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Chapter I

	 

	Monday, May 4, 1931

	 

	“C


	an you come to my house right away? I need to talk to you about a story.” Over the telephone, George Mattison’s voice sounded tense and shaky. “It’s important.”

	“Sure,” Tom Nenning said. He was a newspaper reporter, and he considered George to be a long-time friend. George had been hinting at a story for several weeks, but hadn’t given many details. “What’s it about?” Considering Mattison’s position as a minor clerk at City Hall, Tom suspected it had something to do with the local government. In response, Tom had spent some time loitering outside the mayor’s office for the past few days and hadn’t picked up anything useful.

	“I’ll tell you—” He choked and cleared his throat, then finished the sentence hoarsely. “I’ll tell you when you get here.”

	“Sure. Fifteen minutes.” Tom hung up the telephone and headed from the kitchen into the living room.

	Rita, his sister, occupied the couch, with her nose in the inevitable mystery novel. She glanced up. “Going somewhere at this time of the night?”

	“Just to George’s house for a story.” Tom grabbed his jacket and hat and turned his back on her while putting them on, then stomped outside and shut the door. They hadn’t gotten along well for the past few weeks, mostly due to her choice of employer, despite his objections.

	The night breeze and brisk exercise tempered his mood. The wind felt cool and crisp, carrying the faint smell of the ocean. The moon shone as a giant milky splotch in the middle of the sky, but in a suburban neighborhood, the city lights blocked out most of the stars. George lived in a smaller house about six blocks away. There wasn’t much traffic. A car backfired, and he jolted.

	Tom crossed the moonlit yard, stepped over a small boy’s bike, and hopped up the steps onto the porch. The door was ajar.

	“George?” Tom knocked and pushed the door open wider. The entryway was dark, but a light shone from farther inside the house. He walked through the doorway and looked around. “Hey, Geo—”

	A man darted out of the darkness and slammed into him, ramming him back against the wall. The impact pounded the air out of him. The assailant wore dark clothing, and his face was lost in the shadows. He sprinted through the open door and disappeared across the lawn.

	Tom picked himself up, wheezed, and rubbed the back of his head. He stared through the doorway, but the marauder was nowhere to be seen. Still confused, he headed down the hall, in the direction of the light. “George? Where are you? What’s going on?”

	A groan came from somewhere ahead. Tom hurried into the kitchen. He didn’t see anyone at first, then noticed a pair of legs sticking out from behind the table.

	George lay on the floor, crumpled and shivering, holding his arms over his stomach. His face was twisted with pain, and his eyes looked cloudy. Blood trickled from the corner of his mouth.

	Tom dropped to his knees beside him and tried to look at the wound, but George wouldn’t move his arms away from the injury. “Who did this?”

	“I’m . . . sorry.” George gasped out the words and curled himself tighter. The front of his shirt was soaked red.

	“George, who was the man who ran out of here?” Tom took him by the shoulders and tried to hold his attention. “Where’s the phone? I’ll get an ambulance. Oh God, where’s Cathrine and the kids?”

	“Her mother’s house. Please don’t let anyone hurt them.” He closed his eyes. The shivering intensified and his breathing sounded more ragged.

	Footsteps pounded through the house. Tom stood and spun around.

	Two uniformed officers, guns drawn, charged into the room. “Hands up.”

	Tom’s hands went up automatically at the sight of their guns. He backed away, then pointed to the floor. “You’ve got to help George.”

	“We had a report of a shooting. What happened?”

	“I just got here and found him like that.” Tom started to step closer to George, but the officer motioned for him to stop.

	The other officer knelt beside George, looked at the wound, and took him by the shoulder. “Who shot you?”

	“Tom.” George sat up, relying on the officer’s help. He stared across the room and locked eyes with Tom, his expression showing fear and pleading. His breathing wheezed, but he gathered enough strength to finish his statement. “Tom Nenning shot me.”

	“What?” Tom almost jumped out of his skin. “I didn’t! George, why would you say that?”

	The nearest officer grabbed him by the arms and pulled him away. He looked at the blood on Tom’s hands. “Are you Tom Nenning?”

	“Yes, but I didn’t shoot him. We’ve been friends for years. He called me and asked me to come here, and I found him like that. George, tell them—”

	George’s shoulders sagged. The other officer lowered him back to the floor, stood, and shook his head. George wasn’t struggling to breathe anymore, and his arms went limp rather than clamping against his stomach.

	“George . . .” Tom’s breath caught. He couldn’t take his eyes off the body.

	“Alright, you . . .” The nearest officer grabbed him by the arm and held him while the other patted his pockets.

	Tom didn’t struggle. The whole situation felt like a distant nightmare. He’d only spoken to George on the telephone a few minutes ago, and now . . .

	The officer pulled a gun out of Tom’s jacket pocket, checked it, and smelled it. He exchanged a glance with his partner. “It’s been fired recently, one shot missing. Care to explain this?”

	“That’s not mine.” Tom’s stomach contracted, and the words stuck in his throat. “I’ve never seen that before. I don’t own a gun. It must have been the other man—”

	“What other man?” The officer’s eyes glared with cold suspicion.

	“When I got here, there was another man who ran out of the house. He shoved me against the wall. He must have put that in my pocket.”

	“Sure,” the officer huffed. He handcuffed Tom’s hands behind him and pushed him into one of the chairs by the table. The other officer went to the telephone and conversed with headquarters.

	They waited. The officers spoke to each other, enough for Tom to learn that one was Hanlon and the other was Brody. Brody watched Tom while Hanlon checked the rest of the house.

	Hanlon came back twenty minutes later. “No one else here.”

	Quiet footsteps echoed through the house. Detective Lieutenant Marx stepped into the kitchen.

	“Hardly need a detective for this one, Lieutenant,” Brody greeted. He motioned for Marx to come in and then pointed to George. “We caught the guy red-handed.”

	“Tom?” Marx stopped and glanced back and forth.

	“You know him?” Brody asked.

	“Sort of. What’s going on?”

	“I didn’t do it,” Tom blurted. He started to stand, but Brody pushed him back into the chair. “George called me on the telephone, and when I got here, I found him like that.”

	“He had the gun in his pocket,” Brody said. “And when we got here, that guy was still alive. With his dying breath, he swore that Tom Nenning killed him.”



	
Chapter II

	 

	“I


	’m listening,” Marx said, “but you have to give me something I can work with.” He leaned over Tom, who was handcuffed and sat at the opposite side of the interrogation room table. By now, it was almost midnight. “Any other detective would have filed the charges already. Why were you at George Mattison’s house?”

	“He called me and asked me to come. He sounded nervous, but said he wanted to tell me something for a story. I told you that already.”

	“What story?”

	“I don’t know. I figured it was something to do with City Hall, since that’s where he works. Worked.” Tom paused and rubbed his face on his sleeve. “He’s been dropping a few hints about something big for a week already, but wouldn’t give me any straight answers, and I didn’t have any luck trying to figure it out.”

	“What did he do at City Hall?”

	“A clerk or a secretary, something entry level. I’m not sure, exactly. He hadn’t been there very long.” Tom glanced up at him. His face was pale, and his lip twitched. “George was my friend. Joe, you know I’m not a killer.”

	Marx’s expression didn’t change. “No, I don’t know that. Less than two weeks ago, I saw you almost kill Lowan.”

	“What?” Tom’s head snapped back like he’d been slapped. “When did I do that?”

	“At the movie studio, when you pushed him down. He’s an old man, and you know he has broken ribs. The way he fell, he was hurting so bad that he couldn’t even see straight for the rest of the day. He could barely walk. After that, you expect me to believe you’d never hurt anyone?”

	Tom’s eyes went cold. His jaw clenched, and he turned away. “He’s a lot tougher than he looks.”

	“What’s going on between you two, anyway?”

	“That doesn’t have anything to do with this.”

	“You blame him for what happened to Allison?”

	“You forgot what happened.” Tom sneered slightly, giving Marx a sideways glance.

	“No.” Marx had struggled with slight memory loss for a few days after a house exploded, but recovered during a recent vacation. “Lowan helped me to remember.”

	Tom looked startled. He paused for a moment with his lips pressed together in a thin line. “There’s a lot more you don’t know about.”

	“I can call him. He might still help you—”

	“No.”

	“What do you expect me to do? You had the gun in your pocket, and the testimony of a dying man is nearly unbreakable evidence. When Captain Kramer shows up in the morning and finds out that I know your sister, he’s going to yank me off the case and give it to someone else who will file the charges faster than you can blink. First degree murder is a capital offense, Tom. No jury’s going to believe you didn’t do it.”

	“I didn’t . . .” His hands trembled.

	A knock on the door interrupted them. Marx went to answer. Malone, the technician, waited for him in the hallway with a stack of files.

	“What have you got?” Marx stepped into the hall and pulled the door shut.

	“The gun was the murder weapon. There weren’t any fingerprints on it.” Malone handed the papers to Marx. He was always cold and brief, so waking him in the middle of the night to come in for this didn’t make him appear more unfriendly than usual. “The diphenylamine test was positive.”

	“That means . . .”

	“Mr. Nenning had gunshot residue on his hands.”

	“What? I mean, are you sure?”

	“It’s a simple test,” Malone snapped. “You think I screwed it up?”

	“No.” Marx took a breath. “Is the test accurate? Is there any other reason why it might show up positive, even if he didn’t fire a gun?”

	“I wouldn’t put much faith in a diphenylamine test.” Malone shrugged. “Anything with nitrates or nitrites can cause a positive result. Fertilizer, for example. Ask him if he’s done any gardening lately.”

	Marx took the papers and flipped through them. “Thanks.” He stepped back into the interrogation room and dropped the files onto the table.

	Tom scowled up at him. “What’s that?”

	“The police technician says you have gunshot residue on your hands.”

	“He’s lying!” Tom jumped out of his chair so quickly that it fell over behind him. “I never touched the gun.”

	“Sit down,” Marx ordered.

	“I never fired a gun in my life.”

	“Sit.”

	Tom grumbled, but reached down, turned the chair up right, and sank back into it. He put his face in his hands.

	“The technician also said anything with nitrates can make a false positive. Have you done any gardening recently?”

	“Yeah.” He sounded deflated. “This afternoon. My mom put me to work in the garden because she hurt her back and can’t bend down. You can ask her about that.”

	“I will.”

	“Why would George lie at a time like that? Why would he say I did it, when I didn’t?” He pressed his face against his arm and sighed.

	“Could he have been mistaken?” Marx asked.

	“No.” Tom’s voice stayed flat. “I’d try to find out what story he wanted to tell me about, if you let me out of here.”

	“I can’t do that.”

	“What happens now?”

	“You’ll go back to a cell. I’ll do what I can to check your story. And if I get pulled off the case, I’ll try to have it transferred to Sergeant O’Conner, not Sanducci.” Marx stood and picked up the files. The way Sanducci botched his last homicide case made him sick. If Marx hadn’t been able to straighten out the mess, an innocent man would have been framed. Sanducci’s purposeless raid on the homeless encampment had been nothing short of brutal.

	Marx stepped into the hallway and called for a guard to take charge of Tom. At midnight, the station seemed strangely quiet. His footsteps echoed through empty corridors. He returned to his own office, organized the files and added his own notes, then reached for the telephone and dialed Lowan’s home number.

	It rang more than ten times before anyone answered. “This is Lowan.”

	“Sorry to call you at this time of the night, but I’ve got Tom down here. I thought you’d want to know.”

	“What?” His voice sounded hoarse and sleepy. “Why?”

	“I’ll put off filing the charges as long as I can, but it’s murder. And with the evidence against him . . . I don’t see any way out of this.”


Chapter III

	 

	A


	 sleepy taxi driver dropped Lowan off in front of police headquarters. The moon had set, but large lamp globes flanking the steps glowed brightly. He hurried up the stairs and inside. The strain made his ribs ache slightly.

	Inside, Sergeant Flannigan looked up from the desk. He started to say something, but turned at the sound of footsteps. 

	Marx strode into the lobby and motioned for Lowan to follow. “Thanks for coming.” He brought Lowan to the hallway near the interrogation rooms. “Wait here. I’ll go get him.”

	Lowan waited. Footsteps clattered closer. Minutes later, Marx returned. A guard led Tom, in handcuffs, by the arm.

	Tom glanced up and balked. “Oh, no. I’m not talking to him.” He stood with his shoulders squared and his feet firmly planted. When the guard tried pulling on his arm, he wouldn’t budge.

	Marx stepped in and spoke to him, keeping his voice low and his tone reasonable. Tom moved aside to peer past him. When Lowan began to approach, Tom practically threw himself backwards.

	“Thomas,” Lowan scolded. One strong word from him made Tom stop struggling. 

	Instead, Tom stood still and shivered. “Stay away from me. I don’t want to talk to you.”

	“Did you kill that man?” Lowan focused on Tom’s reaction, ignoring his resistance and trying to pinpoint the truth.

	“No, I didn’t. And I don’t know why he said I did.” The shivering faded, but Tom refused to look in Lowan’s direction. He was telling the truth.

	“In that case, I will help you, whether or not you choose to accept my help.” Lowan turned away. Tom’s highly emotional state made even a brief amount of telepathic contact difficult. He hadn’t seen any clear picture of the murder, but felt Tom’s confusion and anger at the accusation.

	Marx instructed the guard to take Tom away, then hurried to catch up with Lowan. They headed for his office. “What’s his problem with you, anyway?”

	“It is a complex misunderstanding.” Lowan waited for Marx to open the door. “He believes that his attitude is reasonable and justified.”

	“I don’t want to believe that he killed George Mattison, but all the evidence says he did.” Marx pushed the door open, snapped on the light, and went inside. The office, formerly a closet, was narrow, windowless, and claustrophobic. “The worst part is, George Mattison himself accused Tom, just before he died. Why would a dying man lie? They don’t usually do that, and it’s impossible to cross-examine a dead man, so in a courtroom, that’s practically the strongest evidence you can get.”

	“It is a problem.” Lowan sighed and settled into the straight-backed chair beside the desk.

	Marx fidgeted with his papers. “Tom had the murder weapon in his pocket. He said a man ran out of the house and bumped into him, and must have put it on him then. That could be true, but
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