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The cold New York air clung to the few pedestrians that walked the streets, the heavy thoughts of rain appearing in the way they wore their hats and coats, bundled underneath their clothing as the automobiles drove by them in a fast moving luxury. The night lights flashed against the backdrop of the buildings, glittering onto the wet streets, and the New Yorkers moved against the dark currents, the warm thoughts of the next best thing clustering in their minds and herding them to the next hot spot. Most were dressed in fine apparel while a few distant remnants of the working class moved among them.

On one of the countless streets stood one of the elaborate picture palaces, a movie theater decorated like an Italian mansion dubbed with rich greenery, velvet seating, and a twilight mural overhead that twinkled with electric bulbs. From the luxurious men’s and women’s lounges to the marble-lined hallways that mimicked cathedrals, under crystal chandeliers and up plush carpeted stairways, from nurseries to billiard rooms, all this was a part of the theater’s scheme to flaunt lavishness. Able to seat over 4,500 people, its five stories of pure classical art was a phenomenon in itself. 

There was, however, a very dark undertone in the theater’s presence that only a few had the privilege of knowing. They would enter the theater like a regular movie patron, buying their tickets and lingering in the grand lobby as if waiting just like another well-dressed theater lover for their seats. But these fortunate comers would be waiting to see one of the special ushers, the handful of employees who knew of the secret hidden underneath the palace’s foundation. Upon seeing him, they would recite a very precise saying which included a password, hidden in a conversation that only the usher’s ears would pick up on. With a nod, the usher would depart in order to show the real movie-goers to their seats, and moments later would reappear with a nod as if it were their turn to be ushered into the theater.

They would pass the hallways, the elaborate arches and pillars, the walls that were draped in velvet curtains. They would steal a glance inside the picture palace’s grand stage, hear the beginnings of the orchestra before the picture itself would start to play, catch a twinkling of the make-believe sky overhead. But as the lights dimmed and all attention was diverted to the screen, the usher would slightly move one of the curtains that covered the walls, and knock a certain way. A small peephole would open, another password produced, and then to their excitement a hidden door would quietly open. The usher would step aside, and they would be allowed to venture into a dark hallway lit by single bulbs that trailed down the middle of the ceiling.

Compared to the unknown abyss around them, following these bulbs would be like following a trail of stars, their minds set only on what was awaiting them. The hallway dipped down a flight of stairs, every step leading them closer to the faint sound of music, a trumpet throbbing in rhythm while they continued down the dim path. Finally, they would come to a door, and once opening it, the strangers would come face to face with the loud vibrations of jazz music, flappers, liquor pouring into crystal glasses, and a night filled with endless possibilities. They would hardly notice the decorative columns that held the underground heaven together, the blood red velvet drapes that were extended above the jazz band, or the way the lighting was positioned so only the dancers were illuminated, leaving the tables and booths along the sides to be wrapped in shadows.

With just the right password to the right usher, the speakeasy welcomed them all.

The year was 1925, and the night had started off like all the others. The flappers with their short bobs and sleek dresses were dancing and drinking endlessly with the men who either came with them or had just met, the crescendo of cheers and curses from the gambling tables, the haze from the cigarette and cigar smoke making the place seem dream-like, and the jazz band lighting the room on fire with their luminous beats. The place was filling up as the jazz band pumped music into the dancers, and the bar was continuously bustling with thirsty clientele. And like all the nights those last few months, standing there next to the bar was Eddie Durante, clad in his white dress shirt and charcoal gray trousers, his slick blonde hair combed back and glistening under the hazy lighting as he took a quick inventory of his bootlegged liquor.

“Because obviously,” his friend commented as he approached, “your liquor seems to like to get up and walk away.”

Eddie lightly shook his head, though keeping his gray eyes on the paper, his mind running over the list of liquors he needed to restock. “It runs when it hears the coppers coming.”

His friend laughed, his tall frame matching Eddie’s, but his humor much more light. “I don’t blame ‘em. Thank God ya have that secret door, or I would’ve created a new one in the wall.”

“You could’ve used the trap door.” Eddie subconsciously used his pencil to point to the area behind the bar where the door was located.

“And escape with the rest of these minions?” he laughed. “Being your friend should grant me some special privileges.”

Eddie couldn’t help but chuckle, though his gaze never departed from the paper. He didn’t have to look at the man next to him to know that his dark hair was combed back to perfection, that his deep navy suit was clean and tailored, and that his sharp blue eyes were constantly scanning the speakeasy’s natives, waiting to find his next love interest for the night. “So what brings you back, Anthony?” Eddie asked.

“What, ya think a little raid is gonna keep me away from this joint?” Anthony laughed at his own wit, turned to stare down a few choice flappers before looking back at Eddie. Looking his friend up and down, he realized Eddie was dressed down again, his sleeves rolled up a quarter-way and his jacket and tie nowhere in sight. He had only come to the speakeasy to work.

“Hey, ya need to live a little,” Anthony interrupted, and when Eddie didn’t respond, he reached over and plucked the pencil out of his hand. Eddie, with no interest to quarrel, simply leaned against the bar and looked at his friend, waiting for an explanation.

“Like I said,” Anthony continued, his sharp blue eyes staring at him. “Ya need to live a little. Ya don’t need to inventory every single night, raid or no raid.”

“This is my business,” Eddie reminded him.

“Yeah, and your welfare is my business. Ya haven’t been the same,” Anthony started, but then realized he had said too much.

Eddie stared him down, his gray eyes never wavering. “Since when?” he dared.

Anthony cleared his throat, unable to constrain his mouth. “Since your wife.”

My wife, he thought. It had seemed like forever since someone had mentioned her. “What about her?” he managed to ask, though his voice could only rise just above a whisper.

Anthony fidgeted with the pencil in his hand before facing his friend. “She’s gone, Eddie. And they paid for what they did to her. Ya need to start moving past it. Hell, it’s been like four months—”

“Three months and sixteen days,” Eddie mumbled, interrupting halfheartedly since the conversation did nothing for him.

“See?” Anthony pointed out. “That’s not normal. Ya practically own a harem full of flappers here, and ya aren’t even taking advantage of it.”

“I don’t want to take advantage of it,” Eddie answered, finally grabbing the pencil back and settling himself back into his work.

Anthony watched in amazement, raising his hand to protest before slapping it down on the bar in defeat. “Fine,” he replied. “Sorry I brought it up.”

“It’s not just the fact you brought it up,” Eddie firmly answered, trying to keep his voice smooth despite the rough edge that was entering his tone. “We’re not talking about some girl I picked up off the streets. We’re talking about Kate, the girl I married. Disrespecting her is disrespecting me.”

“Till death do ya part?” Anthony mocked, his eyebrow rising in doubt.

The words caught in his throat, but Eddie was able to stumble through his friend’s endless sarcasm. “As long as I live.”

Anthony turned to the bartender, nodding his head that he wanted the usual, and the bartender poured a glass of gin and sat it down in front of him. Bringing the glass to his lips, Anthony added with a smirk, “I now pronounce ya clinically insane.”

Eddie tried to ignore him by looking back down at his paper. He tried to remember where he had left off, but couldn’t focus past the conversation Anthony had sparked. A tightness had grown in his chest and a pain behind his eyes, and he tried to breathe deeper in order to stay calm. He fought the instinct to feel sorry for himself, but not even the jazz music, the laughter and idle flirting of his patrons, or the clinking of glass as they cheered all around him to their remarkable lives could diverge Eddie from remembering. He could almost see again the black Model T as it was pulled out of the river, the bullet holes punctured up and down its side, the newspapers declaring one woman and two men dead—

“How can a woman say she has no rights when she wears a dress like that?” came a young, high-pitched voice from behind, derailing Eddie’s thoughts before they could spiral again. “I’m practically losing my freedom just looking at her.”

Eddie recognized that it was Marcus, the lanky kid whose inner shyness had been destroyed the moment he had succumbed to his first girlfriend. Anthony, of course, laughed along with Marcus’s all-talk sexism, because despite his open approach to women, Marcus really had no idea what to do once he had one.

“Show me more skin, sweetheart, and I’ll give up all my rights,” Anthony yelled to the crowd, and Eddie could hear one flapper, the one they had aimed for, yell back, “Say something original!” Anthony had laughed until he heard her, and he was the only one left silent between Marcus and the giggling flappers who had overheard the exchange.

“You’re just mad cause it’s true,” Marcus finally said after his own chuckling had died down, to which Anthony grumbled something into his glass.

Eddie, however, pretended like he wasn’t there. He didn’t want to participate in this bull session. He wanted to jump four months in the past, to be able to go home, to find Kate asleep in their bed. But his home was a ghost town now, and even the speakeasy had lost its sparkling glitz after that day he saw the bullet holes.

Marcus and Anthony’s voices trailed into Eddie’s ears, but he tried to ignore their chatter by looking the other way. He scanned the area to the left of him where booths hugged the far wall, wrapped in shadows so private parties or couples could enjoy the speakeasy without being noticed. He squinted a bit, and saw from the way the dark silhouettes were positioned that people were enjoying the seclusion right then, mainly gangsters, he could only assume. 

Assume. Eddie tried not to laugh. He knew gangsters were over there, plotting things he had no interest in. He stared at one of the booths where bellowing cigar smoke escalated from the shadows, revealing that more than one person was seated there.
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