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Chapter One

MOB MONEY COULD buy a lot, but apparently it couldn’t buy taste. Every single architectural detail of the Ostia struck me as garish: from the chandeliers dripping crystals to the thick wooden accent panels to the gold-painted cherubs carved into the tops of the columns. But my opinion didn’t matter; I was just hired muscle.

The club had opened the previous December—about two seconds after booze turned legal again—and attracted all sorts of upper-class clientele, including my boss, Mayor Roy Carlisle. They called him the White Knight of Westwick, and he ran on the rather ironic platform of driving various ne'er-do-wells out of the city. But again, not my business. My job was to hover just behind him in case something terrible happened. Nothing ever happened though, no crazed attackers or falling pianos. The worst crisis I’d run into in the ten or so months I’d been working for him was a freak rainstorm at a garden party, and I had to hold my jacket over his wife Emma’s head to protect her hair.

Still, it was a dollar a night to stand around, and that was more than other people were getting. The Depression had wiped everyone out, including me. If I hadn’t taken up bodyguarding, I would’ve been thrown out of my room in the boardinghouse faster than I could say eviction. Writing pulp stories wasn’t a lucrative day job, and even less so at the beginning of a career.

Which was why, despite my thoughts on the decor, I was pleased to be at the Ostia. Everyone said they had the best acts in town, and I couldn’t disagree. That night they opened with a pretty, button-nosed redhead. She was French, or at least she had a good enough grip of the language to sing in it. I didn’t know what she was singing about, but it sounded sultry enough as she made eyes at our table.

Carlisle lapped it up, ignorant or indifferent to Emma turning bright pink beside him. She didn’t say anything though. Maybe she’d taken a lesson from other political wives and learned to swallow her pride or risk becoming divorced and destitute. Not that she didn’t deserve to be proud. She was thirty-five—ten years Carlisle’s junior—pretty, blonde, and delicate with huge blue eyes.

She must have gotten her looks from her mother, because her father had the smashed face of a bulldog and towered over even my own six feet. Seated to his daughter’s left that night, Marc Logan also stewed in silence, his hand alternately crumpling the napkins and patting Emma reassuringly on the knee. His own blue eyes, the haunting color of old ice, bored a hole into the side of Carlisle’s head.

Their dinner guest for the evening, their neighbor Mrs. Green, likewise noticed his glare and apparently decided the best course of action was distraction. “Emma dear, did you see what Miss Kepler was wearing the other night at the Peterson soiree?” she tittered as she coiled the chain for her hanging glasses around a finger.

“Hmm?” Emma turned her head just enough to keep her husband in her peripheral vision. “I’m sorry; what were you saying about the Kepler girl?”

“Her dress!” exclaimed Mrs. Green. “It was scandalous! So low-cut. Anyone would have thought she was selling herself. Her father should never have let her out of the house like that. Don’t you agree, Mr. Logan?”

Logan blinked slowly, no doubt trying to come to terms with the dullness of a conversation centered on someone else’s clothing. “While I have to agree that she was… improperly dressed for the occasion, it is quite difficult for a man to say no to his daughter once she’s gotten her mind wrapped around something.” He glanced at Emma, who smiled weakly.

Mrs. Green continued along the thread of scandalous attire, but I let my attention slip back to Carlisle. Oblivious to the rest of his table, he continued to stare at the French singer. While such behavior wasn’t unusual for him, that night it was so obvious that even I was becoming uncomfortable. I glanced at my watch and suppressed a groan. It was only half-past ten. Donnie wouldn’t be around for another hour and a half.

“Are you feeling all right, Mr. Dawson?”

My attention snapped to Emma. “Yes, ma’am,” I answered, hoping she hadn’t noticed my boredom.

Her mouth quirked like she was in on some joke I didn’t know the punchline to, but she said nothing else. Instead she turned to her father, placed a hand on his shoulder, and whispered something in his ear. He grunted in response. Carlisle didn’t notice the exchange, or maybe didn’t care. Mrs. Green kept nattering away.

The song stopped, and the French girl took a bow. We all clapped, Carlisle too enthusiastically, and Emma barely at all. The girl swept off the stage to a table off the wing for a break, and she was replaced by a dark-haired woman with too much makeup. The new woman sang with a rough alto voice, occasionally throwing appraising looks at Carlisle, though he didn’t return them. Once the French girl left, his attention had returned to the food. The rest of the table did the same.

With my charges occupied, I took the chance to look over the room again. Nothing out of the ordinary. Diners, waiters, a glossy bar at the back. The maître-de waving through a man who had just entered… I realized I knew the man weaving his way between tables. Donnie was terribly noticeable with a thick, out-of-fashion beard and pocket-watch chain draped across his waistcoat. I looked at my own watch again. It was only eleven.

“How’s it going, Alex?” Donnie asked as he took up a place beside me.

“What are you doing here so early?” I whispered.

“Early, you say?” He rubbed at his beard thoughtfully. Too thoughtfully. Then he winked and chuckled.

I squinted at him. Whatever Donnie was here for, it wasn’t because he’d miscalculated. He was precise, so precise that he’d been a watchmaker before the stock market crashed and ruined the market for luxury goods. Then he’d taken a series of jobs burly men normally take—lumber yard, bricklaying—before landing the night bodyguarding job, where he ended up thriving. He could deal with the tedium of long stretches of nothing, but also had the brains to handle any emergency that might come up. I was flattered to hear that when Logan had asked for another guard for Carlisle with the same traits, Donnie had offered my name.

Donnie had always been too good to me. He’d been a friend of my dad’s, and all but adopted me after the alcoholic bastard poisoned himself with white lightning eight years ago in ’26. Kept me in school, even. I was lucky he had, because no one else would have taken on a fourteen-year-old with a police record.

“Mr. Kemp!” Carlisle exclaimed. “Is it midnight already?” He reached for his own watch. “Ah, no, not even close.”

Donnie half bowed. “Forgive me, sir. I’m just very excited to be at such a fine place.”

Something was going on, and I wasn’t in the loop. I made a mental note to have a chat with Donnie later about how he was too old to tease people and get away with it for long.

“I don’t blame you. It is very fine,” Carlisle answered, throwing a look at the French girl, who was still on break at one of the nearby tables. She winked back. Emma found something on the tablecloth to study. Carlisle scanned over me and Donnie. “But I’m only paying one of you, so you and Mr. Dawson are going to have to fight it out between yourselves.”

I tried to do the numbers in my head. As desperately as I wanted to leave, an hour’s work was a good fifteen cents, and fifteen cents could go a long way. Food, coffee, cigarettes if I bought the cheap kind.

“Eh, just pay the boy his regular wages. He’s young. Let him have some fun.” Donnie smiled and nudged me in the ribs. My face flushed.

Carlisle laughed. “You’re too soft-hearted, Kemp. But how does anyone say no to such solid reasoning? Here.” He fished some nickels out of a pocket and handed them to me. “One night of double pay won’t kill me. Just don’t make it a habit. I can’t be doing this for the next four years!”

“You’ve only just announced that you’re running again, Roy,” mumbled Emma.

Carlisle kept smiling. “Don’t be so pessimistic. I’m a shoe-in. Their knight in shining armor, remember? You can’t beat that.”

“Tides turn,” said Emma. “The public is fickle.”

He snorted and waved a dismissive hand. Then he turned his attention back to me. “Don’t listen to her. Women don’t know anything about politics. Silly creatures.”

Emma closed her eyes, her jaw clenched.

I took the nickels and got out of there. I never knew if Carlisle baited her on purpose or if he was just that dim, though after months of shadowing him for six hours a day, I suspected it was the latter. How he’d gotten himself through law school and then elected mayor was anyone’s guess. My money was on either Emma or Logan having done all the hard work.

It would have been a shame to be in the Ostia and not have at least a drink, so I took a detour to the bar in the back on my way out. I ordered a cheap beer. The bartender looked me over once before getting it. I tugged at my jacket. I knew I didn’t look swanky enough for the place. My navy suit was fraying at the cuffs, and there were flecked ink stains on my tie that wouldn’t come out no matter how hard I scrubbed.

In defiance of his attitude, I took my time drinking and listening to the singer belt out heartbreaking songs about lovers leaving. I couldn’t see her from my seat in the back, but I could still picture her in my mind’s eye. I started mentally writing a story about her, and when it got to be too long of a thread, I pulled the notepad out of my pocket. I’d scribbled about a page and a half when someone sat next to me.

I glanced at him. He wore a grayish-green suit and had brown, curly hair oiled back so tightly that it was practically smooth. He pulled out a silver cigarette case. I dropped my eyes back to my notebook.

“Would you like one?” he asked. A whisper of an accent I couldn’t identify tugged at the edge of his words, deepening and rounding the vowels.

I raised my head. He held the case out to me, his own cigarette perched in a smirk. I hesitated. I didn’t like handouts, and they were poorly rolled, but I’d used up the last of my own the day before, and I wasn’t about to waste money on the expensive ones the girls of the Ostia were shilling.

“Yeah, okay,” I said as I took one. “Thanks.”

His smirk turned into a full smile, and the corners of his eyes crinkled into crows-feet. How old was he? He had at least half a dozen years on me. Thirty? Thirty-five? Though he had the air of someone older. Maybe it was the scar running vertically on his left cheek, or maybe it was something about his eyes. They were such a light brown they were almost gold. Yeah, that was it. Golden eyes like a weathered immortal. I returned to my notebook to scratch that one down before I forgot it.

“You know, it helps if you light it,” he said.

“Oh, yeah. Heh.” I reached for my lighter, but he already had his out. With a flick of a finger, the flame appeared against the edge of the cigarette hanging from my mouth. I blushed, unaccustomed to attention from handsome men. Women, yes, occasionally—a particularly brazen one once told me I had a jawline sharp enough to cut herself on—but somehow I’d never attracted the right sort of guy. Maybe they thought I was too intimidating with my height and broad shoulders.

“Well at least I’m not barking up the wrong tree today,” he said. He took a long drag on his own cigarette. “May I ask what you’re writing?”

I closed my notebook. “Nothing important. Just… ideas for stories.”

“You’re a writer?”

Could I call myself a writer when the only things I’d sold were a couple of pulp shorts and a dime romance that had been split apart and edited so much that it was barely mine anymore? What if he asked what I’d written and I told him and he didn’t know? Or worse, he did know?

“I have aspirations,” I answered.

“Those are good things to have.” He leaned forward, and his smoky breath cascaded around my ear and my neck, sending lightning down my spine. “I have some too.”

My thoughts raced almost as fast as my heartbeat. This had mistake written all over it. Best case scenario, I was about to be used. Worst case, some kind of set-up. I’d been caught in one of them before, and I’d sworn I would know better next time. But then, what was life without a little risk? Unable to make a decision, I stalled.

“And what are your aspirations, mister…?”

He offered his hand. “Forgive me. My name is–”

Two pops cut off the rest. Gunfire.

I leaped up, my stomach plunging to my feet. Several women screamed. I shoved my way back to the table through the panicking and scrambling patrons.

Roy Carlisle was dead. I knew it before I even got to the table. He was sprawled out facedown, missing half his head. The other half was spattered across the surroundings. Emma sat in the chair next to him, blinking in shocked silence at the brains and blood sprayed all over her. Donnie was nowhere to be seen.

“Donnie?” I shouted as I stumbled between the last few tables.

I nearly tripped over him. He had taken a bullet to the chest, blood spilling out of his mouth into his beard. His mouth moved, but only bubbly gasps came out. The world shrank. Before I knew it, I was on the floor, trying in futile desperation to cover the wound with my hands and fallen napkins. His chest heaved once, twice, then stopped moving entirely. I looked at his face, hoping to see some kind of spark, but there was nothing. His head lolled to the side, his eyes blank.

Suddenly Logan hauled me up by the back of my jacket and shook me like a puppy. “Get a grip on yourself, man. For God’s sake.”

It was only then that I realized I was bawling. I went to wipe my eyes, but I stopped when I noticed that my hands were covered in blood. Donnie’s blood, all over my cuffs, pooling under Logan’s shoes. I gagged, and Logan shook me again.

“I said pull yourself together,” he growled.

Breathe. That was what Donnie had always told me. If I was losing myself, I should just breathe. Everything else would fall into place. So I sucked in some air and let it go, over and over, while I listened to the sirens getting closer.


Chapter Two

DETECTIVE HARLOW SHUT the door of the interview room and tossed a bunch of files onto the table before sitting across from me. My heart raced, making the pounding in my head all the worse. I had no idea why I’d been pulled in for questioning when there were literally dozens of other people who had witnessed the murder. Like I’d told the cops at least three times before Harlow showed up and dragged me into the station, I’d been oblivious on the other side of the room.

Harlow was an older man, with a beer gut and thin hair on top going from black to gray, but he still had hands like knotted oak roots. I could tell already he was one of those cops who closed cases, and not in a clever Sherlock-Holmes kind of way. I hoped I had a sufficiently neutral look on my face. If Harlow decided he didn’t like me for whatever reason, I might end the night missing a tooth on top of everything else.

He flipped open one of the files. “Alexander Dawson,” he read aloud. “Age, twenty-three. Occupation, writer—freelance. Bodyguard—also freelance.” He looked up at me with one eyebrow cocked like he expected me to account for something.

I shrugged. “Keeps me off the breadline.”

He didn’t respond and instead went back to reading my police record. “Assault, 1925. Assault, 1927.” He raised his head again.

I met his eyes steadily. They were both juvenile charges, more for brawling than anything really dangerous. I’d imitated my father’s actions on my classmates. But Donnie had persuaded me that I was better than that. Not that I didn’t still have a temper, but at least now it was constructively aimed. I braced myself for what I knew he was going to say next.

Harlow continued, “And gross indecency, 1932.”

I resisted rolling my eyes. My love life, illegal or not, was unrelated to murder. “Did you pull me in just because I have a record? A record, I might add, that has nothing to do with what happened tonight.”

Harlow flipped my file shut and opened another one. “Funny thing is, your old pal Donald Kemp has the same charge. Different year though. Back in the twenties. I’m almost surprised. You could practically spit in God’s eye without consequence back in those days.”

Same charge? He couldn’t be talking about the violence; Donnie’d never have hurt a fly. But then that would mean… Suddenly everything he’d ever done to protect me made a lot more sense. A fresh wave of grief flooded through me, but I tamped it down.

“I still don’t know what any of this has to do with Mayor Carlisle’s assassination,” I said.

“Maybe it does, maybe it doesn’t. We’re just asking questions right now.”

“Well my answer’s the same: I didn’t see anything. I was writing at the bar. Not even looking until after I heard the shots.”

“Kind of convenient, don’t you think? You being as far away from the stage as possible?”

I leaned forward. “I know what you’re doing. You don’t have anything to work with, so you just grabbed everyone who was there who has a record, hoping that somebody squawks about some other crime so you can make an arrest and not look incompeten—”

Harlow’s hand shot out and gripped my hair before shoving me face-first into the tabletop. Pain exploded from my nose to behind my eyes, forcing tears out of them. I swore as he let go, more at myself for not keeping a check on my big mouth than from the actual injury. Blood welled inside my nose, and I scrambled for a handkerchief.

“So you were at the bar,” Harlow continued gently, like he hadn’t just tried to smash my face in. “Can anyone corroborate that?”

I debated what I could say as blood seeped into my handkerchief and down the back of my throat. Saying nothing might get me worse than a banged up nose. Saying yes might get me out of there, but it also might get me some kind of solicitation charge. But solicitation was better than murder, right? “Yes. There was… a man there. Slicked brown hair, gray suit. Trim. Little shorter than average.” Golden eyes. “He asked about my newest book.”

“Did you happen to catch his name?”

I realized I hadn’t. “No.” I didn’t know if I felt lucky or not. They might not be able to hunt him down if they didn’t know his name, but then, I wouldn’t be able to either. The memory of his hot breath on my neck flashed and faded.

“Well it’s a good thing I already have his name,” said Harlow. He switched to yet another file, this one much thicker than the other two. “Severo Argenti. And we have him right outside waiting his turn.”

“What?” I blurted it before I could stop myself.

But who wouldn’t have exclaimed over that? Everyone knew Severo Argenti was a cousin of the Queen of Sin herself, Bella Bellissima, and maybe her best contract killer. The papers all said he was a vicious murderer who’d knife a person as soon as look at them, but the man I had met was soft-spoken and had a charming smile. Not to say he couldn’t be all those things, but the images didn’t mesh well in my head. And anyway, I couldn’t imagine some mob goon being, well, like me.

I guess my shock surprised Harlow because his brow scrunched for a moment. But he smoothed it out and kept going. “So you claim you don’t know him.”

“I did not know the man at the bar with me was Severo Argenti,” I said clearly for the benefit of anyone who was listening in.

Harlow’s mouth twisted for a moment. Thinking, probably. Generally, Neanderthals like that need to take their time changing directions when things aren’t going to plan. “Would you say he was a distraction?”

“A distraction?” Yes, he was one hell of a distraction. “I don’t understand.”

“Did he distract you from doing your job?”

I chanced taking the handkerchief away from my nose. It had stopped bleeding, but I could still feel it congealing inside. “I was already off for the night. Donald Kemp came early, and Mr. Carlisle dismissed me. You can ask anyone at that table.” Well, except for Donnie and Carlisle.

Harlow’s eyes tracked across my face. I didn’t know what he expected to see. Evidence of lying? Wondering what a gangster saw in me? Or maybe he was just taking in my bruised nose as evidence that he’d already tried violence to make me talk.

He crossed his arms. “All right, Dawson, get out. But don’t go skipping town. We may have more questions to ask you.”

I didn’t need telling twice. I grabbed my hat and jacket from behind my chair and got the hell out of the interview room before he could change his mind.

The hall buzzed with activity. It was only to be expected. Someone had offed the mayor—the mayor who had based his campaign on stamping out organized crime—in front of a hundred possible witnesses. But would anything actually get solved? Corruption was rampant, and not least in the police department. There were any number of deep-pocketed people in town who could stall an investigation until it went cold or even silence people entirely. I sighed in disappointment. No justice for Carlisle meant no justice for Donnie.

“Move!” snapped an officer as he shoved me against a wall.

By the time I’d bounced against it with a curse on my lips, he was already several yards away, hustling a handcuffed man to the interview room I’d just left. I shouted after him anyway. “Watch where you’re going, jackass!”

He ignored me, but the prisoner he was escorting turned his head. Golden eyes. Severo Argenti. My mouth fell open, but nothing came out, and before I could try again, the door slammed after him.

 

I SHOVED OPEN the station door, and the sunlight nearly blinded me. I’d been held up in the station for the whole night and most of the morning. Friday morning. I had to keep telling myself it had been less than twelve hours since the murders. I wandered back home, moving on muscle memory alone. The coppery smell of blood permeated my every breath.

“Alex?”

The world came into focus again. I was in one of the alleys that ran behind the fenced rows of houses. Through the nearest gate I could see the fading yard of a blue-painted, crumbling duplex. Martin’s house, or what was left of it after he’d run out of savings. Had I made it so far into my neighborhood already? Martin himself stood on his back porch, basket of laundry in hand. Say anything about the dilapidated building, but he kept everything clean.

“Alex, what happened?” he exclaimed.

It was only then that I thought about how I must look. Bruises, blood, and God-knew what else. “It’s fine,” I said. The back of my throat burned when I spoke. “I’m fine.” Suddenly the world seemed tipsy. I leaned against the fence for support as everything washed through me.

Donnie’s dead. Donnie’s dead. Donnie’s dead.

Martin abandoned his basket and ran down the stairs and out the gate. He took a hold of my arm and draped it around his shoulder. I hesitated about letting him take any of my weight—he was skinny as a rail, after all—but I had no choice. He all but carried me into the kitchen and dumped me into a chair.

It was quite a pretty place to have a complete breakdown. Afternoon light poured through the window above the sink and onto the polished floor. A green plaid tablecloth draped and tucked over his table, which was topped by a chipped vase filled with white irises. The flowers were likely a thank-you gift from a neighbor, since Martin didn’t go in for gardening such frivolous things as inedible plants.

“Don’t move,” he said before he disappeared into the hallway. He came back a few seconds later with a blanket and draped it across my shoulders. “What happened?” he repeated as he ran water into a glass for me. I would have preferred something stiffer, but as far as I knew, Martin drank even less than I did.

I slumped against the table and pressed the glass against my aching face. The coolness brought me back to myself. “Donnie’s dead,” I managed to croak. “And Mayor Carlisle.”

“I saw; it was in the papers this morning.” Martin’s eyes widened as he made the connection. “You were there! Oh my God, Alex, you need to talk to the police–”

“I spent all night with the police. And they gave me this.” I straightened and pointed at my bruised nose. “And I’m going to tell you what I told everyone else. I. Saw. Nothing!”

Martin nodded and swallowed but didn’t say anything. I felt bad for my outburst. Now that I was looking, he seemed worse for wear himself. His cheeks were covered in about two days’ worth of stubble, and his already-rheumy eyes had bags under them.

“Sorry,” I mumbled. “Didn’t mean to shout.”

“Apology accepted. I’ve had worse said to me anyway.” He turned to the cabinets and started shuffling through the mostly bare shelves. “Do you want something to eat? I imagine they didn’t give you any food or water at the police station.”

They hadn’t, in fact. Which meant I hadn’t had anything resembling a meal since dinner on Wednesday, having skipped lunch yesterday to stretch my budget. No wonder I was dizzy. I chugged the water, and it washed some of the metallic taste from my mouth. When I set the glass down, I saw that Martin was slicing up some bread. It was pretty obviously the end of a stale loaf, but it was good of him to share. He didn’t bother with a plate, which was fine, because I didn’t need one. I gulped it down almost as fast as the water.

He frowned. “I’d offer you more, but…”

“No, it’s fine. That was plenty,” I answered, ignoring how the little bit of food made me realize how hungry I really was.

He sat in the chair across from me. “Do you think John Rutherford had something to do with the killing?”

I drew a blank for a moment before remembering Rutherford was Carlisle’s opponent in the upcoming mayoral race. I was so used to hearing him called “Rolling Rutherford,” his bulldozers plowing through neighborhoods in the name of development and progress. His people had sniffed around the area a few months ago, searching for anyone who could be convinced to sell in order to make way for a department store and associated parking lot. Most, like Martin and my landlord, had refused, and the men went away again. Not long after, Rutherford threw his hat into the ring.

“Oh I don’t know,” I grumbled. “If he did, I bet the cops’ll grab him in no time.”

Martin snorted and rolled his eyes. I shrugged. I didn’t entirely believe it myself, but I had to put some faith in the justice of the universe right then or else I was going to lose it. As it was, I was still feeling the effects of having my face smashed and my father-figure killed in front of me. The edge of my vision blurred every time I moved.

“I think you should stay here for a little while,” Martin said as he studied my face. “You look like you’re going to pass out.”

I shook my head. “No, I should…” What should I be doing? My brain was a scramble. Instinctively, I went to the answer I always had for myself: I should be writing. I reached for my notebook. But it wasn’t in my pocket. Several months’ worth of ideas gone. The additional loss was too much. I put my head down on the table again so Martin wouldn’t see the tears welling up.

I didn’t see him leave, but he must have, because the next thing I knew, he dropped something heavy next to my face. I jolted up. It was a doctor’s bag so big I wouldn’t have thought he could lift it.

Martin had once been a surgeon at the big hospital downtown. But that had been almost ten years back. I’d heard lots of rumors about why he had been sacked, and they were all different. He’d killed a patient. He’d been caught with another man’s wife. He’d performed terminations. He’d threatened the director. The list of possibilities went on forever. I’d never asked for the truth because I was afraid what the answer might be.

He rooted through the bag for a few moments, then pulled out a small bottle rattling with pills. He poured out two and went to hand them to me. I shied away.

“I don’t want to be sedated,” I said. What if the drugs fogged up my memory? I might forget the moments before Donnie died, when he smiled as he let me take money right from under him. And if the police came after me again, I’d be as helpless as a lump of old gum.

“It’s for the greater good, my friend,” Martin answered as he pressed them into my hand. “You’ll thank me in a few hours.”

I caved, mostly because I didn’t want to feel the soreness in my face anymore, and took the pills with the last swig of water in the glass. Once I did, he cajoled me into the living room. I settled on the couch and was struck by how soft it felt. I blinked, and my eyelids felt like they were a hundred pounds. I knew pills couldn’t work that fast, but my body, now that it had the option, was giving out. And it wasn’t like Martin was going to poison me or anything. So I let go and let the darkness swallow me.


Chapter Three

SOMETHING SLAMMED, AND I flinched awake at the sound, imagining gunshots again. But it was just the screen door that had banged open. It took me a few blinks to realize who had come in. All I could see through the haze was a blur of black and beige and orange.

“Hi, Mr. Dawson. What are you doing here?”

I recognized the voice. It was only Pearl Taggart and her calico cat Daisy. The girl was six, the cat somewhat older than that, and they were both practically feral. Her dad was a drunk and her mom had run off ages ago, so more often than not, she wandered around the streets with her pet. The near parallel to my own childhood gave me a soft spot for her, but Martin played the fathering part that Donnie had for me. I had no idea what was going to happen when she got older, but the situation worked for the time being.

“I could ask you the same question,” I grumbled as I tried to sit up. The neatly arranged room pitched sideways and dragged my stomach with it. If I had been dizzy before, it was nothing compared to now. Dried blood crackled inside my nose. “Shouldn’t you be in school or something?”

“It’s over for the day.”

Was it that late already? I must have been out for hours. I nodded, careful not to move too fast in case I got queasier or set my nose bleeding again. I looked away from Pearl, focusing on the solid brass base of the nearest lamp, hoping the room would steady and she would go away.

She either didn’t realize I was ignoring her or took it as a challenge. She waved the cat in my face. It growled and swished its tail in response. “Daisy hurt her paw,” she declared.

I chanced glancing at the cat’s foot. Something had scraped the fur off, but there was no blood. I found I had no sympathy for such a pathetic injury.

Martin hurried in from his den. “Pearl! Now is not the time.” He tried to shoo her back into the kitchen, but she evaded him.

“I heard Mr. Dawson’s friend died. The one with the beard. Mr. Kemp.” She stroked the cat, her too-big eyes peering at me from under greasy bangs. They were green and bulgy, like search lamps picking up everything around her. “I’m sorry.”

“Yeah, me too,” I answered. “But thanks.”

“I mean it, Pearl,” insisted Martin. “Go home. Mr. Dawson needs to rest.”

“I’m all right.” To prove the point, I struggled to my feet. To my surprise, I was able to stand without tilting. “I’m just gonna go home if it’s all the same to you.”

He frowned. “I don’t recommend it, but I can’t stop you.”

Pearl squeaked and let Daisy leap out of her arms. The cat bolted back for the kitchen door as the girl latched on to my hand. “Walk me home! Sometimes the other kids throw rocks at me if I’m by myself.”

How could I say no to that? And anyway, it was better if I wasn’t alone. What if the sedatives kicked back in and I passed out in the street? If being woken up on Martin’s couch was bad, I could only imagine what it would be like in a drunk tank.

The sun was much lower than it had been on my way back from the police station, and it sent long gray shadows across what was left of the pavement. It had been a nice area once, a middle-class neighborhood halfway between downtown and the mansions on the hill that overlooked the Westwick River. The houses with yards, solid brownstones, and small shops had been something of a shock for me when I moved out of my father’s tin-roofed slum shanty into Donnie’s apartment.

It seemed the slum had followed me though. Only a few months after I found my own place to live, the stocks dropped, and the middle-class neighborhood I’d grown to love steadily lost its glamor. Most of the main road was pocked with ruts, ignored by city repairmen for over three years. It was just as well. There weren’t too many cars left, and those were already shaky. The tall houses I’d been so impressed by were abandoned by their struggling occupants and left to succumb to the elements, their once-green lawns brown and overgrown. Several winters of strong storms ripped off shingles and siding, and summers of humid heat peeled the paint. The people who remained, like Martin, tried their best, but even they couldn’t compete with Mother Nature.

Pearl and I only made it a block before I saw Vern Temple. He leaned against a lamppost and chewed on a toothpick like he was some kind of thug and not a five-foot-four reporter pushing fifty. He flashed a brilliant smile, teeth stark white in his dark complexion. Likely he was aiming for charming, but the impression I got was of a shark sizing up his kill. His observant gaze raked across my bruised face and bloodied clothes.
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