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      A stinging slap jolted Isabella Delucci from her wine-soaked slumber.

      She sat upright in bed, eyes blurred and crusty, thoughts groggy. Her head felt congested, heavy and thick, and her throat ragged and sore when she swallowed. Porca miseria! Was she coming down with a cold? That damn Vito. Keeping her out all night in the chilly air while he bored her mind and pawed her dress.

      A muffled voice called her name. She looked around. Why was everything so smokey? Papa and his friends? That couldn’t be. Mama didn’t allow Papa to have them over anymore on Saturday nights. She said she couldn’t stand their poker games. All those stinky cigars clenched between yellow teeth, all her food going into someone else’s bellies. All their money going into someone else’s pockets. Surely, he wouldn’t disobey her. Disobeying Mama was taking one’s life into their own hands, and those were odds not even her Uncle Atty would bet on.

      “Bella!”

      Her name again. Clearer this time.

      She turned and saw a darkened shape standing beside her threadbare mattress.

      Mama’s voice, loud and cutting, shouted, “We go! Now!”

      She ripped off the bedcovers, revealing Isabella’s tattered nightgown with Mama's clumsy stitches at the hem.

      “Come! Come!”

      The darkened shape left the bed and disappeared into the dirty haze.

      Isabella’s throat protested the cloudy air, and she erupted into chest-wracking coughs. Still coughing, she swung her feet onto the floor and followed Mama. The fiercely hot floorboards scolded her bare feet just as she scolded herself.

      Not cigar smoke, you stupid girl. Fire!

      She slowed to a stop.

      “Mama!” she called, desperately searching the smoke-filled room, the gray air too thick, the space too dark to see anything. Her eyes stung. Tears spilled down her cheeks and rolled off her chin. “Mama! I can’t see you!”

      The shape returned. “Keep your head down! This way!”

      Mama grabbed her hand. They bent at their waists and stumbled forward, coughing uncontrollably. The air’s immense heat bit into Isabella’s skin, its teeth sharp and relentless, and the black smoke obscured everything. This was their home and yet, nothing was recognizable, nothing familiar.

      Mama’s shape stopped.

      Isabella heard a wrenching sound and splintering wood followed by cold air blasting her skin, chilling her to the bone. A window. Something hard hit her hands, and she looked down. A pair of leather shoes. Men’s shoes. Papa’s.

      “Put these on and go!” Mama said. “Take the ladder down! Wait for me on the corner!”

      Mama pushed her towards the rectangle.

      Isabella turned around. “Come with me! Mama, please!”

      “I must get your brothers! Their door won’t open!”

      “What about Papa?”

      “He is not here. Go, Bella!”

      “Mama!”

      But the shape was gone.

      Isabella hesitated before putting on Papa’s shoes, finding them much too large for her feet. She panicked.

      How am I to walk in these, Mama?!

      The smoky room provided no answers.

      She turned to face the window. Distant voices yelled outside, followed by clanging bells and sorrowful sirens. She ducked underneath the sash and stepped onto the fire escape that seemed to vibrate from all the commotion. Or was that just her pulse pounding? She looked down. Fire trucks, police cars, and ambulances covered the street, over four floors away. An enormous crowd stood by and watched in their overcoats and bathrobes.

      She steadied herself and began her shaking, halting journey down the fire escape. The metal shook with every movement, and she tried not to think of the fall should it give way. Black smoke surrounded her. Orange sparks crackled and popped beside her ears. Now and then, a fleck of burning ash grazed her skin, causing her to jump and hastily brush it off, lest her nightgown catch fire.

      Dear God, help me out of here!

      She concentrated on placing one foot in front of the other. Slowly but surely, she navigated her way down. When she got to the last level, she froze.

      Full-bodied flames, red and furious, roared out of the first-floor windows below, blocking the fire escape ladder that led down to the sidewalk. Blocking her path to freedom. How was she to escape now?

      Male voices yelled for her.

      She turned her head.

      The firemen.

      Confused, she looked to where they were gesturing. A second set of firemen held a circular jumping sheet below where she stood. The sheet was white with a red dot in the center, like one of those games at Coney Island. Throw a dart, shoot a pistol, win a prize.

      More yelling.

      She didn’t understand what they were saying, but she knew what to do.

      Her hands reached for the bottom hemline and found the loose stitching. She pulled and ripped the edge of her nightgown all the way around. With her teeth, she tore the strip into two jagged rags. She wrapped them around each hand and gripped the metal banister of the fire escape. The heat burned through the nightgown fabric.

      She clenched her teeth and hoisted herself over the railing. Papa’s shoes almost slipped off her feet, but by the Grace of the Madonna, she kept them on. She steadied herself on the edge by holding on to the railing with all her might.

      “Turn around!” shouted one of the firemen. “Turn around and jump, girl!”

      She pivoted to rebalance her weight. Her right hand, despite being burned by the railing, tightened its grip. She turned on the ball of her right foot and swung her left foot and her left hand to the other side. The briefly untethered palm and heel hit the landing and the railing with a loud clang! Her torso started falling forward, but she jerked herself upright, arms spread wide in aguish, like Christ on his cross. The jumping sheet lay below her, a good fifteen-foot drop.

      The fireman, who called to her the first time, caught her eye. “Listen to me, girl! Aim for the red dot! When you jump, land on your bottom, alright?” He patted his own in case she didn’t hear or understand him.

      She nodded.

      “Are you ready?”

      She nodded again. The railing seared into her palms, and she couldn’t bear one more moment of this.

      Before she knew it, she was airborne.

      She fell so fast she hadn’t realized she’d left the fire escape until she hit the jumping sheet. The impact knocked what little air there was out of her lungs. Firemen staggered, then gently lowered her to the ground. The man giving her the instructions yanked her up. They fled to the middle of the street, where they met with a man in a suit.

      “Why the hell isn’t the water on?!” he bellowed to the fireman.

      “Damn screw on the hydrant’s busted!”

      “Jesus Christ. The entire building’s gonna collapse before too long!”

      They left her there.

      She gazed around in amazement: trucks, axe-wielding men, and robed figures, all illuminated by the fire's glow.

      A man dressed in white appeared next to her. “Come with me, signorina.” He gestured towards an ambulance.

      She wouldn’t follow him. Instead, she pointed back to the inferno she’d just escaped. “Mama’s in there! So are my brothers!”

      “Signorina.”

      “No!”

      She turned and gasped in horror.

      Her building, her home, was being eaten alive. Flames gnawed at the windows, chewed at the walls, and clawed at the roof.

      Her eyes darted around, searching for Mama and her brothers through the thickening black smoke. Where were they? Dio caro, where were they?

      There! Two boys, aged eight and eleven, were making their way down the fire escape in their nightshirts, the youngest leading the oldest. Of course. Rocco was braver, Emiliano more cautious.

      Isabella held her breath as she watched her younger brothers.

      The ambulance man grabbed her arm. “This way! We need to treat your burns!”

      “Damn your treatments!” she snarled.

      “Signorina—”

      “Get off me!”

      She twisted herself free and charged towards the area where the jumping sheet lay. The man in the suit and the fireman were still arguing.

      The fireman broke away, saying, “Miss? Miss? You need to stay back!”

      “I need to help my brothers!”

      “Miss, you can’t⁠—”

      She held up her hand, silencing him, then pointed to the two boys.

      He followed her line of sight and nodded. He went over to the jumping sheet. “Men, get ready! We got two more jumpers!”

      The firemen mobilized, picking up the rounded contraption and carrying it to the fire escape. By now, Rocco and Emiliano arrived at the third level, but the second level—from where she jumped—was now blocked by the intensifying flames thundering out of the second-story windows. Emiliano held onto Rocco to keep him from charging downwards. Their voices rang out, wordless but terrified.

      The fireman gestured to them. “Come to the edge! Over here!”

      The two boys walked over to where he pointed. They were a good twenty-five, maybe even thirty feet from the ground.

      Will they survive that? Isabella thought. Can anyone survive that?

      They didn’t have a choice.

      The fireman gave them the same instructions that he had given her. He added, “The little one goes first! Got it? The little one goes first!”

      Isabella tugged at the fireman’s sleeve. “Make the oldest go.”

      He half turned. “What?”

      “The oldest is more afraid. His name is Emiliano. If he’s up there by himself, he won’t⁠—”

      “I got it, miss, I got it.” He leaned his head back and yelled up, “Emiliano! You go first! I promise we’ll catch you! Get to the very edge! Understand? The very edge!”

      Emiliano threaded his way through the bars of the fire escape, then clasped them with tightened knuckles.

      “Good! Very good, Emiliano! Are you ready? On the count of three! One, two, three . . . !”

      Emiliano stood frozen.

      “Come on, son!” The fireman beckoned with his hand. “You need to jump!”

      An explosion thundered from the bottom floor. A swift hand of heat forced Isabella backwards, and she fell onto her side. The gravel of the street bit into her burning palms and her exposed calves. Her heart pounded against her breastbone.

      No . . . No!

      She looked up. The boys remained on the fire escape, with Emiliano still clinging to the spokes.

      Please, Emil! Be brave, be brave!

      “Emiliano!” called the fireman. “We’re running out of time, son!” Once more, he beckoned with his hand. “On the count of the three! One . . . two . . .”

      Isabella took the biggest breath of her life. “Rocco! Push!”

      The little boy placed his hand against Emiliano’s back. Before the older boy could protest, he was in the air.

      The falling shadow landed on the jumping sheet with a whoompf!

      Isabella staggered to her feet. “Emil!”

      She was on her way to the sheet when the fireman held her back. “Wait here, miss!”

      “But—”

      Before she could further argue, a tiny shadow darted towards her. “Bella!”

      Emiliano ran into her arms, his nightshirt soiled with soot. She held him tight, muttering assurances despite her panic.

      The fireman glanced upwards at the building. “Rocco! It’s your turn! Get to the edge like your brother! . . . Thatta boy! . . . On the count of three! One, two, three!”

      Isabella glanced up to see her youngest brother fall through the air and land on the jumping sheet with the same whoompf! sound.

      Agonizing seconds went by.

      Then the little shadow bounded towards them. Rocco joined his brother and sister in their embrace. Together, they sobbed, their words unintelligible, their relief too much to bear.

      The moment didn’t last.

      They were short one family member.

      Isabella pulled away from her brothers’ embrace and asked them, “Mama. Where’s Mama?”

      Coughs interrupted Rocco’s reply. “She was . . . right behind us. . . She told us . . . to go.”

      Emiliano nodded. He, too, was coughing. “She couldn’t breathe . . . but she . . . shoved us out.”

      Isabella looked up at their window and saw nothing but the thick, black smoke.

      She disentangled herself from her brothers and went over to the fireman next to the jumping sheet, pointing upwards again. “Mama! My mother! She’s still up there!”

      “Miss, you need to stay back! This place is about to go!”

      “But Mama⁠—”

      A shuddering groan followed by snapping pops silenced them. The fireman glanced behind him and cursed. Before Isabella could protest, he grabbed her and her brothers and ran them across the street. Behind them, a sickening crumble and roar soon followed by shouts of alarm and pounding feet. Spectators shrilled with terror.

      The fireman threw Isabella and her brothers behind one of the fire trucks. Black smoke mixed with gray dust and unbearable heat engulfed them. Isabella shut her eyes, holding onto her two brothers with all her might.

      The roar subsided as quickly as it came.

      A moment trudged past.

      When Isabella’s eyes first opened, she could see nothing. She coughed so hard it shook her back and rattled her spine. She turned her head away from her brothers and spat phlegm on the ground.

      The dense smoke began fading into a gray, hazy mist. Shapes slowly came into view. Silhouettes of trucks and people.

      She looked down and checked each of her brothers. No major cuts that she could see, minor burns on their palms. Must’ve been from them gripping the fire escape, as she had done. Their faces were smudged with charcoal, the sight causing her to reach up and rub her own cheeks. When she brought her hand back, she found it stained black.

      A horrible realization.

      Mama!

      She ran around the fire truck and halted abruptly when she saw what remained of their home.

      The building was gutted.

      Floors collapsed. Brick, glass, plaster, and wood everywhere. Firemen, ambulance workers, and policemen pulled each other up from the wreckage, coughing, covered in gray-white ash. Smoke clogged the street, and burning cinders floated all around them like fireflies. Someone had finally opened the hydrant, and water from hoses arced upwards, in vain, to the pile of smoldering rubble.

      The world was strangely quiet. Not even the pounding of the water hoses, the yelling of the firemen, or the crackle of the fire could reach her.

      The only sound she heard was her own ravaged voice calling for Mama . . .
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      The last witness was here, Dash Parker knew it.

      The thought sped up his heart and twitched his fingers. He bounced on the balls of his feet, anxious and yet strangely reluctant to enter the building looming before them.

      Finn Francis, who stood next to him, murmured, “I said it before, and I’ll say it again. This is a curious choice for our McElroy.”

      Dash glanced up at the five stories of sporadically lit windows. The sight resembled the many gap-toothed jack-o’-lanterns adorning the city in honor of Halloween one week from tonight. “What exactly is this place again?”

      Finn replied, “The American Seamen’s Friend Society. A sort of flophouse for bell bottoms to make sure they don’t get into trouble—staying at sleazy hotels, visiting speakeasies like ours, dropping coins and trousers at houses of ill-repute, that sort of thing.”

      “I see.”

      “Mind you, being here doesn’t stop them from going to such places. Men shall be men and goddess bless them for it.”

      Dash nodded as he spied an enormous tower perched on the far corner of the property. It overlooked the black ribbon of the Hudson shimmering in the moonlight. The water ran fast in between New York and New Jersey, like a pickpocket escaping through a busy crowd.

      “You know how to get us in?”

      Dash had already asked Finn the question before they left their apartment, but his nerves were getting to him. The anticipation of finally erasing McElroy’s threat and feeling that long-sought-after release was almost too much for him to bear.

      Finn scoffed. “Why you doubt me is a mystery for the ages. Of course, I do!”

      Dash sighed. “I apologize, Finn, it’s just⁠—”

      He turned and looked at his friend. Strange, seeing Finn without his “Finn-ness.” No mascara, no eye shadow, no lipstick. No flamboyance of any kind. Just an unadorned, unembellished oval face with wide blue eyes, long curly lashes, a pointed chin, and an upturned nose.

      Of course, neither one of them looked like themselves. Dash wasn’t in his usual black tuxedo, the one tailored to his trim six-foot frame. Instead, they were both dressed as dockworkers: scratchy, long-sleeved white work shirts, thick brown work pants with wide suspenders, and heavy brown boots. Flat caps covered all of Finn’s short-cropped dark hair and most of Dash’s own misbehaving brown strands.

      Dash adjusted the brim, bringing it lower over his hazel eyes, and continued his thought. “It’s just I want this to be it, Finn. The last witness. The finale to this hell McElroy has put us through. God knows we’ve been through enough this month.”

      “Ah, yes, finding all the other witnesses he claimed to have of that ill-timed argument between you and that hideous Walter Müller.”

      “McElroy had those witnesses, Finn. No claims about it.”

      Until we paid them or otherwise convinced them to forget what they saw and heard.

      Dash pulled at his shirt collar, trying in vain to adjust it.

      Finn reached over and smacked his hands. “Stop picking at it.”

      “This cut is most unfortunate. How can you stand it?”

      “It’s all part of the dock experience, dearie. Coarse clothes getting you in the mood for rugged men with calloused, but surprisingly adept, hands. I didn’t think this was your first night at the docks. Or has Joe and his prowess erased those memories?”

      Joe was their other roommate and speakeasy partner. He was also Dash’s lover.

      Dash ignored the comment. “We’ve been lucky that McElroy’s witnesses despised him as much as we do. It made negotiations that much easier.” He returned his gaze to the Society. “I hope this Peter Fraker feels the same.”

      A silence settled between them. In the distance, unseen waves struck the pilings in a constant rhythm—slap spray, slap spray—and a cold, biting wind brought with it New York City’s perfume of progress: burnt coal, spilt diesel, and discarded ash, underlaid with the faint, but unmistakable, whiff of rot.

      “Well, fear not,” Finn replied. “I know exactly how to get us past the guards.” He leaned in close, spilling a secret. “I was here most recently with a lovely bruiser of a man named Borden. His name means ‘den of the boar.’ Isn’t that just delicious?”

      Dash groaned. “Finn⁠—”

      “Don’t be such a Grundy; it’s a fabulous story. I was at this bar doing a little basketeering. That means seeing which bell bottom best fills out his trousers⁠—”

      “I know what basketeering means, Finn.”

      “Pardon moi! It’s been so long since you’ve last been on the prowl. I figured you’d forgotten it.”

      “Finn, the story.”

      “Well, I don’t mean to brag⁠—”

      “Yes, you absolutely do.”

      “—but I did snag the biggest basket in the room that night. Boar, indeed. I thought I had finally found the rough in ‘rough trade.’”

      “Good heavens,” Dash muttered.

      “Don’t look at me like that! Sometimes a lady likes to get thrown around a bit. Be shown whose boss. I quickly learned, however, the goddesses have a sense of humor, for he turned out to be the gentlest of lambs instead of the beastliest of boars. Not what I expected, but enjoyable, nonetheless.”

      Dash shook his head.

      What am I going to do with you?

      “What’s the point of telling me this?”

      Finn sighed. “The point, dearie, is that because of my dalliance with Borden, I know the front deskman on the Sunday night shift.” He gestured towards the Society’s entrance portico. “Shall we?”

      Dash nodded. “After you.”

      Finn was first through the double wooden doors with Dash quickly on his heels.

      The lobby was a cramped, yet still impressive, space. Multiple square-shaped columns in fancy green-painted tiles decorated the entranceway. Mode brass chandeliers hung overhead, their light bulbs buzzing with Edison’s precious electricity. The yellow walls were punctuated with taxidermized animals, including a deer's head and—Dash did a double take—yes, that was an entire peacock preening over them.

      No Halloween decorations in sight. Finn had said before that bell bottoms were a suspicious lot; Dash supposed it wouldn’t do to have witches, devils, and skeletons all over the place.

      The front desk was encased in dark heavy wood, with pale pink wallpaper above it like the blushing sky during sunset. It was tended by a man dressed in a red uniform with gold buttons and gold thread, head down, showing off his matching hat. He appeared to be reading.

      “Follow my lead,” murmured Finn before strolling up to the front desk, impish grin in place. He tapped the bell on the corner, its shrill ring echoing throughout the lobby. “Good evening. Is that George Talbot? George, how are ya, doll?”

      The man looked up. Dash thought he resembled an owl: square head, big eyes behind oval glasses, round shoulders, slightly puffed-out chest.

      “Finn Francis?” He adjusted his glasses, as if by touching the rims he could bring his eyes into focus. “As I live and breathe. I didn’t think you’d be back here.”

      Finn placed his hands on his hips. “And why would you think that, George?”

      “Because of—” George leaned forward and dropped his voice. “—because of the incident in the bowling alley.”

      Dash raised his eyebrows. There was a bowling alley at this place?

      Finn waved George off. “They should’ve known not to bet against moi.”

      Dash cut in. “What was the bet?”

      George nodded towards him, murmuring to Finn, “Is he Jake?”

      “Oh, Jaker than Jake; he’s practically a Jill himself,” Finn replied, then explained to Dash, “A bunch of Scottish bottoms thought I couldn’t hit a strike whilst doing the splits.”

      George jerked his thumb towards Finn. “He did it not once, but twice.”

      “Which was not the original wager. I should’ve collected double! But I was gracious instead, and what did I get for extending grace?”

      “Chased out of here like a fox outrunning the hounds.”

      “No good deed goes unpunished.”

      “Did they ever catch you?”

      “What do you think?”

      “I think if anyone caught you, it was that stevedore with the thick neck.” George bounced his eyebrows up and down. “Did he feel the tickle of fairy wings that night, Finn old boy?”

      Finn placed a protective hand over his chest. “Why George, a lady never kisses and tells.”

      “Good thing I’m not one, then. I tell everyone what gospel I’ve found. Sadly, it’s been months since I’ve last had a good testimony. Speaking of testimony.” He held up what he’d been reading: The Daily News, a torrid tabloid heavy on lurid details and light on facts. “Have you seen the latest developments in the Hall-Mills murder case?”

      “Of course I have! I’ve read every word ever since that dirty young Reverend Hall and his chippy choir singer were discovered dead in a field back in ’Twenty-Two. In New Jersey, of all places. Please, goddess, let me die anywhere but in New Jersey.”

      “What’s the latest news?” Dash asked.

      Finn arched his thin brow. “They’re exhuming Eleanor Mills’s body.”

      “The chippy choir singer.”

      “The very one.”

      George tutted. “I can’t imagine what the prosecution thinks they’re going to find.”

      “Probably a lot more than what the original medical examiner found. He came off as an incompetent ass. Gunshots to both and some lacerations on Eleanor. Lacerations, please! We all know the poor woman almost had her head taken clean off!”

      “Hell hath no fury like a woman scorned,” George said solemnly. “Why it took the police so long to arrest the Reverend’s wife and her thuggish brothers, I’ll never know. When are they finished with the grand jury hearings?”

      Dash cleared his throat.

      Finn straightened up. “Oh. Right.” He snaked his arm around Dash and pulled him close.

      Dash cut his eyes to the little man, but allowed him to snuggle up.

      “Enough about murder.” Finn’s voice thickened to the heavy syrup that precedes a request he shouldn’t make. “Do you have any free rooms tonight?”

      George adjusted those owl-like glasses of his again. “Is he of the sea? You know the rules, Finn.”

      “Of course he is! You think I’d ask you to commit offenses against the Society?”

      “He looks like a land animal to me.”

      “Former land animal. He’s working to be more of a marine one, aren’t you, dearie?” Dash missed his cue, causing Finn to shake his arm. “Aren’t you, dearie?”

      Dash replied, “Yes, yes, that’s right. I got sick of working in the factories. Dusty, noisy, didn’t know what time of day or night it was. Thought I might as well have some clean ocean air while I work. Sun on my face, spray in my hair, that sort of thing.”

      “Too much,” murmured Finn.

      George arched one eyebrow. “If you saw a single day in a factory, I’ll eat my hat.”

      Finn batted his lashes. “George, hon, this is aboveboard, I promise.” He leaned his head against Dash’s arm. “Besides, you don’t want to stand in the way of true love, now do you?”

      George watched the two of them for a moment, then sighed the weary sigh of all of Finn’s friends. “What am I going to do with you?”

      “Encourage me, I hope.”

      George rolled his eyes and placed a metal key on the desktop.

      Finn picked it up, giving it a once-over. “Now George, there’s a friend of his,” he said, nodding towards Dash again, “that just got into town. He might’ve checked in within the last day or two. We were wondering if he’s still here.”

      “You know I can’t comment on guests, Finn. We only give out names to the police, and that’s only because those elephant ears would love to find a reason to shut us down.”

      “Not to worry, this man is good friends with the police, isn’t he, love?” Finn said, raising his eyebrows at Dash.

      Dash nodded. “It’s true. Has a connection through family, or so I’m told, with one copper in particular. A Cullen McElroy?”

      He and Finn looked at George expectedly.

      George kept his face neutral, his voice mild. “Is that name supposed to mean something to me?”

      “Well,” Dash replied, “sometimes he likes to show off, you know? My friend, that is. Bring around someone to impress. His name, by the way, is Peter Fraker.”

      George gave his head a slight shake. “No one here by that name.”

      “Oh, well,” Finn said, “sometimes old Pete likes to play games. Loves those spy stories and mystery novels. Such a card. Any chance a man came in with a copper recently? I can’t imagine there would be that many who do around here.” He laughed self-consciously.

      George’s mouth stretched into a brief, tight smile. He took the room key from Finn’s hand. “You’ll be wanting the Captain’s Suite. Plenty of privacy, a gigantic bed, and an outdoor patio.”

      “A patio? George, in this weather?”

      “You might want some fresh air after you, uh, make use of the bed. And as it so happens, we have just one left.” He reached beneath the desktop and held up the new key. “I think you should take it.”

      Dash and Finn looked at one another. The suite must’ve been the more expensive room of the two.

      Dash looked back at George. “We shall then.”

      George laid the key onto the front desk and brought out a metal lockbox that rattled with coins.

      Dash fumbled in his trouser pockets. “How much?”

      George replied, “Two dollars per night.”

      Good lord! Dash thought.

      He found two bills and placed them on the desk, sliding it towards George, who glanced down at it.

      “Per guest.”

      “Ah.” Dash reached into his pocket again. He held up a fin.

      “Exact change, if you please.”

      “Right.” Dash’s fingers dove once again into his trouser pocket. Tucked into the bottom crease that always seems to hide whatever it was you were looking for were the blessed two one-dollar bills. He laid the second set of bills on the desk.

      George snatched up the four dollars but—and Dash couldn’t swear to this—only two of the four dollars made their way into the metal lockbox.

      “Elevator is around the corner. Enjoy your stay. And as for your friend, Mr. Fraker is staying with us as Jonah Collins. He’s in room 3C.”

      Dash slid the room key into his palm.

      Finn tapped the front desk. “You’re a dear, George.” He pulled at Dash’s arm. “Let’s go. I’ve always wanted to see a captain’s suite!”

      As they rounded the corner away from the front desk, Dash muttered, “I think your friend double-charged us.”

      “It’s New York,” Finn muttered back. “Let’s be thankful he didn’t triple-charge us.”

      They found the elevator operator, another man dressed in red and gold, also reading a tabloid. He folded the paper as they entered and nodded at them as if he hadn’t been caught.

      “Third floor, please,” Finn said.

      The operator closed the brass gate, and with a wrench of a lever, they ascended. The brass box hummed and vibrated.

      “Can you believe they’re digging up the choir singer’s body?” the operator said, holding up the tabloid. “I hear the killers near took that Eleanor’s head clean off.” He drew a finger across his throat to emphasize his point.

      Finn nodded. “She sure sang from the wrong hymnal.”

      The operator wrenched the lever back to its original position, shuttering the box to a stop, and pulled back the gate. He’d overshot the floor by a good six inches.

      Finn turned and gave him a baleful stare. “I don’t mean to criticize, dearie, but really?”

      The operator shrugged. “It’s temperamental and they won’t fix it. Have a good evening.”

      Finn sighed, shaking his head with disgust as he leapt down.

      Dash had to duck to keep from hitting his head on the top of the elevator doorway.

      They entered a long, narrow hallway surrounded by more dark, heavy wood. Electricity buzzed from the wall lamps, their shades sporting scorch marks from when they used to cover oil-fueled flames instead of glass bulbs. Male voices murmured behind room doors and walls, the consonants soft, the vowels fuzzy, as if Dash were underwater. The effect was otherworldly, almost ghostly.

      When he remarked as such, Finn replied, “I don’t doubt that spirits live in these halls. They housed the survivors of the Titanic here, you know. It wouldn’t surprise me if those lost in that tragedy found their way to this place.”

      Dash tugged at his shirt collar and his shoulders.

      “Quit that,” muttered Finn.

      They’d turned a corner, and Finn held out his hand, stopping them both. He nodded to the door in front of them. 3C.

      “This is it,” Dash said. “The last witness.”

      “May the odds be in our favor.”

      “Amen.”

      “A-woman.”

      Dash took a deep breath, stepped forward, knocked, waited, then knocked again. He had barely lowered his hand before the wooden door swung open.
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      Peter Fraker was a man who long ago must’ve admitted defeat.

      Dash saw he was slight in stature and curved in posture, as if God tried to draw a straight line and allowed himself to get distracted. Blond hair curled at his forehead, his ears, and the nape of his neck. A large nose dominated a thin face with sharp cheekbones. He wore a sleeveless undershirt that exposed stringy muscles and pale skin. His blue-and-white-striped pajama bottoms trailed across the floor.

      Finn surprised them both by pushing into the room, saying, “Excuse me, Mr. Fraker, but we need a moment of your time.”

      Dash hesitated for a second, then followed suit.

      By the time Peter registered what had happened, he and Finn were already inside the room, which was the narrowest Dash had ever seen. (And that was saying something, given his experiences with Greenwich Village apartments.) The space was just over six feet wide, if that, with a closet on one side and a wooden bunk bed, thankfully empty of another occupant, on the other.

      “This is . . . cozy,” Dash said.

      “They’re made to resemble a ship’s quarters,” Finn replied.

      They both turned to look at Peter Fraker. Fear blanched the man’s face an even whiter shade of pale. He kept his hand on the doorknob, the room door still held open.

      “Who are you?” he asked, his voice thin and reedy. “What do you want? I don’t have any money, if that’s what you’re after.”

      “Fear not,” Finn said, “we’re not here to rob you. Or cause you harm in any way. We’re your fellow Villagers.”

      “Be that as it may, I’ll have to ask you to leave. It is very late and I’m quite tired and, well, I don’t mean to be rude, but you have no right barging in here⁠—”

      “Mr. Fraker,” Dash said. “We’re here to discuss Officer Cullen McElroy.”

      Peter immediately shut the door. “Who are you?” he asked again. “You coppers? Or—” He glanced around as if there were other men who were listening in on them. “—you the Feds?”

      “Neither,” Dash said.

      “Oh, no. You’re not working for him, are you? I already promised I’d keep quiet and stay hidden. What more does he want?” His worrying brow worried even more. “And how did you find me, anyway?”

      Finn replied, “We were at the Greenwich Village Inn yesterday complaining about ol’ Officer McElroy—a favorite activity of ours—when your neighbor, who was also there, joined in, telling us all how that damnable man was packing you up against your will. And how you slipped your neighbor a piece of paper that said where you’d gone and to please forward your mail. Bold move, Mr. Fraker.”

      “But why should you care about me?” Peter asked. “What do you want with me?”

      Dash stepped in. “Because we’re also victims of Officer McElroy. He’s claimed he has witnesses that link us to a man who’s disappeared. We’ve been finding them one by one⁠—”

      Finn yawned. “Truly exhausting.”

      “—and reasoning with them not to work with McElroy.”

      “Surprisingly easy, by the way.”

      “But then two days ago, McElroy bragged he had one last witness and because he knew we’d been, to quote him, ‘sniffing around,’ he hid this witness in a place where we’d never find him.”

      “And then there’s your neighbor,” Finn said, “telling us yesterday about your forced eviction.” He held out his hands. “We took a chance and now, here we are.”

      Peter nodded. “Yes, alright, I see how—how this came about.” Just then, his eyes widened. “Wait a minute. Wait just one minute.” He shook a finger at Dash. “I recognize you! You’re the tailor he’s been asking about.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “He wanted to know if I ever saw you with a fellow named Walter Müller, and I said I had. You two were arguing one night in front of your shop. It was a nasty thing. He called you all sorts of uncouth names. And then he fell, and you tried to help him.” He lifted his chin. “I was the one who told you to get him off the street before he hurt someone. And you said it was more likely he’d hurt himself.” His brow wrinkled. “Say, whatever happened to him?”

      Believe me, Dash thought, you don’t want to know.

      Finn stepped forward. “Mr. Fraker. Peter. Or is it Pete?”

      This caught the nervous man off guard. “I, err, um, Pete is fine.”

      “Wonderful! Pete, dearest, we are in a conundrum and only you can help us. Officer McElroy is trying to make our lives rather difficult.”

      “He tends to do that.”

      “Yes, he does! And to be perfectly frank, you telling him about the argument has put us in quite a bind.”

      Peter tilted his head slightly. “Did something bad happen to that German fellow?”

      The images of that August night came rushing back to Dash. Overturned furniture slashed and tossed on their sides. The front door ripped off its hinges. A summer storm lashing the street outside, lightning popping like tabloid cameras. And there was Walter Müller, pistol in hand, barrel aimed at Dash’s chest. Walter hadn’t noticed that Prudence Meyers, the attorney whose law firm he had just ransacked, was creeping up behind him. She inched closer and closer with each lightning flash.

      “It takes strength to pull the trigger,” Walter said to Dash.

      Pru’s response as she brought up her blue-steel Remington to Walter’s temple was just as simple and to the point: “You got that right, mister.”

      Walter’s body jerked as if electrocuted. Blood, bone, and brain exploded from the side of his head . . .

      “Did something happen to him?” Finn said, repeating Peter’s question and rousing Dash from the memory. “How do I put this . . . ? You see . . . it’s a bit complicated.”

      A lie finally sprang from Dash’s lips. “Mr. Müller owes Officer McElroy sugar and is hiding to avoid false imprisonment, violence, or both.”

      “Oh. I see,” Peter said. “And you know where he is? You do, don’t you! And Officer McElroy is trying to pressure you into giving up his location!”

      His location was a potter’s field after being tagged a John Doe.

      Finn replied, “It’s an oversimplification, Pete, but it’ll do for tonight’s purposes.”

      “Tonight’s purposes? But⁠—”

      “Mr. Fraker,” Dash said, “Officer McElroy has threatened us with charges of kidnapping, even murder, if we don’t turn over Mr. Müller.” The first part of his statement, to his credit, was the truth. “And now, with your, ah, eyewitness account, he has even more leverage to use against us.”

      Peter nodded slowly. “I see. Because I can put the two of you together. Yes, I can recognize what a situation I’ve put you in. Unfortunately, I don’t know if I can recant. To tell the truth, I didn’t even want to tell him. I absolutely loathe the man and told him I didn’t know what on earth he was talking about. We Villagers need to stick together.”

      Dash said, “Amen.”

      “A-woman,” Finn added.

      Peter gave Finn a curious look, but continued. “But then he came back about a week later and he . . . he threatened me as well.”

      Dash and Finn flicked their eyes towards one another.

      “Oh?” Dash said, stepping towards Peter. “What has he threatened you with?”

      Peter’s pale cheeks flushed red. “I don’t see how that pertains.”

      “It might, if we can help you get out from under his thumb.”

      “After all,” Finn added, “we bohemians need to stick together. You said so yourself.”

      “Yes, well. I—I—” Peter ran a hand over his brow, smearing the beads of sweat that had suddenly materialized across his forehead. “W-w-well you see, my wife’s away for two months in Argentina and it’s such a long time and the apartment is so quiet and I . . . oh damn it all, I made a mistake! I admit that, but McElroy, he—he”—Peter was full-on handwringing now— “he found out somehow, I guess he followed me to the hotel I liked to visit on occasion, and he photographed me and . . . another woman. In the lobby.”

      “Ah,” Dash said.

      “And going to the hotel room. And . . . leaving it. Together.”

      “I see.”

      “And McElroy said he could get the front desk’s logbook.”

      Finn laid a hand across his own chest. “Please tell us you didn’t use your own name.”

      Red patches now formed on Peter’s neck. “I didn’t think I had to! I’ve never really done anything like this before.”

      “Adultery 101, Petey, always use a fake name! Or at least someone else’s. I myself use the name of a nasty priest who once told me I was going to hell. Ha! Not if god checks the registry at the Waldorf Astoria and sees Father Patrick O’Grady signing in with dozens of married⁠—”

      Dash interrupted. “Mr. Fraker, what was Officer McElroy’s threat?”

      Peter took a shaky breath. “McElroy threatened that he would turn those photographs over to my wife when she returns from Argentina and to my boss, who is very much on the straight and narrow and expects his employees to be as well.” His panicked eyes flicked back and forth between Dash and Finn. “I’ll be divorced, fired, and ruined! Ruined, I tell you! That’s why I’m here, even though I don’t want to be. He told me to stay in this room and to see no one. I couldn’t very well tell him no, could I?”

      Dash put on his friendliest smile. “Mr. Fraker, did Officer McElroy happen to mention where these photographs are?”

      “No, only that he had them in his possession.”

      “I wonder . . .”

      Finn narrowed his eyes. “Dearie, what are you scheming?”

      Peter blew out a sigh. “What does it matter? None of us can do anything about this! I can’t take back what I saw, and you can’t turn over an innocent man to someone like Cullen McElroy.”

      My dear boy, Dash thought, if you only knew how guilty Walter Müller truly was.

      “We might be able to assist you,” he said slowly, as the idea began to take shape. “If McElroy no longer has the photographs, then he can’t force you to say what you saw, correct?”

      “I—I—well, I suppose he can’t.”

      Dash turned to Finn. “Then the answer is simple. We’ll just have to steal them.”

      Peter was aghast. “Steal them?!”

      Finn grinned. “Oh, I do love a good theft. Dash here is a marvel with locks and I’m like a mouse, able to fit through any doorway or window, quick as you like.”

      “If we help you, Mr. Fraker,” Dash said, “will you help us in return?”

      Peter looked from Dash to Finn and back again. “If you can truly get rid of those photographs, then I’ll—yes, yes, I’ll help you.” He clenched his jaw. “Someone must stop this man, this lousy, crooked no-account!”

      “Good! Glad to hear that,” Dash replied. He reached over and patted Peter’s shoulder. “Not to worry, my friend. We’ll all soon be free of this misery.” He glanced over at Finn. “It seems our good luck still holds.”

      A sharp knock rattled the door in its frame.

      “Open up!” said a familiar voice.

      The three of them all looked at each other, eyes wide with panic.

      The voice belonged to McElroy.
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      Finn rolled his eyes at Dash. “You jinxed us, dearie.”

      Dash turned to Peter. “What’s he doing here?”

      “He said he’d check on me,” Peter replied. “Throughout the day and night, to make sure I’m still here.”

      Dash checked his wristwatch. “This late? It’s nearly midnight.”

      “Open up, Fraker!” called McElroy through the door.

      Finn muttered, “You should’ve left when you had the chance.”

      Peter panicked. “Where could I go? He’d certainly find me again! And he’d make my life worse, much, much worse.”

      “He’s right, Finn,” Dash said.

      The door rattled again, McElroy getting angrier by the second. “Fraker! Ya better not be playing me any tricks or you’re gonna regret it!” Another fierce round of knocking. “Don’t make me break the goddamn door down!”

      Dash looked to Finn. “We’ve got to get out of here.”

      Finn agreed. “Fire escape. Behind you.”

      Dash turned on his heel and saw a narrow window cut into the far wall. He hoped they wouldn't find the sash painted shut.

      He squeezed past Finn and unlocked the window. The sash squeaked its way upwards, and cold, damp air rushed inside like flood water. The metal fire escape tacked its way downwards three floors to the darkened alleyway below.

      He started angling his body into the window and out onto the fire escape. He held his breath, hoping the contraption would stay bolted to the side of the building. One never knew when and where the landlords skimped on their building “improvements.” The metal vibrated but withstood his weight.

      Finn, quick as a whisper, crawled through the window after him.

      Dash glanced back inside. “Close the window and give us to the count of ten and then open the door,” he said to Peter. “Tell him you took a sleeping powder and were dead to the world.”

      The meek man nodded and pushed down the sash.

      “Let’s go, Finn.”

      They made quick work of the fire escape. On the second floor, there was a ladder that should’ve been able to drop into the alley below with the pull of a lever. After a few tries, it was clear to Dash that the lever was rusted stuck.

      “Goddess-damn this city,” Finn breathed.

      Dash glanced upwards. Two shadows crisscrossed in front of the window. Peter and McElroy, probably having an argument. No one was looking out the window and down at them—not yet.

      “Forget the ladder,” Dash said. “Jump!”

      Dash lowered himself into the hole where the ladder would’ve dropped, gripping the bottom of the fire escape before dangling his body below. It was only a three-, maybe four-foot fall, but it still gave his heart a lurch. He landed on his feet, bending his knees like his older brother taught him.

      He backed away and let Finn drop as well.

      “That was a close one,” Dash said, helping Finn stand upright.

      “You got that right.”

      That was when a throat suddenly cleared behind them.

      Dash and Finn both jumped, startled.

      They nervously eyed one another before slowly turning around.

      A large man stood only a few feet away from them, dimly light by the second-floor windows. Tall and big, with a shaved head, his broad shoulders and large biceps strained against his white shirt and black vest. Thick hips and thighs threatened to tear his wool trousers. He had an elongated oval for a face with thin brows arching high over dark eyes and a large nose made slightly askew by a bump in its center. A long cigar smoldered in his hand.

      “Didn’t mean to startle you,” the man said, his voice deep as timber while his lilting accent caressed his words. Not European. Tropical. The West Indies, perhaps?

      “Our apologies,” Dash replied, getting his breathing under control.

      The man pointed at the fire escape with his cigar. “Is there a fire?”

      Dash looked up to where the man pointed. “Fire? Oh no, no. No fire. We—we’re sneaking out.”

      “Sneaking out? Why? It’s not a prison.”

      Finn jumped in. “Our captain is in the lobby, making sure we don’t get into trouble.” His voice turned coy. “I trust you’ll keep our little secret? It’s just hitting a speak before we spend the next six weeks at sea. You know what they say about ‘all work and no play.’ Good evening, sir.”

      “Good evening,” Dash repeated.

      They turned away from the man.

      “Wait
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