
THE OTHALA RUNE

––––––––

D. A. Dalessandro

––––––––

FIRST FOLIO

Copyright © 2022 North Medina Media

All rights reserved.

ISBN: 978-0-9895105-4-7

All rights reserved. No part of the publication may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic of mechanical, without the express written permission of the publisher

This is a work of fiction. Any resemblance to actual events or persons living or dead is entirely coincidental.

For more information, visit lazarusflynn.com

To communicate with the author: connect@lazarusflynn


Table of Contents

Title Page

Copyright Page

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

BUREAU OF INVESTIGATION CRACKS MAJOR COUNTERFEIT RING

ABOUT THE AUTHOR

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

1



[image: ]


The name is Flynn.

Lazarus Flynn.

I have been shot, stabbed, bull-gored, snake-bit and have the scars to prove it. Worn the uniform of the American Expeditionary Forces and helped Pershing kick the Hun’s ass at Belleau Wood.  

Name a job, I've probably earned a buck doing it: stevedore, molasses smuggler, lobsterman, gunrunner and broncobuster. I’ve searched for a Pharaoh’s treasure and found fool’s gold. I've been down on my luck and on the top of the world. I give good as I get in any ruckus and if you want to know the difference between an American and Shanghai jail, I'm your man.

After adventures in Europe and the Orient, I returned to my hometown of Pittsburgh to care for Nellie, my dear, twice-widowed ma, a decision that kept me far away from Senior Constable Chin of the Hong Kong police department, among others with an axe to grind.

Pittsburgh is a steel town. Because of the mills that line the rivers, Pittsburgh is known as the Smoky Town. ‘Steel diamonds’ is what the locals call the fine dust that covers cars. As long as the diamonds are around, folks say, that means the mills are running.

Slavs, Micks, Poles and Dagos make up the majority of the residents. The city was also a destination for the coloreds moving up from the South to find work in the mills. Other than robber barons like Frick and Carnegie, my hometown is filled hardworking, God-fearing souls, most of them as tough as the steel and iron they help produce.

I'm in the private investigation game now and people pay me to help them or their loved ones get out or keep out of trouble. I do a good deal of work for suspicious husbands or wives, because Depression or no, wandering eyes abound. Now and then I handle a missing person’s case and do surveillance for insurance companies worried about fake claims.

I do what I do because I hate the humdrum of routine. Every assignment is a new puzzle to be solved. Besides, I’m a curious guy. 

I keep busy, make a buck and keep my nose clean. The cops know me and don’t much like me. I don’t suffer fools gladly.

Occasionally, I take on a case for no pay because I think it’s the right thing to do. Six months ago, my desire to find out who butchered an innocent teenager named Mary Jane Chambers led to the heart of a child prostitution ring led by Reynaud Havilland, a miscreant with friends and customers in high places.

Havilland ended up with his throat sliced ear to ear in the William Penn hotel. I know who did the deed and why. I never told the police because it’s not often some folks get what they deserve. The way I figure, the world was better off without Havilland in it. 

I live in an apartment a few blocks from Forbes Field and take in an occasional Pirates’ game. My office is downtown in the Flatiron Building. If I'm pushed, I push back. I prefer pie over cake, chess over checkers, opera over jazz and Nellie's mulligan stew over a sirloin. And I don’t dance.

As for the ladies? Well, they come and they go, as ladies often do.

In July 1932, Nellie was up to her elbows as a precinct worker in the 'FDR for President' campaign effort, which replaced her captivation with the Lindberg kidnapping, when she attended mass every morning, lit a candle and prayed for the safe return of young Charlie. Another prayer unanswered.

At any rate, business was steady and I hadn't been roughed up in months. 

In other words, I wasn’t looking for trouble, yet it found me through a simple request from an old Army buddy.

“A man named John Robinson called and said you two served together in the war. Pretty sure he is a colored man,” Tess Truhardt, my Gal Friday said. “He wants to talk to you in person.”

Robinson and I had served in the war, though it was only happenstance that I knew him, since the AEF was segregated. Even so, I was more than willing to help. 

“Have him come by at his convenience.”

Tess nodded tightly and didn't move.

“Something on your mind?”

“Four months to the day, you said you would consider giving me a street assignment. You haven't said a word about it since.” Tess is cute as a bug, smart as a whip, a devil for details and I’m lucky to have her. She’s all of twenty-three, a bundle of energy, ambition and a proud graduate of Miss Sarah Simpson's School of Secretarial Science.

“If I put your boots on the ground, where will I find another Gal Friday?”

She leaned forward, hands on the desk. “All I want is a chance to show I can do this work. Give me a case to handle by myself. If I blow it, I will never, ever bring the matter up again.”

“Let me think about it.”

“It's because I'm a woman, right?”

“More or less.”

“How very male of you,” she fumed, spun on her heels and walked out, giving the office door an extra hard close. 

Tess had also been swept along by the Lindberg kidnapping. She bent my ear with her theories about who could have possibly been involved, though she didn't have any actual names to offer, only descriptive terms such as the 'nursemaid', the 'Mob,' or 'a handyman.' 

Five minutes later, she returned. “Mr. Robinson will be here at three.” She took a deep breath. “I apologize for acting like a petulant child.”

“No problem.”

She sat. “Here's the skinny, boss. My father wants me to come work at his law firm and learn civil procedure.” I often wondered when her father would pluck her away. “He doesn't like the idea of me working for you. Nothing personal, because he respects what you did down in Alabama, but he finds the private investigation game tawdry.”

“Someone has to do it.”

“You have treated me very well. “

“Sounds like a great opportunity.”  

“It is, I suppose, if you like the idea of being a clerk.” She eyed me direct. “If I thought there was any chance I could learn the ins and outs of the private investigation game—”

She let the idea hang in the air; a soft-soap ultimatum. 

“I will think about your request. Promise.”

She smiled. “Great. Good talk. By the way, I wasn't going to leave, because I hate the idea that I would be hired because I am the partner's daughter. Besides, he and I disagree on politics.”

“A bit of advice.”

“What?”

“Don’t play poker.”
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Robinson stood, hat in hand, inside my office door.

“John,” I said, rising and walking to him. 

We shook. He had enormous, calloused hands. Honest, working man’s hands. He was dark, strapping, and handsome. His clothes were threadbare and his shoulders slumped as though they carried the weight of the world.

“Have a seat.”

He limped slightly from shrapnel left behind in his left leg.

“Tess offer you water or coffee?”

“I'm good.” He removed his hat and fingered the brim. “You hear about what's going down in Washington?”

“Besides a lot of hot air?”

He laughed softly. “Asides that. Veterans protesting about the bonus. Got them a shanty town.”

“My ma says that Congress voted to pay the bonus.” 

“They gonna pay it in 1945, Flynn.”

“Twenty-some years after the war ended?” 

Who the hell comes up with an idea like that?  

“We needs the money now.”

“How much is this bonus?”

“A buck a day for serving, buck twenty-five cents for time in combat. I ain’t much with figuring, but I’m due four-hundred easy best I can tell.”

I quickly calculated my bonus and decided it wasn't going to change my life. I hadn't had a permanent address after I mustered out and never received any official word of the bonus payment. I also knew that Robinson, like so many, had fallen on hard times.

“How can I help? Not much for writing letters to my congressman, whoever he is.” My interest in politics was somewhere south of my desire to learn the cha-cha. 

“I wants you to drive me to Washington. I can't sit by while my brothers are there.”

He could have taken a bus, train or hitched his way. A ride in my Nash roadster made more sense, I supposed. Robinson was a good man, solid as the day is long.

They say that serving in the military forms a bond that can never be broken. War smells like shit and rotten meat. Robinson and I had breathed the same air. I decided to drive him to Washington and see what I could see.

“When do you want to leave?”

“Sooner than later.”

“I need some time to figure this out.” 

“I'd appreciate it greatly.”

I followed him out and turned to Tess. “Try to get Tracy Kincaid on the phone for me. She's with the Washington Post, remember?” 

“How can I forget?”

Tess and I have a strictly business relationship, though that doesn’t stop her from making judgments about the women in my life.

I poured myself a cup of water from the dispenser, drank it, crumpled the cup and tossed it in the wastebasket.

“What's up?” Tess asked.

“The veteran's demonstration in Washington.”

“My father says it's not veterans at all, but communists and radicals.”

“How does he know that?”

“His Republican friends at the Duquesne Club.”

Back in my office, I figured Tracy Kincaid would know more about the march than anyone else. I met her when she ran a one-person news operation down in Sharpsburg. She distributed mimeographed sheets of her investigative reporting on local politics under the banner ‘The Truth Shall Make You Free.’

I appreciated her gumption and dedication from the moment we met. Her articles on the Renaud affair and sex trafficking launched her from Pittsburgh all the way to the Post. 

Her frequent letters were short and chatty. She signed off each letter with her home phone number. I never wrote back because I don't need a pen pal. I wrote down her number though. 

Tess buzzed me. “I had to leave a message at the Post. Do you have her home phone?”

Yeah. I'll make that phone call tonight.”

––––––––
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“FLYNN, DARLING,” TRACY gushed when I reached her on my second attempt. “And I thought you didn't care.”

“Good to hear your voice.”

“To what do I owe the honor?”

“This march in Washington. What’s really going on?”

“The Bonus Expeditionary Force? The veterans don't want to wait until 1945 to get paid, not that I blame them. The House passed a bill to pay now, Senate declined. Hoover said he would veto the bill anyway, something about not paying for loyalty, as though putting life and limb at risk isn't proof enough.” 

She hadn't changed a bit, rattling off words with the speed of a Browning automatic rifle.

“What about these communist sympathizers I hear mentioned?”

“I'd say there's fifteen thousand vets here camped out in four locations. They've built shanties they call 'Hooverville.' As for Commies, I know the weasels are here.”

“Weasels?”

“The WESL. Small group, though. Between you and me and the fencepost, I think the PR office at the White House wants to delegitimize the protest so Hoover has cover. There are entire families in those camps.”

“How does it end?”

“Search me. After the Senate turned down the bill, some percentage of veterans headed home. Still a sizeable number in town.” 

I had no idea what I would do once I arrived, though I figured events would guide my actions.

“I'm coming down.”

“Word is that Hoover is going to call in the troops. If you're coming, go to Anacostia Flats. It's public land. I don't think the Army will show up there. As much as I'd like to see you again, my advice is not to come.” 

“It's the principle of the matter. Where are these Anacostia Flats?” 

“Across the Eleventh Street Bridge. When are you leaving?”

“Tomorrow morning.”

“You have my phone number and address if you need anything at all. Anything.”

“Thanks.” 

I called Tess at home. “I'll be leaving tomorrow for Washington, D.C.”

“Not surprised. What are my marching orders?”

“Keep the home fires burning. I've given some thought to your request. When I return, I want you to ride along with me. I can't send you out into the field without training.”

“Great!”

“It means long nights with me and a thermos of bad coffee.”

“I'll make sure the coffee is excellent. Be careful.”

What the hell, I told myself. She wanted to do more, even though she only had a vague idea what more actually entailed.
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“My dad moved us from Mississippi to Pittsburgh back in oh-three, when I was four,” Robinson said. “He learned the mason’s trade. Only black folk would hire him, but he made a good enough living to keep us fed and clothed.”

“He still alive?”

“Died when I was overseas. Thing is, he bought himself a sliver of land in the Hill district and built a house from surplus bricks and lumber. Took him four years. My wife, mom and I still live there. We own the house, lock, stock and barrel and so's we always have a roof over our head.”

“How’s the brick laying business these days?”

“Work been hard to come by and this bum leg don't make it any easier. Thanks for the job at your mama’s house.”

“She thought you did a very good job.”

We crossed over the Maryland line as Robinson studied the road map. “I'd say we got another hour.”

“Your guess is as good as mine.” 

“By the way, did you ever meet Delilah Devereaux?” 

Delilah, a beautiful black woman passing for white, who I helped rescue her kidnapped sister in Alabama, was another story entirely.

“Yes. A very nice woman.”

“I never met her, though I heard talk she ain't around no more.”

“I haven't seen her for a year.” Truth be told, I knew she was in Alabama with her family. I kept waiting for her to walk back through my door.

He glanced over at me. “You seem to get along with folks like me.”

“Humans?”

He laughed. “You know what I'm talking about. We were in the same Army but were kept mostly separate, like oil and water.” 

“The color of a man's skin doesn't matter to me. I’ve got a list an arm long of white men I wouldn’t give the time of day.” 

“Amen. Much money in the detective game?”

“Keeps me fed and on my toes.” Fact was, I had come back from my continental adventures with a stash of cash and could have hung out on easy street for a year or two. I wasn’t built that way, though.

Robinson pointed at a road sign. “Map says we take this road.” 

An hour later, I pulled into a park along the Potomac River. 

“Hand me the map, John.”

He did, along with a slab of cornbread his wife had prepared for our trip. I studied the map, having never been to our nation's capital. 

“Looking for the Eleventh Street Bridge,” I explained. “That's where a friend told me the main encampment is located.”

“You got a friend in D.C.?”

“A woman I knew from the 'Burg. She writes for the Washington Post now.”

I handed the map back and finished the cornbread.

Twenty minutes later, we found the bridge and crossed over.

“My land, look at this,” Robinson said.

On the other side of the bridge, a massive collection of ramshackle shanties spread along the riverbank. Smoke curled into the air from cooking fires and American flags fluttered in the breeze. A bandstand rose above the sea of heads listening to a speech by a veteran.

I found a place to park in a shady grove about a mile from the encampment. Robinson and I grabbed our duffels that held a change of clothes and blankets and headed into the encampment, built on swampy ground.

It was the height of summer and the humidity made the air heavy and wet, rich with the scents of sweat, smoke and urine. The presence of children and women caught me off-guard, as did the shelters constructed out of whatever scrap could be scrounged. 

“Looks worse than I expected,” Robinson noted.

“I agree.”

We stopped to watch a group of veterans march in formation, probably to maintain a sense of discipline. I figured the encampment was ripe for the pickings by thieves and other scum, though I doubted the residents of the camps had anything worth stealing.

A man in a faded Army uniform stopped us. “Discharge papers?”

“Who’s asking?”

“Can’t be here without one of these.” He pointed to a card pinned to his pocket. “Chief of the Washington Police organized a military police force among the vets.”

“I got my papers.” Robinson pulled the papers out of his pocket. He looked at me. “Sorry, I forgot to you to bring ‘em along.” The MP examined the papers, dug into his knapsack and handed Robinson a small card. “Welcome. You’re now an official member of the Bonus Army.”

The MP looked at me.

“I don’t have my discharge papers.”

“Then you have to go over to the Veterans Administration.”

I had no desire to stand around while a bored office worker sorted through mounds of records. A heavy hand came down on my shoulder, followed by a deep voice. “Lazarus Flynn, in the flesh.”

I turned to face Luke Walker, still the sturdy Iowa farm boy after all these years. 

We exchanged a handshake and bear hug. Walker tugged at my duffel. “New arrival?” 

“I don’t have my discharge papers, so I won’t be hanging around.”

Walker spoke to the MP. “I’ll vouch for him. Laid in the mud for weeks with him in the Argonne.”

The MP thought it over and handed me a badge, then moseyed off.

“Luke, this is John Robinson.”

Walker extended his hand and Robinson took it. “Nice to meet you. Listen, you hungry? I got a space with room for you, Flynn. Canned meat, coffee, bread and apples.”

“Sounds good. What about my friend?”

Walker hemmed and hawed. Robinson looked at me and made a furtive motion with his hand. “I’m gonna look around for some of my brothers,” he said.

“There’s a whole bunch of your kind down yonder,” Walker replied, pointing.

“Much obliged.”

Walker led me to a large ridge tent. Inside, two folding wood and canvas stools sat in the center. 

“Take a load off,” Walker rummaged through burlap bags. He tossed me an apple, then opened a can of meat. He handed the can to me along with a fork and slice of black bread. A coffee pot sat atop a primus heater.

“I could make fresh coffee.”

“No need.”

“What the hell have you been up to all these years?” he asked and sat across from me.

“Traveled here and there. Living in Pittsburgh now and doing private investigation. How about you? You ever marry that girl you talked about? Susan, right?”

“I did. She died six years ago. The cancer got her.”

“Sorry to hear. How’s the farm?”

He lit a cigarette. “Gone. Can’t grow shit in the soil from the drought. Dust storms like some Biblical plague. Worked for a while in zinc smelting plant until that shut down. I figure on heading to California soon. Me, this tent and an old Ford truck.”

“Heading the wrong direction, aren’t you?”

He had a loud, barky laugh. “I got all the time in the world. I figure Congress has to man up and do the right thing. I mean, they got steady pay, don’t they? Living off tax dollars. What the hell did we fight for?”

I lit a cigarette. “Life, liberty and the American way.”

“One part of the government voted to give us the bonus and the other part said no. Lots of folk lit out after that.”

“Why are you still here?”

“Dunno. Least here I got fellows that I have something in common with. Figure I'll head west soon enough.”

I took off my hat and fanned my face. 

“I had no idea Washington was hot as Hell.” He swigged from a canteen and handed it to me. “You can spread out your kit. At night the temperature eases a bit.”

Walker seemed to be hale and hearty and had a nice supply of food and supplies. I wondered about that, considering his tale of woe.

“The government hasn’t been all that bad about this, you know,” he said, slicing an apple. “They provided tents, first aid and a chow line. The Washington Police Department chief came down here and organized those MP’s. Walter W. Waters is supposed to be the organizer of the who shebang. Couldn’t prove it by me. You need that card to get in the food line. If you’re lucky, you might hear the Army band. They show up now and again to raise the spirits.”

“What about Commies?”

“The Weasels? Assholes, like all pinkos.”

We talked about sports and moving pictures until the sun fell. The air cooled a bit and we found a campfire where a trio with two guitars and an accordion were holding forth. 

When they played a slow, mournful version of No One Loves You When You’re Down and Out I stared at the nodding heads illuminated by the flickering flames. Their hollow cheeks and empty eyes told me all I needed to know about the condition of my fellow vets.

The power and might of the United States seemed like an illusion.

We spent a couple of hours listening to the music and shooting the shit. Walker was the only one I knew personally, though conversation came easy.

One of the more curious exchanges came from a wiry guy with a cheekful of chew named Willy Smith, who hailed from Oklahoma.

“Is it any wonder Pretty Boy Floyd is considered a hero back home?” he said. 

“I don't follow,” I replied.

Smith spit. “When Floyd robs a bank, he destroys all the mortgage records.”

“Robbing a bank is a crime,” Walker added.

Smith grew agitated. “Bankers commit crimes every day! Jesus chased the moneychangers from the temple, didn't he? Folks are being tossed out of their homes because they can't pay their mortgage. Bankers are flush with cash. They're all money-grubbing kikes, to boot.”

I had some behavior in my past I wasn't proud of, things I did to get by, though I never robbed a bank or killed a cop, as had Pretty Boy. 

“There's others out there, too,” Walker said, “like Bonnie and Clyde.” 

“All I'm saying,” Smith continued, “is that this country is nothing but a vat of sour milk. Working stiffs can't get a fair break, while the rich live their lives like nothing happened. They up here,” he said, raising his hand, “and we down here.” He patted the ground. “Hell, I might grab myself a Tommy Gun and rob myself a bank or two. Maybe I’ll join up with Bonnie and Clyde. They are the real American heroes.” 

It is a strange world indeed when some thought that two-bit bank robbers were heroes. The Depression had warped some minds.

He wandered off. Walker nudged me. “I'm gonna hit the hay.”

I figured that was a good idea and followed him back to his tent. 

“You know would make the night complete?” Walker asked. “Ice cold beer. Maybe if Roosevelt wins, he’ll get rid of Prohibition. Man has a right to drink.”

“You in FDR’s corner?’

“I’m a Dem all the way. Republicans got us into this mess and they ain't gonna get us out. You?”

“Same here.”

“Some folks think communism might be the way to go. Twenty thousand commies at a rally in Madison Square Garden.”

“Never gave that a second thought.”

“I suppose it has some good aspects if it works right. Have any thoughts about that?”

“No.” 

He dropped the subject. Sure, things were tough right now. Nonetheless, I hardly thought turning us all into peasants was a better situation. I never took Walker as one who thought as much about politics when I knew him.

He soon fell asleep. I lay awake, listening to the snatches of conversation in the darkness outside. In retrospect, I was happy I made the trip. My presence changed nothing, yet seeing Walker and being among former members of the AEF reminded me I was once part of something greater than myself.
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When I woke, Walker was gone, along with his food and supplies. Lucky for me, he left the tent behind. I wandered through the camp and passed filthy-faced children being fed by wan women with no hope in their eyes. The food line was long. Vets stirred enormous pots of oatmeal.

I kept walking and reached a cluster of shanties where colored vets were gathered. Robinson saw me and waved me over.

“Brothers, I want you to meet my friend, Lazarus Flynn.”

The brothers nodded at me, some warily, others with broad smiles. Two pots were cooking on a grate. 

“You want some collard greens and black-eyed peas?” he asked.

“I’ll pass.”

“He don’t take to down-home fixins,” one of the cooks said, smiling. “He favors potatoes, like every mick.”

“I will take a piece of that cornbread, though.”

“Thought you would.” Robinson reached into a paper bag and handed me a slab.

“Listen, Flynn, me and the brothers are heading across the bridge, up to Pennsylvania Avenue.”

“Why?”

“’Cause those men in Congress needs to see our faces. Big demonstration setting up.”

“Count me in.”

It took an hour of getting organized and I joined the line of colored vets as we trudged across the bridge. A man Robinson introduced as Abraham sidled up to me. “What company was you in?”

“The 93rd.”

“Shit. You took Belleau Woods?”

“Not personally. I had help.”

Abraham chuckled. “I hear you, brother.”

“Where are you from?”

“New York City.”

“What do you do up there?”

“Collect scrap metal. I don’t need the bonus as much as most. Way I’m thinking, it ain’t fair what the Congress and Hoover decided. Simple as that.”

Robinson caught up with us. “You two getting along?”

“Like brothers from another mother,” Abraham replied.

“Hey Abe, you know that Flynn is a private investigator?”

“Say what?”

“He takes care of peoples troubles.”

“How you get job like that?”

“Put up a sign that says, ‘Private Investigator.”

Abraham laughed again.

The Washington Monument passed on our left. 

“You know, old George owned slaves, too,” Abraham said.

“I didn’t know that.”

“Oh yeah. Lots of those white men who signed the Declaration of Independence did. They's rich landowners dressed in lace and fancy coats. You think they gonna get dirty and sweaty to work their fields?”

I nodded, having no idea if Abraham was correct about George Washington.

We soon reached passed a large circular green space. 

“Hey, Flynn,” Abraham said. “That is called the Ellipse. Used to be a baseball field, after the Civil War. The Washington Mutuals, a colored team, played games here.”

I glanced at my watch. It was nearly noon. In the distance, the White House was visible.

“I wonder if Hoover is watching?” 

“He’s probably hiding in a closet,” Abraham joked.

We turned right onto Constitution Avenue and followed it to Pennsylvania Avenue, where the crowd that included both colored and white vets felt like a like a
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