

[image: Illustration]





ALSO BY THOMAS MULLEN


The Last Town on Earth
The Many Deaths of the Firefly Brothers
The Revisionists
The Blind Spots


THE ATLANTA CYCLE


Darktown
Lightning Men
Midnight Atlanta










[image: Illustration]










 


ABACUS


First published in the United States in 2024 by Minotaur Books, an imprint of St. Martin’s Publishing Group


First published in Great Britain in 2024 by Abacus


Copyright © Thomas Mullen 2024


The moral right of the author has been asserted.


All characters and events in this publication, other than those clearly in the public domain, are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.


All rights reserved.


No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means, without the prior permission in writing of the publisher, nor be otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published and without a similar condition including this condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.


A CIP catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library.


ISBN 978-1-40871-507-9


Abacus
An imprint of
Little, Brown Book Group
Carmelite House
50 Victoria Embankment
London EC4Y 0DZ


An Hachette UK Company
www.hachette.co.uk


www.littlebrown.co.uk









In memory of my grandparents:
Anne and Ernest Comeau
Mildred and Francis Mullen









CONTENTS


Chapter One: Loose Lips


Chapter Two: Essential War Work


Chapter Three: The Rumor Clinic


Chapter Four: The Body


Chapter Five: Morale Warden #1


Chapter Six: The Home Front


Chapter Seven: On Grayness


Chapter Eight: Out Reporting


Chapter Nine: Confessional in Reverse


Chapter Ten: Workers, Unite


Chapter Eleven: Among the Lilliputians


Chapter Twelve: The Challenge of Teenage Boys


Chapter Thirteen: On Isolationism


Chapter Fourteen: The Warehouse


Chapter Fifteen: Strange Bedmates


Chapter Sixteen: Targets


Chapter Seventeen: Coffee and a Tip


Chapter Eighteen: Sober Decisions


Chapter Nineteen: The Lady Vanishes


Chapter Twenty: The Crooked Tie


Chapter Twenty-one: The Grenade Game


Chapter Twenty-two: Nocturnal Reporting


Chapter Twenty-three: Family Blues


Chapter Twenty-four: The Typewriter


Chapter Twenty-five: The Continual Refugee


Chapter Twenty-six: The Morning After


Chapter Twenty-seven: Romantic Interlude, with Witnesses


Chapter Twenty-eight: Leader of the Legion


Chapter Twenty-nine: Stakeouts Are Boring, until They’re Not


Chapter Thirty: Postmortem


Chapter Thirty-one: The List


Chapter Thirty-two: Free Croissant and Espresso


Chapter Thirty-three: Frame Job


Chapter Thirty-four: The Iron Nail


Chapter Thirty-five: Panic


Chapter Thirty-six: Chewed Out


Chapter Thirty-seven: The Problem with New Windshields


Chapter Thirty-eight: Politicking


Chapter Thirty-nine: Coming Clean, Mostly


Chapter Forty: Coldlines


Chapter Forty-one: Trouble Sleeping


Chapter Forty-two: Scooped


Chapter Forty-three: Devil’s Bargain


Chapter Forty-four: The Paper Trail


Chapter Forty-five: A Tip


Chapter Forty-six: Family Ties


Chapter Forty-seven: A Warning


Chapter Forty-eight: The Kid


Chapter Forty-nine: Confessions


Chapter Fifty: Personnel


Chapter Fifty-one: The Censors


Chapter Fifty-two: Bearing Witness


Chapter Fifty-three: The Precinct


Chapter Fifty-four: Justifications


Chapter Fifty-five: On Our Side


Chapter Fifty-six: Independence Day


Chapter Fifty-seven: Duty


Epilogue


Author’s Note










Chapter One



LOOSE LIPS


The June sun felt hot and malevolent on Anne’s skin, but she knew the long walk would be worth it, as she’d learned it was always best to look a liar in the eyes.


She’d taken the stuffy train to Harvard Square, then walked through the university campus, not as sleepy in summer as she would have expected, young men in short sleeves and crisp linen pants hurrying to this classroom building or that. A few of them whistled at her as she passed, the eggheads no better than construction workers, but she ignored them.


North of the oasis of Harvard came the rest of Cambridge: the blue-collar neighborhoods, the three-deckers and cramped blocks. Fewer trees, less shade to hide in.


Still a mile away from Inman Square, she seemed to be headed straight into the late-afternoon sun’s angry gaze. She felt the sweat at her back after just a few blocks. Halfway there, she was almost regretting the decision not to splurge for a cab. The reporter characters in the movies never seemed troubled by their low pay, she’d noticed. No one in His Girl Friday had damp armpits and sore feet.


The address in question was halfway down a dead-end street off Mass Ave, light blue and in need of a paint job. The steps to the door creaked as she ascended.


How had she found herself here? It had taken two days to chase this particular rumor down, but the gist was:


The barkeep in Scollay Square said he’d heard it from a lawyer.


The lawyer had caught wind of it from the secretaries.


The secretaries all blamed Doris, the new one.


Doris told Anne she’d heard it from a friend of hers, Marty.


Marty? He lived in Central Square. He’d heard it from his buddy Joe, who’d heard it from his pal Mikey, who’d heard it from Hank. Good guy, Hank. Okay, actually, maybe not so good. Kind of an oddball, if you know what I mean.


Anne didn’t—could you explain?


Mikey explained. Anne asked follow-up questions. Personal histories emerged. Then she understood, and she asked where this oddball Hank lived.


After her subway trip and a long walk, Anne finally knocked on Hank’s door. She clasped her notebook to her chest with both hands, adopting her look of professional friendliness.


There were many different kinds of mistruths, she had learned through years of writing and reporting.


Some mistruths were born of ignorance, almost innocent in their lack of understanding about the world. Some were initially harmless, more mistakes than outright lies, until they were repeated often enough to convince a critical mass of people, in which case they became dangerous.


Then there were the deliberate mistruths that all but dripped with venom, sharpened like fangs ready to sink into gullible flesh.


Some lies were well-camouflaged, particularly hard to ferret out, while others were so obvious that only a fool would willingly reach out and touch it.


The good news for her was that each kind of falsehood felt equally rewarding to chase down and disprove. She loved her job.


The door opened and a thin young man gazed at her suspiciously. “Can I help you?”


She offered her most disarming smile. Anne was not vain, but she knew she was good at appearing harmless and winning people over, a skill that came in rather handy for a reporter.


“Good evening. I’m sorry to drop by so late. I’m not interrupting dinner, am I?”


“No, not yet.”


“Are you Hank Doyle?”


“One of ’em. ’Less you mean my old man.” Thin, sandy hair fell across his forehead. An archipelago of acne traced his right jawline. He might have been nineteen or twenty. “You selling war bonds? I think we bought enough already.”


“No, actually, I work for the Star. I was hoping I could ask you a few quick questions.”


He hadn’t been expecting that. His thick brows scrunched up a bit.


“What, for a ladies’ interest column or something? You gonna take my picture?” He grinned. “Writing about all the eligible bachelors left behind?”


How quickly suspicion is replaced with bravado. She’d seen this before.


“Not exactly. I’m looking into some rumors we’ve heard about Fort Gillem, in Georgia. Do you have any friends there?”


A two-second pause. “Yeah, a few, actually. I’d be there too if they hadn’t . . .”


“Hadn’t what?”


He looked away. “Ah, it’s just . . . They gave me this bum news about my heart.”


“Oh, I’m sorry to hear that.” She put an overly dramatic hand to her own heart. “I hope everything’s all right.”


“Yeah, I’m perfectly fine. Strong as a bull. That’s what I’m saying. Yet they go and say I have a ‘murmur.’ Whatever that is. You believe they won’t let a fellow serve on account of a murmur?”


She’d heard her share of complaints like this from men ruled 4-F due to one health ailment or another. It was a sore subject for most, as if their very manhood was being questioned. It was best not to overdo it with the sympathy, otherwise they’d feel pitied and take offense.


“I’m sure you’re still doing your part. You work at the Gillette plant, right?”


“Yeah. How’d you know that?”


“Your friend Mike Hurley told me.”


“You know Mikey?” He still couldn’t decide how suspicious to be about this strange young woman on his doorstep, she could tell.


“Just met him today, actually.” She’d only spoken to Mikey on the phone, but some of the things he’d said had led her to conclude that her talk with Hank should be in person. Despite that long, hot walk.


“Hank!” An older woman hollered from inside. “Who’s at the door?”


He turned his head and shouted back, “Just a saleslady, Ma!”


The lie intrigued Anne. It implied that he might know why Anne was here. And that he wanted to hide it.


“Tell her we don’t need nothing!” Ma yelled.


Anne retook the conversational reins. “The thing I wanted to ask you about was this rumor we’ve been hearing about Fort Gillem.” She tried to slow her normally rapid-fire voice. “It’s rather a sensitive topic, so I apologize if it makes you uncomfortable, but I really do need to ask.”


He put his hands in his pockets. “Okay. What is it?”


“Well, it’s about the WAAC. And, you know, some of the things going on with the ladies down there.”


She left it at that. It was always best to let people fill in the conversational blanks themselves.


Yet Hank seemed in no rush to fill in anything. He silently assessed her.


She saw the understanding behind his eyes: he knew what she was talking about. He just needed the right invitation to admit it.


She asked, “Do you know any women serving in the WAAC?”


He scratched at his neck and looked away. “Yeah, sure. A few.”


Thousands of women had joined the Women’s Auxiliary Army Corps, added after Pearl Harbor to fill noncombat roles. Though some found work near their homes, most had to relocate, exercising a degree of female independence not appreciated by everyone.


Anne played dumb: “It’s great that so many young women are doing their part to serve, don’t you think?”


“I suppose.”


“I thought about enlisting myself, but I decided I could do more good here.” She tapped her notebook. “Who is it you know in the WAAC?”


“Well, just this one girl, actually. Grew up across the street. She went down to Fort Gillem a few months ago.” He scratched at his neck again. “You don’t need to know about her for your story, though, do ya? I wouldn’t want her name in print or anything.”


“That’s so good of you to want to protect her. No, I don’t need to print her name. Have you heard anything from her since she got down there?”


“Yeah. Got a letter from her.”


“Oh, that’s nice.” She’d had a hunch from the start, but now this made even more sense. “Do you write to her, too?”


A shrug. “Yeah.”


“That’s good of you. So many men don’t know how to express themselves in writing. It’s always nice to get a letter from a sweetheart.”


“Well, she’s not my . . . I mean . . .”


“Just a friend, then.”


“Yeah.” The dejection plain.


“I won’t tell anyone her name, but . . . could you tell me?”


He considered for a moment. “Cindy. Cindy Byrne. Her folks are in 12B there,” and he motioned across the street.


“So is Cindy the one who told you about . . .” And here Anne pretended to have trouble with it, even looked down at her notebook as if she were too embarrassed. When he didn’t volunteer the answer, she finally looked up and said, “About the doctor?”


He exhaled. The itch at the back of his neck really seemed to be troubling him.


“Yeah, look. About that . . .”


Another pause. Being a reporter, Anne had learned, meant being comfortable with long pauses. Awkward silences. Don’t fill them, she had been taught. Wait for the other person to offer something. Being an inveterate conversationalist herself, this had been one of the journalistic skills she was having the most trouble perfecting.


She told herself to wait, wait.


“Hank.” The hell with it—waiting was for the lazy. “I told you I wouldn’t use Cindy’s name in my story. And I won’t use yours either. If you cooperate.”


Short pause to let it sting.


“Because here’s what I think: I think you got angry at Cindy for something. For what, I don’t know, and I don’t need to know. Whatever happened between you”—or whatever didn’t happen between you, is what Anne figured—“isn’t any of my business. But it is my business, and it’s my readers’ business, to know the truth about what’s happening with our military and our soldiers.”


She was staring into his eyes now, trying to look empathetic but firm, and he hadn’t broken her stare. He looked like just another schoolboy getting the talking-to he knew he deserved from the teacher he most hated to disappoint.


The long, hot walk had been worth it.


“I think that you were angry at Cindy, and so you said something about her to your friends. Something that wasn’t kind and wasn’t true.”


He finally broke the stare and looked away, out to the street. The street where he and Cindy used to play together, no doubt, where he must have developed his crush, his unrequited love for a girl who went off to have exciting adventures without him.


He shook his head, and she saw that his eyes were watering.


Anne continued, “You said something unfair about her, and word got around, and it’s really amazing how quickly word gets around these days, especially about that sort of thing, and you really didn’t mean for it to get out of hand like that, but it did, and that’s why I’m here. And I don’t think you really feel that way about her, do you?”


“I . . .” His voice tiny. A long exhalation to check the tears. “I shouldn’ta said that.”


His mother’s voice again: “Hank! Dinner’s ready! Where’s your sister?”


“In a minute, Ma!” With the yell, his face flushed red. All the sadness and guilt in his eyes a moment ago turned into a fresh anger. That moment of vulnerability gone, hidden once again behind false toughness.


“Okay?” His voice more forceful now. “It was wrong of me. But what’s the big deal?”


“So, just to be clear, and for the record: Cindy didn’t write to you that she got pregnant from one of the soldiers down at Fort Gillem, and she didn’t say that her girlfriends down there got pregnant too, and she didn’t tell you that they all got abortions from a staff doctor at the base?”


He stared at her for an extra few seconds. “No. She didn’t.”


“But you said that to some friends.”


He folded his arms. “Yeah. I made it up.”


“She rejected you,” Anne said, her veneer of reportorial disinterest now fading, “and because she dared to do that, you decided to call her a whore and make up stories about not only her but about all the patriotic young women in the WAAC supposedly getting abortions.”


“I said I was sorry, okay?” Not that Anne remembered—no, actually, he hadn’t apologized. “Can you leave now, lady?”


She nodded to him and said good evening. She was down the steps and had taken a few triumphant strides toward Mass Ave when he called out, “Hey!”


She turned and he asked, “What was your name, again?”


“Anne Lemire. You’ll see the byline in the Star on Thursday.”










Chapter Two



ESSENTIAL WAR WORK


Agent Devon Mulvey woke in a strange bedroom with a headache, dry mouth, and missing pants.


He waded through the bedroom slowly, as it was the only speed he could muster at the moment. Hungover, he ached in strange places, like he’d been physically assaulted. He had been—she’d been a damned jaguar in the sack. And in the hallway. And on the stairs.


The stairs, that’s right—she’d taken off his pants in the stairway. It had been funny at the time. He seemed to remember laughing as he’d left the slacks behind. Proud of himself for not tripping as he did so, indeed gracefully leaping from one step to the next. She’d lost her blouse a few steps later, if memory served.


She lived in a fourth-floor walk-up, the trolley rumbling along Commonwealth just outside. He’d had the presence of mind to hang on to his wallet and keys, slipping them into his jacket pocket as he’d stepped out of the pant legs, which had been doubly awkward as he’d still been wearing his loafers.


He spotted his jacket on the floor, nylon stockings coiled upon it like shed snakeskin.


She started snoring again. That must have been what had woken him. He found a clock in the kitchenette: six forty-five! Far too early after a night like that.


If memory served (which it often didn’t when drowned in alcohol), they’d had four rounds at the bar. Not a cheap date, but she’d seemed pent up, like everyone else, from the shortages and the rationing, the blackouts and dimouts. Apparently his invitation had been exactly what she’d needed.


From the moment he’d made eye contact with her, at the front desk of Gray and Grayson, Attorneys-at-Law, he’d had an inkling. He had a sixth sense about these matters. He was there to interview one of her bosses as part of a background check for a local businessman who was set to be appointed to a government-industry oversight committee, just another boring errand of the sort Devon was doing entirely too much of lately.


Gray and Grayson was a friendly firm; he had a number of contacts there who provided information about suspicious activity, subversive rumblings overheard at local law schools, odd requests from clients (attorney-client privilege, like most things, was not to be held too sacred during wartime). He had never seen this particular secretary before, so he’d made a point of asking her a few questions about herself before she ushered him to the right office. Her eyes had said all that her lips weren’t allowed to, at least not in public.


After the background check, which he’d deliberately dragged out just a tad so that it ended precisely at five, he’d lingered in the lobby once more and asked the secretary if he could walk her to the subway. She’d accepted, and also accepted his next invitation, for a quick drink, which turned into four.


The irony was that he had been planning to take that night off. Stay home, read. But he’d changed his mind the moment he saw her, as if a secret signal had been exchanged between them, clear as any radio broadcast. Some chemical released into the air, and they were helpless to resist, both of them realizing that, if they had to live with air raid drills and ration cards, if they had to pull dark blinds down on every night to protect against potential long-range bombers, then they would grant themselves a release when the opportunity arose. They damn well deserved it, didn’t they?


But back to his pants. Had he really left them in the building’s stairway? Jesus, that was extreme, even for him.


The lady of the hour was still snoring. Christine, or Kristin or Christina. Devon was generally good with names, particularly women’s names, but all those variations on “Chris” threw him. Some odd Catholic blind spot of his. He’d already put on his shirt and shorts, so now he slipped into his suit jacket, letting her nylons silently cascade to the floor. Lucky nylons they were, to embrace such legs every day.


At the bar last night, they’d toasted to America and victory, of course. He could have proposed that they toast to our boys in uniform, if he’d been an idiot, but he’d already seen her ring. He’d learned that the setup really was this easy: you approached, you implied the offer. If the lady was in any way offended, she would make that plain, immediately. In which case Devon would apologize, say that he hadn’t seen her ring, and, depending on her tone, perhaps he’d depart with some line to the effect of how lucky her husband was.


That particular response had actually worked, twice.


Downtown locations were the best. Or chance encounters on main thoroughfares like Boylston or Commonwealth. Trying it in a neighborhood spot was risky, especially the staunchly ethnic enclaves—and was there any other kind in Boston? In such areas, everyone knew everyone, the women were watched, cultural mores were sacrosanct, and even a brief exchange between a married lady (especially a soldier’s wife) and a strange man was dangerous for both.


But back to last night.


Let’s say it had been “Christina.”


Devon and Christina had touched glasses, he sipping whiskey and she a sweet vermouth on the rocks.


“I don’t usually drink on a weeknight,” she’d claimed.


He pretended he could empathize. “It’s good to cut loose now and again.”


“It is.” She smiled. A bit off-center to the right, but she had full lips. Lips that knew how to do things, or would be eager students.


“My name’s Devon, by the way.”


“Christina.” (Or something similar.) She’d given him her hand, he’d kissed it, and she had not objected. The ring on her finger was thin and probably wasn’t even gold.


The hand-kiss had been a bit much. Maybe everything about this was phony and false, but she’d found it impossible not to grin and blush.


Because how false or phony was it, really? Maybe they were pretending, but some things you need to pretend at first, as practice for making them real. Everyone was worried about their husbands and sons and fathers and cousins, worried about how long this might go on, worried about what was happening to the world. How much worse things might get. Positive as the newspapers tried to be, every page contained bad news.


Britain was being bombed into nothingness. France didn’t seem to exist. The vast Pacific contained untold dangers. The only countries doing well were those run by lunatic strongmen.


“So, an FBI agent.” She couldn’t conceal her excitement. “What do you do when you aren’t interviewing attorneys like my boss?”


“Mostly war work these days, preventing industrial sabotage.”


Each time she sipped, her lips were undressed of more of their lipstick. He could watch this girl drink for hours. He didn’t think he’d have to.


“What does that mean exactly? Tightening screws?”


“In a manner of speaking. There were all sorts of shenanigans in the last war, German sympathizers trying to blow up factories and whatnot. It’s my job to keep that from happening.”


He glanced at the bar’s mirror, its reflection of the tavern behind him. A few blocks off Scollay Square, it attracted all kinds. Devon spied a few State Street bankers toasting their newly ascendant portfolios, City Hall staffers flirting with secretaries over gin and tonics, shipbuilders from the Harbor buying beers for sweaty friends.


“You mean like those Germans on the submarine in Long Island?”


“Exactly like them.”


It had been one of the Bureau’s great accomplishments: a year ago, in June of ’42, agents had arrested a ring of German spies who had been secreted by U-boat to Long Island. The story had been covered extensively in the papers and newsreels.


“Does that mean you won’t have to ship off to the front?”


“It does. What I do for the Bureau is considered essential war work, so, when it came time to enlist, it was made clear to me that my services were more direly needed here.”


Which was mostly true. At least she didn’t question him any further. The main thing was not giving a pretty lady the impression that he was 4-F, that he was missing a foot or had VD.


“You ever have that feeling,” he’d asked as they’d neared the end of the first round, “that you’re in a moment you’ll remember later? That things have aligned a certain way, and you need to play it right and take advantage, because it’s going to be a memory one way or the other?”


“I do.”


“When you know you’re living in something, right now, that you’ll always look back on. There’s this pressure to make sure you do the right thing with the time. That you don’t waste the moment.”


“My thoughts exactly.”


He motioned to her empty glass and asked if she would have the same thing or something different.


She smiled. “I think I’d like something different tonight.”


With his jacket on, he looked at himself in her mirror. Enough light emanated through the curtains for him to give himself a cursory finger-comb. He didn’t look so terrible. He needed a shave, but a scruffy face would not be so unusual on the morning streetcar.


A man without pants, however, would be noticed.


He quietly inspected the dresser, starting with the bottom drawer. Voilà, pants. He and Christina had been a good fit for each other height-wise, Devon a good three inches taller, so hopefully her matrimonial pairing was similarly apt. Figuring the pants on top might be the husband’s favorites, he dug deeper into the drawer and removed the bottom pair. Dark blue, not quite the right shade but hopefully close enough not to look too absurd with his jacket.


He tried them on. Her husband was a big one. Did he have a belt? They might work with a belt.


Devon checked the other drawers, then the closet. Perfect: a newish black leather belt. Not actually new, of course, but it had been new a few months ago and had been hanging unused in the closet these many months, waiting for the owner’s waist to return. Devon felt bad taking such a good belt; Christina would have to find a way to explain the absence. Hopefully the husband was not as much of a clotheshorse as Devon was. Few men were.


He wandered back into the kitchenette and inspected himself. The pants didn’t sit right on him, but they weren’t so outlandish as to be eye-catching on the streetcar. A tad long, but not so bad.


It wasn’t that he deliberately sought out married women. They were pretty much all married, so what choice did he have? Every halfway attractive girl had been proposed to by a nervous man about to be shipped off to war. Some of these men had been legitimately lovelorn, sure, and many were the ironclad pacts between ocean-separated husband and wife. But add to that the uncountable marriages of convenience and haste, of panic and pity. Women who felt that they were doing their patriotic duty to wed that boy who had the nice enough smile and was probably a good fellow, women who sort of, kind of enjoyed so-and-so’s presence and could only hope he wouldn’t be too transformed by the horrors of war. Women who’d been pressured into mistakes instantly regretted, who’d allowed a young man’s fear and desperate lust to ruin their own chance at the good life, a happy marriage to someone they actually loved. All for what they considered their “duty,” to give a nervous young virgin his roll in the hay and a tiny portrait to entomb in his wallet.


The truly committed wives would rebuff Devon’s advances, which was fine with him. He wasn’t out to break hearts or tear asunder those marriages that actually stood a chance of continuing once the GIs returned and the spouses tried to remember what they’d liked about each other back before the war.


The many other wives, as far as he was concerned, were fair game.


He was doing a patriotic duty like any other, wasn’t he? Spreading joy, relieving tension, keeping spirits high. Lord knows, he hadn’t walked away from any unsatisfied faces.


In the bathroom he found the husband’s toiletries behind the mirror, untouched, as if he’d only left for the Army the night before. How thoughtful of her to leave his things like this. Devon opened the can of pomade, glancing at the pasty whiteness, where the husband’s fingerprints were still embossed. He found himself thinking of the dust and ash of Pompeii, those domestic moments forever frozen in time.


He dipped his fingers, found a comb, fixed his hair.


He gave the bedroom a final check, grabbed his briefcase. His hat? There it was, under the bed. It would need some blocking, but it was okay. He brushed lint from the bill.


His gun? No, he was smarter than that; he’d left it locked in the office. He hoped.


She lay on her side, the sheet low but her arms gracefully draped across her breasts as if she were hoping to pass muster with a censor. She had certainly passed muster with Devon, not that he remembered as much as he wished he did. That was the problem with drinking and loving, yet he kept making that mistake.


He quietly stepped out of the apartment. There were only three other units on this floor, the other doors down a short landing. His pants were not in view. He walked to the bottom of the stairs, just in case she’d depanted him on an earlier floor than he’d thought, but they weren’t there either. His head was pounding—movement hurt, as did thinking. He was initially inclined to walk away, to write the pants off as yet another patriotic sacrifice to the good war.


But this was his favorite suit.


Walking down had been difficult, but walking up was a goddamned nightmare. It hadn’t seemed such a steep staircase last night; the building apparently had grown taller. Booze bestows a certain weightlessness, yet in the mornings we grow so heavy.


He needed to cut back on the drinking, he knew. That he’d actually let a woman undress him in a semipublic stairway should be a wake-up call.


Back on the top landing, he took a breath and tried to think. He heard someone open the building’s front door and begin to ascend the steps.


The footsteps seemed to be pounding, but maybe that was just the blood in his head. The steps continued until he saw a woman walking toward him. Late thirties, graying hair, even grayer housedress. She didn’t look the sort who’d spent the night out on the town.


“Morning,” he said to her. They made eye contact as she passed him, and her eyes were not friendly.


Christina had been rather on the loud side last night.


The neighbor lady was sliding a key into her apartment’s door when Devon mustered the energy to say, “Excuse me, ma’am?”


She turned to face him—key still in the door, waiting impatiently to be turned—but acknowledged him with nothing more than that.


“I’m a friend of Mrs. Dawson’s next door.” He’d checked the mail slot downstairs to remind himself of “Christina’s” surname. “I was, ah, I was wondering if by chance you came across anything on the stairs on your way out this morning.”


She watched him with disappointed eyes, like a schoolteacher. Like a nun. A nun who allowed herself to get angrier than Jesus would have condoned.


“Anything in particular?”


“An article of clothing.”


She gazed for a weighted moment at his appropriated pants. Then back at his face.


So that’s how she wanted to play it.


“I haven’t seen any hats or anything. No watches either, if that’s what you mean.”


He was holding his hat and he put his other hand in his pocket, adopting his leveling-with-you gaze, or what of it he could muster at that hour.


“How about a pair of slacks?”


She raised her eyebrows. But that was all. She seemed to be waiting for a good line, but what she came up with didn’t sound all that good.


“I know her husband. He’s fighting overseas.”


“Yes, I’m an old college chum of his, from out of town,” he lied. “She and I were commiserating and I, well, seemed to spill something all over my suit, and she offered to help clean it up, so—”


“At least she still has a husband.” Eyes gone harder. “That makes her luckier than some. Much luckier.”


His mental arithmetic, like so much else, had been wrong. The pants were not worth this.


“You should be ashamed. Men like you make me sick.”


He let the war widow vent. Knew there was nothing he could say.


“Your slacks are downstairs. In the trash. Where you should be.”


He wasn’t sure if she meant he should be downstairs, leaving, or if he too should be in the trash can. Either way, she was probably right.


He was about to say he was sorry for her loss when she slammed the door.










Chapter Three



THE RUMOR CLINIC


Who woulda thought a depressed nineteen-year-old could cause so much trouble?”


“Depressed nineteen-year-olds have been causing trouble for centuries.”


Larry Barnett, Anne’s chain-smoking editor, grinned at her riposte. Thin and manic, he looked to be in his mid-forties, old enough not to have been drafted.


“True, but the way you describe the little wimp, doesn’t seem like the type who’d be behind all this.”


“He seems exactly the type.” Anne laughed at her editor’s naïveté. “I do think he was rather amazed by all the attention his mouth had gotten him, yes. But everyone has a mouth, Larry. Doesn’t matter how wimpy they look.”


Loose lips didn’t just sink ships, they also angered parents and scared teenagers who needed to enlist. They confused, terrified, alarmed. They made us worry we were weaker than we feared, vulnerable in a newly dangerous world.


Larry stood and Anne sat at her desk, in the far, windowless corner of the Boston Star’s smoky bullpen. She’d been reviewing her notes and was ready to start typing a draft when Larry had stopped by, asking for the scoop.


She’d filled him in. Even before she’d questioned the sullen Hank yesterday, Anne had called the Army base at Fort Gillem in Georgia. After being funneled through several operators, she found herself speaking to a gruff, Southern press liaison who, after some awkward half-steps that betrayed his lack of comfort even addressing this topic with a female, assured Anne “on my mama’s grave” that precisely zero members of the WAAC had been sent home pregnant.


And no, the fort did not employ an abortionist.


So Anne had already known the truth before she found her way to Hank. But printing the truth was only part of her job. Her main task was to disprove falsehoods, and the best way to do that was to trace them to their very source and reveal that source to the public in all his shamefulness.


And yes, despite the stereotype of gossiping women, it was usually a he.


Anne wrote for the Rumor Clinic, the weekly Star column she’d managed to create for herself after weeks of persistent calls and a few connections. The idea behind the Rumor Clinic was to identify and disprove the many harmful rumors floating around town, some of them spread by deliberate Axis propaganda to weaken resolve and others just random bits of hearsay mixed with fear, ignorance, and bigotry.


She’d been on this beat two months and had disproven several rumors already:


No, the permed heads of women who worked at munitions factories were not exploding. Factory work was perfectly safe for all Rosie Riveters.


No, a rash of stomach illnesses in Quincy was not the result of Nazi submarines poisoning lobsters off the coast of Maine. Please continue to support your local lobstermen.


No, a traveling Negro League baseball team with a Chinese manager had not altered its travel schedule so that it only played in cities near Army bases, and it was not relaying troop information to the Japanese. The team supported the Allies and simply traveled a lot. Also their “Chinese” manager was actually Puerto Rican. Common mistake.


No, none of the Army camps had been hit by a wave of suicides; basic training was not making our young men “camp-crazy.”


No, hordes of Indians who lived outside Fort Devens in western Mass were not raping female war workers. The small tomahawks that had been found at the fort were mislaid toys, property of white children who had visited their fathers the previous weekend. Anne herself had returned the toys to two charming, towheaded tykes who were blissfully unaware of how their lost treasures had caused mass hysteria.


(Larry had initially wanted the column to be called Mass Hysteria—he loved awful puns—but she’d managed to talk him out of that.)


Anne chased lies down to their dirty origins, like playing a game of telephone in reverse, on the scale of an entire city. By getting to the original source, she could point her finger and demonstrate beyond doubt that the story wasn’t true but was merely the brainchild of this one crank, who almost uniformly expressed a combination of anger, embarrassment, and shame at having Anne reveal their role in the rumor.


Her new piece would refute the nasty rumor that WAAC women had loose morals and were corrupting our young soldiers at Army bases. Parents who were worried about their daughters’ newfound desire to work outside the home, and for the Army no less, could at least stop worrying about their daughters’ chastity.


“You know,” Larry said, paging through the rival Globe, “it’d be interesting if one of your rumors was true for a change.”


“They’re not exactly my rumors.”


“Larry was rooting for the exploding-heads one,” said Cheryl, from her desk beside Anne’s. The only other lady reporter Anne had seen here so far, Cheryl was usually relegated to reporting on the parties of socialites and on matters regarding the welfare of children, but lately her portfolio had expanded, given how many male reporters had been lost to the draft. Anne guessed Cheryl was about thirty, meaning six years older than Anne.


“Can’t deny that would have been an interesting story,” Larry said.


Larry had been clear from the beginning that he thought the whole Rumor Clinic idea was silly, a frippery for this gal reporter to occupy herself with. The first day they’d worked together, he’d even told her, “You chase down the false rumors, and if one ever turns out to be true, and an honest-to-God news story, bring it to me and I’ll write it up.”


Hadn’t happened yet. Anne wasn’t exactly rooting for that outcome anyway.


This was her first job at a paper, but she’d already been a writer for years. Shortly after graduating, she’d helped start an anti-Fascist group, the Boston Center for Democracy, dedicated to alerting Americans to the growing dangers of Nazism. Anne had written several muckraking stories about anti-Semitic and Hitlerite groups in New England. The BCD had been funded by donations; she’d been its sole paid employee, writing its newsletter and warning against isolationism’s false security.


Once Japan bombed Pearl Harbor and America finally declared war, though, the BCD’s very purpose seemed to have been fulfilled, so people had stopped donating. The BCD all but ceased to exist. Suddenly in need of work, Anne managed to sell a few freelance pieces here and there, then took on a part-time copyediting job at a Cambridge publisher before managing to convince Larry’s boss to hire her for the Rumor Clinic.


“So what’s next, Lemire?” Larry asked. Like most people, he mispronounced it as “Le-MIRE” instead of “Le-MEER.” The name had likely been “Lemiere” originally, but a generation or two of illiterate French Canadians had led to several spellings and an overall disagreement about everything except the pronunciation, which non-Canucks usually got wrong anyway.


“Once I actually write this one, you mean?” She started typing, hoping that would spur him to leave.


“I expect my reporters to be covering several stories at once, sweetheart. You know that.”


“I pitched you several other ideas, and—”


“I’d remember them if they were any good.”


She stopped typing and reached for one of her notebooks. Her position was only partly funded by the Star; the rest came courtesy of the federal government’s Committee on Public Safety, which technically made her an employee of the Division of Propaganda Research. But Larry called the shots.


She flipped through her new story ideas. A few had come from random calls to the paper, but most were things she’d picked up from her “morale wardens,” people whose regular jobs made them well-positioned to overhear the word on the street: bartenders, waitresses, shop owners, salesmen, socialite bridge players. For most, being a morale warden was a painless way to be a part of the war effort, almost like being a professional gossip: they were rewarded not for spreading salacious nonsense but for passing it on to Anne so she could disprove it.


“How about this,” she said, pointing. “I’ve heard from five different people now that Jews are getting extra ration stamps. Clearly it’s bunk, so I could—”


“Ix-nay on the hebes.” Larry made a face. “Your last few have all been about Jews and Indians and the blacks. Don’t think I’m not starting to notice an agenda there, missy. You’re here to disprove war rumors, not write about the travails of the dark and swarthy.”


They’re so often related, she wanted to say. But as usual she forced herself to ignore his casual biases lest she get pulled into another argument she knew she’d lose.


“I like this one,” he said, pointing to a line in her notes, “the idea that sailors in Hawaii are turning green from chemicals after Pearl Harbor. That’s swell! Should be a fun one.”


“Exploding heads and green-skinned sailors,” Cheryl said, cigarette bouncing in her lips as she typed. “You should work for the pulps, Larry.”


“Don’t tempt me.”


Anne sighed. “If I cover the Hawaii story, will you throw in a plane ticket to Oahu?”


“Ha! You want Hawaii, join the WAAC. Although I heard a rumor they’re all getting knocked up.” He winked. “You want to keep writing here? Pick up the phone and earn your keep.”










Chapter Four



THE BODY


Have yourself a fun evening?” asked Lou Loomis, Devon’s straitlaced WASP partner.


Lou was driving them to the North End. Thin, pale, pockmarked from childhood smallpox, and perpetually nervous when questioning attractive women, Lou was a few years older than Devon but tended to act much, much older, in Devon’s opinion.


“I did; thanks for asking.”


Lou had no doubt noticed that Devon was wearing the same jacket as yesterday and with pants that didn’t match. He and Lou had been partners for only six months, and Devon feared he was constantly disappointing the man.


It was bad enough that Devon had been branded an outsider the moment he’d joined the Bureau, in ’40. Barely a year out of law school, he’d been only the second Irish Catholic ever to work at the Boston field office (that other fellow had since transferred to New York). Director Hoover preferred men of a certain background, and Papists had long been considered as suspect as Jews and anarchists. Had Devon been born ten years earlier, he never would have been hired, but over the last few years the Director had met just enough intelligent, influential, God-fearing Catholics to realize that such people tended to share his traditionalism and his hatred of communism, materialism, wanton sexuality, and anything else that threatened the status quo. Thus opened the Bureau doors, slightly, to Irishers like Devon Patrick Mulvey (despite Devon’s inability to follow certain scriptural passages, like not coveting thy neighbors’ wives).


Most of the other agents, Devon had learned, didn’t trust him any farther than they could throw a King James Bible at him, figuring he’d soon reveal himself to be just another Irish badge who drank too much, roughed up innocents, and lived off bribes. Lou had never said as much to Devon, but still Devon felt wary around him.


“So,” Lou asked, “who was she?”


He didn’t have the heart to tell his possibly virginal partner that he wasn’t even sure of her name. “Just someone who probably woke up in a great mood.”


“You don’t even wake up with them?”


“Well, I had a job to get to.”


“Ha, that’s funny. It’s your wittiness that must win their hearts.”


Lou wove slowly through the narrow roads in the North End, the city’s densely settled Italian district. Used to be, Italian flags were common here, but they’d all been replaced by the stars and stripes, as the immigrants were defensively quick to demonstrate their new allegiance. Lou parked in front of a butcher’s shop, ham hanging in the window.


“Look out, the federals are here!” a cop called out as Devon and Lou approached the gaggle of uniforms assembled at the mouth of an alley.


“Put the flasks away, gentlemen!” teased another. “It’s Hoover’s boys.”


An older cop walked up to Devon a little more closely than was polite. “How many ration stamps you sell to buy that nice suit?”


Devon had been taught that the Fourth Commandment to honor thy mother and father should be extended to all elders, so he tried to play nice. Which in this case meant smiling as he said, “Well, I was going to take kickbacks from all the dope dealers and pimps, but they said you already took their money.”


The old cop laughed, but his eyes betrayed little warmth as he stepped aside.


Whenever Devon was in the company of Boston’s finest, he braced for this. He endured the occasional comment about how he was “a hoper,” someone who goes to sleep Irish and hopes to wake up Yankee. He heard their sneers about how he was an upwardly mobile “lace curtain” Irish or “two-toilet” Irish. And yes, his parents’ home in Milton did indeed have lace curtains and two toilets, so he mostly bit his tongue and took the ribbing.


Such a weird phrase, he always reflected: “two-toilet” Irish. A sign of respectability, in theory, but also a reminder that they’re never far from shit.


Yankee Lou, he’d noticed, the cops basically just ignored.


Ten feet into the alley, Homicide Detective Jimmy Moore stood beside a police photographer who looked no older than a high schooler; maybe he was, given the manpower shortages. As the agents stepped closer, Devon saw the body, and his breath caught. Feet pointing toward them, pale white face turned toward the near wall. The shirt he had been wearing looked dirty, light gray, but most of his chest was soaked black with blood. The man had been tall, bent legs and arms spread wide across the alley, like a marionette God had lost interest in and released, the strings vanishing.


“Gentlemen, welcome to my alley,” Moore said. “Please wipe your feet.”


Snap, snap went the camera.


“So, what do we have?” Devon asked.


“People keep killing each other. It’s almost like it’s part of the human condition.”


“No one reads the Bible anymore.”


The banter was probably habit for Moore, but Devon had to work at it. He had relatively little experience with murders, having been on the industrial sabotage beat for most of his time with the Bureau. But he knew he couldn’t show that here.


Snap, snap.


He and Moore had known each other since grade school, drifting apart years ago when Devon’s family moved on from Dorchester. Because of their shared history, Moore was one of the few cops who didn’t consider college-educated, FBI-employed Devon a blue-nosed Yankee traitor—or at least, he didn’t openly say so.


“This gentleman got himself stabbed last night. Likely bled out in seconds.”


Blood had pooled beneath the body. It had mostly dried, but given the morning’s humidity some of it still looked shiny.


“Robbery?” Lou asked. “You find his wallet?”


“No wallet, so indeed, I was first thinking robbery as the motive. We did find his Northeast Munitions time card on the ground, though, along with this.”


Devon pulled on a pair of gloves as Moore, also gloved, handed him what looked like a crumpled paper napkin. He opened it up and yes, that’s what it was, a white cocktail napkin, on which someone had drawn a swastika in black ink. He passed it to Lou.


“This was in his pocket or on the ground?” Lou asked.


“Pants pocket. The one his wallet shoulda been in.”


Devon carefully stepped around the dead man’s legs and nearer to the alley wall, leaning against it a bit so he could crouch down and get a closer look at the man’s face. Dark hair with a few flecks of gray. Small mustache. On the skinny side. Otherwise unremarkable.


“You think the killer left the swastika as some calling card?” Devon asked.


“It’s a theory,” Moore replied. “Question is, was our man here a Nazi spy, and someone found out and killed him, left the napkin to explain himself? In which case, you had a spy working at that factory. Or maybe the killer was a Nazi, left the note as a brag. In which case, why did he kill this particular gentleman?”


Police officers were supposed to notify the Bureau about any crimes that may have been committed by Nazi sympathizers or any other Fascist group. In the year and a half since Pearl Harbor, the Bureau had cracked down on the German American Bund, the Silver Shirts, and a dozen other ultraright organizations, arresting members for treason or violating the Smith Act when they couldn’t get them for more easily definable crimes like money laundering, assault, or murder.


Even before Pearl Harbor, agents had been keeping an eye on a number of groups whose praise of Hitler and opposition to the Lend-Lease Act veered a bit too close to Nazi propaganda. Here in Boston, the FBI had arrested several people for being unregistered German agents, yet the country still had more than its share of crackpots, some of them evading detection by lying low and others on the FBI radar but stubbornly immune from prosecution for political reasons that Devon didn’t entirely understand.


“Looks like he tried to fight them off,” Devon said, pointing at the man’s bloody knuckles as he stood up and stepped back.


“Yeah, I saw that too. Maybe it started with fists, graduated to knives, only he didn’t have one.” Moore shrugged. “Mortician says time of death was somewhere between ten and two. Best he could do before he opens him up. We’re about ready to move the body, but I thought you’d want a look first.”


“Who called it in?” Lou asked.


“Kid who works for the restaurant next door. Came by to empty the morning trash at eight, saw the body.”


The dumpster was only a few feet away. “No one was emptying the trash at night?” Devon asked. “You’d think someone would have noticed it then.”


“Not much light in here at night. We’ll find out when the other places took out their trash if that helps us narrow the time of death, but it’s possible someone coulda stepped out here and just not seen him.”


Devon thought for a moment, then looked at Lou. “I’ve seen enough. You?”


Lou nodded. “You can move him.”


Two uniforms were given the honor of lifting the body and zipping it into a body bag. As they lifted the corpse, Devon saw on the alley floor, beneath where the body had been lying, a piece of red plaid cloth. He leaned over and picked it up, thinking it was a handkerchief, but it turned out to be the wrong shape. And frayed.


“That a shirt collar?” Lou asked.


“It is. Could be he grabbed a handful of the killer’s shirt.”


It was only the topmost section and had been torn at the seam, so Devon saw no tag or tailor’s mark. Didn’t smell any cologne. He handed it to Moore, who slid it into a small evidence bag.


“We’ll see if we can get any prints from the collar or the napkin,” Moore said, yawning.


Devon could tell that this represented about as much investigating into this particular crime as Moore was likely to perform. Murders were down in the city—funny what happens when you send nearly all of your young men away to the military—yet cops and detectives still acted overwhelmed by their backlogs. Devon suspected that the best and brightest cops had joined Military Intelligence or other war agencies, or become Army grunts themselves, leaving BPD with its dimmest bulbs.


Of course, civilians could say the same thing about FBI agents. And they had said it, to his face, more than once. Why aren’t you in the military, tough guy? What are you hiding from, you 4-F bastard?


Devon took another look at the dead man’s munitions-factory time card. “And we’ll find out who the poor son of a bitch was.”










Chapter Five



MORALE WARDEN #1


So many sailors and soldiers on the street. Many of them whistling at Anne, or just making eyes. Salvation Army reps on the corner, hawking war bonds. Flags everywhere.


She was walking over to one of her favorite diners for an early lunch, two blocks north of Faneuil Hall. Shiplighter’s made the best fish and chips in town, but more important, it was a good spot for gossip.


Since she regularly checked in with her network of morale wardens, she spent far too much time at diners and bars, which meant she often spent money she couldn’t afford. (Larry had laughed at her suggestion she be reimbursed for expenses—“Order water,” he’d said.) She feared she was one of the few people in this time of rationing and sacrifice who might be gaining weight.


“I thought this place had air-conditioning,” she said as she slid onto one of the stools at the sticky counter, which Lydia was wiping down. It was just before the lunch rush.


“You think it’s bad on that side of the counter? Try being this close to the kitchen. The old man was complaining about the electric bill—said it’s our patriotic duty to sweat.”


“It’s my patriotic duty to drink more coffee. But given the heat I’ll settle for a Coke.”


“Sure, and the usual, right?”


“Of course.”


Lydia relayed her order to the cook, then turned and smiled. “We’re going dancing tomorrow, right?”


Anne had forgotten. “Is that tomorrow?”


“Yes, last I checked Friday still came after Thursday. Unless Uncle Sam’s changed that too?”


“Oh, sweetie, I’d love to, but I forgot I have a union meeting.”


“No, no, no. I’m not letting you get away with that. Can’t be all work and no play, Annie. Between your job and that union stuff, there’s nothing left of you. We need to get out there and have fun. Remember fun? You do realize it’s still legal in this country?”


“Getting pawed at by some drunken sailor isn’t my idea of fun.”


“They won’t paw at you—there are chaperones everywhere, and they’re too scared of getting thrown in the brig. Usually. Plus there’s no alcohol at the dances. Well, officially—okay, they usually sneak it in. My point is, you’ve been working day and night. You need to kick back now and then.”


“It just doesn’t feel like the time to be kicking back.”


Lydia volunteered at the American Red Cross in her spare time. Her girlfriends had encouraged her to come to the USO dances near the Navy Yard, which she’d done twice now. Anne had yet to join her.


“When’s the union meeting?” Lydia asked.


“Seven.”


“No problem—the dance starts at eight. Go to the first hour of the meeting, then meet me at the USO and we can be fashionably late.”


Lydia clearly didn’t realize how union meetings could go on and on. “I’ll either be overdressed for a union meeting or underdressed for a dance.”


“They’re sailors, Annie! You could wear a smock and they’d be thrilled to dance with you, you know that.” Lydia leaned on the counter. “Sweetie, don’t be a prude. It’s been so hard to meet fellas lately.”


Anne didn’t care for the “prude” remark. She’d had her share of beaus, thank you, but none of them were the sort she’d taken seriously. One had even proposed, when she was still at Radcliffe (“If we get married, you can quit this college business!”). She had declined, though her mother called her misguided. And now, with so much vital work to be done, this just didn’t strike Anne as the time to be on the prowl for a man, which was Lydia’s animating drive lately.


Not that Anne could blame her. Lydia had been engaged two years ago, to another neighbor of theirs. Shortly after his proposal, Jimmy got polio. He was in and out of hospitals for over a year, and had finally seemed on the mend when he suddenly worsened and died. Lydia had only recently emerged from the dark cloud that had descended on her. Taking this job had been a big step, as was her Red Cross volunteering.


“The sailors who come to the dances aren’t a bad lot,” Lydia pressed. “And besides, you owe me.”


Anne laughed. “How’s that?”


“Who kept you company when you had to go knock on strangers’ doors in the worst part of Roxbury to ask about some Negro baseball team? Who spent her day off trekking through Chinatown with you so you could ask about spy cameras in Mandarin restaurants?”


“Well, that was fun.”


“Oh, it was a barrel of laughs.”


Anne was surprised Lydia hadn’t found those missions exciting. What wasn’t to love about going new places and learning secret things, especially when there was some risk involved? She felt hurt to realize Lydia had considered it a chore.


“All right, I’ll come to the dance.”


“Wonderful!” Lydia reached out and squeezed Anne’s hands. “You won’t regret it.”


Lydia was called away to wait on another diner, so Anne ate her sandwich and flipped through that day’s Globe as well as the Herald and Star. When Lydia was free again, Anne asked if she’d heard anything interesting lately.


“Some suits from City Hall said something about U-boats near P-town. Think that could be real?”


“God, I hope not.” Tourist season had been all but canceled at the Cape anyway, due to the enforced blackouts and concerns about naval invasions, but an actual U-boat sighting would ratchet the terror up a few notches—if it was true. “Anything else?”


“Someone was here the other day, government type—bad suit and bad hair. He was telling a buddy the Germans have been sinking so many of our boats, and so quickly, that it’s almost like there are Nazi spies in the government or at the docks, feeding them the info.”


“I’ve heard the same thing.” Anne put down her Coke bottle, her stomach tight. One of her brothers, Joe, was a midshipman in the Atlantic. Every day it felt like a new headline mentioned the sinking of another American ship. Despite the ocean’s vastness, it seemed to be awash in U-boats. Even before GIs started seeing combat in North Africa last winter, hundreds of Americans had already died in what was being called “the Battle of the Atlantic,” a very one-sided battle indeed. “But my government sources tell me the spy angle’s hogwash.”


It was hard to decide which was more alarming: that the Nazis somehow knew our boats’ routes in advance, or that their submarines were lethal enough to sink so many without being tipped off.


“I heard a couple sailors talking about Italian gangsters hanging out by the Navy Yard. Didn’t catch all of it, but they seemed excited.”


Anne wrote gangsters at Navy Yard? in her notebook.


“Businessmen keep whining that taxes are going to go up to pay for the war,” Lydia added. “Funny how it’s always the ones in the nicest suits who complain the most.” Then she reached into her pocket and removed a folded piece of paper. With a sheepish look, she added, “And I thought you’d want to see this. When I bought some shoes yesterday, the lady slipped it into the bag.”


Anne had only finished half her lunch, but when she unfolded the paper, she lost her appetite.










Chapter Six



THE HOME FRONT


That night after dinner, Anne was playing Auction 45 with her mother and her mother’s cousin Elias at the small table in the kitchenette of their second-floor Ashmont apartment. This was the rare evening when all three adults were home. Elias worked at the docks and Anne’s mother was a seamstress, so between the staggered shifts every factory had adopted for the duration of the war, and Anne’s own unpredictable hours, one or another of them tended to be out at this hour. At least that made the tiny apartment feel slightly less cramped.


“I’m getting lousy cards,” her mother complained. She spoke with a French-Canadian accent, one she tried hard to suppress. Anne’s parents had moved to Boston from Nova Scotia when they married in their late teens, and were such firm believers in the melting pot that they hadn’t even taught their children French, though Anne and her brothers had picked up a few choice phrases.


“You always say that,” Anne said.


“It’s always true.”


Anne won the hand, then they heard a key at the door.


“Don’t give him a hard time,” her mother warned Anne.


The door opened and in walked her brother Sammy, seventeen. His right eye was completely swollen shut and purple, and he had a red bruise on the left side of his face, which bore a large red scratch.


Anne’s mother had called her that afternoon to tell her about the fight, so she’d expected him to look bad, but still she couldn’t help gasping. “Jesus, Sammy.”


“It’s worse’n it looks.”


“Well, good, because it looks awful.”


“C’mon, no more sympathy, please.” He dropped his satchel on a chair in the living room and poured himself a glass of water. “Mom already made a big deal out of it. I don’t want to go through it all over again.”


He’d been jumped on the way home from his summer job the night before. Anne and her mother had been asleep when he’d come home, Elias away at work. Then this morning, Anne had left for the Star before Sammy had gotten up, so she hadn’t known till her mother’s call a few hours ago.


“Can I get you some ice?” she offered.


“I iced it all last night and this morning. I’m fine.”


Anne looked accusingly at her mother. “Why did he go to work today?”


“It’s what men do,” Elias said in his thick French accent. He’d only been in America for a few years.


“And women, thank you very much,” Anne’s mother said.


“He’s not a man, he’s seventeen,” Anne said.


“There are seventeen-year-olds in the Army,” Sammy said. “They lie about their age, but, you know, I could always—”


Anne motioned to his face. “Oh, that fight was so much fun that you want to get in another one? With guns and bombs this time?”


“Don’t even joke about enlisting,” Anne’s mother said. “One son in uniform is enough for me right now.”


“It’s only five months away, Ma,” Sammy muttered quietly.


“And I plan on enjoying all five months with your pleasant conversation until then.”


Elias meanwhile dealt out the next hand, though neither woman reached for her cards.


“I still think he should have stayed home and not gone right back there,” Anne said.


“I like earning money,” Sammy replied. “Mr. Henry kept me in the back stockroom all day so I wouldn’t scare away any customers.”


“You do look like hell.”


“I wish I could say, You should see the other guys. But, yeah, they still look fine, I bet.”


“How many were there?”


“Aw, Jesus, I said I didn’t want to go over all this.” He walked into the living room, trying to flee the conversation, but that wasn’t terribly effective since it was only a few feet away and there was no wall between the rooms.


“Watch your mouth,” their mother snapped.


“I like getting my facts directly from the source,” Anne told Sammy. “It’s what reporters do.”


“You are not gonna report on this, Anne!” he shouted.


Elias held up a hand. He was only a few years older than Anne, and many years younger than her mother, but still he liked to think of himself as the man of the house, which he technically was in that he was the oldest male, but Anne never wanted him to think his voice carried extra sway. He often took Sammy’s side in arguments, masculinity apparently making them natural allies.


“I’m taking him to the gym again this weekend. We been working on how to box, but we’ll work some more.”


“I don’t think that’s such a great—”


“We started some lessons after the first time but then we got outta the habit,” Elias continued. This was the second time Sammy had been beaten up. “We’ll keep working on it, overtime.”


“Knowing how to throw a punch can’t be much help when it’s four against one.” Anne raised her voice to Sammy: “Was it four of them again?”


“No comment.” Sammy dug a comic out of his satchel and started reading, or staring at the pictures or whatever it was boys did with comics.


A few weeks ago, he had been beaten up coming home from Hebrew school, where he went for an hour after school. At first he’d told his family it was just a high school brawl, nothing serious, brushing off their concerns about his busted lip and black eye.


Later he’d admitted to Anne that it had been worse than that. He and two friends had been chased by older teens—too old to be in school—wielding pipes and brass knuckles. Sammy didn’t want their mother to know, and Anne had agreed to keep that aspect of it secret, if only to appease him.


This was how she first learned of the attacks that had become common in certain Dorchester neighborhoods. Groups of young Irishmen—and sometimes not-so-young Irishmen—chasing Jews down, cornering them in alleys, beating them senseless. First Anne had heard only whispers and echoes, but as she’d asked more questions, she realized Sammy’s story wasn’t unique. Worse, some stories had it that cops refused to help the victims and even joined in on the side of the attackers.


Yet no newspapers were writing about the attacks. Larry had rolled his eyes when Anne suggested they cover it. You honestly think we should run a story about Irish kids beating up Jews? he’d laughed. How do you think that’d go over in this town? Hey, we could also run an exposé on how Irish men drink too much! Then maybe a piece about how Irish mothers are terrible cooks? Sweetheart, who do you think buys our newspaper?


Larry had ended his riff with a closing statement that “kids being brats is not news,” nor was the fact that Irishmen were clannish.


“It’s your turn,” Elias told Anne, motioning to her cards.


She sighed and picked up her hand, already less interested in the game and plotting her next move at work.


Later, her mother was asleep in their shared bedroom and Elias had left to work the night shift. Anne walked over to Sammy’s room, which was really a closet in which they’d crammed a bed. When he’d been younger he’d shared a room with his brother and Elias, but a year ago he insisted he’d prefer his own space, tiny though it was.


He was sitting up in bed, reading Captain America. The sight of the comic and his very adult injuries made for such an odd juxtaposition, she realized. He was taller than her now, thin but filling out.


“So, where and when did it happen?”


He lowered the comic and sighed. “Blue Hill Ave and Floyd. I don’t know, ten o’clock, I guess?”


“What were you doing out that late?”


“I have a right to be out when I want, Anne. And Mr. Henry needed me at the store.”


“I’m not talking about rights, I’m talking about common sense. You know this has been happening yet you’re coming home that late at night? C’mon, Sammy.”


“So it’s my fault, huh?” He sat up straighter. “That’s easy, coming from you.”


How had the world come to this? She was seven years older than Sammy. She felt protective of him, of course, but also some degree of guilt. The first time he’d been jumped, he’d told her, the four who had cornered him asked if he was a Jew. He hadn’t said None of your business or even Fuck you. He’d looked them in the eye and said Yes. She wondered if she had the courage to do the same if it came to it.


Anne had been a teenager when they’d learned they were Jewish; the much younger Sammy had known for nearly his whole life. So strange to have this dividing line between siblings.


“You’re allowed to go spy on those meetings,” he said, “but I’m not allowed to go to work?”


Sometimes she wished she’d never told him about the anti-Fascist research she’d done. She softened her voice and said, “You working is fine. But I thought you said you weren’t going to work there after dark.”


“Somebody was sick and asked me to take their shift, so I did. It’s not like I can be turning down money.”


“You can turn down money if this is what it takes to get paid.”


He looked away again. She wondered if he was lying. Their neighborhood here in Ashmont was safe, as far as she knew. Most families were Jewish or Eastern European immigrants or both, having arrived over the last fifty years and established a strong community. The northern sections of Dorchester, though, where a few Jewish neighborhoods were surrounded by Irish ones, were where the worst of the violence was happening.


The shop where he worked part-time sat at the outer rim of what Anne considered the danger zone. His mother had only let him take the job if he promised to walk straight home and not work late.


“Just be careful, Sammy. And if your job has you walking through the wrong parts of town, quit.”


She knew he was trying to act tough, yet he wore the same sulking expression he’d worn as a kid whenever he didn’t get his way.


“We need the money. And I’m taking a different route home.”


She couldn’t understand his stubbornness. Some vexing male trait. Then again, she was stubborn too, probably more so.


She said good night and was stepping away when he said, “Anne, you’re not . . . you’re not really gonna write about this, are you?”


She watched him for a moment. “No comment.”


Alone at the kitchen table, Anne took out the pamphlet Lydia had secretly handed her that morning.


ARE YOU BEING EXPLOITED BY JEWS? Below that headline’s lead story was one about “the truth behind the war,” little-known “facts” about Pearl Harbor, warnings about the dangers of Zionism, the occasional Bible passage, and instructions on how to raise healthy, virile, Christian children. Lydia had been given it, she’d explained, by the lady who sold her some shoes that day.


Anne had seen more than her share of these lately. She folded the pamphlet in half and slipped it back into her purse.


OEBPS/xhtml/nav.xhtml




Contents





		Title



		Copyright



		Contents



		Chapter One: Loose Lips



		Chapter Two: Essential War Work



		Chapter Three: The Rumor Clinic



		Chapter Four: The Body



		Chapter Five: Morale Warden #1



		Chapter Six: The Home Front



		Chapter Seven: On Grayness



		Chapter Eight: Out Reporting



		Chapter Nine: Confessional in Reverse



		Chapter Ten: Workers, Unite



		Chapter Eleven: Among the Lilliputians



		Chapter Twelve: The Challenge of Teenage Boys



		Chapter Thirteen: On Isolationism



		Chapter Fourteen: The Warehouse



		Chapter Fifteen: Strange Bedmates



		Chapter Sixteen: Targets



		Chapter Seventeen: Coffee and a Tip



		Chapter Eighteen: Sober Decisions



		Chapter Nineteen: The Lady Vanishes



		Chapter Twenty: The Crooked Tie



		Chapter Twenty-one: The Grenade Game



		Chapter Twenty-two: Nocturnal Reporting



		Chapter Twenty-three: Family Blues



		Chapter Twenty-four: The Typewriter



		Chapter Twenty-five: The Continual Refugee



		Chapter Twenty-six: The Morning After



		Chapter Twenty-seven: Romantic Interlude, with Witnesses



		Chapter Twenty-eight: Leader of the Legion



		Chapter Twenty-nine: Stakeouts Are Boring, until They’re Not



		Chapter Thirty: Postmortem



		Chapter Thirty-one: The List



		Chapter Thirty-two: Free Croissant and Espresso



		Chapter Thirty-three: Frame Job



		Chapter Thirty-four: The Iron Nail



		Chapter Thirty-five: Panic



		Chapter Thirty-six: Chewed Out



		Chapter Thirty-seven: The Problem with New Windshields



		Chapter Thirty-eight: Politicking



		Chapter Thirty-nine: Coming Clean, Mostly



		Chapter Forty: Coldlines



		Chapter Forty-one: Trouble Sleeping



		Chapter Forty-two: Scooped



		Chapter Forty-three: Devil’s Bargain



		Chapter Forty-four: The Paper Trail



		Chapter Forty-five: A Tip



		Chapter Forty-six: Family Ties



		Chapter Forty-seven: A Warning



		Chapter Forty-eight: The Kid



		Chapter Forty-nine: Confessions



		Chapter Fifty: Personnel



		Chapter Fifty-one: The Censors



		Chapter Fifty-two: Bearing Witness



		Chapter Fifty-three: The Precinct



		Chapter Fifty-four: Justifications



		Chapter Fifty-five: On Our Side



		Chapter Fifty-six: Independence Day



		Chapter Fifty-seven: Duty



		Epilogue



		Author’s Note













Guide





		Cover



		Title



		Start















		ii



		iii



		iv



		v



		vi



		1



		2



		3



		4



		5



		6



		7



		8



		9



		10



		11



		12



		13



		14



		15



		16



		17



		18



		19



		20



		21



		22



		23



		24



		25



		26



		27



		28



		29



		30



		31



		32



		33



		34



		35



		36



		37



		38



		39



		40



		41



		42



		43



		44



		45



		46



		47



		48



		49



		50



		51



		52



		53



		54



		55



		56



		57



		58



		59



		60



		61



		62



		63



		64



		65



		66



		67



		68



		69



		70



		71



		72



		73



		74



		75



		76



		77



		78



		79



		80



		81



		82



		83



		84



		85



		86



		87



		88



		89



		90



		91



		92



		93



		94



		95



		96



		97



		98



		99



		100



		101



		102



		103



		104



		105



		106



		107



		108



		109



		110



		111



		112



		113



		114



		115



		116



		117



		118



		119



		120



		121



		122



		123



		124



		125



		126



		127



		128



		129



		130



		131



		132



		133



		134



		135



		136



		137



		138



		139



		140



		141



		142



		143



		144



		145



		146



		147



		148



		149



		150



		151



		152



		153



		154



		155



		156



		157



		158



		159



		160



		161



		162



		163



		164



		165



		166



		167



		168



		169



		170



		171



		172



		173



		174



		175



		176



		177



		178



		179



		180



		181



		182



		183



		184



		185



		186



		187



		188



		189



		190



		191



		192



		193



		194



		195



		196



		197



		198



		199



		200



		201



		202



		203



		204



		205



		206



		207



		208



		209



		210



		211



		212



		213



		214



		215



		216



		217



		218



		219



		220



		221



		222



		223



		224



		225



		226



		227



		228



		229



		230



		231



		232



		233



		234



		235



		236



		237



		238



		239



		240



		241



		242



		243



		244



		245



		246



		247



		248



		249



		250



		251



		252



		253



		254



		255



		256



		257



		258



		259



		260



		261



		262



		263



		264



		265



		266



		267



		268



		269



		270



		271



		272



		273



		274



		275



		276



		277



		278



		279



		280



		281



		282



		283



		284



		285



		286



		287



		288



		289



		290



		291



		292



		293



		294



		295



		296



		297



		298



		299



		300



		301



		302



		303



		304



		305



		306



		307



		308



		309



		310



		311



		312



		313



		314



		315



		316



		317



		318



		319



		320



		321



		322



		323



		324



		325



		326



		327



		328



		329



		330



		331



		332



		333



		334



		335



		336



		337



		338



		339



		340



		341



		342



		343



		344



		345



		346



		347



		348



		349



		350



		351



		352



		353



		354



		355



		356



		357



		358



		359



		360



		361



		362











OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
FROM THE ACCLAIMED AUTHOR OF DARKTOWN






OEBPS/images/title.png
RUMOR
BAME

THOMAS MULLEN

abacus
books





