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Charlie Rant couldn't recognize if the man lying on the hospital bed was a stranger or his brother.

"Did they tell ya?" a familiar voice breathed out, muffled from underneath the bandages.

Charlie blinked then, still trying to take in what he was staring at. The swelling in the man's jaw was the first thing he noticed next to the swollen eye, proof of the beating he had undergone. The dirty brown hair, same color as Charlie's, could hardly be seen through the dressings, while the once bronze skin was now splattered with bruises, deep purple blending into greenish-black. Charlie was already informed by the doctor that underneath the man's stocky build were two cracked ribs, a fractured wrist, and a broken leg.

"Yeah," Charlie finally whispered back, his forest-green eyes round and helpless. He had come back from speaking to the two well-dressed New Yorkers waiting on the other side of the door. Out in that cold hallway, the two men revealed something about his brother that Charlie didn't know about.

"Look, kid, we're not sure who laid their hands on him," one of them admitted. He was a taller man dressed in a black pin-striped suit with a new black fedora cocked over one eye. "This is the risk these rum runners take. If it ain't the law, it's other criminals. We're already startin' our own investigation on the matter, so no need to worry 'bout it."

"Are there any suspects?" Charlie questioned, looking from one gangster to the other. He would have been smarter to nod and leave things be, but he couldn't keep quiet, especially when his family was involved.

"That ain't yer concern," the other man insisted, a pudgier gentleman with a deeper voice. "Yer concern is our other shipment."

Other shipment. Charlie had no idea there was even one.

"I know I ain't much to look at," his brother interrupted. His voice croaked into Charlie's thoughts, obligated to make some witty comment to hide the pain.

Charlie simply shook his head. "No offense, Lionel, but ya look like a shitty wrapped mummy."

Lionel grunted, never one to laugh. In fact, that was usually how he expressed his amusement, and Charlie smiled to himself before the anxiety started in again.

"What are you and Travis doin' in New York?" Charlie asked, bringing up their childhood friend. "Why are you two tryin' to mix with mobsters?"

"It's none of ya business. Ya wouldn't understand, anyway—"

"You're right, I don't understand," Charlie admitted, his eyes watering beyond his control as his pent-up anger began to color his tone. He gripped the rim of his bowler hat a little tighter, trying to remain calm despite his body's physical reaction. "But now it is my business, so you're gonna have to tell me."

Lionel closed his eye, much like he did when he tried to block out something he didn't like.

"Why did ya agree to rum running?" Charlie asked again, trying to keep his voice even, to ignore the heat rising on the back of his neck.

His brother opened his mouth to speak, but closed it when the pain made his face cringe. He could only let out a groan to release some of the tension.

"Why?" Charlie repeated, his whisper becoming an irritable hiss. "And two shipments, Lionel?"

Lionel squeaked, and then his voice came through as he peered up at Charlie. "I need the money. Travis is helpin'."

"Ya couldn't have found some work in New Orleans? Ya had to travel all the way up here?"

"More money can be made here. They pay better."

"I could have helped—"

"Ya can't."

"Yes, I can," Charlie replied forcefully, though dropping his voice as he realized it probably carried. He stubbornly looked down at his brother's swollen and cut hand before continuing on. "I have some money saved. I can help get ya out of whatever it is you're in—"

"Not this time," Lionel's voice broke in, watching his little brother. "We're losin' the business."

"What?" Charlie gasped, their father's boat building shop instantly coming to mind.

"Hard times," Lionel sputtered, squinting as he held the pain back. "He didn't want to tell ya."

"Pa wouldn't keep somethin' like that from me."

"Well, he did," Lionel grunted. "Even for a country boy, yer still soft. Ya always were. Pa and I will make ends meet."

"I can help," Charlie seethed.

Lionel kept his gaze on his brother, his annoyance subduing into his agony. "Ya left us for a reason, the same reason yer trying to hide yer accent; too ashamed of us, the backwater county folk. But unlike ya, I'll suffer the consequences of my actions. About damn time ya suffer yers."

Charlie's eyes glittered as he stared back. They had already had this fight before, countless times. Somehow, he couldn't make him understand that education didn't mean abandonment; it meant opportunity and financial help, things he would eventually bring back to their family. Unfortunately, it never stuck well with his brother. To Lionel, education was a luxury, and if a relative didn't work hard to support his family, then he had abandoned them.

"Go on," Lionel sighed, his voice draining of emotion. "Go on, Harvard boy. Go back to where ya came from."

Charlie's throat tightened, but he didn't say anything as he pushed his chair back. With a heavy heart, he looked at Lionel one last time before leaving the room.

He wandered through the hospital hallways and out into the sweltering streets of New York City. Late summer still clung to the upbeat metropolis, and with the sun hanging overhead, Charlie didn't have to guess it was just past noon. Too hot to wear his coat, he peeled it off but put his hat on. It crushed his slick hair, which he had spent a good portion of the morning combing back with precision. His clothes were neither expensive nor cheap—black trousers with a matching fitted black vest over a deep blue shirt. He had saved up for the wardrobe which was supposed to fit his new and upcoming lifestyle. However, all his personal accomplishments fell to the wayside the moment Lionel opened his mouth.

Harvard boy. He would have been proud to be called that if it had been said by anyone else.

Charlie rubbed his eyes dry, and with the same set jaw like his father, held his feelings back and trudged on. His mother always called him the sensitive one, but it wasn't until his father and brother started in that he began to resent himself. Part of the reason he left home was to pursue his dream of becoming a big-time lawyer in New York City; to show everyone what he was made of. The other reason was to move away from his ignorant family. It was the first time Charlie admitted to himself that he really had abandoned them all.

He continued on through the brightly-lit atmosphere, the noon heat causing sweat to crease his brow. He used to marvel at the sight of the grand skyscrapers when he walked, but now they didn't exist to him. They were a backdrop to his over productive mind, along with the inhabitants who passed by him. It wasn't until a group of kids ran into his path that it startled him from his daydreams. They laughed as they ran off, and when he turned to see where they came from, he found the front of a corner drugstore. With the heat weighing down on him, the coolness of the soda shop beckoned him in.

Opening the door, Charlie made his way to the white counter, taking the only available seat in the middle of the hungry lunch crowd. Making himself comfortable, he draped his jacket across his lap and took off his hat. He was smoothing back his hair when the soda jerk approached him, asking what he'd like.

"Chocolate malt, please," Charlie answered, only loud enough for the man to hear.

With a nod, the attendant got to work on his order. Charlie folded his hands on the counter as a few of the customers left, giving him more elbow room. He used to glance around at people, wondering who they were and what kind of lives they lived. But now he stared straight across at the arched mirrors behind the counter, looking past the tiered sundae glasses and straight at himself.

It was while he was staring at his reflection when the front door opened behind him. In the mirror, he caught sight of a woman who stepped inside. Her mint green dress stood fresh against the working urban frenzy behind her, the front bodice being completely lace while the sides were satin, pressing against her curves. The lace skirt fell just passed her knees while a large satin layer wrapped around her hips. It was when she turned around to hold the door open for an older couple that he saw the rest. The satin joined together in an elegant bunch behind her with the leftover fabric falling down the skirt. The cream of her shoes and small handbag matched the cloche hat, its brim folded up with a thick beaded green belt wrapping around its base, finishing the ensemble.

Charlie knew it was impolite to stare, but he seemed to be in good company. The tone of the drugstore lowered, eyes peeking over at the woman as she turned back around and headed toward the counter. Everything about her was both beautiful and odd. Instead of the common bobbed haircut, her auburn hair was draped over her shoulder in long spiraling curls. Her actions were fluid, yet marked with a slight limp that caused her to lean against a gold cane for support. Despite the imperfection, she was still graceful in her movements. She had a Bohemian charm to her, which she carried all the way to the counter, coming to a stop at a seat right next to Charlie.

"Is this seat available?" she asked, her voice sounding like velvet in a room full of cotton and wool.

"Yeah," Charlie squeaked, having to clear his voice and start again. "Yes, it's all yours."

"Thank you," she smiled, propping her cane against the counter as she took a seat.

He had to admit that he loved her eyes. While they were hazel, the color reminded him more of a mint julep; cool golden liquor with streaks of soft green which were enhanced by the color of her dress. It was while he was taking in her soft features that he noticed the scars: three permanently jagged indents barely missing her eye and creasing the right side of her face.

"I'm glad to finally meet you, Mr. Rant."

Charlie blinked a couple times, slowly realizing she was addressing him. "Ya know me?"

The woman smiled with a sincere gleam in her eyes. "Your family owns a boat building business in the New Orleans area."

Charlie didn't realize his chocolate malt had arrived, and while she ordered her drink, he could only sit there and gawk.

"How is your brother?" she asked, pulling a cigarette case out of her purse. "I heard they did a number on him. Left his friend alone to witness it."

"They did," was all he could say, stunned by what she knew. "I'm sorry, but how do ya know my brother?"

She grinned a little, pulling a cigarette and retreating the case back into her purse, replacing it with a small matchbox. He recognized the logo from a ritzy restaurant he knew he'd never afford to eat at. "I don't personally," she was saying, "but I overheard about what happened."

Charlie pulled the collar of his shirt away from his tightening throat, glancing around him to help regain his composure. "How did you—?" he tried asking before her next words slipped in, cutting him off.

"I understand this may come as a shock since we aren't acquainted," she was continuing, striking a match she used to burn the tip of her cigarette. "I need to discuss this situation about your brother with you."

Charlie stared at her, feeling unnerved as she flicked her wrist and extinguished the flame. The attendant returned with a soda bottle in one hand and a plain glass ash tray in the other. He set both down in front of her, and only after she smiled in thanks did he stumble away to his next customer.

"Your brother is rum running for the Caprice family," her voice cooed, eyeing Charlie above her cigarette smoke. "I understand there's one more shipment he needs to deliver."

"How do ya know about that?" he asked quietly.

"I've had my own dealings with the Caprices," she answered, letting the cigarette linger between her fingers before taking a sip from the glass bottle. "Believe me, they'll kill him if he doesn't produce that shipment."

"They never said that," Charlie tried to reason. "They only said the shipment needed to go out. They never said they'd kill him over it."

Her face contorted into a modest scowl as she took a drag. "That was them saying it," she replied after she let the smoke blow in a stream above her head.

Charlie stayed quiet, stunned into silence.

"Your brother is a pack mule whose gone lame," she continued, a hint of regret in her tone. "If he doesn't deliver, they'll put him down. He's worthless to them, and knows too much."

"What makes ya say that?" Charlie wondered out loud.

Something flickered in her eyes. "Like I said," she replied with resentment. "I've dealt with them before."

Charlie swallowed the bile he could feel creeping up his throat, unable to stomach the chocolate malt still sitting in front of him. "So why are ya tellin' me?" he asked, taking a deep breath and smelling her smoke mixed with her airy perfume.

She tapped her cigarette, the ashes scattering into the tray. "I'm just as intrigued about who hurt your brother as you are."
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