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Chapter One

 


Lima, Ohio 1923

 


The swell of raucous partying
engulfed John MacDonald Adair as he made his way down the stairs
from his office and into his covert establishment. He was soon
surrounded by men dressed in dark, sober suiting, their faces shiny
with sweat and alcohol excess. Women glittered and splashed each
section with bright, colorful fabrics, even feathers, and beaded
handbags littered the tables alongside tea cups filled with
something quite different than that innocuous brew.

Running his long fingers
through his thick black hair—he disdained the current fad of using
buckets of pomade to slick one’s hair back—Mac narrowed his eyes on
a certain movement at the bar. Liquor flowed without respite and
his staff were kept hopping, but there was a glitch of some sort.
He couldn’t make it out, and it was time he mingled anyhow.
Ensuring his suit jacket fell smoothly around his torso, he shot
his cuffs before extending one leg, then the other, to settle the
full cuffs of his pants around the polished shoes. He had no need
of a mirror to know he looked every inch the confident boss of the
establishment. It was a persona he’d carefully cultivated over the
years, believing one projected what one believed.

“Phillip!”

His head bartender whirled to
fix him with a glare, one that immediately softened upon
recognizing Mac. His round face shone with sweat, and his
tobacco-stained handlebar moustache curled wildly above his chapped
lips. “Sir.”

“Problem?”

“No, sir. The keg was delivered
late and then we were short a man to put it in place.”

Mac frowned, then swiftly
smoothed out his expression. It wouldn’t do to indicate any concern
or discomfort. He wouldn’t risk either his clientele or staff
seeing him as anything less than absolutely and completely in
control. It was a heavy burden, but one he didn’t care to share
with anyone. He alluded to powerful, shadowy partners, which
impressed his patrons and enhanced his reputation with cops and
politicians on the take. Little did they know he was in it
alone.

“How many orders are we waiting
for?”

“None, sir. Even the last
shipment from Canada arrived. Whiskey. Not watered down either from
what I can tell.” Phillips reached beneath the counter and
concentrated on something just out of Mac’s view. When the
bartender’s hand came into sight it held a small glass half filled
with a golden liquid.

“Try this, sir.”

Mac didn’t drink. As the owner
of a speakeasy it was one of those sweet ironies in his life no one
else was privy to, and one he’d never divulge. He’d seen enough of
his mother’s people fall prey to the seduction of alcohol and
didn’t care to join them in the often horrific consequences. Owning
such a place as this didn’t serve to convince him otherwise, no
matter it made him a very fine living. He took the glass from
Phillip and made a of smelling the liquid contained within, waiting
for his man to be distracted so he could dump the contents
unobtrusively.

“Mac, darling!” His diversion
fetched up in a cloud of jasmine scent and a whirl of beads, the
golden fabric of her curve hugging dress glowing in the available
light.

“Maisie, dear.” Mac
leaned down to kiss the proffered cheek and found himself locking
lips with the buxom blonde. She tasted of gin and tobacco, a blend
he managed not to recoil from as her tongue snaked out to forge
between his lips. Maisie was welcome in his bed—welcome in many
beds if the rumors were true—but he’d
avoided kissing her until now.

Smiling in triumph, her eyes
sparkling with victory, the flapper dropped one heavily painted
eyelid, the lashes clumped with mascara, in a parody of a wink. She
tweaked the glass of whiskey from his hand and tossed it back, the
long line of her throat working hard above the ropes of beads
wrapped around it. The visual made him think of other, carnal
things, but he willed his animal response down. She consumed the
contents with barely a grimace, and Mac marvelled again at the
ability of so many females of his acquaintance to imbibe the way
they did.

“See you later, Mac?”

The flavor of her still on his
taste buds, he hesitated. Maisie tilted her head and fixed him with
a look. He recognized it for what it was and hastily concocted an
excuse. “Got shipments coming in later, sweetheart. Work comes
first.”

Her affronted demeanor melted
into immediate comprehension. Maisie understood business. She’d
owned her own speakeasy early on before being driven out by male
competition and an offer she hadn’t been able to refuse. Not that
anyone spoke about what transpired—Mac was probably one of the few
who knew the truth of that event and he wasn’t talking. Nope, as
his whisper sister, Maisie could rely on him in that regard, even
if he was having second thoughts about her as a lover.

“’Nother time then, Mac,” she
said with a toss of her head, the tightly curled and pomaded blonde
locks impervious to her spirited move.

He watched her sashay between
the tables, progress impaired by the casual movements of assorted
arms, each covered by dark suit fabric and ending in large, well
manicured hands stroking her flanks and thighs. The platinum
sparkle of both her hair and jewellery spot-lit her position and
drew everyone’s eye.

Mac reflected that everything
was in order and running as smoothly as possible. All of his
shipments, excepting the fictitious ones he’d used to fob Maisie
off with, were safely stowed in the warehouse, the police were off
his back for now. He’d drop a few hints in well-placed ears over
the next few hours to ensure a return of tonight’s customers and
probably additional ones on the morrow. Nothing like word of mouth
to push sales. And if he didn’t have anyone in his life to share it
with, well, maybe that too would change in the future.

One of those other women
in the speakeasy tonight might be a candidate, although inner Mac
quailed at the thought of such facile company. Beauty without
substance, women frantically living the night life because their
daytime lives were no doubt as empty and meaningless. He really
needed to get out more, maybe go to a church meeting and meet a
type opposite to the flappers. The vagrant thought nearly made him
snort. As if one of those women would want to be anywhere
near him.

Turning to see Phillip
observing him with a sardonic gleam in his muddy brown eyes, he
nodded to the other man. “I’m gonna step out for a bit. Across the
street. Send a boy if you need me for anything. And don’t wait a
second if you’re not sure, Phillip.”

“Yes, sir.”

Mac eased away from the bar
toward the entrance, noting the noise had escalated even within the
short period of time he’d been occupied with his bartender and
Maisie. He nodded to those who shouted an invitation to join him at
their tables, making the ubiquitous “later” signal with his right
hand, gaining the door with minimal effort despite the crowd. His
muscle, a brute of a man named Dennis, nodded to him, the scar
tissue around his eyes making him look even more menacing.

A failed boxer, Dennis gave Mac
a form of loyalty that made him feel uncomfortable—hero worship
wasn’t his deal. He’d merely given the man an opportunity, a job,
after finding him in the gutter, soused and broken. Dennis guarded
the door with his life, literally.

“I’ll be across the street,
Dennis. Keep an eye.” The other man nodded again, battered face
taking on an even more serious mien.

Stepping outside, Mac glanced
up and down the nearly empty sidewalks, ill lit in this section of
the town by his own design. He felt it both added to the cachet of
the speakeasy and made it more difficult to identify those
frequenting his establishment. A recent model car racketed by,
backfiring as the driver manoeuvred through the gears with a
gnashing, grinding sound. Mac’s gaze settled on a tall silhouette
partially concealed in the jut of the façade on a building directly
opposite and with a quick look to his left and right he crossed the
poorly surfaced road to approach it.

A thin spiral of smoke wafted
around the other man’s head, covered with a narrow brimmed hat that
veiled the upper half of his face. The vest gaped open at both top
and bottom over an ill-fitting shirt that had presumably once been
a snowy white, and the suit jacket sleeves stopped just short of
knobby, thick wrists. Mac decided not to look at the man’s lower
body, knowing from experience the trousers would be unpressed and
the shoes scuffed and unassuming.

“High time,” the cop muttered.
“’Bin waiting since one.”

“We agreed to meet at two,
Finnegan.” Mac hid his amusement at the stereotype the name brought
to mind. Few Irish made it this far west, preferring the bigger
cities of the East. “It’s just before the hour.”

“Thought you’d be out sooner
seeing as there’s no more customers making their way in.”

Reaching into his inner suit
pocket, Mac drew out a sheaf of bills, noting how Finnegan’s body
went rigid. He supposed the man had been surprised with any manner
of threatening items concealed on another’s body, but this wasn’t
one of those times. Dennis was at his back and Mac had another
contingency plan in place. As he always did. He offered the wad to
the cop who pinched the money between thumb and forefinger in a
fastidious gesture at direct odds with his clothing—and his body
odor. Shoving the bills into his pocket without counting them
Finnegan lifted his chin sharply before shuffling off into the
darkness. Just another routine meet on this Friday night. Mac made
a mental note to vary the predictability.

Bribing the local cops was part
of doing business, and Finnegan wasn’t particularly greedy, but he
left a nasty impression regardless. Mac raised his hand casually at
the two large figures hovering at his peripheral vision and they
too drifted into the night. They were another necessary evil, but
he wouldn’t carry a gat when meeting with a cop. There were some
interesting rules about carrying concealed, interpreted loosely by
individual policemen, and Mac had no interest in pushing Finnegan’s
buttons in any way, shape, or form, let alone giving the man any
additional power over him. Having two street fighting men at his
back gave him necessary security.

As he crossed the threshold of
the speak, Mac was assailed by a memory of his past as the close
atmosphere inundated his senses.

Little John Adair wrinkled his
nose at the stench emanating from the outhouse. The tiny building
adjacent to his humble abode was all he’d ever known for relief in
his short life until the brief visit to his auntie’s home in Lima,
where something known as a water closet enhanced life considerably.
There were other things in Aunt Louisa’s home too. Electric lights
instead of oil lanterns replaced the old gas fittings, not that the
shack he called home had even those.

Little John listened intently
as his mother spoke with her half sister about all the modern
conveniences she’d acquired since marrying her white husband.
They’d seen him at that point, and shooed him out to play with the
little brown dog sporting an engraved leather collar. Even the
animals were rich here. Little John had his first taste of wealth
and influence and embraced it. That was probably the beginning of
his rejection of his culture, although he never forgot his
roots.

Breathing deeply to fill his
lungs with the stew of rich scents pervading the speakeasy and
pushing the other olfactory memory aside, he reached the heavily
embellished wooden bar, the polished surface now marred with a
variety of spilled liquids. He stared around him with pride, if not
contentment.

Windows had been cut into the
thick walls of the speak and functioned well to deal with the
stench of revelry and the faint effluvium of used motor oil
sometimes drifted up from the concrete floor despite the covering
of heavy planks of resilient redwood hauled in from the Pacific
coast on one of Lima, Ohio’s many railway lines. The high ceilings
were festooned in drapes of black fabric designed to capture the
cacophony of noise erupting from dozens of female and male throats
drowning out the frantic efforts of the piano player.

Hoping the “orchestra”, a
motley crew of black musicians he secretly wondered if he could
foist on his current patrons would soon arrive to support the
floundering key pounder, Mac hung onto his satisfaction. Club
profits were at an all time high. The automotive plants that had
churned out trucks for use in the European War gave Lima’s
inhabitants the very possibly false impression of continuing
riches. Mac’s business was quite different than manufacturing motor
trucks or refining oil, but no less lucrative.

Most people riding high on the good times
didn’t think further than stuffing their wealth under the mattress
and Mac sometimes found himself thinking the same when caught up in
the rush of easy money.

Didn’t matter though. He
was a capitalist at heart and would take advantage of the current
beliefs. It was insane that a person might drink in the privacy of
his own home without any recourse but people couldn’t get together
and do so—enter Mac’s speakeasy. He’d bought the old warehouse for
a song and refurbished it cheaply even as he paid fair wages to
local laborers, Shawnee, white and black
alike. He was an equal opportunity employer, hiding his largesse
behind the assumption he’d take advantage of the poor and
uneducated like every other businessman.

Phillip was observing him
again, visibly wondering if Mac had dealt with whatever issue
drawing him outside, probably worried because he appeared so deep
in thought. Those who worked for him were fiercely loyal and
discreet, and he rewarded those qualities. While he was nothing
like his warrior family roots, he didn’t hesitate to call on his
warrior instincts when the need arose. Mac kept that side of his
life a secret. The KKK was also alive and well in Lima, and while
they might just barely tolerate music from black folk, he doubted
they’d support a half breed Shawnee running a successful speakeasy,
rubbing shoulders with the local politicians, rich white folk, and
fun seekers each and every evening, treating him as their
equal.

He nodded at the man in
reassurance, then strolled between the crowded tables, nodding and
smiling at his patrons, squeezing the male shoulders of those more
familiar to him.

“Mac!” One of the local
politicians motioned him over, bonhomie written all over his florid
face. A well-endowed brunette rested her breasts on the man’s
forearm, blinking blearily up at Mac, her face heavily made up to
match the shimmering, beaded fabric of her gown.

“Hello, Maury. Elise.”

“Sit and stay awhile, my
friend!” Maury motioned for the whole table to be served and Mac
nodded to Phillip. He’d be served his tall glass of water with a
slice of lemon to represent gin—the bartender accepted he never
drank with patrons, only sampled the goods to establish their
veracity. Mac smiled ruefully to himself. He had many plates
spinning all at the same time.

The evening wore on until the
patrons finally tired and made their way to their various homes,
leaving Mac to count the receipts before he could find his
own—empty—bed. It would be dawn before he made it to his new
mansion across town in a neighborhood quite different than the
present locale.


Chapter Two

 


“Get a wiggle on Lilly, the fellas’ll be
here in a flash.”

Lillian Townsend wanted to glare at her
cousin but since she’d just been powdered, kohled, and rouged
within an inch of her life, she wasn’t going to risk making a
wrinkle in the fine mask now covering her face. Instead, she
glanced at the younger woman from the reflection of the vanity
mirror as Annie Beechly pulled and rolled her stockings, twisting
this way and that as she checked the fancy clocks and garters
nearly visible under the hem of the sparkling tangerine evening
dress.

“I’m not sure why we’re putting so much
effort into our appearance. Didn’t you say this establishment was
in an old mechanic’s shop?”

“I did but it’s the hottest place in town
now, cuz. Stand up and let me see you.”

At her cousin’s urging, Lilly rose from her
seat on the carved bench and turned around. She’d refused most of
Annie’s fashion advice that started with lopping off her wavy
chestnut hair and ended with taking a pair of scissors to her
favorite emerald green silk evening gown. Instead of such drastic
measures, Lilly merely pinned her hair up in a roll imitating the
curl of a bob and fixed it with a pearled comb and allowed her
cousin to apply makeup with a free hand. She was wearing her most
daring gown. Granted, the dress wasn’t especially fashionable, but
it was made from lovely blue Chinese brocade and it did scoop low
in the back, lower than any other selection in her wardrobe.
Certainly elegant enough for the patrons of a rough speak on the
wrong side of the tracks in Lima, Ohio.

Annie rustled over and busied herself with
tweaking sapphire blue folds and pleats as Lilly glanced around the
large bedroom her aunt and uncle had provided her and wondered what
sort of emergency items she should stuff into her mesh evening bag.
Money, handkerchief, sal volatile in case someone fainted, nail
file, anything else? With a sigh, she glanced at her favorite
overstuffed reading chair perfectly placed by the bow window and
the stack of books waiting for her on the inlaid table next to it.
She knew by the end of the evening she would decide she’d have been
better off staying home and reading the farm foreman’s letter and
going over the accounts, but she’d promised Annie she’d go. When
Walter Bushnell had found out where they were heading, he’d
insisted on coming along to protect them from the mixed and
unpredictable crowd. Oh, Walter. What was she going to do about
him? And why was she wasting a perfectly good Saturday night at a
speakeasy?

“You look divine even if that dress is about
five inches too long. You have great gams, Lil, why not show them
off?”

“Because I use my legs for locomotion not
provocation.” Lilly knew she sounded like a prude, but she was
hardly going to alter a perfectly serviceable garment to follow a
passing fad. What would she wear when hemlines went back down as
they surely would next year? She couldn’t say anything of the sort
to Annie though, because she’d get an earful from the younger woman
about why one would worry about such things when the money was
pouring in and shopping was so much fun?

“They can do both things at once. Mine
certainly do.” Annie smiled and pirouetted, her flanged skirt
flaring out and sparkling as she turned. She really was adorable
with her shiny blonde hair and bright blue eyes made even more
alluring with a smudge of smoky black along her lashes. Annie would
turn every head in the place, giving Lilly the opportunity to stay
quiet and survive the evening with as few awkward encounters as
possible. Other than fending off Walter and his increasingly heavy
attempts to cement their association. Everyone from her aunt and
uncle, her charitable associates, and the young man himself were
convinced he was the perfect prospect to entice the young widow
Mrs. Daniel Townsend from behind her veil of mourning and return
her to the bustle of society.

Interrupting her thoughts, a car horn
bleated loudly from outside and Annie rushed to the open window,
shouting through the screen they were on their way. With a squeal
of excitement, she skipped from the room and clattered down the
wide stairs leaving Lilly to collect their handbags, gloves, wraps,
and inform the irritable housekeeper they’d be out for the evening.
Mrs. Kessler lowered her gray eyebrows and harrumphed as if Lilly
had told her she and Annie were going to strip to their step-ins
and march along Market Street while tooting kazoos.

“I hope you two don’t galumph in here at an
odd hour of the morning, I can’t be held responsible for what sort
of breakfast you’ll get if I don’t have enough sleep.” The older
woman shook her head as she followed Lilly down the wide hallway
toward the open door Annie had left in her wake. Lilly tried not to
shudder as she contemplated how the surly woman might make eggs and
toast inedible. She couldn’t stop her stomach from contracting at
the thought.

“I’m sure we’ll be home at an entirely
reasonable hour, Mrs. Kessler. And I’ll do my very best to keep
everything quiet.”

“See that you do. I’d hate for Mr. and Mrs.
Beechly to be disturbed, seeing’s how they’re off at the fundraiser
this evening, doing the Lord’s work.” Mrs. Kessler’s worshipful
admiration of Annie’s parents had always struck Lilly the wrong way
even before she’d come to live under their roof and had daily
encounters with the housekeeper. Not for the first time she wished
she’d stayed at the farm and avoided coming to town entirely.

Lilly grasped the front door’s heavy brass
handle as she contemplated how attending a casino night at the
country club could in any way be viewed as Christian charity.
Unless one placed the rarified club members in the needy category,
which she most certainly did not. She had a suspicion that if the
attendees of the party simply pooled the money they’d spent on new
clothes, jewels, and gambling tokens, they would have enough money
to fund an entirely worthy endeavor for a month or more. No, the
idea of spending the evening among the well-connected and
well-satisfied denizens of Allen County held little appeal for her,
which was why she’d chosen the lesser evil of going to a shady
speakeasy with her spitfire cousin instead. Lilly doubted she’d
encounter anyone there who knew what a cotillion even was, or a tea
dance, or a musicale.

Shutting the heavy, carved oak door firmly
behind her, Lilly stepped along the paved walk toward the curb
where a large green touring car waited, its white wall tires and
canvas top gleaming like beacons in the light of streetlamps. Annie
was already in the backseat with Raymond Diller, her special friend
of the moment, which left Lilly to take her place in the front next
to Walter. Even though Walter was distantly related to her late
husband Daniel, he was a pale substitute. His hair was lighter, his
sense of humor less fun, his
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