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Synopsis

Chicago, the Roaring Twenties. Cecilia Mills is new
to town and struggling to survive. Her world is turned upside down
when she falls for gangster Franky Greco’s moll Nell Prescott.
Working at The Orpheus dance hall thanks to Nell, Cecilia becomes
known as CeeCee and rubs elbows with gangsters and the city’s
elite, and she and Nell hide their affair from Greco.

Patrick Sheridan is fresh out of prison and bent on
revenge, with Greco in the crosshairs. He gets a job as CeeCee’s
bodyguard, and despite her infatuation with Nell, love blossoms
between CeeCee and Sheridan. When Sheridan sees his chance, thanks
to a disillusioned cop seeking his own revenge, he must choose
where his loyalties lie as CeeCee and Nell are caught in the
middle.
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Chapter One

Chicago, Autumn 1925

 


“Just a prostitute,” the young beat cop said, taking
in the drowned woman’s attire. The remnants of a thin dark dress
clung to her waterlogged form, making her skin paler still in the
light from the patrol car’s headlights.

Detective Jack Lang lit a cigarette and stepped
closer, leaving his ogling of the beat cop’s bottom in its snug
trousers to stare down at the body. Such a shame Jones was as
straight as they came. Not that he would ever pursue another cop—it
was just too dangerous. It might get him where this girl was
now—cold, her throat mottled with bruises. Her head rested at an
awkward angle. Jones began to shift the body onto the sheet lying
nearby on the bank so they could take the body up the slope to
where the morgue van waited. The girl’s head turned toward him, and
though her face was puffy and her eyes closed, he recognized
her.

She should have been dancing the night away at the
Orpheus. Just last week she had been, but now she was dead.

“Hurry it up, Jones,” he snapped. He paced back to
his sedan and left the beat cop and the coroner to deal with the
corpse. How had she ended up in the river, so obviously murdered?
She’d been on top of the world, popular, successful, and
beautiful.

He stubbed out his cigarette and lit another.
Important people would have to be told, and he didn’t want to be
the bearer of bad news.

*

Cecilia Adeline Mills scraped the globs of leftover
salad dressing into the garbage can before stacking the plates on
the worn countertop by the wash sink. The conversations from the
front room of the café were a sustained murmur that drifted back to
where she stood, wiping her hands on her apron. The dishes were
piled high and threatening to overflow the small space. This wasn’t
what she’d pictured when her ma told her they were moving to the
city. Not at all.

A crash came from the café and conversation stilled.
A woman laughed and the murmur started up again. Cecilia’s boss,
Paul, stormed into the back, his face red with anger.

“Get out there and clean it up!” he snapped. The
front of his usually pristine shirt and vest was covered with
stains in several shades of brown. He threw his tray into the sink.
“What’re you staring at?”

Cecilia bit her lip against the words she wanted to
snap back. He could clean it just as well, and he didn’t have a
stack of dishes to wash. She grabbed a handful of rags from the
pile nearby and took the broom and dustpan and went out into the
café. The mess was easy to see; the customers gave one of the
window tables a wide berth. White porcelain shards lay in a puddle
of coffee. She hurried over and crouched by the mess. She swept the
shards into the dustpan, trying to remove most of the porcelain
before she could use the rags to clean up the spilled coffee.

When she pushed a half-moon of a coffee cup into the
pan, a pair of dollar bills, mostly soaked with coffee, lay
underneath. She glanced quickly over her shoulder. Paul hadn’t
returned, and none of the café’s customers deigned to look her way.
Of course they wouldn’t—she was just the lowly drudge sent to clean
up the mess.

Cecilia quickly peeled the bills from the tile floor
and wrapped them in a small piece of rag before shoving them into
the pocket of her apron. The money would be enough to buy bread at
the bakery, and fixings for a proper dinner for herself and her
mother. It’d be their first real meal in several days.

The check for the coffees was disintegrating in a
puddle of coffee and porcelain, and she pushed it into the dustpan
where it fell into sodden, illegible pieces.

She cleaned up the mess as quickly as she could,
running a rag over the floor in long swipes. A pain shot through
her finger and she gasped, dropping the rag. Blood welled from her
fingertip, dripping onto the tile.

“Here.” A slim hand with crimson nails held a white
handkerchief in front of Cecilia’s face. Cecilia took it and
wrapped the cloth around her fingers.

“Thank y—” she began, glancing up. The words trailed
away. A young woman, perhaps four or five years older than her,
stood there, perfectly turned out in a cream-colored drop waist
dress and pearls, over which she wore a wool coat with a fur
collar. Red hair peeked out from under her cloche and her gray eyes
were framed by dark lashes. She looked like a movie star from one
of the pictures Cecilia had seen in a magazine.

“You’re welcome,” the woman said. She bent closer
and Cecilia caught a hint of her perfume, a musky jasmine scent.
“Next time be more careful.”

“Yes ma’am, I will,” Cecilia replied. The woman
smiled, a slight lifting of the corners of her reddened lips.

“If you’re going to steal the tab, you’ll need to be
more subtle,” the woman replied, her voice dropping to a whisper.
Cecilia felt her cheeks heat in embarrassment and her stomach
roiled with nerves. The woman gave her a wink and straightened.

Cecilia stared as the woman strolled to the door,
joining a pair of girls who waited for her. They left the café,
piling into a black Packard touring car that idled at the curb.
Before the driver closed the door, the red-haired woman looked
right at her. A small, secret smile flittered across her features.
The car door swung shut.

Cecilia dropped her gaze back to the floor. The rags
had soaked up nearly all the coffee and she gave them a
half-hearted swipe before placing them onto the dustpan. She picked
up the broom, careful not to dislodge the handkerchief, and carried
the mess back to the garbage.

Paul came out of his small office, now neatly
attired in a fresh shirt and vest, as she dumped the pan’s contents
into the garbage bin. He seemed calm.

“Is it clean?” he asked. She nodded, propping the
broom and dustpan in the corner of the galley kitchen. Standing at
the sink, she turned on the cold water and unwrapped the
handkerchief. Paul leaned in as she held her bloodied fingers under
the tap. “Whose is that?” he asked, looking at the
handkerchief.

“I don’t know. A woman gave it to me.” She held out
the crumpled bit of cloth and he took it from her, spreading it out
to reveal a delicate monogram stitched in light blue thread in one
corner. NP.

“Rich? And red haired?” he asked. When she nodded,
he looked gratified. “That’s Miss Prescott. She told me she came
here because our salads rival those at the Edgewater.”

“Oh, I see.” It didn’t matter to her that Paul was
obsessed with attracting a more sophisticated crowd by aping the
pretentious meals served at the Edgewater hotel, but now she had
the young woman’s name. Miss Prescott. She hoped Miss Prescott
would come back.

“Did you find the money in that mess?” Paul asked.
She started.

“No, I didn’t see it,” she said lamely. She tried
not to stiffen and kept her attention on her fingers, gently
rubbing away the blood. Paul cursed under his breath about thieving
customers and tossed the handkerchief down on the counter before
striding out into the café. Cecilia turned off the water and
reached for the handkerchief, bringing it up to her nose. When she
breathed in, she could just catch a whiff of perfume. She wanted to
see Miss Prescott again.

*

“You still hanging round here?”

Patrick Sheridan looked up from where he sat on the
steps of an old tenement, a cigarette dangling from his lips. He
smiled. “What do you think? Unlike you, Dooley, I haven’t found my
racket.”

No matter whether he was in New York or Chicago, the
street was the same one he’d always been on: filthy, crowded, the
poor mixed with the desperate. He wasn’t desperate, but that was
only a matter of another day or two.

Dooley stood out from the rest, wearing a
three-piece brown suit. It made Sheridan feel as if he were indeed
the poor relation. His dark trousers and white shirt had seen
better days, and his woolen coat had a patched elbow and a rent in
the sleeve. He knew he looked as poor as he was, nearly as filthy
as all the rest. He had three days’ worth of dark unshaven beard
and it was a wonder Dooley had recognized him. He had just enough
cash to last him until the end of the week, but he’d have to find
something soon.

“How’d you like to make some money?” Dooley asked,
hooking his thumbs in his belt.

“Doing what?”

“Friend of mine could use a guy like you. It’s
lifting boxes, but it’ll be steady. Maybe you could get yourself
out of this shithole.” Dooley wrinkled his nose as he gazed down
the street, and Sheridan knew Dooley was seeing his own past as
well as the sagging tenement houses with laundry draped on fire
escapes and hung from windows. A couple of homeless fellows stood
around a barrel that smoked, warming their hands on the burning
garbage. The air was rank from the stockyards to the south. It had
been his neighborhood once, but no more.

“Whereabouts?” Sheridan asked. He could make a few
bucks, and if it turned out to be lousy, he could skip out.

“It’s on North Clark, near the Old Rose Distillery,”
Dooley replied. “You’ll be working for a fellow named Sal.”

“Thanks, pal. Why me?”

Dooley shrugged, taking a cigarette case from his
pocket. “Figured you wouldn’t be too proud to refuse. And you’re
one of the few who didn’t kick the shit out of me in juvie.” He
laughed, but it was a tight sound, not joyous at all.

Sheridan remembered Dooley then, the skinny one,
always picked on. He’d been smart, but it hadn’t made him any
friends. Of their entire cohort of delinquents, he was the only one
who’d ever got out and into someplace nicer.

“I wouldn’t have come back here, if I’d done as well
as you,” Sheridan replied.

“Neither would I, but my mother’s too stubborn to
move,” Dooley said with a snort of disgust. “But since I’m here,
whaddya say?”

“Much obliged.” Sheridan flicked the butt of his
cigarette into the street. He rose and came down the steps to shake
Dooley’s hand. Dooley patted him on the back, an incongruous
gesture given that Sheridan was half a foot taller and easily
outweighed him.

“You’ll be working with dagos,” Dooley confided as
they moved down the street toward the nicer end, away from the
worst of the filth. Dooley’s mother lived on the second floor of
one of the better-kept buildings in the area.

“If I have to,” Sheridan said, “but a job’s a job.
And anyway, I wouldn’t work with the North Side gang again. Not
after what they did to me.”

“Now that O’Banion’s dead, they’ll be as good as
useless,” Dooley agreed. “The Italians run everything on the South
Side, anyway. Sometimes I think we’d do better in New York, around
more of our own.”

Sheridan chuckled. “Thought about it, but never had
enough coin to get there. And after that last spell in the clink,
definitely not. Got an uncle there, and a couple of cousins.”

Dooley paused outside the door. He held out his
hand. “Been good seeing you. Be sure you get there by eight
o’clock. I’ll tell Sal to look out for you.”

Sheridan shook Dooley’s hand firmly. “Thanks for the
favor. See you around?”

Dooley grinned. “I’ll stop by. Gotta give us micks
an edge in the South somehow.”

*

Cecilia hunched her shoulders and tucked her
work-roughened hands into the pockets of her jacket. The weather
had turned cold and the wool of her jacket was worn thin in places.
The wind sliced through the fabric, chilling her to the bone. She
caught glimpses of the setting sun between buildings when she
crossed the many streets on her way home, but it wasn’t enough to
warm her.

She held tight to the two dollars in her pocket as
she crossed into the district south of the Union stockyard. The
smell of penned cattle and manure filled the air, but she hardly
noticed it anymore. Every once in a while the scent reminded her of
the farm, but out there it was cleaner, nicer somehow. Her ma’s
hired hand had kept the barn clean. She wanted to go back, sit
under the apple tree and read, but that was gone now, and she was
stuck here. She glanced over her shoulder as she walked. Some of
the tenement gangs wouldn’t hesitate to take what they thought was
their due, especially when the light was fading.

If only she’d had time to reach the bakery before it
closed. Her mouth watered at the thought of a warm, fresh loaf of
bread. In her dreams, she’d spread a thick slice with creamy
butter, like the kind her mother used to make. She went past the
dark bakery and the small tailor’s shop, and crossed over West
Forty-Seventh Street, heading south. The tenement houses here were
weathered and sagging, worse than their counterparts to the east,
but it was all she and her mother could afford.

Cecilia trudged up the creaking stairs of the old
house. The air inside the wooden building was a mix of smoke and
cooking smells, and her stomach growled. When she reached the third
floor, she unlocked the door to number twelve and pushed
inside.

A low light burned within and her mother sat slumped
on their one upholstered chair, her face lined and pale. She
coughed into her handkerchief.

“How was work?” she asked, her voice raspy.

Cecilia took her time hanging up her jacket on the
peg by the door. She took the money and the fine cotton
handkerchief from the pockets, tucking the handkerchief into the
pocket of her dress. She went to the small sink, reaching for the
old tobacco tin on the shelf above.

“There’s soup,” her mother continued, “and day-old
bread. I was able to get the last loaf from Mrs. Wharton at the
bakery before they closed.”

“Thanks, Ma,” Cecilia replied. “I made a few tips at
work today. It was a good day.” It was a lie, but her mother didn’t
need to know where the money had come from. Paul hardly paid her
enough to survive on, and he didn’t need those two dollars like
they did. She took down the tin and pried open the lid, intending
to put the money in and add to their meager savings.

The tin was empty.

She turned, tin in hand. “Ma, what happened? I
thought we had money.”

Her mother sighed and rose from the chair, shuffling
to the bed to unfold her nightgown. She smoothed the thick material
with a gnarled hand. “I didn’t get paid today—they’re late
again—and the landlord was by for the rent.” Slowly, as if the
movement cost her great effort, she began to undress, carefully
folding her clothes.

“I’ll have to make more,” Cecilia said. She put the
money into the tin and replaced it on the shelf. She went to the
woodstove and served herself a bowl of soup. At the small kitchen
table, the bread lay atop the checkered grease-paper tablecloth,
and she cut herself a slice, dipping it into the soup to soften the
hard crust.

“Will you get a chance to waitress instead of just
washing dishes, now that you’ve been there awhile?” her mother
asked. She sat on the bed and took down her graying hair, brushing
it out carefully for one hundred strokes. She did it every night
without fail.

“Doubt he’ll let me, even though he could use the
help.” Cecilia thought of the tips she could earn, the money she
could bring home. She knew she could do as good a job as he did
with the customers, better even. She pushed the remainder of the
bread slice into the last few drops of her soup.

“He’ll let you,” her mother said confidently. “When
you come to bed don’t forget to turn out the lamp. We’ll need to
get more kerosene this week.”

“Yes, Ma.” Cecilia took her bowl to the sink and
washed and dried it before putting it away. She was tired, but she
didn’t want to go to bed just yet. She took up her mother’s copy of
Byron’s poems and settled into the chair, bringing the lamp close.
It wasn’t the apple tree, but it would do.

She squinted in the dim light. The book fell open to
a familiar page, the poem she always read. She walks in beauty,
like the night / Of cloudless climes and starry skies, / And
all that’s best of dark and bright / Meet in her aspect and her
eyes… Gray eyes under dark lashes. She let the book fall into
her lap and leaned back, resting her head on the back of the chair.
The stuffing there had flattened from years of use and she could
feel the wood underneath the upholstery.

Miss Prescott wouldn’t be spending her evening in a
tenement room, Cecilia thought. She’d be out dancing, or at home in
a cozy and well-heated apartment, where a maid cooked her dinner
and turned down the bedcovers. Did she think of today at all? Would
she remember?

Cecilia rose without reading the rest of the poem.
She knew it by heart. There was no point in thinking of that woman.
She was rich, and Cecilia herself was no better than a maid.
Cecilia changed into her nightgown and put out the light before
crawling under the covers. She fell asleep, dreaming of that small,
secret smile on those red lips.


Chapter Two

Sheridan stood in front of the warehouse door at a
few minutes to eight. He knocked. And waited. Just as he thought to
knock again, the door swung inward. A man, gone to seed, with a
shock of gray hair and dark eyebrows looked him over. His suit
jacket hung open and Sheridan wondered if it would close over his
protruding belly, but his shirt was clean and pressed, pristine.
Looked like a rich fellow that should be out schmoozing in some
fancy hotel. Must be the owner, Sal.

“You the one Dooley sent?” the man asked, his words
thickly accented. Sheridan held out his hand.

“Patrick Sheridan, sir.”

The man gave the briefest of shakes. “Salvatore di
Benedetto,” he replied. “Just Sal to you. Come along.”

Sal led him through a short corridor, past an office
where a man sat smoking a cigarette and looking through a ledger,
and into the warehouse proper. A truck stood, its back doors open,
empty and ready. A lean dark-haired man in worn coveralls stood
nearby, sizing up an extensive pile of boxes that stretched to the
far wall.

“This here’s Angelo. He’ll show you what to do.
Lunch break at twelve, and you’re free to go at five.” Sal returned
to the office, leaving him with the surly looking Angelo.

“So you’re the Paddy,” Angelo said derisively. He
pointed to the truck. “When that’s full, we’ll do the next, and so
on. Not much to it.”

Sheridan shucked his coat, hanging it on a hook by
the door. He rolled up his sleeves as Angelo had done.

“It’s Sheridan,” he corrected. Angelo shrugged.

Sheridan strode over to the nearest stack of crates.
“Which first?”

Angelo pointed at three stacks nearest to
Sheridan.

“Those ones. And be quick about it, Paddy.” He
strolled over to talk to the truck driver in Italian, leaving
Sheridan to work.

*

By lunch, Sheridan was ravenous and he didn’t think
the meat pie he’d bought from a street vendor nearby would be
enough. Angelo had helped him with a few crates, just enough to
make a show for Sal, leaving most of the work for Sheridan.

He passed the office on his way back to the floor
and paused just beyond when a raised voice caught his
attention.

“The speakeasies on State will buy from us or
they’ll regret it. I’ll have the boys round.”

“There’s new owners, they don’t know how it is.” He
recognized Sal’s voice.

“Be ready for fifty cases to go out for them
tomorrow,” the other voice said. “Cap’ll take care of them
tonight.”

Sheridan sucked in a breath. Before he could move,
Sal came into the corridor. His dark brows rose and he gestured for
Sheridan to go ahead of him.

Sheridan obeyed, tensely waiting for a shot to ring
out. He’d overheard, and he knew too much.

*

Cecilia gathered the dirty dishes onto her tray,
carefully stacking the cups and saucers, arranging the porcelain to
carry as much as she could. The check still lay on the table and
the customers had paid in a pile of small change. The total came to
just under a dollar and they had left a dollar in quarters and five
nickels.

With quick fingers, she scooped up the check and the
change, setting it on the tray, but letting one of the quarters
slide under the edge of her cleaning rag. Paul wouldn’t notice and
it still left a ten-cent tip. She carried the tray back to the
sink, stuffing the rag into her apron pocket. She started to clear
the tray. When Paul came by, she gave him the check and the handful
of change. He sifted the coins through his fingers and frowned.

“Cheapskates,” he muttered, shoving the cash into
his pocket. He continued out to the café without stopping. Cecilia
pulled out the rag and heard the quarters clink against the change
at the bottom of her pocket.

She’d become smarter in the past few days, not
wanting a repeat of the first time, where the woman had spotted her
theft. She could feel the woman watching her when she came into the
café, and she’d held off taking anything else when she was around.
But that still left her a few opportunities. Paul didn’t seem to
notice that some of his tips were smaller than usual, or if he did,
he blamed the customers’ tightfisted ways. He should know, after
all—he was one of the most miserly people she’d ever known.

She scrubbed the dirty cups and saucers in the soapy
water, then rinsed and set them in the racks to dry. Her shift was
nearly over and she itched to leave. When she got home she’d put
the seventy cents she’d managed to lift into the tobacco tin. There
were a few dollars’ worth of change in there now; her mother hadn’t
questioned her after she’d fibbed that Paul had started letting her
waitress on occasion.

She felt a twinge of guilt for lying to her mother,
but her pitiful wage and her mother’s small wage from the factory
were hardly enough to live on. She wanted out of the tenement, and
that wouldn’t happen without money.

Cecilia dried her hands on her apron and picked up
her tray. She had time for another round of the café before the end
of her shift. As she left the back, she heard a laugh and her gaze
fastened on the red-haired young woman from the other day. She
stood at the door, flirting with Paul, who seemed to soak up the
attention like a sponge in water. She tore her gaze away from Miss
Prescott and started toward the table she’d been sitting at. The
white porcelain cup sat there neatly, red lipstick marring the rim.
She placed it on her tray and gathered up the cloth napkin next to
it.

A glint of blue from the floor caught her eye. She
rested the tray on the table and bent to scoop up the sapphire
earring that lay on the tiles. For a moment she was tempted, but
she knew she could never go through with it. Not to someone who had
been so kind. She hurried over to the door, where Miss Prescott
lingered.

“Pardon me,” Cecilia said, trying to catch her
attention.

Paul gave her a stern look. “You got work to do,” he
snapped. “Get on with it.”

“But—” She held up the earring. Miss Prescott’s
gloved hand went to her ear.

“Oh my.” She gave Cecilia a brilliant smile and
reached for the earring. Cecilia caught her breath as their fingers
brushed. The white gloves reminded her of the grocer’s daughter
back home, who’d showed off her Sunday best. She’d been blond,
though, with blue eyes and a lazy smile. Cecilia thought she’d been
the most beautiful girl ever. Except she hadn’t met Miss Prescott
then. “Thank you.”

Miss Prescott’s gaze caught hers, and Cecilia felt
her cheeks flush. Paul nudged her aside, monopolizing Miss
Prescott’s attention once more. If she could, she’d shove him out
of the way, and make him go do the dishes. If only she didn’t need
the money so much.

She turned away and saw that a table of older women
had just risen, leaving their dirty dishes on the table.

What a mess, she thought, reaching the table. It had
been a large group and a big order—coffees all round and a
selection of pastries. Her eyes widened when she saw the check.

A small pile of bills and change sat atop the check.
She nudged the dollar bills aside to see the total and realized the
party had tipped generously. A dollar would buy her and her mother
a good meal. She hesitated, taking a moment to stack the dirty
dishes on her tray. Just one wouldn’t hurt.

She slid a dollar off the top of the stack and
folded it in her hand, tucking it into her palm before continuing
to place the dirty teacups onto the tray.

A hand came down on her wrist and the tea cups
tinkled against one another as the last cup fell from her hand. She
stared up into Paul’s angry face. A sick feeling grew in her
stomach, twisting and churning.

“So this is how you repay me?” His fingers dug into
her wrist and he pulled her away from the table. She dug in her
heels but he was far stronger and her resistance made no difference
as he dragged her toward the back.

“I’ll teach you to steal from me, you little
guttersnipe,” he barked. “My friends on the force just love beating
some sense into little thieves like you.”

Paul pulled her into the office and shut the door,
shoving her down into a chair.

“Give it up.” He held out his hand and she
reluctantly dropped the folded dollar into his palm.

“You’ve made a mistake,” she said, but her voice
sounded lifeless even to her own ears. She’d be thrown in jail, and
then who would take care of her mother?

“Give me the rest.” Paul seized her by the shoulder
and shook her. “All of it.”

Cecilia dug into her apron pocket and brought out
the change she’d managed to pilfer earlier that day. Paul snatched
up the coins and tossed the cash onto his desk. He lifted the
receiver of the black phone.

“You, sit there,” he commanded, pointing at her.
“And don’t you dare move. Hello, yes—give me the police station.”
He watched her hawkishly and Cecilia twisted her hands in her
apron. The distance from the chair to the door was short, but she
wouldn’t make it far.

“Send me someone over,” Paul said into the phone. “I
have a thief in my establishment.” He listened, then smiled. “Thank
you, Officer.”

*

The desk sergeant poked his head around the
half-open door. “Finally, someone.”

Detective Lang looked up from his file, setting down
the witness statements on the Lina Saverino case. Or the drowned
prostitute case, as everyone else called it. He had liked Lina; he
felt protective of her, of her situation. Her ignominious end was
something he wanted to keep hushed as long as he could.

“What is it?” He closed the folder.

“Paul over at the Café Parisien caught one of his
staff stealing,” the sergeant replied.

“And? Send one of the boys. I’m busy.” He laid a
hand on the folder.

“There’s no one else,” the sergeant said, looking
sheepish. “They’re all on other calls.”

Lang sighed and stood, grabbing his trench coat and
fedora from the rack. “All right. If Navarra asks, tell him where
I’ve gone.” He needed a break and some fresh air. Collaring a
little ragamuffin thief would do.

“Of course.”

Lang took one of the unmarked cars over to the café.
He wasn’t in uniform and he hated the attention bystanders gave the
marked cars, crowding about as if they were about to see some
famous gangster get taken in.

The café was half-full when he walked in, mostly
women lingering over cups of tea and coffee. Judging from the bags
at their feet, a bunch of rich ladies who’d been out shopping.

Paul came out from the back, carrying a tray of
cookies and cakes. “In my office,” he said as he passed. “Go on
back—I’ll be right there.”

Lang strolled back past the small kitchen and the
sink piled with dishes. He pushed open the office door. He was
startled to see the offender was a young woman, slender and dark
haired, and very pale. Her hands clutched the spattered white apron
she wore and she looked up at him with obvious trepidation.

“So, what did you steal from Paul?” he asked,
leaning against the desk. The girl looked down at her hands, her
pale cheeks flooding with color. When she didn’t answer, he asked
again and added, “If you tell me now, I’ll see if I can get him to
go easy on you.”

Her shoulders rose and fell as if she’d taken a deep
breath. “I took some of the tips,” she said, finally raising her
head to look at him. “I was going to use the money to buy food.”
Her eyes were glassy with unshed tears.

“You could end up in prison,” Lang remarked. He knew
Paul wouldn’t want to go easy on this girl—he wasn’t the type. He
could be gentlemanly with the ladies that frequented his café, but
among the thugs of the area he had a reputation for violence. They
respected him for it and as a result he paid much less in
protection money. Word had got around about the last lowlife who’d
tried to shake him down. Lang knew the police gave him preferential
treatment because of it.

Before he could say anything more to the girl, Paul
came in, already raring for a fight.

“Take her back to the station and lock her up,” Paul
said. “I won’t have anyone stealing from me, least of all some
little girl.” He reached over and slapped the girl, who took the
hit with more courage than Lang had expected. Her head rocked back
but she glared at Paul, even as the tears spilled down her cheeks.
Paul moved to slap her again but Lang raised his hand.

“That’s not necessary,” he said, staring at Paul
until he backed away. “How much did she take?”

“At least twenty dollars. I don’t know how long
she’s been skimming from me,” Paul said, moving around the desk to
drop into his chair.

Lang glanced at the girl. The imprint of Paul’s hand
reddened on her cheek. She gazed back at him, still courageous
despite the pain.

“What’s your name?”

“Cecilia Mills.”

“How about you call it even, Paul?” he suggested,
reaching out with a careful hand to lift Cecilia’s chin and turn
her battered cheek toward him. “That slap is enough.”

“No.” Paul snorted.

Lang sighed. “I’ll take her back to the station. Get
your things, Miss Mills.”

Cecilia stood shakily and he let her precede him
from the office. As she took off her apron and gathered up her
coat, Lang stood in the door of Paul’s office.

“I’ll let you know if it goes to trial,” he
remarked. Paul rose from his chair.

“It’ll teach her not to steal,” he snapped.

“Of course.” Lang took Cecilia by the arm and led
her through the café. Some of the patrons turned and stared. Paul
followed them to the door. Before he could open it, someone pulled
the door open from the outside.

Lang came face-to-face with Nell Prescott.

She was done up in her usual elegance, her hair in a
careful twist, wearing a white wool coat that looked brand new and
white gloves. Her dress underneath was a dark royal blue and it
looked like silk. Did she know about Lina? Did she wonder where
Lina was? He wanted to say something, but now was not the time. She
hardly noticed him, or his surprise. Her gaze slid past him to
Cecilia, and then to Paul.

“What’s going on here?” she asked, her voice
surprisingly curt.

“Miss Prescott, I didn’t expect to see you back here
so soon,” Paul said ingratiatingly. “Did you want a pastry for
later?”

“I saw the detective here,” she said. “What is going
on?”

“Nothing for you to worry about, Miss Prescott,”
Paul answered. “The detective’s just taking care of a thief on my
staff. They’ll be out of your way in a moment.”

Nell didn’t move aside. Rather, she shifted and
blocked the doorway. Lang bit back a smile. He’d seen that look on
her face before, when she’d been determined to get her way at the
Orpheus. He’d known her long enough and knew Paul wouldn’t be
getting out of this unscathed. But why Nell would put herself out
for this girl, he had no idea.

“How much do you pay her?” she asked Paul, her voice
sharp. She skewered him with a glare. Paul bristled.

“Enough,” he said. Nell gave an unladylike
snort.

“I doubt that. How much did she take?”

Lang released Cecilia’s arm and the girl shot him a
look of surprise.

“Paul says she took twenty dollars,” Lang informed
Nell, who dug into her purse and pulled out a trim leather
wallet.

“Here.” She held out a twenty-dollar bill toward
Paul. It looked dirty in her pristinely gloved hand.

Paul tried to refuse the cash. “That’s not the
point,” he blustered.

Lang’s brow rose and Nell winked at him.

“Double, then?” she asked Paul. She took another
bill from her wallet. Cecilia stared at her in bewilderment.

“Well, I suppose we could let bygones be bygones,”
Paul said, trying to sound magnanimous. “You’re such a good
customer, after all. Detective, let her go—this time.”

“You’re too kind.” Nell’s tone was dry.

Paul took the money and Nell glanced at Lang and
then at Cecilia. “Shall we?” She turned on her heel. Lang followed
her out, taking Cecilia by the arm when she didn’t move.

“You’re lucky,” Lang remarked to her. She nodded,
though her gaze was fixed on Nell.

“Want to come for coffee with us, Detective?” Nell
asked with a laugh. Lang checked his watch.

“I have places to be,” he said. An image of Lina’s
sodden corpse flashed through his mind. He couldn’t tell her, not
yet.

*

“I don’t like snoops,” Sal remarked. He dropped a
hand on Sheridan’s shoulder as they emerged into the warehouse.

“No, sir.” Sheridan bit out his reply, his entire
body tense, wanting to flee.

“Sit down.” He indicated a crate. Sheridan sat and
Sal took a seat across from him after waving Angelo away. Angelo
climbed up into the cab of the last truck for the day and they
watched him pull out, hearing the gears grind as he shifted. Sal
winced.

“Stupid boy.” He shook his head.

“You’re not going to kill me, are you?” Sheridan had
to know. No point in prevaricating.

Sal threw back his head and laughed. “No, Irish, I’m
not. I’d rather you stayed on. You’re a better worker than Angelo,
and you’re honest at that.” He gave Sheridan a hard stare. “But you
need to also be able to keep your mouth shut.”

“Yes, sir.”

Sal seemed satisfied with that. He pulled a roll of
bills from his jacket pocket and Sheridan tried not to gape. Sal
held more money than Sheridan had ever had in his life.

Sal noticed his surprise. “This business is very
profitable,” he said, undoing the rubber band and counting out a
dozen bills. “Prove yourself to me, and one day you could be the
one with the full pocket.” He held out the bills, waiting patiently
for Sheridan to take them.

“Thank you, sir.”

“Just Sal. Save the scraping for Capone, or his
lieutenants.” He chuckled.

Sheridan folded the bills and closed his hand over
the cash.

“Go on,” Sal said, rising. “Same time tomorrow.”

Sheridan grabbed his coat from its hook and slung it
on, shoving his fist into one pocket. He knew exactly what he
wanted. Instead of heading straight back to his room, he stopped in
at a tailor—Evans—that he’d spied on his daily walk. He eyed the
clothes in the window before he went inside. A bell jangled over
his head.

“What can I do for you?” An older man came out from
the back room, his clothes covered in a long smock. His hair had
been slicked back and a pair of spectacles perched on his beaky
nose. From under the smock, a pair of wingtip shoes gleamed.

“I need a suit,” Sheridan said simply.

“Indeed you do,” the man remarked dryly, stepping
around him, eagle eyes taking in his worn clothes. “And soon.”

“Do you have anything that I can have right
away?”

“I’ll measure you, and we’ll see.” The man led the
way into the back room, a large workroom with several suits in
various states of completion.

“I have a nice brown serge that would fit you,” the
tailor said as he took Sheridan’s measurements, noting them in a
ledger. “The man who ordered it never came back for it.”

“Only brown?” It seemed so sensible a color, and he
wanted something remarkable.

“It’ll do you for now,” the tailor replied. “Unless
you want to order a second?”

“Brown will do.” He couldn’t afford another, not
just yet.

The tailor bustled about, pulling a suit from a
large closet that ran along the back wall. From what Sheridan could
see, it did look to be about his size, but then, he was no
tailor.

“New job?” The tailor turned back.

“Is it obvious?”

“Easy guess. Now take those off, and we’ll see how
well this fits.” He waited until Sheridan had stripped down to his
underclothes. His nose wrinkled. “For another few dollars I’ll make
sure you have some new cotton undershirts.”

Sheridan pulled on the trousers and buttoned them
up. They sagged at the waist, but the bottom hem lay perfectly
around his ankles.

“Not bad,” the tailor mused. “Now the jacket.”

The jacket felt bulky, and Sheridan knew immediately
that it would need more adjustment.

“Must have been a big fellow,” he remarked to the
tailor as he waited for the man to make more notes in his
ledger.

“He was. Not a very nice one either.” The tailor
unbuttoned the front of the jacket and slipped his hand over the
seams before turning the edge out. He eyed the lining. “This will
take a few days. One of my girls will make the adjustments.”

Sheridan took off the jacket and handed it to the
tailor, then stripped off the trousers and laid them flat on the
worktable. He got back into his regular things, already missing the
feel of the serge.

“When should I come back?” he asked.

“Friday.”

They returned to the front of the shop and the
tailor figured the total on a pad of paper. “I’ll let you have it
on a discount since I’ve had it so long. Thirty dollars.”

Sheridan counted out the money and handed it over.
He had just enough left to pay his rent on the room and buy some
food, but soon he wouldn’t have to look like he was tenement
born—he could stroll around in his new suit just like Dooley. He’d
move to a better part of town, meet women…

He shook the tailor’s hand and left the shop,
grinning to himself. He was getting ahead of things, but he was on
his way up, he knew it.

*

“Now that’s settled,” said Miss Prescott, “you need
to come with me for a cup of coffee. I’ve not seen you all week.”
She took Cecilia’s arm and they left the detective behind.

“But—” Cecilia protested in a low tone, even as she
let Miss Prescott lead her away. The absurdity of it made her
laugh.

“Hush. We don’t want Paul to change his mind,” she
said, pulling them into a small café. “I’ve glimpsed you for
several weeks, working too hard and likely not getting paid what
you’re worth. And I’m Nell Prescott, by the way. Pleased to
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