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Prologue
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FRIDAY AND I USUALLY slowed the pace for the last couple of blocks during our mad dash for home. Tonight was no exception. We ended up slowing even more to enjoy the beginnings of a fresh, cooling breeze. It was looking like the hot and humid spell was finally over. That was a good thing. It meant we could enjoy our daily runs in the cooler air. The pleasant breeze would circulate Magic City’s dead air and give some respite from the heat and humidity of the past weeks.

I pulled open the office door, and we made our way up to the second-floor office. I moved to the window, opened it, and pulled the front of my damp shirt away from my sweaty, overheated torso.

Were it not for Maddie’s nagging, Friday and I would have snoozed away our run-time in the office with our feet up on the desk. As it was, she shamed us when she caught us out for the pair of guilty slackers we were.

“The heat is still a bit of a bugger, isn’t it, Friday?”

I collected a couple of bottles of ice-cold water from the bar fridge, one for me, and one for Friday. I poured Friday’s bottle into his bowl and he happily lapped it up. He signaled his content with a flapping tail.

“So then, dog. Maddie is away.”

Friday’s ears perked up at the mention of his mistress.

“What say you to a bit of a nap before we go upstairs? We’ll dig up something to eat later.”

The big black Labrador snorted and settled onto his bed.

I got the feeling he was asleep as soon as his muzzle dropped onto his crossed forefeet.

“Good boy, Friday,” I encouraged him. A happy dog is a good dog.

It always took me a little longer to drift off to sleep. I didn’t have forepaws to cross nor rest my chin on.

I walked over to the closet and pulled down the round hat box from the top shelf. I worked the top off and rearranged tissue paper before pulling out the expensive felt hat.

I promised Maddie I wouldn’t wear the fedora out in public. The office wasn’t public. Besides, she was away.

I carried the box over to the heavy wooden chair behind my matching wooden desk. Like the chair, the desk too had seen better days. I kept telling Maddie I would refinish it, but it hadn’t happened yet.

I took out the fedora and propped it on the back of my head at a suitably rakish angle and sat down. I swung my chair to face the window. The chair creaked. I checked my reflection in the growing darkness. I turned back to the desk and tipped the chair back. I raised my feet to the desk and crossed my ankles. Let’s see Friday try that.

I might not have forepaws to cross, but before long, my chin was on my chest and I was happily in for a bit of a snooze, too.

Man and faithful dog.

What could be better?
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THE WIND STARTED HOT and dry, a sudden change from only the day before. It came out of the west like a runaway freight train, with no warning and nothing to stop it. The good was that it blew in relief from the cloying humidity that had lasted for weeks. People were out celebrating. That it was a weekend made it even more of an event. The bad news was that everyone was celebrating too hard.

Open barroom doors allowed the sounds of jazz to float past into the street. The music mixed with laughter and cursing and yelling. Fights broke out for no reason. They were settled the same way. Those that didn’t ended up settled with knives or bullets.

It was a good night to stay home, alone. Or with the office bottle and a sweaty bottle-blond who would be looking for relief blowing in through an open window. Unfortunately, the scorching breeze would barely whisper past. It was hardly enough to shift the curtains. She would complain about the heat and go back to a bed of sweaty sheets.

Having neither bottle nor blond, I moved to my second-floor office window and pulled up the shade. A leggy, dark-haired woman in a long white dress was taking hurried strides while passing beneath the window. I followed her with my eyes. I couldn’t help myself. It was like taking a long drink of cool water. And then she moved out of sight and disappeared.

I put on my jacket and walked down to street level, half hoping Miss Legs was still in the vicinity. Disappointed she wasn’t, I walked to my favorite bar, where the bartender didn’t recognize me. He slammed a beer in a tall mug on the wooden bar.

I took a sip and frowned. The beer was lukewarm.

“Is the refrigerator down?” I asked.

He flipped his towel over a shoulder, grabbed a mug, and poured himself a taste. “Huh. I guess it is. Sorry about that. It’s the heat. The cooler can’t keep up.”

“If you say so.”

I twisted on the barstool and looked around the mostly empty bar. The only other customer sat with his back to the wall. His head was buried in a newspaper.

A man in a tan suit walked in and threw his hat on the bar. He took the seat beside me.

The bartender slid one across. Tan suit sipped at the beer and he complained, too. “Nothing is going right tonight,” he said.

The bartender addressed him. “I can’t do anything about that, either, mister.”

Tan suit lit a cigar.

I ignored the smoke drifting my way. The breeze flowing through the open door blew it away.

“Perhaps you can help me, though. Have you seen a woman in a white dress?” Tan suit asked. “She’s a real looker. Long legs. Big white hat. She drives the powder-blue roadster parked out front.”

Tan suit hoisted the beer and drained half the glass at one go.

I guessed the beer wasn’t so warm after all.

“She smells kind of good, too, if you get my drift,” he added, à propos of nothing.

The bartender looked at me and shrugged. “What do you mean, smells good?”

I took it upon myself to explain. “Sandalwood.” I caught a whiff when I walked past that car.”

The bartender turned back to me. “Sandalwood? What’s that?”

“Trouble, mostly,” I said.

The voice of experience.

Tan suit looked at me and asked.

I had to tell him no, even though I had a whiff of her scent now that I knew who the roadster belonged to. It had wafted out of it when I walked past.

I watched it go down in the mirror.

The sole customer I observed earlier sitting with his back to the wall stood up. He walked up to tan suit. Pulled a heater out of a folded newspaper. Pointed it at tan suit sitting on the barstool beside me. Pulled the trigger three times.

The shooter was too close to miss.

Tan suit jerked back against the bar.

His stool tipped out from beneath him and slammed onto the floor.

He made a futile grab for the bar. Fingers and hands slipped, and he joined the barstool on the floor.

The action was so fast I almost missed it completely were it not for the gunshots right beside me.

The shooter made for the door in a hurry.

I drew my gun and ran to chase him down.

A car door slammed.

Tires squealed on hot asphalt. A car sped away.

I never got off a shot. There was no way to tell who was driving.

The blue roadster in front of the bar hadn’t moved.
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THE COPS WHO SHOWED up were always trying to pin something on me. The barroom shooting was no exception. I was there. Therefore, I had to be involved.

I got the usual questions.

Who was I working for?

Did I know the victim?

Who was the shooter?

The first was easy. “I never reveal my client names or what I’m working on for them.”

The second was just as easy. “No. Never saw either of them before tonight.”

Although. The shooter looked vaguely familiar when I thought about it.

I didn’t think about it until I left the bar.

Were it not for the bartender’s statement, the cops would no doubt have hauled me in. When I had the okay to depart an hour later, I left the barkeep a healthy tip for his troubles.

He let me know about his concerns for the bar’s future, considering what had gone down in it.

“Don’t worry about the headlines in the morning papers. You’ll get all the business you need and then some when word gets out.”

He wasn’t looking so convinced.

“All the press, good or bad, will draw the curious like mosquitoes over Tamiami swampland.”

That appeared to mollify him only a little.

“Wait and see. You’ll find out I’m right.”

I made for the office and took a shortcut through an alley. I discovered the baby blue roadster parked in back of my building. It must have moved when
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