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Crossing the Line

For Stick “Mac” McLaughlin, it’s all about family:
the stalwart friends, her former gang of bootlegging hijackers,
and, above all, her lover and their daughter. So when New York
mobsters begin squeezing the livelihood of new friend Rey, a
veteran rumrunner on rural Lake George, Mac lends Rey resources but
remains safely distant from enemies of the past.

 

Grateful for help, Rey opens her backwoods life to
Mac’s seasoned, gun-toting crew, but never expects it to include
the likes of petite bombshell Millie. The buxom, wily spitfire’s
gumption and sass are as vital to the cause as they are
aggravating…and beguiling.

 

But the Mob soon discovers a nemesis within its
ranks, and, in the ultimate retaliation, draws Mac from anonymity
by threatening everything she holds dear. Now, to finally end this
deep-woods nightmare, Mac must cross the line with a vengeance.
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Chapter One

“Gentlemen!” Out of patience and out of time, Mac
yanked her fedora into a steep angle over her forehead and stalked
out of the woods. “Enough stalling,” she groused, raising the
collar of her topcoat. Delays weren’t acceptable. She stopped in
front of the old truck, awash in its yellowed headlamp light, and
focused her ire on the men in the cab she really couldn’t see.

“Ridiculously outnumbered and still you refuse
to get out?” She grabbed an associate’s Thompson submachine gun,
racked the bolt back into firing mode, and leveled it at the
windshield. “Want an invitation?”

She squeezed off three rounds and glass exploded into
the cab. Just for good measure, she sprayed bullets from one
headlamp to the other, puncturing the radiator between them in a
burst of collateral damage. Now she could easily see that both
truckers were in custody.

The driver cursed her and an associate kicked him to
the ground. As Mac approached, he spit toward her shoes, and she
scuffed the wet patch of gravel back into his face.

“Don’t press your luck.” She signaled her associates
to begin transferring his truckload of whiskey into their
vehicle.

The driver swiped at the dirt on his graying stubble.
“You son of a bitch. You’ll be sorry you picked this
load.”

“I appreciate the tip.” She ordered his hands tied to
the back of his belt just as a shotgun blast from the rear of the
truck startled everyone.

Evidently, the bootleggers had packed an escort with
this load, and she fumed at having been outsmarted. Several pistol
shots rang out, then another blast.

“Stand him up,” she said. “Hurry.” She spun the
driver around, gripped his belt, and rushed him forward with the
tip of the Thompson. “You’ll stop this right now.”

Suddenly, a pistol barrel pressed between her
shoulders and brought her up short. A man barked in her ear, his
breath short and heavy.

“You’re done! And we’re done getting the short end of
the deal. You got that?”

Mac whirled on him, Thompson high in both hands, and
smashed the gunstock against his head. He crumbled at her feet with
a whimper.

Another whimper followed, then a soft whine, and she
thought she heard her name in a meek, high-pitched plea. Then came
several soft pats to her cheeks.

Mac blinked repeatedly and shifted against an odd
pressure on her torso.

Reality materialized slowly in the refined sitting
room of her hotel suite, complete with one impish toddler on her
lap. Curious azure eyes peered at her from behind disarrayed blond
curls, and the little girl brightened, her turned-up nose crinkled
with excitement when their eyes met.

“Mackie seep.”

Mac forced herself to wake up. She counted her
blessings that this was her life now, that her past sat
where it belonged, and such vivid dreams rarely recurred. Today,
this little girl and her mother mattered above all else, a family
that was meant to be. Forever.

“Yes, my Katie Rose,” Mac said and wrapped her in a
bear hug. “We took a nap, didn’t we?”

Katie nodded with enthusiastic pride. “Katie seep.”
And she patted Mac’s chest. “Mackie bed.” She slid off her lap and
waddled purposefully toward the doll on the settee. “Baby seep,
Mackie.”

“Well.” Ellie leaned against the doorframe, her grin
and sparkling eyes the mirror image of her daughter’s. “It’s about
time you two woke up. We’re meeting everyone for dinner within the
hour.”

Wearing a simple cotton sundress of cobalt blue, her
hair styled up into the latest fashion by the hotel salon, Ellie
radiated a contentment Mac could feel in her own heart. That’s just
how it was when two hearts blended as one. They’d been lovers since
their teens, and despite leading separate lives for a time, they’d
migrated back to each other as if by fate. Mac took full advantage
of this moment to appreciate every inch of her and the life they’d
built. You and Katie will always have everything I can
give.

“God, you’re so special.”

“You’re not awake yet, Stick McLaughlin.”

“Am so.” Mac smiled at the old nickname. She looked
down at herself, slumped in the leather armchair, her tailored
dress shirt and trousers now wrinkled. “Not skinny old Stick
anymore, honey.”

“Oh, you were my Stick when you were just a
bag-of-bones hobo,” Ellie said, crossing the room to her in a
graceful, leggy stride, “and you’re my Stick today, all dashing and
wiry muscle.” She leaned on the arms of the chair and lowered her
head. Mac melted into her slow, luxurious kiss until Ellie inched
back and spoke against her lips. “I don’t care if the world knows
you as Mac or even Elizabeth. You’ll always be the Stick I fell in
love with years ago and that’s never going to change.”

Katie thrust her doll between them, face down on
Mac’s chest. She carefully positioned Mac’s arms around it, then
stepped back to assess her work.

“Mackie go seep.”

Ellie crouched beside her. “Sweetie, it’s almost
suppertime.”

Katie promptly placed a tiny finger on her mother’s
lips. “Mama, ssh. Mackie go seep.”

 

* * *

 

Heavy and lazy, rich with lake sweat even at this
midnight hour, the humid air suspended Mac’s cigarette smoke like a
flimsy barrier just beyond the brim of her Panama hat. Unusually
warm for early September in the Adirondacks, she thought, a bonus
for their much-anticipated retreat on Lake George. Her little
family’s fifty-three acres were only a few hours away, but this
escape to the grand resort hotels of “Millionaires’ Row” felt like
a fairy tale. Having spent the past two years adapting to anonymity
and rural seclusion, they deserved a vacation. Ellie deserved a
“honeymoon.” Mac was thrilled to arrange this prolonged stay at the
glamorous Sagamore Hotel.

She walked silently on the banking’s soft grass, an
eye on the gently undulating water. Such a serene way to unwind
after that fabulous dinner and wild poker session with old friends.
Smiling at the prospect of returning to the hotel and giving her
significant winnings to Ellie, Mac relaxed in the quiet
companionship of her best friend, Jersey, at her side.

Jersey ran Mac’s old operation now, more in alcohol
distribution than hijacking, and Mac liked knowing that her old
second-in-command kept the money flowing for that loyal bunch. She
hardly saw her old gang anymore, so having several favorite cohorts
up from Massachusetts made this getaway all the more precious.

“All right, already. Out with it.” Jersey’s short
blond hair wafted across her forehead as she grinned up at Mac.
“You’ve been thinking too hard by yourself.”

Mac tossed a hand toward the dark lake and the
glittering Sagamore ahead, lit so brightly white against the night
sky. “Look at us, at all this. Who would have thought?”

Jersey chortled. “I remember when you said that about
our Victorian in Dorchester.”

“And this is a far cry from that.” At times, she
missed their closely-knit household, the responsibilities, and the
daily tasks, but not the lethal dangers. When Ellie reentered her
life, and Mac stepped away from hijacking Boston’s ethnic mobs, she
brought wealth and a full heart to the family of her dreams.

Jersey lit a Chesterfield and her blue eyes flashed
at Mac over the flame. Mac could feel her reading her mind, just
like the old days. “Ellie doesn’t want you concerning yourself with
the business.”

“She’d prefer we left it behind us, and I can’t blame
her, but it still comes to mind every now and then.”

Her family had been a long time coming, and required
Mac to keep Ellie and Katie free of the worry that the Feds or the
Mob would someday corral her, the elusive “Hijack Mack.” Not long
ago, her phantom-like operation enjoyed legendary status, and the
Feds still held outstanding warrants on the “man” they couldn’t
find. For damages and lost revenue—and blatant disrespect—the Mob
still sought revenge. And always would.

But Mac’s due diligence wasn’t limited to herself.
Ellie also sat high on the Mob’s “most wanted list,” for testimony
that put many thugs and their political connections behind bars.
Mob outfits as far away as New York City suffered massive financial
and organizational losses, and, as with “Hijack Mack,” the name
Eleanor Harrison acquired permanent “enemy” status.

“Sh.” Mac turned abruptly. “Did you hear that?”

Jersey pulled the cigarette from between her lips and
stood motionless, listening. Severe coughing and a low-pitched
groan broke the silence, followed by cursing, thrashing, and
muffled grunts. She pointed to the boathouse. “Serious
disagreement.”

“A woman’s voice.”

They bolted toward the small barn extended over
shallow water.

Jersey pressed against Mac’s side. “Boss, you’re
still carrying, I hope.”

“Just the little .25mm on my ankle. You?”

Jersey tapped her jacket near her left shoulder.
“Always.”

They stopped before the doorway to listen.

“I don’t answer to you!” The peculiar, gravelly voice
sounded near panic.

“Shut the hell up,” a man said. “We just took you for
a little swim, Rey. Mama Bear needs a little practice holdin’ her
breath, doesn’t she?” He and another man laughed at his words,
while the gender reference confirmed Mac’s suspicions. “Next time
you pull something stupid, you might not—”

“God dammit!” Rey said, her scratchy voice roaring.
“No more ‘next time’! I don’t do business with your kind.”

“You just keep running product down the lake.”

The second man snickered. “Yeah, we’ll be seeing
you.”

Mac stared at Jersey as they listened, the familiar
topic clearly striking both of them.

“Oh no,” Rey countered. “I defend my loads on this
lake and I’ll defend ’em on roads through the woods, if I have to.”
She coughed deeply. “I’m not afraid of you clowns.”

“Even for a bruiser of a woman like you, Rey, that’s
a ballsy claim.”

Mac and Jersey peeked around the corner in time to
see the large figure raise a hand and yell. Broad shouldered in
soggy shirt and pants, Rey rushed the smaller man, her size
advantage obvious even in the poor light. Mac gripped Jersey’s arm
and stopped her from reaching for her gun. She estimated that Rey
topped her own five foot ten by several inches, carried far more
than two hundred pounds, and was quick for a woman her size. Rey
grabbed the man’s shirtfront and hauled him off his feet like a rag
doll.

From one of the boats, his partner pumped a shell
into a shotgun. “Hands off him, y’dumb bitch!” He directed Rey away
with the gun. “Move!”

Rey straight-armed the man backward off the pier and
down onto his partner. The pair landed in a pile on the boat deck,
but had guns pointed at her before they even found their feet. Now,
Jersey had her chromed .45mm poised at the edge of the doorway.

The man pushed his partner to the controls. “Get us
the fuck outa here.” He shook his head at Rey. “You do as you’re
told, and don’t be stupid again. Think of the consequences, Rey.
Broads don’t win this game.”

“I promise you, your time will come,” Rey snarled as
the boat motored out. “And I don’t play games, you son of a
bitch.”

The men puttered away from the boathouse before
accelerating toward the village at the southern tip of the lake.
Rey stood in place, watching until she couldn’t, then dropped to
her knees, head in both hands.

Mac’s blood pulsed like it hadn’t in years. Such
action was in her past for good reason. She’d promised Ellie “no
more bad guy stuff” when she left her operation, and the idyllic
life she now cherished meant far too much to risk coming close to
this kind of heat.

She edged them away from the doorway and waved off
Jersey’s gun. “Enough. Should have minded our own business.”

The idea of returning to her hotel rose inviting and
warm with each step along the lakefront path. Ellie and Katie
slept, safe and sound in luxurious comfort, and now Mac couldn’t
wait to join them.

“Jesus,” Jersey said on a breath as she matched Mac’s
longer stride. “Figures, we’d come upon something like that.”

“Looks like she’s in a really bad spot.”

“Yeah, that’s serious heat on her. You can smell that
type a mile away.”

Mac resigned the boathouse incident to something she
should not have seen and could do nothing about, and looked ahead,
relishing the sanctuary of the majestic Sagamore. So regal in its
posture overlooking Lake George, the hotel reached out from a
central columned structure with two-story wings of suites and acres
of manicured lawn that sprawled down to the private dock. For a
moment, she lost herself in its grandeur and thought it suited a
king, and that the lake’s namesake would have approved.

But footsteps in the gravel behind her caught her
attention, and she kicked herself for not noticing sooner. Shit,
when did I get so soft? The crunching stopped, and as she
turned, she heard Jersey do the same.

Her shoulders sagging, Rey stood outside the
boathouse studying their departure. She watched with eyes Mac could
only feel, her bulk an imposing shadow, her intention impossible to
read. Beyond the immediate curiosity of spotting them, a volatile
mix of defeat, sadness, and rage had to be boiling inside her.
Mac’s personal experience told her so and explained why Rey’s
looming presence didn’t intimidate her now. Mac had a healthy
respect for volatility—in herself and others—and saw far more in
Rey’s bearing than Rey could ever imagine.

Mac looked beyond the threat to the commonality Rey
didn’t know they shared, and acknowledged her with a nod. I get
it.


Chapter Two

Hoping she wouldn’t regret this decision, Mac
returned to her old friends at the table.

Jersey eyed her curiously. “I’m shocked you let her
cut in.”

Mac hadn’t wanted to, but she hadn’t wanted to
frighten Ellie or make a scene, either. She forced herself to sit
and, for the third time, looked back at the dance floor where that
boathouse woman, Rey, now danced with the love of her life. Mac
glared at the large physique, unable to tell if Rey cut in to check
out the person she’d seen the other night, or if she honestly
couldn’t resist touching a beautiful woman.

Mac locked onto Ellie’s eyes from afar, ready to
rescue her in an instant, no matter what, but Ellie seemed to be
faring well. The others at the table watched just as keenly.

“They sure grow their women big up here, boss,”
Millie said with a smirk. “She’s bigger than you described.”

Jackson mumbled pointedly before taking a swig of
beer. “She’s fishing for information. Couldn’t be more
obvious.”

“I think I agree. We worry her,” Mac said, eyes glued
to the dance floor.

Millie set a cigarette into her ivory holder and
leaned toward Jackson for a light. “Ellie can handle her.” She took
a drag and sipped her drink. “See? El’s smiling at her. Whatever
they’re talking about must be okay.”

Mac just wanted the song to end and Ellie to return.
She never liked that “cutting in” part of dancing, anyway, and
really didn’t like it now. Unlike Millie and Jackson, who
were two of the boldest people on the planet, Ellie had reacted
with worry and disappointment when Mac recounted the boathouse
incident of two nights ago. Surprisingly, Ellie didn’t appear
worried or disappointed at the moment, but Mac nevertheless lived
to spare her those emotions.

“I think she looks like a pirate,” Millie said with
an amused smile, “that salt-and-pepper hair tied back between her
shoulders. All she needs is a sword on her hip.”

“You’ve seen too many movies,” Jackson quipped.

Millie gave him a playful shove. “Wonder how old she
is?”

The six-piece band from Schenectady segued into
another song, and Rey swayed Ellie to the new beat. Mac downed the
rest of her drink. “If she gets too friendly—”

“She wouldn’t dare,” Jersey said.

Jackson gestured with his beer bottle. “Go cut back
in.”

Millie sighed, put her cigarette in the ashtray, and
adjusted her silk scarf to the side of her throat, exposing a
sensational amount of cleavage for her petite frame. “Leave this to
me.” She stood and smoothed her palms down her hips, her purple
sheath detailing every voluptuous curve. “I’m too curious now to
sit and stare.” She primped her tight golden curls before sashaying
onto the dance floor.

Jersey flashed Jackson a grin. “This ought to be
good.”

Millie strode up to Ellie, tapped her shoulder, and
said a few words. Then she looked up at Rey, arched an eyebrow
suggestively, and smiled. Mac could only shake her head when Ellie
stepped away and left Rey gawking down at her new dance
partner.

Mac drew out Ellie’s chair and clutched her hand to
her thigh. “I’m glad you’re back.”

Ellie dabbed perspiration from her forehead with a
handkerchief. “What a dancer. She’s very nice, Mac.”

“Uh-huh.”

Ellie sipped her cocktail. “And said she thought my
husband and I made a lovely couple.”

Jersey snorted.

Mac looked out to the dance floor again. “Did she,
now?”

Jackson nodded at Jersey. “Told you. Definitely
fishing.”

“Oh, without a doubt,” Ellie said. “I was shamefully
obtuse about that issue. Two can play that game.”

Mac set a light kiss on her temple. “I’m not keen on
playing any games with her, honey.”

Ellie stroked Mac’s cheek. “I know, baby, but I
couldn’t help feeling sorry for her, after what you said she’s up
against. She’s hiding some serious pain, too. My guess would be her
ribs, and her right hand is swollen and discolored.”

“She dances all right,” Jersey observed.

“She’s that desperate to figure us out,” Jackson
said.

“Well,” Ellie said, “I was surprised she admitted
running a shipping business, ‘commodities,’ as she called it, here
on Lake George. She seemed proud of it, in fact. Of course, I
didn’t let on that I knew what that meant. I just told her we have
a farm near the Vermont border and are vacationing with friends at
the Sagamore for a while.”

Mac toyed with her empty glass and waved to the
waiter for another round. “She ask about us? What we do for
work?”

“No, but I caught her looking this way a few times.”
Ellie tickled a finger between the buttons of Mac’s vest. “She’s
impressed by your suit, thought we were up from New York City.”

Jackson thumped his empty bottle on the table. “I
rest my case.”

Jersey nodded. “Manhattan’s probably where her
worries are coming from.”

“If she thinks she’s going to make you forget what
you saw the other night,” Jackson added, “she got another thing
coming.” His dark eyes flashed with promise. “We’ll give her more
than Manhattan to worry about real quick.”

Mac noted the hint of disapproval on Ellie’s face.
“Thanks, Jacks, but there’s no need for any of that.”

“You only have to say the word.”

Mac knew without asking that they’d brought more than
luggage in Jersey’s new Studebaker; just like she knew Jackson’s
trigger-happy spirit would never change. But the last thing she
wanted was trouble. Plus, she could feel Ellie’s anxiety mounting
with such conversation.

They all looked to the dance floor again to check on
Millie.

 

* * *

 

“Well, hello up there. Thanks for letting me cut in.”
Millie set a hand on Rey’s hip and let Rey take her other hand in
her big, bruised paw. She quickly realized that dancing with
someone this brawny and a foot taller required tricky, measured
steps, and she appreciated the waltz pace. And she was pleased to
unsettle Rey with the view straight down the front of her dress.
“So, I couldn’t help but notice you’re a terrific dancer.”

Rey took an extra beat to respond. She lowered her
head to avoid shouting over the music, and Millie purposefully
straightened and raised her ample bosom closer to Rey’s face.

“Ah… Well, s-so are you,” Rey managed. “A great
dancer.”

“This band is as good as any I’ve heard in
Boston.”

“You’re from Boston? Look, I, uh, I don’t mean to
embarrass you or anything, but…well, you sure are one pretty lady.
What brings a showstopper like you to Lake George?”

“Why, thanks.” Millie feigned a slight fluster. “Just
a little vacation with old friends. My name’s Millie Anderson.
What’s yours?”

“Rey.”

“Rey what?”

“Eh…actually, it’s Camille Reynaud, but I go by
Rey.”

Millie scrunched her nose. “Camille doesn’t suit
you.”

“My friends call me Rey.”

“And we’re barely friends.”

“You’re the rebellious type, aren’t you?”

Millie shrugged. “I say what I think and I back it
up. Folks can take it or leave it.”

“I don’t know you at all,” Rey said, chuckling, “but
I believe you.”

To Millie’s surprise, Rey’s hazel eyes lightened, and
the edginess of her wide, weathered face softened. Her full-bodied
sound, drawn from deep in that barrel chest, rumbled like faint
thunder. Millie couldn’t recall ever meeting such a female
countenance in her years circulating through city clubs and
speakeasies.

And Millie could count on only one hand the times
she’d been “believed.” Once, during her struggle toward womanhood,
when her schoolteacher agreed Millie hadn’t thrown the first
punch. And a second time, when a certain handsome, soft-spoken dyke
welcomed Millie to a family of hijackers.

“Well, I believe,” she countered, “that
beneath this tough mountain exterior of yours lies a softy, a
sucker for a sultry clarinet. I’ll bet you’re an independent soul,
a hard-ass by necessity.” She cocked her head and grinned. “Tell me
I’m wrong.”

The song ended and Rey rolled her eyes. “Saved. Any
more dancing, and you’ll be telling me my shoe size.” Millie
giggled as Rey escorted her back to the table and was pleasantly
surprised when Rey pulled the chair out for her. “Maybe I’ll steal
another dance later, Millie?”

“You can try.”

“Rey?” Ellie beckoned her around the table with a
wave. “I’d like you to meet someone.” She clutched Mac’s hand on
the tabletop and beamed.

“Oh, of course. Your husb—”

“My Elizabeth.”

Rey’s face went blank. “Nice to meet you,
Elizabeth.”

Mac simply acknowledged the greeting with a word.
“Rey.”

The waiter suddenly interrupted with drinks. “Would
you like your CC over here, Rey?”

“Sure she does,” Jackson answered for her. As Jersey
spaced her chair to make room, he swiped a chair from a neighboring
table. “She’ll have a seat right here.”

“Oh, I couldn’t.” Rey’s eyes flickered around the
table. “I mean, thanks, but I-I don’t want to intrude.”

Jersey stood and offered the chair. “But we
insist.”

“Get your mighty self over here,” Millie said and
poked Jackson’s shoulder. “Move over one, Jacks. Rey’s sitting next
to me.” She picked up her abandoned cigarette and turned back to
Rey. “Now, come on over here and sit. My neck’s starting to hurt,
looking so damn far up. Got a light, or do you just want to watch
me wave this thing around?”

Rey obeyed. She lit Millie’s cigarette and reached
for her own Canadian Club as soon as the waiter set it down.

“Thanks, Michael.”

“They know you here, Rey,” Ellie observed.

Mac drew a pack of Lucky Strikes from her suit jacket
and kept a studious eye on Rey as she lit up. Rey was an intriguing
contradiction, so ferocious and gruff yet remarkably conciliatory
here in her pressed shirt and slacks. She had to be tough, a
survivor, Mac thought. This line of work hardened you. The thugs
called her Mama Bear for a reason. Credit to her, though,
especially if she’s being pressured by heavy hitters. And there was
no question that those guys were connected.

“Most every place around the lake does,” Rey
answered. “It comes with the job.”

Millie leaned closer and lowered her voice. “Ellie
says you’re in commodities? That’s exciting stuff.” Mac
fought to remain straight-faced as Millie pressed her innocent act.
“You have a boat, I assume, and lots of sailors? How long have you
been at it?”

Rey had everyone’s attention as, again, she glanced
around. “We’re small but efficient, and it’s been ten years
now.”

From the onset of Prohibition, Mac calculated.
Considering the wealth in the area, she conceded that she’d defend
this goldmine, too.

Mac drew the ashtray closer. “These places must have
huge needs,” she said with a casual air, and intentionally looked
down as she flicked her ash. “I’m sure you do well.” Ellie squeezed
her thigh, and Mac was tempted to change the subject.

Rey turned her glass thoughtfully and seemed to
search for the right words. Mac wondered if she’d reference the
boathouse incident. Finally, Rey looked directly at her through an
exhale of smoke. “I’m lucky to have the best action south of the
border. Sometimes we’re a bit hard-pressed to keep up.”

“It’s all in who you know, I suppose.” Mac held Ray’s
gaze. The weariness was evident.

Rey broke their connection and lifted her whiskey.
“I’ll drink to that.”

“So will we,” Jersey said, and everyone drank.

“So.” Rey cleared her throat before continuing. “What
about you, Elizabeth? You have a farm?” Mac noted the eagerness to
redirect the conversation. “Because, I have to say, I’ve never seen
farmers dressed so fine.” She grinned at each of them. “Y’sure
you’re not straight off Madison Avenue? I mean, damn. I’d need a
whole factory to get me a suit that looked that good.”

Mac hated games like this and usually walked away
from them, but Rey’s obvious attempt to glean information via
polite, social chatter intrigued her. She doubted Rey had much
experience plying details, and knew their own outdistanced Rey’s by
a mile. A twinge of sympathy for Rey’s predicament threatened her
concentration, so she chose her words carefully. “Actually, we’re
not really New Yorkers, but we did leave the city for a quiet,
healthy place to build our life, to raise our little girl.”

Rey’s eyebrows went up. “You don’t say?”

“A long story,” Ellie said, “but the greatest moments
of my life,” she flashed Mac an adoring smile, “having Katie and
then reconnecting with my long-lost love.”

Rey sat back hard. “Wow.” She downed the rest of her
CC and waved to the waiter for another round. “Well, I… Hell.
That’s just really swell, the two of you raising a little one.”

“We’re still learning farm life, but it’s exciting,”
Ellie said, “and Katie is just thriving.” She checked her watch and
patted Mac’s arm. “And we’ll need to leave soon. The Sagamore
nursery closes at eleven.”

Rey looked a bit awestruck. “Does my heart good, a
family of women living the good life. Just amazing. And changing
from a city lifestyle couldn’t have been easy. What kind of
business did you have?”

Mac cocked an eyebrow at the loaded question and
raised her glass. “Commodities.”


Chapter Three

Awake since dawn, Rey had her forty-two-foot Jean
Luc II spotless for a joyride around the lake with her new
friends. The opportunity to relax with like-minded folks was just
as invigorating—and rare—as this spell of balmy weather, and she
was glad she’d extended the invitation. The group fascinated her,
and she attributed the attraction, or maybe it was hope, to
what she had in common with Elizabeth. She’d spent the past two
days thinking about their evening at the Lake Harvest Grill.
Couldn’t stop thinking about it, in fact, and worked up so much
excitement about today, that she found herself moored at the
Sagamore’s private dock with plenty of time to spare.

She settled into a deck chair and waved to passersby
out for their morning strolls, guests enjoying the picturesque
hotel in ways far beyond her means. Elizabeth had the means,
however, obviously had fared exceptionally well in the
“commodities” trade, judging by the look of her, the talk of farm
and family, and the very fact that they were vacationing
here at the Sagamore. Knowing a woman triumphed in this
male-oriented business lent Rey a spiritual boost. And, as if fate
hadn’t smiled on Elizabeth enough, she had a sweet, beautiful
lover—and a daughter.

The others seemed to hang on her every word, too, and
she pictured them working for her, following orders. Their pointed
questions and subtle glances the other night had been intimidating,
and there had been moments as she sat among them, that she’d felt
snared by some spider’s web. Oddly, though, the experience didn’t
carry the same anxiety she suffered around the mobsters who
threatened her business.

No, this group felt more like a family, a generous
bunch, and easy talkers. Somehow, they managed to get more out of
her than she’d intended, while revealing little of themselves.
She’d seriously tried to learn their reaction to the boathouse
incident, and if they’d use that information against her, but
they’d stayed tight-lipped about it and kept conversation direct,
polite, and often funny.

Millie’s brash personality certainly stood out among
them, along with her quick wit and the most breathtaking pair of
female assets Rey had ever seen. She wondered how many suitors
Millie had back in Boston, and pictured a line of fashionable men
and women at glitzy clubs waiting their turn. Rey took a bit of
satisfaction in being a “terrific dancer” in Millie’s eyes.

Two elderly men in suits and bowlers strolled along
the dock, eyeing her Jean Luc II with unabashed
interest.

“Mornin’, gents.” She tipped her cap. “Fine day,
isn’t it?”

“That it is,” said one with a remarkable handlebar
moustache. “Going out, I presume?”

“Can’t wait,” Rey answered as the other man ogled her
boat.

“Bet your name is Rey,” he said, and she straightened
in her seat.

“Do I know you, sir?”

“No, but we’ve heard of the Jean Luc II.” He
turned to his friend. “Haven’t we, Mr. Merriweather?” He looked
back at the boat. “You must be glad to have this leisure time.”

Rey squinted against the morning sun, not
particularly comfortable with his implication. They simply could be
businessmen interested in shipping, or maybe just nosy tycoons. Or
Feds. Or worse, they could be snooping for the Mob. She made a
point to look and sound at ease.

“How could you not enjoy a day like
today?”

Merriweather injected, “Exactly. Not a breeze about
and the water’s smooth as silk. Have a fine day. Nice meeting you,
Rey.”

“You gents have a fine one, too.” She tipped her cap
again, her gut unsettled as they wandered across the lawn. All the
locals knew her Jean Luc II, and kept its business to
themselves, but these men weren’t locals and she wasn’t thrilled
that they knew anything about her or the boat. Exactly how
they came about that knowledge gave her pause.

However, seeing a familiar group approach, Rey
stashed that concern away for a later time. Elizabeth, Ellie, and
an adorable toddler led the others toward the dock, and the little
family brought a smile to Rey’s face, along with an unexpected pang
of longing.

In a sundress of pink ruffles, the little girl
chattered away as Ellie and Elizabeth each held a hand. They looked
every bit the perfect parents, a perfect family. With a parasol on
her shoulder, Ellie was radiant in a pale yellow dress that
fluttered just below her knees, and Elizabeth practically glistened
in a white linen suit, complete with that Panama hat.

Rey couldn’t help but notice the love between the
three of them, and the joviality among the trio of friends that
followed. Teetering across the grass in not-so-short pumps, Millie
glowed in her scarlet knee-length skirt and revealing scoop-neck
blouse, and teased with a matching sheer wrap around her shoulders.
Watching her laugh brightly at something Jackson said, Rey wondered
if there was something special between them. But then Jersey took
Millie’s hand and guided her onto the dock, and Rey abandoned the
thought as a futile waste of time.

She welcomed them aboard the Jean Luc II and
smiled at the toddler in Mac’s arms.

“Hello there. Are you Miss Katie Rose? You’re a
pretty little one, you are.”

“Katie,” Ellie said with a hand on Rey’s shoulder.
“This is Rey, our new friend. Can you say hello?”

Wide-eyed and obviously a bit overwhelmed by Rey’s
size, Katie opened her mouth but then cowered against Mac’s
shoulder.

Mac gave her a squeeze. “It’s okay, Katie. Say ‘Hi,
Rey.’”

Katie waved timidly. “Hi, Wey.”

Rey tipped her cap. “Pleased to meet you, miss.” She
swung a long arm toward the lake. “Want to go for a ride out there
on my boat?” At Katie’s smile, Rey grinned and clapped her hands.
“Okay! Let’s go!” She offered them seats, and quickly shoved off
from the dock.

In short order, Rey had them entranced, often
laughing as they cruised among the many little islands and she told
tales of the lake and her life on it. She motored north at first,
turning around at her modest cabin in the cove at Gull Bay. She
presumed Elizabeth calculated the duration of deliveries from this
far north, and stood a little straighter at the wheel.

For their leisurely ride south, Rey brought out beer,
lemonade, and cookies; boasted about having made the latter two
herself; and warmed at seeing Katie enjoy them. At one point, Katie
wobbled across the deck to her, cookie in each hand.

“Wey, cookie.”

Rey cut the engine and went to one knee to accept her
offer. “Thank you, Miss Katie.” She took a bite and rubbed her
stomach. “Mmmm.” Katie mimicked her, ran back to Ellie, and
mimicked Rey again.

“I think you’ve won her over,” Elizabeth said,
joining her at the helm. “You’ve got the touch with the
ladies.”

Rey chuckled as she put the Jean Luc II back
on course. “If only cookies were all it took.”

That deepened the grin on Elizabeth’s sharp features,
and Rey relaxed a bit more. There was a steadiness about her that
Rey admired, a cool reservation that said she ran on an even keel,
practiced in the art of control. Sensing a strong intuitive force,
a craftiness about her, Rey understood how associates would grow
steadfast and devoted. Shrewd, savvy, and smart. I should
be half that accomplished after a decade on the job. The irony
of meeting someone—a woman, thank God—who shared her experience
didn’t escape her, and Rey admitted she was grateful. Lately, with
Mob pressure getting physical, she’d begun to fear her own
isolation.

Hat in hand, Elizabeth just stared ahead, her dark
eyes narrowed against the oncoming breeze, crisply cut auburn hair
slicked back, severe jawline set and unmoving. Rather dashing in
that suit, Rey thought, tall and with an athletic build, she
probably attracted plenty of ladies. Whatever Elizabeth had been
through, running “commodities” in Boston no doubt surpassed Rey’s
adventures on the lake. Rey found herself eager to hear her story,
eager for a compatriot, and even though she knew little at the
moment, she couldn’t help feeling a bit envious, a bit in awe.

Elizabeth dashed away and scooped Katie into her arms
before she toppled to the deck. “Gotcha!” The wind threatened the
bonnet on Katie’s curls and Elizabeth tested the tie beneath her
chin. Katie countered by grabbing the Panama with both hands.

“Whoa!” Elizabeth laughed and snatched it before it
blew overboard.

Katie giggled and twisted to study Rey’s cap.

“Oh, no!” Rey said, eyes wide. “You want mine
next?”

“Wey, hat!”

“Let Rey drive,” Millie said, her steadying hand on
Rey’s back. The surprising touch sent a surge of warmth down Rey’s
spine. “You come to Auntie Millie, you little rascal.” Millie slid
Katie out of Elizabeth’s arms and draped her wrap over Katie’s
head. “Where’d you go?”

Rey watched them retreat to the stern, where Jersey
stole the wrap and wound it around her own head. Katie scrambled
onto her lap.

“A good group you’ve got there,” Rey said.

“The very best,” Elizabeth said, “and thank you for
treating all of us today. You know, it’s so beautiful up here, Rey.
You’re all by yourself? Come on, now. There must be someone
special.”

“Aw, no. Not for a while now.” Rey didn’t care to
think about the past four solitary years, especially when the odds
of finding a female soul mate here in the wilderness were stacked
against her. As much as she knew her present situation was her own
doing, the prospect still hurt—when she let it. And that was rare,
because she couldn’t allow heartache to consume her, and there was
no way to get it off her chest, no one who would understand. Until
now. “I paid the price for doing what I do,” she said. “I should’ve
listened, seen the signs, but…this work, it takes a lot. Well, I-I
suppose you know what I mean.”

“I do.”

“I was born up here, so the lake keeps me company.
It’s a part of me, and I guess that can be hard to understand and
accept. I try not to let daydreams, wishful thinking, steal my
focus. It’s a decent life and things have been okay, I
suppose.”

“Really.” Elizabeth turned to her. “Have they?”

Broaching the subject had been inevitable. The
question was blunt, but the gentle delivery drew Rey’s full
attention. Elizabeth’s direct gaze, commanding yet sincere,
revealed an intensity Rey believed ran deep. She lost all
reservations about leveling

with her.

“They have until recently. My operation has become a
target for hijackers,” she glanced back, “and not local ones.”

“New York City?”

Rey nodded. “And then some, as if it could get
worse.”

“Do you know who, exactly?”

“Yeah, pretty sure. They fear a guy named Charlie
like he’s God. Now, I may live here in the sticks, Elizabeth, but I
read newspapers and I got a radio, and I know the name Charlie
‘Lucky’ Luciano well enough to be scared.”

“Jesus.”

“Yeah, you can say that again. And you ever heard of
Jack Moran? They call him Legs Diamond.”

“I have. He’s that Luciano renegade, doing his own
thing, never what he’s told.”

“Yup. The papers say Luciano’s tried to knock him off
a few times, he’s such a pain in their ass.”

“Shit. So, you’re saying Diamond is up here,
too?”

“Yeah. He’s building his own empire, thumbing his
nose at Luciano and his Manhattan boys. Obviously, they’d prefer he
lay low, but he’s taking over everything local.” Rey removed her
cap, scratched her head, and wiggled the cap back on. “Guess I’m
easy pickings.”

“All of a sudden?”

“Well, I think Diamond sniffed out the hotel-casino
project, Dazzle, that’s underway now in Lake Luzerne, not far from
here. Everyone knows Manhattan’s behind that because they already
come up to Saratoga for gambling and the track. I guess they
decided to build farther up this way, go after the big-money crowd
that vacations in places like the Sagamore. Um… No offense.”

Elizabeth looked across the water as she spoke.
“You’re saying both Manhattan and Legs are tapping your
loads.”

Rey snorted and glanced over her shoulder again. The
others were waving and yelling to swimmers off a nearby island and
weren’t listening.

“The other night at the boathouse… God, that was
awful, the worst they’ve been so far,” Rey said quietly. “They were
Diamond’s men, and they made it pretty clear they’ll take my stuff
whenever they want. Between him and Luciano, I get hit on a pretty
regular basis now. I’ve had to put some of my biggest hotels on
hold too often, and the other joints along my route cry loud when I
can’t deliver on schedule. Then they all start demanding
discounts.” She shook her head. “So bad for business. And
resupplying is costing me a God damn fortune.”

“This casino, Dazzle, is it up and running?”

“By next June, they say. But Luciano and his
pal…Lansky, Meyer Lansky, they’re testing the waters in advance,
making sure mine is an operation they can build around, dependable,
and with lots of quality product. They came at me a few weeks back,
demanding a load or they’d mess me up—or sink my boat. One of my
crew learned the hard way that we don’t have much choice. He ended
up with a broken leg. And they offered me pennies, thirty percent.
You believe that? What can I do with thirty percent?”

“I don’t know this area or your connections, Rey, but
I’d guess not much. Frankly, I’m surprised they offered you
anything.”

“I suppose, but thirty is basically nothing. When
Legs interferes and swipes my load, Luciano’s men get resentful,
like it’s their stock getting lifted. Hell, it’s near to
impossible now to even sneak my own loads through to my customers.”
She sighed hard. “My product is just too damn popular. Those guys
all know about each other, and it sure would be good if they killed
each other off, but I can only dream.”

“God. I’m sorry to hear this, Rey.”

“Hey, I’m sorry I got all carried away. It’s
my headache, Elizabeth. Today’s supposed to be fun.”

“It’s all right. I asked. I’m familiar with the names
and the tactics. And please, call me Mac. Y’know, as in McLaughlin.
So…” Mac shook her head. “Jesus. With all this heat, how the hell
are you managing?”

“Ah, dammed if I know. Won’t be able to handle it
much longer. That I do know. And the frustration, the anger
keeps me up nights. I’ve worked damn hard all these years and just
want a simple life, but I’m not blind. The writing’s on the wall,
Mac. If you’ve ever dealt with that kind, you know my operation’s
days are numbered.”


Chapter Four

The late-afternoon steamer chugged its way from the
Village at Lake George, rousing Katie from her nap in Ellie’s lap.
She quickly fell back to sleep, though, worn out by Rey’s morning
cruise and an afternoon of sightseeing, eating, and shopping on
their own. This return leg of their excursion had all of them
excited, because they’d missed taking in the magnificent daylight
approach to the Sagamore when they arrived.

Leaning against the rail, Mac tugged the brim of her
hat down more firmly against the breeze. She slipped both hands
into her pockets and crossed her ankles nonchalantly, moved by the
simple image of mother and child lounging before her. She scanned
the busy deck and the dozens of preoccupied couples and families
enjoying the scenery and abruptly ducked forward beneath Ellie’s
parasol. She lifted Ellie’s chin with the back of a finger. “I love
you.”

Ellie pulled her closer by her jacket lapel and
teased her lips across Mac’s. “You’re my everything.” Mac claimed
her mouth with a kiss that evoked a yearning moan.

“Ahem. Beg pardon.” A young waiter stood nearby,
awkwardly studying his shoes, his dark skin brilliant against his
white uniform. “May I offer the gentleman and his lady a lemonade,
iced tea, Coca-Cola, coff—” Making eye contact with Mac as she
straightened to her full height, he faltered. “Oh, I-I mean—”

“Lemonade sounds lovely,” Ellie said gently. She
selected a glass from his tray. “This is wonderful









































































































tmp_29dee4e5547bd16139c1471ef0f30441_Dq3F31_html_0.gif





cover.jpg





