

    
        
          Katie Bell And The Two Dollar Widow

        

        
        
          Katie Bell Mysteries, Volume 3

        

        
        
          Adam Earl

        

        
          Published by Adam Earl, 2025.

        

    



  
    
    
      This is a work of fiction. Similarities to real people, places, or events are entirely coincidental.

    
    

    
      KATIE BELL AND THE TWO DOLLAR WIDOW

    

    
      First edition. July 28, 2025.

      Copyright © 2025 Adam Earl.

    

    
    
      ISBN: 979-8224872558

    

    
    
      Written by Adam Earl.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  


Table of Contents

Title Page

Copyright Page

Chapter 1 - Two Dollars, One Widow

Chapter 2 - Boyle Heights Blues

Chapter 3 - Union Shadows

Chapter 4 - Dead Men Wear Work Boots

Chapter 5 - Rourke's Warning

Chapter 6 - Echo Park, Echoes

Chapter 7 - The Five-Dollar Bar Tab

Chapter 8 - Mission Men and Cigarettes

Chapter 9 - Dressed to Kill

Chapter 10 - The Warehouse Fire

Chapter 11 - Rourke's Redemption

Chapter 12 - Skids Takes a Hit

Chapter 13 - Widow's Requiem

Chapter 14 - Dockyard Showdown

Epilogue - The Widow's Garden

Also By Adam Earl

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 1 - Two Dollars, One Widow
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The ceiling fan in Katie Bell's office rattled with each rotation, a metronome counting off the tedium of a Tuesday afternoon. Outside, Los Angeles simmered under an unseasonable October heat, the kind that made your clothes stick to your skin like wet newspaper. Katie leaned back in her chair, watching the blades cut lazy circles through cigarette smoke that hung in ribbons across the faded wallpaper.

Her office was right above Moretti's Boxing Gym on Wilshire, where the thud of gloves on leather and the grunts of ambitious young men provided an irregular backbeat to her thoughts. The space wasn't much, a reception area that hadn't seen a secretary since the war, her private office with its scarred oak desk, and a supply closet that doubled as a darkroom when she needed it. But it was hers, paid for with calluses on her feet and the occasional bruise that makeup couldn't quite hide.

Katie rolled the sleeves of her white blouse to the elbows and checked her watch. Three-seventeen. The ice in her glass had melted, watering down the two fingers of bourbon she'd poured after lunch. She was debating whether to pour a fresh one when she heard the outer door open.

Footsteps, hesitant and light. A woman's.

Katie straightened, adjusted her navy pencil skirt, and slipped her feet back into the sensible black pumps she'd kicked off hours ago. She folded the Racing Form she'd been studying, sliding it into the top drawer where it joined an assortment of other necessities: extra .38 cartridges, a flask of Four Roses, and three unpaid telephone bills.

The knock at her door was tentative, like the person on the other side was already regretting the decision.

"It's open," Katie called, her voice raspy from too many cigarettes and not enough sleep.

The woman who entered looked like she'd stepped out of a Life Magazine spread on "The Struggles of the Working Class." Mid-thirties, brunette, with the lined hands of someone who worked them raw. Her dress was clean but mended in several places, the fabric faded from too many washes. Around her neck, she wore a thin gold chain with a Saint Christopher medal. Her eyes darted around the office, taking inventory of the filing cabinet with its dented corner, the blinds permanently tilted against the afternoon sun, and finally settling on Katie herself.

"Are you Miss Bell? The detective?" Her voice carried the soft edges of somewhere in the Northeast, Brooklyn maybe, sanded down by years in California.

"That's what it says on the door," Katie replied, gesturing to the chair opposite her desk. "Have a seat, Miss...?"

"DeMarco. Rose DeMarco." The woman sat on the edge of the chair, her handbag clutched in her lap like it might try to escape if she loosened her grip. Up close, Katie could see the dark circles under her eyes, the chipped nail polish on fingers that fidgeted with the clasp of her purse.

Katie reached for her notepad. "What can I help you with, Mrs. DeMarco?"

The woman's eyes widened slightly at the "Mrs." "It's my husband, Tommy. He's... he's missing."

The ceiling fan wobbled, catching on something unseen before resuming its rhythm. From the street below, a streetcar bell clanged, and someone laid on their automobile horn in response.

"How long?" Katie asked, pencil poised.

"Three days." Rose twisted the thin gold band on her finger. "He finished his shift at the docks on Saturday and went for a drink with some of the other men. He never came home."

Katie had heard this story before. Men who walked out the door and found something more interesting than what waited at home. Or someone. "Have you gone to the police?" she asked, already knowing the answer.

Rose's laugh was brittle, like glass about to crack. "They said he probably found another bottle or another woman. Told me to wait a week." She leaned forward. "But Tommy isn't like that. He doesn't disappear. Not without telling me."

Katie studied the woman across from her. There was fear in those eyes, but something else too. Something she wasn't saying.

"Mrs. DeMarco, most of the time when husbands go missing, they turn up in a day or two with empty pockets and hangovers that could kill a horse. Are you sure you want to pay my rates for what's likely..."

"Tommy's a witness," Rose cut in, her voice lowered as if the walls might be listening. "He saw something down at the docks. Something he shouldn't have."

Now they were getting somewhere. Katie sat forward, elbows on the desk.

"What kind of something?"

Rose shook her head, a strand of dark hair escaping from her carefully pinned waves. "I don't know exactly. He didn't tell me details. Just that Lou Seretti was involved."

The name landed heavy in the room. Louis Seretti, union boss with connections that ran from City Hall to the back rooms of every gambling joint in the county. The kind of man who solved problems with more than stern words and legal injunctions.

"Did your husband report what he saw to anyone? The police? The feds?"

"I think so. He was meeting someone the afternoon before he disappeared. Said it was union business, but..." Rose's voice trailed off. She opened her purse and pulled out a small photograph, worn at the edges. "This is Tommy. Taken last year at a union picnic."

Katie took the photo. Tommy DeMarco had the muscled build of a man who earned his living with his back, dark hair slicked back from a square face with a twice-broken nose. His smile was tight around the edges, like he was used to keeping things in.

"Where does he work exactly?"

"Terminal Island. He's been with the longshoremen's union for seven years. Started right after he got back from the Pacific."

The pieces were starting to form a picture Katie didn't like. Union troubles on the docks had been brewing since spring, with walkouts and picket lines and the occasional bust-up that made the back pages of the Times. If Tommy DeMarco had seen something involving Seretti and then gone to the authorities, his chances of enjoying a long and healthy life had just dropped considerably.

"Where was he drinking Saturday night? Do you know the place?"

Rose nodded. "The Dime Dive down in Wilmington. The fellas always go there after shift. It's walking distance from the dock."

Katie made a note. "Does Tommy have any habits I should know about? Gambling? Women? Anything that might send him off the radar for a few days?"

Rose's face hardened. "My husband works six days a week unloading cargo so we can make rent on a one-room apartment in Boyle Heights. When he's not working, he's home with me or at union meetings. He doesn't have time for habits."

Katie nodded, accepting the rebuke. "Just covering the bases, Mrs. DeMarco. Did he take anything with him? Clothes? Money?"

"Just the clothes he was wearing and whatever was in his wallet. Maybe twenty dollars." Rose reached back into her purse and pulled out two crumpled dollar bills, setting them on the desk with fingers that trembled slightly. "This is all I have right now. I can get more when I get paid Friday."

Katie looked at the money. Two dollars wouldn't cover her daily rate. Three days was a long time for someone to be missing in a city like Los Angeles, especially someone who might have crossed a man like Seretti.

"I usually get ten a day, plus expenses," Katie said, watching Rose's face fall. "But I'll tell you what. Give me those two dollars now, and we'll work something out for the rest when I find your husband."

Hope flickered across Rose's face like a match struck in darkness. "You mean if you find him."

Katie picked up the bills, folded them, and slipped them into her jacket pocket. "No. When."

She stood up, signaling the end of the interview. As an afterthought, she opened her desk drawer and pulled out a business card, handing it to Rose. "Where can I reach you if I need to?"

Rose took the card, tucking it carefully into her purse. "We have a place on Soto Street. Number 1242, Apartment C. I'm at the garment factory on Olympic during the day." She hesitated, then added, "If Tommy comes home, I'll call you right away."

"What's he usually wear?" Katie asked, walking Rose to the door. "Work clothes?"

"Denim trousers, usually. Work boots. A navy-blue jacket if it's cool. And his cap, brown wool. Never goes anywhere without it." Rose paused at the door, her knuckles white around the handle of her purse. "Miss Bell, do you think he's alright?"

It was the question they always asked, the one Katie hated most. She had learned early in this business that hope was as dangerous as it was necessary.

"I think the sooner we find him, the better his chances are," she said finally. "I'll start right away."

After Rose left, Katie returned to her desk and stared at the photo of Tommy DeMarco. His eyes stared back, giving away nothing. Outside, the light was shifting, turning the office golden as the sun began its descent toward the Pacific. She opened her bottom drawer and pulled out a pint of bourbon, splashing a fresh inch into her glass. The liquid caught the light, amber and promising.

Katie raised the glass to the ceiling fan that kept its secrets, to the boxer downstairs who was training to be somebody, to Tommy DeMarco wherever he was.

"To finding you before someone else does," she murmured, and drank.

The Dime Dive smelled of spilled beer, unwashed men, and desperation, a combination that Katie found as familiar as her own perfume. Located just off Avalon Boulevard in Wilmington, it was the kind of place where dockers and sailors gathered to wash away the salt and sweat of a day's labor. The neon sign flickered unevenly, casting sickly blue light across the cracked sidewalk where a man in a peacoat stood smoking, his face half-hidden by shadow.

Katie navigated her '41 DeSoto’ into a space between a rusted pickup and a delivery truck with "Alfonso's Fish" painted on the side. She checked her reflection in the rearview mirror, adding a fresh coat of Cherries in the Snow to her lips before tucking her .38 into her handbag. Sometimes being a woman in this business was an advantage, men talked to a pretty face. Other times it was a liability. The weight of the revolver was reassurance against the latter.

Inside, the bar was crowded despite the early hour. Men in work clothes hunched over glasses of beer and whiskey, their conversations a low rumble beneath the Andrews Sisters on the jukebox. A few heads turned as Katie entered, gazes lingering on her figure before returning to their drinks. She was used to it, the way men's eyes followed her, first with interest, then with suspicion when they realized she wasn't there for their entertainment.

The bartender was a mountain of a man with an eye patch and forearms thick as ham hocks. His remaining eye narrowed as Katie approached the bar.

"What'll it be?" he asked, wiping his hands on a rag that looked dirtier than the counter.

"Information," Katie replied, sliding onto a stool. "But I'll take a gin and tonic while we talk."

The bartender grunted, reaching for a bottle of Gordon's. "Information's not on the menu."

"Never is." Katie placed a dollar on the bar. "But I'm looking for someone who might have been here Saturday night. Tommy DeMarco."

The name rippled through the bar like a stone dropped in still water. Conversations nearby paused, then resumed with forced casualness. The bartender's hand stilled momentarily before continuing to pour her drink.

"Don't know him," he said, sliding the gin and tonic toward her. The lime wedge looked like it had seen better days.

Katie took a sip, hiding her grimace at the watery taste. "That's funny, because his wife says he and his dock buddies come here after every shift." She pulled out the photograph Rose had given her, setting it on the bar. "This is Tommy. Longshoreman. Italian fellow, broken nose. Ring any bells now?"

The bartender glanced at the photo, his expression unreadable. "Lots of fellas come through here. Can't keep track of everyone."

A man two stools down snorted into his beer. Katie turned, studying him, mid-fifties, weathered face, the permanent tan of someone who worked outdoors. His shirt had the faded patch of a union emblem on the sleeve.

"Something funny?" she asked.

The man shrugged, not looking at her. "Just thinking how some people's memories get real short when certain names come up."

The bartender shot him a warning look. "Shut it, Hank. Another beer?"

"No thanks, Joe. Think I've had my fill." Hank stood, dropping some coins on the bar. As he passed Katie, he muttered, "Try the back booth. Vinnie might know something."

Katie waited until Hank had left before scanning the back of the bar. In the farthest booth, partially hidden in shadow, sat a thin man in a dockworker's jacket. He was nursing a shot glass of something clear, his fingers tapping nervously on the tabletop.

She picked up her drink and made her way through the crowd, feeling eyes tracking her movement. By the time she reached the booth, the man, Vinnie, presumably, was already looking up at her with the expression of a rabbit spotting a fox.

"Mind if I sit?" Katie asked, not waiting for an answer before sliding into the booth across from him.

"I don't want trouble," Vinnie said immediately, his voice barely audible above the din of the bar.

"That makes two of us," Katie replied. "I'm looking for Tommy DeMarco. I heard you might know something."

Vinnie's eyes darted around the room before settling back on her. "Who's asking?"

"Name's Katie Bell. I'm a private detective his wife hired to find him."

"Rose hired a detective?" Disbelief colored his voice. "With what money?"

"Two dollars," Katie said with a small smile. "And a promise of more when I find him."

Vinnie let out a low whistle. "Lady, for two bucks, I hope you're not expecting much."

"I'm expecting the truth. Was Tommy here Saturday night?"

Vinnie knocked back the rest of his drink, wincing as it went down. "Yeah, he was here. We all were after shift. Tommy, me, Paulie Fontana, couple other guys."

"What time did he leave?"

"Around ten, maybe? He had a couple beers, nothing heavy. Said he had to get home to Rose."

Katie studied the man across from her, noting the way his eyes kept drifting to the door. "But he never made it home. Any idea why?"

Vinnie's fingers resumed their nervous tapping. "Look, I don't know nothing about that. Tommy left, said goodnight, walked out the door. That's it."

"Was he worried about anything? Acting strange?"

"No more than usual." Vinnie hesitated. "Though he did have some kind of meeting earlier that day. Wouldn't say with who."

"Union business?"

Vinnie scoffed. "That's what he said. But union meetings don't make a man look over his shoulder every five minutes."

Katie leaned forward. "Did he mention Lou Seretti at all?"

The effect was immediate. Vinnie's face drained of color, and he pushed himself back against the booth as if trying to disappear into the upholstery. "Jesus, lady. You trying to get me killed?" He lowered his voice to a whisper. "You don't say that name out loud in here."

"So there is a connection."

Vinnie shook his head frantically. "I didn't say that. I don't know nothing about nobody." He slid out of the booth, nearly knocking over his empty glass. "Tommy's my friend, but I got kids at home. I can't..."

A heavy hand landed on Vinnie's shoulder, stopping him mid-sentence. Katie looked up to see a broad-shouldered man in an expensive suit, his hair slicked back with enough Brylcreem to shame a movie star. He smiled down at Vinnie, though the expression didn't reach his eyes.

"Vinnie, my friend. Leaving so soon? And without introducing me to your lovely companion?" His voice was smooth as polished stone, each word carefully placed.

Vinnie's face had gone from pale to ashen. "Mr. Seretti, I was just..."

"Having a friendly chat, I see." Lou Seretti, because who else could it be, turned his attention to Katie. "And who might you be, doll?"

Katie met his gaze coolly. "Just a friend of Tommy DeMarco's wife. She's worried about him."

Something flickered behind Seretti's eyes, amusement, perhaps, or calculation. "Tommy? Is he in some kind of trouble?"

"That's what I'm trying to find out. He hasn't been home in three days."

Seretti clicked his tongue sympathetically. "That's a shame. Family man like Tommy should be home with his wife." He patted Vinnie's shoulder, a gesture that made the smaller man flinch. "Vinnie here knows all about family, don't you, Vin? Has those two beautiful daughters. How old are they now? Seven and ten?"

It wasn't a question so much as a reminder. Vinnie nodded mechanically.

"Nine and twelve next month, Mr. Seretti."

"Growing up fast." Seretti's smile widened. "You should get home to them. And Miss...?"

"Bell," Katie supplied. "Katie Bell."

"Miss Bell and I can continue this conversation. Professional to professional."

Vinnie didn't need to be told twice. With a mumbled goodbye, he slipped past Seretti and disappeared into the crowd. Katie watched him go, marking how conversations hushed as Seretti made his way through the bar.

Seretti slid into the booth where Vinnie had been sitting, adjusting his cufflinks, gold, with what looked like rubies set in the center. His suit was charcoal gray, tailored to his broad frame, and he smelled of expensive cologne and something else. Something metallic.

"So, Miss Bell. You're looking for Tommy DeMarco."

"That's right."

Seretti signaled to the bartender, who immediately brought over two glasses of whiskey, not the watered-down stuff they served the dock workers, but something amber and rich that caught the dim light. "And what makes you think I would know anything about that?"

Katie took a sip of the whiskey, letting the smoky flavor linger before answering. "You seem to know a lot about what happens on the docks, Mr. Seretti. Tommy works the docks. It's a natural connection."

Seretti laughed, a sound like gravel under tires. "Direct. I like that in a woman." He leaned back, studying her. "But I'm afraid I can't help you. Last I heard, Tommy was doing fine. Union man in good standing."

"When did you last see him?"

"Let me think." Seretti made a show of considering the question. "Might have been at the union hall last week. Wednesday, maybe? We had a meeting about the new contract negotiations."

It was a lie, smooth as silk, and they both knew it. Katie decided to push.

"Rose thinks Tommy might have seen something. Something that would interest certain parties."

The temperature around the booth seemed to drop ten degrees. Seretti's smile remained fixed in place, but his eyes turned cold.

"Sounds like Rose has quite an imagination. Tommy's a good worker, but he's not the type to see much beyond his lunch pail." Seretti finished his whiskey in one swallow. "If I were you, Miss Bell, I'd tell the grieving widow that Tommy probably found himself a little vacation. Men do that sometimes. They come back when they're ready."

"And if he doesn't come back?" Katie asked, holding his gaze.

Seretti stood, straightening his already immaculate tie. "Then I suppose Rose will have to get used to being a widow, won't she?" He placed a business card on the table. "If you find Tommy, tell him Lou says the union misses him." With a slight inclination of his head, he turned and walked toward the back of the bar, where a door marked "Private" stood slightly ajar.

Katie watched him go, then picked up the card. "Louis Seretti, Business Representative, International Longshoremen's Association," it read in embossed letters, with a number underneath. She tucked it into her bag beside her gun and finished her whiskey, the alcohol burning a path to her stomach where it settled like a warning.

Outside, the sun had set, leaving Wilmington bathed in the glow of streetlights and neon signs. Katie walked briskly to her car, her heels clicking on the pavement. The man in the peacoat was gone, but she couldn't shake the feeling of being watched as she unlocked the DeSoto's door.

As she slid behind the wheel, she caught a glimpse of something on the passenger seat that hadn't been there before, a folded piece of paper. Heart pounding, she picked it up and opened it.

In block letters, someone had scrawled: "TOMMY SAW. TOMMY TOLD. TOMMY SWIMS."

Katie started the engine, the paper clutched in her hand. Two dollars wouldn't begin to cover what this case was going to cost, not in money, but in blood. Rose DeMarco might already be a widow. She just didn't know it yet.
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Chapter 2 - Boyle Heights Blues
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The morning sun slanted through Katie's blinds, creating tiger stripes across her rumpled bed. She'd slept poorly, dreams filled with faceless men in peacoats and Tommy DeMarco floating face-down in the harbor. The note she'd found in her car sat on her nightstand, its block letters accusing in the harsh light of day: "TOMMY SAW. TOMMY TOLD. TOMMY SWIMS."

Katie's bare feet hit the cool hardwood as she reached for her silk robe, a relic from better days when she'd had a husband who brought home gifts instead of excuses. Outside her window, Los Angeles was already humming, automobile horns blaring on Wilshire, a newsboy on the corner shouting the morning headlines about the dockworkers' contract disputes.

She moved to the kitchen, filling a percolator with yesterday's coffee grounds and fresh water. As it began to bubble on the stove, the rich aroma mingling with the lingering scent of last night's cigarettes, Katie opened the icebox. A withered apple, half a loaf of rye bread, and a jar of mayonnaise with suspicious age stared back at her. She settled for toast, the bread popping up from her chrome Toastmaster with a mechanical ding that echoed in the quiet apartment.

The telephone rang as she was buttering her toast. Katie let it ring twice before picking up, balancing the receiver between her shoulder and ear.

"Bell residence," she answered, her voice still rough from sleep.

"Miss Bell? It's Rose DeMarco." The voice on the other end sounded tense, controlled, like wire pulled too tight. "I was wondering if you'd found anything about Tommy."

Katie took a bite of toast, chewing thoughtfully before answering. "Mrs. DeMarco, it's only been twelve hours since you hired me. But yes, I made some inquiries at the Dime Dive last night."

"And?" The hope in that single word was almost painful to hear.

"Your husband was there Saturday night, just like you said. Left around ten, according to one of his coworkers." Katie decided to omit Seretti's appearance and the threatening note for now. "I'd like to see your apartment today, if that's possible. Sometimes men leave clues behind without realizing it."

There was a pause on the line, then: "I have work until five-thirty. The garment factory on Olympic, like I told you. But I can leave a key with Mrs. Gianelli next door."

"I'll come by this afternoon," Katie said. "And Mrs. DeMarco? If anyone asks about Tommy, anyone at all, you haven't heard anything. Understand?"

"Yes." Rose's voice dropped to a whisper. "Miss Bell, I'm scared."

"I know." Katie watched steam curl from her coffee cup, spiraling toward the ceiling like a question mark. "You have reason to be."

Boyle Heights clung to the eastern edge of downtown Los Angeles like a child reluctant to leave its mother's side. Once an enclave of Jewish families, the neighborhood had transformed after the war, welcoming returning Mexican-American GIs and their families alongside the Jewish merchants who remained. On Soto Street, where Rose and Tommy DeMarco lived, the smell of frying tortillas mingled with the scent of freshly baked challah from Canter's Bakery on the corner.

Katie parked her DeSoto across from number 1242, a three-story apartment building with fire escapes zig-zagging down its faded brick facade. Children played stickball in the street, darting between parked cars with the reckless confidence of youth. An old man sat on the stoop, smoking a pipe that released clouds of sweet-smelling tobacco into the afternoon air.

"Looking for someone miss?" he asked as Katie approached, his accent thick with the rhythms of Eastern Europe.

"Mrs. Gianelli," Katie replied. "I'm supposed to pick up a key from her."

The old man nodded toward the second floor. "Apartment B. Right below the DeMarcos." His rheumy eyes studied her. "You a friend of Rose's?"

"Something like that." Katie offered a tight smile as she stepped past him into the building's dim foyer, where mailboxes lined one wall, some dented, others missing their tiny locks. The smell of cabbage and onions cooking somewhere within the building filled the narrow stairwell as she climbed to the second floor.

Mrs. Gianelli turned out to be a plump woman in her sixties with hennaed hair and hands gnarled from arthritis. She opened her door just wide enough to peer out at Katie with suspicious dark eyes.

"You the detective?" she asked, her voice carrying the musical cadence of Naples.

Katie nodded, and Mrs. Gianelli's scrutiny didn't waver. "You find that Tommy yet? Rose is sick with worry."
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