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      One simply didn’t wear his day suit after the sun went down, but a man waving a gun would change the plans of even the most stubborn stylish gent.

      “He can just ask to see me, you know,” Dash Parker said. “No need for the entourage and the private chauffeur.”

      The motorcar bounced across the intersection, rattling his trim, six-foot frame against the ceiling. He rubbed the top of his head, simultaneously patting down his misbehaving brown hair.

      The corpulent shape beside him rasped, “Where is the fun in that?”

      In the darkness of the backseat, Dash saw the giant bald man smile.

      He would be amused. This is the part of the job he enjoys.

      He certainly enjoyed the first time Nicholas Fife sent for Dash. A faceless man lunging out of the shadows in front of Dash’s building. The car sliding up behind him, the door opening seemingly by itself. The polite, but firm, request to get inside. When Dash did, shaking as he went, he saw Lowell Henley, Fife’s lead torpedo, in the backseat with that same closed-mouth grin, that same raspy breath.

      Now here they were again, sitting in a five-passenger luxury sedan while a nameless driver roared through the grid of Manhattan. The streetlights whipped by, their balls of yellow blurring and stretching into comet streaks.

      If only Fife would come around once every hundred years.

      “I’m not a toy he can toss around for his amusement,” Dash said.

      Lowell turned his head, his eyes glassy and black. “You’ll be whatever he wants you to be.” He faced the front again. “He’ll like that suit though. You’ll have to make another just for him.”

      Dash looked down at the Banff-blue pinstripe fabric that set his hazel eyes aflame. The crisp white shirt underneath allowed the bright red tie to flare like a firework. The topper, the gray felt Homburg, he held between his hands. He mentally accepted the compliment, but he longed for his usual tuxedo. After all, it was 1926, and the city was popping like a champagne cork at an Astor wedding. Even if he’d just bathed and shaved, at least then it would feel like he was going to a party instead of to . . . wherever he was actually going. Which, he sincerely hoped, wasn’t to his death.

      We had to know. Fife has to understand that, doesn’t he?

      Dash said, “You know I don’t make suits, Lowell.”

      It was the honest-to-God truth. Though Dash owned Hartford & Sons Tailor, he was not gifted with needle and thread. Quite the opposite. But that wasn’t why the Greenwich Village men visited his shop on West Fourth Street. It was the secret club called Pinstripes, hidden behind the changing room mirror, that brought them in droves.

      Lowell kept his face forward. “You took his measurements.”

      “That’s the one part of the job I can do. My club’s doorman did the rest.”

      “I’m told you took great care with his measurements. In fact, he said his trousers were fitted down to the last inch. In all the right places.”

      The driver of the car flashed a look over his shoulder and smirked.

      Dash read his mind.

      Well, Dash had been called worse, especially by the anti-vice nannies clucking around the city. They were starting to work with the police, of all things, engineering stings and traps to catch men like Dash. And for what? They couldn’t stop so-called “degenerates” from seeking each other out any more than they’d been able to stop men from seeking out a drink.

      “Turn here,” Lowell said to the driver.

      The motorcar squealed around a corner, tossing Dash against Lowell. The bald man growled and shoved him back across the seat. The car shuddered with a large bounce as it began climbing upward. Dash looked out the window and saw they were on the Queensboro Bridge.

      Just as he suspected.

      He was being driven to Fife’s Queens warehouse, where there were crates stacked upon crates of re-distilled liquor to be sold to the thousands of illegal speaks and clubs throughout the city. Even Pinstripes received a few.

      Dash adjusted his tie. “Does Fife want to talk about her?”

      Lowell took a raspy breath. “He didn’t say, and I don’t ask.”

      “I’m sure he appreciates your discretion.”

      Lowell didn’t take the bait on that one, so Dash sat back and looked out the side window. The bright lights of Manhattan had been replaced by the inky void of the East River.

      How many secrets does this river hold? Dash wondered.

      And then, a terrifying thought: Will I be one of them tonight?

      It wasn’t outside the realm of possibility, given what he and Fife shared. Cold sweat flashed across his palms. Fife’s world thrived on secrecy, as did his. Yet his impetuous decision in the dead of night had blown that secrecy sky-high with big, bold newspaper headlines and column after column of newshawks ruminating, insinuating, and, in some cases, flat-out lying. Given who she was, though, how could they have possibly avoided the press frenzy? It was inevitable! And as much as Fife would dislike it, both he and Dash needed her to know what really happened. Their customers’ lives depended on it.

      The motorcar landed on the other side of the bridge with a thud. The driver careened around the sharp curves. Dash braced himself by placing his hand on the ceiling. Soon they pulled up to a nondescript riverfront warehouse.

      Lowell exited the luxury car, assuming Dash would follow. As he stepped outside, placing the Homburg on his head, Dash’s nose was overtaken by the smell of pungent salt and sour decay. The East River in all her glory. He looked up at the warehouse expecting to see the familiar sign of Fife’s cover business, which said: queens furniture, pieces fit for royalty!

      Or at least it had.

      Now it said danziger paper.

      Dash looked to the fleet of delivery trucks surrounding them with the new moniker and a new tagline to go along with it: the classiest of salutations with the best of regards. Even the trucks themselves had been repainted, a pale blue with the new text in a rosy pink.

      Dash pointed to the fleet. “New business?” His voice was only slightly shaking.

      “New business,” Lowell echoed.

      Dash arched an eyebrow, trying to be nonchalant. “Gotta stay up on the latest trends.”

      The driver said with a proud smile, “Danziger’s the name of a girl I go with. She’s thrilled.”

      “I bet.”

      “Sal,” Lowell said, “keep your trap shut.”

      Sal, properly chastened, replied “Yes, sir.”

      “Stay here. You,” Lowell pointed at Dash, “come with me.”

      Dash nodded. “Right.”

      He looked to Sal. The driver’s face gave no indication whatsoever as to what was in store for him.

      “Mr. Parker!”

      Dash looked up to see Lowell halfway to the warehouse. The large man beckoned with his hand.

      Even if you’re scared out of your wits, his older brother Maximillian used to say, never, ever let the other man see it.

      One of the few bits of familial advice Dash held onto years after the family abandoned him completely.

      He took a deep breath, put on his bravest face, and hurried after Lowell.

      They walked past the warehouse’s main loading dock to a small side door embedded in the fading brick. A narrow hallway with jaundiced lighting welcomed them. Exposed pipes ran just above their heads, the joints emitting little droplets of water that tinkled into the puddles polka-dotting the concrete floor below. Damp mold filled the claustrophobic air, and Dash fought off a shudder as they walked down to the other end.

      When they reached it, Lowell turned and knocked on a closed door. A muffled voice responded on the other side. Lowell nodded to himself once, then turned the knob and entered.

      Dash hesitated for a moment, thinking: Should I run? Give myself a fighting chance?

      A Dumb Dora idea. He was in the middle of nowhere. Where could he go for safety? And no matter how fast he ran, Lowell’s bullets were undoubtedly faster.

      The bald head peeked out from the room he just entered. “You coming?”

      Dash saw in his eyes that the torpedo was hoping Dash would be resistant, be difficult, so he could engage in his well-practiced violence.

      You’re not getting that satisfaction tonight, you big lug.

      Dash forced a smile. “On my way.”
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      Dash followed Lowell into a small, lavishly decorated room that was more stylish than anything his own wealthy family had designed. A bright red Persian rug sprawled across the floor. Against the far wall to his left was a brown leather sofa bookended by round side tables with intricate ivory inlays. Bronze peacock lamps sat on top. The lamps were unlike anything Dash had ever seen. The base was the body of the bird, and the light bulbs illuminated the glass of the feathers. An appropriate choice since Fife was a man who liked to “peacock” in front of others.

      “I see you are impressed,” a voice said to Dash’s right.

      He turned.

      Nicholas Fife—the man himself, the one the newspapers nicknamed “Slick Nick” for his ability to remain uncharged with any crime—was leaned back in a padded barber’s chair. A white bib was tied around his neck while his jawline was being painted with white foam by a man Dash’s age, twenty-six, maybe a little older. The barber had long, narrow dimples carved into his cheeks, short black hair, dark brows, and lips that always smiled, even when at rest.

      The barber finished with the white foam, then went to a side table holding all of his shaving accoutrements. The barber traded the brush for the sharp metal razor, the blade glinting in the light provided by the peacocks.

      In front of Dash and Lowell, the man gently leaned Fife’s head back and with smooth short strokes, shaved the notorious gangster. The two men locked eyes as the blade carefully slid down both sides of the jawline. When the young man lifted Fife’s chin to shave the neck, both of their lips parted, their breathing soft, like the moment before a kiss. An unspoken thought passed between the two men, and they chuckled in unison.

      The barber was finishing off the last of Fife’s neck when he paused near the chin. He said, “Should I?”

      Fife twitched his lips. “Do it.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “Oh, yes. Yes, I am.”

      The barber, with a flourish, flicked the blade upward, catching the last of the chin’s whiskers. Fife cried out, causing Lowell to tense and step forward.

      “Sir!”

      The barber and Fife laughed. A joke from the twosome, as Dash saw no blood on Fife’s chin. The barber went to the side table and grabbed a towel. He wiped away the last remnants of white foam and tossed the towel to the side. He removed the bib from around Fife’s neck, and, with his bare hands, cupped Fife’s face. His fingers slowly ran over the gangster’s cheeks, chin, and neck. Not once did they break eye contact.

      “You are silky smooth, sir,” the barber said.

      Fife reached up and grabbed the barber’s right hand. He caressed the fingers one by one. “Thank you, Wim.”

      “Any time, sir,” Wim replied.

      Fife’s mouth relaxed into a lazy grin. “I shall hold you to that.”

      “I should hope so.”

      A moment passed before Fife released Wim’s hand. Wim disengaged the barber’s chair by pulling a lever on the side, and Fife surged forward into an upright sitting position. Dash irrationally envied his black trousers, white silk shirt, and white waistcoat, thinking at least he’s dressed for the evening.

      He then mentally shook his head at himself.

      Keep your wits about you so you can make it out of here alive.

      Wim busied himself cleaning the blade.

      The spell broken, Fife finally addressed Dash. “Mr. Parker! How good of you to come.”

      “Mr. Fife,” Dash replied, taking off his Homburg and holding it with both hands. His voice was still shaky. He cleared his throat, hoping to steady the next words out of his mouth. “To what do I owe the pleasure?” That was better. More confident.

      Fife put on a fake frown. “Why all business? Can’t two distinguished gentlemen have an evening together? It is nighttime, after all. A time for pleasurable company.”

      He reached back and pinched Wim on the backside. Wim jumped once, then peered over his shoulder with a wolfish grin. The man’s eyes flicked down, then up, taking in Fife with embarrassing detail, and the gangster, for his part, returned the scrutiny. The air hummed along with the electrical wires in the room. Even the hairs on the back of Dash’s neck stood on end. What was going on here?

      Wim went back to his chores, now drying the razor against the towel.

      “They can,” Dash belatedly answered. “It is rather late, and I should be returning to my club.”

      Fife, keeping his eyes on Wim, said, “Ah, yes, your club. The tiny room behind a tailor shop. Pinstripes, is it called?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “A clever name. Don’t you find it clever, Wim?”

      Wim turned his gaze to Dash. The young man had grey eyes, calm and still like the ocean just before dawn.

      “Sounds ritzy,” he said.

      “Like the owner,” Fife replied. “And I do so admire a well-put-together man, don’t I, Wim?”

      The dimpled smile again as he returned his gaze to Fife. “That you do, sir.”

      “Indeed,” Fife purred. “Indeed, indeed, indeed. Thank you, Wim.”

      Wim nodded at the gangster. With the barber supplies in hand, he was about to walk out of the room when Fife touched his arm.

      “Leave them.”

      A curious request, but Wim did as Fife asked. He then left the room with a bemused air, Fife’s eyes following his every move.

      With Wim gone, Fife finally turned his attention to Dash, showing off his, admittedly, very attractive features. Short brown hair in a slight wave. Gentle brows arching over warm brown eyes. A narrow nose leading down to full, pink lips. The skin of his face was impossibly smooth, like a baby’s, yet he didn’t appear young. Dash supposed Fife had seen and done too much to hold onto his youth.

      Fife stood up from the chair, revealing his substantial height and presence. “Mr. Parker, you look a little haggard, if I may say so.” He placed his hands on his hips. “What can we offer to revive you?”

      Dash shrugged, trying to look unbothered by the situation. “A good drink, perhaps?”

      “Ah. That is an excellent idea. Mr. Henley?”

      Lowell snapped to attention. “Yes, sir?”

      “Would you be so kind as to bring us some cocktails. And use—oh, what was your favorite liquor again? Oh yes, now I remember—use some gin, if you please.”

      Annoyance flashed across Lowell’s face. He wasn’t used to being the errand boy. Dash supposed men like Wim did these menial tasks.

      The bald man nodded once. “Yes, sir.” He gave Dash a menacing look and then also left the room.

      Now Dash was alone with Fife—alone with no witnesses.

      Fife sauntered towards him. “I hope the journey over was satisfactory?”

      “It was fine, sir.”

      “And what did you think of the car? The Stutz? I myself find it very impressive.”

      “From what I could see in the dark, it is quite the creation.”

      Fife now stood directly in front of him. He placed his hands on Dash’s shoulders, the palms wide and heavy. “The Vertical Eight engine has a nice roar to it, didn’t you find? Such power vibrating the steering wheel. I’m envious of my drivers whose fingers get tickled by it.”

      Dash’s mouth dried out. “It certainly moved fast.” His voice was back to sounding cracked, dammit.

      “But it isn’t just powerful,” Fife said. “I’d never be as coarse as that. It’s also quite beautiful. That regal royal blue on the outside, the sophisticated pale-blue interior, and those teak-outlined windows? A genius touch.” Fife’s eyes flashed. “And my, my, my, look at this! Your suit complemented its color scheme perfectly!” A cheek-stretching grin. “Must be destiny.”

      He suddenly raised his hands to Dash’s face, causing Dash to flinch, then stiffen. Fife cupped his cheeks as Wim had cupped Fife’s a moment ago. Those opaque brown eyes stared into his and Dash didn’t dare look away. Soft exhales brushed against his lips, breathy kisses of bourbon and cigarettes.

      Fife shook his head. “No. No, no, no. That, Mr. Parker, will not do.” He released Dash’s face, turned, and walked towards the barber’s chair.

      “What won’t do? The press coverage of the girl? I can explain⁠—”

      Fife raised a hand to cut him off. “It’s that shadow. It must go.” He gestured to the barber’s chair. “Please. Sit.”

      Dash didn’t comprehend the order. “I’m . . . sorry?”

      Fife turned to face him again. “The shadow on your face. Whiskers. Can’t have you looking like a roustabout, now, can we?”

      Dash automatically rubbed his chin. Fife wasn’t wrong; he was in dire need of some cleanup. But why should that matter now? “Unfortunately, your man intercepted me before I could have my bath and shave,” Dash replied, then inanely added, “I usually go after I close up the shop, but tonight . . . well, you know why I never . . .”—he swallowed the lump in his throat—“. . . why I never got to have them.” He could kick himself. He needed to stop babbling and pull himself together.

      Fife said, “Not to worry, my good man.” He patted the cushion of the chair with a quick whomp whomp. “Sit. We shall get rid of them.”

      “Oh, that’s not necessary.”

      Fife smiled. “Please.”

      “Truly. I wouldn’t want to be a burden.”

      “Then consider it a gift from me to you.”

      Dash pointed to the door. “Perhaps we should wait⁠—”

      “I am waiting, and I don’t mind telling you, Mr. Parker, I am not a patient man.”

      Dash looked from Fife’s face to the side table holding the barber supplies. The bowls, the towel, the brush.

      The razor.

      Run! You have to run, Dash!

      His voice shaky, he said, “Perhaps I should go⁠—”

      “Go where? The East River? There is nowhere to go, my dear boy. We have water to the west of us, unmanned factories to the east, and not a cab in sight for miles. You can continue to stall . . . or you can accept your gift like a gentleman.”

      Dash was trapped and both men knew it. If Dash tried to escape, he’d be caught, and the punishment would be far worse than whatever Fife had planned for him now. And he undoubtedly planned this. Leave them, he’d said to Wim, meaning the shaving instruments.

      He’s a peacock, Dash told himself. This is nothing more than a show. It’s all for show.

      But the razor!

      It’s a trick to scare you. It has to be. It has to⁠—

      “Mr. Parker? . . . Tick tock . . . ”

      Dash’s legs shook as he took uncertain steps towards the barber’s chair. Once there, he turned around. Fife grabbed the Homburg and tossed it to the leather sofa across from them. His powerful hands gripped Dash’s lapels and he slipped off the coat. With a flick of the wrist, the coat joined the hat on the sofa. Then his hands found Dash’s shoulders again and pushed them downward, forcing Dash into the barber’s chair.

      “There you go,” Fife said, his voice jovial.

      With a wrench of the lever, Dash felt himself go flying backward. His feet were now up high, his head down low. All he could see was the ceiling of the room, a mishmash of gray metal tubes going to places unknown.

      Panicked, he glanced to the side. He saw Fife dipping the brush into a bowl of foam and turned towards him. Dash fought for control of his escalating breathing and lost. The gangster noticed Dash’s rapidly rising and falling chest and smirked. He leaned Dash’s head back, running the brush along the neck, jawline, chin, and cheeks. The foam was cool, causing a slight shiver.

      Fife arched an eyebrow. “Don’t you find one man shaving another to be one of the more gentlemanly things in the world?”

      “I—I suppose.”

      Dash’s eyes moved wildly from side to side, trying to see if Lowell, Wim, anyone else was there. Anyone who could help him.

      Ah, but would they?

      Fife finished painting with the foam and paused to admire his handiwork. “Good.”

      He dropped the bowl of foam onto the side table with a jolting crack! He picked up a towel and tucked it into the waistband of his trousers. Up came the razor. Like before, the blade caught the light from the peacock lamps, creating a blinding white flash.

      Dash winced.

      Fife leaned down. “This won’t hurt . . . unless you want it to.”

      Dash watched warily as Fife gently pulled the skin of his right cheek taunt and the blade went down his jawline in short, fast strokes. The room was unnervingly quiet, save for the buzz of the electrical wires and the scrapes of the blade. Fife’s concentration on the task was absolute. There was a rhythm to his movements. A couple of slides of the razor. A wipe of the blade on the towel. Repeat.

      Once the right cheek was done, he stepped around the chair to Dash’s left and began the same process on the other cheek. Fingers pulling the skin taunt. The rapid-fire slides of the blade. Wipe. Repeat.

      When Fife spoke, his voice was so soft, Dash almost didn’t hear him. “I want you to know that what we have, Mr. Parker, is a partnership. And, considering recent events, a very accommodating one. Do you know how a partnership flourishes?”

      The blade stopped. Fife wanted a response.

      Dash guessed, “Trust?”

      A shake of the gangster’s head. “My dear, sweet, naive Dash. Trust is bought and sold with the capricious whims of emotions and dollars! A partnership built on trust is bound for disappointment and failure.”

      “If not trust, then what?”

      “Balance,” was the reply. “Yes, a successful partnership is a constant motion of give and take, an ebb and flow, if you will. Sometimes one partner gives; sometimes he receives. It’s only when things become imbalanced do partnerships fail. Do you see?”

      Dash nodded.

      “Good! Now. You’ve been receiving my bottles of gin and beer. Oh, and whiskey. Can’t forget your bartender’s favorite sip.” Fife leaned forward. “Mr. O’Shaughnessy is quite the specimen, isn’t he?”

      Joe.

      He would be panicked right about now, frantically searching for Dash. And unfortunately for them both, Dash could never get a handle on the exact location of Fife’s warehouse. It was always dark, the cars always fast, the routes never the same twice.

      I’m sorry, Joe. I’m sorry⁠—

      Fife turned Dash’s head to the side to get the hairs in that difficult crease behind the ear lobe and the abrupt end of the jaw. All Dash saw was the spotted brick of the wall.

      “You’ve been receiving a lot from me, Mr. Parker,” Fife said into Dash’s ear. “And you haven’t been giving lately. I’m not one of those men who only likes things one way. Sometimes, dearest Dash, I like to take as much as I receive.” He turned Dash’s head forward again and moved away from the chair. “So I’m afraid we’ll need to revisit the terms of our . . . agreement.” Fife wiped the blade clean and stepped towards the chair, the razor held horizontally this time. “Raise your chin, please.”

      Dash gasped and tried to move away, to no avail. His feet couldn’t get purchase on the metal rungs of the chair and his back, covered in sweat, stuck to the leather cushions.

      “Mr. Parker.”

      I’m sorry, Joe.

      “Mr. Parker!”

      Dash’s breathing was so shallow, he wondered if he was getting any air at all. The room seemed to pulsate in time with Dash’s own rapid heartbeat. Was this it? Was Fife truly going to kill him? He looked up and locked eyes with the gangster, hoping Fife saw the pleading for forgiveness, for another chance.

      Fife stared back, his eyes no longer their usual warm chocolate, but black coals seething with fire. “You’ve been taking so very much from me, and I’m starting to feel a little taken advantage of.”

      “W—w—what did I take?”

      “Do you honestly not know? My power, of course. When you told my men to disobey my orders. My men, not yours.”

      Dash’s mouth was so dry, he struggled to form his next words. “I—I only wanted⁠—”

      “My men already explained everything to me.”

      “It—it—it’s just that one of your men had said⁠—”

      “At first, I was a little, oh what’s the word? Hurt at your lack of faith. But then again, you are young, and you have much to learn about this world.” Fife bent forward, his face now less than an inch away from Dash’s. “I didn’t want her face plastered all over the papers,” he hissed. “Her name spoken across all the radios. You made her famous, Mr. Parker.”

      “She was already famous with the tabloids,” Dash replied, his voice small and thin. “It wouldn’t have mattered.”

      “It wouldn’t have mattered?”

      “At least this way, we have some answers.”

      Fife backed away. “How shall we solve this problem? Hmm? How shall we make this situation more—what was the word you used with my men that night?—amenable?”

      Dash’s eyes kept watch of the razor, still poised in Fife’s steady hand. There weren’t any good answers. Hell, there weren’t any good lies. How the devil did he get into this position?

      His sentimental nature, that’s how.

      Damn you, Rosalie. Of all the speaks in Manhattan you had to die in . . .
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      Before Rosalie Frazier entered their lives, Dash and his club partners were going about their business as usual.

      Or, in the case of Dash, trying to.

      Sunday night had been a decent one. By Dash’s calculations, Pinstripes had been roughly three-quarters full, with the bar buzzing but not overbearing, the dance floor energetic without being intimidating, and the band, in the words of Dash’s friend, El Train, one of Harlem’s famous nightclub performers, “kept it easy.”

      The remaining patrons, a group of bell bottoms on shore leave, remained mildly flirtatious in Monday’s early morning hours, engaging in easy gossip rather than the lust-filled aggression of a Friday or Saturday night. Nothing about the evening suggested any danger was imminent.

      Dash was sitting at the bar, dressed in his tuxedo, his foot tapping in time with the music. He sipped his usual Gin Rickey while chatting with Joe about the biggest headline of the day: the latest assassination attempt of Italy’s Premier Benito Mussolini.

      “Imagine seeing Mussolini’s limousine coming down the road,” Dash said, pointing to the front page of the newspaper laid out on the bar in front of him. “Everyone is applauding and cheering the man⁠—”

      “As he’s trained them to do,” Joe quipped from behind the bar.

      “—He’s waving to his admirers through the glass. Suddenly a young man runs up to the motor car and throws a bomb at the window. The glass breaks but doesn’t shatter. Instead of going inside the car, the bomb bounces back onto the street. The limousine driver surges forward seconds before it explodes.” Dash shook his head. “Luck was not on the assassin’s side.”

      Joe, clad in his usual open-collared white shirt with the sleeves rolled up, leaned forward with his elbows on the bar. “Lassie, yer the only man I know who brings a newspaper into a club.”

      Dash shrugged. “This is the first chance I’ve had to read it all day. Besides, I was too hungover this afternoon to function.”

      “Yer own fault. Ya never could handle whiskey like a good Irishman.”

      “At least I can handle the good Irishman.” Dash wiggled his brows, earning a flash of Joe’s emerald eyes.

      “Not last night, ya couldn’t.”

      The remark was made without malice, but regardless, Dash felt a flash of heat on his face. Embarrassed, he remembered throwing back several whiskeys and then trying, and failing spectacularly, to be intimate with Joe. It had been happening increasingly often ever since the harrowing events of a few weeks ago, when he found  a dead body and then witnessed the shooting of a vicious blackmailer named Walter Müller. Both bullets destroyed the heads of the victims. The blood, the brain splatter, the bone fragments. No matter how hard Dash tried, he could still see those grotesque images in his mind’s eye.

      Will they ever go away?

      Dash cleared his throat. “At any rate, I’ve only just now begun to feel jake again.”

      “Aye.” Joe nodded towards the front page. “How many times have Mussolini’s own people tried to kill him now?”

      Grateful for the change of topic, Dash glanced down at the article. “This is the third attempt in the last year, fifth in total.”

      Joe scoffed, “If he were any more beloved, he’d have to ride around in an armored car.”

      “I’m surprised he doesn’t already.”

      A voice called to them from the other end of the bar. Both Dash and Joe looked up. The group of bell bottoms wanted another round. Joe left to tend to them.

      Dash watched as Joe listened to the giggling bunch, his hands on his hips squeezed into brown trousers, before he started mixing various liquors with limes, lemons, and sugar into two shakers. The light from the surrounding lamps caught his fiery red hair, which was tangled and long. Meaty arms bulged as he lifted the metal cylinders up to his square shoulders and shook, the ice rattling in double time to the rhythm of the music. Freckled fingers then deftly arranged the teacups on the bar and once the concoctions were poured, his wide hands passed them on to the sailors. He had to lean forward to collect their money, which, despite his brown suspenders, caused his shirt to gape open, revealing a hairy, freckled chest glistening with sweat.

      Heat ignited at the base of Dash’s spine and worked its way towards his core. He took a long sip of his Gin Rickey to cool himself down, thankful that not all of him was broken.

      Now just hold onto that feeling for a little while longer.

      Joe returned to Dash’s place at the bar and tapped the newspaper. “Mussolini isn’t just Italy’s problem.” He nodded to the other front-page story. “See this car that was bombed in Harlem’s Little Italy yesterday? Betcha it’s related to that mess over there.”

      “Retaliation for Benito?”

      “What else could it be?”

      Another voice cut in. “What on earth are you two hens cackling on about?”

      Dash turned to see their roommate and the club’s only waiter, Finn Francis. Tonight, his oval-shaped face sported pencil-thin eyebrows and turquoise painted eyelids that accentuated the wide blue eyes underneath. Orange rouge sunsetted on his cheeks, and an impish, upturned nose perched over a red-lipped mouth. He wore black pinstripe pants, matching suspenders, and no shirt, his narrow, hairless chest exposed for all the patrons to see.

      The white flower he had pinned to his dark, short hair grazed Dash’s shoulder as he walked up to the bar. He set a collection of teacups down in a heap of tinkles. Two of them rolled towards the edge, threatening to fall to the floor. Joe reached out quickly and grabbed them, shooting Finn an exasperated look.

      Dash replied, “The latest assassination attempt on Mussolini. I’m wondering, Joe, if that man worked alone, or with some secret underground group⁠—”

      Finn interrupted him. “Who cares about that Italian thug when there are other events of the utmost importance.”

      Joe gathered up his patience as he placed Finn’s discarded teacups into the soapy bin underneath the bar. “And those are . . . ?”

      Finn smacked the top of the bar with his palm. “Mardi Gras, you brute! It started tonight, and, by the grace of the goddesses, the Coney Island shore saw the sun for the first time in weeks.”

      “Finney, why do ya want to go all the way out to Coney to act a fool?”

      Finn glanced at Dash. “How can you stand him? All work and no play.”

      Dash replied, “I’ll allow the question.”

      Finn gasped. “Not you too! I didn’t peg you for a flat tire.”

      “I’m not, but it’s Coney. Takes half a day to get there and half a day to get back, and all for cheap carnival tricks and crowded beaches.”

      “And parades and confetti and bands. Then there’s the amusements, the funhouses, the roller coasters, the shoot-the-chutes! I’ll bet the shoreline is half a million strong tonight and I’m stuck here—” Finn gestured to the emptying club behind him. “—cleaning up after Sunday night drunks.” He turned to Dash. “Can I have one night off this week? Just to experience one night of it. Pretty, pretty please?”

      Joe shook his head. “Ya’d get yerself into too much trouble, Finney, me boy. It’s best if ya stay right here so we can keep an eye on ya.”

      “Oh, stop acting like a Father Time.”

      “Someone’s gotta be yer father ever since yers threw ya out.”

      Dash took a sip of his Rickey. “You know, I never did hear the full story on that one.”

      Now it was Finn’s turn to exercise a little patience. “Because, dearie, it’s dreadfully common and I⁠—”

      Dash and Joe joined Finn in saying, “—am anything but common.”

      “And anyway, it was your fault, dearest Joe.”

      Joe was incredulous. “How was it my fault ya ended up living with me for all of eternity?”

      “If you hadn’t had been so full of whiskey and called out ‘Finney, what the hell is tha’ bloody bell bottom doin’ in yer bedroom window?’ my father would’ve never discovered my steady diet of seafood.” Finn looked over to the bell bottoms at the other end of the bar and winked at one. “Speaking of which, hello, boys.”

      Joe sighed.

      Dash replied, “Alright, Finn, you can have one night off this week. But not a Friday or Saturday,” he amended quickly. “We need all the help we can get in here on those nights.”

      Finn reached up and gave Dash a wet, sloppy kiss on the cheek. “Praise be to Athena! Thank you, thank you.” He then gave Joe a baleful glare. “At least one of you cares about me.”

      Joe rolled his eyes, but Dash knew that, despite the barbed words, Joe and Finn really were inseparable . . . in their own way.

      Finn glanced around the room, taking stock. “Are we ready to close, you think, Bossman? There’s no one left at my tables.”

      “I suppose,” Dash replied. “We haven’t had anyone wander in for the last hour or so.”

      “Just that stumbling girl in pink.”

      Joe grunted. “She was pretty far gone. Atty shouldn’t have let her in.” He meant Pinstripes’s doorman, Atty Delucci, a short, balding Italian with the muscles of a boxer who sat out front in Hartford & Sons. He spent every evening doing the alterations from Dash’s daytime measurements while also listening for the secret knock on the front door. Those who knew the syncopated rhythm were let inside. Those who didn’t were told, “We’re closed.”

      Finn’s eyes narrowed. “Huh. I don’t see her now. Come to think of it, I don’t think I took her order.”

      “She went through me,” Joe said. “Ordered two highballs at once.”

      “In my defense, I had the most demanding little priss at table three wanting every little thing to be just so, or she’d kick up the biggest fuss. My word. She was lucky she was cute; otherwise, I’d have strangled the boy.” He scanned the room again. “Well, Miss Pink isn’t underneath any of the tables.” A deep sigh. “Let me check the WC. If the goddesses would grant me one wish tonight, please let her not be pulling Boones in there. Last thing I need is to be scrubbing up vomit that went all over the place. Excuse me, dearies.”

      Finn walked to the back of the club. Dash watched as he knocked on the water closet door, which stood to the right of the three-man house band. Finn knocked again, pressed his ear to the door, then pushed it open and disappeared.

      Dash turned his attention to the main room of the club. A narrow but comfortable space. The roughhewn bar stood near the secret entrance and was the first thing patrons saw upon entering. Stretching forward, the blue–painted walls surrounded six round tables and chairs, a set of three on each side to make room for the dance floor in the middle. A jazz trio played against the far wall, and for that, Dash defied convention—and city laws—by employing two black men and one white man. Scandalous and extremely illegal. So much so, he ended up paying a driver named Boris to have the mixed-race band picked up from East and West Harlem, respectively, and driven down to his club. It was an added expense, one that Joe balked at initially, but the music the threesome played was so good, Dash didn’t care how many grains of sugar he had to spill to get them here.

      Good jazz. Good gin. And good men. Dash had so much to be thankful for, so much worth living for. That alone should erase August’s memories . . . shouldn’t it?

      The WC door opened again, and Finn stood in the doorway with a queer expression on his face. He gestured for Dash to come over. Dash sighed. Guess the goddesses didn’t answer Finn’s prayer.

      Dash took one more sip of his drink, and then crossed the empty dance floor, pausing to give an appreciative nod to the band. Once he was standing in front of Finn, he said, “Yes?”

      “Bossman, we have a problem.” Finn’s voice was decidedly serious.

      Dash hadn’t yet picked up on the change in tone and body language. “And that is?”

      “Take a look.”

      Dash meant to humor his friend, so he stepped inside the cramped space, which held a tiny sink and the toilet. The pale light from the overhead bulb cast more shadows than illumination. Yet despite the poor lighting, details emerged in flashes, like when the tabloid photographers snapped their cameras at night.

      Golden curls coiled in perfect ringlets.

      Delicate rouge and ruby lips frozen in a grimace.

      China-blue eyes wide and open, like a doll’s, and just as unblinking.

      A coldness settled in Dash’s chest.

      “Oh hell,” he breathed.
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      The girl was seated on the toilet.

      Her upper body was slumped over the sink, her face turned towards them in expectation. Her left arm had fallen into the sink’s bowl, as if trying to brace herself, while her right arm hung lifelessly at her side, palm upturned, fingers slightly splayed.

      The dress she wore was a pale pink, the pattern smooth and flawless save for one dollop of crimson on the collar that had dribbled from the corner of her mouth. It was then that Dash noticed the foul smell of vomit permeating the air. He tried to find evidence of the girl’s sickness. Nothing. She must’ve managed to find the toilet.

      You poor dear, he thought.

      What struck him most about the room was the stillness, the silence. An indefinite pause. An unfinished thought. A word never to be said, not even “goodbye.”

      Why is Death following me?

      Dash nodded to the girl’s body. “Is she . . . ?” He knew the answer, but he was struggling to comprehend.

      Finn closed the door, locking them in the cramped room. “I believe so. I felt for a pulse and didn’t find one.”

      “How did she . . . ?”

      “I don’t know.”

      Dash looked around. There was no evidence as to how this presumably young, healthy girl died. And not to be uncaring or uncouth about it, he didn’t much care. He had a corpse sitting in his highly illegal club with patrons still inside of it.

      Finn, his voice soft, said, “I don’t suppose we can call the police.”

      “Indeed not.”

      “What shall we do?”

      Dash’s eyes took in the slumped body of the young girl. She must’ve been seventeen or eighteen, nineteen at the most. A sorrow bubbled up inside of him. She was somebody’s daughter, sister, friend. They’d discover her missing before too long, and then the excuses would come. She was probably out on a lark with friends, and she simply lost track of time. An impulsive trip upstate. A secret lover. Perhaps arrested in a raid. Inconsiderate and irritating, but as long as she returned, as long as she was safe and sound, then all would be forgiven. Their worst fears hadn’t yet been confirmed . . . but they soon would be.

      He shook his head. Now was not the time for being sentimental. Now was the time to act. And quickly. “Lock the door after I leave so nobody else comes in here.”

      Finn grabbed Dash’s arm. “You’re going to leave me with her?!”

      “Just for a quick moment, Finn. I’ll close out the club as fast as I can and send the band on their way.”

      Finn flicked concerned eyes back to the girl. “What happens after that?”

      Excellent question.

      Dash remembered a card he was given almost a month ago that had a telephone number he could “call at any time.” He was told this by the only person in Manhattan who wouldn’t lock them up for selling liquor, engaging in degeneracy, and possessing a corpse.

      He extracted Finn’s hand from his arm. “I need to find a telephone.”
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      “Bloody hell,” Joe muttered for the third time since he’d been told about their situation.

      The three of them were inside Pinstripes, perched on barstools nursing drinks. They’d managed to clear out the club without incident. Dash then ran down to the Greenwich Village Inn just before it closed and talked his way into using their telephone for a private call. He first called the band’s driver to take them home, thankful Boris wasn’t out and about. The second call was to Nicholas Fife.

      Joe swallowed a large mouthful of whiskey and licked his lips. “We’re lucky none of our boys needed a piss. Otherwise they’d have found her before we did.”

      “Perhaps the goddesses were looking out for us after all,” Dash mused, his finger tracing the lip of his gin-filled teacup.

      A sad sigh from Finn. “That poor girl. Such a young thing. How could the gods have taken her?”

      “Use yer head, Finney,” Joe replied. “The gods take people all the time.”

      “Yes, but . . . it’s all so senseless. I mean, what’s the point of creating all of us if they’re just going to snuff us out like candle flames?”

      No one had an answer for that existential question. Heaven knew Dash asked it enough times when his younger sister Sarah died from the so-called “Spanish Flu.” She would’ve been around the same age as this dead girl, had she lived. The blond hair in ringlets certainly was reminiscent of Sarah’s golden curls. Would Sarah have become a flapper? Dash half-smiled at the thought, at the scandal it would’ve caused the Parker family. Then he remembered something odd about the girl in their water closet.

      He frowned. “I don’t like the blood coming from her mouth.”

      Finn shuddered. “It is grotesque.”

      “That and it points to her ingesting something poisonous.”

      Joe looked over at Dash with worried eyes. “Lassie, you think she drank something here that was bad? How can that be? Fife’s supposed to test all his liquor with that chemist fella, what’s-his-name?”

      “Angelo Avogadro. Yes, I’m aware.”

      Joe’s accent got thicker the more agitated he became. “Well, what’s the bloody point of buyin’ from Fife when we’re rollin’ the same dice as the rest o’ the bleedin’ city?”

      Finn turned to Dash. “How could it have happened? You said his operation looked so careful and airtight.”

      “It is,” Dash replied, defensiveness creeping into his voice. “Maybe something slipped through by accident. One of Fife’s men picked up an untested crate by mistake and put it on the truck.”

      Joe’s brow furrowed in panic. “And we just poisoned the entire neighborhood?! Mary Mother of Christ!”

      Finn placed his hands over his ears. “I’m not hearing this.”

      Dash spoke with a calm he didn’t feel. “Look, gents, we don’t know what happened. I don’t even know how fast bad liquor works. She could have drunk it somewhere else and died here, but that’s another problem for another day.” He nodded his head towards the WC. “The first problem is, how do we get her out of here?”

      Joe grunted. “Hopefully this Fife character has some ideas.”

      Finn pursed his lips. “This should be right up Slick Nick’s alley. Rumor has it the man has made many a person disappear without a trace.” He reached to take a large swig of his martini, eyed it with suspicion, and then pushed it away. “Did ol’ Saint Nick say when he’d be arriving?”

      Dash shook his head. “He won’t be. One of his men is on his way. Oh god, I hope it’s not Lowell. In any event, I told Atty what I was told: watch for a man who will stand on the sidewalk, hands clasped in front, not saying a word or knocking on our door.”

      “How will Atty know he ain’t a cop?” Joe asked.

      “He’ll know.”

      “Just like he knew that girl was a dyin’ drunk?”

      “He says she got here by taxi, could do the secret knock, and could stumble through the mirror. We’ve had more zozzled men do less to get in here.” Dash paused. “Atty did tell me one odd thing about her. As soon as he let her in the tailor shop, she tried to give him a small folded piece of paper and asked to see a hat.”

      Now it was Finn’s turn to furrow his brow. “A hat? What on earth for?”

      Dash shrugged. “Atty had no idea.”

      Joe asked, “What was on the paper?”

      “He didn’t open it, just handed it back to her.”

      “I’m seriously concerned about Atty’s lack of curiosity,” Finn said. “It’s only slightly worse than his aim with that hideous pistol of his. Did we find out her name? I couldn’t bear to look through her things, much less look at her.”

      Dash said he had. After closing the club, he returned to the WC and found her pink fringed purse lying at her feet. He opened it to find a red satin–lined interior filled with a round powder case, a tube of lipstick, a wad of dollar bills, an empty flask, and an identification card.

      “Rosalie Frazier,” he said. “Name doesn’t mean anything to me. Joe, have you heard her name before? Around the neighborhood?”

      Joe shook his head.

      Finn sighed. “Once again, your ignorance astounds me. You two seriously have no idea who the Fraziers are?”

      They earned yet another massive eye roll from the small man.

      “Athena preserve me. The Fra-ziers are the most famous family in Manhattan right now.”

      A pit opened up in Dash’s stomach. “Famous?”

      This was the last thing they
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