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			Dedication

			 

			 

			To lovers of the Jazz Age everywhere,

			especially my husband. 

			

		

	
		
		Chapter One

			 

			Friday, July 13th, 1923

			 

			The woman approached me at the counter, keeping her eyes low. “A quart of maple syrup,” she said, her voice hushed.

			I didn’t recognize her. “What kind?”

			“Canadian.”  Clutching her purse to her stomach, she peeked at me from beneath the brim of her hat. 

			“What are you making?”

			“Griddlecakes.” 

			I nodded. If she’d answered waffles, or even pancakes, I’d have directed her to the east wall of the store, where tin cans of actual maple syrup were stacked three high on a shelf. But since she knew the password, I named our price and took down the order and her address. She’d get her whisky in a day or so.

			Bootlegging was that simple for a small operation like ours. The customers were loyal, the neighborhood grocery store was a legitimate cover, and thanks to the narrow waterway separating Detroit from Canada and its distilleries, our whisky supply seemed endless. Timely payoffs assured us of little trouble from city officials, and the local cops were some of our best customers. So when the bell over Jefferson Market’s front door jangled again that afternoon, I greeted the customer with a smile. But as the well-dressed man removed his light gray fedora and walked toward me at the back of the store, the air took on a strange charge, and gooseflesh rippled across my skin.

			It was him. The sheik.

			He’d been in twice in the last week. Each time, he’d said practically nothing, bought one pack of Fatima cigarettes, and paid with a fifty-dollar bill. I thought of him as the sheik because he reminded me of a movie star: dark, silent, and handsome in that delighted-villain sort of way, as if he’d just tied a girl to the train tracks and now it was time for a cocktail and a smoke. 

			 “Good afternoon.” His voice was deep and smooth, just how I imagined a screen idol’s should be. “Are you Miss O’Mara?”

			I blinked. He knows my name. “Yes. Can I help you?”

			“Give this to your father.” He pulled an envelope from his coat and laid it on the counter, next to the cash register. When I reached for it, he placed his hand over mine, pinning it to the cool marble. A buzz swept up my arm as our eyes met. His were so dark they appeared black, and a small scar rested at the top of one cheekbone. “Tell him to answer by tonight.”

			It took me a moment to find my voice. “All right.”

			Replacing his hat on top of his slick dark hair, he walked out without looking back. The bell jangled once more, and I released the breath I’d been holding, leaning on the counter for support. I jumped when I heard a voice behind me.

			“Tiny?” My older sister Bridget poked her head in from the stockroom, her long brown hair coming loose from its knot at her nape. “Daddy’s ready for you to make deliveries.”

			Quickly I swiped the envelope into the front pocket of my middy blouse. “Should I go now?”

			“Just let me put the bread in the oven,” Bridget said, disappearing into the stockroom again. She and her children lived in the apartment over the store. At almost twenty-one, I was more than ready to move out of our father’s house and get my own apartment, but it would have to wait. There were two more daughters after me who needed tending, and with our mother gone and Bridget widowed with three young boys, I wasn’t going anywhere soon. 

			While I waited, I fingered the envelope in my pocket. The sheik said Daddy had to answer by tonight, but what was the question? Was he a bootlegger too? He looked a little older than me, but still in his twenties, and wealthy, if his clothing was any indication. He wore exquisite three-piece suits. First black, then blue, and today, gray. I looked at the back of my hand, where he’d touched me, then brought it to my lips.

			“What are you doing?” Bridget’s voice startled me again, and she laughed. 

			Cheeks burning, I tucked my hand into my pocket. “Nothing. Can I go?”

			She nodded. “I’ll bring the grocery sacks out to you in the alley.”

			I exited through the stock room into the wet heat of a Michigan summer afternoon. In the alley, I pulled the envelope from my pocket and looked at it. Jack O’Mara was written on its ivory face in black ink, the cursive letters small and lean. The seal was tight. No way to tell what its contents were, no clue as to who the sheik might be or whom he worked for. 

			Not that I much cared about his occupation.

			 If he comes in again, I’ll say hello first, I thought, recalling those dark eyes that smoldered like Valentino’s. “Hi, there,” I said, practicing. No, too girlish. I cleared my throat and tried again, imagining how a sultry screen vamp like Theda Bara would greet a man like the sheik. “Hello.” Yes, that was better. Deeper, more mature. 

			Next, I tried to even out my walk so that I could slink into a room, cigarette holder in one hand, highball in the other. But slinking was a bit difficult for me because one of my legs is shorter than the other, not that either of them is what you’d call long. My mother was so small she had difficult births, and my hip broke as I was being born. It hadn’t healed right, resulting in a one-inch difference, and I have to concentrate if I don’t want to limp, especially if I’m tired. But if I smoothed out my gait, kept my weight back and my chin down, bent my knees a little…

			Damn. Slinking was harder than it looked. 

			Giving up, I jogged the rest of the way down the alley and pushed open the door to the garage. Once my eyes adjusted to the dim light, I saw Daddy taking apart the back end of a Cadillac hearse. 

			Officially, he was an auto repairman, but his real talent was rebuilding cars—creating hidden compartments, phony gas tanks, false floorboards. It was amazing how many bottles of booze could be stashed in the unseen lining of an automobile. Hearses were especially popular with bootleggers because they had wide back ends, but I stuck with my Model T. Those hearses were creepy.

			“I’m here!” I called over the banging of his hammer. 

			The noise stopped and he straightened halfway, bracing his hands on the hearse’s frame and tilting his chin toward me over one shoulder. His profile revealed the crooked line of his nose, which had been broken several times. “It’s over there. Can you load it?” He jerked his head toward two large boxes labeled Royal Baking Powder sitting on the cement floor near the door. 

			“Sure.” 

			“That’s my girl. Fifteen per bottle, and don’t take less.” 

			“I won’t. This came for you.” I moved closer to him and held out the envelope. “The man who brought it said you should answer by tonight.”

			He took it from me, barely glancing at it before shoving it into the front pocket of his work overalls. “To hell with that. I don’t answer to him or anybody else.”

			“What’s this about?”

			“It’s nothing. Now go on, I’ll meet you at the boathouse at six sharp. I want to get the whole place cleared out, bring it all here.”

			I nodded.  That could take a while. We had a lot of booze stashed in that boathouse, probably enough to— 

			“What the hell do you want, a police escort?” He waved his hammer toward the door. “Get moving!”

			“OK, OK. Jeez,” I muttered, hurrying over to the boxes loaded with whisky bottles. Daddy had a quick temper, but he wasn’t usually so short with me. Either it was something about the letter, or he owed money to his bookie. His business ventures made enough to house, clothe, and feed us, but every extra dime fed his ravenous betting habit. Every man has his temptations, I supposed, slipping my fingers underneath a box. And every woman too. I could still hear the sheik’s low, velvety voice in my head. My stomach tightened as I imagined getting him out of that buttoned-up three-piece suit, removing that crisp white collar, slipping the crimson tie from around his neck. A sweat broke out on my back. 

			I lugged the boxes just outside the door, then left them sitting there while I retrieved the car. Daddy and I shared a 1921 Model T Sedan he’d rigged with hidden compartments and a trunk with a false floor. Jefferson Market was painted on the side in cheerful white letters, and I always had bags of groceries in the back seat, just in case I got stopped. After pulling alongside the garage door, I turned off the motor and jumped out. I was leaning into the back lifting up the bench seat when I heard a deep voice behind me.

			“Excuse me.”

			My head snapped up, my heart hammering as I backed out. Please don’t be a fed. I turned around and sucked in my breath.

			The sheik was leaning against the brown brick wall, barely three feet from me. 

			“What are you doing back here?” Definitely not the sultry greeting I’d rehearsed.

			“Looking for you.” He lit one of his Fatimas and held it between long fingers, the smoke curling above his head. 

			“Why?” 

			“I’m wondering if you can help me out. I need some whisky.”

			A trickle of sweat made its way down my chest. “What makes you think I can help you?” 

			He put the Fatima to his mouth, inhaling and exhaling in no particular hurry. I stared at his lips as they closed and opened around the cigarette. “I listen carefully in a crowd.”

			I looked him over, trying to read his eyes, which were shadowed by the brim of his hat. “How much?”

			“Maybe ten cases. That too much for you?” 

			I lifted my chin. “No.”

			“How much do you charge?”

			“Two hundred a case,” I said, quickly raising my price.  

			“And how soon can I get it?”

			“As soon as you want it.”

			He lifted his brow. “Impressive. You bring it over in the car?” 

			“Leave the details to me. You’ll get what you want.”

			One side of his mouth hooked up. “I always do.” He came off the wall, and I backed into the Ford to steady myself. I wished I hadn’t chosen my shabbiest blouse this morning. It used to be red but had faded to a mealy-tomato color. When his feet reached mine, he swayed forward, placing his hands on the car’s roof, one on either side of me. The air hummed between us, and every inch of my skin tingled with awareness of him. I let my lips fall open. 

			His smile deepened. “I’ll be in touch, Miss O’Mara.” He straightened up, and with a tip of his hat, walked away. 

			“Just a moment!” Think of something—quick! “May I have a cigarette?”

			Retracing his steps, he took a gold case from his coat pocket, opened it, and offered me a Fatima. I put it to my mouth. His fingers have touched this. His eyes held mine captive as he pulled out a lighter, and I jumped when the flame burst from its tip. Once the cigarette was lit, I took what I hoped looked like a deep and sultry drag.

			With a nod, he walked away again, and I could think of nothing to make him come back. Nothing smart and sophisticated, anyway.

			“Wait!” I called, shading my eyes from the sun. “What’s your name?”

			He looked at me over his shoulder, but only smiled with closed lips before disappearing around the corner.

			“Shit,” I said, kicking the tire of my car. I’d admitted too much for nothing in return. And he knows my name. What the hell? For all I knew he was going to sell my information to a prohi around the corner. I stared at the cigarette he’d given me, dragged on it, and swore again. “Shit, shit, shit.”

			“She smokes and she curses,” said a voice behind me. “Should I bring you a spittoon too?”

			I whipped around and saw Joey Lupo standing there with two grocery sacks in his arms and an irritating grin on his face. Joey was my age, some kind of cousin of Bridget’s late husband, Vince, and one of those guys whose big mouth is always trying to make up for his short stature. He once stole a pair of underwear from my dresser and charged the neighborhood boys a penny for a peek. Five years had passed, but I still hadn’t forgiven him. 

			“What are you doing here?” I demanded. “I thought you went to Chicago.” 

			“I’m back. You miss me?”

			I sucked on my cigarette and blew the smoke at him.  

			His grin widened. “Still sugar-sweet. Some things never change.” He set the grocery sacks down and reached for a box. “Come on, Little Tomato, I’ll help you load.”

			“Don’t call me that.” I was just about to tell him I didn’t need his help when Daddy came out the garage door. Throwing the cigarette to the ground, I tried to fan away the smoke but wasn’t quick enough. Daddy let me work for his bootlegging operation but he was strangely old-fashioned about lipstick and smoking, and I didn’t want a lecture in front of Joey. 

			“Frances Kathleen O’Mara, I told you no smoking and I meant it,” Daddy growled. “Your mother is turning in her grave, God rest her soul.” He crossed himself and looked skyward. “You see what these girls do to me, Mary?” 

			I rolled my eyes, ignoring Joey’s infuriating chuckle. “I’m twenty years old, Daddy, not ten.”

			He glared at me. “You live under my roof, you follow my rules.”

			How badly I wanted to say to hell with your roof and your rules—I’m done with them! But I couldn’t. I chewed my bottom lip instead, my fists tight with frustration.

			“And Christ almighty, get going already. Here’s the orders.” Daddy dug a folded piece of paper from his pocket and shoved it at me before stalking back into the garage.

			“Still living at home, huh?” Joey didn’t even try to hide his amusement. 

			“Shut up. If you came here to help, then get to it.” I picked up the second box, and we put the booze into the compartment beneath the rear seat, placing the grocery sacks on top. I started the car and looked at the list.

			“Where you headed?” Joey asked.

			“Smith, side door. Hix, back alley. Then Koehler. Last is Henshaw, and the housekeeper wants the delivery by four.” I wrinkled my nose and shoved the list back in my pocket. “The housekeeper. There goes my tip.”

			Joey laughed, dug in one pocket of his grubby black pants, and tossed me a candy bar. “Here—here’s a tip for you. EAT. You haven’t grown an inch in three years—in any direction!” 

			Grimacing, I put the car in gear and moved forward, hoping I might run over his foot. Who the hell was Joey to talk? Maybe he’d filled out some since the last time I’d seen him, but he wasn’t that much taller than me. Four inches, tops. And that mop of mangy brown hair on his head made him look bigger than he was. 

			As I turned out of the alley and headed north on Jefferson into Grosse Pointe, my unease about the conversation with the sheik returned. It was the same creepy-crawly feeling I get when I enter a room and just know there’s a spider in it somewhere, watching me. But I sold whisky almost every day of the year. Why should it be any different just because the customer was a little mysterious and a lot gorgeous? Still, I found myself glancing over both shoulders more than usual as I unloaded and collected payment. 

			At the Smith and Hix houses I made a few dollars in tips, but Mrs. Koehler was five dollars short on her standing order. “Just bring it to the store as soon as you can, Mrs. Koehler,” I told her. She was a good customer, and we hated to lose anyone’s business. Some other bootlegger could come along tomorrow and try to undercut us. 

			By four o’clock I was headed for the Henshaw estate, and the twitchy feeling was still with me, like an itch that refuses to go away even once it’s been scratched. But when you’re breaking the law on a daily basis, perhaps a bit of anxiety should come with the territory. Daddy always says good instincts are more important than good friends in our business. 

			Rather than the stingy housekeeper, it was Mrs. Schmidt, the cook, who answered my knock at the kitchen door of the Henshaws’ lakefront mansion. When I greeted her, she welcomed me with a hug. Mrs. Schmidt had been close to my mother, who’d been a housemaid for the Henshaws before marrying my father. For a year after our mother died in childbirth with Mary Grace, Mrs. Schmidt brought meals to our house and spent her days off teaching Bridget and me to cook. As my sisters will attest, Bridget was the superior student.

			“How are you today, Mrs. Schmidt?”

			“Oh, I don’t like to complain,” she said, releasing me and rubbing the considerable width of her lower back. “But since you asked…” 

			I hid a smile as she ran through a list of ailments, nodding and clucking my tongue in sympathy. Finally she paused to draw breath, and I put the grocery bags on the butcher block and carried in the last of the whisky, setting the box on the black and white tiled floor. 

			“Thanks, love.” She brushed my hair off my face when I straightened. “Such a gorgeous color, this hair. Like sunlight through garnet. Why did you ever cut it off?”

			“Just easier this way. Less fuss.” 	

			“Your mother never minded the fuss of long hair.” Mrs. Schmidt crossed her arms. “And I don’t mind saying she wouldn’t have liked you cutting yours off.”

			“Yes, you’ve mentioned that.” About a million times. I nodded my head of improperly bobbed hair toward the whisky. “Shall I move it to the cellar for you?”

			“Leave it be, I’ll have the boy do it.” She paid me for the groceries, but Mr. Henshaw got his booze for free in exchange for allowing Daddy to use an old dock and boathouse at the edge of his property. “And before you go…” From a canister on a pantry shelf she took a bill and tucked it into my palm. “Mr. Henshaw said to give this to you.”

			When I saw it was a fifty, I gasped. “He did? Why?”

			“I may have let it slip about your paying your way through nursing school.”

			“Oh, Mrs. Schmidt, thank you!” I threw my arms around her globe-shaped middle and practically squeezed the life from her. 

			“You’re welcome, girl. Now scoot, I’ve got the groceries to put away.” Laughing, she shooed me out the back door, and I skipped to my car.

			Fifty dollars! That would go a long way toward tuition and books. Classes would begin again in August, and they weren’t cheap. Daddy didn’t mind my going to nursing school as long as I kept the house running and my sisters in line, but he couldn’t be counted on to pay for anything. He claimed there was no money for it, but I suspected he didn’t offer much because the sooner I had my degree, the sooner he’d be on his own with the house and the girls. It took every ounce of restraint I had not to ask him about all the cash that ended up lining Ralph the Bookie’s pocket. 

			Sitting behind the wheel, I looked at the crisp fifty in triumph before tucking it into my pocket along with the wrinkly dollars and spare change the other customers had given me. But as I drove back to the store, I began thinking of all the things I could buy with that much money—a smart new dress, something with beading or fringe. A darling little cloche or headband. A pair of satin shoes for dancing. 

			And how many months’ rent would fifty bucks pay? I clenched my teeth. I didn’t need much—just a studio apartment with a little bath. My own space, in which I would do as I pleased, with no rules. I thought about the sheik, and the way he paid for his cigarettes with fifty-dollar bills. My pulse raced when I recalled how he’d leaned close to me, near enough for me to smell the smoke on his breath. 

			After parking in the alley behind the store, I peeked into the front but saw Joey at the register, so I headed up the steps to Bridget’s apartment. The smell of fresh-baked bread hit me in the stairwell and my stomach growled when I saw the two loaves on the kitchen counter. “Bread’s done, help yourself,” Bridget called from the front room, where the radio played “I’m Nobody’s Baby.” Humming along, I cut two thick slices and slathered them with butter. Bridget’s cooking and baking skills trumped mine by a mile, and I nearly moaned as I sank my teeth into the doughy white softness. She wandered in a minute later with two-year old Charlie on her hip. “Oh, it’s you,” she said. “I thought it was Joey.”

			“Does that mean I have to put the bread back?” I mumbled, my mouth full.

			She smiled, which always changed her face from plain to pretty. “No, you can have some. Do you want some cold meat for a sandwich? Joey brought some ham from Eastern Market.”

			I shook my head and polished off the first slice. “I saw him downstairs. I thought he moved to Chicago.”

			She set Charlie on the yellow linoleum floor and sliced a piece of bread for him. “He did, but his mother took ill, and he’s worried about her. Wants to stay closer to home for a while. I know he’s not your favorite, but try to be nice. He’s family.”

			“He’s not my family.”

			“He’s a good guy.”

			“He’s a pain in the ass.” 

			She pursed her lips as she handed Charlie the bread, and I decided to switch topics. 

			“Look at this.” I licked my fingers and pulled the fifty-dollar bill from my pocket.

			Bridget wiped her hands on her stained apron and took the bill. “Jaypers cripes! Where’d you get that?”

			“From Mr. Henshaw, as a tip.” I picked up my second slice of bread and sank my teeth in. “But don’t tell Daddy.”

			Our eyes met, and I knew she understood. Bridget kept my tips for me, stashing them in a big yellow envelope underneath her mattress. It wasn’t that I didn’t trust Daddy, but I felt safer with my tips out of the house. “Want me to put it with the rest?”

			I hesitated, the image of myself in a beaded dress and satin shoes vanishing in a puff of smoke. “I guess so.” Slumping into a chair at the round kitchen table, I dropped my forehead to the wood. “But boy, I wish I could be spending some of that money on something else. Like a new dress. Or shoes. Or rent.”

			She patted my shoulder before going into her bedroom, which was off the kitchen. “Is Daddy giving you a rough time?” she asked when she returned.

			I sat up and shrugged. “I’m twenty years old. I’m just tired of living with my father and having two little sisters underfoot all the time.”

			Bridget went to the stove and stirred something in a large copper pot. “You’ve got your own bedroom. That’s more than I had when I lived at home.”

			“So what? The only thing I do in it is read and sleep. And I can hardly even do that without one of the girls barging in on me.” I sat up straight and mimicked our sisters’ high-pitched voices. “Tiny, can you mend this blouse? Will you make my lunch? Can I wear your blue sweater? She’s bothering me! She’s following me! She hit me!” 

			“Well, cheer up.” Bridget clacked the spoon on the edge of the pot and set it aside. “Molly will be done with school in three years, and by then Mary Grace will be old enough to look after herself. You’ll be free to do as you please.” She turned and waggled her brows at me. “Inside your bedroom and out.”

			“But that’s years away! I want a little excitement in my life now.” I thumped the table for emphasis. 

			“Take it from me—a little excitement goes a long way,” said Bridget, gesturing toward the front room, where I could hear her two older boys playing. “You don’t want to do what I did.” 

			That was true. Bridget had gotten pregnant before her wedding and Daddy had been furious. But still. “For cripes sake, Bridget, when would I have the opportunity? I haven’t even kissed anyone in months!”

			“So kiss somebody.” Bridget grinned and dropped into the chair across from me. “Then give me all the saucy details.” 

			“It’s more than that,” I went on. “In the morning I want to get up and go to work without cleaning up a big mess after breakfast. At night, instead of washing all the dinner dishes and making sure everyone has clean clothes for the next day, I want to go dancing and drink champagne. I want to wear a short dress and red lipstick without my father scolding me. I want to hit the best nightclubs with a dashing swain at my side to light my cigarettes. Like the Arrow Shirt man,” I said wistfully. “Or the sheik.”

			Bridget laughed. “The sheik?”

			“That guy who comes in for the Fatimas. He was in again today looking for Daddy.” I touched my buttery mouth, picturing the sheik’s lips on his cigarette. 

			The light in Bridget’s eyes went out. “Oh.”

			“Any idea who he is?”

			She jumped up, grabbed the broom from the corner and swept the floor with angry strokes, shooing Charlie into the front room. “No. But I don’t like the looks of him.”

			“Since when? The other day we were both swooning over him like he was Valentino.” 

			“Something about the way he keeps showing up gives me a bad feeling.” She swept harder, not meeting my eyes. “He reminds me of those guys who used to come around for Vince.”

			My twitchy feeling returned. I knew the kind of men she was talking about. The day Vince was murdered two years ago, he was picking up a mobster named Big Leo Scarfone from the police station. He’d been shot right there on the sidewalk. Twenty-one times. 

			I swallowed. “You think he’s connected to Vince’s…to what happened to Vince?”

			“I don’t know, Tiny. I don’t recognize him. I just suddenly got a bad feeling, that’s all.” Finally, she stopped sweeping and looked at me, tears in her eyes. “You need to be careful. A little excitement is one thing, but I don’t want to be up at night worrying about you. Understand?” 

			I nodded, deciding not to mention the episode in the alley. She put the broom away and returned to the stove as I recalled getting the news about Vince, delivered by a Detroit police officer at the store. Three other men were killed that day, including Big Leo and Joey’s father. The third guy lived just long enough to break the code of silence and reveal the names of the gunmen, members of a rival crime family. They were arrested and charged with murder, but Bridget said they’d never go to jail, and she was right. It took the jury less than fifty minutes to find them innocent.

			I was hoping her instincts about the sheik were off. Because I wanted to see him again.

			I wanted to do more than that.

		
			

	
		Chapter Two

			 

			The boathouse was a bootlegger’s dream. Sitting right at the edge of Lake St. Clair, it was accessible only by a bumpy dirt path off Jefferson Avenue that was so overgrown it was nearly invisible. Daddy hadn’t arrived yet, so after parking beneath a huge weeping willow, I wandered onto the dock. A light breeze ruffled my hair as I looked across the water to Canada, its tree line clearly visible on the opposite shore.  The lake appeared unusually calm.  We should have made a run this afternoon. I glanced at our motorboat bobbing in the water before turning toward the boathouse door. It was partway open, the rusty padlock unlatched and dangling. 

			Confused, I looked around, but mine was the only car in sight. Daddy must have taken a streetcar then, I thought, stepping inside.  Despite the hot day, the interior of the boathouse was shadowy and dank, empty but for the sacks of whisky and crates of scotch at the back. I was heading for them when I heard footsteps behind me. 

			“I made the deliveries,” I said, picking up a burlap sack of Canadian Club by its bunny ears. “Mrs. Koehler was a little short.”

			“I’m not sure you should be calling anyone short.”

			I spun around as someone stepped out from the shadows into a narrow beam of sunlight slanting through a high window.

			My breath hitched. “How did you get in here?”

			The sheik smiled, hands in his pockets. “I have a talent for lock and key.”

			“How did you find this place?”

			“I followed you.”

			The gooseflesh returned. Is Bridget right about him? “Why?”

			“I was curious.” He walked toward me, slowly. His coat was unbuttoned. “And I wanted to see you again.”

			I glanced at the open door. “You shouldn’t be here. If it’s whisky you want, I’ll bring it to you.”

			He took the sack from my hands and set it on the floor. “What if I want something besides whisky?” His dark eyes were beautiful, but it was his mouth that fascinated me. My breath came faster as I stared at the sharp peaks of his upper lip. 

			“Such as?”

			He tipped up my chin, but went no further, his mouth so close I could feel his breath. His slow smile sent my pulse skittering out of control.

			I was done waiting for it. I grabbed the back of his neck and pulled his mouth to mine.

			His arms snaked around my back, the heat of his body enveloping me. When he opened his mouth, I did the same, and my entire body hummed like a swarm of bees was under my skin. I’m kissing the sheik! I don’t even know his name! Daddy could walk in here any second! Damn, he smells good—like aftershave and tobacco. My breasts tingled and I rose up on tiptoe, trying to press closer. Wishing his skin was bare, I ran my hands down his vest and twined my arms around his taut waist. My fingers hit a hard object, and I froze. 

			He has a gun.

			 I pulled my hands back as if they had been burned. “We have to stop,” I said against his mouth. 

			He lifted his head and loosened his grip a little. “Why’s that?”

			My blood was pumping way too fast, shock and desire battling inside my veins. Because you’ve got a gun in your trousers. “Because…my father is going to be here any minute.” I put my hands on his chest and pushed him away. Some instinct told me not to acknowledge the weapon. Willing my heart rate to return to normal, I tucked a stray piece of hair behind my ear. “What’s your name, anyway?”

			He began buttoning his coat. “Enzo DiFiore.”

			“I’d tell you mine, but you already know it.”

			He smiled as he adjusted his cuffs, and I twisted my hands together to keep from launching myself at him and tearing the clothes from his body.

			“Well, Mr. DiFiore, it is a pleasure to make your acquaintance, but I really have to ask you to leave now. My father will not take kindly to a stranger alone in the boathouse with me. Or his liquor.” I turned around to pick up the whisky sack, and by the time I straightened and faced him again, he was gone. 

			I moved to the doorway and looked out. Nobody. The air was hot and still and silent. What the hell? 

			Dazed, I walked from the boathouse to my car, opened the trunk and placed the sack inside it. Staring at the burlap, I brought my hands to my face, my belly tightening at the memory of the sheik’s mouth on mine. Enzo DiFiore. I thought about his arms around me, the commanding way he’d slanted his open mouth over mine, and the contraction moved lower in my body. Bridget had joked about spilling the details of my next kiss, but I could never tell her about this. 

			I wandered back into the boathouse, but instead of grabbing another sack, I plunked down on a crate of scotch and stared in disbelief at the pool of sunlight where we’d stood. 

			“Enzo DiFiore,” I whispered. Who was he? All I knew about him was his name. And that he’s a good kisser with a talent for lock and key.  A laugh bubbled up in me. After all, if he’d wanted to steal from us, or harm me in some way, he could have done it. But all he’d done was follow me. Watch me. Kiss me.

			My insides trembled with excitement. Would he seek me out again? At the sound of a car sputtering to a stop outside, I stood and smoothed my clothing. My rosy spirits withered when I saw Joey unloading the whisky I’d just put into the trunk. “Why are you doing that?” I snapped, marching toward him.

			“Because this is the biggest space you have and we need it for the crates. The sacks should go under the back seat.”

			He was right, which annoyed me. I yanked the whisky from his arms.

			“Got your mind on something else?” Joey opened the back door and lifted the seat.

			 “Like what?” I shouldered him aside and dropped the sack in.

			“You tell me. I saw you talking to a guy in the alley earlier. Who was it?”

			I turned on him, hands on my hips. “None of your beeswax.”

			He smiled at getting a rise out of me, his brown eyes lighting up. “Come on, Tiny, a guy like that, in a suit that fancy?” He looked me up and down. “You’re not his type.”

			I lunged for him, giving him a hard shove with both hands on the chest. Joey wasn’t tall but he was solid, so I was surprised when he went over backward. Since I’d thrown all my weight into the push, I went over too and we landed in a heap of tangled limbs on the dirt. To my chagrin, my body betrayed me by tingling at the feel of our torsos pressed together. For one awkward moment, we paused, our faces inches apart. 

			“Kiss me, you fool,” he said, but then he burst out laughing.

			“Go to hell.” I rolled off him and stood, brushing the dust off my skirt. 

			Joey popped up on his feet, still chuckling. “Good hit. Caught me off guard.” 

			“Did I hurt you?” I asked hopefully.

			“With what—a pebble to the backside?” He readjusted his floppy cap.

			I was tempted to keep sparring with him since I was so worked up, but just then Daddy arrived. We got to work emptying the boathouse into our cars, and then drove back to the garage, where we unloaded the booze into the hidden rooms in the basement. No one spoke more than one-word commands or responses, and Daddy looked over his shoulder more than usual. Not that I blamed him—the events of this afternoon had me on edge too.

			By the time we were through, I was sticky and tired and my left hip ached. While Daddy went over the day’s take in the office, I sat on the stained cement floor and watched Joey bring in the last of the booze. His black pants hugged his butt as he moved, and a surprising little flutter swept through my belly. He set the whisky down and wiped the sweat from his forehead with the back of his wrist. It left a trail of dirt smudged against his olive skin, but I had to admit he’d gotten better looking in the last couple years, sort of grown into his strong nose and wide mouth. 

			He caught me staring. “See something you like?” 

			I made a disgusted noise at the back of my throat, as if he hadn’t just read my mind. “No.”

			“Joe,” called Daddy. “Come in here a minute.” When Joey stepped into the office, I hopped to my feet, counted to five and followed, stopping just out of sight of the open door.

			“Just keep your ears open,” Daddy was saying. “And let me know what you hear.”

			About what? I wondered. Did this have anything to do with the letter from Enzo? 

			Daddy dropped his voice. “And keep an eye on Tiny, too. She needs it.”

			Like hell I do. Especially that eye.

			Joey came out of the office, giving me a slug on the shoulder as he headed for the back door. “See you around, Little Tomato.”

			I ignored him. “Daddy,” I said loudly, drawing him out of the office. “What’s going on?”

			He was still shuffling through the stack of bills and didn’t meet my eye. “Nothing I can’t handle.”

			“What was in that letter? The one I gave you earlier.”

			He didn’t even lift his head. “Nothing to worry about.”

			He was lying, but Daddy was stubborn as a one-eyed mule. If he didn’t want me to know what was going on, I wasn’t going to get it out of him. Maybe I could snoop around for the letter tomorrow. “I guess I’ll walk home then, see what the girls have cooked up.”

			“A heap of trouble, no doubt.” He flashed a quick smile in my direction, but it didn’t reach his eyes.

			#

			Later that night—after making supper, washing the dishes, breaking up a fight between my sisters over whose turn it was to dry them, running the carpet sweeper, and putting out the trash—I took a cool bath, put on my nightgown, and flopped facedown onto my bed. Our home wasn’t large by any means, but keeping it clean and running smoothly was exhausting, not to mention keeping two younger sisters fed, clothed, and out of trouble. Daddy did what he could, willing to cook the occasional pot of soup or scrub the tub from time to time, but as the oldest daughter at home, I had the most responsibility. Sometimes the weight of it all threatened to drag me under.

			It was probably crazy to attempt nursing school too, but my mother had always talked about how she’d have liked to be a nurse if only she’d had the opportunity. She was a poor Irish girl who grew up on a farm—she hadn’t even finished the eighth grade, let alone high school. I felt closer to her, knowing that I was fulfilling a dream she’d had for herself. Plus, a nursing degree would allow me to get a good job and make my own money. My first plan was to get an apartment, but after that I wanted to go places, and I didn’t want to be dependent on anyone else to take me. 

			From my nightstand, I picked up a dog-eared Photoplay magazine. I’d already finished reading it, but I loved looking at the advertisements boasting of grand hotels, luxury rail lines, and exotic locales. Too hot for covers, I flipped to my back and lay atop the sheet, thumbing through the tattered pages, grateful for a moment of peace.

			“Tiny!” Mary Grace burst into my room without knocking. “Molly’s going to Electric Park tomorrow, but she says I can’t go along. Tell her she has to take me too!”

			Sighing, I tossed the magazine back onto the nightstand and braced for an argument.

			“I won’t take her,” said Molly from the doorway, arms crossed. “Last time she embarrassed me terribly by telling my friends I wet the bed until I was eight.”

			“Well, you did,” insisted Mary Grace. “I can’t help it if that’s the truth.” She looked at me and pouted. “She just doesn’t want me there because boys are coming.”

			“You be quiet,” snapped Molly, leaning in to slap Mary Grace on the shoulder.

			“Girls.” I got off the bed to separate them. “It’s late, and I’m tired. We’ll talk about this tomorrow. Now go to bed before I find some chore that needs to be done yet tonight.”

			“But she—”

			“OUT!” I shoved them both through the door and shut it behind them. Half-expecting them to bang on it again, I waited a moment before switching off the light and crawling under the covers. 

			Certain they were scared off by the threat of more housework, I closed my eyes. Enzo’s face appeared. Breathing deeply, I replayed the scene in the boathouse in my head. When I got to the part where he first touched me, I slowed down to savor every delicious morsel—his fingers under my chin, his smoky breath, his lips on mine, our chests pressed together. Even the memory of discovering the gun gave me a peculiar kick that radiated from my stomach throughout my limbs.

			Like the buzz from a cocktail mixed with equal parts fear and fascination.

			#

			Several hours later, the ringing telephone jarred me awake. I stumbled down the stairs and into the darkened hallway to answer it. 

			“Hello?” 

			 “Tiny,” a male voice rasped. I thought it might be Daddy, but he’d spoken so softly I couldn’t tell for sure. 

			“Daddy? I can’t hear you. Hello?”

			“The garage,” said a smooth new voice. “Come alone. And bring the money or he’s dead.”

			“Who is this?” The phone went dead before I could get an answer, and my stomach turned over. Trembling, I set the receiver back on the switch hook. What money? Or who’s dead—Daddy? Racing up the steps up two at a time, I opened his bedroom door. The moonlight streaming through the window illuminated an empty bed. I dashed back into my room to dress without turning on any lights. The first outfit I got my hands on was the red blouse and black skirt I’d worn today, which I threw on over my chemise while questions pummeled my brain. Who was that? Should I really go alone? Should I call the police? Is this about a gambling debt? Does it have something to do with the letter? 

			Damn it, Daddy! What have you done? 

			I didn’t have any money at the house, and my tip envelope was at Bridget’s. The last thing I wanted to do was to alarm her or put the kids in danger—I’d have to see who it was and find out what they wanted first. If I ignored the instructions and involved the police, I might put Daddy in more danger than he was already in.

			I shoved my bare feet into shoes and moved quietly down the stairs. As I let myself out the front door into the warm night, I tried to place the voice I’d heard. Daddy’s usual bookmaker was a cock-eyed sleaze called Ralph the Bookie, but he had a distinctive nasally whine. This voice was deep and smooth, with a slight accent. Was it Italian?

			My stomach churned. The cops found unidentified bodies in the Detroit River all the time these days. Almost nightly, said the papers. Guys who’d been shot, beaten, drowned. I fought off the nausea by quickening my pace.

			As I ran past darkened houses, a memory surfaced without warning—Daddy surprising me with a new Hawthorne bicycle on my ninth birthday and teaching me how to ride it. Running alongside me down this very street shouting encouragement. Clenching my fists, I dug my nails into my palms as I reached the end of the block and stopped to catch my breath. 

			Then with fear lodged like a hatchet in my chest, I turned the corner and inched through the alley toward the garage, my feet crunching on the gravel. At the back door, I closed my right hand around the handle and twisted—unlocked. I pushed it open and stepped in, hearing nothing but my own quick breaths. Seconds ticked by.

			I was beginning to wonder if it was all a joke when I heard a rusty voice behind me. “Glad you could make it.” 

			The door slammed and a meaty hand clamped over my mouth. An arm snared my waist. Cackling, the man walked me deeper into the garage, pushing my legs with his own. Too terrified to resist, I moved forward like a rag doll in his grip.

			When we reached the office door, he kicked out a leg and it creaked open.	

			I was struggling to make sense of the shadowy shapes in front of me when someone switched on the lamp—I gasped behind the sweaty, smothering palm. 

			On the chair was my father, slouched and bloody. 

			At his temple, the barrel of a gun.

			

		
			

	
		Chapter Three

			 

			Thick arms like iron chains held me fast when I struggled to get to Daddy. I whimpered against the hand over my mouth. 

			“Well. No one told me you were so lovely,” said the man holding the weapon. Even in the low light I could tell he hadn’t been the one to deliver the beating. Daddy’s face was a swollen red and purple mess, but not a speck of blood marred this man’s white shirt. Not a black hair was out of place. 

			He nodded to my captor, who released me. I rushed over to my father and put a hand on his neck. His skin was warm, but I couldn’t find a pulse. “Is he dead?” 

			“Looks that way, don’t it?” snapped the voice behind me. I glared at him. He was younger and stockier than the well-dressed man, and his jaw was shadowed by whiskers where the older man’s was clean-shaven. His wrinkled blue shirt stained with blood. 

			“Now, now.” The well-dressed man spoke very gently for someone holding a gun to a person’s head. “He isn’t dead yet. No need to be cruel.”

			My fingers finally located a pulse. Thank God. “What do you want?” I asked, my voice trembling.

			“Is she armed, Raymond?” 

			Raymond started to grope me from behind.

			“Stop it! I’m not armed!” I shook him off. “Please! Why have you done this?”

			The older man put the gun down and picked up his black suit coat from the desk, brushing it off before slipping into it. “Your father has refused to acknowledge my offer of protection.” He adjusted his cuffs. “He’s testing my patience.” 

			“That’s right,” put in Raymond.

			“Raymond, please.” The man tucked the gun inside his coat. 

			“Protection…protection from what?” I asked. 

			“From anyone who might wish to harm him or his business, of course. These days it could be anything—bombing, arson, the murder or kidnapping of a family member.” He listed these things as if he were reciting the menu at a roadhouse diner. I shivered, even though I was sweating.

			“I don’t understand. Why would anyone want to harm us or the business?”

			“It’s nothing personal, piccolina. In fact, it’s a compliment. Your father is a small fish, but he runs such a good operation, he’s caught the attention of bigger fish.”

			“Sharks,” said Raymond.

			“Exactly,” agreed the man. “And sharks, when they see the fine meal of a small fish, they get greedy. They get hungry. They want a piece of the meal for themselves.”

			“And you’re the shark?” 

			He laughed, revealing straight white teeth. “Of course not. I’m here to protect you from the sharks. I have offered this protection to Jack several times already, but each time he has ignored my request to meet and discuss it. That’s dangerous.” His eyes slid sideways to my father.

			I swallowed. “How much for this…protection?”

			“Ten thousand dollars.”

			My mouth gaped open. “Ten thousand dollars!” 

			“To let him live tonight, I will accept half.”

			“I don’t have five thousand dollars,” I said, my eyes filling. 

			“That’s unfortunate.” He reached inside his coat, and I put my hands out. Daddy was going to die if I didn’t think of something—fast.

			“Wait! Just wait. Maybe I can get it.”

			“That’s a good girl.” He took his hand from his coat, empty.

			My brain was reeling. Was today’s take still here in the office? If it was, they’d probably already stolen it. Daddy kept no spare cash at the garage, I knew that much, but we did have booze. “OK. This afternoon my father and I brought at least twenty cases of whisky here. They’re in the basement, hidden in some rooms beyond the south wall. You can have them all.”

			“That ain’t five thousand bucks,” spat Raymond.

			“We also have at least two cases of scotch.”

			“What kind of scotch?” the man asked.

			“Good stuff. Imported from Europe and smuggled through Canada by rail. Expensive—we sell it for one twenty-five per bottle.” I’d just offered all our stock; it had to be worth five thousand, probably more, but I wasn’t capable of arithmetic just then.

			The man thought for a moment, his eyes on me. “I’ll accept this offer. On one condition.”

			“What?”

			“You bring me ten thousand dollars in cash this week.”

			“Ten minus five is only another five!”

			He shrugged. “Those are my terms. And my final offer to let him live tonight.”

			My guts churned—there was no way we could come up with ten grand in a week—but what choice did I have? “Deal. Now will you let us go?”

			“I’ll let you go. He stays with me until I have the money.” A smile crept onto his lips. “Why don’t you come down to my club tomorrow night, piccolina? We’ll discuss the details of this arrangement in a more civilized manner, and you’ll bring me one hundred dollars as a sign of good faith.”

			I twisted my clammy hands together. “Where are you taking him?”

			“Never mind about that. I won’t kill him if you keep your word.” Then, as casually as if he were brandishing a stick of chewing gum, he pulled the gun from his coat and aimed it at my chest. “But I won’t think twice about killing both of you if you don’t.”

			Fear gashed my heart so sharply I thought he might have pulled the trigger. “I’ll be there.”

			“Splendid.” The corners of his mouth tipped up. He looked vaguely familiar in that moment, but I couldn’t place his face. He was about Daddy’s age, but taller, leaner through the middle. His hair was so dark it appeared black, and his features were narrow and even—no scars or evidence of a broken nose or jaw. “I confess, I didn’t like the idea of doing business with a girl,” he continued, “but this has been almost enjoyable. I feel certain once your father comes to, he will be more willing to negotiate with me. Now, how do we access those rooms?” The gun was still pointed at me, and I could hardly think. My teeth chattered.

			“You—you’ll have to move the m-middle cabinet on the west wall first. Then open the phony icebox in the left corner—it has no back—and you’ll see a latch. Pull it. It releases the d-door behind the cabinet.”

			He looked impressed as he slid the gun back inside his coat. “Quite an operation here. I can see why the sharks are circling.”

			They left Daddy and me alone in the office, and I heard my instructions repeated in the garage. I wasn’t sure how many men were out there, but I knew the chances for escape were next to nothing. Even if I made a run for it, and I wasn’t much of a runner, that left Daddy sitting here alone, his hands tied to the chair. I looked him over, checking for the worst of the injuries. His face was almost unrecognizable—eyes bruised and squeezed shut from the swelling, nose broken again, cheeks and chin nicked with cuts—but I saw no evidence of a mortal wound. I brushed a matted lock of dark hair from his forehead, relieved to see a spot of unbloodied skin. “My God, Daddy,” I whispered. I felt sorry for him, but a little angry too. Why had he ignored this man? Had he thought the threats were idle? For Christ’s sake, he read the papers—and look at what had happened to Vince! He knew what these men were capable of; extortion was their least worrisome crime. I sank to my knees again and clutched his limp arm. “What if I can’t save you?” I whimpered before his battered form went blurry beyond my tears.

			 While I wept, the men emptied the basement of all our stock. Everything we had would be gone—and now they knew our hiding spot too. I scrambled to my feet when two goons lumbered in, untied Daddy, and carried him out by his arms and legs. When they exited into the alley, I leaned against the doorframe for support.

			The older man appeared to my left. “Miss O’Mara. You’ll find me at Club 23 tomorrow night.” His eyes dropped to my disheveled clothing. “Wear something pretty.” Placing a black fedora on his head, he followed the others out the door, shutting it behind him. 

			I rushed over to lock it, but when I turned around, my skin prickled with the awareness of someone. 

			I wasn’t alone. 

			Knees trembling, I searched the shadows of the silent garage, gasping when I saw a slender man in a dark suit standing about ten feet away, perfectly still. Watching me. 

			Enzo. 

			I clenched my jaw. “Go to hell.”

			He moved closer, and the sight of his handsome face both thrilled and appalled me. I stiffened when he stopped right in front of me and smiled. “Tell them Angel sent you.”  

			#

			As soon as Enzo was gone, I locked the back door and returned to the office. Sinking into the chair, I put my hands to my head and tugged on my hair. Where were they taking Daddy? And how on earth was I going to come up with ten thousand dollars this week? I had no booze to sell, no talent for rebuilding hearses, and no hiding spot with emergency payoff cash tucked away.

			But I had to get it somehow. They knew who I was and how to find me. And if they could find me, they could find my sisters. My nephews. They could bomb not only the garage but the house or the store.

			Bridget had been right about Enzo. 

			Burning with anger, I realized Enzo had to have known about the kidnapping plot when he kissed me in the boathouse. Bastard! Why didn’t he say something then? He could have warned me, but instead he’d let me walk right into this trap. Maybe I’d even been part of the trap—he’d asked questions, followed me, discovered the boathouse. Damn him. I should have known he was trouble. But I’d never been good at resisting temptation. It wasn’t in my blood.

			I chewed my thumbnail. Ten goddamn grand. I only knew one way to make that kind of cash, and since I’d just given away all our stock, the only resource I’d have to start with was my envelope full of tips. My tuition money. Crossing my arms over my belly, I lay my forehead on the desk in defeat.

			Within seconds, a pounding on the back door had me bolting upright. My heart hammered wildly as I switched off the lamp and waited. More pounding, then the thumping of bodyweight being thrown into the door. Move, you idiot! 

			 I ran out into the garage and frantically searched for somewhere to hide. My eyes roved right and left—I couldn’t open the roll-up door fast enough to escape onto Jefferson, and the only other hiding spots were the basement or—gulp—a hearse. When a gunshot blasted through the back door, busting the lock, I squeaked in terror and took a running dive into the hearse with no back end. I yanked on a curtain from the window and the whole rod came down. Burrowing underneath the black velvet and curling into a ball, I was starting a Hail Mary when I heard slow footsteps. Then creak of the office door. 

			Silence.

			When the footsteps started up again, they seemed to be coming toward me. I curled tighter into myself, my body stiff with terror. The intruder came closer. I stopped breathing.

			Then, for five agonizing seconds—nothing. 

			Finally, I could stand it no longer. I opened my eyes and peeked out. 

			Joey stood at the back of the hearse, aiming a pistol at me.

			“Tiny?” He dropped the gun and gawked. “What the hell are you doing?” 

			“It’s a long story,” I said. “Which I might tell you, if I can ever breathe normally again.” I hoped I hadn’t wet myself. Why the hell did everybody have a gun all of a sudden?

			Joey tucked his into his waistband and reached for me. “Well, I’m glad you’re not dead. I’m staying at Bridget’s tonight and when I heard noise down here, I looked out the window and saw a body being carried out and put into the back seat of a sedan.”

			I let him drag me to the edge of the hearse by my forearms and pull me out. My rubbery legs threatened to buckle. “Yeah, that was Daddy. He’s not dead though. Yet.” I put both hands on my stomach, which was still pitching.

			“What?” His voice cracked on the word.

			I took a breath and explained, starting with the phone call and ending with my swan dive into the back of the hearse. 

			“Jesus. Your dad mentioned there might be some trouble.” He scratched his head. “Who were the guys? Did you recognize them?”

			 “There were five at least. The older one who did the talking was well dressed and maybe in his forties. Dark hair. Didn’t look like the type to do his own dirty work. Two younger guys were with him, and a couple goons.” I decided not to tell him that one of the younger guys was the fancy suit I’d been talking to in the alley.

			“Did you get names?”

			I hesitated. Naming names was against the rules; it got people into trouble. But I thought I could trust Joey. “One of them might be called Angel.”

			“Angel DiFiore, that son of a bitch.” Joey nodded in recognition. “That’s the older one. The younger two were probably his sons, Enzo and Raymond.”

			My mouth fell open. Enzo was Angel’s son? 

			“Angel is an associate of Tony Provenzano,” Joey went on, “the bastard who put the hit on Big Leo Scarfone and got my father killed.”

			I sucked in my breath. “Was Angel involved in those murders?”

			“He wasn’t put on trial, but that don’t mean he wasn’t.” Even in the dark, I saw the fury in Joey’s stance. “He came from Brooklyn a while back, and his operation was on the west side of Detroit, but now he’s over here with his sons, muscling in on the east side rackets. He’s pissing some people off.”

			“How do you know so much?”

			He shrugged. “I got ears.”

			“Is he a bootlegger?”

			Joey shook his head. “He runs a club, lottery, races, and a bunch of other things you don’t want to know about.”

			A series of clanks from the alley made us both jump. “Let’s get out of here.” I grabbed his arm. “Can you come home with me?”

			“Been waiting years for you to ask me that.”

			I almost choked. “Please.”

			We walked back at a fast clip, and I jumped at every cricket chirp and cat yowl. I checked on my sisters the minute we got in, relieved to see them both sound asleep. Mary Grace clutched a small stuffed bear she claimed she didn’t like anymore. I brushed the strawberry hair off her pale forehead and tiptoed out, shutting the door behind me.

			Joey was in the kitchen. “You got anything to eat?” 

			“Are you kidding? How can you think about food?” 

			“A guy can always think about food.” He shot me a look over his shoulder. “Among other things.” 

			“Well, all I can think about is that ten thousand dollars.” I sat down at the kitchen table with a stubby pencil and piece of paper while Joey foraged for a snack. Some quick math told me I’d have to move about fifty-six cases of whisky to clear ten grand. Scribbling more numbers, I figured I had at least enough in my shoebox to buy twelve cases after taking out the hundred I had to give Angel tomorrow night. If I sold them all, I’d have just over two thousand bucks—a far cry from ten. But maybe it would be enough to buy me some time.

			“So. What’s your plan?” Joey munched on some Uneeda Biscuits right from the box and straddled the chair across from me.

			“My plan is to get the damn money. What choice do I have?”

			He was silent a few seconds, then spoke low. “You don’t want to go to the cops, do you?”

			“Are you kidding me? I know better than that,” I scoffed. “Angel’d kill him. And I don’t want to tell Bridget about this yet, either. She’ll panic.”

			“Do you think she has the money, though? Maybe she’d give it to you.”

			I shook my head. “She’s on her own with three boys, and she has Martin to pay too.”

			“Who the hell is Martin?”

			“The assistant manager she hired after you left for Chicago. Anyway, after what happened to Vince, I don’t want Bridget involved at all.”

			“OK, but she’s gonna notice your pop’s missing.”

			I thought for a moment. “I’ll tell her he went down to Cleveland to deliver a car to somebody. He’s done that before.”

			Joey shoved one last cracker into his mouth and brushed off his hands. “I’m coming with you tomorrow night.”

			“That’s not a good idea. You might run your mouth and cause trouble. Besides, what harm can they do at a crowded club?”

			“You don’t want me to answer that question. I’m going, and that’s that.” 

			I thought about arguing, but realized it might be smart to have someone with me, even if it was big-mouth Joey. “OK, fine.”

			“Now let’s talk about getting those ten G’s,” he said. “That’s a lotta dough.”

			“I need to make a run as soon as possible.”

			Joey rubbed the stubble on his chin. “Tiny, I think you need…some friends in this.”

			“What do you mean?”

			“I mean, you’re a girl alone trying to defend yourself against guys who hustle people for a living, and that’s putting it nicely. You need allies.”

			I blinked at him. “Like who?”

			“Well, I got some friends I know from when I was at the Bishop school. They used to be with Big Leo, but they’re kinda doing their own thing now. They call themselves the River Gang, and—”

			I put my hands up. “No. No way. I’m not getting involved in any Italian gang wars, Joey. All I want is to pay off Angel DiFiore and get Daddy released.”

			“But DiFiore’s not just going to go away. Even your dad is going to need allies after this.”

			“That’ll be his problem then. I’m not interested in revenge or power or allies or anything else—I just want my father back. Now are you going to help me or not?”

			Joey exhaled and scratched his head. “We’ll need dark. Tomorrow night’s out. How about Sunday?” 

			“OK.”

			“Do you have the money to buy with?”

			I swallowed. “Yes.” 

			“What about a distributor?”

			“I’ll call our usual guy, Blaise. I just hope he doesn’t get prickly about selling to me without Daddy there.” My stomach turned over. “And I hope the boat has enough gasoline.”

			 “Leave that to me.” He swung his leg over the top of the chair and picked up his cap from the table. “I better go. Delivery truck’s coming early in the morning and I told Bridget I’d help unload.” 

			“What time will we meet tomorrow night?” I whispered, following him to the front door.

			“I’ll pick you up at nine.” He paused, glancing over my shoulder up the stairs. “Do you want me to stay?”

			Yes. The word popped into my mind before I had a chance to think about it. Joey noticed my hesitation. 

			“I don’t mind staying here, if it will make you feel safer.” His voice was soft and low, and it was the first time I’d ever heard him say something like that without joking. Standing there in the dark, I was tempted to tell him to stay. With his full, familiar lips so close, I was tempted to do more than that. 

			What the hell is with you today? Say goodnight! “No,” I said, stepping back. “You can go. I’ll see you tomorrow.”

			After he left, I locked the door, crept into my room, and undressed. Wearily I climbed back into bed and lay there, my body numb with fatigue but my brain buzzing with questions. Where were they keeping Daddy? Would they hurt him again? Were we safe here? I chewed on the edge of the sheet. Now that I knew a locked door was no match for Enzo DiFiore, I wasn’t sure I’d ever feel safe again. What was his role in all this? And why had he kissed me like that? 

			My eyes slammed shut. Jesus, you couldn’t trust anybody. Not even men with movie star faces whose kisses felt like fire in your veins.

			Rolling to my side, I crooked one elbow underneath my head. I’m a horrible person. How can I even think about kissing Enzo with Daddy being held hostage? What was the matter with me? And had I really been tempted to kiss Joey at the door? That boy had been nothing but trouble my entire life, and now it looked he’d make a career out of it. Was he working for the River Gang? It was hard to believe he’d want the same kind of life his father had—or the same kind of death. But he sure had a lot of information. Could I trust him?

			I wanted to trust him. 

			But I also wanted a gun.

		
			

	
		Chapter Four

			 

			After settling the argument between my sisters—Molly lost, I said she had to take Mary Grace to Electric Park—I told them Daddy had gone to Cleveland for a few days, and if they stayed out of trouble while he was gone, they could each pick out a new skirt or blouse from the Sears Roebuck catalog. Then I broke up the fight that ensued when Mary Grace said Molly was hogging the catalog behind the locked bathroom door, which is where she insists she has to go if she wants any privacy at all. 

			I spent the rest of Saturday morning stocking shelves at the store, jumping out of my skin every time the bell over the door rang, and wiping my sweaty palms on my skirt. I managed to avoid Bridget, who said she needed some fresh produce and took the kids down to Eastern Market. Since Martin was minding the store in her absence, I went over to the garage, where it looked like Joey had attempted to repair the busted lock but hadn’t finished the job. Inside the office, I dug Daddy’s directory out of the desk and called Blaise at the Cloverly Inn. 

			“Yeah?” barked a gruff voice.

			I cleared my throat. “I’m calling for Jack O’Mara.”

			“Yeah?”

			“Uh, I need to make a pickup. Twelve cases. Tomorrow night, if possible.”

			 “It’s possible.” 

			“Can I make the pickup after nine?”

			“Thirty-five per. I’ll meet you at the docks.”

			There, I thought, allowing myself a sliver of triumph as I hung up. But when I replaced the directory, I noticed someone had been in the secret compartment at the back of Daddy’s bottom desk drawer, the one where he kept the ledgers. I reached in and felt around. 

			Empty. 

			“Damn it,” I whispered. Money slipped through Daddy’s fingers like water but he kept meticulous records of what we sold and to whom. My blood iced over as I thought about where those ledgers might be—and worse, where they might end up. Angel had probably taken them, but why? Daddy was sunk if he turned them over to the Prohibition Bureau. 

			He could go to jail. And I’d be on my own with the girls for years.

			Shoving that predicament from my mind, I walked back to the store, focusing on a more immediate problem: I had nothing to wear to a place like Club 23. Two Sunday dresses hung in my closet, but neither was what you’d call smart, and I certainly didn’t want to walk in there looking like a girl on her way to mass. Also, I didn’t want Enzo to think he’d bested me—he’d taken me by surprise, of course, but I wanted him to know I couldn’t be broken so easily. 

			Later that afternoon I approached Bridget as she rang up a purchase for a customer. Behind her, the boys were stacking empty boxes in the stock room and then knocking down their cardboard tower with glee.   

			“Would it be all right if I left a bit early today?” I asked when the customer had gone. 

			“Sure, I have Martin here.” She smiled at me. “Go do something fun. It’s Saturday.”

			Right. “Uh, I need a little bit of money from my tip envelope. Is your door open?”

			“Should be. How much do you need?” She glanced behind her. “Thomas! Don’t shut Charlie in that box, he’ll suffocate!” While she rescued her youngest child from his brothers, I snuck up the stairs before I had to explain why I was taking every penny I had.

			#

			My closest girlfriend was Evelyn LaChance. She still lived with her parents too, and their house was only a couple blocks from ours. Evelyn attended nursing school with me, but during the summer she helped out at her family’s bakery. On Saturdays, she only worked mornings, so I walked to her house and found her in the bedroom she shared with her twin sister Rosie, folding laundry and stacking it in neat piles on her bed.

			“Hey, I was just thinking about you,” she said. “Want to go to the movies tonight?”

			I perched on the edge of the dresser. “I would, but I actually have plans.”

			Her plump mouth formed on O. “A date? With who? Where?”

			I winced. “Don’t call it a date. With Joey. To a place called Club 23.” I wondered how much was wise to tell her. I was dying to divulge the entire story about kissing Enzo in the boathouse, but I didn’t see how I could without revealing the rest. “It’s for my father…he has business there.”

			She hugged a folded pair of white bloomers to her chest. “God, you’re lucky. Joey’s so handsome.”

			“You think so? He drives me crazy with his big mouth.”

			“Mmm, that mouth drives me crazy too.”

			I rolled my eyes. “That’s not what I meant. I’ll put in a word for you, but right now I need you to help me find something to wear.”

			She tossed the bloomers aside. “Let’s go to Hudson’s. Rosie’s working.” We walked to the streetcar stop and caught a crowded car heading downtown. I kept my purse clutched tight to my side, since I’d stuffed the entire envelope, fat with small bills and change, inside it.

			Rosie worked at the cosmetics counter at J.L. Hudson’s department store on Woodward. Even at four in the afternoon, her face was painted-on pretty, crowned by curly locks of golden blond hair cut fashionably short. They were twins, but it always struck me how different they were—in both looks and demeanor. Where Rosie was long-legged and slender, Evelyn was almost as short as me, with a rounder face and thicker middle. She wasn’t unattractive, just plain—but any girl could look plain next to Rosie, who was as tart as she was beautiful. 

			“Tiny has a date tonight,” Evelyn announced breathlessly. “With Joey Lupo, going dancing at Club 23. She needs help finding something to wear.”

			“No kidding.” Rosie tilted her head, like she might be seeing me in a new light. “Club 23, huh?” Glancing at the huge clock on the wall, she nodded. “I’ll take my break now and help you out. God knows you’ll need it.”

			She accompanied us to the dress department on the sixth floor, where she began pulling dresses off the rack for me to try on. “Lord, Tiny, you’re so short I don’t know what will fit,” she complained. “But you are nice and skinny. Let’s try these.”

			“Isn’t that a little flimsy?” Evelyn asked when I had the first one on.

			I knew what she meant, but I liked it. It was slate blue satin underneath and had a sheer chiffon overlay in the same color. It had a V neck and no sleeves—a first for me—and hung straight to my hips where its satin sash was tied in an intricate knot on the left. The skirt hung in fluttery panels with a zigzag effect. Glancing at my purse in Evelyn’s hands, I wondered how much it cost—I’d already be down a hundred bucks tonight, and I needed four hundred twenty to buy whisky with tomorrow. Since I was usually so frugal, even the nicest dress in my closet cost less than ten dollars. Something told me this one would be considerably more. “How much is this?”

			“Hmm.” Rosie stood back and pursed her lips. “Good color for you, matches your eyes.” She circled me like a vulture.

			“What does it cost?”

			 “Around twenty, I think. Maybe closer to thirty.”	

			My heart plummeted. But then I imagined Rosie in the club wearing this blue number while I stood next to her in my green-checkered church dress. To hell with the cost. “I’ll take it.”

			“Good.” She nodded. “You’ll need new stockings—sheer black,” she said, scrutinizing my lower legs. “With roll garters. Then new shoes, with higher heels.”

			“And a lipstick,” I added.

			Rosie pointed at me. “Now you’re talkin.”

			When I boarded the streetcar for home, I carried bags that held the dress, a pair of black stockings and satin-covered roll garters, black satin t-straps with high heels, a tiny silver mesh evening bag, and a pale peach lace-edged step-in—which Rosie had assured me was all I needed to wear under my dress. She also helped me choose a tube of lipstick called Red Velvet and told me she’d be home at seven if I wanted her to help me get ready. My envelope had taken a huge hit, but I still had enough to pay Angel tonight and buy twelve cases tomorrow. Barely.

			Back at my house, I prepared supper—scrambled eggs and bacon, the one meal I didn’t habitually screw up—and gave the girls permission to go to the movies. I told them I was going out and wouldn’t be home until late, but I warned them to observe their regular curfew or else. Molly’s eyes lit up, and I figured she’d be tempted to take advantage of my absence, but I also knew Mary Grace would tattle on her first chance she got. After doing the dishes, I drove over to the LaChance house, my purchases in the back seat.

			I felt like a doll as they worked on me up in their room, fastening my dress and fussing over my hair and makeup. “You’re so lucky to have this naturally wavy hair,” Rosie said, curling it around her fingers. “And such a perfect little body, straight up and down. I know girls who’d kill for that figure. It’s just right for all the new dresses.”

			“I could never wear this.” Evelyn fingered the soft chiffon. 

			“Ya got that right,” said Rosie with a snort. “OK, now the powder and rouge.” Her fingers fluttered and smudged across my face while I tried to hold still. “There. Now, when you get home, rinse your mouth out with Listerine and then put on the lipstick, like this.” She took my new lipstick and put it on her own lips. “Try to make a little bow on the top, like I did.” She puckered and preened in the mirror over their dresser.

			“Got it.” I stood to look at my own reflection. My chin-length hair was styled neatly around my made-up face, and Rosie had lent me a black beaded headband, which hid half my forehead. The blue of the dress brought out the color of my eyes, and I loved the way the sheer black stockings peeked out from under the zig-zag hem. Even more, I adored what I couldn’t see—the way the stockings were rolled to just above my knee and held there by the garters, the decadent feel of satin against my unbound breasts, and the looseness of the step-in compared to the usual body-binding corselette.

			“You look like a million bucks,” Rosie said, a rare compliment from her.

			“Thanks. I owe you.” 

			“Can you get me into Club 23?” One penciled brow peaked above her hopeful eyes.

			“Maybe next time,” I told her, although the last thing I wanted to do was make an entrance into a club next to Rosie.

			Back at home, I brushed my teeth and did some final primping in my bedroom mirror, thankful for the privacy while I practiced walking in my new heels. It took me a few tries to get the bow lips right, but I thought I had a reasonable imitation by the time I heard a knock on the front door. 

			When he saw me, Joey’s eyebrows shot up. “Damn, Tiny. If I didn’t know it was you, I’d say you were beautiful.” He was wearing a dark brown suit, white shirt open at the collar, no tie or hat. The suit looked a bit worse for wear, but he’d tamed his hair and shaved, revealing clear skin and a strong jaw. My insides performed a funny little flip.

			“You’re a riot. But I’ll thank you to just keep quiet tonight.” I pulled the door shut behind me and walked to his car, a black Ford much like mine.

			“Don’t you want me to get the door for you?” 

			I waved him off. “This isn’t a date, Joey. Just get in and drive. Do you know where we’re going?”

			He nodded and slid into the driver’s seat, stealing a glance at my legs before starting the car. I smoothed the dress over my thighs and pressed my knees together.

			Neither of us spoke on the way downtown.

			The block he parked on looked perfectly ordinary, lined with darkened sandwich and coffee shops, a florist, a shoe store, and a photography studio. Steam rose from grates on the cement, and the electric streetlights cast a yellowish glow. 

			“Where’s the club?” I asked as we got out of the car.

			“Right over there, I think.” We walked down the street and he pointed to the florist’s door, which had the number 23 painted on it. “See that opening in the sidewalk? That’s a stairwell to the cellar, where the entrance is.”

			We descended the cement steps. At the foot of the staircase was a massive metal door, which Joey knocked on.

			No answer.

			He pounded a little harder. 

			Nothing. 

			I was about to tell him to forget it, this couldn’t be the place, when we heard a few clicking sounds, like the door was being unlocked from inside. I pushed it open, and we stepped inside a dark, closet-like space with a second door ahead of us.

			“That wasn’t so hard,” I said. But when the big metal door slammed behind us, we were trapped in the blackness. Immediately my heart began thudding, but within seconds, a tiny slot at eye level—well, more Joey’s eye level than mine—opened up.

			A pair of eyes appeared. “Yeah?”

			“Is this Club 23?” Joey asked. 

			“Get lost.” The slot closed.

			“Angel sent me,” I said loudly. The slot opened again.

			“Who said that?”

			“Me. Down here.”

			The eyes found me and the voice attached to them laughed. 

			“Listen, can we come in or not?” I asked irritably.

			“Sure, you can come in,” the voice said. “If Angel sent you, you’re in.” The door opened, and we were directed down a dark, low-ceilinged hallway with a red-tiled floor and black-painted cement walls toward the club’s main room. The music grew louder as we approached. At the end of the hall were two red velvet curtains, tied back on either side.

			My heart raced as I took in the club’s cozy underground opulence. The front third of the room was dominated by an elevated stage, where a dozen musicians shook the walls with a driving rhythm. The rectangular dance floor in front of it was two tiers lower than where I was standing and packed with dancers. Cocktail tables edged the floor, and crescent-shaped booths with plush red velvet seating rimmed the next two tiers. The walls were also lined with a few intimate, red-curtained booths, and the room was crowded with elegantly dressed men and women, many of them dancing or smoking, all of them drinking. The dark wood bar ran the length of the back wall, and the cocktails were served in real glasses, not mugs or teacups like I’d seen in other joints. White linen dressed the tables, and the waiters wore tuxedoes. 

			A hostess seated us at a small cocktail table near the dance floor. Joey ordered a whisky and asked if I wanted one. “I’ll have Canadian Club. With ice.” In speakeasies it was important to order your poison by name—otherwise you couldn’t be sure what was in it. The hostess disappeared and we sat listening to the music for a few minutes, my eyes scanning the room for Angel or one of his sons.

			Our drinks arrived, and Joey handed the waitress some cash. She winked at him, and I didn’t blame her. 

			I sipped my whisky. “Swell suit. Too bad you couldn’t afford a tie.”

			He took two big swallows and set down the glass with a clunk. “I don’t prefer neckties. And now, hard as it may be, I think you should tear your eyes from me and look over your shoulder. Is that Angel DiFiore watching you?”

			A spidery chill crawled up my back. I turned in my chair, and there he was, in a black tuxedo, raising a glass to me in a silent toast. He drank, set the glass down, and headed my way. 

			I took a gulp of whisky. “Yes. That’s him.”

			Joey watched him approach with his chin lifted, eyes sharp.

			 In a moment, Angel appeared at my side. “Miss O’Mara. What a pleasure to see you again, and how beautiful you look.” He offered his hand and I saw no choice but to take it. Turning to Joey, he said, “Angel DiFiore.”

			“Joe Lupo.”

			Angel held out his hand again but cocked his head at hearing Joey’s name. Did he recognize it? “Perhaps you will enjoy a cigar in the lounge behind that curtain, Mr. Lupo.” He took a cigar from inside his coat and handed it to Joey. “The Miss Detroit is excellent.” He signaled a goon on the room’s periphery. The goon nodded and pulled a black curtain aside, revealing a room beyond it from which pale blue smoke billowed.

			Joey took the cigar from Angel and looked at me. “You all right?”

			“Sure.” I swallowed my fear along with another mouthful of whisky. At least we were surrounded by a crowd. 

			Joey stood, adjusted his coat, and disappeared behind the curtain. Angel gestured toward his seat. “May I?”

			“It’s your club.”

			He lowered himself to the chair, pulling a cigarette from a small gold case. A girl in a short-skirted Club 23 uniform rushed to light it. “Grazie. Allora, Signorina O’Mara,” he began, exhaling smoke. “Your coming here tonight tells me you are cooperative as well as lovely. A nice combination, I think.” His black eyes shone as he looked over my hair and clothing.

			I met his gaze but said nothing.

			“Did you bring the money?”

			Keeping my purse on my lap, I opened it up and removed the bills. Then I placed them on the table, covered them with my hand, and pushed them toward him.

			“Splendid,” he said, pocketing weeks of my hard work within seconds. “I should have come to you in the first place.” He tapped ashes from his cigarette into the small tray on the table. “So let’s talk business. I want five thousand dollars by Tuesday night.”  

			My heart plummeted to my heels. “Tuesday night! That’s in three days—that’s impossible.”

			“Nothing is impossible.”

			I clutched my purse tight. “I need more time.”

			 “You don’t have it. Now, you can bring the cash here, or leave it up to me to find you.” He smiled as he stood. “But I believe you’ll prefer the first option. Until then, Miss O’Mara. I do hope you enjoy yourself this evening.” Placing the cigarette between his lips, he offered me his hand.

			I felt like spitting on it and bolting, but one glance beyond him reminded me of the men stationed at every doorway. When he was gone, I sat stiffly, unblinking. Hearing neither the crowd nor the music.

			Five grand. By Tuesday night. I closed my eyes.

			Deadline—the word took on a whole new meaning.

			I felt a hand on my shoulder and looked up to find Enzo beside me, a drink in his hand. My traitorous heart thumped double time at the sight of him. 

			“Good evening.” He lowered himself into the chair his father had just vacated, and I stared coldly, angry that his good looks were matched by his duplicity. He wore his usual three-piece suit, dark blue tonight, with a light blue shirt and a deep red tie. His hair was brilliantined to a shine. Taking several swallows of whisky, I wondered about the scar on his cheekbone and hoped some girl had scratched him trying to gouge his eyeballs out. 

			“How are you tonight, Miss O’Mara?” 

			“As if you care.” 

			“Why wouldn’t I?” 

			The gall of the man. “You pretended to be a customer, you spied on me, you followed me, and you broke into our boathouse.” Fuming, I leaned forward. “You kissed me.” 

			“You kissed me, actually.”

			Heat flooded my face. “That’s not the point. You knew the whole time what your father was planning to do. It was a dirty trick.” 

			He drank, looking at me over the rim of the glass, and set the glass down. “It’s a dirty business we’re in.” 

			I put my hands on the table. “Listen, I’m no crook. I make an honest dollar supplying a harmless demand. What you’re doing is called extortion.”

			“Every racket’s legit when it’s all illegal. Don’t kid yourself that you’re above it.” My blood boiled harder as he took a Fatima from his case. “You’re a bootlegger, Tiny. You work the black market, and the black market has its own rules.” Pulling his silver lighter from his breast pocket, he lit the cigarette between his lips. “You follow them, no harm comes.”

			I raised my eyebrows. “No harm? That’s not what it looked like last night.”

			“Well, your father didn’t follow the rules, did he?” He took the Fatima from his mouth and exhaled. “But you’re a smart girl. You do what you’re supposed to, and I promise—no harm comes.”

			He promises. Ha. Just watching the smoke slip from his lips was enough to do me harm.

			“You don’t believe me.”

			I sat back. “No. I don’t.”

			“What can I do to convince you?”

			“I want to see my father.”

			“Impossible.”

			“Then let me talk to him.”

			He looked at me a moment before speaking. “Are you alone tonight?”

			Heat pooled at the center of me. “Does it matter?”

			“If we’re going to use the telephone, you’ll have to come upstairs with me. Alone.”

			At first, I wanted to tell him I wasn’t dumb enough to go anywhere alone with him. But then I remembered something my mother used to say. You catch more flies with honey than vinegar. If my goal was to get them to give me more time to come up with the money, then perhaps I should play nice.

			But I should also play smart.

			“Just let me tell my friend where I’m going.” As I stood, Enzo’s hand shot out, gripping my forearm.

			“I’ll take care of that.” Without letting go, he got up and steered me toward the bar. When we reached the long counter running the back of the room, he released me. “Wait here.” 

			As he walked away, I looked down at my arm—his fingers had left red marks that wound around my pale wrist like rope. 

			It should have frightened me.

		
			

	
		Chapter Five

			 

			For several minutes, I waited alone at the bar, shifting my weight from one foot to the other and rubbing my lips together. Was I screwy to go somewhere alone with Enzo? What would he say to Joey? How did he even know who Joey was? Had he been watching us?

			“Can I buy you a drink, doll?” said a voice to my left. The guy was blond, round-shouldered and burly, with pink pimply skin.

			“No, thanks. I’m waiting for someone.” 

			“I’m someone.” 

			“Just leave me alone.” I turned away from him.

			“You can’t come to Club 23 and be alone. At least let me get you a drink.”

			“Fine,” I said, mostly to get rid of him. He snapped to get the bartender’s attention while I kept my eyes on the crowd, watching for Enzo. In a moment, my pimply admirer tapped my shoulder and handed me an ominously clear martini. “Here ya go. Best juice in the house.”

			“Thanks.”  I took it from him but didn’t drink.

			He lit a cigarette. “Your fella didn’t show yet, huh? He shouldn’t leave a pretty young thing like you unattended.” Leaning toward me, he exhaled in my face.

			I coughed and fanned the air between us. “Listen. I don’t want to be rude, but I’ve told you already to leave me alone.”

			He laughed again, an annoying little heh-heh-heh that sounded like my car when it wouldn’t start. “Why don’t ya get to know me before you give me the boot? Name’s Harry.”

			“Now I know you. I still want you to beat it.”

			“Not too friendly, are ya, kid?” Harry reached out and traced a line from my neck down one shoulder. 

			Recoiling with a scowl, I threw my drink in his face. While he sputtered in shock, a hand came down on his arm and spun him around.  

			“Get the fuck out of here,” Enzo growled.

			Harry mopped his face with his sleeve. “Enzo. I didn’t realize.” He scowled at me before backing up and losing himself in the crowd. 

			Enzo took the empty glass from my hand. “Can I get you another drink?” 

			“No, thank you.” Between the whisky I’d imbibed at the table and the difficulty I had walking in these high heels, I was impaired enough. Not to mention the way Enzo’s dark eyes and slow smiles threw me off balance. I leaned against the bar for support. “Did you speak to my friend?”

			“It’s all taken care of.”

			I found it hard to believe Joey had let him off so easily. “What did he say?”

			“Oh, he threatened my general well-being, as well as some specific body parts, if any harm should come to you.” He took my arm, more gently this time, and led me around the bar. “I promised to return you to him in twenty minutes, unmolested.”

			Our eyes met. I was beginning to regret turning down a drink.

			He pushed open a door behind the bar, and we entered a room filled with crates, boxes and sacks of alcohol. “Is all this yours?” I asked, impressed.

			“Yes.” He guided me to the back and opened another door, which led into what looked like a tunnel. 

			I hesitated before entering the dark, narrow space. “What’s this?” 

			“It’s the quickest way to the office.”

			“Whose office?”

			“My father’s.” 

			“Will he be there too?”

			Enzo looked at me sideways. “I’m a grown man, Tiny. My father doesn’t need to know everything I do.” He pulled me into the tunnel, closing the door behind us. Gasping at the complete darkness, I grabbed his arm.

			He laughed, and a second later, I heard the flick of his lighter. The little flame created a small sphere of light, illuminating his sculpted features from below. “Better?”

			No. You’re too handsome. And too close. “Yes.” I released his arm. Stepping gingerly on the balls of my feet, I walked beside him down the long, narrow passageway. The walls were raw planks of wood, and the ground was hard-packed dirt. Our footsteps made no sound. No one knows where I am.  

			“So what’s your real name, anyway?” His tone was friendly and curious, as if we were out for an evening stroll in the park and not sneaking through a subterranean passage beneath an illegal club.

			“Uh, it’s Frances, but I’ve always been called Tiny.” Pay attention to your surroundings. Keep it friendly. “When I was born, I was so small I fit into a cigar box.”

			He chuckled again, chipping away at my antagonism. “Really?” 

			I nodded as we veered left. Another tunnel snaked to the right. They must run beneath the entire building. “These tunnels must come in handy.”

			“Always good to have more than one way out these days. Do you supply any clubs?” 

			“A few. Mostly Al Murphy’s places. But his speaks don’t have this kind of hidden access. I wish they did. It would make deliveries a lot easier.”

			“I imagine so. Watch your step here.” Enzo’s voice was steady as he took my arm, guiding me through a door into a narrow stairwell. From there I followed him up rough-hewn steps on shaky legs, wishing there was a rail to hold onto.

			At the top of the stairs we emerged into a dimly lit wood-paneled hallway. “This way.” Enzo tugged my arm to the right. A quick look behind me revealed that the door we’d come through blended into the wall so well, I wasn’t sure I could find it again. At the end of the hall, Enzo unlocked a door and stood back so I could enter. He locked it again behind us, and my skin tingled when he brushed by me. A moment later, he switched on a lamp across the room.

			The office looked like any businessman’s—a large mahogany desk with two red leather chairs in front of it, thick gold velvet curtains over the windows, and a sideboard along the back wall functioning as a bar. 

			“We’d best be quick about this.” He picked up the telephone on the desk.

			To my dismay, he spoke in Italian when the call was put through. I caught only a few words—ragazza, padre, parlare. When Vince was alive, he’d tried to teach me a few things, but I hadn’t paid close attention, a fact I now regretted. 

			“Tiny?” Enzo held the phone out to me.

			My stomach tightened as I took the earpiece from him. I laid my purse on the desk and picked up the candlestick base. “Hello?”

			“Tiny. Is that you?” It was Daddy’s voice. I was sure of it, although it was weak and raw.

			“Yes, it’s me.” Willing myself not to dissolve into tears, I asked, “Are you all right?”

			Silence. “Yes. I’m sorry, Tiny—”

			“I’m taking care of everything, Daddy. I—”

			“Enough!” barked a new voice in my ear.

			“No! Put him back on,” I begged. I looked helplessly at Enzo, who took the phone and finished up the call in Italian. 

			“Satisfied?” He set the phone down and raised his eyebrows at me.

			“I guess.” At least I knew Daddy was still alive, and conscious enough to speak on the phone. My job now was to get the money. But even if I sold the twelve cases I’d pick up tomorrow night, I’d need to sell seventeen more to come up with five grand by Tuesday. It couldn’t be done—I needed more time. But what leverage did I have to bargain with? I looked at Enzo, my mind and heart racing.

			No. You can’t.

			“We should go. I promised to return you within twenty minutes.” Enzo gave me that slow smile, which made my belly go hollow. “And I do rather value those body parts your friend threatened.”

			“Right.” I licked my lips as I walked to the door, and Enzo waited until I reached it before turning off the lamp. His silhouette came closer in the darkness, and my insides tightened.

			Oh yes, I can.

			“If you’ll move, I’ll unlock the door,” he said.

			Fear and some other untamable feeling buzzed through me. “No.”

			“No?”

			“We still have five minutes.” I rushed forward and threw my arms around his neck, crushing my lips to his. For a moment he was stunned; I heard his keys hit the floor. Then strong arms locked around my back, and his mouth opened wide over mine, his tongue lashing inside with deep, demanding strokes. My body ignited in a way I hadn’t anticipated. Keep your senses. This is just a ploy. You’re angry with him. Our mouths battled each other with such ferocity I couldn’t breathe, and I imagined the fire between us consuming all the oxygen in the room. He tasted like temptation—whisky and smoke.

			Pressing my forearms against his shoulders, I jumped up and wrapped my legs around his waist. Enzo pushed my back up against the door, his hands slipping beneath my dress to the undersides of my legs, his fingers gripping the bare skin above my stockings. Gasping, I squeezed his torso between my thighs as his mouth traveled across my face and down my neck. His fingers edged inside the lace of my step-in, teasing the soft pink folds at my center while his tongue lingered in the hollow at the base of my throat. Something deep and powerful surged within me. Threading my fingers through his dark hair, I pulled his head back and we stared hard at each other before our mouths slammed together once more. He shifted my weight under one arm and found the side fasteners of my dress with the other. 

			Somehow, he undid seven hooks and eyes with one hand. 

			His fingers slipped inside my dress and pressed against the bare skin on my lower back. Then he swung me away from the door and moved to the desk, setting me on its edge with my dress bunched up around my hips. Standing between my knees, he ran his hands up my pale white thighs, which glowed in the dark above my stockings. My chest heaved with ragged breaths as he shrugged off his coat and loosened his tie. My hands itched to touch him, to travel under starched cotton and over hot skin, to reach low and feel exactly how he wanted me. To know for certain what he could to do to me, if I let him. For a moment, I forgot every circumstance that brought me here and nearly reached for the buttons on his trousers.

			But just for a moment.

			“Enzo,” I whispered instead, gripping the edge of the desk. “We can’t.”

			He put his hands on my buttocks and pulled me flush against him. “You said we had five minutes.” He pressed the hard length of his cock between my legs.

			Oh God, that feels so good. I struggled for control. “It’s been five minutes. And neither of us wants to get caught here.”

			He paused. “You’re right. Besides, what I’d like to do to you takes more than five minutes.” 

			My heart thumped wildly as he backed off. I brought my knees together and tried to gather my wits. Ask him. Now. I took a deep breath. “I need more time too.”

			“Oh?” He sounded amused as he picked up his coat and slipped it back on, as if he thought I’d been referring to sex. Dropping to my feet, I fastened my dress with trembling fingers. 

			“Yes. More time to come up with the first five grand.”

			He froze for a second before adjusting his collar. “Is that what we’re doing here?”

			“Couldn’t you intervene for me? Ask for more time?”

			“Why would I do that?” His tone had gone cool and even.

			My spine stiffened. “I thought you liked me.”

			He didn’t answer right away. “I’ll admit there’s something I find hard to resist about you,” he finally said, pulling a handkerchief from a pocket inside his coat. He wiped the lipstick off his mouth before handing it to me. “So I’ll tell you that as long as you do what’s asked of you, no one gets hurt.” The look in his eyes was razor-sharp. “But don’t mistake attraction for affection.” 

			 His words infuriated me, but fear tempered my reaction. “What if I can’t do what’s asked of me?”

			He walked away, picked up his keys from where they’d dropped and unlocked the door. When he pulled it open, the light from the hallway spilled in, washing him in gold. He watched as I quickly wiped my mouth and smoothed my hair, uncomfortable under his scrutiny. “Don’t underestimate yourself, Tiny. Nobody else is.”

			#

			Joey was waiting for me near the club entrance. Chin jutted. Eyebrows furrowed. At the sight of us, he released his crossed arms and puffed up his chest a bit, but relief eased his features.

			“I see that your date is glad to have you back in one piece,” said Enzo from behind me. Since I’d asked for more time, his demeanor had been all business. No wink-and-smile banter, no flirty innuendo, and no touching. Was he actually angry thinking I’d kissed him under false pretenses? Maybe he did like me—at least more than he was willing to admit.

			I glanced over my shoulder. “I never said he was my date.”

			“In any case, I’ve returned you as promised, and—”

			“Not exactly.” I turned and walked backward a few steps. “I believe you promised to return me unmolested.” The barest flicker of fire crossed his face. 

			“You ready to go, Tiny?” Joey did his best to stand tall, although Enzo had a couple inches on him. In a fight, though, I might bet on Joey. He just looked hungrier. 

			“Yes.” I locked eyes with Enzo. “We’re through. For tonight anyway.”

			“Enjoy the rest of your evening.” Enzo nodded at us before turning on his heel and striding away.

			“What the hell was that about?” Joey demanded. 

			 “Just business.” 

			Enzo went behind the bar, poured himself two fingers of whisky and downed it. Then he poured another. 

			Ha, so I did get to you. 

			He looked over at me then, and when our eyes met, I vividly recalled his fingers on my bare legs, sliding higher. My thighs clenched involuntarily, and I sucked in my breath. 

			“Doesn’t look that way to me.” Joey grabbed my elbow. “Let’s get out of here. Now.” He was rough, tugging me toward the exit as if I was going to put up a fight. 

			I jerked my arm from his. “Quit it! I said I was ready to go, you don’t have to grab me.” 

			Joey’s chin slid forward but he said nothing—not a word until we were halfway home. “So are you going to tell me what he said or not?”

			“What who said?”

			“Angel!” Joey thumped the steering wheel with the heel of his hand.

			“Oh, right.” With difficulty I shoved the memory of Enzo’s torso between my legs from my mind. “Uh, he said I have three days to bring him five thousand dollars.”

			“What? That’s crazy.”

			“I know it’s crazy,” I snapped. “That’s why I was trying to play nice with Enzo.”

			“Ha.” He turned the car so abruptly I had to grab the dash to stay upright. 

			“It is! He let me speak with Daddy on the telephone. Then I asked him if he would intervene for me with his father, ask for more time.”

			“Why would he do that?” 

			I bristled. “Maybe he likes me.”

			Joey snorted. “Sure he does. So will he do it? Intervene, I mean?”

			I turned my face to the window.

			“That’s what I thought.”

			Somehow I was as angry with Joey for saying that as I was with Enzo for denying my request.  I tried to think up a sharp remark but failed.

			Joey turned onto my street. “Did you talk to Blaise?”

			“Yes. Twelve cases, after dark tomorrow night.”

			 “And you’ve got the money?”

			“Yes. It’s everything I’ve made this summer so far.” The words tasted bitter in my mouth.

			“I’ll meet you at the docks at nine thirty.” He pulled into my driveway, and I faced him.

			“I don’t need you, you know. I can do this myself.”

			“I said, I’ll meet you at nine.” He stared straight ahead.

			“Fine.”

			“Fine!”

			“Good night, then!” I opened the door and slid out. I was about to slam it shut when he looked over at me.

			“Tiny.” 

			“What.”

			“You can’t trust him.”

			I lifted an eyebrow. “This from the boy who stole my underwear for profit.” 

			“That was a long time ago.”

			“Yeah, well, I have a good memory.”

			Joey focused his attention out the front window again. 

			I slammed the car door and went inside.

			After checking on the girls, I undressed and washed off my makeup. When I was in my nightgown and under the covers, I lay awake, staring at the ceiling. Angel’s deadline loomed above me like the blade of a guillotine. And Enzo’s refusal to intervene on my behalf cut deep, especially after what had happened between us. 

			Don’t trust him, Joey said. And I didn’t, not one bit. But I couldn’t stop thinking about him. 

			I didn’t even try.

			

		
			

	
		Chapter Six

			 

			After attending mass with my sisters, I walked to the store to pick up the notebook I kept of our customer phone numbers and addresses. This afternoon I’d make some calls, see how much whisky I could sell over the phone before I even picked it up. I said hello to Martin and scooped up the notebook from a drawer behind the counter while he rang up a shopper. 

			Since I was there, I decided to face Bridget. My feet felt heavy as I plodded up the stairs. I wasn’t looking forward to lying to her, but there was nothing she could do to help, and she’d only worry herself sick about Daddy. On her apartment door was a note for me. 

			Took the kids to the park for the afternoon. Come for dinner if you like. B. 

			My shoulders released some tension as I exhaled. Saved—at least for now. 

			When I got home, I placed a call to Al Murphy, an old friend of Daddy’s who ran several small speakeasies nearby and always bought his whisky from us. His wife answered, but she said they were getting a little low on Canadian Club and placed an order for eight cases. If she’d have been in the room, I’d have kissed her. Next, I started making phone calls to customers on the list, concentrating on the wealthier homes first. By late afternoon, I figured I had about ten cases sold all together. See? You can do this. Chin up. About five o’clock, my stomach began growling, and I remembered Bridget’s dinner invitation.

			It gave me an idea.

			“Girls!” I shouted out the kitchen window into the yard. “We’re going to Bridget’s for dinner! Come in and wash up!”

			We cleaned up and walked over to Bridget’s, where she served us meatloaf, green beans, and mashed potatoes. A basket of fresh-made bread was on the table, and a plate of chocolate chip cookies sat on the counter. Watching Mary Grace gobble it all up, a wave of guilt washed over me. I never served meals like this—how the hell did you turn meat into a loaf anyway? 

			After dinner, Molly and Mary Grace took the boys outside while Bridget and I cleaned the kitchen. “Bridge,” I began, rinsing off a plate, “could the girls sleep here tonight?” They were always glad to stay with her because she let them wander down the street to the ice cream parlor, where local kids lingered on summer nights.

			“Sure. Why?”

			“You remember how I said I hadn’t kissed a boy in a long time?”

			Bridget set down the plate she was drying and looked at me. “Ye-e-e-s.”

			My face got hot under her stare. “Well, I have a date tonight. And I’d like the house to myself.”

			She squealed and snapped my behind with her dishtowel. “Who is it? Anyone I know?”

			“No. Just someone I met recently.” I kept my eyes on the bowl I was scrubbing. “So it’s OK?”

			“Absolutely. I love having them here to help with the boys.”

			“Thanks.” Relieved, I finished washing the dishes and kept the chat on safer topics. Bridget didn’t even question the story about Daddy going to Cleveland. She was much more interested in what I was going to wear on my date, where he was taking me, and what we’d do afterward. I told more lies than I could count.

			After saying goodbye to the girls, I walked back home in the fading light. I had about an hour to change out of my church clothes, pull the four hundred twenty bucks from my stash, and get to the boathouse. At least the weather is good, I thought as I climbed the steps to the front door. 

			But my hands were shaking, and I dropped the key twice before getting it in the lock. 

			#

			Joey was already on the boat when I arrived. He reached for me with one hand. “Need help?”

			Shaking my head, I jumped on board, but I stumbled a little, bumping into him. “Sorry.” 

			He caught my upper arms to steady me, and his chest looked so broad and comforting, I almost laid my forehead on it. “Nervous?”

			“A little,” I admitted.

			“If you don’t want to go, I can manage this alone.”

			“No. It’s my operation. My responsibility.” Too much depended on this to leave Joey in charge.

			I sat down on the bench at the center of the boat while Joey untied the rope tethering us to the dock. Like me, he was dressed in shabby dark clothing, and the floppy cap was back on his head. We didn’t talk the entire way across the lake, but he did hand me his jacket when he noticed I was shivering. I shook my head, but he held the jacket out until I took it and draped it across my shoulders. It was warm with his body heat.

			At the Canadian docks we met Blaise, a jowly, pot-bellied French-Canadian who took the cash I offered and never looked up from it. He shuffled through the bills and tucked the wad out of sight, and as the money disappeared into his pocket, I fought the urge to throw myself at him and demand it back. How long had it taken me to save four hundred twenty dollars? How many cases had I smuggled, hauled, and delivered, knowing at any moment I could be questioned or arrested? And what were the chances I could earn it back by the end of the summer? Would I have to put off school for another semester? Or year? My insides knotted with anger as Joey and I loaded the whisky into the boat.

			“Don’t turn sharply or go too fast,” I ordered as he started the motor.

			He gave me a look that said shut your trap.

			“Listen, the last thing I need is booze I’ve just paid for to go right to the bottom of the lake.” 

			 “Sit down, Tiny. I know how to drive the damn boat.” 

			I opened my mouth to argue, but then I remembered my mother’s advice about honey. Since I wanted to ask him about getting me a gun, I bit my tongue and sat. As we moved slowly away from the docks, I tried to think of the best way to approach him about it. I hated to keep asking him for help, but I had no one else to ask.

			“Joey…I want a gun. Can you help me get one?” 

			He looked at me without speaking, and I couldn’t read his expression in the dark.

			“Please?”

			“Why do you want a gun? Do you even know how to use one?”

			“You could show me. I’d feel safer with one.”

			“There’s nothing safe about a girl carrying a gun. Plus, you’d never shoot it. I know you.”

			“What? You do not! I would too!” The wind picked up, whipping my hair around my face, and I tried to hold it away from my eyes so I could glare at him.

			“I’ll think about it. Now hold on, looks like the lake got choppy.”

			He was right—the rough, black water tossed the boat relentlessly, and I held my breath practically the whole the way across the lake. Once, I looked back at Joey and found him staring at me, which sent an unfamiliar shiver up my spine. After that I forced myself to keep my eyes straight ahead. Finally we arrived at the boathouse, and as he worked to secure us to the dock, I watched his hands in the moonlight. He had nice hands, actually. Strong but not meaty, with solid wrists and dexterous fingers. Something fluttered in my belly again. Quit it. It’s goddamn Joey. I jumped up onto the dock before he could offer to help me.

			“I’ll hand up the sacks to you, and then we’ll take them into the boathouse,” he said.

			I nodded. When he held out the first case, our fingers touched, and I took it quickly to avoid prolonging contact. Then I lashed out, because that was more comfortable than acknowledging an attraction to him. “Did you fix the lock on the garage yet? It’s been three days.”

			“Don’t nag. I bought a new door this afternoon, and I’ll put it in tomorrow.” He handed me another burlap sack, and I grabbed it from the bottom.

			“Well, you’re the one who busted it up.”

			He paused before holding out the next case. 

			I pressed my lips together. “Sorry. I’m just—wound up. Thanks for fixing the door. I don’t want those hearses stolen.”

			Joey was quiet a minute. “You have the keys for those hearses?”

			“Yeah. Why?” I took the last case from him and he hopped onto the dock next to me.

			“We might need them.” He grabbed two sacks and headed for the boathouse.

			“Oh, no,” I said, close on his heels. “I’m not driving one of those death wagons around.”

			“You’re awfully particular for someone so desperate.” 

			“Well, it’s my desperation, not yours. I’ll do things the way I always have.” We reached the door and I set down the whisky to dig the key from my skirt pocket. 

			“You can’t do things the way you always have,” Joey said. “No one can.”

			I tugged the padlock open. “What’s that supposed to mean?” 

			“This is just the beginning, what happened to your pop. Now that he’s caught the attention of bigger guys, his days as a lone whisky hauler are over.” He shouldered by me.

			“Says who?” I picked up my whisky and followed him in. Moonlight filtered in through the high window and suffused the boathouse with silver-gray light. 

			“Says the big guys.” Joey set his sacks down, lifted his cap and ran a hand through his hair. “Things are changing around here, Tiny, and small-timers like him aren’t gonna be allowed to run booze free and clear like they have been.” 

			Part of me knew he could be right, but I didn’t want to admit it. And I had no energy left to argue with him. “I guess that will be his problem then. But right now, all I care about is getting all this sold tomorrow.”

			We loaded Al Murphy’s whiskey into the boathouse and put four cases in the Ford for the neighborhood deliveries. “I’ll follow you home,” Joey said after opening the driver side door for me. “We need to talk.” 

			I didn’t see why it was necessary, and I was completely exhausted, but I said OK. Maybe I can try again about the gun, I thought as I started the car. 

			Clouds had moved in, so moonlight was scant as I bumped along the drive toward Jefferson, but I couldn’t risk turning on the headlamps until I was a safe distance from the boathouse. The whisky bottles clanked in the back.

			At my house, we unloaded in silence, hiding the whisky behind a false panel Daddy had put in the pantry. Afterward, Joey followed me into the front room and sank onto the sofa. “Are your sisters here?” he whispered as I switched on a lamp.

			“No. They’re at Bridget’s.” I sat at the opposite end of the sofa. “What is it you want to talk about?”

			Joey took off his hat and tossed it between us. “You remember I told you about those guys I knew from school, the River Gang?”

			“Yeah.”

			“Well, they’re taking over all booze smuggling on the water, starting now, north and south of the city.”

			I crossed my arms. “What the hell does that mean, taking over?”

			“It means from now on, you want to run booze from Canada by boat, you gotta contract them as kind of a…taxi service. They buy and transport the load for you.”

			I tilted my head. “How sweet of them. And what do they charge for this service?”

			“A percentage of the load, whether the cargo makes it or not.”

			“I don’t understand.” 

			“Well, say the cops catch them. You gotta pay the River Gang even if the load has to be dumped or gets confiscated.”

			My jaw dropped. “Are you kidding me? That’s nuts, Joey! Nobody is going to pay them!”

			“Then there’s gonna be a lot of bodies at the bottom of the river.” He looked me in the eye, but it felt like he’d kicked me in the gut.

			“So there’s no risk to them whatsoever! Brilliant, these guys. And you said they went to the Bishop School?” The Bishop School was where you ended up after being tossed out of too many regular schools. Joey used to run craps games in the yard there.

			“It was bound to happen, Tiny. There’s too much money to be made, and with war coming…”

			“What war?”

			Joey rubbed a finger back and forth under his bottom lip, saying nothing.

			I threw my hands in the air. “Christ, Joey!” 

			He dropped his hand. “All right, here’s your history lesson. The Scarfone and Provenzano families have been fighting each other for control of the Italian criminal rackets for years—tons of guys shot, knifed, blown up, whatever. Then about four years ago, they each get a big hit—Provenzano’s sister and brother-in-law are shot coming out of their house, both killed. Then two days later, Scarfone’s brother’s body is found in a beer barrel on Riopelle. He’d been shot through the head and butchered.”

			My stomach heaved. 

			“Anyways, at that point the two sides apparently decide enough’s enough with the killing. A sit-down is called, and they draw up this peace pact.”

			“A peace pact?”

			“Yep. My pop told me about it. Signed in blood and everything. Territories in the city and surrounding area are mapped out and each faction is given a slice of the pie. Some small gangs are recognized, but the big players are still Scarfone and Provenzano. Things are calm for a few months. And then”—he paused—“Prohibition passes, and the stakes go way up. We’re talking millions in bootleg liquor since Detroit can funnel in so much Canadian whisky and beer.”

			I had a pretty good idea how this story ended. “So let me guess. Two years ago Provenzano decides to hell with the peace pact and has Big Leo Scarfone taken out at the police station.” I looked over at him; he was staring straight ahead, jaw set. “I’m sorry,” I said softly, remembering his dad was killed that day too. 

			He cleared his throat. “Yeah. And after that, what’s left of the Scarfone group kinda re-organizes, but it isn’t real tight. The older guys don’t like the younger ones, so they’re not respecting the pact, neither. They’re moving in on other territories, taking over rackets that don’t belong to them. Like Angel coming over here and shaking down guys like your dad.” 

			I’d never thought of our operation as a criminal racket, just a business. Before all this, my biggest fear had been a bust by the cops. “So now what?”

			“So now the younger guys have decided to break from the old gang altogether,” Joey went on. “We’re gonna do our own thing on the river.” 

			I grabbed his arm. “We! Joey, have you lost your mind? After what happened to your father, how can you get involved in this gang stuff?”

			He shook me off. “Forget about me. The point is, Angel doesn’t have any right to be over here, running booze or anything else.”

			“Oh, but it’s OK for the River Gang to come out of nowhere and start demanding a percentage from any bootlegger on the water?”

			“That’s the way it goes.”

			“Jesus.” I collapsed back onto the sofa. “I just want out of this. And how the hell am I going to do that when I can’t even make my own runs anymore? I don’t have any money to spare for your friends.” I spat the last word. “And I’m sorry to say, I don’t see a damn bit of difference between what they’re doing and what Angel’s doing. He just happened to nab Daddy first.”

			“Well, there is a difference. And if you’re smart, you’ll respect the way they want things done. The only reason they didn’t bother us tonight is because I told them what happened with Angel. Sam wants to make a deal with you.”

			“Who the hell is Sam?” 

			“Sam the Barber. He’s head of the River Gang.”

			“Swell. What kind of deal?”

			Joey cleared his throat. “Well, they’ll allow you to run your own small loads to pay Angel off, and in return, you give them the hearses and…some information.”

			I narrowed my eyes at him. “Information about what?” 

			“About Angel’s operation. About the club. About any big shipments they have coming in.”

			My spine snapped straight. “They want me to be their spy? No chance, Joey!” I splayed my hands on my chest. “You think I’m crazy? Angel would kill me or Daddy or maybe both of us if he found out! And it’s not like the DiFiores are my friends—they have my father hostage!”

			Joey remained infuriatingly calm. “Still. You’re able to get closer than they can.” He paused. “And you said Enzo likes you.”

			I glared at him. Of course he’d bring that up, now that he needed it to be true. “What if I say no?”

			“I’m not sure you have a choice. It’s either work with them or pay for their services. I can’t promise I’ll be able to hold them off.” 

			“Oh my God.” Struggling to breathe, I lowered my face to my knees, covering my head with my hands. “How did I get into so much trouble?”

			“You never could stay out of it.”

			“It was always your fault.” Resting there for a moment, I was surprised when I felt a hand on my back. Joey and I didn’t touch each other like that.

			“Hey.”

			I looked over at him. He’d moved closer to me, and his expression was serious and almost tender. I sat up. “What?”

			“You’re not alone in this. I mean, you don’t have to be.”

			His tone was cajoling, but his asking price was too high. “No. I don’t want to be a soldier in any gang war, Joey. I just want to get the money, get Daddy released, and turn this problem over to him.” Heaving a big sigh, I stood. “And after that, I need to get a new job. Secretary. Phone operator. Dog catcher.”

			“That’s probably a good idea.” He picked up his cap from the couch. “You got the twelve cases sold?”

			“Nearly. Tomorrow I just have to deliver and collect. Then I need to buy more whisky.” 

			“Tomorrow night?”

			“Yeah.” I met his eyes. “Will your friends bother us?”

			He shrugged. “I guess we can take our chances, stay well north of the city.” He rubbed the stubble on his jaw, and for one insane second I wondered what it would feel like against my cheek. “Lock the door behind me, and I’ll see you tomorrow.”

			 I stood in the doorway and watched him go down the front porch steps. “Hey, Joey?”

			He turned around.

			“Why are you doing this? I mean, I’m grateful,” I added quickly, “but I’m also curious. You’d cross those guys for me?” 

			“Hmm.” He came back up the steps and stretched his hands to the walls on either side of the door. “Maybe it’s because your dad was good to me when I needed help after my dad died. Or maybe it’s because I always felt bad about stealing your underwear.” He leaned forward, putting us nearly nose to nose. “Maybe I’m planning to steal all that whisky from the boathouse tonight.”

			I rolled my eyes. “Fine. Be sure to shoot me when you’re done.” 

			“Maybe I’m just a nice guy, Tiny.”

			“Maybe.” His full lips were so close, I couldn’t help staring at them, wondering what kind of kisser he was. They tipped up in a wicked grin. 

			“So how’s about a goodnight kiss?”

			I shut the door in his face before my lips could answer otherwise.

		
			

	
		Chapter Seven

			 

			Monday dawned cloudy and humid. Trying not to think about all the money I could be putting in my tuition stash after a day like today, I loaded the four cases from my house into the Ford and made my rounds. I sold all forty-eight bottles by telling our customers I wasn’t sure when I’d get another load since running near the river was getting dangerous and expensive. No one wanted to be without, so people were willing to buy a little extra to stock up. 

			By one o’ clock, I’d collected all money owed plus twelve dollars and fifty cents in tips. I went home, shoved the money under my mattress, and made lunch. After that, the girls headed to the library for the afternoon, and I drove over to the boathouse to load up Al Murphy’s cases. Joey was right about using a hearse—in my car, several of the sacks were visible because there wasn’t enough hidden space. Thankfully I only had one destination, and I was hoping Al would be around to help me unload. My back and my hip were hurting like mad.

			The Murphys lived in a large old Victorian hidden behind a thick grove of pines, and they ran a speakeasy in the old carriage house at the back of their property. I parked in the drive, knocked on the massive front door, and Gladys Murphy answered it a moment later. A former showgirl, she was a tall middle-aged woman with unnaturally black hair, and she always penciled in her eyebrows overly-arched. It gave her a look of constant surprise, which my sisters and I giggled about whenever she came into the store.

			“Tiny,” she said in her slight Southern accent. “Al’s been trying to reach your father.” Her forehead was wrinkled with concern.

			“He’s out of town. Is there a problem?”

			She wrung her hands and looked down the street in each direction. “Come in.” The hair at the back of my neck stood on end as I stepped into their elaborately furnished living room. I’d never seen the Murphys nervous about deliveries before. “Wait here. I’ll get Al,” Gladys told me. She peeked out the window before disappearing up the wide staircase.

			I perched on a clawfoot chair and bit my thumbnail. The air in the room was stuffy and still, and the heavy drapes were pulled. Gladys returned a minute later, followed by Al, a portly guy with a thick head of red-brown hair and a mustache. He must have been shaving, because he had a speck of shaving cream on his neck and his collar was open.

			“Tiny,” he said, coming forward with his hand out. “How’s your pop?”

			“He’s fine.” I stood and shook Al’s hand but gave him a wary eye. “I’ve got your whisky. Eight cases.”

			Al and Gladys exchanged glances and his Adam’s apple bobbed. “Uh…the thing is, Tiny, I can’t buy whisky from you anymore.”

			“Why not? You always buy whisky from us! Has somebody offered it cheaper?”

			“No, no. It’s not that. It’s—” He swallowed again. “I have to buy it from somebody else now.”

			It took me a few seconds to comprehend what he was saying. “Or that somebody else will get mad?”

			He nodded. “Your pop’s been my friend a long time, done a lot for me, but…”

			“They threatened us.” Gladys’s voice shook. “They showed up here with guns last night and said they’d bring in feds, or maybe just blow the place up if we bought from anyone else.”

			“Of course they did.” My skin itched with fury. Enzo—that son of a bitch. He asked me what speaks we supplied and I’d flat-out told him. This was my fault. And now I was stuck with eight cases of whisky, which I’d never be able to sell by tonight, so I’d have no cash to buy the rest of the whisky I needed to make five grand by tomorrow night. Daddy was as good as dead. 

			And maybe I was too.

			Without a word to the Murphys, I bolted to the door and yanked it open, then flew down the steps to my car. Tears spilled over as I backed out of the drive and took off down the street.

			“Shit!” I pounded the steering wheel. “Shit, shit, shit!” Now what was I going to do? Wiping my nose with the back of my hand, I drove to the boathouse and unloaded everything again. I barely noticed any pain in my hip; I was too busy panicking about Daddy and fuming about Enzo. How dare he trick me that way? And then kiss me that way?

			You kissed him, remember? 

			“That is not the goddamn point!” I yelled to no one.

			I shoved my own culpability to the back of my mind and drove to Bridget’s. To my relief, Joey’s car was parked behind the store. Breathless, I rushed in the back door and found him unpacking boxes in the stock room. “Thank God you’re here.”

			Joey lifted his brow. “Did I hear that right?”

			“This is serious.” I took the carton of Armour’s Oats he was holding and threw it back into the box. “Come with me.” Dragging him by the arm into the alley, I shut the back door and threw my hands in the air. “They screwed me!”

			“Who?”

			“The DiFiores! At least, I assume that’s who it is.” I told him what had happened at Al Murphy’s house.

			Joey crossed his arms. “How’d they know your pop supplied Murphy?”

			My neck got hot. “I mighta let that slip when I was with Enzo the other night.”

			He pressed his lips together. “So now what?”

			“Now I hang myself, Joey! I don’t know what to do.” I slapped a hand to my sticky forehead. The air was hot and heavy, and I figured it would probably storm tonight, making a run across the lake much more difficult, if not impossible. I kicked the brick wall, which hurt my foot, and then slumped back against it.

			“All right now, just relax. Let me think.”

			“If I don’t get five grand by tomorrow night…”

			“I said, let me think.” Joey looked down the alley for a moment. “I gotta make some calls.”

			“Wait.” I grabbed his bicep. “No gang stuff.”

			He held up his hands. “No promises, Tiny. You want your dad back, you might have to trade some favors.” He pointed at the store. “You go in there and help Bridget. I’ll call you here later.”

			I hopped from one foot to the other. “When? It’s almost three, and if I don’t unload those eight cases of whisky today…” I hated how panicky and small my voice sounded, but all my confidence in myself was shot. 

			“I got it. Now go in there and make yourself useful.” Finally he attempted a grin. “Although I know that’s hard for you.”  

			#

			Joey finally called the store around six, just as Bridget and I were closing up. When the telephone rang, I was sweeping near the front door, but I dropped the broom and vaulted over the counter to grab it. “Hello?”

			“It’s me.”

			“Yes?”

			“I got it worked out. Meet me tonight, ten o’clock, at the boathouse.”

			I turned away from Bridget’s quizzical stare. “And?”

			“And bring the keys for the hearses. Any of them that run.”

			#

			After supper, Mary Grace went outside to play, but I pulled Molly aside before she could follow. “I need to talk to you.”

			She took her arm from my grasp. “Well, I’m meeting someone, so hurry up.”

			“I have to make a late run tonight.” I’d decided to be up front with her. In case anything happened, someone should know where I went. 

			“Why?” She narrowed her eyes. “Where’s Daddy anyway? He’s not usually gone so long.”

			Jesus. She has to pick tonight to get wise? “He’s working on some business connections in Cleveland. We might…run some whisky down there.”

			“Oh.” Molly appeared satisfied by that. “So what time will you be home?”

			“I’m not sure. But I want you both in bed at a decent hour, and no one comes over. Is that understood? Or do I have to ask Mrs. Mulder to check up on you?” Mrs. Mulder was our two-doors-down neighbor. When we were younger we used to call her “Meanie Mulder” because she was always crabbing at kids who ran across her lawn.

			“Ugh, no. But all this late night running around is strange, Tiny.” She began to walk out, then turned around, one eyebrow arched like Gladys Murphy’s. “Is there a boy involved?” she asked, a gleam in her eye. She tapped a finger on her chin. “Now that I think of it, I believe I did see a new dress in your closet, perhaps even new shoes—and a lipstick in your dresser.” She blinked coquettishly. 

			I could feel the heat in my cheeks. “Stay out of my room.”

			Her mouth dropped open. “There is a boy! And you better tell me who it is, or I’ll tell Daddy about the lipstick and all these late nights!”

			I grabbed her by the ear, which I knew she hated more than anything. We were about the same height, and she probably had a few pounds on me, but when I got her like that, she knew she’d better listen good. “You cross me,” I whispered fiercely, “and I’ll tell him what I know about you and Jimmy Haskell on the back porch.”

			She gasped. “Mary Grace, that little tattle tale!”

			I let go of her ear. “I don’t want to hear another word out of you, is that understood?”

			“You’re not my mother,” she spat, rubbing her ear. “And I’m sick of you acting like it.”

			I almost laughed. “You know what, Molly? I’m sick of it too.”

			#

			When I pulled up at the boathouse at ten, I saw two cars—Joey’s Ford and a beautiful red Buick Touring. I parked next to the Ford and took a few deep breaths before opening my door. A group of guys stood on the dock, cigarette tips glowing orange in the blackness. No moon tonight.

			I picked out Joey right away. He wasn’t the shortest or the tallest, but his silhouette in the dark was familiar to me now. It made me feel a little safer. Walking toward the group, I held the hearse keys in one hand and an envelope of cash in the other. 

			“Tiny.” Joey’s deep voice cut through the slap of waves against the seawall. “This is Sam and Angelo and Whitey.” All three of them wore suits, no ties. Angelo and Whitey wore floppy caps like Joey, but Sam’s head was bare. He was a short, thick-necked, and bald, which surprised me—for some reason I’d pictured a barber with a full head of hair.

			“Hello,” I said.

			They said nothing. One might have nodded. 

			Joey cleared his throat. “Did you bring the keys like I asked?” I held them out, and he gave them to Sam. 

			“Where are they?” Sam asked, tossing his cigarette butt into the water.

			“They’re at the garage I told you about,” Joey said. “Here’s the key.” For a minute I was confused as to why Joey would have a garage key, but then I remembered that he had replaced the back door today. 

			“At least two are running right now.” I swallowed hard when they all looked at me. “There’s a third my father was still working on.”

			“I can get it running,” Joey said quickly. He turned to me. “In exchange for the hearses, Sam here’s gonna buy all the cases in the boathouse.”

			“One fifty per,” Sam said.

			I bit my lip. That was thirty bucks less per case than usual, but what was I going to do? It was sell to Sam at a discount or kiss Daddy goodbye. I nodded. “OK.”

			“And he’s also going to let us make a run tonight without paying his percentage,” Joey added. His tone implied I should be grateful.

			“Thank you,” I said. Sam took a wad of bills from his pocket and handed it to me. I tucked it into the envelope, too scared to count it in front of him. 

			Joey spoke up again. “One more thing.”

			“Yes?” My voice cracked. 

			“We heard—well, Sam heard—that Angel’s expecting a huge rum shipment this week by rail from the East Coast. You know anything?”

			Was he serious? “No. And there’s no way for me to find out.” Rain began to fall. Fat, heavy drops that hit the dock with soft thups. 

			“All you have to do is listen,” said Sam. “Someone always talks.” His voice was so low and gravelly I could hardly hear it. “We want to know what night it’s coming.”

			“I—I don’t…” I flashed Joey a look that said help me. There was no way any of the DiFiores would let something like that slip—especially in front of me. 

			“Just keep your eyes and ears open, Tiny. That’s all we’re asking.” Joey’s expression pleaded with me to accept the terms.

			“OK,” I whispered. 

			“We better go.” Joey sounded relieved. “We got seventeen cases waiting to be picked up. Tiny, unlock the boathouse for them.”

			I did as he said, and the guys loaded the whisky into the red Buick. Once they’d driven away, Joey and I hurried to the boat. Although the rain was intermittent, the wind had picked up and the lake was even choppier than last night. I held on tight as we headed out to the open water.

			“You all right?” Joey asked.

			“No, I’m not all right! Not only did I just give away three hearses and the keys to the garage, but I sold eight cases of whisky at a discount when I need every penny I can get!”

			“I know, but that was his price. And you don’t have a lot of time to turn a profit here, Tiny. You’re better off selling fast than selling high right now.”

			“Yeah, but—”

			“But nothing. You got a thousand bucks in your pocket that you wouldn’t have if I hadn’t negotiated the deal with Sam. Now forget about what’s already sold and start thinking about the next load you’re gonna have to sell—by tomorrow night.”

			He was right. It wouldn’t do any good to agonize over what was already done. I focused my attention on the lights across the lake as the waves tossed us up and down.

			At the Canadian docks, I paid the distributor—a younger guy I didn’t recognize—five hundred ninety-five dollars. The seventeen cases barely fit into the boat, which sat frighteningly low in the water. “Come on, hurry,” Joey said. “The rain’s starting again.” He was veering out to the lake before I could even sit down. Halfway across, he stiffened and sat up tall.

			“What?” My pulse quickened.

			“Come here,” he said quietly, slowing the boat and shutting off the engine. 

			“Joey, it’s raining! Turn the motor back on and get us back!”

			“Just come here,” he said, more insistent this time. He thumped the space next to him on the bench. As we drifted on the swells, I carefully stepped between the sacks to sit beside him. He put his hands on my shoulders and looked me in the eye. “Kiss me.”

			My stomach cartwheeled. “Are you nuts?”

			“Kiss me,” he said again, but he didn’t wait for me to do it. He squeezed my upper arms and pressed his mouth to mine. His fingers dug into my skin as my heart careened out of control. What the hell is going on? He picks this moment to get romantic? He took his lips off mine and buried his face in my hair by my ear. “Inspectors,” he whispered. “Now act like you love me.”

			My eyes darted around the lake, and sure enough, what looked like a Prohibition Navy boat was passing us about ten yards off. I saw men in rain slickers lining the deck, guns at their sides. With my pulse roaring in my ears, I threw my arms around Joey and kissed him as if we were just a couple out for a romantic boat ride in the rain. But fear had me frozen stiff; it must have been like kissing a statue. “Relax,” murmured Joey against my closed lips. “I’ve got you.” His low voice loosened my limbs and my inhibitions, and when he pulled me onto his lap, I went willingly. His mouth was hot, and his soft lips teased mine open. The rock and sway of the boat lulled us into a rhythm, and I melted into it, into him. One of his hands began kneading my hip, and the other inched up the side of my ribcage, his thumb nearly grazing my breast. My nipples tightened, and I wanted his hands on them. 

			Oh my God, I’m kissing Joey. And I like it.

			The inspectors had to be past us by now, but I didn’t want to stop. Raindrops splashed our faces and mingled with our kiss, but they did nothing to cool me down. Without thinking, I slipped my tongue between Joey’s lips, and he sucked it gently before stroking it with his own. Picturing his familiar lush mouth, I held his head in my hands and plucked softly at his top lip, then his bottom lip, and then I pulled away slightly to rub my lips back and forth against his. His breath was hot on my mouth, and coming faster. A pleasant ache began between my legs and I arched my back, moving my hips a little. For a moment his arm tightened and I felt his flesh stirring beneath me—but in the next second he pulled away. 

			“They’re gone.” He set me beside him and turned on the motor.

			I sat still, breathing heavily and trying to recover my senses. My whole body shook.

			“You OK?” Joey asked. I was irritated to see a smile on his lips. 

			“No.” I stumbled over the whisky back to the other bench seat. “I can’t believe you did that.” I can’t believe how much I liked it. Had he been pretending the whole time? 

			He laughed. “Sorry. But I can’t say I didn’t enjoy it.” 

			I cocked my head, grateful he couldn’t see my cheeks flaming in the dark. “Glad I could amuse you.”

			“Listen, I don’t know if those guys cared about us or not, but I didn’t feel like discussing things with them tonight, seeing as we’re unarmed, have no cash to spare, and smuggling seventeen cases of whisky across the lake.”

			As we zipped through the drizzle, I kept my eyes on the shore, resisting the urge to peek at Joey. It didn’t seem as if the kiss had affected him the way it had me, but maybe I was making too much of it. Maybe it was just fear and adrenaline fueling that kiss, rather than any chemistry between us. And all the fooling around with Enzo had me wound so tightly, I was about to burst. 

			It isn’t Joey. It can’t be.

			Besides, I had a much bigger problem—at my feet was a hell of a lot of booze that I had to sell in twenty-four hours. In addition, I owed Sam the Barber any information I could get about that rail shipment. How was I supposed to do that? Could I get it out of Enzo? That meant being sweet to him again, and I wasn’t certain my acting ability was up to par—I was furious that he’d stolen Al Murphy’s business, especially since he knew I needed money this week. Bastard, I thought for the hundredth time today. If I could get that information, it would sure feel good to pay him back for double-crossing me. It would make Joey happy too.

			Finally I risked a peek at him, and he was looking at me too. For a few seconds, we stared at each other, neither one speaking, until the tension between us had every muscle in my body clenched so tight I had to look away. 

			Once we docked, Joey and I ran the whisky into the boathouse while lightning flashed over the lake. The wind howled and rain fell harder, pelting our faces. Thunder rumbled in the distance as I picked up the last case and hurried toward the boathouse, where Joey stood just inside the doorway. We still hadn’t spoken. 

			 “I’ll buy three cases from you,” Joey said as I set the sack down. From his pocket he took a wad of cash and handed it to me. I stared at it, and then at him.  

			“What the hell, Moneybags? You rob a bank this afternoon?” The roaring wind slammed the door shut behind us, and I jumped.

			“No, I earned it. You’re not the only one who works, you know.” Joey tucked the money into the front pocket of my blouse. Then he moved for the door, but I scooted in front of it. 

			“Hold on a second.”

			“What?”

			“What exactly are you doing for Sam the Barber to make that kind of money? And why doesn’t he have hair, anyway?”

			“What’s his hair got to do with anything?”

			“I don’t know. I just thought a barber would have hair.”

			“He’s not a barber.”

			“He’s not? Well, why do they call him—”

			“Because he’s good with a razor.”

			Lightning cracked, illuminating Joey’s grave face. “Oh, God.” My legs threatened to buckle as the thunder rolled. It sounded as if the storm was right above us.

			“Look, Sam’s not a bad guy,” Joey said as rain pummeled the roof. “He’s fair, at least. You get him what he wants, and he’ll return the favor without double-crossing you.”

			I shook my head. “I can’t get him what he wants. Angel’s not going to tell me anything.”

			“I agree. You’ll have to get your fancy suit to talk.”

			“How am I supposed to do that?”

			“You’ll find a way.” Lightning flashed again, allowing me to see the ghost of a smile on his face as he came toward me. For a second I thought he might kiss me, but he didn’t. He just rubbed his lips back and forth against my ear and whispered, “You’ve got hidden talent.”

		
			

	
		Chapter Eight

			 

			That night I tossed and turned in sheets damp with sweat and humidity. I listened to the storm through my open window and fretted about selling enough whisky to buy Daddy’s life and protect my sisters. My stomach ached, and I curled into a ball on my side. Had I done the right thing by going to Joey and not the police? Was I wrong to hide this from Bridget? Would I regret making a deal with Sam the Barber in which I promised to trade information for protection?

			If anything went wrong, it would be my fault. 

			And Joey—I’d kissed Joey. I’d wanted to do more than that. Slamming my eyes shut, I tried to block the memory, to forget how much I’d enjoyed it. What the hell was wrong with me? Was I just starving for physical attention? Desperate for a release of the tension? Between Joey and Enzo, I’d had more sexual excitement in the last three days than I’d had all year. And none of it was real; someone was always acting.

			Flopping onto my back, I tried to think of things I could say or do to entice Enzo to tell me about the rail shipment. He was too smart to let something slip, so my only hope was using the attraction between us. I’d failed last time, but maybe if I let things go further…

			My heart thumped hard. Just how far was I willing to go? I wasn’t completely unspoiled, but my sexual prowess was fairly untested beyond the usual heavy petting. Despite my Catholic upbringing, I knew how to give myself an orgasm—and Charlie Gerrity, the one boy I’d dated seriously in high school, had certainly been no great challenge—but Enzo was another entity altogether. He wasn’t a school boy ready to go off at the sight of a girl’s knees. He was a man, and he seemed like a man with experience. Would I know what to do to get him to yield? And how would I keep my temper in check? Every time I thought about the way he’d stolen Al Murphy’s business, screwing me out of making the ransom money, my skin got hot with rage. It would take a huge effort not to accuse him of deliberately playing dirty with me, not that he’d care.

			It’s a dirty business, Tiny.

			It sure as hell was. Dirty and dangerous and full of constant temptation.

			As I remembered his fingers beneath my dress, on my bare skin, touching the most sensitive parts of me, my body thrummed with desire. I flexed and fisted my hands in the sheet, imagining what his body was like underneath those custom suits. Suddenly I had all kinds of ideas for getting him to talk.

			He said he found me hard to resist. I was going to test him on that.

			#

			“I might be able to help you,” Rosie said coyly, leaning toward her reflection as she applied her lipstick. With her social life, I thought she might know some people interested in buying whisky, so I’d stopped by hoping to see her before she left for work. She met my eyes in the bedroom mirror. “But what’s in it for me?”

			I couldn’t offer her cash—I needed every dollar to pay Angel. But there was something I thought she’d go for. “How’d you like to go to Club 23 tonight?”

			She straightened. “You serious?”

			“Yes.”	

			She capped her lipstick and rubbed her ruby lips together. “Why do you need the money so bad?”

			“My father’s in trouble. I’m helping him cover a debt, and I have to pay it immediately.” I’d decided to be up front with Rosie because she liked Daddy. Mr. LaChance had an eye for other women and a tendency to disappear for weeks at a time, and more than once Daddy had helped Mrs. LaChance pay the rent. 

			Rosie nodded. “What’s the price?”

			“Fifteen per bottle.”

			She admired her reflection again. “Club 23, huh? I bet there’s a lot of high class daddies in there.” In the mirror, her eyes wandered around the room she shared with Evelyn. “Maybe I could get out of this dump.”

			“So it’s a deal?”

			“It’s a deal.” She went to the closet and pulled down a brown leather suitcase. “Pack as many bottles as you can in here, and I’ll take ‘em down to the store. I know a few suits I can sweet talk.”

			I ran out to my car and hustled in one sack of whisky. We managed to tuck all twelve bottles inside the case. “I bet I’ll have it all sold before lunch,” she bragged, flipping the latches closed.

			“If you do, I’ll buy your first drink at the club.” 

			She pursed her perfect bow lips as she slipped into her shoes. “Honey, once we’re through that door, you can go chase yourself. I won’t need you.”

			#

			That day, I called or visited every customer on our list. I braved sales calls to restaurants where I knew the owners and even ventured into the Country Club to speak with a waiter I’d gone to high school with. Short of standing on a street corner and shouting to the world that I had whisky for sale, I’d done everything possible to move every last drop, but at five o’clock I still had forty unsold bottles. That meant I’d be six hundred dollars short when I faced Angel tonight, and that was assuming Rosie managed to sell all twelve bottles she’d taken to work. 

			I drove home, racking my brain. Who could I borrow from? Bridget was out—I was avoiding even talking to her because I felt so guilty about lying. And she was bound to start asking questions about Daddy’s absence. He’d never left us this long. 

			We had no other close family. Evelyn didn’t make much at the bakery, and Rosie was already doing me a favor. 

			That left Joey. Again.

			Inside the house, I stared at the phone in the front hall, tugging at my hair. I hated to ask Joey for anything more since he’d given me over five hundred bucks yesterday. But I had nowhere else to turn, and Daddy was depending on me. My sisters were depending on me, even if they didn’t know it. I looked up his mother’s number in the directory and dialed, but she said she hadn’t seen him all day and didn’t expect him back any time soon. Normally I laughed when I heard anyone refer to him as Giuseppe, but not today. After thanking her, I hung up and yanked on my hair again. “Shit!”

			I paced back and forth in the hall, utterly panicked. I had no idea where Joey was. I still hadn’t heard from Rosie. I hadn’t seen my sisters all day and God only knew what they were up to. My father was being held in some gang hideout somewhere, maybe being tortured or beaten, and I was short six hundred bucks on the ransom payment due at the end of the day. And that was only half the cash I needed to free him! My nerves were so raw that when the phone rang, I shrieked before grabbing it.

			“Hello?”

			“Heya, Frances,” Rosie said. “The deed’s done.”

			I held my breath. “It is?” 

			“No foolin. I got the cash right here.”

			“And you got the price I asked for?” 

			“Are you doubting me? Seems to me a person in your…predickerment should be a little nicer.”

			“I’m sorry. I know how hard you had to work, and I’m very grateful.”

			“I never said it was hard, Frances. I said it was done.”

			 I took a deep breath. Honey, not vinegar. “Thank you, Rosie. I’ll pick you up at nine tonight.” I hung up the phone and put my hands over my stomach. The church bells down the street rang out six times, sending chills down my arms. I closed my eyes and began to pray.	

			#

			The girls wandered in shortly after seven, and I threw supper together—bacon and eggs again, which caused both girls to roll their eyes. “I really should learn to cook,” Molly said as she scraped eggs onto her plate and slapped the spatula back into the pan.

			“I’ll help,” added Mary Grace. “Even I could do better than this.” She held up a piece of bacon I’d blackened to a crisp.

			“I’ll eat that one. I like it that way.” I grabbed it from her and took a charred bite. It tasted like ashes.

			When the phone rang a minute later, I jumped up from my chair so abruptly it tipped over backward.

			“Hello?”

			“It’s me.” 

			“Joey, what the hell? I’ve been looking for you all day!” I didn’t even care if the girls heard me curse. 

			“Calm down. I had business to take care of. Did you get the money?”

			“No, I’m short.” I glanced over my shoulder.

			“How much?”

			I was silent, the amount stuck in my throat like a wad of chewing gum. I didn’t want to say it in earshot of the girls. 

			“Are your sisters there?”

			Bless you, Joey. “Uh huh.”

			“A hundred?”

			“More.”

			“Three?”

			“More.”

			“Jesus. Five?”

			“Six.”

			Joey exhaled. “OK. I can’t pick you up tonight because I have something to do, but I’ll meet you in front of the club at ten with the money.”

			Relief cascaded over me like a waterfall. “How are you going to get it?”

			“Don’t worry about that. Just be outside at ten.”

			“OK. And thanks…I owe you.”

			“Owing me is the least of your problems.” He hung up.

			#

			 “I don’t get it,” Evelyn said as she watched Rosie and I dress for Club 23 in their bedroom. “Why does she get to go with you and I don’t?” 

			The hurt on her face wrenched my heart, but I refused to put Evelyn in danger. Rosie could handle herself. “I’m only giving her a ride there, Evvy. I have to drop something off for my father again, and I don’t intend to stay. Can you fasten this?” I was wearing an old black dress of Rosie’s, which had a small tear at the side seam and was too big for me, but still better than being seen again in the blue. She let me wear the headband again too. If I ever had money to spend on myself again, I’d buy my own.

			“I’ve never seen you wear black,” said Rosie, darkening her caramel lashes to soot. “It looks good on you.”

			Evelyn helped me with the tiny snaps at the side of the dress but continued to grumble. “I’ve hardly even seen you this week.”

			I hugged her. “I want to get in and out of there quickly,” I said. Alive, I left out. “And the men I have to deal with are not the sort of men you want to meet. It’s too dangerous.”

			“I might like dangerous men.”

			“Oh, please,” put in Rosie from the mirror. Her rouge matched her satin dress—the shortest dress I’d ever seen off a movie screen. “You don’t drink much, you don’t smoke at all, and you don’t know how to dance. What would you do there?”

			 “I’m a better dancer than Tiny, and she’s going.”  

			“Tiny’s got connections.” I detected the note of admiration in Rosie’s voice. “When you get some of those, you can go too.” She gave Evelyn a patronizing little pat on the head. If I was Evelyn, I’d have kicked her. 

			“Next time, I promise.” I squeezed her shoulder. “You are a better dancer than me, and we’ll go to a club together soon, OK? Maybe Joey will take us.”

			She brightened a little at his name. “All right.”

			“I’ll call you tomorrow.” 

			Leaving a disappointed Evelyn at the door, Rosie and I climbed into my Ford. “I do wish we had a better mode of transportation.” She wrinkled her pert little nose. “This jalopy really isn’t my style.”

			“Want to walk?” I asked tersely. “I can give you directions, but you’re on your own for the password.”

			“I’m only joking. Don’t have a kitten.” Rosie patted my shoulder. 

			My fingers tightened around the steering wheel. 

			“You mentioned Joey. He coming tonight?” Rosie batted her spidery lashes at me.

			“No.”

			“Too bad. I like those big brown eyes. But there will be plenty of other eyes there.”

			Mine slid sideways. “All on you in that dress.”

			She shimmied her shoulders. “That’s the way I like it.”

			I took the same route Joey had driven Saturday night and parked along the quiet downtown side street. My password worked again, and we were sent through the winding basement hallway that ended at the club’s main room, where Rosie stood slack-jawed for a full ten seconds. Finally she whistled, slung an arm around me, and spoke loudly over the raucous music. “I take back everything I’ve ever said about ya, Frances. You’re the cat’s meow.” She dug a cigarette out of her purse and eyed a table full of young men near the dance floor. Glancing over her shoulder as she headed for them, she said, “See ya.”

			Left alone, I gulped back my nerves and looked around the room. I didn’t see Enzo or Angel, and I didn’t want them to spot me until I had all the money. It was nine-thirty, which meant I had to kill half an hour before Joey arrived. Keeping my eyes low, I went to the far end of the bar and stood with my back to the crowd, hoping to be invisible.

			No such luck.

			“What’ja do, bring your homework?” Pimple-faced Harry parked himself on my left and gestured at the envelope I clutched to my side. 

			“Get lost.” I kept my eyes down.

			“Why do all the pretty ones gotta be so unfriendly, Raymond?”

			I stiffened at the name of Angel’s other son, the one who’d dragged me through the garage. 

			“Dunno, Harry.” Raymond’s voice came from my right. “But this one’s pretty all right. And she’s got nice little round tits too. I copped a feel of ‘em when I was holding her down.”

			I looked at him sharply, considering a knee to the groin. “You did not.”

			He leered at me and licked his lips. “I did, and I liked it.” 

			Clenching my fists, I stared up at him, breathing hard through my nostrils. It wasn’t difficult to see the resemblance in the DiFiore family—like Enzo, Raymond had the classically attractive features of their father, although his eyes were slightly wider set, and his jaw was a shade weaker. I felt like spitting in his handsome face. But if I caused a scene, I’d only draw attention to myself. Keep calm. Don’t move. Don’t speak. It’s almost ten.

			“Maybe you think you’re too good for a drink with us. Is that it?” Harry’s tone was menacing. 

			“No,” I said. “It’s just…I don’t see anything I want.”

			“What do you mean by that?” Raymond demanded. He moved closer, poking a meaty finger toward the bottles lining the back wall. “We got all the good stuff, way better than what you and your lousy pop are running.”

			A little bell pinged in my head. I pretended to look over the offerings behind the bar. “Nah. You don’t have what I’m looking for.”

			Raymond huffed. “Like what?” 

			“Well, I’d like to try some rum. The real thing, from the islands. Not some coffin varnish made from industrial alcohol and prune juice.” Taking a cue from Rosie, I batted my lashes at Harry. “You got any rum?”

			As I’d suspected, Raymond scooted around and elbowed his way between us. “I’m the one who’s got the goods, not him.”

			Looking his wrinkled suit up and down, I sniffed. “I doubt it.”

			“I do!” He thumped his chest. “I’m the rum runner here, not Harry. I can get it for you.”

			I cocked an eyebrow at him. “Right now?”

			“No, it ain’t here yet.”

			I shrugged and turned back to the bar, my heart pounding. If my instincts were correct, Raymond wasn’t terribly bright. Painful as this was, I had a much better chance of getting him to talk than his brother. “Then like I said, you don’t have what I want.”

			“But it’s coming,” he went on. “I’m big time now. I got a shipment coming in that’s the real Malloy.”

			“McCoy, you idiot,” snapped Harry.

			I faced Raymond again. “Well, how long’s that gonna take, Big Time?” I smiled and winked before straightening his crooked tie. “I’m not a girl who likes to wait around. I could find a little taste of rum someplace else.”

			He nearly bounced with excitement. “Not this rum. You come back in two days, and I’ll give you all the tasting you want.”

			Two days—did that mean the shipment would come in tomorrow night? Or could it be tonight? “I’m busy Thursday night. How about tomorrow?”

			“Uh uh. It ain’t gonna be here till late tomorrow night.” 

			“Oh. Maybe I’ll change my plans, then.” I winked at him again, but inside I was screaming, I did it! I did it! When I went out to meet Joey, I could tell him the shipment would arrive late tomorrow night. Then maybe I wouldn’t feel so guilty about taking more of his money.

			“So how’s about you and me go someplace quiet?” Raymond asked, running a hand up my arm.

			“Hey, I spotted her first, you know.” Harry grabbed Raymond’s shoulder and spun him around. His face was red with anger. “And if your brother sees you touching her, he’s gonna throttle ya.”

			“What’s my brother got to do with it?” Raymond jerked a thumb toward the dance floor. “He’s got his own girl.”

			Bug-eyed, I craned my neck toward the dancers, scanning the room until I spotted him. The floor seemed to tilt beneath me, and I reached for the bar to steady myself. He stood with a cocktail at the edge of the dance floor, looking deliciously at ease in a black suit, white shirt, and a bow tie. His hair was pushed into a wave above his forehead. I watched him bring the glass to his lips, heat flushing my neck and chest. 

			Before he saw me, a squealing smarty in a gold dress as shiny and short as Rosie’s accosted him, demanding attention. His kissed her cheek and took her arm, leading her to a booth nearby. Lightning bolts of jealousy ricocheted throughout my body while she preened at his side, looking around to make sure everyone noticed her. From my vantage point, she was cute but not beautiful, with dark hair, a wide forehead, and big red lips.	

			“Excuse me.” I pushed both Harry and Raymond aside to get to the exit. I wasn’t sure what time it was, but I needed some air. 

			Thankfully, neither of them followed me as I raced through the curtains and down the long hallway toward the metal door. I told the guard I was meeting someone and sweet-talked him into letting me back inside once my friend arrived.

			“She as cute as you?” He wore a black suit and white shirt that had a tomato sauce spill down the front. At least I hoped it was tomato sauce.

			I lowered my chin and looked up at him with a flirty wink. “Not nearly.”

			He laughed and opened the door. 

			“Thanks. Hey, can you tell me what time it is?”

			“Sure thing, doll. It’s five to ten.”

			“Perfect.” Flashing one more smile at him, I went through the vestibule and up the cement steps. Once I was outside, I almost collapsed. My heart was racing so fast, I thought it might gallop right out of my chest. Fanning my face with one hand, I leaned against a light post. I did it. I’d discovered when the rum shipment would come in without having to come on to Enzo. 

			So why did I feel a little disappointed? 

			I should be even angrier with him. Not only had he stolen business from me, he had a girl, for Christ’s sake. He’d kissed me and touched me, and all the while he had some little chippie waiting for him! Had she been at the club Saturday night? Maybe that’s why he dragged me through the underground tunnels—he didn’t want to be seen with me. Maybe he knew all along what would happen when he got me behind a locked door, and he didn’t want anyone to know about it. Then he’d gone behind my back with Al Murphy.

			Bastard. No man that despicable deserved to be that handsome.

			A dark sedan pulled up to the curb, and thinking it was Joey, I moved toward it. But instead, a young couple got out of the back seat, laughing as they stumbled toward the stairwell. Clearly they’d been at the bottle already. I wouldn’t mind a sip or two myself, I thought, backing up to the post again. Come on, Joey. Get here, why don’t you? I looked up and down the street, but saw no sign of him. A few pairs of headlamps approached and passed. My stomach began to ache as a question I hadn’t considered popped into my head.

			What would I do if he didn’t show?

			Another car slowed, and the lone driver looked me over, but he sped up again without stopping. Shit. I couldn’t stay out here alone like this much longer; it wasn’t safe. But going back in there without all five grand wasn’t safe either. A string of the foulest curse words I knew ripped through my brain. I had no idea what time it was, but I knew it was well past ten. 

			My knees started to tremble.

			And then my hands.

			A searing pain worked its way from the back of my skull to the front, settling right between my eyes. Maybe that’s where they’ll shoot me.

			Goddammit! I shouldn’t have trusted Joey! I should have gone to Bridget. Maybe she would’ve panicked, but she might have had six hundred dollars to lend me. Then again, she might have insisted on cops too, and that wouldn’t have done me any good. Joey was my only hope, but that hope was draining away to dregs. 

			When my feet started to ache, I knew that I had probably been standing for close to an hour. I had run out of curse words to think. 

			“Fuck,” I said. I’d never spoken the word aloud before. Actually it was kind of helpful to physically utter the word; it relieved some tension. “Fuck, fuck, fuck.” Just the feel of it bursting from my lips felt sinfully good. And if I’m going to die, I might as well sin a little before I do. 

			Exhaling, I looked down the street once more. I could make a run for it. I could leave here and go to the cops. Fuck it, I could leave here and go to Paris! I had more than four thousand dollars tucked under my arm. They’d never find me. No one would ever know I’d been a coward and abandoned my family. 

			But I’d know.

			“Fuck it,” I said. Loudly. 

			Then I turned around, took a deep breath, and headed down the stairs into the club.

			

		
			

	
		Chapter Nine

			 

			Once inside, I wasted no time. Spotting Enzo alone near the bar, I squared my shoulders and tried to walk like he did—long, confident strides with purpose. When I reached him, I tapped his shoulder, and he turned. 

			“You made it.” His eyes traveled down my body and back up again. 

			“Did you doubt me?”

			A hint of a smile. “Not for a moment. Follow me.” He led me toward the far right wall, where a tall, stern-faced guard stood in front of a red curtain. He nodded at Enzo before allowing us to slip behind it. 

			The sound of the music receded as we walked down a dim corridor. The air smelled like cigar smoke, and I heard laughter and shouting behind several closed doors, each of them guarded. At the end of the corridor, I followed him up two flights of stairs. From there we entered the paneled hallway I recognized from Saturday night, and I knew he was leading me to Angel’s office. My heart tripped faster, and I ransacked my brain for the right words to say as I handed Angel an envelope that was six hundred dollars short. Should I admit it up front? Should I accuse them of stealing my business? Should I trade the information I had about the River Gang planning a heist of their rum? The thought of betraying Joey made bile rise in my throat, but I was on my own. I had to do whatever it took to protect my family. 

			The door was open but guarded by two men, and Enzo gestured for me to enter first. Angel sat behind the desk, and at the sight of it, my stomach flipped repeatedly like a coin through the air. Three nights ago, Enzo had set me on it and stood between my knees, loosening his collar. What I wouldn’t give to be in that moment instead of this one.

			“Good evening, Miss O’Mara. Please sit.” Angel rose to his feet as I approached. Big Time Raymond stood in a corner and had the nerve to wink at me. 

			I sat stiffly on the edge of a chair and placed the envelope on the desk. 

			“Enzo?” Without taking his eyes off me, Angel indicated his older son should take the money. When Raymond stepped forward and tried to take the envelope, Angel snatched it out of his reach. “I said Enzo. Count this.”

			Enzo came from behind me to take the envelope while Raymond retreated to the corner and sulked. “He always gets the money. He’s probably skimming,” he mumbled.

			“Raymond, please.”

			“I’m sick of him bossing me. When’s it my turn to—”

			“Never,” Enzo interrupted. He fell silent, presumably counting the cash. 

			I braced myself for the discovery, my heart like gunfire in my ears. 

			“It’s all here.”

			Huh? I whipped my head around to stare at him, my mouth open. The envelope and cash were hidden somewhere already.

			“May I offer you something?” Enzo asked, his face impassive. “A drink? Some champagne perhaps?” 

			“Don’t let her say no, Enzo.” Angel walked over to the sideboard laid out with glassware and bottles of booze. 

			“No, thank you,” I answered, managing to close my mouth. What the hell kind of game was Enzo playing? He refuses to help me, he steals business from me—now he covers for me?

			“Nonsense,” said Angel. “I have the best champagne in town, the real thing. Imported from France.”

			“She prolly never drank shampoo before,” said Raymond, lumbering out of the corner.

			“Champagne,” Enzo corrected. “No more talking out of you.”

			Angel popped the cork, the noise startling me. He poured three glasses, handed one to me and one to Enzo, and kept the third for himself.

			“Hey, Pop, what about me?”

			“Go ask Matilda to cook me a steak dinner, Raymond. Rare. I’m ravenous.” 

			“But how come—”

			“Now, please.”

			Raymond shot his brother and father a nasty look as he left the room. Angel raised his glass. “A toast. To Miss O’Mara. I’m most impressed.” He sipped his champagne and stared at me. After an uncomfortable pause, I sipped mine too, the bubbles fizzing down my throat. It tasted so good, I took three more quick swallows. 

			“Now,” Angel continued, returning to his chair. “I’ve got business to attend to. Enzo will escort you back to the club, where I hope you and your companion will enjoy the evening.”

			“I believe she’s unattended tonight,” said Enzo. 

			Angel regarded me. “A pretty girl like you?”	

			“Yes,” I said, getting to my feet. My mind was still spinning. “Uh, I want to ask about my father.”

			“What about him?” Angel’s eyebrows rose.

			“Is he all right?”

			“He will be very glad to know you paid me tonight, and even gladder once you bring me the rest of the money on Friday.” 

			My heart stopped. “Friday?” I repeated in disbelief. 

			“Friday.” His tone was final, and his stare told me not to argue.

			I was tempted to gulp down the rest of my champagne, but I left the half-drunk glass on the desk and headed for the door. Enzo followed me down the hall and into the stairwell, saying nothing as we descended one flight. Was he not going to offer an explanation? What the hell was he thinking? Finally I couldn’t stand it any longer. 

			I whirled to face him. “Why did you lie?”

			He went around me and continued down the steps, and I clambered after him, grabbing his arm.

			“Why did you lie? The money wasn’t all there.”

			He met my eyes. “Because I’m not ready for this to end. Not tonight.”

			I swallowed. Not ready for what to end? Was he talking about the kidnapping or something between us? “Then why wouldn’t you agree to help me before?”

			One side of his mouth rose. “That wouldn’t have been any fun.”

			I dropped his arm. “This is fun for you?”

			“Well, certain parts of it are fun.” He came up one step so that his face hovered near mine. “Don’t you think?”

			I can’t think with you so close to me. His dark eyes glittered, and I forgot all about ransom money, whisky, and deadlines. My breath came faster, and I felt the silk of my dress whispering across the tight, hard peaks of my breasts. Enzo lowered his gaze to watch my chest rising and falling. Then, meeting my eyes again, he lifted one hand and slowly brushed the back of his fingers over one taut nipple, poking visibly through the thin bodice of Rosie’s dress. Desire sparked at the center of me and zipped through my veins like fire along a fuse. 

			But I wouldn’t explode. 

			I can play this game too. With one hand I reached for the button of his coat. Slipped it through the hole. Without breaking the stare, I ran the back of my hand down the front of his trousers in the same deliberate way. But I didn’t stop there—I turned my hand over and slowly moved my palm up and down, enjoying the way he sucked in his breath, the way he swayed toward me, unsteady on his feet. The way I could feel his flesh growing beneath my touch. Now who has the power?

			I brought my lips close to his. “We should get back,” I said softly as I stroked him. “Someone is waiting for you.”

			“Fuck,” Enzo whispered, eyes closing.

			My thoughts exactly. 

			I stepped to the side and continued down the stairs without him.

			#

			When I had cleared the curtain into the main room, I stopped for a second, bracing myself against the back of a chair. Oh my God. It felt as if steam would rise from my skin, I was so hot. I need to get out of here. Not only was I in danger of losing complete control if Enzo and I were alone again, I had to find out what happened to Joey and tell him about the rum shipment tomorrow night. 

			I saw Rosie at the bar and headed for her, smoothing my dress. “Hey,” I said, tapping her shoulder. “I’m leaving.”

			She turned slightly, barely enough to make eye contact. “Oh. OK, see ya.” She was about to ignore me once more when her eyes went wide. “Criminy, who is that?”

			I wasn’t surprised to hear Enzo’s voice in my ear seconds later. “Don’t go.” He placed a hand on the small of my back, sending heat buzzing down my legs.  “I’ve decided you can’t leave. Is this a friend of yours? You should both join my party.” 

			“Sure we will,” said Rosie, turning her charm on Enzo. “What’s your name, sweetie?”

			“Tiny? Will you stay?” It sounded like a question, but the way he pinned me with his eyes and pressed his fingers into my back made me feel differently. 

			Say no. Say no. “All right. But not for too long.”

			He nodded to Rosie. “I’m Enzo DiFiore. You are?”

			“Rosie LaChance,” she said sweetly. “A real pleasure to meet you.”

			“Ladies, follow me.” We trailed him to a group of tables at the front, where a group of young people sat drinking, smoking, and hollering at their friends on the dance floor. As we approached, the brown-haired smarty from earlier narrowed her eyes at us.

			“Have a seat.” Enzo pulled out two empty chairs, and I lowered myself into one, the smarty’s eyes burning holes in my skin.

			“Who’s this, Enzo?” She had a voice like squeaky chalk on a slate.

			“Ladies, this is Gina Meloni,” he said, gesturing to her. “And Gina, this is Tiny O’Mara and Rosie LaChance. Tiny is doing some business with my father. These girls are our guests tonight.” Gina scowled at that.

			Rosie leaned over to me and winked. “Oooh. You’ve got competition.”

			“Can I have a cigarette?” I asked her. She opened her purse, took out a silver cigarette case, and handed me one. Within seconds, Enzo leaned across the table to light it for me. I almost laughed when the little flame ignited between us. Then he lowered himself into the chair next to Gina and lit his own. I watched the first curl of smoke escape his lips and crossed my legs. My thighs were damp.

			“So, Tiny,” Gina squeaked, looking me over as if I smelled like rotten tomatoes. “What line of business are you in?”	

			I puffed on my cigarette and blew smoke in her direction. “Bootleg liquor. You interested?” Enzo’s lips tipped up slightly.

			Gina smirked. “Ain’t we all?”

			“Tiny’s father is a supplier for the club,” said Enzo. “She works for him.”

			Gina’s painted eyebrows went up. “Oh yeah? A working girl, huh? I don’t know what I would do if I had to work. It sounds posi-lutely awful.”

			“Lucky for you, your dad’s loaded,” piped up her friend, a skinny blond with an overbite. “And now you’ve got a sugar daddy.” 

			“He’s twenty-five, he’s not old enough to be a sugar daddy, Valerie,” scolded Gina. 

			“Right—your last one was a lot older.” They both giggled and Gina mouthed something to her behind her hand. Jesus, was this high school or a nightclub? And why had he asked me to stay here, anyway? So he could keep an eye on me while he kept an arm around his girlfriend?

			Bastard.

			Throughout their exchange, Enzo watched me. We didn’t speak, but the shared knowledge of our secret kisses and caresses hummed between us like a conversation. It was enough to start up an aching throb between my legs. This is madness. He’s just looking at me—from across the damn table! But the longer I sat there watching him, the more I wanted him. I could still feel him thickening through his trousers in my palm. Was he hard now? Oh, God. I crossed my legs tighter and shifted in my seat, and just the friction of the movement and his penetrating stare nearly brought me to orgasm. Tapping my cigarette out in an ashtray on the table, I stood. “Thanks for the invitation to stay, but I really have to leave now.”

			Enzo stood too. “I’ll walk you out.” 

			An unwelcome frisson of excitement shot up my spine. 

			Gina pouted, and he put a hand on her shoulder. “Order another round of drinks for everyone, and how about some oysters too? I know they’re your favorites.” She squealed and clapped her hands while he placed his lit Fatima in the ashtray, as if he’d be back momentarily. Then the bastard leaned down and kissed her cheek. 

			Rosie barely glanced away from her mark and waved me off with a flip of the wrist. I followed Enzo through the club and down the long hallway toward the heavy metal door. Our footsteps echoed on the tiles as the sound of the music receded. 

			The guard seated at the entrance nodded at Enzo and pressed a button, which unlocked the inner door. To my surprise, after opening it, Enzo followed me into the tiny vestibule. Then he let the door close, leaving us in pitch-dark silence. Adrenaline shot through me as I waited for him to open the door to the stairwell. Instead, I heard the slam of a deadbolt.

			“You don’t really want to leave, do you?” His voice was low and lilting. 

			He’s teasing me. “Yes. I do.” 

			“Liar.” He moved closer. 

			Every inch of my skin pricked with heat. “Look who’s calling who names. I can think of a few to call you, you know.”

			His body met mine and he pressed my back into the brick wall. “So do it.”

			I dropped my evening bag to the floor. “Thief.”

			He took one wrist and pinned it above my head.

			“Cheat,” I snarled.

			He pinned the other across the first.

			“Bastard.” The word lashed from my lips just before he kissed me, and I could have sworn it made him smile.

			Out of my mind with desire, I kissed him hungrily, straining against him, desperate to have my arms free. But he held my wrists tight, torturing me with deep thrusts of his tongue between my lips. “Let me go,” I rasped when he dragged his mouth across my cheek and down my neck.

			“Why would I do that?”

			“Because I want to touch you.”

			He paused for a second before letting my right arm go. The left he kept pinned above my head. “How’s that?”

			Breathing hard, I swept my right hand up the inside of his leg and smiled—he was hard already. I stroked him like I had in the stairwell, my pulse kicking up as he brought his mouth back to mine. Determined to have the real thing, I opened his coat, pulled his shirt from his trousers, and slipped enough buttons through their holes to slide my hand down against tight, hot skin. Wrapping my hand around his cock, I kept my grasp loose at first, allowing him to slip easily through my fingers. When I felt his breath coming harder and faster on my lips, I tightened my grip, further aroused by his moan of pleasure. His hold on my wrist weakened, and he braced himself against the wall. I’m doing this. I’m bringing him to this. The surge of power was intoxicating.

			But just when I thought he was over the edge, Enzo pulled up my dress and hitched up my right leg, hooking my knee around his hip and holding it there. I had to throw my arms across his shoulders to stay balanced on the toes of my left foot. Our insatiable mouths came together again as his other hand snuck under the loose edge of my step-in. I gasped when he brushed the sensitive skin beneath the lace, and panted softly when he slipped one fingertip inside me. Shallow, feather-light strokes left me breathless and immobile. Clutching the back of his neck, I thought my left leg would give out with the unbearable pleasure of his touch. My breath stilled as he slid the fingertip up to rub the tiny spot that made my belly tighten and my legs tremble. His tongue slipped into my open mouth as his wet finger traced soft little circles on my throbbing clitoris. A divine pressure began building deep within me, and his name fell from my lips.

			Oh my God oh my God oh my God…

			“Still want to leave?” he asked.

			“I’m going to scream,” I whimpered, fisting my hands in his coat.

			He bit my lower lip. “Good.”

			He wants me to scream. He wants me to lose control first. He wants all the power.

			Summoning every ounce of strength I had, I dropped my leg to the floor and let go of him. “On second thought, I don’t think I’ll give you the satisfaction.” Because I was panting so hard, my words didn’t have quite the sting I wanted.

			“Oh no? And why’s that?” He brought his arms to the wall again, boxing me in.

			“Because this is all a game to you. And it’s my life.”

			I waited for him to spout some nonsense about life being a game, but he didn’t. After a pause, he dropped his arms and backed off. Although I still couldn’t see anything, I sensed movement and figured he was buttoning his pants. 

			“I’ll pay you the six hundred dollars as soon as I get it.”

			“Fine.”

			“Are you going to tell your father I was short?”

			“Not tonight.”

			My heart thumped an irregular beat. “What does that mean? You might tell him tomorrow?”

			Enzo sighed. “I do a lot of things well, Tiny, which you would know if you ever let us finish what we start, but not even I am good at divining the future. I have no idea how I’ll feel about this tomorrow.” 

			Rage shook my body. “You can’t keep doing this! Kissing me one minute and then making threats the next! You went behind my back and stole Al Murphy’s business from me, making it impossible for me to get the ransom money, and tonight you play the hero?”

			“It seems to me you’re playing some games of your own as well.” His tone had gone serious, and he threw the deadbolt with a loud, angry thwack. When he opened the outer door, streetlight spilled into our private little space. “Now if you’ll excuse me, I should get back to my table.”

			I scooped up my purse where it had fallen and rushed up the steps two at a time. My heels clicked on the cement as I hurried through steam rising from the street without turning my head.

			The metal door closed behind me with a bang.

		
			

	
		Chapter Ten

			 

			I drove home in a fog, my hands shaking on the steering wheel and my legs nearly numb with shock. What had I done? What was I thinking? No good could possibly come of fooling around with Enzo like that. My father was trapped somewhere at the mercy of the DiFiores—had I lost my mind? One minute I hated Enzo, and the next minute I couldn’t keep my hands off him. Yes, he’d lied to protect me tonight, but I had the feeling that was more about his desire than his guilt or sympathy. He could rat me out any time he felt like it. And handsome as he was, I had no idea if he was one of the good guys. He was partly responsible for my father’s suffering, wasn’t he? He’d lured me into Angel’s trap, hadn’t he? Stolen my business? And he had a girl he was betraying every time we were alone, whether I liked her or not. 

			I had plenty of reasons to stay away from him, and only one to go near.

			But when I was in bed later that night, it wasn’t his faults or transgressions I thought about as my hands wandered over my yearning body. No one had ever made me feel so free and yet so restrained, so powerful and yet vulnerable, so delirious with pleasure and ache all at once. It was too much—his magnetism clouded my judgment worse than any alcohol I’d ever tasted. I had to stay away from him. I had to pay him back, and forget his existence. Forget about how he touched me here—I brushed my fingers over one breast—and here—I ran a hand up my inner thigh—and here—I placed my palm between my legs and pressed with the heel of my hand, trying to relieve the tension that had settled there since I’d pushed Enzo away. 

			Stop it! This isn’t helping! 

			But I couldn’t stop—I thought about his broad shoulders and hooded eyes and sculpted lips and whisky kisses and talented fingers and the way my hands wrapped around his hard—

			Crack!

			I sat upright, my heart pounding. What the hell was that?

			Crack! 

			Crack!

			Something was hitting my windowpane. In the few seconds of silence that followed, I swung my legs over the side of the bed and got to my hands and knees. Crack! Someone is throwing rocks at the glass, I realized as I crawled toward the wall. Damn Joey for not getting me a gun! The window was open at the bottom. Curling my fingers over the ledge, I pulled myself up and peeked through the screen into the dark yard. A sliver of moon lit the figure on the grass beneath me.

			“Stop!” I yelled in the angriest whisper I could muster. 

			“Tiny, thank God.” Joey’s shoulders slumped.

			“You’re a little late!” 

			“I’m sorry—can I come in?”

			“No. The girls will wake up.”

			“Please. I have to talk to you.” He touched his forehead. “And I think I need something for my head.”

			Squinting, I realized that blood was dripping down one of his cheeks. “Jesus! OK. Go to the kitchen door.” I threw on my robe and tiptoed into the hall, making sure my sisters’ bedroom door was shut tight before descending the stairs two at a time. In the kitchen I unlocked the door and opened it, sucking in my breath at the sight of Joey on the stoop, battered to hell and holding his hand to his head. Angry as I was at him for leaving me to the wolves, pity squeezed my heart.

			I pulled him into the kitchen, which still smelled like burnt bacon. Turning on the light, I set him in a chair and looked him over with a critical eye. His face was marked with a couple minor scrapes and a nasty cut under one eye. A big ugly welt was swelling at his temple, and a jagged slice just above it oozed blood. His hair on that side was matted with blood, and his clothing was soiled too. But the wounds appeared superficial, and I didn’t believe he needed stitches. “What happened to you?”

			“I ran into some trouble.” He grabbed my forearms. “What happened with Angel?”

			I pursed my lips and pulled my arms away. “After waiting an hour for you on the street, I had to give Angel an envelope that was six hundred light.” I went to the sink and scrubbed my hands to the elbow, soaking the sleeves of my thin summer robe. Briefly I considered taking it off, but I was only wearing a flimsy chemise underneath. And no underwear. It stays on.

			“And?”

			I dried my hands on a dishtowel and went to the pantry for the first aid kit. “And I handled it.” Eventually I’d tell him what happened—in the office anyway—but I wanted to look at his injuries first. Setting the small metal box on the table, I retrieved a clean towel and wet it. “Now hold still.” Gently, I tilted his head and dabbed at the blood on his face. 

			“Ow. I can do it myself.” He tried to grab the towel, but I held it away from him. 

			“Be quiet! I’ll do it.” Staring him down until he dropped his arm, I returned the wet cloth to his cheek. 

			He sniffed. “You burn something in here?”

			“Yeah. Dinner.” When he grinned, I frowned at him. “I said hold still. Where were you tonight?”

			“I went with Sam and a few guys to collect at a couple different places. One asshole didn’t want to pay, and he had some friends. Ow!”

			“Sorry.” Easing up on the pressure, I wiped his skin clean of blood, holding his thick matted hair back with the other hand. I leaned closer to examine the slice on his temple. “What was the weapon?”

			“A broken bottle.”

			I sighed. “That’ll do it.” Reaching into the kit for a cotton swab and some iodine, I dotted some along each of the cuts on his face, rolling my eyes when he winced at the sting. After putting a bandage over the bottle cut, I rinsed the towel. Wringing it out, I returned to him and wiped some of the dirt and blood from his hair and neck. “You’re a mess.”

			“Thanks. You know, I could do this myself.”

			“Shut up already. Coat off.” He shrugged out of his brown jacket and pulled his gun from the waistband of his pants, laying it on the table. Gooseflesh spread across my arms.

			“My God, Joey. You’re lucky they didn’t have guns! I’ve got no experience with bullet wounds.”

			“They did have guns,” he said. “But nobody was willing to shoot first tonight.”

			Tomorrow night could be another story. 

			I clenched my jaw. Would Joey have to participate in the rum heist? I hoped he wouldn’t, but something told me he would insist on it, the idiot. I moved in front of him and stood between his knees, running the wet cloth under his chin and behind his ears. His shirt was already loose at the collar, but I undid another button to wipe the back of his neck.

			“Somehow I pictured this moment differently, you undressing me. But I do like your outfit.” He was staring at my chest, his wicked grin in place.

			I looked down and noticed my belt had come loose and my robe was hanging open. “Enough.” I slapped the cloth onto the table and tightened my robe again. “Or I’ll beat you myself.”

			He laughed, clutching his ribs. “Ouch. Don’t make me laugh.”

			“Take a few punches in the gut, did you?” 

			“One or two.” He looked up at me quickly. “But I gave as good as I got.”

			“I’m sure you did.” I backed up. “Now take off your shirt.”

			“Removing my pants would be more fun, don’t you think?” He stood and slipped both braces from his shoulders at once.

			“Will you stop? I want to check for bruises.”

			“Sorry.” He tugged his shirt from his pants and began unbuttoning it. “It’s actually a relief to hear you razzing me. I was worried about you tonight.”

			I ignored the tug in my chest at his words and the quickening in my stomach when he took off his shirt. Underneath he wore a white, athletic-style tank that hugged his chest and torso. His shoulders and biceps were thick and defined with hard curves, and I was tempted to touch them. 

			Stop it, you’re the nurse here. And this is pain-in-the-ass Joey, not Enzo. 

			But I was still worked up from tonight’s twin episodes of sexual frustration, and Joey was right here in my kitchen. And probably willing. 

			The thought unnerved me. “Take off your undershirt too,” I snapped.

			“Yes, ma’am.” He grabbed it from the back and yanked it over his head. “Are you going to be this bossy when you’re a real nurse?” he asked as I circled him, checking for bruises or other abrasions.

			“Only to problem patients like yourself.” But the problem was me—or at least my reaction to him. His chest was as muscular as his arms, and the lines on his abdomen made my insides flutter. I resisted the craving to run my hands over them and instead examined a red and purple patch of skin on his left shoulder blade. “Deep breaths.” He did as I asked, without wincing. “OK. You’ll hurt for a while, but nothing looks serious. Let me see your hands.”

			He held them out, and oddly, it was the sight of his hands that finally proved too much—I had to touch them. I ran my fingers over each one, saddened at the cuts and swollen knuckles. Images of them working in the moonlight flickered in my mind. “Wash them.” I pointed toward the sink. He soaped and rinsed his hands while I stared at his naked back, watching the muscles flex. It would be so easy. I could go up behind him, press my breasts against his back, run my hands around to his stomach, lay my cheek on his warm skin. I swayed to the side before catching my balance and grimacing.

			What is with me tonight? 

			Turning around as he dried them, he asked, “Now can you tell me what happened at the club?” He set the towel aside and picked up his undershirt from the table, and I was grateful when his chest disappeared under the white cotton. The last thing I needed was to mess around with Joey right in the middle of this. Even if his body was swoon-inducing.

			“Like I said, I walked into Angel’s office with an envelope that was six hundred bucks short.”  I sat as far as I could from him, on the opposite side of the table.

			“What did he do?” He grabbed his blue shirt and shrugged into the sleeves, but left it unbuttoned when he sat down.

			“He handed it to Enzo, who counted it and said it was all there.” 

			Joey’s wide mouth fell open. “You’re kidding me. Enzo covered for you?” He grimaced. “Now you owe him. You don’t ever want to owe these guys a favor,” he scolded, like it was my fault Enzo had lied about the money.

			“Thanks for the tip, but I didn’t ask him for a favor. He just did it.”  

			“Nobody just does a favor like that in this business. He must want something.” 

			Damn right he does. I blushed under Joey’s menacing stare but said nothing.

			“Who else was there? Did it look like Angel had a lot of muscle?”

			“Guarding every room,” I said, glad to move off the topic of Enzo’s want. “The only other guy I recognized was his son Raymond. And Raymond’s friend Harry. Don’t know his last name.”

			Joey scowled. “Coupla idiots, both of them. Nasty mean streaks, though.” He rubbed his chin, which was shadowed with whiskers. “You hear anything about the rum?”

			“Yeah. Raymond said it’s tomorrow night.” 

			Joey blinked at me. “Raymond? How’d you get him to do that?”

			“Hidden talent, remember?” At his shocked expression, I said, “Don’t worry. I didn’t have to do anything drastic. A little flattery goes a long way with a guy like that.”

			He didn’t look convinced but let it go. “All right.” He stood as he buttoned his shirt. “I gotta go tell Sam.”

			“Right now?” I checked the kitchen clock. “It’s two in the morning! You’re hurt and you need rest!”

			He tucked in his shirt and stuck his gun back into his pants. “I’m fine. Thanks for the help, and I’m sorry I didn’t show tonight.”

			“Turns out I didn’t need you.” Anger bubbled to the surface of my skin, hot and itchy. Why was he choosing to put himself at the center of this mess when he didn’t have to? It’s not like he didn’t have other options—his mother ran a boarding house with a restaurant. He could work for her, or for Henry fucking Ford, or for anyone with a legitimate business where he wouldn’t have to carry a gun in his pants! 

			He reached for his jacket. “Are you all right here by yourself?”

			“What difference does it make?”

			As he shoved his left arm through the sleeve, he winced a little. “Because I can come back.”

			I crossed my arms, jerking my chin at him. “Forget it. I don’t need you.”

			He looked at me, his expression a mix of apology and irritation. “Yes, you do. I’ll negotiate with Sam so you can make your money this week.” Digging into his coat pocket, he pulled out a stack of bills and tossed it on the table. “Here. Pay Enzo back. Immediately.”

			I stared at the money on the table, wishing I didn’t have to accept it. How badly I wanted to tell him to take his cash and his gun and his stupidity and go jump in the lake. But I had no promise from Enzo that he wouldn’t tell his father I’d been short. Better to pay him than to risk Daddy’s life. “The whisky I couldn’t sell is at the boathouse,” I told Joey. “It’s yours.”

			“No. You need to sell that whisky. This money’s just a loan until your pop’s back.” I opened my mouth to argue but he held up his hand and raised his voice. “Enough backtalk. You’re gonna take that and pay Enzo off, and then we’ll figure out how to get the next five G’s, capisce?”

			Without thinking, I raised my voice too. “I really hate it when you tell me what to do like that. I’m not a child!”

			He dropped his hand. “I don’t think you’re a child.” 

			“Tiny?” The small voice at the kitchen doorway made us both jump.

			“Hey, kiddo,” Joey said softly.

			“Mary Grace, what are you doing up?” 

			“I heard noises, and I was scared.” She rubbed one side of her head, where her hair was twisty and matted. When she’s nervous about something or can’t sleep, she twirls her hair in the same spot, which gives her tangles that take forever to comb out. “What happened to your face, Joey?”

			“I’m clumsy as heck, that’s what happened. I opened the door of my car too quickly, and smack!” He mimed the door hitting him in the face. “Right in the kisser!” Mary Grace giggled. “Your big sister the nurse was helping me get it bandaged up.” He leaned toward her and whispered. “But she’s awful bossy about it.”

			Mary Grace smiled. “She is bossy.”

			“OK, that’s enough. Back to bed now.” Taking Mary Grace by the shoulders, I turned her toward the hall.

			She looked up at Joey. “My Daddy isn’t here. Are you staying for the rest of the night?” The hope in her voice was undeniable, and I realized she wanted him to stay—she probably felt better having a man in the house. My heart sank to the bottom of my chest. 

			He glanced at me. “Well, I have to go someplace right now, but maybe I’ll come back.” 

			“Good,” she said. Then she looked at me. “I miss Daddy.”

			“He’ll be home soon, honey.” God, I hoped that was the truth. “Now go on upstairs. I’ll be up in a minute.”

			“Can I sleep in your bed tonight?” With her worried blue eyes on me, I couldn’t say no.

			“OK, just this once. Scoot.” I swatted her backside lightly and sent her down the hall. The stairs creaked as she went up. 

			“She’s scared,” Joey said softly.

			I nodded and turned off the light, my throat closing. “She’s not the only one.” When I started for the back door, Joey stopped me with a hand on the shoulder. My heart began to beat faster. I shouldn’t have turned off the light. 

			“I won’t let anything happen to you,” he whispered. “Or to them.”

			“You can’t tell the future.”

			“I’m not talking about telling the future. I’m making you a promise.”

			My throat was too tight for words.

			“I’ll be back tonight.”

			I struggled to speak. “Do you…do you want a key?”

			“Yes.” 

			I retrieved our extra house key from a pantry shelf. When I handed it to him, our fingers brushed, and I pulled mine away quickly. 

			“Thanks. Now try to get some sleep.”

			“Won’t be easy with Mary Grace in my bed. She kicks,” I said, feeling the need to make a joke. 

			“You can always come down and sleep on the sofa with me. I can’t promise to keep my hands to myself, but I won’t kick you.”

			I love your hands. “Joey?”

			“Yeah?”

			“You better go.”

		
			

	
		Chapter Eleven

			 

			I woke the next morning to the sound of music and the smell of frying sausage. Breathing deeply, I stretched, checked the clock, and blinked in surprise. After nine already? It was hard to believe I’d slept that long, considering everything that happened last night, but for the first time this week I felt somewhat rested. The spot next to me was empty except for Mary Grace’s stuffed bear, so I pulled on my robe and headed down the stairs, hoping Molly had put coffee on with whatever they were scrounging up for breakfast. 

			First thing, I need to get those forty bottles sold, place another order, and—

			I stopped short at the doorway to the kitchen, my mouth falling open. 

			Joey stood at the counter with a red apron over his clothes, stirring something in a mixing bowl. Molly was pouring coffee, and Mary Grace sat on top of the kitchen table nibbling a sausage patty. Someone had turned up the radio in the front room, and Henry Burr’s throaty Irish tenor filled the air. I pulled my robe tighter around me.

			“She wakes!” shouted Joey. He wiped his hands on the apron and faced me. “And she looks funny in the morning. I didn’t know a girl’s hair could stick out that way.”

			The girls giggled as I tried to smooth my wayward hair. “What are you doing?”

			“I’m making breakfast, although it’s not easy with the scarcity of groceries in this house. For cryin’ out loud, Tiny, no wonder your growth is stunted!” My sisters screeched with laughter while I frowned. 

			“So what are you making then?”

			“Well, when I saw the bare cupboards and the poor hungry children living here, I ran down to Bridget’s and begged for food. Mary Grace helped me fry the sausage, Molly made coffee, and now I’m making pancakes.” He gestured toward the mixing bowl. 

			“You know how to make pancakes?”

			He rolled his eyes. “It’s not hard, Tiny. You measure, mix, and throw them on the griddle.” He’d removed the bandage from his temple. The welt had gone down but the jagged cut above it looked red and angry. He was still wearing his clothing from last night, although he’d wet his hair in an effort to tame it. 

			“Joey said he’d teach me how to make spaghetti sauce this afternoon,” said Molly, beaming as she sat down at the table.

			“Gravy,” he corrected. “And I have to get some ingredients first, so that won’t be till later. We’ll make supper.” He turned on the gas under a cast iron skillet and threw a hunk of butter in it. As it melted and sizzled, Joey stirred the batter and sang along with Henry, loudly and totally off key.

			“Lord, Joey, that’s awful.” Molly put her hands to her ears. “You’re worse than Tiny, and she’s pretty bad.”

			I shot her an evil eye, and crossed my arms. Something about the scene was throwing me off-kilter, but I couldn’t put my finger on what it was.

			“Can I pour the batter on?” Mary Grace pleaded, hopping off the table. She grabbed the ladle from a drawer.

			“Sure. Come here.” Joey let her stand in front of him and put his hands over hers, one on the ladle and one on the edge of the bowl. “Now, scoop some…and carefully bring it over to the skillet…then dump it in.” He guided her arms and she managed to do it without dripping any batter on the floor or counter. I watched his hands over hers and felt a ridiculous tug of envy, but I also felt a ripple of warmth. It was good to see my sisters laughing, unaware of the trouble brewing outside their door. 

			“I need to get dressed,” I said, backing out of the room. Ascending the stairs slowly, I put a hand over my stomach and wondered why it felt so unsettled. The girls were safe, they didn’t know anything was amiss with Daddy, and I was halfway to making the ransom. I’d gotten the information Sam wanted, and Joey had said he’d negotiate with Sam. Maybe he’d even let me buy some of the stolen rum. I dropped my hand, my shoulders straightening up. Yes, that’s it. Authentic rum was a rarity around here—our regular customers might not need more whisky yet, but perhaps they’d be willing to buy something more exotic.

			Relieved for the moment, I decided I’d take a bath and wash my hair before dressing.  I locked the bathroom door and turned on the water, letting it run over my hand as it warmed up. Tonight I’d go back to the club and deliver the six hundred to Enzo. I was thinking about buying a new dress to wear when a jolt of good sense struck me.

			You’re supposed to stay away from him, remember? It shouldn’t matter what you look like—you’re going to give him the money and get out. 

			I put the stopper in the drain and let the tub fill. Dropping my robe and nightgown to the floor, I climbed in and stretched out in the warm water. I could still hear the music from downstairs, and Joey’s off-key baritone carried too. Humming along, I ran my hands over my stomach and small breasts. They’d taken forever to grow beyond walnut-size but they were a little bigger now, maybe half-an-orange-sized. I squeezed them gently, and when my nipples beaded I circled my palms over them lightly. I’m going to hell for this. But I closed my eyes and imagined the hands were someone else’s.

			#

			By the time I was dressed, my hair neat and dry, the girls had finished eating and the dishes were done. “I don’t believe it,” I said, pouring myself a cup of coffee. “I didn’t even hear any yelling down here.”

			“They never complained once.” Joey had taken off the apron and was seated in a chair at the table, tilting its legs back. “Just did them without being asked, then disappeared out the back door.”

			“Where’d they go?”

			He looked blank and let the chair’s front legs hit the floor. “Oops—I didn’t ask.”

			“It’s all right. They can’t get far.” I took a seat next to him.

			 “Are you hungry?” He slid a plate of pancakes and sausage across the checkered tablecloth.

			“Mmm, thanks.” I picked up the maple syrup and poured some on. “How’s your head this morning?” 

			“It’s OK.”

			“What did Sam say last night?” I asked, cutting into the pancakes.

			“He won’t bother you this week.”

			“Good.” I swallowed a syrupy bite, savoring its sweetness. “What about the rum?”

			He brought his cup to his lips and took a long swallow before answering. “We wait at the tracks for the shipment and steal it. Or maybe hijack them on the road back. Sam hasn’t decided yet.”

			Laying down the fork, I pushed the plate away from me. “Should I expect you back here at two in the morning again? Perhaps with a bullet in your chest?”

			“Don’t worry about it. You gonna give that money to the cake-eater tonight?”

			“I suppose so.”

			“Don’t go to the club alone.” He drank again. “I wish we knew where they were keeping your pop. You think he’s there in the building somewhere?”

			“Enzo said he wasn’t.”

			Joey rolled his eyes. “And we all know Enzo’s on the level.” 

			My face got hot. “I’m just telling you what he said.”

			“Well, as far as I’m concerned, that guy’s word is worth less than a load of pig shit. I told you not to trust him.”

			“I don’t trust anybody!”

			“Not even me?” His tone dared me to admit it.

			I swallowed.

			“You don’t.” 

			Staring at his scraped-up hands holding the cup, I said, “I’m just scared.”

			“Look at me.” I lifted my eyes to his. “I made you a promise last night. I intend to keep it.”

			“But you’re going to that hijacking tonight, and if you’re shot or—”

			“Nothing will happen to me.” 

			“Vince probably said the same thing to Bridget before he left for the police station that day.” It was out before I even realized I was comparing us to my sister and her husband. 

			He took a deep breath before speaking. “That was different. Vince and those guys were totally unprepared. They got ambushed. We’re planning things carefully and they don’t know we’re coming.”

			“That’s an ambush,” I pointed out. “Just as many people could wind up dead. And what if Angel somehow figures out it was me who told you guys when the rum would be here?”

			Joey shook his head. “He won’t. Far as he knows, there’s no connection between you and the River Gang.”

			“You’re the connection. He met you at the club, remember?” I recalled how Angel had reacted upon hearing Joey’s name. “Maybe he remembers your father.”

			“Angel’s not gonna be at the tracks tonight,” Joey said irritably, getting up from the table. “You think he drives his own trucks?” He set his coffee cup in the sink.

			“Enzo met you too.”

			He spun around. “Enzo won’t be driving the trucks either,” he snapped, his face reddening with anger. “Those two fucking dandies don’t do the heavy lifting. And even if he is there, we’ll have masks on, so he won’t be able to recognize me.”

			Masks. Oh, God. “Joey, please let them steal the rum without you. You don’t have to do this gang stuff—you could get a regular job.”

			“A regular job?” He said it as if I’d suggested he ingest mustard gas for fun. “A regular job? You know who drives the nice cars in my neighborhood, Tiny? You know who has the fancy clothes, the big bankroll, the nicest houses?” 

			Of course I did—men with Cadillacs and bodyguards who carried machine guns. Men who had apartments in high-rises. Slick custom suits. Hooded eyes and beautiful lips. “Yes.”

			 “Well, I’ll be damned if I spend sixty hours a week on an assembly line for a few bucks a day just to make rent. Other schmucks can sweat blood working those jobs, but not me.” The cut on his temple started to bleed. “And you wouldn’t do it either.”

			“Yes, I would. It’s honest work. And anyone can make his way up.” Standing, I picked up a clean napkin and reached to dab the blood on his head, but he backed away from my hand.

			“Ha. That’s a movie. And here’s the thing about the movies, Tiny. They make you want things.” He poked his chest. “I’m gonna get those things.” 

			I pitched the napkin onto the table. “You’re gonna end up like your father, Joey! These aren’t toy guns you guys carry around. It’s dangerous!”

			“Now who’s treating who like a child?”

			I opened my mouth and snapped it shut again.  

			“I’m sorry you’re scared.” His voice was low but firm. “But I’m going. And whatever I make off the heist tonight, I’ll share with you. You need me to be there.”

			My gaze leveled his. “Don’t say you’re doing this for me.”

			“I’m not doing this for you.”

			I’d sort of hoped he might argue with me.

			#

			I usually worked for Bridget on Wednesdays since it was Martin’s day off, but when I checked in with her at the store, she said she could get along without me for the day. Something in her expression stopped me from rushing out, though. I waited until the store was clear of shoppers to ask about it.

			“What’s with the shifty eyes? Are there cops sniffing around?”

			“No.” She chewed her lip as she straightened boxes of chewing gum and penny candy on the counter.

			“Then what?”

			She faced me. “Where’s Daddy? Has he even called?”

			My stomach dropped. “Yeah, last night. He got some work down in Ohio, fixing up cars. I told him he might as well stay and make the money. The girls and I are fine.”

			“Joey spent the night at the house, I hear.”

			“Yeah. He hurt his head on his car door and thought I’d play nurse for him. I didn’t think he should drive home with the injury. He was feeling dizzy.” Lies were rolling from my tongue like Model T’s off the line.

			“I saw his head. Looks like it hurts.” She picked up a dust cloth and began wiping down the wood, eyebrows lifted.

			“What, Bridget?”

			“Well, one day you can’t stand him, a few days later he’s sleeping at your house with Daddy out of town. If the neighbors saw…”

			I rolled my eyes. “Who the hell cares about the neighbors? We’re friends.”

			“Last week he was a pain in the ass, now he’s your friend.” She looked up at me out of the corner of one eye. “He’s not the boy you told me about kissing, is he?”

			“No!” I shouted. But my cheeks burned as I recalled kissing him on the boat. “He’s Joey, for cryin’ out loud!”

			She put her palms up toward me. “OK, OK. If you say so. It’s just that I’ve noticed a difference in him when he talks about you, that’s all.”

			“Well, you can forget it. He annoys me just as much as he always has, maybe more. Now if you’re done with the inquisition into my virtue, which I assure you is still intact, I’m going to box up a few groceries for home and run some errands.”

			She set the cloth aside and grabbed a box for me, but I felt her watchful eye while I chose some things to bring home. Please, God, let this be over soon, I prayed. The longer Daddy was gone, the harder it was for me to keep the truth from my sisters.

			And what the hell did she mean about noticing a difference in the way Joey talks about me? 

			#

			After dropping the food off at home, I went to the bakery to see Evelyn. I felt awful about leaving her behind last night and wanted to make it up to her. She took a break and sat with me at a small wrought iron café table on the sidewalk in front, bringing me a cinnamon bun and cup of coffee. For once the temperature wasn’t so high, and the humidity was down. Sitting out in the sunshine actually felt good. “Thanks. This looks delicious.”

			“It is,” she assured me.

			I dug in, polishing off the entire bun in a few minutes. “So,” I said, licking the icing from my fingers, “how would you like to go to Club 23 tonight?” I figured I’d have a better chance of staying out of trouble with Enzo if she was there.

			Her face lit up. “Really? I’d love to!”

			“Great. Hey, do you want to come over for supper too?”

			She looked dubious. “What are you making?”

			“Joey’s making spaghetti. He’s giving Molly a cooking lesson, supposedly.”

			“Joey cooks?”

			“His mother runs a restaurant, so maybe she taught him.” I dotted my finger in the crumbs on my plate and brought them to my mouth. “Hey Evvy, you don’t know anyone that needs any whisky, do you? I’m sitting on forty bottles I need to get rid of.”

			“Hmmmm.” She thought for a moment, chewing on her full bottom lip. “You know, the Andersons just picked up a huge order here for their daughter’s wedding. Maybe they need some.”

			“Would you…would you mind giving me their phone number or address so I can contact them?” I hated asking her, but I was desperate.

			“I’ll do better than that. Mother is pretty friendly with Mrs. Anderson, and I know she’d be glad to do you the favor.”

			“Really? Oh, Evelyn! Tell your mother how grateful we are.” I glanced through the front window of the bakery, where Mrs. LaChance was ringing up a customer. “Did Rosie tell you about Daddy?”

			“No.” She looked concerned. “Is everything OK?”

			I paused. “Can you keep a secret?”

			It felt good to confide in Evelyn. I trusted her, and I needed someone besides Joey to tell me things would be all right. Leaving out only the parts where I got romantic with Enzo, I told her everything. Evelyn’s eyes got wider and wider, and finally she grabbed my hand and squeezed, tears filling her eyes. “Oh, Tiny,” she moaned softly. “How awful!”

			“It is,” I agreed. “But they promised not to hurt him as long as I got the ransom to them by their deadline.”

			She sniffed. “You can do it. I know you can. And I’ll help you.” 

			“Thanks.”

			“I should get back to work, but I’ll call you as soon as I talk to Mother. There might be other parties needing liquor too. Should I ask her?”

			Hope flooded my veins. “Yes. Evvy—you’re the best. Thank you.”

			#

			Evelyn called not two hours after I got home. She said the Andersons would take two cases, and if I’d part with the rest of the bottles for two hundred dollars, her mother would buy them from me and sell them out the back door of the bakery. She was sure she could get rid of them quickly with all the June weddings and parties, and while she didn’t want to go into the bootlegging business, she was glad to do a favor for Daddy just this once.

			“Sold,” I said, my heart swelling with gratitude. I went to the boathouse, loaded up, and delivered to the Andersons’ home on Beverly Road as well as the bakery’s back door. With over five hundred dollars in my pocket, I felt almost light-hearted as we drove back to my house.

			“I can’t believe I’m going to that club tonight,” Evelyn said, twisting her hands together. “We’ll need to go to my house after supper so I can pick out something to wear. Your clothes aren’t going to fit me.”

			“We’ll have time, don’t worry.” 

			Joey’s car was on the street in front of my house. When we walked in the front door, the aroma that greeted us sent my head spinning. Onions and garlic and tomatoes and sausage and something else—maybe oregano or rosemary? I wasn’t good at identifying herbs, but whatever it was, my stomach groaned in anticipation. In the kitchen, Joey stood with an apron-clad Molly at the stove, watching her stir. “Yeah, break up those tomatoes a little bit. Good.” He looked up when we entered the room. “Hope you’re hungry, girls.”

			“Joey, that smells delicious!” said Evelyn. “Can we help you?”

			“Why don’t you two put together a salad from the vegetables I brought? They’re in bags on the table.”

			“We’d be glad to.” Evelyn smiled at Joey in a way that reminded me of Rosie, and when he turned back to the stove, she looked at me and fanned her face. I rolled my eyes, even though I secretly agreed. There was something very attractive about a man who knew what he was doing in the kitchen. Especially when he looked like Joey.

			While Evelyn unpacked the bags, I washed my hands and listened as Joey instructed Molly to get the cinnamon and sugar from the pantry.

			“You put cinnamon in spaghetti sauce?” I asked, surprised.

			“Yes. And we call it gravy,” he said, swatting my behind with a spatula, “which none of you Irish girls seem to understand.”

			I smiled, glad he was back to teasing me. “Gravy goes on meat and potatoes. What you’re making is for noodles, so we call it sauce.” I bumped his hip with mine.

			“Noodles!” he exclaimed. “My ma’s homemade mostaccioli ain’t noodles. Do you know what I had to say to get her to let me have some?”

			I laughed as I dried my hands. “No, what?”

			“Let’s just say I had to make a promise I’m not sure I can keep.”

			“About what?”

			“Grandchildren.” He shook his head and muttered something in Italian. “And she says she’s gonna light candles for me at church, so if I lied to her, the Virgin Mary will punish me.”

			“Then I’ll pray for you.” Crossing myself, I set the towel down and looked at Evelyn, who was watching us with a confused expression on her face. I turned to the cabinets and pulled a large mixing bowl down so she wouldn’t see me blush. “Here, let’s use this for the salad.”

			“All right.” Evelyn’s voice was hesitant, as if she felt unsure of herself. “I’ll…I’ll peel the carrots if you want to tear up the lettuce.”

			“Sure.” I got to work at the table while she stood at the counter. While I worked I snuck a few glances at Joey’s back as he talked Molly through adding a little red wine—which he’d brought—and then salt, pepper, oregano, basil, cinnamon, and sugar to the sauce. He was fully clothed, of course, but I couldn’t help picturing his back like I’d seen it last night, naked and muscular. As I tossed the lettuce into the bowl, I thought about some girl’s hands clutching at those muscles, maybe sliding down to grip his hips as he moved over her. My face burned and my belly hollowed just thinking of it. I brought my feet primly together. But I wondered…what would that feel like? Would Joey be gentle or rough? What would his skin smell like? Probably garlic and tomatoes tonight. I lowered my face to hide a smile, but when I imagined how he might put his hands on the girl, it slid right off my lips. I didn’t like thinking about his hands on anyone. I didn’t want to know about their capacity for tenderness, or for violence.

			Liar.

			I looked at him again and found him studying me. He averted his eyes quickly and cleared his throat. “Do you want a glass of wine?”

			“Yes. Pour one for Evelyn too. She deserves it for helping me sell forty bottles of whiskey today.” I smiled gratefully at her. “Actually, she practically sold them by herself.”

			“Yeah?” Joey smiled as he handed her a tumbler of wine. “Good for you.” 

			Evelyn’s cheeks pinkened. “It was nothing.”

			Joey poured two more and handed one to me. “Salut.” Lifting his glass, he leaned toward me and spoke low. “Here’s to a big night.”

			We tipped our glasses, eyes on one another.

		
			

	
		Chapter Twelve

			 

			We ate by candlelight, with an ivory linen tablecloth underneath matching plates and the radio playing softly in the front room. The meal was delicious, and I was more ravenous than I’d been in weeks, maybe months. The wine took the edge off my nerves, but I kept finding it difficult not to look at Joey, who sat across from me. I’d never noticed how long his eyelashes were, or the sweet way he closed his eyes during grace before meals. 

			That is the wine talking. Eat your goddamn dinner and get upstairs.

			But I could have sworn I caught him looking at me once or twice too.

			When everyone had finished, the girls and Evelyn started on the dishes while I said goodbye to Joey. “Be careful tonight,” I told him at the door. “And let me know as soon as you can how everything went.”

			 “You be careful too. I know he’s good-looking, Tiny, but he’s one of them.”

			 I narrowed my eyes. “Look who’s talking. I don’t need any lectures from you, pal. Except maybe on cooking.”

			“Ain’t that the truth.” He pulled his cap from his back pocket and slapped my shoulder with it before setting it on his head. “See you.”

			I watched him jog to his car and said a quick prayer for his safety. 

			#

			When the dishes were done, Evelyn and I went up to my bedroom so I could change. “Tiny, what the hell?” she burst out as soon as we shut the door.

			“What?” From my closet I took out the blue dress, holding it at arm’s length to check for wrinkles.

			“You and Joey, that’s what!” She plopped down on my bed. “It’s completely obvious.”

			I pressed the dress to my body and looked in the mirror over my dresser. My cheeks were flushed from the wine. “There is no me and Joey.”

			“Yet.”

			“Ever.”

			She looked at me in the mirror. “Why not? He’s gorgeous. He’s sweet. He cooks.” 

			Because I’ve already had my hands on another gangster’s cock. “Mmmm, supper was good, wasn’t it? I don’t remember when I’ve eaten so much.”

			“Yes, it was, although I don’t know how you two got any eating done the way you kept stopping to stare at each other.”

			I turned to her, lowering the dress. “Evelyn, stop it. I’m not interested in Joey.”

			“You think you’re not, but I know you. You are.” She crossed her arms, watching me lay the dress on the bed. “And I think you should do it.”

			“Do what?” I opened a dresser drawer and began pulling out my undergarments.

			“You know what. I would.”

			I glanced at her over my shoulder. “So you do it.”

			She sighed. “I would do it with him in a heartbeat if I thought he was interested. But he’s only got eyes for you.”

			“You’re mistaken.” I lifted my black stockings from the drawer. “We can hardly stand each other. And besides, I’ve got eyes for someone else right now.” I held up my step-in and gave it a little shake. “Someone who knows what I wear underneath that blue dress.”

			Evelyn gasped. “Tell!”

			“I will, and I’ll even introduce you to him tonight, if he’s there.” I tossed everything onto the bed. “But the situation is a little strange.”

			“Why?”

			“Well, he’s got a girl, for one. And he’s sort of got my father too—he’s Angel DiFiore’s son.”

			Evelyn’s jaw dropped open. “Tiny, are you crazy? Don’t you think it’s a little dangerous to be fooling around with him?”

			“More than a little,” I said, unbuttoning my blouse. “But you’ll understand when you see him. And you’ll know why I’m not interested in Joey.”

			Because I wasn’t. Not at all. 

			I just had to keep saying that. 

			#

			At Evelyn’s house, I helped her choose an outfit—a pale pink sleeveless dress with a dropped waist and white satin-ribbon sash. The hem fell nearly to her ankles, but the color was good for her and she wore a beautiful strand of pearls with it. She raided Rosie’s vanity for a gold headband, which set off her fair hair, but I didn’t want to borrow one without asking. Instead Evelyn plucked a gardenia from her mother’s garden and I pinned it above my ear.

			Once we arrived at the club, we stood near the bar and I ordered champagne cocktails for both of us. Sipping the bubbly concoction from a stemmed glass, I tried to appear casual as I scoured the crowd for Enzo. Inside my evening bag was the six hundred dollars from Joey. 

			“Do you think we’ll be asked to dance?” Evelyn was looking over the crowd too.

			“Maybe. If you see someone you like, meet his eye,” I encouraged. “You have to let him know you’re interested.”

			“I’ll try. But you’re always so much better at this than I am.”

			“Better at what? Just look at him. You don’t even have to say anything.”

			She giggled. “OK. Hey, that one’s cute over there, don’t you think?”

			“Where?” I followed her eye to where a heavyset young man with sandy hair stood talking to friends. He didn’t look like a gangster, so I relaxed a bit. “Yes, he is. And he’s looking this way, so smile.”

			She did, and I could tell he noticed her. But as he took a step in our direction, I felt a hand on my shoulder.

			“Couldn’t stay away?”

			I turned, going breathless at Enzo’s body so near mine. “I came to pay you back.” 

			“Already? I’m impressed.” 

			I lowered my voice so Evelyn couldn’t hear. “Shall we do it here?”

			He raised his eyebrows. “Oh—you mean the money.” Looking to our left, his eyes lingered on the crowd down front. Gina gawked at us as she stood at their table, hands on her hips.

			“You’re being watched.”

			He sighed and I could smell the whisky on his breath, even stronger than usual. “Her father’s here tonight. It’s a complete drag. If he didn’t own a distillery in Kentucky, I’d take you back into the stairwell so I could finish what you started.”

			My stomach flipped madly. “Maybe I should just give you the cash now.”

			“Probably.” He drained the glass before leaning in to whisper in my ear. “Because if I get you alone one more time, I won’t stop until you let me have my way. First with my fingers. Then with my tongue. Then with my big, hard cock.”

			Heat rushed my face, and I knew my cheeks must be painted scarlet. Fumbling, I dug into my bag and handed Enzo the money without meeting his eyes. Then I reached for my drink. Taking three long swallows, I finished it and set down the empty glass.

			Enzo laughed, deep and low. “Would you like another?”

			“Yes.”

			I felt a tug on my elbow. “Tiny? I’m going to dance, OK?” I turned and saw Evelyn holding the arm of the sandy-haired man, an eager expression on her face. The man smiled and said hello, but I barely heard him. I managed to give Evelyn a half-smile.

			 “Enjoy the music,” Enzo told them, his words slurring a little. He flagged down the bartender while I pressed a hand to my stomach. Get out of here. He’s drunk. But when he handed me the second cocktail and held up his glass to me, my resolve faltered. 

			He’s so damn gorgeous. I’ll just look at him while I have one more drink. No harm in looking, right? 

			“I’d invite you to join me at my table, but I don’t think it would go over well,” he said.

			“Probably not.”

			“And having you so close might be more than I can bear, anyway.”

			I glugged my champagne like it was water and said nothing.

			“So then, I bid you farewell for tonight.” He picked up my left hand and kissed the back of it before sauntering away. I watched him walk to his table, where Gina tugged him into a chair and sat on his lap.

			Bitch. 

			“Hey,” came a menacing whine from behind me. “What’s the big idea with my brother?”

			Fucking Raymond. I turned and glued a smile to my face. “I just needed Enzo for a moment.”

			 “You and every other dumb Dora in this town.” A toothpick hung out of his mouth and he grabbed it, poking at the air between us. “You should be talkin’ to me. I’m the one that’s getting you what you want, ain’t I?”

			“That’s right. You are,” I said, doing my best Rosie routine. “I don’t know why I was wasting my time with him.”

			Raymond nodded and stuck the toothpick back in his mouth. “That’s better. Say, want to go up to a room?”

			I sipped my drink and smiled with tight lips. “I have a friend here. I shouldn’t leave her alone.”

			“You could bring her too. I got some booze stashed away up there.”

			“How clever of you.”

			He puffed out his chest. “I am clever. They don’t believe it, but I am.” He looked toward Enzo’s table. “And pretty soon I’m gonna make my move.”

			“What move?” 

			He whipped his eyes back to me. “Don’t you worry about it none, doll. You’ll know it when I do. Everybody will.”

			My stomach lurched, and I set down the drink. I have to leave. I’d paid Enzo back, and being around him was too frustrating. I’ll just go home and wait for Joey to bring me good news about the rum heist. I hope those guys rob the fucking DiFiores blind. “You know, I’m suddenly not feeling too well,” I said. “I think I should find my friend and head home. Excuse me.” 

			“Don’t forget about tomorrow night and the rum,” he called as I walked away. “It’s the real malloy.”

			McCoy, you asshole. Spotting Evelyn on the dance floor, I waited for the song to finish before approaching. I tapped her shoulder, and when she turned to me her face was flushed and radiant. It fell when I asked if she’d mind leaving now. 

			“I can take her home later,” her partner volunteered. “I’d like to, in fact.” He smiled at her, and he looked like a decent guy, but I felt strange about leaving her.

			 “But we have that early shift tomorrow.” I made sharp eye contact with Evelyn, giving her the chance to let him down easy if she’d prefer to go with me.

			“I switched mine, remember?” She patted my hand. “It’s all right. Ted can drive me. And Rosie’s here too.” She pointed to a table near the dance floor, where Rosie was cuddling up to a tall man in a tuxedo. 

			“All right. Well, have fun.” I hugged her and headed for the exit, refusing to look in the direction of Enzo and Gina’s table. 

			If I had, I would’ve seen that Enzo wasn’t there.

			Just as I reached the hallway leading to the exit, he stepped in front of me, his eyes snapping with anger. “Why were you talking to Raymond?”

			“None of your business.” My heart clunked. 

			“He’s an idiot,” Enzo spat, and I realized he wasn’t so much suspicious as jealous. 

			Ha! How do you like it? “You’re drunk,” I hissed. “Go back to your girl and her Kentucky distillery.” I tried to step around him, but he wrapped his fingers around my forearm, his eyes darkening with fury.

			“No.”

			I attempted to shake him off. “Let me go.” 

			“I want you to stay.”

			“And I’m sure you’re used to getting what you want from women, but the answer is no.” I clenched my teeth and my thighs together. “Now let go of my arm.” He only gripped me harder, pulled me closer. 

			“I know you want me.”

			How badly I wanted to deny it, but my insides were aching for him. I lifted my chin. “I want you to beg.”

			A smile spread across his lips before he yanked me behind a red curtain into the dim hatcheck room. “Leave us,” he said to the girl working in there. She slipped out without a word, and Enzo swung the curtain closed. Then he spun me around, twisting my right arm behind my back and crushing my chest to the wall. I gasped as he pressed into me, heating the side of my face with heavy breaths. His tongue traced the shell of my ear.  “You want me to beg?” 

			I could feel how hard he was against the small of my back. Every inch of me buzzed with fearsome desire. “Yes.”

			“You drive a hard bargain, Miss O’Mara.” Grinding against me, he whispered in my ear. “I’m begging you. Please.”

			In that moment I knew nothing but want—for his body, for total abandon, for the mindless ecstasy I knew he could bring. “Yes,” I said. “Yes.”

			 “In five minutes, give my name to the bartender and he’ll let you into the storage room. I’ll meet you at the entrance to the tunnel.” Releasing me, he disappeared through the curtain.

			I stood there, mouth open, my breath coming quick and heavy. The hatcheck girl returned and I avoided meeting her eyes. Don’t look at anyone, I told myself as I slipped through the curtain. Keep your eyes low, put one foot in front of the other, and for God’s sake, don’t think! Hurrying to the bar on surprisingly steady legs, I pictured him in his black three-piece suit. Imagined those pieces coming off, one by one. 

			Yes, I wanted his clothes off. I wanted to feel his bare, hot skin on mine. I wanted to make him weak with desire and bring him to heel. I wanted to hear him say he wanted me, couldn’t resist me. Keeping my back to the room, I counted off five minutes, growing more agitated with every passing second. Speaking low, I gave the bartender his name and was granted access to the storage room. I walked to the far wall, and two seconds later the door opened and Enzo pulled me into the tunnel. As soon as he shut the door behind me, I lunged for him. His arms lashed around my back and his whisky-flavored tongue drove into my mouth, igniting a flame at my center that flared throughout my body like wildfire. I tried to push his coat from his shoulders.

			“Not here.” He took my arm and pulled me quickly through the blindingly dark tunnel. We exited into a stairwell, and I stumbled going up. He caught me by the elbows, dragging me to my feet, and five seconds later we burst into the paneled hallway, which was dark and empty of guards. 

			Is he taking me to the office again? We raced down the hall, and for one fleeting moment, I had the fear that it was all a setup and Angel would be waiting for me behind his desk, ready to impose a new deadline or demand more money. 

			At the office door, Enzo took out his keys and unlocked it before shoving me inside. Then he shut the door behind us and locked it again with a loud click. In the silence that followed, I was glad to hear his breathing was as labored as mine. His keys and my purse hit the floor. My heart felt as if it would crack my ribs, it rattled against them so hard. 

			“My father is away tonight.” Enzo moved toward me in the darkness. 

			“Is he?” I took a step back, wanting him to chase me.

			“Yes. So this is my office right now. Everything in it is mine.” As my eyes adjusted, I watched him remove his coat and unbutton his vest. My insides jittered in anticipation, and I backed up further. He dropped the vest and loosened his tie as my back hit the sideboard, rattling the decanters and glassware on top. I made a quarter turn and kept moving backward. He pursued me slowly, releasing his arms from his braces, ditching his collar and tie, and unbuttoning his shirt. My tailbone hit something hard. “Stay there,” he said. “I want to fuck you on that desk.”

			He closed the distance between us quickly, pulling his shirt from his trousers. Caging me in with a hand on either side of my hips, he devoured his way down my neck to my shoulder. My nipples peaked in response to the nearness of his mouth. I wanted it. I wanted everything. Right now. “Do it,” I whispered. 

			His voice was raw with want. “I’ve thought of nothing else since I last saw you. I can’t even look at this fucking piece of furniture without seeing your legs open for me.” As I sucked in air, he caught me underneath the arms and set me on top of the desk. 

			Pulse pounding, I pulled my dress up to my hips, revealing the lace between my legs. Then I opened my knees. Wide. “Like this?” Finally my voice was low and sultry, like I always wished it would be. 

			“Yes.” Running his palms up my thighs, he unsnapped the step-in with deft fingers. “Just like that.” I trembled as he dipped one finger inside me, opening my legs even more. I wanted that finger deeper, wanted to move against it. But he removed it and rubbed its wetness over my clitoris, making everything inside me twist and tighten. Then he slipped the finger back in, deeper this time.

			“Oh my God,” I murmured, falling back onto my elbows. Deep inside me, a slow pull began, rendering me thoughtless and needy beyond expression but for a single word—yes. 

			Yes. Yes. Yes.

			Suddenly yes was the most beautiful word in the English language, and I couldn’t stop thinking it. And when he dropped to his knees and put his lips on the inside of my thigh above the garter, I began breathing it, speaking it, the word breaking out in gasps through my open mouth.

			Keeping my legs apart with his hands, he kissed his way up one thigh, and then the other.  Soft kisses with warm lips and hot breath that made my limbs quiver. With his velvet tongue, he traced a line up the seam at my fiery hot center and then slid a fingertip back inside me. Barely.

			I whimpered in protest.

			“Beg,” he said. 

			Before I could release my lower lip from between my teeth to plead with him, he retraced the upward sweep with his tongue, using more pressure. One long, slow stroke that had me writhing in need. 

			Then he did it again. 

			And again. 

			After the third time, which had me moaning his name along with God’s, he lingered at the top, torturing me with decadent swirls and featherlight flicks. Every nerve ending in my body was on fire, and the tight ache beneath his tongue was growing too difficult to bear.

			“Please,” I rasped. “Oh God, Enzo, just—”

			But I lost the ability to speak then, because he plunged two fingers deep inside me, all the way this time. And as he moved them in a steady rhythm, he continued tantalizing me with his mouth, licking and kissing and gently sucking. I threw my head back and the world went liquid and golden as the tightness peaked and every muscle in my body clenched. The orgasm built quickly and roared through me in glorious waves of ecstasy and relief. 

			While I gasped for air, Enzo stood and undid the cuffs of his shirt. The masculine task had me panting even harder. He dropped the shirt from his shoulders and pulled his undershirt over his head. The sight of his bare sculpted chest sent me reeling. 

			“Fuck,” I whispered, sitting up to run my hands over his hot skin. He unbuckled his belt, and my insides quickened again. “Why do I want you so badly?” I swept his hands aside and unbuttoned his trousers myself, pushing them and his underwear down just enough to get my hands on him. Shivers rocketed through me as I recalled his promise at the bar… First with my fingers. Then with my tongue. Then with my big, hard cock.

			Squeezing the solid column of flesh in both hands, one atop the other, I dragged them up and down, slow at first, and then faster. He grew slicker beneath my fingers, and I loved watching his face as I made him grow harder and thicker and more desperate for me. He closed his eyes, struggling for control. “You want me the same reason I want you,” he growled, taking my hands by the wrists and pinning them back on the desk. Then he wrapped one arm around my hip, pulled me toward him and slowly eased his cock into the tight, wet space inside me. “We always want what we can’t have.” 

			I clutched his shoulders, expecting pain, but I felt none at first, only the sensation of being stretched, and then an exquisite fullness. But just when I thought he was all the way in, he pushed further, making me gasp at the quick, sharp stab deep within. “God, you’re so tight,” he moaned. “It feels so fucking good.”

			His words riled me even more, and I moved my hands to his hips to pull him deeper into me. He groaned as if in pain and finally thrust all the way in, both of us crying out at the shock and pleasure of it. Setting a measured rhythm against me, he whispered, “I knew it would feel this good. I told myself not to fuck you, because I’ve never been this hungry for anyone. But when I look at you, I am fucking insatiable. It’s dangerous.”

			“What’s so dangerous about me?” I breathed, barely able to talk but thrilling at the sound of his voice, the words he was saying.

			“A man…should never reveal his…weakness to his enemies.” He struggled to speak, battling against his body’s need to lose control.

			“So which am I—weakness or enemy?” I dug my nails into his skin.

			“Both,” he answered, thrusting faster. Sirens went off in my head as my body responded by growing even wetter. We’d have to stop soon, or else—

			He froze.

			“Fuck.” Pulling out of me, he yanked up his pants. “Fix yourself up, hurry.”

			I shook my head, sputtering in disbelief. “What? What?”

			“It’s a raid. We have to get out of here.”

			I suddenly realized the sirens in my head were actual sirens, probably some kind of alarm system in the club. With shaking hands, I pushed my dress down and hopped to the floor without even doing up the snaps between my legs. 

			“Listen carefully,” Enzo said, buttoning his shirt. “I’m going to take you out a back door and put you in a car. As soon as I find my driver, he’ll come out to take you home. Damn it, why tonight, of all nights!”

			I was thinking the same thing, but it wasn’t just me I was worried about. “What about all the people down there? I can’t leave my friend!”

			“Hopefully, our lookout sounded the alarm in time for people to dump their drinks onto the rugs, and the shelves behind the bar are designed to rotate so the bottles won’t show. As long as we have enough time, we should be fine, depending on who’s doing the raid—DPD or feds.” He crossed the room and scooped his keys off the floor, unlocked the door and motioned for me to hurry. “Come on.” 

			I rushed to the door, where he took my hand, looked both ways and pulled me down the hall. He wore only his trousers and white shirt, buttoned halfway and not tucked in. Despite the circumstances, the glimpse of his bare chest between the undone buttons made my pulse race even faster. He opened the hidden door and we flew down the stairs and into the tunnel. After scurrying like rats down long, twisting passages, we came to the end. Enzo unlocked the door, and I followed him through it. I couldn’t see anything, but it smelled wet and musty. Our shoes made no sounds on the dirt floor.

			“Shit, I don’t have my lighter. It was in my coat pocket,” he said. “But I think the stairs are over here.” With tentative steps, he led me over to a staircase, and we went up, feeling our way with our hands along a brick wall. The door at the top opened into a garage. Thanks to pale moonlight streaming through high windows, I could see several luxury cars parked side by side, along with a black truck and a couple utilitarian Fords like mine. 

			Leading me to a white Cadillac, Enzo opened the door and shoved me inside. “Get down in the back.” Then he shut me in and took off without even a kiss goodnight. I watched him disappear into the stairwell before sinking into the plush back seat. Police sirens screamed in the distance, but I barely heard them over the riotous banging of my heart. With jittery fingers, I quickly snapped up my step-in, then clamped my knees together, smoothing my dress over my legs. I put my hands over my face. They smelled like Enzo.

			My God. What have I done?

		
			

	
		Chapter Thirteen

			 

			I don’t know how long I sat there in the dark, numb with shock. After a while, I began berating myself for all the mindless things I’d done—left Evelyn with a stranger, gone upstairs with Enzo, had sex with a gangster who didn’t care a whit for me beyond his erection, and who also happened to have my father locked up somewhere. To top it off, I’d abandoned my friend at an illegal club just as the police raided it, and now I sat in the back of said gangster’s Cadillac, waiting for some man I didn’t know to drive me home. I had no purse, no money, no weapon to defend myself.

			And what the hell would you defend? Your virtue? Your body? Your honor? Ha! You gave all that away earlier tonight. And for what? To escape? To gain a shred of control where you have none? To feel powerful?

			Tears filled my eyes. I didn’t feel powerful now. I felt alone, frightened, and stupid. Sniffing, I wiped my cheeks and whispered a prayer that Evelyn and Rosie had gotten out before the cops got in, and that we’d all make it home safely tonight. When the car door opened I gasped, flattening myself against the back seat. 

			A man slid into the car without looking at me. “Where to?” he barked, starting the engine. He was tall and thick in the neck, and he wore a cap like Joey. 

			My voice shook as I gave him my address. I’d have to wake up the girls to let me in the house because my key was in my purse on the floor of Angel’s office. God, I hope Enzo sees it there when he goes back for his clothes. I didn’t want his father to find it. The thought of Enzo returning to the scene of our tryst caused a quickening in my stomach. Don’t you dare, I commanded my body. But even my mind betrayed me by replaying the entire scene in salacious detail as the car exited the garage and drove away from the club. Outside the window, Detroit’s riverfront flashed by, but I was back in the office with my dress around my waist, head thrown back, waves of delirium crashing through me. I bit my bottom lip. 

			God help me, I had felt powerful. And I wanted to feel it again.

			#

			My pounding on the front door roused the girls within minutes. The Cadillac lingered at the curb until the lights went on in the house, and I wondered if Enzo had told the driver to make sure I got in.

			“Tiny, what on earth is going on? You scared us half to death!” Molly yelled as I entered the house. Mary Grace cowered on the stairs, clutching her bear.

			“I’m sorry, girls.” I closed and locked the door. “I lost my purse, which had my keys in it.”

			Molly parked her hands on her hips. “How’d you get home? Where’s the car?”

			“It’s still downtown. I’ll have to get it tomorrow.” I started up the stairs, patting Mary Grace on the head, the other hand gripping the banister for support. “I’m all right, someone drove me home. Now go back to bed. It’s late.”

			“Damn right, it’s late!” 

			I whirled to face Molly. “Mind your tongue!”

			She crossed her arms. “No! I don’t have to listen to you anymore. You’re constantly telling me to behave, do this, don’t do that, and you’re out till all hours of the night doing whatever you please!” 

			“Let’s talk about this in the morning.” I flicked my eyes toward Mary Grace.

			“Fine, but I’m telling you right now, things are gonna change around here. I’m tired of being the babysitter all the time! I’m tired of dragging Mary Grace with me everywhere I go! I have my own friends and I want to spend time with them.” She gritted her teeth. “Alone! I want a later curfew, and I want a bigger allowance.”

			“I want! I want! I want!” I screamed, grateful that I was halfway up the steps and therefore taller than Molly. “I want a lot of things too, you know. I want my own apartment. I want to spend the money I earn on myself. I want the freedom to go where I want when I want, and do what I want without answering to my father or my little sisters! I want to live life now and not wait until I’m too old to enjoy it anymore!” I came down one step and leaned toward her. “But you know what? We always want what we can’t have.” Then I marched up the stairs and into my bedroom, slamming the door behind me.

			#

			No laughter or frying breakfast greeted me the following morning. Just a dull headache, a dry mouth, and a soreness between my legs. Dragging myself out of bed, I went down to the empty kitchen and called Evelyn’s house. Her mother answered and said Evelyn was already at work, but I could reach her at the bakery if I needed to. I thanked her and hung up, relieved that Evelyn had gotten home all right. If I had a normal life, I’d go see her so we could talk about what happened. But instead I had to clean up after my sisters, who’d left their dirty breakfast dishes in the sink, try to reach Joey to find out about the heist, and figure out how to get back the purse and automobile I’d left at the club. 

			In the bathroom upstairs, I brushed my teeth and stared at myself in the mirror. Did I look different, now that I wasn’t a virgin? I turned my head and shoulders this way and that, but I couldn’t see that sex had altered my outward appearance. My insides—that was a different story. Every time I thought about it, my belly responded with a giant swoosh.

			I dressed in a red skirt and the embroidered blouse I’d worn yesterday, which was the cleanest one I could find. The girls are probably running short on clean clothes too. Tears threatened as I stuffed a bunch of dirty things into a laundry basket. It was too much, trying to be a parent to them while all this was going on. Guilt over the way I’d yelled at Molly sat heavily on my shoulders. This wasn’t her fault.

			After I had everything from my room that needed washing, I let myself into my sisters’ room. Picking through clothing scattered across the bed, floor, and dresser, I tried to determine what was clean and what wasn’t. As I worked, I fretted about the heist, knitting my eyebrows together. Had it gone as planned? I prayed that Joey was unharmed, but realized I wasn’t looking forward to facing him, having been with Enzo…that way. 

			He’s not your boyfriend. You’ve got no reason to feel guilty where Joey is concerned. But the thought of meeting his eyes made me want to go downstairs and sneak a little whisky from the pantry.

			The door to the girls’ room swung wide. “Get out of here,” Molly said. “This is our room.” She glared at me and I put my hands up in surrender. 

			“I’m just getting the laundry.”

			“I’ll do it myself.”

			Sighing, I sank onto Mary Grace’s bed. “Can we talk a minute? I want to apologize.”

			“Well, I don’t.” She crossed her arms.

			Stay calm. You’re the adult. I took a deep breath. “Molly, I know how you feel. I remember feeling the same way when I was your age. Bridget had just gotten married, and Daddy was depending on me at home. You were only ten, Mary Grace was six, and there I was, fifteen and suddenly the mother of two, running a house of my own. I wanted the same things you want now, but it was impossible. In fact, I still want them. But we have to make do with what we’re handed in life.”

			“No, we don’t. That’s stupid.”

			I stared at her. “What?”

			“Joey says that if you want something in life, you should go after it.”

			“Joey,” I said, “is the last person you should be taking advice from right now.” 

			“But he’s right,” Molly went on. “If people just waited around for life to happen instead of going after things, where would we be? Women wouldn’t even have the vote!”

			I opened my mouth to argue, but I couldn’t. Taking a deep breath, I asked, “How late?”

			“Huh?” 

			“Your curfew. How late do you want to stay out?”

			“Oh.” She chewed one fingernail, considering. “How about eleven?”

			I leveled my gaze at her. “Ten.”

			“Ten thirty,” she insisted. “That’s what all my friends have. And two dollars more a week for chores. I’ll start doing the laundry, and I can help out with the cooking too.”

			I’m too young for this. Closing my eyes, I nodded. “Deal.”

			#

			Downstairs, I made a pot of coffee and sat at the kitchen table drumming my nails. Come on, Joey. Call already! But the telephone stayed silent all morning. 

			By early afternoon, my knees were trembling as I helped Molly hang clothes on the line outside. What if the heist had gone wrong? What if Joey was hurt…or dead? Fighting the need to weep, I began forming a plan. I’ll go to Enzo and beg for mercy. I’ll make a deal with him, work for him, give him the garage and all our business if he’ll just let Daddy go. 

			My thoughts were interrupted by the ring of the telephone. I raced into the house, grabbed the base and whipped the receiver to my ear. “Hello?”

			“It’s me,” Joey said. He spoke quietly, as if he didn’t want to be overheard.

			“Thank God you’re OK! Did you get it?”

			“We got it. We’re taking the load to Chicago.”

			“Chicago! But—”

			“I’m having a package delivered to you at the store. Don’t let Bridget open it, under any circumstances. And be careful.” The line went dead.

			“Joey, wait!” I pressed the switch hook repeatedly, to no avail. “Shit!” I hung up the receiver and put my fingers to my head, which had begun to pound. A package—what did that mean? Had he gotten the money for me? When was it coming and who was bringing it? I groaned in frustration, but what I really wanted to do was scream. Forcing myself to stay calm for Molly’s sake, I took a few deep breaths and walked back outside. “I have to go to the store for a while,” I said. “I’ll take Mary Grace with me to play with the boys. Can you finish the laundry on your own?”

			She took a clothespin from between her teeth and pinned up a pair of bloomers. “Sure. Do you think…maybe I could go to the movies tonight? Without Mary Grace?”

			I wanted to say yes, although I couldn’t take Mary Grace with me to get the car, either. Maybe Bridget will watch her. “All right.”

			“Thanks.” She smiled, the first genuine one she’d sent in my direction in a long time. It struck me how much she resembled Daddy, and I realized how much I missed him and his playful grins, his gruff affection, the way he pleaded to our mother in heaven when we were driving him crazy. A lump swelled in my throat, and I turned away from Molly so she wouldn’t see the tears in my eyes. If I failed…

			No. Don’t even think about it. 

			I collected Mary Grace from a friend’s house down the street, and we walked to the store. I chewed my thumbnail, listening with half an ear to my sister’s steady stream of chatter about her friend’s new kitten. At the store, I sent her up the stairs to Bridget’s apartment and poked my head in the front. Martin was at the register.

			“Well, hello, stranger,” he said to me. “Haven’t seen you working much this week. Come to help out?” Martin was a perfectly nice young man with kind eyes and a ready smile, but I was in no mood to chat. 

			You have to stay here. So make nice. 

			“Uh, sure. What can I do?” 

			“How about make room on the south wall for a new Lysol display?”

			“All right. Say, Martin,” I began, as if I’d just thought of it, “has anyone brought a package here for me today?”

			“Not that I know of, and I’ve been here since nine.” He snapped his fingers. “Come to think of it, there was a woman in here looking for you yesterday. But I think she wanted some whisky.”

			“Did she leave her name?” 

			“No, she wouldn’t. Said she’d try again tomorrow.”

			Nodding glumly, I headed for the south wall and began rearranging floor wax and soap flakes to make room for the Lysol display. Every time the bell over the door rang, I jumped, but it was never anyone for me. When I finished with the display, I restocked the dry goods shelves, made a pyramid of soup cans, swept the sidewalk, wiped the back counter, and washed the front windows. Anything to keep my hands busy. 

			“You’re a regular dynamo today,” said Martin. “Bridget should give you a raise.”

			I smiled weakly, feeling light-headed as I wiped one last streak from the glass. What if Joey didn’t come through? What if he left me stranded, like he did the other night at the club? A sweat broke out on my forehead. I’ll go to Enzo and—

			The bell over the door rang, and a young boy entered. He looked about ten, a scruffy, undernourished thing wearing torn brown knee pants, black suspenders over a dirty white shirt, and a black cap. The kind of kid hanging around on street corners willing to run errands for a nickel. He reminded me of Joey at that age.

			“Can I help you?” I asked.

			“Package for somebody named Tiny.”

			“That’s me.” 

			He handed me a box clumsily wrapped in brown paper, and I turned it over in my hands, inspecting it. It was rectangular in shape and flatter than a shoebox.  “Did Joey send you?” When the boy didn’t answer, I looked up.

			He was gone. I hadn’t even heard the bell ring again. 

			“Gift from an admirer?” asked Martin from behind the register.

			“No, just something from a friend.” Heart pounding, I tucked the box under my arm and went into the stock room. Out of sight, I pulled off the dirty string and removed the rumpled brown paper. Underneath was a blue box that said Tiffany & Co. Tiffany? What the hell was this? Slowly, I lifted the top off the box. My eyes bulged. 

			It was a necklace. 

			Breathless, I picked it up and let it dangle from my fingers. It looks like something from a movie! Five tiny strands of pearls, held together by little diamond-encrusted bars at the sides, came together at the front in a huge, jaw-dropping brooch made up of tiny diamonds in concentric circles. My hands shook as I lifted it to my throat, feeling its weight above my collarbone.

			My chest began to pump a little life into my body. I had no idea how Joey had gotten his grubby hands on a Tiffany necklace, but I could sell it, assuming it was real. Even if it wasn’t worth five grand, which it very well could be, it would still bring me a pretty penny. I put it back into the box, did my best to rewrap it, and hid it on a high shelf. Skimming on the periphery of my excitement was the knowledge that the necklace was probably stolen, but I banished that thought from my head. I couldn’t afford to worry about it. 

			I went upstairs and put on a phony smile for Bridget, who was peeling potatoes at the sink. 

			“Bridge,” I said, twisting my hands together, “I have to run downtown and pick up the car—I lost my keys last night and had to leave it parked there. And I already promised Molly she could go to the movies. Could you watch Mary Grace?” 

			Bridget nodded. “Sure. She can stay all night if she wants to. She’s had them quiet in that front room playing school for an hour now. The silence is miraculous.” 

			I threw my arms around her from behind. “Thank you! I owe you a thousand favors when Daddy gets back.”  She smelled good, like lavender and Ivory soap. 

			She patted my arm. “I’m just glad to see you getting out a little more. You were so down last week. Are you feeling better?”

			“Yes,” I lied, letting her go. 

			“You know, eventually you’re going to have to tell me about him.” She winked at me over her shoulder. “Maybe it’s not Joey, but there certainly is someone. I can smell it.”

			My heart stopped. Could she really smell Enzo on me? I sniffed my arm. 

			She laughed. “I wasn’t being literal, Tiny. I meant, I can tell you have feelings for someone.”

			“Oh.” Relieved, I shook my head. “I thought you meant—never mind. I gotta go.” I could hear her laugh again as I ran down the stairs. In the stock room, I took the necklace box from the shelf and held it under my arm. Calling goodbye to Martin, I went out the back door and began walking home. 

			With every step another question rattled my brain. Where could I sell the necklace? What was it worth? Should I try to sell it this afternoon? Bring the money to Angel tonight? Should I go alone to the club? 

			Then I had a thought that halted my steps.

			What if Club 23 had been shut down by the police after the raid? How would I find the DiFiores to pay them? I didn’t want them seeking me out at my house or the store or anywhere near my sisters.

			Chewing my bottom lip, I turned around and walked back to Jefferson and then down two blocks. Sometimes a boy sold newspapers on the corner of Jefferson and Fielding in the afternoon, and I said a quick prayer he would be there today. If such a popular place had been shuttered, surely the paper would be full of it.

			When I saw the ragtag newsboy in the usual spot, I picked up my pace. “Hello,” I called, jogging up with a friendly smile. “May I see a paper please?” He handed one to me and I scanned the front page quickly, looking for any mention of a raid at Club 23. 

			Nothing. 

			My heart tripped with excitement. 

			“You gonna buy that paper, miss?” the boy asked me, scratching his scalp under his cap.

			“No, I’m sorry.” I was just about to give it back to him when a headline caught my eye. GANG KILLS FOUR IN EAST SIDE HEIST. Underneath that, it said Police seek link with mob led by Sam Scarfone. My stomach suffered an uneasy twinge as I skimmed the article, which stated that Big Leo Scarfone’s nephew and former lieutenant Sam the Barber Scarfone was suspected in leading another liquor heist in the city last night. Two trucks full of booze had been hijacked not far from the train station, and three men were killed at the scene. Another man survived the shooting, but police found him a short distance away, mortally wounded. Before he died, he identified Sam and gave a few other details about the crime.

			But the line that made my vision cloud with white dots was the article’s last sentence. Police are searching for a black funeral coach in connection with the crime, which was driven by a young gunman, possibly a new recruit of the Scarfone gang. 

			#

			Back at home, I told Molly I was unwell and needed to lie down. I shut myself in my room and sat on my bed, clutching my hands together. One thought tore through my brain over and over again. Joey killed someone. Joey killed someone. Joey killed someone. Hell, he might’ve killed more than one! Four men were dead! I put my face in my hands. There was no doubt in my mind that he was the new recruit of the Scarfone gang—the River Gang. And the cops are looking for him. I wondered if he was on his way to Chicago by now and hoped he was. Actually I hoped he’d stay there. The cops were the least of his problems—four men in the DiFiore camp were dead, and they wouldn’t let that go.

			Retribution was coming. 

			I have to get out of this mess. I have to sell the necklace, get the rest of the cash, and spring Daddy before Angel realizes I have any ties to Scarfone or his gang. I looked at the blue box next to me on the bed, my legs twitching with nervous energy. I didn’t know of any pawn shops nearby, and the only person I could think of who would was Joey. Come on, think. I held my head in my hands and squeezed my eyes shut. What would Daddy do? Grimacing, I realized he’d probably bet the damn thing at the tables. 

			Then it hit me—Ralph the Bookie.

			Never in my life had I smiled thinking about Ralph, and I wanted to seek him out about as much as I wanted to let a hairy black spider crawl up my arm, but he was the seediest person I knew. The kind of man who’d know how to get cash fast. I went to my dresser and tugged a comb through my hair. I’ll jump on the streetcar and head into the city. I could probably find him at the Sunnyside, Daddy’s usual hangout, a crummy old saloon with tables in the back room.  

			“Tiny?” Molly knocked twice before opening my bedroom door. “Are you all right?” She looked surprised when she saw me combing my hair.

			I set the comb down quickly and glanced at my bed, where the necklace box was in plain sight. “Yes. What is it?”

			“There’s someone here to see youuuuu,” she sing-songed.

			My heart thumped an extra beat. “Who is it?”

			“He didn’t say.” She grinned. “And I was so flustered by his face that I didn’t think to ask. He looks like a movie star!”

			The room tilted, and I grabbed the dresser top. He’s here. At my house. “I’ll be right down. Molly, I want you to go to your room, shut the door, and stay in there until I come up and get you. OK?” 

			She gave me a knowing look. “You could just ask for privacy, you know.”

			I grabbed her by the shoulders. Hard. “This is serious. Do as I say,” I ordered through clenched teeth.

			Her eyes went wide. “What’s going on?”

			“Just stay in your room.” 

			“OK. But hurry, all right?” She bit her lip and left the room without further protest, and I heard her bedroom door close. 

			I looked in the mirror. Swallowed. Maybe he just wants to see me again. Maybe he’s returning my purse. Maybe he even brought the car. 

			But somehow I knew better.

			I walked out of my room and descended the stairs slowly, one hand on the banister for support. First I saw his polished black shoes. Then his legs in dark gray trousers. Then his torso, which had been naked before me last night, but was now buttoned up in a shirt, vest, and coat. His white collar was snug, his blood-red tie knotted as tightly as my stomach. Finally, I saw his chiseled face, shadowed by a gray fedora.

			Reaching the bottom, I looked into his eyes, which betrayed nothing.

			He put his hand on my arm. “Let’s go for a ride.”

		
			

	
		Chapter Fourteen

			 

			“Now isn’t really the best time,” I said, my heart thudding in my throat. 

			“Now. And bring the key to the boathouse.” He reached into his coat and pulled out my small purse from last night, tossing it on the hall table next to the phone.

			I looked at it sideways. “Gee, thanks. But my sister is here, and I—”

			His grip tightened on my forearm. Threading his other hand into my hair, he made a fist at the base of my skull and tipped my head back. “I don’t think you’ll want your sister to hear the conversation we’re going to have.” He spoke softly, venom oozing between his words. My scalp stung as he tightened his fingers. 

			You asshole, I gave you my virginity last night! I wanted to shout. But I had no idea what he knew about my role in the heist and thought I’d better play nice. “All right,” I said, my legs wobbling. “Can I at least tell her I’m leaving?”

			He released me. Straightened his coat. “Yell up to her.”

			I paused a second as we eyed each other, distrust thickening the tension between us. He doesn’t want me to leave his sight. Suddenly I was irritated. He had my father held hostage, and I was the untrustworthy one? Would he really stop me from going up the stairs? “Her door is closed. She won’t hear me.” I tried to move past him, but he blocked me.

			“I said yell.” His eyes snapped with anger, and the stubborn set of his jaw made me hesitate. 

			But not for long. “No. If you want to come with me, fine. But I’m going up those stairs.”

			We remained in a silent standoff for a moment, and then he jerked me by my elbow up the steps. I scrambled ahead so I’d be first, but he wouldn’t let go of me. When we reached the top, I glared at him. “Let go,” I whispered through gritted teeth.

			“No.” He walked us toward the closed bedroom door and put me in front of him, circling both elbows with his fingers. “Tell her you’re leaving.” His tone was dead calm in my ear. 

			“Molly? I’ll be right back. Just stay in your room, OK?” My voice sounded unnaturally high-pitched, and I prayed she wouldn’t open the door to see why.

			“OK,” came her muffled reply. My throat tightened as I imagined her curled up in her bedclothes, hugging the pillow in fear. I looked at Enzo over my shoulder, raising my eyebrows, and he let my arms go. 

			He followed me down the stairs and watched me grab my key ring from inside the purse he’d returned, although I couldn’t imagine what he wanted in the boathouse. We went out the front door, and I saw his white Cadillac parked at the curb. “No driver today?” 

			“No.”

			No witness then. The words popped into my brain, unwelcome as a swarm of mosquitoes. He opened the passenger door for me, and I climbed in, letting him close it. I looked out the window, half tempted to make a run for it. Enzo slid into the driver’s seat and started the engine. 

			“What is this about?” I asked.

			He didn’t answer. When I looked over at him, his profile was expressionless. Goddamn your handsome face and your silent games. If you’re angry about something, just yell it like I would! As crazy as Joey made me, at least I always knew where we stood.

			At the end of my street, Enzo turned into the alley and slowed down. My back stiffened when he put the car in park directly behind the store. “My family owns a construction company,” he said, putting his arm across the back of my seat.

			“Oh?” I glanced at his hand near my shoulder. “I didn’t know that.”

			“Yes. Although in the construction business, you do just as much demolition as you do building.”

			My breath caught. Oh, no. 

			“In fact, we demolished a few old houses last week to make way for a new apartment building. And we happened to have some extra explosives, but wouldn’t you know, we ran out of storage space.”

			Chills broke out over my entire body. “Enzo. Don’t.” 

			“So I arranged to store some explosives beneath this building right here,” he said, pointing toward the store.

			“Please,” I begged, turning to him. “Why are you doing this?”

			He grabbed the back of my head again, forcing my face closer to his. “You wanted to fuck me last night? Well, you did.”

			“I don’t understand.”

			“The hearses, Tiny. The fucking hearses. I saw them in the garage that night. I know they belong to your father. Then the next time I hear about them, they’re full of booze that belongs to me, being driven by the men who stole it.”

			Those fucking hearses. I hated them! Why hadn’t I thought about that when I gave them to Sam? “Those hearses could belong to anyone. Daddy sells them to bootleggers all the time.”

			“They were yours, Tiny. Now who was it? Sam Scarfone? Is he working for you? Are you fucking him too?” With the last sentence, he tightened his grip on my hair.

			I winced. “No! Goddammit, Enzo, you’re hurting me! Let me go.”

			“Why should I? So you can run to Sam and tell him everything?” But he let go of my hair, and I rubbed my scalp as tears began to drip down my cheeks. “Well, here’s something you might not know. My father was going to give me the club,” he went on, looking straight ahead. “And turn the bootlegging over to me. So I arrange this big shipment from the east coast, fifteen thousand dollars worth of rum, packed in cases with hidden compartments, in which is stored forty thousand dollars worth of opium. And then it’s fucking hijacked.” He hit the wheel with the heel of his hand. “Now my father is furious and thinks I’m goddamn incompetent. We’re out more than fifty grand, I’m in the middle of another whisky deal with a distillery in Kentucky that I can no longer fucking afford, and I’m left here with my dick in my hand while your boys enjoy the spoils.” He looked over at me. “So where is it?”

			His eyes had a savage look in them I’d only seen once before, when he was nearly uncontrollable with lust in the office. But it wasn’t lust now; it was rage. And if I wasn’t careful, he was going to direct it not only at me, but at my family too. “I don’t know,” I said weakly. “I didn’t steal it, please believe me. And I had no idea about the opium.”

			“Goddammit, Tiny!” He thumped the steering wheel again. “I’ve been up front with you.”

			“No, you haven’t!” I yelled, forgetting about being careful. “What about going behind my back to Al Murphy? Asking whom I supplied and then stealing his business from under me! You knew I needed it to get the ransom money.”

			Enzo looked out the front window again. “When my father saw the ledgers, he wanted Murphy’s business, so I arranged it. And that’s fucking peanuts compared to my shipment.”

			“Oh, poor you! Well, I don’t have it.”

			Suddenly he put the car into reverse and backed up, the tires spitting gravel. When he turned onto Jefferson, I knew where we were headed.

			“It’s not there,” I told him. Please, please, God, let them not have anything stored in the boathouse. Let them have taken it all to Chicago. 

			“Then you have nothing to worry about.” 

			Worry wasn’t the word for what was going on inside me. I was sweating as if I’d run ten miles, my heart hammering against my chest like it might split my body wide open. As the Cadillac bumped along the dirt road leading down to the water, I grabbed onto the dash to steady myself. Enzo turned off the engine and got out; reluctantly, I opened the passenger door and trailed him to the boathouse door. 

			“Open it,” demanded Enzo.

			My fingers fumbled with the padlock, and I recalled how he’d snuck in before. “You don’t need me to open this. Why did you drag me here?” 

			“Maybe I like your company.”

			I froze and looked at him, but his face still betrayed no emotion. Once I had the padlock in my hands, Enzo pushed the door open.

			“After you.”

			I stepped into the cool, damp space and looked into every shadowy corner, my body shuddering with relief—nothing but the forty bottles of whisky I’d left on Tuesday. “I told you it wasn’t here. That whisky’s mine.”

			Enzo examined the cases and faced me. “I’m going to ask you some questions, Tiny. And you’re going to answer them. Do you understand?”

			I nodded, the tears returning. Is he wearing his gun? Will he pull it on me? Glancing toward the open door, I wondered how long it would take someone to find my body in here.

			“I want to know who hijacked me and where they took the load. I want to know how you knew about it and who pulled the raid alarm at the club.”

			I gaped at him. “The raid wasn’t real?” 

			“No, it was merely a distraction.” He paused. “Almost as good as the one you presented me with.”

			“That wasn’t a distraction! I mean, I didn’t plan that! You’re the one who had the idea to go upstairs.”

			“Just answer my questions.”

			“I…I can’t.” Naming names meant certain death—for me, for Joey, for everyone.

			“I don’t want to threaten you, but you’re not giving me a choice here.” Enzo unbuttoned his coat and reached inside.

			I threw both hands out toward him. “No, wait! Please—no gun. I’ll tell you…what I know.”

			He waited, the arm still inside his coat. “I’m listening.”

			“The load went to Chicago,” I blurted. That wasn’t really giving up a name, was it?

			“And who took it there?”

			“I—I’m not sure…”

			“Goddammit. Listen to me, Tiny.” He came at me, but instead of pulling his gun, he wrapped his hands around my skull and squeezed. Hard, as if he could crush the words from my brain. “I don’t want to hurt you. But you’re making me fucking crazy, day and night. Tell me what you know.” In the silence that followed I heard birds chirping outside the door, and the sound was so incongruous I thought maybe I was delirious.

			Should I give up Sam’s name? Enzo already suspected he was behind the heist, as did the cops. And my loyalty was to Joey, not Sam. “Sam Scarfone bought the hearses from me. I needed the money to make the first payment to your father.” I spit out the words quickly, breathing deeply afterward but feeling as if I couldn’t get enough air, like it was my lungs he was compressing instead of my head.

			Enzo nodded. “How did he know about the load? Did you tell him?”

			“No! I don’t know how he found out.” That was the truth, at least.

			“No one but family and a few trusted men knew when it was coming. That means there’s a leak, Tiny. And I want to know who it is. You’re going to find out.”

			Just like that, I thought of another name I didn’t mind giving up. “Wait, I think I know who it was—your brother.”

			“What? Raymond?” His brow wrinkled in confusion.

			“Yes.” No need to mention I’d played a role in the relaying of information. “He’s jealous of you. He told me at the bar last night he was going to make his move. I guess this was it.”

			Enzo released my head from his hands. “Raymond. That idiot.” He looked away from me, staring at the floor. “What the fuck is he thinking?”

			“I don’t know. He didn’t tell me much.” I glanced toward the door again—I wanted to get out of here. Molly was probably sick with worry, and I needed to get Bridget, Mary Grace and the boys out of her apartment. “Are you going to remove the dynamite from the store?”

			He looked at me again. “There’s nothing there. Yet. But my father is unpredictable. I asked him to wait before doing anything, and he gave me this afternoon to speak with you, but that’s it.” Then he took out his wallet and handed me three hundred-dollar bills. “Take this, give it to your sisters and tell them to leave town. They aren’t safe.” 

			I reached for it automatically, shaking my throbbing head back and forth. He was helping me again? “Why are you doing this? I don’t understand you at all—you kidnap my father, you come on to me, you steal business from me, you…do what you did to me, you lie and threaten me, and now this!” I held up the money. “It makes no sense!” 

			He put his hands on my shoulders and pulled me toward him. “Like I said, you drive me fucking crazy.” Before I could protest, he kissed me hard on the lips. Then he let me go and turned toward the whisky. “Now let’s get these bottles into my trunk.”

			#

			As soon as Enzo dropped me off, I ran into the house and up the stairs. I found Molly cowering on the floor in her closet, arms wrapped around her legs. When I pulled her up, she burst into tears and threw her arms around me. “I was so scared,” she sobbed. “What’s going on?”

			“Shhhhh.” I held her, patting her back and stroking her hair. “It’s all right. I’m here, and I won’t let anything happen to you.” After a moment she stilled, and I sat her down on the bed next to me. “Good girl. Now I need your help.” Taking her hands, I told her that Daddy had gotten in over his head at the tables, and I was helping him cover the debt. “But until I pay these men, they’ll keep threatening us.”

			“It’s too dangerous!” she cried. “You could be hurt.”

			I squared my shoulders. “Listen. I can handle this. You can help me.” 

			She took a deep breath and nodded. “Tell me what to do.”

			“Pack a bag for you and Mary Grace. We’re going to Bridget’s, where you’re going to help me convince her to take you girls and the boys away for a few days—just until I get word to you that it’s safe to return. Daddy should be back by the end of the weekend,” I said, praying that was true. I couldn’t keep this up much longer. “If he isn’t, I’ll go to the police.”

			“OK,” she said. “Give me five minutes.” 

			I hugged her again. “This wasn’t what you meant when you agreed to take on more responsibility, huh?”

			She choked out a laugh against my shoulder. “Not exactly.”

			#

			We walked down to Bridget’s as the sun began to set. Neither of us spoke. Molly was probably in shock, and I was busy trying to think of a way to convince Bridget to take the kids out of town without telling her the whole truth. After what happened to Vince, I didn’t want her to panic and do something rash, like call the cops. I’ll give her the money from Enzo and tell her what I told Molly. That should be enough.

			The store was closed when we arrived at the back door, but I had my key. “Let’s hope she listens to me,” I whispered to Molly as we took the stairs up to Bridget’s apartment. “I may need your help.”

			When we walked in, the kitchen was empty and the dinner dishes were left on the table, which was odd. Bridget always did the dishes right after supper because she can’t stand a messy kitchen. My uneasy feeling intensified when we entered the front room. The kids were playing on the floor, and Bridget sat stiffly on the edge of the sofa, her face drained of color, her hands around her rosary.

			“Hello,” I said. She looked at me blankly, almost as if she didn’t recognize me. Molly and I exchanged nervous glances. “Molly, why don’t you play with the kids a minute? I want to talk to Bridget.”

			“Sure.” Molly dropped to her knees next to the kids, who were running tiny fire engines and trucks over the floor and table.

			“Yes.” Bridget’s voice sounded strange to me. “We need to talk.” She stood and picked up a glass from the side table, which looked to me as if it contained whisky. That was even stranger, because Bridget rarely touched the stuff. She emptied it into her mouth and set the glass down again. “Come with me.”

			Swallowing hard, I followed her into her bedroom and watched as she locked the door. “What’s going on, Bridget?”

			Without answering, she went to her bed and pulled a package from underneath the mattress. It was a large, lumpy brown envelope.

			“What is that?”

			“Someone dropped it off for you.” Her voice shook. “He said it was from Joey.”

			My blood roared violently through my veins. “That’s the package from Joey?”

			She nodded. “I opened it.”

			“You what?” I moved toward her and grabbed it. It was much heavier than I expected. “Why did you do that?”

			Anger flashed in her eyes, a spark of the real Bridget. She grabbed it back from me and dumped the contents on the bed.

			“Oh, shit.”

			A huge mound of cash fell out.

			Along with a shiny black pistol.

		
			

	
		Chapter Fifteen

			 

			“Nothing to say?” Bridget hissed.

			“I’m—I’m thinking.” But I couldn’t think. My mind whirled as I stared at the money and gun. This was the package from Joey? So who the hell gave me the necklace? And why? I sank onto the bed and picked up the pistol.

			“Tiny, put that down!” Bridget knocked my wrist and the weapon fell back onto the spread. “You want to kill yourself? Or me?” 

			I stared at it. “Is it loaded?” 

			“How should I know? The question is, why would Joey leave it for you? And what is all this money for?” 

			“Give me a second.” Putting my fingers to my forehead, I closed my eyes and racked my brain. But no amount of sifting through the events of the past week gave me any indication of who would gift me with that necklace. What is going on? 

			My sister’s voice cut through the confusion. “Tiny, you better tell me what this is or I’m taking all this to the police right now.”

			“No, don’t!” I jumped to my feet and clutched her shoulders, clarity returning with a slap. I have to get them out of here. “All right, listen to me. Daddy’s in trouble.”

			Her brow furrowed. “What kind of trouble?”

			I hesitated—how should I put this? “He owes money to some…men who don’t take kindly to being owed.”

			“What men?”

			I shook my head. “Doesn’t matter. The important thing is that Joey helped me get the money together and we’re going to deliver it as soon as possible.” No need to tell her Joey had gone to Chicago with a load of stolen rum and opium.

			“Where is Joey? Where the hell is Daddy, for that matter?” She knocked my hands from her shoulders. “Have you been lying to me this whole time about where he is? And why would Joey think you need a gun?”

			“Bridget, please.” I grabbed her by one hand and tugged. “I’m sorry I lied. I thought I was doing the right thing by protecting you, but I haven’t done a very good job.” My eyes filled and I took a shaky breath. “Now you have to do what I say, please. Take Molly, Mary Grace, and the boys and get out of town for a few days. Go see your friend Helen in East Jordan, or take the kids to the beach and stay in a hotel. Use this.” I pulled Enzo’s hundreds from my skirt pocket and gave them to her. 

			Her eyes widened as she stared at the cash. “What on earth…” She looked at me. “Where are you guys getting all this money?”

			“Just take it and go. You’re not safe here right now. They’ve made threats…to the store.”

			She began to cry. “But this is my home, my store. I can’t just leave.”

			“You can, and you must.” I went to her closet, pulled down a battered suitcase from the shelf and opened it on the bed. “Martin and I will take care of things here. Call me when you’re settled somewhere and stay there until you hear from me. It’ll only take a couple days.” I gathered up the cash and gun from Joey, shoving it back inside the package. There were a ton of bills, and I wondered if somehow Joey had gotten me all five grand. 

			Bridget stared at the money in her fingers and then looked at me with wet cheeks. “Maybe,” she began slowly, “I should call Vince’s family. They might be able to—”

			“No! Trust me—we don’t need any more gangsters involved in this.” I laced my fingers together. “Please, I beg you. You’ll only make things worse for Daddy and me if you try to get involved. The kids need you to keep them safe.” I didn’t want to tell her about the explosives, but I would if I had to. 

			She chewed on her lower lip. “Does Molly know?”

			I nodded. “As much as you do. She can help you with the kids.” A breeze blew in the open window, and I realized how sweaty I was. My cotton blouse was sticking to me. I need a bath. I need a drink. I need a new life. “Please, Bridget. Say you’ll go.”

			She stared out the window a moment as the bells from nearby St. Ambrose tolled seven times. “All right. We’ll go.”

			Chills of relief swept across my skin with the breeze. When I drew in a deep breath, I could’ve sworn I smelled my mother’s lilac scent, as if she were in the room. I closed my eyes. Thank you, Mama. “I can drive you to the station in your car if you want.”

			She blinked. “Do we have to leave tonight?”

			“Yes. You do.” 

			Understanding flitted across her face. “Help me, then. Get the boys’ suitcase from their closet and throw some things into it. Underwear, socks, anything clean you can find.” She began opening drawers, pulling out underclothes and stockings, and tossing them into her suitcase.

			I was on my way out of her room when she spoke again. “Three days, Tiny. That’s what you have. Until Sunday. After that, I go to the police.”

			“Deal.” It would all be over in two days, anyhow—one way or another.

			#

			By eight o’clock, we’d loaded the car and hugged goodbye. The kids were sad I couldn’t join them at the beach, but Bridget covered brilliantly, saying Martin would need me at the store in her absence. She turned down my offer to drive them to the station, and I watched her car chug down the alley and turn right, then lifted my eyes to the sky in gratitude.

			Walking home on tired feet, carrying the envelope from Joey in both hands, I returned to the puzzling question of who had given me that necklace. The boy who delivered it had used my name, so I knew it wasn’t a case of mistaken identity, but why on earth would someone give me such an expensive piece of jewelry? I didn’t know anyone with that kind of money except Enzo, and he’d have mentioned it this afternoon. And why would he shower me with diamonds anyway? It’s not as if I was his girlfriend. Plus, he’d been so furious with me.

			Letting myself in the front door, I realized there was another mystery—who’d pulled the raid alarm at Club 23, and why? Maybe the River Gang had done it somehow, or paid someone to do it, in order to keep the DiFiores occupied at the club. I locked the front door behind me and double-checked it was secure, wishing we had a deadbolt. Then I rushed up to my room and dumped the contents of Joey’s package on the bed next to the necklace. I ignored the gun momentarily while I gathered the cash and counted it.

			It was all there. Five grand.

			I counted it again. And again. Every time, the small bills, nothing larger than a twenty, added up to five thousand dollars. “Oh, Joey,” I sighed, scooping up armloads of cash and lifting them in the air. The money fluttered down to my white bedspread. “I adore you.” And at that moment, I really did. Dropping to my knees, elbows on the bed, I clasped my hands together. God, please let him be safe in Chicago. Don’t let the cops or the DiFiores catch him. 

			I crossed myself and stacked the bills, grateful I wouldn’t have to sell the necklace right away. I knew I’d have to do it eventually in order to pay Joey back, but as of this moment, I had enough money to get Daddy released without Ralph the Bookie’s help. I’d clean up, take a streetcar down to the club, and pay off Angel tonight. 

			It’s almost over, I thought, my insides jittery with nerves and excitement. Daddy would be released, and my life would return to normal. 

			I honestly believed that.

			#

			I put the cash back into the envelope and took it with me into the bathroom. I considered taking the gun too, but I didn’t know if it was loaded and had no idea how to use it anyway. Instead I’d shoved it into my underwear drawer. It looked so strange—black metal peeking through white cotton and lace. 

			I bathed quickly, washing my hair with one eye on the money. When I was done, I wrapped myself in a towel and scooped up the envelope of cash from the sink. My hair dripped on my shoulders as I walked back to my room, which was dark. That’s strange. Had I turned off the light? I could’ve sworn I hadn’t. Suddenly the lamp across the room clicked on, and I gasped. 

			Enzo leaned back against the dresser, arms crossed. 

			I dropped the money and slapped a hand to my chest. “My God! You scared me half to death! How did you get in here?” My pulse drummed in my ears.

			“The door. I told you I was good with locks.” 

			I tightened the towel around me, wishing I’d grabbed a bigger one. It barely came down over my butt, and if I inched it any lower, my breasts would peek over the top. No way could I bend down to pick up the cash at my feet. What the hell is he doing here? “For God’s sake, why don’t you just knock like a normal person? I’m not even dressed.” 

			“I don’t mind.” Electricity crackled in the air between us. He wasn’t wearing his fedora or full three-piece suit anymore, just the trousers and a white shirt without a collar or tie. It was unbuttoned at the top, loose enough to see his collarbone. Something stirred inside me.

			Don’t even think about it. “What are you doing here anyway?” 

			“I came to apologize.”

			“You did?” I’d never heard a man like him apologize, especially to a woman.

			“Yes. You might be right about Raymond. I haven’t been able to find him today.” He paused. “And I shouldn’t have been so rough with you earlier. I’m sorry about that.” 

			“You should be.” My skin prickled, and a dozen questions formed in my mind. Was he being sincere? Had he made calls to Chicago? More immediately, was he going to leave so I could dress? 

			Then I noticed the necklace dangling from one hand.

			He lifted it up.  “Where did this come from?” 

			I froze. “It was a gift.” 

			“From who?”

			“From my father. For graduation.”

			He lifted one eyebrow. “A three thousand dollar Tiffany necklace for high school graduation?”

			My insides twisted uncomfortably. How did he know what the necklace was worth? “What do you want, Enzo? You made your apology. Fine, I accept. You want the rest of the ransom money? I’ve got it right here.” Carefully, I dipped at the knee and picked up the stack of bills, keeping the towel together with one hand. “I was planning on bringing it to the club as soon as I was dressed. In exchange, you’ll release my father. Tonight.” I tried to appear tough, but it was difficult in bare feet and wet hair.

			He answered my demand with a laugh.

			“What’s so funny?” My face burned.

			“You. Standing there in a towel, issuing orders to me after I catch you in a lie.”

			“What lie?” 

			He nodded at the necklace. “I bought this for Gina almost a week ago, but I hadn’t given it to her yet. Then last night, probably during the raid that wasn’t really a raid, it disappeared from my apartment at the club, which had been broken into. Because of all the chaos over the hijacking, I didn’t notice it until this afternoon. And now it’s here, in your possession.”

			I stared at him. “You can’t think I stole it. I was with you the whole time.”

			“Maybe it was your little friend, Joe Lupo. I hear he works for Scarfone now. Where was he last night?”

			“He wasn’t at the club.”

			“Of course not. He was busy hijacking my shipment and shooting my men. Is he in Chicago too?”

			Get off the subject of Joey. My voice shook when I spoke. “Listen, I don’t know where that necklace came from. It was just handed to me at the store by some kid off the street today.”

			He gritted his teeth. “You said before it was a gift. There’s the lie.” 

			Exasperated, I nearly threw my hands up until I remembered they were holding up the towel. “Well, I didn’t know what to say! How was I supposed to know it was yours? None of this makes any sense to me.” I shivered. “I’m just trying to get that ransom money, Enzo. I know nothing about anything else.” 

			He came toward me, still holding the necklace. “I want to believe you, but I think you know more than you’re telling me.” Reaching behind me, he pushed my bedroom door shut, and I winced at the noise. 

			Nervous, I sidestepped him and moved deeper into the room, remembering how he’d grabbed me earlier today. “Enzo, please. I didn’t steal the necklace. And I don’t know who did.”

			He backed me into the dresser and put his hands on my shoulders, but instead of getting rough, he turned me gently toward the mirror and draped the necklace around my neck. Our eyes met in the glass, and my breath caught as he fastened the clasp. Chills spilled down my arms when he brushed my wet hair aside and lowered his lips to the skin behind my ear. 

			“Oh my God.” My room tilted and whirled like a carnival ride.  

			“Sometimes I think,” he whispered, sweeping his lips down the curve of my neck, “that you were sent to me as punishment for the things I’ve done. For the things I’ve prayed for.” He put his hands on the dresser, one on either side of me.

			“What have you prayed for?” I barely got the words out. A cyclone of desire and fear swirled within me.

			He kissed my shoulder before answering. “When I was an altar boy back in Brooklyn, I used to bow my head when the priest said to pray, but instead of thinking about the sick or the poor or the departed souls, I’d think about my father and other men like him, and ask God for the things they had—money, power, control.” With each word, he dropped a kiss across my shoulder blades, setting my back on fire. “And you know how they got it? By giving the people what they wanted. I knew what they did behind closed doors, the deals they made, the rivals they took out. But on the streets, they were adored—women holding up babies for them to kiss, men falling to their knees to beg for favors, children scrambling for nickels they’d hand out. It was pure adoration.” His teeth raked against my other shoulder, followed by the softness of his tongue. “And it meant complete control.”

			The movies make you want things, Tiny. 

			Joey’s words echoed in my mind, although for Enzo it hadn’t been a movie that inspired want, but real life. And unlike Joey, Enzo wasn’t talking about wanting the cars or the clothes or the fancy apartment. He wanted the power.

			“And me?” I whispered. “Where do I fit in?”

			“I’ve come a long way since those days. I no longer pray for the things I want. I just do what it takes to get them.” His arms wrapped around me, one hand stretched taut over my stomach and the other capturing a breast. “Then I meet you, and that control begins slipping through my fingers.” He pulled me back against him, and I could feel the hard length of his erection through the thin towel. “I don’t like it.” 

			The hell you don’t. I met his eyes in the mirror. “Your body feels differently.”

			His breath warmed my neck. “Yes.” He moved his hands over me, squeezing my breasts and hips.  

			Don’t trust him, warned a voice in my head. But my nipples peaked under his touch, and my head lolled backward as he pulled me even tighter against him. The ransom money slipped from my fingers and hit the floor again. “This is all wrong,” I said, my voice as weak as my resolve. 

			“Maybe.” He slid one hand down over my pelvic bone and reached under my towel with searching fingers. “Maybe not. I’ve been thinking today that we could help each other. We each have something the other wants.” 

			Lord have mercy, I did want him. As he slipped one finger inside me, I remembered how he’d awakened every nerve ending in my body, the way he’d filled me to bursting with need. 

			“You’re wet already,” he whispered. 

			“I—I just took a bath,” I said, unwilling to give him the satisfaction of knowing what he did to my body without even touching it.

			He laughed softly as his fingers stroked the silky folds between my legs. “Does that mean you don’t want to get dirty again?”

			Resistance was leeching itself from my bones. My legs can’t hold me up. If I didn’t stop him now, I knew I never would. Pushing his arms aside, I moved away from him, holding the towel tight. I spoke firmly, and I meant the words. “The only thing I want is for your family to leave mine alone.”

			He looked at me, his breath coming heavy. “I could arrange that. But I want something in return.”

			“Take the necklace. I don’t want it.”

			“That’s not what I meant.” 

			“I’ll pay the rest of the ransom.”

			One side of his mouth hooked up as he moved toward me again. “That’s between you and my father. I want something for me.” He reached for my hips, and set them against his.

			“What?” I asked, struggling not to moan at the feel of him pressing on me. If I just rise on tiptoe, it would be the perfect spot.

			“I want you to work for me.” 

			“Work for you?”

			“Your pal Joe is in with Scarfone’s gang now, and he’ll have all kinds of information I could use. All you have to do is pay attention when they talk.” He put his hands on my buttocks and squeezed, grinding against me. “And then come to me.”

			Oh my God, that feels so good. But he was asking me to switch sides, to turn my back on Joey, the only person who’d helped me. I felt no particular allegiance to Sam Scarfone or the River Gang, but I couldn’t betray Joey. 

			Even if it means getting Daddy released? 

			I swallowed and tried to find my voice. “You can’t hurt my friend. You have to promise me that.”

			Enzo kissed my forehead, my temple, my chin. “I won’t touch him, unless I find out he stole the necklace.”

			“He didn’t,” I insisted, although I was less sure of that by the moment. What other explanation was there? “How long do I have to…work for you?” The friction between us was melting all thoughts in my brain into one—I want him. Now. 

			 His mouth lingered on my ear. “Just for a little while, long enough for me to get back what Scarfone owes me. That’s fair, don’t you think?” I felt the towel being loosened and closed my eyes as it fell to the floor. Enzo ran his hands up underneath my breasts, rubbing my nipples lightly with his thumbs. 

			“I can’t think when you touch me like that.”

			“Good. Then we have a deal.”

			This is how he operates. He likes to be in control, and then he makes you promise things when you’re weak for him. I knew his strategy by now. 

			But he had a weakness too. I knew that as well.

			I opened my eyes. “We might have a deal.” Unbuttoning his pants, I took great pleasure in both his quick inhale and his solid erection, which swelled further in my hands as I stroked him. “But maybe I should punish you a little bit first, for sneaking in here while I was bathing. For scaring me.” I squeezed his cock a little harder, rubbed a little faster, and his skin became slick in my hand. 

			His mouth fell open and a quick laugh escaped as he braced himself with his hands on the dresser behind me. “Yes. Ah, God, yes.” His eyes closed and his breaths became raspy and fast. A heady feeling surged through me as I brought him closer to release. I smiled hearing his low moans, seeing how he leaned into the dresser to keep his balance. Wearing only the necklace as I made this gorgeous, powerful man groan and tremble with only my hands, I knew the seductive nature of power and control. I can have what I want.

			My eyes widened as his jaw clenched and he fell forward against me, thrusting into my grasp. He clutched my lower back with one hand, fingers digging into my skin, and I felt something hot and wet against my stomach and slipping through my fingers. A smile crept onto my lips. “And you an altar boy,” I whispered, clucking my tongue. 

			He shuddered once more and held me tighter. “I want to fuck you. Now.”

			I hadn’t thought it would be possible, but sure enough, he was still hard in my hand. “Don’t you at least want to catch your breath?”

			“No,” he said, bringing one hand to my breast and squeezing hard. “I don’t.”

			“Hold on a minute.” I had to stop him before I lost my senses. Bending down, I picked up the towel and brought it to my stomach. “I want something first.”

			He smiled. “I know what you want.”

			“No, not that. I mean, yes, that, but—” I pushed him back, feeling heat in my face. “First you’re going to make a phone call.” I used the towel to clean up a little and handed it to him. Then I went to the closet and pulled out my robe. “You’re going to tell your father I gave you the rest of the money and this kidnapping business is over,” I said, slipping my arms through the sleeves and belting it around me. Tight.

			“And then?”

			When I turned, I saw that he was put back together, pants buttoned and shirt tucked in. But his skin was still flushed with desire, his thick hair tousled, and it made me even wetter. “And then we can…negotiate further.”

			He reached for me, and this time my heart thudded only in anticipation. When he slipped his arms around my waist, I put my hands on his chest and kissed his lips for the first time that night. They were warm and soft, and they opened over mine as he teased me with his tongue. “I like negotiating with you,” he said, trying to untie my robe. I pushed him back.

			“Later. The phone is in the front hall.”

			He raised his brows. “Don’t you want to supervise me? Make sure I say exactly what I’m supposed to?”

			“I trust you.” The words were out of my mouth before I could think. Enzo stared at me a moment, his expression curious, but he said nothing before leaving me alone in my room.

			When he was gone, I looked in the mirror. My damp hair was a tangled mess, and my face was as flushed as Enzo’s, but what caught my eye was the necklace. The stones at the base of my throat glittered in the lamplight. He bought this for her. Why—because he loved her? Because her father owned a distillery? Was this a token of affection or a bribe to sweeten a deal? What was she to him? And where the hell did I fit into his life?

			I didn’t. I wouldn’t.

			Reaching behind my neck, I unclasped the necklace, furious with myself. What are you thinking, getting all rosy-cheeked and puckering up for him? Don’t be a fool. You don’t trust him and he doesn’t trust you. What he said was right—you each have something the other wants, and that’s where the relationship begins and ends. You want to fool around, fine, but don’t fool yourself into thinking this “partnership” is anything more than another business deal.

			I put the necklace in the box, my bare neck hot with shame. I never should have worn it. I never should have told him I trusted him—he would only take advantage of it. Putting the top on the box, I pressed it shut and vowed I’d never wear the damn thing again. I’m giving it back. And if I ever see it on that lousy little tart, I’ll laugh in her pug-nosed face about where it’s been. 

			Grabbing the box, I switched off the lamp and left my room. I was heading down the stairs when Enzo started to yell.

			Hurrying into the kitchen, I saw him shouting obscenities into the phone—at least I assumed that’s what they were, since he was yelling in Italian. He smashed the receiver onto the hook and ran a hand through his hair, seething. It was the most unhinged I’d ever seen him.

			“What’s going on?” I asked, my voice high with panic. 

			“I have to go.” With barely a look at me, he headed for the front door.

			“Hey!” I grabbed him by the elbow. “Just a minute. Is your father releasing him tonight or not?”

			Enzo closed his eyes and exhaled. “Something is going on. I just can’t figure out what the fuck it is.” He looked at me again. “Your father is missing.”

		
			

	
		Chapter Sixteen

			 

			My jaw dropped. “Missing?” 

			Enzo nodded, staring me down. “As of this morning, although this is the first I’ve heard of it.”

			“You mean, he escaped?”

			“Impossible. Not without help.”

			I didn’t know whether to be excited that he’d escaped or worried that he was gone without a trace. Then I realized why Enzo was looking at me so intently. “It wasn’t me, Enzo.” 

			“I don’t think it was you. At least, I don’t think you physically removed him.”

			I narrowed my eyes. “But you think it was my idea. That I arranged it.”

			He said nothing for a moment, and I slammed the necklace box into his torso. He grabbed it with both hands and grimaced.

			“Search the house, Enzo! He’s not here. Search the fucking garage, the store, I don’t care!” I pointed a finger in his face. “Only stop acting like you’re going to seduce me one minute and then strangle me the next.”

			He glared at me, seething. “That is, in fact, exactly how I feel about you.”

			I slapped him. Hard, right across his handsome face, fury pounding through my veins.

			I wanted to do it again, but he grabbed my wrist on the second swing, and when I brought the other hand up he got that one too, the necklace box hitting the floor with a smack. We grappled for a few seconds, knocking the phone off the hall table. I was overpowered quickly and backed up against the wall, my wrists pinned on either side of my ear. His breath bathed my lips, and his eyes flashed with rage and passion.

			“So which is it now?” I asked through clenched teeth.

			“Both.” Smashing his mouth to mine, he released one wrist and wrapped his hand around the front of my neck, his fingertips digging into my skin without actually cutting off air. I should have brought my knee up hard, or at least bit him, but instead I licked his lips, searching for his tongue with my own, desperate to drive him as mad as he drove me. 

			He stepped back, dropping his arms. Our chests rose and fell. 

			“Go find him, and bring him back here,” I demanded. “You’ll get the money when I see he’s unharmed. And take that goddamn necklace with you.” 

			Without another word, he picked up the jewelry box, turned on his heel and stormed out the front door.

			#

			Upstairs, I sat still as stone on my bed and tried to think through this new twist. Daddy is missing? Where the hell is he? And if he showed up here, what would I do? It would look like I’d lied to Enzo, and then he wouldn’t hold up his end of our deal—to leave my family alone. Tipping over, I lay my head on my pillow and curled into a ball. His scent still lingered in my bedroom, and I inhaled deeply. 

			What am I doing with him?

			Despite our inability to keep our hands to ourselves, the two of us would always be suspicious of each other. His passion for me was matched by his need for power and a capacity for violence. I was torn between not wanting to betray a friend and protecting my family against further harm—not to mention my all-consuming attraction to him. But our desire could not dissolve our distrust, and our distrust poisoned our desire.

			We were toxic from start to finish. 

			#

			Somehow I must have fallen asleep, because I woke with a start when I heard the shatter of breaking glass. Heart pounding, I bolted out of bed and dashed to the dresser, yanked open my underwear drawer and pulled out the gun. I’d never fired a gun before but my hands instinctively closed around the hilt, one finger on the trigger. I froze at my bedroom door, listening for an intruder.

			Nothing.

			I counted to ten, my heart thumping in my throat, and ventured through the doorway. 

			Nothing.

			Holding my breath, I took the steps down slowly, both hands on the gun. The light was still on in the front hall. I looked left toward the kitchen and saw nothing amiss, and to my right the front door was still shut tight. Straight ahead, the front room was dark, but as I entered it, the hairs on the back of my neck stood up.

			One front windowpane was busted, and a brick lay on the floor between the sofa and the coffee table. Looking wildly around the room, pointing the gun in every direction, I listened for the hiss of a fuse, recalling what Enzo had said about explosives. But I heard nothing except crickets through the broken window. Lowering the gun, I turned my attention to the brick, which had a piece of paper tied to it with twine. I set the gun down on the table and sat on the couch. Pulling the paper free, I read it.

			It was Daddy’s writing.

			Bring the money to the boat house at midnite tonite or they will kill me

			What time was it? I scrambled to my feet and raced into the kitchen to check the clock. It was almost eleven. Terror squeezed my lungs, and I put my hand over my stomach. Breathe, I reminded myself. In and out. Make a plan.

			I had the money. I had no car, but I could go down to the boathouse on foot, although it would take me about half an hour. The bigger problem was that I didn’t have Joey to go with me, and I had no idea who I’d encounter there. Whoever it was had Daddy for sure—I knew by his chicken scratch handwriting and the way he spelled midnite and tonite.

			Midnight. Tonight.

			I had one hour. 

			I raced up the stairs, ripped off my robe and threw on a chemise and dark blue dress. My hair had dried before I had a chance to even comb it, so I hid it under an oversized cloche. Forgoing stockings, I stepped into my shoes and shoved the money inside a large purse. 

			Right next to the pistol.

			#

			By the time I reached the boathouse drive, my hip was aching, my feet hurt, and my dress was sticking to my skin. I peered through the dense shrubs and undergrowth, reluctant to leave the comforting glow of the lights on Jefferson behind. But I had no choice. Carefully I made my way down the dirt road, trying to avoid turning my ankle in a rut, and jumping at every snapped twig. 

			When the boathouse came into view, lit only by a crescent moon, I stopped. A breeze rustled the trees around me, cooling my skin. I saw no cars. Heard no human voices. Closing my eyes, I exhaled and waited for my hammering pulse to slow down. I wondered how many of them were in the boathouse, and whether Daddy was with them too. How had they gotten here—by boat? I couldn’t see the dock from where I stood, and I’d have to get past the boathouse to check. A few more minutes ticked by while I put off stepping from the trees and facing whoever waited for me inside. 

			Enough stalling. It’s got to be close to midnight.

			Squaring my shoulders, I left my hiding spot and headed toward the boathouse door with one hand in my purse, my fingers on the reassuring metal of the gun.

			I was three feet from the door when a shadow came at me from the direction of the dock. My hand closed around the gun just has a heavy object slammed against my left temple.

			The shadow eclipsed the moon, and everything went dark.

			#

			As the fog lifted, a man in a burlap sack mask with eyeholes stood over me, coiling a rope. When I could see, I realized I was lying down in the bottom of a boat, my wrists tied together in front. Lifting my arms, I touched my sore temple with the back of one hand. The pain reverberated throughout my skull. My hat was gone, but it had probably saved my skin from breaking open. I attempted to sit up, but my head throbbed, making me woozy and nauseous. I fell right back down again, moaning in pain. 

			“Not so fast, doll.” That voice…it was familiar, but I couldn’t place it. Confusion clouded all my senses.

			My purse—I need my purse, I thought through the haze. There’s something in there that will help me. I felt around for it the best I could, but my efforts garnered only a squawk of laughter.

			“Don’t bother, toots. I got the goods right here—the money and the heater. Quite a piece you were packing. Not as good as mine, though.” It was then I noticed the machine gun on the seat behind him. “But I’m gonna pat you down anyway. Been waiting to get my hands on you.”  He knelt and groped me roughly, taking perverse pleasure in running his hands all over me. He laughed some more, an annoying, scratchy heh-heh-heh that prompted my brain to make a connection. 

			The pimply-faced goon, Raymond’s friend. 

			I licked my dry lips. “Harry?”

			“You remember me, huh?” He pulled off the mask.

			“Unfortunately.”

			He squeezed my upper arm and snarled. “Kinda brave for a little girl without her gun. If I hear another insult, you might end up without more than that. Like your pretty face.” 

			“What do you want with me? You got the money, so just let me go.”

			“No chance. Now stay put.” He started the engine, and we took off, heading downriver. Looking back, I could see Daddy’s boat bobbing next to the dock. Clarity was returning with painful jabs to the head. Am I being kidnapped? Where’s Daddy? Are the DiFiores behind this? But it didn’t make sense—unless Enzo had lied about my father being missing and set me up. Was the entire phone conversation a ruse? It was possible, but why would Angel need to trick me into giving him the money a day early? Why wouldn’t Enzo have just taken it earlier tonight? 

			I tried to piece everything together as the boat picked up speed. The heist, the false alarm, the necklace, Enzo and I at the boathouse, the package from Joey, Enzo and I in my bedroom, the phone call, the brick through the window, the blow to the temple, being tied up and taken somewhere by Harry.

			But I was completely baffled. 

			I tried not to panic as the boat swooped through the chop. Stay calm and think. Was it possible Harry was working alone? “Where are we going?” I shouted over the motor, tucking my knees inside my elbows. Suddenly I was chilled to the bone.

			“Niagara Falls, doll. For our honeymoon.” He cackled with glee.

			“Did you take my father?”

			He looked at me. “Maybe.”

			“Where is he?”

			 “At the bottom of the river, waiting for you.”

			“You son of a bitch!” I yelled, kicking at his ankles and seething when he laughed. Frantic to escape, I looked at the black water. I considered jumping in and swimming for it, but knew I’d be no match for a machine gun, especially with my hands tied. I’d be dead in seconds, my bullet-riddled body found days later by some unsuspecting bootlegger or fisherman, the account written up in the papers. Girl Caught in Crossfire of Bootleg Wars. I didn’t want my sisters to suffer that. Hunkering down, I hugged my knees to my chest again and kept my face averted from Harry. If I had to look at him, I’d be sick. Where is he taking me? Did he really kill Daddy? And why doesn’t he just kill me, if that’s what he’s going to do? Finally, I laid my forehead on my knees and wept.

			Eventually, we reached some unlit docks along the river. I saw no one around. Harry pulled up and tied the boat to a post. After jumping onto the wooden platform, he reached down for me and I was forced to give him my arms. He yanked me roughly to my feet like a small child and marched me to a dark-colored Chevrolet. Opening the door, he shoved me in the back seat. “Lie down back there and be quiet. I don’t have any problem taking you out of this, so you better behave.” He slid into the driver’s seat, placing his gun and my purse beside him, and started the car.

			Could I reach the gun? Not without his catching on to me. I lay back across the seat, wiping my nose on my sleeve. I was trapped. 

			#

			After an endless drive on horribly bumpy roads that made my head feel as if someone was beating it with a crowbar, Harry slowed the car. I sat up and looked out the window at a small dilapidated cabin, lit only by the Chevrolet’s headlamps. Panicked, I searched for other houses but saw nothing—just woods. The headlamps went off, and blackness enveloped us. Harry spoke over his shoulder. “No use screaming, so keep your mouth shut. I don’t like girl noise.”

			He put his gun in his coat and got out. When he opened my door, he locked his fingers around my upper arm and dragged me toward the cabin. I’d have a bruise tomorrow for sure. If I have a tomorrow. He led me up a few creaky wooden steps to a lopsided porch and knocked on the front door—a rhythmic series of long and short staccato beats.

			“That’s not the knock,” complained a voice from inside.

			“Shut your mouth and open the fucking door, you idiot,” shouted Harry. “I’ve got her.”

			The door opened, revealing a sparsely furnished room with a plank floor. Ahead of me, a beat-up brown sofa was against the wall. A square table and two mismatched kitchen chairs were off to the left, and in the low light of a few kerosene lanterns, I saw the dim outline of crude bathtub gin equipment in the corner. The door slammed behind us, and lurking there in the shadows was Raymond DiFiore. “Hiya, doll. Glad to see me?”

			“No.” I narrowed my eyes at him, then looked around for Enzo. If he’d set me up, I was going to kick him in the balls, and then kill him. I was pretty sure Raymond would let me.

			“Where do you want her?” Harry asked, releasing his grip on my arm. 

			“How much she have on her?”

			“Didn’t count it yet.” Harry pulled the wad of bills out of his pants pocket. 

			Raymond snatched it. “I wanna count it.” Harry rolled his eyes but allowed Raymond to shuffle through the bills. “Fifty-six hundred,” Raymond announced proudly.

			“Wrong,” I said. “There’s only five grand there, you idiot. It’s what I owe your father.”

			“Don’t make funna me!” he yelled in my face. “You should be nice. I told Harry not to hurt you. And I sent you a present.” He huffed. “I’ll count it again.” 

			A present? The realization turned my stomach. The necklace. Raymond had stolen the necklace from Enzo’s apartment and sent it to me. But why?

			He parsed through the stack of bills with an agonizing lack of haste as I shuddered, disgusted that I had worn a gift from this jerk. And I didn’t see how it made sense. He’d stolen from his own brother? Maybe Enzo isn’t involved.

			“Yep. About Five G’s.” Raymond looked pleased with himself and pocketed some cash.

			“Hey, gimme some too,” demanded Harry. 

			Raymond looked put out, but he handed Harry a few bills and tamped the rest of it together. “Should I put this behind the pishmission?”

			“Partition! Partition! How many goddamn times I gotta tell you how to say that word!” shouted Harry. “And it’s not a partition, it’s just a wall. You drive me fuckin’ crazy.” He grabbed the money from Raymond. “Move the sofa.” 

			Raymond did as he was told, revealing a removable panel in the wall. Behind it was a stash of guns, booze, and cash. My insides twisted painfully—this was an elaborate setup. What did they want with me? 

			Harry shut the panel and moved the sofa back in place. “Now where should I put her? In the bedroom?”

			“Yeah. For now.” Raymond looked at me, a glint in his eye. “I think you’ll like it there, got a little surprise for you.”

			“Wait a minute.” I dug my heels in before Harry could drag me away. “Why are you keeping me here? What do you want?”

			“What everyone wants, doll,” said Raymond with a ghoulish leer. “A piece of the pie.”

			 “And since no one was gonna give us any, we decided to serve ourselves.” Harry laughed obnoxiously before giving me a shove down a short hallway to our left. He opened a door and pushed me through it, pulling it closed behind him.

			The room was dark and fetid. As my eyes adjusted, I saw a bed in front of me. 

			Someone was on it. 

			I gasped, and the person moved. At least it’s not a dead body, I thought with temporary relief.  But was it one of them? Pressing my back to the door, I stiffened. “Who’s there?” 

			The person sat up. “Tiny?”

		
			

	
		Chapter Seventeen

			 

			It was Daddy.

			Relief flooded me and I rushed toward him, my throat closing up. Our reunion wasn’t joyful, exactly, but it was as happy as we had ever been to see one another. We embraced the best we could with one of his hands cuffed to a metal bed frame and my wrists tied together. I leaned into him, weeping on his chest, and he squeezed me with one arm. His shirt smelled terrible, but I didn’t care.

			“They kept telling me they were going to hurt you,” he said, sniffling a little. I hadn’t seen him cry since my mother died. “Are the girls all right?”

			“They didn’t hurt me,” I lied, hoping it was too dark for him to see the bruise on my head. When I sat up, I let my hair fall over it, just in case. “And everyone is fine. I had Bridget take them out of town. But what’s going on? Why’d they bring us here?” I attempted to wipe my nose with the back of one bound hand, but it was difficult. 

			“I’ve no idea. For days I was kept in a basement room somewhere, and then in the middle of last night I was blindfolded, cuffed, and brought here. Who are they?” 

			“The dark one is Raymond DiFiore, Angel’s son. The other is his pal, Harry.” I glanced toward the door and lowered my voice. “Do you think they did this behind Angel’s back?” 

			“Why do it this way otherwise?”

			“I don’t know. Maybe they just wanted the rest of the ransom money for themselves. But why kidnap me?”

			Daddy’s shoulders slumped. “I’m sorry, Tiny. This is all my fault. I should’ve never ignored those black hand letters asking for payment.”

			“No. You shouldn’t have.” A spark of anger shot through me. “Especially not after Vince. You know what these guys are capable of.”

			He straightened up a little. “I know, but it’s never been like this! A man could make his money the way he wanted to, without paying up to anybody.”

			“Those days are over, Daddy,” I said, recalling what Joey told me about independent bootleggers. “Everybody pays up now.” A glance out the lone window revealed no sign of dawn. My eyes had adjusted to the dark, and the four walls seemed to close in on me. How had things gone so wrong? Just hours ago I was standing naked in my bedroom next to Enzo. A little hope nibbled at my despair. Maybe he can help us. 

			I took a breath. “Angel’s older son, Enzo, came to see me today.”

			“Why?”

			“Because a gang hijacked a shipment of rum he had sent from New York, and he wondered if I was behind it.”

			“Why would he think that?”

			“Because the guy who was behind it, Sam Scarfone and the River Gang, used your hearses to transport the load. A few men were killed.”

			“What! Jesus Christ, Tiny!” The cuffs rattled against the metal bed frame as Daddy got agitated. “Why the hell did he have my hearses?”

			The ropes chaffed my wrists as I jerked my arms around in frustration. “Because I gave them to him. I had to, so he’d allow me to get the whisky I needed to make the ransom money. See, Sam and the River Gang control bootlegging on the water now,” I said bitterly. “You want to smuggle whisky from Canada, you’re gonna pay him for the privilege.”

			His shoulders squared. “The hell with that!”

			Unbelievable. “That attitude is what got us into trouble in the first place! This is how it is now—you want to run booze, you’re gonna have to pick a side and pay up.” I had to whisper, but my tone was raw with ferocity.

			Daddy scratched his face, which was covered with days-old beard growth. “What’s Joey say?”

			“Joey made his choice. He’s working for Scarfone, and right now he’s in Chicago trying to unload that stolen rum. He’s the one who gave me the last five grand to spring you, which is now in Harry and Raymond’s stash.”

			“Jesus. Musta been a big load.”

			 “It was. Not only of rum, but opium too, which I don’t think Scarfone knew.” But just then I realized he might have known the whole time. Maybe that’s why he wanted that shipment so badly. “But we’re not lining up behind the River Gang. I made a deal with Enzo.”

			Daddy jerked his chin at me. “What kind of deal?”

			“In exchange for their leaving our family alone, I promised to get some information out of Joey, just enough for Enzo to get back what he lost in that heist.”

			He was silent a minute. “So then we should line up behind Scarfone—at least, we should make it look like it.”

			Was he right? I supposed so, although the duplicity involved made my skin crawl. One false move in either direction could land Daddy—or me—in big trouble.

			“But we’ve got to get out of here first,” he went on. “If we can escape the cabin, do you know how to get back to the city?”

			“No. We’d need a car. We’re way out of town.” Sitting up taller, I made a decision. “I’m gonna ask them what they want. I can’t stay trapped like this.”

			“No!” The cuffs rattled on the bed frame. “Don’t go out there alone. They might hurt you.”

			“They could have done it already. I don’t think that’s what they want.” I stood up and tried the door. Unlocked. Squinting at the light, I walked into the front room.

			“Hey, who told ya you could come out?” asked Raymond. He and Harry were sitting at the table, counting all the cash I’d seen behind the panel. 

			“Enjoy the reunion?” Harry snickered.

			“Listen,” I said. “You got the money. What else do you want?”

			“We’re still thinking about that.” Raymond got to his feet and stretched. His bulky chest strained against his shirt, which probably used to be white but was now grayish with yellowed underarms. It was amazing how someone who looked so much like Enzo could disgust me so much. “My first idea was to take your money and buy some dope to sell. I’m tired of being cut out of all the deals my father and brother make.”

			“But you’re stealing from your own family.”

			Raymond shrugged. “I was gonna give it back—after I doubled it. They’re gonna see how I can be a…asset to the operation.”

			I marveled at the backward logic. “I’m not sure this is the right way to do it.”

			“Nobody asked you, slut,” said Harry. “So shut the fuck up.”

			 “Don’t call her that!” Raymond snapped. He moved toward me and I backed up. “Things are different now,” he continued. “Harry told me about the hijacking, and we figure that those hearses were the very same ones we saw at your pop’s garage. So now that I’ve got you too, I’ll make a new plan. Figure out how to use you to my best perantage.”

			“Advantage.” Harry shook his head. “Jesus, you’re fuckin’ stupid.”

			“Shut up!” screamed Raymond, his face mottling with rage. He put his hands to his head and grabbed two fistfuls of black hair. “Stop calling me stupid all the time!”

			“Then quit saying stupid fucking things,” Harry said calmly. He didn’t even look up from the cash.

			“You know what,” seethed Raymond, nostrils flaring. “I’m fuckin’ done with you.” With that, he picked up a pistol lying on the table and fired five shots into Harry’s chest and head before I could even blink.

			The noise was deafening. I screamed as Harry’s body jerked and his chair went over backward. Daddy yelled “Tiny!” as my feet pounded down the hallway to the bedroom. Kicking the door shut behind me, I collapsed on the floor and crawled to the farthest wall, popping stitches in my dress. I opened my mouth to tell Daddy what happened but couldn’t speak. It was like someone was sitting on my chest—I couldn’t get enough air in my lungs, and my ears were ringing from the shots.

			“What?” Daddy kept saying. “What happened?”

			The bedroom door opened, and Raymond appeared. “I had to shut Harry up. I was sick of him.” He held up one finger. “And, he was mean. But this wasn’t in my plans, so now I have to think.” He shut the door, leaving us alone.

			I was numb. “He killed him. Shot him. Right there in the front room. I saw it,” I whispered. “I saw it.” 

			“Listen, Tiny,” Daddy said, his voice steady. “I know this is hard, but don’t panic. I think you’re right—if he wanted us dead, he could have done it already. And now there’s only one of them but two of us. Let me think.”

			I was a quivering blob of jelly—I couldn’t think about anything but watching the life being jolted out of a human being. Sitting back against the wall, I hugged my arms to my chest and shivered. Daddy asked me about the roads we took to get here, the area outside, the distance I thought we’d driven, but I couldn’t answer any of his questions. From the front room we heard thumping and scraping and something being dragged across the floor. He’s getting rid of the body, I thought, bile rising in my throat. What if we’re next? My teeth began to chatter. I’m too young to die. I haven’t even lived yet. I never got to see New York or Paris or Enzo with all his clothes off. Would the silent, murky depths of this stinking cabin be the last place I’d see on earth?

			We had to get out. I didn’t care what it took.

			“Daddy,” I said quietly. “If I can convince Raymond to let you go and keep me, will you go?”

			“No! I’m not leaving you with that animal!” Daddy’s whisper was vicious.

			With difficulty, I got off the floor and sat next to him on the bed. “Listen to me. If he agrees, you go back to the city and find Enzo.”

			“Why?”

			“Because he’s not involved in this, and he’ll know what to do.”

			Daddy went silent, scratching his face again. “You trust him?”

			“I do right now.” It could all change tomorrow. “I just wish I could think of a way to get Raymond to trust me.”

			“You have to give him something he wants, make him think you’re on his side.”

			I shuddered.

			“You’re smarter than he is. Talk to him. Figure him out.”

			I chewed on my lip for a few minutes, thinking it over. I knew what he wanted and how his mind worked. All I had to do was convince him I had a way for him to impress his father and outdo his brother. After a while, a plan formed in my head, but it was risky. How far was I willing to go? “I’ve got an idea. If it works, you know what to do. I’m going to call him in here.”

			“What are you going to say?” Daddy sounded shocked.

			“Just go with it. And if it works, find Enzo as soon as possible.” I took a deep breath. “Raymond! Are you out there?”

			Heavy footfalls thumped down the hall. The bedroom door burst open. “Yeah?” Lit from behind with sickly yellow gaslight, he looked ominous, like a Hollywood monster. His shirt was even more disgusting now, smeared with Harry’s blood. My stomach turned.  

			“I want to talk to you.”

			He cocked his head. “About what?”

			“About what you were saying…you know, making your own deals. Getting your own rackets and proving to your pop you can be an asset to him.”

			“Yeah?”

			“Well, we have an idea.”

			He ran a hand through his hair, a gesture I’d seen Enzo make before, and crossed his arms. “I’m listening.”

			With a silent apology to Joey, I said, “I know who hijacked your shipment. I think you could get it back.”

			“How?”

			“Well, my friend Joe is working for Scarfone now. He was bragging to me just today that he’s guarding those loaded hearses in a warehouse until Sunday, and then they’re going to take them to Chicago. But I know where the warehouse is. We could steal back those hearses with the rum still in them. Imagine showing up at the club with all that booze. You’d be a hero.”

			“Yeah, I would.” He dropped his arms and stood straighter. “So where’s the warehouse?”

			“It’s near Eastern Market. But Joe’s not going to talk to you—you’d be shot if you even got close. However, he would talk to my father. You let him go, and he’ll approach Joe and convince him to steal it back for you.”

			“Why would your friend do that?” Raymond asked. “Scarfone will kill him.”

			“Because,” said Daddy. “He’s not going to have a choice. I know a lot of cops, and I’ll show up there with a few of them. They’ll do me the favor of cuffing him in exchange for a few cases of rum. Then me and a few guys drive the hearses to the club for you.”

			“Your pop will give you your own rackets for sure,” I said quickly, my voice oozing admiration, “maybe even the whole club.” I stood and sidled closer to him. “I heard he was going to give it to Enzo, but now that you’re the big time bootlegger, I bet he gives it to you. Then we’ll have that drink you promised me.”

			Raymond considered this. “I want more out of it.”

			I panicked, but Daddy spoke up. “How about a share in my bootleg business and the garage? I’ll give you the percentage your pop wanted—I’ll even raise it. He’ll be impressed you managed to get more out of me than he could.”

			“Yeah, he will.” Raymond was coming around, I could sense it. My skin tingled with the possibility of victory. “What percentage?” he asked.

			“Fifty,” I said. “You can have half.”

			“That’s good.” He nodded. “But I still want more.”

			“What else is there?” I fidgeted, trying to keep from screaming at him.

			His eyes raked over me. “You.” 

			“She’s not part of the offer,” Daddy said firmly. I was so repulsed I couldn’t find a voice.

			“Then no deal.” Raymond crossed his arms again. “I get her, or you get to spend your remaining days out in the woods with Harry and I’ll take your business anyway.”

			I heard the ching of the cuffs on the bed as Daddy struggled with his temper and knew I’d better speak up. Swallowing my fear, I said, “OK, Raymond. You can have me too. Whatever you want. Do we have a deal?”

			“Tiny, no!” Daddy yelled.

			“Deal.” Raymond grabbed my arm and dragged me from the bedroom. 

			“Wait! Where are you taking me?” I demanded. “What about letting my father go?”

			 “He’s staying here for now.”

			My blood froze. What had I done? “Daddy!”

			“You be quiet, girlie. Don’t make me mad.” He extinguished the lanterns and opened the cabin’s front door. Then he picked up a gun from the table and poked it into my side. “We’re going back to the city. No funny business.”

			In the driveway, I considered making a run for it, but I had no idea where I was and guessed he could probably shoot me pretty easily in the open space. Not to mention what he’d do to Daddy, a sitting duck in there, cuffed to the bed. I looked in every direction but saw no sign of sunrise. No way to even tell which way was east or west.  

			Raymond opened the car door, pushed me into the back seat, and told me to get down. He drove while I wept, bumping around in the back seat on pocked rural roads. Please, God, I begged silently. Help me. When the ride smoothed out, I picked up my head. We were on city streets now, and the first signs of dawn lit the sky. I recognized the garage where he parked—it was the same one Enzo took me to during the raid. We’re going to Club 23. The idea pumped some life into me—maybe Enzo was there. Raymond yanked me out of the car and stuck the pistol in my side again. 

			We went through the tunnel into the club, up several flights of stairs, and emerged in an unfamiliar hallway dimly lit with ornate brass wall sconces. A dark red carpet runner lay in the center of the polished wood floor, giving the appearance of a hotel. Were these private rooms or apartments? Was Enzo here somewhere? If I called out for him, would Raymond shoot me? Recalling the speed with which he shot Harry, I decided not to risk it. 

			Raymond took a jumble of keys from his coat pocket and fumbled with them. After two unsuccessful tries, he located the correct key and opened the door to a bedroom. Some light spilled in from the hallway, illuminating a large mahogany bed made up with white linens. A dresser was opposite the bed, an ornate lamp whose shade dripped with dark purple fringe stood next to a mirror in one corner, and white lace curtains stretched from floor to ceiling over the windows. A narrow door opened onto a tiny bathroom, which I eyed thankfully. 

			Raymond pushed me in. “Now you be good and quiet in here. If you do everything I say, we still got our deal.”

			“Wait.” I held up my wrists. “Can you please cut this rope? I have to use the bathroom.”

			“Oh. Yeah, I guess I could.” Pulling a knife from his muddy boot, he slashed the rope, and my arms were blissfully free.

			“Thanks.” I felt like adding you asshole, but I bit my tongue.

			He stuck the knife back in his boot and left, shutting the door behind him. The lock clicked. I went to the cheval mirror in the corner, wincing at the blackish purple bruise at my temple. I wish I had some aspirin. After I used the bathroom and washed up, I fell back across the foot of the bed. Closing my eyes, I waited for the tears to flow again, but they didn’t. In my head, a thousand little spiders spun webs of fear, anger, confusion, and pain. But I refused to give up. Tangled in there somewhere was a little thread of hope.

			If only I could think clearly, make a plan. In a fog of mental and physical fatigue, I saw Enzo walking away from me in the alley again. Don’t fall asleep. Stay awake. Stay awake. But my heavy eyelids refused to open.  OK, I’ll just rest for a minute or two. I’ll think better if I’m refreshed.

			Numb with exhaustion, I slept.

			I awoke to someone touching my face.

		
			

	
		Chapter Eighteen

			 

			I opened my eyes and rolled away when I realized it was Raymond’s sweaty palm on my cheek. “Getting your beauty sleep? That’s good. I like my girl to be fresh.”

			“I’m not your girl.” I scrambled backward on the bed. 

			His face darkened. “Hey, we made a deal. So you don’t question me.” 

			I twisted my fingers together. “But—but you’re so handsome, Raymond. You could have any girl you wanted, I bet.” The words made my skin itch.

			He nodded. “You’re right about that. I could. And that girl is you.” He slid off the bed and stood. “We got an important meeting today.”

			“What meeting? With who?”

			“With my father. So’s he can see what I’m doing.” He pouted. “I’m sick of being on the side all the time. I want my piece of the pie. Enzo’s been eatin’ my share all my life.”

			 “The greedy bastard,” I commiserated.

			Raymond looked pleased. “Yeah.” He rocked back on his heels, opening his arms wide. “But now look—I’ll be way bigger than Enzo. I’m gettin’ the hijacked booze back, I arranged to get a percentage of Jack O’Mara’s rackets, and I got a hot little fancy, just like him.”

			I wondered what he meant by that last bit, but I was too scared to ask. At this point, I’d agree to almost anything—as long as he didn’t try to touch me again.

			“I can’t wait to see their faces when they realize,” he went on. “I just hope they permeciate all the work it took.”

			“Appreciate.” 

			He grimaced. “You better…’preciate it too, doll. I coulda hurt both you and your pop a hunnerd times already. But no.” He hooked his thumbs in his braces. “I been a gentleman about it.” 

			I was tempted to shove him to the floor and make a run for it. But I didn’t think I could take him down—he wasn’t as tall as Enzo, but he was a lot bulkier. 

			He waved a hand at me. “Now go clean yourself up. I gotta go get your pop and work out the details of our arrangement. I’ll be back later.” He turned to leave but halted abruptly, lurching back around and reaching for me. Before I could protest he grabbed me by the shoulders, pushed me backward on the bed, and smashed his face to mine. I could barely breathe against his smothering lips, and his chest was unbearably heavy. I did my best to squirm out from under him, twisting my face from side to side, but he had my arms pinned. Finally, he let go and backed off, and I wiped my mouth with my sleeve.

			Raymond harrumphed. “You better get used to that. A man’s got a right to kiss his girl.” He adjusted the crotch of his pants.

			I’m not your girl! I wanted to scream. But Daddy wasn’t safe yet, so I pressed my lips together.

			“That’s better.” He smoothed the front of his shirt and exited, closing the door behind him. 

			I wiped my mouth again. My head still hurt, but my mind was much clearer now that I’d gotten a little rest. I slid off the bed and went to the window. 

			The day was overcast but it looked like late morning, maybe early afternoon. The window opened a little, but not enough for me to get through and it was too high to jump anyway; the concrete below looked very unforgiving. The window faced the alley behind the building, and I didn’t see anyone to shout to. 

			A telephone—maybe there was a telephone in here somewhere! I searched every inch of the room but came up with nothing. And who would you call anyway? The police? I bit my lip. There was only one person who could help at this point, and that was Enzo. How could I find him? Scream? Bang on the door?

			The door. My eyes slid sideways to it. Raymond hadn’t been holding keys in his hands when he left. Slowly, a prayer on my lips, I moved toward the door, reached out, grasped the knob, and twisted.

			Unlocked.

			I gasped in happy surprise. Poking my head out, I saw no one, so I stepped into the hall and closed the door softly behind me. I slipped down the carpeted hall into the stairwell, where I paused to catch my breath and think for a moment. Where could Enzo be? I figured I had at least two hours while Raymond drove to that cabin and back, but still I moved quickly, my feet a blur as I descended three flights of stairs. 

			At the bottom, I listened for a moment before opening the door. Hearing nothing, I pushed it open and peeked out onto a narrow, low-ceilinged hallway with a beige-tiled floor and cinderblock walls. It didn’t look familiar. I tried to orient myself in the building but couldn’t, and my heart was beating so loud it was hard to think—or were those footsteps coming down the stairs behind me? With no time to deliberate, I chose to go left, scurrying down the passage and pushing open the heavy metal door at the end. I caught it before it could make noise slamming shut.

			Turning around, I found myself in a large, dark space. As my vision adjusted, I realized where I was—the room behind the bar at Club 23. 

			This was familiar ground, at least. I ran through the swinging door and out from behind the bar. A moment later I heard the heavy metal door in the storage room slam.

			Shit! 

			I dove to the floor and crawled under a table at one of the curved booths. Some lights came on, and someone began moving bottles behind the bar. If I can move quietly enough, the clanking will cover my steps. I removed my shoes—bare feet would be quietest. But where would I go? Any door I chose, I’d have to cross a stretch of open space where I’d be visible from the bar. After what seemed like an interminable length of time, I decided to go for it and hope the person’s back was turned. My legs were going numb underneath me.

			I popped up from my knees to my feet, knocking the table with the top of my head. My hand flew to my crown and the bottle noise stopped.

			“Hello?” a deep voice called. “Is somebody there?”

			It was Enzo. I was sure of it.

			Crawling out from under the table, I brought my feet underneath me. “Enzo!” I called, darting toward him on bare toes.

			He whipped around and had his gun drawn so quickly I gasped and put my hands up.

			“Tiny?” He dropped his arm and looked at me in shock. “Do you realize I could have shot you? Jesus.” He put his gun back inside his gray coat and came toward me. “What the hell are you doing in here? And what happened to you?” He put his hand on my chin and tilted my head, examining the bruise on my temple. I pushed his arm away.

			“I’m here because your brother had me kidnapped.”

			“What?” Enzo’s forehead wrinkled in confusion.

			“I got a note written by my father telling me to bring the ransom money to the boathouse at midnight last night or he was dead. When I got there, Harry jumped me, clocked me on the head, and took the money. Then he tossed me in a boat and we went downriver, but we ended up at some cabin in the woods, where—by the way—he has my father stashed too.”

			 “Raymond has your father? Impossible.”

			 “Are you listening to me?” I stuck my hands on my hips. “He was just planning on stealing the money and buying some dope to sell. But then he shot and killed Harry for calling him stupid one too many times and decided to rethink his plan.” 

			Enzo looked away, dumbfounded. “Why would Raymond do all this?”

			I threw my hands in the air. “Because he wants to prove himself to your father! He’s jealous of you and wants what you have. I lied and told him I knew how he could get the stolen rum shipment back so he would agree to let my father go. He said yes to the deal once Daddy threw in a percentage of his business and I said he could have me too.”

			“You said what?” Enzo looked at me in shock.

			Heat rushed my face. “I said whatever I had to! Oh—and he’s the one that stole the necklace and sent it to me.” 

			Enzo touched his forehead between his brows and closed his eyes. “Jesus Christ. Where is he now?”

			“He’s driving back to the cabin to pick up my father, I think. He took off after pawing at me a little while ago.”

			“He pawed you?” He picked up his head, anger darkening his face. 

			“Yes. In the room upstairs where he stashed me early this morning.” I shivered.

			Enzo put his hands on my shoulders and looked me in the eye, his handsome jaw set. “I won’t let him hurt you. I promise. Now—”

			“You take your fucking hands off my girl!” shouted Raymond, coming out from behind the bar and pointing a sawed-off shotgun at us.

			Enzo shielded me with his body. “Put that down! Have you lost your goddamn mind?” 

			Raymond fired into a chandelier and I screamed. Crystal and glass fragments rained down from above, clattering onto the tables and floor. 

			Enzo’s hand reached into his coat, but Raymond quickly trained the gun on him. “Not gonna happen that way, brother. I’m done letting you take everything. That girl and her pop’s operation are mine now. And I’m getting the rum shipment back. So you can just stick to your own rackets and your own girl for once.” He moved toward us and grabbed my arm, pulling me from behind Enzo and then shielding his own body with mine as he backed up. “Call Pop. Get him down here.”

			“Let her go first.”

			 “Do it!” screamed Raymond. 

			“Raymond, calm down,” said Enzo quietly.  “Don’t be stupid.” 

			I cringed at the word.

			“I’m not stupid!” Raymond gripped my arm even harder. “And I’m sick of everyone treating me like I am. If you call me names again, I’ll kill you right here.”

			“No!” I met Enzo’s eyes and silently begged him to play Raymond’s game.

			Enzo looked at us a moment longer and went behind the bar to make the call. Raymond’s breath was hot on my neck. “This ain’t the way I wanted it, doll. You shouldn’ta run off.”

			“I’m sorry,” I whimpered. “I was just scared. Please don’t shoot anyone.”

			In a moment, Enzo appeared again. “He’s on his way down. Now let her go, Raymond. You made your point.” He put one hand in the air and with the other, reached into his coat and removed his gun, which he laid on the bar. 

			“Fine.” Raymond released me and I could breathe again. “You sit there,” he ordered, pushing me onto a nearby chair. Enzo met my eyes and nodded slightly, as if to reassure me, but my bones were rattling in my skin. After a minute, the door behind the bar opened again, and Angel strode through, followed by two guards. He looked furious.

			“Raimondo, che diavolo hai combinato? Enzo says you removed Jack O’Mara and abducted his daughter?”

			Raymond’s chin jutted as he gestured at me with the gun. “She was in cahoots with Scarfone. I’m using her to get the booze back.” 

			“That’s funny, since you’re the one who told him about it in the first place,” Enzo snapped.

			“I did not! You don’t know nothin’ about it!” Raymond jabbed me in the shoulder. “She knows where it is. She’s gonna help me get it back. And I made a deal with her pop for a percent of his operation.”

			Angel’s anger simmered beneath the surface, his face ruddy but his tone calm. “Raymond, you acted without thinking and without talking to me. What have I told you about that?”

			“I figured you’d be glad I was taking matters into my own hands.”

			“Do I look glad?” 

			Raymond, looking less sure of himself, shifted his weight from one foot to the other. “No. But I can get the shipment back. She said—”

			“Of course she did.” Angel glanced at me. “I’m sure she said any number of things to convince you to let her go.”

			“But I didn’t let her go.” Raymond perked up. “I still got her pop too. And the ransom money.”

			 “Congratulations,” spat Enzo. “You did one fucking thing right.”

			“That’s enough from you,” Angel said, holding his palm up to Enzo and then glaring at him. “You made mistakes too.” He turned back to Raymond. “You said you made a deal for a percentage of Jack O’Mara’s operation?” 

			“Yeah.” Raymond rocked forward on his toes and jabbed my shoulder again. “She said fifty percent. Half.” He nodded at me, as if I was supposed to back him up.

			“Is this true, Miss O’Mara?” Angel asked.

			 My throat was so dry I could barely speak. “I—I’m sure my father will make a deal with you once he’s released.”

			“That ain’t what you said before!” Raymond exploded. “She said we’d be partners! And her pop wouldn’t cross me because she’s gonna be my fancy!”

			“You’re out of your fuckin’ mind,” seethed Enzo, his teeth bared. 

			“You shut up!” Raymond marched over to his brother, and it stunned me how alike they looked in their fury, face to face that way. “And you stay away from her! You got your own fancy. Now I’m getting everything I want!” 

			I couldn’t stand it anymore. “What’s a fancy?”

			“He means fiancée.” Enzo stared Raymond down, fists balled.

			“I know what I mean!” Raymond yelled. But his voice came at me through a tunnel as his words registered. Enzo has a fiancée? The whole time I’d known him, he’d been engaged to that squeaky little girl? The club spun around me. 

			When I focused again, Angel was speaking. “Where is he, Raymond?”

			“The cabin outside Pontiac. The one with the still out back.”

			Enzo looked at me then, and I injected my stare with pure venom. He shook his head, as if to say I didn’t understand. But I understood. He was a bastard, just like the rest of them, only better looking. I set my face in stone and looked away. I wasn’t sure why it shocked me so much, but it did.

			Angel motioned to his guards. “Bring Jack O’Mara back to the city. I have a prior engagement tonight, but I’ll speak with him tomorrow.” He turned to Raymond. “He’d better still be there. And the money too.”

			Raymond colored again. “It’s there.”

			“Good. Until we’re sure, we’ll just keep his daughter safe and sound here. Now will someone take her to a nice room and let her relax? See that she has everything she needs to be comfortable.” He came toward me and I shrank back.

			“No need to be frightened, cara. We’re going to work together now.” He leaned over and kissed each cheek. His lips were cold. 

			#

			I refused to look at Enzo as he followed his father out of the club. After I retrieved my shoes, a guard led me to a room much like the one I’d been in before—still no phone and no way to get out the window. I sat on the bed, my head pounding. After a short time, a maid brought a tray of roasted chicken and vegetables. She set it on the dresser and left without speaking, and I stared at the food for a few minutes. It looked and smelled so delicious, it wore down my determination not to accept any favors from the DiFiores. I ate every bite. And licked the plate. 

			A few minutes later, the maid brought a stack of white towels and some soap, a toothbrush, and a tube of Colgate. I looked at the maid in disbelief, a timid woman probably in her forties, wearing a black uniform with a white apron. “So what am I, then, guest or prisoner?” I asked her. 

			“Miss,” she said, leaving the room without ever meeting my eyes.

			I sighed. The truth was probably somewhere in between. 

			After I cleaned up, I put on my chemise but left the dirty blue dress on the chair. Once I got home, I planned on burning it. Crawling into the bed, I got under the covers and looked out the window. My mind was reeling as I tried to digest the horrors I’d experienced. 

			I’d been kidnapped at gunpoint. Robbed. I’d seen a man shot to death. I’d made a deal with Raymond to free Daddy and been taken hostage myself. I’d learned that Enzo has a fiancée. 

			Somehow, it was that final thought that tore the first sob from my chest.

			Why? I thought angrily, tears leaking from my eyes. Why the hell should it? It wasn’t as if I’d thought I would marry him. We never should have fooled around in the first place. Had he owed me the whole truth? Admittedly, part of our spark was how forbidden it was. And I’d already known about Gina, although I’d assumed she was only his girlfriend. So what was I so mad about? 

			Wiping my eyes, I flopped onto my side and curled into a ball, considering a new wrinkle. Did I have feelings for him I hadn’t admitted to myself, or even recognized? But that was ridiculous! An intense physical attraction like ours didn’t mean anything. He told me himself I drove him crazy. We don’t even really like each other, for God’s sake. Maybe Gina’s the one to feel sorry for, a future with a man like that.

			But I couldn’t bring myself to pity her.

			#

			A while later—a glance out my window showed a black sky—I heard a soft knock. It wasn’t Raymond’s hamfisted pounding, so I went to the door. “Yes?” 

			“It’s me.” The voice was Enzo’s. “Can I come in?”

			My legs went rubbery. Half of me was furious with him; the other half knew I shared the blame. So he’d hidden some truth—I had too. “I suppose.” I opened the door, and saw the flicker of desire in his eyes as he took in my bare shoulders and legs.

			“How are you?” he asked quietly, hands in his pockets. His hair was slightly tousled and his collar was loose, making him look much like he had leaving my bedroom last night. All that plus the soft, warm expression on his face was enough to make my breath come quicker. Don’t look at me that way, you son of a bitch.

			 “OK.” I stepped back, allowing him to enter, and closed the door.

			“Have you eaten?” He crossed to the windowsill and leaned against it. “I asked them to bring you dinner.” 

			“I ate.” Perching stiffly at the edge of the bed, I stared at the floor. “Has my father been released?”

			 “Yes. I spoke with my father and he agreed to let Jack go home. I saw to it myself.”

			I looked sharply at him. “Then why am I still—”

			“My father wants to keep you here until the terms of the deal are decided, which will be sometime tomorrow. I assured Jack you would be under my protection tonight.”

			“How convenient,” I snapped. We stared at each other as the tension ratcheted up another notch. 

			“Tiny, about what Raymond said. I—”

			“I don’t want to talk about anything he said. None of it matters.”

			He nodded. “Fair enough.”

			A hot laugh escaped me. “Fair. What’s fair?” I glared at him. “It isn’t fair that my mother died giving birth ten years ago. Or that my little sisters are growing up with me for a mother. It isn’t fair that my brother-in-law was shot twenty-one times protecting some fat boss who probably didn’t give a shit about him. It isn’t fair that my nephews will grow up without a father.” I stood up, the heat of indignation rushing through my veins. “It isn’t fair that I used up all my tuition money to pay the ransom your father demanded. And it isn’t fair that I’m trapped here—in this room, in this city, in this life.” I turned away from him, my arms tight across my chest. “And it definitely isn’t fair that I still want you. So stop looking at me that way.” 

			 Silence. “I can’t. I wish I could.” 

			 I heard his footsteps on the wood floor. When he put his hands on my shoulders, it sent gooseflesh down my arms. I sighed. “Go away, Enzo.”

			He slipped aside one strap of my chemise and rubbed his lips on my skin.

			I stepped out of his reach and met his eyes. “You could have told me you were engaged to be married.”

			“Why? Would it have made a difference?”

			“Yes. I wouldn’t have…done those things with you.” 

			“I’m not getting married any time soon, Tiny. It was more of a business deal than anything else. I told you, Gina’s father owns a distillery, and I want to—”

			“Please.” I held up one hand. “You’re making it worse.”

			He was quiet a moment. “You know, you still owe me some information.”

			I narrowed my eyes. “We need to renegotiate our terms. The situation has changed.”

			“Oh?”

			“Yes. If my father still has to give up a percentage of his business to you, and I’m going to put myself at risk so you can get your revenge on Scarfone, I want a piece of the action. Enough to pay my tuition this fall.”

			He raised an eyebrow. “You do a good job for me, I’ll see that you have what you need. More even.”

			“And you’ll keep your brother away from me.” I shuddered.

			Enzo set his mouth in a line. “He won’t bother you.”

			“Good. Then we have a deal.” I held out my hand, and he looked at it.

			“That’s how you want to seal it?”

			“Of course it isn’t. But you have a fancy, remember?”

			He smiled ruefully but took my hand and squeezed it. “If you change your mind, I’m going to stay in the room next door tonight.” He let himself out and I locked the door a moment later, my heart tripping faster. He shouldn’t have told me he was staying next door. 

			I wished there was a way to lock myself in.

		
			

	
		Chapter Nineteen

			 

			The clock on the bedside table told me it was just after ten when Enzo left. For a moment, I forgot what day it was, and then realized it was Friday—the club downstairs was probably packed. I was amazed I couldn’t hear the music up here and wondered if Evelyn had come back with her new friend. How nice would it be just to meet a handsome guy at a club? Share a drink, a dance, a laugh, a kiss, maybe more... My head still ached and my limbs felt heavy as I crawled between the cool white sheets again and closed my eyes. I was exhausted. 

			But I couldn’t sleep.

			He’s right next door. One wall away. 

			Did he wear pajamas or sleep naked? I felt that weightless swoosh in my belly, the one I got every time I thought about Enzo’s body. 

			Don’t think about it. 

			I punched the pillow a few times and put my face in it. How absurd that I wanted him even more now that I knew he had a fiancée. Maybe we can be together just once more, I thought, desire seeping beneath my resolve. One more time won’t hurt anybody. And I’ll never stay here overnight again, so I won’t be tempted like this in the future. 

			I sat up and swung my legs over the edge of the bed.

			Should I?

			Of course not! 

			“But I want to,” I heard myself whine softly.

			A clicking noise at the door sent a chill up my spine. It opened and slammed. Before I had time to react, someone was upon me in the blackness, thrashing around and fumbling with my chemise. I couldn’t see anything, but the bulky chest told me who it was before he even spoke.

			“You little whore.” Raymond shoved me onto my back. “I know Enzo was in here. For once he wants what I have and I’m not gonna let him take it.” He dragged my slip up to my hips. One hand clamped down on my mouth and he used the other one to undo his pants. Frantically I fought him off, bringing one knee up sharply into his groin. “Bitch!” He slapped me across the face and grabbed his crotch, and I used the momentary pause in his aggression to wriggle out from underneath him. I just needed one good breath to get a scream out, but he was back on me in a second, bearing down with a force I couldn’t overcome. I twisted and kicked and pummeled him with my fists, anything to keep him from touching me where he wanted to. When he leaned over me, I butted my head into his chin.

			“Ow!” he yelled, lifting his chest off me slightly. But he managed to get his knees between my legs and pry them open. The hand returned to my mouth. I needed him to stop moving if I was going to get another solid knee to his balls, so I went still, as if I were giving up. 

			It worked—he was surprised and stopped moving. “There, see?” He put his hand on my thigh. “I bet you’ll like this.” Suddenly a ray of light streamed into the room and he was lifted off me.

			“Bastard!” Enzo threw Raymond into the dresser and punched him in the face so fiercely blood spurted from his nose.

			I scrambled to my knees and scooted backward on the bed. The two brothers fought hard, punching and kicking and tumbling to the floor. Someone bumped the lamp and it went over with a crash. I hated watching, but I couldn’t tear my eyes away. Raymond had the advantage of his hefty size, but Enzo was in better shape and quicker with his hands. At one point, Raymond was knocked backward onto the bed and I squealed, jumping to the floor. When I spied a smaller lamp on the bedside table, I shocked myself by having the wherewithal to grab it, yanking the cord from the socket. I hurried to the foot of the bed, where Enzo had Raymond pinned, his head toward me. 

			I did the only thing I could think of—clocked Raymond in the temple with the metal base of the lamp as hard as I could, on both sides of his big fat head. Then I backed up until I hit the wall, and black clouds swarmed my vision.

			#

			“Tiny! Are you OK?” 

			I opened my eyes and the kneeling figure of Enzo emerged from a gray haze.

			“No.” I was still holding the lamp.

			“Come on. Let’s get you out of here.” He took the lamp from my hand, pulled me up and led me to the room next door, where he gently pushed me onto the bed and told me to stay put. He left, shutting the door behind him. I sat in the darkness, listening to myself breathe. My entire body shook violently. Bringing my knees to my chin, I wrapped my arms around my legs. Men’s voices in the next room filtered through the wall, and the door thumped several times. 

			After a while, Enzo re-entered the room and switched on the light. His sleeveless white undershirt was spattered with blood. So were his hands. He washed up in the bathroom, behind a closed door. When he emerged, his skin was clean and his hair was damp. A bruise was forming on his right cheekbone, and he had red marks on his throat, but his face still made my insides tighten. He sat next to me on the bed.

			“Did he hurt you?” 

			I shivered. “He wanted to.”

			 He reached for the tender spot on my cheek. “That looks painful.”

			“It’s fine,” I said, leaning away from his touch.

			“No, it isn’t. I’m sorry, Tiny. I don’t know what the fuck he was thinking. I never have.”

			“He said he heard you were in my room. That’s what set him off.”

			“One of the men must have seen me.”

			“Why would they tell him?”

			He shrugged. “Everyone’s for sale.”

			I closed my eyes, the weight of his words sinking deep. “Where is he now?”

			“He was put in a car and driven to the hospital.” Amusement crept into his voice. “You knocked him out cold, and he needs stitches.”

			I opened my eyes and stared hard at him. “He deserved it.” 

			“He deserved worse.” For a second I thought he might try to touch me again, but he didn’t.

			It’s better this way. I sighed. “Enzo, I want to go home. I want an end to this—I’m tired of danger at every turn. I just want to be a regular girl.”

			He was quiet a moment. “No, you don’t.”

			My feet dropped to the floor. “What?”

			“You don’t want to be a regular girl. You like danger. You wouldn’t be in the bootleg business otherwise.”

			I jumped up from the bed, my hands shaking. “You don’t know anything about me,” I said through clenched teeth.

			“Yes, I do.”

			His ability to stay calm while getting under my skin made me itchy with rage. “Go to hell, Enzo! You’re nothing but a liar and a cheat and—”

			He was on his feet with his mouth on mine in a heartbeat, hands wrapped around my head. Momentarily stunned, my body went slack. “I love when you get angry with me,” he whispered against my lips, hands running down my arms. “Your body is all heat.”

			“Because I’m mad!” I pushed against his chest. “I was attacked tonight!”

			“Let me make it up to you.” He caught my waist and pulled me near, touching his lips to my forehead. “I’ll make you forget everything, even your name.”

			Swoosh. “No,” I said, my heart pounding with alternate beats of fury and desire. I pushed him away again and crossed my arms over my breasts, which were tingling. “You can’t have me.”

			He whipped his stained t-shirt over his head in one smooth motion and let it drop. My belly warmed at the sight of his bare chest and golden skin. A slow smile crept onto his lips as he came toward me. “You want me to go?” he asked. “Because I will. I can’t let you leave tonight, but if you’d rather be alone…”

			I backed away from him. 

			Tell him to go. Tell him to go. Tell him to go.

			But I couldn’t say the words. 

			“Go on, Tiny,” he said, coming toward me as my back hit the door. “Tell me to leave.” He put his arms on either side of my head, bringing his face close to mine. “Say you don’t want me.”

			A groan escaped me as he swept his lips across my forehead, bent his knees and pressed his hips against mine, letting me know he was hard and ready. He always wins. I hate him. “No.” Ducking down, I escaped the cage of his arms and ran for the bed, hopping up on it and standing above him for once.

			He faced me. “No, what?”

			“I won’t say I don’t want you. I can’t.”

			He came forward and wrapped his arms around my legs, pressing his mouth to the spot that ached for him most. Through the thin cotton of my slip and underwear, his lips and tongue devoured me, and my knees trembled. 

			“Oh my God,” I whimpered, putting my hands on his shoulders to stay upright.

			His hands slid from my calves up the back of my thighs and squeezed my buttocks, pulling me tighter to his mouth. When he moaned, I felt the vibrations go through me like an electric shock. He slipped my underwear down to my ankles and I stepped out of it. “Take your slip off,” he whispered. I grabbed my chemise at the hem and lifted it over my head. He took my breasts in his hands and massaged them gently before rubbing the back of his fingers over their hard peaks. My desire rocketed. “Enzo. I want you. Right now.”

			“Wait.” Taking my hips in his hands, he pushed me back slightly so he could kneel on the bed in front of me. One hand reached for my breast, while two fingers of the other slipped inside me, slowly, easily. I tried to breathe, but need was choking me. He took my nipple between his thumb and finger, and when he pinched it, somehow I felt it deep within my belly. His other hand penetrated me rhythmically as he kissed the insides of each thigh. When he swept his tongue up the silky seam between my legs, lingering at the top, I felt myself swaying and knew I couldn’t remain standing.

			Dropping to my knees, I ran my hands and lips over the hard lines of his chest and shoulders as he unbuttoned his trousers. Then I sat on my heels while he undressed, my heart racing in anticipation. Every article of clothing that came off kicked my pulse up higher. By the time he was naked and reaching for me, I was panting.

			I fell backward as our bodies and mouths came together. His weight on me was glorious and exhilarating, and I wrapped both my legs around one of his. He propped himself up on his elbows and kissed me ravenously, his tongue driving into my mouth. I reached down and took his thick flesh in my hand, sheathing and stroking it the way I had in my room. I know what he likes. The thought aroused me beyond belief. I needed to say it out loud, needed him to hear it.

			“I know what you want,” I said, looking him in the eye. “I know what you like.” His cock grew harder in my grip, and I moved my hand faster.

			“Not yet,” he said, his voice gravelly. I arched my back as he kissed his way down my throat and chest, taking one nipple in his mouth and sucking it. My knees fell wide open, and long fingers pushed inside me, once, twice, three times. I lifted my hips, desperate for more.

			“Enzo,” I begged, digging my fingers into his shoulders. “Now. Please.”

			He moved to the other breast, circling the nipple with his tongue before kissing his way back up my neck. “What do you want?” he asked, his breath tickling my ear. He bit my earlobe gently. “You have to tell me.” He lifted his hips and set them on mine, rubbing his cock against me in just the right spot. “Tell me you want me to fuck you. Say it.”

			“I want you to fuck me,” I rasped, clutching his biceps and straining up against him. “Now.”

			He kissed me hard before rolling to the edge of the bed and grabbing his coat off the floor. Taking a small box from the inside pocket, he opened it up and pulled out a condom. When he was finished putting it on, he rolled back to me, and I slipped beneath him, spreading my knees wide. He reached down to position himself between my legs, and I gasped at his entrance. Leaning on his elbows, he pushed in slowly, giving me time to relax into the way he stretched and filled me. My hands flattened on his back and glided down over taut muscle. Our eyes met, and I nearly lost control right then. 

			“Oh my God,” he whispered. “It’s even better than I remembered. You feel so fucking good.”

			I pulled at him, wanting more despite the quick stabbing pains I felt as he began thrusting deeper. My skin was on fire, and his back grew slick with sweat. He propped himself up on his hands near my shoulders, increasing the pressure where our bodies joined together and pushing me closer to oblivion. I looked at his gorgeous face above me. He’s so goddamn beautiful. How can any man be that beautiful? How can I ever possess him as fully as I desire him? 

			Suddenly I wanted more control.

			“Turn over.” He didn’t fight me when I pushed against his chest, and somehow I got him onto his back and straddled him. He groaned as I sank all the way down, his long, hard cock gliding so deep it hurt. I adjusted my angle to feel the pressure where I wanted it and take in as much of him as I could.

			He dug his fingers into my thighs. I clenched my muscles around him and rocked forward and back, placing my hands on his hard, hot stomach. “Fucking unbelievable,” he growled, eyes closed.

			“Yes,” I whispered, undulating my hips faster. Colors swirled behind my closed eyelids.

			Yes, yes, yes…

			Suddenly he grabbed my hips and held me still, his jaw thrust forward. “You’re seriously testing my self-control here, sweetheart. If you want this to go on any longer—”

			I widened my eyes. “Sweetheart?”

			One side of his mouth hooked up. “Fair warning. If you don’t stop moving that way...”

			Flashing a wicked grin, I swiveled my hips. I felt him pulse once inside me.

			“That’s it.” His stomach muscles flexed beneath my palms as he sat up and flipped me onto my back, our heads toward the foot of the bed. “Now listen to me,” he said, thrusting into me again and again, harder and deeper every time. “You’re going to come for me, now. You’re going to scream.” 

			“Yes!” I cried, not caring whether I was in control or not. In fact, the complete abandon was pure bliss. Clawing his back, I rocked my hips to match his rhythm. We were all frantic push and racing breath as we climbed toward ecstasy, and then time slowed as everything in my body tightened. “Yes,” I moaned. “Yes, yes!”

			He came first, momentarily paralyzed as he thickened and throbbed, and I pulled him into me and writhed against him, crying out again and again as the orgasm crashed through my body and lingered in delicious little waves. 

			He collapsed onto my chest, and we stayed that way for a moment, each of us gasping for air. 

			“Oh my God.” I blinked. Repeated myself.

			After a moment, he propped himself up on his hands and looked down at me. “Are you all right?”

			“I’m not sure.”

			Smiling, he lifted himself off me. “Good.” 

			I rolled to the edge of the bed, scooped up my chemise, and pulled it on. Dazed, I stumbled to the bathroom, shutting the door behind me. I turned on the light and looked in the mirror.

			Jesus, is that me? I had bruises on my face and tangles in my hair. My cheeks were flushed and my lips were swollen. But I liked the way my eyes looked—knowing and satisfied, as if I was in on a secret. I couldn’t help the smile that inched onto my face. Yes. I look like a woman who’s been to bed with the sheik. 

			The problem was, now that I knew the feverish thrill of it, I wanted to do it again. Right now.

			No. 

			My last shred of sense took over. This had to be a one-time-only experience. The smile slid off my face. I used the bathroom and cleaned up, my mood souring.

			When I opened the door, Enzo was lounging in his underwear on the bed, smoking a cigarette. He’d lit one for me as well, and handed it to me wordlessly.

			We smoked in silence for a few minutes, watching each other through the drifting haze. “I wish I’d brought some whisky up here,” he said. “I could use a drink.”

			“Me too.” I dragged deep and hard on the cigarette, searing my lungs. “Although I’m not sure my body can take any more sin tonight.”

			He cocked a brow. “Let’s find out.”

			“No. We can’t do that again.” 

			“Why not? Didn’t you enjoy it?” He tilted his head. “Looked like you did. Sounded like you did.” He leaned toward me. “Felt like you did.”

			Heat rushed my extremities. “That’s not the point.” I put out my cigarette in the ashtray he’d set on the bed and leaned back against the headboard, my legs crossed. And they’re going to stay crossed. “You’re engaged to be married. I don’t want to be some little toy on the side you take out and play with whenever you feel like it.”

			“We can play whenever you feel like it too.”

			“No. I’ll help you get your money back from Sam the Barber—as long as my friend doesn’t get hurt—but that’s all.” I spoke with finality and hoped I sounded more sure than I felt. And why didn’t he get dressed again? His bare skin was tying my stomach in knots.

			He put out his cigarette and moved the ashtray to the dresser. “I think you’re overestimating your willpower.” Returning to the bed, he put his hand on my knee and ran it up my thigh. “And I know you’re overestimating mine.”

			God, he was unfairly handsome. He lowered his lips to my shoulder as his fingers crept between my legs, nudging them apart. His other hand brushed the strap of my chemise aside and pulled it down, exposing a breast. I knew before he even put his mouth on it I was lost. Closing my eyes, I let the languorous hum take over my body. “This is a bad idea.”

			“Why? I think we could be good for each other. We just have to keep it a secret. Our very own…” He licked my nipple with one warm stroke. “Dirty little…” He blew cool air across it, and I shivered. “Secret.” He took it between his teeth and bit down.

			I gasped in pain, but also with the shock of pleasure it brought me. He picked his head up, a fiendish smile on his lips. “Want to bite me back?”

			Instead of answering, I got to my knees, pushed him back against the headboard and yanked his underwear down. Without breaking eye contact, I crawled up his body, one leg on either side of him, until my knees bracketed his hips. After tearing off my chemise, I licked my fingers, reached down and touched myself. His mouth fell open. 

			Slick with desire, I slid down the rigid length of his cock, smiling when he sucked in his breath. 

			“Don’t come,” I ordered, delirious with the power I had over my own pleasure—and his. At his strangled groan, I dug my nails into his shoulders. “I mean it.”

			“You—are—a wicked little girl.” He struggled to get the words out, his dark eyes shooting angry fire. This was way too dangerous, and I knew it.

			But I didn’t care.

			And I wasn’t a little girl.

			“Put your hands on me,” I said.

			He did as he was told, running his hands up my legs, then over my stomach and breasts. I rotated my hips, and he moved his hands back to my thighs, digging his fingers into my skin. “Easy,” he begged. 

			So I did it again. This time he put a hand to my throat, his eyes warning me not to push him. 

			I did it a third time, and his fingers snaked up the back of my neck and fisted in my hair. We stared at each other, breathing hard and trying not to erupt with the madness boiling beneath our skin.

			“Pull it,” I demanded. As I began rocking my hips, his fingers tightened at the back of my skull. The faster I moved, the louder I sighed, the harder he pulled. Sharp needles of pain pricked my scalp, the perfect contrast to the unbearable pleasure that exploded in me at the very same moment.

			I knew right then that I couldn’t stay away from him, no matter what the consequences.

			And I knew there would be consequences.

		
			

	
		Chapter Twenty

			 

			When I woke the next morning, Enzo was gone, but I could smell him on my skin. Bringing an arm to my face, I inhaled, and the scent put a smile on my lips and a flutter in my belly. I got out of bed and stretched, discovering I was sore—not only in the expected places, but in my stomach and leg muscles too. I located my underwear and chemise on the floor and pulled them on, wondering what time it was. Actually I wasn’t even sure what day it was.

			In the bathroom, I looked at myself in the mirror and experienced the same giddy rush I had last night. The eyelet of my chemise was torn at one shoulder, but I had no idea when that had happened. My night with Enzo could be called a lot of things—fiery, explosive, passionate, shocking—but sweet and tender?

			Nope.

			I was surprised the thing wasn’t shredded completely.

			Examining my reflection closer, I touched the bruise at my temple. It reminded me of Joey’s injury, and I swallowed hard, guilt slamming me like a fist in the gut. I had to deceive him into providing me with information for Enzo, and Joey didn’t deserve deception. I owed him Daddy’s life, and probably mine too. Squeezing my eyes shut, I exhaled slowly. Don’t think about that now. Figure out how you’re going to get your clothes from the next room and get out of here.

			I went back into the bedroom and noticed an envelope had been slid under the door. When I picked it up, I shivered. It was identical to the one Enzo had handed me at the store last Friday afternoon. I tore it open.

			Dear Tiny,

			Your things will be delivered shortly by a maid. Your father is expected at one o’ clock today, after which you will be free to go and my driver will take you home. We should not be seen together in public, although I do look forward to seeing you again. You are mouthy and demanding, and your temper rivals Vesuvius, but so does your passion. 

			Until then,

			Enzo

			While I fumed at his backward compliment and the fact that I was still being held here against my will, I looked for something to cover up with. What would the maid think if I answered the door in a ripped chemise? I was thinking of wrapping myself in the sheet when I saw Enzo’s gray coat on the dresser. I shrugged into it, the sleeves hanging far below my hands, and the length sufficient to cover me nearly to the knee. Tightening it around me, I buried my nose in the collar and breathed him in. The sexy smoke-and-tobacco scent made me dizzy.

			But my anger still simmered. Why should he be the one deciding when I could leave? And what did he mean, in public? That my company was welcome for a romp in his bed but not for a drink at his club? Go to hell, Enzo.

			A knock sounded on the door and I heard it being unlocked, but no one entered. The knock sounded again. I rolled my eyes—this prisoner/guest business was wearing on my nerves. I opened the door and the same maid from yesterday brought in my dress and shoes, along with towels and toiletries. She laid everything on the bed and left without saying a word, for which I was grateful. Although she didn’t make direct eye contact, she had to have noticed I wore nothing but a man’s coat.

			Banishing that thought, I washed up, brushed my teeth, and dressed. I wished I had a comb or even a hat, but I did the best I could with a little water and my fingers. When I was finished, I returned to the bed and sat. How long would I have to wait here? Drumming my fingers on the spread, I stewed that even after last night, Enzo still wouldn’t allow me to go. Was this any better than having a father who controlled my every move? On a whim, I tried the door, but it was locked from the outside.

			Grimacing, I moved to the window. My car is still down there somewhere, I realized, although my keys were long gone. Harry had taken the money from my purse Thursday night, but who knew what he’d done with the rest of its contents? I shivered, recalling Harry’s death in the cabin—I’d seen some surprisingly gruesome things in nursing school, but nothing so immediate in its violence. And Raymond—what would he do now? He’d be furious with me and with Enzo, looking to get revenge. Would his father be able to rein him in? I turned from the window just as Enzo unlocked and opened the door.

			Despite my anger, the sight of him still wound me up—had he gotten better looking overnight? His hair was perfectly coiffed, his collar tight, the bruise on his cheek not dark enough to mar his handsome face. “You know, you could knock,” I snapped.

			A smile tipped his lips as he closed the door behind him. “You’re not happy to see me?”

			I crossed my arms. “What are you doing here? I thought you were sending your driver for me, so we wouldn’t be seen together in public.” 

			He came toward me, detangled my arms and slipped his around my waist. “I couldn’t stay away.” His lips pressed to mine, setting my heart pounding, but I didn’t open my mouth. How badly I wanted to give in and fall back into bed with him, but this wasn’t the pattern I wanted to set. Our affair had to be secret, but he didn’t get to make all the rules, deciding how and when we could see each other.

			I pulled back. “I’d like to go home now, Enzo. I haven’t been there since Thursday night. I need to let my sisters know it’s safe to return, and I want a bath and some new clothes.” Tilting my head, I added, “Or am I being too mouthy and demanding?”

			He put his face in my neck and kissed my throat. “Mmmmm. You smell good. But a bath could be arranged.”

			I twisted out of his embrace. “No. Not here.” 

			“Why not?”

			Gesturing toward him, I said, “I see you’ve managed to get cleaned up—I don’t even have a comb, let alone clean clothes.” I pulled my navy dress from my body. “You do realize I was wearing this the night Harry kidnapped me. Is it too much to ask that I be allowed to change out of it?

			He smiled. “I’ll help you out of it.”

			I sighed and shut my eyes, my shoulders slumping. “You’re impossible.”

			“For God’s sake, Tiny, you’re more fun when you’re mad at me.” 

			My eyes snapped open and my voice took on a hard edge. “You want me to get mad? Now there’s something that could be arranged.”

			“Ah. There she is.” He straightened his coat. “I’m afraid you’ll just have to wait. I can’t let you leave until your father arrives and some kind of agreement is reached, or my father will have my head.” He was so cool about it, as if last night hadn’t happened at all. 

			“You once said our fathers’ business had nothing to do with us.”

			“Yes. I believe that was before you sold Sam Scarfone the hearses which he then used to hijack a very large, very pricey, shipment of mine.”

			“I told you, I didn’t know what he was—”

			“Shhh.” He reached for me again. Wrapping one arm around my back, he brushed my tangled hair back from my face. “Things are what they are between us, Tiny,” he whispered, digging his fingers into my waist. “But let’s not tarnish them with more lies.” 

			My lower lip quivered. His eyes were black as night and his expression was tight—whether he was controlling his rage or his passion, I couldn’t tell. I said nothing as he traced my lips with one finger. 

			“I believe this affair could be mutually beneficial,” he went on, “but in order for that to happen, you and I are going to have to trust each other a little bit. Don’t you agree?”

			“Yes.” My voice cracked on the word.

			“So tell me the truth.” The arm around me tightened further, bowing my back. “Did you know Scarfone was planning the heist?” He rubbed one finger back and forth across my lower lip.

			Suddenly I was tired of lying about what I’d done. There hadn’t been a choice. I looked him in the eye and lifted my chin. “I did what I had to do to protect my family.”

			His brow twitched, as if he were surprised I had admitted it. “Yes, you did. I like that about you.” His finger slipped inside my mouth, and without thinking I ran the tip of my tongue across it. He smiled. “You have a talent for deception, Tiny. And I’m glad, because you’re going to need it. This is only the beginning.”

			He removed his finger and put his lips on mine again, more insistent this time, his tongue slashing into my mouth. Despite my earlier decision not to give in, I craved the pleasure and pain our bodies could bring to one another, and I wanted the powerful abandon I felt making him lose control. When the kiss grew reckless, I struggled to get my arms free and reached for the buttons on his coat.

			He shocked me by grabbing my shoulders and setting me at arm’s length from him. 

			“What?”

			After a moment, he said, “You can go.”

			“Huh?”

			“You can go home.” He lowered his arms and adjusted his collar. “I’ll have my driver come for you in ten minutes.” 

			I stuck my hands on my hips, tempted to slap him again. “I hate your games.”

			He pulled his wallet from his back pocket.  “How much do you owe him?”

			“Who?”

			“Your friend. Lupo. How much did he give you to pay my father off?”

			My jaw tightened. Something about this scene was too familiar. “None of your business.”

			“Goddammit, Tiny.” He pointed a finger at me. “You’re not to owe him anything—not money, not information, not favors. This is part of our deal, now tell me what he gave you.”

			I had to think about it, Joey had given me so much. “Fifty-six hundred.”

			“Fine.” He counted some bills in his wallet—five one-thousand dollar bills and six hundreds—then held them out.

			I looked down at the money in his hand. “Why are you doing this? You think you can buy me?” Straightening my shoulders, I stood a little taller. “I’m not for sale.”

			He picked up my hand, smashed the money into my palm, and curled my fingers around it. “Sweetheart, everyone’s for sale.”

			As he stormed out, I took off one shoe and hurled it at him, but it hit the door just as it slammed shut.

			#

			I got home in time to see Daddy before he left for his meeting with the DiFiores. Although I was desperate to clean up, I needed him to know how important it was that he co-operate with them and not say anything rash or foolish. I found him in the kitchen, heating up the iron on the stove.  His best shirt and trousers were draped over the kitchen table.

			He was thrilled to see me, but I didn’t feel as if he understood there was still danger ahead, even though he was free. “Just agree to what they say,” I begged him. “If they ask for a percentage, don’t argue.” 

			He nodded, but his face darkened. “I’ll say what I have to, but I hate them for what they did to us. You can bet if I find a way to pay them back, I’ll take it.”

			My head, which had been aching for days, threatened to split wide open. “Please, Daddy. You have no idea what I went through to get you released, to keep the girls safe. I need you to avoid the mistakes you made before. If you want to be in the bootlegging business, you pay up. Either that or find something else to do.”

			I thought he might argue but he didn’t. Instead, he turned from the stove and took me in his arms, kissing my head. “You’re so like your mother,” he said. “She was no bigger than a minute, but she was smart and feisty and brave, just like you. Thank you for everything you did. I’ll make things right, I promise.”

			Given his temper and his proclivity for gambling, I wondered if that was possible. My throat closed and I took deep breaths to keep the tears at bay. He smelled like himself now—soap and shaving cream and maybe a hint of gasoline. He patted my back. “Don’t worry about anything.”

			Before he left, he told me that Bridget had phoned this morning, frantic with worry. He’d assured her everything was fine and that it was safe to come home. 

			I really hoped that was true.

			Once Daddy was gone, I ate two pieces of toast and phoned Evelyn’s house, but her father said she was working. I thanked him and hung up, thinking maybe I’d head over to the bakery after I bathed and dressed. What a story I had for her. I wasn’t even sure what I should tell her, or what would be safe for her to know. After trudging wearily up the stairs, I undressed and ran a bath. 

			Slipping all the way under the water, I held myself there until my lungs felt like they might burst before surfacing again and rubbing the water from my eyes. After washing my hair and scrubbing myself with a bar of Ivory soap, I dried off and dressed in a white blouse and black skirt. When my hair was combed and dry, I put on a little makeup. Checking my reflection in the mirror, I noticed something on my bed that hadn’t been there before. I turned around to look more closely, and saw that it was the blue Tiffany box. 

			I sat down and stared at it. The necklace? Had I missed it earlier? I lifted off the top, and there it was. Underneath it was a note.

			You made it yours the other night.

			I scowled.

			How dare he give me this after the way he treated me this morning? Who does he think he is? He bought this for another woman!

			But within seconds, my blood settled a bit. Hold on. You got what you wanted this morning, didn’t you? He let you go. And he gave you the money to pay Joey back.

			Except I couldn’t let it go. Enzo had told me what ultimately mattered to him—power, wealth, control. I’m just one more cog in the machine he’s building to get everything he wants. What about what I want? 

			I held up the necklace, watching the diamonds catch the sunlight through my open window. Never in a million years had I thought I’d own a piece of jewelry like this. 

			I went to the mirror over my dresser, draping the necklace around my neck. Then I frowned. Where the hell would I ever wear it? My life was no different than before, was it? I was a still just a struggling nursing student with one short leg, living at home, working for and answering to Daddy. Wasn’t I?

			Not exactly—you answer to Enzo now too, said a voice inside me. And he’d promised to pay me not only enough for tuition, but more. What would that mean?

			Stomach jumping, I clasped the necklace, lowered my arms, and stared at myself. The truth was, I wasn’t the same girl at all. And when I was with Enzo, that way, I felt as if I could have anything I wanted.

			So what did I want now?

			Before I could articulate an answer, I heard knocking on the front door. Quickly I ran into Daddy’s room to look out the front window. A shiny red Buick Touring was parked on the street, glinting in the sunshine. Clapping a hand to my mouth, I recalled where I’d seen it before—at the boathouse, being driven by Sam Scarfone. Why was Sam here to see me? Should I open the door? What if he knew what I was planning to do? 

			A voice from below floated through the screen. “Tiny, are you there?”

			Joey.

			I ran down the stairs and yanked the front door open. 

			My heart went ka-whump. The car wasn’t the only surprise.

			He wore a brand new suit, a three-piece dark blue pinstripe, with a lighter blue shirt and a gold silk tie. The coat fit snugly over his broad shoulders and chest, narrowing at his trim waist. And that wasn’t all. Gone was his scruffy hairdo and floppy cap. He removed a light brown fedora, revealing neatly styled hair, the curls tamed with pomade. He was clean-shaven, a hint of a smile on his wide mouth—until he saw the diamonds at my throat. Then it slid off his face, as if he knew where they had come from.

			“Can I come in?”

			“Of course.” I stepped back. As he passed me I caught his scent—something new, maybe shaving cream or hairdressing. It certainly didn’t smell familiar. And he was looking at me so oddly, as if he wasn’t sure it was me. I pushed the door shut and faced him again, my fingers twisting together. “Daddy was released yesterday. Thank you for everything—I couldn’t have managed without you.”

			“You’re welcome. You got the package then?”

			I nodded, reluctant to tell him about the whole ordeal just yet. “Why don’t we sit in the front room?” My voice sounded strange in my ears. 

			Joey waited until I sat on the sofa before lowering himself to the chair across from me. We both sat stiffly, as if we had never been alone together before. This is ridiculous! It’s Joey, for crying out loud!

			“How did it go in Chicago?” I asked.

			“Good.” He nodded and fooled with his hat in his lap. “Real good. We got the entire load sold and set some connections in place for the future.” He didn’t mention the opium and I didn’t ask. “Actually, I might be moving back there.”

			“Oh, really?” I fought a momentary onslaught of panic. If Joey left town, my connection to the River Gang was gone. But I was torn, too—Joey would be safer in Chicago. “That’s—that’s good. I saw in the paper that police are looking for someone who fits your description. Because of the shootings.”

			Joey focused his attention on his hat. “Yeah. I should lay low for a while.” He sneaked a peek at me. “You look good, Tiny. Different.”

			I rubbed my lips together, although I hadn’t put on the red lipstick. “I have makeup on.”

			“It’s not the makeup.”

			We stared at each other for a few seconds, my face growing hot. “You look good too. I like the new suit.” 

			He sat a little taller. “Yeah?”

			“Yeah. You’re even wearing a tie. I thought you didn’t prefer them.”

			“Guess I’ve changed my mind about some things.”

			I cleared my throat. “And a new car, I see?”

			“That’s Sam’s. I’m just driving it while I’m here. What happened to the window?” He gestured behind me, where cardboard covered the shattered glass. Daddy must have taped it up.

			Thinking fast, I said, “Accident. Baseball game in the street.”

			“Oh.” 

			Unable to hold his gaze, I stared at his shiny brown shoes. “Oh! What’s the matter with me?” I stood, and he did too. “I have something for you. I’ll be right back.” I rushed from the room and up the stairs before he could ask questions. In my bedroom, I gathered together the bills Enzo had given me, pausing to look in the mirror. My cheeks were flaming. What’s the matter with you? Get down there and pay him back. Say thank you. And quit acting like a skittish doe or he’ll know something is up!

			When I got to the bottom of the steps, he was standing near the front door with his hat on already, as if he couldn’t wait to leave. Was this the same man who cooked pancakes and spaghetti in my kitchen? I handed him the money, and he stared at it.

			“Where did you get this?”

			“Well… Daddy’s back now,” I answered vaguely. 

			“Your pop had this money somewhere?” His expression was suspicious.

			“I’m—I’m not sure where he got it.” 

			He tucked the money into his coat pocket and nodded. “That’s a hell of a necklace. Diamonds?”

			I swallowed as I brought my fingers to the stones at my throat. “Yes.”

			“Where’d you get it?” A cool tone had crept into his voice and his eyes were downright hard now.

			“It was a gift.”

			 “Really. Well, I should get going.” 

			“Aren’t you going to ask who it’s from?” I blurted.

			“I know who it’s from.” He looked at me one moment longer, and understanding passed between us.

			He knows what I’ve done. 

			“You’re making a mistake, Tiny.”

			I bristled. “You don’t know anything about it.”

			“I know you. I’ve always known you.” Suddenly he grabbed me by the shoulders and kissed me. A little squeak of surprise escaped my throat, followed by a soft sigh of pleasure. Joey’s lips were so lush and soft, and the way he pressed them to mine was insistent without being demanding. He opened his mouth and gently swept his tongue between my lips. I shocked myself by meeting it with mine, wishing I could feel his chest against me. But he kept my arms pinned fast.

			Then he stepped back, breathing hard. “Good-bye, Tiny.” He was out the front door and sliding into the Buick before I could even form a coherent thought.

			I watched him drive off, bringing my fingers to my lips. My heart hadn’t stopped racing since he’d kissed me. My God, what am I doing? 

			I’d thought when Daddy was released, my life would go back to normal. But now I knew that was impossible. 

			Enzo’s words from this morning echoed in my head so clearly I could feel his breath on my ear.

			This is only the beginning.
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