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      Humphrey Bogart’s face loomed thirty feet high, filling the screen with his sardonic grin. The Brooklyn Fox Theatre’s sumptuous Spanish Baroque detailing fell away for the guy in the tenth row with the fistful of popcorn and bicycle clips around his ankles.

      For Luke Valenti, all that mattered was the SPADE AND ARCHER sign on the window, the roll-your-own cigarette Bogart was filling from his muslin drawstring bag, and the blonde secretary announcing that a prospective client wanted to see him.

      “Don’t let her in,” Luke murmured. “Her name isn’t Miss Wonderly. She’ll bring Joel Cairo to your door. And then you’ll have to deal with The Fat Man, who will stop at nothing to get his paws on a statue of a black falcon from Malta.”

      He scooped up another handful of popcorn; the redhead at the concession stand always over-salted it. Luke didn’t care. His eyes were now on Mary Astor spinning her yarn about how she’d traveled from New York to find her sister, who’d come to San Francisco with a dubious gent named Floyd Thursby.

      Look at how she’s telling Bogart they were never as close as sisters ought to be. Boy, she really knows how to sell that pack of lies she’s dealing out.

      But Sam Spade was one hell of an astute reader of people. He probably knew he had a world-class liar on his hands. Luke squirmed deeper into his seat. Cairo was about to offer Spade five thousand bucks to find a black figure of a bird. Don’t do it. It’ll bring you more trouble than it’s worth.

      

      The lobby stretched two stories high to a ceiling of sculpted marble, metallic accents, and six-foot chandeliers of frosted glass. A little overdone, perhaps, but there were worse ways a guy could spend a drizzling November afternoon.

      The redhead stood at a circular counter assembling a display of paperbacks.

      “These new?” Luke asked.

      “The movie’s done so well they’re republishing it. Twenty-five cents apiece, if you’re interested.”

      The cover featured a photograph of the black bird from the movie. “THE MALTESE FALCON” was scrawled along the top; Dashiell Hammett’s name was in block lettering along the bottom.

      Luke fished out a quarter from his pocket and slid it across the counter.

      “You’ve seen this picture a bunch of times. Humphrey Bogart fan, huh?”

      Luke wasn’t especially a fan of Bogart. He liked him well enough, but no more than, say, Gable, Cagney, or Flynn. But there was something about this movie, this role, this Sam Spade. Until he’d figured out what it was, Luke wasn’t prepared to admit anything to anyone. It was the safer choice.

      He smiled at her. A bland smile. Intentionally uncommitted. She was cute, in a Shirley-Temple-Grows-Up kind of way. But he could see that familiar spark of recognition flicker through her eyes, which meant the “Say, ain’t you . . .?” question wasn’t far off. He told her he’d better be going and headed for the glass-and-brass doors.

      The cacophony of rattling streetcars and impatient car horns crowded Flatbush Avenue. Luke zippered up his jacket to keep out the bitter wind blowing from the Navy Yard. It hadn’t been this cold when he’d walked into the Fox, but oh boy, there was no way to ignore that Thanksgiving was coming. He turned right. The German deli next door must have been fixing sauerkraut; the sharp smack of vinegar saturated the narrow alleyway beside the theater.

      He always figured that one of these days he’d get to the end and his bike would no longer be there. Some wise guy with bolt cutters would have seen him park in the shadows beneath the fire escape. Not that Luke cared. He hated the damned thing. But that was okay. Only eight more weeks and he wouldn’t have to slog around Brooklyn avoiding paint trucks and pushcart vendors, runaway mutts and old ladies with walking sticks.

      He unlocked the chain from the back wheel and snaked it into the leather pouch attached to his bicycle seat. Fifty-six days. Yep, he could do that.

      The pop of chewing gum caught him off guard.

      Luke didn’t move.

      Another pop. Louder this time.

      He turned around.

      There were four of them. Street punks with their arms crossed, weight on one foot, tapping the weather-worn cobblestones with the other. Raggedy dungarees. Home-knitted sweaters unraveling at the elbows. One kid wore a pork-pie hat that was too pristine to be his. Seventeen or eighteen years old, maybe nineteen at most. At twenty-two, Luke wasn’t much older than they were. But he was outnumbered, and by the looks of them, they knew how to land a punch better than Luke ever could—or would want to.

      A pudgy ruffian with a crew cut stepped forward. “Nice bike.”

      Luke knew better than to break eye contact. “It’s okay.”

      “Better’n okay.” The ruffian took another step closer. His gang followed suit. “Which is why I’m gonna do you a favor.” His three acolytes snickered on cue like it was their job, which it probably was. He bunched his right hand into a fist and punched it into the fleshy palm of his left with a lazy rhythm.

      Talk about a cliché move. What’s next? Calling me a dirty rat? “Wo-o-o-o-ow.” Luke stretched the word into five syllables. “We’ve only just met and already you want to do me a favor. I should introduce myself.” He pulled his bike forward until the sign attached to the rear rolled into a patch of sunlight.

      Luke gave them a good, long chance to read it.

      

      
        
        VALENTI FAMILY CONSTRUCTION

        BUILDERS – ALL TRADES – HANDYMEN

        No job too large or too small!

        We’ll treat you like family!

        Come see us at 18th Ave & 70th Street

        Telephone JEfferson 3-4411

      

      

      

      The rhythmic palm-punching stopped. “You work for the Valentis?”

      Years ago, Luke had learned to leave a ponderous pause before replying, “I am a Valenti.” Emphasizing the ‘am’ did all the heavy lifting.

      An acolyte with dirty fingernails took a step backward. He looked like the dimmest of the bunch, but he knew when to beat a hasty retreat.

      Mr. Pudgy looked Luke up and down, not ready to admit defeat. “You? A Valenti?”

      Dirty Fingernails said, “He’s the other one. The runt of the litter.”

      Luke had often wondered if people called him the runt of the Valenti litter, but this was the first time somebody had said it to his face. It wasn’t an inaccurate description. Luke had five older brothers—much older. Sal, the bricklayer, had twenty-two years, eight-and-a-half inches, and fifty pounds on Luke.

      So, yes, he was the runt. But still, to hear someone say it out loud stung worse than a hornet. Not that these low-rent punks needed to know that. The vinegary air prickled Luke’s eyes, but he dared not blink. “Be smart and walk away while you can.”

      Luke didn’t draw another breath until he could see the backs of the Dead End Kids of Flatbush.

      Walk away while you can. That was rich. Sometimes it was good to be a Valenti. Rarely, though. Hardly ever, in fact. But it came in handy when you were outnumbered four-to-one in a dark alley where nobody would hear your screams for help.

      

      Luke was a block from home when he heard the roar blasting down 16th Avenue. He was tempted to keep pedaling and go—where? The Bay Ridge Candy Shop for an egg cream, maybe. But that would only put off the inevitable.

      Closing the gate behind him, he leaned his bike against the brick wall and covered the Valenti Construction sign with a tattered blanket. Pop’s voice barreled through the open windows along the side of the house.

      “WHAT HAVE I BEEN SAYING ALL THIS TIME?”

      Gauging from the full-throated response he got, all five brothers were there, braying like a Greek chorus. And if the brothers were there, the wives were, too, and their thirteen children. Running, screaming, jumping, crying, laughing, whining, arguing. God forbid one of them should sit quietly in a corner.

      Luke entered the house and stepped inside the dining room. The Valenti dining table was a six-hundred-pound mahogany behemoth. Pop sat at the head, a Brooklyn Eagle spread in front of him. “I’ve been saying it. Over and over. Something’s gonna happen.” He tapped the paper with his finger. “Sooner or later those damned Krauts were gonna take a shot. And now we’ve lost the Reuben James.”

      Luke positioned himself at the periphery of the family crowding around the table. “What’s the Reuben James?”

      “It takes balls to strike a U.S. destroyer.” Sal thumped the table. “Especially after they torpedoed the Kearny.”

      “Roosevelt didn’t declare war when they sank the Kearny,” Pop thundered. “But two destroyers in two weeks? More’n a hundred deaths? Roosevelt’s gonna order the Navy to attack any German vessel in the safety zone. After that, Congress will repeal the Neutrality Acts. And that means merchant vessels are gonna be armed.”

      “You predicted it!” Tony leaped to his feet. Luke wasn’t sure why. Then again, he could rarely figure out why any members of his family behaved the way they did. “I remember!”

      Enzo Valenti stroked his chin like he was the Oracle of Brooklyn. “We’ll be wearing Army uniforms by Christmas—oh. Luke. You’re home.”

      That’s when you notice me? When you bring up the sorest subject possible? And now I feel like a deer caught in the headlights of a Valenti Construction truck barreling along the Sunrise Highway.

      Silence had fallen over the dining table. Luke smiled weakly. “War’s inevitable, huh?”

      “You heard Pop,” Rico said.

      It was a safe bet that Old Man Lombardi over on 63rd Street had heard Pop—and that guy was deaf.

      “I hope you’re not hungry.” Luke’s mother, Sara, swiped a lock of her blonde bangs to one side. “Dinner’ll be late. Just meatloaf tonight.”

      “But I like your meatloaf,” Luke told her.

      She pulled a tight smile. No teeth. No warmth. “I’ll call you when it’s ready.”

      In other words, none of this concerns you. You with your 4-F status and your “Exempt from War Service” card. What an embarrassment to the Valenti name. You’ll never be fitted for a U.S. Army uniform, so go do whatever it is you do when you’re not outside pedaling that infernal “We’ll treat you like family!” sign between here and Bedford-Stuyvesant.

      Luke retreated through the kitchen to the back door, where he stepped back into the November chill. The Valenti backyard stretched the width of three houses. It wasn’t so much a yard as a field.

      When the Valentis had got off the boat from Italy in 1881, they had looked for cheap land to buy. Manhattan was out of the question, so they’d crossed the bridge to Brooklyn, where they found a block big enough for six houses, three facing 16th Street and three facing Ovington Court. Enzo Valenti had had a plan when he got married: five boys in ten years. Sara had held up her end of the bargain: one after the other, right on schedule. Sara Valenti was nothing if not efficient.

      Enzo had set out to teach each rambunctious kid a different skill. The oldest, Sal, was allocated bricklaying, drywall, and wallpaper. Next came Tony, whose fate was to become a carpenter, roofer, and layer of outdoor paving. Rico was the electrician. Carlo, a.k.a. Cal, was the plumber. And Vic was taught carpeting, tiling, counters, and indoor fixtures.

      The reward for learning a trade was a house. One per son, built from scratch, was the best advertising that Valenti Construction could get. Who wouldn’t go to the guy who’d built his sons’ homes?

      It was a grand plan. And it had worked exactly as intended.

      Until a surprise baby had come along twelve years later.

      Let’s not give him an Italian name to help him fit in, though. Let’s not call him Lucca so that we can shorten it to Luke, like we did for his brothers. Let’s call him Luke because growing up knowing there was no actual place for him wouldn’t make him feel enough of an outsider.

      Luke parked his butt on the wooden bench below the kitchen window. The communal backyard was blissfully free of the usual semi-feral nieces and nephews running around like savages. He slid the paperback out of his pocket and traced the silhouetted falcon with a fingernail.

      “Thank God for cool air!” Cal’s wife, Patty, stood at the open window above Luke. “I can only take so much brawn and bravado.”

      “Our Valenti menfolk,” Mom replied. “Put ’em in a room together and they could warm Ebbets Field in February.”

      “They’re sure looking forward to marching off to war.”

      Mom sighed. “Boys and their guns. Whatcha gonna do?”

      “I kinda feel sorry for Luke, though.”

      “Why?”

      Luke craned his neck to hear better.

      “That hang-dog look; it was the same one he wore when he came home from the enlistment station. He could barely say 4-F out loud. It was like Father Bernard had told him to scream the worst curse word inside St. Athanasius.”

      “You talking about my baby brother?” Tony was son number two in the pecking order and Luke’s least favorite. Mean when sober, nasty-mean when drunk. “Did you see what he had in his pocket? It was the book of that movie he goes to see all the time.”

      “The one about the falcon statue?”

      “Twice in the past couple of weeks I’ve seen him coming out of the Fox. I pass it on the way to that job up near the Navy Yard. Jesus Christ, what kind of dud goes to the movies by himself? Everyone knows you only go to neck with your favorite girl in the back row.”

      Patty giggled. “Do you think he’s queer?” Neither Tony nor Luke’s mom replied, so Patty’s question hung in the air like soiled laundry. “He’s, what, twenty-two and never had a girlfriend. Okay, so he’s quiet and shy and 4-F, but he’s no hunchback from Notre Dame.”

      “I really don’t wish to think about it.” A disdainful sniff had crept into Mom’s voice.

      The oven door gave off a metallic clang, which meant that Luke’s mother had yanked it open with more force than it needed. Had she wondered if Luke was a homo? Had everybody else in the family? And everybody in Bensonhurst, too?

      Luke jumped off the bench. If he reached the inside stairs unseen, he could sneak into his bedroom with nobody the wiser.

      

      Luke’s bedroom had five uneven walls, a sloping ceiling, and a window that overlooked the driveway. He’d left it open that morning, so now the room was freezing cold. He hooked the latch with his pinky finger and closed it.

      I could tell them about the crushes I’ve had. All of them girls. Yes, that’s right. Girls. But none of them returned the affection once they learned that I’m the runt.

      He dropped The Maltese Falcon on his bedside table next to Why England Slept. Whoever this John F. Kennedy fellow was, he knew a thing or two about the crumbling situation in Britain. Luke would have suggested those gun-happy Valenti fellas read it before they rushed off to war, but it would have been a waste of time. When was the last time any of them had voluntarily cracked open a book?

      The hullabaloo floated up from downstairs. Luke caught “Iceland” and “convoy” and “torpedoes,” but the rest was the same old tumult of aggression and bombast. He pulled a shoebox from under his bed. Digging past the pencils and charcoal strips, subway tokens, his Edward R. Murrow autograph, and a Lone Ranger mask, he reached his East New York Savings Bank passbook beneath a battered program from the 1939 World’s Fair.

      He looked at the total. Not that he needed to. He knew the exact amount: $179.36.

      Eleven dollars from next month’s pay would take him to $190.36.

      Another eleven dollars from the following month would push him past the magical two-hundred-dollar mark.

      Two hundred dollars meant freedom.

      Two hundred dollars meant escape.

      He gazed up at one of the few pictures on his wall: an 1850s etching of Anacapa Island. Sheer, wild cliffs banked downward to the Pacific Ocean. It was the sort of illustration he loved to draw for the unalloyed pleasure of it. He had shown his efforts to only his Aunt Wilda.

      He retrieved a cardboard tube from under the bed, popped open its lid, and coaxed out the sheet of paper coiled inside. Anchoring it on his desk with four large stones he’d found on Brighton Beach, he straightened out the edges and examined his progress.

      He had drawn Montauk at the far end of Long Island a bunch of times, always the same composition: Fisher Tower rising eight stories on the far left, the Montauk lighthouse on the right. And in the dead center, a huge bonfire lighting up the shore.

      He selected a charcoal strip from the shoebox and shaded the flames licking the sky, brushing the paper in light, upward strokes, giving them depth and intensity. He worked at them until the aroma of meatloaf filtered into his room. He figured he had at least fifteen minutes before he had to return downstairs and face the hollering hordes. Once, just once, wouldn’t it be nice to sit down to a family dinner where nobody raised their voice? Pipe dream, Luke told himself. Nothing but a pipe dream.

      He reinserted the drawing into its tube and returned it under the bed. Back at his desk, he opened the drawer and withdrew a secondhand map he’d discovered at a junk store. He unfolded it and ran a finger along the fancy lettering at the top:

      

      
        
        DETAILED MAP OF LONG ISLAND,

        NEW YORK STATE, 1937

      

      

      

      “Nearly there, bucko. Eight more weeks.”

      He picked up a pencil and drew a small lighthouse at Eaton’s Neck, Shinnecock, and Fire Island. He shifted the map until Montauk sat in front of him. Gripping the pencil more tightly, he sketched another lighthouse, much larger than the other three. It allowed him to include more detail, like the windows in the two-story house at the base and the thick band of dark paint striping the middle of the lighthouse itself.

      Mom’s voice rang up the stairs. “Five minutes.”

      He glanced at the book on his nightstand, then back at the map, and added an extra detail. To anyone else, it looked like a nondescript bird. But Luke knew it wasn’t just any old bird perched on top of the Montauk lighthouse. It was a falcon. More specifically, a Maltese falcon.
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      Luke lifted his feet off the bicycle pedals and coasted the last block of Argyle Road as oaks and elms scraped the sky overhead. This tradition was part of his Saturday afternoon escapes from the pandemonium of the Valenti compound to the welcoming sanctuary of Aunt Wilda’s apartment.

      She was a friend-of-the-family type of aunt, not a blood relation, and was the person he ran to when he got a straight-A report card or had finished a new lighthouse drawing he’d been particularly proud of. She was the only one who made a fuss.

      He pulled up at number thirty-five and hitched his bike over his shoulder. Up three flights, he knocked twice, paused, then twice again.

      Her voice chirped through the paneling. “Who is it?”

      “Emperor Theodosius the Second.”

      He’d been biking to Wilda’s every week since he’d received a Sun Racer for his eleventh birthday. Like lifting his feet off the pedals, he enjoyed dreaming up a new name every time he visited her.

      The door flew open. Aunt Wilda threw her arms out wide, causing the edges of her cape to flap like the mainsail of an overly theatrical pirate ship. “Theodosius! You do look well!” She enveloped him; he inhaled her gardenia eau de toilette. Unlike Luke’s sisters-in-law, Aunt Wilda always applied “enough to enchant but never too much to choke.”

      As she released him from her embrace, her dozen silver bangles jangled. “Remind me who Theodosius the Second was.”

      “Byzantine emperor who built the walls around Constantinople.”

      “Inspired choice, my dear.”

      He tugged the corner of her cape. “What color is this?”

      “I call it ‘Moroccan Tangerine.’ Does it suit me?”

      “Everything you wear suits you.” Luke halted in the center of the living room. “What’s changed?”

      Aunt Wilda shrugged an evasive shoulder.

      The Egyptian sphinx sat on the upright piano. The peacock feathers burst from the elephant foot. The poster for the 1893 Chicago World’s Columbian Exposition still hadn’t been dusted since Coolidge was in office. The mummified African pygmy head was as repulsive as ever.

      “I give up. What is it?”

      Wilda pointed to the wall behind the sofa. “I got bored with the Vermeer print of the woman seated at the virginals and put up The Four Blooms instead.”

      The Four Blooms was a quartet Wilda had chaperoned around the vaudeville circuit. It had been a halcyon time for her, escorting four pretty girls: Violet, Lily, Jasmine, and Rose. The poster depicted each of them as a Gibson girl silhouetted against their namesake flower, with THE FOUR BLOOMS composed in a swirly Art Nouveau typeface.

      Wilda lowered the Victrola needle onto a phonograph record. A glissando of harp strings filled the room, followed by Rudy Vallée warbling about how a kiss was just a kiss and a sigh was just a sigh.

      “As Time Goes By” had been Luke and Wilda’s “our song” when she had taken him to his first Broadway show, Everybody’s Welcome. Afterwards, Wilda had bought Vallée’s recording. Whenever Luke came to visit, he would insist she play it for him. Nowadays she did it as a matter of course.

      “I played this for Irina Dashkova yesterday. Her father was a former premier danseur with the Bolshoi before the Revolution drove them all the way to the Lower East Side, the poor darlings.”

      It was hard to keep track of Aunt Wilda’s social circle: Romanian counts, polo players from the Argentine, Turkish poets married to Swedish flautists—or was the Turk a flautist and the Swede a poet? An endless mélange of colorful characters with exotic accents and tongue-twister names. Luke had long since given up asking how she met these people. It was usually some variation of “A cocktail party at the Bolivian consulate thrown by the Cuban ambassador for that up-and-coming Dutch tennis champion.” Not that it mattered. She was the conduit through which Luke glimpsed the outside world.

      He headed toward the piano. “Could we start with that Beethoven piece? I was humming it the whole ride over here.”

      “There shall be no lesson today.”

      Luke’s fingers twitched at the thought of missing out on his time at the keyboard.

      At home, all they talked about was building, demolishing, and baseball. Nobody read books, nobody played an instrument, nobody saw Broadway shows. They didn’t venture into Manhattan unless they had to. It was Wilda who had recognized that Luke had inherited his father’s dexterity with his hands and had suggested he might be a natural at the piano. She’d been correct: he had taken to it immediately. With no piano in the Valenti house, however, progress between his once-a-week lessons had been a slow but steady ascent toward fair-to-middling competency.

      “I have a glorious surprise instead!”

      “You know how much I look forward to our lessons.”

      “Enough with the gloomy face.” She took off for the kitchen. “We’re going next door at three o’clock. Meanwhile, you’ll find the Met’s new recording of Tannhäuser on top of the gramophone.”

      Luke dutifully replaced “As Time Goes By” with Tannhäuser. As the Met’s French horns, clarinets, and bassoons wafted through the apartment, he joined her in the kitchen where she was preparing their traditional British afternoon tea: tiny cucumber sandwiches, two-bite scones, slices of Battenberg cake, and a pot of Darjeeling tea.

      He scooped out a fingertip of clotted cream. “I’m finally seeing inside Irving’s place?” Aunt Wilda and Irving Kovner had been neighbors for as long as Luke could remember. A diffident gent with an academic air, he was conspicuously different from Wilda’s usual parade of European artistes and South American horse breeders.

      The silver teaspoons rattled as Wilda placed them on the Wedgwood china saucers. Her eyes normally danced with boundless joie de vivre, but Luke stood close enough to see how uncommonly bloodshot they were.

      “You okay?” he asked.

      “Irina brought a bottle of Moskovskaya and we ended up skipping the lesson altogether, and listened to music instead.”

      Luke planted his hands on his hips. “You sat on the sofa knocking back vodka shots and now you’re hungover like a sailor on shore leave. Let me guess. Rimsky-Korsakov’s Legend of the Invisible City?”

      “Rigoletto, which shows how much little Mister Wisenheimer knows.”

      Her histrionic pout triggered tiny alarm bells. Wilda wasn’t the hangover type. Whatever she was shrugging off, he’d worm it out of her eventually. “I love you, Aunt Wilda.”

      She patted his back. “Of course you do, because I’ve seen to it that you’re a young gentleman of taste and discernment. Now, take the sandwiches and scones and let’s eat up. I promised Irving we’d be prompt.”

      As he went to take his usual spot on Wilda’s dining table, he noticed an envelope sitting in front of the place setting. A circular logo with a pair of inter-crossing anchors filled the upper left corner. “The U.S. Coast Guard! Is this my surprise?”

      Wilda placed the teapot on a small rattan mat. “I already told you. It’s at Irving’s.”

      Luke ran a fingertip along the envelope’s edge. “You know what this is, don’t you?”

      “So open it already.”

      He picked up the butter knife. “I didn’t think I’d be this nervous.”

      “Your future depends on what’s in there.” She poured the Darjeeling into matching blue teacups. “I’d be concerned if you weren’t nervous.”

      Luke slit the envelope’s edge. “Here goes nothing.”

      

      Dear Mr. Valenti,

      Thank you for your application to join the U.S. Lighthouse Service training program. If you are successful in making the next round, we will be in touch no later than December 31st, 1941, to set an appointment for an in-person evaluation at our Manhattan location. Meanwhile, please accept my congratulations.

      With best regards,

      Stuart Perkins,

      Chief Recruitment Officer

      United States Lighthouse Service – Northern Atlantic Division.

      

      “I’m on to the next step!”

      Wilda lifted the cup to her lips. “As though there were any doubt.”

      Luke dropped into his chair.

      This was it. His way in. Or more accurately, his path out of being the Valenti family embarrassment. Okay, so if the regular military forces wanted to kick his sorry 4-F’d ass to the curb, maybe the Lighthouse Service might accept him. Since the age of ten, he’d been drawing lighthouses, studying maps, reading books about them. Ask him anything—anything at all!—about the life of a lighthouse keeper, and he’d have the answer right there at his fingertips.

      “Your tea’s getting cold.”

      Luke dropped the letter on the tabletop, his heart sinking an inch or two. “You don’t seem very excited for me.”

      “Of course I am, you silly boy.” She tried to weave an encouraging trill through her voice.

      “If we go to war, the Atlantic will be teeming with U-boats. Lighthouses will become frontline defense⁠—”

      “Don’t cross any bridges before you come to them, is all I’m saying.”

      Luke’s stomach churned with the sort of apprehension he usually had to deal with at home. “You don’t think I’ll get in?”

      “Didn’t I just say you’ll be there doing your bit?” She lifted the plate of scones. “We’ve got twenty minutes till we’re due at Irving’s. Eat up.”

      

      Wilda rapped on her neighbor’s door and swung it open. “YOO-HOO!”

      Irving’s voice rang down the hallway. “Come on in.”

      A floor-to-ceiling bookcase ran along his longest wall. Volumes about chess filled an entire shelf. He had a few pieces of artwork: a poster of the Reubens exhibition at the Metropolitan Museum of Art from a few years back, a still-life painting of bananas and apples, and a pair of ferocious African tribal masks, which Luke suspected Wilda had given him to liven things up.

      Irving extended his hand. “How nice to see you again.” He turned to a tall cardboard box sitting on his circular dining table. “You didn’t tell him, I hope.”

      Wilda shook her head, frowning as though his question were an insult.

      “I understand you’re a fan of that Humphrey Bogart movie, The Maltese Falcon.” Irving placed his flattened palms on the box. “You’d better brace yourself.”

      Wilda added, “It’ll be better if you close your eyes.”

      Luke pressed his hands to his face and listened to what sounded like bunched-up newspaper. “Can I open my eyes now?”

      “In three, two, one—OPEN!”

      It was a statue of a bird, around twelve inches tall, and coated in black paint. Its feathers had been fashioned to look like diamond-shaped scales. The eyes had no pupils, but scowled over a beak that narrowed into a point sharp enough to gouge out an eyeball.

      Something that had only ever existed on the Brooklyn Fox screen was now standing right in front of him. Close enough to touch. If he dared. “This isn’t . . .?” He couldn’t keep his voice from quivering.

      “You can pick it up if you like.”

      It was heavier than he expected. Over five pounds. Seven, maybe eight.

      During none of the times he’d watched the scene where Kaspar Gutman rotated his prize had Luke ever noticed how neatly its wings were folded behind it, one tucked sleekly beneath the other, or how its claws gripped the edge of the base, as though the bird were hanging on for its life.

      “Did your aunt ever tell you I am a fairly skilled chess player?”

      Wilda snorted. “That’s like saying Jesse Owens is a fairly fast runner.”

      Was it any wonder that Sydney Greenstreet, Mary Astor, and Peter Lorre had chased it across the globe? The Maltese falcon was mesmerizing. “She’s mentioned it.”

      “I keep my game fresh by playing chess-by-mail. I make a move, write it on a postcard, mail it off, and wait until I receive one in return telling me what my opponent’s next move is.”

      “Doesn’t that take forever?”

      “I’m in no rush.” Irving pointed to an open doorway. “In there you’ll find four games in progress: London, Prague, New Orleans, and Los Angeles. You may have heard of that fourth player. His name is Humphrey Bogart.”

      “You’re kidding!”

      “I most certainly am not. My brother, Simon, runs the props department at Warner Brothers. When Mr. Bogart learned that I’m a decent chess opponent, he asked if I would be interested in playing chess-by-mail. He has been coming along nicely since we started three years ago, and was very pleased when he checkmated me while he was finishing up on The Maltese Falcon. My sixtieth birthday was not long after that, so imagine my surprise when this package arrived.” Irving tapped the statue’s head. “There was a note enclosed saying how Mr. Bogart had never enjoyed anything in his life more than winning our game, and to enjoy the falcon prop as a token of his appreciation and birthday gift.”

      “Gee willikers.” Luke picked the statue again. Bogart had touched this!

      “Or at least that was the story Simon told him,” Wilda put in.

      Irving stroked his jawline. “Simon has a somewhat elastic relationship with the truth. A letter arrived yesterday in which he confessed that he had pilfered this falcon. It’s one of four they made for the movie. The picture’s been out for a few months, so Simon figured that nobody was going to notice.”

      “It’s stolen property?” The bird felt as though it had doubled its weight; Luke returned it to the table.

      Irving chuckled. “Jack Warner is stridently anti-Nazi and anti-isolationist. If we get sucked into war, he plans to mount a nationwide fundraising tour using movie props. The Maltese Falcon was a tremendous hit for them, so he wants to include one. If that happens⁠—”

      “—the theft will be discovered,” Wilda finished for him. “It’ll be curtains for Simon. He’s got a wife and four kids to support.”

      “It sure was nice of you to let me see it before you send it back,” Luke said. “It’s not every day we get to touch a real-life movie prop.”

      Irving and Wilda exchanged a glance that Luke couldn’t decipher.

      “Therein lies our problem,” Irving said. “I work at the Navy Yard. The day after the Germans sank the Reuben James, ship production got boosted to around the clock. I can’t get away.”

      “And we daren’t send it by the post,” Wilda added. “It might get broken, or damaged, or lost, or stolen.”

      “So you’re taking it?”

      She looked like someone on the verge of a confession, but courage deserted her at the penultimate moment. “We were hoping you could do it.”

      Luke reared back. “Me?!”

      “I’m sure Simon could arrange for you to meet Mr. Bogart. Wouldn’t that be exciting?”

      “He’s already wired me your train fare,” Irving put in. “And has reserved a room at the Hollywood Hotel.”

      Aw, jeez, really? Luke shifted from one foot to the other. For a long, seductive moment he considered saying yes. After all, how often did a guy from Brooklyn get offered a cross-country railway trip all the way to California and back, a room at the Hollywood Hotel, and the chance to shake Humphrey Bogart’s hand? But the thought of the letter on Wilda’s dining table pulled him up short. “I’d love to help you out. Really, I would. But the Lighthouse Service. I have to stick around for the interview.”

      “Oh, that.” Wilda waved away his concern, sending her bracelets into a clanking turmoil. “You’ll only be gone a week. Three days on the train to get out there, a day or two to return the falcon, see a few sights, and three days back.”

      “What if the summons comes when I’m gone?”

      “I’ll explain you were called away and that you’ll be back shortly.”

      His dream was so close that he couldn’t bear the thought of it slipping through his fingers. And why was Wilda so dismissive? He could take that sort of reaction from anybody else, but not from her.

      He turned away from the table. “You’ll have to find somebody else.”

      “There isn’t anyone.”

      The air felt close and stuffy. Luke needed the fall sun on his face and the feel of the November breeze whipping against his cheeks. “Thank you for the chance to see the falcon, Irving. It was a genuine thrill, but I have to be going. I’ll see myself out.”

      Back inside Wilda’s apartment, he seized the handlebars of his bike, but a grip on his shoulder prevented him from moving.

      “You’ve never been farther west than Hackensack. What a grand possibility for adventure! Goodness gracious me, Luke. I thought you’d leap at the chance.”

      He shrugged her hand away. “You know what this lighthouse opportunity means to me. It’s a shot to join the Coast Guard. To contribute.”

      “If the regular military turned you down, isn’t there a more-than-decent chance those lighthouse people will as well?” She had tempered her dismissive tone, but her words still smarted.

      “I’ve got to try.”

      “We’re offering you California, Warner Brothers, the actual Maltese falcon, and even Humphrey Bogart. When does anybody around here get this sort of chance? Don’t forget, Luke, there’s always next year. I’m sure a good percentage of applicants realize they can’t tolerate all that solitude like they thought they could. There must be a sizable turnover. And anyway, I don’t understand why you’re so stuck on this ridiculous lighthouse business.”

      There it was again, that uncharacteristic derision. If he wanted to be treated like that, he could stay home. He picked up his acceptance letter and shook it in her face. “Of course they could very well turn me down, which is why I have my backup plan.”

      “You’re not still thinking of moving to Montauk, are you?”

      “By the end of the year, I’ll have saved up two hundred dollars.”

      “But there’s hardly anything there. More importantly, hardly any people.”

      “That’s kind of the point.”

      “Oh, Luke.” She brushed his right cheek with the back of her fingers. “Montauk is not the solution.” She pulled at his arm to get him to sit down, but he refused to budge. He knew what that pinched look on her face meant: I’m about to tell you something you won’t enjoy hearing. He wanted to be standing up when she did.

      “Why not?”

      “Because you’ll be running away.”

      “I’m sick of the noise, the constant commotion, conversations at the tops of people’s lungs, the endless jabbering about baseball and bricks and faucets and a hundred other things I don’t care about.”

      “You’re sick of being ignored in your own home.”

      “Do you blame me?”

      “Not in the slightest.”

      “Why are we having this conversation, then?”

      “Wouldn’t it be better if you were running toward something?”

      “But I am. Toward a new life.”

      Wilda tsked. “You’ve never fitted in any more than I have, but if you think hiding away in an isolated lighthouse is the answer, I say you need another plan.”

      “Montauk is my other plan.”

      “But why Montauk? Because of that family vacation the summer before the stock market crashed and everything went to hell?”

      Luke breathed deeply for the first time in what felt like hours. Finally, she saw it.

      “It’s so tranquil there. Nobody yells, nobody throws things, nobody gets into brawls over DiMaggio’s batting average. Until Montauk, I thought all beaches were like Coney Island. Overcooked hotdogs, gaudy music, tacky kewpie dolls—and then I arrived at Montauk. I swear I could almost hear the Hallelujah Chorus.”

      She was smiling now. “The beach in those charcoal sketches of yours—it’s Montauk, isn’t it?”

      Luke nodded.

      “All this time I thought it was the Little Red Lighthouse at the foot of the George Washington Bridge. You’d think at my age, I’d be capable of putting two and two together, but apparently I’m dumb as a box of baseball bats.”

      He kissed her soft cheek. “Ah, but you’re my favorite box of baseball bats.”

      “So, this trip to California⁠—”

      “I’m sorry, Wilda. I can’t.”

      “But—”

      “I’ll see you next week at Thanksgiving, yes?”

      Her shoulders sagged in surrender. “What’s the latest I can be there and not be considered late?”

      “Two p.m.”

      “I’ll be there at one fifty-nine.”

      “I’ll save you a seat.”

      “As far from those barbarous children as possible.”

      “Montauk is one hundred and fifteen miles away. Is that far enough?”

      She screwed up her nose like Clara Bow’s grandmother. “Touché, you little stinker.”
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      Luke sipped at his Pabst Blue Ribbon and tried not to wince.

      Wilda kept her eyes on Tony’s youngest daughter as she asked Luke. “If you hate beer so much, why drink it?”

      “It’s not that I despise it.”

      “Do you not hear that pained whimper you make every time you swallow?”

      Trailing a twelve-foot paper streamer behind her, little Carol was completing her third circuit around the backyard. It was a wonder she hadn’t tripped over Vic’s Newfoundland puppy or the water hose curled outside Rico’s back door.

      “You can’t talk.” He tapped Wilda’s glass with his beer. “You enjoy Pimm’s Cup as much as I enjoy this swill.”

      She held it up to the wan November sun. “If only they would replace Pimm’s Number One with gin, throw out all that garnish garbage, and fill the remaining space with tonic water.”

      “Wouldn’t that just make it a gin and tonic?”

      “But instead, I must suffer through this revolting concoction with the dopey grin of an opium addict prostrate in some smoky den of iniquity in Hong Kong.”

      Little Carol’s right foot caught itself under the exposed root of her mother’s lilac tree and she plummeted face down in the dirt. A piercing wail rang out. The closest adult was Sal’s wife, Faith, who stopped organizing her eight dishes of Thanksgiving stuffing and helped the brat to her feet.

      “That frightful child has nobody to blame but herself,” Wilda said. “Just like I have only myself to blame for bringing up Pimm’s Number One in conversation once, and now they think it’s what I drink.”

      Carol’s shock at falling into the dirt evolved into a regretful howl at having spoiled her new gingham Thanksgiving dress and scuffed her shiny white shoes. Tony turned from the barbeque, where he was grilling six steaks the size of dinner plates and tossed his empty bottle of Pabst at a trash can. He missed by a wide margin and hit Sara’s rose bush instead.

      “For cryin’ out loud, Carol,” he yelled, “quit your damned whining.”

      “My dress was brand new and now it’s muddy.”

      “Mommy will wash it tomorrow. It’ll be fine.”

      “But Daddy! I⁠—”

      “MAYBE YOU SHOULDN’T HAVE BEEN RUNNING AROUND, YOU LITTLE DUMBASS!” He turned back to the grill, leaving his soiled daughter gaping like a beached halibut.

      “Oh, my stars and garters,” Wilda murmured. “Does your brother always talk to his children that way?”

      “Only after the third drink.”

      “How often is that?”

      “Most nights.”

      She pulled the hem of her dress over her knee. “I still say Tony has a chip on his shoulder because he’s the second son.”

      Wilda tilted her head toward Enzo, who was sitting on the steps of his back porch shoulder to shoulder with Sal. Both were heavy across the forehead and barrel-chested; the two were father and son right down to the tufts of coarse hair sprouting from the backs of their fingers. Luke had inherited the Valenti physique, too. There was no denying he was a Valenti, but his mother’s northern Italian heritage had tempered his body somewhat. His skin wasn’t quite so Mediterranean-olive as his siblings’, and his dark-brown hair contrasted with their asphalt-black. He was also a foot shorter and fifty pounds lighter than his siblings. The ‘runt of the litter’ epithet wasn’t so completely out of line, after all.

      He couldn’t hear what Pop and Sal were talking about, but he didn’t need to. The U.S.’s imminent entry into the European conflict was all the Valentis had talked about since the sinking of the Reuben James. Uniforms, firearms, battalions, basic training. Lend-Lease. The Battle of Moscow. Would the neutrality pact between Japan and the Soviet Union hold?

      What would the family say if Luke showed them his lighthouse letter? Would they be impressed? He doubted it. In their eyes, the Coast Guard barely counted as military. Not that Luke had any intention of telling them of his application. At least not until he was accepted.

      The aroma of the three fifteen-pound turkeys that Luke’s mom and two of her daughters-in-law had been cooking since nine filled the yard.

      “I’ll say this for your mother,” Wilda said, nesting the untouched Pimm’s Cup in her lap. “She may not be the warmest person in the world, but she sure can roast a delicious bird.”

      Luke attempted another sip, but the beer soured his mouth. If he tipped the contents into the daisy bed behind them, would anyone notice? “Mom swears by Leonetti’s on Eighteenth Avenue. She always says, ‘If there’s one thing Bruno Leonetti knows, it’s his meat.’” He stifled a little chuckle. “I don’t think she’s ever caught on how dirty she sounds.” He waited for Wilda to volley back a witty retort, but instead she sat upright, stiff as a statue, her face drained of color. “You okay?”

      “It’s. Nothing. Really.” Her words popped out in terse, blunt gasps as she lifted her Pimm’s Cup and pretended to take a sip. Rico’s wife and Vic’s oldest son were singing “You Are My Sunshine,” unaware how wildly off-pitch they were as Cal plucked what sounded like a whole different tune on his ukulele. “Distract me.”

      Luke cast about for inspiration, but her face was so ghastly pale he had trouble landing on a topic. He decided on Broadway; theater always excited her. “Did you see that Times article about what a heyday Broadway is having right now?” She shook her head. “Ethel Merman in Panama Hattie, Lillian Hellman’s Watch on the Rhine, Eugene O’Neill’s Ah, Wilderness. And that guy in Pal Joey. They’re saying he’s really going to be somebody. I forget his name, though.”

      “Gene Kelly.”

      “And the comedy about the two little old ladies who murder their gentleman callers—the producers searched all over for a Boris Karloff type to play the brother, and in the end, they said, ‘Why not just cast Boris Karloff?’”

      “Luke, dear, I think I’ll go.” She gulped at the air.

      “What’s the matter?” Luke asked. “And don’t say ‘nothing.’”

      “It’ll pass, but I prefer to be in my own home.”

      “I’ll ask Pop if I can borrow his car.”

      “I’d rather walk.”

      “All the way to Prospect Park?”

      “I feel better when in motion. Walk me home, please.”

      Audrey, T.J., and Cal were now slaughtering “When the Saints Go Marching In,” and the rest of the family was cheering them on. “Let’s just slip out the side gate. They won’t miss us.”

      

      They were almost at Gravesend Park before Wilda spoke again.

      “Luke, darling, there’s something we need to discuss.”

      “If it’s the Montauk thing⁠—”

      “Your choices are your choices.” She waited until a couple of young girls in matching striped rompers skipped past them. She leaned more heavily on his arm and slowed her pace. “I have a request.”

      “I’ll do anything for you. You know that.”

      “You won’t like it, but I’m asking, anyway.” The lights of the 18th Avenue Bakery threw a warm glow across the sidewalk. She stopped and looked earnestly into Luke’s face. “Take Irving’s falcon back to Hollywood.”

      Sweet Jesus. Anything but that. “The lighthouse people will be⁠—”

      “I’m going to insist.” Insist? Wilda had never done that before. This was a bigger deal than Luke realized. She took him by the hands. “You need to go, Luke. Now.”

      “Trust me, I get it. Irving’s worried that his brother will get caught for stealing that statue. But I’m not the one⁠—”

      “Irving has been a wonderful friend to me over the years. Simon, too, when he still lived here. Every day he sends Irving a Western Union asking when the falcon is coming back. He’s petrified of losing his job. Irving can’t take the time, and I’m in no shape to travel. You’re the only person I can ask.” The stridency cracked her voice. “Please do this for me.”

      He softened his tone. “I’ll know about the lighthouse situation by the end of the year. What if I went the first week in January?”

      “Please, Luke. I don’t mean to get all Ethel Barrymore melodramatic on you, but I want you to think of this as a final request.”

      The word ‘final’ struck a harsh chord through Luke’s chest. “What does that mean?”

      She looped an arm and set them in motion again. “My health isn’t fabulous. I’ve got heart disease. Myocardial something-or-other. The other word is long and medical and has no meaning other than it’s irreversible and there’s no operation. So it’s rather serious, I’m afraid.”

      He wanted to wrap his arms around her and tell her everything would be all right, but she was hauling him along 18th Avenue with the determination of a sled dog. “How serious, exactly?”

      “That’s the thrill of it. I could go next week or next month, or I might still be around this time next year.”

      Wilda wasn’t yet seventy. She was the most alive person he knew. He couldn’t lose her. In ten, fifteen, twenty years, maybe, but not now. Not yet.

      They passed the yeshiva on 55th Street. Luke was thankful the city was all but deserted. He couldn’t have withstood this news amid the bustle of the crowds that usually filled the store doorways and curbs.

      “So?” she asked. “Will you go?”

      “Lookit, I feel bad for Simon.” The sob in his voice burned his throat. “It’s a tough predicament, but I can’t leave you, not if your heart could fail at any time. I don’t want to be more than a few blocks away.”

      “Oh, Luke, my darling boy, this isn’t just about Simon’s job. I fear that if you get into the lighthouse program or move to Montauk, you won’t experience the world outside New York. You’ll settle down into your routine, and life will march past your window. It rips at my heart.” She drew a theatrically wobbly circle over her chest. “My weak, diseased little heart. At least give yourself a little adventure. One week and you’ll be back. I swear to you on my freshly turned grave⁠—”

      “WILDA!”

      “The chances of me dropping dead in the next week are very slim. The doctor talked in terms of months⁠—”

      “What is he, psychic? How about we consult Madame Zelda down on Riegelmann Boardwalk? Let’s see if she can give us a more accurate schedule.”

      She threw him a withering look. “Months, plural. Not weeks. Not days. And what are the chances these lighthouse people say ‘Now or never, bub’? And if they do, I’ll use my irresistible charm. If I can’t persuade them over the telephone to postpone your interview, I’ll cast my magical spell in person. Meanwhile, you get to broaden your horizons before you settle down to live the rest of your life a measly hundred twenty miles from where you started.”

      Luke had thought that moving to the farthermost tip of Long Island was ambitious and daring; Wilda had made him see it wasn’t that far at all. And it wasn’t like she was asking him to move to California. Just to take the falcon to Warner Bros. and come home.

      “This news about your heart is bad enough,” he told her, “but the next week or two could determine the course of the rest of my life.”

      “And yet I’m asking you anyway.”

      “Insisting, is more like it.”

      “Lighthouses up and down the eastern seaboard will still be here when you get back. And if the Coast Guard says no, you have my unequivocal blessing to move to Montauk, because, let’s face it darling, you have to get away from those people back there.”

      “Hey! That’s my precious family you’re talking about.”

      “They can be your family and awful at the same time.”

      She let out a snicker, as infectious as a tropical disease. It set him off and soon the two of them were giggling. He snuck a furtive side glance at her. The old broad had been the only person in his corner for as long as he could remember. He’d do anything for her. But travel to Los Angeles? Now? Of all times?

      “So?” She prodded his ribs with a bony elbow. “You’ll go?”

      “I really don’t want to.”

      “You can’t deny me my dying wish.”

      “‘Dying wish’? Now you’re just playing dirty pool.”

      She looked up at him, a knowing smile filling her face. She had him and she knew it.
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      The Atchison, Topeka and Santa Fe’s Super Chief glided into Union Station amid a swirl of steam. Luke remained seated until the view outside his window cleared. A pair of men, each gripping a large camera, scuttled past. They were heading toward the locomotive end, which gave weight to the rumor that the first-class passenger who’d never left their compartment had been, depending on the gossipmonger, Sonja Henie, Ronald Colman, Ginger Rogers, or Janet Gaynor.

      When Luke stepped off the train, a Pullman porter in a circular cap welcomed him to Los Angeles. “Suitcases still on board?”

      He held up the two Boston bags Irving had lent him. “I won’t be here too long. Where can I find a cab?”

      The porter pointed to a ramp at the end of the platform. “Down there, turn right, and keep walking till you’re outside.”

      Luke hefted his bags and set off. The ramp led to a wide concourse that was busy, but nowhere near as sardine-packed as Grand Central.

      Gosh, had he been gone from Brooklyn three days already? The plains of Kansas, winding upward into the Continental Divide, the barren deserts of Arizona, and the lush orchards around Pasadena. That trip had felt like a movie had unfolded outside his window.

      The end of the concourse opened into a cavernous hall rising to a cathedral ceiling. A pathway of diamond tiles bisected rows of leather-padded seating, spacious enough to accommodate a canoodling couple. Dozens of travelers filled the waiting area, and yet a calming hush blanketed the air.

      Where was the hustle? The bustle? The pushing? The shoving? Did nobody gripe and grouse here? Boorish people hurled themselves onto the streets of Brooklyn with a communal creed: Run or get run over. But here everybody was so gentle, so genteel, so polite. This was going to take some getting used to.

      He stepped outside. The sun hit his face, playful like a friendly slap, its warmth tingling his skin.

      Heat? In December? What kind of crazy, upside-down place was this? Where were the overcoats and wool-lined boots? The frozen rain puddles? The dripping umbrellas and the scarves that still smelled faintly of mothballs? Surely the come-to-sunny-California booster advertisements with their bathing nymphs and bronzed athletes only existed in travel brochures?

      A row of palm trees, each of them upright like a soldier at attention, lined the driveway. Past them, across a wide boulevard, lay a circular plaza, ringed with wooden park benches, and exotic shade trees Luke didn’t recognize. He lifted his hand to flag the taxi at the head of the line.

      If I see an actual street paved with gold, he thought, I’m going to pass out.

      
      Luke read the vertical sign in front of an Art Deco theater. “You have Pantages out here, too?”

      “Where you from?” the cabdriver asked.

      “Brooklyn.”

      “Long way.”

      Luke leaned back in the seat and started humming the song that had been buzzing around his head since leaving Union Station.

      The year he turned eleven, Wilda had taken him to see Gertrude Lawrence at the Majestic. He had never witnessed anyone as graceful and poised as the star standing center stage, arms raised, her beaded gown shimmering in the spotlight. As he and Wilda rode the subway home, they’d sung what they could remember of the show’s peppiest number. “On the Sunny Side of the Street” came back to him now as he watched the locals amble along the sidewalk: women in wide-brimmed hats, men in form-fitting three-piece suits, their shoes polished to a high shine.

      The cab pulled up at the traffic lights. “Ever heard of Hollywood and Vine?” the cabbie asked him.

      A café called Melody Lane stood on the right-hand corner. Opposite it, an enormous neon sign, THE BROADWAY-HOLLYWOOD, crowned a ten-story building. “Is this it?”

      The driver pointed to a drugstore on their left. “The strawberry blonde with the spit curls is Delores. She brews the coffee, and her husband bakes the best bear claws in town. Bar none.”

      The lights changed, and they moved forward past a succession of milliners, shoe stores, men’s haberdashers, and beauty parlors. These streets were so clean, as though a battalion of janitors had spent the previous night on their knees scrubbing away every speck of grime.

      Or maybe it was the air. Back home, a sharp edge tinged everything with icy rigidity. But here, the California sunlight had a benevolent haze to it, softening all the hard edges.

      They approached a busy intersection where a sprawling building teemed with balconies and bell towers; a six-sided turret at one corner rose to a peak. The driver swung onto the Hollywood Hotel’s semi-circular driveway and braked to a stop. Luke paid the fare and climbed out of the car. A puff of sweet honeysuckle wafted past him. In December? He sniffed at the air again. And oranges?

      A huddle of women, all hair buns and cameo brooches, crowded the check-in desk along with a flotilla of loaded luggage carts. Luke parked his bags near the end and looked around.

      The foyer had low ceilings with pale wood rafters. Clusters of straight-backed seating dotted the long room. Vast rugs covered the floor, lending a welcomingly snug atmosphere. Luke took off his felt Homburg and fanned himself as an announcer’s voice emerged through the speakers of the large cathedral radio that filled the end of the counter.

      “And now, coming to you live from Carnegie Hall, the New York Philharmonic featuring Arthur Rubinstein at the keyboard playing the Brahms Piano Concerto Number Two in B-flat major, opus eighty-three.”

      Wilda would often play these broadcasts as they sipped Darjeeling together. When the first notes from a French horn wafted over him now, a pang squeezed Luke’s ribcage. He clutched the edge of the desk to steady himself. A shocking thought socked him in the chest. Was this homesickness? For a place he was planning to leave? The pain abated almost as quickly as it had gripped him. The New York Philharmonic cascaded through the speakers as the concerto gathered momentum. Luke imagined Rubinstein’s hands blurring as they skittered up and down the keyboard.

      Without warning, the music subsided.

      “With apologies to our listeners, we must interrupt this broadcast.” A note of uncertainty underscored the announcer’s voice. “We have received reports of attacks on Pearl Harbor.”

      The six women turned toward the radio. “How ridiculous,” the one closest to Luke said. “Why would they break into their Sunday broadcast to talk about taxes?”

      The woman to her right asked the clerk, “Where is Pearl Harbor? Is it near Santa Monica? My nephew lives there. He’s out of work. Ought I be concerned?”

      “Not taxes,” Luke told them. “I’m pretty sure he said attacks.”

      The old biddies crowded around him.

      “We have confirmation from the Department of the Navy that Japanese forces have struck the U.S. Naval base of Pearl Harbor on the Hawaiian island of Oahu, four miles from Honolulu.”

      “I bet you five dollars this is another of Orson Welles’ pranks,” one woman said, “like he did with War of the Worlds. Why, the very thought of Japs attacking us—it’s laughable.”

      “Initial details are sketchy,” the announcer continued, “but early accounts indicate that the primary targets are Hickam Field, Wheeler Field, and Bellows Field, where the bulk of U.S. Army Air Force aircraft are parked. At least seven battleships are currently moored at or near Pearl Harbor. The surprise assault commenced this morning just before eight o’clock Hawaiian time. We shall now return you to our musical program.”

      “How far behind us is Hawaii?” The crowd around the radio had swelled to dozens of people.

      “Three hours,” the clerk replied.

      “So the attack might still be . . .?”

      One of the women whimpered. “My, oh my.”

      Another one joined her. “Whatever shall we do?”

      The woman who had thought the whole episode was an Orson Welles prank clasped her hands together like a kindergarten teacher. “Ladies, I suggest we settle into our rooms and reconvene in the foyer at noon.”

      A trio of porters led the party away as Rubinstein continued to thunder through the Brahms.

      The desk clerk wiped his forehead. “Checking in?”

      “You should have a reservation under the name of Valenti.”

      He handed Luke a room key as applause from the radio audience poured through the speakers. The Star-Spangled Banner started up. Luke and the clerk stared at each other as the Philharmonic improvised its way through the national anthem.

      
      Unpacking his bags took all of ten minutes. By the time he’d returned to the foyer, fifty or sixty people were gathered around the radio. The musical program had switched to The Ink Spots singing “When the Swallows Come Back to Capistrano.”

      Hunger gnawing at his innards, Luke set out along Hollywood Boulevard to the drugstore his cab driver had pointed out.

      This was not, however, the animated thoroughfare he’d witnessed an hour before. It no longer buzzed with shoppers and Sunday strollers. Passers-by now marched, heads down, hats pulled low. A Jack Russell terrier trotted alongside his master, nose and tail down, not once stopping to sniff a tree or watch a squirrel.

      The Owl drugstore was half full. A radio on a shelf over an Old Gold cigarettes display played a Glenn Miller tune, “Fools Rush In,” amid the clatter of dishes and whoosh of the soda fountain.

      Luke headed to a public telephone in the corner and dropped a dime into the slot. After ten rings, the voice of a harried housewife yelled, “This had better be my husband calling to tell me that he’s had a change of heart.”

      “Mrs. Kovner?” Luke blurted out. “My name is Luke Valenti. I’m looking for Simon.”

      “Who isn’t?”

      “I arrived from Brooklyn this morning⁠—”

      Mrs. Kovner snorted down the line. “You’ve picked a hell of a day. Have you heard the news?”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      “Listen, kiddo, I got four screaming kids, a missing husband, and now we’re probably at war. If you want to leave a message, you need to hurry it along.”

      “Please tell him I’ve checked into the Hollywood Hotel and assure him that I have the package.”

      “Package of what?”

      He hadn’t even told his wife? No wonder Irving had instructed him to speak only with Simon. “Just ask him⁠—”

      “GEORGIE! PUT THAT SKILLET DOWN! AND I MEAN RIGHT NOW!”

      Luke waited until the muffled caterwauling stopped. “Have him call me at the hotel.” He got a distracted “Sure” before she slammed down the receiver.

      He took a seat at the counter and ordered a burger, fries, and orange phosphate soda. The place fell quiet when an announcer interrupted a Tommy Dorsey tune.

      “We have an update from our Honolulu bureau on the devastation at Pearl Harbor. Battleships USS Pennsylvania, California, and Arizona have been hit, as well as cruisers Raleigh and Helena, and several destroyers. The U.S. Navy has acknowledged that the human death toll will be in the hundreds.”

      The spit-curled waitress strummed the counter with her fingernails. “Them dirty little Japs want a fight? They sure got one on their hands now. Ain’t that right, Horrie?”

      A thick-set bruiser with bushy eyebrows grunted over his bowl of chili two seats down from Luke.

      On any other day in any other drugstore, Luke would have enjoyed the way this orange phosphate tingled his tongue. But its sharp, sour taste left him wishing he’d ordered something more soothing. More familiar. Like a chocolate malted.

      If the Japs were brave enough to attack a U.S. Naval base, what would stop them from striking California? This place, Luke decided, might be drenched in golden sunlight, its streets scrubbed clean, and its air honeysuckle sweet, but it wasn’t where he belonged.
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        * * *

      

      In the dining room the following morning, Luke ordered buckwheat cakes, with a poached egg, a side of bacon, and a grapefruit juice, then asked the waitress where he might get a copy of the New York Times. She told him, “We’ve got our own Times,” and produced a discarded newspaper from a neighboring table. He stared at the four-inch banner headline.

      
      
        
        IT’S WAR!

      

      

      
      His eyes ran down the front page.

      Hostilities Declared by Japanese

      350 Reported Killed in Hawaii Raid; 7 Die in Honolulu

      U.S. Battleships Hit as Air Bombs Rain on Pacific Bases

      Roosevelt to Address Nation at Noon

      The waitress delivered Luke his breakfast as a loudspeaker on the wall hummed with indistinct chatter. At nine o’clock, a deep-voiced commentator announced, “The next voice you hear will be President Roosevelt live from the U.S. Congress.”

      Luke pictured Mom and Pop, all five brothers, their wives and kids jammed around the Philco. Mom would be bribing the children with snickerdoodles to keep them quiet; Pop would be predicting Roosevelt’s next move. Luke didn’t need to be sitting in that living room to know how this scene would play out, but he longed to be there as history unfolded.

      “Mr. Vice President, and Mr. Speaker, and Members of the Senate and House of Representatives.” Roosevelt’s voice was low and deliberate, weighed down by the task at hand. “Yesterday, December 7, 1941, a date which will live in infamy, the United States of America was suddenly and deliberately attacked by naval and air forces of the Empire of Japan.”

      Luke’s breakfast grew cold as Roosevelt laid out the country’s position that negotiations to maintain peace in the Pacific had ended. He talked of the severe damage done to American naval and military forces, of deliberately false statements, and of reports that Japan was torpedoing American ships between San Francisco and Honolulu.

      Luke stole a furtive glance around the room. None of the sixty or seventy souls near him appeared to be breathing as Roosevelt concluded. “I ask that the Congress declare that since the unprovoked and dastardly attack by Japan on Sunday, December 7, 1941, a state of war has existed between the United States and the Japanese Empire.”

      Seven minutes. That’s all it had taken to usher the world into its bleak future.

      In Luke’s room upstairs, a falcon statue lay inside one of his Boston bags. He needed to drop it off as soon as he could and jump on the next train heading east.
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        * * *

      

      The taxicab rounded a curve in the road; a long, pale building came into view. Three stories high and dotted with ventilator windows at regular intervals, it looked more like a warehouse than the glamorous movie studio Luke had pictured.

      As they drew nearer, the words painted along the side sharpened.

      
      
        
        Home of

        WARNER BROS. FIRST NATIONAL PICTURES

        and Cosmopolitan Productions

      

      

      
      The driver braked at a sign: Gate Two. Luke paid his fare and climbed out, gripping the handles of his bag a little more tightly. A security guard stood at a window marked Employees. A brass “WB” shield pinned to his cap glinted in the morning light.

      “My name is Luke Valenti. I’m here to see Simon Kovner in the props department.”

      The guard ran his eye down a typed list fastened to a clipboard. “Nope.”

      Luke had waited all afternoon and evening for word from Simon, but none had come. Despite the steamroller of history crushing everything in its path these past twenty-four hours, surely Simon was still anxious about his missing falcon?

      “With what’s happened lately, there’s probably been a mix-up.”

      “Jap bombers could be heading right for us, so studios have been deemed a high-risk target. If you ain’t on my list, you ain’t getting in.”

      Luke landed Irving’s bag on the counter. “Simon Kovner is waiting on this. A quick call could straighten everything out.”

      The guard didn’t take his eyes off Luke as he picked up the telephone at his elbow and dialed three numbers. “This is Sid at Gate Two. Simon there?” Luke maintained his smile as the guard uh-huh’d several times before hanging up. “You’re outta luck. Simon has enlisted as a seaman.”

      “It’s not even been twenty-four hours!”

      “Which gives him the distinction of being the first employee to sign up. And that’s going to impress Mr. Warner.”

      Irving had told Luke to speak only to Simon. There had been no plan B covering
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