unlock the cuffs and palmed the pin.

“Drink this.” With his skin a gray shade of green, Stone handed me a cup of water.

I sat up, took the cup with a shaking hand, and drank. I handed the empty cup back. “What time is it?”

“You had a nice long sleep. It’s Wednesday afternoon.”

I’d lost most of a day.

His eyes widened as if he were about to be sick.

“It helps if you just go ahead and puke.”

He covered his mouth and swallowed hard. “I did, and it doesn’t.”

“You’re working for the Nazis.”

“I work for a rich American banker who pays well.”

“It’s about money?”

“Ever notice how people who’ve got dough badmouth those who want some? I worked twenty years on the force, putting my life on the line so often I didn’t care anymore. I live in the same dingy fleabag apartment I did when Mickey and I joined the force. Two years ago my wife got sick. Used up what savings we had and she still died. A man does what he has to do.”

“There are other alternatives. If you’ll—”

“Bring him on deck,” Friedman shouted from above.

“Let’s go.” Stone uncuffed me from the bunk then cuffed my hands in front of me.

With Stone behind me, I stumbled up the stairs, knowing this might be my last chance to overcome my captors. Keeping the cuffs close to me, once again I used Laura’s hat pin on the cuffs that dug into my wrists.

On deck, I squinted into bright sunlight. I forced a smile when I greeted Friedman, who nodded back and gestured away from the deck with a victorious sneer.

The boat was moored alongside a white speedboat at a dock fifty yards from a two-story log building with plate-glass windows. Two uniformed guards on the front porch smoked cigarettes, barely paying us any attention. A path led through trees to a rocky beach and the pier.

“Dalrymple’s hunting lodge.” Every time Friedman looked away, I worked to spring the lock on the cuffs. This time I felt the cuff loosen as the lock worked its way open. I pulled the lock against my suit coat so the Nazi wouldn’t notice.

Friedman grinned. “Mr. Dalrymple will be surprised to learn of your feelings for his fiancée.”

“Not that surprised.”

“I don’t care about your love life, though I’m sure Mr. Dalrymple won’t be so understanding.” The Nazi’s frown pulled his eyebrows together. “While you dozed, you revealed you’re working for someone named Landon Stoddard. Who does he work for?”

I glanced back at Stone and lowered my voice. “It might be a death sentence for us both if he hears before you do.”

“What?” Friedman glanced over my shoulder at Stone.

“I’ll only tell you.”

“Very well.” He gestured to Stone, who leaned against the wheelhouse.

I moved closer to the Nazi. With the open cuff, I cracked his face, slicing a two-inch gash, then reached inside his coat. I grabbed my dagger and plunged it into his gut.

Friedman’s eyes widened as I twisted the blade. Blood flowed from his mouth. He grabbed the dagger handle with his black-gloved hands, giving me time to reach inside his coat and find his Luger. I held the dying man up, shifted my feet, and kept him between Stone and me.

Stone fired twice with his service revolver. The first bullet knocked a lobster trap onto the deck with a loud bang.

The second struck Friedman in the chest. When he fell, I fired.

Stone crumpled to the deck. He grabbed his leg and moaned, much as I had outside Mickey’s office building.

I kicked Stone’s gun from his hand. The revolver sailed over the railing and splashed into the water. Tossing aside the handcuffs, I untied the rope from the pier. I ran toward the wheelhouse and started the engine. I gunned the throttle forward. The heavy boat scraped the side of the dock then slowly picked up steam and headed toward the setting sun shimmering off the calm bay.

Behind me, a bullet shattered the wood molding of the wheelhouse. The two guards sprinted from the lodge, firing on the run. The back window of the wheelhouse shattered, showering me in bits of glass. I yanked the steering wheel hard to port and ducked as bullets splintered the deck.

Stone pulled himself to his feet and lurched into the opening of the wheelhouse on one leg.

“Get down,” I shouted, steering the boat in a zigzag pattern.

Bullets peppered the deck. Stone’s body jerked. He spun backward. He sprayed me and the front window with blood from a gaping wound in his neck. Grabbing his throat, he tumbled overboard with a sickening splash.

As the heavy boat moved away from shore, the speedboat roared to life. The Betsy Ross had a hundred-yard lead, but the speedboat closed rapidly. I’d never outrun my pursuers.

Behind me came the familiar rat-a-tat of a tommy gun. Bullets sailed overhead. I glanced back through the shattered window. A man holding the tommy gun stood on the bow of the speedboat. The sleek boat cut through the waves, bouncing the front of the boat, leaving a long sharp wake. Until they drew closer, only a lucky shot would hit me.

With seconds until they moved into range, I ripped off my tie. My hands shook as I knotted one end to the steering wheel and secured the other end to the throttle. With the boat heading straight out to sea, I ducked down. In a crouch, I slipped from the wheelhouse and headed for the bow railing. Bracing myself, I dove into the icy water.

I swam as far as possible underwater then surfaced. The Betsy Ross moved away. The speedboat swept past me. I took a deep breath and dove beneath the waves, hoping the two guards hadn’t seen me leave the boat.

On the speedboat, the man with the tommy gun sprayed the stern of the Betsy Ross. I kicked as fast and as long as I could before coming up. As bullets ripped the boat, I gulped air and dove beneath the water again.

An explosion echoed above the water. An orange ball boiled across the surface. A bullet must have punctured the Betsy Ross’s gas tank.

Debris splashed all around me as I surfaced. Fifty yards away the flaming hulk of the fishing boat sank beneath the surface. A gray cloud of smoke and steam hovered over the water. A hand in a black glove trailed blood as it floated past me.

As the speedboat circled the fishing-boat wreckage, I swam toward shore. Halfway, I treaded water a moment watching a half-dozen men on the pier gazing in the direction of the circling speedboat and the setting sun. The men passed a pair of binoculars between them.

My tiring muscles began to cramp from the frigid water. I ignored the pain and dropped beneath the surface. I swam below the water until I thought my lungs might explode. I came up for air and took a quick glance back at the speedboat. One of the guards sifted through the wreckage with a grappling hook, looking for survivors, no doubt.

A bright beam from the pier swept the waves six feet in front of me. I swam beneath the surface and kicked toward shore hoping I hadn’t been spotted.


Chapter 18

High Noon at the Plaza

My arms ached, but each stroke through the icy water brought me closer to shore. Minutes later, my feet touched sand. I fought my way through the waves and collapsed on the beach. I ignored the overwhelming need to rest and crawled toward a clump of tall grass. Hidden from the guards on the pier, I struggled to catch my breath. Resting a moment, I watched the men in the speedboat haul a body aboard. What was left of Karl Friedman, no doubt.

I pulled myself to my feet and staggered toward the lodge. Shivering from the cold and weak from exhaustion, I reached a clearing and stumbled upon a garage the size of a gymnasium. I edged along the wall until I came to a door. I listened for movement then twisted the handle and went inside.

Lights from the lodge filtered through a row of windows near the top of the far wall. I walked between a Mercedes-Benz convertible and a purple Bentley. Two other cars, a green Hupmobile and a black Packard, sat in the huge garage, leaving empty spaces for two more.

Beneath the hood of the Packard I searched for the distributor cap. I planned to disable three cars, hotwire the fourth, and get away. I reached for the wiring and hesitated. Someone would discover the sabotage and realize the explosion hadn’t killed me. A phone call would have men searching for me from Connecticut to New York City.

Shivering, I grabbed a pile of oily rags alongside the Hupmobile. I dried myself the best I could before putting them back the way I’d found them. I headed for the door and stopped. In the corner was a cluttered desk with a telephone. A map of eastern Connecticut hung from a nail on the wall above the desk.

I sat and studied the map. Fatigue dulled my senses, but I forced myself to concentrate. If I read the map correctly, the lodge was less than three miles from a town called Homersburg. I grabbed the phone and dialed the operator.

A minute later, Gino came on the line. I’d barely spoken when he shouted, “Where the hell have you been? Me and Danny and Frankie—”

“Gino, I need your help.”

On a weathered bench beneath a streetlight, I waited for Gino and surveyed Homersburg, which was not exactly a town. A tiny post office, a few shops, and a general store with a single gas pump came together where two dirt roads connected. Several houses extended beyond the intersection.

No cars passed by during the first hour of waiting. Then a screen door banged open. A couple stepped from their house with a young boy in tow. The kid ran ahead of his parents, kicking a tin can that clattered along the side of the road. The father appeared to notice me and pointed across the street. The family crossed to the far side of the road and ignored me as they passed by.

I ran a hand along the stubble of my chin and wiped a smear of oil from my torn, wet suit coat. No wonder they would have nothing to do with me.

The door to the store squeaked open. A man approached carrying a metal cup. I recognized a friendly smile as he drew closer. He stopped and handed the cup to me.

Coffee. I inhaled the rich warm aroma and drank with trembling hands.

“ ’Spect you’ve fallen on hard times. A lot of that going on these days.”

I took another sip. I wanted to explain about my appearance but couldn’t. I finished the coffee and gave the cup back. “Thanks.”

The man offered me a buck. “There’s a cot in the back of the store. It’s uncomfortable as hell, but you’re welcome to spend the night.”

I held up a hand. “Thanks, anyway. A friend will be by soon to pick me up.”

“Sure they will.” He stuffed the bill inside my suit coat pocket and headed back to the store. “If you change your mind, just knock.”

The store owner’s kindness reinforced my belief that the country was worth saving. Minutes after he went inside, headlights approached from the south road.

Gino pulled up in my Model A. He checked me over as he drove us down a back-road route to New York City. “Good thing I showed up. I don’t think hobos would let you catch a freight looking the way you do. I shoulda brought a change of clothes. Care to explain why I’m picking you up in some hick town at four in the morning?”

I’d seen up close how desperate a handful of men who thought they deserved to run the country could be. I didn’t want to risk Gino’s life. “I’ll tell you what I can.”

“Look at you. Whatever you’re mixed up in, you clearly can’t do it alone. I want to know everything … from the beginning.”

He was right. Gino had repeatedly demonstrated his friendship and trust since I returned to the city. I started at the beginning from when Laura and I discovered the key to the busterminal locker in Mickey’s ashtray. We reached Manhattan mid-morning as I told him about stabbing Friedman and jumping overboard seconds before the Betsy Ross exploded.

Gino shook his head. “What can I do to help?”

“The best way to save Laura is to stop Dalrymple.”

“Yeah, I got that figured out, but just how are we going to do that?”

The best way would be to keep Roosevelt from going to the Garden. I checked my watch. It was too late to do that. He was already in the city by now. How could I reach Stoddard to warn him? Damn, I was running out of options. “Drop me off at the Plaza. I have to talk Oliver Greenwoody out of making this terrible mistake.”

“Talk? Only a writer would think words could get you out of this mess. You’ve gotta bust some heads. Me and Danny—”

“Greenwoody’s not like Dalrymple. He’s a reasonable man.”

“You kidding? He’s a Mussolini fan.” Gino parked across the street from the hotel. “I don’t need to remind you Laura’s in serious danger.” He reached inside his suit coat and shoved a pistol in my hand. “If words don’t work, shoot the bastard.”

If I killed Greenwoody, the Golden Legion’s plan would crumble. They wouldn’t have the man on the white horse to take over the country. Could I kill Dorothy’s father to save Laura, to save the country? Of course I could. I stuffed it inside my suit coat hoping I wouldn’t have to use it.

“It’s Ma’s. Return it in good shape, ’cause she don’t know I borrowed it. You’ll need more help than that. Let me round up some of the boys—”

“The best way for you to help is to go to the Carlyle and pick me up some decent clothes.” I ran a hand over my face. “And a razor. Even if I stop Greenwoody, I’ll have to get into Madison Square Garden to save Laura. Don’t think they’ll let me in looking like this.”

“Danny wouldn’t let you in The Yankee Club looking the way you do, and if you don’t mind me saying so, you stink like the East River, so I doubt you’ll even get into the Plaza.”

“Dorothy Greenwoody will get me in to talk to her father.”

A guy couldn’t ask for a better friend. I shook his hand.

Gino gave me a hug and kissed my cheek. “Now get out of here and work your magic with Greenwoody’s daughter.”

Inside the hotel, a wall clock in the lobby read noon. I entered a phone booth, dialed the front desk, and asked for Dorothy. She sounded delighted that I’d called. Even more so when I told her I was in the lobby.

I waited next to a tall potted plant, not wanting to draw attention to myself.

In a flowing lemon-colored dress and flowered hat, Dorothy dashed into the lobby. She spotted me and rushed to my side. She wrinkled her nose and put both hands on her cheeks. “What happened?”

“It’s a long story.”

“I can’t wait for you to tell me all about it.” She led me toward the elevator. Inside, she took my arm. “I have to get you out of those clothes.”

The elevator operator shot me a knowing glance and punched the button to her floor.

“I fell off a boat,” I explained to the man.

“Yes, sir.”

In her room, Dorothy called the front desk to send someone up for a rush cleaning job. She handed me a terry-cloth robe, suggested a shower, and showed me to the bathroom.

I hid the gun in the robe and left my filthy clothes outside the bathroom door. A warm, soothing shower took away most of the aches in my body but did nothing for the pain of worrying over Laura. I changed into the robe and checked myself in the mirror. The robe was too small for me to cinch around my waist and ended a foot above my knees. When I stepped from the bathroom, Dorothy stifled a laugh.

She answered a knock at the door. The bellhop’s mouth dropped as he stared at my robe. He handed her a sack without taking his eyes off me. “It’s the best I could do on short notice.”

“Thanks, Bucky.” She stuffed several bills in his hand. She dismissed an obvious admirer and gave me the bag of clothes.

I carried the bag into the bathroom. Anything would be better than Dorothy’s robe. I glanced inside the bag. Almost anything.

Dorothy laughed at the red Rutgers University Queensmen sweatshirt, khaki trousers, and deck shoes. At least everything fit, although the shoes squeaked when I walked. I covered the gun in the back of my trousers with the sweatshirt.

“They’re clean and dry.” Dorothy kissed my cheek and ran a hand though my hair. “You smell much better. You look like you could use some brandy.” Dorothy poured liquor from a flask and handed me the glass.

I took a sip and gulped the rest, which warmed me from the inside.

“You must tell me what happened.” Dorothy sat in a faux-leather chair and smoothed her dress. She appeared as excited as if I was about to tell her the plot of my next Blackie Doyle novel.

“First”—I set the empty glass on the table—“I have to ask a couple of tough questions.”

She snapped forward in the chair. Her flirtatious behavior vanished. “Ask away.”

I took a chair beside her, determined to not make the questions sound like an interrogation. “What do you know about your father’s political plans?”

“There’s been talk about Roosevelt appointing Father secretary of war and of Father possibly running for vice president in ’36.”

“What about his association with a group called the Blackshirts?”

“Blackshirts?” Dorothy cocked her head. “Never heard of them.”

The concern on Dorothy’s face told me she was telling the truth.

“I have to talk to your father.”

Dorothy checked her watch. “He’s getting ready for the president’s speech at Madison Square Garden.” She glanced at the clock on the wall. “Good heavens, we’ll be leaving in less than an hour. Why don’t we skip the Garden and go dancing instead.” She rested her hand on my knee. “We could come back here later.”

“I need to see him before he leaves. Your father … he might be in a lot of trouble.”

“Jake, what’s wrong?” She twisted her hands together.

“Your father’s about to make the biggest mistake of his life.”

She jumped to her feet. “Tell me.”

“You should hear it from him.”

Dorothy poured herself a drink and swallowed the brandy in one gulp. “I’m sure you’ve got this all wrong.” She took my hand and led me to the door. “But I’ll take you to their suite.”

“Jake Donovan?” In a floor-length gown, Peggy burst out laughing at my Rutgers sweatshirt. “Queensmen. They really should change their mascot.”

“Jake needs to talk with father.” Dorothy led me into the room.

“He’s almost ready.” Peggy fidgeted with her pearl necklace as she closed the door. “What’s this about?”

Oliver Greenwoody came from the bedroom, nervously tugging on his bow tie. He saw me and froze like he’d seen a ghost. Had he heard I’d been killed in a boat explosion?

Peggy straightened his tie. “You look as nervous as a cat in a room full of rocking chairs.” Her behavior convinced me she didn’t know any more about her husband’s treachery than Dorothy did. “Jake wants to talk to you before we leave.”

For a moment, I half expected gunmen to burst into the room and haul me away. Greenwoody took his wife’s arm and led her to the door. “You and Dorothy wait in her room. I’ll be along in a few minutes.”

Dorothy and her mother exchanged nervous looks. Peggy took her daughter’s arm and led her from the room.

After they’d left, Greenwoody slumped into a leather chair in front of a glossy wooden table. “I heard you were dead.”

“Sorry to disappoint you.”

“Me? I’m relieved.” He tugged on the collar of his shirt. “Is something wrong?”

“You either ordered or condoned what happened to Laura and me.”

“Laura? What? I did no such thing. What’s this all about?”

To avoid using Gino’s gun, I chose my words carefully. “I’m working for someone close to the president. I passed along information about the intention of the Golden Legion to stage a coup and remove President Roosevelt, declare martial law, dismiss Congress, and install a fascist dictatorship in the United States.”

“The Golden Legion is a group of businessmen concerned the president’s gone too far.” Greenwoody spoke like a commanding general. “They asked me to … to help them intervene. Fascist dictatorship … hogwash.”

“They tried to kill Roosevelt in February.”

“No, no, no. Spencer Dalrymple assured me they had nothing to do with that.”

“Dalrymple’s a traitor. The question is, what are you?”

Greenwoody cleared his throat. “The Golden Legion will offer Roosevelt a chance to stay on as president. He merely has to declare an emergency and turn over operational control of the government to a committee.”

“Led by you.”

“Led by me.”

“And if he refuses?”

“If he refuses, the Golden Legion and its … associates are prepared to use force, if necessary.”

A ringing phone startled us both.

Greenwoody answered the call. He listened then spoke two words: “Five minutes.” He hung up. “Spencer Dalrymple and Laura Wilson are waiting in the lobby to take me and my family to Madison Square Garden.”

I began to pace. “You think you’re what America needs, a man on a white horse ready to ride in and rescue America from financial ruin.”

He banged his fist on the table. “I’m not a fascist, Donovan.”

I stood with my back to the door. “Then you’re a pawn.”

“Nobody’s using me!” He jumped from his chair and stood inches from my face. “I’m a general who’s commanded better men than you.”

I held my ground. “Well, General, if you hadn’t agreed to participate in this coup, they’d have offered the position to someone else. Lindbergh, maybe.”

Greenwoody’s face whitened. He backed up and gripped the edge of the chair. “Dalrymple approached Lindbergh. If his baby hadn’t been kidnapped last year …” He straightened up and regained his composure. “It’s too late. What’s done is done. You’ve had your say.”

“What will your wife and daughter think when this fails and you’re in prison for treason? What would your grandfather think? You can be the country’s hero on the white horse. Stop this from happening!”

“If you’ll excuse me.” Greenwoody grabbed his top hat.

I reached behind my back and drew my gun. “You’re not going anywhere.”

Greenwoody threw his head back and laughed. “You’re going to shoot me?”

The door burst open. Peggy shrieked when she saw the gun.

Dorothy stood beside her mother, confusion on her face. “Jake, don’t do this.”

“I’m stopping your father from making a terrible mistake.”

Dorothy studied her father. “Are you in trouble?”

Greenwoody looked like he’d shoot me if he had a gun. “My daughter used to trust me, Donovan. You’ve turned her against me, toying with her heart.”

“No, Daddy.” Dorothy held her father’s hand. “I toyed with Jake’s heart. I’ve known from the beginning he’s in love with Laura Wilson.”

I gestured with the gun. “Tell them.” When Greenwoody hesitated, I raised my voice. “Tell them, damn it, or I will.”

“Tell us what, Oliver?” Peggy cocked her head.

Her husband avoided her gaze. Greenwoody looked like a defeated man.

The door burst open. Peggy screamed. A hand grabbed my wrist.

I smashed my attacker’s nose with my elbow, feeling cartilage crack, but a second man managed to twist the gun from my hand. Two more guards tackled me from behind. I struggled as they wrestled me to the floor.

I fought to get up, but a knee in my back kept me pinned to the floor. The man yanked my hands behind my back. Once again I found myself in handcuffs. A broad-shouldered guard pulled me to my feet.

“Enough!” Greenwoody pulled me away from the guard. “There’s been enough violence and brutality.”

A malevolent cackle came from the next room. In a pin-striped suit and spats, Spencer Dalrymple entered with the smirk I’d seen far too often. He calmly stood in front of Greenwoody. “Even generals must follow orders, General Greenwoody.”

The two men stared at each other, giving me a flicker of hope. Perhaps Dalrymple’s gang of traitors was not so united behind him. First Averill Cornwell; now Oliver Greenwoody appeared to disapprove of the Golden Legion’s trail of murder and violence.

Greenwoody blinked. “Of course.”

Dalrymple nodded to the guard with a bloody nose. “Take the general and his family to my limo.”

The guard escorted the Greenwoodys from the room. Only Dorothy glanced at me with a look of regret and uncertainty.

Dalrymple gave me the once-over. “Apparently rumors of your demise were a bit premature, Donovan.” He touched the sleeve of my Rutgers sweatshirt. “Oh, how the mighty have fallen.”

“If you’ve harmed Laura, I’ll kill you, like I killed your Nazi friend, Baron Karl Friedman. Did they find all his pieces?”

Dalrymple’s smile never wavered. He held his hand toward the open doorway. “Come, darling. See for yourself. He’s all right.”

Laura entered wearing the same white chiffon dress she wore to the hospital. She threw both arms around me, her tears warm against my neck. “They told me you’d been killed.”

“We’ll get out of this.”

“Your lover doesn’t always grasp reality. He should be a writer.” Dalrymple chuckled then pulled Laura away from me. He wiped her tears with a handkerchief. “You must freshen up. We’ll be meeting the president later.”

Laura stiffened. “I’ve had enough of you ordering me around. I won’t go.”

Dalrymple’s face twisted in rage. He snapped his fingers to the guard. “Shoot him.”

“No!” Laura screamed.

The guard aimed his Luger at my head, but Dalrymple held up one hand. He smiled at Laura. “If you want him to live, you must play a part tonight.”

“I can’t. I won’t.” She spit into his face.

That’s my Laura.

“Your lover dies, here, now, unless you do as you’re told.” Dalrymple calmly wiped his face with the handkerchief. “Remember, darling, you’re an actress. That’s why I proposed, after all.” He gestured toward the guard. “Take this dirty mick to my house. In the morning I’ll turn him over to the new order.” He winked at me. “I did promise you that ocean view at Alcatraz.”

I struggled to free myself from the cuffs. Only the cold steel kept me from ripping the man’s face from his head.

Laura’s misty eyes pleaded for my understanding. When I nodded, her face transformed into the role of dutiful fiancée. She slipped her arm in Dalrymple’s. “Come, Spencer. We mustn’t be late.”


Chapter 19

Thursday Night Fights at the Garden

My flicker of optimism when Greenwoody stood up to Dalrymple vanished when a Dalrymple guard led the war hero and his family away. This was the man on the white horse who would lead the country out of the Great Depression?

Laura left the hotel suite with Spencer Dalrymple III. Even though her cooperation might keep me alive, I might end up in prison for the rest of my life and never see her again.

“Let’s go.” The guard whose nose I’d bloodied stuffed Gino’s gun into his jacket and shoved me into the next room with my hands cuffed behind me.

A Blackshirt waited with a smirk on his face. “Remember me?” The guard in the alley outside Al’s Pool Hall who probably broke Frankie’s ribs.

“I’m trying to forget.”

He pulled a ten-inch knife from inside his black shirt. “If Mr. Dalrymple hadn’t ordered us to keep you alive, I’d kill you and enjoy every second as you screamed away your final breaths.”

His attitude restored some of my self-assurance. “That’s very poetic. May I use it in my next novel?”

“There ain’t going to be no next novel.” Flaring nostrils were my only warning as he head-butted me.

I stumbled backward then offered my cuffed hands to the Dalrymple guard. “Will you unlock these cuffs for a moment so I can give this idiot a proper thrashing?”

“Get going.” The guard yanked me across the room and into the corridor. At the elevator, the door opened. The Blackshirt drew a gun and aimed it at a startled elevator operator. “Beat it, old man.”

“Yes, sir.” The operator stumbled from the elevator and hurried down the corridor.

The Blackshirt shoved me inside while his partner closed the door and pressed the button to the first floor with the barrel of his gun.

In the lobby, the guards holstered their weapons. With my hands cuffed behind me, guests gawked like I might be one of Al Capone’s boys. The guards led me outside to a black sedan and opened the rear door.

I climbed into the backseat unable to shake the feeling of defeat. Since returning to the city, I’d dodged my share of close calls. I might be able to outsmart these guys, but I couldn’t imagine how I could get out of this jam in time to stop the coup and save Laura. Would Dalrymple still need her after he and the Golden Legion assumed power?

The driver, with a toothpick in his mouth, glanced at me in the rearview mirror. “Hello, Jake.”

Frankie?

Frankie Malzone turned and pointed a gun at the startled Blackshirt guard. “I’m going to enjoy this, tough guy. Hand over your piece, and uncuff Jake.”

“And your knife,” I added.

Outside the car, the second guard reached for the door handle, clearly oblivious to what was occurring inside the sedan. Danny and Gino sprang from the back of a cab parked in front of the car and rushed him from behind. Pedestrians stared as Danny shoved the man against the passenger door.

Gino grabbed the guard’s handcuffs and locked both his hands behind his back. Danny handed the man’s gun to Gino, who stuffed it inside his suit coat.

Frankie kept his eyes on the guard beside me. “Forget about your partner. From this distance, I can’t miss.”

“Sure, sure.” His hands shook as he gave Frankie his pistol and knife. He removed a set of keys from his belt. The keys jingled in his shaking hands.

“It’s beginning to sound a lot like Christmas.” Frankie cocked the gun. “Hurry it up.”

I turned my back to the guard, who unlocked my handcuffs.

Frankie spit out the toothpick. “Cuff the bastard, Jake.”

The guard handed the keys to me. “I … I didn’t really mean what I said earlier about wanting to kill you.”

“And enjoy watching me scream away my final breaths.” I locked the guard’s left wrist to his ankle. “No offense.” I slammed my elbow into his face.

He rolled his tongue around his mouth and spit out a tooth as I climbed from the car.

While the crowd dispersed, I peered over the car at Gino. We had a lot of work to do before Laura was safe, but I’d be a corpse without Gino, Danny, and Frankie. “Thanks, goombah.”

“Don’t mention it.” He nodded to my Model A parked across the street. “Danny and Frankie will take care of these bums. You and me’ll save Laura. Think she’s at the Garden?”

“I’m counting on it. The president’s speech starts in less than two hours.”

“Time’s a-wastin’.” Gino shoved the guard into the back of the car and slammed the door.

Danny opened the passenger door. “Me and Frankie’ll keep these bums on ice while you go after Laura.”

“I don’t know how to thank you.”

Danny grinned. “I do.” He climbed inside and aimed one of the guard’s guns at the two men in the backseat. He waved as Frankie drove off.

Horns honked as Gino and I dodged traffic. We climbed inside the Model A, and Gino started the car. “That went just like we rehearsed.”

“When did you have time to rehearse?”

“While you was inside talking your way into trouble.” Gino pointed to my blue pin-striped suit hanging above the backseat. “You told me to bring you some clothes. The rest, about deciding to bust some heads, I did that on my own.”

“I’m glad you did.” I pulled off the sweatshirt. Changing would’ve been easier in a phone booth.

“So, what’s the plan?”

“Plan? Security will be tight at the Garden. I’m not even sure how we’ll get in.”

“Got that covered.” Gino winked. “I know a guy.”

I slipped into my blue trousers and fed the belt through the loops. I grabbed my black shoes from the backseat. “Where are my socks?”

“Socks?” Gino shrugged. “Guess you gotta wear the ones you got.”

“Black shoes with white socks?”

Gino burst out laughing. “You ungrateful bastard. Laura’s been kidnapped, the government’s hanging by a thread, and you’re worried your socks might clash with your outfit.”

“I’m worried I might stand out.”

“Sure you are. I remember when we used to think socks without holes meant dressing up.”

I tied my shoes then finished cinching my tie in the rearview mirror as he found a parking space in the crowded lot. “Better leave the gun. We don’t want to get pinched before we get in.”

Gino stuffed the gun beneath the seat.

We joined the crowd heading to the Garden. I still hadn’t come up with a plan to rescue Laura. She and Dalrymple would be surrounded by his goons. I didn’t know whether Stoddard and Kennedy had succeeded in convincing the feds the threat was real, but I couldn’t count on them. I had to save Laura, and all I had on my side was the element of surprise, Gino, and the grit that came so easily to us as kids back in Queens.

We stopped near the entrance where four lines snaked their way toward ticket-takers in dark blue uniforms and Garden caps. Gino nodded toward one of the female ticket-takers. “You see the blonde with the big … nice smile? She’s the guy I know.”

With my watch somewhere in the North Atlantic, I checked Gino’s while we stood in line. Roosevelt was scheduled to speak in an hour. We reached the front of the line.

The blonde ticket-taker smiled. “Hey, Gino. I ain’t heard from you in months. Then outta nowheres, you give me a jingle.”

He patted me on the shoulder. “This is my friend from Florida I told you about.”

“Sure.” She let us through. “What time you picking me up Saturday?”

Gino shrugged. “Seven?”

She smiled. “Perfect.”

Gino and I walked away. He thumbed back toward the blonde. “Don’t say nothin’ about this to Stella.”

The Yankee Club cigarette girl? “You and Stella getting serious?”

“No. Maybe. Who knows?”

We blended into the crowd. I tugged my hat down over my eyes so no one would recognize me. Security was as tight as I suspected. We climbed the stairs and stepped onto the third-level concourse. From the top of the aisle we gazed over at least ten thousand people waiting to hear Roosevelt talk about the New Deal.

A blue backdrop hung behind the stage where a lectern with the White House seal faced a military band. I shaded my eyes from the lights and peered through the cigarette smoke clinging to the ceiling. “Wish I had binoculars.”

“Just a second.” Gino went up to a large woman wearing a fur stole peering through a set of opera glasses. “Excuse me, madam, but that’s a lovely fur.” When she fanned herself with one hand, he pointed to the glasses. “Do you enjoy the opera? My favorite is La Traviata. That Violetta’s some dish, you know? May I borrow your glasses?”

She handed them to Gino. He passed them to me and whispered, “Hurry it up, I’m running out of compliments.”

The crowd buzzed with excitement. The press section on the second level overlooked the stage. I spotted Laura’s white dress one section closer to the stage. My heart slammed into my chest as I focused on her unsmiling face beside Dalrymple. He sat on the aisle smiling and twirling his hat like he had a tip on a long shot at the Kentucky Derby. The Greenwoodys, the rest of the Golden Legion, and a couple dozen security guards filled the seats in the section. Rescuing Laura wouldn’t be easy.

I gave the woman her glasses back and thanked her with a tip of my hat. We made our way down the stairs.

Gino walked behind me. “Sorry about forgetting your socks. You do kind of stand out.”

I shot him a look as we entered the noisy, crowded concourse and took the aisle leading to the Dalrymple contingent.

“Took you long enough.” A familiar voice came from behind. Landon Stoddard. Beside him stood two unsmiling men with holster bulges beneath their blue suit coats. “There’s someone who needs to talk to you.”

“Who?”

Stoddard pointed toward a door labeled CUSTODIANS ONLY beside the men’s room. “Don’t have time to explain.”

Gino and I hurried after him. At the door, Stoddard held up one hand. “Just Jake.”

“You okay with this?” Gino asked.

I nodded. While Gino waited with the two agents, I followed Stoddard through the door. Inside Joseph Kennedy paced the small, uncomfortably warm room. A wobbly ceiling fan stirred the air above a wooden table where Oliver Greenwoody wiped his brow with a damp handkerchief. A guard stood adjacent to a door on the restroom side of the room, staring at his watch.

Greenwoody jumped to his feet. “You found him.”

“We spotted Jake the minute he and his friend came in.” Stoddard took off his hat and wiped his brow.

Greenwoody nodded toward the wall connected to the restroom. “We don’t have much time before Dalrymple’s guards start searching the stalls.”

What was this all about?

“For some reason he only trusts you.” Kennedy gestured toward Greenwoody.

Greenwoody led me to a corner and stuffed a piece of paper in my hand. I glanced at the number 492. “What’s this?”

He lowered his voice so only I could hear. “There’s a briefcase with a combination lock in the safe at the Plaza.”

I nodded toward Kennedy. “I think you can trust him. He’s—”

“I trust you. More important, my daughter trusts you. What you do with the contents of the briefcase is your own business.” He slipped me an envelope. “Here’s a letter authorizing the hotel to release the briefcase to you if … if things don’t go well.”

“You’ve been gone eleven minutes.” The guard opened the door. Through the doorway was the inside of a restroom stall. Greenwoody nodded and entered the stall. The guard closed the door behind him.

“The president stayed in Washington,” Kennedy said, “but only a few of us know. If we’re going to do something, it has to be before the announcement. We have twenty minutes to come up with something.”

I handed the envelope and slip of paper to Kennedy. “There’s a briefcase in the safe at the Plaza hotel.”

Kennedy stuffed the items in his suit coat pocket. “Greenwoody wouldn’t have been so secretive if the briefcase didn’t contain enough information to put Dalrymple and his gang behind bars. There are over a hundred Secret Service agents scattered around the Garden, but the Golden Legion has plenty of security of their own, plus undercover Blackshirts. We can’t just arrest Dalrymple without causing fireworks. If innocent people are killed, it might even turn New Yorkers against the president.”

“We’re nearly out of time.” Stoddard checked his watch. “We need Greenwoody alive to put Dalrymple behind bars. We have to ensure his safety … and his family’s.”

I’d never seen Stoddard so nervous. “Don’t forget about Laura.”

“Her, too,” Stoddard said, “but we don’t know for sure what’s in the briefcase. Greenwoody might be setting us up. We have no choice. We have to act right now and arrest Dalrymple, the Golden Legion, and the whole gang!”

“You say gang; their supporters will say eleven of the country’s most powerful bankers.” Kennedy pulled out a handkerchief and calmly cleaned his glasses. “If things go wrong, how do we explain the use of deadly force against men like that? Congress would introduce articles of impeachment against Roosevelt within twenty-four hours.”

“Damn it, Joe.” Stoddard slammed his fist on the table. “We don’t have any choice. We have to snatch Dalrymple, no matter the cost.”

I remembered two sections I noticed when I peered through the opera glasses. “I might know a way.”

I approached the section of reporters and photographers beside the Dalrymple party. If I was to rescue Laura and Oliver Greenwoody, I had to display more confidence than I felt.

I made my way down the aisle and overheard a couple of men talking about a rumor the president might not make an appearance. I shook hands with a reporter I knew fairly well, one who had trouble keeping secrets.

“Jake Donovan.” He gave me the once-over. “Nice socks.”

I lowered my voice. “You want to break some news?”

“Sure. I’m always interested.”

I nodded toward Dalrymple and Laura seated one section over. “Laura Wilson plans to end her engagement to Spencer Dalrymple this evening. Your paper seems interested in their relationship. I thought you’d appreciate a photo of the special moment.”

“Absolutely, but why are they calling it quits? Another dame?”

“Laura’s in love with another man.”

Several reporters and photographers began to pay attention.

The reporter laughed. “You?”

“I plan to have it out with Dalrymple before the president takes the stage. If you want a picture that’ll make the front page, wait here until I set it up for you.”

“You been drinking?”

“No, but if this works out, Laura and I’ll be popping a bottle of champagne at The Yankee Club later.”

The reporter raised an eyebrow. “Why are you being nice to the press all of a sudden?”

“ ’Cause I want to see Dalrymple’s look of shock in the papers tomorrow.”

“You’re serious, aren’t you?” By now at least two dozen reporters were listening in on the conversation.

I wanted all the press to hear. “Give me a couple minutes. I’m going to inform Dalrymple it’s over between them. I’ll try not to make a scene, but when I grab Laura Wilson’s hand, that’ll be your signal to come over and snap some pictures.”

“Deal.”

I took a deep breath and climbed up the aisle. I walked to the back of the Dalrymple group, wiped damp palms on my trousers, and bounded down the steps like I was New York’s biggest playboy, all for the benefit of the press.

Before I reached Laura and Dalrymple’s row, two of his thick-necked guards stopped me. “I’m here to chat with Miss Wilson and Mr. Dalrymple.”

Laura twisted in her seat and smiled. “Jake.” She thumped her finger against Dalrymple’s chest. “I told you you were no match for him.”

Dalrymple’s eyes narrowed into slits. He glanced around to the Golden Legion bankers then nodded to his two guards, who let me through.

Greenwoody, like the soldier he was, appeared ready for any contingency. I stood beside Dalrymple and tried to flash the most arrogant smirk possible. “If your guards at the Plaza are any indication of your organization’s efficiency, you might as well turn yourselves in now.”

Dalrymple glanced at Oliver Greenwoody then held up a hand to the members of the Golden Legion with an I-have-everything-under-control look. “Perhaps I underestimated you, Donovan, but you’re too late to stop anything now. After the president’s speech—”

“Go ahead and overthrow the government if you want.” I raised my voice. “The only thing I’m going to stop tonight is your engagement to the most beautiful woman in New York.”

Dalrymple stood and clenched both fists. “Like hell you are.”

He could easily order his guards to haul me away, but I counted on him taking my presence personally. I gestured toward the stage. “I could throw you over that railing.”

“Maybe you should try.”

I had to time the confrontation just right, but some of the reporters had already moved closer. I offered my hand to Laura. “Come on, darling. We’re leaving.”

“No, you’re not.” Dalrymple snapped his fingers, and two guards rose from their seats in the row behind him.

I held Laura’s hand. “Let’s go.” When she rose, two dozen reporters and photographers descended upon us, snapping pictures and shouting questions. As guards left their seats and blocked the reporters’ paths, Oliver Greenwoody rose and clamped his eyes shut, as if imagining what might have been, a man on a white horse riding in to save the country he loved. He blew out a breath, took his wife’s and daughter’s hands, and headed toward the far aisle.

Dalrymple’s guards tried to shove the press back to their seats. The reporters fought back, bringing even more members of the press. Like a baseball brawl when both dugouts empty, shoves and curses turned into punches. Laura and I ducked as drinks and fists flew. A beer bottle shattered at our feet as we made our way up the steps.

With flashbulbs popping, the mêlée expanded to nearby sections. Garden security joined in the bedlam.

Like we planned, Stoddard pushed through the chaos and led the Greenwoodys up the far aisle to the concourse.

I led Laura through the mayhem, but Dalrymple grabbed my arm as we reached the top of the stairs. “I’ll kill you, Donovan.”

I shook off his grip. Like my father taught me, I drew my arm back to throw a punch. Before I could deliver the blow, Laura socked Dalrymple. The punch landed flush on his jaw as a camera flash went off.

Dalrymple stumbled back. His head cracked against the wall, and he slid to the floor. More bulbs flashed as blood and saliva dripped from his busted lip. Dalrymple’s eyes rolled back, and he blacked out.

Laura giggled as she took my hand. We slipped through the battling guards and reporters and made it up the steps.

A dozen of Stoddard’s men met us on the concourse. We followed them through a door on the far side of the walkway.

With a smile on her face, Laura looked like a runaway bride as we hurried down a long hallway. At the end of the corridor, a guard held the door open. Laura and I stepped outside to where two government vehicles Stoddard had assured me would be waiting sat with engines running. Behind them a half-dozen motorcycle cops and their bikes waited.

Oliver Greenwoody glanced at me as his wife and Dorothy slipped into the rear of the first limo. He snapped me a crisp salute and climbed inside. The dark blue limo with black windows sped off. Three motorcycles roared off and followed behind.

Beside me, Laura caught her breath. A black-suited agent wearing dark sunglasses opened the rear door to the second limo. Laura and I climbed inside. A relieved-looking Gino sipped from a flask.

“Jake, Laura.” Gino kissed Laura’s cheek then handed me the flask. “Son of a bitch! You pulled it off.”

Laura threw both arms around me. She gave me a long kiss then glanced at her hand. “That bastard. I broke a nail on his face.”

I kissed her hand as the limo sped away, followed by the three remaining motorcycles. I sipped Gino’s whiskey and handed the flask to Laura.

She took more than a sip. “Jake, how did you … I mean how did you get away from Dalrymple’s guards and pull this off without anyone getting hurt?”

Not everyone was unhurt. Dalrymple lay unconscious and bloodied. His guards and more than a few reporters would nurse wounds, probably in a jail cell, but the coup had been thwarted. Laura was safe. That was all that mattered.

“Jake might’ve planned and pulled off your rescue,” Gino leaned back in the seat with a satisfied smile, “but he wouldn’ta made it here without me.”


Chapter 20

The Streets of New York

Two days after the incident at Madison Square Garden, Stoddard, Kennedy, Laura, and I sat around a small table in my suite. I’d barely touched the room service breakfast of bacon, eggs, toast, and coffee. My appetite waned the longer Kennedy talked.

Feds had swarmed Dalrymple’s estate and his Connecticut hunting lodge, hauling away truckloads of evidence against him. For the time being, he resided in a Manhattan jail cell. If lawyers kept him from a date in the electric chair, Dalrymple faced at least thirty years in the slammer. The country hadn’t healed enough to see him brought to trial for treason. If I had a vote, which I didn’t, he’d get a cramped cell at Alcatraz the rest of his life.

Kennedy finished his eggs and wiped his mouth with a napkin. He recounted the resolution of the attempted coup against Roosevelt as if describing last night’s Yankees game. The government declined to prosecute the other members of the Golden Legion in exchange for their support of New Deal reform legislation. The economy wouldn’t survive the loss of eleven of the country’s most important bankers, and if congress and the public learned the details about the plot to overthrow the government, they might demand more draconian measures.

Laura appeared oblivious to my growing frustration until she patted my hand beneath the tablecloth.

From the aggressive way Stoddard buttered his toast, I knew he didn’t agree with the government’s decision any more than I did, but he’d returned to the Secret Service. He had to play the role of good soldier even more than before.

Authorities nabbed Paul Cummings at the Canadian border. The Jamaican took a deal to testify against Dalrymple in exchange for a life sentence.

Oliver Greenwoody had agreed to testify before a congressional committee about Dalrymple’s plot, keeping the information about coconspirators a secret, along with the role Laura and I played. Stoddard and Mickey would get all the credit, which suited Laura and me fine.

Kennedy filled Laura’s cup with coffee. “The Times picture of you punching Spencer Dalrymple couldn’t have been more perfect. Reporters are still focused on a celebrity love triangle instead of the Golden Legion.”

I liked the second photo even better, an unconscious Dalrymple with blood and saliva dripping from the corner of his mouth and a front tooth that looked more like half a Chiclet.

Kennedy neatly folded his napkin and placed it beside his plate. The future head of the SEC rose and kissed Laura’s hand. “No one else could have gathered Dalrymple’s trust and entered the Golden Legion’s inner circle in such a short time. Bravo, Miss Wilson.” He shook my hand. “If you two hadn’t worked so tirelessly with Stoddard, without regard for your personal safety, we wouldn’t be having this conversation.”

Laura and I walked the two men to the door. When they left, I was certain we’d never see either of them again.

“Son of a bitch!” I paced the room, furious the Golden Legion traitors would go unpunished. I understood the government’s decision, but I didn’t have to like it.

Laura took my arm. “Now, darling, the government is safe, Dalrymple is behind bars, and most important, you and I are together.”

She was right, of course. Nothing else mattered, but I’d never trust bankers again. Still, life had begun to return to normal. My bank freed up my funds, Mildred returned my calls, and Dalrymple couldn’t do a damn thing about it.

In the bedroom, Laura and I resumed packing. I stuck an envelope, containing a grand in fifties and hundreds, into my suit coat pocket. I snapped the latches closed and set my suitcase beside the bed. I peered through the drapes at the Manhattan skyline. The city held plenty of painful memories and losses. I couldn’t wait to leave. I’d miss Gino, Danny, and The Yankee Club, sure, but little else.

Hollywood offered vast opportunities for Laura and me. I wanted more literary challenges than churning out Blackie Doyle novels. Dashiell was in the middle of a screenplay for his Thin Man novel. Maybe I could tackle a screenplay and Laura and I could work together.

Laura wrapped her arms around my waist and pressed her face against my back. “We’ll be back.”

“Of course we will.” I turned and kissed her. “What time does the train leave?”

Laura checked her watch. “In three hours.” She flashed a smile I hadn’t seen since our high school days.

I took her in my arms and gave her a slow, enduring kiss. Laura pressed her body against me. My excitement grew as she swept her suitcase onto the floor and pulled me onto the bed. Her moist lips locked onto mine. Her hands tugged at my clothes. She broke the kiss and began to unbutton her blouse. My hands trembled as I helped.

A knock pounded at the door.

“Ignore it,” Laura whispered.

“Jake, open up.” Mildred’s voice. “I know you’re in there. I have something special to give you.”

So did Laura.

More pounding.

Laura sighed and helped me to my feet. She buttoned her blouse then took a hankie from her skirt pocket and wiped lipstick from my mouth. As she left the room, I followed, admiring her shapely backside.

At the door she covered her mouth and giggled. She pointed at me. “Do something about that.”

I followed her gaze and glanced down at the arousal in my trousers. I rearranged my clothing.

“Hurry up, Jake,” Mildred pounded on the door. “You’re not my only author, you know.”

Her whiny voice accomplished the desired effect. I nodded, and Laura opened the door.

With a book in her hand, Mildred brushed past Laura as if she wasn’t there. “These last forty-eight hours have been brutal, just brutal. After the unfortunate delay in publishing your book, I bribed the production boys to finish, with booze and cigarettes. I barely slept. I must look a fright.” She patted her hair and finally took a breath.

No “I read about you in the papers. Are you and Laura all right?” This was typical Mildred.

“May I get you some coffee?” Laura lifted a white carafe from the table.

“Yes, darling, cream, one sugar.” She handed over my latest Blackie Doyle mystery as Laura shot her a look. “Notice anything different?”

For the first time, my name appeared above the title. Blackie stood silhouetted beneath a streetlight smoking a cigarette. Behind him was the East River. Oh, the irony.

Laura warmed Kennedy’s half-filled cup with a splash of coffee, dropped in three sugars and a dash of cream. She handed the cup to Mildred and winked at me.

My editor took a sip. “That’s wonderful, darling.” She always treated Laura like my secretary. Mildred knew writing and publishing but next to nothing about people not in the business.

I read Dashiell’s flattering blurb on the back cover as Mildred sipped the coffee and recounted all the work she’d done since I last saw her. “Tell me you’ve started your next novel. With a series, you don’t want your audience to wait too long for the next one.”

“I’m taking a vacation of sorts.” I set the book on the table.

“I thought that’s what you’d been doing.”

Laura licked her moist lips and ignored Mildred. She smiled as her fingers caressed the hard porcelain of the white carafe.

I couldn’t look Mildred in the eye. “My return to the city has been no vacation.”

“Are you referring to that business about getting shot? You seem fine.” She finished the coffee and set the cup beside the book. “Oh, all right, I can tell you’re upset about me not returning your calls, darling, but that’s business. It’ll never happen again. Now, about your next novel—”

“I’ll start the first chapter the minute we reach Hollywood.”

“Hollywood?”

“Laura has a part in a movie. She signed with Carville Studios. Our train leaves at two, giving us several days of peaceful travel.”

Mildred led me across the room and lowered her voice. “You know I think the world of Laura.”

I knew nothing of the kind. “Really?”

“Really, but you write your best when the two of you are apart.” Before I could come up with the proper response of outrage, Mildred glanced at her watch. “Oh good heavens, I’m late.” She kissed me then headed for the door. She gave Laura a kiss that fell six inches short. Then she was gone.

Laura burst out laughing and muttered to herself, “Oh, Mildred, I’m going to miss you.” She wiped my editor’s lipstick from my face then threw her arms around me and pulled me close. “Where were we?”

“In the bedroom.” I kissed her and ran my hand down her back. Another knock sounded. Damn!

Laura let out a frustrated sigh and gestured toward the door.

Dorothy Greenwoody stood in the corridor wearing a clingy white dress and her black-rimmed glasses. “The papers say you’re leaving town today.” She entered the room, acknowledging Laura with a chilly glance. “Jake, I just had to thank you, for what you did for my father, I mean.”

I closed the door. “Your father was always a hero to me. Still is. The country will think so, too, after he testifies to Congress.”

“If it wasn’t for you, Father would’ve made a dreadful mistake. You were …”

She didn’t have to say wonderful. I read the word on her face, and so apparently did Laura, based on her pursed lips. Dorothy’s feelings for me were misdirected. She loved Blackie Doyle, but Laura didn’t know that.

After an awkward silence, Dorothy cleared her throat. “So when does your next Blackie Doyle novel come out?”

“Not until fall.” I picked up the advance copy from the table and handed it to her. “Here.”

Dorothy’s eyes widened. “Blackie Doyle’s Revenge. I love the cover.” She clutched the book to her chest. “I know what I’ll be doing tonight.”

Laura chuckled then bit her lip.

“Would you sign it?” Dorothy offered the book to me. “I see you still wear the white rose in your lapel.”

I checked my pockets. “I don’t appear to have anything to write with.”

Laura grabbed her purse and slapped a pen into my hand.

Turning to the title page, I tried to come up with words that would reflect my gratitude toward the role Dorothy played in getting Laura and me out of such a tight jam. When my eyes met Laura’s, I hurriedly signed, Dorothy, thanks for all you’ve done. Wishing you the best of success in everything you do, Jake.

Dorothy read the inscription then glanced at Laura. “Would you mind if I kissed Jake good-bye?”

“Go ahead.” Laura’s eyes twinkled. “I must warn you, kissing Jake can be a tough habit to break.”

Dorothy’s lips lingered much longer than I expected. She stepped back and patted her hair then headed to the door. “Keep in touch.”

Laura held the door open for her. “Oh, we will.”

I followed Laura into the bedroom where she hefted a half-full suitcase onto the bed. Apparently our earlier attempt at romance was a mere memory. She emptied the top drawer of the dresser and stuffed her clothes into the suitcase. She tried without success to close the latches.

Just how angry about Dorothy was she? “Can I help?”

She ignored the offer. Pretty mad.

One of her stockings poked out of the side of the suitcase. “There’s a stocking peeking out.”

“A glimpse of stocking …” She broke into song, “was looked on as something shocking, but now God knows. Anything goes.” She clamped her eyes shut. “Damn it, Jake.”

What did I say? “I didn’t mean—”

“Anything Goes, opening the fall of 1934 at the Alvin Theatre, staring Ethel Merman.” Laura sounded like a radio commercial. “That girl can belt out a song, but I’m a better actress.”

“Of course you are.” I sat beside her and wrapped both arms around her.

“I should’ve landed that role. She’d never met Cole before someone introduced them at the cast party!”

I kept her close to my chest, trying to conceal my guilt, but I’d promised never again to keep secrets from her. “I introduced her to Cole Porter.”

Laura pushed me away. “You what?”

“I didn’t know you were interested in a role.”

“You shouldn’t have told me!”

Why did women keep changing the rules? “You’ll do swell in Hollywood.”

“That’s not the point. It’s a Cole Porter musical, and I’d have been perfect.” She gave the suitcase a final push and snapped the latches closed.

I offered to carry the heavy bag, but Laura ignored me and tugged it off the bed. She struggled to carry the suitcase to the next room. She set it by the door beside a trunk the size of an icebox and two more bags she’d brought from her apartment.

Laura grabbed her hankie and wiped Dorothy’s lipstick from my mouth, rubbing far less gently than before. “We’d better leave before I run out of hankies. What did you write?”

“On the book I gave to Dorothy?”

“No, on our grocery list.” She crossed her arms. “Yes, the book. You certainly took long enough to write something special.”

Before I could answer, another knock sounded. “I should hang a DO NOT DISTURB sign on the door.”

“Don’t bother.”

“Get your clothes on you two,” Gino called from the corridor.

“We got something to show you.” A woman’s familiar voice, Stella, the Yankee Club cigarette girl.

I let them in. Stella danced a little jig. She squealed like a little girl in a room full of ice-cream cones as she showed her left hand to Laura.

Laura took her hand and examined the diamond on the third finger. “It’s gorgeous.”

I couldn’t believe this news. “You’re engaged?”

Gino clapped me on the back. “It must be terrific being a detective. You can figure things out so quick. He’s a real gumshoe, this one.”

I shook his hand. “Congratulations.”

Gino’s eyes darted between Laura and me. “Everything okay, ’cause it feels like you been defrosting a refrigerator in here.”

Laura stared into the distance.

“Dorothy Greenwoody just left,” I said.

“That kid?” Gino chuckled. “Dorothy don’t mean nothing to Jake.”

Laura shot him a look. Calling Dorothy a kid didn’t do me any favors.

“I’m serious. Even when she invited him into her hotel room …” Gino looked at me and shrugged. He wasn’t helping at all.

Stella dismissed Laura’s concern with a wave. “So Jake sowed a few wild oats—”

“I haven’t sowed any oats.”

Stella cocked her head. “Never?”

I had no intention of getting into intimate details, especially about my time in Florida.

“What Gino did before he gave me this ring is his business,” Stella said. “From now on it’s just me until death do us part.”

Gino’s eyes widened as if this was the first time he realized he was expected to be faithful the rest of his life. “That could be fifty years! Ain’t there some kind of statute of limitations or something?”

Stella kissed his cheek. “He spent all morning going through his little black book, calling dames, telling ’em he’s off the market.”

“I’m up to the D’s.” Gino grinned.

Stella laughed. “How ’bout this guy, deciding to make an honest woman out of me.”

“No more cigarette girl,” Gino said.

“Gino, ya mean it?” Stella put both hands to her cheeks.

“Sure.” He winked at me. “I’m promoting you to cocktail waitress.”

Stella’s face reddened. In a brief moment, she caught on and grinned. “Wise guy.”

Gino smiled at Laura. “That picture of you splattered all over the papers. How’s your hand?”

“Still good enough for a couple more punches.” She made a fist and shook it in my direction. Laura led Stella toward the balcony and admired the diamond in the morning light. Girl talk.

Gino lowered his voice. “She really sore about Dorothy?”

“It’s more than that. She missed out on Cole Porter’s next play, thanks to me. She’s hesitant about appearing in a movie.”

“She’s making a movie?”

“In Hollywood.”

“California?” Gino held up both palms. “You were serious about that?”

I pulled two train tickets from my pocket. “Just for six months.”

“Son of a bitch. You sure you’re coming back?”

“Absolutely.” Or at least I was fairly sure. “What caused you to pop the question? You love her?”

“Sure I do … and the little fella she’s carrying around inside her. Don’t say nothin’. Ma don’t know.”

Gino, a father and a husband? I had trouble picturing him in either role.

He held up both palms. “What?”

“You’ll make a swell dad, a terrific husband.”

“Which is it?”

The women rejoined us as I pulled the envelope from my pocket. “Here’s the grand I owe you.”

Like a cat spearing a goldfish, Stella snatched the envelope before Gino held out a hand. “He ain’t gonna carry around all that dough now that he has … responsibilities.” She handed him a fifty and stuffed the rest of the money down the front of her dress.

We heard a knock, and I let a bellhop in. He loaded the bags onto a brass cart.

Laura followed as I gave the suite a final walk-through. When we returned, I studied her tentative expression. “You ready?”

For the first time since Mildred entered, Laura’s face softened. She gave me a warm slow kiss. “I’m sorry about earlier. I love you, Jake Donovan.”

“Ah,” Gino slipped his arm around Stella. “Ain’t they adorable?”

We followed the bellhop to the elevator and rode down to the lobby.

I checked out at the front desk and learned Empire Press had paid the entire tab. An advance on my advance, knowing Mildred. I turned and nearly collided with Gino.

He wiped moist eyes with a handkerchief then blew his nose, sounding like a foghorn. “You did a good thing, Jake. I ain’t talking about the mess with the Golden Legion. You took care of the two bums who plugged Mickey. You did good, real good.”

“I couldn’t have done it without you.” Or Danny and Frankie. Without them, Laura would be wearing black.

Outside, I tugged on my hat as wind swirled in front of the hotel. Laura and Stella stood in the shade of an awning talking to Danny. Astride a blue Schwinn with chrome handlebars, his huge frame dwarfed the bicycle. Not many bicyclists wore a gray suit and fedora. “I came by to thank you for the bike you and Gino bought me.”

This was the first I’d heard about it.

“I forgot to tell you.” Gino squeezed the horn on the handlebars, making a noise like a Canadian goose. “Just like the one we stole.”

“And gave back,” I added. “Can you ride it?”

“How you think I got here? It all came back to me. You know the old saying, it’s like …” confusion swept over his face, “riding a bike.” Danny pushed off and began to pedal. The front wheel wobbled as he struggled to keep the wheels stable. The bike veered toward a large woman, with ostrich feathers on her hat, standing at the front entrance. He overcorrected and slammed into a fern in the lobby, shattering the pot. Danny fell on his side, slicing a hole in his trousers on one of the pedals.

Gino and I helped him up.

Danny brushed himself off and handed the doorman a twenty for the damages. “Starting is kind of rough, but once I get going …” He wheeled the bike from the lobby and pedaled off. “See ya, Jake.”

This time he kept his balance. Laura shrieked as he turned onto the street in front of an oncoming truck. The driver blasted his horn and swerved around Danny.

I held my breath until he rode out of sight.

A cab pulled up, and a pretty redhead climbed out. She tugged on the hem of her short skirt, fighting a losing battle with the breeze, showing shapely legs. She paid the cabbie then smiled at Gino as she walked past.

Stella grabbed his arm. “You ain’t gonna give every good-looking doll you see the once-over after we’re married, are you?”

“Course not.” Gino winked at me. “Not every good-looking doll.”

“Have you made any honeymoon plans?” Laura asked.

“I’ve got plenty.” Gino winked.

A wide-eyed look of excitement spread over Stella’s face. “We’ve been talking about Hawaii.”

Gino nodded. “Ma always wanted to visit the Islands, but I think she’d like California, too. She’d enjoy seeing the Pacific Ocean, and we could spend a few days with you guys.”

Stella smacked Gino on the arm. “I never know when this guy’s serious.”

Gino shrugged. “I’m serious.”

The cabbie opened the rear door. “You folks need a lift?”

“You mind if we take this one?” Stella tugged Gino toward the open door. “Gino wants to meet my mother in Brooklyn.”

Laura grinned. “We wouldn’t want to keep him from that. We’ll take the next one.”

We exchanged hugs and kisses with Gino and Stella. Gino gave me a final hug with more than a touch of sadness. “By the time you come back, Prohibition will be over, and I’ll be running an Italian restaurant instead of a speakeasy. End of an era. It’s the last of the ninth for The Yankee Club.”

Gino helped Stella into the cab. With her view blocked, he grabbed his tie, cocked his head, and pulled, imitating a hangman’s noose.

I swallowed a lump in my throat as they drove away.

The doorman hailed another cab. Laura took my arm and dabbed at tears with her lipstick-smeared hankie. “Think being a daddy will change him?”

Gino change? “Not a chance.”

A green Model A cut in front of a cab and skidded to a stop in front of the hotel. Frankie jumped out. “Surprise! Need a lift?” He opened the trunk and gestured to the bellhop, who wheeled the cart of luggage to the car.

I helped Frankie load Laura’s trunk. “I thought you turned in the car.”

“Cole leased it.”

“Cole Porter?”

Frankie tossed the rest of the bags in the trunk. “Yeah. He hired me as a driver. Edith’s happy, my first full-time job since … forever.”

I stuffed several bills into his hand. “You saved my life more than once.”

“I didn’t do it for the dough.” He offered it back.

“Consider it our fare.”

“This much could take you to Canada and back, but if you insist.” He stuffed the money in his pocket and slammed the trunk closed. “You heard from Belle?”

“She’s staying in Florida awhile, subleasing my apartment for the next six months, while Laura and I are in Hollywood. She’s apparently made more off some of the old retirees than she did here.”

Frankie opened the rear door for us, and we climbed inside.

Laura took out her hankie and wiped Stella’s lipstick from my mouth. She showed me the cloth. “Looks like you’ve been bleeding.”

“Penn Station?” Frankie asked as he started the car.

“Penn Station.”

“Out o’ my way, lady.” Frankie swerved around a stoop-shouldered woman crossing at the corner. Laura dug her nails into my thigh as he sailed through the intersection. He glanced in the rearview mirror. “What will you do in Hollywood, Jake, while Laura’s making movies?”

“Write.”

“Write. Sure you will. If I know you, before long, you’ll be knee-deep investigating some sinister caper.”

I’d done enough investigating the past couple weeks to last the rest of my life. “I plan to stick to writing mysteries, not solving real-life ones.” Like Dashiell.

Laura patted my hand. “Jake’s detective days are behind him.”

Frankie stuck a toothpick in his mouth, glanced over his shoulder, and grinned. “I wouldn’t be so sure.”

As we drove through the city, Laura gazed out the windows. Her eyes filled with tears. I held her hand and let her silently say good-bye to the place where she and I grew up.

Laura squeezed my hand. “This city holds a lot of painful memories … but it’s still home, you know?”

What a sap I’d been. Laura hadn’t really been angry at Ethel Merman or jealous over Dorothy. Unlike me, she’d spent her whole life in New York City. She didn’t want to leave Broadway, but with theaters closing, Hollywood offered the best chance to continue her career.

I wasn’t so sad leaving New York. Since I’d returned to the city, I’d been shot, shot at, and handcuffed on more than one occasion. I escaped from certain execution by Tony Vales, fled a boat off Dalrymple’s Connecticut lodge seconds before it exploded, and rescued Laura at Madison Square Garden. “We’ll be back.”

She squeezed my hand and sniffled. “Of course we will.”

I handed her a handkerchief. She dabbed her eyes and wiped her nose. “Thanks.”

A part of Laura was a little girl about to leave home for the first time. I’d be there to help her adjust to her new career. I looked forward to the future, Laura a movie star and me with opportunities to get to know creative people I’d never meet in New York. I couldn’t wait to get started. When Laura rested her head on my shoulder, I knew she felt the same.

As we drove through the crowded streets, Laura opened her fingers revealing the lipstick-smeared hankie in her hand. “I think I need a new one. Then again maybe I should keep this to remind me of all the women you’ve kissed since you returned to New York.”

I smiled and tossed the hankie out the side window. I glanced behind the car and watched a breeze toss it around like a kite in Central Park. As we turned the corner, the hankie fluttered between two cars then skidded along the sidewalk and disappeared in the streets of New York.
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