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Chapter I

	 

	Friday, May 8, 1931

	 

	“J


	ust go without me.” Loretta Wagner rubbed her forehead. The clattering presses were finally quiet, but the smell of ink remained. It would cling to their clothing long after they’d gone home. “I’ve got a headache.”

	“I hate going alone.” Marilyn Chambers slipped into her jacket and grabbed her purse. She and Loretta went to the movies on Friday evenings, after they finished their shift at Pratt Printing. For Marilyn, it was the one high point of the week, the only thing she looked forward to. “There’s always next week.”

	“Sure.” They walked down the block together. Downtown, traffic streamed past. Loretta stood with her shoulders hunched and her head bowed. They waited for the bus. 

	A man loitered across the street from them. The creeping feeling of being watched set Marilyn’s nerves on edge. The bus stopped, blocking him from view. Marilyn helped Loretta up the stairs. They paid their fare and settled into an empty seat. Loretta took the side by the window and leaned against it.

	A man clattered up the steps, breathing like he’d been running. He went through his pockets until he found money for the fare, then stepped down the aisle. Somewhat tall, but lanky rather than heavyset, with rumpled clothing, a battered dark gray fedora, and a shifty face. He pointedly avoided looking at Marilyn, stepped past, and took the seat directly behind them.

	The back of Marilyn’s neck prickled. She turned around to stare. He hardly looked over thirty, but his face was pockmarked. Thick stubble covered his chin. He grinned. It wasn’t reassuring.

	Loretta’s stop was next, a block away from a cozy apartment building on the west side. Marilyn helped her as far as the steps, then chose a different seat near the driver. The bus bounced away from the curb and twisted through the city. Evening light glared red. Shadows crept across the road. Headlights and streetlights switched on. 

	Marilyn lived in a suburban neighborhood, and nearly half an hour passed before they reached it. The bus didn’t take a direct route. She sat with her purse on her lap, glancing back at the shifty-faced man. When she caught him staring, he looked away quickly.

	She waited until the last moment to signal for her stop. The bus screeched and bounced. The driver gave her a dirty look. She climbed down the stairs. 

	Her house was a block away. She set off at a quick pace. Her footsteps echoed. She clutched her purse, held her breath, and tried not to look back. It was only mid-spring, and in the evening, the temperature fell into the low forties. Exertion quickened her breathing, and the air chilled her lungs.

	She couldn’t resist a look. The same man from the bus followed a block behind her with easy strides. Her heart skipped, and her mouth went dry. She broke into a jog. Long shadows covered the sidewalk. The trees took on a darker aspect, the branches rustling overhead. She turned toward her house and sprinted across the sidewalk, feeling hopelessly clumsy in dress shoes while she reached into her purse and rummaged for her keys. 

	High blood pressure made her dizzy, and her eyes welled up with tears. Her fingers grasped metal. She pulled the keyring out and fumbled with it until she had the correct key pointed in the right direction. Gasping for air, she pushed her way into the house, slammed the door, and leaned against it.

	The grandfather clock in the front hallway ticked. Shaking, she choked back sobs, dropped her purse on the little table by the closet, and slipped out of her jacket. Her breathing slowed to normal, but the knots in her stomach didn’t relax.

	Heavy footsteps thudded down the hall. Grant stepped into the doorway, the light shining behind him. “Why are you home so early? You were supposed to go to the movies tonight.” 

	His jaw set, and his tone accused. He inspected her coldly, his eyes darting over her purse and jacket before settling on her.

	“I . . .” She swallowed hard, trapped between the stranger outside and the one she had married. If she complained of being followed, he wouldn’t believe her, and he certainly wouldn’t show any sympathy. He’d only brush off her fears, mock her, and call her silly and paranoid. “Loretta wasn’t feeling well, so we canceled. I came straight home, instead.”

	“Huh.” He grunted and gave her a disbelieving glare, holding eye contact until she shrank back and looked away. “You’d better not be keeping secrets from me, Marilyn.”

	“Grant, please . . .” Her stomach contracted and her face felt hot. She held her breath. “Why does everything have to turn into an argument?”

	“These days, you never know who you can trust.” He muttered and turned away, heading for his office.

	Marilyn wiped her eyes and crept past, heading for the bedroom. Grant’s voice echoed; his side of a telephone conversation, harsh and mumbled. Working quickly, she pulled a valise from under the bed and packed a few things into it, putting little thought into the selection. 

	Most importantly, she took a roll of money from the bottom of her jewelry box, and a few pairs of earrings she wouldn’t mind parting with if she needed more cash. Grant had money, but barely gave her any allowance. Her job wasn’t just an excuse to get out of the house; it also provided a small measure of financial freedom.

	Who was keeping secrets from whom? Shortly after they’d married, while simply putting the laundry away, she’d found a woman’s diamond necklace hidden among his socks. At first, she’d assumed he’d meant it as a surprise gift for her. Nothing had prepared her for his rage.

	He’d bought it cheap to sell it for a profit, he’d said. And she was never to snoop or pry among his things.

	Even after six months, the argument left her trembling. She’d thought he was a stock trader. That didn’t explain his irregular absences, his business calls outside of banking hours, or the gun she’d once caught him cleaning.

	Blind from tears and unsure what her bag contained, she couldn’t waste any more time packing. She tiptoed to the front door, slipped back into her jacket, stuffed her purse into her valise, and pulled the door open a crack to peer outside.

	She didn’t see the man who had followed her earlier, but an unfamiliar cream-colored Cadillac was parked across the street. The man in the driver’s seat wore a white Stetson. It almost struck her as funny. She’d never seen one outside of cowboy films.

	Cautiously, Marilyn stepped onto the sidewalk. The lanky man wasn’t in sight, but he could be hiding in any of the shadows or behind the trees. Her ears buzzed with nervous tension and tears still blurred her vision. She set off at a brisk pace. There wouldn’t be any more buses tonight, but a direct route toward the city center was far shorter than a circuitous bus ride. Within fifteen minutes, she expected to reach an area urban enough to find a taxi.

	Every moving shadow startled her. She took quick steps and counted the number of blocks. Something moved behind her, but glancing back, she saw only the empty street. A Cadillac turned the corner ahead, catching her in the blinding glare of headlights.

	The driver wore a white hat.

	Inescapable panic sent her forward at a jog, but she couldn’t maintain the pace for more than half a block. Running in these shoes risked turning her ankle. The car passed and turned. She slowed to a walk and glanced around, finding herself alone.

	The lights seemed brighter ahead. She passed a few shops, closed for the evening, but she knew of others ahead with later hours. Within another three or four blocks, she expected to be far enough into the city to find either a payphone or a roaming taxi. After that, she didn’t know where she would go. Maybe to Loretta’s, although she hated to bring a friend into this kind of trouble.

	She stopped at a street corner and glanced both ways. Footsteps resumed behind her. Breathless again, she spun around. The lanky man skidded to a stop, guilty recognition on his face. 

	With a sharp yelp, she dashed into the street. The cream Cadillac roared around the corner. She froze in the headlights. Tires squealed. The car skidded to a stop beside her, and the driver flung the door open. He lunged out and grabbed her valise. Obstinately, she clung to the handle, digging her heels against the pavement while he dragged her off balance.

	“Give me the bag!” The cowboy’s voice drawled.

	He struck her in the face, but she held on. She couldn’t let go of her life savings, her only chance at freedom, everything she had. Her fingers slipped. While toppling forward, an odd thought formed. The bad guys were supposed to wear black hats. Not white. That’s how it was in all the movies.

	The cowboy abruptly reeled back and swore, releasing the bag. She landed on her knees beside the car, grabbed the bag, and darted away. The lanky man grappled with the cowboy and aimed a punch, but instead took one in the face. It landed with a solid thud, and she was close enough to hear the resulting grunt.

	Clinging to her valise, she sprinted. A taxi stopped at an intersection. She threw herself into the back seat and slammed the door, panting.

	The driver turned around. “You in that big of a hurry?”

	“A . . . hotel.” She tried to catch her breath. Her knees stung from falling on them, and her fingers froze to the bag’s handle. She shook too badly to pry her hands loose.

	“Any hotel in particular?”

	Marilyn looked through the rear window. When the cowboy knocked down the lanky man, he sprang up again and aimed a gun. The cowboy put his hands up and backed toward his car. She sank down in her seat, sliding below the level of the window and hoping to make herself invisible. “Take me someplace where nobody will ever find me.”


Chapter II

	 

	S


	aturday morning, Marilyn slipped into the telephone booth in the corner of the lobby, clutching her purse. Her knees still ached from falling. The sign above the desk labeled the hotel as The Majestic, but the décor proclaimed that as a bold-faced lie. The damp air smelled like cheap cigarettes and old socks, plaster chipped off the walls in flakes, and the wrinkled carpet hadn’t been cleaned since the turn of the century. She almost resented the cab driver for bringing her here, but it fit her requirements. This was the last place anyone would look.

	Marilyn winced at her reflection in the dingy glass. She couldn’t do much to fix either her hair or her makeup. In her hurry to leave, she’d packed three blouses and one skirt that didn’t match any of them, nine pairs of underwear, no stockings, toothpaste but no toothbrush, and no comb. At least she carried lipstick in her purse.

	While flipping through the musty telephone directory, she sneezed. Several pages had been torn out, and others were heavily marked. Her fingers fumbled with separating the pages. She needed to find someone to help her. Not sure what she would say, she turned to the business directory and searched for detectives.

	Lowan had a full-page advertisement that specified a fee of one hundred dollars a day, and that he didn’t accept divorce cases. For a price like that, he must be the best, and divorce was secondary to her other problems. Selling her earrings would cover the fee for a few days. She dropped a nickel in the slot and dialed. It rang with no answer. No weekend hours were listed in the advertisement. She searched for a home number, but it must have appeared on one of the missing pages.

	Desperate, she flipped back to the business directory and tried the next two detectives. Fritz Gallop and Marvin Kane. Gallop’s phone rang endlessly, and Kane’s had been disconnected. She slammed the receiver back on the hook. The cramped surroundings heightened her anxiety. She stepped out of the phone booth and tripped on the wrinkled carpet. Only half of the overhead lights worked. The proprietor, a beefy, red-faced man, glared at her from behind the desk. He rattled his newspaper and turned the page.

	Self-conscious about her appearance, she slipped back to her room, threw her things into her bag, and returned her key at the desk.

	“Leaving so soon?” The proprietor set the newspaper aside, crunching it loudly. His bald head glinted in the dim light. He reached for the key and snatched it from her hand.

	She flinched and sprinted across the room, gripping her bag. Outside, the air felt cold despite the bright sunlight. The proprietor must have thought she was an idiot. Now, the reaction embarrassed her. She squared her shoulders and strode down the sidewalk. A few cars passed, but no taxi.

	Lowan’s name haunted her. She’d seen it before. Somewhere. A strange name like that was hard to forget, and it made her think of lions. Imagining a lion working for her made her feel safer. A big, powerful lion who could roar at all her problems and make them go away.

	Footsteps echoed behind her. Marilyn stopped and held her breath. The steps behind her also stopped. She gripped her bag and broke into a sweat. Her heart thudded. As long as she remained still, so did her pursuer. 

	She leapt forward and dashed to the busy corner ahead, waving for a taxi. A quick glance back showed the same lanky man in the rumpled jacket, his dark gray hat pulled down to shade his face. He skidded to a stop and turned around as if he was looking for an address. He wasn’t more than half a block away from her. Practically within reach.

	A taxi finally stopped at the curb. She slid into the back seat and slammed the door. 

	“Where to?” The cabby leaned around to look at her. He was a big man with a scarred face, and his smile showed a gold tooth. His cap was tilted at a rakish angle. 

	“Drive. Now!” Her heart thudded, and she couldn’t catch her breath. She hoped she could trust him.

	He smirked, but stepped on the gas.

	“Pratt Printing and Engraving, a print shop downtown.” Marilyn shrank back into the corner and gave the address. She remembered where she’d seen
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