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​Chapter 1: Welcome to the City
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A slumped figure moved along with several hundred souls on the cold sidewalks of Oyster City that morning. A gray sky hid the sun, making the buildings’ colors appear muted. Raymond Irish moved slowly, unlike the surrounding people. His head was down and his fedora pushed low. The man with his hands stuffed in his worn brown pants scanned the pavement for anything useful. His left pocket had a hole that he kept putting his finger through. While probing the hole would not return his last quarter, it kept him from overthinking. When left alone with his thoughts, his worst memories crept into full view. 

No, the hole in his pocket reminded him of his current situation.  

Ray was out of cash—road stake, as the hobos called it. Never a good idea to be in a hobo situation, let alone in the dead of winter and stuck in some city where nobody knew your name. Oyster City looked like many of the other medium-sized towns he recalled before the war. But it still wasn’t home, and he was sure that he hated the place’s name. He wasn’t a fan of oysters, anyway. Sure, the town had some elements that Irish might consider his city. The dim neon lights and signs hanging in front of the diners, bars, and different stores along Broadway where he wandered. 

On the street next to him, noisy vehicles belched fumes and smoke as they rushed every few feet in a line to the next busy intersection. Red, yellow, and green-colored lights, along with the occasional traffic cop, all tried to keep the downtown chaos from becoming full anarchy.  

While Irish walked next to multistory buildings lining the street, Ray thought about the lost souls who walked inside, ready to fulfill another day in return for a few bits of cabbage. He could picture the throngs herding into elevators which lifted them into the sky, where they remained chained to a desk, toiling amid paperwork while silently urging the weekend to arrive faster. He had been there, enduring a soul-crushing job trying to sell trinkets to another person in a similar building somewhere in another part of the country. It was a rat race of collective struggle for the multitudes who watched the clocks on the walls before returning to their homes, sitting among the laid-out grids where the street names all had a familiar look, like Maple or Oak. Shivering, Ray suddenly felt his belly growl angrily. His last breakfast came from spending yesterday’s dime on an orange in a nameless town before he hopped a train. He might not envy their downtrodden life, but at least those pushing past him had money to stave off hunger and keep warm at night. 

The hole in his pants now forgotten, Ray mentally counted the number of places he’d been through since returning to civilian life. This gray town where he woke that morning made it stop number seven in the last year.  

Good ol’ lucky seven!

Irish ruefully tried to remember some of his travel. Mostly, one town appeared the same as another, especially for a guy who lived hand to mouth as he drifted across the states. Spending nearly three years of hell in the Pacific, jumping from one island and the next, the man followed a shiftless pattern. However, his wandering was something he controlled. Even cold and hungry, Ray Irish believed he was in charge of his destiny, not waiting for some damned moron to order him around.  

As he stooped to pick up a cigar stub lying next to a lamp pole, Ray could not shake the unease drifting through him about his entrance into this particular town. The entire last year remained unsettled in his mind. Since he did not smoke, he placed the cigar into his jacket pocket that did not have a hole. It would be useful later for trading with other hobos.

Ray pushed away thoughts about his recent past hardships, which bothered him more than he liked to admit. Irish did not return to the appreciative and adoring crowds he read about in Stars and Stripes. The thongs who lined the docks after VJ Day never saw him. Instead, Ray Irish arrived weeks later and carried on a stretcher to a truck that took him to another hospital. It was the start of his tedious existence, which required a guy to forget thoughts of a future.  

Well, that isn’t the whole truth.  

Haunting memories of the Canal and Okinawa remained. Some of it contained patches of images muddled in his mind, but one date stood out. Easter Sunday in 1945 etched into his memory like blasted concrete. He did not hear the explosion, but Ray remembered the winds he floated upon as his mind came in and out of a fog of pain and nothingness. Dragged through rocks for what seemed like miles, he remembered a tent where he watched a man with intense blue eyes and wearing bloody white clothes. The nurse said something, but they glanced at each other with knowing looks. He saw in their expressions that he would not survive. The eyes he saw pissed him off.  

I’ll live just to shove it in your faces! 

Ray was never sure if he said it out loud. But he’d proved them wrong. Days of endless boredom came that went along with intense agony from multiple surgeries. Then, another round of countless days involving rehab when he got to a hospital near San Francisco. Weeks went by before they took his casts off, and they taught him to walk again, primarily by a big man in white who barked orders like a Marine. Still, he kept his recent past locked up, buried deep like his friends buried on those cursed islands.

In many ways, Ray Irish woke up to his new reality somewhere between Kansas and Missouri inside a smelly cattle car on a train heading east. That morning, he stared at the back of a wristwatch. Engraved on the watch were the words, To Ray from Amy, ‘42. In that cattle car, he decided he had to hock the once treasured heirloom. For the first time, Ray realized that all the booze might have given Irish liquid forgetfulness, but he put himself into the bottom of a barrel. There would be no returning to a sold ranch in Wyoming. His girl, Amy, had other plans. She was already married to someone who had returned from the war earlier. He sold the watch on the streets of Chillicothe for a grubstake to the next town.

Now Ray stood on the street of a place he couldn’t find on a map. Oyster City might be a fair-sized town along the Chesapeake Bay coast, but the area looked to be on its last legs. Just north of the Mason Dixon Line, the port used to carry rust-red iron ore and lumber from Maryland out of the small harbor to places worldwide. The city took on a weary resignation, with the war ended like it expected to dry up and blow away with the next recession.  

Ray came by this information from a thin, black man who called himself Pappy, running a newsstand on the corner a couple of blocks back. Being a drifter meant learning to get information from those who knew the area. A barrelful of information, the newsy kept his smile despite the hobo’s questions. Pappy continued selling his newspapers to those passing by while telling Irish to look for jobs down at the docks. Encouraged by the tip from the only friendly person he had met, Irish followed the sidewalk on his way down to the port. He kept his eyes down to get hobo valuables along the street.

The chill of the air pressed on his clothes as another shiver shook him like a malaria fever. He just could not get warm. Hell, it remained a surprise to him that Ray had woken up at all that morning. 

Irish heard yells and screams from below him as the railroad police rousted the hobos out of a nearby freight car on another line. Ray lay behind the observatory windows of an empty Pullman car. It was the only place he could grab when the Capitol Limited came to a stop in a small town called Garrett, back in Indiana. Somehow, during the night, Ray rode through Pennsylvania and nearly all of Maryland on the moving train. 

While Irish ached to his core, barely able to move, the icy wind failed to kill him during the journey. Nobody noticed his prone form as he slept on a moving train, even after it stopped to discharge all the passengers. Ray always guessed he could sleep through anything, and now he had proved it. Irish caulked it up to his Irish luck. It took him some time to leave the car and slip into the town to dodge the railroad police.

Poking his index finger in the pocket hole again reminded him to keep moving. As Ray walked along, he mostly kept his eyes on the sidewalk. Bitter experience focused him on finding loose change that occasionally showed up on the concrete. More valuable were the cigarette butts or matches used for trading with others like him who were down on their luck. Unconsciously, he followed the traffic flow of legs, trying to avoid running into those who hurried past him. Each person trying to get out of the frosty morning air helped move the crowd along briskly.

“I don’t have enough for a damn flophouse,” Ray told himself. 

In his difficult position, he needed to find a mission and battle the other tramps for a place to eat and sleep after hearing sermons against alcohol and drugs. 

Well, at least I might get a bath and a shave, he thought while rubbing the few days’ growth of beard on his face. 

A gust of wind made Irish reconsider the possibility of a warm place, although he wasn’t sure what was worse, the flophouse or the cold freight cars. Either way, he hoped lady fortune would come back to him soon enough.

Suddenly, the drifter noticed the tired, brown luster of a penny lying on the pavement. Even better, there were a couple of half-smoked butts near it as well. Ray made a beeline to the money and abruptly stopped, bending to get the coin. He felt a weight strike into his side when the woman fell over him, sending them both to the rough pavement.  

“Watch where the hell you’re going,” Ray fumed, talking to the back of a stylish, tan wool coat while he grabbed his injured knee. 

Quickly, he checked his trouser pant leg to ensure there were no rips. 

“Skin can regrow, but not my pants,” he grumbled to himself.

“Put on a stop sign next time,” a woman’s flustered voice replied indignantly. Ray looked over and saw her striking hazel eyes dancing with annoyance. The attractive woman sitting on the ground then gave him an uncertain grin, causing her slightly upturned nose to wiggle. Irish immediately liked her face, and her gesture reminded him of a rabbit-a cute little rabbit. 

“Touché,” he told her, as he smiled. 

They burst out laughing at how silly they both appeared.

Ray let out a startled cry as a hand grabbed his collar and lifted him from the pavement. The tight grip on his coat and shirt began choking him as he scrambled to keep up with his elevating body. Soon he stood face to face with a bulky man wearing a too-small, gray wool suit. The undersized ape sported a chauffeur’s hat on his head. 

“I’ll teach you to hurt a lady,” the driver snarled as he twisted hard on Ray’s collar. Ray’s face turned a couple of shades of blue as he tried to breathe. He slammed one fist into his attacker’s arm and thought he struck a steel column.

“Quincannon, let him go. It was an accident,” the lady ordered the man in gray. The goon in the suit eyed her, cocking his massive head to one side skeptically, then released the drifter. 

As he fell back among the gawking onlookers who gathered to witness the spectacle, Ray coughed and hacked for air. He noticed the disappointed crowd quickly broke up, returning to their monotonous routine.  

Between gasping breaths, Irish listened as the lady told the brute to leave. She stepped over him, offering her apologies.  

“Thanks, I guess.” He forced out the words with another cough.

“Quincannon’s pretty defensive about my welfare,” the lady explained. 

Her concerned expression helped Ray stop an upcoming sarcastic comment. He heard the almost abandoned tone in the woman’s husky voice that caught his attention as well. He joined her when she glanced over at her ape protector, who continued to stare at Ray.  

“Here, open your hand.” Ray held out his fist, and she hesitated, then opened her palm. “It was supposed to be a lucky coin. The first one I found today. You take it.” 

He dropped a penny into her hand, and her puzzled look made him smile.  

“I only appear like a bum in times like these. Good luck to you,” Ray said before he kneeled to retrieve the cigarette butts. 

They’re worth more anyway. 

Just as the drifter started to depart, the lady stepped in front of him with an outstretched hand.

“Here, this might bring you some luck as well.” She smiled with perfect teeth. Irish instinctively held out his hand, and the lady placed two items into his palm before she spun back to the large vehicle at the curb. Ray liked the look of her long legs as she slid into the open door of a black Packard Clipper. He felt the staring eyes of the gray ape as the driver shut the heavy steel door before racing around the car to the driver’s seat on the other side.  

The large car drove away, leaving Ray inspecting the five dollar token and business card in his hand. The coin showed the emblem of a flower and the words Stanley Rose, while the business card revealed her husband’s name.  

“I guess Mrs. Henry La Spina of Terrace Court must take in strays for a hobby,” Irish thought aloud as he caught the last glimpse of the car as it disappeared into traffic.

~~~
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Greye La Spina pulled out her compact mirror, then glanced back through the window to catch another glimpse of the stranger staring at her car. His manner was unlike most of the drunks and vagrants she occasionally saw inside the mission. Despite his outward appearance as a bum with a scruffy beard and dirty face, he carried rugged self-confidence. The intense gaze of his brown eyes reminded her of someone in her past. She liked his look. The woman also noticed the button on his lapel. An Honorable Service pin given to discharged veterans, just like the one her brother wore, made Greye smile at the coincidence. The stranger’s size appeared a good fit as well. She remembered her soft spot for big men in uniform and briefly wondered what the drifter looked like without his stubble.  

“He’s a bum,” a gruff voice brought her out of her thoughts.

“Maybe so, but he could have prospects for the future,” she said, holding on to a spark of an idea.  

“You don’t need no more boyfriends,” Quincannon growled. 

“I wasn’t considering that,” she told him flatly, although his suggestion intrigued her. Quincannon stared at her through the rearview mirror. She gazed back. “He’s an ex-serviceman, like my brother, just needing some help. You didn’t need to strangle him.”

“Your brother,” the driver scoffed. “Nothing but a two-bit gunsel. Anyway, I do the thinking around here in this racket.”  

“Hugh is not that way!” she raised her voice. “You need to remember you’re a handyman around here. Henry would fire you if he saw you beating up tramps on the street.” 

“Your husband might stomp around some, but he wouldn’t do anything. We both know that. He’s just another puppet on the strings controlled by what’s prim and proper in this city.” Quincannon continued glancing into the rearview mirror. “What’d ya give the bum?”

“You’re the chauffeur. Keep your attention on the road,” she reminded him.

“I asked, what did you hand him?” The chauffeur’s voice boomed.

Greye took a deep breath. 

“Don’t talk to me that way. I swear to God that I’ll go to Henry and get rid of you.”

“Sweetie, you ain’t doing any such thing. We both know it, so get off your high horse. Remember, this is Quincannon. Now, what did you give him?” His tone turned to a snarl.

She stared at the back of his head, contemplating her options. They were not good. 

“All right, if you must know, I gave him a card for the mission. Just like Henry asked us, remember?”

The chauffeur snorted. 

“Best that you remember as well. Don’t make things any more complicated. We’re too close to the end of this, and I’m not losing out on a fortune here. You’re walking on a tight line along with the rest of us, and don’t you forget it. You were supposed to keep that damn bishop happy, and now he’s suspicious about Guy Young getting his meat hooks into you.”

“That was your stinking fault,” she replied hotly. “You and your bright ideas got me into this, damn you!”  

Quincannon grunted his chuckle. 

“Yeah, I didn’t hear you complain at the time, sister. You jumped on this whole setup like a dog goes for a bone. Just remember that any slip up now could spoil that pot at the end of the rainbow. If this falls through, them butches running the state pen will trade cigarettes to play with that pretty little body of yours.”

Greye La Spina went silent; her face turned angry as she stuffed the compact back in her purse. The guy driving the car held the cards, and that made it worse. She retreated to stare at the gray, wintry morning outside while Quincannon glared in the mirror.  

~~~
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Late in the afternoon, Irish walked along Bridge Street, leaving the dock area. Making his way back to the Salvation Mission House, Ray felt tired and frustrated. His feet hurt, and his stomach grumbled for nourishment. The day made the drifter yearn for three squares and a rack somewhere, and it could be anywhere, including hanging with the do-gooders.  

After leaving his encounter with Mrs. La Spina, Ray found the mission just in time to grab a lecture and a bowl of soup served with a slice of day-old bread. It was heaven for the moment. The ladies and men running the vagrant facility were efficient. The director running the show gave Irish a quick look over before sending him on his way after the meal, advising him against liquor’s evils. Irish scowled at his host, saying he could find better attitudes at a bar. The director’s insinuation left Ray with a foul taste in his mouth as he went to the docks. Sure, Irish played a drunk for a while, but that was the past. At this point, Irish hoped he might pull a job just long enough to get some cash before hopping the next train out of Oyster City. In time, he’d find his place to land somewhere. 

However, Ray’s initial optimism quickly waned after he stuck his head into one office door after another along the waterfront buildings. He realized he needed to shave and to get better clothes. However, the way managers and supervisors responded to him reminded Ray why he didn’t like people who held even a little power over others. 

Too many of the bosses turned into crumbs, nothing but petty losers, he thought bitterly. 

Worse for him, without the right contacts, Ray was out of luck. A drifter without a union card meant there were no jobs in town. The competition remained tough since many folks got laid off when the bustling wartime economy slowed.  

Twilight hovered over the buildings, as Ray felt his frustration build with each step on the cold sidewalk. He remembered a saying that a little suffering might be good for the soul, but it made him damn mad as well. He’d seen enough sorrow for a lifetime. His existence over the last few years consisted of cleaning up after human cruelty. Ray couldn’t count the number of crappy, little islands where he cut open slit trenches for Graves Registration people to dump the bodies of the stinking dead. When he finished, his bulldozer covered the open wound, leaving the landscape flat and barren. Ray could handle all sorts of jobs, but want ads in the papers were not crying for men with his lousy attitude to do nasty work that nobody else wanted.

Engrossed in his thoughts, Ray almost didn’t hear the scuffle coming from an alleyway. A familiar sound of knuckles striking flesh forced him to stop. Turning back to the alley, he looked around the corner. In the dim light of creeping night, Irish could make out the outlines of three men clustered together. One man in a dark fedora held a smaller person from behind while a big goon with a light-colored hat kept slamming his fist into the prisoner’s belly, muttering words Irish couldn’t hear. The thin captive, doubled over in pain, just shook his head. The scene swept across Ray like the rotting smell of a jungle. It reminded him of sadistic Shore Patrol goons beating up drunken sailors on leave. It made him angry.

Irish let the fury overwhelm him, and he charged full speed into the fray. He tackled the goon throwing punches at the prisoner. They fell back toward the building. Ray felt a satisfying, painful cry released by his opponent as they struck the brick wall. Stunned, the big thug fell away, slowly sliding down the rough surface. Springing off the man that he used as a tackling dummy, the drifter bounced to his feet. He went after the hoodlum in the dark hat, who threw his little prisoner out of the way. The criminal’s hand went inside his coat, but Ray struck the guy before he could grab his weapon. A rock-hard fist hit the hood right between the eyes, sending the thug’s dark fedora tumbling away. Another quick slam from Ray’s right fist landed on the goon’s temple, and the guy dropped to his knees. Ray finished him with a kick to the ribs. The big man lay on his side, curled up in a fetal position, coughing and retching.  

“Come on,” the prisoner’s voice cried out. 

Irish felt a tug on his jacket. Reluctantly, he followed the skinny man, who ran with a limp out of the alley. Ray glanced back to see the thugs pulling themselves from the ground when he turned the corner. Then, the man did a double-take. In the blink of an eye, the drifter swore he saw a clown mask watching them from a dark window across the alley. When he glanced back, the shadowy figure in the black robe no longer remained, only a gentle sway of curtains still moving. Irish sped up to catch the stranger running in front of him. The man jumped into a new, black Hudson car. Impatiently, the driver yelled for Irish to get inside. The vehicle sped away just as the goons exited the alley. 

“Damn, that was close. Thanks for the assist, buddy.” The thin man in glasses coughed and then gave a nervous laugh. 

His face flush with excitement and terror, he kept glancing at Ray.  

“That’s okay; I don’t like bullies. Just keep your eyes on the road,” the drifter replied as his foot felt for the non-existent brake pedal. 

The car crossed the center line each time the driver looked at him, caused Ray to press down hard on the floorboard. 

“Well, mister, if that’s the case, you’re in the wrong town,” the man smirked before taking another glance at his passenger. “The criminals fill this place with them. Anyway, I owe you.”

“Forget it. It looks like you lost your hat,” Irish said. “Did those hoods get your money?”

Another chuckle came out. 

“Nah, they weren’t after that. They’re some of Young’s toughs, trying to give me a warning.” The driver rubbed his abdomen. “I can replace the hat.”

“Heading to the police station?” Ray asked.

The driver grunted. 

“It’s a waste of time; those hoodlums already have an alibi. Even if I knew their names, which I don’t, they’d have a whole bunch of witnesses saying they were nowhere around that alley.”

“So, that’s how it works around here!” 

Ray went quiet when the other man nodded. Instinctively, the drifter felt curious, but then again, he didn’t need any trouble.  

The driver turned the Hudson into another alley by the street sign that told Ray they had just left Broadway. The car came to a stop next to a white door with splotches of dark rust. With full darkness covering the city, only a yellow bulb lit the area around the door.

“It’s safe here. Come inside and let’s talk,” the man in glasses told Ray as he got out of the car.

Suspicion filled Irish as he watched the driver exit the vehicle. He watched him walk around the front of the car, pulling keys from his trousers. Ray slid out, carefully inspecting the area while his driver fumbled at the door’s lock. 

“Damn thing needs some oil,” he complained before the door finally yielded. 

Inside, his host flipped on another switch, filling the room with light while Ray slowly followed.

“No need to be so nervous,” the man said, extending his right hand. “J. Allan Dunn is the name, and this old place is an office and storage building. The building was a gift to the city a few years back, and we rented it out to some companies who took most of it over for storage.”

“Ray Irish.” The drifter shook his hand. The firm grip of Dunn’s hand remained wet with sweat. 

J. Allan Dunn took a seat behind the cluttered desk, his green eyes darting between the window and the drifter. Overall, J. Allan carried the appearance of a skinny owl. The guy had a touch of gray to the remaining hair that still clung around the edges of his sizeable, balding head. His narrow face and hook nose, along with the balding, suggested he could have been anywhere from thirty to fifty years old, Ray guessed. Dunn wore a tailored, dark gray suit with a colorful, red tie, nearly pulled off during the fight. His intense eyes appeared extra large behind the black-framed glasses he wore. 

“I take it you are someone who knows how things work around this city,” Irish noted as he looked around the room. Dusty shelves on one wall behind the desk held black binders, while various blue charts covered the walls on either side. 

“I’m the Director of Public Works for Oyster City.” J. Allan leaned back; his wooden chair gave a tired squeak. His face beamed proudly. “I have a direct line to the mayor.”

“Then why is a city director getting beaten up in an alley?” Ray looked down at him. “And why bring me here to tell me?”

“Grab a seat, and I’ll explain.” Dunn pointed to two wood chairs, each filled with binders. He waited until Irish removed the files from one chair and pulled it closer to the desk.  

“You see, the city is a pretty quiet place, or at least it used to be. People got along just fine, knew their places, and didn’t make trouble. Since the war ended, there have been a few rotten eggs pushing in with their money and influence. It’s kind of tug of war, if you will, between the good and bad sides. One of the bad ones is a racketeer named Guy Young, who’s not even a local person. You just met with some of his hired hands.” 

The balding director leaned forward in his chair while readjusting his tie. 

“On the other side, you have Mayor Hopley and his people trying to do good things for this city. They always have since their family has been here since the founding of the town. I’m local as well. My sister is married to a Hopley. Right in between, you have honest folk like me who are getting squeezed.” 

“Not a pleasant situation for you,” Ray conceded. “Now, what’s this got to do with me?”

Dunn pulled his chair close to the oak desk. 

“Well, let me ask you a question. I noticed the ruptured duck on your lapel. I couldn’t go myself, but I respect those who did. Are you a bindlestiff, or are you looking for a job?”

The drifter’s eyes grew dark. “I’m not a bum, just got into town. I’ve been looking for a job. Nothing available without a union card, so they tell me.”

“That’s what I thought, probably down to your last dime at this point.” J. Allan absently nodded while adjusting his glasses.  

Irish hesitated. 

“This morning, I came in with the overnight train.” He passed on explaining his accommodations. 

“Yeah, I understand. The problem is you got here about six months too late. They shut down the munitions plant outside of town. Mayor’s trying to fix the problem, working with people to bring in jobs. Still, he’s getting a lot of heat from the dockworkers and their union boss who can’t see reality. Add to that mix is this Guy Young and his illegal operations; this city is at a crossroads. It grew up too fast during the war, quicker than the District Attorney or the police can handle. And they need help. You saw that yourself.” The director smiled, apparently happy in his description of his fair city.

Irish listened patiently, waiting for the other shoe to drop. He instinctively liked the little guy, but he didn’t trust him. Ray did not trust most people. 

“Yeah, I’m sure there are lots of places like that. Lots of people come into a place and that upsets the apple cart,” he agreed carefully.  

Dunn’s pale face looked over Irish again. 

“Obviously, you can handle yourself in tough situations. But you’ll need to clean up and get some clothes,” he continued. “Then, get you in front of Cat.”

“What are you talking about?” Ray’s tone changed to suspicion.

J. Allan smiled again. 

“I’m offering you one hundred and fifty a week to come work for me!”

Irish went silent. The offer seemed too much for a regular job, and something was wrong with how the man presented it to him.

“That’s a lot of salad for an honest city director to pay a guy,” Ray thought aloud. “What’s the job?”

Dunn’s eyes hardened at the comment. 

“Some of us in the city help fix the problems I just laid out for you. I need someone who can keep in the shadows and figure out what is happening, particularly with this Young and his goons. You know, help get the dope on dirty laundry that doesn’t get into the papers, kind of snoop, if you will,” he said. “Plus, if things get tough, I want a guy who can get in and out without losing his head.”

Ray stared at the Director of Public Works; for a moment, he was speechless. “Let’s slow down, so I understand. Are you talking about a guy who sticks his nose in the wrong places? What makes you think I’m this guy? You’ve only known me a couple of minutes,” he replied.

“Well, you’re a stranger, yet you jumped in to help me, so I think I owe you a chance. Plus, you’re a veteran, which means you can take an order when it needs to happen. And you are working on our side for a good cause,” Dunn told him as he stood from his chair, leaning over the desk with his thin arms propping him up. “As I said, I go all the way up to the mayor. I’ve been thinking about this idea for a while. When the thugs are threatening businesses and those with money, some of us must step up. You know, help get the right people so they can fix the problems. What’s your answer? Are you in or not?”

Ray kept looking at Dunn’s face, searching for a clue about his sanity. Crazy plan or not, the drifter quickly mulled over his options. 

“I stay on the right side of the law at all times,” Irish finally replied.  

“Not a problem. You just get information and relay it back to me. Occasionally, you take care of a few odds and ends that might come up,” Dunn explained. “You know, help keep people in line who forget who they work for, and I’ll make sure you aren’t crossing the line. I have the ear of the mayor, and that means the police. Good enough?”

“Listen; despite the way I reacted back there, I’m not a heavy.” Ray Irish tried to resist the offer. “You’re not looking for some thug to go around knocking heads just for your entertainment? I don’t think the mayor would go along with that idea.”

“No, no, nothing like that,” J. Allan assured him. “I’m talking about entirely legal work here. You’re a troubleshooter, so to speak, trying to sniff out where the bad guys are heading. That means you can help head them off. Also, you’ll be hanging out with them as you need to.” He gave Ray a half-smile. “That means some of the fancy places they visit. There will be benefits in it for you beyond the pay that way.”

“You know you could just pay a local snitch to keep you in the know? It would be a lot cheaper for you,” Irish said with a nod as he rose from his chair.  

J. Allan frowned. “Yeah, I know all about that. Cops can’t trust them, so what makes you think I can? Besides, Young has more money than God right now. He owns the snitches,” the director said. “Now, can you get me reliable information to weed out these folks?”

“I’m broke, so I can’t look a gift horse in the mouth,” Ray said, then took a deep breath before reaching out his hand to seal the offer with a handshake. “As long as what you tell me stays legit, then I guess I’m your man. How does this go now? Am I working for the city?”

“Not exactly,” Dunn replied, pausing when he saw Ray’s expression while he dropped his extended hand.  

“It’s not what you think. I can’t put you on the payroll. There would be too many questions. The wrong people might notice. Besides, you would stand out like a sore thumb,” the man explained to Ray. 

“One of my trash men doesn’t make enough money to go around some of these places to ask the questions and get answers.” 

He glanced away, and the director retook his seat. 

“My idea is you will work as an independent agent for the paper here. The Morning Beacon would use you as kind of a legman for them. That way, you’re working for the 4th estate with eyes and ears on reporters inside the building who can help get you the latest news. Plus, we can get the information before the paper prints it. You know, keep ahead of the muckrakers. I need someone to keep their mouth shut and their eyes and ears open. The last man couldn’t handle the job.”

“How’s the paper involved with this scheme? I don’t see their benefit,” Ray said as his suspicions remained. He was suddenly curious about the last guy.

“That’s not your affair,” the director told him as he pulled his wallet from his jacket. “I’ll get you lawfully tied into them with a small paycheck, which keeps everything on the up and up. But you can’t forget who brought you to the dance. Is that understood?”  

A few minutes later, the former drifter left his new office with three sawbucks in his coat pocket and a key to the office door. Ray made his way down to Cherry Street, following Dunn’s directions to a hotel while he racked his brain to soothe his doubts. Irish knew that he should have asked more questions. Ray’s insides told him to remain suspicious of Allan, but he convinced himself that it was better to take the cash that the director waved in front of him.  

Several blocks later, the drifter found the Hotel Alexander. After the clerk behind the desk cast him a suspicious glance, insisting they had a full hotel, Irish pulled a ten spot. He told the clerk to book him into the place for a couple of nights. Suddenly, as Ray expected, a room became available.

The next morning, an oppressive fog covered the city’s larger buildings’ tops, leaving the air cold and damp. Ray walked along Chandler Avenue, sporting a new blue suit, along with a new black fedora. Before he stepped into the office, Irish took a quick walk around the outside of the rundown building. As he strolled along, inspecting the front facing the street, only boarded-up windows and a locked door greeted him. The old sign above the door spelled out Swede’s Fine Clothes. Making his way back to the alley, he thought about his change in luck. A few bucks in his pocket and a hot meal for breakfast gave Irish a renewed sense of identity. He even wondered if a steady job like this might help him bury some demons he carried. For the first time in a while, Ray could almost believe in the future. He didn’t realize he was smiling as he entered the dusty office.  

Waiting around for his boss, Ray inspected every inch of the room, first out of curiosity and then from genuine interest. Nearly everything he found related to the municipal codes and legal documents needed for construction. Most of the material contained plans and contracts about the new buildings and key public works within the city. However, he discovered several items of interest. Ray might not be a private dick, but it didn’t take a genius to figure out his new boss. Irish decided if J. Allan Dunn was an honest city official, then he was the pope. A couple of documents revealed his boss took money off the top of several lucrative city contracts. Also, he confirmed Dunn’s name on several blueprints as the owner of the land before construction. Then, he remembered Mayor Hopley’s name, which he noticed on some of the other plots and charts he looked through. Digging deeper, it became apparent that his boss, and probably the Mayor, owned several parcels of land where major construction happened. He would bet that they bought the land cheap, long before the construction began.

“My, my, my new benefactor is a busy man trying to get wealthy on the back of John Q. Public,” Ray whistled as he leaned back in the squeaking chair. “No wonder he needs information.” Then he heard a car pull down the alley. After the vehicle stopped, Irish listened to a car door open, then slam shut, followed by footsteps.  

J. Allan entered the office a few minutes before eleven in the morning. At first, the Oyster City Director of Public Works didn’t recognize the person sitting behind the desk, causing his owl-like eyes to widen in fear. 

Irish slid his feet off the desk. “You didn’t say what time, so I got here a while ago.”

Dunn gave a quick, sheepish grin. “Well, you’ll stay busy from now on.” He closed the door, glancing outside before he turned back to the desk.  

“Worried about Young’s men?” Ray asked.

“No, it’s just a habit. You’ll pick it up quick enough if you plan on staying in this city.” J. Allan’s thin face grew hard. “Now, let’s get to your work. You will go over to the Beacon and meet with Catherine Bennett. Just remember that she likes to be called Cat.”

“Why her, and what am I talking about?” Ray rose from the seat and picked up his fedora from the desk.

“She’s a photographer down at the paper and a pretty darn good one,” Dunn stated with an air of pride. “Cat gets paid for special events photos when she’s not trying to become a reporter. That means she gets paid only for the pictures. The good news is that she knows a lot of the town gossip and hangs out with the lady that handles the society pages.” The boss nervously began pacing the floor as he laid out his thoughts.  

“It may give you a headache listening to the girl, but find the latest news on Guy Young and any of his associates. You can learn more by hanging around the reporters there. Keep an eye open for anything that involves Young and another bad guy called Johnny Jacobi.”

“Who is this Jacobi?” Ray interrupted.

“He’s some Jew hoodlum from the capital upstate. It seems he’s got some business down here, but nobody knows if he’s tied in with Guy or not. It’s probably nothing, so keep your focus on Young. Your job is to find out his rackets along the dock and any other places he’s been muscling in. You can’t fight a battle without knowing who the soldiers are.”

Ray didn’t like the reference to action from some damn civilian, but he held his tongue. 

“All right, I just show up to the paper asking for this woman and go from there. How do I get paid?”

“I’ll leave cash here each week. The first drawer on your right, the key is on the top of the shelf there.” Dunn pointed at the spot.

“There’s no phone here. What if I need to get in touch with you?” Ray asked.

“You won’t,” J. Allan told him flatly. “We aren’t socializing. And don’t come looking for me. Our meeting place will be here. Only a few know about this office, since the businesses use the rest of the building upstairs as a storage area for their records and other junk. I’ll leave a message at your hotel when we meet again.”

Ray nodded. 

“You’re telling me I’m strictly a guy working for the paper who’s not associated with you.”

“You got it. I don’t know you from Adam. Now, get your ass over to 4th and Broadway. Cat knows you’ll be looking for her. I’ll be in touch in a day or two. I want to see progress. There’s a lot on the line here.” Dunn went to the entrance, checking carefully outside when he opened the door before he walked to his car.

Irish left the building a few minutes later. He exited the alley and found a taxi near the corner. Fifteen minutes later, Ray climbed out of the cab stopped in front of a gray, squat building flashing the Morning Beacon’s name on the rooftop. Inside the lobby, he took the marble steps to the first office he found. Opening a door marked Press, Irish passed several cluttered desks. He came to a counter stacked with paper next to a water cooler, where several men stood. They were gabbing about a poker game from the night before.

“Hey, can any of you tell me where a girl called Cat hangs out?” Ray interrupted.

“Yeah, I might,” a red-haired man with a kid’s face told Irish as the stranger gave him the once over. His brown coat looked new and expensive, but the remains of breakfast showed on his black tie. “Who wants to know?”

“A guy she’s expecting,” Ray told him emphatically. 

“Cat didn’t say anything to me,” the young man replied while moving closer. “What did you say your name was?”

Ray scowled at the person trying to intimidate him. 

“I didn’t know you were her secretary.” Snickering broke out among the group as Irish continued. “Now, do you have any idea where she is, or do I have to find her boss?”

The red-haired kid blinked at the threat. 

“She’s up on the second floor, photography,” he said before sullenly turning away. Ray listened to the men around the counter, making wisecracks about the exchange.

Ray Irish found Catherine Bennett standing by a messy desk, contemplating a line of photographs hanging by clips. The black and white images covered a portion of the wall between a file cabinet and the desk. The young woman with short, strawberry-blond hair wore a blue sweater and gray trousers. Ray took a double-take at the woman’s nicely compact figure.  
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