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“THIS DYNAMIC SECOND novel in the Bootleggers’ Chronicles series steps ever closer to the dangers and mysteries lurking in 1920s Philadelphia.

Tasting the Apple takes all of the tension boiling over from Book One- Innocence Lost, turns up the heat, and refuses to cool down. Widowed mother Maggie Barnes gets herself into even more trouble in this second book, surrounding herself with Philadelphia’s most dangerous criminals. Stakes continue to increase in this one, and author Sherilyn Decter continues to shine.

This book isn’t just a one-stop shop for an explosive premise. Nearly all of the characters in Tasting the Apple have their own quirks and stories to them, their own goals and obstacles standing in their way. They take the strong premise of Decter’s series and offer the reader genuine people to root for. It’s one hell of an immersive experience.

Tasting the Apple is a wonderful new addition to the Bootleggers’ Chronicles series. With two straight books developing complex characters and promising plots, it’s easy to get swept up into this series.

If you haven’t read any of these yet, wise up. Because you’re missing out on something special.

Reviewed by Independent Book Review

The turbulent times of Prohibition and the Roaring Twenties have been an inspiration for me. If you enjoyed this book, I invite you to check out the other books and series I’ve written. There is plenty of overlap with characters and references to other books. Writers call them Easter eggs- hidden treasures to discover ~ SD
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Chapter 1 
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Take a look. A quick look. See the pretty lady, arms and legs flying faster than her fringe? The feathers in her hair dancing, the sequins glittering, the band tearing up the stage with that razzmatazz jazz? Look close: Betty Boop mouth a cherry red, cheeks flushed pink. Beneath the short, bobbed hair, her eyes glitter. Is it excitement? Is it the bathtub gin they serve behind the bar? Or maybe, just maybe, it’s panic. Dance faster, doll, dance faster. You don’t want to get left behind; the night is young.

Take another look. See the fella in the corner? Broad shoulders, broad lapels, wide tie. Do you see that bulge by his arm? He’s packin’ heat and supposed to be listening at the door. A quick knock, a secret password, and you’re in. Look real close. See those eyes beneath the brim of his fedora? Always moving, always casing the joint. They’re narrowed. Is it boredom? Is it lust? Is it calculation? Don’t blink; it could be over in an instant.

Look again. Past the dame on the dance floor, past the goon at the door, outside the speakeasy, just down the dark street. See those two cops talking to the fella with the flasks under his coat? They’ve been caught in the cone of the street light. Two bits a drink, bub, two bits a drink. Look closer. Whaddaya see? A criminal? Two criminals? Fear? Greed?

Philadelphia. 1926. Six years into prohibition. Take a look, then look away. Nuthin to see here, folks. Moonshine and illegal hooch is washing down the streets of the city. From the mayor on down to the poor sap on the street, everybody wants a taste.

One last look. Can you see him? Behind that fella at the door of the speakeasy? Behind that moll on the dance floor? Behind those cops on the street? Behind that schmo with the tin flask and a cup? 

There. Can you see him, now? You’re looking for a guy in the shadows, the glowing tip of his cigarette. He’s the man with the hooch, with the look-away bribes, with the tommy gun, with the swagger. Take a look, but not too close. He’s the bootlegger and he’s got a sweet deal—just for you.

*  *  *  *
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IN 1926, THERE ARE 16,000 speakeasies for the two million residents of Philadelphia. Crime, thanks to tommy guns and faster cars, is exploding—literally. Citizens are beginning to panic because of the violence, and politicians are using their bully pulpits to get ‘tough on crime’. The tip of the spear of these efforts are the city’s finest, the police. 

Detective Tony Giordano is one of the few Italians in Philadelphia’s police force. Tall and dashing, with a killer smile, he comes from a long line of Giordano men who offer protection. Unlike his family who are members of the Honored Society known as the Cosa Nostra, he had decided, at a young age, to go in a different direction than Pops and Nonno. He wanted to see what life looked like from the other side of the street. 

Ah yes, the other side of the street—which, it turned out, was not so good. As a cop, the money in his wallet was a pittance of his gangster brother’s thick wad. Certainly not enough to afford the car and clothes that make the man. So, he planted one foot on each side of the proverbial street, taking the policeman’s motto to serve and protect to an entrepreneurial level his family would be proud of. 

In the grand tradition of Philadelphia’s finest, he’s a cop on the take.

Captain Copeland stops by Tony Giordano’s desk. It’s neat and well-ordered, much like Tony himself. He looks at his captain; only a flicker betrays his distaste at Copeland’s slovenly appearance. Taking advantage of the recent directive allowing police detectives to wear street clothes, Tony is dressed in a brown windowpane-checked three-piece suit, the pant leg creases sharp enough to slice bread. His silk tie is a glorious purple, and there’s a crisp black fedora perched on the back of his head. He’d rather die than wear the soiled uniform his captain wears, complete with food stains and missing buttons.

“Giordano, its Wednesday. Aren’t you supposed to be working the street? My pockets are feeling a bit light. Maybe see about fillin’ ‘em? Swing by and pick up Gus and Fingers and see what you can do about it.”

“Sure, Cap. I was thinking that it was getting around that time of the week myself.”

Behind the wheel of his brand new Studebaker, Tony feels like the king of the world. He pulls up and toots the horn outside the warehouse where notorious gangster and racketeer, Mickey Duffy, operates most of his business. He’s called ahead and talked to Fingers. Wednesday. Collection Day. His favorite day of the week.

Gus and Fingers stroll to the car. There is no mistaking the men for anything but the gangster muscle they are. The flashy, pinstriped zoot-suits, black and white spats, the swagger, and a telling bulge beneath the left arm, all broadcast gangster. Being obvious is a good thing when you want the world to be anxious when you’re around.

“Morning, boys. Feel like making some deliveries?”

The two men laugh. “Always. The truck’s loaded. Who do you want to hit first? We got regular deliveries scheduled at a couple of different joints.”

“How about the Kit Kat Klub? That’s always on the regular Wednesday run. Then Monty’s? Maybe finish up at O’Toole’s place on Broad Street and then go for lunch?”

“Sure. Give us a half hour head start, and we’ll meet ya at the Cristal for grub,” says Gus.

Tony cruises to kill a half hour. Working with Duffy’s crew always gets him hankering about the life he didn’t choose, reminding him of his pops and brothers back in the Big Apple—made-men and wise-guys all. Ah, to be a gangster; the wild freedom—a man hankers after that. It would be a shame if shaking down speakeasies and gin joints is as close as he ever gets to living that life.

While Tony cruises up and down ‘Regret and If Only’ Streets, Gus and Fingers head to the Kit Kat Klub with their weekly liquor delivery. The manager helps them unload the cases of gin and whiskey and hands over a nice thick envelope. 

“This is the second time we’ve been here this month. Try and hang on to this shipment, eh Sam?” Fingers slaps the manager on the back.

Sam grimaces. “Hey, if Butler would lay off with the padlocks, I’d be having a great month, revenue-wise. But that guy keeps shutting me down and hauling my inventory away. I figure the next retirement party they got going for some cop will have an open bar stocked with all my booze.”

“Oh, I hear ya, Sam. I hear ya. See ya next week.”

Gus and Fingers repeat the process at Monty’s at the same time that Tony strolls into the Kit Kat Klub. He pulls out his badge and flashes it at the bartender.

“Go get the manager. I’m inspecting the place for illegal liquor.”

Tony and Sam go into the back room where the Duffy delivery is still sitting in the middle of the floor.

“Well, lookie here. I do believe you have illegal liquor, Sam. I am going to have to confiscate it and padlock the joint.”

Sam sighs heavily. “Detective. I am hoping we can come to some kind of understanding. You know as well as me that the charges are a revolving door. You haul me into court, and then the judge gives me a fine, and I’m out tomorrow. How’s about I pay the fine direct to you? It would save me a heap of time and trouble. Much more convenient for us all.”

“But I’ll still have to confiscate the booze,” Tony says.

Sam nods, resigned. “Of course you would. Wouldn’t expect anything else. Waddaya say? Deal?”

They shake on it. Sam helps Tony load the booze into the trunk of the Studebaker. He slips a nice wad of cash into Tony’s breast pocket, tapping it farewell. Sam heads into the Kit Kat Klub to call Duffy and make arrangements for another shipment, for any day but a Wednesday.

At the next two speakeasies, the shakedown’s repeated. No one is alarmed. No one is offended. It is how business is done in Philadelphia in 1926.

*  *  *
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THE THREE FELLAS SPRAWL in the booth at the Cristal, roaring with laughter. Between the beer and pastrami, Tony cuts the money five ways: a taste for the two bosses, Copeland and Duffy, and the rest for their own hard work. Later, he’ll follow the boys back to Duffy’s warehouse to help restock the booze that will be sold again, maybe even back to the Kit Kat Klub. There’s a reason why they’re called racketeers; it’s such a nice, tidy little racket.
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THE HANDSOME RUSSIAN lieutenant gazes down at the helpless woman supine before him. She trembles. His eyes smolder with desire. He is tall, dark, brooding. His Cossack uniform, ripped from his muscled body, lies scattered on the carpeted floor of the Czarina’s palace bedroom. She doesn’t struggle, caught by his magnetic eyes. He lowers his head, her lips part...

“Oh, Rudy,” Edith says. She breathes his name. 

“Shh,” Maggie says.

“Oh, shh yourself.” Edith never takes her eyes off the screen until ‘The End’ flashes, and the theater lights come on. The Eagle is Rudolph Valentino’s latest silent movie to hit the theaters. The lineup to get tickets had been around the block.

“Oh, isn’t he just the dreamiest?” Maggie is standing, eyes shut. Raising a languid hand to her forehead, she pretends to swoon.

“Oh, you goof. Come on, let’s go grab a coffee before I run you home.” Edith slips into her fur coat, then links arms with Maggie. 

Leaving the movie theater, adjusting to the afternoon light—despite the gathering clouds—the two women are a study in contrast. Edith Duffy, a tall, sleek beauty in her early thirties, has that pampered languidness that wealthy women often get. Her movie companion, Maggie Barnes, a few years younger, is not quite so well-turned out: a cloth coat to Edith’s fur; sensible shoes rather than satin pumps; a plain brown knit hat compared to Edith’s saucy garnet number that sports a jaunty feather. 

Maggie is solid; some would say dependable. She’d cringe at that; aspires to something more glamorous. Where Maggie is steady, Edith is flamboyant. Where Maggie is cautious, Edith is devil-may-care. Where Maggie carefully counts out her pennies to pay for the movie, Edith throws a tenner onto the counter, picking up the tab. Maggie looks forward to the day when she’ll be able to treat Edith. There’s a running tally in her head, keeping track of the obligation.

The two gals couldn’t be more different or closer. Some days it feels like they’ve been through the wars together, and in many ways they have.

Six years into it, Philadelphia is entrenched in the anarchy of Prohibition. Bootleggers have turned a city, once known as a place that had a week of Sundays, into a playground for gangsters and racketeers. Washington should have known that you can’t tell people, especially those in Philadelphia, what to do. If they want a drink, then they’ll find someone to sell it to them. The fact that it’s illegal is merely an inconvenient technicality. Moonshiners brew it. Rum runners import it. Bootleggers and speakeasies sell it. And cops and politicians all look the other way for a small fee. Lawlessness bleeds into all areas of life because, if you’re comfortable being a lawbreaker so that you can enjoy an afternoon tipple or a night on the town, then it’s easy to slide just a wee bit further down that slippery slope. The fact the slope is sometimes slippery with blood? Well, it’s not happening to me, bub, so look the other way.

Maggie loves coming to the pictures. The Stanton is one of Philadelphia’s magnificent baroque movie palaces: ornate plaster and golden flourishes. The moment when the lights dim and the heavy, red velvet drapes sweep open always makes her catch her breath as she falls into a world of make-believe.

Her life allows only a few indulgences. Maggie’s widowed and raising her son. She’s managing to keep a roof over their heads, thanks to the regular rent payments of her lodgers. Even so, Maggie can hear the padded footsteps of hungry wolves always pacing back and forth in front of her door.

A pinched pocketbook is one of the reasons why Maggie Barnes enjoys these little outings with her best friend, Edith Duffy. They’ve gotten to know each other well over the past year and a half. The circumstances that brought them together were a real crossroads in Maggie’s life: a neighbor’s child’s death; her search to find the murderer and bring him to justice; a kidnapping. Some would shudder, trying to forget, but Maggie is grateful that, in all the darkness, Edith’s friendship shone through. The fact that her friend is married to the chief suspect is merely a complication—hey, in these riotous days, what isn’t complicated?

The two gals stroll arm in arm down the street toward the coffee shop. With one eye on the darkening sky, Maggie’s glad she’s brought her umbrella. More rain is the last thing she needs.

“Rudy Valentino really is one of the greats. I hear that he and his co-star, Vilma Banky, are having an affair.”

“No. How wonderful.” Edith leans in closer, not wanting to miss a detail of the Hollywood gossip. “Those arms, those eyes. I loved his beard in The Hooded Falcon. I tried to get Mickey to grow one, but he was having none of it. He hates Valentino, calls him a fop.” Edith gazes off into the distance. “Mmm, imagine what it feels like to be wrapped in those strong Valentino arms.” 

“And how is Mickey?” Maggie asks, one eyebrow raised in a wry arch.

Edith pouts as Maggie pours cold water on her fantasy embrace. Edith’s marriage to Mickey Duffy, Philadelphia’s notorious King of the Bootleggers, is rocky. “Let’s not talk about Mickey. Let’s talk about you. Tell me, how’s that kid of yours?”

Maggie gives her friend’s arm a squeeze. You’d never guess from Edith’s beautiful face that there was a world of hurt going on. Maggie has no idea how Edith manages to pull it off. Confident society dame on the outside. Insecure, lonely coat-check girl underneath. She’s one heck of an actress. Not even Mickey knows how much pain Edith is in.

“Oh, Tommy’s swell. Doing good in school, when he applies himself. Unfortunately, that’s not as often as his teachers or I would like. But he’s a good kid.”

They settle into the booth at Edith’s favorite coffee shop, the strong smell of whiskey wafting from her mug. Maggie stirs her regular coffee—black with a teaspoon of sugar. “Oh, Edith, I love the movies. The fantasy and make-believe. What would a romance with a Cossack like Valentino be like?” 

“I know a bit about the movies. What you see on the screen isn’t what it’s like on the set at all. Fake walls. Hot lights. Crabby directors. Greedy agents. Co-stars with wandering hands. Nasty, ambitious people scurrying everywhere. The star, hung over, with her face wrapped in ice cubes and towels, trying to close her pores.”

Maggie laughs out loud. “Oh, Edith. You slay me. That’s just too rich.”

Edith chuckles. “Well, it’s true, doll. But not so different than our own lives, is it? Before I go out, the cold cream’s on and the hair is in pin curls. While it looks all natural, believe me, it ain’t.”

Maggie snorts her coffee back into her cup. “Oh, Edith. Stop.”

Edith sits back, a satisfied smile on her face. “Oh, Maggie. I won’t stop it and neither should you. It’s so good to see you smiling, doll, instead of that serious Mrs. Grundy look you usually wear.” 

Maggie gives Edith a mock-serious face.

“I love the new look, by the way. Bobbed hair really suits you. Lovely waves. Are they yours or do you have to do them?

Maggie pats her new haircut. “Nope, all me. I got the curls from my grandfather. It was a moment, Edith, walking into the beauty salon. I didn’t know whether I could go through with it. And Mother had a bird when she saw. Apparently, only loose women have short hair. I told her it fits better under the cute new hats.”

“I would have loved to have seen that. Your mother can be a real card, sometimes, Maggie.”

The waiter returns with two coffeepots on a tray: one for the Ediths of the world, and one for the Maggies.

A little later, Maggie nods, accepting a refill. “Okay, one more. But I gotta get going soon and get supper started. It won’t be long before the boys will be home and, if there’s no supper on the go, they’ll start raiding the icebox like ravaging hoards. Tommy’s the worst, but not the only culprit.” 

“Still just the pair of lodgers? You’ve not restocked the third room with some mysterious man?”

“Still just Archie and Joe. Not a lot of mysterious men in my life.” Except for Frank of course, but he will remain my secret. “I’ve interviewed another lodger who’ll move in next week. That’ll help with the finances. I’ve been missing that third rent check.”

“Joe’s the cop and Archie’s the teacher, right? Why’d you wait so long before finding a replacement for Eugene?”

Maggie shrugs. “Oh, I don’t know. After he died, and the way he died, it just seemed too soon.” She’s often wondered how much Edith knows about Mickey’s role in Eugene’s murder. Or, for that matter, if Edith has ever suspected Maggie’s own role in trying to put Mickey behind bars. Maybe Edith’s not the only good actress at the table. 

“When I finally did advertise it, nobody wanted it. Or at least no one that I wanted to rent to was interested in it. Not like the rooms upstairs that are so close to the bath. Eugene’s old room is such a sad little place, off behind the kitchen. Although I must admit, while it’s been empty these past months, I’ve enjoyed not having anyone underfoot, traipsing back and forth while I’m doing laundry or cooking. I spend a lot of time in that kitchen.”

“Oh, I know what you mean. A queen in her castle. I go into ours and Hilda has a fit. The kitchen is her domain. My part of the kingdom ends at the kitchen door.”

“Yeah, like in the theater, with the front of the house versus the back of the house. You’re the star, doll. Poor Hilda merely looks after the props.” 

The gals sip their beverages, each drink offering a different kind of pick-me-up. 

I wonder how Edith would react if I started talking about what I think is the real back and front of the house in the current Duffy production: Edith’s sophisticated and well-mannered world compared with the violent, sordid life of Mickey’s that makes it all possible. It doesn’t matter whether it’s the Stanton, the movie set, or Edith’s life, the back of the house is never acknowledged by the front of the house. When I first met her, she seemed much more involved with Duffy’s enterprise but, lately, she’s stepping back, spending more time on stage in her genteel society swirl.

Maggie glances again at her watch. “Sorry, Edith, but I gotta run.” She looks out the coffee shop’s front window. The gloomy clouds from earlier in the afternoon have followed through on their threat. It’s pouring. 

“Oh, no. Not more rain. Edith, can I get you to drop me?”

“Sure thing, doll. I parked the Roadster just around the corner. Thank goodness I put the top up. We can make a dash for it. And we’re still on for when I get back from Miami?”

“Are you kidding me? Banana splits at Child’s. Cossacks and wild horses couldn’t keep me away.”
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PHILADELPHIA IN THE mid-1920s is booming, a magnet for immigrants seeking to make fortunes in manufacturing and retail. The city is divided into various pockets; the established, long time Philadelphians live in the large mansions in one area of the city, and ethnic neighborhoods of recently arrived Italians and Eastern Europeans in the other parts of the city. Folks pretty much stay where they’ve decided they belong, and everyone gets along.

Maggie Barnes is an exception. When she was Margaret Gifford, a sweet young thing living in her parent’s Philadelphia Victorian mansion, she had the occasion to visit the Hog Island Shipyards where her father served as Vice President of finance. It was there she met the dashing and handsome Jack Barnes. 

Jack was not part of her parent’s world. There were no broad lawns and afternoon tea parties in his childhood. From the other side of the tracks, Jack’s family were hardworking laborers relying on their strong backs to find work. Jacks father was proud of his son’s position as a welder—a skilled trade—and his work on the warships that were part of America’s contribution to achieve victory in the Great War. 

Jack was also a passionate believer of workers’ rights, and active in the union, pushing for fair wages and benefits. After the war, when thirty thousand workers were laid off their wartime manufacturing jobs almost overnight, Jack rallied his co-workers. They hit the streets, demonstrating for fair severance. Swept up in Jack’s arms and in the excitement of the movement, Maggie had marched side-by-side with the workers. She helped write letters to newspapers and government officials, and she made endless pots of coffee and prepared thousands of sandwiches during the fight. 

Their elopement generated condemnation from her parents; it hadn’t helped when Maggie and Jack’s son, Tommy, was born six months after their vows. 

Like many young families starting out in Philly, housing options had been limited. Jack and Maggie—he lovingly called her Peggy—found an affordable house in Philly’s Northern Liberties neighborhood of newly established immigrants; four bedrooms and an addition Jack and his neighbors built with the intention to help newly-arrived immigrants with housing. Jack knew many of the neighbors from Hog Island and labor meetings, although Maggie was more standoffish. They had only a few years together before Jack was killed during a labor demonstration at the shipyards. She has never forgiven her father for his role in Jack’s death which was a massive blow to her. Every time she looks at Tommy, she’s reminded that he is fatherless. 

Left with a house continually needing repairs, a young son, and no money, Maggie made the decision to take in boarders. The house is now part of her business, not just a home for their family, which makes it ever more problematic when things go wrong.

*  *  *  *
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DRIVING HOME WITH EDITH, in the rain, after the movie, Maggie had been full of dread at what she might find when she arrived back at the house. The wet spring has been good for farmers, but bad luck for folks with leaking roofs. She stands in her bedroom, glaring at the ceiling. Drip. Plunk. Drip. Plunk, from a large yellow stain, into the bucket below. On the ceiling, the paper covering the lath is peeling away. This isn’t the first time it’s leaked.

What am I going to do now? There’s no way I can afford to fix the roof. If it’s bad in one spot, maybe there are other leaks? Nerts. I just can’t get ahead. How am I ever going to find the money for a new roof?

Maggie relaxes her hands that have curled into two fists on her lap. I gotta lay my hands on more money. A lot of money. Raising the rent will be small beans compared to what I need now. I can’t put this off anymore.

Maybe I could borrow? Maybe from Edith? Edith would let me have it, I’m sure. But I couldn’t do that. Not only is she my friend, but I’m working to put her husband away as part of a racketeering investigation. No, I can’t ask Edith. 

Maybe my parents could help? Not a chance. I’ll not give them the satisfaction of asking. Sure, they’d do it gladly, but then I’d never hear the end of it. And it would be giving in. That door’s been shut too long; I’m not opening it now. 

There has to be another way. Should I go to the bank? Would they lend me money? How much is the house worth? 

Drip. Plunk. Drip. Plunk.

There’s a knock on her door. “Maggie. It’s Archie,” he says from the other side of the door. “I have a small leak. Do you have an extra bucket?”
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INSPECTOR FRANK GEYER’S been sitting inside the brewery for over an hour. It’s cold inside the brick building, but he doesn’t appear to feel it. He’s an older gentleman, a bit stout, which his suit vest attests to. A walking stick rests next to his knee. His high, outdated collar is held tight with a collar pin. Perched on his head is a bowler hat. He sports an unfashionable but luxuriant clipped beard and mustache. There is still the veneer of a police officer on the Inspector, even though it has worn thin from age and use. No one who sees him can mistake him for anything else than what he was before his retirement: a tireless officer of the law working to protect the citizens of Philadelphia.

Frank’s been watching this particular brewery for several days. Now that he’s retired, he has the luxury of following up on cases and investigations that pique his personal interest. While watching Mickey Duffy and the other bootleggers, he has become intrigued with the entire business model; their transportation of the illegal alcohol is only a small part of the flood of crime and corruption in the city caused by Prohibition. 

Frank is captivated by the special role beer plays in the Prohibition story, recalling that, in his day, beer had been regarded as a cereal beverage; mothers had been encouraged to give their children a glass at breakfast to aid digestion. It had also been generally accepted that an adult’s well-being depended on a pint or two in the evening. 

For a brief, shining moment at the beginning of Prohibition, there had been a successful lobbying effort regarding the sale of beer. Thanks to the influential voices of the United States Brewers Association, and the clamor of citizens, the Federal government had voted to exempt beer from the Volstead Act that established Prohibition, and allowed doctors to prescribe beer for its health benefits. 

It wasn’t surprising that people trampled on a good thing, with everyone and his grandmother suddenly needing a prescription for the restorative or digestive powers of beer. The government quickly rescinded the decision to exempt beer from Prohibition laws, and now the only beer that can be sold is ‘near-beer’ with an alcohol content of 0.5%. 

The other aspect of beer that interests Frank is the brewing process. Because beer needs to be aged, at any given time breweries have vats of normal strength beer in their cellars—and that part is perfectly legal. Then, in order to comply with the Prohibition laws, they then de-alcoholize it, reducing it to ‘near-beer’ strength before it’s bottled and shipped. 

Given temptation and greed, police have been deployed to guard breweries and ensure compliance with the law. It is a cat and mouse game, determining which barrels being shipped out are ‘near-beer’, and which hold the real stuff. 

Human nature being what it is, especially in these dark days, most of the police inspecting the beer are accepting regular ‘look-away’ envelopes every time a shipment goes out. It is an aspect of the case that rankles. In Frank’s day, police were honorable men who didn’t need minders. But, these days, there’s too much temptation. Corruption flows as easily as the suds.

Colonel Smedley Butler, the Director of Public Safety, a role similar to the Chief of Police in other communities, does not ignore the corruption within his department. His response is to have police covertly watch the police who are guarding the breweries. These covert operators are notoriously known as ‘ginks’, and are despised by police and beer drinkers alike.

On the floor of the brewery, there’s the usual level of activity. Men come by regularly and check the metal vats and their gauges. Notes are made on clipboards. The brewmaster does his usual sampling mid-afternoon. More notes are made.

Everything in the brewery appears as it should. The nights are just as uneventful and crime-free as the day shifts. There is a night watchman who does regular rounds, and a cleaner that comes in and sweeps up. Nothing untoward. 

Perhaps it is the boredom, or maybe a well-seasoned policeman’s instincts, but the very ordinariness and law-abiding nature of the brewery operation is an itch that Frank just needs to scratch. It’s highly unlikely that a brewery owned by Max Hassel, notorious racketeer and the local Beer King, is following the law. He’s turning a pretty profit on this brewery, in both the books he shares with the tax man as well as the books Frank has seen in his bottom drawer. Frank knows he’s selling the real, high-powered beer somewhere. But how? Frank hates being bested, and someone has certainly figured out a way to commit a crime right under his nose.

Seeing nothing amiss happening on the floor of the brewery, Frank’s eyes follow the metal pipes that travel from the vats to the bottling conveyor belts, now idle. Those belts had been very busy yesterday, bottles being labeled, filled, capped, and crated; readied for shipment.

Today, a delivery truck pulls into the loading bay, and a half-dozen men start loading wooden crates of beer bottles into the back end. Once loaded, they pull out of the brewery, stopping at the gate for the mandatory police inspection.

Frank walks over and peers over the policeman’s shoulder as he checks a random bottle. 0.5% as usual. He steps back with a frustrated sigh and looks at the vats and bottles. “Well, I’m flummoxed,” Frank says. 

Frank has seen the gauges and watched the shipping process. The vats are full of real beer, but there is a huge discrepancy between the amount of full strength beer brewed and ‘near beer’ shipped. So where is the real beer going? How is it leaving the brewery?

Looking at the workers and the beer vats, Frank pulls a freshly clipped cigar out of his pocket and flares two wooden matches. He slowly rotates the cigar, ensuring the end is glowing before taking his first puff. Watching the brewery, there is a feeling of discovery, the tantalizing bite of something significant but not yet understood. It has a hold on him now, this puzzle, and he relishes that feeling.
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IT IS IN THAT SPECIAL time between breakfast dishes and preparing lunch that Maggie has a few moments of time to herself. Walking through into the living room, coffee cup in hand, her shoulders relax and a smile breaks through. 

Maggie loves this room. It is cool and serene, with as much elegance as she and Jack could afford when they first started out. Mother had grudgingly given her the beautiful gold-striped Empire couch which holds center-stage, while the reality of Maggie’s life intrudes through the strategically placed furniture over the worn spots of a threadbare Aubusson rug. The clock on the mantle ticks away the minutes; a shiny brass carriage clock that sits beside the framed photo of she and Jack on their wedding day. 

“Inspector? Are you here?” she asks the empty room.

“Maggie, I’ve had the most frustrating morning, my dear.” Frank is behind her.

Maggie swirls around. “Oh Inspector, there you are.” 

Inspector Frank Geyer and Maggie Barnes have been a team for almost two years, pursuing the bootleggers in Philadelphia, gathering evidence for the police so that Prohibition scofflaws can be brought to justice. It’s an effective duo, if somewhat unusual. And it’s not only that a woman is working in an investigative capacity that would raise a few eyebrows. 

Frank is the ghost of a Victorian detective with the Philadelphia Police. His reputation lives on, as does his service to the city. It took some convincing for Maggie to accept his spectral nature. She’d eventually convinced herself she was not crazy by involving one of her lodgers in a demonstration of the Inspector’s invisibility to everyone but herself. 

Maggie’s ghost has none of the gothic eeriness of hauntings and spookiness. No, the Inspector is as cranky as many older gentlemen, pining for usefulness and nostalgic for his glory days. And he’s become a dear friend, despite his overbearing nature. Inspector Frank Geyer, long dead these many years, and now back in harness as Maggie’s investigative partner.

“Sit and visit, will you? Tommy won’t be home for lunch for another hour.” Maggie chooses her usual chair by the desk, and Frank takes his by the fire. “I want to hear how you made out at the brewery. Any luck?”

“Another shipment went out this morning. But it was all ‘near beer’. I just don’t know how they’re doing it, Maggie. I haven’t seen a single shipment of ‘real beer’ in the weeks I’ve been watching the place, yet the vats are emptied and refilled like clockwork. I know by the gauges they’re brewing much more than they ship, but I have no idea what they’re doing with the ‘real beer’, or how they’re managing to sell it.”

Frank has been watching the brewery for several weeks, trying to find the answer to this puzzle. Initially, they had thought the near beer was being brought back to full strength at another location. Of course, everyone knows that there is the occasional cask of near beer that has the alcohol reinjected through the bung of the barrel with a horse syringe. This ‘needle-beer’ never tastes quite as good, and the brewmaster at the brewery Frank is watching has forbidden the practice. He has standards to uphold; after all, it is his name on the label. 

Maggie raises an eyebrow. “Well, it’s got to be going somewhere. Max Hassel is a pretty smart cookie. Too smart to be pouring good beer down the drain.”

Frank stares at her open-mouthed. He slaps his forehead. “Of course. The drains. Why haven’t I thought of that? I was looking where I should instead of where I shouldn’t. The drains. That’s brilliant, my dear. Max isn’t the only smart cookie,” he says.

“Why thank you, Inspector. Although I’m not sure what I said that was so brilliant.”

“The only other way to exit the premises is through the drains,” says Frank.

“Ugh. I can’t imagine they’re pouring the beer into sewer pipes. Could he somehow be using a separate pipe?” 

“It’s an interesting idea. The entire situation is fascinating. I can hardly wait to return to have a closer look. I meant it, my dear. We’re a good team, what with your intuition and my methodical stubbornness.” He leans toward her and winks.

“Inspector, I was only teasing that time I said you were stubborn. We’re a good team, you and I. Behind every good student there is a great teacher.”

“I’m sure the quote is ‘behind every good student there is a surprised teacher’,” he says with a teasing twinkle in his eye that earns him a chuckle from Maggie. 

Frank settles further into his chair and puffs on his cigar, the smoke and odor as ghostly as he is. “I also swung past Enforcement Unit Number One headquarters. You won’t believe it, Maggie. Colonel Butler’s planning another raid on the Venice Café.”

“What? There have been five police raids on that speakeasy in, what, the last three days?”

“They keep reopening, and the police keep going back. Apparently, I’m not the only stubborn man in Philly. Colonel Butler is tenacious. This will be raid number six this week. It’s become a contest of wills between the Colonel, bootlegger Boo-Boo Hoff who owns the café, and the magistrates who overturn the charges. We’ll see who wins.”

“Given the pay-offs that must be happening to keep it open, that little speak is a blessing for somebody,” Maggie says.

“You mean everybody, not somebody. The police, the lawyers, the magistrates will all have their fingers in the pie. Boo-Boo must be making a tidy profit to be able to afford to keep paying the bribes to reopen and restock that establishment. Speaking of profit, have you found another tenant yet for Eugene’s room?” Frank asks.

“I have. Mr. Sessions is moving in tomorrow. He’s a clerk at the Atlantic Refining Company. You know, where Joe’s fiancée, Fanny, works? She gave him my name. He’s moving here from a small town somewhere down south and needed a place for a few months before his family arrives. He seems nice enough, and Fanny says he’s a swell fella.”

The front door bangs open. A young boy throws his jacket over the front banister. “Mother, I’m home.”

“Tommy, I’m right here, sweetheart. You don’t have to shout. And hang up your jacket, please.” Maggie rises and meets him in the hall; gives him a hug. “Come on, let’s get some soup into you and you can tell me what you learned in school this morning.” Maggie checks in on Frank, but he’s gone. The living room is empty.

Over soup and a frantic description of a frog in Abigail’s schoolbag, there’s also speculation about whether Mr. Stanwick adds blacking to his hair. “It was dripping on his collar, Mother,” says Tommy. He continues with a blow by blow description of a marbles’ game at recess. 

Tommy’s a gregarious, outgoing boy, but today he seems a little too upbeat; a little too anxious to fill the air with chatter. “Everything okay at school, Tommy?”

Tommy puts another spoonful of soup in his mouth, along with a big bite of bread, to avoid answering. 

“Manners, young man,” she warns. Maggie glances at the clock by the stove. “Goodness, Tommy. Your coat. You’re going to be late.”

Tommy grabs his coat, and turns as Maggie holds open the door.

“Oh, here, Mother. I forgot. Principal Harris says you’re to come to his office after school.” Tommy thrusts a crumpled, soiled envelope into her hand.

“What? Why? Tommy?” But he has taken the veranda steps two at a time and is tearing toward school.

Maggie stands in the open doorway. A note from school. A last minute delivery. Tommy’s incessant babbling. This can’t be good.

Maggie opens the envelope and unfolds the single sheet. It has no details beyond a strongly worded invitation to meet Principal Harris in his office at four o’clock. 

Maggie tidies the mess from lunch, then heads up the stairs to change out of her housedress. Edith’s finally home from her trip to Florida and Maggie is excited to hear all about it—before four o’clock. And yes, there will be ice cream.
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MAGGIE HAS LOVED CHILD’S Place Ice Cream Parlor since she and Jack first visited it while they were courting. Its long, marble-topped counter along one wall has many flavors of frozen temptation. You can get a crick in your neck swiveling between the chalkboard list on the wall behind the counter and the rainbow of frozen colors in the glass display case. And then there are the toppings: fruit, nuts, candy sprinkles, and mounds of whipped cream. Oh, my.

Maggie sits at a small, round table opposite the counter, perched on a swivel chair. She’s savoring the contrast between the sharp, bitter taste of the chocolate and the smooth sweetness of the whipped cream.

“Doll, you started without me,” Edith says, swooping in for a quick, two-cheeked peck. “Looks delish. What did you get?”

“Mmmm. Chocolate with cherries. So-o good.” Maggie licks her spoon and smiles at her friend. Today, Edith is wrapped in a dark emerald green velvet coat trimmed in bands of dark fur. Perched on her head is a matching hat, also fur trimmed. The gal has style. “Edith, go grab yours and then hurry back. I’ve got to scoot early to meet with Tommy’s principal, so I don’t have as much time as usual.” 

As Edith heads to the counter, Maggie strokes her own brown wool coat. Serviceable. Of service. The story of my life. 

“So what’s that all about, then?” Edith asks, sliding in beside Maggie, clutching her bowl of strawberry ice cream bathed in chocolate sauce.

“I haven’t the faintest idea. But you don’t get called to the principal’s office with good news. I’ll let you know.” Maggie licks her spoon clean and leans in close to Edith. “So. Tell me. How was the trip? How’re things with Mickey? You look great, all toasty brown.”

Edith rolls her eyes dramatically. “Oh, you know. The same. He goes out. I’m left behind sitting alone by the pool. When we do go out together, he’s prowling around, talking to men in corners.”

“Ah, sweetie. I thought you two were going away together. You know, for a little sun, a little romance?”

“Oh, we did go away. I thought we’d sit on the beach, hold hands, watch the sun set and drink rum punch. But instead, Mickey was mostly meeting with a bunch of fellas about business.”

“Oh,” Maggie says, suddenly interested in her ice cream. “Seems like a long way to go for business.”

“Al Capone’s got a place down there. You know, that fella from Chicago? His place is beautiful, Maggie. You should see it. Like an Italian villa by the sea. It has a pool, and he’s rigged a diving board off the second-floor balcony. That little tub makes quite a splash when he hits the water.”

“I didn’t know Mickey knew Al Capone. Is he looking to do some business in Chicago?”

“What do I know? I’m hoping he’s looking to buy a place in Miami so that we can spend the winters down there. As if.” Edith laughs.

“Well, I’ll come visit if you do. I love the thought of getting away from Philly’s winters.”

“And how about you, doll? What’s new with you? What’s happened while I was away? Edith wiggles her eyebrows. Anything new?” 

“As if.” Maggie shoots back with a laugh. “No, those fires were banked and the embers gone cold a long time ago. Jack was the only man for me. Except for Tommy, of course.”

“Well, Tommy is a sweetie. But there’s no reason you have to live like me, alone every night. You need to be going out and having some fun. Hey, I got an idea. Why don’t you come to the Cadix with Mickey and me? We could gossip about what all the dames are wearing. It’d give me something to do while Mickey talks business.”

The Cadix with Mickey? Yikes, no way do I want to do that. Not after the kidnapping episode at his warehouse. I’ve managed to avoid seeing Mickey this long, maybe I can put it off some more? 

“Oh, I’m not sure, Edith. Who would look after Tommy? What would I wear?”

Edith looks her up and down. “Of course, you couldn’t wear that old thing.”

Maggie flinches. Edith never thinks about her words before they’re out of her
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