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Chapter 1 
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Florida weather: seven months of summer and five months of hell. August is one of the hell months. The thermometer hasn’t dipped below eighty degrees for weeks and the humidity is suffocating. Huge anvil clouds gather offshore, and Edith’s keeping a close eye on them as she drives her 1931 Ford truck she’s recently bought back from Miami. 

Everybody thinks Florida is the Sunshine State, but nobody ever talks about the daily rainstorms in the summer. They’re not gentle, but torrents of water pouring from the heavens and then, poof, they’re over, leaving everything pounded and drenched. It should feel cooler after the rain, but it doesn’t. The temperature drops but the humidity rises. August in Florida: hell month.

Edith wipes the back of her neck with a small, lace-trimmed hankie. It comes away black. Dust from the open truck windows billows in; if she rolls them up the heat is worse. A puddle of sweat; mix in the dust and she feels like she’s baked in mud.

She fiddles with the dial on the radio. New-fangled thing. The first two stations crackle, and she tries to find another that will come in better.


“The economy continues to deteriorate with President Hoover in his re-election speech claiming his anti-Depression measures are preventing the total collapse of the economy. President Hoover warns that Roosevelt's New Deal would support an activist federal government whose centralized and coercive powers will endanger traditional notions of individual liberty. 

“In other news, there are no new leads in the tragic Lindbergh kidnapping. 

“Now to sports. Babe Didrikson has won another medal at the Summer Olympic Games in Los Angeles. Joe Williams, sportswriter for the New York Telegram, said in his column today that ‘It would be much better if she and her ilk stayed at home, got themselves prettied up, and waited for the phone to ring’.”


Edith scowls and turns off the radio. Better silence than listen to that. What a day. Busy but productive. If God put me on this earth to accomplish a certain number of things, I’m so far behind I don’t  need to worry about dying anytime soon.

She pulls into the parking area at the top of the hill and looks at the building below. Major construction has just finished on the exterior. Sawhorses and scrap lumber still litter the ground. Only six months ago, the site was a burned-out scar of hopes and dreams. Hard work and grit had cleared the burned carcass of Gator Joe’s and raised a magnificent new vision, Mickey’s Goodtimes Saloon. Hard work, grit, and Edith’s healthy bank balance. Thank goodness the house in Philly sold.

Earlier this morning, at a salon in Miami, she’s had her chestnut hair styled in a fashionable Marcel wave. Businesswoman extraordinaire, she’s every bit the looker; her curves have gotten more than one fella in trouble with his dame. When she sees what she’s been able to pull off, she gets tingly. I did this. Me. You take one look at it and think success. Although, today, that euphoric feeling is tempered by damp sweat.

I hope Darwin got the bathroom finished. I could really use a long, hot soak in that big tub.

Edith walks from the carpark, passes the large canvas tent used as a temporary kitchen, and crosses Goodtimes’ broad veranda. She’s still not used to the brass hurricane lanterns, installed yesterday, that flank the ornate wood-paneled front door. There are so many changes from Gator Joe’s rustic charm.  Goodtimes is all about class, from the top of its Spanish-tiled roof to the sweep of the wraparound veranda and second story balcony. More than she ever did at Gator’s, Edith feels like she’s coming home when she sees Goodtimes. And if it’s this perfect now, imagine what it will be like when all the work is done. 

She steps into the barroom, the first area completed. It’s a cavernous space. New tables and chairs, some still wrapped in burlap, are pushed against the wall. No second-hand furnishings here; this furniture is the best that money can buy. She heads to the bar where a bottle of champagne cools in a bucket of icy water.

Leroy, a small, barefoot boy of eleven, barrels across the room, wrapping himself around her. She looks over his head to a pair of somber men who are sitting at one of the tables covered with plates and food.

Edith peels off his arms so she can pour herself a glass of bubbles. “How did you know?” she asks them, waving the bottle.

“Know what?” Leroy asks.

“About the new refrigerator. It’s up in the truck. Isn’t that what we’re celebrating?”

“The champagne’s for you on account of my birthday. Darwin went out to Rum Row and got it special as a surprise,” Leroy says, beaming up at Edith.

Edith’s heart sinks. Leroy’s birthday? Darn, I was sure that was next week. I could have brought him something back from Miami.

Darwin shrugs. “It’s sort of an unofficial christening of the barroom. Leroy’s birthday is our first official event in it.”

“That’s right. It’s your birthday,” she says brightly, hoping to disguise her gaffe. 

Leroy tugs her toward the table where the others are waiting. “Hang on a sec, Leroy. I have something for you.” Edith goes back to the counter and pulls out her wallet. “I seem to have misplaced your card.” She hands him a dollar. 

“Wow, this is great, Miz Edith. Thanks a bunch. I don’t need a card. I can buy a whole bunch of comicbooks with it.”

Edith’s smile is triumphant as she looks over at Darwin. “Or maybe a baseball glove. You can spend it on whatever you want.”

Leroy grabs hold of her hand again, dragging her to the table. “Lucky made me a cake and put my name on it in the icing. See?”

The remains of a cake sits in the center of the table.

“That’s swell, Leroy.” Edith puts the champagne bottle on the table in front of her and takes another gulp from her glass. I’ll get him something next time. “You’ll love the new refrigerator, Lucky. It’s the biggest one I could find,” she says to the small, middle-aged Asian man who’s sitting quietly.

Lucky nods, but doesn’t meet her eyes.

“We saved the best piece for you. It’s the one that has an ‘L’ on it. For Leroy,” the boy says, sliding a big slice of cake over to her.

Edith pushes the cake to one side. “And I got the best deal. The fella in the store was going to charge me full price, but I talked him down. With a bit of charm and fluttering eyelashes, I picked up a sweetheart deal. I’ve still got what it takes.” She winks at Darwin. He’s a well-muscled fellow whose battered Panama hat—with ‘gator teeth hatband—hands on the chair behind him. 

Darwin frowns. “Where were you? You were supposed to be home hours ago.”

Edith can feel the disapproval radiating off him. 

“Oh, sorry about that. I wanted to get my hair done.” She pats at her hair. “Whaddya think?”

Stony silence meets her excuse. Leroy stares at the floor. Edith shrugs and pours herself more champagne. “And then I met up with Mae Capone for lunch, and you know how that is. Girl talk over martinis. I lost track of time.” She toasts them with her glass. “Although, if I’d known we were having champagne, I would have hurried home.”

Leroy slumps into his chair, his head low.

Edith glances at him, the smallest twinge of guilt flickering behind her hazel eyes, and then turns to Darwin. “I also stopped by the lumberyard and ordered—”

“It is Leroy’s birthday, Edith” Darwin says, still frowning. The words echo in the silence of the room.

“I said I was sorry.”

Darwin shakes his head. “No you didn’t.”

“Well, maybe I didn’t say it out loud, but that’s what I meant. Give me a break, here. I’m working hard for this family. I think you all should appreciate that more.”

“It’s Leroy’s birthday,” Darwin says. “He’s eleven.”

“That’s okay, Darwin. I don’t mind. Not much, anyway.” Leroy straightens from his slump. “The cake is real good, Lucky.”

Edith shares a look with Darwin and turns to Leroy. “I’m sorry, sweetie. I really am. You deserve a wonderful gift, a huge celebration, and the truth. I’ve been so caught up in work that I truly thought your birthday was next week. How about I make it up to you, and we go into Coconut Grove and buy a radio to replace the one lost in the fire?”

Leroy bounces, his eyes shining. “That would be great. The Shadow is on tomorrow night.”

“Hold your horses. I can’t do it that quick. I’ve got too much paperwork on my desk. Tomorrow won’t work, but we could try the day after that.”

“But The Shadow is on tomorrow,” Leroy says, pouting.

“Don’t be difficult, Leroy. You’ve missed so many episodes, one more won’t hurt. When we get the kitchen finished, we can put the radio in there.”

“In the kitchen? You said it was going to be my birthday present. That means it’s just for me.”

“I don’t need radio, Miz Edith. Let Leroy keep. He can listen to his stories in room,” Lucky says, nodding and smiling at Leroy.

“And baseball games.” Leroy looks at Edith, a hopeful smile on his face.

Outside, the thunder rumbles. 

“Don’t be selfish, Leroy. Everyone should be able to enjoy it. Not just you. Now, let’s get that refrigerator unloaded before the rain comes. We can plug it into the generator and put it in the kitchen tent until the real kitchen is ready.” 

They’re all getting too soft. Someone has to be the boss. Someone has to rule the roost. Leroy doesn’t need to be spoiled. Cassie would agree. And he’s got way more than he had when he was in the ‘Glades. Edith rises, tosses back her curls, and heads outside. Three pairs of eyes follow her: one set confused, another angry, and the final pair resigned. Her plate of cake with the ‘L’ on it is left untouched.
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Everything in the sea seems to wash up on shore sooner or later. One of Leroy’s chores at Goodtimes is to keep the beach clean; a storm like the one last night delivers all kinds of wreckage. He drifts from bright, shiny objects to things squishy and disgusting. Among the treasures, he picks up broken palm leaves and other storm debris.

Included in the dregs and dross on the beach are a few bottles of liquor. It’s a common practice among rum runners on Biscayne Bay to dump contraband booze overboard when being pursued, a hasty ditching of the evidence. Swallowing the bottles, the rolling sea rewards beachcombers. Leroy carefully examines the bottles to make sure they hold liquor, not seawater, and then stacks them to the side.

“Leroy?” Edith is on the veranda, shouting down the path that leads to the beach. 

Leroy waves. “Here, Miz Edith. Trying to clean up the mess the storm left behind.”

“Lunch in half an hour. Lucky’s got some of your opossum stew on the go.”

Even with the steady sounds of hammer and saw, and the bustle of activity around the construction site, the past six months have almost seemed like a holiday for Leroy. There are no tables to clear, no crates of beer and empties to haul back and forth from the shed. He gets to spend sunny days out on the water fishing with Darwin, and cloudy days exploring the thickets, creeks, and swamps around Goodtimes, slingshot in his back pocket. On stormy days he curls up with a good book. It’s a swell life for a boy like Leroy. Except for the chore of cleaning up the beach, his days are his own.

Leroy picks his way through the storm’s deliveries, then turns to the hum of a motor out on the water. It’s a small dory, the type of tender the bigger ships use to come into shore. Cleo Lythgoe has her hand on the tiller and the other is signaling. Leroy runs onto the dock to help tie up the little boat.

“Hiya, Miz Cleo, some storm last night. What was it like out on the water? Were you scared? It would scare me. Yesterday was my birthday. We had a cake with my name on it. But it’s all gone.” 

“Hiya, yourself, lad. Yes, I was aboard the Arethusa and the weather was ‘a mite dirty’ as the sailors say. Is Miss Edith at home? I have her order and thought I’d bring it by.”

He begins to take the hams of liquor—six bottles padded then stacked in a pyramid and wrapped in burlap resemble the shape of a ham—from the tall, muscular, nut-brown woman.  He sets them on the dock.

“She’s getting lunch ready. Well, Lucky is. I caught an opossum yesterday and we’re having stew today. Can you stay for lunch? Lucky makes great opossum stew.”

“I don’t think I’ve sampled opossum. It’s not something you find on the menu in London’s cafes.” Leroy piles the hams on the dock, then they gather them and trudge up the path from the dock to the building.

Turtles, sunning themselves on fallen logs, crane their long necks to look at the invaders to their private beach. Leroy points out a poisonous copperhead snake whose body is as big as a man’s thigh. Cleo gasps and steps back, not taking her eyes off it until the snake moves with lethargic ease deeper into the Everglades.

The screen door on the veranda bangs open and Edith steps out. “Cleo, welcome. Did you bring me my Gordon’s? I haven’t been able to make a martini in weeks.”

“Hello, ducks. Yes, I’ve got the gin. Although, from the looks of this place, you’ll be placing orders for the barroom soon. You’ve been busy since I was here last.”

“We’re almost ready to open. Working around the mess. I’ll give you the grand tour.” Edith looks over her shoulder. “Darwin, Cleo’s here. Can you help with the hams?”

Darwin appears from inside Goodtimes and relieves Cleo of the bundles, leaving Leroy to manage his own. “Good to see you, Cleo.” 

Goodtimes, an impressive two-story built in French Colonial style, has a wraparound veranda, and a balcony off the second floor. The main entrance is a Palladian doorway. The ornate screen door is flanked on either side by long, narrow windows, and the entire unit is capped by a graceful curved window. A dozen floor to ceiling arched glass doors with heavy storm shutters open onto the veranda. Lacy, wrought iron columns along the front support the balcony on the second floor. The balcony and the second-floor French doors have magnificent views of the water. A pastel shade of tangerine covers the walls and  dark green shutters, pillars, and trim give Goodtimes a luxurious tropical air.

Cleo admires the new wicker tables and chairs along the veranda, the potted palms in large jardinières, a pair of brass lanterns on either side of the front door. 

“It’s looking good, Edith. You’ve done an incredible job. It’s a miracle to see how quickly you’ve managed to rebuild.”

Edith rolls her eyes. “Miracle is only half the story. A bit of divine intervention with the weather helped some, but the rest was a liberal application of cold, hard cash to Miami’s contractors.”

Cleo chuckles. “How’d you do through last night’s storm?”

“Closed the shutters and pushed everything not nailed down against the wall. Goodtimes came through with flying colors.”

“I see you already got a name for it. Not calling it Gator Joe’s like the old place?”

“That was then, this is now. Its full name is Mickey’s Goodtimes Saloon, after my late husband. I think he would have gotten a kick out of that. I told you he was King of the Bootleggers back in Philadelphia, didn’t I?”

Cleo laughs. “The name Goodtimes? That might be a bit gregarious for such a gracious building, but you know your market. Gator’s was a blind-tiger. This looks like a mansion you’d find in the French Quarter in New Orleans, although the color reminds me more of the Bahamas.”

Edith beams. “I wanted something more top-shelf than before. You’ll remember there wasn’t much left standing after the fire. I didn’t want to build my dreams on cold ashes, so we knocked down what was left and started again.”

“I can’t believe you’ve been living in the barn all these months. It must seem like heaven to have moved into the big house.”

“Oh, it was. Having privacy again. Fortunately, we’d fixed up the barn for Leroy and the weekend bands, sort of like a bunkhouse, before the fire. But having Lucky, Leroy, and I all under one roof meant for close-quarters. Especially when it rained, which it does a lot in the summer.”

“So I’ve noticed. These storms are never fun at sea.”

“How did you make out last night? Was it rough out there?”

“The Arethusa has a great crew, so we were fine. Like babes being rocked in their mothers’ arms,” Cleo says. “Even if some of the rocking arms were a bit more muscular than a mother’s.” A small giggle escapes.

One of Edith’s eyebrow climbs. “Really? Do tell.”

Cleo, with a small smile, blushes. “Too soon to say, but a girl can hope. ‘Cupid is a knavish lad, thus to make females mad.’ ”

Edith adopts a mock scowl. “Oh, you Brits and your Shakespeare. Give me a good Hemingway any day.”

Laughing, Cleo takes another look at the front of Goodtimes. “What improvements did you make to the original design? The building itself looks so much bigger.”

“I wanted to build it not just for the business we have now—the blind-tiger and maybe some gambling, but for what will come after Prohibition. Florida will be a tourist mecca and I want to be part of that wave.”

Cleo chuckles. “Atta girl. Always thinking one step ahead.”

Edith links arms with Cleo. “Come and let me show you what the magic of money can do.”
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Arm in arm, Edith and Cleo tour the new Goodtimes. They start at the back in the kitchen, still under construction.

“As you see, there’s still lots of work to do back here. Lucky’s working out of a tent right now. The priority has been to get the barroom open and start bringing in money. Then the next priority had to be the living space upstairs. Like I said before, close quarters. I was reaching the end of my rope living cheek and jowl with Lucky and Leroy in the barn.”

“Darwin’s still sleeping on the boat?”

“Oh yes. It’ll take a better woman than me to coax him onto land.”

“I always thought there might be something between you two.”

“Darwin? And me?” A loud guffaw erupts. “Don’t be ridiculous, doll. Darwin’s—well, just Darwin. I was married to Mickey Duffy. I’m looking for another king, not Darwin.”

“He’s a nice man, Edith. And reliable. You could do worse.”

“Now I know you’ve got it bad. This new romance of yours has your head in the clouds and has given you a compulsion to match-make. I would rather be alone than with a ‘you could do worse’ fella. Really, Cleo.”

Cleo shrugs. “I’ve been rethinking the alone part. I don’t know whether I want to grow old alone.”

Edith softens and holds Cleo’s hands in hers. “You’ll not need to worry about that, Cleo. I’m sure this new fella will work out. You’re one exceptional gal and he’d be stupid not to see that.” She squeezes again, then clears her throat. “Now, if you want to talk about my future, let me tell you about the plans I’ve got for a real restaurant kitchen.”

They move down the hallway, past the stairs to the second floor, and back into the barroom where Leroy has unwrapped the gin and is setting up the bottles on the counter behind the bar.

“It’ll give us more opportunities to expand the menu and add a full supper service. I picked up a huge, new refrigerator yesterday so I can offer you a cold drink.”

Cleo chuckles. “That sounds lovely. Does Lucky have any lemonade?”

“Always. Leroy, can you run and fetch us a pitcher and some glasses? Miss Cleo and I are parched and would like some lemonade.”

“Sure thing, Miz Edith,” he says. He dashes off toward the rear of the building, shoots out the door, letting it slam behind him. 

Cleo chuckles. “So much energy.”

“I know. It’s hard to keep up with him. You have your mystery man, I have Leroy. I never thought I’d be responsible for an eleven-year-old bundle of mischief.”

“Boys can be a handful. Or so I’ve been told. Sadly, I’ve never had one of my own.”

“Beware what you wish for. Leroy’s always talking, full of questions. He never does what he’s told without kicking up a ruckus. And his appetite, Cleo—like a horse.”

“Sounds like you have it as bad as I do. You’re crazy about the kid, aren’t you?”

Edith chuckles. “That obvious, eh? He saved my life in more ways than one.” She sighs, gives her head a small shake. “Back to the tour. As you can see, the barroom is on the main floor just like before, only we added indoor plumbing so customers didn’t have to go outside. I added an office behind the bar so I can keep an eye on things without being on the floor.” Edith points to a door with frosted glass behind the bar. 

“And over there is a private party room that will eventually be where we put the slots. Right now it’s unfinished.” She gestures to another frosted glass door on the far side of the barroom.

“Oh, this is gorgeous,” Cleo says, running her hand along the paneling on the front of the bar. 

“It’s pecky cypress. I commissioned it before we’d even started construction on the main building. I wanted something that would really set the tone for the place.”

“I love these holes in the grain in the wood. It looks like it’s built from a giant sponge.”

“Thank you. They finished it last week. Darwin’s been able to take out the Marianne and do a bit of rum running during the construction. That, and some extra money from Philly, has given us the cash to make Goodtimes really special.”

“You can easily see that, Edith. It’s fantastic, and a huge change from Gator Joe’s.”

“The biggest improvement since the last time you were here is upstairs. I have a nice little suite with a bedroom and sitting room. It’s like a little treasure box up there. Wait ‘til you see it. And, as a special luxury, I had them put in a real bathroom off the bedroom, just for me. It has a big, claw-foot tub. Darwin finished the plumbing on it yesterday. There’s a small guest room up there too, if you’re ever tempted to stay over.”

“No more trips to the outhouse,” Cleo laughs.

Leroy comes back through the barroom carrying a tray with glasses and a sweating pitcher. “I have my own room, too. Next to the kitchen. Lucky’s in the room beside mine. I don’t have to sleep in the barn anymore. Wanna see?”

While Edith pours, Cleo gives Leroy’s head a pat. “You bet, champ. But let me chat with Miss Edith a bit, first.” She takes a glass of lemonade off the tray and has a long drink. “Delicious.” Cleo nods to Edith’s waist. “I see you’re still wearing your sidearm.”

Edith gives a grim laugh. “It’s come in handy a couple of times to shoot at snakes, the slithering kind and the two-legged kind.”

Cleo takes in the circles under Edith’s eyes and the rumpled, less-than-fresh housedress that looks like it’s been slept in. “It’s been ages, Edith. How are you?”

Edith shrugs and moves away from the lemonade, putting a few gin bottles on the empty shelves.

Cleo steps forward and reaches out, puts her hand on Edith’s arm. “Really, how are you?”

“You know how it is. I’m still not sleeping well because of the fire—more than a few nightmares and flashbacks. I’m working myself to the bone, living in the middle of constant noise and chaos, and I’m anxious about the future. I won’t rest easy until I know for sure this was the best idea I’ve ever had and not some colossal mistake.”

Cleo gives her a warm smile. “It will get better, ducks. Looks as if you’re almost done.”

Edith heaves a deep sigh. “On top of it all, I’m still having issues with the townsfolk. Nothing I need is ever in. Doesn’t matter if it’s supplies for the kitchen or behind the bar, building materials for the buildings, or repairs to the equipment. It gets tiresome and expensive to always be bringing it in from Miami.”

“They won’t sell to a woman?”

“No one says that directly. I’ve mentioned how much I’m spending—they’re businessmen after all—but it doesn’t seem to matter. And a couple of them have women behind the counter. I thought that might make a difference, but no.”

“Maybe it’s running the bar? It is Prohibition, you know. You are technically breaking the law.”

Edith snorts. “In this town? Come on, Cleo. One of the things about living isolated on the coast of Florida is everybody seems to be an outlaw or a recluse of some kind or other. I mean, why else are they here? Out in the middle of nowhere, thumbing their noses at the rest of society? The blue ocean on one side and a sea of green swamp on the other.” Smack. “And I hate these mosquitoes.” 

“Better than snakes. Leroy and I saw a gigantic one on the way up the path.”

“Oh, yes.” She shudders. “I hate snakes. At least the rats are gone.”

“Rats?”

“You remember, I was having quite a problem with rats, dead ones showing up in strange places— like on my pillow— but I haven’t seen one now for almost five months.”

“Maybe the alligators got them?”

“Yes, or maybe they moved to Tampa.”

Cleo raises an eyebrow.

“You remember those two lay-abouts I had working for me? Once Cletus and Zeke skedaddled to Tampa, the rat problem disappeared.”

Edith drains her glass of lemonade then grabs a key from inside the cash drawer in the bar. “Let’s go, Leroy, and put the rest of these bottles away. Come see where we’re storing the liquor, Cleo.”

The trio head through the unfinished kitchen to the back porch. Next to the tent-kitchen is the new shed. 

“You know, besides the rats and snakes, the other thing I hate is always being damp,” Edith says. “Philly was humid sometimes, but never like this.” She sniffs herself. “Clothes stick and there are more days I need a bath than have time for one.”

“Sometimes my Aunt Cassie calls me Koone. Koone is Miccosukee Seminole for skunk. But I ain’t no skunk. Am I, Miz Edith?”

“It’s a term of endearment, Leroy,” Edith says. She winks at Cleo. 

“Living on a ship is like that, too. The crew all strip down and stand naked in the rain to get clean,” Cleo whispers so that Leroy can’t hear. The gals giggle.

“Really? What do you do?” Edith asks, unlocking the shed door. “Here we are.” 

Like Goodtimes itself, the shed is bigger than the previous one. They go inside where it’s dark, and the air is stuffy with heat.

“Wipe that leer off your face, Edith Duffy. I go below and wait in my cabin, like any proper English woman would do. But it also means I only get a bird bath now and then. Water’s in short supply on long voyages, too precious for a full bath.”

“I miss spending a couple of hours getting all dolled up to go out: bath, makeup, hair, a special dress, the whole nine yards. Oh, and heels. I do miss high heels. You can’t wear heels with all this beach sand.”

“You could be somewhere more populated, Edith. Running a club in Miami sounds more your style, even though the new place certainly makes an impressive statement. It wouldn’t be out of place in Palm Beach or Key West. You’ve got an eye for design and class.”

Edith shows Cleo inside the shed, and the inventory she’s built so far. They blink as they go back into the sunlight. 

“And you should think about somewhere else to store your liquor, Edith. My professional advice is somewhere cool and dry. Not a hot shed,” Cleo says while Edith re-locks the door.

Edith throws back her head and cackles. “Cool and dry? In Florida? In the summer? It ain’t going to happen, Cleo.”

Passing the large canvas kitchen tent, Lucky curses a blue streak in Cantonese.

Edith raises her shoulders and rolls her eyes. “My Cantonese is a bit rusty, but...”

Back inside the barroom, another glass of lemonade hits the spot. 

Cleo wipes her forehead with her sleeve. “Seriously, Edith, I don’t understand. You had the chance to move anywhere after the fire. What kept you here and not somewhere a bit more civilized?”

“I’ve lived in a big city, and I’d never live in a place like Philadelphia again. Miami was built to reflect that northern big-city feel, , only with palm trees and beaches. Despite the complaining, I like being out here. When Mickey died, I needed the space to breathe and be on my own. I thought Gator Joe’s was perfect, but Goodtimes is even better.” Edith pulls the shed key out of her pocket and two tarot cards fall out.

“Hello?” Cleo picks up the cards. “I never took you for a tarot follower.”

“I don’t follow the cards, they seem to follow me. I find them in the strangest places: tucked into a pocket or behind a bottle or under my pillow. They just show up. Leroy is good with cards and will tell me what they mean. His aunt is a tarot card reader, but I still haven’t had my cards read.”

“You don’t know what you’re missing. I look forward to getting mine done when I’m on land and always have a deck in my kit bag. There’s usually a sailor or two on every ship that likes to read them, as well. Sailors are a superstitious lot. Living at the mercy of the sea gives you an inclination to check in on fate and your future a bit more, I guess.” 

One in each hand, Cleo holds the cards toward Edith. “These two cards are from the wand suit. These sticks are called ‘wands’ in tarot. Wands represent what is important to the core of your being and deal with feelings, ideas, and thoughts.”

She waves one card in her right hand. “This is the Ten of Wands. See the man carrying a large bundle of sticks? His back is bent, and he appears to be weighed down by the pack on his back. He’s going toward a small town and knows he will soon be able to release the heavy weight he is bearing.”

“I know why I got that card.  I’ve been feeling exhausted and burned out with all the construction. Although I don’t think I’ll be setting down my burden any time soon. There’s still too much to do.”

Cleo frowns at Edith’s obvious fatigue. “You definitely need a holiday, my friend.” 

She holds up the other card: the Five of Wands. “The five men are fighting each other with staves or wands, and it means that there are disagreements or competition.” Cleo waves it at Edith. “Fives typically represent conflict and change;  Five of Wands is no exception. It shows you are in the middle of a battle. Maybe there is tension and competition with others? Whatever it is, it’s impacting your ability to move forward with your goals. Who are you fighting with, Edith?”

Edith shrugs. “I wish I knew. It would make it easier to either attack, or stay out of his way.”

Cleo waits for Edith to explain more.

“I had all that trouble with the Wharf Rats. They burned down Gator’s and Darwin always has to keep an eye out for them when he’s on Rum Row.”

“I know them well. Pirates are a wicked bunch. They prey on the small boats that come out to the schooners on Rum Row.”

“I wish I knew who’s leading them. Mickey always said a double tap to the head was the best way to put somebody down so they stay down.”

Cleo looks aghast.

Edith leans over and pats Cleo on the arm. “I meant I need to deal with the head of the organization. I don’t intend on shooting him in the head. Although, I’ve been tempted. We’ve had lots of job-site mischief during the construction: tools going missing, materials stolen kind of thing. The Miami contractor put a guard on the site and that helped. But I can feel them out there, lurking.”

“And you want to talk with them?” Cleo asks.

“I do. I thought I’d met with the boss just after I came out here, but it wasn’t the top guy. Nothing got resolved. Mae Capone and I carried out a midnight caper in retaliation for some attacks when it was still Gator Joe’s. I figure that’s when they decided to burn the old place down.” 

Edith gives a wry chuckle. “A friend of mine says, ‘tit for tat leads to rat-a-tat-tat.’ I’m not making the same mistake twice and will nip all this harassment in the bud. But it’s been a real problem not knowing who’s in charge of the Wharf Rats. I don’t want to spend time chasing after a nobody. I’d rather talk to the leader, the boss-man.”

Cleo nods and holds out the Ten of Wands again. “And what about this Ten? You have been pushing yourself to your limits and working very hard, Edith. I meant it before. You should take a break.

“Like I said. Where would I find the time for that, Cleo? Be realistic. The place would fall apart if I wasn’t here.”

“Well, the Ten of Wands card also says that at least you are taking those final steps on the path to realizing your dreams. Sure, you might collapse in a heap of exhaustion when you get there, but you know it’ll all be worth it, and well earned.”

Edith chuckles and hugs her friend. “You put that last bit in there so I won’t give up, didn’t you?”

“You always need hope, Edith.”

There’s a knock at the front screen door. A paunchy man looking like a giant leprechaun steps in. “Hello, Miz Edith.”

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 4 
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Tucker Wilson operates another speakeasy, known locally as a blind-tiger, in Cutler, a village just down the highway from Coconut Grove. When Edith had opened Gator Joes, he’d offered to purchase it with funds from a mysterious backer.

“Tucker, what a pleasant surprise. What brings you here today? You haven’t got another offer in your pocket to buy my blind-tiger, do you?”

Tucker blushes. “Nah, that arrangement’s fallen apart, Miz Edith. Although I am here to offer you some business. You got a place where we can talk private?”

Cleo picks up the empty lemonade jug. “I’ll get Lucky to refill this and bring back an extra glass.”

Tucker waits until she’s out of earshot. “I expect you know that Darwin’s been doing a bit of rum running for me?”

Edith nods. “So I’ve heard. On a casual basis while we’re waiting to get Goodtimes opened.”

“I’d like to talk to you about making it more permanent before you get busy with your own rum running. And it looks like that’s going to be pretty darn soon, too.” Tucker looks around the barroom, taking in the size and the level of finish. He whistles. “This is going to be a whole different crowd than mine, Miz Edith. Puts my little blind-tiger to shame.”

“You’ve got a great little place, Tucker. Different kinds of customers. I’m planning on more of a Miami crowd.”

“I can see why they’d drive out.” 

Edith watches him mentally count the stacked chairs and smiles. “You wanted to formalize the rum running we’ve been doing for you?”

Tucker focuses on Edith. “I’ve had to cut back on what I can bring in and well, you know, a dry bar is an empty bar.”

Edith knows. “Pirates?”

“They're terrible right now, Miz Edith. I used to be able to pay a bit of protection money and they’d leave me alone. But those days are long gone. My missus is worried about me.” Tucker’s face grows grim. “I’ve been running my place since before Prohibition and it was never supposed to be a life or death decision. You know what I mean?”

“I look at it differently, Tucker. Pirates and hijackings are just part of the business we’re in. They’ve always been part of the speakeasy scene—when I was in Philly, and now here. It’s the reason we get to charge so much for a cheap glass of whiskey.”

“I’d rather pay somebody else to carry that problem. I’d ask young Harley Andrews, but his boat is too small. I figure with the Marianne, Darwin would have enough room onboard to keep you supplied as well as me.”

The wheels in Edith’s mind begin to churn. Bootlegging for other speakeasies. I’m sure we can handle Tucker, but I wonder what else is out there. And what would be the profit on that? How big a business could it be?

Tucker, anxious about the silence, coughs. “Maybe you don’t want to take it on, Miz Edith. It is doubling your risk. I just figured you’re out there anyway and are good at it. I hope you consider it.”

Edith realizes that Tucker’s misinterpreted her silence, and smiles to reassure him. “Supplying another saloon is an interesting idea, Tucker. It hasn’t been a problem to do a bit of rum running casually while my new saloon’s been under construction, but a formal arrangement now that Goodtimes is ready to open is something else. I’m not sure we can do both. I’ll talk it over with Darwin and see what he thinks. He’s heading out later tonight, but how about I send him round to speak to you tomorrow?”

“That’d be swell, Miz Edith. I’m sure we can come to some kind of understanding where we’re both winners.”

As she watches him, an electric current runs from the tips of her toes to the top of her ears, leaving her body tingling. Bootlegging on a grand scale. Just like Mickey did. Could I pull something like that off?

Edith goes in search of Cleo, finding her in the kitchen tent with Lucky and Leroy. 

Cleo turns, the full jug of lemonade in her hand. “I was just bringing this in.”

“Not to worry. Tucker just left. Say Cleo, come with me and I’ll show you the second floor.” Edith explains Tucker’s offer while they’re standing on the balcony off her bedroom, looking out at the sea. “What do you think?”

“Edith, I’m in the wholesale liquor business. I see a wonderful opportunity for you to increase my sales. But you’re the one with the extra risk and hassles. What do you think? Can you take on one more project given everything else on your plate?”

“You’re right. It would be something else to worry about, one more bit of risk. But I could make a lot of money. Think of it, Cleo, I could supply the speakeasies and casinos all along the coast of Florida. Right now, everybody’s running out to Rum Row on their own: a fleet of small-time smugglers. I could contract with them and corner the market.”

“Whoa, not so fast. Maybe you should talk to Darwin first? See if you can handle Goodtimes and this Tucker fellow before you start building an empire?”

Edith’s eyes are shining. “And after Prohibition, all these places and the ones that come next are going to need some kind of distribution. I’d be the middle-man between the suppliers like you and the bars and casinos.”

“Casinos are Lansky’s turf, Edith. Don’t go stepping on any toes. Like I said, test the waters—no pun intended—and see if this is something you can handle. You don’t want to be jeopardizing Goodtimes with a second business.”

Edith breathes deeply, staring out over the horizon. “I bet I could be a great bootlegger, Cleo. I have the chance to build something even bigger than Mickey did. The East Coast was already crowded with competition by the time he got into the game. It’s wide open down here in Florida.”

Cleo frowns and puts a gentle hand on Edith’s arm. “There’s competition here, ducks. And they are the same players as up north. Be careful.”

“Risky business is rewarding business. Are you trying to talk me out of a sale, Cleo? You’re as ambitious as I am when it comes to business.” Edith grins at her friend.

“That’s true, just know your limitations. If you focus on the small-time places like that chap that was here earlier, you won’t have any trouble. And you’re right about the mark-up and potential profit. For example, that case of gin I brought you sells for $11 in Scotland and you paid $50 for it.”

“Oh Cleo, that’s outrageous.”

Cleo shrugs. “I’m a businesswoman and it’s a fair price. If you find the same quality cheaper, I’ll match it. But I’m fairly confident saying it won’t happen. And if you decide to get into smuggling on a bigger scale, let me know. I can get you anything you need. I’m the agent for White Horse whiskey, Canadian Club, Martell cognac, Gordon’s dry gin, and John Haig scotch whiskey, but I can get you anything.”

“You never miss an opportunity, do you?” Edith says, smiling.

“You told me yourself, if opportunity knocks, don’t complain about the racket.”

“Ha, ha.”

Side by side, the two women lean against the railing, lost in the view of the vast ocean.

“A lot of this will fall on Darwin’s shoulders,” Cleo says. “Have you thought about that?”

Edith nods. “I’m going to talk to him before I make any decision.”

“You’re building a nice little partnership there, Edith.”

“He’s not the easiest fella to work with, but I can trust him.”

“I also think it’s interesting that a big fellow like that Tucker Wilson is asking you to do something he’s afraid to do. You’re building a reputation, Edith Duffy. Not backing down or giving way. And being smart about it.”

“Oh, pooh. Don’t flatter me or it will go to my head. Are you staying for some of Lucky’s stew?”

“I wouldn’t miss it. I hear that a famous woodsman hunted down the ferocious opossum himself to grace the stew pot.”

*  *  *  *
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After lunch, Edith sees Cleo off at the dock and goes to help Darwin move the tables and chairs into place in the barroom. It’s exciting to watch the empty space slowly transform itself into the club of her imagination. All it needs is people. 

While they work, Edith brings Darwin up to speed on Tucker’s offer. “So what do you think?” Edith asks as she picks up the broom to give the floor a sweep.

“I’d prefer to get Goodtimes open and running before we take on something new. One thing at a time.”

“But Tucker’s offer is on the table now. He’ll find somebody else if we say no. It could be the start of something big.”

Pushing his hat back, Darwin takes a long look at Edith. “The start of something big? Isn’t Goodtimes big enough? We’re sitting pretty at the moment. And should do well out of this place once it’s open.”

“Money’s only part of it, Darwin, and not even the most important part. We have to keep growing. This could open a lot of doors after Prohibition, if we play our cards right. The start of something amazing.”

“Goodtimes is amazing enough for me. I don’t see the need to take on something else. Besides, if we do more smuggling runs, when would I get my fishing in?”

“Fishing? You’re prepared to give up the chance to own Florida’s liquor smuggling racket—for fishing?”

Darwin winks. “A man’s gotta have priorities, Edith.”

Edith shakes her head and smiles. “I thought you were serious for a minute there. I told Tucker you’d talk to him about it tomorrow.”

“All right, I’ll give it some thought. Picking up booze for two places means I’d have to go out more, which increases our risk and our exposure to pirates and the Coast Guard.”

“But Marianne’s Liberty engines are powerful enough to outrun most,” Edith says, grinning up at Darwin.

“She’s fast, I’ll give you that. But I don’t go looking for trouble, Edith. Doesn’t matter whether you’re talking Coast Guard or Wharf Rats, I’ve got a good sense of the way they both operate and I try to avoid them. If I can’t, I’ve got a fast boat to outrun them. Worst case is, I know that I’m prepared to give up the cargo and live to fight another day.”

“And I suppose there’s the weather. This summer’s been wild with storms. We’d need to put a radio on board in case of trouble. What do you think about mark-up?”

“Ha. What was that? Token concern for my well-being so we can put it aside and talk money?” Darwin grins, an eyebrow raised.

Edith swats at Darwin’s legs with the broom. “The concern is real. But we can’t talk risk without understanding the size of the reward.”

“True enough. I’ve got to head out to Rum Row tonight, and on the way out I’ll mull over some numbers and see if I can get them to work. It’s just Tucker, right?”

Edith looks around Goodtimes: all the warm wood shining from the sun’s rays, stacks of tables and chairs just waiting for thirsty customers, the pecky cypress bar and the mirrored shelves aching to be filled with bottles of premium liquor, the frosted glass doors on her office anticipating it’s manager, and the room that will eventually hold the slot machines gives off an air of impatience. And then she looks out the French doors to the blue ocean beyond. 

She nods, her fingers crossed behind her back. “Of course. One step at a time.”

​
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The small town of Coconut Grove hugs the coast of Florida—sometimes clings to it. It appears the typical charming place: clapboard houses sheltered by palm trees, neat gardens behind freshly painted fences, shops with polished windows shining in the tropical sun. Looks can be deceiving. 

In 1927, Miami grabbed the sleepy hamlet to adjust for the massive expansion that happened during the land boom. Powerless to protect their town from the annex, townspeople held their breath... but not for long. Seemingly over before it started, the boom was swallowed by fate—the roots of the Great Depression and a hurricane that smashed the boom to smithereens. Residents celebrated, grateful for the divine intervention that drove away speculators and developers. The people of Coconut Grove were left in relative peace. God does work in mysterious ways.

While Coconut Grove may officially be part of the big city of Miami, on a Sunday the streets are quiet. The only sign of activity is at a simple, white, wooden church boasting a steeple above the front door and a row of gothic arched windows running along each side of the building. Behind the church is a weathered barn next to a wooden, single-story house for the preacher. Parked cars are in the church’s lot, and on nearby streets.

Inside the church, the choir in their purple robes are just finishing a rousing chorus of ‘How Great Thou Art’. They are a loud and enthusiastic group of middle-aged women, even though off-key.

The preacher, a tall, thin man dressed in black clothes, over which he’s put on a black flowing robe and draped with a purple stole, strides to the pulpit. He tightly grips both sides with slender hands, his eyes narrow as they slide around the room, spotting transgressors, nappers, and matching absentees to empty spots in the pews. 

The congregation shifts under his judgemental gaze; fans are flapped, collars are tugged, small children are hushed. Everyone settles and waits.

“Today is Sunday, the day you give to the Lord, but what were you up to yesterday? Saturday nights when the worshipers of sin go to carouse in their temples: the blind-tigers and saloons. There they drink forbidden liquor and fornicate with wickedness. Have they forgotten the wisdom in Proverbs? ‘This is the way of an adulteress: she eats and wipes her mouth and says, I have done no wrong.’ And in John 3:8 ‘Whoever makes a practice of sinning is of the Devil, for the Devil has been sinning from the beginning. The reason the Son of God appeared was to destroy the works of the Devil.’ The Devil and his spawn walk among us, brothers and sisters, and we need to be wise to their evil, tempting ways.”

Mavis Saunders, sitting attentive in her usual spot in the third row, nods along. “Hallelujah.” She nudges her husband Lt. Commander John Saunders of the Coast Guard, just back from his two-week tour aboard a six-bitter cutter. His gentle snores rumble beside her. 

Brother Silas takes a breath and leans into the pulpit. “These vice-filled establishments only appear to offer comfort. But beware,” he shouts, wagging his finger at the congregation. “They are false facades, pits of temptation, waiting to lead you astray. But you must not just resist the allure, you must fight it. Be the champion of goodness and light.” As if to underline his point, Brother Silas rubs his left eye while he glances down at his sermon. He grabs hold of the pulpit again and casts a baleful glare at the members of his congregation. “ ‘If thy right eye offends thee, pluck it out, and cast it from thee: for it is profitable for thee that one of thy members should perish and not that thy whole body should be cast into hell’. ”

Praise for the Lord who works in mysterious ways.

*   *  *  *
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In the front row, Miss Mildred White, a plump, perspiring woman in a stiff but well-worn Sunday-best dress gazes up at Brother Silas in rapt adoration. She’s open-mouthed as he continues his sermon on the evils of temptation. Somewhere, behind the row of pearl buttons that march regimentally down the front of the starched linen bodice, beats the heart of a schoolgirl. 

On the pew, crowded beside her, are a gaggle of small, restless children. Their legs swing, their behinds twitch, thighs are pinched, giggles suppressed behind sticky hands. Silence is golden but, oh, there are so many ways mischievous energy can find release. A prayer book, balancing on the edge of the pew, crashes to the floor.

As the director of the local Florida Children’s Home, the children are Mildred’s charges. Her fists clench at distraction; she glances warily at Brother Silas who has stopped his preaching.

“Ezra,” she hisses. “Give me that.” She snatches at the book, stuffing it between herself and the startled child beside her. “Behave. Or else.”

Brother Silas nods and continues. 

Oh Lord, forgive me for interrupting. The children are so unruly today. It must be the weather. The church is hotter than... well, it’s warm for sure. And I can feel the daggers Mavis Saunders is digging into my back. What does she know about keeping one child obedient, let alone a half-dozen? 

Mildred itches to turn but keeps her eyes forward. I’ll meet up with her and the rest of the Homemakers’ Guild after the service. The children will be outside and better behaved. Hopefully, the women will invite me to be part of another funding drive for some of the poor fruit-pickers traveling through town on their way to work in the orchards. 

She settles further into the pew and smooths her skirt, peeking up at Brother Silas. I thought the last drive went very well. Brother Silas was very complimentary and so helpful, carrying the boxes of used clothing and food to the hall. 

Mildred risks a sliver of a smile and directs it to Brother Silas, but he is caught up in his sermon.

His faith is so powerful. And his voice. And those eyes. What would it be like to stand beside him, the town looking up to us? The Guild is always fluttering around him. 

Feeling the child next to her squirm, her hand comes down on the soft leg in a firm grip. “Last chance, Ezra,” she whispers harshly. Ezra freezes, and Brother Silas continues to preach.

*  *  *  *
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Brother Silas stands outside the door on the church’s front steps and shakes hands as the congregation file out; a word or two a gift for each member, always remembering to ask after sick family members or absent friends.

Inside the church, the scorching August heat has given the congregation a taste of the perils of sin. Mavis and John move along up the aisle toward the front door and the welcome outdoor breeze. 

Brother Silas greets the next parishioner in line—a large, round man with perspiration stains on his tan uniform. “Deputy Purvis. I hope you enjoyed the service?”

“Always enlightening, Brother Silas.”

“I had hoped you’d be inspired.”

Behind the deputy, Mavis clears her throat. Brother Silas glances at her and then turns to the deputy again. “May I have a word with you after I’ve said goodbye to the good people behind you? I’d like to get your opinion on an issue arising from the sermon.”

Deputy Roy Purvis takes out a large hanky and wipes at his forehead then puts his hat on his head. “Of course, Brother Silas. I’m at your service.”

When the Saunders reach the preacher, he wraps Mavis’ warm damp hands in his cool ones. “Thank you for coming, Sister Mavis.  Commander.”

“A lovely service, Brother Silas. We do live in threatening times,” she says. “As leaders in the community we have a duty to set an example and show people the error of their ways.”

“Indeed, Sister Mavis. I’m grateful that you can see the perils and hope you have the strength to challenge them. And you as well, Commander Saunders. Your very life given over to keeping evil from our shores. We are grateful for your service, sir. “

“Ahem, yes. Thank you. Come along, Mavis, don’t keep the good folk behind us waiting.”

Mavis shrugs off the commander’s hand on her arm.

“How is your stamp collection coming along, Brother Silas? We haven’t heard from John’s brother in the navy for a few weeks now but, as soon as we do, I’ll bring the envelope’s stamp with me to choir practice.”

The pale face relaxes into a genuine smile. “Why thank you, Sister. You are so good to me, and I thank the Lord every day for your kindnesses.”

Mavis beams under his attention.

Brother Silas, his eyes alight, two bright red spots on his cheeks in an otherwise pale face, leans in. “I completed the sections on the previous century’s American presidents this week when I came across a purple three cent James Monroe from 1904 commemorating the Louisiana Purchase. He was a difficult pursuit as there were no stamps of definitive issue honoring him.”

“How exciting. Wherever did you find it?”

“A fellow collector was persuaded to part with it.”

“And are you still looking for foreign stamps?”

“Always. They are the backbone of my collection. I have a few now from Canada marked Dominion of Canada rather than Dominion of the British Empire. Our northern neighbor has such an interesting colonial history.”

“A fascinating hobby, Brother Silas, and now we really must be going, Mavis.” John tugs on her arm and they descend the steps to the lawn where other members of the congregation visit and chat.

Gathered on the lawn are the good parishioners of Coconut Grove. The adults stand quietly in groups, visiting with friends and neighbors. Children run, reveling in their release.

“More storm clouds.” “Hot, ain’t it?” “Hot enough to fry eggs on the sidewalk.” “You wish it were just that hot. It’s so hot, my hens are laying hard-boiled eggs.” “Supposed to be a whopper coming.” “Not like ’26. Now that hurricane was a doozy.”

Moving along the walkway, John Saunders whispers in his wife’s ear. “I know you hold him in high regard, Mavis dear, but Brother Silas seems fascinated by the vice in Coconut Grove. The last few sermons have been very focused on the subject. I’m not sure it’s seemly.” 

“When they’re not out on the water, all those smugglers you’re chasing on the sea are here in Coconut Grove, John. Brother Silas is just doing God’s work on land, as you do on the water,” Mavis says, scanning the crowd for her fellow Guild members. 

Mavis misses neither glance, word, or indiscretion. Knowledge is power and, in Coconut Grove, Mavis Saunders knows it all. As she stands next to John, fanning herself, Agnes Matheson joins her. “Did you hear about Elizabeth? Her man’s run off—she says to look for work, but that Pruit girl is gone too.”

John clears his throat. “I see someone I need to talk to, dear. I’ll be just a moment.” 

“Agnes, I saw it coming for months. That girl is such a brazen hussy. And poor Elizabeth. We should go and comfort her.”

Several more Guild members drift in, flies to honey. 

“Oh yes, I’d love to hear the real story.” “She always was trouble. I don’t know what that boy ever saw in her.” Elizabeth’s reputation is shredded in a matter of moments. 

“Good afternoon, ladies. An inspiring sermon, was it not?” Mildred White, handbag clutched as a shield, arrives.

“Miss White. How nice to see you out. And with all your charges. How many is it today?” The Homemaker’s Guild members turn to watch a dozen children chasing each other, whooping and hollering.

“Six of them are mine. The Children’s Home is very busy these days. We’ve got them stacked like cordwood, waiting for placement.”

“Such a noble calling you have, Sister Mildred. ‘Let us not love with word and speech but with actions and in truth’.” Brother Silas joins them, one eye on the children.

“Brother Silas. Thank you for your sermon today. There is entirely too much laxity about the drinking issue in Coconut Grove. Drink is one of the reasons we have so many children under our care. Even in these tough times, there seems to be money for alcohol. It is drowning local families in grief.” Mildred White plucks at Brother Silas’ sleeve. 

He pats her hand and gently puts it aside. “Excuse me, but I must talk with Deputy Purvis before he leaves.”

“But Brother Silas, I was hoping we could talk about the hardships endured by the fruit-pickers?” Mildred’s hand stretches out after the preacher.

“Of course, Sister Mildred. Why don’t you and Sister Mavis arrange something and let me know how the church can assist.” His robes flutter behind him as he strides off.

Each of the women in the group, each with her own thoughts, watch him move through the crowd. He gives a nod here, offers a word there, until he reaches Deputy Purvis. The two men lean toward each other, heads almost touching, deep in conversation.

“I must get back to the Home. I hope we can get together soon, Mrs. Saunders.” Mildred waits anxiously for any sign of agreement. 

Eventually, Mavis tips her head ever so slightly and gives a small smile. “Of course, Miss White. Someone from the Guild will be in touch.”

Mildred bobs her head. “Thank you, Mavis, I mean Mrs. Saunders.” She turns, clapping her hands. “Children, it’s time to go. Line up please. Now, children.” She moves through the flock, separating her charges like a sheepdog. 

Agnes and Mavis sniff in disapproval. “She claims to be a mother to them, but there’s more to motherhood than just caretaking,” Agnes says, frowning. 

The other women dive in, eager to add their two cents. “It’s not natural, being paid to mother other people’s children.” “I’ve heard there are some mothers who want their children home and she won’t give them up.” “Tsk. Who does she think she’s fooling?”

“These urchins are causing an outbreak of petty theft. Mr. Peacock down at the S&P Mercantile says he’s never seen anything like it. Nimble fingers have goods flying off the shelves,” Mavis says, holding her purse closer.

“Are we going to do another drive? Doesn’t it just encourage these fruit-pickers to linger in Coconut Grove?” Agnes says, watching for Mavis to decide. The group await orders.

“If Brother Silas is concerned about their well-being, then we must be as well. Perhaps you could arrange something, Agnes dear. And if you need an extra pair of hands,” Mavis says, rolling her eyes, “I’m sure Miss White is most willing.”

Lt. Commander Saunders rejoins his wife as a rumble of thunder interrupts the conversation. “Come along, Mavis. We don’t want to get caught in the rain.”

The group look to the threatening sky. A large fat raindrop falls on Mavis’ upturned face. 
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​Chapter 6
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It’s pitch black on the sea. All around the vessel, angry water is turbulent and unforgiving. Monstrous waves slam against the ship like fists. Gale force squalls tear at sails as the crew struggles to pull them down and tie them off. The howling wind, screaming under serious clouds, drive rain into their faces as they battle on the slippery deck. 

“Ship’s hove to and battened down, skipper,” the first-mate, Mr. Barney, yells to the captain, Bill McCoy. Strong gusts snatch away his words. A large wave breaks over the bow of the ship, washing the deck with seawater. Even though sails are trimmed, the booms swing wildly against the sheets.

Bill leans into the wind. Sea water sloshes around his feet as he stares into the face of the storm. Six foot two with shoulders like a cargo hatch, he has the rugged handsomeness that young girls’ pirate dreams are spun from. 

“Fine, Mr. Barney. Tell the men not at their posts to head below.” He turns to the man gripping the wheel of the ship, guiding it through the storm. “I’ll bring you up a mug of whiskey, Tobias.” 

Tobias nods his thanks, his face lashed with salt and storm. 

Bill turns to the woman waiting at the mainmast. “Come on, Cleo. There’ll be no more contact boats tonight. Let’s get below and ride it out.” Even with his height and solid build, Bill needs to pull himself against the wind to reach
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