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Chapter I

	 

	Wednesday, May 13, 1931

	 

	G


	uido Genovesi straightened the FOR SALE sign on his restaurant window. Singing drifted from the kitchen, where Marta and Rosa finished the dishes. A silly song they sang often, something they’d composed about their cleaning routine, their voices blending in cheerful harmony. Tonight, the music weighed him down. He flipped the OPEN sign to CLOSED.

	Selling the restaurant ripped the heart out of his chest. After everything that he’d done to make buying it possible, barely a year ago, and then all the work he’d put into running it, parting with it now was unimaginable. But after the news he’d gotten on Monday night, he had no other choice.

	It had been about this same time, two nights ago, when Drew Pratchett burst through the door after closing. The news he brought shattered Genovesi’s carefully constructed world: “Franklin Wagner’s dead, and the police are raiding the print shop!”

	Drew himself wouldn’t have understood the significance of the news. He’d been nothing more than Calloway’s overweight and dim-witted errand runner. Genovesi didn’t have any sympathy for Wagner, either. But the records that had been stored at the print shop left him in a state of panic.

	It had started with a little insurance fraud. A victimless crime, he’d thought. Easy money—enough to buy the restaurant he’d always dreamed of and secure his family’s future. But Mercer’s ambitions were never satisfied, and then Calloway killed an insurance investigator.

	Like it or not, Genovesi was an accomplice to murder. It was far too late to back out.

	“Are you finished out there?” Marta called from the kitchen.

	“Almost.” He moved from table to table, straightening chairs, blowing out the candles in each centerpiece, and checking the white linen tablecloths for stains. Marta had always stood by him, no matter what. Even when they changed their names. But some things, he couldn’t explain to her. He didn’t want her involved in this.

	And now, after everything he’d already put them through, to upend their lives again—

	The front door creaked open and slammed, and the bell above it gave an angry ring. Genovesi spun around, half expecting more bad news from Drew, and half expecting the police.

	A thin, older man stood just inside the dining room, leaning on a cane. His gray suit looked European and slightly out of date, not quite threadbare, but like an aristocrat fallen on hard times. His face was dark, and his eyes shone with focused hatred.

	“Sorry, we’re closed,” Genovesi said. “You’ll have to come back tomorrow.”

	“Guido Genovesi?” The visitor spat the words, emphasizing each syllable with a crackling hiss.

	“Yes . . .” He hesitated, sure he’d never seen the man before. “What—”

	The swinging cane struck him in the face. Stinging shock sent him reeling back. The visitor whirled the cane again, attacking a decorative wine rack. Empty bottles, since the real thing was illegal, interspersed with fake, leafy bunches of grapes. Glass exploded across the tile floor. The man shouted in Italian, his temper turning the melodic language harsh.

	“Stop it!” Genovesi ducked to avoid the cane again. “I don’t understand.”

	“Have you forgotten Naples?” He grabbed the wine rack and pulled it over, shattering the remaining bottles. “Did you think I could ever forget?”

	“You’ve got the wrong guy.” He backed away, making diffusive motions. “I’ve never been to Italy.”

	“Did Isobella mean so little to you?” He whirled the cane again, but slipped on broken glass. By now, he was running out of breath. “My sister died because of you!”

	“I don’t know any Isobella. I’m not the Genovesi you’re looking for.” He glanced back. Marta stood in the kitchen doorway, with Rosa peeking from behind her. 

	“This man is a murderer.” The visitor pointed an accusing finger, raising his voice to carry across the room. “He killed my sister and my father—”

	“That’s enough!” Genovesi grabbed his wrist and twisted his arm behind him. He snatched the cane out of his other hand, marched him to the door, shoved him out, and tossed the cane after him. “Don’t ever come back.”

	“I swore on Isobella’s grave that I would kill you.” The stranger trembled with rage and bent down to collect his cane. “And I will.”

	*****

	“Y


	ou play like you’ve got something else on your mind,” Frank said. He stared over a fan of cards held close to his chest, a cigarette dangling from his mouth. “Your bet?”

	Orsino Oscuro snapped back to the present and squinted at his own cards. Wednesday night, he found himself involved in a poker game in the back room of a pool hall, not far from his hotel. The competition was friendly, the stakes relatively low, and he hadn’t won or lost any significant amount. He pushed the required number of chips to the center of the table. “Apologies, I have other important matters to think about.”

	“Your loss is my gain.” Frank flipped his cards over, showing a full house. “But you’ve got bigger problems than this, huh?”

	“Perhaps you know someone who could help me.” Oscuro held nothing but a pair. Billiards clacked in the background, voices mumbled, players holding cues circled the pool table to survey the angles while others gawked. Tobacco smoke hung thick in the air, but the only beverages available were cheap gin and stale beer. Neither were drinkable.

	“What kind of a problem?” Frank grinned as he pulled the chips toward himself. He sorted them into stacks.

	“I need to kill a man.”

	Frank choked. An uncoordinated motion scattered his chips. “If you want to hire a killer, you’ll have to go someplace a lot rougher than this.”

	“But this man deserves it.” Oscuro surveyed the room. The patrons varied in age. Working men, husbands and fathers, enjoying a sociable evening away from home. The worst offenses here were alcohol, gambling, and the occasional use of strong language. None had the look of hardened criminals.

	“Then report him to the police.” Frank clanked his chips firmly into place, rebuilding the stacks.

	“This was in Italy.” Oscuro felt his heartrate increase just from thinking about it. His voice rose. “He killed my father and my sister, destroyed our business, ruined our family name.” Genovesi’s strange denial burned the worst. Had Isobella truly meant so little to him? “Thirty years, I have hunted for him, and now. . . . He denies everything!”

	“You found him here?”

	Oscuro nodded. “The police in this country will do nothing, and a mere arrest is not the fate he deserves. After thirty years of searching, I would like nothing more than to watch him suffer as I did, to destroy everything he has built. Can you blame me?”

	“I suppose not, but I still can’t help you.” He nudged his chips around, constructing little towers with them. After a pause, his eyes took on a thoughtful gleam, and he choked on a laugh. “But I know a guy who might.”

	“Who?” Oscuro leaned forward and reached to grab Frank’s arm.

	“I don’t know him, really.” He jerked away. “I just know where he lives. One of my neighbors, and I never talk to the guy because he gives me the creeps. But whenever his phone rings in the middle of the night, you can bet there’ll be a report of murder in the morning paper.”

	“A killer?”

	“You’d never guess it from looking at him. He’s short and thin like he never eats. Never says hi, won’t look straight at you, just hurries past and acts like he hates everybody. The quiet type, except he plays the piano sometimes. Not bad, actually.”

	“The quiet ones can be the most dangerous.”

	“You can say that again. He comes and goes at odd hours, so he can’t have a normal job. At least once a week, he shows up looking like he’s been through one hell of a fight. Since he’s not dead, I have to assume he won, and I’d hate to see what the other guy looks like. Like I said, there’s almost always a murder in the paper later.”

	“What is his name?”

	“I never asked, but I can give you his address.” Frank reached for a scrap of paper. “He lives in the apartment past mine.”


Chapter II

	 

	L


	owan sank down against the cab’s seat cushions, too exhausted to think straight. All of his muscles ached, several dozen bruises throbbed, and the ribs he’d broken a month ago still made breathing a challenge. After using his energy trying to heal Marx’s knee, he had nothing left for his own injuries. A nauseous headache, the byproduct of overexertion, took his appetite away. Food would help his recovery, but he didn’t want to think about eating.

	The cab stopped in front of a restaurant he’d never visited before. Lowan gave the driver a generous tip, probably more than he had intended. Blurry vision made it difficult to count change. He stepped out and leaned against the cab, struggling to catch his bearings. The restaurant, brick with a large window and striped awning, shared the front of the building with several similar-looking shops.

	Rita had invited him. The restaurant, recently up for sale, had caught the eye of a friend of hers who was in the market to buy one. They’d invited him along on an inspection tour. At the moment, all he cared about was not having to cook.

	A handwritten FOR SALE sign was attached to the glass, just below the restaurant’s name. He glanced up at the cursive letters, tracing the lines with his eyes until the name registered.

	Genovesi’s.

	The cab moved away from his hand, leaving him unbalanced and panicky. Genovesi, the second name on the list of syndicate members. Large-scale insurance fraud, forged identities, murder. Marx planned to question Genovesi tomorrow, but needed a day off to recover from the previous case. Catching the first syndicate member had almost killed them both. 

	In the meantime, there should have been an officer keeping an eye on things. He glanced down the block, barely spotting a patrol car parked a few spaces ahead on the opposite side of the street.

	Lowan stepped toward the building. Dark shadows moved across the glass. The door flew open, almost in his face. He stumbled back.

	“Uncle Lowan!” Rita grabbed his arm and held him steady until his sense of balance returned. “Let me help you inside. This doesn’t look like you just did too much walking yesterday. What happened?”

	“There may have been . . . a small car accident.” He found himself shoved gently into a booth near the front window. Morning sunlight glared. Across from him, a blonde woman with her hair arranged in a wave shared Rita’s concerned expression.

	“A car accident?” Rita’s voice rose. “Again?”

	He gritted his teeth. He’d avoided telling her because she would overreact, but she also wouldn’t give up without an explanation. “It was not serious. I was trying to back down a hill, but the brakes were not in working order. I bumped into a tree.”

	One of her eyebrows arched higher. “Whose car?”

	“I borrowed it from the parking lot near a greyhound track. It was an emergency at the time, and if the owner comes forward, I will pay for it. But since the car was worth very little, and the location itself was illegal, it is unlikely that anyone will claim it.”

	“Could it be repaired?”

	“Not after a truck ran into it. The remaining pieces would have fit into my pocket.”

	Rita stared. Not being able to read her thoughts left him feeling blind. In this condition, he couldn’t do much of anything.

	“Well,” Rita said, changing the subject abruptly. “This is my friend, Nancy Carson. She wants to start a bakery, and when she saw this place up for sale . . .”

	“I was looking at several other locations, also,” Nancy said. “But either they weren’t as close to downtown, or they would need a lot of remodeling to get started. Then I saw this place, and it looked perfect. Just about the right size, a nice location off a main street downtown, and it already has commercial kitchen equipment. But now, I’m not so sure.” She leaned sideways to look past Rita.

	Across the room, a man swept broken glass into a pile and sorted through the pieces. Chairs were askew and broken, potted plants tipped over, and dirt strewn across the floor. He glanced over at them, then stood up straight and set the broom aside. “Can I get you anything?”

	“I saw the ‘for sale’ sign in the window,” Nancy said, “and I was interested in taking a look at the place, but now . . .” she motioned to the mess. “Is there a reason why you’re selling?”

	“That had nothing to do with this.” His voice rose, and he stepped toward their booth. “If you’re interested in buying, you can’t go wrong.”

	“Are you Mr. Genovesi?” Lowan asked.

	“Yes . . .” Hesitation slid into his voice. “I’ve owned this restaurant for less than a year, and it just hasn’t worked out. I like cooking, but I don’t like running a business. This . . .” he motioned behind him, “I don’t know. A man came in here last night and just went crazy. Blamed me for things I didn’t do, things I never heard of. I don’t think he’ll be back again, and it’s nothing you have to worry about.”

	Rita pointed across the table. “He’s a detective! He could help you find out what’s going on.”

	“A detective?” Genovesi stepped back. “I . . .”

	“I was not planning on taking a case today.” Lowan gave Rita a sharp glare.

	“I’d hire you,” Nancy said. “Just to make sure the restaurant itself isn’t in any trouble that I would end up with if I bought it.”

	*****

	D


	etective Lieutenant Marx limped down the hallway of his apartment building, fogged with exhaustion. The details of the morning blurred together. The early meeting with Captain Kramer, Chief Benson, and Sheriff Baker, explaining what had transpired overnight at an illegal greyhound track in the countryside. Then, a
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